
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

       

      Also by Carrie Vaughn
from Gollancz


      
      
      
      Kitty and the Midnight Hour

      
      Kitty Goes to Washington

      
      Kitty Takes a Holiday

      
      Kitty and the Silver Bullet

      
      Kitty and the Dead Man’s Hand

      
      Kitty Raises Hell

   







      

  [image: images]


   




      
       

       

      To Kitty’s Pack of Readers, 
You Rock

      




      
      The Playlist
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      chapter 1

      
      
      
      I had to admit, this was pretty cool.
      

      
      Rick had gotten us onto the roof of the Pepsi Center in downtown Denver. We sat near the edge, by a railing on a catwalk near
         the exclusive upper-story clubhouse. From here, we had a view of this whole side of downtown: Elitch’s amusement park to the
         west, the interstate beyond that, Coors Field to the north, and, to the south, Mile High Stadium. It felt like the center
         of the universe—at least, this little part of it. We could look downtown and see into the maze of skyscrapers. At night, the
         sky of stars, washed out in an evening haze of lights, seemed inverted, appearing around us in the lights of the city, in
         trails of moving cars.
      

      
      When Rick had escorted me through the lobby and to the elevator, the security guards didn’t look twice at us. He had a passkey
         for the elevator. I’d asked him how he got that kind of access, the key and security codes—who he knew or what kind of favors
         he’d pulled in—but he only smiled. It wouldn’t have surprised me to find out he owned a share in the place. Vampires were
         like that; at least the powerful ones were: prone to quiet, conservative investing, working through layers of holding companies. They had time.
      

      
      A constant breeze blew up here. I tucked the blond strands of my hair behind my ears yet again. I should have clipped it up.
         The air had its own scent, particular to this place and nowhere else: oil, gas, concrete, steel, rust, decay—usual city smells.
         But under it was the dry tint of prairie, a taste of air that had blown across tall grasses and cottonwoods. And under that was a hint of cold, of ancient stone and caves that sheltered ice year-round. The mountains. That was Denver, to the nose
         of a werewolf. Up here, I could smell it all. I closed my eyes and tipped my nose into the breeze, drinking it in.
      

      
      “I thought you’d like it up here,” Rick said. I opened my eyes to find him watching me.

      
      I sighed. Back to reality, back to the world. We weren’t here sightseeing. City sounds drifted to me, car engines, a distant
         siren, music from a bar somewhere. We had a view, but I was afraid that what we were looking for was too good at hiding for
         us to find from here.
      

      
      “We’re not going to see anything,” I said, crossing my arms.

      
      “You may not see anything. I’ll see patterns,” he said. Rick appeared to be in his late twenties, confident yet casual. He
         tended to walk tall, with his hands in his pockets, and look out at the world with a thoughtful, vaguely amused detachment.
         Even now, when Denver was possibly under assault, he seemed laid-back. “Traffic on I-25’s thinning out. Downtown’s a mess,
         as usual. It’s like a tide. In an hour, when the theaters and concerts get out, the cars’ll all move back to the freeway.
         You watch for things moving against the tide. Pockets of motion where there shouldn’t be anything, of unusual quiet.”
      

      
      He pointed to a hidden corner of the parking lot, tucked near Elitch’s security fence. Two cars had stopped, facing each other,
         the drivers’ windows pulled alongside each other. The headlights were off, but the motors were running. Hands reached out,
         traded something. One car pulled away, tires crunching quietly. A moment later, the other pulled away, as well.
      

      
      I had a few ideas about what that might have been. It still didn’t seem relevant to our problem. “And what does that have
         to do with Tiamat?” I asked.
      

      
      Not really Tiamat, which was an ancient Babylonian goddess of chaos. According to myth, newer gods, the forces of reason and
         order, rose up against her in an epic battle and destroyed her and her band of demons—the Band of Tiamat—and thereby created
         civilization. Really, I was talking about the whacked-out cult of her worshippers that I had pissed off on my recent trip
         to Las Vegas. Last week, I found the word Tiamat burned into the door of the restaurant I co-owned. I figured the pack of were-felines and the possibly four-thousand-year-old
         vampire who led them had come to Denver on the warpath.
      

      
      We hadn’t learned who left the message on the door, one of the cult members or someone they’d hired. Rick, the Master vampire
         of Denver, and I had been keeping watch for another attack, but nothing else had happened yet. I was getting more anxious,
         not less.
      

      
      “That? Nothing. I’m just showing you how much can happen under our noses. You said a vampire leads the cult. If a vampire
         is planning an attack in my city, I’ll see it.”
      

      
      That was why Rick had gotten involved at all—the cult may have targeted me out of revenge, but Rick would take any invasion by another vampire personally. I was happy to have
         another ally.
      

      
      I scanned all the way around, searching buildings, skyscrapers, parking lots, roads filled with cars, people walking to dinner,
         concerts, shopping. Someone laughed; it sounded like distant birdsong. Maybe Rick really could sense the movements of another
         vampire from up here, but I wasn’t having any luck. I didn’t have much room to pace, but I tried. A couple of steps along
         the catwalk, turn around, step back. I couldn’t stand the waiting. The modern Band of Tiamat was trying to kill me with anxiety.
      

      
      “You know what the problem with this is? Wolves hunt by moving. I want to be out there looking for them. Tracking them down.”
      

      
      “And vampires are like spiders,” Rick said. “We draw our quarry in and trap it. I like the image.”

      
      I suddenly pictured Rick as a creature at the center of his web, patiently waiting, watching, ready to strike. A chill ran
         down my spine, and I shook the image away.
      

