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Chapter One

	 

	Chase has to check us in at the hotel. No one under 21 can check in on their own, apparently. 

	The granite fountain in the lobby is carved to imitate marble. The ground floor is black stone with white tile. A stooped custodian works the floor over with a mop, leathery face stretched by a tight bun of thinning white hair. 

	“Hey,” Chase says, grin replacing his usual glower. “I’m checking in my girlfriend, her brother, and his girlfriend.”

	It’s a world of difference from 20 minutes ago, when he swore he’d push me out the truck if I asked “how much farther?” one more time. To be fair, it took about five hours of me asking the question every 15 minutes to get to that point.

	Behind us, Madelyn fussed over Damian. Their low words pass with a hint of irritation from him and growing anxiety from her. My brother is bleary-eyed from the trip, still half asleep. He napped on the way over, but he needs about three more hours at least, from the look of him. Healing is hard work. 

	His long-sleeved shirt and jeans hide most the marks, but he’s covered in scars and burns over every part of his body, I’m told. He’s much better than when I dragged him out of that garage. Still, these things take time. 

	The suited clerk looks up. His hair is gelled and styled within and inch of its life. Empty holes in his ears mark where earrings usually sit. “You’re the first one here,” he says.

	“Are we still on for eight tonight?” Chase glances to his silver, manly watch. 

	The clerk shrugs. “No one has called or texted to cancel.”

	Chase nods in approval. “Do we have the place to ourselves?”

	“Don’t worry,” the clerk replies with a slight smile. “This ain’t my first rodeo.” 

	There’s no on else at the front desk. I glance to the old woman mopping. Is she a Huntswoman? Former Huntswoman?

	“You look like Ken Barbie,” Chase grumbles, adjusting the rucksack over his shoulder while the clerk gets our room keys.

	The man smiles. “Better than reformed hillbilly.”

	In truth, Chase does look a bit too country. Baseball cap, day’s worth of stubble, tucked in button down, and belted jeans. He looks himself over. “That’s debatable.”

	The clerk chuckles and hobbles to a drawer farther down the desk and something creak. 

	“Will you be sticking around for the meeting?” Chase asks.

	“Nah.” He knocks on his left thigh, hidden behind the desk. It rings hollow.

	I nearly jump. The faces of Madelyn, Damian, and I must give away surprise.

	“I don’t need to lose the other leg,” he chuckles. “Besides, it’s movie night. I would hate to disappoint the kids.”

	“Can’t blame you there,” Chase shrugs. “Just know we miss you.”

	“Yeah.” Ken Barbie sighs. “I miss you all, too.” He slides a set of keys across the granite counter top. “Will four keys be enough?” 

	“Plenty.”

	“We’re all staying in the same room?” I suppose I should have figured that out. I’m not sure what else I expected.

	“That’s the plan. It’s only for one night anyway.” Chase distributes the key cards like the responsible adult that he is. 

	Damian takes his key card without a word. Madelyn is right to fuss—he looks terrible. I’m giving him blood as soon as we’re in the safety of the hotel. 

	I guess Chase is right.

	In the middle of the hotel is a trio of elevators with glass on the outside. A latticework of railed walkways leads to the elevator from all directions. Room doors line every wall above for ten floors. 

	The hotel is silent save for the squeak of the mop and the trickle of the fountain. Exercise equipment hums from behind the glass doors to our right. From the instructions on the back, we can use our keycards to access the gym and the pool. 

	We make our way to the elevators. Chase punches in the button for floor five and up we go. 

	I try not to think about the clerk. I don’t even know his name. But to lose a limb in your prime and God knows under what horrors…I clench my eyes shut and do my best to push it out of my head.

	Our room smells vaguely of urine, but appears clean. I wrinkle my nose and try to ignore it. 

	Damian heads straight for the nearest bed without a word and flops into the pillows with a groan. He took days of punishment and he’s only had a week to heal. Hardly an ideal situation. 

	Our room is level with the roof of the next building—at convenient jumping height. If necessary, we should be able to escape out the window. It also means we could be attacked through the window, but that’s the price you pay. 

	I throw down my bag and fish out the ice box with the blood pouches. I tell Madelyn to make Damian drink one, then put the rest in the mini fridge.

	“I don’t need to be babied,” Damian says into his pillow.

	“Then don’t be a baby,” I snap. “Do as your girlfriend tells you.”

	“Word of advice, listen to the women in your life, man,” Chase says, strapping a Glock to his hip. “You’ll live longer.”

