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One

It was the type of night only the dead could enjoy—as dark
as hell, and as warm as the Antarctic. Add to that the bonus of
rain that bucketed down, and it was no wonder the streets were
deserted.

Well, almost deserted, Sam amended, glancing at the
alleyway across the street. An old man in a threadbare coat
rummaged through the garbage bins that were lined up behind
the Chinese restaurant, filling a plastic bag with God-knows what.
And not five minutes ago, two prostitutes had come knocking on
her car’s window, their faces almost blue with cold as they’d
tried to convince her to take them for a ride. Their expressions,
when she’d flashed her badge, were almost relieved. But then, a
warm cell block was certainly more enticing than trying to ply
their trade on a night like this. Had she not been waiting for her
partner to turn up, she might have taken them downtown and
charged them with soliciting, just to get them off the street and
warm again. Prostitution might be legal these days, but it was
restricted to certain areas, and this particular street in old
Footscray wasn’t one of them.

But she’d had no choice except tolet them go with a warning.
To say they weren’t happy with this stroke of fortune was an
understatement. Obviously, they’d been looking forward to being
locked up in a warm cell and cuddling up with a blanket or two.
And right now, she knew exactly how they felt. Even a cup of
the shocking coffee they served at the station house would be
heaven right now.

She glanced down at the onboard computer and noted it was
already after three. If her goddamn partner didn’t turn up soon,
she was heading home. Why the hell he’d insisted on meeting in
this ratty section of the city in the first place was beyond her. It
wasn’t even close to their patrol zone.

Sighing, she crossed her arms, and glanced out the car’s side
window again. A plastic bag tumbled down the road, ghostlike
in the darkness. Unease pricked across her skin, though she wasn’t
sure why. Maybe it was just nerves. After all, it wasn’t every
night she got an urgent call from a man who’d been missing for
weeks. And it certainly wasn’t every night she went against
department policy and agreed to a secret meeting.

She glanced back to the alley. The old man had disappeared.
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While she knew he’d probably just moved beyond her line of
sight, that vague sense of unease increased. She stared through
the rain-washed darkness, watching for some form of movement
that would indicate the old man was still there.

Nothing.

And instinct was insisting something was very wrong in that
alley.

She rubbed a hand across her eyes and silently cursed her
partner’s tardiness. She didn’t need this, not after a fifteen-hour
shift, and especially not in a patrol zone that wasn’t hers. Just
thinking about the extra paperwork made her head ache.

Still . ..

She leaned forward and pressed the locater switch. The
onboard computer hummed to life, producing a map of the
immediate vicinity. The only way out of the alley, besides the
entrance she could see, was via a fire escape on the building that
hosted the Chinese restaurant. She stabbed a finger at the screen,
and the computer immediately listed other occupants. The top
two floors were empty, but the second floor was rented to an R.
C. Clarke.

She frowned again. The name rang a bell, though she didn’t
know why. She pressed the screen a second time, but the computer
had no additional information. For several seconds, she blindly
watched the rain race down the glass. It was very wet out there.
But the sooner she got out and investigated, the sooner she could
get back to the relative warmth of this icebox they had the cheek
to call a squad car.

With a slight grimace, she opened the glove compartment
and retrieved her wristcom. In reality, it wasn’t just a
communications unit, more a two-inch wide minicomputer
capable of doing just about everything but make coffee. She
wasn’t supposed to be using it after hours, but there was no way
she going into that alley without it. Not when unease sat like a
lead weight in her belly. If things went wrong, she wanted an
electronic record of everything that happened.

After fastening the unit onto her wrist, she flicked the record
button, checked that it was working, then collected her gun and
climbed out of the car. As the door automatically locked behind
her, she zipped up her jacket and eyed the dark alley. It was quite
possible that this was some sort of setup. In the last few weeks,
five detectives had disappeared, one of them Jack, her partner.
And while he’d finally contacted her earlier this evening, it was
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extremely odd that he’d called neither headquarters nor Suzy,
his wife. She knew, because she’d checked.

It worried her.

And it was what held her still, even as the drenching rain
sluiced off her coat and soaked through her boots. Jack loved
Suzy more than life itself, and there was no way he’d contact her
before he contacted his wife.

The wind lifted her hair and wrapped icy fingers around her
neck. She shivered, but it had nothing to do with the cold.
Suddenly, the night felt very wrong.

Which was crazy. It was probably just the cold, the rain, and
her severe need for sleep. If Jack hadn’t made an appearance by
the time she checked the alley, she was going home. She didn’t
need to be involved in another of his stupid games, in the dead
of the night, after a very long shift. If he wanted to talk to her, he
could do so in the heat of day. He knew were she lived—knew
he was welcome there anytime. She clipped the gun to her belt.
Its familiar weight offered a sense of comfort to the uneasiness
that still stirred through her as she walked across the road.

The rain eased a little as she entered the alley, but the wind
danced through the darkness, a forlorn moan that made the hairs
on the back of her neck stand on end. She hesitated, her gaze
skating across the shadows. The old man’s possessions were
strewn across the ground near the garbage bins. They amounted
to little more than a few old books, a couple of credit cards and
the scraps of food he’d ferreted out of the bin.

She bent and picked up the cards. The names on them were
all different—Joseph Ryan, Tom King, Jake George. Obviously,
the old guy had not been above a little credit fraud. She dropped
the cards, then stepped across the books and cautiously walked
deeper into the alley. The darkness was blanket heavy, but her
eyes slowly adjusted. Shapes loomed through the ink of night.
On the right hand side of the alley, a dozen or so large boxes
were stacked haphazardly against a graffiti decorated wall, and
to her left was the fire escape that zigzagged up the restaurant
wall.

She walked past the rusted metal ladder, then stopped. With
the full force of the wind blocked by the buildings on either side,
the smells that haunted the alley came into their own. Rotting
rubbish, puddles of stale water, and the faintest hint of human
excrement all combined into one stomach-churning stench. She
shuddered and tried breathing through her mouth rather than her
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nose. It didn’t help much.

Twenty feet away the alley came to a dead end, blocked by a
wall at least fifteen feet tall. Unless the old guy had springs for
legs, or wings hidden under his threadbare coat—both of which
were certainly possible in this day and age—there was no way
on Earth he could have gotten over it. She glanced across to the
boxes. It didn’t make any sense for him to be hiding there, either,
especially when he’d abandoned his belongings to do so. Most
street people clung to their few possessions with a ferocity only
death could shatter. Besides, the rain had made the boxes a sodden
mass that would have collapsed with the slightest touch.

Which left only the fire escape.

She glanced up. Moisture dripped from above, splattering
across her face. She wiped it away with her palm, then frowned
and glanced down. Why did the rain suddenly feel warm?

In her heart, she knew the answer to that question even as it
crossed her mind. Grimly, she pressed a small switch on her
wristcom. Light flared from the unit, a pale yellow glow that
jostled uneasily against the darkness. She raised her arm and
shined the light on the metal walkway above her.

As she thought, it wasn’t rain dripping down from the fire
escape, but blood. But there wasn’t a body—or, at least, not one
that she could see from where she stood.

For a moment, she considered contacting headquarters about
a possible homicide. But Jack had asked her to come here alone.
Had specifically asked her not to contact them. She didn’t
understand why and, in the end, didn’t really care. He’d been her
partner for close to five years, and she trusted him more than she
trusted the boneheads and politicians back at headquarters.

Wiping her palm down her thigh, she reached back for her
gun. Then slowly, cautiously, she began to climb.

Three flights up she found the old man. He’d been thrown
against the far edge of the landing, his body a broken and bloody
mass that barely resembled anything human. She closed her eyes,
and took a deep breath. Death was never an easy find. In her ten
years on the force, she’d come across many of its masks, yet it
still had the power to shock her.

Especially when it was as gruesome as this.

The old man’s eyes were wide with fear, his mouth locked
in a scream that would never be heard. His flesh had been stripped
from his face, leaving a bloody mass of raw veins and muscle.
No vampire had done this. In fact, none of the nonhuman species
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currently on record were capable of an act like this.

She took another deep breath, knelt by the old man’s side
and felt his neck. No pulse, as expected, but his skin was still
very warm. The murderer had to be close.

Real close.

Metal creaked above her. Her pulse rate zooming, she
grabbed her gun and twisted around, sights aimed at the landing
above her. Nothing moved. No one came down the stairs. The
wind moaned loudly, but nothing else could be heard beyond the
harsh note of her breathing.

Cautiously, she rose and walked back to the ladder. One more
flight and she’d reach the roof. Whoever, or whatever, had done
that to the old man might still be up there.

She had to call for backup. There was no other choice, not in
a situation like this. Pressing the communication switch, she
waited for a response and quickly asked for help. The closest
unit was seven minutes away.

Her gaze went back to the landing above her, and she bit her
lip. Was there anyone up there? Was Jack up there? Or was this
all some sort of weird set up that somehow involved Jack? No,
she thought. He wouldn’t do that to her. And it had been him on
the comlink. Her security system had identified his voice. That
the old man was murdered at the same time she was supposed to
have met her partner had to be random chance.

So where was Jack?

She glanced down at her wristcom. Twenty-nine minutes past
three. It wasn’t unusual for him to be late. In the five years she’d
known him, he’d only managed to be on time for his wedding.

Maybe he was here. Maybe he was a victim of the creature
who’d destroyed the old man.

Panic surged at the thought. God, she couldn’t risk the wait
for backup. Not when Jack’s life might be at stake. She had to go
on. Had to try and find him. If the department decided to discipline
her for leaving a crime scene, then so be it. As long as she found
her partner safe and sound, she didn’t really give a damn.

As she reached the top landing, the full force of the wind hit
her, thrusting her back a step before she regained her balance.
Shivering, she dragged her coat zipper all the way up her neck,
but it didn’t stop the rain from getting past the collar and trickling
down her back.

“This is great, just great,” she muttered, wiping the water
from her eyes—a totally useless gesture, given the conditions.
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Visibility was practically zero. If there was someone up here
with her, all they had to do was remain still and she’d never even
see them. With a final, regretful glance back to the fire escape,
she moved forward. After a dozen steps, a dark, boxlike shape
loomed out of the grayness. Stairs to the rooms below,
presumably.

She found a door, and tested it cautiously. The handle turned.
With her back to the wall, gun raised, she pushed the door open
and listened for any sign of movement. Still nothing.

Yet instinct told her the murderer had to be inside. There
was nowhere else he could be, nowhere else he really could have
come from. Unless, of course, he could fly. But if he could fly,
why would he have used the fire escape? Why wouldn’t he have
just dragged the old man’s body down to the end of the alley
rather than up the stairs, then flown away?

He was here, down those stairs, somewhere.

She switched the com-unit’s light back on, and then crossed
her wrists, holding the gun and light to one side of her body as
she edged forward.

The light gleamed off the metal stairs and puddled against
the deeper darkness of the room. Three steps down, she halted
again, listening. The silence was so intense it felt as if she could
reach out and touch it. Unease growing like a weight in her
stomach, she frowned and edged down the remaining steps.

In the small circle of light she could see several stacks of
chairs lined up against the wall. Beyond that, the vague shapes
of upturned tables. Obviously, someone was using the empty
floor as a storage facility. She moved across to the first stack of
chairs and stopped again.

Something hit her, an invisible force that came out of the
darkness to slam her back against the wall. Her breath left in a
whoosh of air, and for several heartbeats, she saw stars. Then
her senses seemed to explode outwards. Just for an instant, the
darkness became something that was real, something that had
flavors and taste and body. And then she realized it did have
bodies, that she was sensing its inhabitants through every pore
and fiber of her being. As if, in that one moment, she inhabited
the skins of the beings out there in the shadows, learning their
secrets, feeling their thoughts.

One of those who hid in the shadows was a vampire.

The other wasn’t human, wasn’t vampire, wasn’t anything
she actually recognized. But it was filled with an evil so complete
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it seemed to seep into her very bones and made her soul shake.

The sensation disappeared with a shap that left her weak
and shaking. She collapsed onto her knees and took a deep,
shuddering breath. What the hell had happened? Never in her
life had she experienced anything so weird . . . or so frightening.
For a brief moment, she’d become one with those others. Had
felt the uneven pounding of their hearts, the rush of blood through
their veins. Had felt their desire to kill seep through her being
and become her own.

She wiped a trembling hand across her brow. The sooner
backup got here, the better. A vampire intent on grievous bodily
harm she could handle. That other thing, whatever it was, tipped
the odds way too far in favor of the bad guys.

She forced herself upright, pressing her back against the wall
as she listened to the silence. Still no sound or movement. Warily,
she took a step towards the stairs and then stopped. A light
prickling sensation ran across her skin, a faint wave that again
tasted of the secrets of the night.

Someone approached.

Not understanding what was happening she nevertheless
clicked the safety off her gun and held it at the ready. “Police!
Come out with your hands up.”

Laughter ran across the stillness, soft and warm. Laughter
she’d heard before. Laughter she knew.

“I never could sneak up on you, Ryan.”

Jack stepped into the small circle of light and stopped. She
lowered her weapon, but she didn’t relax or reapply the safety.
Not until she knew what the hell her partner was up to. Not until
she knew whether he was with those other two she’d sensed.
Trust was one thing. Complete stupidity another. “What the hell
is going on? And why haven’t you phoned Suzy or the
department?”

He smiled, and there was something decidedly odd about it.
“l didn’t come here to talk about Suzy. Or the department.”

There was a chill in his green eyes she’d never noticed before,
an edge to his voice that spoke of violence. This was the Jack
she knew—and yet, in many ways, it wasn’t. “Why not? What
are you up to?”

He smiled and lowered his gaze, silently studying the floor.
She had an odd notion that time was running out, that this man,
her partner, had come here to kill her. It was a ridiculous thought,
it really was, but it was one she just couldn’t shake. Licking dry
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lips, she raised her gun a little.

Just in case.

“There’s a war about to begin, Ryan.”

The abrupt sound of his voice made her jump slightly. She
met his gaze squarely and saw in the green depths only death
and determination. And felt no safer about his intentions.

“What sort of war?”

He shrugged. “A war in which man will play no part, and yet
ultimately be the loser. The wise will choose sides.”

She frowned. Since when had Jack begun speaking in weird
riddles? “And that’s what you’ve done? Chosen a side?” She
shifted her feet a little, strengthening her stance. If Jack came
one step closer, she’d fire, partner or not.

So much for trusting this man beyond all others.

He smiled his strange smile. “Yes. And now it’s your turn.”

She stared at him, wondering what was really going on.
Surely he hadn’t called her down here just to pick a side in some
upcoming mythical war. “We’re cops, Jack. We’re supposed to
be impartial and all that.”

He snorted heavily. “Yeah, right. Tell that to someone who
doesn’t know the truth.”

The cynical edge to his voice made her feel no easier. If
there was one thing Jack had always been proud of, it had been
his badge. “So why do | have to choose?”

“Because for you, there can be no standing in the middle.
It’s one side or the other.”

She wondered if pinching herself would wake her from this
weird dream, or make sense of what Jack was saying. “That
doesn’t actually answer the question of why me. | mean, why
not the thousands of others who work for the department?”

“Most of them haven’t your intuitive nature, or your
determination to act on a hunch.” He shrugged. “And we need
more people who can move around in the daylight.”

Right now, her so-called intuitive nature was telling her he
was lying through his back teeth—at least when it came to the
reasons for wanting her to join them. “Who are you actually
working for, if not the department?”

She might not have spoken, for all the notice he took. “We
could continue as partners,” he added softly.

God, how deep did he think their partnership had become?
“Sorry. Still doesn’t appeal to me.”

“That’s unfortunate. Already, too many good men and women
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have gone missing.”

A chill ran down her spine. He knew about the
disappearances. Had somehow been involved in them. “I really
think you should come back to headquarters with me—"

She hesitated. The odd, prickling sensation ran across her
skin again, whispering dark secrets to her mind. She stared at
Jack, her gaze widening. Her partner, and friend of five years,
was the vampire she’d sensed earlier.

And that thing out there in the darkness, the creature she
could not name, was with him.

He studied her for a moment, and then he sighed, almost
sadly. “So, you know.”

Her finger curled around the trigger, and it took every ounce
of strength she had to resist the urge to shoot him. Not all vampires
were evil—how often had he told her that? Certainly she had no
evidence that Jack himself had crossed the line between good
and evil, when he’d taken the step from life to death.

Only instinct, and the oddly ferocious look in his eyes, said
that he had.

“But I don’t know why.”

“Why does one normally undertake the ceremony?”
Amusement touched his green eyes. “I have no wish to die, Ryan.
With the eve of the war at hand, | had no option but to cross over.
Humans have no place in what is coming.”

The sensation of danger was becoming so strong her muscles
were twitching under the force of it. She took a deep breath,
trying to calm down. Yet if Jack were a vampire, he would know
her fear, her uncertainty. Would hear it in the thunderous pounding
of her heart. “So why call me here?”

“Because, as | said earlier, it’s your time to choose.”

“l made my choice long ago.” And her badge was all she
really had. She wasn’t about to walk away from it, even for her
best friend. “I intend to stick to that choice.”

Sadness briefly touched his eyes. “I’m asking you, as a friend,
to join me.”

Her finger tightened reflexively on the trigger, and it was all
she could do not to press it a tiny bit more and actually fire the
weapon. “No.”

“One last chance.” He took a slight step forward. The touch
of sadness in his eyes was quickly giving way to the certainty of
death.

“One more step, and I’ll shoot.”
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He smiled. “I don’t think so.”

Sweat trickled down the side of her face. “I mean it. Stay
where you are.”

He took another step forward. “We’re friends, Ryan. Partners.
You can’t shoot me.”

There was no humanity in his eyes now, only that certainty
of death. She’d seen that look in vampires before and knew it
precluded an attack. “Please, Jack. Don’t make me shoot you.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You won’t. You can’t,” he said, and
took another step.

She aimed low and pulled the trigger.

Through the booming retort of the gun, she heard his curse,
heard him stagger away. She lowered her weapon, hit the panic
button on her wristcom and ran for the stairs.

Heat flowed over her, whispering secrets. The thing with
Jack was after her, running swiftly and silently through the
darkness. If it caught her, she would die, as the old man had
died. Quickly, but horribly.

She grabbed the railing with her free hand and took the stairs
two at a time. At the top she hesitated and glanced down. A
shadow flowed across the bottom step, then stopped and looked
up. For just a second she found herself staring into eyes that
were milky white and as bright as the stars. In them was a hunger
unlike any she’d ever seen before.

Get out, she thought. Just get the hell out of here.

She scrambled through the door and slammed it shut behind
her. An inhuman roar followed her into the wildness of the night.
She ran for the fire escape stairs, but the wind hit her with the
force of a gale, thrusting her sideways. Somehow, she managed
to stay on her feet and keep running. Behind her, the door
slammed open, the sound like a gunshot ricocheting across the
force of the storm. Swearing, she leapt onto the fire escape and
scrambled down the slick metal stairs.

One flight gone. The old man stared up at her, a grim reminder
of her fate if she wasn’t fast enough. Onto the second flight. Was
that a footfall? She didn’t dare look up, just kept on running.

She hit the lower landing, then grabbed the rail and leapt
over it. She landed awkwardly, and pain curled like fire up her
leg. She ignored it and ran for her car.

A sighing sound carried across the howl of the wind. She
caught a hint of movement out of the corner of her eye, but before
she could react, something hit her hard and flung her sideways.
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She struck the ground with a grunt of pain, her weapon flying
from her hand. She twisted, throwing punches at the heavy weight
that had landed on top of her. His curses stung the night, and
then he caught her hands, his grip like iron as he held her still.
She found herself staring into eyes that were an odd, green-flecked
hazel, and not entirely human.

Not Jack or the creature. Someone else entirely. Someone
she hadn’t sensed.

“If you want to live, remain still and be quiet,” he ordered,
his gaze burning into hers for a second before flicking away.

“Get the hell off me and | may consider it,” she muttered,
twisting left and right in an effort to dislodge his weight.

“That creature hunts by sound and movement alone. Remain
still, and we might escape with our lives.”

