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      "Damn she's big."

      "I know, right? I mean, just look at that rack!"

      "Fuck that, man, look at her legs. So freakin' weird. I didn't know there were any arachne living around here."

      "Maybe she's visiting. I dare you to go ask her out."

      "Fuuck you! You ask her! How the hell would that even work?"

      Andrew Bremmin glanced behind him at the four men, lips twisted in annoyance. The bar wasn't large. In fact, it was rather the opposite: only twenty feet wide from wall to wall. Bremmin was hunched over a drink at the bar itself. The four men were at a hightop behind him, and the woman they were rather loudly talking about was standing behind another high circular table in the back corner, its chairs set aside to make room for her. Since that table was only about six feet from their table, which was only four feet from him, all three parties could clearly hear everything, and Bremmin's one glance was enough to tell him that the arachne woman didn't appreciate the attention.

      Most people wouldn't have been able to tell with just a glance, but Bremmin had twenty years experience dealing with all manner of non-human. The give away in her case was the shade of her eyes. Arachne eyes had irises colored by their blood. Most of the time that color was pink. Hers were red, and getting darker by the second.

      Her face was angular, with high cheekbones. She only had two eyes, which was not unusual in arachne despite popular fiction. It just meant there was probably human blood within the last two generations of her ancestry. Her skin was pale and her hair was a lustrous blonde fall of curls. Most of her abdomen — supported by four sizable armored legs, was covered by stretchy black material of the same sort used in yoga pants. She was otherwise dressed in a white blouse with a ruffled collar upon which was set a large onyx pendant chased in silver, and she had the look of a business woman. Her many legs were decorated with black, lacy accents, which was a fairly common trapping for their race. The blouse, unlike its human variant, hung low between her foremost pair of appendages which were not legs — despite their look — but pedipalps. They didn't touch the ground and she kept them tucked up in a manner reminiscent of a woman seated on a high stool, angled to one side and crossed at the 'ankle.' Though her posture hid the tips, Bremmin knew her palps ended in wickedly sharp hollow fangs through which she could inject venom. With the fangs hidden, the way she held her palps gave her a rather demure aspect, if one could ignore her size. A glance at the tips of her legs showed him that she had three talons on each, with two larger bracketing a smaller. That told him she was proficient at spinning, and could do so quickly at need. Hunting arachne were usually even larger than this particular specimen, and had only the two larger claws.

      This arachne was out of place at the bar. She was too well-dressed for the south side. She had a cocktail in front of her next to two empty glasses of the same design, and had already been here when he'd come in half an hour ago.

      The blouse was not provocatively cut up top, but did little to hide the fact that the woman was very well-endowed which, like her eyes, was not uncommon in arachne. In fact, exaggerated primary and secondary sexual characteristics were the norm for non-humans of both genders, recent hybrids in particular. It was one of the ways such creatures captured human interest.

      In this particular case at least, that human interest was obviously and increasingly unwelcome.

      Bremmin pulled his phone from his pocket, ensured it was connected, then turned on its record function and balanced it against one of his own empty pint glasses as he silently signaled for another.

      When the bartender arrived and reached for the empty glass, Bremmin covered it with the palm of his hand and shook his head as he said, "Leave it. Just bring me one more."

      "You're makin' more work for me, Andy."

      "No, I'm making less. Just bring me the damn drink."

      The bartender raised an eyebrow at him, then tilted his head as he noticed the phone, its angle, and followed the line of the camera with his eyes to the four men still loudly discussing the merits of the irritated-looking spider-woman.

      "Ah. Yeah, okay. Fine. One more."

      He brought the drink and Bremmin sipped it, savoring the taste. He didn't drink at this bar because he liked the ambiance. It was a hole-in-the-wall sort of place and it had that smell bars had after years of cleaning puke off the floor every weekend. The floors were real wood, which didn't help the smell, even with fresh sawdust. Beer mirrors and neon covered most of the walls aside from the front, which was glass top to bottom and plastered with band posters and advertisements. It was the sort of place that catered to the passing nightlife of a big city. On every table and all along the bar there were galvanized metal buckets full of peanuts.

      No, Bremmin drank at this bar because he liked this particular beer. He was a fan of Hefeweizen, and this was the best hefe in the city. It had a subtle undertone of banana that he loved.

      No one else sold it, so the bartenders here all knew his name because he almost always had a beer on his way home. Yet, while they knew his name they weren't his friends. Bremmin didn't make friends easily for a variety of reasons, and didn't try. He wasn't that sort of man. He had acquaintances, and that was it.

      It was another few minutes before the group of four men decided as a unit to approach the arachne, and Bremmin watched them spread out to keep her from getting past them. He frowned, then sighed. It was obvious they were going to be trouble.

      Local humans tended to be very bold with non-humans because laws in Daytau City favored humans in any kind of altercation. Non-humans tended to have distinct advantages in physical encounters, so any assault charges against non-humans were automatically aggravated. Because these dangers were so well known, non-humans were required by law to retreat from fights, even in clear cases of self-defense.

      Bremmin whole-heartedly supported those laws, having seen more than anyone ever should of the results when such encounters got bloody and the non-human didn't retreat.

      Most humans didn't see that side of things. They only saw the flinching, the borderline cowardice of non-humans who just didn't want trouble, who would go out of their way to avoid a confrontation because they knew they'd catch hell even if they were in the right. So, because most humans were too stupid to think about why someone who looked — and in fact was — stronger, faster, and deadlier than they would be reluctant to stand up for themselves, they got bolder than they should. Just like a bully on a schoolyard, they exploited what they perceived as weakness.

      When it invariably went wrong, nineteen times out of twenty the human or humans ended up maimed or dead.

      Then Bremmin, or someone like him, got called in to clean up the mess.

      "So what's your name?" the loudest of the four asked.

      "You gentlemen are not welcome at my table, please leave," the spider-woman replied in an urbane tone of voice that made Bremmin wince. It was high-handed, overly civilized, and would only spur them on.

      "Hey now! We're just being friendly!" one of the other men said.

      "Yeah, what's the matter? You don't like us?" another asked.

      Her reply was pointed and impatient. "No, I do not. Leave."

      "Hey, don't be a bitch. We just thought you might like some company," the first said.

      She replied, "Whether I am seeking company or not, I have said I do not want yours."

      "Well then maybe you outta get the hell out of our bar!" one of the men snarled.

      Bremmin continued to silently watch as the situation played out. He was off duty and didn't want trouble. If things went the way they were supposed to, the woman would back down, get past the four accosting her, and leave the bar. There was no way the bartender was going to throw out regulars for the sake of a stranger, and a non-human at that.

      Unfortunately, that was not what happened.

      "You four have no right to tell me where I may and may not drink. I have asked twice. There will be no third request. If you do not leave me be, I am perfectly prepared to make you," the arachne said, drawing herself up a bit and so towering over the four men facing her by a full two feet. As she did so, her pedipalps split and curled up. It looked lewd, but was in fact a very clear threat display.

      While arachne as a species varied wildly in size, strength, and the potency of their venom, there was a rule of thumb for such things in Bremmin's profession for both arachne and lamia: red means dead. And this arachne's chitin was accented in bright red.

      "Ah hell," Bremmin muttered, and swung around on his stool.

      He paused a moment when he noticed one of the men pull his hand from his pocket, and the arachne froze as she too noticed the gun.

      "Dumb move, bitch," the lead man said. "I think I'm gonna shoot you right now, and it'll be justified self-defense. You just threatened a human."

      The arachne's eyes went wide and she froze. Her expression told Bremmin she wasn't used to the sight of guns and hadn't expected a weapon.

      Bremmin scowled. He didn't like getting involved, and the man holding the pistol was — at least technically — completely correct. But if he didn't step in there would be a lot of paperwork, and he would likely come under investigation himself as having been complicit in what was beginning to look like a setup.

      Not to mention the only place that sold his favorite beer would close for a few days.

      As his eyes darted from one man to the next, he saw that they all had weapons, none of them looked drunk, and none of them were smiling.

      Bremmin opened his trench coat, then the suit coat underneath to uncover his weapon. He pulled the badge out of his pocket with his left hand as he said, "That's enough, gentlemen. Sir, I'm going to have to ask you to put that pistol away."

      "Who the fuck-?!"

      The man who had drawn the first gun trailed off as he turned. His eyes flashed from face to badge to Bremmin's still-holstered pistol, then back to his face.

      Bremmin set the badge down next to the empty pint glass and the phone leaning against it as he said, "The last five minutes have been recorded, and you'll go to prison."

      "On what charge!?" the man bellowed as one of his friends added, "Yeah, it's self-defense!"

      "It was, until you pointed that weapon in my direction," Bremmin said coolly, nodding to the pistol in the belligerent's hand. "Now you're threatening an officer of the law with deadly force. This phone is connected to the city database. What it sees the laws sees, and there's plenty of room in Iso for the four of you. Your call."

      There was no music in the little bar, and everything got deadly still for long seconds as the man with the pistol glared hatefully at Andrew Bremmin, who looked blandly back at him.

      Given he was seated and dressed in layers, Bremmin did not cut an impressive figure. He was middle-aged, with a pronounced widow's peak and brown eyes. His face was care-worn and he had a two-day growth of beard. His overcoat was tattered at the bottom and his shoes were scuffed. His pistol was still in its holster and his right hand was nowhere near it, but at that moment he was easily the most dangerous man in the room — at least to these men — and they knew it.

      Andrew Bremmin was now certain that the four men had deliberately moved to entrap and kill this arachne, and while it irritated him he didn't show it. Part of him even sympathized. To want to kill monsters was natural. Non-humans were dangerous and unpredictable. Were it not for technical and biological advancements at the end of the last century, humanity worldwide would probably be a slave race today. As it was, a human population once over eight billion had dropped to less than three, and whole swathes of a world that once boasted great nations now had no human presence at all.

      Few people today knew that, or how narrowly complete subjugation had been avoided. That part of human history was downplayed for a variety of reasons, but men in his profession were required to know the whole, ugly truth.

      Andrew Bremmin was a member of the NHIC: the Non-Human Investigative Corps, and was technically an officer of the law with the rank of deputy inspector. Most people called the men and women in his profession by another name: monster hunter.

      In truth, that was how he'd once thought of himself, and with no small amount of pride. That he now sat staring down four humans in defense of a monster still rubbed him the wrong way, but the racial hatred he'd begun his career with more than twenty years ago had long since been tempered through constant contact with 'the public.'

      While he once hated non-humans as monsters, he now recognized humans as monsters too, and he wasn't about to play favorites between them. While this arachne was playing the fool being in this bar in the first place, these four jackwads had no business causing trouble here, particularly when all Bremmin wanted was an evening pint.

      So he sat patiently, hand deceptively far from his gun, watching the four men glance from him, to his phone, to their leader, then back again.

      "You're on the wrong team, Mister," one of the men growled.

      "I'm on the law's team, and that's 'Officer' to you. If that's the wrong team I'm not sure what that says about you four," Bremmin said quietly. "Maybe you could, uh ... spell it out for me. Hm?"

      "Let's go," the lead man muttered.

      "Not yet," Bremmin said, and when the man gave him a venomous glare, he just nodded toward their table and its numerous empty and half-empty glasses as he added, "You should settle up first."

      If looks could kill, Bremmin would have been dead years ago. As it was, he just made a mental note to leave this bar through the back alley as the four men threw money on the table and stalked out without a word to anyone. Only when they were gone did he turn off the record function on his phone and return it to his pocket, along with the badge.

      He sighed, shook his head, took a sip of his beer, and did his best to forget the whole mess.

      He noticed the arachne staring at him because it was obvious in the bar mirror. She made no effort to disguise her focused attention, but the color of her eyes had gone back to pink and her pedipalps were once more demurely folded. She wasn't about to attack him, so he didn't really care.

      She wasn't his problem anymore. Maybe she would be his problem tomorrow. He idly wondered what the odds of that were. Those guys might try and finish what they'd started somewhere else, and a woman like her would be easy to track. Even the smallest arachne were big, famously dangerous, and rare. At least, they were in Daytau. When they were around people noticed.

      He made the deliberate effort to think about something else. Right now, she wasn't his problem. If that changed tomorrow it would be her own damn fault. She'd acted the fool and gotten lucky.

      No one could blame him if she went and got herself shot somewhere else.

      Bremmin took his time finishing his beer, then signaled the bartender over to pay his tab. John — the tender — just pursed his lips in a frown and shook his head as he said, "Nope. You drank on the house tonight."

      "That so?" Bremmin asked.

      John nodded and tilted his head to show his earpiece as he tapped his throat and said, "Yeah. Joyce was watching too."

      Joyce was the owner of the bar. Bremmin had heard of her, or him — it could be a last name — but he'd never met them, and he wasn't really interested. He pulled his wallet out, stood up, and dropped a twenty down. "Well, that's one way to make a good tip. See you round."

      "Yeah, see you," John said, smiling as he picked up the twenty and stuffed it in the fishbowl with the rest of the greenbacks.

      "I'm goin' out the back, you good?" Bremmin asked.

      John tilted his head a moment, obviously listening, then flicked his head toward the kitchen door in the back corner next to the restrooms as he said, "Yeah, sure."

      As he walked toward the kitchen, the arachne continued to watch him intently until he was out of sight.

      Bremmin had been a monster hunter for twenty years, and he had a very keen sense of intuition about certain things. As he walked back to his apartment, he couldn't escape the nagging feeling that he'd see that spider-woman again.

      The next day, Bremmin looked up as he heard the knock at his office door, but didn't get the chance to say anything before it opened to admit a pencil-thin man in a suit much more expensive than his.

      He was sallow and his hair was greased. He wore the perpetual frown of someone who hated everything about life, and Bremmin knew how he felt. He didn't like the man either.

      His name was Preston Filcher, and he 'worked in the mayor's office.' In truth, he was a gopher lawyer, and he was every bit as greasy in practice as he looked in person.

      Bremmin's eyes flicked past him to his office door as Inspector Philip Mann stepped through with an apologetic smile. Inspector Mann was the head of the NHIC, and — at least on paper — Bremmin's boss. His hair was also slicked back but with much less product, and was more salt than pepper. He was fit for a man in his sixties and his suit, like his hair, was gray. Bremmin didn't like either one, but he disliked them for different reasons.

      Philip was a pushover. He was less than two years from retirement and wouldn't do anything to jeopardize it. Half of the time that wasn't a problem, because Bremmin knew he could pressure the other man to sign off on certain things that needed doing, as long as Bremmin himself took whatever heat might come down. The other half was a huge problem, because he rubber-stamped whatever damn fool ideas came his way from the political side of things too.

      Preston Filcher — on the other hand — was just a fucking rat, plain and simple. Unfortunately, since Preston had come with the Inspector, Bremmin couldn't just kick him back out.

      He made a point of looking fixedly at Phil as he stood up and offered his hand to his boss rather than Preston, despite the little rodent's having placed himself front and center.

      Preston was the sort to notice things like that, and his already beady eyes narrowed fractionally as his frown deepened.

      Phil took Bremmin's hand, though his grip was limp as he said, "Sorry to intrude, Andy, but we've got a situation."

      "So I see. I've sent Filcher's picture to the desk sergeant before, but they keep letting him in," Bremmin said.

      "Think you're funny do you?" Filcher snapped.

      Finally deigning to look directly at the man, Bremmin mildly replied, "Think I'm joking?"

      "It's a miracle you haven't been fired yet," Filcher said sourly.

      "That 'miracle' probably has something to do with the fact that my department has both the highest closure and highest public confidence rating in the city," Bremmin said with just the faintest hint of a smile.

      "You — on the other hand — probably couldn't make the front page without a sex scandal ... and even then the headline would read, 'Rimjob Gone Wrong, Mayor Hospitalized.'"

      Filcher turned purple and he took a deep breath, but instead of exploding, he let it out slowly and forced a smile.

      Bremmin was immediately on his guard. He'd been hoping to chase the man out with that one. The fact it hadn't worked made him glance warily at Phil, who wore a pained, faintly embarrassed expression as he said, "Now Andy, you know you're supposed to keep things professional."

      "He started it, he walked in."

      "He knocked," Phil said defensively.

      "What did you let him do?" Bremmin asked.

      "Hey, now I-"

      "Shut your mouth, rat. The grown-ups are talking," Bremmin said without even a glance at the pencil-neck.

      "You will-!"

      "I will twist your scrawny neck until your head pops off, you little greaseball. Whatever happens after that won't matter to you, so shut, your, mouth," Bremmin said as he finally turned the full force of his glare on the bureaucrat, who took a step back despite his bluster, then blushed furiously as he realized what he'd done.

      "I'll have your job for this! You threatened my life!" the man screeched as he pointed accusingly at Bremmin, then stormed out of the office, slamming the door so hard the venetian blind attached to it didn't clatter against the glass facing until almost a full second later.

      "You shouldn't have done that," Phil said mildly as he looked reprovingly at Bremmin.

      "You shouldn't corroborate him when he goes crying to the mayor, then he'll just look like the idiot he is," Bremmin said as he returned his full attention to his boss, adding, "So what did you let him do?"

      Phil's look turned into one of wounded pride as he said, "I didn't let him do anything. This isn't on me, you, or even the mayor. Do you remember the civil liberties suit a few years back involving the succubus that wanted to join the Nick?"

      Phil, and almost everyone else, rarely actually spelled out the NHIC, preferring to call it the Nick or simply, Nick. In fact, most of Bremmin's officers and direct reports called him 'Uncle Nick' because as the deputy inspector, he ran the division.

      Bremmin scowled as he remembered the media circus surrounding that case. He personally testified on three separate occasions about the many dangers inherent in letting non-humans serve against the perceived interests of their own kind, not to mention the expenses inherent in having to adjust tactics around what the Nick called 'compulsory behaviors.'

      Many monsters had instincts that could be, and in fact it was often necessary to, exploit.

      "Yeah?"

      "Well it's over. She won."

      The blood drained out of Bremmin's face as he looked at his boss and breathed, "You're not serious."

      Phil sighed and said, "Whether I am or not, this is happening. That's why the r- ... Preston came here today. He wanted to gloat. A media campaign is already in the works coming from the mayor's office, but in the short term some of the higher-ups are going to get attachés. That includes you. Humans need not apply."

      "I quit."

      "Resignation not accepted. Come on, Andy. You've got five years left, and you're first in line to take my place. I'm out in a few months."

      "What? I thought you had two years left," Bremmin said, brow creasing as he ran the numbers back.

      "Technically, yes. But mayoral elections are coming up. I've decided to run. This is between you and me right now and if you blow this open it's your ass. I agree with you. Letting non-humans into this department will be a disaster. Public confidence will tank, and we need the people on our side to do this job. I need you to be ready to step into my office, when I step into his."

      "You think you can win?" Bremmin asked.

      "If I have the support of key members of the community, yes," he said, eyeing Bremmin deliberately. "Let's face it: you and I both know I'm riding high because you and some of the other divisional leads have done stellar work. There are some monster lovers out there looking to undermine the law, though, and if the mayor wins the next election they'll gain steam. Within a month there will be non-humans in this department whether you like it or not. The regular police force is already integrated, and at least half the current class of non-human recruits will apply for a transfer. They'll all be accepted. There will be consequences, one way or the other. If it goes the way you and I know it will, I'll have the perfect platform to run on. If it doesn't ... well, maybe we were worried for nothing."

      "You can't put a virus back in the lab, Phil," Bremmin said. "Once it's out, it's out."

      "My only other option is to resign in protest along with you, and we both know that won't change a damn thing," Phil said quietly. "I'm going to be personally visiting every single DI in the city today. This is important. Right now it's only a matter of jurisprudence. The legislature will take its sweet time addressing this so they can see the numbers. We still have a chance, but only if you and people like you grit your teeth, and stay in place."

      Bremmin sat back down and stared at his desk without really seeing it.

      "You'll stay," Phil prompted after a long moment of silence.

      "For now. Who is this attaché?"

      "We don't know yet. Probably someone from the mayor's office."

      "I quit."

      "Andy!"

      "God dammit, Phil! Are you serious? You're hanging me out to dry here!"

      "You act like I won't have the same problem! It's not like you do fieldwork anymore. You're an administrator. Just treat whoever it is like a secretary and you won't even notice they're there."

      "Like hell I won't. This office isn't even designed for non-human entrance."

      "That's a good thing. Whoever they get will probably be a wolven or one of those felines. Maybe a gel. They fit anywhere."

      Bremmin glared at his boss, who sighed in resignation and pointedly said, "You're staying. I need you. This department needs you. The only way it'll fall apart faster is if you leave."

      "Won't that make you look good come election time?" Bremmin asked.

      "Try to remember that we actually serve the public interest here. If you manage to hold it together, that serves the people. That's our job. So do your damn job. You let me worry about the rest of it. We don't need or even really want things to fall apart, we just need to be ready if they do."

      "When they do," Bremmin grumbled, shaking his head. He was a hunter, and he knew the weaknesses of everything he had been given to hunt over the course of his career. Vampires could be destroyed by powerful UVB light. Lycans could be confused by sensory overload of one kind or another. Lamia and gels slowed down in the cold. Even dragons could be reliably tricked with the credible promise of wealth. Humanity, though, had a different sort of weakness. He didn't know any other race with as much of a penchant for delusion. Get a human feeling uppity about something and he wouldn't just shout his righteousness from the rooftops.

      He'd jump to prove it.

      Phil shrugged and shoved his hands into his pockets. It was a gesture of weakness and seeing it annoyed Bremmin, who said, "I'll stay on one condition."

      "Name it."

      "When that rat complains to the mayor you will ...?"

      "Not have any idea what he's talking about. You were completely civil."

      Bremmin sighed and ran his fingers through his hair as he said, "Well, you've got the lying part of being a politician down pat. Just remember who you're lying for, and why."

      "Long as you remember who you're staying for, and why," Phil said, and his hands came back out of his pockets as he turned for the door.

      "I will. I always do."

      Phil paused at the door and half-turned as he said, "I know. I saw the video from last night."

      "Huh?"

      "That vid of you at the Railstop. Slick work. We'll be using clips in the upcoming campaign to demonstrate an even hand provided we can get some consent forms signed."

      "Great. Not only did those assholes ruin my evening beer, now you're going to pay them for it."

      "We'll just be blurring them. It's the girl we need the clear shot of."

      Bremmin's eyes closed and he waved dismissively as he said, "With all due respect ..."

      "Yeah yeah, be good."

      And with that he was gone.
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      As she watched the man pay, then leave through the kitchen, Velise felt a roiling mixture of emotions. Principle among them was indignation. That humans would dare to draw a weapon on her, that another human would extricate her from the unexpected danger, and then simply leave? He hadn't even asked her name!

      Yet, underneath the indignation, frustration, and anger was a thin layer of relieved fear, and something else. Something she couldn't yet put words to.

      Velise truly hadn't expected firearms. She knew humans relied on them in combat, but that they would carry such weapons in their own city came as a shock. The briefings she'd gone through in preparation for her arrival in Daytau hadn't mentioned that civilians were allowed weapons. They clearly were, as the law officer hadn't faulted her assailant for carrying one.

      As she replayed the incident in her mind again she realized that had the law officer not been present and she were shot, the shooter might not even have been prosecuted. The revelation was disturbing. She'd been assured that this particular human city-state was extremely civilized by comparison to her own nation and that violent encounters were rare enough that most of them, even those that were non-lethal, were investigated.

      Apparently, the laws revolving around non-human species required a more in-depth look than she'd been led to believe.

      As she contemplated this strange turn of events, she took her time finishing her drink, then went to the bar to pay.

      As she completed the exchange, she asked, "Who was that man?"

      The bartender glanced toward the kitchen door, then back at her as he handed her the money she was due. He said, "That was Andrew Bremmin. He's the deputy inspector for the Nick department that has jurisdiction in south side."

      "Nick? You refer to the NHIC?" she asked

      He nodded.

      "And, deputy inspector. What does that rank mean?"

      The tender gave her an easy smile as he rounded the end of the bar and went to her table. As he retrieved her glassware he said, "Deputy inspector means he's the man in charge. The only higher rank is chief inspector for the entire city."

      "What would a man like that be doing in this tiny little bar?" she asked, bewildered.

      The tender just laughed and said, "He likes our Hefeweizen."

      Velise continued to ponder her experience. On the cab ride home she pulled up the city laws for non-human interaction and was horrified by what she learned. She was required to retreat no matter the circumstances. If she did not, she would be found guilty for whatever damage or loss of life resulted. How her diplomatic credentials would play in such a scenario was not made clear, but the laws as stated in the official records mentioned no exceptions.

      Once at her residence, she called up city records on Andrew Bremmin, then ran a search for news articles that included the man. Several of these were in relation to a civil trial at which he'd given testimony, a trial that had apparently concluded yesterday.

      As she read over the trial's details, a smile crept onto her face. Given what she'd been sent here to do, it potentially represented a golden opportunity. Better yet, she was already acquainted with Chief Inspector Mann, who worked out of city hall. Ostingrath was too distant a nation to have its own embassy, so the office she'd been granted was there as well. She resolved to go and speak with the chief inspector at the first opportunity.
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        * * *

      

      Though Velise arrived at city hall early the next morning, she wasn't able to see Mann until late in the day. He'd apparently been out visiting the other deputy inspectors, but she was able to get an appointment with him in the afternoon.

      His offices were spacious, and she had no trouble stepping inside. The accoutrements were lavish, as befit a man of his station, and as she opened both doors and stepped daintily inside, Mann looked up with a friendly smile and stood.

      As humans went, he was intensely unremarkable. He wore a well-tailored suit, had a slim build, and while there were traces of age in his face and his hair was graying, he'd clearly had some work done to reduce the impact on his features. Humans had an average lifespan between seventy and eighty years, and given the evidence she would have said he was in his forties. In fact, he was in his late fifties. She'd looked up his records before the meeting.

      "Velise! This is both a surprise and a pleasure," he said as he came around his desk and offered his hand, which she shook. "I actually wanted to speak with you as well, so this works out."

      "Oh? What about?" she asked, her curiosity piqued. She suspected it must have something to do with the altercation the previous night, as there was nothing else that might have brought her to his attention.

      Her suspicions were justified as Mann spread a hand toward a sizable flat-screen that took up much of one wall as he said, "It looks like you had an interesting night last night."

      As she turned her eyes to the television, Mann rounded his desk and pressed a few keys, calling up a video of her encounter from Andrew Bremmin's perspective.

      As it played without sound, Philip said, "You were very, very fortunate last night."

      "I'm surprised this was brought to your attention," she said cautiously, her mood somewhat soured as she watched the events playing out on the screen in front of her and vague feelings of anger and humiliation surfaced.

      "Oh, I try and keep abreast of events that bear on the NHIC. This one in particular presents an interesting opportunity, but we'll talk about that in a moment. What did you want to see me about?"

      "I wanted to discuss the conclusion of the civil case, Sallesin v. The Non-Human Investigative Corps. My nation will be keenly interested in the ramifications, and I wanted your ... I believe the appropriate phrase would be 'hot take?' on the matter."

      He chuckled warmly and as he came back around the desk, standing close but not too close. Like her, he was clearly an astute student of politics. His eye contact and positioning were telling.

      He said, "Well, it's a mess to be honest. The ruling came as quite a shock and the NHIC lawyers are already putting together an appeal, but without an injunction — which we're not likely to get — we're having to move forward with the 'suggestions' put forth in the summary decision. We've been forced to allow non-humans to apply for active service within the NHIC, and we're already setting up a hiring process to bring on attachés for some of the senior staff."

      His smile took on a hint of rueful amusement as he said, "Miss Bellfrey has, for instance, already mentioned an interest in one of the positions."

      Velise smiled indulgently. Anna Bellfrey was a harpy, and had a position similar to her own within city hall. Unlike Velise, who had arrived little more than a month ago, Anna had been in Daytau for over a year and garnered something of a reputation.

      The consensus among the staff at city hall was that she'd been sent to Daytau because she'd do less damage here than at home.

      She'd also made no secret of the fact that she was open to casual indulgence.

      Velise had no use for her and though they were acquainted, harpies disliked and feared arachne. They shared the same sorts of territory preferences, and harpies made excellent eating.

      "How fortunate," she said. "I too would like to apply."

      "Oh?"

      Philip's eyebrows rose, and he said, "Why on Earth would someone of your talents want one of these positions? I don't mind telling you that they'll be principally for show, though I'm sure we could work well together if you're truly interested."

      Her smile grew faintly predatory as she said, "While I respect your position, Phil, I'm not interested in working for you. I want to work for Andrew Bremmin."

      "Ooh."

      Phil took a moment to think about that, glancing from her to the looped recording still playing on the television.

      "I suppose I can understand how he'd catch your interest. You aren't in a position to know this, but he's an extraordinarily difficult man to work with. I was going to send Anna his way because he'll have no problems ... putting her somewhere safe."

      Velise chuckled richly and said, "Nevertheless, I insist. I want one of these positions, and I want to work with him."

      "Frankly, I don't see how I could get him to agree," Phil said, his expression growing pensive. "Make no mistake, I'm understating the difficulty."

      "He seemed to have no trouble intervening on my behalf last night," Velise said. "I can't imagine that he has a problem with me personally. Is he simply dedicated to the letter of the law while harboring an active hatred for non-humans? I could well imagine such views are prevalent in your 'monster hunters.'"

      "No ... that's not it exactly. The man's notorious, and his notoriety is for being precisely the sort of man with whom you in particular might have problems. To put it bluntly, he hates politics and politicians."

      "That'll be perfect then. What are the requisites to apply?" she asked.

      Phil frowned and said, "I really can't talk you out of this?"

      "Since you've not told me you plan to outright refuse me on other grounds, I should say no," she said.

      He blew a gusty sigh and said, "I'm afraid I will be refusing you on other grounds. You're a diplomat, and your experiences here will reflect on the city. Giving you this position would be the equivalent of tossing you to the wolves. It will end badly and the fallout could be troublesome for future trade at the least. While that's not ostensibly my business, those negative impacts will redound on me because I'm the one ultimately responsible for filling these positions appropriately."

      He gave her a conspiratorial look, then glanced past her to ensure that no one else was lurking before he said, "Just between you and I, I intend to run for mayor in the next election cycle. I need these appointments to shed a positive light on my management."

      Velise frowned and nodded thoughtfully as she said, "Very well, I confess to some disappointment, but that's as may be. Now, regarding your interest?"

      He blinked at her, then his expression lit up as he said, "Yes, of course! The video. This footage represents a potential coup for the NHIC, and we'd like to use it in future public relations efforts. For that, I need your written consent."

      Her eyebrow arched, and her smile showed fangs as she said, "Well then, Phil. You should know that I have no interest in allowing this footage to be made public, as it makes me look weak."

      Phil frowned and sighed as he glanced longingly at the television, then at her. She could see in that look that he knew what was coming, but he asked anyway.

      "I suppose ... we might do a deal?"

      "What about the future trade debacle you envision?" Velise asked, her tone teasing.

      "I can only presume, since you're so concerned about your image, that you'll do everything you can to avoid that outcome. Mind you, I cannot promise you'll have the position when all is said and done. The deal I'm offering is only that I will bring you to the Justice Center personally to inform Bremmin who you are and your interest. If he flatly refuses, quite frankly that's an end to it. If I try and force this on him he may legitimately quit the force."

      "Surely the man would not give up his post on such frivolous grounds," she said.

      "Velise, I had to talk him out of quitting on the spot earlier today when I told him about the ruling and new appointments. He absolutely is the sort of man to do this on principle, and it would be a public relations nightmare. He's not just a deputy inspector. He's 'Uncle Nick.' I may be in charge, but he is the face of our organization and he's the lead contender to take my spot once I move up ... or he would be, if he didn't have so many other problems."

      She smiled and said, "It's settled. You bring me to him, and provided I obtain an opportunity to present myself, you'll have your consent."

      "Tomorrow morning then," he said with a resigned sigh. "Meet me in the JC lobby at eight."

      "A pleasure, Chief Inspector," Velise said with a trace of smug satisfaction.

      Phil just gave her a long-suffering sigh and a resigned smile as he said, "You say that now. Wait until you've spoken to the man himself. Remember, if he refuses you, that's beyond my power."

      "We have an agreement. I will see you tomorrow morning," Velise said, then turned to leave, her goals accomplished.
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      Bremmin glanced up in annoyance as someone knocked on the glass portion of his door, but was mollified somewhat when he noted whoever it was waited on an invitation before opening that door to step inside.

      Three people filed in: two men and a woman, two dressed in the gray uniform worn by officers of the NHIC, and one in a cheap suit.

      The suit was on a sandy-haired young man with blue eyes, a square jaw, and an easy smile. Larry McCreedy was a ten-year veteran detective with a degree in criminal psychology and the rank of lieutenant. Most of the major cases for Bremmin's department went through him. He could have made captain years ago if he weren't so averse to doing most of his work behind a desk.

      The other two were a sergeant and corporal, respectively. Laura Yates was the senior of the two by three years. She could be pretty when she wanted, but usually didn't bother. She had brown hair and eyes to go with her perpetually worried frown, and of the three of them she was the only one who didn't look upbeat. Bremmin's eyes flicked to her left hand and he noted she wasn't wearing her wedding ring today, which usually meant she and her husband had another one of their knock-down drag-outs.

      Why she didn't leave him was a matter of speculation, but the one time someone had suggested it to her face it had turned into a shouting match in the middle of the office.

      The would-be white knight was her partner and the last man in line; a black-haired, green-eyed, ambitious up-and-comer named Tony Platz. He was built like a brick and liked to brag about the fact that his armor had to be custom-fit.

      The three of them were some of his best, which was why he'd called them in.

      "What's up?" Larry asked as Platz closed the door.

      "First off, knock on the wood, not the glass. If I have to replace that pane again this year I'm going to make you pay for it," Bremmin said, giving the man an arch look that Larry had the grace to wince at, and nod.

      "It's already cracked, you'll have to bill the mayor's office," Tony chipped in. "What was the rat doing here? We've been wondering all day."

      "Mr. Filcher was here to tell us that our department is being forcefully integrated," Bremmin said, deciding — as usual — to skip the small talk.

      Both men raised their eyebrows, then glanced toward Laura, whose existing frown deepened as she said, "They want to let non-humans into the NHIC?"

      "Want is a matter of individual opinion. Sallesin v. The Non-Human Investigative Corps has concluded, and Miss Sallesin won her case. While the appeal process is already in the works, for now we are under court orders to allow non-humans to apply. The first new recruits will likely arrive out of the next graduating academy class."

      "What about inherent conflict of interest? What about involuntary behavior?!" Tony asked, his expression hardening. Larry wasn't smiling anymore either, but he just nodded and jerked his head toward Tony, his eyes on Bremmin.

      "If you want the official arguments you'll have to read the court transcripts. For now all you need to know is that this is happening, and I'm tasking the three of you with drafting up a rough SOP for the integration. Most of this is going to be on Detective McCreedy, but I want you and Sergeant Yates to assist and inform. You've got almost twenty years combined experience on the streets. Don't pull any punches. It's going to go through me before anyone else sees it, and I'll do the necessary face-lift."

      "Keep them on admin duty," McCreedy immediately said, and the other two nodded emphatically.

      "Not happening. We just lost this case, and you know how academy grads are. If we put them on desk duty we'll just wind up with another raft of lawsuits."

      "If we put them on the streets we're going to wind up with a lot worse," McCreedy replied. "Boss, this is a bad idea."

      "Trust me, I'm aware. The only reason I'm not packing right now is because my resignation was flat-out refused. It's not our job to force the public to do the right thing. It's to protect those who do, and enforce the consequences on those who don't."

      "What are we going to do about the office?" Laura asked. "Half the non-human races can't even get in here."

      "Not your problem to worry about, Sergeant, though I feel it necessary to inform you that I'll probably be reassigning most partnerships as well. You two are both competent and keep clean records, so you'll be handling two of the new recruits when they come in."

      Bremmin watched the faces of both Laura and Tony twist toward rebellion, and Tony scowled as he said, "No good deed goes unpunished."

      "Look on the bright side," Bremmin said with a wry smile. "You'll probably start pulling danger pay."

      "Do we even have danger pay?" Tony asked.

      "No," McCreedy said, also scowling. "But we should probably institute it. Uncle, seriously, this is not going to end well. Even the regular force segregates their units and sends their non-human teams to work in non-human neighborhoods."

      "There's no alternative. New recruits cannot go out without experienced partners. Don't shoot the messenger."

      "What's the judge's name? Maybe I can-"

      "-shut your mouth before you say something even Uncle Nick wouldn't be able to let pass? Yes, that's an excellent idea. You do that," Laura said, cutting her partner off before he could finish.

      "He's just trying to get out of having a non-human partner," Larry said hastily, looking worriedly at Tony.

      Bremmin didn't think that was true, but decided to let it go. He appreciated the fact that his people looked out for one another.

      Everyone had moments of weakness.

      "We'll cross that bridge when we come to it," Bremmin said quietly, his eyes on Tony. "That's all for now. Spread the word on the integration, but keep the SOP details under wraps. It's Tuesday. I want a working draft on my desk by Thursday at five."

      McCreedy was already shaking his head. "Not possible. I mean, practically every single species of non-human has special considerations."

      "You can pull sections from the regular police manual for most of that. Detective, I know this is a lot to ask, but unless we get our foot in the door on this we'll wind up playing defense when the politicos draft up their ideas. Get this done, or you'll wish you had when you're living under those rules. Dismissed."

      As the three filed out, Bremmin stared moodily out his window. He had an office just off the corner of the building and it was cozy, if not spacious. Most of the furniture was real oak, from the desk to the bookshelves, and his walls and shelves were lined with awards and photographs that provided glimpses into his professional life. By all accounts, his was a long and prestigious career. But there was nothing on those walls that could help him now. Outside the bulletproof glass of his window, he saw the city stretching away into the distance. The NHIC took up two floors near the top of the Justice Center, which was a thirty-story tower of glass and steel. Just above his window the wide ledge of an open air cafe extended a good hundred feet, obstructing his view of the sky. That didn't bother him because he rarely looked up. His concerns were all down there, in the city.

      Automated traffic systems kept the solid lanes of cars moving, and people swarmed the sidewalks. The JC stood at the border of the business district and the south side, but Bremmin's window only showed him the latter. It wasn't a slum, but it was lively. The place was full of bars, clubs, casinos, and all manner of iniquity interspersed with high-rise apartments — some of them over seventy stories tall — that ranged from extravagant to bare bones.

      Beyond the south side was the subcity of Oolytau, which was a slum, and technically not his jurisdiction. Practically, most of his investigations wound up there, and he was very familiar with its dark, narrow streets, twisting alleyways, and ... unique smell.

      The vast bulk of the non-human populace lived there, though even there they were not the majority. Daytau and the surrounding urban sprawl were a human city-state complete with its own military forces, and the non-humans who lived there did so on human sufferance.

      The idea of Philip Mann as mayor sent an involuntary shiver down Bremmin's spine.

      He shook his head, felt a pang of sympathy for Tony that he buried under the concrete of his professionalism as he reached for his desk phone. He had calls to make.

      As he drew even with the door to the Railstop that evening, he noticed the arachne from the previous night standing at the same table. No one else was in the bar, and it was quiet.

      By the time he spotted her, the woman's bubblegum-pink eyes were already locked on him. She was wearing a bright blue blouse that set off her red chitin, and Bremmin noted by the sheen of the material that it was silk. Her blonde hair was coifed and set in a bun with silver pins. It was obvious she was dressed to the nines.

      He wanted his evening Hefe, but there was only so much he was willing to spend to get it. Without missing a step he passed the door and kept right on walking.
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        * * *

      

      Wednesday morning, Andrew Bremmin was in the basement of the Justice Center, putting in his time on the shooting range.

      He stood behind a low wall looking out over a lane that was thirty feet deep and twenty feet wide. He was dressed in slacks and a business jacket, which — because it was the clothing he typically wore day to day — was what he practiced in. His right hand was held low, elbow holding back his jacket to expose his service pistol in its holster. His posture was relaxed, eyes unfocused as he waited.

      With a loud clang, four targets sprang up at random throughout his field of view and a digital timer began its count in thousandths of a second.

      The sound of his pistol's individual shots dissolved into one continuous roar and a buzzer sounded, indicating he'd hit the forth and final target.

      He checked the hits. Three were center mass; one was a head shot that barely made the paint.

      He then checked his time: .489 seconds.

      Getting slow, old man, he thought to himself as he sighed and hit the reset button. He had ten seconds to ready himself, then a random timer of ten more seconds would begin before his targets would appear.

      He didn't need to look to know that the observation room above and behind him was full. He trained at the same time every week, and quite a few people from the building were regulars to watch Uncle Nick practice.

      His breathing evened out, and his mind drained of thought as the seconds stretched into an endless, seamless now. With a resounding clang, his targets appeared and his gun roared again.

      The buzzer sounded. All four targets had center mass hits, and his time was .418 seconds. Better. Not anywhere near his best, but he wasn't a young man anymore and didn't practice as diligently as he had. He still did fifty draws in the morning when he woke up, and fifty more before he showered for bed, but that was just a maintenance routine.

      Non-humans often had deadly, insurmountable advantages in combat up close, from claws and poison to inhuman speed and strength. Some of them could fly. Others could spit acid or absorb ridiculous amounts of damage without slowing down. The non-humans NHIC dealt with were often desperate and had usually already killed at least once, most significantly more than that.

      If an officer of the NHIC wanted to live to see retirement, there was only one way to get there: the fast draw.

      Within the first year on assignment, Nick officers had to be able to hit all four targets with kill shots in under two seconds. Those that couldn't were reassigned to normal duty. Reassessments were done every six months, and times were expected to improve.

      Andrew Bremmin might sit behind a desk now but he was still the fastest draw in the NHIC. It had been that way for the last fifteen years.

      If he was being honest with himself, he would have to admit that the only reason he kept his skills as sharp as he did was to shame his department into following his example. The slowest active duty officer in his direct chain of command was a recruit from last year who could finish his targets in 1.8 seconds, and Bremmin hadn't attended a funeral for anyone from his division in the last five years.

      Even if he wasn't chasing perps anymore, his skill with a gun still saved lives, and he knew it.

      When his session was done he swapped back to his service magazine and slotted his empty practice mags into their places on the outside of his gym bag. He'd reload them later in his office.

      Stepping out of the firing range, he closed the door behind him before removing his ear protection, eyebrow lifting in question as he noticed Katie Mack, an intern assigned to his office as part of her collegiate coursework. For the life of him, he couldn't remember what she was studying.

      "The chief inspector wants to see you, Uncle Nick," she said. "He's waiting for you at security."

      "At security? Did he say what he wanted?" Bremmin asked as he walked with her toward the elevator bank at the end of the barren, white-painted cinderblock hallway. The only things to break up the monotony of the walls were police insignia for the various divisions, and between the elevator banks was a trophy case displaying awards for the shooters that inhabited the building. More than a few of those awards had his name on them.

      Katie said, "I don't know. He called up to your office and they sent me to get you."

      "Huh. All right. I'll just go there now. Thanks."

      She smiled brilliantly and said, "No problem!"

      They rode up together, though Bremmin got off at the ground floor. The doors let him out into a vast open space that echoed with footsteps and myriad voices. The walls were black marble polished to a mirror shine while the floor was gray with gold veins and accents. The first ten stories were done in an atrium style with the glass front angled to let in the morning light, which shone down on a vast open area lined with greenery in tiered gardens, plants interspersed with small boulders. Off in the far corner was an open-air coffee shop and tables, but the area in front of the doors was dominated by security.

      It was a raised circular desk paneled in more black marble and manned by several men and women in the blue uniforms of city police. Above it were a series of large monitors displaying a variety of appointment information, though only the names of the supplicants and their meet times were displayed. All other information was available from the uniforms at the desk.

      What caught his attention was Chief Inspector Philip Mann, and the woman looming behind him.

      "Ah, Andy! I was about to call again, where were-, oh. Down at the range?"

      Gritting his teeth at being called by his first name in a public professional setting, Bremmin said, "Good morning, Inspector Mann. What do you need?"

      "Straight to business it is," the man said with his professional politician smile as he signed at the bottom of the clipboard he was holding and passed it over the desk to an officer who glanced over it, then offered a blue badge to the woman behind Philip.

      She took it and pinned it to her blouse as Philip turned and said, "Deputy Inspector Andrew Bremmin, may I introduce your new attaché, Miss Velise Drainheart."

      "Drainheart?" Bremmin asked as he offered his hand with all the professional aplomb he could muster.

      "A rather unfortunate translation from several generations ago that's nevertheless rather important for bookkeeping reasons. Please, feel free to call me Velise," the arachne from the Railstop said as she took his hand. Her grip was firm, but not strong. It had the feel of someone who knew exactly how much pressure to apply to convey a specific impression.

      Her blouse today was white with navy blue accents, including a ruffle that covered the center of her sizable bust. She'd pinned her guest pass in such a way that the end of it hung out at a rather extreme angle, and as his eyes flicked to it, the woman's professional smile gained just a hint of amusement as she released his hand.

      He noted there was a subtle scent in the air, but he couldn't have said what it was. Most perfumes annoyed him and he didn't wear cologne, but for some reason hers lingered in his nose.

      This woman is dangerous, Bremmin thought as he said aloud, "Miss Velise it is then, or Missus?"

      Bremmin couldn't quite keep the hope out of his tone, which she dashed instantly as she said, "Miss, and just Velise will be fine."

      "I'm afraid not, Miss Velise. This is a professional setting. You may call me by my rank, or simply Mr. Bremmin for ease of use."

      "Phil called you-"

      "Inspector Mann is my superior, and so has that privilege."

      She straightened marginally, pedipalps uncrossing, shifting to the right, then crossing again. He estimated her height at around eight feet tall, though Bremmin knew she could probably reach a height of ten feet if she drew her many legs in a bit. Knowing what he did of arachne, he'd have estimated her weight at somewhere between three and four hundred pounds, most of that in her abdomen, which was sheathed in the same black stretchy material he'd noted at the Railstop. That portion of her physique that was human showed some definition but stopped short of muscular, at least in her shoulders and arms, which were bare given her blouse was sleeveless. She also had no visible tan lines, which either meant she spent almost all of her time indoors or usually wore full sleeves.

      Up close she was extremely imposing despite the fact her pedipalps were demurely folded. Her smile — while pleasant — had an undeniably predatory element. She had rather pronounced canines, and they were both showing.

      Despite that, she sounded gracious as she said, "Very well, Mr. Bremmin."

      Phil, while he might be a bit of a pushover, was sharp enough to read the tension and coughed politely as he said, "Well, I'll leave you to it then. I just wanted to make sure you two were formerly introduced."

      "Inspector. A word before you go?" Bremmin asked, forcing himself to sound polite as he spread his hand behind himself, indicating they get some distance.

      Phil glanced at his face, saw the thinly veiled steel in his expression, and said, "I don't want to be rude. Just a moment. Please excuse us, Ve- ah, Miss Velise."

      Once they'd gained some distance, Phil started talking before Bremmin could start in on him.

      "Now remember, this position is non-negotiable. I have to deal with a harpy of all things."

      "Phil, a harpy would fit in the elevator. A harpy doesn't need double doors. What the hell are you thinking? She can't even get into cubeville much less any offices on my floor."

      Sounding sheepish, Phil winced and held up a finger as he said, "Thaat, reminds me. You're being moved. I've got a crew scheduled to show up this afternoon to box you up."

      Voice now flat as his patience started to run out, Bremmin asked, "Where?"

      When he didn't immediately get an answer, Bremmin gritted his teeth and said, "Phil? Where."

      "Downtown."

      "WHERE."

      "City hall?"

      "I quit."

      As Bremmin started to turn away, Phil grabbed his shoulder and hauled him several steps farther away with a fearful glance toward Velise, who had to have heard that last. He hissed, "Andy! You can't, QUIT! I need you."

      "Then you shouldn't be trying so hard to fuck me," Bremmin said coldly. "You've seen the video. You know that's the spider from the bar the other night."

      "Of course I know, and don't call her that!" Phil said, still in a harsh whisper despite the fact Bremmin wasn't making any effort to lower his own tone. "The only way she'd sign the waivers for the video footage was if I gave her this job!"

      "How did she know about this job, Phil?"

      "She already works at city hall. You'll be moving into her office."

      Bremmin raised a finger and put it in his boss's face, decorum be damned as he said, "Phil? I'm about three seconds from a 'Fuck you I quit' that literally everyone in this building will hear, and there's no take-backsies after that. I don't need this, you do. So talk. Fast."

      "This woman has juice, Andy! The 'job' she's been doing is some kind of high-level diplomatic boondoggle. She's someone important's kid. I don't know all the details but she's out of Ostingrath."

      Phil paused, glancing back at Velise, before turning back to Bremmin as he said, "I didn't even get a chance to track her down. She came to me and laid out her conditions."

      Showing his hands, he said, "I couldn't say no!"

      "That last? It's what worries me about you the most. You could absolutely have said no, which is what you should have done. You don't need that video footage. You just want it, and you threw me under the bus to get it!"

      "Andyyy, she's smart, and so are you. Put your mind to this and I'm sure you can find a way for her to actually be useful."

