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      Draike prowled the darkened alley. Discarded beer cans and broken bottles littered his path, the detritus of lost hopes and shattered dreams a common sight in this part of London. The rough stone wall grabbed at his fur. The broken asphalt abraded the sensitive pads of his paws. And the noise… Only his many years of living in the metropolis enabled the large fox to filter out the cacophony of mechanical sounds and noxious vapors.

      He ignored a truck lumbering down the narrow street, black smoke streaming out its exhaust and stinging his eyes. He ignored the fleeting tidbits of conversation, wrinkled his nose at a million suspicious odors. He didn’t ignore the faint scrape of tiny claws on concrete. Tilting his head toward the scratching sounds, he slunk forward. A small, furred body darted by. He stilled, the fox eager to hunt and chase and pounce. He flicked an ear and shoved aside the instinct. Vermin tasted awful.

      The rat scrambled beneath a bag of refuse torn open by sharp teeth and digging claws. The bag shook then slumped to the ground, scattering its contents and shoving a tin can across the asphalt to land at Draike’s feet. The rancid odor of rotting onions and moldy bread permeated the air. The fox sneezed. Shaking his head, he backed away from the stench of the nest. When his paw caught on an empty pizza box, the rats fell silent.

      Draike had little desire to interrupt his errand for the filthy taste of a city rat drenched in rotten vegetables; but when a streetlamp reflected the beady eyes of rodents following his every step, the temptation to make a bit of mischief was too strong to resist. Slowing his steps, Draike waited until he heard the cautious rustle of claws on plastic before turning and pouncing. He landed within inches of the nest and curled his lips in a silent snarl. The rats shrieked and scattered as fast as their stubby little legs could carry them, tossing empty soda cans and rotten vegetable peels in their wake. Whuffing a vulpine chuckle, he pranced away from the odiferous refuse and back to his intended path.

      He had just reached the intersection of Kennington Lane and Vauxhall Street when he detected the sound of human voices—a male and his female companion. His ears swiveled to catch their conversation. It was late to be out in this part of the city. The nightclubs were too far away for them to be patrons, and most law-abiding residents of the neighborhood had long since retired to their beds. This area housed older couples or young families with small children. While there might be the occasional break-in or youthful vandalism, they rarely saw trouble from the rowdier clubs.

      Something about the situation set his fur on edge. The man’s tone of voice, perhaps, or the woman’s slurred confusion. Draike eased along the shadows to the nearest alley. As the couple drew closer, he crouched beneath a discarded pallet. The woman staggered alongside the man, imploring him to take her home while she batted his hand from her breast. He laughed and renewed his effort to fondle her half-exposed body. The fox growled. The scent of alcohol wafted off the pair in a thick cloud.

      Did they drink it or bathe in it? Draike pawed at his watering eyes, stifling a sneeze as the smell stung his nose.

      The male stumbled, creating the perfect opportunity to plunge his hand into his companion’s low-cut neckline. He yanked the cloth aside and squeezed her naked breast. Ignoring her protests, he pulled her into the alley. The man pressed the woman against the crumbling brick wall. He assaulted her mouth, devouring her cries while he tore the thin straps of her dress. His victim’s top fell to her waist, exposing her reddened breasts.

      She wrenched her mouth free. “Don’t do this. Please!”

      “Listen, lady. Me and you are gonna have some fun.” He ran his tongue up the side of her neck. “If it ain’t fun for you, it’s no skin off me arse.”

      The man laughed when she crossed her arms over her chest. Grabbing her wrists, he wrenched them over her head and held them there. He grinned down at her naked body and bent to suck on her nipples. He wasn’t gentle. Red splotches marred her pale skin, the imprint of teeth too deep to be foreplay. The woman fought against his hold, begging for mercy between her cries of pain. He ripped the remainder of her dress from her body.

      Draike’s fur stood on end. Not in his territory. Not on his watch. He slinked from the shadows and crept across the uneven asphalt. Dodging the woman’s underwear as it sailed overhead, he crept forward. He had seen and heard enough. The man’s thin slacks would prove little barrier to his fangs. He hoped it would be enough for the woman to escape. If not… His lips curled in a fanged grin.

      A truck rumbled by, spilling light into the alley. It chased away the shadows and left Draike exposed. He dropped into a crouch, ears pinned to his head. When the woman brought her knee into sharp contact with her attacker’s groin, the would-be rapist doubled over with a curse. Draike sprang forward and sank his teeth into the back of the man’s knee.

      The blood flowed sharp and coppery on his tongue. The rapist’s shout of pain gentle music to his ears. The fox savored the flavor until a sour, filthy taste developed in the back of his throat. No wonder the assailant doused himself in strong spirits; it camouflaged his scent. Blood didn’t lie, and the acrid tang in his mouth bespoke the criminal’s true nature. Draike spat out the foul liquid with a growling bark. The man collapsed to the asphalt holding his genitals. The sobbing woman stumbled out of the alley, clutching her torn dress with shaking fingers.

      Rolling to his feet, the shifter pulled a jagged knife from a sheath at his back. “You’re old news, fox. This is our territory now.”

      Draike leaped from the shadows and sank his fangs into the arm holding the knife. His weight and momentum staggered the man but didn’t wrench the weapon from the rapist’s hand. Draike twisted in mid-air and landed facing his prey. His ears and tail rode high; a vicious snarl curled his lips.

      The shifter hissed, transferring the knife to his other hand. Draike sidestepped around the alley, alert to every sound. He never took his eyes off his prey. Ducking a wild slash, he darted in and nipped the man’s ankles. Each lunge, each snap of his jaws moved the rat further away from the fleeing woman. Away from the light. Away from witnesses.

      The rat shifted his weight from one foot to the other favoring the leg Draike had bitten. He spun the blade in a practiced swirl between his fingers. “You cost me a bit of fun. Let’s find out how much it’ll cost you.”

      Draike’s low growl reverberated in the narrow alley. Night creatures scurried away from the sound, recognizing the command and power of the alpha male. He focused on the rat’s eyes. The shifter tried to hold his gaze, but the rat was no match for the alpha. His skill with a blade was also unequal to the fight. Draike had grown up on the streets and knew how to fight dirty. This rat’s feints resembled a child playing with a stick and calling it a sword, while his attacks were amateurish at best and laughable at worst. The fox grinned and licked the foul blood from his fangs.