      
      “What do you really expect to see up here?”

      
      Absently, he shook his head. It wasn’t really an expression of denial. More like thoughtfulness. “If anything else out there
         is hunting, I’ll see it.”
      

      
      I gave a crooked smile. “I can see you sitting like this in the bell tower of Notre Dame cathedral, looking out over Paris
         like a gargoyle.”
      

      
      He gave me a sidelong glance, then turned his gaze back to the city. “I’ve never been to Paris.”

      
      Which was an astonishing thing to hear from a five-hundred-year-old vampire.

      
      I sat next to him. “Really? No family trips when you were a kid? Didn’t do the backpacking-around-Europe thing? Did people even do that in the sixteenth century?”
      

      
      “Maybe not with backpacks. But New Spain sounded so much more interesting to a seventeen-year-old third son of very minor
         nobility with no prospects in 1539 Madrid.”
      

      
      This was more detail about his past than he’d ever mentioned before. I didn’t say anything, hoping that he’d elaborate. He
         didn’t.
      

      
      “Are you ever going to tell me the whole story?”
      

      
      “It’s more fun watching your expression when I give it to you in bits and pieces.”

      
      “I can see it now. It’s going to be the end of the world, everyone will be dead, all that’ll be left are vampires, and you
         won’t have anything to say to each other because you can’t stop being mysterious and secretive.”
      

      
      He smiled like he thought this was funny.

      
      I looked at my watch. “Not that this hasn’t been fun, but I have to get going. I have the show to do.” I headed back toward
         the roof’s access door. “I’ll find my way out. You keep looking.”
      

      
      “Break a leg,” he said.

      
      “Don’t say that when I’m standing on the roof of a very tall building.” Werewolves healed supernaturally quickly from horrible
         injuries, but I didn’t want to test if that included the injuries sustained from falling that far. “Let me know if you find
         anything?”
      

      
      “Of course.”

      
      I left him on the roof, scanning across the night, perched

      
      like Denver’s very own gargoyle.

      
      *    *    *

      
      
      For the next few hours I had the show to worry about, and all other anxieties stayed outside the studio door.
      

      
      At this hour, we had the station to ourselves. Except for a security guy and the graveyard-shift DJ, it was just me and Matt,
         my engineer, tucked away to rule the night. The studio was like a cave, left dark and shadowy on purpose, most of the illumination
         coming from equipment: computer screens, soundboards, monitors. Matt had his space behind glass, screening calls and manning
         the board. I had my space, with my monitor, headset, microphone, and favorite cushy chair. When the on-air sign lit, the universe
         collapsed to this room, and I did my job.
      

      
      “Hello, faithful listeners. This is Kitty Norville, and you’re listening to The Midnight Hour, everyone’s favorite talk show dealing in supernatural snark. Tonight I want to talk about magic. What’s the true story, what’s
         the real picture? Is it pastel fairy godmothers, is it meditating over a stack of crystals, or is it Faust making deals with
         the devil? What’s real, what isn’t, what works, what doesn’t?”
      

      
      Once a week I did this, and had been doing it for going on three years. I’d have thought it would start to get old by now.
         Conveniently, the world kept producing more mysteries, and the public couldn’t get enough of it. As long as that stayed true,
         I’d still have a job.
      

      
      The supernatural world was like an onion. You peel back the layers, only to find more layers, on and on, hopelessly trying
         to reach the mysterious core. Then you start crying.
      

      
      “I have on the phone with me Dr. Edgar Olafson, a professor of anthropology from the University of Colorado, here to give us the accepted party line about magic. Professor Olafson, thanks for being on the show.”
      

      
      “Thank you very much for inviting me, Kitty.”

      
      Olafson was one of the younger, hipper professors I’d had during my time at CU. He was hip enough to appear on a cult radio
         show, which was good enough for me. He was also a scientist and spent a minute or so saying what I expected him to. “Belief
         in magic has been with human culture from the very beginning. It’s been a way to explain anything that people in early civilizations
         didn’t understand. Diseases were caused by curses, a spate of bad luck meant that something was magically wrong with the world.
         By the same token, magic gave people a way to feel like they had some control over these events. They could use talismans
         and amulets to protect against curses, they could concoct potions and rituals to combat bad luck and promote good luck.”
      

      
      “That’s still true, isn’t it? People still have superstitions and carry good-luck charms, right?”

      
      “Of course. But you have to wonder how many people do these things out of habit, built up in the culture over generations,
         and how many people really believe the habits produce magical effects.”
      

      
      “And we’ll find out about that in a little bit when I open the line for calls. But let me ask you something: What about me?”

      
      “I’m sorry, I’m not sure I understand the question.”

      
      I hadn’t prepped him for this part. Sometimes I was a little bit mean to my guests. They still agreed to come on the show.
         Served ’em right. “I’m a werewolf. I’ve got incontrovertible, public, and well-documented proof of that condition, validated
         by the NIH. I’ve had vampires on my show. I’ve talked to people claiming to be magicians, and some of them I’m totally willing to vouch that they are. While
         the NIH has identified lycanthropy as a disease, modern medical science hasn’t been able to explain it. So. This inexplicable
         sliver that you have to acknowledge as existing. Is it really magic? Not a metaphor, not habit, not superstition, but really
         some effect that contradicts our understanding of how the world works.” Whew. I took a big breath, because I’d managed to
         get that all out at once.
      

      
      He chuckled nervously. “Well, we’ve gone a little bit outside my disciplines at this point. I certainly can’t argue with you.
         But if something’s out there, I’m sure someone’s studying it. Maybe even writing a PhD thesis on it.”
      