      "Phil, you promised me a secretary, not babysitting with diplomatic fallout. I'm not going to do this."

      "I assure you I do not require a babysitter."

      Both men looked up, and up. Velise was standing so close to them that the only reason they weren't in her shadow was because the sun was in her face. Bremmin hadn't heard her approach. As he glanced at her legs she added, "I wear gel pads. Walking on smoothly polished stone floors is neither easy nor comfortable for me otherwise. Phil?"

      When the inspector blinked, she gave him a fanged smile as she said, "Thank you for bringing me over."

      It was such a clear dismissal that Bremmin blinked. Phil did too, then his expression hardened as what little spine the man possessed asserted itself. Before he could speak, she added, "If Mr. Bremmin quits his post, you will have neither his expertise nor the footage you asked for, seeing as how consent to allow my humiliation to be broadcast is contingent upon my obtaining this position. I would very much appreciate it if you allowed me to sing my own praises?"

      "Your merits or lack thereof are not at issue, Miss Velise," Bremmin said.

      "With the utmost respect, I believe that they are, Mr. Bremmin. You are upset that I sought this position. Might I ask your reasons? Beyond, of course, the fact that it would be troublesome — though not impossible — for me to maneuver effectively around your office? Should you require it of me, the move will be canceled and I will make do here. I believe there is office space available on the top floor of this building. In fact, I am certain there is, as I verified the vacancy this morning. A justice of the peace retired and has yet to be replaced. Ordinarily, that space would not be available to us at any price, but as Phil so deliciously put it earlier, I do have some ... juice. I can make the arrangements and when the justice is replaced, he can work out of city hall. There might even be a bidding war on that office, as it's quite spacious. Surely you would not dismiss me and my services without at least allowing the opportunity to satisfy whatever other conditions you may have?"

      Bremmin took a deep breath, then let it out slowly as he met the much taller woman's gaze. Her expression was confident to the point of arrogance but her posture was studiously non-threatening — for an arachne — and her eyes were bubblegum pink.

      Now that he'd been told, her diplomatic training was obvious.

      "Inspector Mann, I will not be moving to city hall," Bremmin said at last, turning back to his superior as he decided to handle the easier problem first. "That is non-negotiable. I'd rather work out of a dumpster. Whatever else may happen will be up to Miss Velise. If I fire her, I'll be sure to send word to you so that you can arrange for a replacement. A suitable, replacement. And while we're on the subject, I should remind you that footage of an off-duty officer is also subject to waiver release. You have yet to send me those documents to sign."

      Phil couched his elbow and actually covered his mouth as he stared wide-eyed at Bremmin, then at Velise. He shook his head and threw up his hands, then turned on his heel and walked away without a word.

      "Consider yourself fortunate, Mr. Bremmin. The harpy he mentioned is both an airhead and insufferable for other reasons. I assure you that Phil will quickly come to regret selecting her," Velise commented as she watched the inspector stalk off, now gesticulating and muttering to himself as he crossed the lobby.

      "Miss Velise?" Bremmin asked, eyes still on the departing inspector as he savored a bit of schadenfreude.

      "Yes?"

      "Why are you here?"

      Bremmin turned to face the rather imposing arachne, noting as he did so that she spread her legs a bit to lower herself until she was no more than six inches or so taller than he. She sighed in seeming relief as she did it, and gave him a fanged smile as she said, "When I became aware of the post and learned who it was for, I chose to assert myself. I might not have, had you only come into the Railstop to speak to me personally. You never gave me a chance to thank you properly for your intercession on my behalf."

      "I didn't do it for you," Bremmin said with a scowl.

      The pink in her eyes darkened slightly as she asked, "Oh? Why did you?"

      "My presence made me responsible. It's a lot of paperwork even in an open-and-shut case. You shouldn't have even been in that bar. I've never seen you there before."

      "That is hardly relevant. I only recently came to the city. I was exploring the south side in my off-hours looking for entertainment."

      Her smile broadened just a bit as she added, "I found some."

      Her smile faded immediately as she saw Bremmin's scowl. He said, "You think this is fun? Do you have any real idea what I do?"

      "You serve and protect the citizens of Daytau, specifically as it pertains to the capture or disposal of non-humans who break the city's law."

      "You make it sound almost ... sanitary."

      Her smile returned as she said, "I am a bit of what you humans would call a 'neat freak.' Sanitary explanations suit me."

      "Well this is a dirty job."

      One of her pronounced canines gleamed in the sunlight as she said, "I'm not afraid of dirty jobs, Mr. Bremmin. On the contrary, those are my favorite type. If a job is clean, then there's nothing for a neat freak like me to do."

      "I don't think 'neat freak' means what you think it means, Miss Velise."

      Her head tilted a bit, and he noticed her hair was pinned up just like it had been the day he'd passed her by.

      "Do you like my hair up, or down?" she asked.

      "I don't care how you choose to style your hair," Bremmin said. "I am curious about how you seem to know exactly what's on my mind."

      "My eyesight is very good, and yours are easy to track. I know exactly where you're looking whenever I'm looking at you. You passed me by despite the obvious conclusion that I was waiting specifically for you. Why?"

      Bremmin said, "I've got a lot to do today and don't have time for this. Do whatever needs doing to relocate here. That should keep you busy for a while."

      As he turned to go, she said, "Very well. I will meet you at close of business, and we can speak further."

      Bremmin shook his head wearily as he turned to go and muttered to himself, "I really should have quit."

      Her voice was light, almost teasing as she said, "Unlike the inspector, I am not so easily fooled. You will not quit this job, Mr. Bremmin. Nor will you fire me, unless you do it right now."

      "If you think you can manipulate me with pop psychology, Miss Velise, then I have no use for you."

      "I assure you that my manipulation is very advanced, Mr. Bremmin. Right now I could order you to fire me and you wouldn't do it not because it is basic reverse psychology, but because there are several layers of thought involved and the layer you exist on in the present moment will not allow you to get rid of me before you find out why I'm really here."

      Bremmin turned to face her again, only to be confronted with that pleasant, slightly savage smile. She said, "Right now you are thinking you will fire me, then use your connections and proprietary access to city databases to learn everything you think you want to know. Should you do so, you will only wind up with more questions. It will be frustrating, and I will be gone. You don't need that kind of aggravation. Putting up with the lesser aggravation of my presence is more efficient, so that's what you'll be doing ... at least for now. Besides."

      Her grin became outright predatory. "If you do fire me, Phil will stick you with the most annoying non-human he can by way of revenge when he realizes what I already know, which is that you'll go to hell before you let the NHIC suffer under incompetent leadership for longer than it has to. You can't protect your people from him and others like him unless you make chief inspector."

      "You think I can't do that on my own?" Bremmin said, chin lifting as he glared at the woman.

      "I know you can't based on how you just interacted with your direct report. You are implacably competent, a hero to many of the people in this city, but politics is not your strong suit and the truth is everyone at city hall knows it. You have something of a reputation there, and not a favorable one. Whether Phil's bid for mayor succeeds or fails, without me you will not only not get the chief inspector position, you'll likely be forced to retire early and in disgrace. If there is no real scandal, one will be concocted for you. You simply don't have the political backing you require to advance."

      She lifted a hand, and he noticed the way the light shone past her fingers, rendering them delicately luminescent in the moment before she deliberately set them on her breast, drawing his eye as a moth to the flame.

      Her smile was wicked as she said, "I can handle Phil, Filcher, and all the rest. More than that, I'll make it look easy."

      Prying his eyes up from her chest, he looked at her evenly as he asked, "And why would you do that? You think you owe me? You don't."

      She waved an airy dismissal and said, "Of course I don't. Having you 'save' me from those hooligans was as I said, humiliating. I am not entirely conversant with Daytau's laws and customs and did not expect them to have firearms. I was not happy with that outcome. I rather expected to fight. I was looking forward to it."

      "That would have put you on the wrong side of the law, regardless of who started what," Bremmin flatly declared.

      Velise shrugged and smiled her predatory smile, then said, "I am aware of that now. Be that as it may, while you are correct in that I don't owe you anything, you would not be so crass as to dismiss my ... well, let's call it heartfelt gratitude, would you?"

      Bremmin raised a finger and pointed at her as he declared, "I don't like politics, and I don't like being used. I don't like anything about this, and I don't like you. Right now I'm pretty sure when I find out what you're really after I'll be sending you packing, so don't get comfortable."

      Clasping both hands under her chest, she gave him a winsome, fanged smile as she said, "Oh, Mr. Bremmin. You say the sweetest things. I look forward to working with you."
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      "Yes, Deputy Inspector? How can I help you?"

      The voice on the other end of the line belonged to one of the officers at the security desk in the building's main lobby, and Bremmin asked, "Are there any arachne in sight?"

      "I don't see any. Are you looking for someone specific?" she asked.

      "No. Thank you, that's all," he said, then hung up as he glanced around, mentally cataloguing his office's contents to see if there was anything he needed to take home to work on. There never was given he seldom dealt directly with any case files these days, but it was an old habit he saw no reason to break.

      Everything was in its place. Without a backward glance, Bremmin left his office. As he closed the door and locked it behind him he scowled at the hairline crack that ran from the corner closest to the knob up to the A in his name, compliments of Filcher's door slam earlier in the week. He'd already put the call in to maintenance to have it replaced, but they had yet to do so. Every time he saw it his temper frayed.

      So instead he looked around the office. The cubes were all full height, though the upper half of each wall was transmission glass, used to display photographs and case notes relevant to whoever's desk they surrounded while the cube was occupied. Now, most were clear and dark, and he couldn't see anyone. It was almost 10 pm and as he paused to listen, he didn't hear anything. That didn't mean they weren't there, but most of his people had gone home. The Nick didn't run patrols, and those on stand-by would be in or near one of the ready rooms in the basement.

      Satisfied, he strolled toward the elevator bank.

      She was waiting for him at the T-junction and noticed him in the same instant he spotted her. She had a tablet in one hand, but lowered it as she offered him a slight smile that showed one of her fangs. She casually said, "You worked late today, Mr. Bremmin. Miss Mack assured me you're usually out of the office by seven."

      Bremmin hid his irritation behind a professional mask as he said, "I'm salaried, Miss Velise. I work until I'm done."

      Her smile stayed pleasant and he heard no trace of the sarcasm he knew was there as she said, "Admirable. Shall we go?"

      As he absently noted that the first few buttons of her blouse were undone, exposing pale skin, he said, "I doubt I'll fit in an elevator with you."

      Her smile still didn't falter as she said, "The service elevator will accommodate us both. Does being near me make you uncomfortable? If so, I ask only that you wait for me in the lobby, as the service elevator is significantly slower."

      He had the feeling she was testing him and didn't like it. Yet, her earlier comment about him not having the political acumen to make chief inspector on his own still stung, so rather than follow his natural inclination he simply opened his hand, indicating she lead the way.

      Her smile widened slightly, and she dipped her head as her pedipalps uncrossed and switched from a right orientation to the left before crossing again. Turning, she led him to the service elevator, around the corner from the usual bank. The doors opened immediately as she keyed in a combination she had to have gotten from security. She was obviously the last person to have made use of it. Following her, he noted her sheer size. Her upper body was only about six inches taller at what appeared to be her comfortable standing height, but she was almost five feet from the back of her abdomen to her upright portion. Each of her legs — if fully extended — would probably be as long as he was tall and were between seventeen and eighteen inches in diameter, about the same size as his upper arms.

      "It will be easier if I go in first," she said as she turned to face him, then stepped adroitly backward into the elevator.

      Bremmin followed her and the doors closed. While the elevator was almost ten feet deep, Miss Velise didn't back all the way in, stopping such that she stood only a few feet from the door. He wound up standing next to the buttons and no more than a few inches from her lead right leg. He noted the many dark hairs that coated its bright red chitin as he pressed the button for the lobby. Each was something like five inches long, and seemed to have a wire-like sturdiness.

      The car jerked, then began its slow descent.

      "I presume you are aware that I have made myself familiar with your public records?" she said after a long pause.

      He glanced up at her, then shrugged as he said, "I thought it likely. You seem the type to be thorough."

      When she didn't make any further comment he let the conversation lapse, and almost a full minute passed before she said, "Conversation is an important element of glad-handing, Mr. Bremmin. If you want to keep the position of inspector once obtained, you will have to cultivate that and many other skills."

      Scowling, he resolutely didn't look at her as he said, "And you're going to help me there too?"

      "That is my intention. For better or worse, you've captured my interest."

      He shook his head and didn't reply, staring at the brushed metal door in front of him.

      "I was under the impression you were evenhanded. Is there something about me in particular you don't like?" she asked.

      "Don't take it personally. There are very few people I like, and I don't like anyone I've just met."

      "Cynicism and misanthropy do seem prevalent in law enforcement, no matter the race or country of origin. I am not surprised, and do not take offense. I am confident your ... tolerance, for me will grow as I prove my usefulness. So, you no doubt sought what information you could on me. Pray tell, what have you learned?"

      "Nothing. I had real work to do."

      "Was that intended to insult me?"

      He looked frankly up at her, what little patience he had eroding under her slightly amused, pink-eyed gaze. It was unnerving, but not too much that he couldn't keep it hidden beneath his annoyance.

      "Was waiting three-plus hours to ambush me leaving the office intended to ingratiate you to me?" he asked.

      "I am no simpering toady, Mr. Bremmin. I said that I would speak with you again after close of business. I have no intention of allowing you to make a liar out of me. If I need more reason than that to ... ambush you, I'm afraid I'll have to ask for your reasoning. As to the matter of time, do not be concerned. Patience is a virtue all arachne cultivate."

      His lips twisted, but he forced himself to nod as he said, "That's fair."

      She smiled a fanged smile as she said, "How generous of you."

      After a lengthy pause, he added, "Sorry to make you wait."

      "I doubt that very much. In fact, were there some way to assure the wager would be paid in good faith, I would place significant value behind the proposition that you worked late expressly to avoid me."

      "And yet, having waited, you've given me no indication why you wanted the conversation," Bremmin said as the elevator finally dinged and let them out into the lobby.

      "I wanted the conversation for its own sake. Its content was and remains an open question," she said as he strode rapidly toward the exit.

      "I see you found her!" one of the officers at the security desk said as she spotted him and waved. "Have a good night, Uncle Nick!"

      Wincing as he waved in return, he noted Velise's knowing smile, though she chose not to comment until they were out in the humid night air, when she said, "I would have won that wager."

      "Yes, Miss Velise, you would have," he said with a sigh. "I've made no secret of the fact I think this whole thing is a terrible idea."

      "Are you referring to the integration of non-humans into the NHIC, or our arrangement in particular?" she asked before adding, "And call me Velise. We aren't in a business environment anymore."

      "Both, and regardless of our environment, our relationship remains professional, Miss Velise."

      She frowned at him, then shrugged and seemed to let the matter pass as she said, "Well, stubborn as you are, you remain half-right. I do not think — given the current structure of governance in Daytau — that integrating non-humans in its non-human-oriented enforcement branch is a good idea."

      That got Bremmin's attention, and he raised an eyebrow as he looked her up and down with the obvious question in his eyes.

      "My involvement with you has nothing to do with that," she said as she accepted his look with that fanged smile of hers. "We both know that you and I will not be taking up active cases that may put either of us in jeopardy. Valid concerns about active-duty officers in the NHIC do not apply to me. As I said, for better or worse, you caught my interest."

      "Since you wanted this conversation, you may as well tell me more about that," Bremmin said as he turned and strode down the mezzanine steps to the sidewalk and turned, instinctively headed toward the Railstop.

      She had no trouble keeping pace with him despite the fact he was walking quickly, and he realized that she'd likely have more trouble if he strolled. Her much longer legs meant her casual pace was probably quicker than his. He didn't alter his stride. When he had a destination in mind he got there with a sense of purpose. He wasn't about to change his pace just because he was annoyed.

      Velise said, "Ostingrath is ruled by arachne, and our ways are somewhat reminiscent of certain ancient human means of governance. I suspect you would call our system feudal, but there are several notable differences. Lands and title are hereditary, but they do not automatically go to the eldest. Spawn are therefore very competitive and fratricide is not only common, but accepted practice under the right conditions. My mother was quite prolific. She decided that she wanted the most competent of her spawn — rather than the most deadly — to inherit, so she arranged a diaspora of sorts for those who survived into adulthood. We are all bound to seek ... success, in foreign lands. Our accomplishments will be weighed to determine inheritance."

      "So you decided the best way to garner 'success' was to become my secretary?" Bremmin asked as he stopped at the end of the block and waited in the appropriate spot for the sensors on the street to pick up his presence. At this hour there was still significant traffic, but it almost immediately slowed to a stop, only to resume as he crossed, one lane at a time. Velise kept pace with him as she said, "Hardly. I am your attaché."

      "Potayto, potahto," he said with an absent glance up at her.

      "Your implication being there is no difference between the two. I assure you that is not the case. An attaché handles much more than an appointment book. I have diplomatic training, and myriad other skills. I can serve you in a variety of capacities."

      "None of which answers the question of why you sought the position. You've said I caught your interest and that you don't owe me. Fine. But don't try and sell me on that gratitude bullshit you pushed earlier. I'm not buying. I'm also not an avenue for success in any terms your mother would recognize."

      "And that, Mr. Bremmin, is precisely where you are wrong. You see, if you are elevated to increasing positions of political power within the local hierarchy while I am in your employ, the presumption back in Ostingrath will be that I am arranging that rise."

      "Whether you are or not," Bremmin said, not bothering to keep the derision from his tone.

      "Whether I am or not," she said agreeably before adding, "In your case, I most certainly will be, and even a cursory investigation of your background will ensure that anyone examining your progress from here on will draw the same conclusion."

      "Because I'm politically incompetent?" he asked in a tone heavy with sarcasm.

      "Like the proverbial bull in a china shop," she said with a pleasant smile as she took a few quick steps to get ahead of him, then opened the door to the Railstop.

      Bremmin glanced in. There were a few customers but it was far from crowded. He then glanced up at her as he opened his mouth to say he wasn't interested, only to have her beat him to the first word as she dismissively said, "Oh please. Have your evening Hefeweizen. If I make you uncomfortable I can wait here."

      "You think I'm that rude?" he asked mildly.

      "I would not put it past you, Mr. Bremmin," she said evenly, looking at him with those gleaming pink eyes.

      He rolled his eyes as he stepped in, asking, "What do you drink?"

      "Simply find us a table. If you ordered, my understanding is that these humans would assume we are on a date."

      Since he couldn't argue with that, and he certainly didn't want to give that impression, he looked for a table she could easily get to without having to maneuver her legs around customers. As narrow as the Railstop was, the only place that met the requirement was a hightop right inside the door. He shifted the table out a bit and the tall chairs off to one side to allow her the inside corner as he set up actually facing the door.

      There were no other non-humans inside, and as Velise ordered drinks every eye in the place was on her, save for the few that shifted his way. He could feel the attention on his back, and gritted his teeth. Regulars in the Railstop knew him. They knew who he was, and what he did for a living. The news releases that would explain Miss Velise's presence weren't due out until next Monday, though, when he'd be obliged to attend a press conference along with several of the other DIs and Inspector Mann.

      He could only imagine what must be going through the minds of these people, to see the best monster hunter in the city getting a drink after hours with an arachne. He couldn't believe he'd even come in. As he wondered about that, he realized Velise had rather expertly maneuvered him into it by shifting his concern from whether he should go in at all to whether he'd leave her outside when he did go in. In essence, she had made the decision for him.

      And he'd done exactly what she wanted.

      "I'll be damned," he muttered, half-turning to look at the spider-woman, who was currently waiting for the tender to get their drinks. "She is good."

      Rather than annoyance, he felt a stirring of admiration. He did not consider himself easy to manipulate. That she had done so with seeming ease was impressive. Yet as he recognized that, he did get annoyed, because even the fact that he'd been impressed in the first place was something she'd rather adroitly set up by freely admitting it was what she was good at. The implication that she'd be using those skills on him wasn't one he'd seriously considered, because he didn't think of himself as susceptible to cheap tricks.

      Either he was wrong — and he knew he wasn't — or her tricks weren't the cheap kind. So how could he use that?

      "You seem rather deep in thought, Mr. Bremmin," Velise said as she set his beer down in front of him, then rounded the table to face him after a backward glance to ensure her abdomen had enough room.

      He noted her drink — whatever it was — came in a large cosmo glass with a salted rim and had a toothpick full of sliced meats and green olives as a garnish.

      "What is that?" he asked.

      "A Bloody Mary," she said, then pressed her glass toward him a few inches as she added, "You're welcome to try some."

      "Pass," he said as he lifted his pint and took a sip.

      "Your loss," she said easily, lifting the glass and taking her own sip, then delicately plucking a slice of pepperoni off the pick along with an olive.

      Once she set the glass down again she asked, "What were you thinking of whilst I got our drinks?"

      "You," he said flatly, though he was glancing around the bar again. Several sets of eyes were still on them, but others had returned to their drinks and company.

      "Should I be concerned or flattered?" she asked.

      "Flattered," he said. "I'm just wondering how best to use you."

      He noted with interest that her eyes darkened a few shades, and asked, "Does that bother you? I'm stuck with you and you've as much as said you're looking to use me. Are you surprised I might feel the same?"

      Her expression grew thoughtful, and she sipped again rather than answer immediately.

      Then she set her glass down and said, "I believe it means you've acknowledged my worth, which in turn means you've both recognized yourself as having been manipulated into your current position and don't fault me for having done so. I confess to some surprise."

      He showed her both his hands, palm up, as he said, "I am even-handed. You didn't answer my first question."

      "I believe I have," she said, though she wasn't smiling as she said it.

      He nodded.

      She had indeed. She didn't like the thought that she was going to be used. She liked being the one doing the using. It just so happened that the position she needed to be in to get use out of him was as his subordinate.

      "This arrangement is going to be a headache," he grumbled, and took another sip. The hefe really was good, and it had been a long day.

      "What makes you say that? I've been rather pleasantly entertained so far," she said.

      He thought about what he should say as he looked at her. The expression on her face was one of open, expectant curiosity. He noticed the undone buttons on her blouse again, and that from this angle he could see a good bit of cleavage.

      She smiled slightly, which put his mind firmly back on track as he said, "Do you know what all sentients, human and otherwise, have in common, Miss Velise?"

      "Oh, something roundabout. This does interest me. By all means, say on," she said, her smile widening.

      He shook his head and said, "It was a serious question. One I want you to answer to the best of your ability."

      "Hmmm, well, at its most basic, I would have to say its our desire to breed," she said, her smile now predatory as she looked at him.

      He shook his head and said, "Trust me, that's not it."

      "Then I am at a loss. Enlighten me," she said.

      "Self-interest. We all act in our own self-interest."

      "The fact that there is a word for altruism in your language implies that is not the case, Mr. Bremmin."

      Gritting his teeth at her continued emphasis, which he knew was a goad toward getting him to allow her to drop it, he said, "The argument that altruism is ultimately self-interested isn't difficult to outline, but we'll skip it in the interest of time and because philosophy isn't my strong suit. Suffice to say, we're both self-interested, but our interests don't necessarily align. I have to consider the differences between my goals and yours to figure out when to cut you loose before you railroad me into a course of action that serves your interests, but not mine. The fact that you are so good at manipulation is what makes this something of a headache, and inclines me to cut you loose sooner, rather than later."

      The pink in her eyes neither darkened, nor lightened. Her expression was blank and frozen, giving nothing of her thoughts away. For long seconds, she simply gazed at him and considered what he had said in silence. His respect for her went up another notch. Instead of bantering with him, she was examining what he'd said from every angle, looking for all the various implications before she opened her mouth again.

      Finally, she said, "Perhaps I should not have been so candid with you. My thought was that if you knew why I chose to insist on this position given the opportunity it presents for me, your fears regarding my reasoning would be allayed."

      "Layers, Miss Velise. You've given me a credible story. That doesn't mean it's true. Even if it is, it may not be the whole truth, and the most important part of that truth may be what's hidden from me."

      To his complete surprise, her expression melted into a warm, if still slightly predatory, smile. She leaned down to put her elbows on the table, couching her cheeks as she gazed at him and said, "Oooh, I just knew you'd be fun! A twenty-year veteran detective is going to scrutinize everything I do, and I didn't even have to commit a crime for the privilege."

      The angle she'd put herself at practically forced him to look straight down past the open buttons of her shirt, and to notice that her rather sizable bust was being molded by the table.

      Despite himself, he felt a visceral thrill as that image burned itself into his brain.

      One of her fangs revealed itself as her smile widened and her eyes narrowed slightly. His snapped back up to hers as he said, "I don't know as much about your race as I do some others, but I know the basics. The webs you weave aren't just physical, and I don't like feeling as though I'm something's prey."

      "I am hardly a 'something.' Should I catch you in one of my webs — physical or otherwise — it wouldn't be the worst thing in the world for you," she said, straightening once more and making a show of adjusting her blouse.

      "Not a ringing endorsement," he blandly said, then took a swig from his pint.

      "Now you're just being petty," she said, taking a sip of her own.

      He glanced away, choosing not to acknowledge the truth of that, and noticed a familiar face turning away from the door as he did so.

      Frowning, he looked back at Velise and asked, "Have you seen any of those four men since that night?"

      "I noticed them pass by while I was waiting for you, but they — like you — chose not to enter the bar that night," she said, glancing from him to the door, then back at him. "I take it you saw one of them just now?"

      He nodded, thinking about it. Chances were they were regulars. It made perfect sense — given how they'd been humiliated — that they'd avoid this place while either he or Velise were present. But the fact was, the two of them had been seen by people who were certainly not in a mood to do either of them any favors.

      "How do you plan to get to wherever you're living from here?" he asked.

      She arched an eyebrow at him, then gave him a smirk as she said, "Surely you are not concerned for my well-being?"

      "I am exactly that. You work for me. Whether I like you is an entirely separate question. Entrapment murders of non-humans are very, very difficult to prove in this city, but it's a well-known tactic and those four were set up to do it to you the night I stopped things from escalating. Since I don't believe you're inclined to run away as you are obligated to do, you're leaving me with little choice but to be 'concerned.' Given the current political climate, letting you get yourself killed right after being seen with you would embarrass not just me, but the whole department."

      Velise rolled her eyes dramatically and lifted her hands as she said, "Oooh, well! We can't have that. By all means, escort me to my home, Deputy Inspector Bremmin."

      "More like call you a cab, make sure you get in, and that it's programmed to take you nonstop," Bremmin dryly replied.

      Velise's eyes darkened several shades and there was no teasing in her tone as she snapped, "I am not to be treated as a child."

      He gazed at her evenly as he said, "Then don't act like one. Weigh the risks like an adult with something to lose if you get it wrong, then tell me what you intend to do."

      Their eyes locked, and for several long seconds, held. Hers darkened until they were ruby red, then abruptly drained of color until they were only dark pink as she said, "I will drink with my boss until we are finished, then call a cab to take me directly back to my residence from wherever we part."

      "Good. That means I don't have to publicly fire you in the only bar that serves my favorite beer," he said, toasting her as her eyes widened in shock, then darkened until they were blood red once more.

      "I believe we are ... finished, Mr. Bremmin," she said coldly, straightening until she stood somewhere between eight and nine feet tall.

      "Have a good night, Miss Velise. Don't hit your head on the way out," he said mildly. "The door's not that high."

      Her pedipalps actually drifted apart and started to rise before snapping back down as she turned abruptly for the door. Seconds later, she was outside.

      Bremmin, beer in hand, ambled over and watched her through the glass. He caught her glance back at him, then around. Her pedipalps lashed the air in front of her as she pulled a smartphone out of a sleeve on the stretchy material that covered her abdomen and manipulated it, presumably to call a cab.

      Her display of pure frustration had been impressive. Her palps had the sort of speed that could catch anything within range flat-footed. Bremmin found himself wondering if he could have beaten that speed with his draw. He figured he'd get a few bullets into her, but that wouldn't stop the strike. They'd both die: him from spider venom, her from lead poisoning.

      He waited, idly sipping his drink, and she did the same, though drinkless and resolutely not looking at him.

      "You sure got a way with women, Uncle Nick," John — the bartender — said from the corner as he leaned over his elbows, watching.

      "Mmhm. Don't get the wrong idea. She works for me," Bremmin said, keeping an eye on Velise as he glanced back toward John.

      "No shit?" the man asked.

      Shaking his head as he turned his full attention back to the arachne — who looked to be literally quivering with rage — he said, "None."

      "No offense, but I'm glad I don't work for you," John said.

      "Probably a good thing. Easy-going kids like you wouldn't last long in the Nick," Bremmin idly agreed as an out-sized taxi designed for larger non-humans pulled up to the curb and the sliding door opened.

      As she got in and the door slid closed, John asked, "Think she'll quit?"

      "Kinda hope so," Bremmin said as he turned and strolled up to the bar. "She's trouble with a capital T. How much do I owe you?"

      "Heh. Nothing. She paid."

      "That right? She tip you?"

      "Nope."

      Bremmin dropped a five spot down and said, "Well, you take that and do me the courtesy of setting any gossip straight."

      "Will do."

      "Have a good night."

      "Thanks, you too."

      Stepping out into the muggy night heat, Bremmin glanced up and down the street, then pulled his own phone from his pocket. He couldn't be sure, but there were a few loafers in an alley a block down and across the street that looked like they had nothing to do. There were no businesses open to either side of them, and they weren't smoking.

      Following his own advice, Andrew Bremmin called a cab even though he usually went home on foot. As he did so, he turned his phone up and snapped a picture of the two in the alleyway, just in case.

      Part of him wanted to take that walk but he knew Velise had felt exactly the same way, and she'd been hot. Yet, she'd stifled her rage and called a cab anyway.

      That was why — despite his hope — Bremmin knew she wouldn't quit.

      Her ambition wouldn't let her.

      He glanced at the loiterers one last time as the cab pulled up, then sighed and dismissed his urge to bait the attack he suspected was there with a simple realization: it would be doing to them exactly what they'd tried doing to Velise.

      He had to be better than that, even if it meant avoiding a fight he'd rather take head on.

      As he watched the city pass him by he also had to admit, even if only to himself, that he'd just as soon not have to kill anyone else. It might be part of his job from time to time, but he'd learned long ago that he didn't have whatever it took to enjoy it.

      He glanced at his phone and made a mental note of the date. He'd wait a month before he went back to the Railstop.
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      Velise was fuming as she rode in icy silence back to the house that had been purchased for her. It was in a gated neighborhood close to the city center that catered mostly to politicians and certain of the more wealthy businessmen in the area. The cab was automated and stopped at the gate. The door slid open, and she got out.

      The guard in the booth recognized her and let her pass with a friendly wave. She strode through, the wind of her passing ruffling her blouse as she moved swiftly down the empty street with its manicured lawns and elegant gardens.

      In the initial moments, her rage had been directed at Andrew Bremmin. He was insufferable! He had no idea who he was dealing with!

      Yet once she stepped outside she'd seen the two men across the street in an alleyway and the realization that they had been waiting and had intended an ambush redirected her rage. She'd lashed out at them with her pedipalps before she could stop the unseemly display, then had been forced to wait in humiliated, angry silence for the cab to arrive.

      She didn't have a firearm. She couldn't get a firearm — not legally — and would have disdained carrying such a thing even if the option were open to her.

      She hated this city. Its laws were almost all against her. Why any non-human would choose to live here instead of somewhere more welcoming was ...

      The thought trailed away into nothing. Sighing, she struggled to keep her palps from churning in her frustration. It was childish. She knew why non-humans came here.

      Put simply: the standard of living was higher. These humans had mastered and applied economic principles that made life better for common folk, and which non-human governments either disdained or condemned, her own included.

      She understood that. Most matrons did, at least in Ostingrath. There were other interests above the comfort of plebeians at play in her nation, and the same was true in many places. Daytau and many of the other human-controlled city-states in the region had made themselves free economic zones, and even average citizens lived in circumstances that would be considered wealthy in most other parts of the world.

      So, persecuted or not, non-humans of all kinds flocked to suckle at the teat of human wealth. Humans had a penchant for hiring whoever could best do a job no matter what they looked like or who they were. Non-humans in Daytau had no trouble finding work in fields where their natural advantages allowed them to excel. They could thereby be far more prosperous here than in the lands they had themselves conquered not so long ago. The humans even had a maxim for it: if you can't beat them, join them.

      Most of her rage had bled away by the time she reached the house and effortlessly scaled the wall to the balcony above the old front door, which she never used. The lower floor was for guests, and she had yet to entertain. The upper story had been remodeled for her comfort to an almost completely open floor plan. She set the pad of her hand on one of the panes of glass in the double doors before her. It scanned her palm print and unlocked the doors. Such technology was unheard of in Ostingrath, but Velise was not unintelligent and had quickly become accustomed to the many foibles of life in a 'high-tech' human city.

      The interior was shadowed, but she could see perfectly well. The bright light of day was actually somewhat uncomfortable for her, but she chose not to wear the tinted glasses she had been provided. To do so would have been to reveal her weakness ... and she didn't like the way they looked on her.

      She moved rapidly around the room as she stripped the silver pins from her hair, the jewel from her blouse, then the blouse itself. Each went to its proper place. Last she stripped off the stretchy fabric covering her abdomen and the lace from her legs before retreating to the only actual room on the floor. With the folding doors on all four walls closed it was truly dark, and she was comfortable even without sight to guide her. The strands of her web told her where everything was, that nothing was out of place.

      As she settled into her bower, she pondered the man she had chosen to attach herself to.

      Andrew Bremmin. Forty-three years old with one ex-wife and two children: a boy and a girl. Over twenty years in the NHIC, risen to his position of deputy inspector by dint of hard work, skill, and no small amount of heroism. To the humans who worked for him he was practically a living legend.

      Uncle Nick.

      Now, alone in the dark, she let her pedipalps churn as she considered him. He was brusque, but not unintelligent. His eyes were poor compared to hers, but he was perceptive. He had a hunter's instincts.

      He neglected shaving and his clothes were cheap for a man of his social stature, but his creases were crisp and the clothing itself was well-cared for save for his outer garment, a long coat which she believed to be either a sentimental item or bit of deliberate misdirection.

      Velise was willing to wager that his closet was filled with multiple copies of the same suit.

      He was that kind of man. He had no patience for nor interest in personal fashion.

      She had also noted that he wore multiple layers despite the heat and humidity. His face had hard planes, which told her he was not fat, despite the fact that she had never gotten a clear view of his body. He was in no way pretty, and what she had seen of him physically did not appeal to her usual preference. She liked pretty males, preferably the type who didn't think too much. Thinking was her province. A male should be sightly and amenable. Such creatures were easy to enjoy and discard, and she had often done so as her whims dictated.

      Andrew Bremmin was none of those things. It was difficult for her to remember her wiles while in his presence, and it irritated her that while he noticed, he never seemed to ponder. He never absorbed her feminine charm. He simply noticed, then immediately dismissed it. He refused to engage her on anything but an intellectual level.

      He was guarded and suspicious.

      Just like her.

      She had read every news article she could find that mentioned him, yet there were still blank spots in her picture of the man. His life before the NHIC was one such blank. Aside from his date of birth and a few other matters of record, very little was available to her through public channels. Unlike many of the prominent human politicians she knew, Bremmin kept no public blog and had practically zero presence on social media.

      As she thought of all this, her mind inevitably returned to the ambush and how he had not only deduced that it would be there but forced her to avoid it. She wondered if he had noticed them too, wondered how long he had stayed in the bar.

      If she guessed correctly, he would have left immediately after her. Had he done so, he would have seen them ... unless his eyes were too poor? But how would she know? Would he mention it? What would she say if he did?

      Yet, she believed he would say nothing either way. She would know he had seen them if he avoided the bar. Doing so would be in keeping with his unwavering dedication to the letter of the law he seemed so intent on defending.

      They were humans, after all. Rather than feed their need, or kill them, he would simply starve their vengeance until it died for want of a target.

      That would be his way.

      It was simple. Everything about him seemed simple ... but the results he had gotten proved he was anything but.

      He was a puzzle, one she felt compelled to solve.

      While she was normally a nocturnal woman, Velise had long since adjusted her sleep schedule to be diurnal so as to better integrate with human life. She was tired, and allowed that weariness to carry her toward sleep.

      Her last thoughts were on what she would wear the next day. Something a bit more daring perhaps. It annoyed her that her beauty did not bite deeper with him.

      She didn't even know if he preferred her hair up ... or down.
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      The next morning saw Velise Drainheart at city hall early, personally overseeing the packing of her personal effects for the move to the Justice Center. As she watched the workmen, she noticed a colleague at the door and tilted her head to proffer an appropriately polite smile as she said, "Good Morning, Claire. What can I do for you?"

      Claire was an older human woman with mostly silver hair and age lines around inquisitive brown eyes. Her face and figure were narrow, she dressed in conservative business attire, and held a position as one of the mayor's public relations staff. Informally, people around the office called her a 'spin doctor,' and she was — by all accounts — very good at her job. Velise found her to be pleasant company, particularly because she had proven to be a font for rumors of all kinds. Not having her around would be a loss.

      "You're moving out?" the other woman asked, stepping through the open door as she cradled a mug of steaming coffee in both hands.

      "Needs must," Velise said. "I've been accepted as Deputy Inspector Bremmin's new attaché. Since he has categorically refused the move to city hall, I must go to the Justice Center if I'm to have any hope of doing my job well."

      "Oh, you poor thing," Claire said with a quiet shake of her head.

      "You too?" Velise asked, sensing an opportunity. She hadn't ever broached this particular topic with the local rumor monger, and now might be her last chance to do so. "I've found his company to be ... interesting, so far."

      Claire's smile was without teeth as she chuckled and shook her head. "That's a hard man, Velise. You be careful around him. I know more than a few women that tried to catch his eye, and every one of them hates his guts now."

      "Oh? Tell me more. I know at one time he was married, so someone obviously learned his secrets."

      Claire sighed and nodded as she said, "Yes. It all fell apart when their youngest was killed, though. A lycan was the only suspect, but Bremmin's own testimony during the criminal trial cleared him. His wife never forgave him for that. Their divorce was finalized within the month."

      She sipped her coffee before adding, "He didn't even contest her for the kids. She got full custody and all the property in exchange for a complete break."

      Velise raised an eyebrow, but otherwise hid her surprise as she said, "Truly? What kind of testimony?"

      "Oh I don't know the details. It was a long time ago. For a few years after that he was one of the most eligible bachelors in Daytau, but he shot them down so fast most barely got to say hello. After that, the gold diggers and socialites learned to leave well enough alone, and you should too. I won't say you can't work for the man, but if you take my advice you'll keep your blouse buttoned."

      Velise chuckled softly, but her thoughts were racing. She'd worn a collarless white blouse with a black bodice laced up the front that showed off her chest to best advantage. She'd styled her blonde hair in ringlets that framed her face and throat, and wore one of her sapphire pendants as an accent. It nestled nicely at the top of her cleavage, drawing every eye. She'd already caught the men packing her things staring on a number of occasions.

      "My blouse has no buttons today," she said, fishing for advice.

      Claire smirked, then sipped from her coffee, eyes twinkling. "It was just a turn of phrase. You should be fine, dear. I've seen him ignore much more daring attempts. I am surprised that you'd try, seeing as how you're non-human and he's ... well, Uncle Nick."

      Her tone was light and airy, and Velise knew the other woman well enough to know that there was no barb for her in the comment. She was just noting a truth, and obliquely questioning Velise in precisely the same way the arachne had done a moment earlier.

      "As I've said, he interests me. After twenty plus years hunting 'monsters,' he can't very well be afraid of me," Velise said with a wry smile, choosing to call herself as most humans did whenever she wasn't around. "He isn't my usual type, but I do like to get along with the males I work around. Most humans will look, but few work up the courage to do more. I thought he might be an exception."

      She shifted, her legs rippling in a half-turn toward Claire as Velise deliberately drew attention to them.

      Claire glanced at them, then pursed her lips in thought a moment before she said, "Well, as far as I know he hasn't had company of any kind in the better part of a decade at least. The only event he attends is the yearly police ball, and since the divorce he's never brought a plus one. Not once. He doesn't even dance, though I know he can since he and his ex-wife used to dominate the floor in those days."

      She sighed ruefully as she added, "I think the only reason he attends now is because he considers it a duty."

      Chuckling wryly, she added, "If he ever did bring someone it'd be front-page news for every rag in town."

      As though the comment had spurred the thought, Claire lifted her mug in a gesture toward Velise as she said, "You should ask him to take you, if you're actually interested."

      "Given what you've told me I have no chance if I just ask him outright. I trust you have an angle for me?" Velise asked.

      Claire smiled thoughtfully and nodded as she said, "The ball is next month. He'll instantly shoot you down if you don't do it just right, but you might be able to sell him on it if you spin it as a publicity stunt for the sake of the department. After the presser on Monday it's going to be a whole new ball game over there. Wait until after the announcement, and make sure you're seen on stage next to him. I'm willing to bet if you nudged Phil and waited a few days, the old man would go to bat for the idea and soften him up for you."

      "My understanding of such things is that the male asks the female in human society," Velise said.

      Claire laughed good-naturedly as she said, "Hell will freeze over first, dear. Andrew Bremmin shut all those doors himself a long time ago. It wouldn't even occur to him to ask, and he won't even if Phil orders him. Your own culture would be a better guide than ours in his case."

      The slim woman shrugged and sipped her coffee before adding, "It's a low percentage shot and he'll probably refuse anyway. Saying no is one of the few things he's good at. Try not to be offended when it happens and remember: I did warn you. Still, you asked for an angle, so there it is."

      Velise nodded thoughtfully, then asked, "Is there anyone he gets along with?"

      "Oh, pretty much everyone working in his department loves him to pieces," Claire said with an easy shrug. "He's like their safety blanket, protecting them from the mean ole politicians. That's our Uncle Nick! Gives no shits, takes no prisoners! Hehe."

      Velise gave her colleague an exasperated look as she said, "You know what I mean."

      "Yes, dear. I do. Let me think. He's not a friendly man."

      Claire sipped her coffee for almost a full minute before she pointed absently at nothing and said, "You know, back when he had a case load he ran almost all his warrants through Judge Castello. She might be able to give you some advice about Andrew, if you could get her talking."

      "She works at the Justice Center?" Velise asked, and Claire hummed an affirmation.

      "Judge Brandy Castello. She's been on the bench longer than most of the people in this building have been alive, and she's almost as hated in city hall as Bremmin. The less charitable around here call her the Revenant, at least where she can't hear them. Be careful with her. She's doesn't have much patience for small talk and doesn't give second chances."

      "That seems to be a theme where Andrew is concerned," Velise noted.

      Claire gave her a sympathetic look and said, "Unfortunately for you, beauty, charm, wit ... it's all wasted on that man. He's a one-trick pony."

      "I wonder if that's true," Velise said quietly. "It's a rare man who can secure a position as high as his and gain the loyalty of his subordinates with just one trick."

      "I didn't say it wasn't a good trick," Claire said with a wry chuckle. "I wish you luck."

      Velise showed a fang as she smiled and said, "I didn't say I was actually interested in him as other than a means of advancement. I just don't want our working relationship to be hostile."

      "Mmhm! Just remember you said that if you ever catch him with his shirt off!"

      Claire winked, then wandered back out into the hall as Velise stared after her, bemused.

      "Does she honestly think human strength could impress me?" she wondered aloud before shaking her head, giving her words just enough time to sink in before turning her deliberate attention back to the workmen. Appropriately enough, they were all once more bent to their tasks.

      If only Andrew were so easy, she thought ruefully to herself.

      Aloud she said, "The truck will be here within the hour. Presuming all my effects are at the dock and ready for loading by that time, there will be a gratuity."

      She smiled warmly as she folded her arms to frame her chest, then turned away, moving out into the hallway with slow deliberation. She knew the sight of her from behind was disheartening to most humans. She was large, her carapace black and red. Most humans knew enough to associate her color with powerful venom, and they were not wrong. Giving these men a smile and a promise of reward, then showing them how dangerous the one making that promise could be should be adequate motivation to ensure they completed their work on time ... provided she was subtle about it.

      In the meantime, there was one more conversation to be had.

      Unlike most of the senior executives working at city hall, Philip Mann could be counted on to arrive early, and usually stayed late. Velise found him in the lounge adjoining the coffee bar with a steaming cup by his side, reading as the morning sun shone down on his table through the curved atrium glass. city hall was actually a massive U-shaped building, open in the back, which faced east. The atrium was glassed over and filled with greenery, serving as both a recreational space and somewhere pleasant to have lunch — with several bistros and open seating areas tucked amid tiled, gently curving pathways.

      He didn't notice her silent approach until she quietly said, "Good morning, Phil."

      His head whipped around, then sagged as he let out a gusty sigh.

      "You startled me, Velise. Good morning. Care to join me for a coffee?"

      "Perhaps for some company. Coffee disagrees rather violently with me," she said with a soft smile.

      "Oh? I'm sorry, I had no idea. How goes it with Andy? Since I didn't get a call I presume you smoothed things over with him?"

      She tilted her head just so as she gave him a rueful smile and said, "Somewhat. I believe my position with him is ... still tenuous. He is a difficult man to satisfy."

      Phil laughed good-naturedly and said, "Don't I know it. You have no idea what it's like dealing with him year after year, and me supposedly in charge. It doesn't matter with him. 'My way or the highway.' Heh, that's all he knows."

      "It seems to serve him well," Velise commented.

      "Does it?" he asked, glancing down at the datapad before turning it over and setting it aside. He took a sip of coffee, then sighed. "The man's a hero, but he's past his prime and his station. I wonder if he has what it takes to sit where I do. The problems I deal with aren't the sort you can handle with a fast hand and the right bullets."

      "Perhaps not, but his long career and heroism have given him plenty of support," Velise said, withholding her opinion on how well she thought Philip could solve problems. As far as she'd seen, he was better at dodging than solving. Then again, delegation was part of the job. The real question then became, how much is too much?

      "Yes, and that's what keeps him where he is. It remains to be seen if he can reach any higher. Lord knows I've given him every opportunity. I've told you I intend to seek higher office because I know I can count on your discretion, Velise, and because I'm aware that your kind enjoy politics. But I won't lie: you wanting to team up with him is like a miracle. If anyone can get him to the CI spot and keep him there, it's you."

      Velise smiled slightly, but the expression had no teeth. Philip had just given her a gold-plated invitation, and she had no reason to turn it down. She asked, "Is there anything you can tell me that might make that easier?"

      Philip blinked, then turned away, sipping his coffee thoughtfully. He set the cup down and said, "What you have to know about Andy is that he's a rough man because he's led a rough life. He lost his parents and his firstborn son to non-humans."

      "For someone with all that motivation, he doesn't seem to hate us any more than he hates everyone else," Velise said.

      "He doesn't."

      Philip lifted an idle finger in her direction as he said, "You're being here now is proof enough of that."

      "He's short-tempered, but not cold. How is it that he ...?" she trailed off, genuinely uncertain.

      "Who can say?" Philip asked rhetorically. "He took a six-month sabbatical after they tried and released the one suspect they had for his son's murder. His wife divorced him uncontested and took his other two children away. For months it was like he dropped off the face of the earth. Then, when his six months were up, he came back. No one believed it when Psych cleared him, but they did. Then he just ... went to work."

      Philip shrugged and showed his hands as he said, "Picked up new cases and never said a word to anyone about anything. He's been a stone-cold hero ever since. He cut through the ranks like a hot knife through butter to get where he is now."

      "How does any of that help me?" Velise said quietly. "Presuming it's true, and do not mistake this for doubt in your word, but that would mean there's really nothing for me to work with."

      She watched Philip shrug with one shoulder — a gesture too complicated for her to really glean much from — as he said, "Are you sure there's nothing there? You tell me."

      "Are you suggesting the man has something to hide?" Velise asked after a moment's thought, unable to keep the sudden edge of delight out of her voice. Her hearts beat a little faster at the possibility. "Some hidden drive? Something he can't afford to let anyone else know?"

      "I thought so," Philip chuckled and shook his head. "But I'm a politician, not a detective. I never did find anything, no matter how hard I looked."

      "Nothing?" Velise asked, her curiosity roused despite herself. She didn't particularly like the idea that was being subtly pitched to her, but she loved secrets. Keeping them ... and stealing them from others. All arachne did. It was practically a racial obsession.

      Philip just showed his hands again as he shrugged, then reached for his coffee. His words focused her attention.

      "Nothing. And really? That's the only reason I'm sure it's there. Every man has dirt on him somewhere. But not Andy. He's so clean it hurts to look at him sometimes. Presuming it is there ... and you do find it? Well. That'd really be something. How about tea? Is it only coffee that disturbs you?"

      "It's the caffeine," Velise said absently, her mind on other matters. "The stuff works entirely too well for arachne. What a human would consider a mild dose would be enough to give me tachycardia. I have two hearts. An arrhythmia is much more likely to result in cardiac arrest for one of my kind. There was a time when caffeine was used as a chemical weapon against arachne."

      She smiled softly and said, "You should know this, aren't you a monster hunter too?"