A soft snarl ran across the wind. She stopped fighting and
turned her gaze to the fire escape. A kite-like shape leapt off the
second flight of stairs and landed awkwardly near the boxes. It
made several odd snuffling noises before turning blind eyes in
their direction. Her fingers twitched, pressing the trigger of a
weapon she no longer held. The stranger glanced down at her,
his odd-colored eyes holding a warning.

It went against her every instinct to remain still, to not fight,
and her muscles quivered as she fought the desire to do both.
The creature took a lumbering step in their direction. Her breath
caught somewhere in her throat and refused to move. At the other
end of the alley, the howling wind tugged at the garbage bins.
One fell and rattled toward the road, spewing paper and food
scraps across the pavement before rolling away. The creature
roared, then swung around and ran out of the alley.

The stranger released her and scrambled to his feet. She
lurched forward and grabbed his wrist.

“Oh, no you don’t. You’re not leaving until you tell me what
the hell that thing is.”

A slight smile creased the corners of his lush mouth. “And
what gives you the right to detain me?”

“I’m a cop, mister. You’re under arrest.”

“For what? Saving your life?” He pried her fingers away
from his wrist, his fingers warm and slightly rough against hers.
“Sorry, but | have a creature to stop. Arrests will have to wait.”

He moved so swiftly that he almost seemed to blur. One
blink and he was gone.

The night didn’t appear to be getting any saner, she thought
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sourly. First her partner becomes a vampire, and then she’s hunted
by a kite-like monster, only to be rescued by a man who could
blur his form and move like the wind. What next?

Knowing she probably didn’t want an answer to that question,
she slowly climbed to her feet. Pain fired up her right leg and her
ankle suddenly felt encased in iron. Great, just great. The night
from hell and a busted ankle. Maybe the best idea was to just sit
here and wait for the cavalry to arrive. The thought made her
frown, and she glanced at her wristcom. Four minutes had passed
since she’d pressed the emergency beacon, nine since she’d first
requested help. Why wasn’t anyone here?

She glanced around for her weapon and saw it sitting in a
puddle ten feet away. She hobbled to it, doing her best to ignore
the protests from her ankle. As she bent down, that weird sliver
of heat prickled a warning across her skin.

Jack was behind her.

Slowly, warily, she picked up her weapon and turned around.
He stood ten feet away. Blood ran from the wound in his thigh,
the flow gleaming darkly against his rain soaked jeans. Fear swept
her again. On a night like this she shouldn’t be able to even see
the blood.

She flicked off the auto safety catch and pointed the gun at
him. “I have to take you back. You know I have to.”

He smiled. “I’m not going back. | can’t. Pull that trigger if
you want to.”

She didn’t pull the trigger. Nor did she lower her weapon.
“Why did you really call me here tonight?”

“I’ve already told you—to ask you to join us.”

“And that thing you were with—did it kill the old man?”

He lowered his gaze, but not before she’d seen a brief flash
of amusement. A chill ran down her spine. Jack had watched that
thing strip the old man of his humanity. Had enjoyed it.

“We all have to feed, Ryan, and society has no use for the
dregs.” His gaze flashed up again, cold and hungry. If there was
any humanity left in her partner, it quickly fled as the vampire
rose fully to the surface.

“I’m sorry you won’t join us,” he continued. “We were a
good team.”

Were. Not are. She swallowed. It didn’t ease the aching
dryness in her throat. “Don’t move, Jack. This time I’ll shoot to
kill.”

His laugh was a low, almost inhuman, sound. “Perhaps you
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want me to wait until the reinforcements arrive.”

Sweat trickled down her back, and her palms felt slick against
the cool metal of the gun. “That’s my plan, yes.”

“Ever the optimist.” He flashed a familiar smile, all
confidence and teeth.

Too much teeth, in fact.

The vampire was getting ready to feed.

“Don’t make me kill you,” she warned softly. Please don’t.

The sudden ferocity in his eyes made her take a step back.
Even as she did so, he leapt.

Jack had once told her the best way to kill a vampire was to
blow its fucking head off.

And that’s exactly what she did.



Two

Gabriel Stern leaned a shoulder against the wall and watched
dawn color the sky a bright, almost bloody red. The rising sun
played across his face and arms, pleasant and warm. But if the
gathering clouds were anything to go by, it was going to be a
bitch of a day. God, he hated Melbourne in winter.

He crossed his arms, and studied the stark white building
across the street. Situated on the western edge of the Central
Business District, close to the Law Courts, the building housed
both the State Police and the Special Investigations Unit. With
the precision of ants, men and woman clad in the stark black of
the State Police moved in and out of the building, a tide that was
occasionally interspersed by the dark gray favored by the SIU.
As yet, there was no sign of the woman whose life he’d saved
last night.

“It may be hours before she gets back. You know what the
cops are like when one of their own gets shot.”

The voice rose like a demon out of the darkness, setting his
teeth on edge. Gabriel turned from the window. Though it was
still dark in the small office, he could see the old desk, chairs
and recording units well enough. Martyn stood in the deeper
shadows crowding the far corner, idly sipping a bottle of dark
fluid.

Gabriel’s stomach rumbled a reminder that he hadn’t eaten
in over twenty-four hours. He shoved his hands in his pockets
and tried to ignore it. “I want the SIU called in on this. Me,
specifically.”

Martyn’s smile was fleeting. “That has been arranged.”

A fact Gabriel knew, simply because he’d started the
arrangements earlier. Still, there was protocol to follow, if he
didn’t want too many suspicions raised, and, technically speaking,
Martyn was supposedly his one and only link to the Federation,
the covert group they both worked for. While Martyn was well
aware that Gabriel talked to Stephan, he had no idea just how
often. Gabriel intended to keep it that way.

“Good.” At least he could get closer to the woman, and maybe
he’d find out just how she’d been able to sense the presence of
the kite monster last night. From the little information they’d
been able to glean about the creature, it was supposed to be
invisible to humans—at least until the point of attack. Yet she
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had sensed it early enough to escape.

“If this interest of yours in the woman develops into an
obsession, Stephan’s not going to be happy.”

He glanced at Martyn sharply. He knew better than Martyn
ever would just what Stephan was, and wasn’t, going to be happy
about. And he knew for a fact Stephan more than agreed with his
interest in this woman. So why would Martyn say otherwise?

“Twenty-four people have been Killed by the kites. She is
the only person to ever escape. We need to know why.”

“We can sense them. Surely that’s all that matters.”

“We’re an extremely small group, and the kites are growing
in number. We can’t hope to kill them all, nor can we hope to
conceal their existence for much longer.”

“Worry about that when the time comes. For the moment,
we have more important matters to worry about.”

Yeah, like what the hell Sethanon—the man ultimately behind
the attacks last night, and someone the Federation had being trying
to stop for years—was up to. He glanced back out the window as
movement caught his attention. A woman with red-gold hair
walked up the steps of the opposite building, her slender figure
almost lost in the sea of black clad officers and camera crews
that surrounded her.

Sympathy flashed through him. He knew what it was like to
kill a partner. He’d done it himself, what seemed a lifetime ago.

Once she’d walked through the main doors, he turned to face
Martyn once more. “What intrigues me is the fact she apparently
sensed the presence of the kite and her partner, and yet showed
no signs of knowing | was there.”

“Given you didn’t actually talk to her, you can’t be certain
about that.”

No, he couldn’t. But instinct suggested that was the case,
and he’d long ago learned to trust his instincts. At least when it
came to issues like this, anyway.

“When | talked to Stephan earlier—”"

“I’m your control,” Martyn said, voice sharp. “You’re
supposed to talk to me first.”

“I’m reporting to you now.”

“In the future, you will report to me, and only me, or
disciplinary action will be taken.”

He snorted softly. What were they going to do? Pull him off
the job? Not likely, if only because it’d take Federation years to
get someone else into the position he was now in. And given the
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number of operatives that had been Killed or uncovered of late,
maybe the very reason he was still one of the Federation’s most
effective plants was the very thing Martyn was bitching about—
his lack of continuous reports.

Although, truth be told, Stephan himself would have to be
classed as the most successful. No one, beyond himself and
Stephan’s wife, knew Stephan’s alter ego. Not even Martyn.

“Have you found out any more about Kazdan’s disappearance
and subsequent reappearance?” Martyn continued.

He shook his head. “Other than the fact he resurfaced about
a week ago, no.”

“Why was he meeting with her?”

“Trying to recruit her, apparently.”

“Do we know why?”

“Not yet.”

Martyn grunted. “You’d better get back across the road. I’ll
contact Stephan and see if we can dig up anything more on
Kazdan’s recent movements.”

To his way of thinking, it was more important to find out
what was so special about this woman that a man like Kazdan,
who was reportedly a general in Sethanon’s organization, was
forfeited in an effort to try and recruit her. But he said nothing,
merely nodded and left Martyn to the shadows.

*kk

“What do you mean suspended until further notice?” Sam
stared at the captain in disbelief.

He sighed wearily and spoke more slowly, as if she were a
child with little comprehension, which, after twenty-two hours
without sleep, was a little too close to the truth for comfort.

“You shot your partner, Ryan. Blew his brains out. There
has to be an investigation, and you’re suspended until it’s
finished.”

“Did I mention the fact he’d become a vampire?”

“Several times,” the captain replied heavily. “Vampires have
rights, same as the next person.”

She sighed and rubbed her forehead wearily. Somewhere in
the last few hours, her head had begun to ache, and that ache was
getting steadily worse. But she knew better than to ask for some
pain killers. There was no such thing as rights or fair treatment
for a cop suspected of foul deeds. She was lucky they’d fixed
her ankle before they’d realized she was the one who’d pulled
the trigger on Jack.
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“Did I mention he was trying to kill me?”

“Ryan, you blew a hole in his thigh, and then shot his friggin’
head off. That’s more than self defense, you know.”

She shuddered and tried to ignore the bloody images his
words bought to mind. He really didn’t have to tell her what
she’d done. It was a moment she’d relive in her dreams for many
years to come.

“The first shot was just a warning, Cap. And | did warn him
that the next time 1’d shoot to kill, but he didn’t seem to believe
| would.”

“Well, you were partners for five years.”

She shook her head, unable to believe what she was hearing.
“So, it’s perfectly all right for him to try to kill me, but not for
me to defend myself?”

“Try to face the fact that we have only your word and a corpse.
And while you said you had your wristcom on record, the labs
weren’t able to pull any images from the unit.”

She glanced down at the wristcom. There’d been no
indication that control had downloaded information from it, and
there should have been. “It was on, Cap. And it was working.”

“You may have thought it was working, but the labs say
there are neither images nor voice.”

So was the unit faulty, or just the linking capacity? “Do they
want me to send them the unit? Maybe there’s a problem with
the satlink?”

He shook his head. “They tested the link. They can read
everything A-OK. There’s just nothing in the memory about last
night.”

She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Then just do
a DNAscan on his body. It’1l back up the fact that he’s a vampire.”

He hesitated and glanced down at his hands. “We don’t have
to. His corpse was touched by sunshine when the boys were
bagging it. It didn’t go up.”

How could there be no reaction to daylight? Of all the myths
that abounded about vampires, that was the one that had proven
to be true. No immunity to daylight. The minute the sun touched
them, they burned. “Damn it, | saw his teeth, Cap. He was a
vampire.”

“You might have seen teeth, but the fact is there was no
reaction to sunshine.”

She stared at him for a moment before asking, “Have you
done blood and DNA tests?”
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He nodded. “Inconclusive.”

“How can a blood or DNA test be inconclusive? Either he
was a vampire or he wasn’t.”

“They’re running further tests. Until they come back, you’re
suspended.”

She slumped back in her chair. What the hell was she going
to do with herself if she didn’t have work to come to every day?
“What about the old guy?”

The captain’s brown eyes were suddenly calculating. Asliver
of unease ran down her spine. Something odd was going down
here.

“What old man?” he said eventually.

“Don’ttell me you can’t find him. I know that’s impossible.”

“There was no other body besides Jack’s.”

“Surely to God you found blood. There was a ton of it all
over the fire escape.”

The captain hesitated. His gaze flickered minutely to the
security cam in the far corner of the room. She straightened a
little. If the captain was suddenly worried about being watched,
something odd was going down.

“The only blood we found was Jack’s.”

She stared at him. How could that be possible? The kite-like
monster had all but stripped the old man of his flesh. How could
all that blood simply disappear?

It couldn’t. Not unless someone had cleaned it up. Someone
involved in the investigation. Foreboding began to beat in time
with the ache in her head.

The captain cleared his throat softly. “We notified Suzy of
Jack’s death.”

She frowned at the sudden change, wondering why he didn’t
want to talk about that creature.

“She’s not happy,” he continued softly.

“Well, gee, | wonder why?” She didn’t bother trying to hide
the sarcasm in her voice. “Might it have something to do with
the fact that her husband of three and a half years turns up dead
after he’d been missing for weeks?”

“Dead because you shot him.”

That wasn’t what she’d meant, and the captain knew it. And
though guilt rose, she determinedly pushed it away. Guilt wasn’t
a luxury she could afford right now. Not when she was up to her
neck in trouble and sinking fast. “How did she take it?”

“Her reaction was interesting, to say the least.”
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God, what had Jack’s bitch of a wife said about her now?
“Interesting how?”

The captain smiled slightly. “She said you and Jack were
having an affair. That you’d been casual lovers for some time
and that you’d finally given Jack an ultimatum—Ileave Suzy, or
you’d kill him.”

She stared in disbelief at the captain. It was evident by the
look in his eyes that he didn’t really believe it. But others might.
She and Jack had been close. Hell, most of the people in their
squad had presumed they were lovers, a notion that seemed to
gain more credibility every time she and Jack denied it. And yet
nothing could have been further from the truth. Fact was she
rarely saw Jack out of hours.

“You know that’s not true, Cap.”

“Do you deny having a fight with him the day he
disappeared?”

How could she deny it when half the station had probably
heard it? “That was over prisoner treatment.”

“And degenerated into some serious threats.”

She frowned. Even now, she had no idea what that fight had
really been about. Jack had been edgy, strung out, all day. But
when he’d started beating a suspect more than usual, she’d
stepped in—and he’d turned on her as swiftly and as violently as
a snake. “I didn’t threaten him. You can check the vid tapes, if
you like.”

“We have, and you’re right, the threats didn’t happen then.
According to Suzy, they happened later, on the way home.”

Suzy would say that, because Suzy hated the thought of
anyone else being close to Jack. As far as Sam was concerned, it
was a hatred that bordered on an obsession. Why, she had no
idea.

“Since Suzy wasn’t in the car, she can’t actually say what
Jack and I did and didn’t talk about.”

“She said Jack told her.”

“And | could say Jack told me the sky was green, but would
you believe it?”

A smile lifted one corner of his thin lips. “No.”

“Then it’s her word against mine. You choose who you’d
rather believe.”

“Unfortunately, it’s not for me to choose.” Again, his gaze
flicked to the camera. “I need your badge, gun and wristcom.”

“This is ridiculous,” she muttered, leaning forward to unclip
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her gun from the back of her belt. She thumped it down on the
desk with her badge, then undid her wristcom and dropped it
beside them. “I should have let him bite me. Then maybe someone
would believe me.”

The captain made no reply. He slid a piece of paper across
the desk. “They want you to undergo psych evaluation. Here are
the appointment details. | advise you not to miss it. Your job
may depend on it.”

“I’m not crazy,” she said softly. Beginning to get as mad as
hell, maybe, but not crazy.

“It’s standard procedure, Ryan.”

No, it wasn’t, and they both knew it. She leaned forward and
picked up the paper. On it was a name, section and time, but
beneath it, he’d written a note. Don’t fight this. The suspension
order came from the top, and there’s nothing either of us can do
about it. Use the time to find out what really happened to Jack.
Go after those who did this to him.

She glanced up, and met the captain’s gaze. After a moment,
she nodded and folded the paper, shoving it inside her jacket.
“That appointment is with the SIU. | didn’t know they’d taken
over psych evaluations.”

“Your claim that Jack was a vampire forced us to report it.
They’re taking over these types of investigations from now on.”

“But why is the spook squad doing the psych evaluation as
well?”

He shrugged. “Maybe they want to make sure no hidden
prejudices are behind this.”

“Meaning someone, somewhere, must believe my statement
that Jack was a vampire.”

“Or maybe they want to ensure you’re not seeing bogeys
where there are none.” He hesitated. “It’s not exactly a state secret
that vampires are not on your list of favorite people.”

No, it wasn’t. But that wasn’t what this was about. Nor was
it the reason Jack now lay on a slab ten floors below them. He
was dead simply because he’d tried to kill her.

And as the captain had pointed out, she now had the time to
find out why.

But she had an awful feeling the answers to many of the
questions surrounding Jack’s death would not be found on the
streets, but rather here, in the pristine halls of Central Security.
An area that was now out of bounds until she was reinstated.

“You’d better go, Ryan. The SIU do not like to be kept
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waiting.”

She grimaced. “See you around, Cap.”

He nodded and began rifling through some papers on his
desk. Knowing a dismissal when she saw one, she turned and
walked through the door. Surprisingly, security wasn’t waiting
beyond the door to escort her to her desk and ensure she took
nothing more than personal belongings. In the corridor itself,
people walked up and down, going about their daily business as
if nothing untoward had happened, yet not one of them would
meet her eyes. She shook her head, wondering why she was so
surprised. She’d shot one of their own, her partner no less. The
ultimate no-no in any law enforcement community. The reason
behind her action didn’t matter to them. She’d crossed a line and
would always be judged because of it.

She passed several doors until she came to the office she’d
shared with Jack. “Lights,” she said, hesitating in the doorway.

A muted glow warmed the room. Jack’s desk was as he’d
left it. She hadn’t touched it simply because she’d always thought
he’d be back. She blinked back the sudden sting of tears and
glanced across at the clock on her desk. Eight minutes left to
find some sort of clue.

She sat down on his chair and rifled through the papers on
his desk. Nothing caught her eye. But then, had she really
expected a clue to be so easy to find?

“Computer on.”

The screen hummed to life. “Voice identification required,”
stated a soft, sultry voice.

Jack had always preferred his computers to have a feminine
touch, where as her preference leaned towards cartoons. Dizzy
Izzy, a hot pink fur-ball that had become the newest rage on the
cartoon front, was the voice of her com-unit here, while the old
Warner Classic, Marvin the Martian, was the current face of her
home units.

“Samantha Ryan. Badge number MSF 1079.”

“Voice verified. Request?”

“Diary entries for the tenth of May, two-o-four-seven.”

“A password is needed before request can be processed.”

She frowned. Since when had Jack begun putting security
codes on his files? “Suzy.”

“Access denied.”

Maybe his badge number. “MSF 1045.”

“Access denied.”



26 Keri Arthur

She swore softly. The password could literally be anything.
She frowned, trying to think back to that day, trying to remember,
something, anything that might provide a clue. “What about . . .
vampire?”

“Access denied.”

“Afterlife.”

“Access denied.”

“Fuck,” she muttered, and leaned back in the chair. She had
to get what she could now, or she’d lose out. Once official word
got around about her suspension, she’d be escorted from the
premises and not allowed back in.

The computer hummed silently. “Access granted.”

She blinked in surprise, then shook her head and smiled
ruefully. Trust Jack to use a password like that.

“Transfer all personal files and diaries to outlink 1097.
Security access one.”

“Transfer proceeding.”

What else might she need? She tapped her lip for a moment,
staring at the screen. “Are there transcripts of phone calls for
May 10th?”

“I have five on record.”

“Were those all the calls for that day?” Jack had been
something of a whiz at getting around official protocol, especially
when it came to calls he didn’t want recorded.

“Two were not recorded.”

No real surprise there. Jack loved horse racing, and over the
years he had lost of fair bit of money to the bookmakers—Iegal
and otherwise. It was a practice that was officially frowned upon,
and would have meant instant dismissal if anyone else had found
out. “You have the numbers?”

“Yes.”

“Send those and the five transcripts to outlink 1097. Security
access one.”

“Transfer proceeding.”

She glanced across at the time. Damn, she was late.
“Computer, complete transfer then close.”