	Chase and I don’t bother unpacking. We leave Madelyn with orders to let Damian sleep after he feeds.

	As we exit, I hear the deadbolt slide into place. Good girl. Madelyn has learned to be over cautious. 

	The Huntsman and I head down taking the stairs. Shelby and James are checking in, but they ignore us and we ignore them. 

	I’m pretty sure that anyone watching for me and Damian would know what we all look like. But anyone could be hunting any one of the Huntsmen. They’re the kind of people who piss people off. 

	Chase stuffs his hands in his pockets. “Want to take a walk?”

	“After a five hour ride in your bucket of bolts? Hell yeah.” 

	“Don’t insult my truck.” Chase stuffs his keys in his pocket. “Insulting a Texan’s truck is like insulting his mother.”

	I chuckle and follow. “Anything I should know about the area?”

	We follow the red sign marked EXIT for the stairs. There is only one stairwell for this entire level. Not that it matters—for me. We’re five floors up, but with a tuck and roll, I could jump straight to the ground with just a few bruises.

	“Working neighborhood. Safer side of town as far as Kaiju. Deeper in, toward University Park and all that, you run into more trouble.”

	“Good to know.”

	“Fort Worth to the northwest is run almost entirely by Huntsmen. There are one or two golems and we think there are werewolves and felirs, but they mostly keep to themselves.”

	“Polite of them.”

	“Yeah.” Chase holds the door for me when we reach the stairs. The stairs are metal and every step echoes. “We have a lot of neutral zones through here. It’s a big city, complicated. No one group can really handle it all.”

	I bet my father could, if he was allowed. If Great Uncle Dragomir’s non-aggression policy didn’t stop him from coming in and wiping out everyone who got in his way.

	I’m sure that’s what Kenley is waiting for…the right excuse to attack. 

	We make our way back to the floor level and slip out the entrance farthest from the front desk. A burly guy with deadlocks and a cute girl with glasses and a flowery pink blouse are checking in. Despite the girl’s delicate appearance, she has a switch blade on her key ring and the rhinestones on that Beretta-sized clutch don’t fool me for a second.

	“That’s Rodney and his daughter, Grace. You’ll need to win him over if you want the Louisiana folks to work with you.”

	Rodney looks like he could rip apart a grizzly with his bare hands. Grace, by contrast, makes me think of an anime character that’s cute at first and then murders everyone in sight. 

	Outside is sunny with a chance of sunburn. I pull up the cowl of my hoodie and stuff my hands in my pockets. 

	The hotel is ringed partway by a line of wrought iron fence, but only on the side facing the neighborhood away from the highway. It’s a placebo effort at security. There’s no fence separating our hotel from the next hotel over or the frontage road on the opposite side. 

	The air is noxious with the stench of cooking grease, coffee, and vehicle exhaust. Sweat, sewers, and tobacco underlie it all. The reek of human existence.

	Chase takes a right and I follow him a little behind. Cigarette butts crunch under our feet. His heavy work boots clomp ahead, eyes sharp and shaded under his camo baseball cap. 

	We meander in a circle around the building. The hotel staff are dumping debris into the dumpster out back. They don’t spare us a second glance. A few more rusty trucks and a single humvee are in the parking lot. I recognize Kristen’s suburban. Seems like everyone is suddenly turning up.

	There’s nothing unusual. As best I can tell, it’s par for the course as far as two-star hotels. There are plenty of escape routes, but also plenty of places we could be attacked. The thick line of trees hides us from the road and despite the proximity of the next hotel, the houses farther back are hidden by a towering brick wall.

	“I want meat,” Chase says. Turning to the burger joint next door. We might as well. There’s not much else to do. He holds the door for me and I step in.

	Inside, I nearly gag on a grease cloud bordering chemical warfare. The servers are shouting and clanging in the back, rushing to get the drive through customers fed. Several patrons slouch in the booths and chairs. Diabetes, fatty liver, and high blood sugar are the house specialties, judging by their clientele. 

	Chase orders himself a double patty burger with extra cheese and every vegetable one could possibly cram between two pieces of bread—like that makes it healthier. 

	I watch in mute horror as the burger is joined by a double order of fries, a lemon-lime soda, a chocolate shake, and a fuchsia drink Chase calls “prickly pear soda”—whatever the hell that is.

	Chase stakes our claim at one of the white booths. A film of grease slicks my hands as I sit down. Charming. 

