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PROLOGUE



 
CHAPTER ZERO

The Lovers
 
The Sentinel District
Amaranthe, 2314 CE
– Seven Months Ago
 
Two bodies are locked together between the sheets in the small, modest bedroom of a Sentinel District apartment. Hastily shed clothes are strewn about the floor: a Hunter Division uniform and a summer dress, weapons buried within them and beneath them. Moonlight streams in through the window, and the clock on the bedside table ticks five past three a.m..
Finding release inside her, the man smothers a roar against a pillow and catches his breath before rolling off his partner. He makes himself comfortable in the bed beside her while she, happy and content, closes her eyes and relishes the last echoes of sensation from their lovemaking.
Her long blonde hair flows freely over the pillow, and a smile tugs at her lips as he presses a kiss against her cheek.
“You’re exquisite,” he whispers, nuzzling into her.
“Flatterer.” She smirks, flashing her deep blue eyes at him.
Loralei Cross is twenty-nine years old and effortlessly beautiful. Her features are delicate and soft, and her cherry red lips entice more kisses from her lover, Gabriel Maydevine.
He recently turned thirty, and should’ve been married with children long ago, but had stubbornly refused to conform to society’s norms. Flinging back the covers, he sits up on the edge of the bed and runs his hands quickly through his thick dark hair, then stretches his muscular shoulders.
He craves nicotine.
Snatching his Kevlar vest off the floor, he digs through the various pockets, finally pulling out a packet of cigarettes and a lighter. He puts one to his lips, but before he can light it, Lora leans forward and presses a kiss against his shoulder.
“No, Gabe.” She takes the cigarette from him. “You know better than that.”
“Do I?”
“Do you want J.C. to know you were here?”
Gabriel considers grabbing the cigarette back from her and lighting it anyway.
But only fleetingly.
Without any word of argument, he accepts defeat and gets up off the bed, stretching his back and shoulders. Behind him, Lora hugs the bed sheets around her naked body and tucks her knees up to her chin, watching him dress.
“I’ll leave him,” she whispers softly. “Just say the word.”
Buckling up his pants, Gabriel looks over at her. “What word is that?”
“Don’t be a shit.” She tosses a pillow at him.
He deflects the missile and lunges playfully toward the bed. Pinning her down against the mattress, he locks lips with her once more.
“If I could make you my wife, I would, but this isn’t as simple as either one of us wants it to be.” He reaches for her left hand and holds it up in front of her face, tapping his finger against her wedding ring. “You’re not mine to take.”
“And yet you’ve taken me nearly every night for almost three years.”
Gabriel hangs his head and pushes himself away from her. “I don’t need to be reminded that I’m a thief of your love.”
He finishes dressing, gathers his weapons and walks out of the room, leaving her to pull on a silk chemise and follow him. She catches up to him in the kitchen, where he’s gathering his cell phone and house keys off the counter.
“You’re leaving?” Her voice sounds almost pitiful.
Gabriel checks his watch. “He’ll be off shift in an hour.”
Silence.
He leans against the counter, keeping his gaze averted from her. He knows that if he looks at her—if he gets even the faintest glimpse of her body beneath the chemise—he won’t be able to tear himself away.
Lora senses his internal conflict and slinks up to him, slipping between his arms and pressing her body against his.
Instinctively, he wraps her up in an embrace. “I love you, Lora.”
“Do you?” She rests her cheek against his chest. “Sometimes I wonder if what you truly love is the thrill of toying with something that doesn’t belong to you, just to prove that you can.”
“You know me better than that.”
“I see the way you look at me across a crowded room, and I know your cock stiffens with anticipation at the thought of sneaking me away and slipping it to me while my husband laughs and drinks unawares in the room next door. I see how eager and frantic you are to possess me, and how quickly you peak. The secrecy is like foreplay to you. It excites you.”
“You excite me.”
“I want a future with you, Gabe.”
“We’ll get there. I promise we will.”
“Good, because you’re going to be a father.”
She throws that out so nonchalantly, he’s not sure if she’s joking. Taking her firmly by the shoulders, he moves her away from him so that he can look down at her face, and just one look at those anxious blue eyes tells him that she’s not trying to make him laugh.
Not even remotely.
She’s serious.
Nevertheless, he needs to hear it again.
“What did you … ?”
“I’m pregnant, Gabe.”
Gabriel opens and closes his mouth, but no words come out.
“You’re going to be a father,” she repeats. “Please say something.”
“I thought you couldn’t … ?”
“Apparently, I can. We can—we did.”
“You and J.C. have been married for over ten years without …”
She shrugs. “I guess I was never the source of the problem.”
Gabriel turns away from her and rubs his palms over his face and through his hair, trying to process this new information without overreacting. He wanders into the living room, keenly aware that she’s following close behind him.
With his back still to her, “How long?”
“Two months.”
He turns to face her. “Does he know?”
Lora shakes her head. “I haven’t told anyone.”
He looks relieved. “When did you find out?”
“Several weeks ago.”
“And you didn’t tell me?” Now he looks hurt.
“I didn’t know how you’d take it.” Lora drops down onto the couch. “Can you blame me for being reticent? You’re not exactly jumping for joy.”
Gabriel kneels before her. “Don’t you think I would be? If I were your—”
She leans forward and cups his face in her hands. “You can be.” She strokes his stubbly cheeks with her thumbs. “If you wanted to, we could be married before this baby is born.”
Resting his hands against her thighs, Gabriel drops his head into her lap. “The timing of this is impossible.”
“When hasn’t it been? You’ve been sidelining our feelings for one another since the day we met.”
“You’re my best friend’s wife.”
“And we wanted each other from the very first glance.”
“I thought it was infatuation. I thought it would pass.”
“It didn’t.” She begins to run her fingers through his hair. “I knew I was in love with you the first time I let you steal a kiss from me.”
“I thought you hated me for that.” He smiles at the memory.
“Hate you? I was the one who put the spider in the bathtub in the first place.”
Three years ago, he’d come over to rid the apartment of a black widow that turned out to be a common house spider, and ended up locking lips with her in the living room. They’d tumbled onto the couch together, frantically clutching at one another’s clothes, releasing years of pent up longing. He’d been in the midst of unbuckling his belt when they were interrupted by one of Lora’s neighbors at the door.
He’d apologized and immediately withdrawn from her. She’d felt self-conscious, and pulled back from him in her own way, retreating into herself, refusing to make eye contact.
“I hated the way you made me feel,” she confesses. “I’d heard stories about your antics, dating all the way back to your Academy days: the loveable rogue who broke girls’ hearts like eggshells. I thought you were just looking for another conquest in me, and I loathed how my body responded to you so easily.” She hesitates. “I still do.”
Gabriel looks up at her. “We have to wait. Please understand that we have to wait.”
She withdraws her hands. “I’ve been waiting.”
“This is scandalous.”
“No shit. I’m a married woman and you’re a first line Hunter who’s practically promised himself to the daughter of the Governor’s chief aide.”
“I’ve made no proposition to her.”
“Doesn’t she think that’s odd? It’s been three years for god’s sake. She’s belonged to you since she was sixteen years old.”
“She knows my reputation.”
“So? She thinks you’re proving yourself to her?” Lora rolls her eyes. “You’re going to destroy her.”
“I’m not sleeping with her.”
“You’re still using her, Gabe. You’ve made her your trophy: a pretty little distraction to hold the attention of the city while you sneak away behind her back and into my bed. Everyone’s so busy fawning over her, they don’t notice you making eyes at me.” She leans back against the couch and places a hand lightly on her belly. “But that’s about to change.”
“You can’t say a word. Not to anyone. Not yet.”
Lora peaks an eyebrow at him. “And how long do you expect me to wait? Much longer and I’ll have to tell J.C., and then you’re fucked—I’ll have to say that it’s his.”
“How do you know it’s not?”
Thwack!
She’s never struck him before, and the slap takes him completely by surprise. He doesn’t rebuke her, though—he deserved it.
Silence.
Then, her mood softens. “Do you remember when that Chimera took a chunk out of J.C.’s liver not so long ago?”
Gabriel nods. “He was hospitalized for a week.”
“Exactly.”
More silence.
He doesn’t need her to spell out the facts for him.
“I’m on the shortlist for the Deputy General position,” he says at last.
“And?” Lora sighs.
He slides a hand across her stomach. “A transgression like this could cost me that promotion.”
“This is more important.” She presses her hand over his.
“Hold off until the decision’s made. That’s all I ask.”
She brushes his hand away, sucking in her cheeks and pursing her lips. “That’s all?” She huffs. “That’s not such a simple thing. You have no idea what you’re asking of me.”
“Be patient, please.”
“Have I not been thus far?”
Clutching her thighs, he drags her forward and pulls her into a kiss.
She’ll do whatever he asks—she always has.
 
