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			Chapter One

			Collier, Ohio. Now.

			Arron ran through the woods, early morning air cold on sweat-covered skin, sky above a crisp light blue. It looked like it was going to be a beautiful day, and Arron wondered if he’d live long enough to enjoy it. At the moment, the odds were not in his favor.

			There was no path here, and he was forced to run with leaping strides as he crashed through undergrowth, thin branches slapping his face and hands. It was the first week of May, plants and leaves a fresh bright green, air smelling of new life. Anyone else would’ve found the scent pleasant, even soothing, but Arron could smell the decay hidden within, already gnawing at the greenery. Everything that lived carried death within it – except for him. His death was behind him, and closing fast. He could hear the Harriers thrashing through the undergrowth as they pursued him. They could be silent as midnight shadows when they wished, but they wanted him to know they were coming for him, wanted him to be afraid. And he was. Very.

			He saw flashes of darkness in his peripheral vision, and he knew at least two of the Harriers had pulled even with him. The other two most likely followed behind, and when the four deemed the time was right, the two on his flanks would rush ahead, whirl around, and come at him, while the pair at his back would race forward and attack from the rear, trapping him. It was exactly what he would’ve done in their place.

			He didn’t know how long he’d been running. He’d sensed the Harriers on his trail just after sunrise, and they’d picked up his scent not long after that. He’d been running ever since, and his leg muscles burned, heavy like molten lead, each new step more of an effort than the one before. Pain pierced his lungs with each breath, and his heart beat hummingbird fast. His chest felt tight, constricted, and he wondered if he were on the verge of a heart attack.

			He saw a break in the trees ahead, beyond it a small office building – gray, squat, three stories, sunlight glinting off windows, parking lot filled with vehicles. The building was a bland, anonymous structure, bereft of any personality whatsoever, but right then it was the most beautiful thing Arron had ever seen. He laughed with relief and ran faster, legs no longer heavy, chest no longer tight. Civilization called to him, and if he could reach it, he would be safe from the Harriers – and their mistress. For a time, at least.

			The Harriers plunged through the undergrowth with increased speed, their movements almost frantic now, and Arron knew they’d spotted the office building and intended to bring him down before he could escape them. He had no weapons with which to fight, possessed no special skills. All he could do was keep running and pray he was fast enough. Moments later, he burst out of the woods and onto a neatly trimmed lawn, so surprised to still be alive that he almost stopped running and stood in shocked amazement. He might have, too, if a Harrier hadn’t emerged from the woods then and come bounding toward him, large paws thudding against the ground. The creature resembled a black panther, but it was bigger and so dark it seemed to be formed from living shadow. The white of its sharp teeth was a stark contrast to its black face, and its feral-yellow eyes shone with a cruel, cunning intelligence. The only thing that saved Arron was the lawn. As vegetation, the grass belonged to the Wild, but since it had been cultivated and cared for by humans, it was also part of the civilized world. As such, while the Harrier could still tread upon it, its speed was greatly diminished, forcing it to walk instead of run. Arron’s human form had no such limitation, and he continued on toward the parking lot.

			He knew he shouldn’t waste time glancing over his shoulder, but he couldn’t stop himself. He saw the Harrier chasing him at a walk, head down and leaning forward as if pressing against a strong wind, growling in frustration. The three others emerged from the trees soon after, and they too were forced to slow their pace once their paws touched the lawn. Arron saw no sign of their mistress, but he knew she was coming. She was never far behind her Harriers. He looked forward once more and kept running, unwilling to slow down even for an instant until he had reached safety. The space between the woods and the parking lot wasn’t large, no more than fifty feet, but crossing it seemed to take a lifetime. Even though Arron knew there was no way the Harriers could catch up to him now, he still imagined that any moment he would feel the weight of a feline body slamming into him, bearing him to the ground….

			A metallic-blue SUV was the closest vehicle, and when Arron reached it, he slumped onto its hood and gulped air. He remained like that for several moments, too exhausted to feel any sense of victory or relief. He heard growling then, and he forced himself to stand upright and turn to look at his pursuers. The four Harriers sat shoulder to shoulder at the edge of the grass, inches from where the parking lot’s asphalt began. There was no obvious barrier between Arron and the big cats, but the Harriers could no more enter the parking lot than if a three-foot thick steel wall lay between them.

			Arron gave the cats a shaky smile.

			“Too late – again.”

			The Harriers’ growls grew deeper, and their yellow eyes blazed with frustration. Then she stepped forth from the woods and began walking toward her cats, movements slow and languid, as if she were part feline herself. Night was a tall, thin woman with long blond hair and sharp features. She wore a black leather jacket, black shirt, black leather jeans, and black boots. There were five small nubs on her left hand where fingers should be, and her expression was one of barely repressed fury. She stopped when she reached the Harriers and stood just behind them, stroking the head of the nearest with her right hand, which was fully intact.

			“You’ve given me a great deal of trouble these last few years, Arron. Aren’t you tired of running?”

			Despite the anger in her face, Night’s voice was cool and calm, like a nighttime radio DJ’s, honey-smooth, almost hypnotic.

			Arron’s throat was dry from breathing so harshly during his run, and when he spoke, his voice was a rasping croak.

			“I’ll never stop.”

			Night’s eyes were as yellow as her cats’, and they flashed with irritation.

			“Wherever you go in this world, I can track you, and whatever hole you manage to find to hide in, eventually I’ll be able to reach in and pull you out. You can’t win, Arron. It’s simply not possible.”

			Up to this point, Arron had avoided meeting Night’s gaze, but he forced himself to look directly into her eyes now, although he couldn’t stop himself from trembling as he did.

			“Seems to me I’ve been winning for years,” he said.

			Night clenched her jaw but said nothing.