	The Huntsman slides in across from me. He shoves the milkshake to the empty space on his right, sets the first order of fries in the middle of the table, then drags the burger and second order of fries to himself. Lastly, he shoves the pink drink to me. 

	“Try this.” He tears into his burger, dripping in cheese and shiny with grease.

	I blink at him. I squint at the fizzing pink liquid. “You’re handing me a random substance and telling me to drink it? Is this a taste of the college experience I’m missing?”

	Chase swallows his bite of deep-fried heart disease. “It’s a Texas specialty. You’ll like it.” 

	I shrug. “When in Rome.”

	The bell dings over the door. I spot Grace’s entry before Chase—snout-deep in beef and cheese. He must have been more hungry than he let on. 

	Grace smiles to the lady in the floral patterned dress by the door. A few compliments are exchanged, though I doubt they know each other. Then the petite Huntswoman makes her way to our booth and slides in next to Chase.

	“How’s it going?” 

	Chase gulps down what’s in his mouth and she laughs. She has a whimsical laugh, a pixie laugh. 

	“Still acting like a teen boy.”

	“It’s good to see you, Grace.” Chase pulls her into a sideways hug. “Glad you could make it.”

	“Wouldn’t miss it.” Grace has an accent I can’t quite pin down. It’s part drawl, part lilt. I’m reminded of Australia and the deep south at once. She takes the chocolate shake, sipping on the straw. “This offering pleases me.”

	Chase laughs a little, returning to his burger. “Grace, this is Haddie.”

	“Nice to meet you.” Grace reaches over to shake my hand. Her palm is icy from holding the milkshake. “I’m Grace.” She takes the second order of fries as well. She pops the lid and dips one of the fries into the chocolate mixture.

	Deep fried potatoes with sugared slushy. Hard for me to imagine anything less healthy. 

	“So I heard.”

	“You’re here with the Faulkners.” It’s not a question.

	“Yep.”

	“Are you one of the kids with this groundbreaking information we’ve all been promised?”

	“More or less.”

	“Huh. What is it?”

	I grin half heartedly. Her bluntness is a bit refreshing. “You’ll find out at the meeting tonight.”

	Grace seems to find that answer enough. “How did you fall in with this band of criminals?”

	I smile, looking to Chase. “It’s a long story.” I doubt Grace knows who—or what—I am. Unlikely, if she’s smiling at me that nicely. 

	“We’ve got time,” Grace says.

	Well, I can’t be rude. Chase said Rodney—Grace’s dad—would be the key to persuading the Louisiana Huntsman. I plaster on a happy smile. I can play politics. I was born for politics. But if I have to suffer, Chase is suffering with me.

	“I knocked on their door in the middle of the night. Ended up looking down the barrel of a shotgun, hit in the face with the stock. We’ve been inseparable ever since.” I smile at Chase.

	Grace looks between us with raised brows. 

	I grin back at her, letting her think what she will. 

	“I swear you’re hell bent on telling the world we’re dating without telling,” Chase grumbles.

	“Not like you’ve helped the rumors,” I shoot back.

	Grace shoots a frown between us. “You mean you’re not?”

	“The first time I saw Chase, I was swept off my feet.”

	Chase’s brow wrinkles. “You’re still mad about that?”

	“No. But making you uncomfortable is my only hobby these days.”

	At that, Grace laughs. “Oh, you Faulkners have a strange way of making friends.” Grace touches Chase’s shoulder, eyes sparking with mischief. “Our dads met when they were hunting a makara in the bayou. Nearly took each other’s heads off.” She shakes her head. “Ah, well. I think you two are cute.” She clears her throat. “So where are you from, Haddie?”

	“Lots of places, at this point. I grew up bouncing around New England, though.”

	Grace nods understandingly. “I grew up all over the bayou. We were always chasing or being chased by something.” She shakes her head. “Damn, I was worried something followed us here.”

	“What?” Both Chase and I straighten at that. I shoot a glance around the burger joint, making guesses as to which overfed patron could wants us dead.

	Grace waves her hand dismissively. “There was this young-ish guy I thought I saw outside New Orleans, then again after we crossed the state line. Too quick to be a makara. Too careful to be a werewolf or troll. Who knows?” She shrugs. “Haven’t seen him since we stopped at a motel in Beaumont.” Grace doesn’t seem particularly concerned. I get the feeling she has this sort of thing happen a lot. “How long have you been in the life?”

OEBPS/cover.jpeg
ErLisaBeTH WHEATLEY

WA