      
      “I plan on getting ahold of that thesis just as soon as I can. Sorry for putting you on the spot, Professor. I’m just trying
         to get us a neutral baseline before the conversation goes completely out of control. Which it always does. Let’s go to the
         phones. Hello, you’re on the air.”
      

      
      With great condescension, a man started in. “Hi, Kitty. Thanks for taking my call. With all due respect for your guest, this
         is exactly the kind of attitude that’s held human civilization back, that’s kept our species from taking the next step toward enlightenment—”
      

      
      Away we went.

      
      I had to butt in. “Here’s what I’m wondering: In this day and age, with the revelations of the last couple of years, isn’t
         it a mistake to think of magic and science as two different things, as polar opposites, and never the twain shall meet? Shouldn’t
         practitioners of both be working together toward greater understanding? What if there really is a scientific explanation for
         the weirder bits of magic? What if magic can explain the weirder bits of science?”
      

      
      
      A ráther intense-sounding woman called in to agree with me. “Because really, I think we need both points of view to understand how the world works. Like this—I’ve always wondered, what if it’s not the four-leaf clover that
         brings good luck, but belief in the four-leaf clover that causes some kind of mental, psychic effect that causes good luck?”
      

      
      “Hey, I like that idea,” I said. “The problem that science always has with this sort of thing is how do you prove it? How
         do you measure luck? How do you prove the mental effect? So far, no one’s come up with a good experimental model to record
         and verify these events.”
      

      
      Sometimes my show actually sounded smart, rather than outrageous and sensationalist. I was hoping with Professor Olafson on board that we’d be leaning more toward
         NPR than Jerry Springer. So far, so good. But it couldn’t possibly last, and it didn’t.
      

      
      “Next caller, hello. What have you got?”

      
      “I want to talk about what’s going on with Speedy Mart.” The caller was male. He talked a little too fast, a little too hushed,
         like he kept looking over his shoulder. One of the paranoid ones.
      

      
      “Excuse me?” I said. “What does a convenience-store chain have to do with magic?”

      
      “There’s a pattern. If you mark them all on a map, then cross-reference with the locations of violent crimes, like armed robbery,
         there’s an overlap.”
      

      
      “It’s a twenty-four-hour convenience store. Places like that get robbed all the time. Of course there’s a correspondence.”

      
      “No—there’s more. You overlay both of those sets of points on a map of ley lines, and bingo.”

      
      “Bingo?”

      
      
      “They match,” the caller said, and I wondered what I was missing. “Every Speedy Mart franchise is built on the intersection of ley lines.”
      

      
      “Okay. That’s spooky. If anyone could agree on whether ley lines exist or where they really are.”

      
      “What do you mean, whether they exist!” He sounded offended and put out. Of course he did.
      

      
      “I mean there’s no quantitative data that anyone can agree on.”

      
      “How can you be such a skeptic? I thought this was supposed to be a show about how magic is real.”

      
      “This is supposed to be a show about how to tell the real from the fake. I’m going to say ‘prove it’ every time someone lays
         one on me.”
      

      
      “Yeah, well, check out my web site and you’ll find everything you need to know. It’s w-w-w dot—” I totally cut him off.

      
      “Here’s the thing,” I said, long overdue for a rant. “People are always saying that to me—how can I possibly be a skeptic
         given what I am? Given how much I know about what’s really out there, how can I turn my nose up at any half-baked belief that
         crosses my desk? Really, it’s easy, because so many of them are half-baked. They’re formulated by people who don’t know what they’re talking about, or by people trying to con other people
         and make a few bucks. The fact that some of this is real makes it even more important to be on our guard, to be that much more skeptical, so we can separate truth and fiction.
         Blind faith is still blind, and I try not to be.”
      

      
      “Houdini,” Professor Olafson said. I’d almost forgotten about him, despite his occasional commentary.

      
      “Houdini?”

      
      
      “Harry Houdini. He’s a good example of what you’re talking about,” he said. “He was famous for debunking spiritualists, for
         proving that a lot of the old table-rapping séance routines were sleight-of-hand magic tricks. What many people forget is
         that he really wanted to believe. He was searching for someone who could help him communicate with his dead mother. Lots of
         spiritualists tried to convince him that they’d contacted his mother, but he debunked every one of them. The fakery didn’t
         infuriate him so much as the way the fakers preyed on people’s faith, their willingness to believe.”
      

      
      “Then he may be one of my heroes. Thanks for that tidbit.”

      
      “Another tidbit you might like: He vowed that after he died, he would try to send a message back to the living, if such a
         thing was possible.”
      

      
      I loved that little chill I got when I heard a story like this. “Has he? Has anyone gotten a message?”
      

      
      “No—and lots of people have tried.”

      
      “Okay, let’s file that one away for future projects. Once again, thank you for joining us this evening, Professor Olafson.”

      
      “It was definitely interesting.”

      
      So was his tone of voice. I couldn’t tell if he loved it or hated it. Another question to file away.

      
      Matt and I wrapped up the show. I sat back, listened to the credits ramble on, with my recorded wolf howl in the background.
         Soon I’d have to go back outside, back to the real world, and back to my own little curse, which I didn’t have any trouble
         believing in.
      

      
      *    *    *

      
      
      New Moon stayed open late on Friday nights, just for me.
      