			Arron imagined what he must look like to her – a too-lean man with matted shoulder-length black hair and a thick unkempt beard, eyes sunken, cheekbones prominent, white long-sleeved linen shirt and light brown pants covered with stains, mud and grass, mostly, but there was some blood there too. Yes, there was. His leather sandals were scuffed and worn, the straps barely holding together. It had been a while since he’d seen himself in a mirror, but he knew he looked like he could be anywhere from forty to seventy, a walking, breathing scarecrow, tired, spent, weak. And there was nothing Night had more contempt for than weakness.

			Night stepped forward, the Harriers moving aside to make room for her. Arron knew she could not reach him as long as he remained off the grass, but his body still tensed as if anticipating an attack. When she reached the edge of the parking lot, she stopped and looked down, as if contemplating the unseen barrier between them. Then she crouched, fixed her gaze on Arron, and pressed her right hand to the ground. Arron felt her summoning power from deep within, and the air became heavy and charged, like the last moments before the eruption of a violent thunderstorm. The grass around her hand dried, turned black, and Arron saw the leading edge of the dead spot begin edging toward the parking lot, moving slowly, torturously, a fraction of an inch at a time, but moving nevertheless. The Blight spread sideways as well, right and left, moving much faster as it began to trace the lot’s outline, and Arron realized Night was attempting to box him in.

			She stood.

			“Are we really going to play this game again?” she asked.

			In answer, Arron turned and began running toward the building, Night’s laughter following him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“Good morning, Ms. Morgan. The usual?”

			Bethany smiled. “Yes, please.”

			Salvador Tran returned her smile then looked over his shoulder at a petite woman in her early twenties, her short hair dyed a dark maroon. “One large latte, Yvette.”

			The woman stood at the back counter, refilling a coffee urn with grounds. She didn’t turn around to look at Salvador, her only reply an inarticulate grunt that could’ve meant anything – or nothing. Salvador frowned, faced Bethany once more, and gave her an apologetic look. She broadened her smile and paid for her drink.

			“How is your fiancée?” Salvador asked. “Is she feeling any better?”

			Elissa had been off work for the last week, fighting a really bad cold. Salvador was always inquiring about people’s health, and while he’d never said anything to indicate it, Bethany had the impression that he was still worried about COVID-19, even though there had been a vaccine for a while now. Maybe he’d had it, or a friend or loved one had. She hoped he hadn’t lost anyone to the disease.

			“She’s on the road to recovery,” Bethany said. That didn’t tell the whole story, of course. Elissa suffered from frequent migraines, and they became worse whenever she got sick. Right now she was home in bed, lights out, taking NSAIDs, and managing as best she could. Bethany had offered to stay home and care for her, but Elissa had insisted she go to work.

			You can’t let Nate be alone in the office all day. Imagine how many things he’ll fuck up if you aren’t there to stop him.

			Salvador beamed. “Good, good. Give her my best.”

			“I will.”

			Bethany was in her early thirties, medium height, with short curly brown hair, cute rather than beautiful. She wore a white long-sleeved blouse, black slacks, a pair of comfortable black flats, brown purse slung over her left shoulder. Sometimes she had the impression that Salvador was flirting with her, even though he knew she was gay. Some men were turned on by the idea of ‘converting’ a gay woman, saw it as a challenge. She told herself that Salvador just enjoyed people, and what she viewed as flirting was likely nothing more than his natural warm demeanor toward his customers. Still, sometimes she wondered….

			She stepped off to the side so the next person in line could order.

			Grinders was the only place to get coffee, pastries, and snacks in the Delgado Building, and as such, it did steady business throughout the workday. Customers came in off the street as well, and it never ceased to impress Bethany how Salvador seemed to know almost everyone’s name. She wished she could get him to call her by her first name, though. Ms. Morgan sounded too formal and stuffy, a name for an older woman. Much older. But Salvador Tran, while warm and genial, had respectfully declined when she’d asked him to use her first name. It’s important for a businessman to show respect for his customers, he’d explained. He was middle-aged, stocky, and clean-shaven, and wore a black t-shirt with the Grinders logo on it, along with black pants. He also wore a green apron to protect his clothing from spills – a common hazard in his line of work. Yvette wore the same outfit, although her clothes were rumpled and in obvious need of washing. Grinders wasn’t very large: a brewing area, front counter with register, display case for pastries and muffins, three small tables with wooden chairs. People usually got their coffee and snacks to go, so the tables went unused much of the time. Grinders was located on the ground floor of the building, facing the street to attract outside business, and every day Salvador put a chalk signboard on the sidewalk outside announcing special deals. Today espresso shots were fifty per cent off, and Bethany had been tempted to take advantage of the offer. She’d slept on the couch last night so Elissa could have the bedroom to herself, but she’d drifted in and out, periodically getting up to see if Elissa needed anything, and now she felt like a goddamned zombie. She needed some serious caffeine if she was going to make it through the day in even a semi-somnambulant state, but she thought it would be better to pace herself. A few shots of espresso might get her going, but she’d crash before lunchtime. Better to take it slow and steady. It was Monday, just after nine a.m., and five o’clock was a long way off.

			A handful of other people stood around waiting for their drinks, each keeping a fair amount of distance from the others. COVID-19 might not be a major concern anymore, but some of the social-distancing habits that people had developed during the pandemic still lingered.

			“You seem lost in thought this morning.”

			Bethany turned to see Soo Cockrell smiling at her. Soo was a psychologist who had a practice called Healthy Minds on the second floor. Bethany had gone to see her a couple times – at Elissa’s insistence – to talk about her issues with codependence, not that she thought she had a real problem with it. She’d gone primarily to make Elissa happy, which, now that she thought about it, was codependent in itself, wasn’t it? Soo was a short woman in her late fifties, possessed of what some might call a matronly figure. Her white hair was almost a buzz cut, and she wore autumn colors today – a brown knit sweater that was too big for her over a tan blouse, with a brown skirt and boots. She’d always struck Bethany as something of an earth mother type, and her outfit reinforced that impression.