      When the attack came, the fox ignored the feint from the right and dove between the rat’s legs. Scrambling his claws into the asphalt for traction, Draike turned and sank his teeth into the shifter’s uninjured calf. Without a stable leg, his opponent shrieked in pain and tumbled to the ground. Dodging the man’s fall, Draike pounced on his back and wrapped his jaws around the criminal’s neck.

      “Okay, mate, chill! How ‘bout we split the districts? Sixty-forty.”

      Draike curled his lip and gave the man’s neck a slight shake. The audacity of this mewling, insignificant vermin. To think he, Draike William Weatherby, would sully his father’s name and honor by giving over even a meter of his territory to a rat. He sank his fangs deeper into the tender flesh, coating his tongue with more of the rat’s fetid blood. He didn’t have time for this, struggled with the urge to finish it and rid the world of one more useless vermin.

      The captive rat trembled in his grasp, and the pungent odor of ammonia filled the air. Draike curled his lips and growled. The squeaking whimpers and snuffling pleas for mercy sounded too much like the rat’s victim. He’d give the vermin as much mercy as she’d gotten. His jaws closed tighter as his claws dug into the terrified creature beneath him.

      The shriek of approaching sirens broke the taut silence and pulled him from his bloodlust. Too public. Too many humans who’d have too many questions. The fox shifted into his hybrid form and dragged the rat into the shadows. A thorough search turned up two more knives and a small bottle of suspicious pills. His anger roared to the surface.

      “This is my territory,” Draike said with a growling undertone which had the rat laying perfectly still. “I don’t share, and I don’t tolerate scum like you trespassing.”

      He tossed the rat against the wall, a feral grin crossing his pointed snout at the meaty thud. Breaking the knives between his paw-like hands, he threw them into a dumpster. Let the vermin sift through the garbage if he wanted them so damned much. When the glare of police lights lit up the alley, he dropped the bottle of pills between the rat’s feet and returned to his animal form. Draike waited until the officers exited their vehicle to slip out of the alley. With a final look over his shoulder, he resumed his trek toward his original destination.

      Though Vauxhall Street created its own challenges for the shifters beneath his care, Draike was pleased to see a resurgence of business along the river. The nightclubs brought prosperity to the area, but the bright lights meant fewer shadows to hide in. The stench of exhaust fumes, the noise from engines, and the thumping of the dance music was hell on the fox, but it was welcome progress. He was content to endure the discomfort if it meant a greater chance of honest income for the humans and shifters who lived in his domain.

      He could be pleased with the progress and still be happy to leave it behind. Shaking his head to stop the ringing in his ears, he entered an undeveloped green space behind Sancroft House. Here, trees provided an efficient buffer against the sound and pollutants of humanity. Tall weeds tickled his underbelly and provided a modicum of camouflage from curious eyes. He crept across the small lawn and chewed on a few blades of grass to wash the lingering taste of the rat from his tongue.

      Snatching another juicy mouthful, Draike darted across the road and into another overgrown yard. The buildings were older here, less maintained. The recent progress on the riverfront had yet to reach this far, and a lingering sense of hopeless desperation permeated the neighborhood. A dilapidated warehouse sat between a crumbling ruin of a storefront and a worn duplex. He trotted to the backdoor and gave a short bark. A second passed, two, before a high-pitched yip replied from within. The door swung open on well-oiled hinges, allowing him to slip into the dimly lit building.

      “Mr. Weatherby, sir, thanks for coming.” The doorman, a boy of sixteen, pulled a cotton robe from a sealed bag and hung it on a hook.

      Draike butted his head against the boy’s hand and gave a rumbling whuff before calling forth his human form. Unlike the agonizing sounds of snapping bones and twisting muscle so popular in classic horror movies, transitions were swift and painless. When he called forth the change from his animal to his human form, a warm, tingling sensation flowed over him. One moment he was an unusually large fox, the next he shook the last tingles from his body and rose to his feet. A few stubborn leaves and twigs clung to his chest, and he growled at the prickly seedpods which refused to let go. As clean as he could get, he shrugged into the robe. Unfortunately, the movies got one thing right: clothing did not shift.

      Cinching the robe tight, Draike stepped into the room and paused to allow his eyes to adjust to the candlelight. Other than the eldest boy who opened the door, there were only six boys present, ranging in age from eight to fifteen. He frowned and looked around the room in case some were shifted or napping. They weren’t. The gang was a small but tight knit group, but only a little more than half attended the meeting.

      “Good evening, lads.” He nodded to the room at large before returning his attention to the oldest of the small band. “Marko, you wanted to speak with me?”

      “Aye, Mr. Weatherby, sir.” Marko, the young doorman, motioned for the older man to sit and brought over an unopened bottle of water, a luxury for the scruffy group of street kids. Draike thanked the boy for the drink—to refuse would have been an insult—and washed the last of the rat’s blood from his mouth. “We’ve gots a problem, see, and think you might be the one what can solve it for us.”

      “I’ll certainly do my best. Does it have anything to do with the rise in violent crime in the area? It’s been all over the news. On my way here, I reminded a rather vicious rat that I won’t tolerate that sort of thing within my territory.”

      “Yeah, we been trying to keep ’em outta here, but they ain’t listening to us. Saying they got a bigger right to be here than us since they got some flush bloke what’s backing ’em. A right barmy lot, if you ask me.” Marko shrugged, drumming his fingers on the rickety metal table. He looked into each darkened corner before scanning the faces of his small gang. The boys all wore the same haunted look of a hard life made harsher by the lack of a loving family and a permanent home.

      “Have any of them named their backer?”

      “Nope, and that’s strange. Usually, a gang’ll crow it loud and long when they’re on the payroll of some blighter with more cash than sense. None of ’em will give a peep about where the dough’s coming from. Not even when we’ve used…persuasion.” Marko’s lip curled to reveal a sharp, yellowed fang.

      “Interesting.” Draike observed the small group, noting who was present and who was not. His frown deepened when he realized the missing children were all from the sturdier species—wolves, bears, and large cats. By design or coincidence?

      The gang, like London, contained a mix of shifter species as colorful and varied as its human races. In order to protect their secret, predator and prey learned to work and live alongside each other in an uneasy truce. Still, each species carved out its own territory from the tangle of busy streets and human neighborhoods and defended it much the same way they would in the wild.