“Transfer complete. Have a good day.” A smiley face
appeared on the screen as the computer shut down. Smiling, she
opened the drawers and grabbed Jack’s spare wristcom. Hers
would probably be decommissioned right away, but with Jack’s
death not yet officially recorded, both his units would still be
viable.
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She rose and moved across to her desk, quickly gathering
the few personal items she cared about—her Marvin the Martian
clock, and the big old china mug that Jack had given her their
first Christmas as partners—shoving them in a bag as she walked
across to the door.

But at the doorway, she hesitated and glanced back. She’d
spent a lot of happy times in this office, laughing and caring and
fighting. And she had an odd feeling she wouldn’t be back to see
it again. Tears stung her eyes, and she blinked them away quickly.

“Lights off,” she whispered. As the room fell into darkness,
she added. “Bye Jack.”

Turning away, she headed for the elevators and her
appointment with the SIU.

*kk

Gabriel glanced up as a young doctor entered his office,
carrying a bundle of printouts. After pressing a button on the
com-screen to black out the screen but not the sound, Gabriel
relaxed back in his chair. “Are those the test results for Officer
Ryan, Finley?”

The young doctor nodded, and collapsed onto the only chair
in the room that was free of books. “Christ, I’m exhausted. Don’t
know how that woman is surviving, given she’s had so little sleep
over the last twenty-four hours.”

“With Kazdan as a partner, | guess she’d have to be pretty
tough.” He nodded towards the papers. “What are the results?”

“Well, she’s not crazy, but she does hold some deep-seated
prejudices against vampires. So deep | doubt even she knows
why.”

“They’re not the results | was talking about.”

Finley smiled evenly. “Didn’t think you were.” He shuffled
through the papers and dragged out the middle set of sheets.
“These results were interesting, to say the least.”

So he was right. There was something special about the
woman. “Interesting how?”

Finley pushed his thick glasses back up the bridge of his
nose. “Well, as you know, when we measure psychic energy,
most people come in at one end of the scale or the other, depending
on whether they are gifted or not.”

“1 helped invent those tests, remember?” he said, a slight
edge of sarcasm in his voice.

“Ah, yes, so you did.” The young doctor cleared his throat.
“The thing is no one ever comes in as neutral. It’s impossible—
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either you have some ability or you don’t, simple as that. But
this girl has done the impossible.”

He frowned. “As you said, that’s not possible.”

“With all the psychic deadeners we have around the place,
there’s no way she can be using some form of talent to evade the
probes. And yet, she registers neutral.”

Finley held out the printouts. Gabriel silently accepted them
and quickly leafed through the sheets. As Finley had stated, every
test had come out neutral. He stopped at the BP, cardiovascular
and EKG charts, and raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Brain activity
registers extremely high, considering the readout indicates she’d
fallen asleep during some of the tests.”

“That in itself would suggest some form of talent at work—
if it wasn’t for the fact that the psychic deadeners render any
form of talent useless.”

“Unless she has some form of talent that can evade the
deadeners.”

“Unheard of.”

He glanced up from the printouts. “Until now, it was unheard
for anyone to come in as neutral.”

Finley pursed his lips. “True.”

“What do we know of her life before she joined the state
police?”

“Basic stuff. She was left in State care at fourteen. Remained
there until she was eighteen, and then joined the state police.”

“Done a check on her parents?”

“State did, when she joined. They’re listed as missing. The
case is still open.”

He glanced up. “That’s not what | asked.”

Finley cleared his throat. “No, we haven’t done a check on
her parents.”

“Then do one.” He hesitated, and then frowned, rereading
the last line of text again. “Body growth immature? What the
hell does that mean?”

“Basically, it means that, when it comes to internals, she has
the maturity of a fifteen year old.”

“Finley, she’s twenty nine years old.” And, he thought,
remembering the firm roundness of her body pressed under his
last night, she was certainly built like it.

Finley shrugged. “None of us can explain it—and we ran
those tests twice, just in case.”

If she had the maturity of a fifteen year old, it suggested
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nonhuman background, because most nonhumans had a slower
rate of development than humans. Yet Finley’s tests had so far
picked up nothing other than human in her makeup. “Best guess?”

“That the printouts state the absolute truth.”

For a human that was twenty-nine years old? Not likely. “Will
you need to run more tests?”

“Definitely. We found some anomalies in her cell sample
that need checking out, as well.”

He flipped back several pages until he found the blood results.
“An unknown chromosome found in cell sample.” He glanced at
the doctor. “We have any ideas on this one?”

“Not one. As | said, we’d like to run more tests.”

He didn’t miss the odd edge of excitement in Finley’s
normally indifferent voice. Obviously, there wasn’t much in the
way of excitement to be found in the labs of the SIU these days.
He smiled slightly, wondering how the young doctor would react
if he ever got his hands on a kite. He put the printouts back into
order and handed them back. “Where is she now?”

“Room 101.”

“Book her for more tests tomorrow. And arrange a pass for
her to get back in, as State will have cancelled them all by then.”

Finley nodded and headed for the door. Once the doctor had
gone, Gabriel pressed the screen again. “You heard?”

Stephan appeared on the screen. His hormally strong features
were little more than a pale replica, and there were dark shadows
beneath his green eyes. Even his normally tanned skin had a
translucent quality to it. Fear stirred deep in Gabriel’s gut. The
one thing the Federation couldn’t afford, the one thing he didn’t
want, was for Stephan to get any sicker.

“Yes,” Stephan said softly. “Most interesting.”

He somehow resisted the urge to question Stephan about the
state of his health and tried to concentrate on the matter at hand.
But it was difficult, especially when Stephan’s visage was that
of one close to death. He’d lost one brother recently. He didn’t
want to lose another, and right now that looked like a distinct
possibility. “I wonder if these anomalies are the reason Sethanon
tried recruiting her last night.”

Stephan shook his head, his expression doubtful. “How
would he have known? State insists on medical checks every six
months. | checked them out this morning, and they haven’t altered
until now.”

“Which makes me wonder if someone was actually altering
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the results before they were placed in the system. Sethanon
wouldn’t risk the life of an operative like Kazdan unless he knew
this woman was a threat in some way.”

“That makes no sense. Why would anyone bother altering
the results? And why would Sethanon know she was a threat,
when, for all intents and purposes, she is human?” He hesitated,
expression thoughtful. “You know, if we do think along those
lines, absurd as they seem, then it is always possible that last
night was merely some sort of test.”

“Which again implies that he knows more about her than
what is showing in the medical workups. | think the SIU needs
to assign her a guard. Me, specifically.”

“People will think it strange that an Assistant Director is

assigned guard duty.”
He smiled thinly. “They expect strangeness from me.”
It was a point Stephan didn’t bother refuting. “I’ll arrange

it.”

“Thanks.” He hesitated, and then added softly. “When was
the last time you ate, brother?”

Stephan sighed and rubbed a hand across his eyes. His fingers
were reed thin. He’d lost a lot more weight in the week since
they’d last seen each other.

“My stomach rebels every time | try.”

“What about liquid?”

“Water | keep down. Anything else—" Stephan shrugged.

He frowned, not liking the sound of it. Stephan had been ill
for close to two months now, and he was literally beginning to
fade away. And though he’d been under the expert care of the
Federation’s doctors, they could find no cause. Time, he thought,
for a radical change of direction. He had no intention of losing
his last remaining brother without a fight.

“I’m going to send a friend of mine to you. | want you to do
as he asks, without question.”

He groaned softly. “Not that spiritual weirdo you hang out
with.”

“The very one. I’ve seen him work miracles, so no
arguments.” He hesitated, and then added with a grin. “Or I might
just call Kathleen in on you.”

Kathleen was the matriarch of the Stern clan, a sprite and
bossy three-hundred-year-old woman who tended to sweep into
your life as carefully as a cyclone. And she was probably the
only person his brother was truly frightened of.
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Stephan shuddered, a look of mock-horror momentarily
lifting the tiredness from his eyes. “God, no.”

“Then kindly take note of what Karl says.”

“Iwill, I will.” Stephan’s smile faded. “And | want you to be
careful out on the streets. Attacks have almost doubled in the
last week. Sethanon’s up to something, and until we know what
itis, I’ve asked that all Federation operations be double-manned.”

“Good move.”

“That includes you, brother,” Stephan added dryly.

“Yeah, right.” The day that happened would be the day hell
froze over. “I’ll send Karl over to your place tonight.”

Stephan sighed. “Fine. See you tomorrow night.”

He nodded and clicked off the link. The computer hummed
softly. “You have a call.”

“Patch it through, and then get Karl on the line for me.” He
hesitated slightly before adding. “And run a background check
on Samantha Ryan. | want all personal details that can be found.”
Finley’s check on her would run to the academic side of her life
rather than the personal. And as one of the SIU’s assistant
directors, his system had access to a greater range of computers.

The better he knew her, the closer he might get to some
answers.

And he had a very bad feeling that he was going to need
those answers pretty damn quick.



Three

Sam lay on the sofa, staring up at the ceiling. Night had
fallen over two hours ago, encasing the small living room in
darkness. And yet, despite her exhaustion, she couldn’t sleep.
The moment of Jack’s death played itself over and over through
her mind, a nightmare from which there was no escape. Nor could
she escape wondering if there was something, anything, she could
have done except pull the trigger.

Yet every time, the answer was the same. Jack would have
killed her had she given him the chance. She was certain of that,
if nothing else.

But then, she had to be certain, otherwise her actions would
destroy her. Not so much job wise, but internally. Mentally.

Outside, the rain still pounded, an almost soothing sound
when compared to the bass-heavy thumping drifting up from the
apartment below. Obviously, Becky and Matt were out again,
and their two teenagers were making the most of it. Normally,
she didn’t mind, but at the moment, the noise grated against her
nerves.

She glanced at the clock. Nine-twelve. Sighing, she climbed
off the sofa and walked across to the kitchen.

“Coffee, black,” she said softly.

The autocook hummed to life, and almost instantly the rich
aroma of coffee filled the room. It was an illusion—they’d long
ago stopped using real coffee beans, at least in the stuff she could
afford, and it almost never tasted as good as it smelled. When
the timer chimed softly, she opened the door and grabbed the
steaming mug. She then wandered over to her computer desk
and sat down. If she couldn’t sleep, she might as well put her
time to good use and have a look at the transcripts she’d uploaded
from Jack’s computer.

“Computer on.”

As she waited for the screen to blink to life, she stared at the
framed drawing sitting next to the computer. It was a sketch she’d
done as a child of a woman she could no longer remember. A
woman with red hair, blue eyes, and freckles across her nose.
Mommy, the childish writing at the bottom proclaimed.
Apparently, she’d been clutching the drawing when they’d found
her on the steps of the state run children’s home. Even now, it
was the only true clue to her mother’s identity.
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“You have mail, Earthling.”

She glanced at the screen. Marvin the Martian glared back
at her. “Secure files, then open.”

The computer hummed for several seconds, and then Marvin
was back. “Completed. Files opening.”

Split screens appeared. The one on the right listed phone
calls, the other diary contents.

“Trace these.” She marked the two unrecorded phone calls
Jack had made the day he disappeared. The screen went blank,
and for several seconds, nothing happened. She swore softly,
fervently hoping the department hadn’t discovered the illegal
lines Jack had set up for her. She needed the unregistered access
to their main computers, if only to continue the search for her
identity.

Marvin blinked back onto the screen. “Tracing.”

She sighed in relief and opened the diary. Jack had made
two appointments for the tenth. One was with a Frank Mohern,
and the other with aJ. C. Dodd. She didn’t recognize either name.
She touched their names and ordered another trace.

The doorbell buzzed into the silence, making her jump.
“Security cam,” she murmured, taking a quick sip of coffee to
calm the sudden attack of nerves. “Front door view.”

Anyone would think she was a rookie on her first day, given
the way she was beginning to jump at shadows. And after last
night’s events, it was natural, wasn’t it? God, it wasn’t every
damn day that her missing partner showed up and tried to Kill
her. But she certainly wasn’t going to talk to the psych guys
about it. Knowing them, they’d probably put it down to guilt or
something worse.

The com screen flickered, briefly showing the rain swept
pavement outside the building before it centered on the man
standing at the door. He was big, at least six four, and heavy set.
He was also what she’d term extremely hirsute—his dark brown
hair curled wildly around a beard so thick it hid his features. It
was no one she knew, that was for sure.

She leaned forward and pressed the comlink. “Can | help
you?”

“I’m looking for Samantha Ryan.”

“Why?”

White teeth flashed briefly through the forest of brown hair.
“l have a message.”

She frowned. Alarms were ringing in the back of her mind,
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and she didn’t understand why. But it was a warning she’d long
ago learned to heed. Flicking the sound off, she leaned back and
snagged her bag off the coffee table, then dug around until she
found Jack’s wristcom. The computer hummed as she attached
the two. “Computer, download all files to link 1045.” She
hesitated, and then added. “Send search results to outlink 1097b.”

“Proceeding, Earthling.”

Turning the sound up again, she glanced back at the gorilla.
“What sort of message?”

“From your partner.”

She grimaced and rubbed her eyes. This wasn’t trouble, just
a nutter. Either that or someone was playing a very cruel hoax.
Someone like Suzy, maybe.

The computer hummed its readiness. She detached the
wristcom and put it back in her handbag, which she tossed onto
the nearby chair, out of the way. “My partner is dead. Leave
before | call security.”

The white teeth flashed again. “The man you shot was not
Jack. Last night was a test, nothing more.”

The man was definitely a nutter. God, how could Jack not be
dead? As the captain had so eloguently put it, she’d shot his
friggin’ brains out. And Suzy had identified his remains. “You
have three seconds before security arrives.”

Her finger hovered over the call button, but she didn’t press
it. Sometimes the words of nutters held a grain of truth, and there
was something about this man that almost made her believe him.

Either that or she was suffering from sleep deprivation.

His shrug was almost graceful. “Call them,” he said. “But
not because of any threat you see in me. Call them because of
the others.”

Others? What the hell was he? An alarm cut through the
silence, strident enough to wake the dead. Someone had broken
into her apartment. Her heart racing, she reached for her gun,
only to remember that they’d confiscated it. And her spare was
locked in the safe. She thrust up from the chair and ran like hell
across the room.

“Safe open,” she hissed.

“Retina identification required.”

No time, her mind screamed, even as the bedroom door
crashed open. She spun around, catching a brief glimpse of two
men wearing black facemasks, before a flash of white arrowed
across the shadows. Fear surged, and she threw herself sideways.
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Heat sizzled across her hip, and pain flared, short and sharp. She
hit the floor with a grunt that turned into a yelp as another flash
of light cut through the gloom, slicing through her shirt but
missing skin. The wall inches from her shoulder exploded,
sending plaster and dust flying.

Lasers. The sonsofbitches had lasers. She pushed to her
knees and scrambled behind the sofa. It wouldn’t offer much
protection against the lasers, only time. Light flared again. A
two-inch hole appeared on her right, and the carpet near her feet
began to burn.

She had to get out of here before the bastards destroyed the
apartment—and her. She shuffled backwards then twisted to look
at the door. One of the men was standing there. It left her with
only one option—the window.

She lunged to the left and grabbed her boots from the end of
the sofa. Then, making sure the sofa still hid her, she half rose
and flung the boots towards the kitchen. They clattered against
the wall and dropped. Light flared again, spearing one boot as it
fell to the floor. The smell of burned leather infused the air. It
was a smell that would be joined by burned flesh if she didn’t
get the hell out of here.

She scrambled upright and dove headfirst for the window.
Heat seared the soles of her feet as she flew through the air, but
in her desperation to escape, there wasn’t even pain, just a great
rise of determination. Then the glass was shattering around her,
glittering like diamonds even as it cut through her skin, and she
was free-falling out into the rain soaked night.

The acrid smell of smoke stung the night air. Water sheeted
across the pavement, flanked by the silvery-white fire hoses that
snaked their way up the stairs and in through the main doors.
The flashing red and blue lights of the emergency vehicles gave
the small crowd of people huddled at the far end of the street an
almost haunted look. Samantha Ryan was not among them.

But Gabriel would have been surprised if she had been. What
did surprise him was the fact that she was here at all. Not many
cops lived inside their patrol zone. Fewer still could afford an
apartment in a place like Brighton. The old bayside suburb had
once again become the playground for the trendy rich, and
apartments like this, so close to the beach, cost more than
Samantha Ryan would ever earn.

As Gabriel tried to enter the building, a young man dressed
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in the black uniform of the State Police stepped forward. “Sorry
sir. No one’s allowed inside.”

He stopped and impatiently dug his ID badge out of his
pocket. “What happened, son?”

The young officer’s eyes widened as he took in the badge,
and he visibly gulped. He had to be all of seventeen or eighteen
years old. Was the state so desperate for officers they were now
robbing the cradle?

“Bomb on the second floor, sir.”

His gut clenched. Ryan lived on the second floor. Sethanon
had obviously made it here before him. He glanced around, but
he didn’t see any ambulances. That could either be a good or a
bad sign. “Anyone hurt?”

The young officer shook his head. “Two apartments were
seriously damaged, though.”

“Who’s in charge upstairs?”

“Captain Marsdan.”

Marsdan was the head of Samantha’s squad. Why would he
be called down instead of the Internal Investigations Unit? Even
suspended, she was still a cop whose apartment had just been
bombed. That was 11U’s territory, not the beat police. Unless, of
course, someone high up didn’t want them involved.

He nodded his thanks to the young officer and made his way
upstairs. Black uniforms were everywhere on the second floor,
but again, the average age was little more than twenty. And all of
them were still wet behind the ears, if the eagerness in their eyes
was anything to go by.

After flashing his badge at the officer manning the door, he
stepped into the shattered remains of Ryan’s apartment. By the
look of it, the front room had taken the brunt of the blast. The
wreckage of what once must have been a coffee table and sofa
lay partially embedded in the wall to his left. A few twisted metal
shelves arched up the wall to his right, framing the hole that now
led out into the corridor. The tangled remains of a desk and com-
terminal sat in the far corner. What remained of the kitchen wasn’t
worth salvaging.

But if someone had wanted this place truly destroyed, they
hadn’t done a very thorough job. The damage was hefty, but the
apartment itself was still in reasonable shape, and the furniture
was replaceable. So why bother? It was almost looked as if they
were trying to cover something up rather than actually destroying
anything.
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A balding man in his mid-forties stepped forward, suspicion
evident in his small brown eyes. “Can | help you?”

Gabriel flashed his badge yet again. The suspicion in the
captain’s eyes increased.

“Have you located Samantha Ryan yet?” Gabriel asked.

The captain glanced around. Despite his casual stance, the
sharp eyes were never still. He had the look of a man desperate
to escape. Sethanon had many Government connections—but
did they extend as far down as the captain?

“Since when has the SIU gotten involved in such a mundane
case as a bombing?”

“Since when have the beat police?” He deliberately put a
derogatory edge on the term, wanting to evoke some sort of honest
response from the man.

Anger darkened the captain’s face. “Since it was one of my
damn officers who was hit. Got a problem with that?”

The man’s sudden fierceness surprised him. Such loyalty to
the ranks was a rarity these days. “Actually, no.” He watched a
young officer bend to examine a small hole in the floor, then
switched his gaze back to the captain and repeated his question.
“You found Ryan yet?”

“No. Security reports show she was home, but we’ve found
no evidence of it yet.”

If she’d been here, they would have found bits of her by
now. “Mind if | look around?”

As an SIU officer, he outranked the captain and had the right
to go where he wanted. But he’d discovered very early on
politeness cost nothing and gained much.

“l want to know if you find anything.”

He nodded. Whether he actually would say something or
not was another matter entirely. Stepping past the captain, he
moved across to the small hole the young officer had been
examining. Squatting, he ran a finger round the edges. The white
marker next to it told him forensics had already checked the hole,
so he didn’t have to worry about fouling evidence. The rim was
glass-edge smooth. The hole wasn’t a result of the bomb blast,
but more likely a laser. He frowned. Lasers were a rarity on the
streets. Even the black marketeers had trouble getting hold of
them.