			Bethany smiled. “No deep thoughts. Just trying to wake up.”

			Soo smiled. “Aren’t we all? So how are things going between you and Elissa? Well, I hope.”

			Bethany’s brow furrowed slightly. It felt like Soo was probing, and Bethany wanted to tell her that she wasn’t her therapist anymore, but then again, she supposed the woman’s question was benign enough. Don’t be so suspicious, she told herself. She’s just taking an interest to be polite.

			“They are. We’re getting married in August.”

			“How wonderful! Are you planning a small ceremony or are you going to do it up big?”

			“We haven’t decided yet. Elissa wants the whole thing – a church wedding, lots of guests, limo ride to the reception, a formal dinner, the cake cutting, throwing the garter, all of it.”

			“And you’d prefer something more intimate.”

			“Yeah. A short ceremony in front of a judge would be enough for me.”

			This had become a sore spot between them. Bethany wanted to give Elissa the kind of wedding she desired – Of course you do. You’re codependent, remember? – but she’d never been comfortable being the center of attention, especially when it came to a large group. All those eyes watching her…. Just the thought made her feel queasy. They’d last argued about it several days ago, right before Elissa came down with her cold.

			Don’t you want to celebrate our love in front of the whole world? Or are you ashamed of it…ashamed of me?

			It wasn’t that. Elissa had been raised by very liberal, progressive parents, but Bethany’s family were evangelical Christians who took a dim view of homosexuality, to put it mildly. Her parents hadn’t cut off all ties with her after she’d come out, thankfully, but they’d made it clear that the topic of her love life was decidedly off limits in their household. Don’t ask, don’t tell. She seriously doubted anyone in her family would attend her wedding, and she didn’t want to look out at the church as she and Elissa stood at the altar and not see her parents, her brother, or her sister in attendance. She wanted her wedding day to be a joyous occasion, unmarred by even a hint of sadness. She’d tried explaining this to Elissa, but she simply couldn’t understand. Her parents were loving and supportive, and she believed Bethany’s would be too, if she only gave them a chance.

			“I’m sure the two of you will work things out,” Soo said. “Just make sure to keep the lines of communication open.”

			Yvette approached the side counter, cup in hand. “Black tea!” she called out. She set the cup down and went off to make the next drink.

			“That’s me,” Soo said. She went over to pick up her tea, took it to the condiment station, and added cream and sugar. She took a sip, nodded in satisfaction, then replaced the plastic lid and returned to Bethany.

			“I hope you have a good day,” Soo said.

			“You too,” Bethany replied, and Soo left.

			Bethany stifled a yawn as she continued waiting on her latte, regretting that she hadn’t asked for a couple shots of espresso to go with it.

			Gonna be a long day, she thought.

			* * *

			The Delgado Building had a single elevator located in the center of the ground floor. Since the building was only three stories, Bethany usually took the stairs whenever she wished to move from one floor to the next. She thought of it as a way to get a bit of a workout in during business hours. She also went for a short walk during lunch, assuming the weather co-operated. But today she was too wiped out for the stairs, so she walked to the elevator and pressed the button to summon it. It was old and slow – Aren’t we all? she thought – and its machinery came to life with a low, shuddering hum.

			The Delgado Building’s ground floor plan was simple: main hallway running from east to west, various offices located behind tan wooden doors, small wall signs indicating business names, no windows in the corridor. Bisecting the main hallway was a shorter one that connected the front and rear entrances – both glass doors with vertical metal handles – and which housed the elevator, a drinking fountain, and the men’s and women’s restrooms. The floor was white tile, although it had grown dingy over the years and was more than ready to be replaced. The design was straight out of the 1960s, dull and utilitarian, bereft of even a hint of charm. Bethany would’ve preferred to work in a place where there was more space and light, art on the walls, plants by the elevator, somewhere that didn’t feel so much like a prison. At least the restrooms were always clean.

			The elevator car was on the third floor, and while she waited for it to descend, the door to the parking lot flew open and a man rushed in – long brown hair, full beard, dressed like he worked at a Renaissance fair. His face was flushed and he was breathing heavily, as if he’d made a mad dash from his car to the building. Had it started to rain outside? The forecast didn’t call for it, but that meant nothing as the weather in Ohio could change at a moment’s notice. The man didn’t look wet, though, and a quick glance at the parking lot showed Bethany that it was dry outside. He stopped abruptly and turned back to the door, as if he expected someone to be following him. He stared out at the parking lot for several seconds before turning away, breathing easier now but looking far from relaxed. That’s when he noticed Bethany. He regarded her for a moment, and she thought he might say something, but instead he rushed past her and hurried to the building’s front entrance. He started to open the door, but then he looked down at the sidewalk outside, and hesitated. She had no idea what he saw, but whatever it was, it caused him to close the door and step back.

			Weird.

			An odor hit her then, a musky, loamy scent, like that of a thick dark forest where creatures of fur and claw glided unseen through shadows, a smell both repellent and intriguing, so strong it was almost dizzying. She swayed on her feet for a second, and in her mind, she saw a mountainous form on four gigantic legs moving ponderously through dim mists lit by coruscating lightning. She had trouble making out the thing’s features, except for its glittering yellow eyes, which sliced through the darkness like lasers.

			The elevator finally reached the ground floor with a less-than-comforting chunk, and Bethany abruptly returned to herself, the vision forgotten. A loud ding, and the door slid open slowly, as if in no hurry to go about its work. Bethany glanced at the strange man one last time. The building didn’t have a security office, so there was no one she could contact to check on him. She could always call the police, she supposed, but the man – while acting strange – hadn’t actually done anything threatening. If he had behaved the same way but had a haircut and shave and been dressed in a suit and tie, would she have felt so uneasy about him? Probably not. She didn’t want to be one of those middle-class white women who called 911 every time they saw someone ‘suspicious’, which was usually code for ‘Black’ or ‘poor’. The man was likely here for some appointment – maybe to see Soo – and was confused. He’d soon orient himself, and if he was unsure where to go, he’d consult the building directory attached to the wall next to the elevator. You don’t have to help everyone in the world, she reminded herself.