      The small boroughs of Clapham and Vauxhall were Draike’s domain, and he took his responsibility to those in his territory seriously. Though the boys had chafed beneath his direct protection in the beginning, the small band learned the advantages of having such a paternal alpha male.

      He asked little from them and soon arrived at a mutual understanding with the band of homeless youths. The boys passed along pieces of information they felt Draike might find useful, while he allowed them the use of the abandoned warehouse as a safe place to rest. The agreement relied upon the lads’ discretion in their illegal endeavors with an emphasis on avoiding violence and exposure of their kind to humans. Thus far, the group hadn’t failed him.

      “So, we have an unnamed backer stirring up trouble. I’d lay odds it’s a shifter or an aware human since Max keeps his coven under control. There hasn’t been a rise in vampire activity in the area that I’ve heard of.”

      “Other than the three clubs we told you ‘bout last year, the bloodsuckers keep to themselves.”

      “What about strays, rogues, or ferals?”

      Marko shook his head and shrugged. The odd vampire wandered into the human clubs near the gang’s warehouse but rarely caused an incident. The covens punished threats to exposure in ways that gave even the most vicious shifter nightmares.

      “I sent a note ‘round to Lord Maximus. His Most High and Mighty self said he’d noticed the crime, but it was our job to police our own.” The boy growled.

      Draike’s brows climbed towards his hairline. “That doesn’t sound like Max. He lets me know any time a shifter contacts him. Very odd.” The self-proclaimed Lord of London was more than aware of his importance and power among the local vampires. As a result, he came off as condescending to all he felt were beneath him, but he never ignored a genuine cry for help. Something was definitely wrong.

      “If I could find out who was funding these sons of bitches,” the young man continued, “I’d do a damn sight more’n policing ’em.”

      “Have any of your boys been hurt?” His gaze traveled over the gathered children. When the youngest child whimpered and huddled against one of the older boys, Draike focused on him. He sniffed the air, filtering out the stench of unwashed bodies and discarded food scraps. These children were more than scared; they were terrified.

      “Ain’t for certain-sure. I mean, I know something stinks like a two quid slag but can’t tell what.”

      “In what way, Marko?” He looked over the small band once more.

      “We’ve always been a small group, y’know?” Marko brushed his hair from his face and scowled. “A right little family. So we notice when one of the lads finds hisself in a sweet spot making jack or down the river and needing a leg up.”

      “It’s one of the reasons I haven’t pressed you to move into safer surroundings. You take good care of them.”

      “I do me best, sir.” Marko puffed up under the praise, deflating by degrees as he looked over his small band. “It ain’t been good enough, though. Best we can figger, Mickey be the first one gone. He was a right queer ‘un, always dreaming ‘bout this grand scheme or that master plan. So’s first we figured he just runned off, ya know? But then, ’bout a fortnight after he was gone, Little Bill up and disappeared. No more’n nine, he were a shy little rat, though fleet-footed and light-fingered enough to bring in enough to feed the lads on a bad day. He was the first to get gone that we didn’t think just up and left, if you know what I mean.”

      Draike remembered Mickey, and the lad’s tendency toward grandiose plans. They always resembled something out of a cartoon or a D-grade spy novel, but the boy was determined to make them a reality. He, too, would have assumed Mickey left in pursuit of his outrageous dreams. Billy, on the other hand, was a timid child who idolized the young wolf leader. It was doubtful the child left voluntarily.

      “How long ago was this?”

      “Not yet summer, so’s ‘bout three months ago?” Marko looked at the others, who nodded in agreement.

      “Why’d you wait so long to tell me?”

      “Lads come ’n go all the time, but after Billy, we started losing them real regular-like.” The boy counted each name on his fingers. “Frankie, Paulie-boy, Boomer, Glen, Zero, and the last were Stevie Belkin. He got hisself a job up at The Phoenix washing up. Ain’t had no issues ’sides a few grabby blokes, but now he’s done up and poofed on us, too. Left behind his li’l brother what’s only eight.”

      “Could someone have taken him, this rival gang perhaps?” Draike rubbed his forehead to soothe the growing headache from the boy’s destruction of the Queen’s English.

      Marko was intelligent as well as clever with an easy charm that made working with him a delight. He could land a good job with a PR firm or as a manager of a handful of employees if he would agree to a proper education. Marko refused all offers, citing a need to remain the leader of the small gang. Though he understood and respected his decision, Draike wished the boy would at least learn to stop butchering his native language.

      “Perhaps, but those usually like to make examples of them what cross ’em, especially if’n it’s a new gang wanting to make a name for themselves. We ain’t heard nothing from nobody, not even the rats. But something had to’ve happened. He’d’ve never left li’l Kevin behind. They’re thick as thieves, them two.”

      A muffled whimper drew Draike’s attention. A young boy huddled on a thin pallet, a tattered stuffed bear clutched to his chest. Twin trails of sorrow glistened on his dirty cheeks. Draike knelt in front of the child and brushed away his tears. Kevin sobbed and climbed into his arms. He stroked his hands down the boy’s shaking back.

      “I’ll stop by The Phoenix tomorrow night and see what I can discover.” He met Marko’s gaze over the weeping child’s head. “If we’re lucky, he had trouble at work, and someone made note of it.”

      “Begging your pardon, sir, but I’m not sure if it’s your kind of club.” The older boy smirked as his eyes roamed over the man’s toned physique outlined by his thin robe. “Though if you wear that and nothing else, you might get more’n you bargained for.”

      “I know what kind of clientele The Phoenix caters to, Marko. You’d be amazed at how well I can fit in where needed.” Draike kissed the top of Kevin’s head as the boy calmed. Once the slim shoulders stopped shaking, he placed him on the thin mattress and chucked him under his chin with a wink. The child offered a watery smile in return. “There is one thing I need before I head home. Do you have anything belonging to the missing boys that haven’t been worn or used since their disappearance?”

      Marko glanced at the others, who shrugged and shook their heads. Clothing and blankets were communal property in the group, and many slept in a furry pile for warmth and protection. “Very well. If you would permit me, Kevin? Brothers often have similar scents, and yours may aid me in finding Stevie.”

      At the young wolf’s shy nod, Draike stood and slipped the robe from his shoulders, revealing a multitude of old scars crossing his back and stomach. Once he shifted, the puckered lines disappeared beneath the thick fur that covered his vulpine form and appeared as narrow white patterns in his deep red coat. Padding over to the youngster, the fox lay on his stomach with a muted yip. The boy stripped and shifted into a tiny grey wolf cub with black tips on his ears. The cub lay still while Draike snuffled along his ears and neck. Without anything of Stevie’s to go by, the shared scent would have to suffice. He nuzzled the child’s cheek before padding toward the door. Marko followed and worked the locks but paused before opening it.