The SIU had them. The defense forces had them. So, too,
did a few more covert government departments. As far as he
knew, Sethanon didn’t have them.
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He rose and moved into the next room. This room, a bedroom,
had been shielded from the main blast by the kitchen cooking
units. It had more smoke and water damage than anything else.
Sodden masses of boxes and clothes laid everywhere. Even the
bed was laden down with junk. Samantha Ryan might live in the
apartment, but she sure as hell didn’t sleep in this room. There
wasn’t space enough for a gnat to move.

He was about to turn round when the window caught his
attention. Why was it broken, when the bomb had destroyed
nothing else in this room? Not even the infinitely more fragile
light bulb. He weaved his way through the waterlogged boxes.
Broken glass had scattered over the layers of junk near the
window. If the explosive force of the bomb had caused the break,
it would have blown out, not in.

He placed his hands on the sill, and, carefully avoiding the
sharp shards still embedded in the window frame, leaned out the
window. No stairs, and no obvious way of getting to this window
from the ground. He glanced up. Another two stories then the
roof.

He headed back to the main room. “Captain, have you
assigned anyone to the roof yet?”

Marsdan looked up, sudden interest evident in his hawklike
features. “No. Why?”

“Might be worth a look. I think someone broke in through
the bedroom window before the blast.”

Two officers were immediately assigned. He started to follow,
but a long slash across the wall under the living room window
caught his eye. He walked across to examine it. Another laser
wound—and one that looked to have been fired at a moving target.

He rose, and looked out the window. If she’d jumped out
this window, then surely she would still have been lying down
on the rain washed pavement when the police arrived. No human
could survive a fall like that, and she certainly wouldn’t have
been well enough to get up and run.

Then again, Finley’s test results had indicated Samantha Ryan
was definitely something more than human.

He watched the rain gust across the pavement below. The
fact that the bomb had only destroyed one section of the apartment
suggested it was meant to either cover the attack on Ryan, or
destroy something specific. Maybe even both. No matter what
that something was, no matter if the bomb succeeded in
destroying its intended target, she would have had a backup. It
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would be in this apartment somewhere, and she would be back
for it.

All he had to do was sit here and wait.

*kxk

Sam rubbed her arms in the vague hope that the friction might
stop her shivering. She was soaked to the skin and so cold she
was beginning to lose sensation in her feet, which was probably
a good thing, considering the laser burns.

She blew out a breath and leaned out of the shadows again.
Across the street, her apartment building had slipped back into
dark silence. The flashing blue and red lights had finally left.
Also gone were the teenagers masquerading as state police
officers, and the solitary gray Ford with its government plates.

She still didn’t understand why the SIU had been called down
here. Granted, she was under investigation, but the bombing of
her apartment was 11U territory, not State and definitely not SIU.

Maybe she should have arrested those two prostitutes last
night. Maybe then her life would have remained sane.

But it was far too late for regrets. All she could do now was
try and figure out what the hell was going on. She studied her
apartment building again. All that remained was the solitary blue
light hovering near the front steps. It designated a crime scene
and warned anyone entering the building not to go near said crime
scene. Upstairs, near her apartment, there would be another one,
along with a monitor that would activate the moment anyone
tried entering her rooms. If the SIU were involved in the
investigation, she had no doubt there would be a nonhuman guard
somewhere in the vicinity.

Getting around them all would be a problem. She could
probably get past the first monitor using the State’s override code,
but the monitors guarding the immediate crime scene usually
had specific codes. The general override code wouldn’t work on
it. Jack could probably have managed to get past, but she’d never
had his aptitude for hot-wiring. But someone else did. Either
that or someone from State had given the invaders her security
codes. How else could they have gotten past the heat sensors
near the windows? It was only thanks to the alarm she’d installed
the day after Jack had disappeared that she was alive right now.

A chill ran down her spine, a chill that had nothing to do
with the cold and everything to do with fear. The stranger had
said Jack was still alive.

Jack had all her old codes.
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But if he were alive, why would he want to kill her? And
why blow up her apartment afterwards? It didn’t make sense.
Nothing that had happened in the last twenty-four hours made
sense.

Including her survival of a two-story swan dive out the
window onto the pavement.

She looked up. Hell, she was bruised and sore all over, and
her feet burned something fierce from the laser cuts. But she
was basically unhurt from the fall, and that was definitely a
miracle.

And it would take another damn miracle to get in and out of
her apartment without being caught by the State and SIU
watchdogs. With her feet burned so badly, she couldn’t exactly
run.

Sighing again, she wriggled her toes, enjoying the sensation
of the not-so-gentle rain washing over them. But sitting in the
shadows of the building across from her own, getting wetter and
colder by the minute, was achieving nothing.

She had to get into that apartment and retrieve her backup
com-unit—if it had survived the blast. It should have, hidden
and protected as it was by the mountains of junk in her bedroom.

But Jack knew about her backup system. If her partner was
alive, and if he was behind the bomb, then that too would be
gone. Though she had shifted its location since his disappearance,
and the new alarm hadn’t allowed the invaders time to look around
before they’d attacked.

At least she still had the comlink bracelet she’d stolen. And
they’d been developed to survive just about anything—even a
bomb blast. The files would be safe, as long as Marsdan and his
juniors hadn’t found her bag—or, at least, bothered to look inside
it.

Though just what in hell Marsdan was doing down here with
such a gaggle of wet-nosed officers was another point that didn’t
make any sense. What was wrong with their squad?

She shook her head. She could sit here and mull on questions
forever and a day. If she wanted answers, she’d have to move.
Grabbing the railing lining the steps for support, she pulled herself
upright. Fire leapt up her legs the minute she put any weight on
her feet, and for a moment, she thought she was going to puke.
Swallowing heavily, she tried to ignore the throbbing rush of
pain and hobbled forward as quickly as she could.

Never before had the street seemed so damn wide. After what
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seemed an eternity, she reached her building’s front steps and
grasped the railing as fiercely as a drowning swimmer did a life
buoy. Her breathing was little more than hungry pants of air, and
her stomach heaved, leaving a bitter taste in the back of her mouth.
Maybe her first port of call should have been a hospital. But the
staff were required to report laser burns, and she’d have ended
up in the hands of the State Police again.

Until she figured out just who was trying to kill her, she
intended to trust no one but herself.

The churning in her stomach began to ease. After taking
several more deep breaths, she resolutely hobbled up the rest of
the front steps. The blue light hovering near the door became
agitated, and a stern voice asked for her name and apartment
number, adding the warning that she was about to enter a crime
area. Like she didn’t already know that. She flipped open the
monitor’s control box and punched in the State’s override code.
The sharp voice stopped, and the globe ceased its whirling. Of
course, when the state boys did a link with the unit to check who
was coming in and out of the building, they’d know she—or at
least, someone with access to the codes—had entered. But
hopefully, by then, she’d be long gone.

She edged inside the door, and quickly scanned the lobby.
No one around. She limped across to the stairs and looked up.
Everest had surely never seemed so high. She grabbed the handrail
and began to haul herself up.

By the time she got to the first landing, the pain in her feet
was so bad her legs were shaking, and her head spinning. She
collapsed in a heap and stared at the rest of the steps in despair.
She was never going to make it the rest of the way. Not like this.
Sweat dripped down her forehead, stinging her eyes. She wiped
it away with the back of her hand, and then groaned as her stomach
rolled and rose. On hands and knees, she lurched towards the
nearest planter pot. Luckily for the plant, she’d consumed little
more than coffee over the last twenty-four hours.

Once she’d finished, she wiped her mouth with the back of
her hand, closed her eyes and leaned back against the balustrade.
God, she felt awful. And there was still another whole set of
stairs to climb.

As she was contemplating how she was going to manage it,
the softest of sounds flowed across the silence—a resonance as
soothing as the whisper of silk shimmying across a bed.

She opened her eyes and looked up. A man stood at the top
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of the stairs, staring down at her. The warm corridor light flared
strangely across his back and shoulders, almost giving him the
appearance of wings as it cast his features into shadows. A dark
angel, she thought, and wondered briefly if death had come to
collect her.

Nah. Hell was more likely her last resting place.

He moved, and the angel image fled. What remained was a
tall man, with dark brown hair, dressed in a dark gray suit. The
color of choice for those in the SIU.

She groaned again. She really wasn’t up to another téte-a-
téte with the boys from the spook squad—if indeed he was with
them.

He walked down the steps, loose limbed yet somehow
graceful, then stopped near her feet and knelt down. He reached
out but didn’t quite touch her right foot. She sucked in a gasp of
air anyway. “Don’t—"

“l wasn’t,” he said, voice soft as he glanced up at her.

She knew those eyes. Would have recognized the odd, green-
flecked hazel depths anywhere. This was the man who’d rescued
her last night.

“What are you doing here?” she muttered, unable to keep
the hint of annoyance from her voice. “And how did you find
me?”

A dark eyebrow rose. “Haven’t you heard? The SIU knows
all.”

So she’d guessed right—he was with the spook squad. “Let
me see some I1D.”

He reached inside his suit jacket and drew out a small 1D
card. She studied the photo and eye scan, and then glanced down
at his name. Gabriel Stern. Assistant Director, no less.

She handed back the card. “Not a good photo, Mr. Stern.”

“They never are. And please, call me Gabriel. | prefer less
formality.”

She raised an eyebrow. He’d have to be the first SIU officer
in history to ever say that—maost were sticklers for regulations,
and regulations said no first names. She’d never understood why.
She doubted if anyone else did, either.

“So why didn’t you back up my story about Jack and that
creature? You were chasing the thing, for Christ’s sake.”

His eyes gained an intensity she suddenly found unnerving.
Her breath caught in her throat, and for an instant, it felt as if she
could simply reach out and touch his thoughts, his soul.
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And for some reason, she found that a more terrifying thought
than anything else that had happened in the last twenty-four hours.

“l have my reasons,” he said after a moment, and looked
down to her feet.

She suddenly found herself able to breathe again. Damn,
maybe she did need more psych tests.

“These are pretty bad burns,” he commented into the silence.

The men from the SIU were observant, no doubt about it.
“No kidding? And here | was thinking about running a marathon.”

He glanced up again. This time the slightest hint of a smile
touched his full lips, softening the impact of his eyes. “Maybe
tomorrow.”

He seemed in no great hurry to move, which was odd. She
knew from past experience that SIU breezed in and out of
situations before you had time to blink. Him squatting at her feet
simply didn’t make sense. Unless, of course, he had a motive for
doing so.

Her heart began to beat a little faster. Maybe they’d
discovered something about Jack’s case, something that
implicated her. But if that was the case, why didn’t he simply
arrest her?

Swallowing to ease the sudden dryness in her throat, she
asked. “What are you doing here?”

He rocked back on his heels slightly. “Direct. I like that.”

“l don’t care what you like, mister. Just answer the damn
question.”

If her tone was less than civil, who cared? If he was here on
official business, she had the right to know. And if he wasn’t,
well, what in hell did he want?

The slight smile tugged the corners of his lips again. She
had an odd impression it was something that didn’t happen often.
Which would be a pity since even a slight smile transformed his
angular features into something worth a second look.

“The SIU have assigned me as a temporary guard. We believe
your life might be in danger.” He glanced up the stairs, then back
at her. “Looks like we were right.”

“And just a little late to prevent major damage being done to
my apartment.”

“We’ve never claimed to be perfect.”

She snorted softly. “Yeah, right. Am | able to get back in?”

He nodded. “I haven’t set the monitor yet.”

So he had been waiting for her. Interesting. “How bad is the
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damage?”

He shrugged. “Structurally, nothing much.”

Which surely meant there was a shit load of damage to
everything else. “l want to go have a look.”

He didn’t argue, simply rose to his feet and held out his hand.
She grabbed it gratefully. His fingers were warm against hers,
his palm slightly callused. He wasn’t just a simple desk jockey
then, which again, was odd. There weren’t many Assistant
Directors who could claim that.

Nor were there many A.D.s who opted for bodyguard duty.
Again, she had an odd sensation that someone was setting her
up. For what was the question she had better start finding the
answer to.

She’d barely stood when the pain hit her, sliding up her legs
like a leech, sucking away whatever strength her muscles had
left.

“Oh Christ,” she muttered, knowing she was falling but
unable to do one goddamn thing to prevent it.

He caught her before she hit the ground. “Want me to carry
you?” he said, wrapping an arm around her waist to hold her
upright.

And place all control in his hands? Not likely. “I can manage,”
she said tightly. But the longer she stood here, the more the pain
swam through her senses and sent them reeling.

Before she blacked out entirely, she had to get the com-unit.

“Only offering.”

He shifted his stance slightly, moving around to her left side.
She noted a little wryly that he had to bend quite a bit to
accommaodate her height—or lack there of. The top of her head
barely brushed his chin.

She took a deep breath, gathering whatever strands of strength
she had left, and hobbled toward the next set of stairs. Though
Gabriel was almost carrying her by the time they got to the top,
it still felt as if she’d crawled to hell and back.

“Stop,” she managed to say through her gasps for breath.

He eased her to the ground. She closed her eyes and leaned
back against the wall, trying to drag enough air into her lungs,
and trying to ignore the shaking in her limbs. Maybe Jack’s motto
of doing unto others wasn’t such a bad idea. Right now, she’d
love to give the bastards who’d shot her some of their own
medicine.

“The scabs have broken open,” Gabriel said. “You really
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should have treatment for these wounds.”

She opened her eyes. He was squatting near her feet again,
his eyes as remote as his expression. A man well versed in hiding
his feelings, she thought suddenly. “I just want to get home.”

“What’s left of it.” He studied her, the green specks in his
hazel eyes glittering like jewels in the dusky hall light. After a
moment, he asked. “Ready?”

She nodded. He lifted her up again and helped her walk the
rest of the way to her apartment. When she got there, she could
only stare.

She’d been to more than one bombing, and she knew
firsthand the damage they could do. But this time it was different.
This time it was her belongings, her privacy, that had been invaded
and destroyed.

Pain momentarily forgotten, she pushed away from Gabriel
and hobbled into the living room. Everything was either gone or
severely damaged. All the books she’d gathered over the years,
all the small bits and pieces she’d collected to remember the
changes in her life. All gone, or not salvageable.

Clenching her fists, she glanced to where the com-unit had
once stood. Even the sketch of her mother had been destroyed.
All that was left were small shards of glass that glittered brightly
in the soggy remains of the carpet.

“It’s going to be a few days before State releases these rooms
for cleanup,” he said into the silence.

She knew how long State would take, for Christ’s sake.
Unable to decide whether to swear vehemently or simply sit down
and howl, she did neither, hobbling into the bedroom instead.

Even this room had not escaped destruction, though here, at
least, the cause was more smoke and water. The smell of sodden
boxes and wet carpet churned her already agitated stomach. She
ran a hand through her sweat-dampened hair, fighting a sudden
feeling of despair. God, it would take her days to clean up this
mess. And years to replace all that she’d lost. If she could replace
it. Her gaze touched the stack of boxes that hid her second com-
unit. They looked undisturbed, and relief surged through her.

She looked over her shoulder and met Gabriel’s gaze. He
stood in the doorway, his hands shoved into his pockets, his stance
casual yet strangely alert. And the feeling that this man, her
supposed protector, was far more than what he seemed hit her
like a punch to the gut. He might have saved her life last night,
but she knew absolutely nothing about him, let alone if she could
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trust him. And as she stared at him, she got the distinct impression
he was here for reasons other than his official watchdog duty.

“I’ve arranged accommodation at a small hotel down the
road.” His voice was soft, almost soothing, as if she were fragile
glass about to break.

The only hotel down the road was the Rosewater, which was
upmarket and very expensive. Well beyond the usual offerings
for someone under protection. “And who’s picking up that little
tab?”

He raised an eyebrow in surprise. “The SIU, of course.”

The SIU obviously had a hell of a budget. “I’ll get some
things together.”

She limped to the wardrobe and opened the door. The clothes
inside reeked with smoke, and she screwed up her nose. Still,
she could hardly keep wearing the things she had on, and smoke
smell or not, these were her only other option. She grabbed a
duffle bag from the top of the closet, and shoved in enough clothes
to last a week. Surely it wouldn’t take any longer to clean up this
mess.

But what if it did? What if, by some vicious quirk of fate,
they actually charged her with Jack’s death? What would she
do? God, if the captain didn’t believe her, a courtroom filled
with strangers certainly wouldn’t.

Panic flashed white hot through her body, and for amoment,
even the simple act of breathing seemed difficult. She couldn’t
go to prison. Couldn’t be locked up like that. Not again.

She frowned at the thought, wondering where in hell it came
from. The only time she’d been in prison was to question suspects.
And she wasn't going to go to prison now. The truth was out
there, and so was the evidence that would prove her innocence.
All she had to do was find it—or at least hope they gave her the
time to find it.

With the bag almost full, she hobbled across to the stack of
boxes that hid her second com-unit. After thrusting the sodden
mess to one side, she bent down and disconnected the portable
unit from the wall, then put it inside the bag, hiding it underneath
her clothes.

When she turned around, Gabriel was at the door, watching
her.

“Need a hand?”

Anger surged, but she bit it back, knowing it was futile. He
might say he was here to protect her, but the fact was, she was
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still under suspicion for Jack’s murder. There would be other
cops out there, cops she couldn’t see, also watching her.

She tossed the duffel bag across to him. He caught it deftly,
a hint of surprise flaring briefly in his eyes.

“I’m not leaving anything of value here. | know for a fact a
cunning enough criminal can get past those scanners.” Jack could
have, for a start.

And she didn’t even want to think about what the hirsute
stranger had said. That maybe Jack was alive.

Gabriel nodded toward the sea of sodden boxes. “What about
these?”

She shrugged. “Just books and junk I’ve collected over the
years and never gotten around to throwing out.” She’d have to
now, though. The water and smoke damage had seen to that.

“Anything else you want?”

“Handbag, if you can see it.”

He turned around, his gaze scanning the front room. She
slowly hobbled across, and then stopped beside him. “There,”
she said, pointing to the leather strap barely visible beneath the
half destroyed sofa chair.

He walked across the room. The bag came out in one piece,
which hopefully meant everything within it was intact as well.
He slung both bags over his left shoulder. “Ready to go?”

She nodded. Weariness rose like a tide, and suddenly it was
all she could do to stand there. Pain was beginning to beat through
her brain again, and she just wanted to go somewhere, anywhere,
to rest.

He walked over and tucked his arm around her waist. It felt
good. Safe. Obviously, the last twenty-four hours had affected
her brain cells worse than she’d thought, because nowhere was
safe right now.

“Let’s go,” he said, and guided her out of her apartment.

By the time they reached his car, he was almost carrying
her. Everything ached so badly, all she wanted to do was just lay
down and die.

He opened the door of the standard issue dark gray Ford and
eased her inside. She clipped the seat belt into place, and then let
her head fall back against the rest. Sweat trickled down the side
of her face, but she couldn’t drag up enough energy to wipe it
away. Closing her eyes, she struggled against the lethargy
beginning to take hold, knowing she had to stay awake, stay aware
and in control. Trusting no one was a motto she’d lived with half
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her life—or at least, the half she could remember. Only Jack had
broken through the barriers she’d raised—and, living or dead,
Jack had now betrayed her.

“You okay?”

His soft question ran through the mist encasing her mind.
Energy rose from somewhere, and she opened her eyes. He was
in the driver’s seat, the car running. She’d heard neither event.

“I’m tired, that’s all. Just go.”

A slight hint of concern cut through the intensity of his gaze.
He nodded, and drove off. As if from a great distance, she watched
the streets flit by. Within seconds, it seemed, they’d stopped again.

He opened her door, then bent down and unclipped her seat
belt. “I’m calling in a doctor about those wounds on your feet.”

She rubbed her head wearily. God, even her fingers hurt.
“Just get me upstairs and let me rest. I’ll be fine.”

“Like hell you will.” His mutter ran past her ear as he slipped
his arms round her body.

She didn’t protest as he lifted her out of the car. Didn’t have
the energy. She just wanted to rest, to let it all slide away. But
not until she was safe. Not until she was alone.