			She looked away from the man and stepped into the elevator. She pressed the button for the second floor, and the door slid shut with torturous slowness. Feeling guilty for not at least asking the man if he needed assistance – and feeling irritated at herself for feeling that guilt – she sighed, and the elevator began to carry her upward.

			“Gotta toughen up, kid,” she said to herself.

			In her subconscious, she smelled the Wild, saw those gigantic inhuman amber eyes, and without realizing why she did so, she shuddered.

			* * * 

			Arron was about to step out of the building when he saw the black line of Blight on the sidewalk. The demarcation was thin, not yet strong enough to affect a human – although it soon would be – but he was bound by certain rules, and stepping over the line was impossible. He had no doubt the line of Blight encircled the entire building, and despite himself, he was impressed. Night might be diminished in power after their last encounter, but she’d learned from it too, had gotten craftier.

			He was trapped.

			Regardless of how this day’s events played out, he was determined to make things as difficult for Night as possible. He glanced at the elevator just in time to see the woman he’d run past get on. He debated whether to approach her, but by the time he decided to do so, the elevator door closed. He hurried over and tapped the button three times in rapid succession, but he was too late. The door remained closed and the elevator began to rise. Above the door was a small rectangular plastic panel divided into three squares, one for each of the floors. The number one was currently lit up, and as he watched, it dimmed and the number two became illuminated. He waited to see if the elevator would go all the way to the third floor, but it remained where it was. The woman, it seemed, worked on the second floor. Good to know, in case he had need of her later. He’d been running all night, and right now what he needed most was a good strong cup of coffee. This building had a café of some kind; he could smell it. He was safe – for the moment, at least – and he could use some time to rest, gather his thoughts, and plan his next move.

			He turned away from the elevator and began following the scent of brewing coffee.

			* * * 

			Harvey Logue sat at a table in Grinders, sipping a black coffee and reading the morning news on his phone. The MedTek office opened at eight, but they’d been swamped yesterday, and he’d stayed late last night finishing a series of blood tests. Because of this, Jinny had told him that he didn’t need to come in until 9:30 this morning – which he’d deeply appreciated. He’d planned to use the extra two hours to sleep in, but he was one of those people whose bodies run on a strict biological clock, and despite setting his phone alarm for 8:45, he’d woken at six as usual. He’d tried going back to sleep, but it had been no use, and by 6:20 he gave up and got out of bed. He had breakfast, went for a run, came home, showered, and – with nothing better to do – left for the Delgado Building.

			You badly need to get a life, my friend, he thought.

			Harvey was a short, stout man in his late thirties with thinning brown hair and face that a former girlfriend had once described as resembling a ‘happy bulldog’. He wore blue medical scrubs with the MedTek logo over the left breast and a pair of comfortable sneakers. He was on his feet much of the day, and as far as he was concerned, his shoes were just as important to his work as needles, blood collection tubes, and medical exam gloves. Maybe more. He was currently ‘unencumbered’, as he described it to his friends, which was a fancy way of saying that he slept alone each night. While he was not by any stretch of the imagination handsome, he had a boyish charm that, along with his so-ugly-you’re-cute looks, attracted plenty of women. He never had any trouble finding someone to date. His problem was keeping them around for more than a few months. His longest relationship had lasted barely over a year, and they’d even begun to talk marriage when she lost interest and drifted away. The problem is you’re all surface, she’d said. You don’t have any depth, you know? You go to work, you make like Count Dracula all day, then you come home and sit in front of the TV all night watching shows or playing video games. You don’t want to go out anywhere or do anything. You just veg.

			He hadn’t bothered trying to argue with her. How could he? Everything she’d said was true. But what did she expect, that he would be working on a cure for cancer in his spare time or trying to figure out how to achieve world peace? He had a steady job and he made a decent salary. He might live in a modest apartment and drive a pre-owned vehicle, but he wasn’t in debt and had money in savings. So he liked to relax at the end of the day. What was so bad about that? Not a damn thing, as far as he was concerned. Unfortunately, he had yet to meet a woman who saw it like that. They wanted a guy who was ambitious, who was going somewhere, who wanted to make something of himself. Whenever he challenged this, asked them, Make what exactly? they’d just look at him, shrug, and say, Anything.

			As usual, Grinders had a steady stream of customers this morning, most of whom Harvey had ignored, but when a weird-smelling guy with a beard walked in, he took notice. The man stood at the rear of the café, squinting as he tried to read the menu posted on the wall behind the counter. Evidently, he found a drink that sounded good to him because he stepped to the rear of the line. There were three customers ahead of him, and they glanced back at the newcomer with varying degrees of interest. One woman wrinkled her nose in disgust and quickly faced forward once more. The other two customers continued staring at the man, and they both got a faraway look in their eyes, as if their minds had suddenly been drawn elsewhere. They swayed on their feet, moving in rhythm with a sound that only they could hear. They remained like this for several seconds until their gazes cleared; they blinked in confusion, then turned around to face the counter, clearly discomfited. Harvey found this more than a little odd. The guy smelled funky, yeah, but it wasn’t like he exuded some kind of psychotropic gas, as if he was the Amazing Peyote Man or something.

			Harvey continued to watch the bearded man until it was his turn to be served. Salvador greeted him warmly enough, but his smile quickly faltered. Probably got his first good whiff of the guy, Harvey thought. Salvador blinked several times, gave his head a quick shake, then his smile returned full force and he took the man’s order.

			“A small coffee, please.”

			“That’ll be a dollar fifty.”

			The bearded man reached into his pants pocket and withdrew a crumpled wad of bills. He peeled off a couple ones and held them out. Salvador hesitated, but then he took the money, put it in the register, and gave the man his change. The man pocketed it and stood there a moment, as if uncertain what to do next.