      “Watch yer arse, sir. I dunno what’s going on, but it gives me the heebs.”

      Draike butted his head against the boy’s hand and barked his reply. He waited for the sparse traffic to clear before slipping through the narrow opening and into the shadows once more. Picking his way along the deserted streets, he soon arrived in a narrow alley behind The Phoenix nightclub. Housed in one of the older buildings in the neighborhood, the club boasted an old servant’s entrance from a narrow alley. If it had a similar layout to others he’d seen, it led to a storage room, the kitchen, or administrative office. The fox sniffed along the back door, growling as he picked his way through stale beer, vomit, and urine.

      A multitude of odors fought for dominance in the filthy alley. The majority belonged to humans but not all. Vampires, shifters, and something else—something intriguing—lingered in the space. Their scents overlapped along the road, the door, and even around the garbage bin. Without other clues, there was no way to tell if they were employees, patrons, or delivery personnel. Frustrated, he focused on the nonhuman trails as they weaved along the narrow road. The majority of these belonged to the vampires who enjoyed the hedonistic atmosphere of the club. Stale blood and dried semen spotted the walls, celebrating the depths of their enjoyment. Draike shook his head with a muted chuckle. Vampires. Always thinking with their dicks.

      There were other scents as well. One of the strongest belonged to an old wolf shifter who lost his mate years before. Unwilling to seek out another, he frequented the clubs to ease the sting of loneliness. Deeper in the shadows lay the scent of a local badger who was almost worse than the vampires when it came to the joys of sex. None belonged to Stevie Belkin.

      As Draike turned to leave, that earlier subtle fragrance—spicy but earthy—teased his sensitive nose. He searched the alley’s mouth to locate a better trace. Instead, he found a scent close enough to Kevin’s to be the missing boy. Overlapping the wolf’s musk was the fetid odor of a rat shifter and a harsh, familiar cologne. Draike committed the smells to memory and hoped they would lead him to Stevie.
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      Draike spent the following morning making telephone calls from his townhouse along Clapham Common North. With little to go on beyond the boys’ first names and their shifter species, he didn’t expect much success. He alerted shifters and aware humans in the London Metropolitan Police and emailed the Hunters, a group that investigated threats to nonhumans and their necessary anonymity. A rise in shifter gang violence created a greater chance of exposure to humans. The Hunters possessed a vast store of resources enabling them to discover answers when he could only attempt to guess at the questions.

      “Mr. Weatherby?” A sharp rap on the study door pulled him from his work. At his call, it opened to admit a lean young man of moderate stature and nondescript features. He was the epitome of average: average height, average weight, average looks. His unremarkable features and uncanny stealth made him an excellent pickpocket in his youth. His keen intelligence and ability to extract information from the most stubborn individuals made him an invaluable addition to Draike’s unusual household. “Lord Maximus’ pet human, Edward Bromley, is downstairs. He’s asked to waste some of your valuable time with his babbling nonsense, sir.”

      “You really shouldn’t denigrate the man, Franklin. You perform a similar function for me, after all.” Draike smothered a grin at his employee’s annoyed snort. Bromley’s arrogance surpassed his master’s but with far less reason. Where the vampire exuded an easy charm and ready wit, his servant possessed no such redeeming qualities. He raised Franklin’s ire just by walking into a room. “Did Bromley give a reason for his visit?”

      “Not in so many words.” Franklin closed the door and slouched against it with his hands stuffed in his pockets. “He says he’s here about some rats moving into one of his warehouses.”

      “Interesting. Why come to me instead of Max?” Franklin shrugged. Bromley wasn’t the type to share more than necessary with someone he deemed beneath him, and he saw Draike’s young employee as little more than dirt beneath his shoes. “I need to talk to Max later today about another matter, so I’ll bring it up. As for the rats, I ran into one on my way to see the boys. Violent little bastard left behind a foul taste.” Draike wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He still tasted the rancid blood in the back of his throat. “Did Bromley contact ther Den Master?”

      “Not sure. I do know he’s being a pushy little bitch about talking to you.”

      “Unusual.” Draike leaned back in his chair. “Any idea why?”

      “I dunno. Maybe his crate of cologne didn’t arrive on time?”

      “Yes, he does abuse the stuff. How Max can stand it, I just don’t know.”

      “Yup, he smells like a dock whore two days before her annual bath. Though it wouldn’t surprise me if he got his knickers in a twist over a shortage in his eau du man-whore, it’s more likely because of this.” Franklin dug around in his pocket and tossed a small item to his employer.

      Draike caught the small silver brooch and turned it over in his hands. No more than three inches in diameter, eight tiny scythes encircled a central amber cabochon to form a modified kolovrat. The stone represented the main body of the sun, while the scythes were its rays. Like the turning of the seasons, each turn of the scythes symbolized the never-ending cycle of life, death, and rebirth. Though humans corrupted its meaning over the last half-century, the spinning wheel was a sacred symbol to most shifters. A representation of their god, Jarilo, the father of all shifter species.

      “Where did Bromley get this?” Draike’s voice dropped to a deep, menacing growl. A vampire’s human minion had no business confiscating the symbol of Jarilo’s priests.

      “Said one of the rats dropped it when he and his master showed up to stress the inadvisability of remaining in their current location.” The young man’s voice was a perfect match for the arrogant human aide and drew a reluctant chuckle from his boss. It faded the instant his attention returned to the brooch.

      “So, it belonged to one of the rats?”

      “I suppose, but you know how vermin are. Possession is nine-tenths of the law and all that rot. Bromley thought you’d be interested in hearing about it.”

      “I see. Show him into the gallery office and offer him a drink. I’ll be down shortly.”

      Franklin nodded and slipped out of the study. Draike stared at the closed door, rubbing his fingers over the smooth cabochon. In his many dealings with the various nests of vermin shifters, he never met one who venerated anything or anyone above the allure of material wealth or power. There were plenty who paid lip service to the human religions, but none ever confessed a love for the Father. Slipping the brooch into his pocket, he typed a short addendum to the Hunter’s email and rose to join his unexpected guest.