 
 





 
 




CHAPTER ONE

Death
 
The Sentinel District
Amaranthe, 2314 CE
– Present Day
 
Loralei, her purse slung over her shoulder, leaves her apartment to fetch some groceries for dinner. As she closes the front door behind her, it locks automatically.
It’s fast approaching the end of August, and the air is muggy and uncomfortable. Wearing flip-flops, yoga pants, and a flowing summer tee that drapes elegantly over her round belly, she takes a deep breath and prepares to face the summer heat.
Not that she’ll ever make it that far.
She takes no more than a few steps down the tenth floor hallway when another door opens adjacent to her apartment, and a small six-year-old boy appears in the threshold. He’s skinny, with dark hair and chocolate eyes, and he’s transfixed on her stomach.
“Good morning, Alexander.” She smiles at him.
He says nothing.
His eye-line doesn’t even flicker.
She kneels down to be at his level.
“Do you want to come closer?” She beckons him over.
He takes a step, but stops abruptly when Lora winces and presses a hand just below her belly button.
“It’s okay,” she assures him, urging him nearer. “She kicked me, that’s all.”
“She hurt you?” Alexander asks, bridging the gap between them.
“She wriggles a lot.” Lora reaches for his hand. “Do you want to feel her move?”
He’s obviously nervous.
“Here”—she places his small palm flat against her stomach—“can you feel that?”
Alexander nods.
“She’s been doing gymnastics all morning.”
“It’s a girl?”
Lora nods. “Her name’s Ella.”
“Who will help you take care of her?”
“Her father. My husband.”
Alexander is too young to detect the separation in her words.
“Can I help, too?” He beams at her.
“Would you like that?”
He nods fervently.
“Then of course.” She beams back at him. “I think I’ll need all the help I can get.”
Just then, she feels a sharp pain. A frown creases her brow and she flinches away, leaning against the wall for support. With a gasp, Alexander retracts his hand and stumbles back a few paces.
“It’s okay, Alexander.” Lora tries to calm him. “Don’t be frightened.”
She digs through her purse, but can’t find her cell phone.
“Shit.” She presses her palm to her forehead, stifling a squeal at another twinge of pain. “Alexander”—she locks eyes with him—“I need your help. Can you do something for me?”
He hovers a few feet away, unsure what to do, and watches with tears in his eyes as Lora slides down onto her bum and tries to make herself comfortable.
“I need you to go inside and call for an ambulance, okay?” She tries to control her breathing. “Do you know how to do that?”
Alexander nods.
“Good.” She closes her eyes and tilts her head back. “Go do it, please. Do it quick.”
Without hesitation, Alexander runs obediently back inside his apartment.
 
*************************
 
Gabriel burns through the doors into the maternity ward of Western Point Hospital.
“Where is she?” he demands of the receptionist. “Loralei Cross. What room is she in?”
The receptionist points to a door less than fifty feet away, and Gabriel doesn’t wait for a proper invitation. He swings open the door and barges through into Lora’s private hospital room.
“Lora!” he calls frantically.
The sight of her lying in the hospital bed, her legs spread, is both thrilling and terrifying. She’s about to have their child, but that child’s about to be born with another man’s name.
He dug that grave for himself.
He never thought he’d actually have to lie in it.
“Gabe.” She reaches out to him.
He pulls a chair up beside her bed, takes her by the hand and kisses her fingers. As he moves closer to her, she notices something about his Kevlar vest.
It’s new.
It’s different.
She slips her hand out of his grasp and traces her fingers over his embroidered name.
 
            Hunter Division
            Deputy General
            Maydevine, Gabriel
 
“You got the job.” She smiles up at him. “And just in the nick of time, you jammy bastard.”
She grits her teeth and bears the pain of another contraction.
Gabriel scoops up her hand again, squeezing it tight. “I told you everything was going to be okay.” He presses his lips against her fingers. “We’re going to be together. Everything’s going to be fine.”
“I’m glad you’re here.” Her voice is so quiet—so weak.
Another contraction.
She begins to bleed.
More pain.
The lab coats in the room begin to panic.
“Lora …” Gabriel strokes his fingers over her cheek.
She doesn’t respond.
She passes out.
“Lora.” He taps her cheek gently, trying to coax her back.
It doesn’t work.
All of a sudden, there’s a gush of blood.
The room becomes a blur of voices and movement, and Gabriel is ushered out by someone in a white coat.
Emergency.
Uterus.
Ruptured.
He doesn’t understand.
He doesn’t argue.
It wouldn’t matter anyway.
 
*************************
 
Gabriel, wired on coffee, wringing his hands fretfully, stares down at the floor in the waiting room of Western Point’s maternity ward.
He has no idea how much time has passed.
It feels like more than an hour.
Possibly more than two.
Eventually, a doctor appears. Gabriel leaps to his feet and pleads for answers, but the doctor has very little good news to offer him. He starts with the words “I’m sorry”, and Gabriel drops back down into his chair.
“Is it the mother or the child?” he cuts the doctor off mid-sentence.
“The child is fine.” The doctor looks apologetic. “A perfectly healthy baby girl. Unfortunately, the mother—”
“Can I see her?”
“Which one?”
“Both.” He forces himself to make eye contact with the doctor. “The mother first.”
In a solemn silence, the doctor leads Gabriel to the morgue. Lora’s corpse is wheeled out on a gurney, covered in a white sheet.
Gabriel hesitates.
He’s seen corpses before. He’s seen men, mutilated in battle. He’s seen them disfigured and bloody, missing limbs and even faces. He’s seen intestines spilling out from abdominal cavities, and chests ripped open, lungs and heart exposed.
He’s seen throats slit so deep the vocal cords are protruding, eyes gouged out and scalps stripped from bone like the peel off an orange. He’s seen broken bones pierced through flesh, and so much blood you could swim in it.
But he’s never seen this.
He’s never seen the pale, fragile remains of a woman he loves more than he ever thought it was possible to love another human being. The only woman he’d ever considered making a life with. The woman he’s just had a child with.
The coroner pulls back the sheet to reveal Lora’s cold, lifeless face, and Gabriel has to lean against the gurney to steady himself, feeling bile rise in his throat. Reaching tentatively toward her face, he brushes stray hair away from her eyes. As his fingertip sweeps lightly over her forehead, he’s shocked by the change in her already.
Her skin feels clammy and taut. Tiptoeing his fingers over her lips, he remembers what it felt like to kiss her: so moist and soft and pulsing with life.
Not anymore. Now they’re dry and cold and cyanotic, and slightly firm to the touch.
Tears well in his eyes.
He can’t help it.
The coroner is watching—so is the doctor—but he can’t do anything to stop it. He’s never felt grief like this before, and he doesn’t know how to suppress it. He presses a kiss against her forehead, but the unfamiliar sensation of her dead skin against his lips almost makes him express the contents of his stomach on the floor.
Almost.
Not quite.
“The child,” he mumbles, trying to ignore a swell of nausea in the pit of his stomach. “Where is the child?”
The doctor steps forward. “I can take you to her.”
Without glancing back, Gabriel wipes a few determined tears away with his sleeve and follows the doctor out of the room. Minutes later, they’re in Lora’s old hospital room. Her blood is still pooled all over the floor, and the bed sheets are soaked red.
A bucket of drenched surgical swabs, gauze and disposable accoutrements has been left beside the bed. In it, on top of the garbage, are the afterbirth and the remains of Lora’s torn uterus. After cutting her open to remove the baby, they’d attempted to save her life by performing a hysterectomy.
It achieved nothing.
The doctor kicks the bucket under the bed, hoping to hide it from Gabriel.
Too late.
He already saw it.
A split second later, his attention is drawn elsewhere. In the corner of the room, in a sterile hospital crib, a tiny baby is sleeping.
Gabriel approaches the crib slowly, his breathing shallow and irregular. She looks so small and delicate, her pink wrinkly skin almost glowing under the bright hospital lights. As he looks over the edge of the crib, she blows a saliva bubble between her lips.
She’s perfect.
He glances over at the doctor, making sure he has permission to touch her.
“I’ll give you some privacy,” the doctor offers, leaving the room and closing the door behind him.
Gabriel turns back to the crib.
The baby.
His baby.
Ella.
He hasn’t been around a newborn since his youngest brother was born, and he barely remembers what to do. He scoops baby Ella up out of the crib and cradles her in his arms, supporting her head in the crook of his elbow.
She wriggles and stirs, but doesn’t open her eyes. A tiny hand reaches out, grasping for something, and Gabriel offers her his finger. Sitting down with her in a nearby chair, he coos over her as she clutches onto him, gurgling and fidgeting with her hands.
Time passes.
Ella sleeps.
Ella wakes and cries, and a nurse comes to assist Gabriel with a feeding.
Afterward, Ella sleeps some more. All the while, Gabriel can’t take his eyes off her. He fusses over her, rocks her gently and strokes her chubby, flushed cheeks with his thumb.
He doesn’t notice the sun set or darkness fall, and at first, he doesn’t even notice the door open. It’s a while before he realizes he’s being watched.
Jonathan Cross has arrived.
J.C..
Lora’s husband.
His best friend.
Ella’s … father?
His heart freezes as J.C. strides into the room and holds his arms out expectantly.
“Thank you for staying with her.” He looks fraught. “I’d like to be alone with my daughter now.”
He went home before he came to the hospital—he must’ve. He’s changed out of his Division uniform and he’s recently showered. His shaved head is glistening with tiny beads of nervous sweat, and his jaw is tight. He and Gabriel are the same age, and of roughly equal strength, but very different demeanors. J.C. struggles to appear tough and in control, whereas Gabriel struggles to show his softer side in front of others.
And now is no exception.
He has no choice but to hand baby Ella over, so he does.
“I put in a request for some personal time off work,” J.C. informs him brusquely. “The Hunter General already approved it.”
“Of course.” Gabriel swallows hard. “If there’s anything you—”
“We’ll be fine.” J.C. gazes intently at baby Ella. “Thank you.”
That’s a dismissal, and Gabriel knows it.
Lacking a legitimate reason to argue against it, he leaves. He pushes through the hospital hallways at double pace, eager to get out into the fresh night air. As soon as he breaks through the hospital entranceway, his caged emotions start to get the better of him.
He makes his way to the end of the building and ducks around the corner, slumping into a weakened pile on the ground, sobbing gently.