			“Yvette will have your drink for you at the end of the counter when it’s ready,” Salvador said.

			The man nodded slowly, turned, and walked over to wait. Two of the three customers who had been in line ahead of him were also waiting, and they stepped back to put some room between them and the man. If he noticed – or cared – he gave no indication.

			Harvey watched as Yvette made drinks for the other customers, handed them over, and they departed, giving the man uneasy backward glances as they left. She then poured the man’s coffee, put a plastic lid on it, and held it out to him.

			“Small coffee,” she said, lip curling upward in an almost-sneer.

			Harvey liked watching Yvette work. She was too young for him, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t appreciate her beauty or her I-don’t-give-a-fuck-about-anything attitude.

			“Thank you.”

			The man reached out to take his drink, and Yvette wrinkled her nose at his odor. Once he’d taken his coffee, she hurriedly moved away to fulfill the next order. Harvey thought the man might go to the condiment station and doctor his coffee, but instead he walked straight to his table.

			“Do you mind if I join you?” he asked.

			“Why?” Harvey said without thinking. “Am I coming apart?”

			The man looked at him blankly, and Harvey didn’t blame him. It was a lousy joke.

			“Sure, have a seat.”

			The man pulled out the chair opposite from Harvey, sat down, and placed his coffee on the table. He made no move to take a sip. Probably still too hot for him, Harvey thought.

			Now that the man was close, his odor hit Harvey much stronger than before. It was strange – a combination of growing green things, rich earth, and decay – but not altogether unpleasant. He wondered why the man smelled like he did. Was he a landscaper who’d come in for a coffee break?

			“I am Arron. What is your name?”

			“I’m Harvey. Harvey Logue.”

			The man nodded. “I do not have a surname myself. Do you like yours?”

			The question took Harvey aback. “It’s okay, I suppose.”

			“Do you recommend I get one?”

			What the hell kind of question was that? “Uh…. Sure, if you want.”

			“Maybe I’ll adopt yours. Arron Logue has a nice sound, doesn’t it?”

			Harvey didn’t know what to say to this, so he said nothing. Instead, he took a sip of his coffee. The man – Arron – watched him drink, then took a sip of his own.

			“Like yours black too, huh?” Harvey said. “Not too many people do these days. Coffee shops make their java really strong so it tastes good when they add stuff to it. I read that somewhere. Maybe on Twitter.”

			Harvey felt as if he was rambling, but Arron listened with rapt attention, as if he found Harvey’s words fascinating.

			“What is your work?” Arron asked.

			“I’m a vampire.”

			Arron cocked his head to the side. “Truly? I’ve never met one before.”

			Man, did this guy need to get a sense of humor. “I work at MedTek, here on the first floor. I draw blood from people and do whatever tests on it that their doctors order.”

			Arron nodded, but there was no understanding in his eyes.

			“Would you say this building is a safe place?”

			The change of subject was so abrupt it took Harvey a moment to shift gears.

			“I guess so. I mean, people come and go all the time, but we never have any trouble here.”

			“Not counting the café door that leads to the street, there are only the two entrances, front and back?”

			Harvey frowned. “Why are you asking this stuff? Are you planning on robbing one of the offices or something?”

			Arron surprised Harvey by bursting into loud laughter. He saw that the man’s teeth were unnaturally white – almost gleaming – and for an instant they looked long and sharp. But then Harvey blinked and the man’s teeth were normal again. An illusion of some kind, a trick of the light, but he shivered nevertheless.

			“There is no object in this place that I could possibly want,” Arron said. “I am here for the building itself.”

			At first, Harvey didn’t understand what Arron meant, but then it came to him.

			“You’re thinking of leasing space in the building, is that it?”

			Arron smiled. “In a manner of speaking.”

			Harvey took a sip of his coffee before continuing. “There are emergency exits at either end of the building. Aside from the front and back entrances – and Grinders’ door – those are the only ways in and out that I know of.”

			Arron nodded, as if satisfied with Harvey’s answer. He expected the man to ask him more questions about the building – how good was the heating and cooling, was maintenance ever an issue, were the offices cleaned regularly – but he changed topics once more.

			“Tell me, do you know the woman I saw by the elevator? She had dark curly hair, and I believe she works on the second floor.”

			Just because Harvey worked in the Delgado Building didn’t mean he knew everyone else who did. But in this case, he thought he did know who Arron was talking about.

			“Sounds like it might be Bethany….” He searched for her last name, but it wouldn’t come to him. “She works at UR Money. Your as in U-R.”

			Arron looked at him blankly, so he went on.

			“She’s a financial advisor. I made an appointment with her to talk about investment stuff. MedTek’s a good place to work and all, but their retirement package is kind of shitty. Why do you ask? Are you attracted to her or something? You going to head upstairs and ask her for a date?”

			“No. I sensed she was kind. She might be of help to me.”

			Harvey shrugged. “She was nice enough, I guess, and she gave me good advice. I’d recommend her.”

			Arron smiled. “Thank you for sharing your perspective.”

			“Sure. No problem.”

			Arron raised his coffee cup to his mouth. He began drinking and didn’t stop until the cup was empty. He put the cup back down and thrust his hand across the table for Harvey to shake. The nails were a little too long, and the hair on the back of the hand was thick and black. Harvey didn’t want to shake, but he didn’t want to be rude either, so he took the man’s hand. The instant their flesh made contact, the man’s strange body odor became overwhelming and Harvey’s vision blurred. He saw a pair of huge yellow eyes burning through white mist, heard a growl so deep and powerful it shook the world. Then as quickly as the vision came upon him, it vanished. Harvey’s heart pounded and sweat coated his brow, but he could see normally again.

			Arron released his hand and stood.

			“We shall meet again.”

			He picked up his empty cup, walked over to a plastic trash receptacle next to Grinders’ entrance, tossed it inside, and left.