      
      Restaurant reviews describe New Moon as a funky downtown watering hole that features live music on occasion, plays host to
         an interesting mix of people, and has a menu with more meat items than one might expect in this health-conscious day and age.
         All in all, thumbs-up. What the reviews don’t say is that it’s a haven, neutral territory for denizens of the supernatural
         underworld, mostly lycanthropes. As the place’s co-owner, that’s what I set it up to be. I figured if we could spend more
         time relating to each other as people, we’d spend less time duking it out in our animal guises. So far, it seemed to be working.
      

      
      The bartender turned the radio on and piped in the show Friday nights. When I walked through the door, the few late-night
         barflies and wait staff cheered. I blushed. Part of me would never get used to this.
      

      
      I waved at the compliments and well-wishes and went to the table where Ben sat, folding away his laptop and smiling at my
         approach. Ben: my mate, the alpha male of my pack. My husband. I was still getting used to the ring on my finger.
      

      
      Though Ben could pull off clean-cut and intimidatingly stylish when the situation required it, most of the time he personified
         a guy version of shabby chic. He was slim, fit, on the rough side of handsome. His light brown hair was always in need of
         a trim. He could usually be found in a button-up shirt sans tie, sleeves rolled up, and a pair of comfortably worn khakis.
         If you went back in time to a year ago and told me I’d be married to this guy, I’d have laughed in your face. He’d been my
         lawyer. I only ever saw him when I had problems, and he scowled a lot when I did.
      

      
      Then he landed on my front door with werewolf bites on his shoulder and arm. I took care of him, nursed him through his first
         full moon when he shifted for the first time and became a full-fledged werewolf. I’d comforted him. That was a euphemism.
         It had seemed the most natural thing in the world to fall into bed with him. Or so my Wolf side thought.
      

      
      Over the months, my human side had come to depend on having him in my life. Love had sneaked up on us rather than bursting
         upon us like cannons and fireworks.
      

      
      Sliding into the seat next to him, I continued the motion until I was leaning against him, falling into his arms, then almost
         pushing him out of the seat. Our lips met. This kiss was long, warm, tension-melting. This was the way to end a day.
      

      
      When we drew apart—just enough to see each other, our hands still touching—I asked, “So, how was it?” The show, I meant. Everyone
         knew what I meant when I asked that.
      

      
      He smirked. “I love how you work out your personal issues on the air. It must be like getting paid to go through therapy.”

      
      I sat back and wrinkled my brow. “Is that what it sounds like? Really?”

      
      “Maybe only to me,” he said. “So, are you okay? Everything’s all right?”

      
      “I’m fine. Nothing’s happened. I still haven’t learned anything new.”

      
      “What’s Rick been doing?”

      
      
      “Sitting on rooftops being gargoyle-y. He says he can see ‘patterns.’” I gave the word quotes with my fingers.

      
      “He’s just saying that to make himself look cool,” Ben said. I kind of agreed with him.

      
      “Is there anything else we ought to be doing?” Tasked.

      
      “The restraining order against our friend Nick and the Band is filed. There’s not much more we can do until something happens.
         Maybe this—this emotional harassment— is all there is.”
      

      
      “Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      
      Nick, a were-tiger, was the leader of the Band of Tiamat. He also led an animal and magic act in Las Vegas— only the animals
         were all feline lycanthropes. The whole act was a front for the Tiamat cult, and when they weren’t using the Babylonian-themed
         stage and sets in their show, they were using them to conduct sacrifices. Their preferred victims? Werewolves. Dogs and cats,
         at it again. Nick himself was certainly hot and sexy enough to front a Vegas show. He was also an evil son of a bitch. I got
         chills just thinking about him.
      

      
      Ben moved his arm over my shoulder, and I snuggled into his embrace. “I wish I could just go back there and . . . beat them up,”
         I said.
      

      
      “We’ve been over that. They didn’t manage to kill you last time. It’s best if we don’t give them a next time.”

      
      Especially since I wouldn’t have quite the same backup if I faced the Band of Tiamat again. Evan and Brenda, the rather uncomfortably
         amoral bounty hunters who’d saved my ass, had had to leave Vegas in a hurry to avoid awkward questions from the police. They
         couldn’t help me.
      

      
      And the one supernatural bounty hunter in the world I actually sort of trusted was still in jail.

      
      
      “Grant’s keeping an eye on things for us,” Ben continued. “If they do anything funny, we’ll know it.”

      
      Odysseus Grant was a stage magician in Las Vegas, a niche act who’d made his reputation with a retro show featuring old vaudeville
         props and reviving classic tricks that had gone out of fashion in the age of pyrotechnics and special effects. That was the
         public face, at least. I still didn’t entirely understand the persona underneath. He was a guardian of sorts, protecting humanity
         from the forces of chaos. It sounded so overwrought I hesitated to even think it. But, having encountered some of those forces
         firsthand, I was grateful for his presence.
      

      
      I had allies. I should have felt strong. I had a whole pack behind me, and a vampire, and a magician. The Band of Tiamat didn’t
         stand a chance against all that.
      

      
      It had to be enough for whatever they threw at us. It just had to be.

   



      
      chapter 2

      
      
      
      What did people ever do before the Internet? Could you really go to the library to find out that the hit TV show Paradox PI was coming to Denver to film a couple of episodes? Because the show’s producers certainly hadn’t chosen to let me know.
      

      
      I found this information after searching on Harry Houdini, trying to learn more about him. What I found, I liked. He traveled,
         did thousands of performances and demonstrations of stage magic and escapism. He loved debunking fakes. He claimed that he
         wanted to believe—he was desperate for proof that the mediums and séances he discredited could actually reach the “other side”
         and communicate with the dead. But every one he encountered used tricks and stagecraft. When Houdini was alive, the supernatural
         was still hidden. It kept to shadows and refused to draw back the curtains. I had a theory: You could tell who the real mediums
         and psychics were because they didn’t advertise, they didn’t brag, and they certainly weren’t going to look for attention
         from someone like Houdini. Ironically, in his search for the real deal, Houdini drove the real deal away, deeper into hiding. He’d have loved this day and age.
      