CHAPTER TWO

The Hermit
 
Gabriel downs a double measure of illegally distilled, high proof whiskey in a popular Fringe District bar: Kink Central. It’s a one-stop shop for booze, drugs, gambling and sex, and Gabriel’s slowly working his way down the list.
Kicked out of Western Point by J.C., left with nowhere to go and no place for the overwhelming emotions inside him, he’d come straight to this familiar haunt. He didn’t want to be home alone, drinking himself into a stupor in solitude. He’d rather be here, surrounded by life and noise and distraction, slowly numbing himself.
He has no idea of the time, and he doesn’t care. He loses track of the amount of liquor he’s consumed, and the number of cigarettes he’s smoked. His head’s spinning, and when he tires of losing hand after hand at poker, he retreats to one of Kink Central’s back rooms.
Here, he settles himself into a corner and watches the conclusion of a fight that’s been underway for twenty minutes. In the middle of the room, the floor’s been torn up to expose the basement beneath, and a chain-link fence has been erected around it. Inside this pit, two Chimera fight to the death.
Their leathery gray bodies become a blur of flailing limbs, talons, and snarling teeth. Blood soaks into the dirt and stains it red. Their shrieks, huffs and shrills echo around the room, every roar and growl cheered on by the eager crowd of spectators who’ve placed wagers on the likely winner.
Not that it matters which one wins—it’s all about the bloodshed.
It’s all about the violence.
It’s all about the pleasure of watching one of these abhorrent freaks of nature die in abject agony, and relishing in its torment.
For many, it’s cathartic.
These repulsive creatures bred like cockroaches and took over the New World after a global war destroyed human civilization, and now they’re nothing more than entertainment. Humans are taking back what’s rightfully theirs, and seeking to eradicate these intruders from their land. It’s gratifying to watch them die.
Usually, that is.
But not tonight.
Tonight, it’s doing little to ease Gabriel’s troubles. He’s preoccupied and barely conscious, slumped against the wall, staring at the pit. One fight becomes two, becomes three or four or more. He watches monsters pull each other apart, tearing limb from limb and flesh from bone. He passes out and comes to again, and has no idea whether this is the same fight or a different one, the same day or the next.
He’s bored.
Though he tries to ignore her, a Jade—a Fringe District whore—has her eyes fixed on him from across the room. He refuses to make eye contact. As he gets up from his seat, empty beer bottles topple like dominoes all around him. He steadies himself against the wall, manages to remain conscious despite an almost complete gray-out of his vision, and then stumbles toward the washroom.
The Jade intercepts him.
“You want some help, honey?”
He shoves her out of the way. “No.”
She lets him go … but she’s waiting for him again when he returns a minute later. In one hand, she’s holding two bottles of beer. In the other hand, she’s got two cigarettes pinched between her fingers.
She’s persistent.
“Slow night?” Gabriel guesses.
She shrugs. “Kind of.”
He takes a cigarette from her. “You bought these yourself?”
“You looked as though you could use a little something.”
Gabriel digs a lighter out of his pocket, lighting his, and then hers. Cigarettes are sold individually in this district, and they’re not cheap.
“I consider it an investment.” She smiles at him. “If you like me, you’ll wanna spend time with me.”
Gabriel trails his eyes over her. She’s in her early twenties, and would have a perfect figure were she not undernourished. She’s wearing hot-pants and a sequined bra, and her hips are painfully skeletal. Her breasts, on the other hand, are disproportionately full compared to the rest of her body. When she raises her arms above her head, swaying her hips from side-to-side in rhythm to an electronic beat thumping out from the room next door, Gabriel spies two tiny scars peeking out below the underwire of her bra.
She’s been surgically enhanced, and that can only mean one thing: she’s a top earner. If she weren’t, her Handler would never have sprung for the surgery.
“How much for the night?” Gabriel asks at last, snatching one of the beers out of her hand.
“Depends.” She teases him by pulling down the hem of her hot-pants, revealing some of her shaved pubic area. “What type of service do you want?”
A few minutes later, she’s giving him a private dance in a bedroom on the top floor of Kink Central. She shakes her boney hips, moving her body to made-up beat, doing her very best to get this appointment upgraded to something a little more physical—and it appears to be working.
As she gyrates over his lap, he begins to get aroused. Despite the alcohol in his system, and despite his will to suppress it, his anatomy hardens and he craves intimacy. Whether she can see it, or simply sense it, she suddenly changes seduction tactics. She releases her breasts from the sequined bra and leans over him, sliding slowly onto his lap.
Rocking back and forth on him, she rubs her naked breasts against his chest and coaxes his erection bigger.
“I think you need more than a dance,” she whispers in his ear.
She’s right.
He’s throbbing inside his pants and he wants stimulation of a different kind.
He wants to feel better.
He’s about to give in to temptation when his cell phone begins to ring. He tries to reach for it, but the Jade gets there first. She delves her hand into the pocket of his pants and fumbles around for it. At first, she deliberately misses. She pinches the head of his engorged cock delicately between her fingers, causing him to flinch back from her.
He doesn’t want this.
Not from her.
He snatches the phone away from her and checks the caller ID.
It’s Veronica Valentine.
Veva, the girl who’s belonged to him since she was sixteen.
Coming to his senses somewhat, he pushes the Jade off his lap and answers the call.
“Vee.”
“Gabe, where the hell are you?!”
Her voice is some small relief to hear on the other end of the line, even though she’s pissed at him.
“I needed to blow off some steam.”
“I haven’t heard from you in two days.”
That sobers Gabriel up slightly. Two days? Really? Is that how much time has passed?
He checks his phone to confirm the date and time: six p.m. on a Monday.
He’s lost the weekend.
He’s missed work.
Shit.
The Jade tries to reengage him, but he keeps her at bay.
He forgets about the phone call.
“Gabe? … Gabe? Hello? … Are you there?”
His head spinning, he puts the phone back to his ear. “I’m sorry, Vee.”
“Where’ve you been?”
“Nowhere. I … ”
The Jade coos to him in the background and he tries to silence her.
“Who’re you with?” Veva sounds suspicious.
“No-one.” Gabriel tries to stand, supporting himself against the furniture as he makes his way to the door of the whorehouse bedroom. “I’m on my way home. Let’s have dinner tonight. Just you and me. I’ll pick you up in an hour?”
On the other end of the phone, Veva sighs. “Gabe, I—”
“Please.” He doesn’t let her protest. “I need to see you.”
“I already ate.”
“A walk, then.”
Silence.
“Vee,” he pleads. “Let me make this up to you.”
Another silence.
Then, “Okay. One hour.”
Click.
“Hey!” the Jade calls to him as he swings open the bedroom door. “Where are you going?”
“I can’t stay here. Real life needs me.”
“I’m not real?” The Jade strips completely for him, hoping to entice him to stay.
He doesn’t even look back.
 
*************************
 
An hour and ten minutes later, Gabriel is standing outside Veva’s house, waiting for her. When she emerges, she’s wearing a stunning a-line skirt with a silk blouse and four inch heels. Her long dark hair is clipped back, away from her face, and her hazel eyes are piercing and vibrant.
She looks immaculate.
“You’re late,” she moans disapprovingly.
“I’m so—”
“Sorry. I know.” She steps closer to him, inspecting his appearance.
He’s showered and shaved, and put on a clean uniform. He no longer reeks of booze and cigarettes, or the cheap perfume of a Jade.
“I was worried about you.” She runs her hands over his chest. “What happened?”
“I lost a friend.”
“And this is how you mourn? You disappear for days without word?”
“I’m a selfish asshole. Is that what you want me to say?”
“I want you to let me in.” She brings herself closer to him. “This isn’t going to work if you keep on closing me out.”
“This isn’t easy for me, you know.”
“What isn’t? Being a decent person? Or being in a relationship?”
“I’m trying, Vee. I’m just not good at this.”
“I’ve gathered that. You’ve been so absent the last few months. I’ve barely seen you, and I was beginning to wonder whether or not you even still—”
She doesn’t get to finish that thought.
Gabriel smothers her doubts with a kiss.
When it breaks, “I promised you a walk in the park, didn’t I?”
“I don’t think you promised me anything. In fact, you’ve always been very careful never to make a promise, lest you should be forced to break it.”
“Come on.” He takes her by the hand and tugs her onward. “Let’s go.”
Looping her arm through his, he leads her on a stroll through Prospect Park. They talk, they laugh—a little, albeit subdued—and eventually, they settle down together on a park bench.
As the conversation lapses, Veva edges closer to him.
He knows that if he makes a move on her now, she’ll accept him. Her eyes are gleaming and she’s looking up at him expectantly, waiting for him to advance on her.
He shouldn’t.
He knows better than this.
He’s mourning Lora’s loss, and the last thing he should be doing is exploiting Veva’s love for him. Nevertheless, the lure of her lips is overwhelming, and he succumbs to a sudden and intense pang of desire.
Fuck it.
Slipping a hand around her neck, he pulls her into a kiss.
Her lipstick tastes like apples.
The kiss is sincere and passionate, and Gabriel has to stop himself before he gets carried away. He can’t hide his arousal. His erection is prominent and obvious, and as Veva glances down into his lap, she can see the outline of it inside his clothing.
Feeling brave for a moment, she reaches forward and tickles her fingertips against the full length of it.
“Vee …” he cautions her against tempting him further.
Until now, their love affair—if you could even call it that—has been so chaste. They’d explored each other, but tentatively, and Gabriel had always held back. He so seldom demands anything of her at all, and she doesn’t know whether to find that endearing or confusing. She knows of his reputation, of course, and she isn’t sure if their abstinence should be interpreted as a symptom of his deeper devotion to her, or a complete lack of interest.
She wants to find out.
Instead of withdrawing her hand, she presses more firmly. In response, Gabriel adjusts his position, making himself more comfortable and giving her better access.
She continues to massage him.
He pulls her into another kiss and lets himself enjoy her touch. His earlier craving returns to him, but tenfold, and his eagerness soon gets the better of him. He unzips his pants, and Veva snatches up this opportunity in a heartbeat.
Slipping her hand inside, she touches him skin-to-skin. This isn’t the first time, but it’s been a long time, and she’s had enough of passively waiting for him to take the reins—she wants to make him want her.
And he does.
Right or wrong, he wants her.
“Kiss me,” he demands.
She’s about to put her lips to his, but he stops her.
“Not there.”
“Gabe …”
Without taking his eyes off her, he pulls himself completely out of his clothing. His fully erect cock is begging to be serviced by her lips, and the thought of it excites her.
“I need you,” he whispers, desperate for sexual gratification.
And she doesn’t disappoint. Without further hesitation, she dips her head into his lap and takes him in her mouth.
Gabriel gasps.
If he’s honest, he wasn’t expecting it to feel this good. She’s completely inexperienced, but it doesn’t show. Her lips and tongue move confidently over his flesh, bringing him to the height of pleasure in a matter of a few short minutes.
 