      Philip laughed self-deprecatingly as he said, "Me? No. As Andy will be quick to tell you, I just shuffle papers. I got where I am because managing people is the one thing I'm good at. How about a hot chocolate?"

      Velise gave him a wry look as she said, "There's caffeine in chocolate. Thank you for the invitation, Phil, but I'll pass."

      "Fair enough. Is there anything else I can do for you?" he asked.

      "The police ball coming up ... I looked into the other deputy inspectors when I became interested in this job and noted that with one exception, all are unmarried males, as are you yourself. Since they'll all be getting non-human attachés ... having at least some of them take their new subordinates to the ball might be good press. Even after Monday's announcement, people will be dubious of the NHIC's sincerity."

      "Not all the attachés will be women, Velise," Phil pointed out.

      "Naturally not, but I have a feeling that since most of these positions are being filled from outside the rank and file departments by people with administrative rather than combat skills, a majority of the applicants you'll have to choose from will be. Enough, at any rate, to make a publicity stunt worthwhile given the ball is a month away and you'll have plenty of time to fill all the positions by then. A group photo of uniformed officers escorting non-humans would make quite a statement. It would be even better if some of the non-humans in the regular police units bring human escorts."

      Phil considered that for a moment, then gave her a long look as he said, "It would only work if you attended with Andy, and I'm not sure how that's going to happen. I've already told you: he only answers to me on paper."

      "I would never ask you to try and order him, or anyone. But if the idea is worthwhile you should at least circulate it. If there's broad support let me know, and I can broach the subject at the right time. Even if he doesn't go for it, the photo will still have value."

      "If he doesn't go for it and we take that photo, there's no way he gets the CI spot," Phil warned.

      Velise simply smiled, letting one of her fangs show, then said, "I should get going. I have a busy day ahead of me."

      The man's congenial smile gave nothing away as he said, "Same. But I do like to enjoy a peaceful moment here and there. Try not to let Andy work you too hard."

      As Phil turned and picked up his datapad once more, Velise offered his back a satisfied smile and said, "Thank you for your time."

      Her mind spun through the possibilities as she made her way down broad, mahogany-paneled halls. The most obvious place to start would be the non-human Bremmin's testimony had set free.

      If she could find him, or find out what happened to him, Velise was certain she could unravel the rest of the mystery.
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        * * *

      

      By nine in the morning, Velise was escorting her workmen through the Justice Center to her new space. The doors to the outer offices were wide enough to admit her, and she glanced around. Wood-paneled bookshelves lined both the side walls, and there was a small desk off-center guarding a human-sized door that led into the deeper offices. That would have to be changed, but for now she could make due with the outer office.

      As she had that thought, another occurred to her, and she smiled as she stepped aside for the work crew and said, "You may leave the boxes here, in that corner. I'll unpack and decorate as time allows."

      She then turned and leaned down to hand the lead man a credit chit in clear view of his subordinates as she said, "There's two hundred there. Please ensure it's disbursed among your men equitably. Thank you again for getting everything done in a timely manner."

      "Our pleasure, Ma'am," the man said as he took the chit, his eyes glued to her chest.

      Her smile was pleasant but close-lipped. She recrossed her pedipalps then turned and left, legs rippling as she made her way down a corridor that barely had enough room for her to the elevator bank, which she passed in favor of the lone freight elevator around the corner. She didn't bother to wait for her workmen, instead pressing the floor button for the NHIC offices.

      The muted noise of a busy workspace greeted her as she stepped out again, and she paused at the turn leading to the normal elevator bank and pulled her palps in tight to her body as she watched, hoping to see a face she recognized.

      There was quite a lot of activity in front of the elevator banks, and inevitably she was noticed by a pair of officers as they strode for one of the doors. She recognized neither. One was a rather plain female with brown hair and eyes, and the other was male, brutish, black-haired and green-eyed. The man frowned as he caught sight of her, but the woman at least made an attempt at a smile as she changed direction and walked over.

      "You're Velise Drainheart, right?" she asked as she reached out to shake hands.

      "You have the advantage of me, Miss ... ?" Velise said quietly as she accepted the handshake.

      "Missus, and it's Yates. Sergeant Laura Yates. This is my partner, Corporal Tony Platz. Welcome to the Nick. Were you looking to speak with DI Bremmin?"

      Laura's voice was assertive but pleasant, her eye contact direct and unwavering. There wasn't a trace of uncertainty or fear in her posture or expression, though her smile was rather forced. Tony wasn't making any effort to be cordial, choosing apparently to leave himself in the background. He neither offered his hand nor made any attempt at an introduction.

      Returning her focus to Laura, Velise said, "I was, but I did not want to disturb the office, and right now I'm in transition. I don't have access to the internal phone system."

      "Don't you have his cell?" Laura asked.

      "I'm afraid not," Velise said, cheeks coloring slightly. "Our interactions thus far have been rather dense, and the opportunity to get his number hasn't yet arisen. I consider it an oversight."

      Laura chuckled quietly while Tony just snorted and grinned. Velise's blush deepened a bit. The truth was that she had only been in the city a month or so, and what few interactions she had were almost exclusively in person. She had a phone, but rarely used it to do more than read the news and summon transport around the city. She hated phone calls because they made it much more difficult to properly judge the impact of her words.

      "Well, he's out of the office today. I'd tell you where he is, but I actually don't know."

      Somewhat nonplussed, Velise said, "I thought that his was an administrative position?"

      "Don't let him hear you say that," Laura said with a grin before leaning in just a little to say, "It is, but Uncle Nick goes where he wants, when he wants."

      "I see. Well, while I won't presume to ask you for his number, perhaps you might ... contact him on my behalf? I can give you my contact information to pass on," Velise said.

      "Hey, Laura. We really doin' this? We have places to be," Tony said, sounding surly.

      "Yes, we're doing this, unless you want to be the one to explain to Uncle why you decided to make him look bad," Laura said as she glanced over her shoulder in annoyance at her partner.

      She then turned to Velise, professional smile once more in place, and said, "I'll text your contact to him. Whether he gets back to you or not is his business, not ours. Give me your number."
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      Bremmin blinked as he felt his phone vibrate. He pulled it from his pocket, checked the number, then unlocked his phone to read the message.

      His lips twisted and he put his phone away as he said, "Sorry, message from someone I don't ignore."

      The man he was talking to chuckled wryly and said, "I'm surprised anyone you aren't willing to ignore has your number."

      Bremmin shrugged and said, "I've been in this game a long time. Changing my number means updating a lot of lists."

      "'Long time' is an opinion for someone like you. So? What is it you need?"

      The man Andrew Bremmin had in front of him was tall, pale, and — according to modern science — dead. How he moved, thought, or preserved his flesh were all matters of speculation.

      Vampires were rare monsters, and even after almost a hundred years none had been captured 'alive' for study. The leading theory was that only a certain number of vampires existed, and they couldn't be captured because their consciousness wasn't actually tied to a body at all. If that was true, it would make them the most dangerous creatures to have come out of the Cataclysm.

      Even dragons could be killed, and they stayed dead after it was done. The same might not be said for vampires.

      Bremmin didn't know, and at just that moment, it wasn't important to him.

      Shiro was narrow-waisted and dressed in an immaculate, perfectly tailored pinstripe suit complete with fedora and white overcoat that hung loose from his shoulders. His dark eyes were piercing and direct, his face smooth and ageless. Were it not for his obvious asian heritage, he wouldn't have been out of place in a comic book as a stereotypical mob boss.

      There was just one problem with the image: it was a complete fabrication. Shiro wasn't a villain. He wasn't even a criminal. His businesses — and he had several — were perfectly legitimate, right down the line. Andrew Bremmin spent five years of his early career investigating the man and his methods, ignoring seniors who'd told him he was wasting his time. In the end, he'd come to the same conclusion they had: Shiro was almost completely clean.

      Almost.

      He just liked to pose, for reasons even he probably didn't completely understand. Whatever they were, his rather carefully crafted image did allow him to hear more than the average businessman. Criminals made the mistake of thinking he was dirty as often as new police did, and he accumulated a great deal of useful information as a result. Certain police had access to that information if they knew how to ask for it, and were able to pay the vampire's price.

      Bremmin was one such, and just like NHIC agents before him, he'd chosen to overlook any potential accessory charges related to what the vampire might or might not know.

      He opened his overcoat and set a brown paper bag on the bar he was leaning against. They stood in one of Shiro's restaurants, though it hadn't opened yet, and wouldn't for another hour and change. All the curtains were drawn and not a single ray of natural light contributed to the luminescence provided by the backlighting of the mirrored liquor display.

      "You know I only come for one thing, and it's not your food," Bremmin said without smiling.

      "You're off the streets, Andy. You haven't taken a case in years."

      "Keeping tabs on me?"

      Shiro smiled and shrugged, eyes closing artfully with the gesture as he said, "I don't sleep. May as well do something with the time. So? What is it? Shall I guess? Something to do with that pretty arachne that's started following you like a lost puppy?"

      "More like a hungry wolf," Bremmin said ruefully, "and yes. There are four men-"

      Shiro held up a hand to stop him as his other slipped into an inside pocket, withdrawing a data crystal which he placed with slow deliberation right next to the paper bag. His hand then shifted to the bag, lifted it, and pulled it away.

      Bremmin's head dropped an inch in disbelief, jerking to a stop at the end of his neck as he raised an eyebrow at the other man and said, "Fuckin' really?"

      "Andy, please. Language. The hero cum heir-apparent of the Non-Human Investigative Corps has drinks with a monster girl, and you expected less? You haven't done anything of note in years. Of course I looked into this, and her, in great detail. It's all in there. Who she is, her family situation ... the names of the four men you foiled and their recent activities. Unfortunately, I can't say I have the absolute answers to the questions you're no doubt asking, but this should get you started in the right direction."

      Bremmin sucked in a deep breath, then blew it out in a gusty sigh as he reached for the crystal. As he slipped it into his pocket he off-handedly asked, "How's Benny?"

      Shiro's smirk twisted slightly as he said, "We moved him again last month. She almost found him this time."

      Bremmin shook his head, muttering, "God. Why can't that woman leave it alone?"

      "Probably for the same reason you won't arrest her," Shiro said. "No matter how much reason you have."

      "Looking for someone isn't a crime, and she's not a monster."

      "You're aware that she's looking and why. As well, you and I both know monsters come in all shapes and sizes, don't we, Andy."

      It wasn't a question, and Bremmin knew better than to answer. Instead, he said, "Thanks for this."

      "An equitable trade, as always."

      Bremmin chuckled as he leaned away from the bar. Shiro held out his hand.

      As he took and shook it, Bremmin asked, "Why my blood? Don't vampires prefer virgins or something?"

      Shiro's smile showed a single, needle-sharp fang as he said, "This isn't a fairy tale. Virgins are relatively common, no matter how decadent human society becomes. After all, 'virgin' is your default state of being. Heroes, on the other hand? They're a rare vintage."

      "I don't care what kind of voodoo your kind has going on, I call bullshit on your being able to taste acclaim in someone's blood."

      The vampire's smile never wavered as he released the handshake and said, "You would be right to do so, since acclaim does not a hero make. You've been a detective long enough to avoid mistaking a pointed finger for the moon."

      "Riddles still don't impress me, Shiro."

      "Feigned ignorance is even worse than false modesty. Have a good day, Inspector Bremmin."

      "Yeah, take care. Thanks for seeing me on short notice."

      Shiro simply spread his hand toward the door at the front of his restaurant, then turned and strode away. Bremmin walked to the door then turned, making sure the vampire was out of the room before he opened it and spilled the light of the morning sun into the gloomy space.

      The door closed softly behind him as he took in the street at a glance. There was an awning shading a red carpet that led to the sidewalk edging the street. Near him was a mobile podium that would be used by valets when the restaurant was open. It was currently tucked behind a pair of thick red braids and the brass-plated stanchions they were attached to.

      He checked his watch. It was almost 10 am. It was hot and muggy, though there was a fairly stiff breeze blowing through the urban canyon he stood in. Shiro's restaurant was in the ground floor of a high-rise hotel in downtown Daytau. He was actually within walking distance of city hall, though the thought made him scowl.

      There weren't many people on the sidewalks at this time of day. It was too early for the lunch crowds and too late for the morning commuters. As Bremmin casually scanned the street, there were four faces in particular he found himself looking for. Though he didn't see any of them, he wasn't reassured. He wasn't the one they were after. Ingrained search images in his mind caused him to note that there wasn't a single non-human in sight. That also wasn't unusual, this being a rather upscale section of downtown. While there were plenty of non-humans employed in the skyscrapers all around him, the ratio was something like a hundred to one in favor of humans.

      Pulling his phone from his pocket, he checked the message again, then dialed the number Laura'd sent him and listened for the ring. Velise picked up almost immediately.

      "Well, now you have my number," Bremmin said quietly, eyes flicking around as he stayed in the shade of the awning.

      "Where are you?"

      "Giving blood. Weren't you supposed to move into that JP's old office today? I presumed that would keep you busy most of the morning."

      "By now all the boxes are in place. I wanted to discuss the exact parameters of my employment with you. Would you be willing to have that conversation over lunch?"

      Bremmin's first impulse was to tell her he usually ate lunch alone in his office. He stifled that and thought a little bit harder about his reply. He knew he couldn't brush her off indefinitely, and figuring out what he could actually give her to do would probably be the best way to get her as much out of his hair as feasible, given the circumstances.

      "Sure. There's a cafe on the twenty-seventh floor. I'll see you there at eleven sharp."

      "May I ask-"

      "You may not. We'll talk at lunch, Miss Velise."

      Bremmin hung up, saved the number as a contact, then thrust his phone and hands into his overcoat pockets as he walked a block to the parking garage where he'd left his vehicle.

      He took the stairs rather than the elevator to the eleventh floor of the open-air garage and trotted over to his car. It chirped in response to the fob in his pocket when he got close.

      Sliding in the driver's side, he locked his doors out of long habit then pressed a soft-switch in the console between the seats. A small pneumatic arm slid out of the rest that had a small-lipped stand atop it along with an extensible cable depending underneath.

      Most data connections were wireless, but since police often had to deal with sensitive information, wired transmissions were required to be installed inside all police vehicles. Bremmin connected his phone to the data cable, then set the data cube on the reading pad.

      A warning appeared on his phone indicating that the cube could only be read once as it was made of perishable materials. Bremmin clicked through the warning, ensured that his phone had enough drive space for the data, then began the download.

      The transfer took about five minutes, after which he disconnected the cable and idly popped the cube into his mouth.

      "Mm! Lemon," he muttered as the sugary storage drive began dissolving.

      As he idly sucked on the diminishing cube, Bremmin thumbed through the data, skipping over files on Velise to get to the four would-be assailants.

      "Oooh, military enlistment dates, four for four. Fun," he said, absently talking to himself. He never did it when anyone else could be listening, but when he was at home or on his own it had long become a habit; one he didn't examine too closely.

      "Employment at Hi-Viz as go-to contractors ... lots of time between some of these gigs. Three suburban homeowners and one urban apartment rat. Why are you the odd man out, Mr. Osmund? Bit more of a taste for big city living?"

      Making a note of the name, he entered a restricted application for city database access and found to his vague annoyance that the man had a clean record, if not a spotless one. Three parking citations and one arrest for drunk and disorderly. Nothing that might give Bremmin a reason to go talk to him at home.

      The other three had similar records, which left him feeling vaguely annoyed. It didn't seem right that people willing to do the sort of things these four men had tried were clean in the eyes of the law.

      Sighing, he scrolled back to the information on Velise. His thumb hovered over the file folder for several seconds before he locked his phone, pocketed it, and started the car. Now that he had the information, he might as well pore over it when he actually had the time. For now, it would be better to go back to the office, make sure there wasn't anything pending, then meet Velise for lunch. As much as he hated it when people were late, he did his best to arrive early.
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      At ten forty-five, Andrew Bremmin got off the elevator on the twenty-seventh floor of the Justice Center to see Velise Drainheart absently reading something on her phone.

      The moment he noticed her she glanced up at him, eyes bubblegum-pink as she offered him a slight smile and slid her phone into a pocket on the upper slope of her abdominal covering. She turned toward him, legs rippling with the movement as her palps shifted from a right to a left cross.

      He noticed that her choice of apparel was getting bolder; this time she was wearing a blouse and bodice combination that made her substantial rack even more outstanding, and the sizable sapphire she had nestled against her cleavage drew the eye like a magnet. He also noted that she'd changed her hairstyle again. Shining ringlets framed her face and throat, and the rest was done in a messy braid that hung to her middle back. He had to take a deep breath and mentally shift gears as he forced his eyes down to the spider half of her. She was wearing the same stretchy spandex, save this time it was color-matched to her chitin and so had bright red accents. Her legs were also completely bare of lace today and rippled in sequence as she shifted to follow his approach.

      "I thought you'd be the sort to arrive early," she said, sounding faintly amused.

      "Early is on time. On time is late," he said absently.

      "I agree. Tardiness is indicative of a disordered mind at best, a passive-aggressive personality at worst. Being late never said anything good about anyone. Shall we go in?"

      Bremmin blinked bemusedly and waved a hand in idle invitation, then watched her walk ahead of him. That she had just precisely outlined his thoughts left him feeling a confusing mix of admiration, appreciation, and apprehension.

      He watched as Velise smiled at the hostess and asked for a table for two. The café served mostly police and other low-level functionaries, but judges and administrators ate here quite often as well, so in order to avoid compromising on service the place hired and maintained a full wait staff to handle the rushes.

      There was a steady breeze out on the balcony, but shade was provided by heavily woven tarpaulin anchored to concrete posts around the edges of the space, stretched so taut they barely rippled in the wind.

      Velise moved a chair aside, then settled all the way down onto her abdomen, legs folding in and partially under herself. Her palps wound up in an attitude reminiscent of a woman sitting on one hip. She looked at him expectantly.

      He frowned, glanced back, then said, "I'd prefer to sit facing the door."

      She tilted her head slightly, then gracefully stood and — keeping the table between them — switched places. He pulled the chair away from her space and used it himself. She smiled at him as she resumed her strange seated posture.

      "I didn't know arachne ever sat," he said, for lack of any other way to start the conversation that wouldn't be either outright rude or presumptive.

      "It's not something we like to do in public," she replied. "It leaves us feeling fairly vulnerable. That said, if I cannot feel secure in this building, in your company, well. That would make me seem a bit deranged, wouldn't it?"

      "I don't know if 'deranged' is the word I'd choose, but you're certainly in a safe place."

      "And in safe company," she said, her smile broadening to show a fang. "That being the case, I don't mind showing my back to the door, even seated."

      Bremmin leaned back in his chair and looked at her thoughtfully. Despite the fact she was sitting on the pavement, she was so tall that they were eye to eye. After a long pause, he said, "Despite the subtle dig, I have the feeling I'm being buttered up for something."

      She burst out laughing, then covered her mouth and looked at him coyly as she shook her head and said, "No, Mr. Bremmin. Relax. I've already got the job. Flattery wouldn't get me anywhere with you. I'm well aware of your reputation, and you've already confirmed it with me personally."

      Before he could answer, the waitress came around and took their orders. Bremmin got his usual: a Monte Cristo sandwich with a balsamic vinaigrette side salad and an Arnold Palmer to drink.

      Velise ordered a Reuben without the dressing, french fries, and a water.

      Bremmin watched her order with interest. She had a vibrant smile as she spoke to the waitress, and though her tone was still somewhat aristocratic, she seemed not at all aloof, something he hadn't expected. His impression of diplomats and high-level government functionaries was that they looked down on servers. He wondered if this attitude of hers was genuine, or part of an act.

      As the waitress left, he said, "So, you wanted to talk to me about your role? I presume you have an idea or two."

      "I have a few, yes," she said, turning her full attention to him. "The organization of the NHIC will have to undergo a restructure in the coming months due to the influx of non-humans being pushed on you by this most recent civil case. I'd like access to the personnel files. I'll review them, along with those of incoming officers, and find suitable pairings. I've done some research on how the Nick functions, and one of the foundational tenants of its operation is that no one ever goes out on a call alone."

      She paused, then added, "These pairings will of course be subject to your approval, but it's a new workload above and beyond what you do. The fact that it has to do with avoiding potential personality clashes means ... it may be something for which I'm better suited."

      Bremmin nodded slowly, then said, "And?"

      "Do you approve?"

      "I want to hear everything you've got first."

      She leaned back a bit and pursed her lips, then nodded. He noticed a hint of her perfume as the wind shifted and it distracted him. It wasn't the same scent she'd worn when Phil introduced them.

      He missed her first sentence as he thought about why that might be, but picked her up again as she said, "... notes you may be called upon to deliver at the presser this coming Monday."

      "I don't plan to speak at that event. I'm just supposed to be there," he said.

      "I'm aware of your preferences. That said, it's entirely likely that you'll be called upon to voice support. If you don't it'll undermine the integration and that's something city hall won't tolerate. Do remember that everything you do in the next several months will be scrutinized for disloyalty, real or imagined."

      "I don't give two sh-"

      "I'm aware of that as well," she said, interrupting him.

      He blinked at her, at a momentary loss for words as his irritation sparked, and she said, "With all due respect, that's why I should prepare your notes. I'll expect you to familiarize yourself with them so you don't stumble over the words when you are called upon to speak. You have many enemies at city hall, and they will take any and every opportunity to embarrass you in public."

      He said, "City hall can-"

      "-order you to speak at this presser, and use your refusal as an excuse to terminate you," she said, again smoothly interrupting him. "Twenty plus years of successful resolutions, jailed criminals, grateful survivors ... and you want to be remembered for this? You humans have a question that suits this situation perfectly: Is this the hill you'd choose to die on, Mr. Bremmin?"

      Again he was left momentarily speechless. Then he lowered his head and rubbed his eyes as he forced his annoyance into the background to admit, "No, Miss Velise. It is not."

      "Very well."

      "What else do you have for me?" he asked.

      "While I loathe the term, it does apply. I should begin to handle secretarial duties for you. I'd like you to prepare or submit to me your regular schedule so that I can fit appointments into your routine as much as possible. Over the course of the next few months, you'll be required to give additional briefings to city hall on what progress is being made with the integration."

      "And?"

      "A new operational procedure will be required to-"

      "-I already have a detective and a few officers working on that. The draft'll be submitted to me tomorrow."

      She tilted her head slightly, and her smile changed shape as she said, "Ah! Well then. It seems you are taking this integration seriously."

      "I have to. I may not like the politicians, but I do know something of how they think. If I don't beat them to an SOP document, they'll 'supply' me one, and whatever they come up with is guaranteed to be a disaster."

      She chuckled wryly and her eyebrows lifted a bit as she said, "Very likely."

      "That's something I'll handle. While I don't doubt your ability, I and my department have the experience to make sure that document doesn't kill our officers. Next?"

      Velise glanced up and away for a moment, then back at him as she said, "This Friday you should arrange a meeting with the department and introduce me. Make my role clear, as well as the fact that if I ask any of them for something, I am doing so with your approval. If you don't do that you'll be forced to confirm any requests I might make for information with regard to new or ongoing projects in which I have a hand."

      At his raised eyebrow, she said, "Sergeant Yates forwarded my information to you so you're aware I met her, but I also met her partner, Corporal Platz. If his attitude is common — and I suspect it is — I will otherwise have a great deal of trouble helping you with anything that involves the department at large. Presuming you actually do intend to make use of me, this is something you should strongly consider."

      The food arrived before he could formulate a reply, and since he wasn't quite sure what he would say he tucked into his meal. Velise watched him quietly for a moment, then she shrugged lightly and did likewise.

      They ate in silence for the better part of ten minutes as Bremmin thought over everything she'd told him. His immediate impulse was to limit her to the secretarial work and handle the rest of it himself, but he couldn't refute any of what she'd said on reasonable grounds. By the time he was finishing his sandwich, he was forced to inwardly concede that everything she'd asked for was not only reasonable, but probably the best of all available options. Getting her notes for the presser would be revealing in any case, and in the end he nodded.

      "All right, we can start with that. I'll send a notice through the department intranet this afternoon calling a meeting this Friday. I'll want your notes for the presser before the weekend. As for the personnel information, you'll have to wait for a background check to finish before it'll be allowed, and that'll take at least another week. Was there anything else?"

      Velise nodded slowly, then put her silverware down as she said, "Yes, and I saved the idea most likely to be rejected out of hand for last."

      "Okay then, no, we're not doing that," he said.

      Her lips parted, but no words came out. Then she smiled the kind of forced smile that said she was going to try anyway.

      "You should move into the JP's former office."

      "See? I was right. I'm not doing that."

      "Would you at least hear my reasoning?" she asked. "Bearing in mind that everything I've suggested to this point has been solidly in your favor?"

      Bremmin wiped his mouth with his napkin, taking those few seconds to master his impatience, then said, "All right, tell me."

      "You and I both know that Phil is going to run for mayor next election, and that he'll tap you to replace him, provided you can demonstrate you have both the will and ability to handle the job. You'll be receiving functionaries from city hall fairly regularly, and such people need to leave with the impression that you are a leader. Right now, you don't even have a corner office."

      "What the hell does that matter? The corner office is for storage."

      She shook her head sadly and said, "That sort of attitude may ingratiate you to your subordinates, but it makes you look weak to career bureaucrats. Your support from the ground up is secure, Mr. Bremmin. Now — distasteful as you may find it — it is necessary to begin cultivating an image suitable for the position you will be shooting for rather than the one you already possess. The office in question is divided in two parts. In order for me to make full use of the former JP's quarters I would have to have it remodeled. I would prefer that you take the inner offices for yourself, and allow me to work from the outer offices where I can receive guests and further the image that you're working diligently to comply with the new directives. As you humans would say: kill two birds with one stone. If it becomes widely known that I don't even work on the same floor with you, much less the same office, it will undermine our credibility."

      Bremmin stared at her for a long few seconds in silence, lips pursed. Then he said, "I can already tell I'm going to hate working with you."

      "Do you not like assertive women?" she asked.

      "What I don't like is being made to feel like some kid is going to come into my office and steamroll me on my own turf," he said.

      Velise smiled without teeth as she said, "Leaders who cannot accede to reason seldom garner a reputation for success, nor do they remain leaders for long. You've been running a large department successfully for the last several years, Mr. Bremmin, so I can only presume you know sound reason when you hear it. You may not have wanted change, but change is upon you. The only remaining question is how you will handle it."

      He waved a hand at her as he said, "That. That right there. You make any refusal sound completely unreasonable, as though I couldn't possibly have reasons for what I do more salient than what you propose. If I say no, I come off sounding like an asshole."

      "Mr. Bremmin, with all due respect, you are an asshole. I have neither the intention nor the patience required to even attempt to change that. I presume your reasons for maintaining the office you had as a detective suited your management style up until now, and while I personally might have at one time mocked you for refusing a working space appropriate to your station, I am not doing so now. What I am doing, is my very best to see to it that both your ambitions and mine come to fruition. My only leverage to convince you to move into the new offices is the reasoning I've already laid out. Feel free to refuse. It won't change my opinion of you in the slightest, and there is no one else here to witness that the suggestion was even made. Your reputation, whatever it may be, will remain intact."

      Bremmin sighed and looked at her wearily as he said, "You really are good at this manipulation shit, aren't you."

      "I am among the very best and you're lucky to have me," she said with a fanged smile, her shoulders drawing back with pride. That move also put her bust on prominent display and the gleam of that damned sapphire drew his eyes for a moment before he closed them and sighed.

      "Fine. I can't dispute any of what you've said. I just don't like the idea of putting distance between myself and my department. Seeing the old man at work is motivational, and this new reorg will throw everything into chaos. It's a bad time to move. This isn't about what's best for me. It's about what's best for my department."

      "What's best for your department is that you secure the chief inspector position," she said quietly. "You should select and begin grooming a replacement for the deputy inspector slot. Move that person into the offices you will vacate, and slowly begin handing off the responsibilities they will be required to take on when you move up."

      "Fuck's sake, woman! Do you have an answer for everything?" he asked plaintively.

      "Language, Mr. Bremmin, and yes, I generally do. That's part of an attaché's job. I would be a very poor subordinate indeed if I — having requested this meeting in the first place — came unprepared."

      "Ugh. I'm going to actually look up 'attaché' one of these days to see if that's really true," he said sourly.

      She just smiled her predatory smile and leaned over her plate, putting her chin on her folded hands, elbows on the table as she asked, "So?"

      "Fine. I will allow myself to be convinced by sound reason to move into the JP's office, from whence you can control all my contact with the outside world," he said, trying hard to keep his eyes on hers rather than allowing them to wander lower down.

      Her playful expression — complete with fanged smile — told him he was perfectly free to catch the eyeful he was trying valiantly to avoid as she said, "The first time I turn away the rat on your behalf, it will all have been worth it."

      "The rat?"

      "Preston Filcher. Your rather amusing and entirely apt nickname for him promulgated through city hall some time ago. It's one of the reasons he hates you so much," she said, chuckling lightly as she leaned back with a satisfied smile.

      Bremmin put a hand over his heart and solemnly said, "Yet another service I have rendered this city."

      Velise's lips pursed, then she started giggling helplessly as she covered her mouth with one hand.

      Bremmin's eyes slid to her chest and he simply couldn't help but watch her laughter ripple through her. The sapphire was just an excuse to look at the real prize, and he knew she knew what he was really looking at. The fact that she was obviously using her admittedly very real physical charms on him made it increasingly difficult to not look ... and admire.

      Eventually, he shook himself and glanced away, sipping his drink as he tried to remember how long it had been since he'd had the luxury of looking at a woman without having to suppress his libido.

      The only answer he could come up with was, 'a long, long time.'

      "I do have another question," Velise said, recovering herself as she too took a drink.

      "I don't think I have another 'yes' in me, Miss Velise," Bremmin warned. "If you ask me to change anything else today I don't care how reasonable you are, I'm going to say no just on principle, so save it."

      She tilted her head, then smiled her fanged smile as she said, "Noted, but it's not that kind of question."

      "Okay?"

      "Do you like my hair up, or down?" she asked.

      "That's not a professional question," he said, uncertain where this was coming from and stalling for time.

      "No, it isn't. Indulge me?" she asked.

      "I like this," he said, waving a hand generally in her direction. "Then again, I haven't really disliked any of your styles. You've changed it every time I see you."

      "I have. It's annoying. I'd prefer to be able to stick with something, and now you know why I've asked the question," she said.

      "Just, do whatever's comfortable," he said. He wanted to shut this conversation down, but had a subtle but definite feeling that doing so had no upside beyond ending his immediate discomfort.

      She shook her head slightly, still smiling that predatory smile as she stared at him with those unblinking, bubblegum-pink eyes.

      "Up or down, Mr. Bremmin?" she asked again.

      Frustrated and fairly certain there was no right answer, he waved a dismissive hand and said the first thing that came to mind.

      "Up. That way if you wind up going home with someone they get the fun of taking it down."

      Her eyebrows shot up and she leaned back a bit, clearly startled.

      "Not to mention it'll make you look like you're actually taking this job seriously," he added hastily, inwardly cursing himself for letting his inner child out of its cage.

      "Ah," she said, though he could neither read her inflection nor her expression in that moment. "Interesting answer."

      "If you ask me about which of the perfumes you've tried so far I like best, I'm leaving," he warned.

      "So you noticed?" she said, and now her fanged smile was back.

      "I'm a detective. It's my job," he said with a frown. "Don't read into it."

      "I won't, rest assured. I'm just surprised you noticed at all. Humans are renowned for their poor sense of smell. The scents I prefer to wear differ, but they do so only slightly."

      Bremmin wasn't quite sure what to make of that. They'd smelled quite different to him. Then again, he had no basis for comparison. Some of the scents that stood out to him might be barely perceptible to her. She was a non-human, after all. He knew enough about arachne — and most other monster types — to determine motive for a crime and where to put a bullet. Their biology beyond that had never been his concern.

      "Still," she said, "I'm glad you notice the little things about me ... even if it is only because you're a detective."

      Bremmin opened his mouth, then closed it again as he jailed his inner child. He'd been about to compliment her, but doing so would be unprofessional. She didn't know how he worked, so asking him these sorts of questions to rile him wasn't entirely unexpected. He — on the other hand — had spoken out of turn too much already today.

      The waitress came by with the check, but as he reached for it Velise snatched it with a smile and said, "I asked you to lunch. My treat."

      One eyebrow lifted, he said, "You realize this is a human city, and in human culture it's typical for the man to pay?"

      She smiled, her eyes glittering in the light as she said, "Oh, Mr. Bremmin. That's perhaps the most interesting thing you've said to me since we met. Rest assured. I'm well aware of human cultural norms for dating. This, however, is a business lunch. As such, different standards apply. Some rearrangement will be required to allow for your move into the inner offices. I'll ensure that workmen are assigned to perform the move, so please organize your current office to facilitate the process for them and give some thought to your successor. Thank you for your time, Deputy Inspector."

      Bremmin watched as her legs unfurled and she stood. He watched them ripple to turn her, watched her move away. Her head didn't bounce. Her gait was unnaturally smooth, at least to him.

      'Different standards apply.'

      The words echoed in his mind along with her admonition.

      She was right.

      The real question was, what in the high holy hell had prompted him to act as though their meeting should have dating etiquette? Was she that good? Had she manipulated him somehow? How? More to the point, why?

      Or had she done nothing at all, and it was all in his own head.

      He picked up his drink, took a sip, and watched as she paid at the counter. He noted the messy braid, the way she held herself with an unconscious sort of pride. Then she turned and left, giving him a long look at her profile. Throughout, she never even glanced his way.

      He had to admit, if only to himself, that she had what was quite possibly the most amazing rack he'd ever seen, but that even without it she was a true beauty.

      It went beyond the physical. There was an inner strength to her that he didn't see very often. She had an air of supreme competence that he couldn't help but find attractive.

      His ex-wife was a hospital CEO and had that same air of confident command. Intellectually, and at least somewhat physically, he had to concede that Velise was his type.

      He leaned back, gazing up at the sails that formed the awning above his head as he recognized within himself the simple facts.

      She hadn't done anything to get him to treat the lunch they'd just had as a date.

      He quietly muttered to himself, "I guess I'm just ... into her? Huh. That's messed up."
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      Velise maintained her composure until she closed the double doors of her new office, then broke into a broad grin and spun rapidly in place, giving her nervous energy an outlet.

      Finally! Progress!

      She'd gotten virtually everything she wanted out of Bremmin, most crucially the move into the JP's office. With him here, she could maintain much closer contact with him and help insure that he didn't have an encounter that would ruin his chances at the chief inspector's position.

      And, he likes my hair up.

      Her legs settled and she had to restrain the urge to restyle immediately. Seeming overeager would do her no favors. Tomorrow was soon enough.

      She glanced around at the neatly stacked boxes and noted with pleasure that there was a phone and data terminal already installed at the desk she would be using, which had also been upgraded to suit her larger frame.

      Everything was falling precisely into place.

      She spent the rest of the day organizing her books into the shelving already available in the office, along with a few baubles she had acquired. She knew it was customary to display photographs, but she had none. While it was possible to have technology imported for noble use, it was discouraged in Ostingrath for a variety of reasons she personally considered foolish.

      Most matrons preferred the illusion of power in the domination of their immediate surroundings, conveniently ignoring the larger world and the fact that human technology allowed what most of her kind considered an inferior race to control sections of the continent that made her own nation seem puny and remote by comparison.

      Ostingrath was not weak in terms of military might, but the weapons they fielded were of human manufacture and arachne artisans were largely unwilling to engage in the mass-production methods that made them possible and reliable. When one's armament came from one's enemy, victory was ultimately impossible.

      So the matrons contented themselves with ruling their little fiefdoms, comfortably stagnating as the humans they had once been so close to conquering relentlessly advanced.

      All these thoughts were fleeting as she worked. She knew that most of the nations established by other non-human races were no better, many were worse, and huge swaths of the planet had been returned to the sort of primitive life the humans living in Daytau disdained.

      Her time in a human city had rapidly crushed her illusions of the weakness of humanity as a race, if not of its individuals.

      'Just remember you said that if you ever catch him with his shirt off!'

      Claire's words flashed through her mind, and she wondered idly what Bremmin actually looked like. She had heard he was past his prime. Yet he had broad shoulders and moved with an easy confidence she recognized. After all, she had that same confidence.

      She had never seen him without an overcoat and suit. Unlike most of the politicians at city hall, Bremmin's suits weren't tailored. They didn't show off his body. Such carelessness usually meant a lack of care generally, but he didn't seem that type of man. While she had noticed he didn't make a habit of shaving every day, there remained that inescapably confident air about him. He didn't have the slovenly habits a first glance suggested.

      He's not my type, she reminded herself firmly. I need him, so I want him attracted to me.

      She felt he was moving in that direction and was pleased, but as she thought about it, she realized that she was more than just pleased. She'd been truly irritated that morning trying to guess at what hairstyle would meet with his approval. She'd worn one of her more revealing outfits since nothing else had held his interest.

      And her effort hadn't been in vain. No matter what Claire said about him shooting down suiters, Velise had definitely caught his attention. As a monster hunter he didn't fear her as most humans did. He also didn't leer. But he did look, and as she thought about it she was forced to acknowledge that she liked it when he looked. It wasn't simple satisfaction at making progress with a target. She wanted him to look at her because she enjoyed it when he did.

      She paused, one book half-slotted in place, and wondered at her feelings. She'd never gone after his type before. She preferred younger, vapid males for her sexual dalliances. Arachne males invariably met that criteria. It was, after all, how they were raised and trained.

      Velise had not considered any human to be a viable suitor in her younger days ... but she had long since internalized the fact that she wouldn't return home for many years and arachne males were all but unheard of outside the territories of the matrons. They were comparatively rare and so carefully controlled. Their relative scarcity and the ultimate destruction of the human race on the old world were what prompted her kind to participate in the Cataclysm in the first place, after all. Humanity provided supplementary breed stock for not just her race, but most others as well. Capturing them for use as such was accepted practice, or had been.

      Unless she wanted to be celibate, she would have to broaden the pool she selected from. That said, most human males in this city not only weren't her type, their decadence had rendered the majority fundamentally unfit. Those males who were her type typically both feared her and had no problem finding mates more suitable to their tastes among willing human women.

      Capturing human males for personal pleasure had once been practically a hallmark of arachne, but Velise had never done so and wasn't tempted to try. While her predatory instinct sparked at the thought, she knew if she indulged that instinct it would not only mean the end of her ambition, it would get her killed. Humanity at large had seen to that.

      Given her circumstances, she hadn't had sex in quite some time.

      Could Bremmin even keep up with her if she took him into her bower? Would he tolerate being bound and envenomed?

      She scowled and slammed the book home, irritated that she found her thoughts bending in this direction. There were many reasons not to attempt sex beyond the physical complications. He had a completely dominant personality that clashed with hers. He was past his prime for his species. He was the target of her manipulations. There were policies in place at the NHIC against various forms of intoxicants and her mating venom might well qualify. She shouldn't allow base desire to interfere with her primary motivations.

      So why was she?

      Am I that desperate for company? she silently wondered.

      Her irritation spiked, and she resumed work. She wanted the job finished before the workmen arrived with Bremmin's office furnishings. It was important that she maintained the impression of punctuality and diligence he obviously preferred.

      Tomorrow I'll wear something that closes up to the neck. If he likes letting a woman's hair down, that's probably not the only thing he enjoys unwrapping ...

      She stifled the thought and did her best to put it and all other such from her mind as she concentrated on the task at hand.

      Deputy Inspector Bremmin's boxes didn't start arriving until almost six pm. Velise had spent most of the last several hours reading, but glanced up sharply at the knock on the door and put her phone down. At her command, the workmen began streaming in with dollies and depositing the boxes under her watchful eye.

      They initially asked if they should put the boxes in the internal offices, but Velise told them to pile everything just outside the door instead as it would give her an opportunity for casual conversation with Bremmin when he arrived to complete the move.

      She had begun to wonder if he'd changed his mind without her there to press him, but was glad now that she'd chosen to wait patiently. Her instincts were usually right, after all.

      The workmen made three trips and by the time they gave her a nod and left, there was a sizable stack next to the inner office door.

      Bremmin strolled in with his hands jammed into his outer coat pockets. He glanced around, arched an eyebrow as he noted that all her own unpacking was done, then nodded once and moved to the inner office.

      Her desk was set up such that it took up all the space to one side and she could easily block access if the need arose. She said nothing as he moved to the door and lifted a hand, running his fingers across the blank frosted glass that made up its upper face. She noted that his fingers were tracing the impressions of the black letters scraped off when the old JP retired. Even after scrubbing, those letters had been in place so long that their outlines were impossible to completely erase.

      She couldn't tell what was on his mind. He hadn't done more than glance at her yet, which made her uneasy. She had a dominant physical presence and was utterly unaccustomed to being ignored.

      He put his hand back in his pocket and sighed as he said, "I really can't escape the feeling that this is a mistake. I shouldn't be here. It isn't where I belong."

      It was an oddly vulnerable comment. Velise considered and discarded several replies. In the end she said nothing, choosing to wait and see what he would do. It was obvious that if she said the wrong thing here it would undo what progress she'd been able to make.

      Finally, he looked at her and jerked his head toward the still closed door as he asked, "Have you been inside?"

      "No," she said. "I looked inside — the office has been properly emptied and cleaned — but getting through that door would be troublesome for me."

      "But possible?" he asked.

      She nodded slightly and admitted, "Yes, possible. It would be ... undignified, like watching a child try to squeeze through a hole in a fence."

      "That's a very specific image."

      "I've seen quite a lot of cinema since coming to Daytau. That particular impression just happened to stick in my mind," she said.

      "Why are you still here?" he asked, finally turning to face her, both hands still in his pockets, holding his overcoat closed.

      "Should I not be? I work for you. The idea that I might leave the office while you are still here never occurred to me."

      He tipped his head toward the office door and said, "There's nothing you can help me with here. Go home. I'll see you tomorrow."

      "I'd rather not," she said, straightening slightly. "Even if I can't get through the door I can pass the boxes easily enough. I'm no wilting flower, Mr. Bremmin. I never asked for preference, nor did I indicate I was unwilling to do physical labor. I will help you, and the work will be done that much faster."

      He thought for a moment, shrugged, then turned, opened the door, and stepped through.

      Velise took the few steps necessary to draw even with the portal and tipped her head down to watch him as he made a quick circuit of the room.

      There was a grand, U-shaped mahogany desk with a plush leather chair centered inside. Beyond the desk were broad, royal blue drapes held back by golden-tasseled ropes fronting a window that took up the entire back wall. The sun was setting and the view of the city was rather spectacular, but Velise noted that Bremmin barely glanced at it. He shook his head absently as he put a hand on the back of the plush executive's chair for a moment, then shifted his coat off his shoulders and swung it around to drape it across the back.

      His suit coat followed a moment later, leaving him in a dress shirt.

      She looked on in surprise and asked, "You wear body armor under all of that?"

      He glanced at her, then looked down at himself, then back at her as he said, "No?"

      Her mouth opened, but there was an embarrassing pause before she managed, "Ah."

      He's BIG!

      She watched him round the desk, noting the way his shirt hung loose off a chest so deep she'd genuinely thought he was wearing armor underneath. His shirt was tucked in, and now that his suit coat was off it revealed a trim waistline much tighter than she'd anticipated.

      Velise twisted, took a box, and handed it through the door without another word, using the action to disguise her surprise. He took the box from her, twisted, and set it down next to the door, turning back to her in time to receive the next.

      The box had been heavy in a way that told her it was filled with either books or files, and she handed him another, and then another without pausing.

      As she continued to pass the small mountain of boxes through to him, she found herself moving faster and faster. He kept pace with her, and even grinned after a little while as though he appreciated her not wasting his time.

      That was definitely the impression she got from him, and it bewildered her. As a noble, she was larger than most of her kind. She was also stronger, faster, and more lethal. A dominant physical presence was important to cow servants and subordinates, and she was quite literally born to lead.

      Human leaders — by contrast — were often soft and weak. Their bodies did not naturally reflect their station, only their habits, and the habits of those in administrative roles typically did not foster impressive physiques.

      While Bremmin's physique might not be inborn, he had clearly maintained himself as a warrior rather than an administrator. He wasn't as big as that brute, Sergeant Platz, but he was clearly a man of above-average physical strength and stature for his species. He also moved with an easy grace and no hint that he was at all 'past his prime.'

      All of the boxes were transferred to the inner offices within ten minutes, and though Andrew had begun to sweat he was still breathing easily when they were done.

      "Thanks," he said, running a hand across his glistening forehead to flick the sweat away. "That did go quicker with your help."

      She nodded slowly as she took in the scent now wafting through the open door. His exertion told her he didn't smoke, and didn't drink to excess. His diet was balanced. His sweat wasn't rancid despite his not having been able to anticipate the move, which meant he bathed regularly.

      "It is obvious you take the motivation of your department seriously in all respects," she said.

      "Hm? What makes you say that now?" he asked, brows drawing down in an expression that she could only think of as speculative irritation. "You just had me leave my department."

      "I misspoke," she said hastily, realizing her compliment had flown over his head. She spread her hands palm facing him in a gesture she had learned after coming to Daytau. "I only meant that you keep yourself in good condition despite no longer filling a role that requires it."

      "If you think this constitutes 'good condition' I might have to question yours," he said with a frown, looking her up and down. There was nothing of sexual interest in the look he was giving her now. Rather, she got the distinct impression she was being sized up as an opponent, and she didn't like it.

      "My prowess is simply a matter of health," she said, treading very carefully as her own irritation spiked. Now that she had made progress, she didn't want to let her aggravation with his poor social skills show. "Unlike your kind, mine do not get stronger simply by lifting heavy things or making repetitive movements. Our physical power is largely innate and comes to us as we mature."

      "That's unfortunate," he said as he turned away from her and moved around his desk to retrieve his suit and overcoats. "Strength that gets earned the hard way actually means something."

      She smiled grimly as he met her eyes again and said, "I was hatched as part of a clutch of over ten thousand. I am one of twenty-two survivors. Trust me when I say I did in fact earn my strength 'the hard way.'"

      He blinked, his head tilted away as his expression became thoughtful. Then he nodded as he looked her in the eye and said, "Yeah, sorry. I thought you had human blood in you. My understanding was that hybrids were live births."

      "Apology accepted, and hybrids are live births. My mother is a hybrid. Her mates were pure arachne. I am a quarterling," Velise admitted. "True hybrids are increasingly rare these days for reasons you well know."

      "The Branson-Williard Splice," he said with a nod.

      Her smile was bitter as she said, "We simply call it the Spite."

      He shrugged and said, "Call it whatever you want. It ended both the war and breed slavery."

      Velise lowered her head slightly and composed herself as she said, "What you say is true, though the ramifications have been dire for all the races, your own included."

      She watched him shrug into his overcoat as he said, "All that stuff's above my pay grade. I'm not a gene-splicer and this has nothing to do with my job."

      "Are you sure? I am aware that human states suppress accurate knowledge of the Spite outside certain circles. Most humans these days are unaware why one out of every three conceptions doesn't make it to the second trimester, or why specific pairings must often go through 'therapy' to be fertile together. They simply think it's a direct consequence of the Cataclysm, not something humans did to themselves."

      He raised an eyebrow at her, pausing as he adjusted his coat, then said, "I know that because non-human terrorists routinely spout that stuff trying to turn the agents sent after them. Regular PD are not so well-informed. You should be careful where you drop that kind of knowledge, or what happens to you will also be above my pay grade. "

      "I am aware. I signed away my privilege to speak freely on many matters when I was given my diplomatic authority here. I was also read into which matters of state I can freely discuss with you," she said, speaking rather stiffly despite her best effort.

      He smiled slightly and nodded as he said, "Good. I wouldn't want you to disappear."

      When her eyebrows shot up in surprise, he wryly added, "It would be a lot of paperwork."

      Her lips twisted and she said, "While I know that was a joke, it was rather harsh. Taken without the addendum I would have been properly flattered."

      He nodded, then shrugged and said, "I'm impressed, though. You kept your temper much better this time. Are you going to let me out?"

      She glanced down between them, acknowledged that she was blocking his exit, and stepped daintily aside as she said, "The difference is you were not joking at the Railstop."

      "No, I wasn't. I needed to impress upon you the importance of getting safely home. In here, I've as much as conceded that I'll be allowing you to guide me through the rat's nest that is city hall politics. Out there, you need to let me ensure that you don't put yourself in a position you can't get out of. You did that, and your restraint then was more impressive than your strength just now. Anyone can move boxes."

      "I would not have disregarded your wishes even had you not so angered me."

      "I'm not entirely sure I believe that," he said with a faint smile that didn't touch his eyes. Those were cold as he looked up at her, and it was clear that this was a matter that still seriously concerned him ... much to her annoyance.

      "It seems you have a firm grip on my leash then," she said stiffly.

      "Go straight home, Miss Velise. Daytau at night isn't safe for you right now."

      "As I said before, I am not to be treated as a child, Mr. Bremmin. What I do with my off-time is my own affair."

      His eyes slid away from her into the middle distance, then he shrugged and said, "That's true. Well, whatever it is you choose to do with your evening, keep an eye out."