			Harvey continued sitting, breath coming in short gasps, as he struggled to make sense out of what he’d experienced. His fingertips began to itch, but he barely noticed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Darla Fisher crouched at the edge of the woods, hand on the Glock holstered at her hip. The feel of its polymer surface was a comfort, reminding her that she could deal death at any moment, should she need to. She wasn’t alone. Three others crouched next to her, two on her left, one on her right. She couldn’t see them – couldn’t see anything – but that didn’t matter. She could hear their lungs taking in oxygen, hearts pumping blood, stomachs and intestines gurgling, cells being born, growing old, dying…. The combined sounds half symphony, half cacophony, so loud that she could barely hear Jordan whisper to her.

			“Anything?”

			She gave her head a slight shake, wincing again at the sound of bone and muscle moving. She could feel the sun on her face, heard distant soft pings that she thought might be photons dancing through the air, but she wasn’t certain. Whatever it was, it was a pleasant, ethereal sound.

			She was a short woman in her late thirties, thin, though she’d been on the plump side back when she’d been a cop. But that had been five years ago, and in the time since she’d lost weight. Too much, probably, but she didn’t give a damn. It didn’t matter what her body looked like. It only mattered what it could do. Her black hair was cut close to her scalp, so it wouldn’t get in her way, and she wore no makeup or jewelry. Both were unnecessary vanities as far as she was concerned. She wore an old blue sweatshirt with faded white letters that spelled Bullock PD, a blue windbreaker, jeans, and sneakers. Aside from her pistol, she was armed with a KA-BAR military knife, which she carried sheathed at her left hip. She wore sunglasses, not to protect her eyes but rather to conceal the smooth, gently pulsating patches of skin where her eyes had once been.

			While she couldn’t see the scene beyond the woods, she could picture it well enough. A simple three-story office building, parking lot filled with vehicles, and standing just at the edge of it, Night and her four Harriers. Neither the hunter nor her cats produced any sound – no breathing, no heartbeats – but this did not surprise her. Night and her monstrous servants came from a place that had its own rules. This didn’t mean Darla couldn’t detect them, however. Everything sounded like something, but they sounded like nothing. It was their absence that Darla heard, the empty spaces they made in the fabric of reality.

			Darla’s reply to Jordan was little more than exhaled breath and still her words sounded like thunder in her ears.

			“She’s watching the building and waiting for the Blight to spread. The Harriers are with her.”

			The four of them were positioned several yards from the tree line. The trees – oak, elm, pine – were close together here, the undergrowth thick, and there was little chance of their being detected by Night or her big cats as long as they remained quiet. They had been here when Arron had run through the woods, desperate to escape the Harriers. He had been far enough away that they were confident the cats – their attention focused entirely on their prey – would not notice them, and while it had been a pretty tense few minutes, their gamble paid off as Arron made it out of the woods, the cats close behind. The true test had come a few moments later, when Night followed in the wake of her pets. Darla and the others had learned much in the last five years, but they were still uncertain what abilities the woman possessed. Would she be able to sense their presence as she passed, even if there was significant distance between them? They had no reason to believe she would, but they had held their breath as Night glided through the woods, moving so silently that even Darla almost couldn’t hear her. But Night continued on without slowing, and soon she too had exited the woods, and they remained safe – for the moment. She’d listened as Night and Arron spoke, relayed the content of their conversation to her companions, and then Arron had fled into the building. As a creature of the Wild, Night could not follow, but she could use her power to create a Blight, a slowly encroaching zone of Wildness that would, in time, transform the building into a place suitable for her to enter. How long this process would take, they weren’t certain. A few hours at most was their best guess, which meant they had no time to waste. They needed to get to work.

			It had been half a decade since Darla had last seen the others with her eyes, and she wondered what changes the years had wrought on them. Lucius had been sixteen then, and he was a man now. Jordan had possessed a beautiful head of silver hair back then. From what she understood, only a few wisps of it remained. Krista’s hair had been dyed a striking magenta when they’d met, but the color had surely long grown out by now. Darla didn’t know what the woman’s natural hair color was. It was funny, but it was not being able to see small things like this that she most missed about not having eyes. Little details that kept her connected to the world around her in a way that sound by itself couldn’t.

			Like Darla, Jordan was armed with a 9 mm Glock and a KA-BAR knife, and he also held a pump-action shotgun. Neither Lucius nor Krista carried any weapons. Time may have changed each of the four companions, but five years ago, they all had been transformed far more severely by another force, and now neither Lucius nor Krista could effectively wield a gun or knife. But that was all right. They had other means of attacking and defending themselves. The companions had planned out a number of different strategies for what they would do when they finally caught up to Night, each of them contingent on what the woman and her Harriers were doing at the time. Darla, due to her police training, had become the group’s de facto commander, and that meant the next move was her call. She’d never asked for the responsibility, and the thought of putting any of her friends in danger made her feel ill, but this day was what they’d worked toward for five long years, and now that it was here, she didn’t intend to let them down.

			“Jordan, Krista – you’re up. Draw them in and make them hurt.”

			She heard Krista’s lips stretch into a cold smile. “Here, kitty kitty,” she said.

			Jordan let out a soft laugh, and together they rose and moved off, going as quietly as they could. They didn’t want to attract the Harriers’ attention until they were ready. When they were gone, Lucius said, “It’s happening. It’s really happening, isn’t it?”

			His words hurt her ears, but she smiled.

			“Yes.”

			Time for the hunter to become the prey.

			* * * 

			“You’re doing it again.”

			Hope Fleming stood in line at Grinders with her husband, Dan. There were three customers ahead of them – a bald man in a white lab coat who Hope recognized as the orthodontist who had a practice on the third floor, and two women in their forties who Hope knew, but not well.

			Dan answered without looking at her. “Doing what?”

			Hope kept her voice low. “Staring. At them.”