CHAPTER THREE

The Devil
 
Rat-a-tat-tat.
Gabriel knocks on the door to Lora and J.C.’s apartment and waits. It’s been almost a week, and he hasn’t heard so much as a peep from his best friend. No texts, no phone calls, no e-mails.
Nothing.
The silence is out of character, and it’s beginning to grate on Gabriel’s nerves. He tried calling last night, and again this morning—no answer. He left voicemail, but J.C. never responded. His texts went unread and all other attempts at social contact seemed to fall upon deaf ears, as if he were yelling into an empty abyss.
He knocks again.
Still nothing.
Infuriated, he digs his cell phone out of his pocket. He dials the numbers, but changes his mind and cancels the call before it has a chance to ring.
“Damnit.”
Fearful of appearing overanxious, he can’t bring himself to attempt the third call. In fact, he’s about to give up and walk away when the apartment door suddenly opens.
Neither one of them speaks.
J.C. looks haggard and tired. Drained of his usual color, he looks ghostlike and sickly, and he hasn’t shaved. He’s got dark circles under his eyes and his cheeks look gaunt.
He doesn’t invite Gabriel in.
Instead, “I’m not in the mood for visitors.”
His tone is even colder than it was at the hospital.
“Fair enough.” Gabriel tries to appear laidback. “You didn’t answer my calls, so I just stopped by to see if there was anything you needed.”
He doesn’t dare let on how badly he wants to see Ella. He can’t risk letting his desperation show, so he keeps his hands in his pockets and his voice restrained.
“Have you seen anyone? Have you left the apartment at all? The hospital said they were going to send a nurse to—”
“No,” J.C. snaps at him. “We don’t need anyone. We’re fine.”
Aggravated by such a swift rejection of his concern, and by the fact that an invitation into his friend’s home isn’t likely to be forthcoming, Gabriel responds with curtness.
“You don’t look fine.”
J.C.’s jaw tenses. “I’m coping.”
He doesn’t seem as though he’s going to budge.
“There’s no shame in asking for help,” Gabriel tries a different approach. “What you’re going through is—”
“I said we’ll manage,” J.C. cuts him off.
Silence.
He’s not usually this frosty, and Gabriel starts to feel uneasy. Is it a symptom of his grief? Or something more than that? He decides to drop the subterfuge.
“Can I see her?”
“Why?”
“Why not?”
“She’s sleeping.”
“You don’t have to wake her.”
“I said no.”
Gabriel’s chest heaves. “Is there something you wanna say to me?” His frustration begins to show. “Why the attitude? What’s really going on? Did I do something to piss you off?”
“What do you think?”
“I don’t know.” He upturns both palms. “One minute we’re playing cards together in the Fringe District, the next minute you’re freezing me out. If I’ve done something wrong, I’d really like to know about it.”
“My wife just died.”
“I know—I was there.”
“I wasn’t.”
There it is: the root of all this sudden animosity.
Jealousy.
Resentment.
Bitterness.
And Gabriel can empathize.
He knows exactly how that feels. It’s the way he’s felt since Lora’s death, knowing that his daughter is in the care of another man and that there’s not a damn thing he can do about it without tearing apart his best friend’s life, breaking Veva’s heart, tarnishing Lora’s memory, and causing an uproar. Still, it wasn’t his responsibility to inform J.C. of Lora’s condition. On that charge at least, he’s off the hook.
“You’re blaming me for the hospital’s inaction?”
“You didn’t call me.”
“They were supposed to call you. You should’ve been pulled off the line immediately.”
“No message was ever sent to me.”
“How is that my fault?”
More silence.
“Why you?” J.C. says finally. “You weren’t even close to being her family.”
“I had no control over—”
“Do you know when I found out what happened? The hospital called me to ask about the funeral arrangements because I was her registered next of kin. They were calling me to tell me that she was dead, and I didn’t even know she’d gone into labor.”
Gabriel feels a splash of guilt: if he’s completely honest, it hadn’t even occurred to him to make sure that J.C. was properly notified.
“You need to take this up with the hospital. You need to find out why you weren’t notified.”
“I did.”
“And?”
“She asked for you.” J.C. glares at him. “When she was giving birth to our child, they asked her who she wanted present and she told them to call for you. Now you tell me: why the hell would she do that?”
Gabriel doesn’t have an answer for him. At least, not one that would make him feel any better. He remains silent, but J.C.’s already inferred enough to guess at what the truth might be.
“Were you sleeping with my wife?”
Gabriel breaks eye contact, answering the question indirectly. “I want to be here for you and the baby. That’s all.”
J.C. doesn’t need him to spell it out.
His jaw tenses again. “Yeah, well, I need time. You have to give me that. I can’t even stand to look at you right now.”
As he closes the door, he mumbles something that sounds like ‘I’m sorry’.
He doesn’t mean it.
He’s not sorry, he’s angry—and rightfully so.
As Gabriel turns to leave, he spots Alexander standing in the doorway of his apartment across the hall. He must’ve watched their entire exchange.
“Can I help you, boy?”
Scared by Gabriel’s gruff, booming voice, Alexander hugs the doorframe.
“Where’s Mrs. C.?”
Great.
This is the last thing Gabriel’s in the mood for.
Reluctantly, he kneels down in front of Alexander and holds him by the shoulders, not quite sure how to handle such a delicate situation with such a young child. He’s not used to dealing with children at all, never mind bearing the burden of explaining death to a developing brain that’s still trying to wrap itself around the non-existence of Santa Claus. With every possible phrasing, sugarcoated or not, he finds potential difficulties.
She’s asleep.
When will she wake up?
She’s deceased.
Huh?
She’s passed away.
Where?
She’s expired.
Like milk?
She’s gone.
For how long?
He settles on: “She’s dead, son.”
It’s simple, it’s direct, there’s no bullshit, and—above all—it’s the truth.
Alexander’s lower lip trembles slightly. In a city where so much emphasis is placed on the slaughter of animals, it’s no wonder he already knows what the word ‘dead’ means.
Gabriel should’ve expected that.
“There was a complication while she was having the baby,” he explains. “There was nothing anyone could’ve done.”
Tears pool in Alexander’s eyes. “Is Ella okay?”
“Yes.” Gabriel nods. “How did you … ?”
“I promised I’d help Mrs. C. take care of her,” he smiles proudly, despite his sadness.
Gabriel recollects a vital piece of information from the hospital’s log. “You saw her that day, didn’t you? The hospital told me you were the one who made the call for the ambulance.”
“Yessir.” Alexander nods, shaking some of the tears loose.
“You saved her life. Did you know that? You saved Ella’s life by fetching help for her mother.” He squeezes the boy’s shoulders. “Thank you.”
“Is Mrs. C. really not never coming back?”
“No, son.” Gabriel staves off a tremor in his voice. “She’s not.”
“Then who will take care of Ella?”
Gabriel feels a sudden pang of despair, and bites it back before he answers.
“Her father will.”
“It’s not fair.” Alexander sniffs.
“No, it’s not fucking fair.” Some of Gabriel’s anger seeps out.
Just then, he notices that Alexander is wearing a Junior Hunter Division Academy hooded sweatshirt over a civilian t-shirt, and he pokes at the Omega emblem embroidered on the chest.
“How do you feel about this?”
“How am I supposed to feel about it, sir?”
“Serving in the Hunter Division is an honor and a privilege.”
“I know, sir. Thank you, sir. I’ll do my best, sir.”
“Lora wanted this for you.”
Alexander nods. “She helps me a lot, sir.”
Wrong tense, Gabriel notes.
Perhaps it hasn’t completely sunk in.
“She cared for you very deeply.” He seems to lose himself in his own thoughts for a moment. “She wanted the best for you.”
Alexander wipes his cheeks with his sleeve. “She was very kind to me.”
Right tense.
From inside the apartment: “Alexander, who’re you talking to?”
A woman appears behind the boy, instantly snapping Gabriel out of a daydream. Her long, mousey hair is pinned up on her head, and her face is smattered with flour: she’s been baking. She wipes her hands off on her apron, surprised to see Gabriel standing there.
“Oh, it’s you. I didn’t think you’d have any reason to come back here now.”
Gabriel pats the boy’s shoulders affectionately, then gets to his feet and straightens his uniform. “I just came by to offer my support to the grieving husband.”
“Uh-huh,” the woman mumbles, quickly sending Alexander to go wash his hands before lunch. “And how well did that go down?”
“He wasn’t interested.”
“No doubt.”
“Has he said something to you?”
The woman regards him closely, deciding what she wants to divulge. “Only that he was concerned about Lora’s fidelity.”
“Because of what happened at the hospital?”
“In her moment of need, his wife asked for the company of another man. How would that make you feel?”
“Does he doubt the paternity of the child?”
“He doesn’t want to.”
“Did you say anything to him?”
“Look”—the woman steps out into the hallway and almost completely closes the door behind her, ensuring their privacy—“Lora was my best friend. I wouldn’t betray her in life, and nor will I in death, but that man”—she points in the direction of J.C.’s apartment—“doesn’t deserve to suffer.”
“We’re all suffering.”
“All pain is not equal. Are you going to tell him the truth?”
“How would that make things any better?”
“That child is false comfort to him. Sooner or later, you’re going to take her away from him. We both know it.”
“What makes you so sure of that? I don’t know the first thing about being a father—not without Lora. Perhaps the child’s better off where she is.”
“Oh, come on, Gabriel. Don’t kid yourself. You’ve never let anything stand in your way. When you want something, you just take it.” She makes a grabbing motion with her hand. “Just like you did when you set your sights on Lora.”
“None of this was intentional.”
“No? How about the banishment of Alexander’s mother?” she hushes her voice.
“Excuse me?”
“What happened to Mrs. King, Gabriel? How exactly is it that she came to fall from your grace so fast? Did she find out about you and Lora? Did she threaten to tell?”
“You’d do well to silence your tongue before you really start speaking out of turn.”
“Is your guilt the reason why the boy ended up with me? So that Lora could keep an eye on him for you?”
“He had no next of kin and you were the most qualified foster placement at the time he was orphaned.”
“And I was unavailable. Another young boy was withdrawn from me that same week. Am I to believe that was a coincidence as well?”
“What you believe makes no difference to me.”
“Lora fussed over him like he was her own.”
“She had a good heart.”
“She was cleaning up after you,” the woman snarls. “Ensuring his acceptance into the Academy will give him some chance at a normal life at least. A chance to rise above the misfortune unfairly burdened upon him by you.” She points a finger at him.
“Are you accusing me of something?”
“I wouldn’t dare.” She locks eyes with him. “I’ve seen what happens to people when they cross swords with you.”
A hollow silence descends.
Then, “Have the boy placed elsewhere,” she says, retreating back inside her apartment. “I want to wash my hands of you.”
 