      
      As Professor Olafson had said, Houdini promised that if it was possible, he would deliver a message after his death. Despite
         hundreds of mediums and séances attempting to help him to do that, the world was still waiting.
      

      
      Paradox PI did an entire episode on the search for Houdini’s message from beyond and didn’t find anything. Now they were coming to Denver.
      

      
      I’d seen a few episodes of the show. They specialized in paranormal investigation, especially haunted houses. Went in, set
         up all kinds of cameras, microphones, infrared scanners, motion detectors, seismographs, and so on, hoping to record some
         evidence of spectral activity. They usually found something small and indeterminate—heavy breathing in a room where no one
         had been, the flash of a shadow on a camera, or a drop in temperature in a hallway. The on-camera team—two men and a woman
         (the woman had beautiful, flowing raven hair and tended to wear tight shirts and jeans)—would stand around, regarding the
         “evidence” and nodding sagely, and happily inform the haunted establishment’s owner that while they couldn’t prove the place was haunted, this looked pretty cool. The whole thing had a reality-TV aesthetic, lots of shaky video footage of
         people talking, the occasional expletive bleeped out. It promoted a sense of artificial urgency. They’d never come up with
         something as definitive as an image of Jacob Marley rattling his chains, but they always pretended that they might. Bottom
         line: It was a TV show, not paranormal investigation.
      

      
      Since the emergence of the supernatural—the government acknowledging the existence of vampires and werewolves, my own show exploiting the topic mercilessly, dozens of others jumping on the bandwagon—the fakes had been having
         a field day. When you’d seen a werewolf shape-shift on live TV, the psychic hotline somehow seemed a lot more reasonable.
      

      
      I wanted to know what side of the line Paradox PI fell on: sensationalist TV show exploiting interest in the supernatural, or genuine paranormal investigators? I wasn’t necessarily
         going to try to expose them as fakes. But getting a story out of them would be icing.
      

      
      Now I just had to figure out how I could crash the party.

      
      I brought all my powers as a prominent media figure to bear in my quest. Well, basically, I sweet-talked a production assistant
         at the company into giving me the Denver filming schedule. It took me about three tries, calling at different times of the
         day, before I hit on the right person, but it worked.
      

      
      They’d already been in the area three days, covering some of the more famous locations like the Brown Palace Hotel in downtown
         Denver, and the Stanley Hotel sixty miles north in Estes Park. On day four, the PI gang was scheduled to examine Cheesman
         Park. Of course they were. This was the classic haunting that had supposedly inspired the movie Poltergeist, not that the latter bore any resemblance to the former. About a hundred years ago, a cemetery had been cleared of its headstones
         and spruced up to make way for a park and fancy neighborhood. And no, the bodies hadn’t been moved. Or they had, but by cut-rate labor that had dumped them together and swept them under the carpet, so to speak. Since then, reports of angry spirits
         flourished: headless women in Victorian gowns searching for their skulls, ghosts rattling shutters and doors, that sort of
         thing. No little girls getting sucked into TVs, though.
      

      
      I arrived at the park before the TV crew did, so I waited, parked along the winding street in my hatchback.

      
      A half hour later, with about an hour to go before dusk—very scenic and photogenic considering the subject matter—a functional
         white van pulled alongside the curb and parked some fifty yards behind me, near the picturesque fountain area. They might
         have been plumbers on a dinner break, but a couple of guys got out, opened up the back, and lugged out a camera, a high-end
         video job. They spent about fifteen minutes setting it up, then one of them spoke on a cell phone. Ten minutes later, a shiny
         black van with the show’s logo painted on it pulled up and parked on the street, and the cameraman filmed it all. Stock footage,
         the PIs’ arrival, with the lovely backdrop of golden westering sun slanting across the park. Rapt, I watched.
      

      
      The guys filmed the Paradox PI team getting out of the vehicle. Then they lowered the cameras, and everyone milled for a moment.
      

      
      I made my move.

      
      I jumped out of my car and strode toward the cluster of people and vehicles. I had my sights on Gary Janson, the show’s front
         man both in front of and behind the camera. Tall, maybe six-five, and burly, he had an intimidating presence, but his dark
         trimmed beard hid a bit of paunch. He’d probably spent more of his life in front of computers than running from poltergeists.
      

      
      
      If I had gotten all the way to Janson without anyone stopping me, that would have told me something about how this show was
         run. But I didn’t, which told me that this wasn’t a bunch of amateurs. They had a professional production staff. One of the
         techs climbed out of the white van and intercepted me, jogging slightly, a bit of panic in his eyes.
      

      
      He held his hand out at me. “I’m sorry, we’re filming a TV show. Can I ask you to stay on that side of the park?”

      
      “I know you’re filming. I was hoping I could talk to Gary and the gang. I’m Kitty Norville.” I gave him my biggest “gosh,
         gee” smile and offered my hand.
      

      
      His eyes went round and a little shocky.

      
      “Hey, I recognize you! You’re that werewolf!” This came from a woman by the dark van—the show’s raven-haired hottie, Tina
         McCannon. Seeing her in person, I was even more convinced she’d been chosen for her model-quality looks, measurements, and
         preternaturally tight T-shirts rather than any of her other abilities. She pointed at me with the same urgency someone might
         have when saying, “She’s a witch! Burn her!” I gritted my teeth behind my smile. Being the country’s first celebrity werewolf
         had its more interesting moments.
      