      As he stepped past her to the outer door, she twisted to look curiously at him and a sudden inspiration caused her to ask, "What is it you know that I don't, Mr. Bremmin?"

      "I know quite a lot that you don't. You'll have to be more specific," he said as he opened the door.

      "Even given your reasons at the Railstop, you seem unduly concerned for my safety now."

      "You're unarmed, entirely too proud of yourself, prone to violence when pressed, and a potential political liability for this department," he said, looking up at her. Unlike their time at lunch, he seemed to have no trouble keeping his eyes off her assets as he spoke. It was obvious that there was something specific — and unknown to her — focusing his attention.

      He said, "I've known a lot of non-humans like you over the years, Miss Velise. Most of them are dead now, that's all."

      As she opened her mouth, he added, "And don't say I've underestimated you somehow. That's always what comes next when I give this kind of warning."

      She blinked, and genuine anger darkened her eyes and caused her palps to churn. She got them back under control and curled them tightly under her abdomen as she said, "You are making me angry so that I will forget the question I asked you along with the fact that you did not answer."

      "Go straight home when you leave here, Miss Velise. I presume you have the keys, so make sure to lock up. Tomorrow work starts at seven am. Be here at six forty-five. It's going to be a long day."

      With that he left, closing the door with what she felt to be exaggerated care behind him.

      The building was so large that she could only feel his vibrations for about twenty feet before she lost him to the subtle hum of the air handlers. The scent of his exertion lingered in the air of the office.

      Her palps stretched wide, arched out with slow deliberation until they quivered at their maximum extension, fangs fully exposed, then relaxed and folded demurely before her. She waited quietly for her anger to fade.

      She felt that he was deliberately baiting her. The question then became, to what purpose? What was he trying to accomplish? What did he know that she didn't?

      Velise took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and thought through all her interactions with Andrew Bremmin. What did he actually want? A surface interpretation would have her simply do as he instructed and go home. He was direct to the point of being brutish. When he said something, he meant exactly what he said. He didn't trust her instincts, and didn't want her involved in another altercation.

      The fact remained that he was also intelligent, and he was speaking to her. That being the case, had he decided to play games? If she didn't go directly home to spite him, she thought it likely he would follow her and see where she went. Was he trying to learn more about her, or perhaps bait out those men?

      Perhaps they are why he's doing this, she mused. He did see them that night, just as I did.

      While the idea of baiting them out had a certain appeal, she realized that Bremmin was likely against taking that risk. Given what he had said, and how he had said it, he was concerned about those men and considered them a legitimate threat to her safety. If he had told her that, it would amount to an invitation to disobey him so that she could hunt them down herself. But he hadn't explicitly mentioned them. That being the case, going out by herself seemed to be the wrong move, particularly given what he had said of her.

      '... unarmed, entirely too proud of yourself, prone to violence ...'

      He genuinely wants me to go home having decided my encountering them again under any circumstances will be a liability. He will track my movement from here, and there will be consequences if I deviate, she realized.

      She locked the office doors once beyond them, and turned toward the elevator. She was calm again, and there was no one on this floor to greet her as she maneuvered through the corridors. It was almost eerily quiet.

      As she walked she continued to consider everything he'd said and the precise manner in which he'd said it. She wanted to disregard the possibility that he was playing any sort of game. He said something, and he meant it. He was a simple man. There were no layers with him.

      And yet ... she knew it wasn't true.

      The man might not have any political acumen, but he was entirely too cunning to be taken lightly.

      Her palps churned with agitation as the elevator doors opened and she stepped in. Regardless of the level at which she interpreted his words, he was irritating on all of them.

      She pressed the lobby button and as the doors closed, she couldn't help a wry smile as she murmured, "He's so ... maddeningly interesting. I wonder where he lives?"

      She wouldn't have that information until the background check on her cleared and she was given access to the personnel files. It was something to look forward to. His home would give her deeper insight into the man. Who knew what secrets it might reveal?
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      Bremmin drove the police cruiser he'd been using that morning, headed for the address he'd pulled from Shiro's files as he watched the GPS signal from Velise Drainheart's phone.

      She was a green dot on the dash display that currently showed him a map of the twenty square miles or so of downtown Daytau and its surrounds. There were five other dots on the map. His was blue, and the other four were red. One was just outside the JC. One was parked near the Railstop.

      The other two were camped out in front of the residential complex where Drainheart's house was located.

      Since he'd pre-programmed his route and had police priority, the city computer adjusted traffic to give him a non-stop drive. He'd reach her neighborhood a minimum of fifteen minutes ahead of her. It should be plenty of time.

      As he allowed the computer to handle the drive itself, he looked up a number and dialed.

      "Xerxes Residence, Security. How may I help?"

      The male voice on the other end was professional and no nonsense. Bremmin asked, "Is there a vehicle you don't recognize parked within view of the gate? Likely tinted windows."

      There was a pause, then, "Yes. A white sedan. Who is this?"

      "My name is Deputy Inspector Andrew Bremmin, NHIC. Use my phone number for ID confirmation, then get me a photo of that vehicle with the license plate clearly visible. Make no secret of the fact that you're looking. I expect them to drive off when they notice you. Stay on the phone, just in case."

      There was another pause, this one several seconds longer, then the guard said, "All right, Inspector. Give me just a moment."

      As he waited he glanced at Velise's dot on his map and allowed himself a smile when he noted she was on the same route he was traveling.

      He heard the sound of screeching tires through his phone speaker, and his smile broadened just a bit.

      "You were right: they took off as soon as I aimed my data pad at them," the guard said a moment later. "Where should I send this picture?"

      "Message it to this phone number."

      "Yessir. Just a moment."

      He got a message tone, then the man on the other end said, "Sir? Is there a danger to one of our residents?"

      Bremmin briefly considered how to answer that question before he said, "There may be. Miss Drainheart will be arriving in approximately twenty minutes. If she asks, you may notify her a vehicle took off when challenged, but don't show her the picture. It'll be a rental. You may not tell her about this call. This is an ongoing investigation and you can be prosecuted if I learn you've revealed police involvement. Do you understand?"

      "Yessir."

      "Feel free to take whatever other security precautions your company may deem necessary. I'll notify if I find any cause for direct action in future regarding this matter. That'll be all. Goodnight."

      "Goodnight, sir."

      Bremmin entered the license plate number into his GPS, got a location, and altered his route to follow them. He was now confident Velise would get home safely. Not only was there no point in questioning the guard personally, it would be counter-productive. It would put his scent on scene. Velise could easily pick that up, realize he'd been there, and grow suspicious.

      The ID of the lookout at the JC and the one at the Railstop had both started to move, and five minutes later the vehicle he was tracking stopped. The two phone IDs coincident with the car abruptly vanished from his tracker. Not more than a minute after that the other two vanished as well.

      Bremmin's lips twisted. Since there technically was no open investigation, he couldn't pull logs from those phones. Given the timing, it was a safe bet they'd been given instructions to bug out. It was unlikely they had any direct evidence of police involvement, but it was a possibility he couldn't afford to ignore entirely given they probably were aware by now of her new position and him.

      The car remained parked, but its location was in an alleyway not covered by traffic cameras.

      Bremmin took manual control, parked his cruiser half a block from the rental, and got out. Given the manner in which they'd ditched the vehicle and disappeared their phones, he was fairly certain he wouldn't find anything, but it was best to be thorough.

      He paused at the entrance to the alleyway and took his time looking around using his infrared phone app to ensure the shadows didn't have any nasty surprises for him.

      The alleyway was empty save for the car and a pair of dumpsters that were both open and overflowing with trash from the restaurants to either side.

      The smell was ... interesting.

      His first impulse was to examine the car immediately, but he stifled it and went back to his cruiser instead. He wasn't on a case. He had to handle this delicately. Fortunately, there was a way to get what he needed without touching anything.

      Once inside his cruiser he locked the doors, looked up the number for the rental agency, and called their operator.

      "Triple A Transportation, Monica speaking! How may I help you?"

      "Hi Monica, this is Deputy Inspector Bremmin, NHIC. ID confirmation via phone number."

      After a moment's pause, Monica said, "Good evening, Inspector Bremmin. How may I help?"

      He gave her the license number of the sedan and said, "This vehicle seems to be abandoned in an alleyway. Confirm its location, please."

      Another few moments passed before she said, "The vehicle is stopped in an alleyway and is not running."

      Nodding absently, he said, "As it's not legally parked, I'd like to follow up. Who is registered as having rented this vehicle?"

      This time the pause was almost a full minute long, and at the end Monica sounded vaguely confused as she said, "I'm sorry, sir, but this vehicle isn't supposed to be out of the lot. I'm not sure how it got to where it is."

      "It may then have been stolen. If I examine the car's content, I may be able to find relevant information. Do I have the Triple A Transportation's authorization to search the vehicle?"

      After a moment's pause, Monica asked in a voice that told him she wanted no part of this, "Um, may I transfer you to a supervisor, sir?"

      "Certainly, I'll hold."

      She sounded relieved as she said, "One moment."

      "Triple A Transportation, Trevor speaking."

      "Trevor, this is Monica. I have Inspector Bremmin on the phone. He's found one of our vehicles illegally parked. It's not supposed to be out of the lot."

      Trevor said, "Thank you, Monica. I'll take it from here."

      "Have a good night, Inspector."

      "Night Monica. Trevor, as I asked her a moment ago, given this vehicle may have been stolen, I'd like to search it. Do I have Triple A Transportation's authorization to search the vehicle?"

      Bremmin tried not to grind his teeth as he jumped through all the damn hoops. If he didn't, it would bite him in the ass. Fortunately, Trevor seemed to know what the hell he was doing and the confidence to do it, as less than ten seconds passed before the man said, "Certainly, Inspector. Triple A Transportation authorizes a search of the vehicle."

      "In that case, I'll need you to use your operator override to open the doors."

      "Certainly, Inspector. One moment ... all right, sir. The doors should be-"

      He was interrupted by a muffled detonation from inside the alley that shook Bremmin's cruiser. A brief wash of flame spat out into the street before a rain of glass and metal debris showered onto the pavement in a wide arc.

      "Sir?!" Trevor asked, all professionalism gone in favor of panic. "Was that an explosion?!"

      Bremmin sighed as he said, "Yes, Trevor. I believe it was. Go ahead and call your adjusters. You have my verbal authorization to forward this call log to them for insurance purposes. I'll handle emergency services notification from here. Have a good night."

      Bremmin called for emergency response and confirmed the location and possible presence of unexploded ordinance along with the fire.

      That done, he searched his contacts, dialed, and listened to the phone ring. When it connected he heard a familiar voice on the other end.

      "This is McCreedy."

      As he watched the flicker of flames on the far side of the alley wall, Bremmin asked, "How's that SOP coming along? Going to have it for me tomorrow?"

      "Somehow. You really shit on me with this one, Uncle."

      "Hah. If that's what you think you're in for a rough go, son."

      "Something happen?"

      "Yeah, something did. I'm sitting at the site of a car bombing."

      There was a pregnant pause, then McCreedy drawled, "Why?"

      Chuckling, Bremmin said, "Because that thing I broke up with the arachne on Monday turned out to be ... well, an actual thing. I'm pretty sure now that someone's hired these guys to kill her."

      "We handle non-human criminals, Uncle. Not non-human victims," McCreedy said. "I hate to say this, but you should be calling the blueboys for this one."

      "We technically have jurisdiction whenever there's a non-human involved, you know that. Miss Drainheart qualifies and she's one of ours, if only on paper. Not that I don't trust the regular PD, I just trust us more. The outcome here affects the department and the press will eat us alive if we turn this over and something happens to her. I was trying to handle it quietly but these idiots just had to go and blow something up. If you don't have room on your plate, find someone sharp who does and let 'em know I'm the direct report."

      "I'll put it on me, seeing as how I won't have to actually do anything with it," McCreedy said, sounding annoyed. "You're going to handle this soup to nuts yourself anyway."

      "Keep making connections like that and you'll wind up Deputy Inspector Larry McCreedy someday."

      "I'll quit."

      "That's the spirit! You're a natural. I've been holding onto some captains' bars I think would look good on you. I'll have maintenance box you up. You're gettin' a new office."

      "Hahaha, ha ... wait, are you serious?"

      "Get some good sleep tonight, shave, and wear your dress grays tomorrow."

      "I've told you before I don't want it."

      "And I've put up with that bullshit for long enough. There hasn't been a proper captain in the department since I moved up, and everyone knows it's supposed to be you. It's time to shit or get off the pot, Larry."

      "Let me think about it."

      "No. There's a briefing tomorrow and I'll bully you into taking the bars in front of the whole department if I have to. You can either pin them on with dignity or get them gallows style. Face it: I let you slide on this for years. You owe me, I need you, and you will step up."

      "Yes sir," McCreedy said, sounding as though he'd just been reprimanded.

      "Look on the bright side," Bremmin said. "This way you won't get stuck babysitting a non-human recruit fresh out of the academy."

      "Golly Uncle, it's Christmas in June!"

      The sarcasm on the other end of the line was thick enough to stop an AP round, but Bremmin chose to ignore it.

      "I'll send you what I've got on the Drainheart case later tonight. Don't worry, it'll be in the right format, all you have to do is submit it. I need everything in the system first thing tomorrow so I can go to Judge Castello for warrants."

      "Sure thing. Anything else?"

      "See you tomorrow."

      "Yeah yeah. Shaved and in my dress grays. Night Uncle."

      "Sleep well."

      The line disconnected and Bremmin checked the GPS. Velise was just pulling up to the Xerxes complex. He smiled. She'd gone straight home.

      As sirens announced the arrival of the fire team, he opened the car door and stepped out into the muggy heat. The smell of burning rubber and fuel were heavy in the air.

      It was going to be a long night.
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      Velise glanced up as the door opened and Andrew walked in. He didn't glance at her so much as vaguely nod in her direction on his way through the office, and as his hand touched the handle for the door she asked, "Did you have fun last night?"

      He paused, then gave her his full attention as she rotated her monitor to show him the headline, 'CAR BOMB HAS POLICE SCRAMBLING, NHIC INVOLVEMENT CONFIRMED.'

      The highlight video was a slow pan of an alleyway at night filled with the smoldering remains of a blown-up car along with blast-damaged walls and still burning dumpsters being put out by a long arc of water from a nearby firetruck. The area was taped off and there were several police cruisers and experts present on scene along with a loose ring of bystanders.

      "Don't you sleep?" he asked plaintively.

      "Of course I sleep. I also run several newsfeed searches every morning, and 'Uncle Nick' is one of them. You're mentioned explicitly in the article by 'an unnamed source in Triple A Transport.' I'd be willing to wager you spoke to the guard at my neighborhood gate last night as well. He was nervous as he told me about a vehicle that 'made him suspicious.' It wasn't difficult to surmise the two were related after reading the article. Apparently you found the vehicle immediately after its abandonment, which means you were already following it. The timeframe is too tight for there not to be a correlation."

      Andrew's expression twisted as he snarled, "God dammit. I'll bet it was that Monica chick looking for a quick paycheck from the rags. Fucking warrants will be useless now. Fuck!"

      Velise watched his hands clench and relax, then clench again as he strove visibly to master his anger.

      "You should have told me you had suspicions along these lines," she quietly said, keeping an even tone so as not to sound accusing. "There was no need to maneuver me into compliance."

      As she intended, his thoughts were jerked away from his frustration and focused on her instead. He stared at her, chewing on the inside of his cheek for a moment before he said, "Maybe. You did the right thing going home in any case. There was a man posted outside the JC watching for you and another one at the Railstop along with the two waiting outside your gate. It's a good bet you'd have been gunned down last night no matter where you tried to go."

      She stared at him, a curious mixture of excitement and apprehension flooding through her. She said, "I did not expect you to be so blunt."

      Waving a hand toward her monitor, he said, "Situation's changed. This is an open investigation now and I'll be interviewing you officially later today. For now, put it on the back burner. We've got a department meeting in ..."

      He checked his watch. "Thirty-five minutes. I'll be introducing you and pinning captains' bars on McCreedy along with making the official announcement on the civil case. I've got the time between now and then to type up and submit warrant requests, so if you'll excuse me."

      He opened his office door, then froze. He took a deep breath, and Velise watched his free hand flex again.

      She actually heard his knuckles pop.

      Turning back to her, he said in a voice so calm it came across as intensely forced, "I'll need you to head out for a while. There's no workstation installed in my office, so I'll use yours. I expect you downstairs on the Nick floor by the elevator bank in thirty minutes. Since you'll have that time, go tell maintenance to finish the installation they should have done last night. Move."

      Velise felt her eyes darkening and turned away quickly to hide the reaction as she wordlessly stepped out from her station and left the office, palps tucked in tight to keep them from churning.

      Once the doors were closed she took a steadying breath and reminded herself that she was in a subordinate position. It was his right to issue commands. The fact did little to assuage her injured pride, so she distracted herself with thoughts of last night's events and their ramifications.

      This was obviously not a matter of simple antagonism from humans with nothing better to do. Andrew had mentioned four people, which likely meant the same four men she'd encountered at the Railstop.

      I truly would be dead if not for his interference that first night, she mused as she turned past the regular elevators for the service car around the corner as it occurred to her that — not more than twelve hours ago — he'd likely saved her a second time.

      Someone is after my life.

      It wasn't a novel thought for her. She had successfully navigated a childhood in a matron's household. In her early years she had lost count of the number of siblings she had killed, both as defender and aggressor. As their numbers dwindled the attempts had grown in both subtlety and danger. The idea that someone was coming for her now felt almost routine. The difference here was the vector. She was being attacked by humans in a human city. The weapons and circumstances arrayed against her rendered her own formidable combat skills and abilities moot. Even if she knew the identities of the four men, even if she had proof they were trying to kill her, the humans of Daytau would not permit her to ambush and kill them herself.

      The threat they represented was frustratingly real.

      And yet, perhaps by fate, I have acquired protection suited to the task. Twice saved, and my guardian has yet to so much as draw a weapon.

      The first time he had done so she had been shamed. She had not recognized the severity of the threat and considered Andrew's interference unwarranted. Now that it had happened a second time she found herself wondering how to take it. Gratitude perhaps, but gratitude was not an impulse native to the arachne psyche. Quarterlings were known to be more adaptable than their purebred kin, but she didn't know how that adaptability translated in this case, presuming it did at all.

      Was she grateful? How would she recognize that as distinct from her ambition? Her diplomatic training had taught her the value of fostering gratitude in humans, but had cautioned that feeling it herself was a liability.

      She was still waiting for the service elevator to reach her when she heard one of the doors in the main bank around the corner open. While traffic on this floor — reserved principally for judges and their attendant staff — was uncommon, she didn't think much of it until she heard a male voice speaking in low tones.

      "Hallway clear."

      Another voice, this one digitized and obviously coming from a phone, said, "Second door on the left. They should both be there. Bremmin is likely to be in the inner office so get to the inner door and put eyes on target before firing. If Drainheart challenges you, remember: you're there to install the DI's terminal."

      She felt the footsteps of a single man as he stepped out onto the floor and strode rapidly down the corridor. Velise glanced around the corner, confirmed her section of the hallway was empty, then advanced to the main hallway junction.

      She peeked around the corner in time to see a man in a gray maintenance coverall wearing a low-slung baseball cap knock on the door to her new office and say, "Maintenance. Here for the terminal install."

      From beyond the door, Bremmin answered, "That was fast. Come in!"

      The man smiled as he heard Bremmin's voice and lifted a firearm Velise didn't recognize in his right hand as he opened the door with his left.

      Velise leapt up into the hallway, catching the walls to either side as she tore open her one-piece, curled her abdomen, and fired.

      Apparently noticing the movement, the man whirled toward her, gun coming up, but her blob of webbing struck him in the face as he completed the turn, staggering him. The weapon in his hand discharged with a surprisingly quiet purr. Chunks of wood and fabric flew from the panelling and carpet below her, but the man firing was blinded by her webbing and had fired too quickly.

      Grinning savagely, Velise skittered toward him, legs outstretched to keep her moving above the man's line of fire. He lifted his weapon and fired again, but she was too close. The bullets shredded the ceiling and exploded the light fixtures behind her. She dropped adroitly atop him, one of her many legs slamming his weapon aside and pinning it to the floor as two more caught him by the shoulders.

      Her palps flexed, venom beading on the tips of her fangs, but she paused when she heard Andrew bellow, "ALIVE!"

      Sucking her teeth, she scraped the weapon away from the man with a rearward flick of her foreleg — eliciting a ragged scream as her talon tore a gash down his arm — then lifted him effortlessly, twirling him underneath her as she bound him from the neck down in her silk.

      That done, she glanced in at Andrew in time to see him speaking calmly with a finger on the phone's speed-dial function buttons.

      "Security and paramedics to the judge's floor. Shots fired. Perpetrator down and wounded."

      He then stepped around the desk and out into the hallway with her, looking down at the man thoughtfully. He was moaning pitifully, head rolling in agony, but was otherwise unable to move. The elevator doors dinged and Andrew's weapon was in his hand so quickly Velise jerked in belated reflex. She had been looking at him and hadn't seen the draw. To her, the gun had appeared as though by magic.

      Slowly, she turned just in time to see a man in identical gray coveralls standing in the open elevator at the end of the hall drop an armful of computer equipment that crashed to the floor all around as his hands shot over his head, palms out and fingers spread.

      Doors behind them were opening, and she heard Andrew say, "Show's over folks. Best stay in your offices until first responders can clean up the mess. You! Here to install the terminal?"

      The man holding his hands up nodded frantically. The doors behind them slammed closed again, but Velise didn't bother to look, her focus entirely on the lone man in the elevator.

      "I suggest you come back later, preferably not with the same shit you just dropped," Andrew said wryly.

      Still nodding, the man slowly reached down with one hand and pushed a button on the elevator panel. The doors slid closed, and she turned to watch Andrew crouch over the supine assailant as he said, "So, you have a very narrow window to tell me something useful. Who sent you, who were you after, and how did you get into the JC with that thing?"

      Andrew gestured idly toward the discarded weapon with his off hand.

      The man's eyes were glazed. His movements were listless now, and he only moaned pitifully in response.

      Glancing up at her, Andrew asked, "That wound on his arm, was the cut on the inside or the outside?"

      "Inside, why?" she asked.

      Andrew swore, holstered his weapon, then reached for his belt buckle as he said, "Cut him loose. Now!"

      By the time the paramedics and security arrived the man on the floor was completely unconscious, Andrew's belt was cinched tightly around the upper bicep of the arm she'd slashed open, and he was holding it tight with his foot as he hauled up on the loose end.

      Velise stood aside and watched as the responders took over.

      They asked him several rapid-fire questions that he answered calmly, relinquishing his hold on the belt only once one of the paramedics had applied a tight rubber strap above it.

      Twenty minutes later, the hallway was empty save for bloodstains and loose debris.

      Velise's hearts were still beating rapidly from the excitement, but she'd stood quietly behind him and — though security had looked her way — they hadn't asked her any direct questions.

      Once they were gone he checked his watch, then glanced at her backside as he asked, "Do you have another one of those leotard things?"

      She glanced back at the torn covering, then at him as she shook her head. "Not here."

      Frowning, he asked, "Are you okay to go into a briefing like that?"

      "Of course not. It would be more appropriate to take it off entirely. My blouse will be ... sufficient, so long as I stay on the floor," she said.

      Sighing, he said, "I should send you home to get a change of clothes, but honestly at this point I'd rather not risk it. Someone really wants you dead."

      Shaking her head slightly, she told him what she'd overheard as the man left the elevator.

      His frown deepened, then he shrugged and said, "That's no proof he was after me, just that whoever sent him realized he couldn't escape unless he killed us both. He wasn't one of the four I've been tracking either."

      He checked his watch, sighed, then jerked his head toward their office as he said, "Go on in there and get as decent as you can. We've got less than five minutes to get to the department briefing."

      "You still plan to attend?" she asked, somewhat incredulous as she stepped delicately past him into the relative privacy of their office to cut away the remainder of her abdominal cover.

      "Yep. Hurry up. I'll go down with you."

      Ten minutes later she stood next to him looking curiously around a briefing room at a sea of human faces. Virtually all of them were staring back at her, their eyes flicking often to her bright red abdomen. She felt somewhat self-conscious, but it was not shame. She'd known she would draw attention, but this was not the sort of attention she'd wanted.

      Behind her, there was a unit insignia for Andrew's department of the NHIC, and a pair of flags hung out from the wall, one of which she recognized as representative of the city-state of Daytau. A podium stood just to Andrew's left, but he wasn't using it as he waved a hand and said, "All right, settle down. There was an incident upstairs, so we'll get that out of the way first. Gunman came in and assaulted my new office. Miss Drainheart downed him and saved my life."

      A murmur swept through the audience as she glanced sharply at him. It was not the introduction she anticipated.

      He went on without looking at her, his stern voice overriding the gallery as he said, "On that note, I want you all to welcome my new attaché, Miss Velise Drainheart. She'll be acting on a variety of matters for me over the coming months, so if she asks you to do something, you do it because she's acting on my behalf. Questions?"

      There were clearly questions, but no one spoke or raised their hands.

      "All right, next order of business. Lieutenant McCreedy!"

      "Sir!"

      "Stand."

      The man stood up, and Velise looked him over. He was a slim man with sandy blond hair cut short and was clean-shaven, with alert blue eyes in an unlined face. She thought he looked fairly young, but there was an air of professional competence about the man that belied his apparent age. He was dressed in a crisp gray uniform with a small rack of colored ribbons on his left breast and silver bars on his lapels.

      "Pre-sent!" Andrew commanded, and the man couched his service cap in his left and approached with a formal air to his step that told Velise in no uncertain terms that he was being honored. He stopped next to Andrew and twisted sharply to stand at attention facing the room.

      Bremmin said without preamble, "Lieutenant McCreedy has performed admirably over the course of the last ten years and is today advancing to the rank of captain."

      As though that were a cue, the entire room stood and silently saluted as Andrew turned and — with an air of solemn authority — removed the lone silver bars from McCreedy's uniform. He then replaced them with a pair of thinly connected horizontal silver bars, evidently representing the rank of captain.

      That done, the newly minted captain turned and saluted Andrew, who drew himself up and returned the salute, holding it as flashes from all around the room indicated pictures being taken.

      Andrew then dropped his salute, followed by McCreedy, and the two shook hands, both now smiling warmly first at each other, then at the crowd as more pictures were taken.

      That done, the rest of the audience dropped their formal postures and cheers broke out across the room as people clapped, whistled, and shouted their approval. Velise heard more than a few shouts in the vein of, 'About damn time!' and 'Finally!'"

      At length, Andrew flicked his wrist in dismissal and McCreedy left the stage to be bombarded by slaps on the back and congratulations on his way back to his seat.

      "All right folks, settle down. That was the interesting news, and the good news, now here's the rest. As many of you may already be aware, Sallesin v. The Non-Human Investigative Corps went against us. The Nick now faces forced integration."

      A muted uproar followed, and Velise scanned the faces of the crowd, noting those who seemed particularly upset. She'd put those faces to names later when she got access to the personnel files so she could better match the new partnerships.

      Andrew let the crowd go for several long seconds, then held up his hand for quiet. When he got it, he said, "The next graduating class from the academy will begin supplying new recruits. Some of your existing partnerships will have to be shuffled to accommodate. We can't have recruits on the streets without experienced partners."

      The uproar this time wasn't muted, and again Andrew let it wash over him. Velise noted that his expression was utterly devoid of emotion. He was every inch the professional.

      After letting his people give voice to their protests for a good ten seconds, he raised his voice and said, "All right, knock it off! You're here to serve and protect the public. Our mission hasn't changed. One of the reasons I've promoted McCreedy is to provide stable leadership for the transition. He, along with a few other officers, have drawn up an SOP that I plan to shove down city hall's throat. It'll be night and day better than what they'd have given us, so be sure to thank him, then support him in the days and months to come. As a man once said, 'It's a huge shit sandwich and we're all gonna have to take a bite.' All eyes will be on us going forward, so if you've got complaints you keep them in private or bring them directly to Captain McCreedy or me. He's getting my old office. In order to accommodate my new attaché's unique physical requirements I've taken over the recently retired JP Hogan's office, but my door is still open. I mean it folks: I catch anyone mouthing off to the press I'll have him or her dumpster diving for white-collar crime inside a week. I do not tolerate non-hackers in my department. Am I understood!?"

      The 'Yessir' he got in response was half-hearted at best, but he didn't press them. Instead, he nodded and said, "Copies of the new SOP will be on your desks as soon as they're ready, and I expect all of you to be conversant before we get the first non-human recruits. Notifications of new partnerships will happen depending on how many come to our department specifically. I'll be looking over the files personally. If I pick you to team up with one of the new guys it's because I believe you're the best chance they, and we, have of ensuring the citizens of Daytau continue to get the protection they pay us for. Any immediate questions or comments, you can come see me here at the podium. Dismissed!"

      Velise watched quietly as the majority of the people turned for the door. More than a few of them stayed and began filing toward the front.

      Andrew spent the next twenty minutes fielding questions about the prospective partnerships and how specific non-human races were entirely inappropriate for the force. In certain cases, he flat out agreed with his officers before reminding them it wasn't his, or their, choice to make.

      His answers often made her wince, but to his credit they did seem to satisfy his subordinates. The last man to speak to him was the newly minted captain.

      "What's on your mind, Larry?" Andrew asked as the man stepped up once the last of the rank and file had gone.

      "What's this thing about an attack this morning?" he asked. "You glossed over it."

      "That's because right now I don't know much."

      McCreedy's eyes flicked to Velise as he asked, "Is it true? She really save your life or was that just a play for office support?"

      "No, it's the truth. Soon as the door opened the first thing I saw was a man getting a face full of web. The gun was silenced and loaded with flechette rounds. I won't find out if they were laced with something until forensics gives me the report. No one got hit."

      "How did something like that get in the building?" McCreedy asked.

      "That's a good question I wish I could answer," Andrew replied. "The guy's unconscious right now. Not sure if he'll make it."

      McCreedy's eyes flicked to Velise again as he asked, "She poison him?"

      "No, but she ripped him open from elbow to wrist during the disarm. He lost a lot of blood."

      McCreedy nodded, then stepped around to face Velise directly as he said, "Ma'am, thank you for what you did today. I don't think I can understate how important Uncle Nick is to this department and the city."

      "Oh shut up, Larry. Get goin'," Andrew said before she could answer, shooing the other man away. "Work's piling up and you've got a move to complete."

      McCreedy nodded at his boss, then looked at her as he said again, "Like I said, thanks. You have any problem with the boys you come see me first. I'll straighten it out for you."

      "You're welcome, Captain McCreedy, and thank you for your support," she said, giving the man a fanged smile.

      As Andrew stood next to her watching his new captain leave, he quietly said, "That's a good friend to have. Don't abuse him."

      "I note with some frustration that you and he are on a first name basis," she said, glancing pointedly down at him. "While I saved your life by your own admission and remain 'Miss Velise.'"

      He gave her a half-smile as he said, "I may see my way through to dropping the honorific ... during off-hours."

      She sighed in exasperation, but noted that his smile actually reached his eyes before he turned away and started walking.

      "Where to now?" she asked, falling into step as best she could given the rather cramped confines of the room. Half her legs rode the chairs as they made for the door.

      "Now we go see a judge about a warrant."
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      Bremmin paused at the intersection leading to the main hallway of the judge's quarters, noting the work crew in the hallway. Red tape had been laid down in a rather jagged walkway and two stepladders were in place. The men on them were dressed in full-body puncture-resistant suits as they pried flechettes out of the ceiling and walls.

      "Well, that answers that question," he muttered.

      "What question?" Velise asked, leaning over him to look down the hallway.

      "Those flechette rounds were loaded with something. You got insanely lucky today."

      "And you did not?"

      "He wasn't shooting at me. Mind your feet and step carefully."

      "That you presume I ever do otherwise is vaguely insulting."

      Bremmin chose not to answer as he waved at the workmen to get their attention. They stopped to allow him to pass before resuming work.

      In truth, he didn't know quite what to think of the events of the morning. In his twenty plus years at the JC he couldn't remember anyone ever breaching security with a firearm. Even if the gun had been entirely plastic the ordinance should have set off the chemical detectors. The only possible explanation was that the gun and rounds used had already been inside the building. Since the specific weapon was of a type used occasionally by NHIC swat teams, his only real choice was to conclude it had been taken from the armory.

      The problem with that was there were a lot of security measures in place to protect that arsenal. Was the attacker a member of one of the other NHIC departments? Even so, he would still require special clearance, training, and specific orders authorizing him to take the weapon. By all rights they should already know who the man was ... but as yet, Bremmin had gotten no updates on his phone. The only things he knew were that the assailant had a blue visitor's badge. He'd sent the badge number down to security before heading to the briefing, but hadn't heard back from them yet either.

      He put those thoughts away for the moment as he came to Judge Castello's door, knocked, then stepped through to her outer office.

      Castello's judicial clerk was a saturnine, older man with wary eyes and a somber air more befitting an actual judge. His name was Rudeus Marseille, and woe betide the man who tried to call him 'Rudy.' He glanced up from his desk, looking at Bremmin over a set of readers that clung to the bridge of his almost unnaturally straight nose by dint of a thin chain, and said, "I haven't seen you in some time, Deputy Inspector. To what do I owe the visit?"

      "Warrants," Bremmin said.

      "And you are?" Rudeus asked, his eyes flicking to Velise.

      She said, "My name is Velise Drainheart. I am the Deputy Inspector's attaché."

      Rudeus mouthed the word 'Drainheart' as though he didn't like the way it tasted, then said, "One moment," and picked up his phone's receiver.

      "Judge? Deputy Inspector Bremmin and Miss Drainheart to see you ... Warrants ... That's what he said ... Miss Drainheart is his new attaché ... she's an arachne."

      He listened for a moment, then put the receiver down as he said, "The Judge will be with you momentarily. As Miss Drainheart will not fit through the inner door, she will see you here."

      Bremmin nodded, waved Velise over to the corner farthest from the clerk's desk, then stood to that side of the room himself. There were several chairs but Velise was forced to stand over two of them, and Bremmin thought better of sitting while she could not.

      A moment later the inner door opened and Judge Castello walked out. She was dressed in a gray pantsuit and her white hair was piled atop her head in a severe bun held in place by metal pins. She had wrinkles on her wrinkles, but her gray-green eyes were piercing and direct as she looked first at Velise, then at Bremmin. She raised an eyebrow and in a voice that gave away her smoking habit, said, "Warrants, Andy? Really?"

      He nodded gravely and said, "Really really. There's a new investigation open under McCreedy that I'll be doing the legwork on."

      "And why is that?" she asked pointedly.

      "It pertains to Miss Velise. She's got diplomatic ties that would make it problematic if someone junior handled the case and failed to get results."

      The judge's eyes strayed back to Velise, whom she examined with a frankly speculative expression.

      To his surprise, Velise accepted the examination and said nothing, her palps remaining demurely folded to the left. He also noted that she'd pinned her hair and was wearing a severe white blouse with a full collar buttoned all the way up. She'd also changed her scent again — this time to something citrusy. She looked every inch the professional.

      He'd seen all this earlier in the morning, but made a mental note to comment on it later. Had she been wearing what she'd had on yesterday, Castello wouldn't have been nearly so cordial.

      The judge waved a hand at Velise as she returned her gaze to Bremmin and asked, "How did, this happen?"

      "We lost Sallesin v. Nick. Forced integration, starting with the higher ups."

      "Sheer, fucking, hubris," the judge breathed with a slow shake of her head. "Judge Mont should be hung from the flagpole by his ballsack and beaten until delicious candy comes out."

      Rudeus looked scandalized despite the fact he'd had over thirty years to get used to Castello's outbursts. Bremmin's lips quivered as he suppressed his grin with every ounce of will at his disposal, but he couldn't help the quiet throat noise that slipped out before he could lock it down.

      A glance showed him Velise's expression completely frozen in a way that spoke of pure force of will. Her lips were just slightly pursed.

      "You're appealing?" Castello asked, drawing his attention.

      Clearing his throat pointedly, he said, "Talk to CI Mann on that one, but yes. For now though, 'will of the people' yadda yadda. It's already paying off for me at least. Miss Drainheart stopped an assassin in the hall this morning."

      "I meant to ask about that," the judge said, looking slightly startled as she cast another glance at Velise. Turning her full attention on the other woman, she said, "And don't take my tone as a denigration of you or your personal ability. You of all people should know that non-humans have a variety of both advantages and disadvantages that have to be taken into account when fitting them for duty of this sort. Even aside from liability in the field, additional training requirements, and the overwhelming likelihood of public backlash the first time there's a problem, equipment and logistical costs to the city will be astronomical. With this decision, Judge Mont is spending blood and treasure he himself does not possess, and for which he will not be held personally accountable."

      Velise said, "I share your sentiment, though I flatter myself I will not be part of that problem personally."

      "Oh? Isn't it you who took up John's old office? Size matters, does it not?"

      Velise dipped her head slightly as she demurely said, "That is true, however, I only moved into those offices because Deputy Inspector Bremmin declined to share my existing space at city hall."

      "As well he should. An officer of the law has no business in that political shithole unless it be to serve a warrant," Castello said with a sniff.

      "Navigating those waters will be one of the functions I hope to serve in the coming weeks and months, Judge Castello," Velise said, speaking with quiet confidence. "If I have my way, Deputy Inspector Bremmin will be Chief Inspector Bremmin before all is said and done."

      "Oh my dear boy. Fire this woman and go back downstairs where you belong," Castello said with a sad expression, turning her attention back to Bremmin. "Then at least you'll have a chance to retire with your dignity intact. Those monsters aren't the sort you can shoot — much to my personal regret. They will eat you alive and shit on your legacy ... and I won't be able to stop them."

      Bremmin felt a pang of sympathy as he listened to her and wished he could do exactly what she suggested. She had never steered him wrong, and her warning rang painfully true for him.

      It was a shame he couldn't take her advice.

      He said, "One problem at a time, Judge. I need four warrants for arrest, search, and seizure. Names and addresses are in the case file I sent over earlier this morning. I don't have proof yet that they're connected with this assassination attempt, but I'm confident I can find that link before it's all said and done. The press revealed my personal involvement in the morning papers, so this is time sensitive."

      She shook her head and turned to her clerk, pointing as she said, "Pull the file and draft up the warrants. I'll have them signed by eleven."

      Turning back to him, she added, "I mean it, Andy. Politics is not a game you should play."

      "I'll take it under advisement, Judge. Thanks as always."

      "Mm."

      With pursed lips, Castello returned her attention to Velise, stared at her a moment, then said, "And you. Thank you for saving one of this city's finest sons. If you go on to destroy him playing your little games look to whatever god claims you for mercy, because you won't get any from me."

      She turned back into her office and closed the door behind without waiting for a reply.

      Once they were back out in the hall Velise said, "I do not think she likes me."

      Bremmin chuckled as he said, "She likes you just fine. I think you actually made the best possible impression on her, given your position and aims."

      "Considering you two seem to be friends, I begin to suspect I know where some of your rough edges came from," Velise said.

      "There are worse role models," he said.

      "Not many," she replied. "Her style is antithetical to our purposes. Please don't follow her example with anyone from city hall."

      This time he laughed out loud as he said, "Too late!"

      He glanced over at her in time to see her gently couch her forehead on her fingertips as she said, "You're giving me a headache."

      As he opened their office door he said, "It's only going to get worse. It's not even nine in the morning yet. Check my mail to see if McCreedy's sent over the SOP document. If he has, start reading."

      "And what will you be doing?" she asked.

      He frowned and said, "I arranged swat teams last night. Now that I have my warrants in the pipe I can deploy them ... not that they'll turn up anything thanks to that fucking leaker."

      He knew it'd be useless trying to squeeze the journo for his source on this one. Even though Bremmin only spoke to two people at the transport company, it wasn't certain that one of them had been the leaker. They might have talked to someone else, and that third party was the opportunist. Better to let the guilty go than punish the innocent. It was the price one paid to do things 'the right way.' That didn't mean he wouldn't put in a call to the rental company later and sweat one of their senior management about it. Given Bremmin's reputation in the city, the company exec might very well go further than he would to find and punish the guilty party.

      As for the four knuckleheads, he'd just had to figure out how to get ahead of them somehow. Knowing who they were was a huge advantage, and he had all the city's resources at his disposal.

      Yet as he thought of that, and the ways in which those resources would have to be utilized, his frown deepened. Velise obviously caught on as she asked, "And then?"

      Best give her the day to get used to the idea, he thought ruefully as he said, "Then I've got to find and assign someone willing and able to move into your place to serve as a bodyguard until such time as this nonsense is over."

      He expected immediate resistance, but to his surprise Velise practically beamed at him as she said, "Mr. Bremmin, I'll have you know my standards for such a guard would be extremely high. While I am your attaché, I am also an official diplomatic representative of Ostingrath. As such I have strict requirements that must be met."

      Eyes narrowing suspiciously, Bremmin drawled, "Such as?"

      "My guard will need to be supremely competent, intimately familiar with this case as it evolves, and comfortable with me physically. I'm afraid I also have to insist he have no family life to disrupt as that would negatively impact the impression I make inside the department. It would also be best if their schedule matched mine exactly so as to provide minimal disruption to my workflow."

      Bremmin stared at her thoughtfully, and she gazed back at him with that maddening fanged smile of hers, bubblegum-pink eyes glinting in the office light.

      "Thought ahead of me on this one, did you?" he asked.

      Her smile widened into an open, predatory grin as she asked, "Would you like me to provide you with a complete list of the potential candidates for your consideration, or would you rather just leave a little early to pack what you'll require?"

      "Out of morbid curiosity, how many people are on that list?" he asked.

      "Just one."
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      Though she'd immediately seen the opportunity presented by Andrew's decision to place a bodyguard with her, as the day wore on Velise grew increasingly anxious.

      The first floor of her house was still entirely suited to human occupation, but that very fact meant there were areas she couldn't easily access. Two rooms in particular along a narrow hallway on the backside of the house had doors even slimmer than the one leading into his new office, and both were bedrooms.

      While the master bedroom was spacious and easily accessible, Velise felt certain Andrew would choose one of the smaller bedrooms to live in. Even the outside windows for those bedrooms were too small for her to squeeze through.

      The idea that she would have someone living in her house that she couldn't get to without warning itched in the back of her mind. It ran counter to instincts that were deeply ingrained in her psyche. While she consciously realized that there were no rational arguments she could make against his use of either of those bedrooms, she spent all day trying to come up with some way to prevent him from doing so.

      Honestly, there was a way. She could go to her home while he went to his, web off the section of the house she didn't want him to use, then claim diplomatic privilege if he questioned her about it.

      The problem was she desperately wanted to see his dwelling. She wanted a glimpse into his life, to see how he lived when no one was watching. She rather suspected that her only chance to do so would be to go with him when he went to gather whatever he would need to carry on at her house. If he objected, she could simply point out that a bodyguard needed to be present constantly to be useful, and that if he was unwilling to send someone else to go gather his things, she would have to go with him.

      If she instead took that opportunity to curtail his living arrangement options at her home she might never get another chance to see his residence.

      There were two things she wanted, and she could only have one. What bothered her the most was her predicament was entirely her own fault. She'd known about those rooms since she moved in but had never thought to block them off because she'd never considered the possibility that any guest she allowed would choose them over the master bedroom.

      Andrew Bremmin would absolutely choose one of those rooms. He would immediately perceive her difficulty and use it to increase his privacy.

      She didn't want him to have privacy. Not in her dwelling.

      So what to do? Which to choose?

      With her options constantly in the back of her mind, she spent the day working on Andrew's notecards for the speech she knew he would be expected to give at the presser. It was simply too good an opportunity to embarrass him. City hall would never pass up the chance to make a fool of him, so she had to use it to make him look like a leader, like he'd seen through them all and turned it to his advantage.

      She also took the opportunity to read through the SOP submitted by the newly minted Captain McCreedy. The deeper she got the more convinced she became that she knew much less about law enforcement in human cities than she imagined.

      Such things in arachne-controlled territory were usually decided quickly by whatever forces first arrived on scene. If the involved parties were of differing rank — as was almost invariably the case — whoever had more status was generally granted satisfaction. Humans, by contrast, seemed obsessively concerned with discerning to the absolute best of their ability the truth of a situation regardless of social hierarchy.

      The ramifications of such an obsession were manifold and bred procedures that were mind-boggling in their complexity. Even so simple a thing as whether or not to enter a dwelling was governed by thousands of words of caveat and exception.

      When Andrew left his office, she glanced over at him and said, "I think the fact that anything gets accomplished in what you call a justice system may very well constitute proof of divine interference in mortal affairs."

      He raised an eyebrow at her, and she waved a hand at the document she had on her monitor as she said, "I've been reading this Standard Operating Prodecure draft. It is completely absurd."

      "You think so? I read it over lunch and thought it was pretty tight. Larry does good work."

      She just shook her head at him, wide-eyed with disbelief.

      "This is close to a thousand pages," she said. "You say you read it over lunch?"

      "Well, it is in my native language," he said with a shrug. "There's also the fact that most of the procedural sections are pulled from the operations manual we already have. I already know all that stuff, so I just skimmed it for changes related to working with non-human officers."

      Velise's curiosity was piqued and she asked, "Do you mind if I test you?"

      "On what?" he asked, eyes narrowing suspiciously as he watched her step from behind her desk and move to the bookshelf.

      She pulled down a book she was intimately familiar with, then turned and offered it to him.

      "That book is written in your language, though it is a translation. Would you read the first page?"

      He gave her a bemused look as he took the book, opened it, flipped to the first page, then closed it again as he offered it back to her.

      "Okay?" he asked.

      "Go ahead, read it."

      "I did."

      She stared at him, then felt her anxiety increase as he said, "It describes a matriarch going about her morning grooming as she prepares to receive another matriarch with whom she has some sort of problem. The first two pages didn't really go into much detail about anything but what sort of 'raiment' she would 'adorn herself with.' Interestingly enough, the first matriarch mentioned is named Valia Drainheart."

      Velise snatched the book back from him as she said, "I was under the impression humans were incapable of magic."

      "Far as I know, we are. Speed-reading isn't magic, nor is it uncommon. If you can't sight-read a page at a time you'll never be able to keep up with the paperwork in this job."

      "So, you can read two full pages of text in the literal blink of an eye?" she asked.

      "With between eighty-five and ninety percent retention according to the last time I was tested back in high school, yeah."

      He shrugged as he added, "It's not unusual. All human children are taught to read this way. Most adults wind up being able to read at least a page every few seconds, but many are faster. I have a lot of paperwork to process, so I read about as fast as is feasible when given an actual paper book. My scroll speed in long-form electronic documents is about five hundred words a second."

      "That's absurd," Velise breathed in disbelief as she put the book back without looking.

      "That's life in the big city. You ready to go?"

      Velise's mind was spinning as she asked, "Where?"

      "I need to pick up a few things from home. Shouldn't take me more than twenty minutes or so. I've arranged a vehicle that'll fit both of us, though I'm not sure how comfortable it'll be for you."

      "I should go to my residence while you go to yours and prepare-" she began, but trailed off as he shook his head.

      "I can't reliably track these guys now that they've ditched their phones. The raids didn't find anything useful and their registered personal vehicles are all accounted for. Warrants are out so patrols will get alerted if any of them is identified but until they're all under arrest the danger is real. Since I don't know where they are, whenever you're out of this building you're with me."

      He must have noticed her dismay because he added, "Relax. If you've got something you don't want me to see I'll wait out in the vehicle until you're ready for me to come in. Unless you're hiding corpses, I don't much care what you're up to in your own home."

      Velise tilted her head at that, then followed him out into the hall as she tried to decide if she was relieved or offended.

      She'd have the chance to web off the rooms she didn't want him to use.

      He didn't care what she did.

      The war between those two thoughts and the feelings that came with them carried her along with him into the parking garage. The lightly armored vehicle he'd appropriated for them was one of the sort used for mass arrests.

      "I'm going to look like a prisoner if I accompany you in one of these," she said, indignation rising to wash out her other concerns.

      That indignation rose higher as he gave her a wry smile. Then he said, "Relax. If you were a prisoner you'd be in magnetic cuffs, and most anyone who rides in these doesn't dress half so well. You look good, by the way. Meant to say it earlier."

      "The aim of your flattery is too transparent," she said in flat tones as he opened the back doors.

      "Well, if I were as good at manipulation as you are ... what would I need you for?" he asked, raising an eyebrow at her before tilting his head toward the interior.

      She frowned at him and said, "Are there no other options?"

      His smile faded as he said, "There are a ton of other options, none of which are bulletproof. This thing can take small arms fire like a champ and there's an intercom right there."

      He pointed toward a square speaker with a button centered in the roof near the cab.

      Velise backed away, palps churning slowly as she said, "No. I'm not riding in this. It's a prison on wheels. Whatever threat I may be under, it isn't worth the loss of my dignity. I refuse."

      Andrew frowned, then glanced from her to the interior of the van, his expression thoughtful.

      She wondered what he would do. While she couldn't deny his suggestion had a certain merit, she also couldn't bury her repulsion at the idea of riding in what amounted to a prison wagon. The benches lining the interior had seat belts, but there were also bars running top and bottom that supported grommets she knew were meant for chains.