*************************
 
Being in Veva’s company makes Gabriel feel good.
As her foot brushes softly against his leg beneath the table, he starts to wonder if tonight might be the right time to finally break her in. After all, he has no reason to hold back—not anymore.
She begins by rubbing his calf up and down, then she slowly makes her way up to his thigh and seeks out his crotch. By the time she finds him there, he’s already made up his mind: he’s going to take her home.
Under normal circumstances, a night like this would’ve ended without mutual release. He would’ve played the part of a considerate, patient boyfriend. He would’ve pleased her with his hands or tongue, if she’d been in the mood for it, then he’d have gone home and jerked off vigorously before bed.
Sometimes, if he was feeling especially weak, he’d entice her to wank him in the car outside her home before she went inside. Other times, she’d peel off some of her clothes and let him look at her while he did the work. On rarer occasions, he’d dropped her off and run straight to Lora.
And Lora was no fool. She’d always known when he’d been spending time with Veva. He’d show up at her apartment with a massive erection and very little self-control, and would thrust himself upon her like a ferocious beast. For the most part, she’d considered Veva a stimulant to their affair.
In any case, those days are over.
Tonight, he’s going to take Veva to bed.
After a romantic restaurant dinner, he drives them back to his apartment. All the while, she flirts and teases and strokes him.
They’re both liquored up: she wants to be, and he needs to be. She wants to be free and unrestrained, and he needs to forget about Lora.
By the time they tumble into the bedroom, clothes being tossed left and right, their kisses have become frantic and desperate. Stripping her to nothing but underwear, he pushes her down onto the bed and admires her.
She’s flawless.
White stockings and panties are symbolic of her virtue, and he aches with the desire to claim her. Abandoning all his clothing on the floor, he leans over her on the bed and slowly peels off her undies.
He’s never looked upon her hungry flesh before—not like this. Not completely bare, gleaming and in full view. Until now, he’d only ever seen glimpses of her core, flashed to him to tease him while he played with himself, or peeking out from beneath her skirt on a secluded park bench in the middle of the night when he’d nestled his face there.
He lines himself up and prepares to thrust … then stops.
Think.
Concentrate.
Don’t make the same mistake twice.
He reaches for the bedside table and retrieves a condom. He’s so eager to get inside her—and it’s been so long since he’s used one—he fumbles to get it on. When he does, he’s so consumed with his own lust for pleasure, he’s completely forgotten about her delicacy.
Her inexperience.
Her virginity.
Fortunately, her body is ready to accept him and there’s no pain as he pushes himself all the way inside her. In fact, she’s overcome with sheer delight as she finally gets to feel him take her.
Truth be told, she’d been working herself up to this since their first date. Knowing how experienced he was with women, she’d been terrified of under-satisfying him—and she had good cause. After all, he was eleven years her senior and she was a naïve virgin who knew nothing whatsoever about pleasing a boy, never mind a fully fledged man.
Her fears were compounded when she was seventeen and they attended Omega’s annual Founders’ Day party together. For whatever reason, Gabriel had been particularly amorous that night. He’d been drinking, and was freer than usual. Late in the evening, she’d accompanied him out onto the balcony while he’d smoked a cigarette, and the interlude had ended with him pushing her up against the wall and exploring her with his fingers.
Until that moment, she’d thought herself prepared for him, but as he forced his fingers inside her, he’d hurt her. Her tight, virgin cunt stretched and tore as he played with her, and she had to pretend not to feel the pain.
She didn’t want to disappoint him. She didn’t want to tell him that it didn’t feel good, for fear that he’d tire of her, so she allowed him to keep groping her. He forced his fingers deeper and his exploration became more vigorous—he was trying to make her come.
Thankfully, he was so inebriated that she’d been able to fake it without him ever realizing that she’d done so. And if it weren’t for the pain, his efforts would surely have succeeded.
His eagerness had turned her on. Even though it hurt, she loved feeling desired in that way. She’d wanted more of it. She’d wanted Gabriel to take her in every way that a man could, and to that end, she’d begun to practice.
She’d purchased toys, and made every effort to prepare herself for him.
And it worked.
As he thrusts himself inside her, over and over and over again, she accommodates his girth without discomfort. Not only that, but she’s so incredibly aroused and he’s able to enter her so easily, he can take her precisely how he wants to. He alternates between long, gentle strokes and fast, deep thrusts that bury him up to the hilt inside her.
Then, finally, as her muscles contract around him and she screams out, her legs spread wide around him and her nails digging into his shoulders, he lets go. He bears down on her, forcing himself as deep as is physically possible, slamming his pelvis against her and emptying himself with a volcanic rush of endorphins and a burst of adrenalin.
For a split second in time, he feels amazing.
Her euphoria lasts longer, but his fades the instant he pulls out of her and discards the condom in the trash. He collapses on the bed next to her, welcoming her against his chest in a tender embrace, but feeling like a cheat.
Fucking her should’ve made him feel better.
It didn’t.
It made him feel like an asshole.
 



CHAPTER FOUR

The Magician
 
Even though it’s his day off, Gabriel wakes before dawn. He can’t help it. He hasn’t been able to sleep in past daybreak since his Academy days, even if he did spend half the night awake.
As he stirs into consciousness, he glances over at the sleeping figure beside him: Veva. She’s naked and content, sleeping soundly since their last coupling several hours ago. During the course of the night, he’d stirred three times and made use of her proximity.
Each time, he’d hoped it would feel more natural.
Each time, he’d hoped the feeling of euphoria would last.
Each time, he’d hoped to lose himself in her the way he had with Lora.
On every occasion so far, he’d been disappointed.
Finding himself swelling again upon looking at her, he suppresses his overeager anatomy and gets out of bed. Sexual attraction isn’t the problem. If he’s honest with himself, he’d wanted to bed her since the first moment he laid eyes on her. He’d restrained himself for three very good reasons: she was painfully young and the age difference made him feel like a deviant; he didn’t want to lead her on; and he was already in love with Lora.
Lora.
Ella’s dead mother.
He glances over his shoulder at Veva again. Despite the circumstances, this feels like infidelity. With a maelstrom of conflicting emotions swirling within him, he pulls on his clothes and heads for the kitchen to grab breakfast. The breakfast of champions: coffee and cigarettes.
He’s fidgety, bored and restless within minutes.
Left in peace by him, Veva manages to grab a couple more hours of sleep before she’s awoken, not by her alarm, but by an almost rhythmic echoing beat emanating from somewhere else in the apartment.
Thump.
Thump.
Thump.
Metal hitting wood.
Her eyes dart open and she listens.
Thump.
Thump.
Metal hitting flesh.
Gabriel’s voice: “Goddamnit!”
Thunk.
Metal hitting the floor.
Peeling back the covers, she slides out of bed and slips into one of Gabriel’s old Academy t-shirts. Tiptoeing down the hallway to investigate the noise, she finds him in one of the guest bedrooms, tearing the place apart.
A dismantled double bed is leaning up against the wall. In the space where the bed used to be, Gabriel is kneeling amidst a pile of nails and pieces of wood. A hammer lies on the floor where it fell moments before, following a misdirected hit that thwacked the tip of his thumb instead of the nail he was aiming for.
On the other side of the room, a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf is leaning perilously forward, having been wrenched off its brackets. Scattered about are pieces of a flat-pack dresser that Gabriel’s been trying to assemble for the better part of an hour.
Standing in the doorway, leaning casually against the doorframe, Veva looks around at the chaos he’s created.
“What in the world are you doing in here?”
If he’s surprised at all by her sudden presence, you’d never know it; he barely looks up.
“I got sick of looking at this room,” he grumbles.
“All of a sudden?”
“It’s a waste of space. I never come in here.”
Looking more closely at the disarray, Veva spots two more self-assembly furniture boxes jutting out from behind the upended mattress.
A writing desk.
A crib.
Her heart leaps.
He’s making a nursery—he must be!
That means he’s planning for their future.
Sidestepping screws and nails and carelessly scattered tools, she treads barefoot into the room, crouches beside him, and plants a kiss on his lips.
“Thank you.”
“What for?”
“Last night. Finally.” Another kiss. “I was beginning to think you didn’t like me.”
“I didn’t want to rush you.”
“I kept telling myself that’s all it was, but I could never be certain.”
“You were so young when we—”
More kisses. “I know.”
She pries the hammer out of his hand and pushes him back against the floor, and he doesn’t even try to stop her. Straddling him, she leans forward and instigates another kiss.
“Again?” he half mumbles. “Didn’t I wear you out yet?”
“What’s the matter, old man? Can’t keep up with me?” Wink.
At that, he flips her over and lies between her legs, pressing his erection against her.
“I’m ready whenever you are.”
Grinning, she checks her watch over his shoulder. “I’d be happy to give you a run for your money, but I have to start getting ready.”
He begins kissing her neck, ignoring her first attempt to apply the brakes. “For what?”
“Some of us have to go to work today.” She lightly pushes him away from her. “I’ll happily challenge you to a rematch later, though.”
Gabriel feigns disappointment and lifts himself off her. Secretly, though, he’s relieved. For as much as he would never turn down a sexual proposition from her—he would compel his body to perform, no matter what, if it meant preserving his reputation for virility—he’s just not really in the mood.
He wants to be left alone to clear his thoughts. He wants to win the war against this confounded dresser, and he wants to build himself up to another attempt at social contact with J.C.. He won’t be beaten. Not by the dresser, not by anyone.
Veva picks herself up and makes her way back through the minefield of potentially heel jabbing, toe stubbing, sole poking bits and pieces. When she gets to the doorway, Gabriel catches her off guard.
“Spaghetti.”
“Excuse me?”
“Dinner.” He looks up from behind the dresser. “Unless you have an objection to it, I’m going to cook spaghetti.”
Veva smiles warmly at him. “No objection.”
“Good.” He ducks back down behind the drawers. “I picked out a recipe already, and I think you’ll like it.”
Before she leaves, Veva flicks her eyes back to the crib box. It’s really there—she didn’t imagine it. The road here might’ve been long, but her patience is finally being rewarded. Her head swimming with thoughts of marriage and pregnancy, her entire body fluttering with anticipation for the future, she dresses hastily and makes her way home for a change of clothes before the start of her work day as a general school teacher.
In the hours that follow, Gabriel doesn’t stop for anything. Not to eat or drink, or even to take a cigarette break. Utterly single-minded, he has no idea how much time has passed. He completes the dresser, desk and crib. He finishes dismantling the old bookshelf and replaces it with a new one. He vacuums, tidies and cleans, then steps on a discarded screw and vacuums again. Just in time, he switches off the vacuum and hears his cell phone ringing.
Snatching it off the dresser, he checks the caller ID: Jonathan Cross.
Rushing to catch the call before it rings off, he hits ‘talk’.
“Hello?” He holds his breath.
J.C. stifles a yawn while he speaks, his voice sounding hushed and strained. “I’m sorry I was a dick to you.”
Gabriel’s heart drops slightly. Is that all this is? An apology call.
“Don’t worry about it.”
“You were right.”
Gabriel stays silent, letting J.C. explain, not daring to hope for what might come next.
“I was being stubborn and selfish.”
“We all have our moments.”
“I have to do what’s best for Ella.”
“She’s all that matters,” Gabriel concurs.
“Could you come and—”
Ella’s wails stop him mid-sentence.
It doesn’t matter.
Gabriel doesn’t need him to finish.
“Yes, of course. I’ll be right there.”
 