She rested her head against his shoulder as he walked the
steps to the hotel lobby. The warmth of his body seeped across
her skin, chasing the icy chills from hers. He smelled good, too,
his scent a pleasant mix of sage and erotic spices. But a nice
smell and a warm, taut body didn’t mean he was trustworthy.
Gabriel Stern had a mission here with her, and it wasn’t the one
he had told her about. Until she knew what his motives were, she
had to be extremely cautious around the man. No matter how
pleasant some sections of her body might find him.

A thin man, his expression slightly alarmed, met them in
the lobby and escorted them to the elevator. The doors swished
closed, and then they were heading up and up. It finally came to
a jolting stop, and she closed her eyes, fighting another bout of
nausea. Then she was being lowered, and Gabriel’s warmth left
her. She forced her eyes open, and looked up.

The edge of concern was stronger in his gaze. “Your two
bags are at the end of the bed. I’ll be in the next room, making a
few calls. Do you need anything?”

“Just rest.”

He frowned slightly, then nodded and walked from the room,
closing the door behind him. She forced herself upright, reaching
for the strap of her handbag and dragging it towards her.
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The wristcom was still there. She held it up to the light,
looking for any sign of damage. Moisture glistened on the metal
surface, but these things had been tested underwater to great
depths, so the bit of liquid it endured in her apartment wouldn’t
have harmed it. There was no other sign of damage, though, which
was a relief. If she were alone, she would have started it up, but
with Gabriel in the next room, she didn’t dare take the chance. If
he saw it, he’d take it off her, of that she had no doubt. And
probably charge her for theft in the process. The SIU boys were
sticklers when it came to the rules.

She put it back, and an odd clinking sound caught her
attention. Opening the bag wider, she saw several large shards
of china.

She reached in and pulled one out—the handle and a jagged
chunk of white china. Pain welled up, pain greater than anything
she’d ever felt before. She stared at the broken piece of mug, her
gaze suddenly blurred by tears. Everything she’d ever valued
was gone. The bomb had destroyed the few precious mementos
she’d had of her past, and now it had taken this, the very first
Christmas present she ever remembered getting.

She flopped back on the bed and rolled to one side, raising
her knees and hugging them close as she finally let go. Tears fell
like hot rain down her cheeks to the sheets, slowly spreading out
in an ever-widening circle of grief.



Four

A soft knock at the door jerked Gabriel awake. He pushed
the hair back out of his eyes, and glanced quickly around. Nothing
had changed in the brief time he’d slept. Darkness still held court
in the room, but through the windows, the bloody flags of dawn
were beginning to stain the horizon. He rose from the sofa and
walked over to the door.

“Yes?” he said, one hand on the knab, the other reaching for
his weapon.

“It’s Karl. Open up.”

He would have recognized that gruff voice anywhere, but
even so, caution prevailed. He switched on the security camera
and looked out. The man standing on the other side of the door
could only be described as a square—he was almost as wide as
he was tall. Wearing baggy jeans that looked half a century old,
a bright yellow Hawaiian shirt, and a red bandanna that barely
restrained his wild brown hair, he looked more like an escapee
from the circus than one of the country’s top herbal healers.

He unlocked the door. “Glad you could make it.”

“Didn’tknow if I would,” Karl said. “Stephan has some major
problems.”

Something clenched in his gut. Stephan wasn’t just his
brother. He was also the driving force behind the Federation.
Destroy him, and you’d come damn close to destroying the
Federation. And yet, less than a dozen people knew who Stephan
actually was, and only four had constant access to him.

“What sort of problems?” He relocked the door and moved
across to the window. The street below was empty of traffic, and
no one lurked in the shadows in the park across the road. They
were safe from discovery, at least for the moment.

Karl slumped onto the sofa and propped his sandaled feet on
the mahogany coffee table. “Won’t know for sure until I get the
second lot of test results, but it looks like someone’s been
poisoning him.”

Relief eased some of the tension knotting his shoulders.
Poisoning was better than some of the scenarios he’d envisioned.
“How is the poison being administered?”

“The first tests indicate it’s probably through his drinking
water.”

He frowned and moved across to a chair. “He told me last
night that water was the one thing he could keep down.”
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Karl nodded thoughtfully. “There are about a dozen poisons
that are almost untraceable in water, and a few of those effect
your system to a point where water is the only thing you can
take.”

“Is it curable?”

“| think we’ve caught it before it got critical, so yes.”

“Thank the gods,” he muttered. He wasn’t ready to face
Stephan’s death. Probably never would be, despite the fact they’d
discussed the possibility only a few months ago.

The sound of a soft footstep made him look at the closed
bedroom door. Surely she couldn’t be awake—not after all she’d
been through in the last twenty-four hours. When no other noise
followed, he glanced back at Karl.

“How long has the poisoning been happening?”

“At least four months.” Karl hesitated, and then lowered his
gaze to his steepled fingers. “How many people have constant
access to Stephan?”

“Myself, Martyn, Lyssa and Mary.” Two of those three he’d
trust with his life. And it couldn’t be Martyn, simply because he
knew poisoning Stephan would not truly kill him. It would only
thrust him into life as one of the undead.

“One of those three has to be your culprit,” Karl said.

He scrubbed a hand across his jaw. It made no sense. If one
of the three had wanted Stephan dead, they could have found far
easier ways than this. “When will you get the second lot of test
results back?”

“Tomorrow.”

“Any chance of tracing the poison back to its source?”

Karl hesitated. “Probably not, but I’ll try.”

He nodded, then at the sound of another step, glanced across
to the bedroom. She was definitely moving around. He rose and
walked to the door. Grabbing the handle, he turned it quickly
and opened the door—only to hit something solid on the other
side.

How much had she heard? He had no desire to explain who
Stephan was, and what he meant—to both him and Federation—
to someone like her. Someone who, even if unknowingly, might
be involved with the enemy.

She rubbed her nose, but her expression was defiant. Which,
oddly enough, he liked. “You should be resting. Finley has lots
of tests planned for later this morning.”

She shrugged, her blue eyes wary. “I heard voices.”

“| called a doctor down here to look at your feet.” Which, he
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noticed, she seemed to be standing on just fine. Odd, given that
only a few hours ago, they’d been burned so deeply he could
literally see bone.

“There’s really no need, but thanks, anyway.”

He nodded and stepped to one side, waving her past. Tension
ran across her shoulders when she spotted Karl, but it just as
quickly, fled. He wondered who Karl had briefly reminded her
of.

“Karl, Samantha,” he said.

She propped herself on the opposite end of the sofa from
Karl, reminding Gabriel of a trapped animal. One wrong move
and she’d run, of that he had no doubt.

“May | have a look at your feet?” Karl spoke softly, as if he
too sensed her desire for flight.

Gabriel caught the wariness in her eyes again. Distrust was
part of any good police officer’s makeup, but this seemed to run
much deeper. So how had she become involved with someone
like Kazdan?

She shifted her feet onto the cushions. Karl studied them
silently, then reached forward and lightly ran a finger over both
wounds. She winced, but otherwise didn’t object.

“There’s a fair bit of scar tissue, but otherwise, they’re fine.”
Karl raised an eyebrow, his gaze meeting Gabriel’s. He shrugged
at the unspoken question in Karl’s gaze. Four hours ago the
wounds had been so bad that she shouldn’t have been able to
even walk on them—yet walk she had, even though she’d made
herself sick doing so. Now they were almost healed. Maybe the
answer was tied up in those extra chromosomes Finley had found.

“It’Il be a bit tender for a day or so,” Karl continued, his
gaze moving back to Sam. “But | can give you some oil to help
that.”

“Thank you,” she said softly.

Karl reached into his pocket. She tensed, relaxing only when
his fingers came free. Again, Gabriel wondered what had
happened to her that distrust ran so deeply.

“Rub a small amount of this oil into your feet morning and
night. Should numb the pain and stop the permanent formation
of scar tissue.”

She took the small bottle with her fingertips, turning it slowly
over in her hand as she examined it. Karl rose, and Gabriel walked
him to the door.

“I’ll talk to you tonight about the other matter.”

Karl nodded. “Do that. | have some interesting observations
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to share.”

He raised his eyebrows, but made no comment and opened
the door. “Take care, my friend.”

Karl slapped a hand on Gabriel’s arm, grinning lightly as he
walked past. Moving with a speed and grace that belied his bulk,
he quickly disappeared down the hall. After locking the door,
Gabriel turned around and found Sam’s gaze on him. Uncertainty
and suspicion clouded her eyes. She wasn’t sure about him,
despite the fact he’d undoubtedly saved her from the kite. Was it
the natural suspicion of a cop in trouble, or something more?

“I took the liberty of sending your clothes out to be cleaned,”
he said, walking across to the small autocook. “They’re hanging
in the closet.”

“Thank you.” She hesitated. “Tell me, is it usual for SIU to
provide such lavish surroundings for those they’re trying to
protect?”

He smiled. “No. But in your case, | deemed it best.”

She raised a pale gold eyebrow. “Why?”

He shrugged. “Because it’s the sort of place we don’t usually
choose. Makes it that much harder for would be killers to find
you.”

She glanced away, but not before he’d seen the slight sheen
of tears in her eyes. Yet, like last night, she’d refused to shed
them, refused to give in to the shock and pain of the last twenty-
four hours. Why?

“1 think I’ll go take a shower,” she said, and scrambled off
the sofa.

He took in her sleek shape as she walked away, finding
himself oddly attracted, even though his taste usually ran to
women more curvaceous. But maybe a major part of his attraction
was not so much the woman, but the mystery she presented. And
it was a mystery that ran far deeper than Kazdan’s recruitment
efforts and his subsequent death.

She was an enigma, but puzzles and problems were his forte.
And no matter what it was she was hiding, he would uncover it.

As she neared the doorway, he asked, “What do you want
for breakfast?”

“Coffee,” she said, without turning around. “And toast, or
something like that.”

She closed the door firmly behind her. A few seconds later
came the sound of running water. He selected a breakfast for
them both, then made himself a cup of coffee and walked across
to the window.
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Resting the steaming cup of coffee on the windowsill, he
crossed his arms and leaned a shoulder against the window frame.
Dawn had spread her bloody fingers wide, playing across the
field of clouds. For the moment, at least, the rain had stopped.
He glanced at his watch, then retrieved the vid phone from his
jacket pocket and quickly dialed Stephan’s number. The call was
answered on the second ring.

“What’s wrong?” Stephan asked, without preamble.

“We safe?” Though this particular number was one only the
two of them knew about, there might have been someone close
by.

Stephan nodded. His face was pale, eyes still ringed by
deepening shadows, and right now, he looked like death itself.
The thought chilled him. He wasn’t ready to handle his brother
as one of the undead.

“I’m alone in the study,” Stephan said. “Lyssa is upstairs,
asleep.”

“I’ve just talked to Karl. Stop drinking the water. Someone’s
poisoning you.”

Stephan scrubbed a hand across his jaw. “Impossible. | don’t
drink tap water, only bottled, and it’s always tested when it
arrives.”

“Which means someone is administrating the poison after
it’s tested.” He watched the implications of this dawn in his
brother’s eyes. “Until we know who, | don’t want you to drink
anything unless | give it to you.”

“That’ll raise suspicions.”

“Right now, | don’t fucking care.”

Warmth momentarily chased the weariness from his brother’s
gaze. “I’m not going to die on you, little brother, so stop
worrying.”

In the park opposite the hotel, something moved. He frowned
and watched the shadows more closely. “Given this attempt is
very close to home, | have every right to worry.”

“You’ll investigate?”

Who else was there? Most of their immediate family
members were no longer fully functional in the Federation. To
draw them back now would only raise suspicions. “When Karl
gets the full results in.” He hesitated, catching another stirring in
the shadows. Someone was definitely down there—but was it
someone intent on harming them, or simply someone taking an
early morning walk? “I have to go. Remember, no water until |
get there.”
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“Will do.”

Stephan’s image dissolved. Gabriel pocketed the phone. In
that instant, the sun broke through the clouds, and in the shadows
of the park, something long and metallic glinted briefly. A gun.

Or worse.

Adrenaline surged like fear through his body, and he flung
himself sideways. A second later the window shattered, spraying
glass across his back and shoulders. Something thumped behind
him, and he twisted around to look. A black ball had lobbed three
feet away and was rolling slowly towards him. A fire grenade.
Knowing he only had a minute at the most before it went off, he
lunged forward, wrapped his fingers around the device, and flung
it back through the shattered window.

Not a moment to soon.

There was an almost inconspicuous pop, then a blinding
flash, and liquid heat was exploding across the air, across his
flesh. Ignoring the burning sensation, he crawled towards the
bedroom. The door was flung open as he neared. Sam, hair wet
and bedraggled, peered out.

“Keep down,” he hissed, and noted with relief that she was
fully dressed.

She dropped to her knees. Another thump sounded behind
them. He grabbed her and rolled them both behind the cover of
the bedroom wall.

Heat hissed through the room, curling paint and scorching
the fine wool carpet. He kicked the door shut, but he knew it
wouldn’t offer much in the way of protection. Fire grenades
weren’t generally designed to ignite into flame, but if the man
below kept firing them into the room, the whole place might
soon be an inferno.

“Grab your stuff,” he said, and released her.

The first thing she grabbed was her com-unit, which
definitely meant it was something he should look at, when he
had the time. Which sure as hell wasn’t now. He stamped out a
lick of flames near the door, then rolled onto his knees and crawled
to the window.

The shadowy form was still in the park, still watching. They’d
have to leave the car. Even though he’d parked it out of sight,
there was only one exit from the parking garage, and that was
straight onto the street below them. He got his phone out and
quickly dialed SIU for assistance.

Two minutes, the impersonal voice on the other end informed
him.
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Two minutes they didn’t have.

Sam crawled towards him, bag slung over her back. “What
now?”

In answer, he took his gun from the holster and set it to full
laser. He pointed it at the wall.and pulled the trigger. Plaster and
wood splintered across the room as he blew a hole big enough
for the two of them to fit through.

“Now we escape,” he said, holstering his weapon.

“| like your methods,” she said, a slight smile curving the
edges of her generous mouth.

His own smile was grim. He was pretty damn sure the men
in charge at SIU wouldn’t. Property damage was something to
be avoided at all costs. It said so in the fine print of every rule
book he’d ever read. Of course, he wasn’t one for following rule
books, which was probably why he was still an assistant director
and not something more.

“Keep close,” he said, and crawled forward. She tucked
herself behind him.

He stopped at the hole and peered through. Though he knew
this room should be empty—simply because he’d booked the
four rooms on this floor as a security precaution—nhe still checked.
Given the attack, it was highly logical there would be other
assailants around. But the room was silent, and he had no sense
that anyone was close. He climbed through, stood up and helped
Samantha do the same.

The wall that separated them from their own room shook as
another incendiary device went off. Beyond that, the strident
sound of an alarm. Time to go, before the State and Fire boys
arrived.

“We’ll take the fire escape and catch a cab back to Central
Security.”

She raised a pale eyebrow, but didn’t argue. Though if the
glint in her unusual blue-gray eyes was anything to go by, she’d
definitely thought about it. He wrapped a hand around the door
knob and slowly opened the door. The corridor beyond was empty,
silent.

Smoke was beginning to filter under the door to their room,
spreading translucent fingers through the hall. Overhead, the
automatic sprinklers chimed softly and dropped from the ceiling,
ready for action should the smoke get any thicker. He opened the
door wider, and edged out.

“Stairs are four doors down to our right,” she said quietly.

He nodded, more than a little surprised that even when half-
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unconscious, she’d noted the exits. It was the sign of a damn
good cop. “Stay behind me.”

He kept his back to the wall and moved forward cautiously.
The wailing sirens were drawing closer. Surely their assailant
would have fled by now. If he lingered too much longer, he’d be
an easy target for the State boys. Or the SIU, who should also be
close by now.

In the room opposite, a floorboard creaked. He stopped,
holding the gun at the ready, staring at the door, straining every
sense he had to try and decipher who—or what—approached.

“Gun!” Her warning was little more than a hiss of air, and
then her body cannoned into his back, knocking him down and
sideways. He twisted, catching her in his arms, breaking her fall
with his own body.

Anheartbeat later, the section of wall where he’d been standing
shattered into a million pieces, showering them with chunks of
plaster and wood.

“Two doors back, on the right,” she whispered, then rolled
behind him.

He turned and fired. The shot burned through the door. A
second later there was a heavy thump as something solid hit the
floor. “Go,” he muttered.

She scrambled to her feet and ran for the stairs. He flicked
the gun charge to stun and fired several warning shots, doing
little more than singe the paint. Then he pushed up after her.

They made it down the stairs in record time. At the bottom,
he stopped and listened for any sort of pursuit. The rapid sound
of Sam’s breathing was the only sound to be heard over the
wailing sirens, but that didn’t mean someone wasn’t after them.

He cracked open the exit door and peered out. Nothing
seemed out of place, and the only sign of movement was the
slate gray car cruising to a halt a hundred meters down the road.
There would be another around the next corner. It was standard
SIU procedure.

He grabbed her hand and led her out. Two men climbed out
of the car as they approached it.

“Assistant Director Stern,” the first man said, giving them
both the once-over. “What’s happening?”

“Somebody fire bombed room four-five. Assailant was in
the park.”

“State is around front, but we’ll check. Anything else?”

“Another assailant, possibly two, in the rooms opposite four-
five. And check my car. If they knew | was here, they might have
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tampered with it. I’ll have your keys.”

The SIU agent handed over the triangular shaped black key-
coder. “Yours, sir?”

He tossed the agent his keys, then ushered Sam inside the
car. The two SIU officers headed for the fire exit as he climbed
into the car.

“Didn’t you just break a few major rules?” she said.

He started the engine and glanced at her. The wariness was
still very evident in her eyes, but it had been softened slightly by
a hint of amusement.

He shrugged. “They’ve come to expect that of me.”

“I noticed they didn’t quibble.”

Maybe. But that didn’t mean the shit wouldn’t hit the fan
later on. He had broken a few major rules, but right now, he
didn’t care. This case was getting dangerous, and he wasn’t about
to hang around where it wasn’t safe. “At least Finley will be able
to get an early start on those extra tests.”

“And what about someone starting an investigation as to why
I’m being attacked? Not to mention how they found us so quickly
at the Rosewater?”

“What do you think I’ll be doing while you’re having those
tests?”

“Good,” she muttered, and crossed her arms.

The gentle hum of the engine filled the silence for several
seconds. Her gaze was a warmth that he could feel deep inside,
but he kept his own gaze on the road. Right now, she was probably
trying to figure out whether he could be trusted or not. Which
was fair enough, given the situation she found herself in. But if
their positions had been reversed, he would have been asking
lots and lots of questions, if only because answers didn’t come
by remaining silent. And sooner or later, if she wanted real
answers, she would have to not only start asking questions, but
place her trust in someone. Even if her psych evaluations
suggested she not only had a problem with vampires, but trusting
people in general.

So why had she trusted Kazdan? If ever there was a man not
to trust, it was that lying, murdering hound.

“Am | still under investigation for Jack’s death?” she asked
eventually.

He nodded. ““You shot and killed your partner. Did you expect
them not to investigate?”

“No, but—" she stopped, and sighed. A frustrated sound if
he’d ever heard one.
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“There’s nothing much anyone can do until those test results
come back and confirm or deny your story.”

“You can confirm my damn story.”

He ignored the anger in her voice. “Only part of it. Fact is |
was long gone by the time you killed your partner.”

“You can still confirm the fact that they were trying to kill
me.”

“But not the fact that Jack was.”

She made a sound in the back of her throat that sounded
suspiciously like an exasperated growl. He looked at her, but she
was now looking out the window and refused to meet his gaze,
though the sudden tension in her shoulders made it obvious that
she was well aware of his scrutiny.

The rest of the journey passed in silence. He parked in the
S1U’s underground parking lot and climbed out. She avoided his
attempt to guide her across to the elevators, walking by his side
but just out of arm’s reach. He swiped his pass through the security
slot and punched the button for sub-floor twenty-eight. Once
they reached the main labs area, he led her to the unoccupied
reception area and paged Finley.