			Them was Kellie Thornton and Miranda Walton, sisters and owners of Feels and Meals, a Weight Watchers knockoff with its office on the third floor, directly above the Flemings’ own office, as a matter of fact. The sisters were a study in contrasts. Kellie was tall, with long blond hair, and thin to the point of looking unhealthy. She wore expensive blouses and slacks, stylish but uncomfortable-looking shoes, too much makeup, and an overabundance of jewelry. Miranda, on the other hand, was short, heavy-ish, and wore her brown hair in an unflattering pageboy cut. She dressed in large, loose clothes (to de-emphasize her body, Hope guessed), and today she had on a large light blue men’s button shirt which she wore untucked along with a pair of black yoga pants and comfortable flats. Her makeup was minimal and she wore no accessories of any kind.

			“I am not,” Dan said, still not taking his eyes off the sisters.

			Hope sighed. Dan had been a cop for close to twenty years (same as her), before he retired and opened Sentinel Security. One of the things that made him good at his job was that he could zero in on difference like he was some kind of fucking supercomputer. He could walk across a lawn, glance down, and pick out a four-leaf clover every time. He could turn the pieces of a puzzle facedown and still put them together with ease. He could detect the tiniest flaw, the most miniscule mistake, the least obvious drawback in anything. It made him a pain in the ass to live with sometimes (okay, a lot of times), but the same talent that had made him a great cop and an equally great businessman sometimes manifested in ways that were – as far as Hope was concerned – less than healthy. Exhibit A: Kellie and Miranda.

			Their business is supposed to be about helping people maintain healthy eating habits, Dan had once told her. But it’s obvious that neither of them practices what they preach. How do they maintain any credibility with their clients? Aren’t they aware of their own hypocrisy?

			She’d tried to explain to him that the sisters’ clients trusted them because they struggled with the same issues. They knew what it was like. They understood. But while Dan had said he got the message, it was clear that he hadn’t, not really. The sisters remained an unreconcilable mystery to him, and there was nothing that he hated more than a mystery he couldn’t solve. She was determined to at least get him to stop staring at the women – especially when he saw them together. Her success in this endeavor had been limited so far, however, as illustrated by the fact that Dan continued staring at the sisters as they moved to the end of the counter to wait for their drinks.

			“You’re hopeless, you know that?” she said.

			When the sisters were out of sight, he finally turned to look at her.

			“What are you talking about?”

			She shook her head. He could see the flaws in anything – except, of course, himself, and as exasperating as that was sometimes, it was also a comfort. He might have superhuman powers of observation, but that didn’t make him a Sherlock Holmes-level genius. In the end he was no different than anyone else.

			Both Hope and Dan wore blue polo shirts with the Sentinel Security logo on them, navy slacks, and black shoes. The outfits had been Dan’s idea. They’ll remind customers of cop uniforms, even if only subconsciously, and they’ll want to hire us even more. Hope hadn’t been too sure of that. Not everyone was fond of the police, and the uniforms might lose them as much business as they brought in (assuming they brought in any at all). Physically, Dan still looked like a cop too. Short, neatly trimmed brown hair, face freshly shaved, broad shoulders, lean waist, body fit but not overly muscled. It was his face that most made him look like a cop, though. Whenever he was out in public, he wore what Hope thought of as his game face. Brow wrinkled in a perpetual scowl, eyes alert for trouble, mouth set in a straight humorless line. He was six foot three and stood ramrod straight, as if he were a military man always anticipating a surprise inspection by a superior. The game face had been a useful tool when Dan had been on the force, but now it only intimidated customers. She’d talked to him about it, tried to get him to loosen up some and drop the game face. He promised he’d try, and he did, god love him, but he’d failed spectacularly. Some habits were too deeply ingrained to break, she supposed.

			Hope was by far the softer-looking of the two, although she could be just as tough as her husband when the situation called for it. She was five feet five inches tall – a completely nonthreatening height to both men and women – and possessed a round, pleasant face. A kind face, people had told her. Her shoulder-length hair was strawberry-blond. She’d always thought the color made her look childish, so she’d dyed it black when she was on the force. But when she and Dan stopped working as cops so they could go into business for themselves, she’d decided to let her natural color return. The combination of her face and hair (and likely her gender as well) led people to trust her more easily than they did Dan. Because of this, she took care of customer service while he primarily confined himself to installing security systems. This division of labor suited them, and for the most part they stuck to it.

			Salvador served the orthodontist (whose name Hope couldn’t remember), and after he stepped aside, it was their turn. About time, she thought. She was one of those people who needed regular infusions of caffeine to make it through the workday, and she was in dire need of a fix. Salvador greeted them as they stepped up to the counter.

			“What will you have this fine morning, my friends?”

			The words were pure Salvador, but the way they were spoken was anything but. Normally the café owner was loud and friendly, but today his voice was soft and subdued, his words lacking conviction. Rough night? she wondered, or something worse?

			“I’ll just have a black coffee,” Dan said.

			Salvador turned his gaze to Hope. “And you, my fine lady?”

			Ordinarily, Hope wouldn’t put up with that paternalistic fine lady shit, but Salvador had an old-world charm that she enjoyed, so she was willing to cut him a little slack. There was no evidence of that charm now, though. He seemed preoccupied, as if most of his attention was elsewhere.

			“Iced latte with two pumps of sugar-free vanilla syrup, and two shots of espresso,” she said.

			Dan grimaced. He hated cold coffee drinks of any kind.

			“Coming up,” Salvador said in his listless voice. He glanced over his shoulder to relay the order to Yvette, who was busy making some kind of drink that seemed to be comprised primarily of whipped cream and chocolate drizzle. Before Salvador could speak, she snapped, “I got it!”