      It was utterly unacceptable.

      Her attention flicked from the interior to Andrew, then back again. She had said all that needed saying. The rest was up to him.

      He rubbed at the stubble on his chin for a moment, then said, "All right. I can see how this would be a step too far for a diplomat. Let me make a call and see if I can scare up something else."

      He pulled a phone from his pocket, dialed a number, and held it to his ear as he gazed idly at the concrete above them.

      "Dennis, wasn't it?" he asked after a moment. "Yeah, it's me. I'll tell you what. You get me something that can handle an arachne in style, tinted windows, for as long as I need it, and we'll call it a wash. Well, sure. You're the reason this whole mess is a mess. Clean it up."

      He paused, listening. Velise tried, but the voice on the other end was too indistinct to make out. After a moment, Andrew said, "Of course you're under no obligation. I can't legally do anything. You know that. I'm just suggesting a way you can make amends. I know how important a good reputation is in the transport business."

      He listened for another few seconds, then said, "The JC."

      After another pause, he hung up and pocketed the phone as he looked at her and said, "Twenty minutes, if you're willing to wait."

      "Who was that?" she asked.

      "That was a senior executive at Triple A Transportation. We had a chat earlier today about leaks coming out of his office. Turns out he's eager to avoid bad press. We'll have a suitable ride here in a little bit."

      She arched an eyebrow and said, "I would never have thought you would strong-arm a citizen."

      "Why not?" he asked. "Their employees caused both of us all kinds of trouble. Not reporting a stolen vehicle, then leaking information to the press about my investigation? I'm not going to lose any sleep having them repay the city in some small way for all the money we're going to have to spend on this mess."

      I expected him to balk. I expected him to complain. His solution was completely reasonable from his perspective. Yet, for the sake of my pride and comfort, he came up with a clever alternative quickly. Time to test the boundary.

      Velise smiled a predatory smile as she said, "Thank you, Andrew."

      He shrugged and closed the doors of the police wagon as he said, "You're welcome, Velise."

      As soon as he said it he paused, head tilted slightly, then she saw the muscles in his jaw clench.

      His eyes flicked to her, but her smile was entirely grateful now and her palps were demurely folded. She hid all traces of satisfaction in victory. If she gloated, even in play, she knew she would lose the ground she'd gained. After the barest pause, he said, "I need to turn the keys to this beast back in. Meet me in the lobby in twenty minutes."

      "Of course."

      She watched him go. Once he was almost at the lobby she noticed his head shaking. In that gesture she saw herself backsliding. She could practically see him closing doors she was working to open.

      Her pedipalps churned. Why was he disappointed in himself? Hadn't they made a connection? In the moment, certainly, but why lingering resentment? Andrew didn't strike her as the sort of man to hold grudges without a reason. He had acknowledged her skills more than once, and seemed willing to both engage her and let her victories pass. What was different about this one?

      She glanced at the van, thinking hard.

      He was intelligent, resourceful, successful. He was fit. Even to Velise, who didn't prefer men of his particular breed, he was obviously of high caliber and worthy of pursuit. Others before her had surely seen that value and sought its benefits. All had been denied.

      No doubt some simply did not meet his standards, whatever those might be. But she felt it unlikely that had always been the case. Yet, Andrew rejected suitors as a matter of course, and apparently berated himself even for forming personal connections.

      Why?

      I must uncover his secrets. I must learn what happened with his family. Humans don't just abandon their spawn. Every human child is precious to them ...

      Her eyes widened.

      Andrew Bremmin wasn't just fit. He was potent.

      For an arachne, thousands of spiderlings were the norm. To hear that he had only had three progeny hadn't aroused her interest because she had unconsciously compared those numbers to her own experience.

      But she had studied human biology. She knew that in recent generations even a single child born to human parents was cause for celebration. For one man to sire three children was almost unheard of. The Spite did more than make humans unsuitable as breed slaves for other races, it dramatically lowered human fertility even among their own kind. It was why human populations struggled even to maintain current levels.

      Yet Andrew sired three children.

      Velise turned, making her absent way toward the lobby. She avoided obstacles without truly seeing them, her mind racing.

      She had thought Andrew desirable for his external qualities. His acclaim and success would naturally raise his cache in any population. Given his potency, his desirability made even more sense. Did he not feel an obligation to perpetuate his lineage? His race? He should be taking every opportunity to breed.

      Wait ... what if it isn't him? What if his ex-wife is the fertile one?

      The thought annoyed her. She didn't want her find to be anything but the solution. Yet, she couldn't ignore the possibility. She had to know, which meant ...

      I need to research her. I might need to actually meet her. But how can I do that if I'm with Andrew all the time!? There's no way he'd consent ...

      Her palps churned in renewed frustration, but she forced them to be still as she stepped into the lobby and strode to a place near the front door to wait.

      Yet another problem presented itself to her as she pondered her next move. If Andrew was the potent one ... there might be unforeseen resistance from other quarters ...

      She paused and trembled as she realized the direction her thoughts had taken. Could she possess him? Such had never been her intention, but he was a prize. Perhaps he was worth more to her than as a means to an end. Perhaps he could be an end of himself. She could drive him to the top of his hierarchy and take his potency for herself. Her spawn might one day be poised to dominate a human city.

      Why even return to Ostingrath? If she obtained a prize so valuable it would feel like a loss to become a mere matriarch in a stagnant backwater.

      Velise smiled a predatory smile.

      She would learn all that she needed to know. If Andrew Bremmin was truly as valuable as she suspected, it would change everything.
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      Bremmin's neck tightened and he shivered, then glanced around absently.

      "Cold?"

      "Nah. Just felt like someone walked over my grave, you know?" he said, returning his attention to the young requisitions officer behind the cage. She was pretty, with brown hair in a ponytail and brown eyes. Her face was round and she had dimples when she smiled.

      She was also something like twenty years his junior.

      Velise has me thinking the wrong kinds of thoughts.

      He finished the paperwork and placed the data pad and key fob in the security case, then closed the door.

      A green light atop the case turned red on his side and green on hers. She opened her side as she cheerfully said, "That's it! Quickest requisition I think I've ever processed."

      "Yeah, my new attaché is picky," he said absently.

      "The spider?" she asked.

      "The arachne. You're on duty, be professional."

      "Sorry! I didn't mean anything by it. But ... yeah. I've seen her in the lobby. You were going to have her ride around in the back of a paddy wagon?"

      "She's under guard. It's bulletproof."

      "I'm not surprised she refused. I sure wouldn't want to be seen getting out of the back of one of those things. It'd be humiliating."

      Bremmin's lips twisted as he said, "Yeah, I guess. Never really thought about it."

      "Whatever else I might think of her as a non-human, she's gorgeous from the waist up. Appearances are important to a girl, you know? No way she'd tolerate looking like a prisoner."

      "Yeah, she said as much. Thanks."

      Bremmin turned to leave the armory's outer offices, then paused as a sudden thought occurred to him. He checked his phone, scrolled through his messages, then glanced back at the requisitions officer and said, "One last question."

      "Shoot!" she said cheerfully.

      "A rifle should have been checked into evidence this morning. I want the details."

      "Um ... let me check."

      He waited patiently as she accessed her database and scrolled. Her head started shaking, then she glanced up and said, "I'm sorry, deputy inspector. I haven't had any rifles checked in today. No firearms at all actually."

      Bremmin blinked, then turned toward the door as he said, "I want to inspect the armory. Buzz me in."

      "Sir?" she asked, confused.

      He looked pointedly at her and said, "Now."

      With a vaguely panicked look in her eyes, she hurriedly made an annotation in her terminal as she said, "Um, sir? I'll have to insist you check your weapon before being allowed in, and I'll have to escort you."

      Bremmin stepped over to the cage, which was so in name only. It was six inches of bulletproof, transparent composite that ran from the countertop to the ceiling. Banks had similar defenses. Unholstering his pistol, he ejected the mag and used it to tap lightly on the transfer box as he gave her a raised eyebrow.

      The light on his side flashed green and he opened the door, set his mag down, then ejected the chambered round before setting it and his pistol inside.

      A few moments later she left her seat and buzzed him through, and less than a minute after that he was walking down an aisle with weapon racks on either side. He stopped when he reached the flechette rifles, frowning. There were at least fifty of the damn things.

      He glanced at the requisitions officer and said, "You mind standing back at the end of the row?"

      "Um, why?" she asked, clearly nervous. While this was her territory and she was armed, he was Uncle Nick. She had to tread a very fine line between the responsibility demanded by her job and his authority as a deputy inspector.

      "Because you're wearing perfume. Back."

      Blinking, she stepped backward until she reached the end of the row, never taking wide eyes off him.

      He put her from his mind as he turned toward the racks, and closed his eyes as he breathed in slowly through his nose. He took a few steps, then did it again, doing his best to ignore the lavender in the air.

      Repeating the process, he didn't notice it until he was almost at the end of the rack. Bending to bring his nose in close, he scented the muzzle brake of each individual rifle, then pulled on an evidence glove before plucking the second to last from the rack. He strode purposefully toward her as he said, "I want this checked in as evidence, then I want the history of this rifle for the last year."

      Twenty minutes later, he strode rapidly out of the elevator and across the lobby, seething.

      Velise was waiting next to a nervous-looking man in the uniform of a porter. As he approached, she said, "Ah, here he is. You may go now."

      The nervous-looking porter took one look at him, then dipped his head to Velise and fled before he arrived.

      Velise flipped him a fob as she said, "You said twenty minutes. It's been half an hour. Does it really take so long to check in a vehicle?"

      "It does not. There was some, confusion, at the armory. I'll tell you about it once we're in the car."

      Her lips twisted as she raised an eyebrow, but didn't contest him. Outside, there was a very nice-looking black SUV. It was a bit boxy and noticeably thicker in practically every dimension than most of the other such vehicles on the road, but that was to be expected. This particular model was a civilian variant of a military transport. Such things were once popular among a segment of the population that liked to flaunt its wealth, but they'd seen a rather permanent resurgence with the need to transport non-humans too large to fit in normal human cars. The passenger side of this particular model was fitted with a suicide door, and as he opened it and glanced inside, Bremmin noticed with satisfaction that it was largely open space and would comfortably seat Velise. And just as he'd requested, the windows were darkly tinted.

      Glancing back at her, he asked, "Better?"

      "Much," she said, stepping daintily into the vehicle and folding herself easily into place. He closed the doors and walked around to the driver's side.

      Once there he turned the engine over and took time to adjust the seat and mirrors while his phone synced with the onboard computer and updated its systems to be compatible with secure police functions not available to civilians.

      As he worked, Velise said, "So? What was this 'confusion' at the armory?"

      "Someone inside the police department is working against us on this one. The weapon used in this morning's attack was checked into the armory as though it had been returned from legitimate use. There are no records of it having ever been checked out anytime in the last six months."

      Velise seemed to ponder that a moment, then asked, "What prompted you to make this discovery?"

      "There are updates to the case files whenever something is entered into an evidence locker," he said as he gave the computer his address and let it assume control of the vehicle. They pulled smoothly away from the curb and entered traffic. "I got the update, but the locker ID was missing. That's unusual, so I asked the requisitions officer and she told me there'd been no weapons entered into evidence at all. That prompted me to search the racks, where I found the rifle."

      "I see."

      Bremmin met her eye in the rearview mirror and asked, "There something you're not telling me?"

      "Such as?" she asked, her tone betraying a hint of annoyance, presumably taking his question as an accusation.

      Not that he could deny that. If he found she'd done something to piss off someone with enough clout to pull this sort of shenanigans with the armory and wasn't telling him, accusation didn't even begin to cover the hell he'd unleash.

      "Have you made any enemies during your time here, either in the police departments or over at city hall?" he asked.

      "Andrew, I don't make mistakes like that. You do," she said testily. "That said, any one of my sisters could be counted on to set events like this in motion. Survivors all gain when any one of us is killed."

      "Your home life leaves me feeling sorry for you," he said quietly.

      He noticed her open her mouth immediately for a sharp reply, but she said nothing. He waited, but Velise only closed her mouth again and glanced out the window, expression pensive.

      The rest of the ride was quiet. Velise didn't seem inclined to talk. He considered pulling up the notes she'd drafted for the speech she expected him to have to give, but refrained. While the vehicle was perfectly capable of driving itself under normal conditions, there remained the possibility that he would have to take control if someone made a play.

      Anyone willing and able to hire an assassin with the balls to mount an assault inside the Justice Center couldn't be counted on to leave him alone in traffic.

      "Are you playing those games?" he asked.

      She quirked a brow at him, then glanced out the window as she said, "If you're asking have I instigated assassination attempts on my other sisters, no, not recently."

      "'Not recently'?"

      "Not since before I left Ostingrath," she amended, her smile somewhat predatory. She still wasn't looking at him and her expression told him whatever plan she'd hatched before leaving Ostingrath had gone well. It was a sobering thought, and reminded him rather forcefully that arachne were dangerous, and it wasn't just their physical weapons. She'd just essentially admitted to murder. Worse, fratricide.

      The fact that such things were typical for her kind didn't make the idea any less horrifying.

      He inwardly glanced at his recently wayward libido with a raised eyebrow, only to get the emotional equivalent of, "What do you want from me? I like what I like. Arachne do all kinds of things differently ... and I know you're curious."

      Casting eyes to the heavens, he said, "Okay, where's your nearest sister?"

      She turned those bubblegum-pink eyes to him as she said, "Lynn was sent to the human city-state of Pangolin. I believe she would be closest.

      "So your nearest sister is over four hundred miles away?"

      "To my knowledge. Keeping track of them would be an exercise in frustration. We were dispersed at once, and with carefully guarded plans. I found Lynn because she turned up in an internet search. I've located several others, and they've no doubt found me, but trying to oversee an assassination at that kind of distance is problematic. A trustworthy intermediary would be needed, and while such are no doubt available here, they would require grooming in person. Discovery is too likely, and would be disgraceful."

      "All right, and just for my peace of mind, you aren't planning on making a move on any of them?"

      Her head tilted a bit, and a lock of hair he knew was loose on purpose drifted with the move as she said, "While I am not, you've made me curious. If I were to 'make a move,' how would you react?"

      He glanced around at the traffic surrounding them because he had the habit, used that brief pause to banish his first thought in favor of his second, and said, "I'd tell you I don't make exceptions."

      "Pity," she said with a quiet smile.

      "Why is that?" he asked, the words leaving him without the requisite thought as he caught an eyeful of a blouse that wasn't buttoned up all the way anymore. That citrusy perfume of hers hit him again too, and left him wondering what kind of scent it was covering up.

      "Because anything less than exceptional bores me," she said, her lips parting to show those fangs of hers.

      Down boy.

      He didn't let his discomfort show, and was thankful that their eye contact was indirect. She didn't help when she leaned forward and threw an elbow over the passenger headrest, head tilting a bit farther to rest in the crook as she looked at him directly.

      "You don't hate the idea."

      "I don't love it either," he said, wishing abruptly that he had full control of the vehicle so he could use driving as an excuse to seem like he wasn't looking at everything she was showing him.

      When did we stop talking about assassination? he silently wondered as he glanced around again, all but hoping someone would start shooting at him. He knew how to deal with that.

      "Something to think about. I'm curious to see where you live."

      "That's a shame. I live in an apartment with very narrow hallways."

      Her eyes darkened a few shades as she asked, "A deliberate choice?"

      "Monster hunter," he said, idly tipping his pointer at himself. "It means, among other things, I get hunted myself with fair regularity. No sense making it easy."

      "Hmm."

      She didn't say anything else and leaned away from him again, and he very carefully didn't sigh. He kept his relief to himself as he wondered why she was getting to him like this. After his wife became his ex-wife, he hadn't had much trouble staying out of the game. Most of the women had come in those first few years and the wound was still fresh enough to make it easy to say no. After the locals got the message work became his mistress, and had served him faithfully lo these many years.

      Now, she wasn't answering his calls, and even when he pulled his eyes away he still saw that predatory smile above a not-at-all-casually open blouse.

      The image stayed with him all the way to his building. He swung into the attached parking garage and took the ramps all the way to the top, then parked in the spot he'd had assigned to him. Most of the residents had their spaces on the bottom two floors, but since he didn't have a personal vehicle he parked on top. When he had cause to drive a cruiser home, he wanted to be able to look out his window and see it.

      He glanced automatically up at his apartment as he got out, and when she stepped out a moment later she asked, "Which one is yours?"

      Eyebrow raised, he gave her a look. She smiled as she said, "I know it's on the right side and above us. When I get access to the personnel files I'll learn anyway. You may as well tell me."

      He pointed, sighting along his finger as he said, "Twenty-twenty. Corner apartment on the top floor."

      "Ah."

      It was all she said, and he gave her a long look. When she said nothing more, he said, "I'll grab my go-bag and be back down in a few minutes."

      "Take your time," she languidly replied, looking up at his apartment.

      The bad feeling that gave him followed him all the way to his door, and when he keyed his way in it manifested in the form of an arachne — lacking the cover she usually wore on her abdomen — waiting calmly for him on his balcony.
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      His expression as he walked through his front door and saw her was the face of a man who'd just confirmed bad news, and she hid her irritation.

      That he'd known she would scale the side of the building had amused her. Yet, the expression she saw wasn't the one she'd hoped for. She had expected wry amusement perhaps, or active annoyance. Instead, she got resignation, and she didn't like it.

      I should back off, she thought to herself as he strode across a clean, bright, and mostly empty living room to open the catch on the sliding glass door. I have time. Besides, there are things about him I still need to learn before I 'make a move.'

      Aloud she said, "You don't look surprised."

      "I try not to lie," he said, and the wry note in his voice made her feel a little better.

      "How hard do you try?" she asked, head swiveling to follow as he walked across an empty living room. The only thing in it was a rather complicated object she'd never seen, but the use of which seemed obvious.

      It was a machine humans used to exercise. The whole concept was foreign to her because her muscle didn't work that way. She could live a completely indolent life and her strength wouldn't change. Only age or malnutrition would weaken her. With humans it was different. If they were strong, they worked for it. If they stayed strong, it was with effort.

      The machine rested on heavy, thick, black foam, and there were weight racks to either side. She didn't know how much those plates weighed, but they looked heavy. Behind the machine there was a long low table on which was set a machine she didn't recognize until she saw the speakers set up beneath it. A music system then, but no television.

      She could smell faint, lingering traces of sweat there too. Most of the humans she had visited perfumed their houses. Andrew Bremmin didn't.

      There was no furniture in the room other than that. No couches, no chairs, no coffee table. Just an open expanse of pearl tile that had clearly been here when he arrived. There were no pictures on the walls, no traces that anyone actually lived here.

      Velise took a few quick steps and looked into his room as he passed the door. Pale gray carpet and off-white walls. The bed was small, the furnishings plain. There was a picture frame on the bedside table under a lamp, but it was turned facedown. She wanted to know what was on that photograph, but the room was small and she doubted Andrew would appreciate her openly going through his belongings. She tilted her head to look at the wall opposite the bed and saw a modest television hung there above a dresser.

      All the furnishings looked like they'd been bought out of a catalogue. It screamed functional, and nothing more. The wood wasn't finished. Even the screws were still exposed.

      He slid open a mirrored closet and reached in under a row of identical suits to pull out a duffel that he tossed onto the bed, which she noted was neatly made. He then pulled out a garment bag and tossed that out onto the bed too as he smoothly proceeded to fill it from the closet.

      "Why do you waste money on space you clearly don't use?" she asked as she watched him work.

      "I like the view," he said absently, not looking at her.

      She glanced out through the glass of the balcony doors. It was the city. The same view he had from his office from a different angle and a bit lower down.

      Raising an eyebrow, she looked back at him, but his attention wasn't on her.

      "And you just said you try not to lie," she said.

      "There's a difference between lying and not telling my whole life story anytime someone asks me a personal question. I use the space out in the main room to exercise. That much should be obvious. I don't entertain. That being the case, why would I waste money on furniture that'd only get in my way?" he asked. She had no ready answer, so watched him pack in silence.

      A moment later he was stepping out of the bathroom with a small rolled-up towel that he tossed into an open pocket on the outside of the garment bag as he said, "That'll do."

      Shouldering the duffel and picking up his now folded luggage by its handle, he paused as he reached her and she didn't step aside. Velise folded her arms and said, "How long have you lived here?"

      "Since ..." he trailed off and glanced up at the ceiling, then shrugged and said, "Since the divorce."

      "Over ten years?"

      "Sounds about right."

      "And ... this?"

      She spread a hand and swept it through the space as she said, "I don't for a minute believe what you told me earlier. Yes, you exercise, but that's no excuse for this. No one lives here, Andrew."

      "I live here."

      "At best you sleep and exercise here. It's fairly clear now that you live in your office."

      "I'm sure you're building to something," he said, one eyebrow raised.

      "Are you one of those androids humanity is rumored to be developing?" she asked.

      He laughed at that and said, "No. I just don't have much of a life outside work."

      "That suggests you'd spend more time at home, not less. This place tells me you spend almost no time here. Tell me the truth: why is there no furniture?"

      His brown eyes met hers and they were steady. His expression was speculative, as though he were thinking actively about whether to brush her off or give her a serious answer. At last, he said, "Because the easiest way to prevent guest infestations is to have literally nowhere for them to sit."

      Velise actually laughed despite herself as she said, "Guest infestations?"

      He shrugged, but he was smiling.

      "What do you do on your days off?" she asked, finally stepping aside to let him pass.

      "I try not to take them," he said, nodding toward the balcony as he added, "Going to need you to step out first so I can lock up. I'm guessing you won't have any trouble getting back to the lot?"

      "No trouble, but if you think I'm done questioning this ... lack, you're mistaken."

      "Am I going to get fined for you leaving silk stuck to the walls?" he asked, apparently ignoring the dig.

      "How would I know? This is your city. If it happens, send me the bill."

      He grinned and shook his head as he said, "Being rich must be nice."

      She arched an eyebrow at him and said, "You have a top-floor corner apartment in a human-exclusive complex in a fairly upscale part of the city. You cannot pretend to me that you don't have considerable resources of your own."

      "I save a lot of money on furniture," he said amiably as he nodded meaningfully toward the balcony.

      She stepped outside and watched him seal the door, then leave the apartment. She glanced over the edge, then used her silk to coat the pads of her feet. On the way up she'd been able to detach her silk, but if she wanted to leave no traces on the descent she would have to use a different method. Ordinarily, she'd have simply dropped on a line, but she didn't want to inconvenience Andrew when it wasn't necessary. She climbed easily to the roof, walked over to a spot above the bridge connecting the apartment complex to its parking garage, then descended rapidly, dropping along the glass and metal balcony railings until she was adjacent to the bridge.

      The leap was routine, and within forty-five seconds of leaving his balcony she was waiting by the vehicle for him, smiling faintly. Andrew would be lucky if he was even in the elevator yet.

      As she waited, she thought about what she'd learned. She had expected the matching suits and that he did his exercise at his apartment was no surprise. The rest of it was.

      Whatever hobbies he had, he kept no evidence of it at his home. Unlike the house that had been acquired for her, his residence was the place he'd chosen for himself. And in over a decade he'd put practically nothing into it. She'd seen the inside of his office. It had accolades, pictures, framed certificates, plaques. He'd hung them all with care. There were books too — quite a few of them — and not all had looked like law books.

      At his residence, by contrast, he kept nothing but a single picture facedown next to his bed. Probably of the family he used to have, when everyone was still alive. That was her best and only guess. She had expected more. Hobbies. Habits. Personal pictures. Meaningful images. Telling disarray.

      Instead everything was swept clean, mopped, and tidy. Even his bed was made as though by a maid. Velise knew he didn't have a maid. A man like him was too suspicious to let someone routinely enter his dwelling while he was absent. Then again, perhaps he did. He clearly didn't keep his secrets at home. Home wasn't where he lived.

      Or perhaps he does, and is practicing misdirection, she thought, grasping desperately for any possibility. Perhaps he keeps everything out of sight. Just under the surface. I didn't see every room. Look in every closet.

      The opportunity to do so might never arise either, so the possibility existed purely to frustrate her. She let it go and resolved to explore other avenues to learn what she could.

      The door across the bridge opened and he strode out into the muggy heat of evening, duffel slung easily over his left shoulder, garment bag swaying in his right hand.

      Velise noticed idly that — were he accosted — he could simply drop the garment bag and his hand would be free to draw. He wasn't wearing a suit coat now either — he'd left it in the vehicle before heading up to his apartment. His tie was loose around his neck, but only the top button that tightened his collar was undone. Unlike her, he made no effort at sex appeal.

      Yet, she had seen the outline of his body. He was powerful and fit. She had ... rather, had not seen him draw. He was just that fast. She wondered if she could beat that speed, and didn't believe she could. Were they to attack one another, he would certainly be able to kill her with a draw that fast.

      He was a mere human, but he was undeniably dangerous. Such was to be expected of a man trained to face any and every kind of non-human threat, but before meeting Andrew Bremmin she had been left to wonder how effective that training might be. At least in terms of combat ability, it was clearly enough.

      She smiled a fanged smile as he approached. He raised an eyebrow at her, but said nothing as he turned to glance up at his apartment, apparently looking for her silk.

      "I chose a different method so as not to inconvenience you," she said with quiet amusement.

      "Thanks for that," he said, opening the doors and stuffing his duffel in the footwell before he set his garment bag on the passenger seat.

      She got in, allowed him to close the doors behind her, and arranged herself comfortably as he walked around to the driver's side. Once they were on the ramp down, she said, "I wanted to see where you lived so as to get a better picture of your character."

      "What are your conclusions?" he said, glancing at her in the rearview mirror.

      She noticed that he hadn't given control of the vehicle to the computer yet, and wondered at the change as she said, "Your home life leaves me feeling sorry for you."

      She noticed the abrupt tension across his shoulders because she'd been looking for it, but they relaxed a fraction of a second later as he said in studiously neutral tones, "I suppose that's fair."

      "I know enough about human nature to know that apartment you just showed me isn't human," she said, leaning on her elbow atop the passenger seat headrest. "So either you don't live there and keep it for appearances, or you're hiding something."

      "I'm definitely hiding something," he said with an amused smile that didn't quite reach his eyes.

      Her lips compressed, then she said, "Obviously. I need to know what that something is."

      He wasn't looking at her as he said simply, "Good luck."

      Not bothering to keep the surprise from her expression, she asked, "That's it? No admonition to mind my own business? No warning of dire consequences?"

      "Neither of those would make any difference. If you're curious you're going to dig no matter what I say," he replied, still keeping his eyes fixed on the road as he manually made a turn. She began to suspect he'd kept personal control of the vehicle so as to give himself an excuse to avoid direct eye contact with her.

      "Since digging around isn't illegal and I'm not in a position to really do anything about it even if I catch you, there's really no point in making an issue of it."

      "You could simply tell me what it is you're hiding."

      "No one believes me when I say 'nothing,' so I don't bother anymore," he said with a one-shoulder shrug.

      "You expect me to believe you're truly that boring?" she asked.

      "You don't look bored to me," he said, glancing at her with a faint smile.

      "Only boring people get bored," she said. "You being boring and me being bored aren't equivalent states."

      "I'm not boring either. At least, I don't think so."

      "So you're hiding something."

      "That must be it."

      "The picture facedown next to your bed. What does it contain?"

      "It's a picture of me with my ex-wife and our three children," he said, answering automatically without even a glance in her direction. He'd clearly been prepared to field this question and his answer synced perfectly with her guess. So perfectly, in fact, that it made her suspicious.

      "Why is it facedown?" she asked. "Why not put it away?"

      "Some things it's better to remember. Doesn't mean I need to see it every day."

      She shook her head and glanced away in mounting irritation, though she kept her attention on him as she said, "Please. It's been over a decade. You don't still need a poignant reminder of the cost of failure to do your job."

      This time he didn't tense. He just gave her a sidelong look, then asked, "Why are you trying to piss me off?"

      "Angry people drop hints, and as you know, firing me isn't in your range of options at this point. I may as well do my best to crack the chitin and get to the juicy bits."

      "You'd have better luck working those buttons on your blouse a little harder," he said easily. "Nothing makes it easier for me to stay cool than knowing the other guy's trying to make me mad. The things they say get more and more outrageous, and it just winds up being funny. I know where I stand, how I got here, and what it'd take to move me. Words aren't it."

      She smiled and said, "As far as back-handed compliments go, that wasn't bad."

      He glanced over in time to see her flick open another of her blouse's buttons. She watched him look, saw him swallow, and gave him a fanged smile as he put his eyes back on the road.

      "I only looked because you wanted me to," he said.

      "Mmhm. I think you looked because you wanted to. I think it's been a long time since you convinced all the local socialites to back off, and you're not as used to the attention as you once were."

      "Curious about why you're giving me that kind of attention. The answer is still 'nothing,' by the way."

      "I think you may very well be interesting enough to pursue," she said. "In the beginning I simply wanted a pleasant work environment. I like it when I can grab and hold a male's attention. I have little to fear from males of any race, so their lustful gazes please me. They want what they can't have. You, however, are presenting me with a number of temptations. Arachne love secrets, Andrew. If you don't want that kind of attention, you're better off just telling me what I want to know."

      "I did tell you, but let me make it plain. I lost a son, went through a vicious divorce, put my head on straight again, then dedicated myself to my job because it was the only thing left worth doing. That's not a hard story to believe. Not sure why you don't."

      She raised a deliberate finger, then pointed at him as she said, "I don't believe it because you can say it like that, in that idle tone that almost demands I believe you've put it all behind you."

      "I have."

      She smiled and opened her palm to him as she said, "That's a lie."

      "What makes you say so?"

      "Because your apartment isn't the only thing that's empty. Your bed is too."

      He drew in a long, slow breath, then let it out as he said, "Well, like I said: Good luck."

      She shook her head and leaned back as she said, "You really don't know which challenges you should and shouldn't make for the sake of keeping a secret."

      "Oh, I don't know. Maybe I like the fact that you're interested in me. Or maybe I'm just going to enjoy seeing you tie yourself in knots over this. Either way, it'll be fun to watch."

      She chuckled softly at that and said, "Oh? We shall see, Andrew. Rest assured, my investigation will be thorough."

      His smile was wry as he glanced at her in the mirror, but he didn't say anything else.
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      What in HELL am I doing?

      Bremmin kept his eyes on the road as he mentally berated himself and did his best to tighten the screws. He didn't even know what it was about her. The way her incisors kept peeking through her smile? The way the line of her neck led his eye straight down to a bust that made his palms itch? Or maybe it was the way the scent she was wearing just frustrated his desire to know what she really smelled like.

      He knew she had all the parts she needed to make a man happy. It was a fundamental similarity amongst all the various races to come out of the Cataclysm. They could all 'make use' of humanity. To hear them tell it, that was why they'd come in the first place.

      With his eyes bouncing from the mirrors to the road, scanning cars and people automatically, he tried to figure out what it was about Velise that kept unlocking the chains. Her teasing made him want to tease back, and when was the last time he'd felt that urge?

      He knew the answer, he just didn't want to think about it. He'd never gone for a non-human before either. Yet, when he looked at Velise, half the time she just seemed to float, her pedipalps so like a woman's thighs that the rest of her became background.

      But it wasn't. She was an arachne, and if he ever forgot that he'd be in real trouble.

      She could kill me in a few heartbeats, and here I am practically daring her to come after me. I don't want her coming after me. I can't afford mistakes.

      It had been so long since he'd even considered the possibility of making a mistake that his mental processes essentially power-cycled and he regained his equilibrium. Velise had a certain something. A combination of traits he both admired, and desired.

      In a word, she was dangerous ... and whatever else might be said of Andrew Bremmin, he liked dangerous. He enjoyed it.

      He'd avoided that enjoyment for over a decade because it was a weakness he couldn't afford.

      Now, with Velise leaning on the headrest next to him, looking at him with those inhuman eyes that seemed to catch every detail, he felt all that time alone catching up. Some long-neglected part of him wanted a game, and she was playing.

      But no matter how much he wanted it, he couldn't afford it.

      So for the rest of the drive he didn't speak. He spent the time thinking about the four men he needed to catch. About how he would do it, what resources he needed, where they'd likely go, who they'd likely use. He thought about who might have hired them, where they might be. Someone was working against him from inside the JC, and the longer he left them loose, the more damage they could do.

      He pulled up to the security gate guarding her neighborhood, and when he rolled down the window the guard did a double-take.

      "Good evening, Miss Drainheart," he said, glancing from her to him again before adding, "Deputy Inspector Bremmin."

      "For the next little while, Uncle Nick will be staying with me. Please add him to the allowed guest list," Velise said with a quiet smile.

      "Certainly ma'am. Have a good night."

      The wrought-iron gates opened, and Bremmin drove through as he asked, "What's your address?"

      "You don't already know?" she asked, obviously teasing him.

      In fact, he did know, but if he revealed as much she'd want to know what else he'd learned researching her, and he hadn't actually gotten around to the files Shiro gave him. He'd thought about it, but kept putting it off.

      "Pretend I don't, and tell me," he said.

      She gave him the address, then said, "You have gotten quite a bit more playful since my life was put in danger."

      "I'll work on it."

      "Please don't."

      He chuckled, but he hadn't been joking. Whenever he opened his mouth, things came out the wrong way because his mind and body were going in two very different directions.

      Pulling into her drive, he stepped out and walked around. She waited for him to open the doors, then stepped out to tower over him in the evening light, that predatory smile of hers firmly in place as she said, "Welcome to my home."

      He glanced at it, then nodded as he said, "They picked a nice place for you."

      "What makes you think someone else picked this place?"

      "Ostingrath is too small to have an embassy here. That being the case, they'd have had a place set aside for you when you arrived. It's not like you showed up here with no warning."

      He saw the slight frown that told him he'd guessed right, and he hauled his gear out of the passenger seat. She passed him, and he followed her to the front door, which she unlocked and opened for him.

      "You don't want to 'tidy up' inside?" he asked.

      She actually hesitated at that, then shook her head but did not speak.

      He almost said 'ladies first,' but thought better of it and simply stepped through into a white-tiled entry hall that went all the way up to the second floor. There was a small chandelier hung in the center of the space and a balcony opening onto the second story, but the area beyond was shadowed and dark. He also noticed that there was a web at the head of the stairs at the end of the entry hall denying access to the upper floor.

      The door closed, but when he turned he found himself alone.

      She goes up from the outside.

      Shrugging, he turned and — setting his gear aside — did a walkthrough. Other than the web at the head of the stairs, Velise had no other obstructions on the first floor. It was obvious at a glance that she didn't live down here. There was no dust, but there was a feeling of deep stillness. Everything was exactly where it would be for an open house, and he'd bet money none of it had moved since she'd taken up residence.

      The entry hall gave way to a living area with a steeply sloped high ceiling overseen by an elegantly curved balcony. The carpet and walls were white, and there was a ceiling fan hung low above a glass coffee table and white leather couches. There was a fireplace with a sizable tv hung in place of a mantle. On the far side, a breakfast bar separated the space from a kitchen also done in white with stainless appliances and a cherrywood dining set. Beyond that were bay windows and a narrow hallway that led to a pair of bedrooms clearly meant for children or guests, along with a laundry nook behind a folding door. The master bedroom was accessible through a double door in the living room. It was spacious and contained a king-size bed with a heavy black comforter and way too many pillows. There was a guest bathroom and shower off the kitchen, and another much larger bath attached to the master bedroom. Another slightly broader hallway led to a room done in oak panelling that had a pool table as its central feature. There was a liquor bar here backed by well-stocked mirrored shelves, as well as several overstuffed leather chairs and a long couch in natural colors. Even the carpet was brown, giving the whole place a relaxed feel lacking in the rest of the house. Whoever had owned this place before had clearly made it a man-cave of sorts.

      There was a bathroom here as well, complete with a standing shower.

      As he was looking in, he caught a whiff of citrus even as he felt the air shift, and turned idly just as Velise said, "What do you think of my home?"

      He glanced down and noticed that one of her lead legs was in the air, but she put it down when he saw it. He got the impression she'd been sneaking up on him, and the flash of slight annoyance on her face confirmed it.

      That was a problem he needed to solve immediately. He gave it a moment's thought, then decided to kill two birds with one stone as he said, "I don't know, I haven't seen it yet."

      She tilted her head, then her lips parted and she smiled as she said, "Ah. Well, I suppose that's true. Is that something you want to see?"

      There was nothing in her expression specifically that gave her away. The light was diffuse and warm, softening the edges of everything. He couldn't be sure that her eyes had darkened a shade or two, but her palps gave her away. They'd been demurely crossed to the left, but when his suggestion sank in they visibly curled at the tips.

      The thought of having him upstairs made her nervous. He needed to discover if that was simply because she didn't want him to see what her nest looked like, or if there was something actually bad up there.

      At the moment, he had no idea which was more likely. At the least, he didn't smell death or decay, and if there were corpses in the house he'd know unless extreme care had been taken. Securing her nest from casual intrusion was something any arachne would do, and giving him the downstairs space would let her drop in on him anytime. The idea of him in her personal space wasn't one she'd likely considered until now. He had to press her before she could completely regain her composure if he wanted accurate information.

      "You stepped into my personal apartment expecting a big reveal," he said quietly.

      Her expression was plastic, and cracking around the edges. Her eyes were darker now for sure.

      He let it sit for a second, then said, "I don't need to see it, Velise. I know what an arachne nest looks like. The floor will be open plan. Most of the walls are probably gone. There will be threads scattered throughout the space at angles that would look odd to me, but make perfect sense to you. In the middle, or perhaps in one corner, you'll have left walls up and that's where you'll have your nest."

      "You are simply describing what any arachne would do," she said, her speech somewhat stilted now.

      "You don't live down here because there's nothing down here you need. You don't even use the laundry, probably because you use a service. You want me to take the master bedroom because it's easily accessible. The idea that I might use one of the kids' rooms in the back makes you nervous. By tomorrow there will be threads spread throughout the downstairs space, threads I might not be able to see. They'll tell you where I've been."

      Now her pedipalps were actively, if slowly, churning, and her eyes were red.

      Her voice was cold as she said, "Again, any arachne would do the same."

      "Not enjoying the thought that you might be a little too true to type?" Bremmin asked, knowing he was pushing his luck a bit now. "Do you want me to tell you what your secrets are, or how much easier than mine they'll be to find?"

      "I thought you weren't going to make threats, or give warnings," she said, and her palps curled tightly under her abdomen as she said it. She was actively working to maintain her self-control.

      "Is that how you're taking this?" he asked. "I thought you enjoyed the idea of being taken to pieces by a veteran detective."

      She took a deep breath, let it out slowly, then said, "You've made your point. I have nothing to hide upstairs."

      "I believe you, and I'm not asking for proof."

      Her head tilted and she stared at him in clear disbelief. Now he could tell her what he needed to, and have her actually take it in.

      "Don't try sneaking up on me. I'm supposed to be guarding you, Velise. That means — presuming I take my job seriously — that I am on guard. If you actually manage to surprise me you're liable to get yourself shot," he said with a last glance in on the bathroom before he gently closed the door.

      "You would not be so careless," she said, but coldness was gone from her voice and her palps had returned to their demure position — crossed at the tips with a left tilt.

      "It's not a question of care," he said, making sure that he had eye contact. "I draw faster than I think. That's part of the job, and I'll always have my weapon with me."

      He didn't tell her that as long as she wore a scent he recognized it'd be virtually impossible to surprise him. That wasn't the message he needed to send, because the rest of it wasn't a lie. He had been surprised once or twice in the field, and he was still alive.

      The people who surprised him weren't.

      "That is why you angered me? So that you'd have my attention?" she asked.

      He shrugged and said, "Mostly."

      "And the rest of it?" she asked.

      "To confirm you weren't hiding something illegal upstairs. I've only known you a few days."

      One of her eyebrows shot up, then she gave him one of her predatory smiles. Her eyes were back to pink as she recrossed her palps and said, "You think me incapable of telling credible lies?"

      "I would never make that claim."

      "What then?"

      He gave her his best blank look, then smiled and said, "When the person you're talking to spends all their time looking for hidden meaning, sometimes the best way to hide something is to simply speak plainly. I shocked you and you weren't ready to hide big secrets from me. If you hadn't come out and said you had nothing upstairs you needed to hide, I'd have asked. Now I know there's nothing up there I need to see so there's no reason for me to step into your personal space."

      "I take it you'll be sleeping in the far guest room," she said quietly, head tilted down and slightly away from him. That didn't mean she wasn't still looking at him.

      "No, I'll be sleeping in the master bedroom."

      She startled, and turned her face to him directly again as she admitted, "That's surprising."

      "It shouldn't be."

      Velise took a moment to think, then said, "I would have your reasoning."

      "When I'm here, I'm your bodyguard. You need to be able to get to me anytime. That said, I expect you to clear away the webbing at the top of the stairs for the same reason. I can't protect you if I can't get to where you are."

      Nodding slowly, she said, "I will do that. You ... should come up. Familiarize yourself with the layout."

      "Tomorrow will be soon enough," he said quietly. "A lady should have a chance to arrange things as she likes first."
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      Velise's sleep was troubled that night, and she descended several times to look in on her 'guest.' He had left the doors to the master bedroom open and seemed sound asleep on the bed. She was interested to learn that he didn't snore, though his breathing was heavy, deep, and even. She wondered if he slept with clothing on. She knew it was a common practice among humans.

      Yet, when she thought to step forward something warned her against it. Some instinct buried deep inside told her that what she was about to do was dangerous, and she had long since learned to trust that instinct.

      His words are preying on me, she thought as she stared at his sleeping form.

      Though it was certainly true that what he'd said lingered, she could not bring herself to ignore that primal warning against stepping into his bedroom.

      MY bedroom.

      And so she slept poorly, wondering at herself. Her at first casual interest in him had rapidly accelerated into something she wasn't sure she liked. It certainly wasn't safe, not until she learned the answers to the many questions that plagued her.

      The next morning she woke later than usual and dressed in a deliberately casual manner, wearing a 't-shirt' that hung from one shoulder with a neck that had been deliberately stretched to hang loose over her upper arm. She decided not to wear a bra, nor pasties to hide her nipples. She knew he'd notice, but she smiled absently as she wondered how often he'd notice. She also had pasties that could be used to hide her sex, but the shirt she wore was white and hung low enough to do the job depending on how she held her palps, so she left it at that.

      She then spent considerable time ensuring that her hair looked as though she'd spent no time at all on it before descending from the entry balcony, only to find that not only was he not in the bedroom, he wasn't in the house.

      Returning to her nest, she picked up her phone. She'd intended to call him, but instead found a message already waiting.

      'Morning exercise. Back by 8. Don't leave the house.'

      Her phone told her it was 7:15.

      Scowling, she found herself at something of a loss. She looked out the living room window to find that the vehicle he'd appropriated for them was still in the driveway. Whatever exercise he was performing, he was somewhere close by and presumably had his phone. Her first thought had been to observe him. With him gone, she thought it might be a good opportunity to go through his belongings, but his message hadn't said he wouldn't be back before 8. Until she had a better idea of his schedule and habits it was a foolish risk to take.

      Reminding herself that she had plenty of time, she decided to simply follow through with her morning routine and pulled up her newsfeeds to see what there was to be seen. It was Saturday, one of two days typically taken off by white-collar employees in Daytau. She was aware that common police had unpredictable schedules. Andrew, however, was a member of the administration and would typically be 'on call' during the weekend. She'd presumed he would spend that time doing ... whatever it is he did for relaxation. Having now seen his residence, she'd more than half-expected to be told they would return to the office.

      That thought led her to wonder if she shouldn't dress as though for work, but she decided against it. She wanted his reaction, and she was certain that even if they did wind up returning to the JC, she would be given time to change.

      At twelve minutes to eight the front door opened.

      Velise had already positioned herself at the balcony overlooking the entry hall to read through her newsfeeds and glanced from her phone down to see Andrew in a black compression shirt with the emblem of the NHIC emblazoned on his left breast. The shirt confirmed her earlier impression of his physique, which was considerable. He also wore track pants and running shoes. His legs were solid, pulling the material tight around the meat of his thighs.

      He didn't look up as he pulled his shoes off and set them aside, leaving him in short socks.

      She took the opportunity to descend, and when he straightened she was standing in front of him as she asked, "A run?"

      He nodded, sweat beaded and dripping down his forehead. Despite that, he wasn't out of breath as he said, "I also wanted to get a better sense of the neighborhood and surrounds."

      "What are your conclusions?" she asked, curious about what sorts of things he'd notice.

      "We're fairly centrally located within the neighborhood, which is well-lit at night. The nearest high ground with clear line of sight to the house is far enough away that it'd take either a powered sentry or a well-trained sniper to make the shot, and that building is owned by financial interests with moderately good security. The outer wall of the neighborhood is alarmed with motion sensors and camera coverage, and both the gates are guarded around the clock. It's a rich neighborhood. People get what they pay for."

      Folding her arms under her chest, she said, "So we are safe here?"

      His eyes flicked to her chest, then lower before rising to meet hers again. She let her smile widen just a touch and he quirked an eyebrow, but apparently chose not to engage.

      "Safer than we'd be at my apartment at any rate," he said with a shrug. "Gates, guns, and guards are just a reminder of the price to be paid. If a man wants something bad enough, he can get it no matter what stands in his way."

      "That leaves me to wonder what was offered to the man who attacked us at the JC," Velise said. "Surely he must have either been paid a very high price, or been given a very serious and credible threat."

      "We'll find out which when he wakes up," he said. "I plan to question him myself. For the moment, though, I need to shower. If you'll excuse me."

      "Are we going to the JC today?" she asked as she stepped aside to let him pass.

      He hesitated a moment, then grinned as he said, "No, probably not. You can keep that shirt on all day if you like."

      "Careful, Deputy Inspector. I might think you were in the mood to do something unwise."
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      The way she said it caught his attention and he paused at the door to the master bedroom, then turned his head to look.

      She still had her arms folded, shelving breasts that just cried out for his hands. She hadn't worn a bra and her nipples were prominent behind tents of sheer cotton. Her palps were demurely folded, and the t-shirt she was wearing draped juuust low enough to let her keep her secrets.

      For just a moment, he wanted to treat those words hanging in the air between them as an invitation. They were going to be spending a lot of time together, and if she'd decided to start teasing him like this, why not?

      Professionalism, for one. She worked for him. As his direct report, engaging would break some pretty serious rules put in place for some very good reasons.

      His inner child argued that she was a diplomat and had nothing to gain or lose by making things physical. If he fired her, so what? Her reasons for taking the job and methods of acquiring it had been anything but professional.

      Forget professional. It was practically blackmail. It's not like you're the instigator either. She knows what she's doing.

      The rational part of him argued that it would be a huge secret to have to keep, and that doing so would put unnecessary strain on both of them.

      She knows that. She obviously still wants to play.

      It would compromise his objectivity and make it harder for him to protect her.

      You already lost that and you know it.

      There was also the simple fact that she was a spider.

      That never mattered to you.

      In the end it wasn't his reason that saved him from doing something stupid, but his habits. He turned and went into the bathroom to shower because that was what he'd set himself to do.

      He didn't breathe a sigh of relief until he was under the cold water, which did exactly what he needed it to do.

      I shouldn't get involved because if I do she can blackmail me.

      For once, his inner child didn't have a ready answer. If he got involved with Velise and she didn't get exactly what she wanted, she could blackmail him and end his career. The rules weren't there just to protect subordinates. They were there to protect his dumb ass too.

      And she was so under his skin that it took him most of a cold shower to remember that.

      I should fire her, solve this case, then figure out what to do about Mann and the rest of it later. This is not the sort of problem I need right now.

      By the time the shower was over, he knew he needed a second opinion. He'd have a conversation with Larry, and he needed to talk to another DI. As he dressed he thought about how he could make that happen. It was Saturday. None of the other inspectors would be in the office. Many if not all of them would be present at the presser on Monday. He could wait — all he had to do was put his libido back in chains and keep it there all weekend ... which was a more daunting task than he cared to admit.

      His stomach grumbled as he stepped out of the bathroom. Breakfast sounded good, and he realized he'd probably have to order out. Velise clearly spent no time in the downstairs section so the chances there would be anything edible in the downstairs fridge were slim. He wondered idly if she kept anything in a fridge upstairs, but dismissed the thought. Even if she did have snacks of her own up there, they weren't of a sort he wanted likely as not. He had known arachne that had their dinner delivered from animal rescues and pet shops under false pretense, just to ensure it would be fresh. Though that wasn't technically illegal as long as there was no signed contract, it also wasn't something he wanted to see.

      He dressed in jeans and a loose button-down then padded to the kitchen in bare feet, deciding to err on the side of caution and check the fridge before he placed a grocery order. As he suspected, it was empty.

      Movement caught his attention and he glanced up to see Velise drop into the entry hall, her four primary legs flexing with the landing. She was facing into the house, and it seemed as though her eyes were fixed on him before she even touched down. Her inhumanity struck him powerfully in that moment as he unconsciously counted her limbs. Four primary legs, then her arms, and finally the palps that, depending on how she folded them, looked like a human woman's thighs.