“Why all these tests?” She leaned back against the
whitewashed walls, and gave him what could only be described
as a hostile look.

For all of two seconds, he thought about lying. But if he
wanted her to trust him, he had better start giving her some reason
to do so. So he shrugged, and said, “Because you did something
the other night you should not have been able to do.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Something other than having the
audacity to save myself when my partner was trying to kill me?”

His smile was grim. “You sensed the kite-monster. You
shouldn’t have been able to do that.”

“Why? You obviously could.”

Yeah, but he wasn’t about to go into the reasons for that
right here. As protected as the SIU was from monitors, there was
still the remote possibility that somehow, somewhere, someone
was listening.

“The kites are a new find. Few people know of them, fewer
still have been able to see them early enough to survive an attack.
You did, and we need to know why.”

The anger in her blue-gray eyes had died a little, but not the
frustration and wariness. “So the psych tests were just a reason
to get me down here to do these other tests?”

“Basically, yes.”
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“At least someone’s being honest,” she muttered, then gave
him a smile that held little real warmth. “Thanks.”

He nodded and glanced up as Finley came down the hall.

“You’re early,” Finley commented, pushing his thick glasses
back up his nose.

He wondered why the young doctor just didn’t have laser
correction or get implants for his eyes. Hell, given Finley’s skills
in the medical field, he could probably even do the procedure
himself.

“How small do they make microchips these days?”

Finley’s expression was one of surprise. So was Sam’s.

“The largest they make them is pinhead size. Those ones
are rather outdated, of course.”

“Can they be inserted into a human body? Used to track
movements?”

Finley glanced at Sam. “Yeah. Want me to look for one?”

He nodded. They’d been found too quickly at the Rosewater.
They hadn’t been followed there from Sam’s apartment, nor had
he told anyone that they were going to be there. Only Karl had
known, and even he didn’t know who Sam was.

Which left them with Sam herself.

“Let you know what | find.” Finley stated, and waved her
ahead of him.

He nodded and turned, heading for his office. He had to call
Karl, and then he had plans to make. There was a traitor in the
Federation’s midst, a traitor intent on taking the life of his brother.
It wasn’t going to happen. Not if he could do anything to stop it.

He had no idea who was behind this particular attempt, but
he would find the culprit.

And then he’d kill him.



Five

Sam leaned back in the well-padded armchair and watched
Finley walk out the door. In some ways, the doctor reminded her
of a dragonfly—he was always darting about from one machine
to another, as if he couldn’t remain still for more than a few
minutes. And he was about as skinny as one of those insects,
too.

She glanced at the monitor on the far wall. It was nearly
nine. Four hours she’d been here, being poked and prodded and
shoved inside huge, impersonal machines. And she’d really had
just about enough. None of this would find any answers. Not the
answers she wanted found, anyway.

Her gaze dropped to the ID tag sitting on the nearby table.
She frowned, reached forward and picked it up. Finley had given
it to her earlier, warning that she’d need it if she wanted to go to
the restroom. She’d thought he’d been joking, until she’d actually
tried to go. Anyone would think the toilet seats were damn gold.

She turned the card over and caught sight of some writing in
the left corner. Security clearance level three. Her heart began to
beat a little faster. It was probably the minimum clearance you
needed to move around the SIU halls, but upstairs, in the areas
governed by State, level three would get her into the morgue.

Dare she?

Her gaze went to the door through which Finley had
disappeared, and she smiled grimly. How could she not? She
needed answers, and this tag would at least help her get some.

She clipped it on, rose and walked across to the door. Finley
glanced up from the com-screen as she entered the outer room
and gave her a distracted smile. Her own smile was easy. Jack
had once told she could act right up there with the best of them.
She hoped like hell he was right.

“Restroom again,” she said. They’d been feeding her enough
fluid over the past few hours that she knew he’d accept the
explanation.

He nodded and returned his attention to the monitor. She
moved into the hall and stopped. It was still deserted, and the
silence was almost intense. Finley had told her that only a skeletal
staff worked here during the day. The SIU, with its task of
investigating all matters relating to the paranormal, tended to
have its normal working day during the night, which meant there
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would be few people around to question or stop her. All she had
to do was hope no one in the know was watching the monitors.

She turned left and headed up the corridor. The elevators
came quickly into view, the doors opening as she neared. She
stepped inside and swiped her card, as she’d seen Gabriel do
earlier. Then she pressed the button for sub level three. For a
moment, there was no reaction, and her breath caught. What if
she’d been wrong about the pass? God, the last thing she wanted
was more damn trouble landing on her shoulders.

Which undoubtedly was what she’d get by doing what she
was doing. But, damn it, trouble brought about by searching for
answers was worth it. It was the doing nothing that was driving
her crazy.

The doors decided to shut, and the elevator moved up. She
sighed in relief and watched the numbers zip by. At upper-
fourteen, the elevator stopped and the doors opened. She peered
out. The corridor was silent and quite dark. Obviously, no one
had reported in to work up here yet, which had to be good news
for her. Unless, of course, security noticed her presence and
decided to do something about it.

She studied the ceiling, looking for monitors. One . . . two
near the elevator, and at least one halfway down the hall. But if
she kept to the walls, out of the light sensor range, maybe she’d
escape notice long enough to get to the morgue and take a look
at Jack’s corpse. If they hadn’t processed him—though it would
have to be something of a record if they had. Technology might
have made everyone’s job simpler, but things still seemed to take
the same amount of time, if not longer.

She walked along the corridor, keeping as close to the thick
shadows crowding the wall as possible. Above her, the security
cam’s hummed as they tracked her movement, but no lights came
on, and more importantly, no alarm had sounded. She found the
entrance to the morgue, and swiped her card. The door clicked
open. In the morgue’s outer rooms, bright light flared, making
her eyes water.

Cursing softly, she quickly stepped inside and shut the door.
“Light’s dim,” she hissed. Instantly, the glare became a muted
glow. She glanced around. Though she’d only come down here
when absolutely necessary, that was still often enough to know
the general layout of the place. Mark Righter, the medical
examiner, had a desk in the far corner. More than likely he’d be
handling Jack’s examination himself.
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She rifled through the papers and files sitting on his desk,
but Jack’s file wasn’t among them. Surely they couldn’t have
finished the autopsy already? Frowning, she swung around and
headed for the morgue. She didn’t have time to do a proper search
for the file. Finley would soon notice she was missing. Before
the alarm was raised, she had to get in, and have a look at Jack.
She had a feeling Assistant Director Gabriel Stern would be canny
enough to guess exactly where she’d gone.

The sickly strong scent of antiseptic punched her senses the
moment she entered the room. Behind it, elusive and yet just as
powerful, was the smell of death. She shuddered and quietly
closed the door. The morgue was long and silent. Shadows
crowded the far corners, despite the dim glow of the lights. Her
gaze went to the where the dead lay waiting, and after a moment’s
hesitation, she walked across the room. The freezer units were
categorized alphabetically. Jack’s was about halfway along the
wall. She grabbed the handle, and then she stopped and took
several deep breaths to calm her suddenly churning stomach.

She could do this. Had to do this, if she wanted to start finding
answers.

Gripping the handle tightly, she pulled the drawer open.
Jack’s body, cold and white, slid out to greet her. Her gaze went
to what was left of his head, and her stomach rolled in revulsion.
She let go of the drawer and backed away, desperately trying to
control the urge to be sick. It wasn’t as if she’d never seen a dead
body before, for Christ’s sake.

But this was the first time she’d seen anyone she’d cared
about down here.

And absolutely the very first time that person was down here
because she’d shot them.

For a reason, she reminded herself severely. She’d had no
other choice, of that she was certain, even if she was certain of
nothing else. And if she wanted to know why Jack had forced
that choice, then she had better control her damn stomach and
get back to examining the body.

Before AD Stern and his cronies came in here and dragged
her away.

Taking another deep breath, she walked up to the drawer.
And saw that death had frozen a look of dishelief on what
remained of Jack’s face.

Oh God . . . no.

She staggered away and threw up in the nearest trash can.
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“You okay?” The question rose out of the semidarkness, the
voice familiar and filled with concern.

She groaned. Just what she needed. Gabriel finding her before
she’d had a chance to overcome her nerves and look at Jack.

“I’'m fine,” she muttered, digging into her pocket to grab a
handkerchief and wipe her mouth.

“There’s a water fountain in the outer office. Would you like
a drink?”

That had her looking up. He’d leave the room, leave her
with the body? That went against every rule in the book, but
then, Gabriel Stern didn’t seem to care much about the rules.
Not when ignoring them suited him better. “Yes. Thank you.”

He nodded and turned around. She watched him walk back
through the door, and then she pushed away from the desk and
walked back over to Jack.

Trying to ignore the look on his face, trying to ignore her
rebellious stomach, she studied the rest of his body. Jack naked
was nothing new to her. Men and woman shared the same change
rooms up in State, and once she’d recovered from the initial shock,
even embarrassment, she’d become as indifferent as everyone
elsetoitall.

Yet she could never remember Jack being this white. He’d
always prided himself on his tan—he’d never cared about how
out of fashion it was deemed these days. Surely death hadn’t
stolen all his color.

Gabriel came back through the door and crossed over to her.
He handed her a cup and studied the naked form in front of them.

“What are you looking for?” he asked.

“l don’t know.” Sipping the water, she let her gaze slide down
Jack’s body. His left hand rested on the flat of his stomach. His
wedding ring was missing, which in itself was not unusual, given
the morgue staff would have secured any possessions before they
placed him in the drawer. What was unusual was the fact that his
finger showed no telltale mark of him ever having worn a ring.

Her gaze moved down, and she frowned. Where the hell was
the knife scar? He’d received the wound in their first year as
partners and had worn it as a badge of valor ever since, refusing
to have skin grafts. It made no sense for it to be gone now.

But before she could open her mouth to mention it, the lights
in the outer office went off. And they wouldn’t have done that
unless someone had ordered it. Why would someone from State,
or even the SIU, have done such a thing when it was obvious
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someone was in the morgue?

Gabriel touched her arm in warning and pointed to the
examination tables on the far side of the room. She nodded, slid
Jack’s drawer back home, and followed him across. The morgue
lights went out as she hunkered down beside Gabriel. Someone
moved in the outer office, sliding drawers open and closed.
Searching for what?

Minutes dragged by. She shifted, wondering why Gabriel
didn’t do something. Whoever was in that office had to be up to
no good if they’d turned the lights off, so why not call in the
police? Hell, they were squatting in a building filled with them.

She shifted her weight again, and then stopped as the morgue
door eased open. Heat prickled across her skin, and once again
her senses seemed to explode outwards. The two men entering
the room where vampires . . . and yet not.

The sensation slithered away. She shuddered, not
understanding what was happening, not even understanding the
information the weird attack had given her.

Gabriel’s hand touched her knee. Warmth and strength
seemed to flow from it, fighting the chill suddenly encasing her
body. She glanced up and saw the concern in his eyes. Fear
suddenly slammed into her heart. She could see his eyes, see
him, as clearly as if it were light, not pitch black. What the hell is
happening to me? She had a sudden feeling that Finley’s tests,
and Gabriel himself, might be able to provide an answer, but
now was not the time to ask.

Biting her lip, she turned her gaze back to the two men
entering the room. Dressed in black, they almost merged into the
darkness. One of them carried something over his right
shoulder—a sack of some kind. Both of them stopped just inside
the doorway, their gazes scanning the darkened room. If they
were vampires, how could they not see her and Gabriel? Or hear
the beats of their hearts? How could these men not know they
were here?

Because they obviously didn’t. They moved as one, walking
silently across the room to Jack’s drawer. For some reason, she
wasn’t entirely surprised. The weirdness had started with Jack.
Somehow, he was the key to it all.

Gabriel squeezed her knee lightly and motioned to the left,
holding up three fingers. She nodded. Placing her cup on the
floor, she silently counted to three, rose and scooted around the
edge of the room, coming in on the two men from the left.
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They were so intent on trying to bag Jack’s body that neither
man became aware of their approach until it was far too late.

“Police,” she said softly, grabbing the arm of one of the
strangers and twisting it back behind his back. “Don’t move.”

He was obviously hard of hearing, because he not only
moved, but came out swinging. She ducked under his blow, and
then hit him. Not exactly ethical, but hey, he was possibly a
vampire, and she was already suspended.

He went down like a sack of potatoes. She frowned and
glanced at her clenched fist. She hadn’t hit him that hard. She
looked across to Gabriel. He had the second intruder by the neck
and was holding him slightly above the ground.

It took a lot of strength to do something like that, more
strength than most humans normally had. But then, Gabriel Stern
worked for the SIU. They weren’t big on employing normal type
humans.

“Remind me never to tackle you when you’re angry,” he
said, his expression grim. But as he met her gaze, a slight hint of
amusement touched his eyes.

This, coming from a man who appeared intent on choking
his suspect to death. “Ah . . . hadn’t you better loosen your grip
at little? Don’t want to kill him before he can answer a question
or two.”

He glanced at the felon for a moment and shook him a little.
The man made an odd sort of gagging sound. Gabriel smiled
grimly. “He can breathe,” he said. “He’s just a little blue around
the edges. Nothing to worry about with his type.”

“What on do you mean by his type? Are they vampires?”

“No. Thralls.”

He dug his cell phone out of his pocket and made a call for
backup. Given no chance to ask what a thrall was, she glanced
down at the man near her feet and toed him lightly. Still out cold.
She obviously packed quite a punch. He hadn’t even twitched.

“l guess I’ve landed myself in a shit load more trouble,” she
said, once Gabriel had hung up.

He met her gaze, his eyes intense, thoughtful. Once again
she was left with the distinct impression that Assistant Director
Stern was a man with his own agenda.

“Maybe,” he said after a moment. His gaze went back to the
felon. Not releasing his grip in any way, he asked. “You going to
talk?”

The man gurgled.
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“I’ll take that as a yes.” He let the felon’s toes touch the
floor. “I’m about to release my grip a little. Twitch, and you’re
dead, understand?”

Jack had nothing on Gabriel Stern when in came to menace,
that was for sure. Though he’d kept his tone light, the threat
hung like a noose in the air. She had no doubt that he meant it.
Obviously, neither did the felon.

“Who sent you?”

The felon took several deep breaths, and then croaked,
“Sethanon.”

The name meant nothing to her, but it was one Gabriel
obviously recognized. His expression was grim as he asked,
“Why?”

“To collect Kazdan’s body.”

Gabriel glanced at her for a moment. He didn’t look entirely
surprised by this news, and she wondered why.

“Why do you want Jack’s body?” she asked, keeping her
voice soft. The man was in a bad enough state as it was. If they
threatened him too much more he might just faint.

“I don’t know.”

Gabriel tightened his grip again. The felon flapped his arms
in agitation, a frantic look of fear twisting his face. “I’m telling
you, | don’t know. I’'m just a runner. | do what I’'m told. They
don’t tell me nothin’.”

“Really?” Gabriel’s tone implied disbelief, even though the
fear in the felon’s eyes suggested he was telling the truth. “Where
were you supposed to take the body?”

“To a warehouse in Carlton.”

“Address?”

“Five ten Rathdown Street.”

Footsteps sounded in the outer room, and the lights once
again came on. Help had arrived. She half expected him to release
his grip on the felon, but again, he went against the norm,
tightening it instead.

“Time?” he continued flatly.

The morgue door opened, and five gray-suited men filed in,
weapons at the ready. On seeing them, they holstered their guns
and approached.

The felon gagged a little, struggling to breathe. “Ten . . . ten
thirty.”

“Thank you.” Releasing his grip, Gabriel pushed him into
the arms of the nearest gray suit. “Detain these two for further
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questioning.”

Two other gray-suits approached the unconscious man at her
feet and unceremoniously dragged him away. Obviously, the SIU
didn’t give a hoot about prisoner rights. Jack would have been
right at home with these boys.

Her gaze darted back to his body, and she bit her lip. This
wasn’t Jack. She was sure of that much. A damn good imitation
maybe, but still not the real thing. Which begged the questions,
where was the real Jack, and why in hell did he need a clone?

Gabriel walked around the drawer and touched her arm, his
fingers like fire, sending heat past the thickness of her sweater,
down onto her chilled skin.

“Langston, | want you and Renolds to stay here and guard
this body until I arrange for its transfer down to the SIU vaults.
No one is to touch it, not even State.”

She glanced at him in surprise. His expression was grim.
“Come on,” he said, and tightened his grip on her arm, hauling
her from the room.

“You came here to check whether this was really Jack, didn’t
you?” he said, once they were clear of the room.

She nodded. There was no point in denying the obvious.

“And?”

“And it’s not.”

When the elevator opened, he swiped his card and punched
the button for sublevel fourteen. “What makes you so certain?”

“His lack of tan, a missing scar.” She hesitated. “The fact
that he has no mark or indentation on his finger from his wedding
ring.”

Indeed, that was the most telling. Jack’s love for Suzy was
almost as obsessive as Suzy’s was for him. In the three years
since his marriage, she’d never seen him take the ring off. Even
if he’d lost it during the ten days he’d gone missing, there would
have been a fading band of white on his finger.

She blinked suddenly. Suzy. Why had she implied that
jealousy was the reason behind her shooting Jack? Suzy of all
people would have been aware of the truth. She knew how little
they saw of each other after-hours, if only because Jack had spent
all his spare time with her.

Unless, of course, she was involved in Jack’s schemes,
whatever those schemes might be. Maybe the first person she
should talk to when she got out of here was Suzy Kazdan.

The doors slid open, revealing the SIU foyer. Finley was
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waiting at reception for them.

“Next time she wants to go to the restroom, have someone
escort her.” Though Gabriel’s voice was even, a hint of censure
ran through it.

Finley flinched. “I’ve posted security at the lab doors.”

Gabriel nodded. She met his gaze and saw the anger burning
bright in the intense depths of his eyes. He might not have said
anything about her running off, but he would eventually. She
smiled grimly. If he’d read her file, and he probably had, he’d
know following orders had never been a strong suit of hers, even
though she had the rep for being a by-the-book cop. Given the
slightest chance, she’d be out of here.

“I have a ten thirty meeting I have to get to.” Though he was
talking to Finley, his gaze was still on her.

She shifted uncomfortably and glanced at the clock. He was
really going to have to fly if he was going to get to Carlton on
time. Though the suburb was only a few minutes from the CBD,
the traffic in the city at this hour was hell.

“Watch her until I get back.”

Finley nodded. Gabriel turned and walked away. As much
as she wanted to go with him, she knew it was pointless to ask.
He wanted her here, in Finley’s hands, to find out why she could
see the kite monsters when no one else could. And what Assistant
Director Gabriel Stern wanted, he apparently got.

A situation that was about to end, she thought grimly.

Finley cleared his throat, and then he nervously motioned
her up the hall, towards the labs. She knew she could get past
Finley. Once the doctor got his nose into his computers, his
attention would wander. Security was another problem altogether.

Not to mention the fact that she had to get out before Gabriel
got back. The man seemed to know the workings of her mind
altogether too well. With him around, there would be no escape.

She had, at best, a couple of hours. And once she was free,
Suzy Kazdan was the first port of call. And that lying bitch would
tell her exactly what was going on.

Or there’d be hell to pay.
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Gabriel glanced at his watch as he ran across Rathdown
Street. Ten twenty. He was cutting it close. Whoever was waiting
for the two men would probably be there by now.

But there had been nowhere else to shift shape except the
park. Any closer and he could have run the risk of being sensed
by those waiting inside the warehouse. He bent his arm back and
forth, trying to ease the slight ache. It had been a long time since
he’d flown so hard, so fast. He was out of shape—something
Stephan had warned might happen.

Still, given his work, and SIU’s policy of not flaunting your
abilities in public, he’d had little chance of late to get in some
flight time. And by the look of things, it was a situation not likely
to change in any great hurry.

He dodged a car trying to do an illegal right-hand turn, and
headed toward the warehouse. In reality, it was an old red brick
factory that somewhere along the line had been converted into
apartments. Now though, it was abandoned and waiting for a
new owner to refurbish it. Given the scarcity of housing this
close to the city, it was surprising that hadn’t happened already.