      
      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the tech guy had signaled to the cameraman to film this. Groovy. If I could be charming
         enough, they might end up with a very special episode of Paradox PI, guest starring Kitty Norville. The publicity opportunity was mouthwatering. Their audience was bigger than mine.
      

      
      “Hi!” I said cheerfully. “You’re Tina, right? You’re much taller in person.”

      
      She blinked at me, confused.

      
      
      The third member of the on-camera team, Jules Simpson, came around from the other side of the van, watching with interest.
         He was dark-skinned, with short-cropped hair and wire-rimmed glasses. He dressed in a sweater and slacks, an intelligentsia
         hipster. He was British, and his accent played as well on TV as Tina’s figure.
      

      
      “What are you doing here?” Tina said, still confused. She didn’t seem to know what to make of me, which was pretty funny considering
         she was supposed to be a paranormal investigator.
      

      
      “I was hoping I could interview you, maybe have you come onto my show. I know I probably should have called first.” My shrug
         was perhaps exaggerated. “But I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by.”
      

      
      Gary, who’d been regarding me more studiously, arms crossed, back to the van, said, “And how did you know where we’d be?”

      
      “Psychic?” I said, not very convincingly.

      
      Donning a determined expression, the head of the group came to some decision. “Tell you what: Let us interview you, and then
         we’ll return the favor. Deal?”
      

      
      Of course he gave me no time to think about this. But I wasn’t one to turn down camera time. Not anymore.

      
      “Sure. Sounds great.” I gave him a wolfish smile. He probably didn’t interpret it as anything but friendly.

      
      Turned out they didn’t have anything exciting planned for this session of filming. The Paradox team wandered through the park,
         followed by the camera, collecting atmospheric stock footage. Gary talked about the history of the park, a canned speech that
         had been written beforehand outlining the more lurid details while gesturing across the expanse of lawn. There’s where a hundred headstones were ripped from the earth and tossed aside, there’s where cut-rate gravediggers dumped a dozen skeletons into
            one undersized coffin . . . It seemed more like a tale of bureaucratic terror than a ghost story. I stayed out of the way and watched.
      

      
      Tina kept looking at me like she expected me to growl and sprout fangs. It made me nervous. The more I glanced back at her,
         the more nervous she got, which created something of a feedback loop. I finally just tried to ignore her.
      

      
      If Gary was the leader and did most of the talking and directing of cameras, and Tina was support crew and eye candy, Jules
         seemed to be the brains of the outfit. He paid little attention to me, the cameras, or even Gary and Tina, focusing instead
         on a handheld device, a little metal box with some kind of dial on the front. He moved slowly, careful not to jostle it, and
         seemed to be making a circuit of the area.
      

      
      Tina was looking at me again. Instead of ignoring her this time, I faced her directly. “What’s Jules doing?”

      
      “EMF readings. You need me to explain that?” Her tone was suspicious.

      
      I seemed to remember something about it and thought I could show her up. “Some people believe an increase in electromagnetic
         activity in an area might indicate evidence of supernatural activity. Some people . . . don’t.” I smiled with fake sweetness.
         Jules certainly seemed very serious about it.
      

      
      “So you have done some research. Nice.” Thoughtful, she walked away to join Gary and the cameras, before I could get the last
         word in.
      

      
      To the naked eye, the only thing haunting the place were a couple of unsavory-looking kids with skateboards and a guy with a dog running across the sloping lawn. I returned to the vans and waited, watching.
      

      
      When the cameras were off and everyone had gathered again by the parking lot, the sun had almost set. Gary and crew would
         return tomorrow during daylight hours to set up an array of high-tech gadgetry and sensor equipment. Tomorrow night, the fun
         would begin, or so they hoped.
      

      
      “So, is it haunted? You picking up any creepy vibes?”

      
      I’d done enough reading on the topic to not be surprised when Gary didn’t give me a straight answer. None of these guys ever
         came right out and said yes or no.
      

      
      “ ‘Creepy vibes’ aren’t a very reliable indication. But the history of activity in this location is so well documented, over
         such a long period of time, it’s difficult to ignore that kind of pedigree.”
      

      
      “But do you think it’s haunted?” I tried again.
      

      
      Tina interrupted. “You’re a bona fide, documented werewolf. Do you sense anything? You ought to have some kind of awareness
         or sensitivity. You tell us.”
      

      
      So many things and creatures fell under the heading of paranormal, it wasn’t surprising that someone would blur the lines.
         Even someone who should have known better.
      

      
      “I didn’t have any psychic abilities before becoming a werewolf, and I’m afraid I didn’t get any after. I’m just your garden-variety
         creature feature.”
      

      
      Gary actually chuckled, which made me warm to him. He said, “You’re a werewolf who talks like a skeptic. That’s pretty ironic.”

      
      I loved it when people made assumptions. “Oh, I believe in ghosts. Maybe not the rapping-on-tables, mists-in-the-night kind
         of ghosts. But I believe that something lives on and sticks around, if it has a good enough reason to.”
      

      
      
      “Sounds like there’s a story behind that,” Jules said. “You have a location where we could go, try to get a few readings?”

      
      “No, I don’t,” I said flatly. He was right—there was a story. But they didn’t need to know how I’d watched my best friend,
         T.J., die, and how one of the things that kept me going was believing he was still watching over me. Still, I wasn’t convinced
         any disembodied spirit would obligingly stamp an imprint on something as mundane as the light and sound of a camera or microphone.
      