      He smelled the man before he touched the handle. It was familiar, this scent. Yes, he met with Bromley when he needed to contact Max during the daylight hours, but he’d smelled it far more recently. In a filthy alley outside a seedy bar.

      Draike silently closed the door behind him and leaned against it. The human slouched in the chair completely at ease, not at all the attitude of someone with an urgent message. Time to get some answers.

      “Bromley, forgive my tardiness. I had some urgent matters of business that could not wait.” The vampire’s aide glanced over his shoulder and watched him cross the room. His pulse hadn’t increased; his breathing hadn’t altered. This human hadn’t been surprised at his presence. “I hope Franklin saw to your immediate needs?”

      “Mr. Weatherby.”

      Edward Bromley slowly rose to his feet in greeting and offered his hand. Draike felt no urge to take it. Arching a brow at the taller man’s smirk, he crossed his arms and leaned against his desk. Bromley’s sense of superiority grew with each meeting, undimmed by his subordinate position. As the human adjusted the cuffs of his shirt and jacket with short, well-practiced gestures, Draike looked forward to knocking the man down a notch or two.

      “The boy was adequate, as usual, though he remains horribly unpolished. Does he practice his destruction of proper grammar on a daily basis or simply refuse to learn?”

      “I could call him back if you wish to ask him? I’m sure he’ll be heartbroken to learn you don’t approve.”

      Bromley waved a hand in dismissal and returned to his seat, the other gripped the arm of his chair until his knuckles whitened. Draike hid a smile. Point to me. Pouring two glasses of brandy, he offered one to his guest. The man sniffed it, wrinkled his nose, but took a sip. Draike glared at him over the top of his tumbler. With the children missing, he had more important things to do than pander to the exaggerated ego of Maximus’s pet human.

      “As you wish. I’m certain you didn’t come all the way to Clapham to discuss the education of my associate. What can I do for you?”

      “My lord wishes to meet with you. Tonight, if it is convenient”

      Had he been less attentive, Draike might have missed the slight curl to the human’s lip when he mentioned the vampire. Interesting. He made a note to investigate further. “Concerning?”

      “Lord Maximus would be in a better position than I to reveal his purpose in inviting you into his personal retreat.”

      “I’m certain he would. I’m equally certain you can speculate as to his purpose.”

      “I would never dare to presume…”

      “You’d dare a lot more than that if you thought you could get away with it.” He knew it was petty to goad him, but the man set his fur on edge. Bromley clenched his jaw but didn’t rise to the bait. What a pity. “You must have some idea. Max has never asked for a meeting on such short notice without giving a reason.”

      “Perhaps it is urgent? I could guess for hours, Weatherby, but that does not change the fact that I do not know.”

      “No, it’s not urgent.” He stared at the squirming human. Bromley met his gaze, but a muscle ticked in his jaw. Draike held it until the human remembered he spoke to an alpha fox. “You’re wasting my time with these games.”

      “This isn’t a game. My lord simply did not enlighten me as to his purpose for requesting your presence,” Bromley bit out.

      “Truly? How unusual. Franklin mentioned a nest of rats and brought me this.” Draike withdrew the brooch from his shirt pocket. In the lobby, a clock chimed a quarter to one o’clock. With lunchtime almost over, the gallery would reopen soon. He wanted Bromley gone before it did. He brushed his thumb over the smooth cabochon then tucked it out of sight. “If you didn’t know what he wanted, why send this up with your request to see me?”

      “Lord Maximus identified the brooch as a holy trinket for your pagan god. He wished it returned to one of the faithful. It is a mere coincidence the two coincided.”

      “A coincidence? I see.” Draike twirled his glass in his hand, his gaze focused on Bromley. The man’s manner intrigued him, and his anger made little sense. Time ticked by as the silence chipped away at the human’s rigid self-control. He fidgeted, plucking at imaginary lint on his coat and smoothing his impeccable slacks of any hint of a crease. It would be amusing if it wasn’t so damned odd.

      “Like you, I can only surmise that it concerns the influx of rats into the district.” A pulse throbbed in Bromley’s temple as he conceded the point. “They were holed up in a warehouse far from their normal haunts along the river. If I were to venture a guess, I would say Lord Maximus wishes to discuss how best to dispose of the vermin.”

      “That wasn’t so hard now, was it? Unfortunately, Mr. Bromley, I already have plans tonight that I can’t break. Be sure to extend my gratitude to your master for his thoughtfulness. Perhaps tomorrow would be acceptable?”

      “I will have to check with Lord Maximus, but he will not be pleased to have his wishes dismissed in such a manner.”

      “He’ll get over it. I have the same agreement with the Den Master of the vermin on this side of the Thames as I do with Max. Before I make a move that might give the impression I have chosen sides, I need more information.”

      “Are you certain you cannot delay your little excursion until tomorrow?”

      Draike arched a brow over the rim of his glass. Bromley’s wheedling tone didn’t match his agitated state. The man toyed with his glass—twirling the liquid inside, raising it to his lips without taking a drink, and passing it from hand to hand. His gaze darted around the room. He crossed and uncrossed his legs.

      “I’m certain. I’m visiting a friend who works at The Phoenix. I don’t want to miss him.”

      “You would give up a visit with the Vampire Lord of London for some male whore at a gay bar?” Bromley sat upright in the chair and widened his eyes to a comical degree.

      “You’ll never win an Olivier with that act, so stop insulting my intelligence by using it.” Draike set his glass aside and leaned back in his chair. “My reasons are my own. I don’t answer to Lord Maximus, and I especially don’t answer to you.”

      “Of course you don’t. You are the alpha.” The change in Bromley’s tone was subtle but telling. He’d transitioned from angry to simpering to sneering in the blink of an eye. It was another piece of a puzzle that defied comprehension. “I am simply suggesting you take this…friend…out back, get your ten pounds worth if you must, then attend to my lord as ordered.”

      “Is that why your scent was all over the alleyway, Bromley? Getting your ten pounds worth?” He tilted his head with a smirk. Countless emotions played over the human’s face, each more intriguing than the last. Small beads of sweat formed on the aide’s upper lip and cast a sleek sheen over his forehead. Bromley placed his glass on the desk and glanced toward the door. A smile tilted Draike’s lips at the human’s discomfort. “You really should cut back on the cologne. Even a human could have smelled it over the rotting garbage and stale sex.”