*************************
 
For the second time in as many days, Gabriel knocks on the door to J.C.’s apartment. This time, J.C. answers at the first knock and invites him inside.
Still trying to exhibit nothing more than a passing concern for his friend, Gabriel exploits his peripheral vision to look around the apartment, searching for Ella. He doesn’t spot her, but he sees plenty else.
There’s a dirty diaper on the kitchen table. A saucepan of milk is growing stale and filmy on the stovetop, and a fly begins to explore the lip of it. A week’s worth of microwaveable dinner cartons are stacked on top of an overflowing trash can, and there’s an empty bottle of liquor on the counter.
“You need to clean this place up.” Gabriel glares disapprovingly at the mess.
“I’m doing the best I can.”
“You’re struggling.”
“I’m adjusting.”
Gabriel picks a rotten apple core up off the floor and tosses it into the garburator. “This isn’t healthy.”
“I’m going to hire a cleaner.”
“Good.”
Gabriel glances down at the coffee table. Beside a book of nursery rhymes is a bottle of absinthe, and next to that is a gun. He picks up the gun and checks the clip: it’s full. The safety switch isn’t even on.
“Are you serious?” He doesn’t give J.C. time to answer. “Where’s the child?”
J.C.’s gaze flickers toward the master bedroom, and Gabriel doesn’t wait for more. He strides into the room and finds baby Ella gurgling happily in her crib. Blowing another spit bubble, she looks up at him, her pale bluish-gray eyes gleaming and bright.
Around the room, memories of Lora pervade even the most mundane objects. His gaze wanders over the bed where they’d made love countless times, and the nursing chair he’d bought for her baby shower. Her dirty clothes are still in the laundry basket, and her jewellery is still sitting on top of the dresser.
And there’s more.
Her slippers.
Her hairbrush.
Her underwear.
The room still smells like her perfume.
This place is like her tomb.
Gabriel focuses his attention on Ella and lifts her out of the crib.
“It doesn’t matter if she’s yours or not.” J.C. appears in the room behind him, watching him with Ella. “I’m her legal father. My name’s on the birth certificate.”
“I know.”
“If you try to take her, I—”
“I won’t.”
“If you do, I’ll fight your claim for custody.” J.C. steps closer. “You can count on that.”
Gabriel keeps his eyes pinned on Ella, cradling her in his arms. “Is that why you called me here? To tell me things I already knew?”
“I’m the only family that kid has.” J.C. watches Ella grab hold of Gabriel’s pinky finger and hold on tight. “If anything ever happened to me, she’d end up like that wimpy little foster across the hall.” He sinks down into the nursing chair, exhausted from lack of sleep. “And I can’t let that happen.”
“So who’re you going to register as next of kin?”
“You.”
Gabriel has no idea how to respond to that, but it doesn’t matter—J.C. isn’t done.
“I don’t have anyone else,” he continues. “Lora’s parents aren’t in a position to care for a baby. Her dad’s sick and her mother is his fulltime carer. And my old man couldn’t take care of a potted plant, never mind another human being, so he’s out of the question. Plus, it’s almost poetic ‘cause that’s the only way you’ll ever get her: over my cold, dead body.”
He lets that sink in for a moment.
“And I’ve been thinking about what you said.” He scratches at his bearded face. “About reaching out for help.”
“Oh, yeah?” Gabriel fakes indifference.
“It’s not that she’s too much for me,” J.C. feels it necessary to defend himself. “I just—”
“I understand.” Gabriel holds Ella against his chest. “It’s overwhelming.”
“I’ve never been around a baby before.” J.C. smothers a yawn. “I have no idea what I’m doing. If she cries, I feed her. If she smells weird, I change her. Beyond that … as far as I can tell, it’s all just guesswork.”
“I think that’s how parenthood works.”
“Yeah, well, Lora’s friend, that lady across the hall, she gave me a number for a nanny.”
“A nanny?”
J.C. nods. “Someone to care for Ella a few hours a day so that I can sleep. Someone to watch her after I return to work.”
“A stranger?”
“She’s qualified.”
“Wouldn’t you feel better if she were in the care of someone you knew?”
“Who?”
Gabriel can feel J.C.’s icy glare on him, silently daring him to put himself forward, so he decides to chance it and be forthright.
“Why don’t you let me take her for a couple of days? Give yourself a break. You can’t possibly grieve properly for Lora while you’re so busy taking care of a newborn’s endless needs.”
J.C. doesn’t answer immediately.
Then, “You really have the balls to ask me that?”
“You need help, and I’m offering it. Take it or leave it.” He fawns over baby Ella, not once looking up. “In any case, it’ll take you a while to organize a nanny. You’ll have to hold interviews and such—it’s a process. I can be the nanny, at least in the interim.”
J.C. frowns at him. “What do you even know about babies?”
“No less than you.”
Point taken.
J.C. considers it some more. “Just a few days?”
Gabriel nods. “Catch up on some sleep. Be selfish. Drink. Feel sad. Do whatever you need to.” He strokes Ella’s cheek with his thumb, commenting absently: “Buy a gun case.”
J.C. puts up no further argument. By the time Gabriel’s gathered up all of Ella’s things, he’s already asleep on the couch.
Gabriel slips quietly out of the apartment without stirring him, and receives a scowl from Alexander’s foster mother when they meet in the elevator.
“He caved, then.” She tuts.
“He did the right thing.”
“A nanny would’ve sufficed.”
“I won’t have her raised by strangers.”
“As it stands, that’s not your decision to make,” she reminds him.
“As it stands, I’m the best person to care for her right now. That man’s a wreck, and he’s endangering her life.”
The woman snorts. “Oh, please. J.C. would never do anything to harm that child, and you know it. Besides, I’d say he’s handling his grief a helluva lot better than you are.”
“Meaning?”
“Half the city saw you at dinner last night with the daughter of the Governor’s chief aide.”
“So? Is that a crime?”
“Unfortunately not. There’s no law to prevent you from disrespecting Lora’s memory by bouncing seamlessly back into old form.”
“It’s not like that. I—”
“Don’t,” she cuts him off as the elevator doors open. “Don’t even bother defending yourself to me, ‘cause I don’t wanna hear it. I told Lora she was a fool to get tangled up with you. You’re nothing but a player and a louse.”
Gabriel follows her out into the lobby. “She changed me.”
“She wanted to believe that.”
“It’s true.”
“Prove it.” She spins to face him, locking eyes with him. “Do the right thing for once in your life. You might be surprised by the kind of results it can achieve.”
Her words echo in his head on the way home.
They’re still rolling through his mind after he feeds and changes Ella, and settles her down for a nap in her new crib in the old guest bedroom.
The right thing.
What is that anyway? Filing for a paternity test? Adopting Ella? Coming clean to Veva? Or maybe it’s the opposite. Maybe it’d be better for him to say nothing at all, and to spare her feelings. Maybe the honorable thing is for him to walk away from everything: his friendship with J.C., Ella, and his relationship with Veva.
Or perhaps there’s another way.
Perhaps he can satisfy his selfish need to be around Ella without having to disrupt the status quo. Wracking his brain for other solutions to his predicament, he realizes that he hasn’t yet taken full advantage of his new position within the Hunter Division.
He’s the Deputy General now, and that comes with privileges. Taking a baby monitor with him, he boots up the computer in his home office. Quickly bringing up the Hunter Division staff rota, he attempts to make a small alteration.
It works.
He inputs his credentials into the restricted area of the mainframe, and with a few swift keystrokes, he commands the power to alter Hunter Division scheduling. He has the power to give himself weekends off. He has the power to ensure that he can be available to care for Ella when J.C. is unable to. Moreover, he has the power to ensure the latter.
 