      
      Gary intervened. “We could talk more about this over dinner. You know a good place to eat?”

      
      I couldn’t have hoped for a better opening. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

      
      Of course I took the gang to New Moon.
      

      
      A semiprivate dining room in back gave us a little quiet.

      
      “Why Denver?” I asked, while the staff brought out glasses of soda and water.

      
      Gary said, “I’m hoping the show lasts long enough that we get to every major city eventually. Apart from that, Denver’s got
         some good stories. Some classic hauntings are here.”
      

      
      “Have you found anything good yet?” I said.

      
      “The Brown Palace,” Gary said.

      
      Tina leaned forward. “There’s this story about a ghostly waiter in an old-fashioned uniform leaving the service elevator.
         We did a bunch of readings there. The EMF numbers were through the roof—”
      

      
      
      “The trouble is,” Jules said, “it’s an elevator. Of course there’s going to be increased electrical activity.”

      
      Tina continued, undaunted. “We got a recording of a baby crying. There’s been reports of a ghostly baby crying for years—”

      
      “But we checked the guest register and there was a baby staying in the hotel that night. The sound could have carried,” Jules
         said.
      

      
      Gary shrugged. “This is how it goes. As long as there’s a plausible, mundane explanation, we can’t call our findings conclusive.”

      
      I said, “How do you deal with skeptics? When things like ghost photography have been pretty much debunked—”

      
      Gary gathered himself, lacing his fingers on the table in front of him and taking a breath in preparation for a long speech.
         Tina rolled her eyes, like she’d heard this a thousand times. Jules smirked.
      

      
      “There’s the supernatural, then there’s really the supernatural. There’s proof, then there’s proof. Once you’ve explained,
         discounted, and debunked every piece of evidence you possibly can—there’s still something there. Something that can’t be explained.
         That’s what we do. We go in, try to explain away everything about these phenomena we possibly can. Then we look at what’s
         left. That’s as close to proof as we’ll get. We’re scientists, not spiritualists.”
      

      
      “ ‘When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth,’” I quoted Arthur Conan
         Doyle.
      

      
      “Sherlock Holmes. That’s right,” Gary said.

      
      “You know Arthur Conan Doyle believed in fairies? He didn’t think it was possible for a couple of little girls to fool everyone with a cheap camera and paper cutouts.”
      

      
      “You know the other side of that story, right?” said Jules. His British accent was regional, distinctive. From somewhere in
         London, maybe. “That the girls really saw fairies. They just couldn’t get anyone to believe them until they did up those photos.
         Funny, isn’t it?”
      

      
      “You can ask for proof all you want,” Gary said. “But can you trust it once you have it? That’s the tough part. Especially
         where the paranormal is concerned. So much of it is taken on someone’s word.”
      

      
      “At least until the day we can get a ghost to sit in front of the camera for an interview,” Tina said. They all made noises,
         huffs and groans, like this was a long-running joke. In fact, I remembered a scene on a past show: Tina pointing the camera
         at empty space, asking silly questions, And what made you decide to become a ghost? How’s the food? Any word from Elvis?

      
      I decided the Paradox PI guys weren’t just the stars of a TV show—they were in earnest about their work, and I could take them seriously. We were
         on the same page, and I wanted to get them on my show more than ever.
      

      
      “How’d you all get interested in this? Ghost hunting, paranormal investigation, whatever.”

      
      Gary, it turned out, lost his brother when he was young. Since then, he’d been searching for some kind of hope, some evidence,
         that his life hadn’t simply ended. If I recalled correctly, Arthur Conan Doyle became obsessed with the paranormal when he
         lost his son. The same story playing out. Conan Doyle had turned to mediums and séances. Gary turned to science. Tina told
         a story of a ghostly encounter when she was a little girl, a young woman in antique clothing appearing in the attic of their old New England house. She was a believer through and through,
         but Gary’s methods appealed to her more than those of the table-rapping set.
      

      
      “That, and I like trying to scare people,” she added with a grin. “It’s amazing: Someone can be the most hard-nosed skeptic
         in the world, but you tell them something’s definitely there, you can actually watch their hair turn white. It’s awesome.”
      

      
      “Jules has the real credentials here,” Gary said. “He’s a fifth-generation member of the SPR—”

      
      “Which is—”

      
      Jules answered in a patient, humoring-toddlers voice. “Society for Psychical Research. The oldest and most respected group
         of its kind.”
      

      
      “Except for maybe the Catholic Church,” Tina said.

      
      “That’s different,” Gary said.

      
      I leaned forward. “Slow down. What’s the Catholic Church have to do with paranormal investigation?”

      
      Again, the humoring-toddlers voice, from Gary this time. “We hunt ghosts, they hunt demons.”

      
      This conversation just went around the bend for me. But I’d sort of asked for it. I sat back and let it happen.

      
      Jules said, “The society has always tried to bring scientific reasoning to bear on the subject of the supernatural. With varying
         degrees of success . . .”
      

      
      “They believed the fairy photos, didn’t they?” I said.

      
      “Only some of them,” he said, almost pouting.

      
      “The society represents a lot of experience,” Gary said.

      
      Tina, I noticed, had started staring off, distracted, through the French doors to the main area of the restaurant.

      
      
      “Tina,” I said. She flinched a little, startled. “Are you okay?”

      
      She looked at me, looked back through the door. Pursed her lips and furrowed her brow like she was trying to figure out a
         problem. “Yeah. It’s just this place is really . . . I don’t know. There’s something weird here.” She shook whatever thought
         it was away. “Do you know if there have been any reports of activity?”
      