      “I was investigating a disturbance at that disgusting den of iniquity for my master. Doing as I was told, even though setting foot on the property offended me deeply. Burn off your urges with your pretty little receptionist, or even Franklin if that’s what you prefer, but attend to Lord Maximus as commanded.”

      “Commanded? Maximus doesn’t have the authority.”

      “He is the Lord of London,” Bromley blustered. “He can order whomever he chooses, and they would be wise to obey.”

      “Human,” Draike uncoiled from his chair and stalked forward. He held Bromley’s gaze as he allowed his fangs to descend. Gripping the arms of the chair to pin his prey into immobility, Draike’s elongated his claws and pierced the expensive leather. “You test my friendship to your master.”

      “Y-You can’t do anything to me.” Bromley cringed into the upholstery, his face turning an unflattering greyish pallor.

      “Are you certain about that?” His voice rumbled with a faint growl that sent a noticeable shudder through his victim. Draike bared his teeth in a mockery of a smile.

      “L-l-lord Maximus will…”

      “Let’s get a few things straight, shall we?” He jerked upright and circled the chair. His gaze never left the human; Bromley twisted his head to watch him, revealing his vulnerable throat. “Lord Maximus rules the vampires of London. He does not rule my territory, those within my troop, or me. Especially me.”

      “But?”

      “For reasons beyond me,” Draike leaned against his desk and held Bromley’s gaze until the human looked away, “Maximus retains you as his aide instead of feeding you to the ferals. Never mistake a business arrangement for affection. Should you disappear, no one in the nonhuman community would mourn your loss.”

      “Lord Maximus would⁠—”

      “No one,” he repeated. Raking his claws along Bromley’s sleeve, he gripped the chair’s arms again. The human jerked his hands into his lap with a scowl. Draike leaned forward until Bromley could retreat no farther. “Never forget what you are to me, Bromley. You are human. You are vulnerable and crunchy and tasty. You. Are. Prey. These districts are mine, and you have challenged my authority for the last time.”

      “Listen, Weatherby…” Bromley spluttered.

      “Enough!” The word echoed in the small room, a mixture of predatory growl and furious bark.

      Bromley shrank in the chair and tilted back his head. Draike clenched his fist, his claws pressing into his palm. The slight pain kept him focused. With a soft growl, he scraped his claws along the human’s vulnerable throat. Though the skin reddened, it didn’t break. It was a reminder to the stupid human of what could happen.

      Stepping back, Draike rolled his shoulders and cracked his neck. His animal traits faded. “Inform your master I’ll ring him after sunset to discuss this matter. Also inform him you’re no longer welcome on my properties.” Once his claws and fur had receded, he moved to the door and opened it with a pointed look at Bromley. “I tolerate your remaining in my territory based solely on my friendship with Lord Maximus. Should you cease to amuse him, I’ll be happy to help you leave. Permanently.”

      The human rose and made a show of adjusting his coat and brushing off the sleeves, but his hands betrayed him. They shook. Bromley’s glare as he left the office promised retribution. Draike closed the door behind him with a definitive click.
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      “I fucking hate you sometimes.”

      “I’m wounded.” Draike grinned and slung his arm over his young friend’s shoulder as they approached the doorman of The Phoenix nightclub. He reached over and ruffled Franklin’s hair with his free hand, laughing when the boy elbowed him in the ribs. “Ooof! Come now, Benson is always pushing us to do more together.”

      “Somehow I doubt that being your date at a gay bar is what the old battleax had in mind, sir.” Franklin ducked his head so his long brown hair covered his eyes, and his growing blush. “If any of my mates are here, I’ll catch a rash of shite.”

      “If any of your friends are here, Franklin, and you didn’t know of their proclivities, then I’m certain they’ll be equally reluctant to draw your attention. Otherwise, feel free to blame it on losing a bet.”

      “Damn straight, I will.”

      The pair nodded to the doorman and squeezed past him into the darkened building. The thumping techno beat and kaleidoscope of light from the glitter ball collided with the scents of cologned, perfumed, or unwashed bodies to create a veritable hell for the shifter. Draike gripped Franklin’s arm until he found some measure of equilibrium. He kept it there to lend truth to their charade. They pushed their way through the press of half-naked men to the bar to order a round of drinks and make initial, discreet inquiries.

      The large, flat screen monitor above the narrow bar played the best in gay pornography in vivid Technicolor. The four men on the screen were enjoying an adult version of naked Twister on an oiled mat. Hands slipped and slid along the mat to land on various parts of the other players’ bodies, much to the delight of the watching crowd. He’d seen this one on his last foray into the club. Soon, they’d dispense with all pretense of the game. A shout went up from the crowd when the film grew more explicit and moaning joined the loud music. Franklin watched with shocked fascination until Draike pulled him from the bar and along the edge of the dance floor.

      The fox looked for seats closer to the kitchen where the furniture, equipment, and architecture buffered some of the noise. A pair of young vampires caught Draike’s eye and slid from their booth. The youngest of the pair looked Franklin up and down as if he was a scrumptious treat in a candy shop. He even licked his lips.

      “What the fuck?” Franklin jerked his vest closed and turned to the side. “Back off, mate. I’m not on the menu. Any menu.”

      “Such a pity.” The young vampire walked his fingers up Franklin’s bicep. He leaned forward with an appreciative sniff. “You should be on everyone’s menu, beautiful. Whaddya say you and me do our…business…on the dance floor?”

      “Think with the big head, fang-face, before you’re drinking through a straw.”

      Draike plucked the pliers from the young man’s hand with a chuckle. He caught Franklin around the waist and pulled him against his chest. “How the hell did you get that past security?”

      “Feisty.” Franklin’s admirer hissed. “I like that.” At Draike’s low growl, he raised his hands. “’S cool, mate. But if you’re ever in the mood to share…”

      The older vampire smacked his associate on the head. He turned to Draike and gestured to the table. “Courtesy of Lord Maximus, Alpha. He’ll join you later this evening.”

      Draike murmured his thanks as they left, certain they would hear above the thumping bass. The pair nodded, passing on either side of his companion.

      Franklin jumped as they pushed past him into the sinuous slide of male chests and leather clad rears on the dance floor. Reaching behind him, he pulled a business card from his pocket. “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Crumpling the card, he threw it at Draike’s head.

      The fox shifter caught it, flattened it on the table, and burst out laughing. The card contained the young vampire’s name and telephone number.