*************************
 
Veva knocks on the front door, then tries the handle.
It’s open.
She lets herself into Gabriel’s home and calls out his name.
“In here,” he calls back to her from the kitchen.
She checks her appearance in the hallway mirror before she goes to him. She lets down her hair and applies another layer of lipstick, then adjusts her boobs inside her dress—she wants to be perfect for him.
Upon entering the kitchen, she catches sight of the baby monitor on the countertop. A frown puckers her brow for a split second, but she quickly erases it. Sure, it’s premature, but the sentiment isn’t in the least bit unwelcome.
Quite the opposite, in fact.
She greets Gabriel with a kiss and compliments the aroma of dinner, then helps him set the table. She’s just in time. He serves dinner minutes after her arrival, and their conversation is peppered with talk of work and life and the future.
She hints at moving in, and he doesn’t dissuade her.
She hints at marriage, and he doesn’t object.
Everything is going better than she could ever have hoped … until halfway through the main course, that is. Conversation is abruptly halted by a baby’s cries, and Veva freezes with her fork midway to her mouth.
What the fuck?
Her expression blank, she turns to stare at the baby monitor, the lights now flashing rapidly all the way to the top of the scale as the baby screams at the top of her lungs.
“Gabe … ?”
She doesn’t complete the question. She’s not even sure what the question is.
He sets down his knife and fork. “I’m sorry. It’s her feeding time.”
Without further explanation, he leaves the room.
Stunned beyond words, Veva hesitates for several minutes before a morbid, fearful curiosity eventually drives her to follow him. When she opens the door to the new nursery, she finds him sitting in a nursing chair, bottle feeding a newborn.
“Gabe …” She points at Ella. “Whose baby is that?”
“I’m taking care of her for a few days.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“Jonathan Cross.” He grits his teeth. “She’s his.”
Veva’s not an idiot; she senses the animosity.
“That’s what all of this was for?” She looks around the room. “The crib, the dresser—all of it.” She begins to back away, shaking her head in disbelief. “I’m such an idiot.” Tears well in her eyes. “I thought …”
“Vee, don’t be like that.”
“I thought this was for us, Gabe. I’ve been so patient with you, and I thought …” Her voice trails off as she performs a few mental calculations.
Lora’s death.
Gabriel’s Fringe District binge.
Their first night together, and his sudden, desperate need for her company.
Shit.
She looks back at Gabriel, his loving attention pinned firmly on the tiny bundle nestled in the crook of his arm. Restraining her tears as best she can, she forces herself to look at him so that she might gauge his reaction.
“Why does she mean so much to you?”
“She just lost her mother. She needs people to take care of her.”
“Again, that’s not what I asked.”
Backed into a corner, Gabriel answers carefully. “Lora was very special to me.”
“How special?”
Gabriel sets Ella’s bottle aside and sits her upright, patting and rubbing her back until she burps up air and small dribble of milk.
“Answer me,” Veva insists.
“Very.” He sighs.
Veva reads between the lines, and she’s openly disgusted. “I guess old habits die hard, huh? Does J.C. know?”
“Yes,” he admits, looking sorrowfully into his lap.
She shakes her head in disbelief. “He’s supposed to be your best friend.”
“I know.”
“And she was his wife.”
“I know.” Gabriel lays Ella down in her crib and rocks it back and forth with his foot.
“And what was I?” Veva strides closer, grabs him by the shoulder and turns him to face her. “A convenient back-up?”
“Vee …”
She’s too upset for anger.
She’s too upset for anything more than a faint whisper. “You bastard.”
Gabriel tries to hold her back, but she wriggles out of his grasp and heads for the front door. After checking to make sure that Ella’s needs have been met, he goes after her. He catches up to her in the hallway and yanks her back by the elbow, giving her no choice but to stand and face him.
“Please, Vee. We can talk this over. I can make this better.”
“How long?”
“What?”
“You heard me. How long did it go on for? How long were you fucking her behind my back? How long were you two-timing me? How long were you betraying your best friend? How long were you—”
“Vee!” He pinches the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “Stop it. I get it.”
“Do you?” She jerks her arm free. “Do you have any real comprehension of what you’ve done?”
“This is a clusterfuck, and I’m well aware of it.”
Another thought suddenly occurs to her. “What if Loralei hadn’t died?”
He looks as though he’s about to say something, but she doesn’t give him the opportunity to get a word out.
“What was your big plan for the future? What was your end game?”
She watches his expression closely, capturing every trace of hurt and guilt, no matter how hard he tries to conceal it from her.
“I would’ve made things right,” he says at last.
“What does that mean, Gabe? Go on. Say it.”
“Say what?”
“You were going to leave me, weren’t you?”
“I—”
“Is that what I am to you? Second best?”
“It’s not like that, Vee.”
“No? You kept me on the sidelines until Loralei died, you self-serving prick. You never really wanted to be with me at all.”
“That’s not true.”
“Bullshit.”
Ella starts to cry.
So does Veva.
Gabriel is conflicted.
“Go to her.” Veva brushes away her tears and takes a step back from him. “Go tend to your daughter.”
 



CHAPTER FIVE

The Hanged Man
 
After dropping baby Ella back off at J.C.’s apartment, Gabriel sinks into a sulk like a dejected, unloved puppy. It’s been three days, and Veva still isn’t answering his calls. He stopped by her house, but she wouldn’t see him. He had flowers sent to her, but she refused the delivery.
His apartment feels empty without Ella in it, and he can’t bear the silence. Tired of sitting alone, picking at food he doesn’t care one bit to eat, he snatches up his car keys and heads out.
His destination is predictable.
There’s only one place for a Hunter to go when he’s in a mood like this: back to Kink Central. He takes a seat at the bar and numbs his overactive mind with liquor, repeatedly fending off the advances of various Jades—including the Jade he ditched last time he was here.
Three hours into his binge, he becomes aware of a figure sitting down on the stool beside him. He glances over, expecting to see another Jade …
Wrong.
It’s a thirty-something-year-old woman—a Fringer, but not a whore—who’s blind in one eye. A second ticks by, and then … a flash of recognition.
Maddie King.
Alexander’s mother.
Gabriel turns his attention back to his drink. “What do you want?”
“Is that any way to greet an old friend?”
“We’re not friends.” He takes a sip of his most recent measure of whiskey. “You’re usually the first one to remind me of that.”
“True. It is hard to be friendly with a man who singlehandedly brought ruin down upon your life.”
“You brought the ruin down upon yourself, I merely expedited it.”
“You set me up.”
“You tried to blackmail me.”
“I didn’t have a choice.”
“Everyone has a choice, Maddie.”
“Mitch’s banishment left me destitute.”
“I guess that’s what you get when you marry a pedophile.”
Maddie beats him with her fists, but she’s drunk and weak and the pummeling has little effect. He barely even flinches, and makes no effort at all to stop her.
“Do you think I would’ve married him if I knew?!” She beats him one more time. “Do you think I would’ve given him a child?!”
“Love is a crazy thing.”
Maddie snorts. “You should know. You’re its biggest slave.”
“I feel more like its whipping boy.”
She leans in close and Gabriel grimaces, shoving her away from him. She stinks of piss, cigarettes and liquor.
“I heard about Loralei Cross,” she taunts him, her lips curled upward in a vulgar grin.
“And?”
“It really is true what they say: what goes around surely does come around.”
“Is that why you’re here pestering me? You’ve come to gloat?”
“It’s about time you had something you love taken away from you.”
“What happened to Lora was a tragedy,” he growls at her. “It wasn’t karmic retribution for your banishment!”
“No? Then why is the symmetry so perfect? You tore me away from my child, and now you get to stand back and watch another man raise yours. She is your child, isn’t she, Gabriel?”
“It didn’t have to be like this.” He shakes his head. “I warned you to back off.”
“I was trying to keep food in my son’s mouth.”
Gabriel smashes his glass down on the tabletop. “You should’ve kept your nose out! What went on between Lora and I was none of your damn business!”
Maddie reflects on that for a minute. “I can’t say that I’m sorry for you, but I do pity the child in all of this.”
“Come again?”
“No child deserves to grow up without a mother.”
Silence.
Finally, “How is he?”
Gabriel downs the rest of his drink. “He was just accepted into the Hunter Division Junior Academy.”
Maddie’s eyes widen. “How dare you, you meddling bastard.”
“He’s going to be a Cadet.”
“You just can’t help yourself, can you?” She glares at him in disbelief.
“What now?”
“Making other people into what you want them to be.”
“Lora wanted him enrolled. It was for his own good.”
“What do you know of the good for your own child, never mind that of another’s?”
“I know that boy needs all the help he can get to rise above the stigma of his crappy genetics, and I intend to give it to him.”
Outraged, Maddie rises from her bar stool. “Despite what you might think, you don’t always know best.”
 