      "Ah, so you too are hungry," she said, disrupting his thoughts. "What should we eat?"

      "I was about to place a grocery order for delivery. Fill this thing up so I can cook my own meals," he said, patting the side of the sizable refrigerator. "What do you normally do for food?"

      "My inclinations vary," she said as he strode through the living room to settle on the far side of the breakfast counter, which she idly leaned into, elbows couched on the marbled stone as she looked steadily at him.

      "As long as my diet remains sufficiently diverse I can eat whatever you eat, though my preferences lean principally toward any and every form of meat," she added after a moment's pause.

      Raising an eyebrow, he asked, "You want me to cook for you?"

      "Are you unwilling?" she asked.

      He thought about that, then shrugged and shook his head as he said, "No, not really. Just surprised you'd want to eat my cooking is all."

      "I do wish at least to try it. Whether I will continue to want it remains an open question," she said with more than a hint of wry humor.

      Bremmin pulled up an app on his phone and modified first the delivery address, then one of his usual orders to increase the portions. Once satisfied, he sent it, and received a confirmation and delivery estimate of twenty minutes.

      Glancing up, he said, "Be about forty minutes before I can have food on your plate. You good with that?"

      She smirked, showing a fang as she said, "I'm in no danger of starving to death. You'll just have to find some other means of entertaining me in the meantime."

      She was still wearing that shirt with nothing underneath, and the way she was leaning against the counter framed her chest in his view. From his angle, he couldn't see her spider body. She still looked exotic, with her bubblegum-pink eyes and fanged smile. Everything about her tugged at parts of him he needed to keep under wraps.

      Fortunately, he had a ready means of distracting himself, and said, "Fine, you can be a proxy audience for these notes. I'll deliver the speech, and we'll adjust the wording if anything doesn't feel right."

      Her smile faded and her eyes darkened a few shades, but she nodded gamely and said, "I suppose that's not a complete waste of my time. It wasn't what I had in mind."

      "Good thing I'm the boss then," he said wryly. "I'll grab the notes."

      The food arrived by aerial drone twenty-one minutes later, by which time he'd given the brief speech twice and tweaked it so that both the turns of phrase and the meat were comfortably in his grasp. He had no problems speaking in public, but he was not accustomed to using prepared notes. Most of his public appearances were press conferences at which he answered questions about ongoing cases. This was closer to propaganda, which was not his forte.

      He found many of the assurances distasteful, and modified a few lines to moderate what he considered to be an overly enthusiastic tone. Velise argued briefly with him about that, but he got his way after pointing out he was already on record as opposing this decision. If he did an about-face in public just because a judge made a ruling, he'd hardly come across as leadership material. Instead, he limited the tone to assurances that he would abide by the judge's decision and continue to uphold the law. The rest of it amounted to a public service announcement, most of which he hoped wouldn't be necessary because those sorts of details should be handled by the mayor's office.

      When the drone arrived he put the cue cards aside then brought in, catalogued, and stored the food. That done, he glanced at her as he considered what to make, then pulled out the fixings for salmon egg wraps. If he'd been cooking for himself he'd have probably just gone with scrambled eggs and bacon but Velise had put him on the spot, and he could cook.

      As he worked, she watched him intently but didn't comment. Once he'd turned the eggs into wraps and laid them out on plates he microwaved a bit of cream cheese, slathered the wraps, dusted them with some dill and capers, then layered on the smoked salmon before rolling them up. Since he didn't know how much she'd actually want but suspected she'd have a big appetite, he gave her four of the rolls and took the remaining two for himself.

      "I have seen eggs prepared in several ways, but this is new. I also note that eggs are usually eaten with a knife and fork," she said as she watched him pick up one of the wraps and take a bite.

      Rather than answer her, he fished around in the drawers until he found the cutlery and set a knife and fork in front of her, then took another bite of his own breakfast.

      "Is that typical for this particular dish, or are you simply a barbarian?" she asked after a moment.

      Shrugging, he said, "I suppose most would use a knife and fork, but I don't see the need since I'm not in public."

      "Am I not worthy of your social graces?" she asked, one eyebrow lifted.

      Grinning, he said, "Nope," and took another bite.

      She shook her head and sighed, then picked up her cutlery and sampled his food. Her expression shifted from wariness to pleasant surprise as she took a second bite, then a third.

      Since silence at the dinner table was the highest praise a cook could receive, Bremmin just finished his breakfast and started washing up.

      Despite having been given twice as much, Velise finished at almost the same time and handed him the plate and cutlery as she said, "I have a dish washer."

      "I'll have this done and dried in the same time it'd take me to load the damn thing," he said absently, and a few moments later he put the last of the dishes away.

      She tilted her head at that, then said, "Isn't it easier to let the machine do it?"

      "Dish washers do make things easier under certain conditions. If you had a dinner party, for instance. Otherwise, they just make people lazy and wasteful. Running the dishwasher for one set of plates is massively inefficient, while waiting until it's full to run gives the leavings time to set up and harden."

      "I was under the impression such devices freed up valuable time, allowing humans to spend that time more productively."

      "In the aggregate, yes. In my personal experience, people who don't wash their own dishes because they genuinely have more important things to do don't cook their own meals either, and why are you busting my balls about this?"

      She smiled and shrugged as she said, "It amuses me. I suspect you are the only senior administrator in Daytau who washes his own dishes."

      His eyes rolled up, then around as he considered that, then had to concede the point as he said, "I wouldn't bet against you on that one."

      As he dried his hands, he asked, "So what do you usually do with your weekends?"

      "Typically, I select an event to attend, or some human pursuit to sample. Last weekend I went to a symphonic performance. The weekend before that I went to one of the casinos to gamble."

      "Did you have anything lined up for this weekend?" he asked, wondering if he could arrange for her to keep to her normal schedule.

      She gave him a long, speculative look before she said, "To be honest, I had planned to go hunting this weekend."

      "In the Tracts?" he asked, and she nodded.

      Bremmin frowned.

      The Tracts were wilderness territories that covered huge swaths of land between the city-states. While officially claimed by whichever state happened to be closest, in practice they were unpatrolled and home to a variety of wildlife, some of which was not native to Earth.

      Humans avoided the Tracts under most circumstances. When they did go it was typically on safari expedition — usually in groups of ten to twenty — and deaths were common enough that guides had boilerplate contracts excusing them from liability. The only other travel was by trade convoy or train. The trains were rolling fortresses and the super-highway convoys were heavily guarded by soldier of fortune companies.

      If a human chose to travel in the Tracts outside these circumstances they were legally required to serve notice to the city, and people who did so tended not to be able to buy life insurance. Those who served notice and did not return were ruled suicides.

      There was even a popular reality game show called Hunters Hunted that followed contestants into the Tracts. They could win prizes for various feats and length of time survived. In practical terms, it meant their deaths would be televised.

      "Care to join me?" she asked, disrupting his thoughts. "It would be an excellent opportunity to entrap my would-be assassins if they're foolish enough to follow us."

      Bremmin's mouth was open for an incredulous denial when her reasoning sank in. Despite himself, he paused to give the idea serious thought. If they did catch their pursuers out in the Tracts, they were fair game. Of course, the same was true the other way round, and there were rogue humans living out there who wouldn't hesitate to capture or kill intruders.

      "They'd never go for it," he said at last. "And if they did they'd be armed for bear. It would be a shitshow. Absolutely not."

      "Where is your sense of adventure?" she said teasingly.

      "I'm living in a house alone with an arachne. My sense of adventure is getting plenty of action as is," he said.

      She gave him a fanged grin at that, then shrugged and said, "I am not immune to reason. Given our adversaries have access to weapons supposedly kept under lock and key in your armories, it would be foolish to grant them an opportunity to attack with impunity. It is a shame. I was rather looking forward to making a fresh kill or two."

      "Have you gone before?" he asked, curious despite himself.

      She nodded and said, "The second weekend I was here. I can't say I took undue risks. I simply found a few game trails, set some traps, and ate my fill. I encountered drake spore, but did not see the beast itself. Otherwise, the creatures I encountered were all native and so relatively harmless."

      "What did you catch?" he asked.

      "A brown bear and several ungulates. As I said, nothing extraordinary."

      "I didn't know your webs could handle a grizzly," he said, impressed.

      "Oh yes. My strands — once set — have the tensile strength of steel cable ... or so human books on the subject claim."

      Bremmin frowned and said, "I'd prefer you stay here this weekend."

      "Are you prepared to entertain me if I do?" she asked.

      "That question feels like a trap," he said warily.

      Nodding gravely despite the smile playing across her lips, she said, "Not a subtle one either. It might almost be a threat. While I am a patient woman from a famously patient species, your presence inclines me to mischief."

      "How long would it take you to web the interior of all the windows?" he asked.

      "Oh, a few hours," she said, tapping her chin. "A sensible precaution, but that might also trap you inside if they set fire to the house."

      "I doubt it. I could use the fire to burn any webbing I needed to get rid of. I don't panic."

      "Never?"

      Something in the question suggested she took the statement as a challenge, and his eyes hardened as he met her gaze.

      "I'd say 'you're no fun' but it wouldn't be true," she said after a silent moment. "Webbing the windows would accelerate the progress of any fires that were set, though."

      "That's a moot point. I'd be willing to bet the entire second story is practically coated in the stuff already. If this place gets set on fire, it'll go up like a match head."

      Her lips pursed as she thought about that, then nodded slowly as she said, "Perhaps I should spend some time cleaning up what webbing I don't absolutely need. I hadn't considered arson as a serious threat, but I suppose the circumstances have changed."

      "Sounds like something that'll keep you busy for a while," he said, careful to keep the relief out of his tone as he resolved to find other things to keep her occupied for the rest of this and future weekends.

      "What will you do?" she asked, raising an eyebrow at him.

      "I've got plenty of work to keep me busy," he said.

      "You've made me curious again."

      Smiling slightly, he said, "Well, I've got to track these knuckleheads down before they get another shot at you. Just because I'm here doesn't mean I don't have resources to use. I plan to find every place they've been in the last year, figure out who they know and how they know them. Then I'll start asking questions."

      He did not say he'd also be reading Shiro's files looking for hints as to who in her past might have enough of a hard-on for her to make a play despite the distances involved. The fact that her surname had been in that book she'd handed him made him wonder just how highly placed she was in arachne society. Matriarchs were a dime a dozen, but the list including those with stories written about them was considerably smaller.

      "You think you can find them so easily?" she asked.

      "I wouldn't call it easy. The thing about men of violence is that their friends and enemies tend to be passionate about them, and there are usually more of the latter. These guys have work and military backgrounds that are out there in the public domain. If violence is how they fill their off-time between contracts, I guarantee they've left a trail of people who'll be happy to rat them out given half a chance."

      "Even though they must know these men will take revenge?" Velise asked.

      "That's just it. They won't if I catch them, and everyone I talk to will know that. The law works because the people understand that no one stands above it."

      "Hm. Your society is so ... docile," she said with a thoughtful frown. "Such a tactic would never work in Ostingrath. Truth is subordinate to social standing in all cases."

      "Yeah well, true progress only comes to peoples who've learned that living like crabs in a basket isn't a winning social strategy."

      "'Crabs in a basket'?" she asked.

      Nodding, he said, "Any healthy crab could easily crawl up and out of a basket. But when you put a bunch of crabs in the same basket, even though they all want to get out they interfere with each other so much that none escape. 'What's mine is mine, and what's yours is mine.' In situations like that, no one wins."

      She gazed at him fixedly for a long few seconds, then unfurled her legs and stood as she said, "It seems we each have tasks to accomplish. I will leave you to yours."

      Without waiting for an answer, Velise turned and left.

      I guess that struck a nerve, he thought idly.

      The truth hurts.
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      "Some of us, including me, have already hired on non-human attachés to help with the transition and beyond. The public needs to bear in mind that police training is exacting and time-consuming. Several members of current academy classes have put in for the appropriate transfers, but this transition will not happen overnight."

      "Uncle Nick! DNCP, Mick Foley. Is that your attaché? Would you introduce us?"

      Ignoring the obvious note of incredulity in the man's voice, Bremmin waved Velise forward without looking as he said, "Yes. This is Velise. She's already proven invaluable to me personally, and I anticipate her service to the department will be equally impressive as time goes on."

      "Do you mind if we ask her a few questions?" the reporter quickly asked.

      "As a matter of fact, I do mind. Track her down later if you like, but this is an announcement, not Q&A. For now I'll hand things over to Chief Inspector Mann. Feel free to pester him."

      Bremmin stepped away from the podium amid a general round of chuckling and sensed more than saw Velise following as he exited the stage. He was probably supposed to sit down again and wait for the rest of it to be over with, but since he'd been put on the spot with no official notice he felt justified leaving Phil holding the bag.

      "You should have stayed up there," she said as soon as they were down the stairs.

      "They don't expect that of me," he said as he turned to look up at her. "It's not the first presser I've walked out of."

      "Well, at least you left them laughing," she said with a sigh, glancing back at the platform.

      Mann didn't take any questions either as it turned out, and several other DIs also in attendance got up from their seats and headed to his side of the stage. Mann himself, along with the mayor and his press secretary, left via the opposite side.

      Bremmin shook hands with most of his fellows and shrugged when several of them pointed out that there'd been no warning any of them would be asked to speak. He received a few compliments on having something ready to go as well, which he also brushed off.

      As he clasped the last man's hand, he said, "You got a minute? Need to talk."

      Jaime Gutiérrez was a big, swarthy man who ran the Oolytau NHIC department. He was the only DI with more time in grade than Bremmin, and had a pair of distinguished-looking white streaks in his neatly trimmed goatee. He was wearing his dress grays and looked every inch the officer and gentleman. Bremmin knew him from way back, and considered the man a friend.

      "Sure, let's step back a bit," he said with a wary glance over his shoulder at the press corps, who could still see them at an angle over the top of the stage.

      Bremmin followed him. The stage was a platform set up in the atrium at city hall and was the usual place most high officials made their announcements with the notable exception of the mayor, who usually held his pressers in his office.

      As the three of them took one of the winding paths back toward the open-air coffee shop, there was a bit of commotion behind them. Glancing back, they saw several journos headed their way.

      "Velise, would you mind heading them off? They're probably after you anyway," Bremmin said as he glanced up at Velise.

      She frowned slightly, then nodded and said, "Of course. What should I say if the investigation comes up?"

      "We have leads, we're following up. Nothing more specific than that. If they press, remind them that the investigation is open and there'll be no further comment at this time."

      She nodded and stepped back, turning to intercept the small mob as Bremmin continued to walk away with Jaime, who — once they were out of earshot — said, "Lord Almighty. Ostingrath's official representative to Daytau becomes an attaché with the NHIC. Under Uncle Nick no less. I pity that poor woman. They're going to run her ragged."

      "I don't think so," Bremmin said absently. "She's a diplomat. If she can't handle the press she doesn't deserve the title."

      Jaime shrugged and ran a hand over his head to the back of his neck as he said, "Maybe. But there are going to be some complicated political questions in there, probably starting with, 'How is your new position not a conflict of interest?'"

      "She'll handle it, trust me," Bremmin said.

      "Fair. What did you want to talk to me about?" Jaime asked.

      "Easy question first: have you gotten notice on your attaché yet?"

      "Nothing. Mann came to my office early last week but I haven't heard anything since."

      "Probably better talk to Mann and remind him about your office," Bremmin said with a slight smile, at which the other man just rolled his eyes.

      "The reason I pulled you aside was to ask if you knew anything else about what's going on," Bremmin said, deciding to get to the point. "There are things Mann doesn't tell me because he knows I don't put up with a lot of the politics side of things. In this case, I need to know if I'm going to get dumped on again like what happened today."

      "Now that you've brought it up, how did you know they'd do that?" Jaime asked. "That speech you gave was way too polished to be anything but prepared in advance."

      "Velise caught it and helped me with the notes."

      "'Invaluable' indeed."

      "Yeah. I'll have a look at the rags this afternoon to see if anyone got a shot of Filcher's face."

      Both men had a laugh at that, then Jaime said, "As for things you ought to be aware of, yeah, there's one, but you didn't hear this from me. Apparently, Mann's gunning for the mayor's seat in the next election. He tapped me and said I needed to start getting ready for the special election that'll fill his seat."

      "He'll be stepping away in the middle of his term. Whoever takes his place will be an appointment," Bremmin said cautiously, mind spinning at the implications.

      "Sure, but the appointment will only last until the special election is called and completed."

      Grinning, Jaime slapped Bremmin on the back as he said, "Don't be surprised if he taps you for the appointment. I know you'll hate it, but grit your teeth and bear it. Someone needs to keep the top nailed down until a permanent replacement can happen."

      Annoyed, but not at Jaime, Bremmin said, "He's said much the same thing to me."

      "What?"

      Nodding, Bremmin confirmed, "He said he was going to back me for the permanent post. Mann's playing games."

      The other man's hand slipped away and Bremmin couldn't help but note the sudden coolness in Jaime's voice as he said, "I've got seniority on you, Andy. I don't mind telling you I've been working for years to set up my run on that seat. We'd all be better off if you threw your support behind me."

      Without time to think through all the ramifications, Bremmin simply said, "Maybe. I won't say you wouldn't be a good man for the job — not in private, and not in public. As for the rest, I suggest we have a sit-down somewhere and hash out our positions. I might not be the most politically minded DI, but I've never thought the top spot in our organization needed a politician."

      "We'll talk," Jaime said, his tone flat, then walked away.

      Bremmin looked after his longtime friend and wondered just what he'd gotten himself into.

      "I fuckin' hate politics," he muttered to himself.

      Any further musings he might have had were interrupted by the sound of several gunshots and screaming from very close by.
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      "As I said earlier, I am simply not free to discuss the details of the investigation at this time," Velise said, repeating herself for the forth time as she very carefully kept her palps from churning and her annoyance out of her tone.

      While she was not accustomed to dealing with what had turned out to be a fairly rowdy group, she was very good at maintaining her cool when she'd set her mind to it. So far most of the questions had been directed at the investigation and the man who had attacked them in the JC in particular. She wasn't aware that any kind of public announcement had been made regarding the assault, but given how quickly the press was made aware of Andrew's involvement in the car bombing, their awareness of the attack didn't surprise her.

      The next question did.

      "Is it true your last name is Drainheart?"

      Velise sought the speaker and found her to be a mousey brunette holding a microphone aggressively toward her in her left hand. The look on her face was one of barely restrained hostility, and as she wondered at that, Velise said, "Yes, that is my surname."

      "And is it also true that your ancestor was on the Council of Fire? That she was one of the prime motivators of the Cataclysm?!"

      That question focused her attention like few things could. She knew that human society did not educate their commoners on what had happened to bring about the Cataclysm. She also knew that the woman who'd just spoken had likely bought herself a quick death by asking where she had to know she was being recorded.

      There were only a few possibilities for why she might have done so. They included stupidity, insanity ... or resolve.

      Everything else faded away in her perception while the woman aggressively shoving a microphone toward her came into crystal focus. Velise said, "I have no idea what you're talking about."

      "Liar!" the woman shrieked, and her right hand came up.

      Knowing that if she struck the woman down here in public she'd cause untold damage both to her own reputation and her patron's, Velise skittered left out of her antagonist's line of fire.

      The woman shot anyway, her gun tracking Velise as she continued to run, firing indiscriminately into the now screaming crowd of her peers. One man holding a remote control for one of the camera drones didn't react in time and a bullet took him through the skull. Another man, just starting to run, was shot in the back. Velise simply continued to skitter in a sharp circle around the group, forcing the would-be killer to continue spinning as she shot through the crowd of humans.

      She did so without apparent hesitation.

      Then it was over.

      The woman shuddered, half-turned, then the gun fell from her hand as she collapsed, dead before she hit the ground.

      Velise saw Andrew holstering his pistol as he strode forward, bellowing commands. He never spared her a glance as he went from one shooting victim to the next, checking for life and then performing first aid on the most severely wounded.

      Unsure what to do, Velise simply stood by and watched as her patron smoothly handled the crisis, directing the paramedics when they arrived and ordering a media blackout and shutdown of city hall. Since there was already a contingent of some of the most experienced police and monster hunters in the city present, his orders were carried out competently and — Velise noted — without question.

      No one dared question Uncle Nick.

      The next half hour passed in a blur, and it was only after the situation was well in hand did Andrew excuse himself to go wash his hands, which were stained almost to the elbow with blood.

      Velise followed him into the hallways of city hall and found him looking around in annoyance.

      She said, "The nearest male toilet is to the left. Take a right at the first hallway. It will be at the end."

      He nodded at her and strode that way with Velise in tow. She paused at the entrance to the restroom and waited for him there. She'd spent much of the last half hour contemplating her next moves. There was no way she wouldn't be expected to answer some fairly inconvenient questions from Andrew once he had the time, and she was uncertain just how much to tell him.

      Unfortunately, as he stepped back out of the bathroom with his coat slung over one shoulder, he paused, looking past her as he said, "Is there something the matter, officer?"

      Velise turned to see a uniformed police officer — not a member of the NHIC — with a gun in his hand. It wasn't raised, but the look on the man's face told her he was nervous and wouldn't hesitate to shoot.

      His voice was thready with tension as he said, "Velise Drainheart, you're under arrest!"

      "On what charge?" Andrew asked, stepping forward to put himself squarely in the officer's line of fire.

      "Reckless endangerment," the man answered. "Captain Felding's orders."

      "Not going to happen," Andrew said, speaking calmly and quietly. "The charge is specious. You know as well as I do that non-humans are not permitted to defend themselves under any circumstances. Miss Drainheart was fleeing in the only possible way she could to preserve her life. Reckless endangerment would imply that she caused the danger, and that is manifestly not the case. I'll also remind you that Miss Drainheart is currently under the protection of the NHIC with regard to an open case. If you raise that weapon I'll consider you a potential threat to her safety which will force me to shoot you. Holster your weapon. Slowly."

      The man's gun hand didn't move. Sweat was beading on his brow as he said, "Deputy Inspector Bremmin, you've been charged as well. You fired into a crowd of civilians."

      "I have hollow points loaded and there was an active shooter. Under those specific circumstances I'm neither required to give warning nor withhold lethal force," Bremmin answered calmly.

      "I have my orders, sir."

      "Son, if you do anything but holster that weapon, I'm going to kill you. We're in city hall. This entire encounter is on video with audio. You know it, and I know it. That includes the entire chain of events that brought you here. Now, which of us do you want to bet on: whoever passed you Captain Felding's orders ... or me?"

      For a long, tense moment, no one moved. Velise could not help but be spellbound as she watched, her breath caught in her throat.

      Finally, the blue-uniformed officer very slowly lifted his weapon without raising the muzzle, and slid it back into its holster. That done, he showed his hands and said, "How do you know the captain didn't tell me directly?"

      Bremmin jerked his thumb over his shoulder and said, "Because he's in there, taking a shit. Who told you to come try and arrest Miss Drainheart?"

      "Sergeant Smith."

      "Do you know the sergeant personally?"

      The man hesitated a moment, then shook his head slowly.

      "I suggest you go and inform someone you do know to search the building for 'Sergeant Smith' and have him arrested for impersonating an officer. I further suggest you do that, now."

      "Yessir!"

      The man turned and ran out of the hallway. Only once he was gone did Bremmin droop slightly, breathing out a heavy sigh of relief.

      "What amazing luck," Velise said, marveling.

      "How do you figure?" Andrew asked as he glanced back to look at her.

      "That Captain Felding would be in the same restroom."

      "Oh, he isn't."

      Velise startled, then gazed down at Andrew in shock. He gave her a weary smile and said, "Fun fact: Police aren't required to tell the truth when not under oath. Being a good liar is practically a job requirement."

      "Then, how did you know-"

      "I didn't. It was an educated guess."

      "Educated how?"

      "No captain worth the rank would try pinning 'reckless endangerment' on either of us. That kid — on the other hand — is all keyed up and a rookie. Not surprised he fell for it."

      Velise shook her head as she said, "Twice more in a single day. I confess to some annoyance that I must rely so heavily on your protection. Had I been allowed, I could have kept that woman from shooting anyone."

      "Yeah well, I should have seen it coming. The press is going to eat us alive for this."

      "I'm not sure how. Are they not bound to tell the truth?"

      "Whether they do or not, you running a circle around the press corps means you made them targets, whether you were obligated to flee or not. That your only other legal option was to run directly away and let that woman shoot you in the back won't make any difference at all to most of them."

      "But-"

      "No more for now. Just follow and let me do the rest of the talking today. You can ask any other questions you may have when we're safe. This lockdown'll probably last another few hours, so take that time to think. Meanwhile, I'll make sure I get unedited footage from the incident, and we'll have it in our lawyer's hands by the end of the day. A war just started, and I'm not even sure which side we're on."
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      The desire to kill was strong in Velise for the rest of the day. Yet the worst of it came as she and Andrew were ambushed leaving city hall. She was forced to face a swirling mass of angry press and endure the same set of questions over and over again with slightly different wording.

      Andrew wasn't much help initially, though he did step in when one of the mob — instead of asking her another barbed question — abandoned subtlety to directly accuse her of using human beings as shields.

      He stepped between her and the aggressive-looking middle-aged man as he said, "As you already know, Miss Drainheart is required by law to flee violent encounters. She is not required to lay down her life for the sake of the press."

      "She willfully put our lives in danger!"

      "Actually, you did that," Andrew said evenly. It was such a remarkable accusation that the mob of reporters was momentarily shocked into silence.

      Before any could recover, he said, "That woman was wearing a press badge. While her identity is not being released at this time, we can say she wasn't a member of the press corps. Yet no one among you reported her. Instead, you all allowed her to enter a secure facility wherein ordinarily strict searches are waived for the press authorized to attend. Waivers — I might add — that are in place as a direct result of your bitching and complaining. The assailant used your reputation and your privileges to smuggle in a gun, which she then used on you."

      "It's not our job to-"

      "It is absolutely your job, Mr. Wynn. Observe and report is literally your whole job! This wasn't an open conference on the JC steps where Joe Q. Public can just walk up and shove a microphone in my face. Every single one of you has 'Mayoral Press' in your job title, you get paid extra for it, and you've been doing it together for years. You know each other, but not one of you reported the stranger in your midst!"

      "But that means whoever issued the badges is at fault!" a sharp-featured woman shouted angrily from the middle of the pack. "They're supposed to check our identification before we're given our press passes at the door!"

      Andrew glanced up at her, then said, "Sounds like something to look into then, doesn't it, Miss Wayne? But if you think, for one second, that I'm going to let you blame my attaché — who had nothing to do with security at this event and doesn't know any of you by sight — you've got another thing coming and I'll give it to you hard. This interview, all of it, will be aired unedited on the city news page. If you as a citizen are watching this later, check the links below for the relevant city laws, which will also be posted."

      "You don't have the right to do that!" the reporter named Wynn shouted. "It's a violation of contract!"

      "I absolutely have that right because this qualifies as a public service announcement by my authority as a deputy inspector. If you need a quote, here's a good one: Velise Drainheart was attacked without justifiable provocation and preserved her life to the best of her ability in the only way the laws of Daytau allow. Anyone, and I do mean anyone, who finds fault with her actions here today has an agenda driven by emotion or politics, not reason and law."

      Velise had mixed feelings as she listened to Andrew defend her. Part of her wanted to cheer, another part wanted to hide her face in pure frustration. In defending her Andrew was rather neatly throwing whoever oversaw security at city hall to the wolves.

      She could also all but read the headline those wolves would go with the next day: Uncle Nick sides with monster, blames victims!

      "... And before you even think about accusing me of victim blaming, you remember this: I'm the reason there weren't more victims. As in all cases of police-involved shootings there will be an internal investigation into my behavior today. Given how much unedited footage there is available, don't expect to wait too long for those results which will also, be posted. We're done here. No more questions."

      Turning, Andrew made a shooing gesture at her that made her palps churn with indignation, though she did as he bade. A minute later, the two of them were alone in the parking garage with the angry mob of press shouting after them from the far side of a barricade manned by a very unhappy-looking regular police officer.

      Before she could say anything, he said, "Sorry for butting in. I know you could probably have handled that, but I lost my temper."

      "Manifestly so," she said quietly. "You realize you've made even more enemies here today both in city hall and the press. It does not bode well for your eventual run on the chief inspector position."

      He opened the doors for her and shrugged as he said, "Honestly, the more I deal with city hall, the less inclined I am to seek the position. Judge Castello is right: I'm not cut out for politics. At the very least, the waivers on search will be revoked and every issued clearance for the press will be reviewed. That's something Captain Felding mentioned he's been trying to get done for years."

      "You spoke to him?" she asked.

      "Not today. But he and I do talk. He's solid."

      "Where to now?" she asked.

      "The JC. I still have work to do."

      Thirty minutes later, they were in the new office and she looked up at a soft knock on the outer door. Before she could say anything, it was opened without an invitation.

      Chief Inspector Phillip Mann offered her a wan smile and a concerned look as he said, "Hello Velise. How are you?"

      "That rather simple question has a complicated answer at the moment," she said, and his lips compressed as he nodded his understanding.

      "I'll bet. I need to talk to-"

      The inner door opened and Andrew stepped out as though he'd been waiting there, and he wasn't wearing his suit coat. He glanced from Phillip to her, then back as he said, "Well?"

      "You shouldn't have done that, Andy," Phil said as he moved over to one of the two plush waiting chairs and sagged off his feet with the air of a man at the end of a very long day.

      "You'll have to be more specific," Andrew said as he took the chair opposite.

      "Shall I step out?" Velise asked.

      Before Phil could answer, Andrew said, "No, stay here. Whatever he has to say he can say to both of us. You're the one who's going to have to help me get out of whichever mess he's going to tell me I'm in."

      She smiled slightly at that, and stayed where she was to listen.

      Phil didn't look too happy at Andrew's answer, but didn't contest it as he said, "Victim blaming. We don't do that! Not to mention the formal complaint Lieutenant Harrow filed about five minutes after you posted that 'public service announcement' online. It's been taken down, by the way, and your intranet privileges have been revoked for the time being. Mayor's orders."

      "I'll release it to the bloggers if I have to, Phil. I will not let this go to press without a ready answer."

      Your phone's files have been locked."

      "I have it on a privately owned recorder as well."

      Phil stared at his subordinate for a long moment, then asked in a plaintive tone, "Really?"

      Andrew nodded as he said, "Really really. Come on, Phil. I don't like those fuckers but I wasn't born yesterday. I know the playbook, and I know my rights as a citizen. That mob hit us between the parking garage and the city hall main building. It was technically in public."

      "You're backing me into a corner here, Andy."

      "I am not. You decided to stand in that corner when you took the job. You wanted an opportunity to differentiate yourself from the mayor, well here it is. Post the unedited footage on the NHIC website along with the proper citations."

      "I can't do that."

      "Why not?"

      Phil frowned, then leaned forward and put his elbows on his knees as he looked keenly at Andrew and steepled his hands. He said, "I still have to work with these people, particularly after I win the mayor's seat! If I throw them under the same bus you did, they'll sabotage my run."

      Andrew leaned back, gazing at Phil as though he'd just scraped the man off the bottom of his shoe. Before he could say anything he couldn't walk back, Velise decided to cut in.

      "Phil, if you sacrifice one of your subordinates to the press now, it will reflect poorly on you with the population at large come election time. If, on the other hand, you stand with him it will not only demonstrate leadership qualities, but your support for the recent civil ruling, which will almost certainly now come under attack."

      Phil waved in absent dismissal as he said, "I doubt anyone in the press will make the connection. They were all for it when it happened. It's too soon for them to get away with a flip."

      "Perhaps not in the mainstream press, but I follow the feeds of several private citizens who routinely report on issues they believe are being ignored. Their commentary is often insightful, and most are supported with ad revenue. There's almost no chance they don't make the connection. Such a break in the uniformity of coverage will draw eyes to their feeds and increase platform visibility."

      As she spoke, she noticed the gleam in Andrew's eyes and was satisfied he'd taken her hint when he said, "Sounds like a group of people who'd be interested in an unedited copy of my 'public service announcement.' Good tip, thanks."

      Phil's expression was now pained as he said, "Andy, if you do this, it'll highlight cracks in the unity of the government."

      Andrew gave him a flat, unsympathetic look as he said, "Highlight cracks. You mean like the fact you told Jaime you'd be supporting his run for the CI seat?"

      "How could I not when you're here pulling cowboy bullshit like this?!" Phil cried in exasperation. "You're out there throwing mud at city hall security and the press!"

      "Is that what they're calling the truth these days? 'Mud'?" Andrew asked.

      "You and I both know that we don't always tell the truth because the truth isn't always in the best interests of the people we are sworn to protect!" Phil said.

      Velise said, "While that is certainly true, it is also true that if my name is tarnished, not only will Mr. Bremmin suffer, but you as well. It is relatively common knowledge at city hall that I petitioned you for this position, and you agreed. While I was not asked today how I acquired it, if I am asked in future I have no reason not to tell the whole story. If it comes down to protecting your run for mayor or my personal safety, I hope you'll understand when I choose to protect myself. All this is moot if you take the high road here and make a stand with Mr. Bremmin. A groundswell of popular support is just what you need to put you in the mayor's seat, from whence you can purge the bureaucracy of city hall if it proves resistant to your purposes."

      "There's no guarantee the popular support will swing your way," Phil said, pointing at her with a scowl. "Particularly with the entire press corps howling for blood."

      "I doubt the press will be completely uniform on this one," Andrew said, drawing the irate man's attention back to him. "I did stop the shooter and render aid."

      "Don't conflate support for you specifically with support for Velise. Much as I hate to say it, it might be best for all concerned if she resigns her post and leaves Daytau. Given the assassination attempt today along with the already open investigation, that's probably our best course anyway, for all concerned. I'll tell you what: she leaves, I'll post up the video on the NHIC main page. I'll put together a security contingent to get her out of the city myself."

      Velise was shocked by Phil's abrupt offer, and was still mentally scrambling for an answer when Andrew shocked her again as he said, "No. If she wants to leave on her own I have nothing to say about it, but I won't allow you or anyone else to force her out over this. I'd prefer she stay. Her presence has 'highlighted' some rather glaring holes in our security, starting with the withdrawal of search waivers for the press at city hall, and — one hopes — ending with the discovery of whoever it is that's been sabotaging NHIC security measures here at the JC."

      "Oh? Tell me about that," Phil said, his eyebrows lifting as his expression abruptly shifted.

      Velise tuned Andrew out as he told his boss about how the weapon used in the assassination attempt had been 'misfiled' as she focused on the indisputable fact that Chief Inspector Mann no longer supported her. While it was true she had essentially threatened blackmail seconds earlier, it still surprised her how quickly he had come up with a countermeasure. Whatever else he might be, Phillip Mann was a consummate politician.

      The unfortunate follow-on was that her personal support at city hall might likewise evaporate. Granted that support mostly came in the form of personal relations rather than favors, but it still meant that things would become more difficult. Her diplomatic standing in Daytau was not that of an official representative of her nation. It was essentially a favor done by the mayor for a matriarch of Ostingrath. If the mayor came to believe she had aligned against him that diplomatic standing would evaporate, leaving her in a truly tenuous position.

      "How come I didn't hear about this sooner?" Phil asked at last.

      "You tell me. I cc'd you on all the relevant communications," Andrew replied. "If you check your inbox later and find you didn't receive them, I suggest we start an internal inquiry into the IT department. It isn't the first time files and reports were tampered with."

      "That's a good idea. I'll authorize it. As for this 'PSA' of yours, I'm sorry, Andy. If you release it, I won't be able to protect you when the mayor asks for your resignation, and you won't be able to protect Velise if you get forced out of your seat."

      Velise glanced back at her screen and smiled, then schooled her expression to stillness as she said, "Phil?"

      He glanced over, brow furrowed in mild annoyance.

      She turned her monitor to face him as she said, "I'm afraid it's too late, one way or the other. Apparently, in the twenty-six minutes that video was posted, it was screen-shotted and recorded. It's already up in several other places through private channels."

      The man stood abruptly and approached her monitor, eyes flickering as he glanced over the search results.

      Then he drew a deep breath, and let it out in a slow sigh as he said, "Andy, I can't promise this isn't the end."

      Velise turned her monitor back around as she said, "Perhaps you should wait on any kind of public response until you see the next round of polling. As you are no doubt aware, such polls are conducted every Monday evening to give the populace a chance to absorb news from the last weekend. There will no doubt be questions on today's events included."

      Phil glanced sharply at her, then nodded and turned toward the door as he said, "There's nothing more to be done for now. We'll see what tomorrow brings. I suggest you tie up any loose ends you might have before you go home tonight, because I'm not sure you'll still have building access tomorrow."

      "Thanks for the support, Phil. You're a real ray of sunshine," Andrew said sourly.

      Phil visibly rolled his eyes and shook his head as he jammed a hand in his pocket and walked out the door, which closed with a soft click behind him.

      Velise turned her attention to Andrew, who seemed boneless as he sat, staring up at the ceiling. Then he reached up, loosened his tie, and unbuttoned the top button of his dress shirt as he said, "Ahh, I better pack my shit."

      "Do you seriously believe you'll be asked to resign over this?" she asked as he hauled himself up out of his chair.

      Andrew's face twisted in a frustrated scowl, then he shrugged as he said, "I've seen people get canned for less. Honestly, I've usually been safe from this kind of nonsense, but right now everything is up in the air. If I do get the boot you should follow Phil's advice and get the hell out of Daytau, fast as you can."

      "What about you?" she asked.

      He shrugged and smiled as he said, "I'm set."

      She frowned as she looked at him, then said, "I do not want this to end here. What can we do to ensure that doesn't happen?"

      "Nothing much. You bought us about all the time that can be bought, mentioning the polls. That was a good thought, by the way. It'll keep Phil from doing anything drastic in an effort to head off the media backlash. Now that I think about it, city hall and — more importantly — the press will probably wait on the polls too before they pile on."

      "So ... if the public approves of what you've done-"

      "-then we're still in business, yes."

      Velise recrossed her palps as she folded her arms under her chest and said in a vaguely suspicious tone, "Did you put that video out with all this in mind, knowing it would influence public opinion?"

      His smirk didn't really give her anything concrete as he said, "Don't give me too much credit. I wanted to make sure no matter what happens, my version of events is out there. I did know that once the video went up it'd be almost instantly copied and reposted. That shit's happened before, and I've got a big name. It's why I bluffed Phil about having a private recording. I knew I'd be able to get another copy."

      "What do you think will happen then?" she asked.

      He shrugged and said, "No idea. 'The public' really isn't predictable when it comes to hot takes. What do you think?"

      Her lips twisted as she thought about that, then she said, "I think the press might not want to buck the tide of public opinion normally, but you did provoke and all but call them out for cowardice. A sustained media push will result in your ouster."

      "You'd be surprised how little being called a coward matters to most people in this city," he said with a shake of his head. "Hell, outside a few 'investigative' reporters, the press already have that rap."

      Velise thought for a few moments longer, then smiled and said, "I suspect that things will go our way, at least in the short term. When you mentioned their privilege, specifically their waivers for search, you established the mayoral press corps as unworthy of sympathy. It's subtle, but I think that will make a definite difference. That distinction will fade from the public mind should they then choose to flood the market with 'their' version of events."

      He nodded and opened his office door, then stepped through. She leaned over to look in as she asked, "So are you going to pack your things?"

      She watched him walk around to his desk and snatch his coat from the back of his chair as he said, "No, I'll trust in your interpretation. Tomorrow morning we're going to come in and hear all about how we dodged a bullet ... which in your case was literal."

      A surge of relief and warmth flooded through Velise and as Andrew stepped back into her reach, she did something impulsive.
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      As he walked into her portion of the office Velise stepped up to him and set her arms around his shoulders, pulling him in close as her palps wrapped around his waist. She bent and kissed him lightly.

      It was quick and she didn't linger, leaning away a bit to look down as though examining her handiwork.

      He stood blinking at her, nose abruptly full of her perfume as the electric tingle of sensation she'd left on his lips shot through him. She smiled her fanged smile and teasingly said, "Surely a hero has been kissed by the woman he saved before?"

      His lips parted, but he wasn't sure what to say. She spread her legs a bit and her torso lowered until her head was close to his, and she pressed her chest against him as she said, "Did you think because I resent not being able to handle these sorts of things for myself that I am not grateful for your aid? Or perhaps you are wondering what ulterior motives I might have?"

      "Mostly that second one," he quietly admitted. She chuckled throatily and kissed him again.

      He could have stopped her. Well, he thought he could have stopped her, but he didn't. The best he could manage was to not drop his coat and wrap her up in turn as he enjoyed that second, longer kiss. Her lips parted, her tongue flicked across his teeth, then she withdrew as she said, "Mm, I shouldn't. I wouldn't want you to think me too easy."

      He glanced down at the way she was pillowing her chest against his, then glanced up at her again with an eyebrow up.

      "Tell me to back up, Andrew ... I will if you ask me to," she purred.

      "That's a ..." he trailed off, swallowed hard, then tried again. "That's a tall order."

      She chuckled throatily and settled a bit, her breasts shifting against his chest as she tilted her head and smiled down at him. She said, "I think that's the best compliment you've given me."

      She leaned in until her lips were brushing his as she murmured, "Careful, hero. You might arouse my ... instincts."

      Oh my god, why is this so hard? he thought plaintively as, aloud, he said, "Ah, this is hardly the place."

      She leaned back a bit as her eyebrows shot up and her smile broadened, one of her fangs prominently displayed. He hastily added, "I'm uh, dammit Velise! Quit teasing me!"

      Her scent was making him dizzy. Now that he was so close, he could smell more than just her perfume and knew she wanted him. He hadn't smelled that on a woman in a long, long time.

      Thankfully, she slowly unwound her palps from around his middle and straightened, pulling herself back and up as she pointedly adjusted her blouse.

      "You're a bit of a pervert aren't you?" she teased. "An arachne? My goodness. Think of the headlines."

      Bremmin growled through gritted teeth, "Ooooh you are killin' me."

      "I would never. You're too much fun. You should take me home, Andrew ... keep me safe."

      "Yeah, sure. I take you home whose gonna keep me safe?" he asked rhetorically as he took a step away from her, surreptitiously adjusting his pants as he did so. Her smile told him she noticed.

      She chuckled darkly at him, fingers toying with the top button of her blouse as she said, "Good question. It certainly won't be me."

      There was a sharp knock at the office door, and Bremmin folded his suit coat over his arm and held it before him like the shield it was as he turned to the door and said, "It's open."

      Larry walked in, then stopped as he glanced from one to the other of them, then asked, "I catch you leaving?"

      "Yeah, we were about to head out, but it's no problem. What's up?" Bremmin asked.

      "Sent you an email a few hours ago but you never responded, so I figured I'd come make sure you got it before you leave. That guy that attacked you last week? He's awake. Room 2108, Mercy Hospital."
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      Thirty minutes later Bremmin strode through the front doors of the hospital with Velise close behind. Mercy Hospital was always busy and tonight was no different, but Bremmin had been here before — many times — and knew his way around. He walked straight past the nurse's desk to the elevator banks. The elevators in the hospital were all large, so Velise was able to ride up without a problem and they were let out into the relative silence of the twenty-first floor. The nurse's desk was directly across from the elevators and a slim woman with lupine ears perched atop a head of curly gray hair glanced up as the two of them stepped out.

      She brightly said, "Andy! Um, what are you doing here?"

      "Evening Amy. The patient in room 2108. I'm here to question him," Bremmin said shortly, inwardly cursing.

      Amy was a werewolf. She'd been his nurse once many years ago when he'd come in wounded. Ever since then she'd made a point of flirting despite the fact that his ex-wife was the CEO of the hospital she worked at. While Amy was sweet, smart, and very good at her job she was also forward and nosy, which was unfortunate because she had an excellent nose.

      Her nostrils flared slightly as her green eyes flicked past him to Velise and her friendly tone cooled markedly as she said, "Of course, and you are?"

      "My name is Velise Drainheart. I am Andrew's ... Deputy Inspector Bremmin's attaché," she said, and Bremmin was sure that verbal slip was anything but.

      Amy put a hand on the counter and leaned forward just a little. Bremmin knew her display of the fact that she had claws rather than fingernails was deliberate as she said, "Well, Miss Drainheart, you're not on the police visitor's list and Andy doesn't have the authority to give you a pass. I'm afraid I'll have to ask you to wait here at the desk with me."

      "Certainly, Amy. I'd be happy to," Velise said, folding her arms pointedly under a chest that was orders of magnitude larger than the other woman's as she gave the werewolf a fanged grin. "We can chat while we wait."

      Bremmin didn't wait, striding quickly away from two women gazing steadily at each other with killing smiles. The fact that he'd caught a whiff of Velise's arousal earlier meant Amy couldn't help but catch that scent as well. She obviously had, and just as obviously connected the dots.

      It was a serious effort of will to put his mind back on the task at hand, and he noted the guard as he turned a corner and came in sight of the room.

      His gray uniform marked him as an officer of the NHIC and Bremmin recognized him as he glanced up.

      "Officer Hardy, good evening. Everything good here?" Bremmin asked as he stopped nearby, pulled out his credentials, and handed them over.

      Hardy glanced over them, then handed them back as he said, "Sure Uncle Nick. All good. Guy's been awake for the last few hours. You want me in with you?"

      "Yeah. We're by the book on this one. I can't afford to be alone with him just in case there's some fuckery later. Your body cam on?"

      "Sure is," Hardy said as he turned, pressed his thumb to the door reader, and waited for the green light and click. When he got it, the door slid aside and he stepped in behind Bremmin, who strode up to the bed and looked down.

      The man was pale and had IVs in both arms. He was also strapped down. His eyes were sunken but alert as he tilted his head to look at Bremmin.

      "You know why I'm here, Lucas. You need to start talking, and you need to say something worth hearing."

      "They came to my house," the man said, his voice low but steady. "Put guns in our faces. I was given a phone. I had to do it. They were going to kill my family."

      "We've been to your house. Your wife and kid were duct taped to a couple chairs. They were shaken up, but otherwise okay."

      Lucas' eyes closed and he let out a long slow breath as he said, "Thank God."

      Bremmin's voice was cool and steady as he said, "You've got no security cameras. Did you see faces?"

      "Ski masks. Four guys, looked human. White. Pretty fit. Black jeans and white t-shirts. Blue hospital gloves. Driving a gray sedan. I ... didn't think to get the license plate."

      His eyes met Bremmin's as he said again, "I had to. I'm sorry."

      "You didn't have to," Bremmin said quietly.

      "They were going to kill my family."

      "Who were you there for, Lucas? Drainheart, or me."

      "Drainheart, but they told me to get you if I could. I'm sorry, Uncle Nick. I had to."

      Bremmin's voice was flat as he said, "You attended the training as part of the IT group, Lucas. Every year for the past twelve years. I've got your signed acknowledgements. I watched the footage start to finish. You didn't give anyone the distress signal you were taught. We have procedures for this. You didn't follow them."

      The man's eyes squeezed shut, and tears streaked his cheeks as he just mumbled, "I had to!"

      "Your family is under witness protection. You will be given access to a lawyer. Maybe you'll get lucky and the jury will have more sympathy than the man you tried to kill ... but I wouldn't count on it," Bremmin said quietly.

      He shook his head as he stared down at the now quietly sobbing man, then said, "Get well soon."

      Turning, he met Hardy's eye, then jerked his head toward the door as he said, "We're done here."

      Officer Hardy followed him out and secured the door, then said, "You're gonna catch these guys, right Uncle Nick?"

      He looked at the other man for a long moment, then nodded and said, "Yeah, Hardy. I will."

      The man straightened up and saluted him. Bremmin pulled himself erect and returned the gesture, then turned and walked away.

      What a shitshow, he thought morosely to himself as he headed back toward the elevators. At least the day's over. It can't get any worse than this.

      He rounded the turn, came in sight of the nurses station, then stopped in his tracks as his eyes slid shut and his breath left him in a low, despairing, "Fuuuck!"
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      "I wasn't aware that deputy inspectors of the Non-Human Investigative Corps had attachés," Amy said with saccharine sweetness as Velise noted the other woman's knuckles turning white with the strength of her grip on the counter between them.

      She tilted her head slightly and said with a smile, "It's a recent position. I take it you and Andrew are acquainted?"

      "For many years," the other woman said, and there was the barest hint of a growl in her voice as she added, "He was my patient. I know him very well."

      "Do you? Perhaps you can give me some tips," Velise said, her smile broadening to show fangs.

      Amy showed hers in turn, but didn't reply as her ears laid back.

      "No? Hm. I suppose I'll just have to go in blind," Velise said with an air of faint regret, watching the other woman's lips peel all the way back. There was a grating sound as her claws dragged across the counter. Amy's teeth were entirely those of a carnivore and her low, rolling growl was threatening enough to have Velise wondering if perhaps she'd taken things a bit too far. She had little experience with werewolves and honestly didn't know much about them.

      Fortunately, perhaps, she was saved from getting a crash course as a sharp, commanding voice cut through the tension between them.

      "Nurse! What exactly do you think you're doing to my countertop!?"