The light breeze whistled through the smashed windows on
the upper floors and rattled the loose roofing atop the front
veranda. It was a forlorn sound that jarred uneasily against the
noise and rush of the morning traffic.

He took the front steps two at a time and stopped when he
reached a wrought iron gate. Beyond it, there was a long tunnel
that opened out into an expanse of sunshine and grass. From
where he stood, the courtyard seemed—and felt—empty. He
twisted the handle and pushed the gate open. Then he studied the
red brick walls on either side of the tunnel, making sure there
were no alcoves or doors. There weren’t, so he moved down
cautiously.

No one waited in the courtyard. The sun shone on the pond
that dominated the center, making the water sparkle like
diamonds. In the surrounding patch of lawn, weeds had overtaken
the grass. Surprisingly, there was very little litter, just the
occasional glitter of glass shards.

He lifted his gaze, studying what remained of the windows
that looked out onto the courtyard. The place looked, and felt,
uninhabited. But if he went out into that sunshine, he’d be a



Memory Zero 71

sitting duck for anyone who might be hiding within the buildings.
And unless he did, he’d never know if there was anyone up there
to worry about.

He swept his gaze across the silent apartments, and then
sprinted across to the nearest set of stairs. Silence greeted him.
If anyone was here, they obviously didn’t care about, or hadn’t
yet noticed, his presence.

He searched the entire first floor and found nothing but debris
and dust. Stopping near the stairs, he stared down at the pond
and wondered if he’d been taken for a ride. It wouldn’t be the
first time a suspect had lied so convincingly he’d believed him.
And it was ten forty-five. Whoever the two men had intended to
meet should have been here by now.

Unless, of course, they were stuck in traffic.

He pushed away from the railing. There were only a half
dozen apartments on the second floor, so he might as well take a
look. He headed up the stairs to the next floor. In the third
apartment, he found a body.

After checking the remainder of the apartment to ensure no
one else was around, he squatted beside the remains and felt for
apulse. Nothing. Not that he’d expected one. The smell of death,
of ripe and rotting flesh, was beginning to permeate the still
apartment air.

He rolled the corpse over. It was male, probably in his mid-
fifties, and his bloated face was somewhat familiar, though where
he’d seen him he couldn’t remember offhand. Frowning slightly,
he patted down the man’s body. No identification card, no wallet,
nothing that might even hint at who he was. So why had this
body been dumped here? It wasn’t exactly the best of hiding
spaces, especially when the gates were unlocked and these
apartments were so accessible. Maybe—

His thoughts came to an abrupt halt as the stale air found
life. He dropped and swung around. Two men approached, one
carrying a large club that already arced towards his head. He
raised his arm and blocked the blow, but the force of the impact
sent a shudder through the rest of his body. Ignoring the resulting
pain, he surged upwards and struck out with a clenched fist. The
blow smashed into the stranger’s face, and bone and cartilage
gave way. No vampire then, he thought, as the man staggered
back, blood pouring from his shattered nose. A vampire would
have been fast enough to avoid such damage.

The second man moved in, fists swinging. Gabriel ducked
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several blows, and then he threw one of his own. The man went
down like a ton of bricks. He frowned. He was fast, and he
definitely had more speed and strength than mere humans, but
this was almost too easy . . .

The stale air stirred again, warning him of another approach.
He spun, catching a brief glimpse of two men before something
smashed into his head and the lights went out.

*k*k

Sam sat on the toilet seat and stared up at the ceiling. Time
was growing short, and her hopes of escape even shorter. Finley
was watching her closer than a shark did a potential meal, and he
had two gorillas as assistants. Hell, they’d even come into the
restroom with her, just to check that there were no vents or other
likely escape routes present. They were back outside now, but if
she sat here much longer, they’d been back in, wondering what
was going on.

She bit her lip, her gaze sweeping the entire roof for what
seemed like the hundredth time. Lots of ceiling tiles, and not one
vent. Who could believe that? Christ, people were always
escaping via the air ducts in movies. Just this once, couldn’t fact
have followed the lead of fiction?

Sighing, she rose and turned around. But just as she was
about to push the button, she noticed one of the ceiling tiles above
her head, near the wall, had a broken edge. They were fibro—or
whatever fire retardant material it was they were using these
days—not proper tiles. And beyond the broken edge, metal
gleamed.

Her heart began to race. She didn’t know much about
buildings, and she’d never even thought about the fact that the
building probably had a suspended ceiling to allow for all the
cabling and ducts. But if the electrician and air-con guys could
move around in the void between the suspended ceiling and the
actual one, she certainly could.

First though, she had to try to get up there. She flipped down
the toilet seat cover, climbed from there onto the paper dispenser.
Then, with one hand pressed against the wall for support and
hoping like hell the dispenser would hold her weight long enough,
she rose onto her tiptoes and tried to flip the tile back. But she
was several inches too short.

She swore softly. After taking a deep breath to calm the
anxiety clutching her stomach, she eased off a shoe and tried to
move the tile that way. Her second attempt was successful, and
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the tile plopped to one side. The void beyond was dark, but it
certainly looked like there was at least crawling space.

If she could get up there.

If she could get over her fear of enclosed spaces.

If she could achieve both of those things, all she’d have to
worry about was not putting a foot—or more—through a tile
and letting everyone know what she was up to.

Piece of cake, she thought wryly.

Taking another deep breath, she carefully hooked her leg
over the stall wall and clambered up. Luckily, whoever had
designed this building had installed strong partitions rather than
the usual paper-thin ones. Maybe the designer figured a building
housing the SIU and State Police needed decent toilet walls, just
in case officers needed to throw a suspect or two around. Which
wasn’t the joke it appeared to be, because she’d certainly seen
Jack do it.

Once her butt was securely parked, she eased along the top
of the stall until she neared the wall. Then carefully, slowly, she
rose and looked through the hole.

Darkness and dust. God, just the thought of clambering up
into it had sweat breaking out across her brow. She had no idea
where this fear of small, dark spaces had come from. The State
psych guys reckoned it was probably the result of a childhood
trauma, but since she could remember zero about her childhood,
that wasn’t much help.

And standing here thinking about it wasn’t doing the fear
any good, either. She needed to escape, and this was her only
method. End of story, no other choice.

She gripped the steel bracing on either side of the tile and
tested it for strength. It didn’t bend, but then, if it supported the
guys who maintained the ducting and cabling, it was more than
strong enough to support her. And this testing was merely another
way of avoiding the inevitable.

She took another deep breath and pulled herself up into the
darkness. Almost immediately, sweat broke out across her brow,
and her stomach began to twist. She licked her lips, but otherwise
ignored the fear as she waited for her eyes to adjust to the
darkness. Thankfully, it didn’t take long.

The void was a mess of ducts, cabling, wires, and all sorts of
building rubbish. She studied the crisscrossed lines of metal
supports, trying to compare them with what she knew of the
building’s layout. The concrete mass that was the core area wasn’t
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that far away, since this building, like many of its era, tended to
have all facilities crowded around the main core. Which meant
the elevators were in the center, with the stairs and restrooms on
either side of the shafts. But making her way toward the elevators
wasn’t a good option, as that was probably the first place they’d
look once they realized she was missing again. Which left the
stairs. But how did she get there? Especially when most of the
offices on this floor were locked down tighter than Fort Knox.
She doubted the security pass she’d been given would give her
access into any of them. And given that the security measures
here in the SIU section of the building were far tighter than those
in the State Police section, the key coder she had hidden in her
boot would probably raise alarms rather than open doors.

Her gaze settled on a mass of pipes not that far away. Surely
that was the men’s restroom. And, like the ladies, it was close to
the stair area. If there was no one in there, it might be her best
bet.

She blew out a breath, drew her legs fully into the void and
shifted the tile back into its position. With her one spot of light
gone, the darkness seemed to close in, pressing down on her
with the consistency of glue and making it hard to breathe.

She swiped at a trickle of sweat running down her face, her
hand trembling. It was ridiculous, this fear. There was nothing in
the darkness that could harm her—nothing but fear itself. And if
she didn’t move, and move now, she’d blow her chance to escape.
Finley’s goons would surely be wondering what the hell was
taking her so long.

Besides, the enigma that was Assistant Director Stern would
surely be on his way back from that meeting soon. And he’d
have no doubt as to what she was doing in the restroom—he
seemed to know the workings of her mind entirely too well.

With that thought to stir her on, she shifted onto her hands
and knees and began to shuffle forward, trying to make as little
noise as possible. It felt like she was moving with the speed of a
gnat.

Sweat dribbled down her face and leapt off the end of her
nose, the small droplets splattering against the grime covered
metal. Every motion stirred dust, until the air was filled with a
thick, choking cloud that was almost impossible to breathe. Or
maybe it was simply the fear sitting like a lump in her throat that
was making it hard to breathe.

She licked her lips, and concentrated on the pipes, trying to
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think of reaching them and nothing else. Not the weight of the
darkness. Not the choking dust. Not the looming, threatening
walls of the core.

When she finally neared the pipes, relief surged, and the
need to get out of this darkness was so fierce it was all she could
do not to rip off the nearest tile and plunge down into the restroom.
Which would be absolutely stupid when she had no idea how
safe it was down there. She carefully eased up the nearest tile
and looked down. She was above the washbasin area. There didn’t
appear to be anyone in the men’s, but just to be sure, she eased
the tile up a little more, and listened carefully. No sound. Good.

She took the tile off completely, then stuck her legs out the
hole and dropped down. With her feet safely on the floor, the
trembling began. She bent over and took several deep breaths.
Lord, her heart was beating so damn fast anyone would think
she’d just run a marathon. But at least it was over—or the worst
part was, anyway. Compared to climbing through the void, getting
out of the building itself would surely be a cinch.

She splashed her face with cold water, shook the dust and
cobwebs free from her hair and walked across to the door. The
corridor beyond was small and turned left about six paces away.
Given the core layout was the same as State’s section, the corridor
would pass the stairs before going on to the foyer section and
elevators.

The elevators dinged as she stepped out of the restroom.
She froze, listening, but luckily, no one came her way. But it was
warning enough that if she didn’t get out of here quickly, someone
would spot her. Luck had never been a long time friend, and
right now, it felt like she was pushing her limits. She walked on
until the stair door came into view, and she swiped the 1D card
through the slot. The door beeped, and then opened. The stairs
were as silent and as empty as the corridor. She let the door close
quietly, and then she began her run up the stairs to freedom.

*kk

Gabriel woke in the arms of a dead man. Not the walking
dead, but the dead dead. The pungent aroma of decay told him it
was the corpse he’d discovered in the apartment before someone
had tried caving in his skull.

He shifted slightly, trying to ease the persistent ache in his
ribs. But the minute he moved, every other ache began screaming
for attention. Mostly, though, it was his head that hurt. And the
insistent, steady thump of music some fool insisted on playing
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so loudly wasn’t helping any. He stopped the thought and
frowned. Music? There’d been no music anywhere near the
abandoned building. He’d been moved, obviously.

He opened his eyes and saw only darkness. He reached out
and felt the confines of his prison. His fingers brushed across
warmed metal. He had maybe a foot of breathing room above
his head and about the same on his left side. The dead man and a
tool box of some kind shared most of the room on the right-hand
side. The space near his feet was so tight he couldn’t straighten
his legs to relieve the cramp beginning to settle in across his
thighs.

He was, he realized suddenly, in the trunk of a car, and
heading God knew where. One thing was certain—he’d be as
dead as the man beside him if the car reached its destination with
him still locked inside. He’d seen four men, but there might have
been more. Either way, it wasn’t good fighting odds.

Shifting around a little, he felt for the trunk’s catch. The
throaty roar of the engine—what he could hear of it over the
music—told him the car was one of the older models that still
ran on gas rather than hydrogen or electricity. With any luck, the
owners wouldn’t have bothered updating to the newer thumbprint
coded locks.

Luck was with him. The trunk had a key lock on the inside,
which in itself suggested the owner was a vampire and also
explained why absolutely no light was getting into the trunk.
Obviously, it had been fitted out for emergency escapes from
sunlight.

He reached down to his boot, but the sudden movement had
red fingers of fire lancing through his brain. He cursed silently
and waited for his vision to clear. Obviously the fools had done
some serious damage when they’d tried to cave in his head. There
was blood on his face—he could feel it crusting, tightening his
skin. The right side of his head felt heavy, as if the hair there was
weighted down. More blood, probably. Stephan was going to
give him hell—especially given his warning that all missions
were to be double manned.

He carefully drew the knife from his boot, flicked it open
and inserted it into the lock. Several twists, and there was a soft
click. It was all too easy, really. But then, if he’d been a vampire,
he would have made sure any lock imprisoning him was damn
easy to open in the event of a lost key or sign of trouble.

He inched the trunk open. Bitumen met his gaze. The speed
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at which it zipped past told him they had to be doing at least a
hundred, which meant they were beyond the city limits and out
on some freeway.

He opened the trunk a little more. Sunlight danced though
the leaves of the gums arching over the road. The rich hint of
humus, of moisture and damp earth, told him they were up in the
hills somewhere, while the tree ferns huddled beneath the gums
suggested it was more the Dandenong’s than Macedon.

Why head up this way with the stranger’s body? There were
certainly better places to dispose of a corpse than the picturesque
but heavily populated Dandenong ranges, and . . . His thoughts
came to a sudden halt as the car went into a slide. Tires squealed,
and the smell of burning rubber briefly overrode the smell of
death. The force of the stop smashed him into the side of the car,
and for a moment, everything went red. The trunk tore from his
grasp, swinging open, then crashed down again, barely missing
his fingers as the car came to a shuddering stop.

He groaned and tried to roll over onto his back. Couldn’t.
The stranger’s body had been forced hard up against his own.
He elbowed some room, and then rolled over. Taking several
deep breaths to calm the churning in his gut, he tried to concentrate
on what was happening beyond the confines of his dark prison.

Footsteps. And voices talking softly. Savagely. Then the trunk
swung open, and light poured in. He blinked, throwing up a hand
to shade his eyes against the sudden glare of sunlight. But the
shape silhouetted by the sunshine was one he knew well.

“Glad to see you’re alive and well,” Karl said, and held out
a hand to help him up.

He accepted it gratefully. Right now, it felt as if he’d become
a punching bag for some fool wearing boots. He climbed out,
but it was only with Karl’s help that he made it over to the side
of the road.

“How many fingers am | holding up?” Karl asked, as he
squatted down in front of him.

“Three,” he guessed, looking down the road towards the car
rather than at Karl. Four men were lying face down in the dirt,
guarded by Karl’s oldest son, Harvey. He returned his gaze to
his friend. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but why the hell
are you here?”

There was tension around Karl’s eyes, despite his smile. “The
bond of the twin, my friend.”

He groaned softly. As if his brother didn’t have enough to
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worry about. Then he realized exactly what Karl had said and
glanced up in surprise. “He told you.”

Karl nodded and handed him a cell phone. “Call him.”

He did. Stephan answered almost immediately. “Are you
okay?”

He scrubbed a hand across the raw edge of his face. Fresh
blood mingled with old, and his hand came away smeared red.
“Better than I look.”

“You going to make it tonight?” Concern mingled with relief
through Stephan’s soft voice.

“Yes.” He might feel half-dead, but come hell or high water,
he’d drag himself to that meeting. He still had a poisoner to net
and a brother to save.

“Good. You have a problem, though.”

Only one? That would be something of a miracle. “What?”

“Ryan’s skipped.”

He swore softly, though in truth, he wasn’t really surprised.
The need to break loose, to find answers herself, had been very
evident in her eyes earlier. He just hadn’t thought she’d succeed
in getting past SIU’s security so easily.

“I’ll find her. See you tonight.”

He hung up and handed the phone back to Karl. “You took a
risk, bringing Harvey in on this.”

Karl shrugged. “I was with Stephan when he sensed you
were in trouble. With the poisoner obviously being someone close
to home, he didn’t want to trust your safety to just anyone. So |
came.”

He rubbed his ribs. Christ, it hurt to breathe. “And Harvey?”

Karl handed him two tablets. “Painkillers.” Once Gabriel
had swallowed them, Karl added, “Harv was in town signing up
for extra university courses, and | was supposed to pick him up
and bring him home once 1’d finished with Stephan. He’s been
itching to get into some action for a while now, and this was
safer than some of our operations.”

True. Lord only knew how many had gone sour recently—
which again, pointed to someone close to home. But which of
the three?

“You going to take those four back to Federation
headquarters?” He indicated the prone forms on the road.

“Yeah, but not before I look after these wounds of yours.”

Karl began swabbing the blood away from Gabriel’s face.
He grimaced and pushed his friend’s hand away. “I’m fine.
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Really.”

“Yeah, right,” Karl said, voice dry. “Doesn’t mean a thing
that you look like a pin cushion that’s born the brunt of too many
pins.”

“You’re exaggerating again, my friend. No one could look
that bad.” Even though he certainly felt that bad.

Karl smile. “Maybe I should get a mirror. Or maybe | should
just leave you alone and let Stephan take care of you tonight.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That a threat?” If it was, it was a
damn good one, because if he looked as bad as Karl was
suggesting, Stephan would ban him from field operations. He’d
threatened it more than once already, particularly after Mathew,
their youngest sibling, had been killed a year ago.

Karl’s smile widened. “Could be. Your choice.”

He quit fighting the inevitable and bore the rest of Karl’s
ministrations in silence. And at least the salve Karl applied
liberally over his face and ribs eased the pain somewhat.

“l want you to have a quick look at the body in the trunk,”
he said, once Karl had finished. “His face seems familiar.”

Karl nodded and wrapped a hand around Gabriel’s arm,
helping him up. The pain killers had kicked in, and the aches
were little more than a distant promise of pain yet to come. But
given the strength of that muted ache, he’d be lucky if he could
move tomorrow. The bastards really had stuck the boots in once
they’d knocked him out.

“You’re lucky shapechangers have strong bones,” Karl said,
expression grim. “Any other man would be in the hospital right
now.”

“Forgive me if | don’t feel particularly lucky,” he muttered,
and rolled the corpse over. “You recognize him?”

Karl frowned slightly. “Hard to say for certain, with the face
so bloated, but it looks a lot like Dan Wetherton.”

The Minister for Social Services. No wonder the face had
seemed so familiar. He’d been in the news a lot lately, raising
hell about the amount of money the Government had allocated
to Science and Technology in the latest budget offering.

“Looks like someone wanted him out of the way.”

“But this man’s been dead for two or three days. Wetherton
was on the news last night.”

He frowned at the corpse. He didn’t doubt that Karl had the
right man, but if Wetherton was on the news, who was this?
Another clone? The second in as many days? That was more
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than just a coincidence.

Something big was obviously going down.

He studied the body a moment longer, and then asked,
“Wetherton’s in town tomorrow, isn’t he?”

Karl nodded. “Premier’s meeting.”

“Take this one back and run genetic tests. I’ll see if | can
arrange for a cell sample to be snatched from Wetherton.”

Karl raised an eyebrow. “No one’s ever been able to clone a
human to the point where mannerisms and behavior are an exact
match. They might be genetically identical but there are always
differences.”

He smiled grimly. “But if someone has succeeded, we need
to find out who and why. Especially if those people are connected
to Sethanon.”

“True.” Karl hesitated, and then added. “I’d like to get hold
of a cell sample from Sam Ryan, t00.”

No one would be getting anything from her if he couldn’t
damn well find her again. “Why?”

“Haven’t you noticed her eyes?”

He frowned. “They’re blue.” And quite pretty, even when
they were glaring at him.

“Bright blue, ringed by a fine band of shifting, smoky gray.”
Karl hesitated, his expression curious.

“So?”

“So, eyes that color were one of the few tangible signs of a
Shadow Walker.”

He snorted softly. “Shadow Walkers never existed. It was
simply another name humans gave to vampires.”

“Oh, they existed all right. But their numbers were few, and
they were thought to have been killed in the Race Wars.”