			Salvador frowned – the first sign of real life he’d shown since they’d arrived – then turned back to Hope and Dan. As Dan paid with his debit card, Hope felt a sudden rush of weariness come over her. Her eyelids felt heavy, and it took everything she had to keep them open. She felt as if she could curl up right there on the floor and sleep for a week. Then, as quickly as it had come upon her, the weariness vanished, and she felt fine again. What the hell had that been? She’d slept well last night, and she had two more weeks until her period was due. Christ, she hoped she wasn’t pregnant. She and Dan were childless by choice, and they liked it like that. She told herself not to worry about it, but she’d buy a pregnancy test on the way home, just in case.

			After Dan finished paying, they walked over to the end of the counter to wait for their drinks. Miranda and Kellie had already gotten their orders and departed. Yvette brought the orthodontist his chocolate and whipped cream monstrosity, and he snatched it off the counter like a junkie desperate for his fix. He took a straw from a metal holder on the counter, removed it from its packaging, jammed it into the drink, and sucked greedily. He closed his eyes as he savored the taste and then sighed in satisfaction. He opened his eyes, saw Hope looking at him, and gave her an embarrassed smile before hurrying out of the café.

			Hope wondered if he was a chocolate addict. Maybe he ought to visit Feels and Meals, she thought.

			Nearby, a little troll doll of a man in a blue medical smock sat at one of the tables, scrolling on his phone. He glanced up at Hope, gave her a smile that bordered on lascivious, then went back to looking at whatever was on his screen. She noticed his fingertips were slightly red, as if they’d all been burned. Weird.

			She was about to point out the man’s fingers to Dan when he said, “Does the place smell funny to you?”

			She shrugged. “It smells like it always does. Like coffee.” But the instant she said this, she realized there was another smell, a faint odor like a forest-scented air freshener that had been dipped in raw sewage. Now that she was aware of it, her stomach turned and she no longer wanted her iced coffee; just the thought of drinking it made her gorge rise. She felt lightheaded, off-balance, as if the floor was slowly tilting and any moment she’d fall and begin sliding toward an edge beyond which was only an endless black void. She reached for Dan, hoping to grab hold of his arm and steady herself, but he was swaying back and forth (why was he doing that?), and she missed. She thought she was going to fall, but then, as if a switch had been flipped somewhere inside her, she felt normal once more. No dizziness, no nausea. She was shaky and weak, but that was more a result of panic than anything else (she hoped). She turned to Dan. His eyes were wide with fear, and his face was pale, but he was no longer swaying.

			“What the hell…” he murmured.

			Before Hope could respond, Yvette forcefully put their drinks on the counter, almost slamming them down.

			“Double espresso and iced coffee with two pumps sugar-free vanilla!” she shouted.

			“You don’t have to yell,” Hope said. “We’re right here.”

			Yvette glared at her. “And you don’t have to be so annoying.”

			Hope stood there for a moment in stunned silence, unable to believe what she’d heard. Yvette had never struck her as particularly enjoying her job, especially when it came to interacting with customers, but she’d never known the young woman to act like such a bitch before.

			Salvador had heard the exchange between Hope and Yvette and hurried over. He put his hands on Yvette’s shoulders (clamping down harder than he should, Hope thought), and pulled her back from the counter. He then stepped forward to address the Flemings, interposing himself between them and Yvette.

			“I most sincerely apologize,” he said, displaying the first sign of real energy since they’d entered the café. “I’m afraid it’s been busier than usual today, and the morning rush has been a lot for Yvette and me to handle by ourselves. My other employee, Teddy, called in sick this morning, and I didn’t have time to bring anyone else in. The stress is getting to Yvette, that’s all. Not that that’s a valid excuse,” he hurried to add, “but I hope you can overlook her behavior, just this once.”

			It might have been a few years since Hope had worn an actual cop’s uniform, but she still had the badge-takes-no-shit attitude. She was about to tell Yvette exactly how she felt about her lack of courtesy, but then Dan lightly touched her elbow.

			“We should get to work, hon.”

			She turned, angry at his interruption and ready to snap at him, but then she saw the concerned look in his eyes and her anger faded. She had a temper, and Dan knew when she was nearing her boiling point. He was only trying to keep her from saying things that she might later regret.

			She forced a smile and nodded.

			They picked up their drinks and said goodbye to Salvador. Yvette was looking at them sullenly, but she said nothing, which was good, because if she had spoken, Hope would’ve given it to her with both barrels.

			Next time, bitch, she thought.

			* * * 

			Yvette Caldwell continued making drinks as Salvador relayed orders to her, mind drifting as her body worked on autopilot.

			My. Life. Sucks.

			She hated her job, but then, she pretty much hated everything about her life. She lived in a crappy one-bedroom apartment that she paid too much for in rent each month, her car was a piece of junk that barely ran, and her boyfriend, Austin, was a lazy asshole who sat on the couch all day playing video games while she was at work. Whenever she confronted him about his lack of drive, he’d say bullshit like, I’m in a transition period, you know? and I’m going to make my move soon. Truth was, the bastard was a fucking parasite, and the only move he ever made was when he was sitting on the toilet stinking up the bathroom. If he hadn’t been decent in bed, she’d have kicked him to the curb long ago.

			She had drive. She didn’t plan to work as a goddamn barista the rest of her life, no fucking way. She had goals. She’d been taking classes at Kingsborough Community College in preparation for entering their nursing program, but when she realized she’d end up cleaning patients’ piss, shit, and puke most of the time – not to mention blood – she dropped out. She had a thing about bodily fluids, almost a phobia really, and in retrospect she wondered what had ever made her think she wanted to be a nurse in the first place. Sometimes she could be a fucking idiot.

			Her current plan was to become a real estate agent. That’s what her mom did, and it seemed like an okay job. Better than mixing overpriced coffee drinks for annoying customers anyway. Next semester she’d re-enroll at KCC and start taking real estate classes in preparation for getting her license. She’d be done a lot faster than if she continued in the nursing program, and she wouldn’t have to deal with anything disgusting. Another year or two, and she could tell Salvador to go fuck himself and quit. The thought put a rare smile on her face.
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