      "Miss Aguilar! Uh, I'm sorry! It's two nights to the full and I'm, um, stressed," Amy said, expression and posture losing all of its threat in favor of submissiveness as she whipped her hand off the counter and turned toward the woman in a navy blue skirt and white blouse striding down the hall toward them with her high heels beating an authoritative tattoo on the tile floor.

      Velise turned as well as she stopped, pointedly examined the counter, then met Amy's eye with a glare as she said, "Call maintenance, then find a replacement for desk duty. You can finish your shift in palliative care."

      "Y-yes ma'am!" Amy said, dipping her head and practically fleeing as the business woman turned her full attention to Velise, folding arms under a full chest as she looked the arachne cooly up and down.

      Velise did the same. The human woman had black hair done up in a severe bun that matched her expression of dominant superiority perfectly. Her eyes were green and piercing, and her makeup was understated save for her lipstick, which was bright red. She had a sizable diamond ringed with sapphires on her right ring finger, but nothing on her left.

      Once Amy was well and truly gone, she gazed pointedly up at Velise and said, "You should know better than to antagonize a were so close to the full moon, Miss ...?"

      "Drainheart," Velise said, proffering her hand. "Velise Drainheart."

      "Rose Aguilar, I run this facility," the other woman said, flicking her own hand in dismissal at Velise, who lowered hers as she made a mental effort to keep her palps from churning at the insult. "What are you doing here, Miss Drainheart, aside from causing trouble?"

      As she considered how to answer, Velise couldn't help but think, Andrew married this woman?

      Keeping her voice strictly polite, she said, "I'm waiting for my boss. As I'm not on the allowed visitors' list, I was not permitted to accompany him."

      Rose's eyes narrowed, and she said, "The only person who should be visiting on this floor is Deputy Inspector Bremmin, and he works for the NHIC. Who is your boss?"

      "Deputy Inspector Bremmin," Velise said quietly.

      Rose scoffed and her head tilted with derision as she said, "Tell me another one."

      "I assure you it's the truth. You're welcome to examine footage from the press conference this morning at city hall if you require confirmation."

      "Show me," the woman imperiously demanded, staring fixedly at Velise.

      Tension built up in her palps as Velise very deliberately pulled her phone from its pocket and ran the relevant search, pulled up the video, then found the segment where Bremmin introduced her.

      She then began the playback and turned the phone to show the other woman, who's eyes flicked to the screen. She watched impassively, then looked to Velise again as she said, "He hired a fucking spider. How far the mighty have fallen."

      Velise was having a very hard time now quelling the rage building up inside her at the disrespect with which she was being treated. Gone was any thought of questioning this woman about her relationship with Andrew. She knew now that there was no hope of getting anything useful out of her that way. That didn't mean there was no way ... but she'd be burning the bridge as she crossed it.

      Velise found the idea not only acceptable, but agreeable.

      "You must be the woman who lost him," Velise said quietly, no longer making any effort to be polite as it was all now directed at controlling her anger.

      "Lost him? Threw him away more like. That fucker couldn't solve the only case that ever really mattered. My son's killer is still out there because of him."

      Rose's eyes bored into Velise without a trace of fear, leaving her to wonder if that lack was arrogance or ignorance. Yet as the thought occurred to her, she realized that it couldn't be ignorance. She ran a hospital that treated both humans and non-humans. She had been married to a monster hunter. She had to know how dangerous Velise was, which in turn meant her aggressive baiting was deliberate.

      She's trying to get me to lash out. Why?

      Icy calm began to cool her burning mind as pieces began falling into place. Velise said, "I heard you tried to insist on the conviction of an innocent man for that crime. Perhaps if Andrew hadn't been forced to defend him, he'd have been able to find the real killer."

      "How fucking dare you," Rose hissed. "I saw that fucking were run off with my son's body!"

      "How fucking dare you," Velise returned. "I've known you less than two minutes and the only question I have left is why Andrew didn't fight to keep his two surviving children out of your wretched hands! You come to me with fangs bared as though I've wronged you and expect me to bow and scrape like that bitch you sent scurrying earlier?"

      Velise jabbed a finger savagely down at the other woman as she spat, "You knew exactly who I was the instant you laid eyes on me and don't you dare deny it! You want to treat me like an enemy? I'll start acting like one but I am neither weak, nor a fool, and you'd do well to remember that, Miss Aguilar."

      The look of unadulterated rage on Rose Aguilar's face as she lifted her wrist and tapped at her watch was so pure that Velise wondered if she wasn't actually a demon in disguise.

      The next words spoken were so mild that they sounded faintly ridiculous as Andrew said, "Ooon that note, it's time to go."

      Rose's eyes dropped past Velise, though her rage didn't fade. Velise — for her part — turned to see Andrew Bremmin tapping repeatedly on the already lit elevator call button without really looking at it. His eyes were on her, not Rose, as he gently added, "Remember your restraining order, Rose. You're not allowed to be on this floor right now, but don't worry, I won't report you for deliberately breaking the terms again provided you call off security, say not one more word to either of us, and walk away. We can pretend you weren't notified I'd be coming and saw me by accident because you didn't know I was here."

      A ding sounded, the elevator doors opened, and with very wide eyes Bremmin crooked his finger at Velise, who backed into the elevator after him and hit the lobby and close door buttons in quick succession without prompting.

      Once the doors closed and the car lurched into motion, Bremmin let out a gusty sigh and his skull thumped the wall as he said, "Oh my god. Why, did you do that!?"

      "She pissed me off," Velise snapped angrily, turning her head to look back at him. She fit in the elevator, but she didn't have room to actually turn around.

      "She pisses everyone off, but you've already got killers after you! You don't need any more enemies."

      "That woman was never anything else."

      Bremmin sighed and knocked his head against the wall again before leaning away from it as he said, "You're probably right, at least as far as you're concerned. Let's just get out of here. You didn't kill Amy, did you?"

      The absurdity of the question made Velise laugh softly as she said, "No. Rose sent her running before I got the chance. It was close, though. She was really upset."

      Andrew's voice was dry as he said, "I wonder why."

      "No you don't."

      Shaking his head as the doors opened, he chuckled softly as he conceded, "No. I don't."

      Once they were both in the vehicle and on the way back to Velise's house she asked, "How could you possibly leave your children in that woman's care?"

      "Because they aren't in her care. Not really. Rose has more money than maternal instinct. They're being raised by nannies and their grandparents when they aren't at a boarding school. All she does is stop by every once in a while to pour poison about me in their ears."

      He sighed and shook his head as he added, "I suppose they're due for another dose of that now."

      "And you allow that?"

      He shrugged, expression pensive as he said, "They both have my number. They usually call after she goes on a tear. We stay in touch. Even if we didn't, they have a better life this way than they would if I had custody."

      "You believe that?" she asked, leaning against the passenger headrest as she quirked a brow at him.

      He was quiet for what seemed like a long time before he quietly said, "Yeah. Most of the time."

      The rest of the trip was made in silence, but when they arrived and he opened the doors for her, she stepped out and gently wrapped her palps around his hips to hold him as she looked down into his upturned face.

      She set her hands on his shoulders and softly said, "I planned to seduce you tonight, but I don't think you'd be open to it now."

      "I planned to let you, at least to a point. It's been a while since I had 'how can I ever repay you?' sex ... but you're right. Now's not the time," he said with a rueful smile.

      She laughed softly as she set a hand on his cheek, then let it slide away and unwrapped her palps, folding them demurely as she said, "See you tomorrow, hero."

      He closed his eyes with a brief nod, then turned away, slinging his suit coat over his shoulder as he walked quietly to the front door and let himself in without another word.

      Velise ascended to the upper story and stepped inside, seriously contemplating murder.

      It was only by forcibly turning her mind to the information she'd managed to glean that she was able to hold her bloody dreams at bay.

      'I saw that fucking were run off with my son's body!'

      She saw it. Yet Andrew defended the lycan in court. Why? Did he not believe her? Was he there? What did he see? Where is that were now?

      Sleep was a long time coming to Velise, but despite all her own troubles, her thoughts remained bent on the mystery surrounding the man she desired. She had to admit it now. Always before she preferred pretty playthings because she'd never considered the possibility that there might be a male out there strong enough to live up to her high standards, to earn her genuine respect.

      Now, she'd met one ... and she wanted him.
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      Larry glanced sharply up as Bremmin leaned against the jam of the open door and knocked.

      "Morning Uncle! Come on in," Larry said as he shifted the box he was sorting through off the desk.

      Bremmin stepped in and pulled the door that still had his name on it gently closed behind him.

      "Nice office," he said with a wry smile.

      Larry gave him a narrow-eyed stare at that, then pointed toward cubeville as he said, "If you came down from the clouds just to tease me, get the hell out."

      Bremmin laughed and sank into a chair across the desk from Larry as he said, "No, I have a question for you."

      Larry glanced past him, then raised an eyebrow as he asked, "Where's your shadow?"

      "Still working her way through the new SOP and morning mail," Bremmin said with a wave of his hand. "What I need to ask you is man to man."

      "All right?"

      "Do you think I've got the chops to take Mann's spot?" Bremmin asked.

      "You mean could you do the job? Sure, no sweat. Why ask?" Larry said.

      "Because I'm thinking of making a run at it."

      Larry tilted his head as he leaned back in his chair, looking speculatively at his boss for a moment before he said, "So what you're really asking is whether or not you'll be able to pull enough support in an open election?"

      "Among other things. You know I'm no good with politics."

      Laughing, Larry said, "Yeah, no shit! I've heard it was even money whether you'd still have a job this morning after you put the screws to city hall security over the shooting there yesterday. Nice shot, by the way."

      "I've always thought those waivers were bullshit."

      "Yeah, me too, but that was way out of bounds. If I were L.T. what's his face, I'd be pissed."

      "Oh he is, and he's not the only one. Mann was in to see me yesterday and as much as said there are more than a few folks in city hall that want my head on a platter over that and other things. I talked to Jaime yesterday and here's the thing: he's gunning for the top spot too. Phil's told both of us we were his pick, so he's playing games and it's shaping up to be a war."

      "This is sounding less and less like a conversation I want to have," Larry said cautiously.

      "Get used to it, Captain. If you want to protect your people you have to know what you're protecting them from. And don't give me any 'I didn't want this job anyway' shit either. You're in it, you're right for it, and I need to know what you think. Give it to me straight: am I in over my head?"

      Nodding gravely, Larry said, "Abso-fucking-lutely you are. The water is chummed and the sharks are circling, Uncle. If I were you I'd throw my support behind Jaime. Let him have it and good riddance. He's been playing the game over there and honestly? He'd probably do a good job. I'm pretty sure if you two man podiums in a debate he'll eat your lunch. Any moderator from any of the rags or the daily shows isn't gonna cut you any breaks after you threw 'em under the bus yesterday. Your support from this office is ironclad. You could run for Christ as a write-in and get a hundred percent of the vote from us, but we aren't the ones you'll have to convince."

      Bremmin nodded and blew out a gusty sigh as he said, "That's what I thought."

      "So, what? You gonna throw in behind Gutiérrez and call it good?"

      Thinking about it, Bremmin shook his head in bemusement and said, "I don't know. Phil set me up to make this run and I'm pretty sure no matter what else he's got going on he'll tap me as interim at some point, which will lock me out of the spot I've got now. Velise wants to make it happen."

      Bremmin gave his subordinate a meaningful look as he added, "She's good, Larry. Really good."

      Shrugging, Larry frowned and said, "She's also a liability for you after what happened yesterday. You asked for honesty so here it is: the deck's stacked against you and the only way to not get cheated is to not play. Right now all of this is hypothetical. If I had to guess, Phil wants to make a run at the mayor's office?"

      "I can neither confirm nor deny," Bremmin said with a wry look.

      "Uh huh. Well, that's my story and I'm stickin' to it. Anything else?"

      "Nah. You need anything from me?"

      "A raise."

      "Those bars came with one."

      "A consulting fee."

      Bremmin snorted as he got back to his feet and said, "Well, you know where to find me, at least for today. Anything else turns up on the Drainheart case, send a runner. Data's proving ... unreliable."

      Larry's eyes narrowed at that, and Bremmin nodded gravely but didn't say more.

      "Okay," the captain drawled. "I'll bear that in mind."

      "Do. See you later, Larry."

      "Bye Uncle. Oh! One last thing."

      Bremmin had a hand on the handle, but turned to raise an eyebrow.

      Larry made deliberate eye contact as he said, "If you do want to make a real run, it'd be a helluva boost if you catch those fuckers going after Drainheart. I looked over your case notes and it seems to me there's some wonky shit there. The city hall shooter said a few things I won't repeat, but you know what I'm talking about and I'm betting she's tied in with them somehow. Crack that mess and you'll polish your hero badge right up. I hear those look real good come election time."

      "Oh I'll get 'em, but not for me. That's just the job," Bremmin said, then tossed a sloppy salute after the other man's and walked out.

      Velise lifted her head when he came in and said, "You've the look of a recipient of bad news."

      Bremmin closed the door behind him, locked it, then dropped into one of the comfortable chairs in the sitting area that took up the far side of the office, facing her. He looked at her a long moment, formulating his thoughts, then said, "I'm thinking of dropping out of this CI race."

      "As long as it's only an idle thought, I have no problem with that," Velise said noncommittally, though as she said it she locked her workstation and rose, stepping out from behind her desk to resettle in the open space between inner and outer office doors.

      Bremmin wasn't looking at her, though. He was staring up at the ceiling as he said, "I'm not going to be able to win an open election, Velise."

      "Are you referring to the bad press you'll receive with me in your employ?" she asked.

      "That's only one of dozens of reasons."

      "I'll tender my resignation immediately then."

      Blinking, he lifted his head off the back of the chair to stare wide-eyed at her as he asked, "Say what?"

      She gave him that familiar fanged smile as she said, "Andrew. There's no longer any need for me to work in any official capacity for you to accomplish our mutual objectives together. These fools trying to kill me have managed in so doing to tie me more effectively to you than any contract of employment. You live in my house. As for my own long-term plans, my matron will have no trouble tracing the web I'm weaving here. Let me tender my resignation. I've managed to secure an interview with one of the survivors from yesterday's shooting. I'll inform the press that my behavior highlights one of the reasons it is inappropriate for non-humans to engage with the public as NHIC representatives. You defended me yesterday because you are a champion of the truth, and for that same reason you were forced to let me go due to the obvious conflicts in the laws as they currently exist. It gives us a unique platform and we'll catch all our opponents completely flat-footed."

      As he thought about that, she added, "Not to mention that if I don't resign, you'll inevitably be accused of fraternization."

      He raised a slow eyebrow at her, and her smile broadened as she said, "You will be mine. I've decided, and you have no serious objections once I'm removed from your 'chain of command.'

      "That's big talk."

      "As befits the speaker."

      He snerked and shook his head, then narrowed his eyes as he gazed steadily at her and said, "How in the hell do you come up with this shit?"

      "It's not 'shit,' Andrew. It's politics."

      As he opened his mouth she sharply raised a meaningful finger, then pointed deliberately at him as she said, "There is a difference."

      "I guess we'll agree to disagree on that one," he said with a wry scowl.

      "As long as when you speak publicly, you follow my notes."

      "Are you sure about this?"

      "I've already drafted my letter. Say the word and I'll disseminate it to the relevant parties. I will naturally maintain my office space here."

      "I'm going to have to scramble to make that work," he said sourly.

      "Not so much as you might imagine. I — not the city — am footing the bill for this space. We have a full year before those contracts even come up for review."

      "You're a real piece of work, you know that?" he said, though he said it with a smile.

      Her return smile was wicked as she hummed, "Mmhm. I'm precisely your type."
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      The rest of that week passed in a blur of paperwork, interviews, and research. Velise's resignation and announcement caused a firestorm of op-ed pieces about the recent civil ruling and its now obvious conflicts with existing law. While non-human officers for the regular police force already had an exemption, that didn't apply to administrative positions, nor did it apply to anyone in the NHIC.

      Lawyers for the NHIC applied for and were granted an injunction from any and all integration proceedings until the gaps could be hammered out, and Bremmin was amused to note that the day after that reprieve was granted the harpy working in Mann's office was quietly given the boot.

      Opinions were split on Velise, with a few opposition papers and most of the blogosphere defending her and castigating existing law while the majority of the daily shows and rags pointed out that while the laws obviously required a new look, they were there for the protection of the people and that Velise's actions at city hall had been a deliberate subversion of their spirit. Some even suggested the civil case that spawned the problem, not the laws, ought to be revisited.

      Accusations were thrown and countered, and Velise gave interview after interview wherein she calmly stated her case, pointing out that she only obeyed the laws to the best of her ability in an impossible situation. She regretted the deaths and injuries that resulted, had given up her position in recognition of the faults made obvious by the shooting, and wished fervently for the complete recovery of the survivors.

      Bremmin, to his own vague surprise, came out smelling like a rose. Popular polls showed a surge in his approval rating and the papers lauded his 'firing' of Velise as well as his decisive action in bringing down the shooter. While there was some grumbling about the rescinded security waivers, none of the those affected dared complain in public. The press was essentially forced to swallow Bremmin's 'victim blaming' whole in order to starve the public hue and cry against them of attention. The waivers hadn't been common knowledge and their revelation caused some extremely vitriolic backlash regarding the obvious double standard.

      Mann re-uploaded the unedited video interview to the official NHIC page after Velise's resignation, though he was obvious when he finally visited in person Friday about his displeasure at her continuing to maintain an office at the JC. That office space was a fact he personally would be forced to downplay because the contracts for that space were out of his reach. The JC wasn't actually owned by the city, nor was any other building they occupied with the sole exception of city hall. It was cheaper to leave property in private hands and operate under long term rental agreements that placed the burdens of upkeep on the owners, who were then forced to find ways to keep the services that prevented a breach of contract within the budgets of their rental incomes. Normally, the office she'd rented wouldn't have been on the market as the city worked first right of refusal into all its rental agreements, but a special dispensation had been made for her due to her diplomatic pull.

      Property rights were sovereign in Daytau, and rental agreements were likewise ironclad save by breach or default. Since the city government was forbidden by law to voluntarily break legal contracts outside instances of active war and Velise had paid the entire total up front, there was simply nothing Mann — or anyone else — could do.

      He'd 'suggested' Bremmin move back into his office on the main floor but Bremmin, following Velise's advice, reminded him the move would look like a reprimand, which would leave the wrong impression if he intended to tap Bremmin later for the top spot.

      Phil had given him a long, speculative look at that, then nodded slowly as he conceded the point.

      He'd left soon afterward.

      Velise gave him a fanged smile later as he relayed the content of the meeting, then said, "This demonstrates his intention to force you into the interim CI position, which in turn means he likely expects you to lose the special election and so be forced to retire from the NHIC, reputation tarnished by your inability to hold the top spot."

      Bremmin nodded, frowning deeply as he considered that.

      "Something wrong?" Velise asked. "This is within our expectations."

      "Yeah, it is, but it also means that Phil's plan was always to force me out. He wanted to take the mayor's slot and install 'someone he could work with' in the chief inspector's post. He was maneuvering to give me the axe right from the start."

      "So?"

      His lips compressed as he gave her a long look and said, "Knowing Phil planned to stab me in the back while smiling to my face isn't a good feeling."

      Velise shrugged and said, "Ah. That is the default state of affairs among arachne, so it didn't occur to me that would matter. You can't tell me you honestly considered him a friend."

      "No. More like a busybody who would — given the proper prompting — get out of the way when necessary, which is all I've ever asked of my bosses."

      "With an attitude like that you should have expected him to betray you sooner. Few administrators appreciate being dominated ... at least, not outside the bedroom."

      "I suppose."

      "Don't waffle, Andrew. You must understand your stated desire to put the city and its law first is something everyone says, but few put in practice. In fact, it puts you at a rather severe disadvantage."

      "None of this shit should be necessary."

      She folded her arms rather severely under her bust as she said, "Perhaps not, but it is necessary, and complaining about that fact is fruitless. In order to defend the law and order you love so much you must conquer the politicians that stand in your way. Phillip Mann dragged you onto his battlefield, on his terms, and revealed himself as your enemy. You no longer have a choice but to fight, so all that remains is to learn his weapons, take them up, and beat him to death with them."

      "Figurative death, right?" Bremmin asked with a wry smile.

      Velise shrugged and gave him a fanged smile as she said, "If you're feeling merciful. I'd keep my options open if I were you."

      Grinning with amusement, he said, "You're a hard woman, Velise."

      She glanced toward the door, then stood, crossed the scant space between them, and leaned down until her face was inches from his and her bust hung prominently in his view as she said, "I am soft where appropriate, Andrew ... I just don't think Phil deserves it."

      "Your ah, top buttons are undone," Bremmin said, not bothering to even try and hide the fact that he was looking.

      Her smile was predatory as she said, "Mm, Inspector, indeed. While appropriate to a point, I think you're wasted in that role. I have another position I believe would better suit you."

      "Oh yeah? What's that?" he asked, throat a bit dry as he caught a hint of the scent behind her perfume. The scent that didn't have a flavor other than want.

      Her breath caressed his cheek as she hotly whispered, "Handler ..."

      Bremmin was kissing her before he really even knew what was going on. She'd presented her lips to him, and he took them as he slid one hand around to catch the nape of her neck while the other lifted to measure the weight of one of the breasts she'd so mercilessly teased him with. As he felt the hard impression of a nipple against his palm it occurred to him that she'd had a bra on most of the day. She had to have taken it off when Phil was in his office.

      Her tongue was supple and lively against his as her lips parted. Her taste was clean, and she hummed her approval as she stepped forward, her palps spreading to flank his chair, settling her upper body neatly into position above his lap as she twisted just a bit, pressing one breast to his chest as the kiss broke and she glanced down at his hand, then back up at him as she asked, "You have a firm grip, but it is not mindless. You know just how much pressure to apply. I find that pleasant, and slightly surprising given how long it must have been for you."

      "I'd say it's like riding a bike, but with you that seems a bit off," he said, squeezing with slow deliberation before shifting a bit to do it again. Her blouse was light, and he felt every detail through it as he said, "I'd also say it's inappropriate to go without a bra in the office, but you don't work for me anymore."

      "I'll take you're running out of things to say as a compliment," she said with a rather savage grin before she leaned in and brushed her lips across the shell of his ear, the light touch followed by a line of wet heat as her tongue traced the same line.

      "You got any no-go spots?" he asked quietly.

      "Hmm?"

      She leaned away just far enough to let him look at her eyes. This close up he could see hints of his own reflection. Her head tilted after a moment, then she said, "You should probably avoid my palp fangs, but I can't imagine you needed me to tell you that."

      Her expression grew a bit thoughtful, then she asked, "Are you comfortable with venom play?"

      "You mean your sex venom? Not in the office, and not before I've been dosing a while," he said, mustering the will for a firm tone on that one. He'd done the research on arachne and knew they had a venom they could use to induce erections in humans. It's original use wasn't hard to imagine. Quite a few non-humans had similar weapons to ensure they could get what they wanted. Such things were what ultimately made the Branson-Williard Splice — what Velise called the Spite — necessary.

      Her smile was just a little savage as she asked, "Have you ever?"

      He shook his head and said, "Honestly, you'll be the first."

      "For venom play, or first non-human?" she asked.

      "Either. Both."

      "I'm surprised at your deviancy. While I have an excellent grasp of my charms, I'm also quite aware that most humans would ultimately find me nightmarish. I'm prepared to go as quickly or as slowly as you like, Andrew. While I can take you if I choose, I would prefer it if you took me."

      "Have you had a human before?" he asked.

      Her expression grew hooded, then cleared with something like resolve as she said, "No. I was trained on human anatomy along with all my sisters. I'm familiar with how to please you."

      "I was beginning to think you were just teasing me," he said quietly.

      She smiled, one of her fangs peeking at him as she said, "I was at first and don't mistake me; it isn't that you keep saving me. I am not one of your 'damsels in distress.' It's that you can save me when called upon. I would feel the same even had you never lifted a hand in my defense provided I acquired evidence of your prowess some other way. This isn't mere gratitude, Andrew. I never really believed I'd ever meet a physically competent human male that could sate my intellectual interests ... if you can sate me sexually as well, I fully intend to keep you."

      He chuckled richly at that, and gave her a challenging smile as he said, "I'm not a man you can keep."

      "So you say. Now, despite the fact I know your answer, I must ask: Will you go to a gene clinic with me? I will naturally foot the bill for our tests and the resulting treatment."

      "Provided it's only the dose method, and I choose the splicer," he said quietly. "We are not getting this done at Mercy."

      She chuckled richly as she cupped his face and said, "Naturally not, and if that is your only defense against being kept, I fear you have much to learn."

      "I've known you a couple weeks, Velise. While I can't lie about being interested and I do want to see where this goes, I'm not about to change my code for you."

      "An acceptable answer for the time being," she said softly, leaning in to kiss him again, tits ballooning against his chest as she shamelessly crowded him hard against the back of his chair.

      He groaned at the soft, heavy feel as he slipped his hands over her 'hips' to rest them against the bridge between her torso and abdomen. The kiss was hot, and the longer it went on the less he thought about how or if he should stall on the splicer appointment.

      He knew he wanted her, but even though she didn't technically work for him anymore there were any number of ways a liaison between them could blow up in his face.

      The reason he'd go with the dosing method was because dosing didn't require legal registration. Hard code changes did. He suspected she knew that just as well as he did and was probably why she hadn't been upset. Then again, Velise seemed the sort to indiscriminately mix business and pleasure, with romance a distant concern at best.

      It wasn't love. It was attraction. Whether it could be love remained to be seen.

      For now, one step at a time. He'd make the appointment as soon as he had access to a private, encrypted line.

      Velise was a really good kisser.
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      Velise had been surprised to learn a gene-splicer would or even could make a house call, but Andrew assured her that while it would be a bit more expensive, it would be well worth it in terms of privacy and security.

      Given she was still being hunted, any trip into the city came with dangers that had to be accounted for and the potential cost was simply too high to do this any other way, or so she had been told.

      Andrew suggested making a dinner event of it and — somewhat bemused but curious — Velise had agreed.

      Yet the idea that she would be hosting strangers was not entirely comfortable, and she had webbed off access to the upper floor in preparation for the visit. Andrew certainly noticed the precaution, but had chosen not to comment.

      She had also decided — since she would apparently be meeting acquaintances of his from outside his department — to make something of an occasion of it. Instead of one of her usual blouses Velise chose to wear garb befitting a noble of Ostingrath. The closest human equivalent was a cheongsam. The silk was not hers as dressmaking was not a skill she'd chosen to cultivate, but it had been crafted for her, and fit her like a second skin. As most of her chitin's accents were bright red, the dress' primary color was blue, though the single red drop lined with gold that was the mark of her house was centered on the drape that hung between her palps. The dress also had a high collar trimmed in gold, with more lining the fold at the left of her bust.

      An eye-twisting torc of carved obsidian rode high on her right bicep, and a silver pendant featuring a sizable tear-shaped ruby ringed with diamonds rode her chest.

      Her abdomen she left bare as was customary when wearing a dress, though she covered the chitin of her legs from the second to third joint with long silver bracers featuring fine geometric etching that glinted whenever she moved.

      Her shining blonde hair was piled high atop her head, held by ivory pins to expose pale shoulders and the elegant line of her neck, and she wore a pair of simple sapphire studs, one in the lobe of each ear.

      When he saw her, Andrew's jaw simply dropped. After a moment he glanced down at the black, neatly pressed suit he was wearing — different from his usual in that this suit was tailored and he typically wore gray or brown — then had plaintively asked, "Are you trying to make me look bad?"

      To which she had smiled and said, "You should have expected this. You invite guests to my home and expect me not to dress well?"

      "Well? Well? You call that dressing well?" he said, waving a hand at her, brows furrowed. "Your day to day at the office is dressing 'well.' I'm dressed 'well.' This is ... I have no words for this. What you're wearing on your legs alone is worth a year's salary. That pendant could probably buy this house. If this is 'well,' I have to wonder what you'd look like going all out."

      "Your best chance to discover that would be an invitation to the police ball as your plus one," she said with a predatory smile.

      "Hah! I could come in my best dress grays, awards and all, and wind up looking like an unwashed vagrant standing next to you," he'd said.

      Her smile never wavered as she said, "Fortunately for you, there are some standards males are not required to meet, provided their quality is otherwise demonstrated. I have no desire to see you elegantly dressed in imitation of a male of my kind. In your particular case, it is not necessarily what you wear, but how you wear it."

      "And how is that?" he asked.

      She laughed softly as she said, "Well, Andrew. You wear it well. Your bearing radiates a quiet, confident strength that can only be envied or admired, at least when you aren't comparing yourself to me. Your appearance appeals to me, and mine is the only opinion that should matter to you tonight."

      He gave her a bemused smile, then paused, sobering as he quietly said, "You look amazing, Velise. I've never seen another woman even half so stunning. You're a walking work of art."

      Her smile lost most of its savage edge as she said, "Thank you, Andrew. Quite honestly, I expect that to be the highest praise I receive this evening."

      Bremmin rolled his eyes up thoughtfully, then gave her an easy smile as he said, "We'll see. One of our guests has a way with words."

      "And when are they due to arrive?"

      "Nine thirty."

      "Why so late?"

      "That well-spoken guest I mentioned? He's a vampire," Andrew said as he stepped into the kitchen and carefully checked one of the pots on the stove. Steam wafted, and the smell was redolent of unfamiliar spices.

      Velise, however, wasn't thinking of the food.

      "A vampire?" she asked, abruptly nervous. Vampires were known and rightly feared by most non-humans, and arachne were no exception.

      "Yeah. Relax. Shiro is good people, much as he might strive not to look it," he said absently. "He's the one who arranged the splicer."

      "You must trust this vampire a great deal."

      "Well, yeah, actually," he said, glancing up at her a moment, then away in thought. "I've known him almost twenty years now. Wouldn't call him a friend exactly, but he's certainly earned my trust."

      He used a sample spoon on the pot as he added, "He's the one who let me know who you were."

      "Oh?"

      "Yeah. The shooter at city hall wasn't lying. Your bloodline goes straight back to the Council of Fire and your mom has the final say in Ostingrath to this day. You may have shocked me with what you're wearing, but I'm not surprised you can afford it."

      Bremmin blew on the spoon, tasted it, then nodded in satisfaction as he set it aside to meet Velise's expression of slack surprise. He asked, "Is it true she can do magic?"

      "Your vampire not-friend told you these things?" Velise asked distractedly, a cold feeling seeping through her. Most humans in the city-states were kept ignorant of the details surrounding the Cataclysm. Andrew — as a senior member of the NHIC — knew some of the truth, but the surviving remnants of magic held by the council's descendants were closely guarded secrets even among non-humans. As far as her matron was aware, magic was the only way to undo the Spite for good, and research toward that purpose was ongoing.

      The reason she'd been surprised a human gene-splicer would make a house visit was because they led carefully controlled existences. No splicer had ever been successfully captured alive. Attempts to do so tended not just to fail, but fail with dramatic consequences. Most non-human nations — Ostingrath included — had stopped trying decades ago.

      "That answers that question," Andrew said, snapping her attention back to the present. "Relax, by the way. I'm not about to spread that around. The government and general public get funny when real magic gets mentioned."

      Not trusting herself to speak, Velise simply nodded and said, "So, your vampire not-friend-"

      "Shiro."

      "Shiro. Tell me more about him?"

      "Ask him yourself when he arrives. He doesn't like it when other people ruin his stories. Just be ready for a bunch of riddle-speak and nonsense. Character-wise, he's a straight shooter."

      "By that you mean he's honest?" she asked.

      "When he's not being deliberately oblique, yes. Whatever he tells you, you can take straight to the bank for cash."

      Velise tipped her head up slightly in exasperation as she said, "You have too many maxims and metaphors. Fortunately, it is not difficult to take your meaning. What troubles me is that the information he provided you is ... very dangerous."

      He glanced up and met her gaze as he said, "Yes, I know. You're being targeted by killers."

      "That is not unusual. Do you truly think that the shooter at the press conference is related to the four men you are pursuing?"

      "Honestly? Yes, but I'm not sure how," he said. "The four we want are professionals. It's been over a week and we've had no leads. That means they're either holed up somewhere not moving at all, out of the city entirely, or really good at disguise. If the latter that's more than ball caps and sunglasses. That's facial prosthesis and an altered stride at a minimum to fool the city computer. The lady that shot up the presser had no serious prior criminal record but she was dealing with what her medical records describe as severe schizophrenia bordering on psychosis. She was on a cocktail of drugs to keep her functional and the rags are already claiming the whole thing was the result of a complete psychotic break, which is something I don't actually disagree with at this point. The modes of operation are so wildly divergent that I can't see how they'd possibly be related save they had the same target. The dead woman had no connections to anyone who even knows our four guys, much less firsthand acquaintance."

      "What about the man you interviewed at the hospital?" she asked. "His family was taken hostage. Do you think something similar was done to the woman?"

      Andrew shook his head as he said, "Someone that unstable wouldn't respond reliably to a hostage scenario. Not saying it couldn't work, just that the four we're after would never think to try it. They'd have picked an actual reporter who was supposed to be there and taken their family hostage."

      "Meaning there's someone else," Velise said.

      Andrew nodded.

      A chime sounded throughout the house. As Velise turned toward the entry hall he said, "Has to be, given the interference and infiltration at the JC. Whoever hired our boys isn't relying exclusively on them to get the job done and don't you dare! You stay in the living room. I'll get the door."

      She turned and raised an eyebrow at him, watching as he strode rapidly past. He just gave her a wry look and said, "You're a target, remember?"

      "There's a door camera," she said, giving him an arch look and not bothering to even try to hide her irritation.

      "Were you planning to use it?" he asked as he stepped into the entry way and pressed one of two buttons on the intercom system to turn on the screen, showing him a wide-angle view of the front door.

      Since Velise actually hadn't any intention of using the camera and only mentioned it as a cover for her slip, she chose not to reply. Even after a week of near constant reminders she was having a very difficult time adjusting to the habits of a prey animal, and she resented every second of the effort.

      Gunfire failed to erupt from the doorway, so she assumed their guests had arrived.

      The first man to appear Velise presumed to be the vampire, Shiro. He had black hair under a sharp white fedora and dark eyes that were folded at the corners. His features were otherwise narrow and sharply defined. He wore a white suit and trench coat highlighted by a black undershirt with silver buttons. Even his shoes were white, and she got the impression his clothing was a step beyond fashion, as though he were making a statement with it. What statement that might be, she couldn't guess. The suit was perfectly tailored and as he stepped past Andrew, he swept his coat off with an air of courtly refinement and hung it neatly on one of the hooks by the door in a single, unbroken movement.

      It was a powerful image, and one that captured Velise's attention. This vampire was probably ancient. It was almost a given he had come from the old world as part of the original invasion. Every move he made had a sort of casual grace that was almost mesmerizing.

      The second man to step past Andrew got at first no more than a passing glance, but that look was enough to merit a second, and he proved as interesting in his own way as Shiro.

      The gene-splicer was roughly Andrew's height. He had a lithe build and rich brown skin. His hair was a dark brown but his eyes were an almost luminous gold. His features were pleasant, symmetrical, and without visible flaw. He wore a black coat with a high straight collar that buttoned down the right side of his chest. The coat was edged in silver, long-sleeved, and hung all the way down to his ankles. His shoes and the hem of his pants were both silver, and as he stepped in he made no effort to remove his coat.

      Both men were striking in their own way, and Velise glanced from one to the other as she kept her palps demurely crossed to the left and a neutral smile on her face while she waited for introductions.

      Andrew, after closing the door, stepped around the other two and said, "Shiro, I'd like to present Velise Drainheart. Velise, this is Shiro, of whom I've spoken."

      Shiro swept his hat off his head and extended his right arm, then bent it precisely across his middle as he crossed his right foot gracefully behind his left and bowed with a formality and grace seldom seen in the modern world as he said, "Truly a rare privilege, Miss Drainheart. You honor me by consenting to share a meal. This young man is Edward Bordeaux, a supremely skilled gene-splicer who was good enough to agree to perform the relevant testing."

      Edward dipped his head, but not enough to break eye contact with Velise, which he kept as he said in a silky smooth voice, "Thank you for having me. If we may begin with the test samples, I can have them completed by the time our meal is done."

      "You are both welcome in my home and yes, by all means, take your samples, Mr. Bordeaux."

      The gene-splicer raised his right hand as he turned to Andrew, who tilted his neck and was lightly touched. Edward then approached Velise, who spread her legs a bit to put herself within reach. He touched her neck with his left hand. She'd no idea what to expect, so when there was no pain she reached up to touch the spot, then look at her finger.

      "My hypodermics are very fine, Miss Drainheart. There will be no blood," the man assured her as he folded both hands behind his back. "I have begun processing. Thirty minutes will be all I require. Shall we eat? Shiro tells me Mr. Bremmin's jambalaya is good, and I haven't had any in quite a while."

      Andrew had already set the table, and as the humans chose seats along the long edges Velise moved to the head and folded her legs into the foam couches she'd laid out earlier. Back in Ostingrath pillows were used, but the specialized foam molds produced in Daytau were both more comfortable and more durable. It was just one of the many ways in which human ingenuity improved life.

      Andrew himself served the guests and Velise, who found herself looking down at a bed of rice coated with a thick layer of meats in a steaming red sauce.

      "What is 'jambalaya'?" she asked, glancing to Edward rather than Andrew.

      The splicer smiled and said, "It's a regional dish made with shrimp, chicken, and vegetables. The spices that go into the sauce vary from one chef to another and it ranges from rather bland to particularly spicy. I can already smell that Mr. Bremmin likes his hot, and I approve."

      Andrew, who had just finished pouring a white wine for each of them, sat at his own place on Velise's immediate right as he said, "Shiro let me know you'd appreciate this. I don't make it very often, but every once in a while it's good to wake up the tastebuds a bit."

      Since there seemed to be no other formalities to observe, Velise sampled the dish. She chewed thoughtfully as she let the flavors saturate her mouth, then swallowed. She then took a sip of the wine and said, "There seems to be quite a lot of capsaicin in this."

      Andrew glanced at her and said, "I refreshed myself on arachne biology. It should be fine for you to eat. Is it too hot? I have a small secondary pot with a milder mix."

      She shook her head as she said, "While I am not accustomed to food with this much 'heat' I have no problems with it. It seems to highlight the flavor."

      "Do you like it?" he asked.

      "Mmm ... it would not be a regular choice, but as a novelty I find it an agreeable experience," she said, and took another bite to keep from further comment. In truth she wanted to ask for the milder flavor, but could not bring herself to show what might be perceived as weakness in front of her guests, who were both manifestly enjoying their meal.

      A few minutes later, Edward dabbed his napkin at his lips as he glanced at Andrew and said, "This was worth the visit, Mr. Bremmin. If you weren't already employed, I'd offer you a position as a cook back at the compound just for this."

      "I thought splicers could get whatever food they wanted," Andrew said.

      One of Edwards brows lifted as he rolled his head in ambivalence and said, "While true, regional specialities competently executed can be hard to obtain. The last time I asked for this, our cooks just threw chicken and shrimp in a tomato sauce and dumped it over rice. I was not happy. Where did you get this recipe, and can I have it?"

      "Where I got the recipe is a secret I'll keep, but I don't mind sharing it," Andrew said.

      Shiro looked up at Velise and said, "If I may be so bold, Miss Drainheart, what drew you to Mr. Bremmin, and how did you manage to engage him so quickly? He's as famous for his solitary lifestyle as he is for his heroism."

      Velise considered how to answer that, noting as she did so that Andrew was giving Shiro an exasperated look the vampire ignored, his attention politely fixed on her. Andrew had told her this man was trustworthy, and she knew that splicers had their own organization and codes. Edward Bordeaux likely had no interest in whatever she might say. So the real question was, how much did she want Andrew to know?

      "I am certain you're aware of how we met, as Andrew has spoken to you of me," Velise said, raising an eyebrow for confirmation, which she got in the form of a slight nod.

      "I suppose what caught my attention initially was the fact that after he intervened on my behalf, he left without a word. I had no idea who he was at the time, so I looked him up. When he saw me waiting for him at the same place the next night, he walked by without his usual drink, and that annoyed me enough to seek other means to engage him. Things ... progressed from there. My interests were not initially sexual as he's not my usual type but ... well, he has many traits I find desirous. As to how I attracted his interest, you'll have to ask him."

      "Well, Andy?" Shiro asked, turning his attention to the other man, who scowled.

      "Don't be flippant. We don't want to offend the lady of the house," Shiro added with the faintest trace of a smile. "I am in fact giving you an excellent opportunity to compliment her."

      Andrew's scowl deepened, then he glanced at Velise and his expression turned thoughtful.

      Edward had resumed his meal and seemed to be paying no attention, but Velise put her spoon down and gave Andrew all her focus.

      At length, he said, "Well, Velise is my type. She's smart, aggressive, and she's got this ... unshakable confidence. I realized it after we had lunch at the JC, and from there it was a losing fight to keep from going after her."

      Shiro's smile broadened a bit and he waggled his spoon teasingly at Andrew as he said, "I note with more than a little amusement that you've completely ignored her obvious physical assets. Most humans are instinctively terrified of arachne, and those who are not nevertheless tend to loathe them for their inhuman physique."

      "I've been on the force long enough to recognize that people are people, whether they're human or not. If you don't want to wind up a complete misanthrope in my line of work you have to judge a people by the best of them, not the worst. I don't need to tell anyone Velise is a gorgeous woman from the hips up, and while I can't say I'm thrilled to be attracted to a non-human, I also don't have it in me to deny her on that basis. She's got it where it counts."

      "A fine answer," Shiro said, "if a bit rough, but then, that's just you. Miss Drainheart is, by all accounts, a rare catch. You've my compliments."

      Velise laughed softly and said, "As a hunter, I must take some offense at the intimation that I was caught."

      "In love, hunters are routinely captured by their game, Miss Drainheart," Shiro said with pleasant charm. "While I've no doubt you were the aggressor in this affair, there can be no doubt that if Andy weren't genuinely interested you'd have no chance at him, no matter the method of attack."

      "You're meddling," Andrew said in a flat tone.

      Shiro showed his hands, pleasant smile unwavering as he said, "I am old. There are few things that genuinely amuse me, but young love is one. While its rhythms are known to me it somehow never seems to lose its charm, and that is a rare magic."

      "I'm not young," Andrew said as he rolled his eyes.

      "Perhaps not, but your love is. Cherish this time, Andy. Whether it lasts or not, these are the sorts of memories that make a life worth living."

      "Sometimes I think the only reason you ever talk to anyone is so you can do your wise old mentor schtick," Andrew said with a wry chuckle.

      "As long as the wisdom I dispense suits the recipient, it can hardly be characterized as a 'schtick,'" Shiro said with a quiet laugh, adding after a moment, "Besides, it's seldom the case that anyone without need of wisdom seeks me out."

      "I needed you for your contacts, not your wit," Andrew said. "Incidentally, thank you for arranging this."

      "You are quite welcome."

      The meal proceeded in relative silence from there, though Edward asked for seconds and Velise went through more wine than she ordinarily would have in a vain effort to cut the heat of the dish, which she was determined to finish.

      As she ate, she thought about what she'd learned. Shiro obviously knew Andrew well, and had prodded him in ways Velise wouldn't have been able to do herself. It struck her that Shiro had teased out valuable information on her behalf, and as Andrew was carrying the plates away she said, "Regardless of the reason, I'd like a way to contact you in the future, Shiro. You seem to me a good man to know."

      "High praise, and you may of course contact me as the desire takes you," Shiro said, offering his phone. She brought hers in close, and contact information was exchanged.

      As he pocketed his phone he said, "Naturally, I may contact you?"

      Raising an eyebrow, she said, "If it pleases you. I warn you that my connections are tenuous at the moment."

      "I have no need of your ties to Ostingrath. If I want information on how your relationship is progressing I can hardly ask Andy. I'd be hard-pressed to get the color of the sky from him even were he standing outside when I asked."

      "How did you meet him?" Velise asked, her curiosity roused.

      The vampire smiled as he glanced toward Andrew, who seemed determined not to engage, and said, "He spent a number of years investigating me, seemingly convinced that I was doing bad business in his city."

      Apparently unable to resist, Andrew snapped, "You act like a villain, Shiro. No one does that just for looks."

      "Except me."

      Rolling his eyes, Andrew was forced to concede, "Except you, and half the time I still think you're just too good to catch. Either way I eventually gave up and used him from time to time when I needed information on a case."

      Velise wanted to ask how Shiro had known of her matron and magic, but dared not ask those questions with Edward present. She had no idea what the splicer might know, or what he might do with that kind of information.

      As her attention shifted to him, the man stood and said, "I have completed the formulas required. I can give you both temporary injections tonight, and will have the treatment in pill form ready by the day after tomorrow. Once done, I'll have it delivered here."

      He looked at her gravely and, after a brief pause, added, "Bear in mind that treatment will lose its effect within five days of cessation. Should you copulate after that, the Splice will take you."

      Despite herself, she felt a chill as she gazed at the pleasant-featured man with the golden eyes. There'd been no hostility in his voice or manner, but she knew what happened to people who were 'taken by the Splice.' It was a horrific way to die.

      "How effective are the injections?" Andrew asked, wiping his hands off with a hand towel as he glanced up from the dishwasher, which he'd apparently just closed.

      "Wait half an hour if you choose to engage each other tonight," the man said as his eyes flicked to Andrew. "Ordinarily, you are the only one who requires the treatment. The pills you'll receive will have no effect on her, or any other human. If you wish to prevent pregnancy you may use a prophylactic of some sort, be it physical or spermicidal. Both will be safe to use. The injection you'll receive tonight will last five days. Begin taking the pills no later than the fourth day. Specific instructions will be sent."

      "Thank you for coming to see us on such short notice," Andrew said, dropping the towel aside as he stepped forward and offered a hand, which Edward shook.

      "We have preserved the peace, Mr. Bremmin. That was and remains our only goal. Let not your heart be troubled. As for coming, it was a privilege to taste your cooking. Do not be surprised if I make a social call at some point in future."

      Velise watched the two men exchange contact information with their phones, then saw Andrew offer the other man a small notecard as he said, "Here's the recipe. I would never hold good taste hostage. Just follow the instructions."

      To her vague surprise, Edward smiled and held up a hand, refusing the card as he said, "While I thank you for your offer, I've decided to consider this dish yours and will seek you out again when next I feel the desire. Have a pleasant evening, and I wish the two of you happiness."

      So saying, the splicer turned and dipped his head slightly to Velise, once again maintaining eye contact as he said, "Miss Drainheart."

      She dipped her head slightly in turn as she said, "Mr. Bordeaux."

      He offered his hand palm up to her, and when she set hers in his he bent and brushed his lips across her knuckles as he said, "Your hospitality wants nothing."

      She nodded her acknowledgement but did not speak as the two men walked with Andrew to the foyer and — after the vampire retrieved his hat and coat — left.

      It wasn't until Andrew was walking back toward her that she startled and said, "He never gave us the injections!"

      Rolling his eyes and smiling faintly, Andrew said, "Yes, he did. He got you when he kissed your hand and me when we shook."

      "I confess he was not what I expected," she said, gazing past him at the door. "He used no equipment."

      "All splicers are cyborgs. Everything he needs is literally built-in," he said.

      "Machine-men? I thought such things were impossible."

      "They are for anyone else. Splicers are ... kinda their own thing, and it's best not to ask too many questions about that."

      "Shiro was ... interesting," she said, legs rippling as she turned to watch him re-enter the kitchen, apparently to finish cleaning.

      "I'm sure he'd be 'amused' to hear you say that," Andrew said as he shook his head in wry annoyance.

      "I can certainly see why he irritates you," she said, giving him a fanged smile.

      Nodding, Andrew started the dishwasher and said, "Yeah ... he and people like him don't live in the same world as the rest of us. It always annoys me when I have the sense someone is getting their jollies watching 'the little people' do their thing."

      "You used the dishwasher," she said, choosing to change the subject rather than question him further about Shiro. She would see what she could learn personally later, as she fully intended to contact the vampire herself. If he'd answered Andrew's questions about her, perhaps he'd be meddlesome enough to answer her questions about him.

      "Told you, dinner party," he said with a grin, sauntering around the counter again to lean against the support at the boundary between the kitchen and the living room where she stood.

      He looked her up and down as he said, "You are a work of art, and I would feel really bad if I ruined your clothes taking them off."

      Raising an eyebrow, she said, "It has not been half an hour."

      "Trust me, I'll be teasing you at least that long. Go change."

      Her hearts began beating just a bit faster at the promise, because she was eager to find out just how far his apparent willingness to engage her physically ran. To find a human willing to be the aggressor was almost unheard of for an arachne. While she had no desire to 'submit' to him, she was perfectly willing to let him play and enjoy his attention.

      He also had a point. Her clothing — while not delicate — was also not replaceable, at least not in Daytau.

      She gave him a fanged smile, but as she turned to go he said, "Oh, Velise."

      When she glanced back at him, he indicated her hair as he said, "Leave the pins in. I'll be taking those out myself."
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      As he watched Velise leap easily up to catch the balcony above the foyer, Bremmin wondered at himself. He'd long since come to accept that, for whatever reason, he was undeniably attracted to her.