“Which was fifty years ago.” The Race Wars had pitted
humans against many nonhuman races. It was a war that cost
billions of lives, and yet, in the end, provided no clear winner.
Humans still ran most Governments, but nonhumans had at least
won recognition—the right to vote, to take a hand in the decision
making process. Most were happy with that. Some, like Sethanon,
were not.

“Sam’s twenty nine. She can’t have Walker blood in her.”

“Why not? Her parents would certainly be close to the right
age to have at least some Walker blood in them.”

“There’s no record of her parents. She was abandoned as a
teenager.”
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“Everyone has parents, my friend. There’ll be a record
somewhere.”

You’d think so, but apparently no one in State, and no one in
the kids’ home she’d spent her teenage years in had ever been
able to find it. Which, in itself, posed several interesting
possibilities—but her being the offspring of Walkers certainly
wasn’t one of the ones he’d come up with. “Birth records don’t
state race, and Walkers were never one of the declared races,
even after the wars.”

“No, but they existed, even if in extremely small numbers.
Eyes like that aren’t a freak of nature; they’re the one tangible
sign of the Walker race.”

“Why are you so revved up over the possibility that Sam
might have Walker blood?” Especially when they were nothing
special? While they supposedly possessed the ability to wrap
the merest wisp of shadow around their bodies and disappear to
the human eye, it had to be nothing more than a vampire trick.
Though Walkers could apparently move around in daylight,
where vamps couldn’t, which would have made them better spies.
He’d heard that the government had used them extensively during
the Race Wars, but he’d found no evidence of their existence, let
alone use, in all the searches he’d done over the years. Which is
why he, like many others, believed the Shadow Walker legend
was mired in the reality of vampires.

“Walkers were more than just shadow dwellers, my friend,”
Karl said, an undercurrent of excitement edging his normally
serene tones. “Much more.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Finley has been running genetic tests
on her, and while he has found some anomalies, | very much
doubt Walkers are on his lists of possibilities.”

Karl frowned. “Doing those sorts of tests at the SIU labs
could be dangerous. Computers are not safe conveyances of
information. How often have you told me that?”

“Quite a lot. But given the amount of genetic tests we
regularly do, | doubt whether these are going to raise any
immediate interest.”

“Unless, of course, someone out there doesn’t want the test
results to be known.”

He ran a hand through his matted hair. He didn’t have the
time to be standing here arguing about the existence of mythical
creatures when there was so much he had to do before the meeting
with his brother tonight. And on top of all that, he now had to
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find Sam. Yet something held him to the spot. Maybe it was the
conviction in Karl’s voice. Maybe it was the knowledge his
friend’s hunches was very rarely wrong.

“Why would anyone else be interested in the tests?”

“Why would anyone try to kill her?” Karl countered.
“Someone must know, or suspect, that she is more than what she
seems. If that’s the case, they may well be watching what is
happening at the SIU.”

“What if | send you a copy of all of Finley’s tests so far?
Then you can check them out for yourself.” And give them a
secure back up.

Karl nodded. “And once you finish your meeting tonight,
drop by. | have some books you might need to read if she is a
Walker.”

Something to look forward to, for sure. “I might have to
drag her along with me.”

“Even better. | can run a few tests of my own.”

“If you can convince her to oblige. She’s getting a little sick
of being a guinea pig.”

Karl smiled thinly. “I think you’ll find that young woman
has a desire to know the truth.”

When it came to her partner and what had happened to him,
maybe. But when it came to herself, definitely not. She hadn’t
even asked why they were doing all these extra tests. Hadn’t
even shown the slightest bit of curiosity. It was almost as if she
didn’t care.

He straightened and returned his gaze to the kidnappers. “Will
you need help with those four?”

“Harv and | can manage.” He hesitated, and again Gabriel
noted the tension around his friend’s eyes. But before he could
ask about it, Karl added, “You’d better get back before someone
starts missing you.”

He nodded. “You going back to Stephan after this?”

“No. It would raise suspicions in the wrong quarters.” Karl
pulled a small bottle of pale green liquid from his pocket. “Give
him this when you see him tonight, and make sure he gets some
water. | won’t have a chance to get there until tomorrow.”

He held up the bottle. The green liquid was thick and shiny.
“What is it?”

“A medicine designed to flush the toxins from his system. If
we’ve pinpointed the right poison, it should work pretty fast.”

“How’s he doing? Health wise, | mean.”
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“He’s weak, but he’ll survive.”

Relief surged through him, relaxing muscles he hadn’t even
realized were tense. “I’ll see you later tonight, then.”

Karl nodded and moved back toward the prisoners. Gabriel
glanced at the license plate number of the car he’d been locked
in, taking note of it for later investigation. He then called to his
other shape and leapt skyward on brown-gold wings.

Sam climbed out of the taxi and slammed the door shut. As
the vehicle zoomed away in search of another fare, she stepped
onto the pavement and stared at the house across the road.

Even on a relatively bright day like today, the squat, almost
ugly, red brick dwelling sat in shadow. Surrounded by tall gum
trees, it hunched in the middle of the block like some forgotten
troll. For some reason, Jack had loved it. Think of the possibilities,
he’d said. All that land to expand on, all that room to move in.

Three and a half years later, the place was as still as ugly as
the day he’d bought it. Uglier, as it had also begun to fall into
disrepair. And the land he kept raving about was a mass of weeds
and rotting leaves.

The houses on either side had well manicured lawns, perfectly
trimmed garden beds and spotlessly clean driveways. But then,
in an upper middle-class suburb like Mulgrave, you expected
nothing less. Jack had to be driving them insane.

Smiling slightly, she crossed the road. The minute she stepped
into the shadows of the house, it was as if she’d stepped into
another world. The everyday whine of cars, of people talking
and dogs barking, faded away, leaving only an uneasy sort of
hush. She glanced up, studying the branches far above. Odd that
there were no birds in any of the trees. Even though it was winter,
there should have been sparrows and starlings, at the very least.

She walked up the steps and knocked on the front door. Then
she stepped back, waiting for an answer. After a minute or two
of silence, she knocked again. She’d checked earlier to see if
Suzy had gone back to work. She hadn’t, and she wasn’t expected
to be back for at least another week.

Still no answer. Frowning, she turned and headed for the
backyard. All the windows along the side of the house had their
curtains drawn, so she couldn’t sneak a peak inside. The
overgrown look had gone into overdrive around the back. Weeds
climbed the fences and dominated the garden beds. She shook
her head. It was hard to believe Jack had let it get to this state. At
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work, he was practically a freak when it came to tidiness.

She knocked on the back door. Again, no answer. Of course,
there was always the possibility Suzy had gone shopping or was
visiting friends, but instinct told her that wasn’t the case. There
was an edge of awareness in the stillness that suggested someone
was home.

She bent down and slid the wire-thin key-coder out of its
specially designed sheath inside her boot. Though they were
officially frowned upon, a good half of the State’s enforcers used
them. This particular one Jack had given her a few weeks before
he’d disappeared, claiming it would open any lock currently in
use. At the time, neither of them had thought she’d be using it to
break into his house.

The coder beeped softly. She slid it back home in her boot,
and then cautiously opened the door. The kitchen lay in darkness,
and the air that rushed out to greet her was stale, as if the house
had been locked up for several weeks.

She edged into the kitchen and looked around. Dishes lay in
an untidy pile in the sink. Judging by the thick layer of scum on
the surface of the water, they’d been there for some time. A half-
filled coffee cup sat abandoned on the table, and one chair lay
flat on its back, as if someone had gotten up in a hurry.

She moved into the next room. There were no other signs of
a hasty abandonment, but it was obvious no one had been in the
living room for some time. She walked across to the coffee table
and picked up a newspaper. Dust stirred, tickling her throat.
Coughing slightly, she studied the date on the paper. May
sixteenth. Five days after Jack had disappeared.

If appearances were anything to go by, Suzy hadn’t been in
the house since then. Yet that simply didn’t make sense. Surely
she must have been here when Jack—or his clone—was shot.
How else would headquarters have gotten hold of her so quickly?

Dropping the paper back to the coffee table, she turned and
headed for the study. Dust lay thick on the furniture in this room,
too. Two monitors sat abandoned on an otherwise bare desk.
Several photos lined the walls—all of them of Suzy. Sam sat at
the desk and opened the top drawer. Empty. So were the next
two.

Frowning, she stared at the monitor for amoment, wondering
what to do next. Anything useful had obviously been cleaned
out of the study, so there was a good chance every other room
had been cleaned out, too. But the only other room that might
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hold something was the main bedroom. Even the tiniest scrap of
paper might provide a clue, and while Jack was generally a neat
freak, Suzy wasn’t.

She checked the remainder of the house as she made her
way up the hall to the main bedroom. The place was empty, despite
her feeling to the contrary. Relaxing a little, she allowed herself
to remember the pride in Jack’s voice when he’d first guided her
through his ugly duckling house. Remembered his wonder at all
the space when all she’d seen was wasted space. Lord, they were
so completely different. Maybe that was why they’d been such
good partners. And good friends, at least during working hours.

So why had he tried to kill her?

Tears stung her eyes, and she blinked them back. Damn it
all, the man she’d shot wasn’t Jack. It was a clone who didn’t
deserve her guilt or her tears.

Maybe Jack himself didn’t even deserve them.

The bedroom was a mess. Blankets were strewn onto the
floor, and clothes lay everywhere, the ironed mingling with the
dirty in drifting piles. But the dust that lay thick on the furniture
through the rest of the house was absent here. A coffee cup sat
on the dressing table, its contents half-consumed and just
beginning to congeal. Someone had been in here recently, and if
the clothes were any indication, had packed in a hurry.

She stepped across several clothing mounds and made her
way into the master bathroom. No trace of Suzy’s makeup—a
telling sign, if ever there was one. From what Jack had said, she
had a veritable mountain of the stuff she used night and day. It
had obviously gone with Suzy—wherever that might be.

She turned and crossed to the bedside table, opening the top
drawer. Undergarments greeted her—Jack’s, by the look of it.
She poked through the drawer, just to ensure there was nothing
else, and a slight edge of white caught her eye. She pulled it out.
It was an empty envelope, addressed to Jack. She flipped it over.
The sender was an R. C. Clarke—the same man who rented the
rooms above the Chinese restaurant where this mess had all
begun. No wonder the name had sounded familiar. Jack must
have mentioned it at one time. Clarke was obviously someone
she’d better start investigating.

But why had Jack kept an empty envelope? That he had
suggested it had some value, which made no sense, given
everything else of value had disappeared. Unless it was something
he’d forgotten.
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Frown deepening, she folded the envelope, and slipped it
into her pocket. Then she grabbed the drawer and pulled it out,
tipping the undergarments onto the floor as she flipped it over.
Nothing taped on the bottom. She studied the base for a moment,
and then noticed a slight scrape along one side, and a broken
edge in one corner.

She tapped the bottom and heard the slight echo, as if the
drawer were hollow. And the actual depth of the drawer certainly
didn’t match the depth of the sides. Maybe a false bottom? She
stuck her little finger into the hole and gently tugged. The top
layer came away, revealing a two inch hiding hole. Several digital
disks gleamed softly in the half-light. She shoved them into her
pocket with the envelope.

Out in the hall, a floorboard creaked—a sound so soft that if
it wasn’t for the strange hush over the house she might not have
heard it. Even then, she might have passed it off as nothing more
than the normal creaking of an old house, but there was a sudden
prickle of heat across her skin, and the wash of awareness through
her mind.

A vampire and a shapeshifter had entered the house.

She reached back for her gun, and then realized she no longer
had it. Her gaze went to the bed. Jack had often said a gun was
the natural extension of his arm. Even in the bedroom, he would
have had one within reach.

She knelt down and felt underneath. Her fingers slid across
the metal slats, then touched something slick and cold. Smiling
grimly, she peeled the weapon away from its hiding spot.

Only it wasn’t just any old gun—it was the latest in laser
development, a Y-shaped weapon that molded itself to your palm
and could blow a hole the size of a football field in the side of a
building.

She frowned as she peeled the tape off the weapon. Where
had Jack found the money to buy something like this? You
certainly couldn’t get these legally, and they were worth a damn
fortune on the streets.

As she checked to see if the weapon was loaded, another
floorboard creaked. Mouth suddenly dry, she grasped the weapon
and walked carefully to the door. The silence was so deep she
could hear breathing—not hers, someone else’s.

They were close. Maybe even right outside the bedroom door.

She set the gun to immobilize, and then clicked the safety
off. The sound, though whisper soft, seemed to ricochet through
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the hush. In the hall, someone chuckled softly.

A chill ran down her spine. No one in their right mind would
laugh like that. Not unless they were very, very sure of the
outcome. With the gun clinging to her palm like a limpet, the
barrel barely visible between her clenched fingers, she took a
deep breath and stepped from the bedroom.



Seven

Gabriel strode down the pristine halls of SIU, trying to ignore
the surprised looks that came his way. He felt like shit, and as
Karl had already pointed out, he looked like it, too. But hell, did
everyone have to look so damn amused once their initial shock
had worn off?

His office door slid open long before he neared it, revealing
Finley, who had several reams of paper clutched close to his
chest.

“They told me you wanted to see me, sir.”

He smiled grimly. What he’d actually said was that he’d like
to wring the doctor’s scrawny little neck for letting Ryan escape.
And he had promptly been reminded that the woman was his
responsibility, not Finley’s. A truth he couldn’t argue without
explaining why he hadn’t been here to mind her.

“I told you to watch her, Finley.”

The young doctor pushed his glasses up his nose and stepped
back, allowing Gabriel room to pass.

“l assigned two guards. | just didn’t expect her to escape
through the false ceiling.”

No one did, least of all him. But he was beginning to think
they should expect the unexpected when dealing with Samantha
Ryan. He crossed to the small wash area and flicked on the tap.
“How many tests did you manage to run?”

“Several.” Finley peeled the printouts away from his chest
and shuffled through the top layer. “We haven’t yet been able to
pin down that extra chromosome. Tests so far indicate it’s
something we haven’t come across before.”

He studied his reflection for a moment. Dried blood had
matted his hair into a free-for-all of weird shapes, and a deep cut
near his right cheek was beginning to swell his eye shut. Stephan
was going to be really pleased to see the state he was in, especially
after his request that Gabriel take a partner with him on missions.

He ducked his head under the cold water, rinsing the blood
away, then grabbed a towel and returned his attention to Finley.
“I thought we’d just finished cataloging all known species, human
or not.”

“That’s the thing—known species. You can be pretty sure
there’s a heck of a lot of species out there that we haven’t seen,
let alone cataloged.”
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The kites were one of them, that was for sure. And they
were one secret the Federation wouldn’t be able to keep much
longer. With the recent rise in kite attacks, the SIU would soon
have to be notified and brought in.

“Are you trying to tell me Ryan’s not human?” Given what
he’d seen of her so far unnoted skills, he suspected this was a
very real possibility.

Finley shook his head. “I’m just making a point. If there are
nonhuman species out there we haven’t yet seen, why shouldn’t
it be the same with humans? Especially in this day and age, when
gene manipulation and cloning is a government funded research
program?”

Even so, it was odd to find a human chromosome they
couldn’t categorize. Unless, of course, they were looking for
something only partially human and long thought dead. “Finley,
do you believe Shadow Walkers ever existed?”

The young doctor pushed back his glasses and pursed his
lips. “To be honest,” he said eventually, “no. My father once told
me he worked with a man who could hide in shadows, but |
always presumed he meant a vampire.”

Finley’s father had worked for the military. Covert operations,
if he recalled correctly. “Did he ever mention Shadow Walkers?”

“No.” Finley hesitated, his expression curious. “Why the
sudden interest in a myth?”

“No reason.” Maybe Karl was barking up the wrong tree,
for once. “What about the microchip?”

Finley dug into the reams of paper and pulled out a small,
flat container. “Found it under the armpit. Been there for some
time, I’d say.”

He walked to Finley and took the container, holding it up to
the light. The microchip looked to be little more than a speck of
dust. “What can you tell about it?”

“Well, it’s one of the military’s, though they stopped using
this type some twenty years ago.”

Sam would barely have been nine. Why would they insert
something like this in the side of a child? “What did they use
them for?”

“Tracking, usually. Every soldier has one, even today.”

“Were Ryan’s parents in the military?”

Finley shrugged. “We haven’t been any more successful in
finding information on her parents than State was.”

Mayhbe his own search had been more successful. Once Finley
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left, he’d check. “If this device is still active, is there anyway for
us to track the signal back?”

“We can try.”

The look on the young doctor’s face told him results were
doubtful. “What about someone continuing to track us through
it?”

“As long as you leave it in that container, you’re safe.”

Good. Because he fully intended handing it over to the
Federation’s experts to see what they could make of it. “Mind if
| keep this awhile?”

The young doctor shook his head. “We got all the information
we can off it.”

“I’ll need a copy of the test results sent to my com-unit,
t00.”

“Already done, sir. We’ll update as we go.”
At least Finley was efficient, even if he wasn’t so observant
at times. “Thanks.”

The doctor nodded and quickly exited. Gabriel studied the
chip a moment longer, then shoved it in his pocket and walked
across to his desk. “Computer on.”

The com-unit hummed softly. “Background check on
Samantha Ryan complete. Results inadequate.”

He frowned. How could search results be inadequate?
“Explain.”

“No record of Samantha Ryan until the year two-o-three-
two, when she was placed into state care by person or persons
unknown. No record of parents, though a certificate of birth was
filed in two-o-eighteen. No country of origin recorded on
certificate. No doctor’s signature.”

“That can’t happen.” That it had spoke of government forces
being involved somewhere along the line. Either that or someone
had purposefully erased nearly all record of her past, which again
could only have been managed by someone in power.

He leaned back in his chair and stared at the screen
thoughtfully. “Have you tried military records for the time frames
mentioned?”

“Muilitary records for that period are not available for general
searches.”

Sometimes these computers were as dense as any human.
“Do a priority one search through all available government
records, military or otherwise.” He hesitated, tapping the desk
lightly. It wasn’t likely he’d get back to this office any time soon.
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He had too much to do. “Send search results, a copy of Ryan’s
current file and any updates to outlink 5019. Security access one.”

“Transfer proceeding. Search proceeding. Director Hanrahan
wishes to speak with you.”

He scrubbed a hand across his eyes. The day was definitely
getting worse. “Put him through.”

The director’s familiar features came on-line. “I want an
update on the Ryan case.”

He watched the Director’s heavy jowls flap like sheets in
the wind and barely controlled a smile. With all the weight
Hanrahan had lost lately, he looked more like a basset hound
than ever. “Investigations are still proceeding, sir.”

The director’s heavy-lidded gaze flicked to the right of the
screen—a warning there was someone in the office with him.
Who?

“Why haven’t the investigations been wrapped up? Ryan
admitted shooting her partner. It’s a matter of record that she
made several threats towards him. What’s the problem?”

He frowned. That’s the first he’d heard of any threats. “Ryan
claims her partner was a vampire, and that she killed him in self-
defense.”

“Poppycock. The woman knows the trouble she’s in and is
just spinning you a line. State is getting restless over this. They
want a result, and so do I.”

There was an edge to the director’s voice that didn’t make
sense. Almost an urgency. Something was obviously wrong. For
a second, he considered storming Hanrahan’s stronghold. But
the Director’s eyes, green slits barely visible beneath the heavily
curtained lids, seemed to warn against it.

“When I find out what’s going on, you’ll be the first to know,
sir.” Which was the truth, in more ways than one, he thought
grimly.

“Not good enough, Stern. You have until tomorrow to wind
up your investigations and hand the woman back for prosecution.”

Prosecution. He snorted softly. So Sam’s fate had already
been decided—she was being shafted big time. The question he
had to answer now was why. And there was precious little time
to do it in. “You’ll have my final report tomorrow afternoon.”

Hanrahan nodded. “See that | do.”

The screen went blank. He swore softly and leaned back in
his chair. Someone wanted Sam out of the way, someone powerful
enough to put pressure on Hanrahan to wind up an investigation.
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He had to find Sam, and fast. Not that he had any intention
of handing her over to anyone—at least until he’d sorted out the
puzzle she presented. But where would she have gone? Where
would he have gone, in the same situati