*************************
 
Veva leaves for work and finds Gabriel’s car parked outside her house. She recognizes it immediately. It’s his company car, and it bears the plate DG1. Stepping closer, she places her hand against the hood.
It’s cold.
He’s been parked out here all night.
Peering in through the window, she finds him slumped in the driver’s seat, his Hunter Division jacket draped over him. The passenger seat is cluttered with empty cigarette packets, old betting tickets, and an empty bottle of illegal Old World whiskey.
Rolling her eyes, she knocks on the window and shakes him out of a deep sleep. When he winds down the window, he releases the stench of stale alcohol and cigarettes.
Repulsed by the odor, Veva takes a step back.
“What are you doing here, Gabe? You’re a mess.”
“I wanted to see you.”
“Go home.”
He tries to open the door, but she pushes it closed on him.
“I don’t have time for this. I’m late for work.”
He reaches for her hand, but she withdraws and folds her arms defensively.
“You shouldn’t be here,” she chides him. “Don’t you have a job to go to?”
“I took some personal time.”
“It might be a bit late for self-reflection. The damage has already been done.”
“I’m sorry I hurt you.”
“So am I.”
Silence.
Veva checks her watch. “I really have to go.”
She turns to walk away, but Gabriel calls her back. “Can I take you out for dinner tonight?”
“I don’t think so.”
“Drinks?”
“Not a chance.”
“Coffee? During your lunch break.”
She’s beginning to cave, he can see it in her face.
“We’ll just talk. Nothing more,” he persists. “I need you to give me a chance to make this right.”
“Five minutes,” she relents. “If you come during my lunch hour, I’ll give you five of my precious minutes, but that’s all. Okay?”
Gabriel nods. “I’ll be there.”
“And I’m not making any promises,” she warns him, wagging a disciplinary finger in his direction. “You’re an incorrigible prick and I should hate you for what you’ve done.”
“But?”
“But nothing.” She sighs. “Don’t be late.”
She turns her back on him and leaves.
She wishes she could cut him out of her thoughts completely, but as the morning drags on, she finds herself ever more consumed by him. During reading hour, her mind wanders. Lost in a daydream, she jolts back to reality when the school bell rings for recess.
She dismisses her class, her cheeks flushing with color at the realization that she’s aroused. As they file out of the room, she uncrosses and crosses her legs beneath her desk, trying to get comfortable. She can’t even begin to fathom how it’s still possible for a man who broke her heart so cruelly to spark such an intense physical reaction.
Pushing those thoughts to the very back of her mind, she takes a deep breath and follows the children out into the schoolyard. It’s a bright, sunny day, and almost the entire faculty is taking advantage of the nice weather.
The children play and chase and laugh, while the teachers congregate in small groups and gossip about their students, their spouses, or their affairs. Deliberately, Veva keeps to herself. Would Gabriel show up? What could he possibly say that would make any difference? She paces the schoolyard, becoming acutely aware that she’s nervous.
How ridiculous.
Nervous of what? She keeps telling herself that all she has to do is hold the line: remain true to her principles and not let him win her over too easily.
But that’s easier said than done.
He has a way with her, and she finds it almost impossible to resist him. He could win her over just by looking at her, and that’s what she’s really afraid of. She’s afraid that she’s not strong enough to stand up against him. She’s afraid that, no matter what, she’ll always melt into his embrace with too much ease.
She’s his.
She’s always been his.
At that moment, the schoolyard falls eerily silent.
Veva looks around, trying to pinpoint the source of the sudden mass diversion of attention, and there, on the school boundary line, stands Gabriel.
He’s showered and shaved, and dressed in a clean uniform, holding a bunch of flowers.
“Shit,” Veva mumbles under her breath.
Her heart hammers inside her chest as he approaches. She’d give anything not to feel this way about him, but feelings of lust and love overwhelm her every time she sees him. It’s been that way for as long as she can remember.
When he reaches her, he offers her the flowers.
In front of almost the entire faculty, she dare not refuse them. She takes them from him—albeit hesitantly—and opens her mouth to speak … but she doesn’t get the chance to even formulate a thought before he drops to his knees in front of her.
Fuck.
Every other teacher in the yard is staring, and she can feel their jealousy seeping through the air. The Deputy General is on his knees, begging for her to accept him.
The Deputy General.
Begging.
Her.
His desperation is palpable.
Just when she thought the display couldn’t possibly get any more provocative, he leans forward and presses his forehead against her, his hands on her thighs. Her mind is screaming for her to extricate herself from his grasp, but she’s frozen to the spot.
As he slides his hands up her legs, bunching up the hem of her skirt, she knows her cheeks are burning. She feels weak and vulnerable, and completely at his mercy. Her chest heaves as he exposes her thighs and presses his lips against the soft, sensitive skin just above the top of her stockings.
She whimpers softly.
Looking around, she meets the gaze of every other teacher in the school. Her cheeks are on fire and her cunt is throbbing. She wants to put an end to the free show they’re being given.
“Gabe, get up,” she pleads.
“Not until you forgive me.”
“Get up,” she whispers frantically. “The whole school is watching.” She reaches for his elbow and heaves him to his feet. “If you insist on doing this now, then let’s go to my office.”
Without waiting for his response, she grabs him by the hand and drags him away from their audience. She pulls him down the hallway and practically shoves him into her office.
“What the hell was that?!” She tosses the flowers into a nearby chair. “How dare you throw yourself at me like that in front of my co-workers!”
Undeterred, he launches himself at her again.
He takes her by the waist, pulls her into an embrace, and thrusts a kiss on her. At first, she pushes away … but her will power soon fades. She can’t pretend that his public display didn’t turn her on—it did. So she doesn’t object when he pushes her back against her desk and lifts her onto the edge of it.
“I want you,” he asserts, tearing off her underwear. “I’ve always wanted you.”
He’s not lying.
The attraction between them was always undeniable. He might’ve fallen deeply in love with Lora from the first moment he laid eyes on her, but nevertheless, he’d craved Veva the way an addict needs dope.
“Forgive me,” he urges, moving himself between her legs. “I want your forgiveness.”
Closing her eyes, she leans back on the desk and prepares to take him.
“You always get what you want, Gabe.”
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CHAPTER Ø

Judgment
 
Second Reclamation Territory
Amaranthe, 2319 CE
– Five Years Later
 
Jonathan Cross pulls his hunting knife out of the chest of an adult female Chimera.
The blade squelches against dead flesh as he yanks it out of the beast’s punctured heart, and deep red blood soon pools in the wound. Covered in superficial scratches after his hand-to-talon combat with the monster, J.C. stands up and stretches the tension out of his shoulders.
Outside, the sun is rising.
It’s almost the end of his shift, and he’s eager to return home to his young daughter. Thinking the building clear, he holsters his knife and wipes sweat off his brow with the back of his hand, smearing blood all over his tanned skin.
Systematically, he’d worked through this building from the ground floor up. He’d wiped out the entire nest almost completely singlehandedly, and had last seen his partner outside in the street, tussling with two adolescents from a different nest.
That was his first mistake: thinking he could clear the whole building alone. His second mistake was not realizing there was an attic.
He commits his third and final mistake when he steps back and inadvertently positions himself between the doorway and the window. Before he has time to react to it, an adult male Chimera leaps into the room and digs its talons into his chest, its teeth sinking into his shoulder.
As the animal’s thick, two-hundred pound body hits him, he stumbles back. Unable to steady himself, he backs straight into the window—or the hole in the wall where a window used to be, before the glass was looted from it.
When he feels the rush of air against his skin, he knows he’s falling: falling from the third storey of an old residential building.
Falling.
Falling.
The crack of his spine echoes in his head as he hits the dirt.
There’s no pain.
At least, not below his waist.
Winded, his ribs cracked with the Chimera’s weight upon him, he struggles to breathe. As the creature rips a chunk of meaty flesh out of his shoulder, he turns his head so that his own blood doesn’t drip into his eyes.
Yes!
A hundred yards away, his partner is kneeling over an adolescent Chimera, his hands around its neck.
J.C. tries to call out to him.
Nothing.
He opens his mouth, but can’t force out the words. His lungs are empty and his voice is hoarse. Punching the Chimera in the side of its head, he tries to buy himself a few more precious moments. If he could just get his partner’s attention …
His partner.
Deputy General Maydevine.
In the past few weeks, the two friends have been paired together a lot—more so than in the last five years since Maydevine’s promotion—and J.C. doesn’t think to question why. The Hunter General is old and close to retirement, and when that day finally comes, Maydevine will need a Deputy. What other reason could there be?
Not a second too soon, Maydevine snaps the neck of the adolescent Chimera beneath him and looks up in J.C.’s direction.
J.C. floods with relief.
Still fending off the Chimera with what little strength he has left, he rasps Maydevine’s name and Maydevine responds. He steps off the dead Chimera, draws his gun and takes a step closer.
Just one step.
Then, he hesitates.
Frozen there, he stares down at his partner; his best friend; his dead lover’s husband; Ella’s father.
They lock eyes and Maydevine stands motionless.
Time seems to drag.
The Chimera severs the brachial nerve in J.C.’s right arm, rendering him virtually defenseless.
Still, Maydevine does nothing.
Confused, betrayed, and hurt, J.C. doesn’t take his eyes off his stationary partner. The beast on his chest huffs and snorts, and tears through his Kevlar vest with its talons.
Turning his back, Maydevine leans up against the side of the building and closes his eyes, waiting for their common enemy to finish its work.
And it does.
When he turns back to look, J.C. is dead. The Chimera has slit his chest open and is about to delve its teeth into his stomach, but it never gets the chance to feed.
Maydevine shoots it with a tranquilizer dart and it collapses into an unconscious heap on the ground. Feeling sick to his stomach, he suppresses the onset of nausea and approaches his partner’s corpse. Before he calls in the casualty, he kneels beside J.C.’s shoulder and checks for a pulse against his neck.
None.
Pulling back J.C.’s vest, tearing his shredded shirt apart, Maydevine roams his hands about his dead friend’s bloody chest, seeking out a pair of Hunter Division dog tags.
Bingo.
Caught in a gash beneath his neck, they’re covered in blood and slivers of skin. Maydevine removes them, then unclips the holster containing his custom engraved HK USP handgun.
Ella’s inheritance.
 
*************************
 
The playground falls into silence at the sight of the Deputy General. He emerges from his Hunter Division truck, covered in blood—some Chimeran, some human.
In front of the school, lines of young children, flanked by their teachers, await the arrival of their parents. Aged from four to eight, they halt their conversations to stare at Maydevine as he approaches. Hunters are gods in their eyes.
One child in particular soaks him up.
Five-year-old Ella Cross.
She’s used to seeing him covered in blood, but this time, something’s different. His expression is grave and sorrowful, his eyes subdued and full of concern. Wrapped around the fingers of one hand: a pair of dog tags.
Ella knows what that means.
He drops to his knees and she runs into his arms. He scoops her up and holds her close to him, neither one of them giving a thought to the blood. Cradling her tiny head against his shoulder, he squeezes his eyes tightly shut and bites back a barrage of emotions.
Guilt.
Love.
Pain.
Fear.
Such great fear.
He fears her grief and suddenly doubts his ability to comfort her. Little does he know that, over his shoulder, she’s not crying—she’s smiling. She wraps her arms tighter around his neck and breathes in the scent of his cigarettes and cologne.
She’s content.
She’s happy.
She’s exactly where she belongs.
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