      
      Like, besides all the activity that goes on in a busy restaurant? “You mean ghosts? I’m not sure.”

      
      “It’s just . . .” She set her jaw, and I caught her looking out at the dining room again. Specifically at a couple sitting at
         the bar, and another by a table in the corner. Back and forth, then at me. Like she was comparing.
      

      
      I had a lightbulb moment. Tina was looking at all the other lycanthropes, werewolves who were members of my pack who were
         here. She was looking at them the way she’d looked at me earlier—nervous, tense. Could she see what we were? I’d have to find
         a way to get her alone and ask her about it.
      

      
      “I think it’s just this building,” Tina said dismissively.

      
      “It looks old. I bet it’s haunted.” She looked around at her colleagues hopefully for confirmation.

      
      “I don’t know,” Gary said. “You know the history of this place?”

      
      “Not a clue,” I said. I wasn’t about to blow my friends’ cover by announcing that it was popular with werewolves. “Now. Tell
         me what I have to do to get you guys to come on my show. Hey, I’ve got a great idea. You’ll still be in town Friday, right?
         How about this . . .”
      

      
      Two birds with one stone. I’d come along on one of their haunted-house trips, broadcast my show remotely, and talk to them about paranormal investigation. At the same time, they’d interview me as part of their show—the supernatural’s
         take on the paranormal, if that wasn’t too confusing.
      

      
      Jules looked across the table at Gary. It was a sinister look. “How ’bout we take her to Flint House?”

      
      Gary gave a low chuckle. “Oh, that’ll be perfect.” Tina nodded in agreement. They all had eager gleams in their eyes.

      
      “What? What’s Flint House?” I was starting to feel like the butt of a joke. “I’ve seen that look on people’s faces before
         a really brutal hazing.”
      

      
      “Tell her,” Jules said.

      
      Gary said, “It’s an old house, an old neighborhood. It has a long history of well-documented activity. Somebody died there—”

      
      “I thought that was one of the prerequisites for a haunted house,” I said. “Somebody died there. Ergo, ghost.”

      
      “This is different. This was just a few years ago, and the person who died was a paranormal investigator. Some of us think
         the house killed him.”
      

      
      And I couldn’t complain, because I’d asked for it.

      
      Our plans set, I saw the PI crew off and headed for home.
      

      
      I’d parked a couple of blocks down from the restaurant. Night was full dark now, and the air had turned cold. I kept looking
         over my shoulder as I walked. It had occurred to me more than once over the last week that maybe no one was out to get me.
         Maybe the Band of Tiamat hadn’t sent anyone to kill me, they’d just gotten someone to burn that message on the door, and that was all. I’d done the rest myself, assuming it was a warning, an opening salvo, and that
         something worse would be along soon.
      

      
      Nights like this, though, chill and dark, I could convince myself that I heard footsteps. Heavy steps on the concrete, claws
         scraping with every movement as some hulking beast stalked me. Since Vegas, I’d done a lot of reading on Tiamat and her band
         of demons. None of it was pretty. She was supposed to be the mother of the elder gods, one of the creators of the cosmos,
         a personification of salt water, who blended with Apsu, the personification of fresh water, to create life. It was all very
         symbolic and Freudian. Then war came, with the founding gods and the newer gods trying to destroy each other. Tiamat created
         a horde of serpents, dragons, and monsters to do battle for her. They were defeated. She was cut in half to form heaven and
         earth, and her tears formed the Tigris and Euphrates rivers.
      

      
      I had to ask: Was this supposed to be literal? Did this really happen at the dawn of civilization, inhuman demons lumbering
         across the landscape, doing battle? Or was it a metaphor, and if so, a metaphor for what? I’d spent a lot of time discovering
         how many of those old stories of gods, demons, witches, vampires—werewolves—and magic were true. Not all the stories were.
         So much of an ancient myth like this was metaphor that was repeated across stories and cultures. What metaphor was the Tiamat
         cult worshipping? How far would they go to get me?
      

      
      I had to get my mind off this or I’d completely freeze up. I pulled out my cell phone and hit speed dial.

      
      “What’s wrong?” Ben said, before hello, even. Just the sound of his voice made my shoulders relax a notch. He was okay, no
         one had gotten him.
      

      
      
      Smiling, I said, “You always assume something’s wrong.”

      
      He chuckled. “Because it usually is.”

      
      “Nothing’s wrong. This time,” I said, hating the whine in my voice. “At least, I don’t think it’s anything. It’s dark. I got
         lonely.”
      

      
      “Are you on the way home?”

      
      “Yeah.” Finally, I reached my car. I took one last look around, up and down the street, at parked cars, hunched buildings,
         and weird shadows cast by old streetlamps. Anything could be hiding here. Rick’s patterns, waiting to strike. My nose wasn’t
         helping. All I smelled was oil, concrete, city.
      

      
      “Nothing’s gone after you yet, it probably won’t start right this minute,” Ben said. He was a lawyer, always the practical
         one, able to rationalize just about anything.
      

      
      “It’s waiting for me to let my guard down.”

      
      “Is your guard down?”

      
      Safe in my car, I said, “How would I know? Though if my guard was down, I suppose I’d stop thinking about it. I kind of like
         that idea.”
      

      
      “Just hurry home. I haven’t seen you all day.” I heard the twinge in his voice. He couldn’t hide it. He was nervous, too.

      
      “Roger,” I said and waited for him to hang up before I did.

      
      We were a pack, and we needed to be together, so I raced home, maybe a little faster than was safe. Wolf needed her pack,
         after all.
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