      “If one more bloke grabs my arse, I’m going to start the mother of all bar brawls.” Franklin flopped into the booth and glared at his chuckling mentor. He turned in the booth, stretching his legs along the cracked and patched seat. “I hate having my back to the room.”

      “I know you do, and you’ve been a fine sport to play along. If we discover nothing tonight, at least you’ll have a date.” Draike held the crumpled paper between his fingers. Though his voice was teasing and his smile genuine, he scanned the packed dance floor.

      “If I get a call from that guy, I swear I will smother you in your sleep,” Franklin grumbled as he slouched deeper into the seat.

      “Well, you do cut a rather fine figure tonight, my boy.”

      The pair decided to go to the club as a couple to avoid tipping off whoever absconded with young Stevie. To dress the part, Franklin squeezed into a pair of tight leather pants that placed all his best assets on display. He topped the low-rise trousers with a sleeveless vest showing off his smooth, toned chest. Knee-high boots covered in buckles and a leather collar completed the look. He was an enticing morsel for either sex. Draike was surprised no one had been more aggressive in their advances.

      “Don’t you start, as well! It’s not like you’re Mr. Subtle.” Draike’s attire was similar except he wore riding boots, carried a crop, and little else. He endured his share of wandering hands itching for a feel of the soft auburn fur covering his chest, but a swift tap of the crop encouraged them to pursue other prey. “You look like you belong in one of those dancing cages, letting the blokes paw at you for money. Do I really look like I go for the whips and leather kind?”

      “Tonight, you do. Don’t worry, my intentions are entirely dishonorable.” Draike took Franklin’s hand as if they were the couple they pretended to be and leaned over the table. “Max will join us by midnight. He said he had some questions he didn’t want to go into over the phone.”

      “Okay. What’s the guest list look like?”

      “Mostly human, of course, but I can smell several rats already. They always have such a foul scent, and a venue such as this exacerbates it.”

      “Are they watching us or just here to enjoy the party?”

      “Even split, from what I can see. That, alone, raises my suspicions.”

      “Yeah. The partiers would be the ones to watch, if I had to guess.” Franklin leaned back and sipped his drink. He left his hand in Draike’s and scanned the dance floor. His gaze caught on the large mirror over the bar, and he smiled. It provided a clear view of the entire venue. “I take back what I said earlier. These are some excellent seats, sir.”

      “Yes, Max does like providing the best.”

      “So, who are we watching?”

      Draike spent the next ten minutes identifying each of the rat shifters in the crowded room. They gathered in small clusters of four or five—sometimes dancing, sometimes watching the crowd—but at least one from each group kept a steady gaze on the pair in the booth. The fox also noted and described the rare vampire in the writhing mass of half-naked bodies.

      The two who held the booth for them provided an excellent distraction beneath the multicolored lights. They swayed and ground against each other, exchanging kisses and increasingly sexual touches. Their sensual dance included anyone who drew close enough to enjoy the hedonistic exhibitionism. Draike smiled with rueful appreciation. Max’s coven knew how to claim the spotlight.

      Among the rest of the patrons, he spotted only three others. One stood guard by the door, his large size and superhuman strength ensuring no one and nothing got out of hand. Another lounged at the bar seemingly drowning his sorrows in a steady stream of ruby-colored shots. The final vampire provided the night’s entertainment as the DJ.

      “They’re good, much better at this than the rats. Does your friend expect trouble?”

      “Perhaps. He may simply…” Draike fell silent as snippets of conversation filtered through the noise. Well, well, well. What do we have here?

      The speakers were obviously human with no understanding of the sensitivity of a shifter’s or vampire’s hearing. Frowning, Draike leaned back in the booth and gave an exaggerated stretch trying to pick out more than the occasional word. When Franklin would have spoken, he gave a subtle shake of his head.

      “I done told ya, Clay. Ain’t no one asked ’bout the li’l brat since you and that skeevy bint snatched him up for your buddy. How much you paying for her anyways? Wouldn’t mind a round or two between ‘er thighs, myself. I likes ‘em thin.” The voice held a mixture of aggressive bravado and fearful entreaty.

      The one called Clay either didn’t answer or spoke too softly to penetrate the thick traffic doors leading to the kitchen. Beneath the thumping music, pornographic grunts and moans, and excited voices of the patrons, Draike barely made out an underlying rumble close to a growl. Shifter, then, or his voice was in such a low register it resonated in much the same way as subvocal speech. He’d bet his territory it was the former.

      “Naw,” said the original speaker. “Management don’t care, neither. Dishwashers are like bin bags—use ‘em and throw ‘em out with the rest of the trash. You’re just a li’l paranoid, ain’t ya?” There was a clatter of metal striking stone, followed by the meaty thud of a fist on flesh.

      “Careful, sir.” Franklin tapped his shin beneath the table, jarring his focus away from the unseen conversation. He glared at his young friend and employee. “You’re sprouting claws.”

      Draike glanced down at his hands. His fingernails had thickened and lengthened to cut deep gouges in the table alongside the etched names and cartoon genitalia. Franklin covered his hands while he took several deep breaths.

      “Thank you.” Draike emptied his glass, setting it back on the table with a bit more force than necessary. His eyes narrowed against the flashing lights. When he smiled, his canines were a dangerous reminder he was something other than human. “I’m going to enjoy having a few choice words with the kitchen staff at closing time.”

      “Now, Draike.” A tall man with a jovial baritone voice, haunting dark eyes, and raven-black hair slid into the seat beside the fox, nudging him against the wall. “If you needed a job, you should have called me.”

      “Lord Maximus, how nice of you to join us.”

      “Bullshit. You’re spitting nails right about now.” The large man chuckled, waving the bartender over to replace his friends’ drinks and bring him a shot of tequila. “What’s got your fur all ruffled, son?”

      “It appears some members of this establishment are trafficking in young boys.”

      “How young are we talking?”

      “Quite young.” The fox paused while their server handed out the drinks, took their money, and retreated behind the bar. “I believe Marko contacted you about some of his boys going missing. The youngest was nine. Stevie was the oldest at almost sixteen. He worked here as a dishwasher and disappeared a few days ago, leaving behind his young brother.”

      “I never received any word from your young friend. I would have contacted you if I had. Tell me, did I send a reply?”

      “You did. Told him it was up to the shifters to police their own.” Draike scanned the crowd, tracking the groups of rat shifters. One group moved toward the exit while another scattered into pairs. “I don’t get it. Why send Bromley here to investigate if you never got Marko’s message?”

      “I didn’t. His primary duty is to fetch and tote. He runs unimportant messages, picks up my mail, and answers the phone during the day. Occasionally, I let him check on my vacant properties. It makes him feel important and keeps him out of my hair.” Maximus smirked and waved off a human dancing toward them. A member of his coven intercepted the man and maneuvered him back into the throng of bodies. “I wouldn’t ask him to investigate a weed in my garden, much less a missing child.”

      “I think he enjoys walking on the edge. He’s pushed my patience to the breaking point on several occasions.”

      “He does seem to have a death wish,” Maximus mused. “He skirts the rules but hasn’t overstepped his boundaries until now. Yet another thing to discuss with him. Please extend my apologies to young Marko and assure him this will not happen again.”

      “Another?” Draike rubbed the back of his neck where the small hairs stood on end. Being sensitive to the subtle changes in mood and scents, he felt the anger and power radiating off the elder vampire. “What else has he done?”

      “Made plans without a clear reason or goal. Your call tonight was unexpected. I made no request for a meeting.”

      “Odd. He was insistent we meet tonight. Wouldn’t let it rest.” Draike tilted his head and ran through the afternoon’s conversation again. “His moods changed in an instant, going from arrogant to cajoling to angry bluster and back again in seconds. No matter his mood, he never stopped pushing for this meeting. So, who is he trying to set up—you or me?”

      “Knowing him, he believes himself clever enough to best us both.” Maximus pursed his lips, tapping his chin. A smile curved his lips, and he pulled out his cellphone. His fingers flew over the touchscreen. “Unfortunately, I just can’t see how animosity between us benefits him.”

      “Nor can I, though I’m not sure that was his plan.” Draike glanced at the phone. The number was local but unfamiliar. He raised a brow at the vampire. Maximus just shrugged.

      “Then what? Getting us out of the house? It makes no difference if we’re there or not. He’s a fool if he thinks we keep anything of value within easy reach.”

      “That’s what’s driving me mad.” Draike huffed and ran his fingers through his hair. He pulled to the point of pain. It kept him focused. It kept him human. “The sheer pointlessness of it all. It’s not like he holds any sway in the nonhuman community. Unless he’s made some powerful connections, none of it makes any sense. His sense of self-importance grows daily, Max. I’d be careful if you plan to turn him. He strikes me as the type to take the concept of predator species to extremes and place us all at risk.”

      “If he believes I plan to usher him into my world, then he’s delusional as well as a pompous idiot.” Maximus’ phone chirped. He read the text, frowned, and typed out a reply. He sought his coven members, making eye contact through the crowd of gyrating partiers. One vampire danced to the bar, checked his phone, and disappeared out the door. “He’s also not at the house. That’s not too unusual, except he’s also not answering his mobile. I’ve asked Valerio to check your townhouse just in case he proves more asinine than even I believe him to be.”

      “Thanks. All my files are secure, so no worries there. But if I have to file paperwork because he’s broken into the gallery, I will kill him.”

      “Speaking of my errant aide’s impending death, I did get some amusement out of the conversation. After I confronted him about the call, he said you were… ‘less than civil’ to him this afternoon.’”

      “I suppose you could call it that.” Draike chuckled. “I might have threatened to eat him, but you can be assured I would never do so.”

      “I don’t blame you. There’s no telling where he’s been.”

      Franklin choked on his drink, drawing amused looks from the two friends. Shaking his head, he returned his attention to the reflected view of the club.

      Draike smiled but followed his young friend’s gaze. Interesting. The clusters of rats had diminished by one. He caught Franklin’s eye, and the two shared a knowing look. Since the boy was already aware of the situation, he returned his attention to his vampire friend.

      “If you dislike and distrust him, why keep him as your aide?”

      “If only it were that simple. The reason I haven’t taken his head is because that damn rumor refuses to die.”

      “Rumor?”

      Maximus frowned into his glass. “Supposedly, he’s taken a video of a shifter in the middle of a change and stashed it away.”

      “What?” A cold chill swept through Draike. In this digital age, videos were a nonhuman’s worst fear. The cheapest cellphones produced high resolution images capable of sending humans into a panic if they fell into the wrong hands. “That little shit.”

      “Exactly. Like all good little blackmailers, there are orders to go public if he dies under suspicious circumstances. He denies it all, of course, but the rumor resurfaces every year or two.”

      “How did you end up with him, anyway, and why wasn’t I informed? It doesn’t fall under the purview of the covens.” Draike switched his empty glass for the vampire’s full one. Thank goodness for a fast metabolism. The Phoenix didn’t skimp on the alcohol.

      “You were still in mourning, son, and trying to find your place as alpha. The last thing you needed was to babysit an arrogant turd of a human cloaked in rumors of exposure. The Hunters asked me to step in, so I did.”

      Draike stared into his glass. Were in mourning? He tossed back half his drink and savored the harsh burn. He grieved for his father every damn day. Five years hadn’t erased the pain of William Weatherby’s passing. On some days it was a white-hot stab to his soul; on others, numbness would set in and allow him to function. It was a good day when he didn’t curse Jarilo for taking his father from him.

      “You needed time, so I offered to keep an eye on him while giving him enough rope to hang himself. He has enough freedom under me that he’s bound to do something daft. Especially during the daytime. The man is creating new definitions for stupid.” The vampire snorted, bringing the empty glass to his lips to legitimize the charade.

      “Thank you. I probably would have torn him to shreds. Hell, I’m still tempted. He sets my teeth on edge.”

      “I’d pay to see that,” Franklin muttered. Draike grunted, a reluctant smile flitting across his face. The younger man stood and gathered all the empty glasses. “Listen, why don’t I take these and go chat up the barman? The rats have settled into place. We’re just watching each other at this point.”

      “Fine boy you’ve got there. Reminds me of you.” Maximus nudged Draike’s shoulder with a grin. “Not as much of a pain in the ass, though.”

      Draike flipped him off.

      “Now, back to this missing child. You’re certain he disappeared from here?”

      “Quite.” Draike described the short conversation he overheard, along with his suspicion Clay and the employee often practiced shady business deals on the property. He grinned when the vampire offered to accompany him tonight, leaving Franklin free to dig deeper into the insurgence of rat shifters into his territory.
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