      Yet, as he thought about it, he realized he knew why. Velise had a lot in common with the woman his ex-wife used to be. Same unshakeable confidence. Same fierce intelligence, same drive, same dangerous sensuality. Her smooth, flawless skin, amazing rack, and beautiful face were more than enough to turn his head, but by itself wouldn't have trapped him.

      It was the rest of it. She was absolutely his type.

      Had she been completely human, Velise would have been a dominant presence in any room. Her being a literal spider-woman simply took all that dangerous allure and pushed it to eleven.

      As he peeled his suit coat off and tossed it over the back of the couch, he wondered how any of that would get him to the finish line. Because there was another truth here: she was still an arachne.

      If he'd had to fight her, he could do that. Fighting wasn't on the menu, though, and he was now committed. If he didn't rise to the occasion at the moment of truth, she would hit him with her sex venom. Of that, he was certain. Velise wasn't the sort to stop halfway. That meant it wasn't a question. If he didn't keep control she would take it away and he might not ever get it back.

      I'm about to fuck an arachne.

      As he had done before raids when he was younger, he faced the facts. He confronted them and resolved himself to his course. Only the words were different. Instead of, 'Shoot fast, aim small, they had their chance,' it was, 'I want her. I'm ready. Make her scream.'

      He was ready. He'd done some research on arachne physiology, and there were key differences he'd have to keep in mind. From the waist up she had all the same characteristics as a human woman, but down below it was a slightly different story.

      Arachne had two clits, one above and one below the vaginal entrance. If he wanted to be able to get Velise off he'd have to stimulate them both, and that wouldn't be easy. When two arachne mated they tended to do so suspended, and wrapped their legs around each other's abdomens. Those legs weren't powered by muscle either, but hydraulic pressure. It was why an arachne could be perfectly comfortable standing all day, and could even sleep that way if they chose. When mating they tended to cycle the fluids in their legs to set up a vibration. Since they were body to body, that vibration hit both clits at the same time. Males had a chitinous protrusion below their cocks to ensure close contact and it was that, rather than the size of the penis itself, that singled out one male over another as a good lover.

      If he left everything to Velise, she could get herself off by simply hanging him up and wrapping her legs around him to get the same effect, provided she used her webbing to fill in the gap under his thighs. That was not something he'd be letting her do, at least, not this first time. So he had to find another way.

      Fortunately, there'd be foreplay, and Bremmin intended to make best use of that. He even had the right tools for the job, a hold over from a very ... interesting married sex life. The fact he'd brought them with him when he packed his gear was something he chose not to think too much about.

      He shucked his dress shirt, leaving him in a tight white undershirt and his pants, then relaxed in a chair facing away from where she'd appear. A human woman might be offended, but Bremmin knew Velise would appreciate it. It appealed to her nature as a predator. It also allowed him to hide the gloves he'd slipped on both hands. The material was proof against fluids and looked almost like disposable hospital gloves save they were black trimmed in gold and definitely not single use.

      He'd had an ulterior motive when he sent her up to change, and knew when it was at least a half hour before he saw her again that she'd picked up on and taken advantage of it. It meant when they started they wouldn't have to worry.

      The first hint he had of her presence was the scent of her desire. She wasn't wearing any perfume now. It was just her, cutting through the lingering scent of dinner like a hot knife. He couldn't hear her at all, despite the near dead silence in the house. The first he saw of her was when he caught her palps in his peripheral vision as they slid over his shoulders to cross his chest, pinning him in place. His heart beat a little faster despite himself at the sight of them, though he noticed that while her fangs were exposed, they were also covered by thick caps of what looked like black rubber.

      He laid his head back across the chair and looked up to see Velise giving him a very predatory grin as she murmured, "You left clothing on for me to remove, how thoughtful."

      Her palps slid back a bit, covered fangs crossing just over his sternum as she lowered herself and kissed him upside down. It was one of what he was sure would be many firsts that night, but it wasn't uncomfortable. He could still taste traces of heat on her tongue as it played over his, and the feel of her naked breasts resting atop his head was just kinky.

      He reached up and — starting at the nape of her neck — let his hands drift slowly down, finding and removing the pins that held her hair up one by one. Like him, she remained utterly silent as the kiss deepened, but there was never any doubt in his mind that she liked it. He could feel her swaying, the weight of her chest on his head shifting bit by bit.

      In the stillness he heard a strange scratching sound coming from above him, but since she obviously heard it too and wasn't troubled, he let it go. When the kiss finally broke he felt a hot wash of her breath over his throat as she said, "Mmm ... kissing is something I've always heard about, but it's far more pleasant than I imagined. A sort of lingering savor."

      "You haven't before?" he asked, mildly curious as he felt her hands working his belt loose and pulling it through the loops.

      Her lips brushed his as she said, "Not before you. It is something I would never do with a male of my kind. They would attempt to envenom me and take control."

      "I'd prefer it if neither of us had complete control tonight," he murmured, lifting his hands to slide them past her neck and up over her back as her rich fall of blonde hair cascaded down to tickle his chest and stomach.

      "Oh?"

      Her voice was teasing as she flicked open the catches of his slacks before she slid his zipper down. He, meanwhile, was surprised to discover that she wasn't hunched over him as he'd first thought. His hands on her back told him she was suspended, literally hanging over him.

      "What makes you think anything could stop me from taking complete control here tonight?" she asked, and he lifted his hips to let her slip his pants and underwear down.

      "The fact that if you do, you'll be missing out," he said before catching the nape of her neck and kissing her again, this time claiming more than sharing. Her lips were full and soft, and he enjoyed every bit of them as he lightly bit and suckled, then pressed his tongue in, easing it around each of her fangs without testing their sharpness. That earned an intrigued hum as he felt her hands gently cup and explore him, her touch light and teasing.

      When the kiss finally broke again, she had an eager edge to her voice as she asked, "I have read that most humans enjoy oral pleasures before they consummate. This is true of you?"

      "I've always been a fan," he said with a wry smile.

      "I have seen examples, but have never done this personally. I must warn you not to move too much, no matter how much pleasure I inflict on you," she said, her voice husky with promise. "I would not want to cut our play short and my fangs are sharp."

      "Might be safer if you use your breasts on the length and your tongue on the tip," he said quietly.

      "Mmm, I have seen that too. I will try it. I can already see that you have sufficient length."

      She shifted, her body swaying away from him. He caught her breasts in his hands as they slid off his head, marveling at their weight and warmth on his palms as she lowered herself down, giving him a good look at her taut belly, which he was interested to note had no belly button. It made sense as he thought about it, but he chose not to think too deeply, instead focusing on what came next, which proved a bit of a surprise.

      She had a tattoo.

      There was a complex weave of red color far more intricate than any normal web centered over her sex. It almost looked like a Celtic knot, but was defined as much by blank space as its linework. It was both beautiful and vaguely disturbing, and as her breasts pillowed in his lap — a remarkable sensation all its own — he lifted a hand to trace some of those lines with his fingers.

      Her breath hissed out of her and he felt the hot wash over his rapidly hardening shaft as she said, "My matron gave me that when I reached adulthood. Perhaps when I am not so pleasantly distracted, you can ask me what it means."

      He chuckled as he watched the tattoo slip past him, revealing her sex, couched neatly between the first joints of her palps.

      It looked very much like a human woman's save that — instead of a top and bottom — it was symmetrical across both axes. It was also hairless, and the scent coming from those glistening lips was tangy and potent. Her flesh gave way to bright red chitin at her palps, but that wasn't enough to put him off. Not when he felt her wrapping those pillowy mounds of hers around his shaft, pressing them close.

      He pressed a kiss to the flesh just above her sex, then another below it as he reached up and caught her palps as he would a human woman's thighs, anchoring her close to him. He felt her sway a bit as he did so, and was reminded again that she was literally hanging over him.

      He felt the liquid heat of her tongue fold itself over the crown of his shaft and his eyes squeezed shut as his breath left him in a pleasured rush. Following suit, he settled his tongue at the beginning of her slit and ran it slowly up the entire length, then gently began to suckle her labial folds, drawing off and savoring her flavor. She didn't taste like any human woman he'd ever had, but since every woman he'd ever played with had her own unique taste anyway that wasn't saying much. She had what he could only describe as an almost citrusy tang to her, more lemon than orange, and as he sank his tongue deep into her body he decided he liked it.

      Her channel pulsed around his tongue as though attempting to trap him, and he lowered one of his hands, thankful her palps weren't thick enough to prevent the move. He set fingers to either side and spread her a bit as he felt her flex and squirm.

      Meanwhile, her tongue was slathering all over the head of his cock as she pressed her breasts close around the base. He felt the hot trickle of her saliva as it dripped down, coating his shaft and highlighting the press of flesh as she flexed her hands, shifting her tits in a subtle but constant sensation that wouldn't finish him, but was more than enough to make him not just hard, but rigid.

      He spent the better part of the next ten minutes exploring her pussy with fingers and tongue, learning what she liked. Her clits both swelled noticeably as she became more aroused, but he quickly learned that they were also very sensitive. So much so that when he captured one between his lips and began to suck she hissed, "Too much! Gently, my lover. Gently. The sensations must be balanced."

      Balanced, huh? he thought absently as his fingers shifted, forming a C with his thumb and forefinger to place one next to each of her clits. Once they were in place, he slipped his tongue inside her and flexed the palm of his hand.

      All five of his fingertips began to vibrate as the glove activated. It was the lowest setting, but it was immediately apparent that Velise felt it as the hot feel of her lips and tongue on the crown of his shaft jerked away as she let out a long, low groan.

      "AnNndrew ... ooooh, whatever that is, don't stop. Please ... please don't stop! Put your tongue in, deep as you can, and don't stop!"

      Yes ma'am.

      As he thrust his tongue in deep, he felt an abrupt bloom of flavor as Velise got much wetter. He also heard the chair creak, then felt it start to vibrate subtly as she wrapped legs around the back. She wasn't making any effort for him anymore, but her breasts were vibrating along with the rest as she shivered over him, and he found he really didn't mind the break.

      He didn't know how far it would take her, but he didn't have to wait long to find out. He'd thought her channel's earlier flex had been an attempt to trap him, but when she came, it was so explosive she literally forced his tongue back into his own mouth with the force of her contraction as she squirted her flavor at him so hard it splashed his palate.

      She let out a keening wail, then moaned, "In me! I need you back inside me now!"

      Since there was no way he could get his tongue inside her, he shifted his other arm and pressed his free thumb in instead, then reapplied the vibration.

      Her shivering got more violent, then he felt her cum again, though this time almost none of her juices escaped, so tightly was her pussy clenching around him. The squeeze was so intense it felt as though he'd put his thumb under his fingers and clenched his fist, and that sensation pulsed as her shudders got more violent.

      He felt her head whip back, and she let out a high, keening wail as the pulsing flex of her cunt sped up until it was so fast he could barely feel it. A long five seconds later her head collapsed against her own breast, and he flexed his palm to stop the vibrations.

      "Don't ... pull out ... not, not yet. I feel sooo full. Fuck, Andrew. What did you ... do?"

      Grinning bemusedly, his thumb still very much trapped inside her, he murmured, "Perhaps when I'm not so pleasantly distracted, I'll tell you."

      She laughed, but it was an exhausted sound, and he could feel her breath across the head of his still very hard cock as she murmured, "How am I going to even fuck now? I'm spent. That was ... far too much. I need salt, and lots of water."
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      Velise hung from her thread, semi-conscious, struggling to pull her shattered thoughts together enough to figure out what to do.

      Whatever Andrew had done made her cum so hard that she felt inflated almost past endurance. Fluids meant to spread his seed to as many eggs as possible gave her a feeling of such delicious fullness that she felt almost drunk with the pleasure of it, but it was too much.

      She could barely move. She didn't want to move. She would hang there half the night if he let her, savoring that fullness in her belly, but what was left of her rational mind told her this was not the plan.

      She needed to blow his mind, not the other way around. She'd worked hard to temper her expectations of this first encounter, knowing that the differences in physiology would introduce a fairly steep learning curve for both of them. That's what she'd thought, at any rate.

      Instead, he'd cheated somehow, and now she was completely drained and out of ideas. She doubted she could even get herself to her bower at this point.

      There was no way she could finish him like this.

      So she hung from her thread, panting, the delicious physical sensation of fullness warring with an increasing intellectual distress. She'd failed, utterly, and it was humiliating.

      "Are you all right?" he murmured. She had no idea how long it had been, and it hardly mattered. There was simply nothing she could do. Even lifting her head at this point would be difficult.

      "Yes, and no," she said with a defeated sigh. "Shamed as I am to admit it, I am truly drained, Andrew. You've almost entirely depleted my energy and the strength of my orgasm has compromised my ability to move. My legs ... I confess I have no idea what to do right now."

      "What do you need? Water and salt, you said?"

      "Mmhm. And a ... sizable bowl. Without it, I'm afraid I'll leave a mess on the carpet," she said, wincing at the thought of just how full she was. It was far beyond the normal volume.

      She watched in dismay as the head of his shaft disappeared into the valley of her cleavage with the fading of his erection, but his voice was more amused than anything else as he said, "I'm going to need my thumb back."

      "Take it, I won't loosen for at least another few minutes," she mumbled, shamed at how depressed she sounded.

      She groaned despite herself as she felt his digit wriggle free, then squealed as she felt his tongue glide through her folds.

      "No more!" she cried.

      "Wasn't going to, just like the taste," he said absently as he shifted out from under her and got out of the chair. She noted with gratitude that he caught her upper body and guided her gently to rest against the back of the chair rather than simply leaving her to swing.

      As he stepped away, she asked, "Liked the taste?"

      "Yep! It's tart. I like it," he said, and she made the effort to twist her head to watch him as he strolled into the kitchen, still wearing a tight-fitting undershirt and nothing else.

      She noted he was grinning absently, and wondered at that as he fished around in the cabinets for a large bowl, then pulled out a salt canister, spoon, and a large glass, which he filled with water from the sink.

      He brought all that back into the living room and set them on the coffee table. Rather than leave her to her own devices, though, he put his hands on his hips as he looked her up and down, then asked, "All right? What do you need? Can you lower yourself to the ground? Want me to get the chair out of the way?"

      She felt gratitude again as she said, "Yes, and it would be nice if you could fold my legs. They've lost tension. I need the salts and water to get it back."

      He nodded and easily lifted the chair, sliding it out of the way to clear a space for her. She let herself down slowly, and he folded each of her legs at her direction until she was laying artlessly on the floor. That done he lifted her, slid the bowl into place without prompting, then settled her upper body against his as he folded his legs underneath himself and sat.

      He stirred salt in until she told him to stop, then held the glass to her lips and gently helped her drink. In all honesty she could have done as much herself, but was so pleased at his willingness to help her that she let him do as he liked.

      There was a rude sound as she finally released, all but filling the bowl with her fluids, and she hid her face in the nape of her neck as embarrassment flooded her cheeks.

      "I'm sorry," she mumbled. "It wasn't supposed to happen this way."

      "Velise, it's fine. I don't mind."

      "My research said it's painful if a human male doesn't come after arousal."

      "Blue balls," he said absently. "Yeah, that's a thing, and I'd be lying if I said I was comfortable, but I've been shot, Velise. More than once. This is nothing."

      "Fantastic," she muttered, twisting her face against him. "He likens his first sexual experience with me to being shot."

      "That's ... not what I meant," he said with an exasperated chuckle. "Do all women insist on taking things the wrong way?"

      "What's the right way?" she asked, then added, "I need more water."

      He reached back, then replaced himself with a couch pillow as he slid the bowl out from under her and took it — along with the empty drinking glass — back into the kitchen.

      "You won't mind if I pour this out?" he asked.

      She gave him an incredulous look, and he showed his hands defensively as he said, "What? For all I know it's got cultural significance!"

      "Andrew, it's a bowl of orgasmic fluid. Unless you have a fetish for it, dump it and get me more water!" she snapped, then hung her head, letting her hair hide her face as she cupped her eyes with a hand, not bothering to stifle a groan of pure frustration. Listening to him laugh over the sound of running water didn't help.

      When he came back, he had four more glasses, and he tossed the cushion aside as he settled her upper body against his own again. This time, though, she took the first cup herself and drank it down.

      "So ... apparently you can cum too hard?" he asked.

      She sighed softly and said, "Most of the time it only happens if a female is already depleted when sex begins. These days it's rare and usually not a problem as our normal positions allow us to just ... hang together. If there were no servants present, I could drain the male for the salt and fluid I need."

      "Woah. I didn't know arachne did that."

      "As I said, it's rare and frowned upon. Most males can't cause such an aggressive orgasmic series and speaking of which, what did you do?" she asked, looking up at him in exasperation.

      He showed her the black gloves he was wearing and said, "Vibrators. I read up on arachne and figured I'd need them since I can't exactly wrap you up the same way a male would and my ah ... equipment's different."

      As she eyed them, she said, "Well, much as I appreciate the forethought, let's not make a habit of using those. This presumes, of course, that there will be a next time?"

      "I'm certainly not opposed. We'll have to figure out if there's a way I can make you cum without them. These are experiments I look forward to conducting," he said with an absent smile.

      She shook her head wearily and said, "I was amused when I heard humans put so much stock in making each other orgasm. Now I'm almost nervous about next time."

      "Arachne don't?"

      "Our males act completely on instinct when envenomed, something that's usually necessary to induce them," she said. "The idea that one would work toward my release rather than his own is ... absurd. We don't typically have sex for fun, Andrew. The orgasmic response in a female is to aid in fertilization and not strictly necessary."

      "But it does feel good?" he asked, sounding concerned.

      Nodding wearily, she said, "It feels fucking amazing. That was more raw physical pleasure than I've ever felt at one time in my life."

      "Well then! There are no problems."

      "You mean aside from leaving you feeling as though you've been shot?"

      He laughed hard enough to shake her, then lifted her chin with his fingers and kissed her lightly, his lips brushing hers as he said, "You can get me next time."

      She lifted her eyebrows a bit as she looked questioningly at him, and he drawled, "So how long until you get full function back?"

      She hung her head in defeat as she admitted, "I'll have to sleep first."

      "Okay, one moment."

      She set a hand under her, locked her elbow, and watched him warily as he walked into his bedroom. Her expression shifted to one of confusion when he came back with the comforter and several pillows from the bed, which he tossed near her before laying down next to her upper body.

      "You intend to sleep out here with me."

      "Yep."

      "Seriously?"

      "No, I just have too many pillows and needed to get rid of a few," he said, giving her an exasperated look. "Yes. Seriously. There's three glasses of water there and the salt canister if you need more. Don't eat me in my sleep."

      "Why?" she asked. "It will not be comfortable."

      "You underestimate my ability to find comfort," he said as he pulled her gently but insistently down to rest her head on his shoulder, then wrapped a hand around her back to shamelessly cup and squeeze one of her breasts as the other pillowed against his side.

      As he molded her flesh absently with his fingers, he said, "See? Found some. Right here. Your tits are amazing, by the way. If I haven't said it yet, there it is."

      "It won't be comfortable for me," she said in exasperation, though she didn't pull away from him. Despite what she'd just said, the position she found herself in wasn't at all uncomfortable. It was just, new ... and his hand on her breast was rather pleasant. She found she liked the way his arm curled over and kept her close.

      He said, "Sorry, not strong enough to carry you up those stairs and even if I was the top is still webbed off. You'll have to make do."

      "This is not how I meant for our night to end," she murmured, shifting to rest a hand on his chest, fingers drifting across the tight white shirt he was still wearing.

      "Funny. This is almost exactly how I wanted it to go," he said, shifting to kiss her forehead lightly before relaxing with a sigh.

      "Almost?" she asked.

      "Well, I was kinda hoping to get off and that you'd be voluntarily in my arms, but eh, perfect is the enemy of good enough. Sleep well, Velise."

      "... And you, Andrew."

      Amazingly, he seemed genuinely asleep within five minutes, but though exhaustion tugged at her, Velise felt a need bordering on compulsion to examine the nights events for just where she'd gone wrong.

      It all came down to the fact that Andrew had unexpectedly used a device on her. She wanted to resent that, but the euphoric pleasure she'd felt as a consequence was undeniable. That it had taken away her agency was clearly unintentional. He had simply wanted to please her, and accidentally done so too well.

      He'd also brushed off his own lost pleasures and not only taken care of her needs, but actively tended to her beyond what was necessary. While he had laughed at her and been amused at her plight, he had neither mocked nor derided her for her inability to finish him. She found that while she'd been humiliated in the moment, the way he'd treated her left her feeling ... warm. Not just physically, but emotionally. It was a feeling she was unaccustomed to, and for which she had no name. It was beyond mere gratitude. That much she did know.

      Now, as he lay breathing deeply next to her, obviously comfortable enough to sleep despite her size, weapons, and monstrous nature, she wondered if what had happened between them should change her plans.

      She still wanted him. While it was something of a relief that their sexual relationship would be pleasant, it had hardly been a requirement for her. That he could render her immobile, likely at will, any time they had sex was a bit troubling. While she had always appreciated the fact that he would have to trust her given her venoms, lethal and otherwise, it had never occurred to her that she would also have to trust him.

      Clearly, their sexual give and take would not be so one-sided as she had believed.

      But, isn't that what fascinated me about him in the first place? she thought. Why I stepped outside my type to deepen our relationship this way? A strong male, full of surprises, capable of matching my stride. The fact that I like this idea makes me feel so ... deviant.

      She tilted her head a bit to look at his sleeping face, and resolved that next time, he would be at her mercy.

      I hope you're ready for it, Andrew. I plan to find out just how much pleasure you can take.
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      Bremmin sat at his desk, four monitors arrayed in front of him. Two displayed body camera visuals, one was a mosaic of other similar views, and the fourth showed an aerial view of a suburban house being relayed from a drone.

      A missing person's report had caused that drone to fly an unusual route over a fairly heavily forested neighborhood near the outer wall. While it hadn't found its target, it had made a positive ID on one of the four men that Bremmin was looking for. It was a stroke of pure luck, and an excellent opportunity to wrap this up. There was almost no chance the four weren't hiding out together, given if any one of them were caught the risk of compromise for the others was too great.

      The alert had gone straight to Captain McCreedy, who had run it up personally to show Bremmin. Because he knew that someone inside the JC was working against him, he'd called Sergeant Laura Yates and Corporal Tony Platz and told them to armor up. He'd then gone down to the armory personally to ensure that they were kitted without issue. Since their targets were all human the NHIC had the option of pulling from the regular force, and Bremmin had called in a favor and sent his two along with a SWAT team. He'd run physical copies of the warrants down to Captain Sweeney, who had — after hearing his explanation — authorized the strike directly.

      Now he sat in his office, sweating bullets and hating the fact that he was stuck behind a desk. Velise had no idea any of this was going on. He'd considered telling her, but it would make no functional difference. She wasn't in his chain of command anymore. She was, at least on paper, simply his ward until such time as her assailants could be caught and either jailed or put down.

      Besides, she wouldn't fit in his office without a serious squeeze, and he didn't want the distraction.

      Through his earpiece he listened as the officer in charge of the SWAT team gave the others in the back of the van with him their last-minute brief, showing around photographs of the four targets as he explained that all four men had military training, were armed, and all but guaranteed to fight.

      They stopped a full block away and out of sight of the house as half the team disembarked, then moved to another street so that the rest could hit the front.

      As he watched the various blue dots, along with two greens, converge on the stately two-story house, Bremmin kept his hands on the arms of his chair and tried not to squeeze. He'd muted himself so as not to disrupt the operation. The officer in charge along with every member of the team could see the same aerial map he was looking at in one corner of their helmet's HUD. He didn't need to relay information and if he said anything he'd just be making things more difficult for the officer in charge.

      All he could do was sit and wait ... and he hated it.

      Nevertheless, everything proceeded smoothly as the team found their places and one by one confirmed they were good to go.

      As the LT on scene received the last 'okay,' the tactical map being provided by the drone abruptly winked out.

      Gunfire erupted through his earpiece, and he saw one of the body cams on the mosaic jerk and slew sideways, coming to rest on the ground facing the house as the LT screamed go and the others charged.

      What followed was a nightmare of gunfire, harshly barked commands, and chaos. The breech of the front door resulted in an explosion that threw officers across the lawn as fire belched from the entry hall, and Bremmin was able to pick up the muted thump of a grenade launcher before another explosion hit the men storming the house.

      The armor the team was wearing was extremely good, and as he watched, many of the cameras that weren't disabled showed him most were still moving.

      The arms of his chair creaked as he unconsciously did his best to break them off, and his eyes shifted to follow the two cameras of Laura and Tony as they charged in through the smoke still belching from the now destroyed front door.

      A blossom of fully automatic gunfire erupted from the hallway in front of them but Tony — who'd taken the lead — returned fire and of the two gunmen, Tony was both better armored and a better shot.

      The man screamed and dropped as blood splashed the wall behind him. Laura hastily asked, "You good?"

      Tony grunted, "Never better. Armor's not just for show. Chest plate's compromised, though, take point?"

      "I got you," she said, and took the lead as the two began clearing rooms as more officers poured in behind them and began spreading out.

      The SWAT team neutralized a second man trying to hold the top of the stairs with a flashbang and well-placed burst of fire, but had to take cover as a grenade dropped by the dying man exploded in the stairwell, shredding the walls and destroying a good chunk of the landing.

      Bremmin only dimly noticed this as he kept his eyes fixed on Laura's body cam. She was moving down a long hallway on the ground floor with closed doors to the left and right. At each door she was forced to breach, but the rooms were empty.

      It wasn't until the second to last room near the end of the hallway that her luck ran out.

      She'd just backed up to hit the door when it splintered as someone on the other side poured bullets through it, firing blind.

      Tony did what he was trained to do. He raised his rifle and poured return fire through the wall.

      Whoever was inside abruptly ceased fire. Tony took one step, shattered the door with a big boot, then stepped through, weapon blazing.

      That was all it took.

      Less than a minute later, the house was clear.

      Three defenders were down. Two were dead, and the one Tony had shot in the entry hall was dying. There was no fourth man.

      Of the team, six were down or wounded ... including Laura. Concentrated fire had caught her in the abdomen, and while her armor stopped most of the bullets, one punched through.

      She was gutshot.

      As paramedics had followed the team to the neighborhood, she was on her way to a hospital almost immediately, but she'd gone into shock and lost consciousness.

      Tony went with her.

      Once the LT had everything with his men handled, he switched channels to speak to Bremmin directly, telling him what he already knew.

      "Three down. No fourth man. We confirmed these guys are the ones you wanted. We've got casualties ... but no fatalities."

      "What happened to the drone?" Bremmin asked.

      "We don't know. It just stopped transmitting and dropped out of the sky," the LT replied. "We'll have to talk to flight control to find out what happened. It might have been shot down, but I can't say for sure."

      Someone said something Bremmin didn't catch, and the LT relayed, "Looks like my guys just found the basement, stand by."

      A tense minute passed before the house's actual owners were discovered locked in an old kennel run in the basement. A few minutes after that told Bremmin that only three men had been present when the owners were taken hostage.

      They'd never seen a fourth.

      "You still got a live perp there, LT?" Bremmin asked.

      "No. He was alive when they shipped him, but that's all I can say."

      "Which hospital?"

      "Closest one would be Northbridge."

      "Call me directly when you figure out what happened to the drone."

      "Yessir."

      Bremmin disconnected, then put in a call to Northbridge and had the nurse there set up an update message series on both Laura and the surviving assassin that would go straight to his phone.

      He then entered an update to the case files, and was still working on it when he got an arrival notice for Laura Yates at the hospital.

      The third assassin flatlined en route and couldn't be resuscitated.

      He called Corporal Platz.

      "Yeah?"

      Tony sounded tired, and Bremmin understood. He said, "You at the hospital?"

      "Yeah, they just sent Laura into surgery."

      "You've done your duty, Tony. I want you to leave the hospital within the next twenty minutes."

      "What for?"

      "Because Laura's married and I have to call her husband and let him know where she is and what's going on. I don't want you there when he arrives. Do you understand me?"

      There was a long, long silence on the other end of the line, then Tony's sense of duty reasserted itself and he said, "Sure, Uncle Nick. I'll be out of here in the next twenty minutes."

      The call to Mr. Yates went to voice mail. Bremmin left the relevant details, then sent them again as a text message, and again as an email to the address on file.

      Then he continued updating the case notes.

      There was one assassin still at large. Harry Osmund, the only one of the four with an urban apartment.

      Bremmin had motion-sensor cameras with audio pickup installed in that apartment, but no one had been in since the warrant was served.

      He was reviewing the video from the assault three hours later when he received an update from Northbridge letting him know that Laura was out of surgery.

      Calling the hospital got him the fact that Mr. Yates had yet to show up, and that if Laura made it through the next forty-eight hours she could reasonably be expected to survive.

      He called Mr. Yates and again got voice mail.

      He then called tracking and after explaining the circumstances, got authorization to locate Brendan Yates.

      That location turned out to be the apartment building where he lived with Laura, but the city computer couldn't be any more specific.

      Bremmin frowned, tried the number again, and again it went straight to voice mail.

      Ordinarily, he'd send Tony over there to get him ... but there was a decent chance that wouldn't end well and he needed Tony active, not serving a life staycation in Iso.

      He checked the time, then swore softly and grabbed his coat, swirling it over his shoulders as he walked out of his office and asked, "You got anything going on?"

      Velise looked up from a book and said, "Manifestly not."

      "Let's go."

      As she set the book aside she asked, "Where to?"

      Sighing as he stepped to and opened the outer office door, he said, "Probably the beginning of the end of a marriage."

      Velise waited until they were in the elevator to say, "You do realize that's a completely useless answer without the proper context?"

      "Well, I'm really hoping I'm wrong."

      He briefly filled her in on the raid, and as they crossed the lobby toward the parking garage, she asked, "Why did you not notify me?"

      "I'm notifying you now. There would be literally nothing you could have done had I told you earlier. It's not as if I could have allowed you to watch with me."

      "Sergeant Yates is still alive?"

      "She's out of surgery. Efforts to contact her husband have so far been unsuccessful. You and I are going to their apartment to look for him."

      She was silent until they were both in the vehicle and on the road, then said, "Ah. I believe I now have the context for your opening remark."

      "Yeah well, I'd like you to gently remind me not to do anything drastic should it become necessary."

      She leaned over the passenger headrest and looked sidelong at him as she asked, "That would be a temptation for you?"

      "It would be a temptation for literally anyone in my department. If I sent Tony and it turns out I'm not wrong, Laura'd wake up a widow and Tony'd cool his heels in Iso for the rest of his life. Anyone else I send would probably settle for giving the man a beating, which would get them suspended at a minimum."

      "But not you."

      He glanced over at her meaningfully as he said, "Not if I have a witness, no."

      "I see."

      The silence stretched. Ten minutes later Bremmin parallel parked in front of the building and dropped a police placard in the dash as he stepped out, then opened the door for Velise. The two entered the lobby and Bremmin walked up to the front desk where he asked the attendant to sound the intercom in the Yates apartment.

      There was no response.

      A brief ride in a service elevator took them to the right floor, and the hallways were fortunately wide enough for Velise to move without much trouble. A hard knock at the door revealed nothing and Bremmin sighed as he pulled out his phone, entered a police application, and tracked Brendan Yates' phone. He then rounded a corner and made it to the end of the hall before his locator confirmed the presence of the phone behind a door.

      He was about to knock when he heard a very distinctive moan that rose into a shriek of pleasure.

      Face set in stone, he called dispatch and — when the operator answered — said, "I hear sounds of distress and am entering apartment 3406 at my location. Stand by backup."

      The dispatcher said, "Backup standing by, leave this line open."

      Without looking at Velise, who he could feel looming behind him, he settled his phone in a clip that would allow it to act as a body camera, drew his pistol, then reared back and went through the door like a freight train, screaming, "Police! Show me your hands! Now now now!"

      Mr. Yates was in the process of falling off a woman laying on the couch as he panicked. The woman screamed and lifted both her hands. He saw another pair of hands from behind the coffee table and stopped, then holstered his pistol as he said, "False alarm, rough sex."

      The dispatcher chuckled and said, "So I see. Carry on."

      Bremmin disconnected the call, but continued to record as he dipped his head to the woman and he said, "Sorry to disturb you, ma'am. I was passing by and thought there was violence being done here."

      The woman was wide-eyed and obviously in mild shock, because she neither moved nor replied. She didn't even lower her hands.

      "What the hell!?" Brendan shouted as his hands found the coffee table and he straightened. He was lean and fit, sweat-soaked and flushed.

      Bremmin looked at him coldly as he said, "Oh, Mr. Yates. I actually came up here to find you. Your wife was shot during a raid earlier today and is in Northbridge Hospital. I left several messages but thought — given the nature of the emergency — I should stop by in person to ensure you got the message."

      The blood drained from Brendan's face and ... well, elsewhere. His lips parted, but no words came out. Bremmin saw in that look that the man knew he was finished.

      Bremmin stared at him for a long few seconds, eyes cold. Then he said, "Well, I've verified that you've had notice."

      His eyes shifted to the woman and were no warmer as he said, "Ma'am, I'm sorry about the door. I'll file a report wherein I explain the circumstances and ensure they issue a writ so that you can have your entryway repaired at city expense. You'd do well in future to temper the sounds you make so they don't sound so much like panicked screams."

      He tapped his temple lightly as he turned, saying, "Have a nice day."

      Velise simply lifted one set of legs and let him walk under her as he strode back down the hall, then turned to follow him without a word.

      Once they were back in the elevator together, she said, "I would not have mistaken those sounds for panic, and I am not even human."

      "Everyone makes mistakes," Bremmin said, fists mindlessly clenching. "I'll pay for the door myself if it comes to it."

      "You did that on purpose so as to expose Mr. Yates' adultery."

      "You'd be hard-pressed to prove that in court, Miss Drainheart, and so will he."

      She was silent until they were back in the vehicle, then gently asked, "Are you all right?"

      "One of my best officers was shot today and her husband couldn't be bothered to quit fucking another woman long enough to go to the hospital. There's still an assassin on the loose and I am no closer to figuring out who at the JC is collaborating with him. No. I am not all right."

      "Will you go visit her?"

      "No. Not tonight. A guard from the regular force is posted at her door. If her husband visits her, it'll be in the logs. She's still unconscious and my being there wouldn't do any good."

      "So where will you go?" she asked, her voice still gentle in that way that suggested she thought he might lose his temper.

      He tilted his head and looked at her for a long ten seconds or so as he thought about that. There was still an assassin out there, but it was entirely possible the reason there were only three at the house was that the forth had pulled out of the game entirely. It had been known to happen, and in any case, he'd be unlikely to make a move tonight.

      Still, it was a risk he normally wouldn't even consider taking.

      Yet as he looked at Velise, he found himself saying, "I need a beer."

      She nodded and said, "I could do with a drink myself."
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      She was conflicted as she sat with her back to the far wall of the Railstop bar, watching Andrew drink.

      It was obvious from the concerned look being sent their way by the bartender that this wasn't typical behavior from him. In the last fifteen minutes, he'd finished three beers and was nursing a fourth. He hadn't said a word to her since they'd arrived save to tell her to sit with her back to the wall so she could see anyone coming in through the front door.

      He'd even told her that since her eyesight was better than his, she'd notice more quickly if the last man they were looking for appeared.

      While she'd accepted his reasoning as sound when they took their places, she now suspected he'd disregarded his ordinary preference to sit facing the door himself because he knew he wouldn't be sober for very long.

      The events of the day were clearly troubling him, but she found she didn't know enough to precisely identify how to address them with him. The fact that three of the four assassins attempting to take her life were now dead was cause for celebration, at least as far as she was concerned. Yet he'd said not one grateful word about it. Granted, one of his own officers had been gravely injured.

      Somehow, she felt that the real trouble for him was the incident with Mr. Yates. That it overshadowed all the other notable events of the day was curious to her as it involved no actual danger, but she had the distinct impression that if she pressed the issue, it would go badly.

      But if she didn't press the issue, she had the feeling a rift would form between them. This was something she needed to understand.

      So she sat quietly as she thought about what she could say, if anything, to get the information she required.

      At last, she said, "Perhaps we should see how much of this beer of yours we can take with us, and drink the rest in privacy."

      His eyes flicked from his glass to her, then back to the glass as he said simply, "They won't sell it to go."

      "Should I be concerned?" she asked.

      He raised an eyebrow at her but didn't say anything, so she said, "About your drinking. Three beers in a quarter hour is quite a rapid pace. I imagine you either already are or soon will feel the effects. While I acknowledge that our vehicle can take us home by itself, you are also still responsible for my safety. Unless you want me to fight for myself should it prove necessary, I would prefer it if you slow down."

      He growled low in his throat, but nodded as he said, "Yeah, probably. I'll make this one last, then we'll go."

      Deciding to try a bit of simple misdirection, Velise deliberately chose what she felt to be the wrong answer as she said, "Andrew, I am confident that Laura Yates will make a full recovery. Human medical expertise in the city-states is the best this world has to offer."

      "Sure she will. And the first thing she'll face when she leaves the hospital is the prospect of a messy divorce," he grumbled.

      "If you thought discretion in that matter was the better path, you would not have addressed the ... issue, as you did," Velise said, treading carefully as she worked to tease out the true nature of the problem.

      Rather than answer her directly, Bremmin lifted and drained his beer despite his stated intention to savor it, then set the glass down with exaggerated care.

      The silence lingered a moment longer, then he said, "I looked into arachne social structure. Is it true there's no concept of marriage among your people?"

      "It is true," she said quietly. "The manner in which we rear our young and the inherent weakness of males means not many of them survive to adulthood. Most of those who do freely circulate."

      "Yet you've said more than a few times you want to make me yours. What does that mean to you, exactly?" he asked.

      She took a slow breath, using the time to consider how to answer.

      At last, she admitted, "Humans are different. I have only historical records on this point, but on the old world humans were typically captured for exclusive use because they were unlikely to survive beyond the initial coupling. Here, obviously, the Spite keeps us from hunting down humans for use as sires, so while the rationale is different our behavior regarding your kind remains essentially unchanged. We do, of course, husband any human males much more carefully than in ages past as any given huntress is unlikely to win more than one."

      She gave him a soft smile as she said, "I've no intention of eating you, nor any desire to do so."

      He shook his head sadly as he muttered, "That's so fucked."

      "How so?" she asked. "Without going into inappropriate detail here where we may be overheard, the Spite protects you from behaviors your kind find ... objectionable. We, on the other hand, are barely able to maintain replacement numbers given few males and limited territory. Any serious population shock opens us to the very real possibility of extinction."

      When he didn't answer, she asked, "What does this have to do with your decision to drink so much?"

      He answered her question with one of his own.

      "What do you know about marriage?"

      "Marriages are contractual arrangements wherein the involved parties pledge all manner of support to one another in an exclusive partnership. Typically, this includes monogamy, shared living and financial arrangements, and joint effort in rearing offspring. Because human children resulting from any given coupling are few in number and remarkably helpless for the first twelve years or so of life, their chances of survival and prosperity are greatly enhanced by the presence of two adults with a vested interest in ensuring their bloodlines continue. It is also speculated that observing a male and female interacting aids in the proper socialization of human children, who are notable for their lack of useful instinctive behavior."

      When he didn't answer she tilted her head, lowering it a bit to bring herself more in line with his distant gaze as she asked, "Not so?"

      "Wow," he said softly, staring at his empty mug as though wishing it were full. "You should teach a class."

      "You give me the impression that I have somehow missed the mark."

      "I can't say that ... but I can say that I'd never marry a girl who told me that's what marriage was for."

      She smiled playfully as she said, "Am I to understand you were contemplating such an arrangement with me?"

      His head tipped up and to one side in a gesture she couldn't read, but his eyes never shifted from his empty glass as he said, "That'd be pretty stupid of me wouldn't it."

      "Remarkably," she agreed pleasantly. "I would be shocked if the laws of this city even allowed for contracts of that sort between a human and a non-human. I would not be concerned. I fully intend to care appropriately for any offspring resulting from our time together."

      He nodded slowly, still not looking at her as he said, "I'm not worried."

      Something in his tone, posture, and expression made her hesitate. She gazed thoughtfully at him for a moment before she said, "I am ... abruptly uncertain."

      Andrew raised his eyes to her as he quietly asked, "What about?"

      She thought for a moment, and his eyes never left hers as she did. Finally, she said, "I have the persistent feeling that the two of us are speaking at, rather than with, one another."

      His lips pursed, then he shook his head slowly, eyes still locked on hers as he said, "Nope. I understood you perfectly. This conversation was well worth having."

      "Now I feel even more uncertain," she said. "There is some social context here that I am apparently missing. Andrew, tell me. What is it?"

      "I think," he said musingly, eyes drifting away from her before he shook his head slowly, "I'm probably too drunk to explain."

      "So there is something," she said, gazing intently at him, searching his posture and expression.

      "Oh yes. There is. But that thing you said about speaking at rather than with someone? I think even if I could explain, you might not understand."

      "Try me."

      He thought for what seemed to her a long time, then leaned back and sighed as he said, "Velise, there are three reasons a man might fuck a woman. In descending order of importance they are kids, spite, and fun. I would never do it for spite, so fun is all we've got left."

      "I fully intend to bear your offspring-"

      "I have no intention of giving you offspring."

      Velise's thoughts ground to a complete halt and she stared at Andrew in stunned silence.

      Finally, she managed, "But ... why? You are already allowing your existing offspring to be raised outside your care, so that clearly is not a problem for you. I have — for all practical purposes — unlimited funds with which to support any number of children."

      He nodded and pointed idly at her as he said, "And that's where the gap in understanding is. That's the thing I'm too drunk to explain. The thing I will always be too drunk to explain, so don't ask me tomorrow either, or the day after that. You won't get an answer that way."

      As he turned, apparently to signal the bartender, Velise whipped a hand out and caught him by the shoulder as she said, "Andrew! You must tell me why. This is too important!"

      "Yep, it is," he pleasantly agreed. "Which is why if I tell you, I'll never be able to believe you really get it. If you ever want my kids you need to be able to explain why what you said to me tonight convinced me you and I should never have them. I like you, and I'll have fun with you. You can even ride my coattails and use me to convince your matron you're savvy so that when you go back to Ostingrath you can get whatever it is you're competing for. I'll be your front man for that, but there's no way I'd leave my children in your care. Now if you'll excuse me, I need to go settle up."

      As she stared after him, confusion surged in Velise.

      What ... just happened? I HAD him! Now ... what happened? What am I missing!?

      She followed him silently out to the vehicle, watched him set the address and flag himself as incapable of taking control. All the while she replayed the conversation, searched back through the events of the day, then further back. She took a second look at his brief interaction with his ex-wife, then broadened her mental search to everything she'd ever read or heard about him.

      At length, she asked, "Andrew?"

      He had his head against the rest and his eyes were closed, but he said, "Yes?"

      "Would it be presumptuous of me to attempt an explanation?"

      "No, Velise. I know this is important to you and you're very smart. It's not out of the realm of possibility that you figured it out this quick and while you might not believe me when I say this: I really hope you do figure it out."

      "The circumstances surrounding the death of your third-born ended your first marriage and obviously poisoned your relationship with your now ex-wife. You chose not to contest custody for your remaining offspring believing that your job presented an ongoing threat to them that outweighed your desire to remain in their lives. That same concern kept you from engaging in any fruitful relationship from that time to this. Now, you believe that your position has changed, and any future children you might have you wish to raise personally."

      "Mostly true as far as it goes, but it doesn't go far enough," he said absently.

      "Presuming there is some form of marital contract you and I can engage in, would you sire offspring with me within the context of such a marriage?"

      "Yes."

      She blinked, taken aback by the abrupt and unexpected answer.

      Somewhat hesitantly, she asked, "Is there such a contract?"

      "Marriages between humans and non-humans are allowed."

      "Will you marry me?" she asked.

      To her utter bafflement, he started laughing softly as he said, "No."

      She could only watch as he continued to chuckle, shaking his head as though he couldn't believe what she'd asked of him.

      "Is it so far-fetched?" she asked.

      "Velise ... I am amazed that you can get absolutely everything right, and yet still miss the point. Think about what happened today, and let me tell you this: Laura and Brendan have been married almost twelve years. They have no children."

      "Have they had the proper gene therapies?" she asked.

      He shrugged and said, "I don't know, but I have to presume they haven't or they'd have kids by now."

      "Can they not afford it?"

      "Brendan works in finance and he's very good. I'd characterize their income as being at the low end of upper class. They can afford it."

      She frowned, shaking her head slowly as she said, "I don't understand."

      "I know you don't," he said gently, opening his eyes to look back at her with an expression that was ... sad, somehow.

      "That's why I laughed and said no when you asked me to marry you. That's the gap that I can never explain."

      "I believe you could explain, you are just refusing to do so," she snapped.

      "Let me put it this way: if I could explain, and I did explain, I'd have to immediately end our relationship because I'd never be able to trust you again."

      "That makes no sense! You're speaking in riddles!"

      "I'm really not. I just have a requirement for marriage that you haven't met, and at this point I'm beginning to wonder if you can meet it."

      "But you won't tell me what it is."

      "No. Because if I do, I can't help but think you'd lie about it to get what you want. As is, I think we should just ... see what happens."

      "If you do not wish to sire offspring with me, then what is the point?" she asked.

      "If I didn't, then there wouldn't be a point ... other than fun, which is more than enough for most people."

      "So you do want children with me?"

      "Under the right conditions, I think that'd be worthwhile. I think our kids would be pretty amazing."

      "You are tempting me to envenom you," she warned.

      He shrugged and said, "Wouldn't matter. I'm on a spermicidal. Shooting blanks, so to speak."

      Velise put her face in her hands and took deep breaths as she struggled with confusion and anger.

      "If you wish to discontinue our sexual relationship, have the courage to come out and say so," she ground out. "While I concede that there are many games I enjoy, this is not one of them."

      "Velise, I had a blast playing with you, and I'm looking forward to being able to do it again ... though not tonight. Let me be as clear as I can: before I will consent to have children with you, before I will agree to marry you, you have to have something you clearly don't have right now. If I told you what you needed, you could lie about it. Knowing that, I would then never be able to believe you have it. I'm not telling you what you need because I'm hoping you get it on your own, not because I'm trying to frustrate you."

      "You swear this is so?" she asked, gazing intently at him.

      He nodded, closing his eyes again as he said, "I swear on all my children, what I'm telling you is the absolute truth."

      The confusion and anger both bled away as Velise nodded gravely and said, "Very well. I will solve this mystery. I do want your offspring, Andrew. You're a singular male and I too believe our spawn will be formidable."

      She watched him smile, and he cracked an eye to look back at her as he said, "I'll do my very best to help you."

      "Now you're mocking me."

      He pursed his lips and shut his eye again, shaking his head as he said, "Nope. Not a bit."

      "Not at all?"

      He hesitated, then chuckled and held his thumb and forefinger just barely apart as he said, "Maybe just a tiny bit."

      Her lips pursed as she sensed an opportunity, and said, "I would have a token of your willingness to help me find whatever it is I'm missing."

      "Okay?"

      "Take me to the police ball as your plus one this year."

      She expected him to refuse her, but perhaps in so doing reveal a hint as to his true aim. It both baffled and pleased her when he tipped his head to look at her, then shifted around in his seat to face her directly as he asked, "Velise Drainheart, would you do me the honor of attending the police ball this year as my date?"
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      Despite the fact that it was Saturday, Bremmin sat in his office. In front of him on his various monitors were case notes, a dossier on the remaining assassin, Harry Osmund, and a schedule of upcoming appointments that Velise had sent him.

      Despite her no longer having an official position with the department, her background check had come back clean on Wednesday because no one had thought to cancel it. Bremmin had used it to leverage a position for her as an intern. Since it was in no way related to the Sallesin ruling and she wasn't being paid, Bremmin had been able to authorize the hire himself without sending it to HR or Chief Inspector Mann.

      Rank hath its privilege.

      Charges of nepotism wouldn't exactly stick either, because her application for the position had been endorsed by literally every single member of Bremmin's department, including the one bedridden in a hospital.

      That endorsement might simply be because everyone recognized how sharp she was, or it might have something to do with her having saved their favorite uncle. Either way, the universal endorsement was essentially unprecedented, and beyond reproach.

      Fraternization might still be an issue, but Velise hadn't gone after him sexually since the day Laura'd been shot, and he was content to let sleeping dogs lie. It had been a week since then, and while he could tell that Velise was keeping busy, he had no idea what — if anything — she was doing to follow up on their conversation.

      In any case, the intern position gained her credentials that allowed network access again and she had come to the office with him to begin working through the personnel files so that she could offer informed opinions on matches when the next graduating class provided its recruits to the various departments.

      If the injunction was still in place when the graduation happened they wouldn't have to deal with it for another four months, but the mayor's office was making a full-court press to get the stay overturned, claiming that they'd handle the now obvious inadequacies of existing law legislatively through the city council.

      So far, NHIC lawyers were holding them at bay by pointing out that the laws had to actually come first, then they could readdress the integration.

      Given how much of a hard-on the mayor had for this, Bremmin was confident the injunction would either be rescinded or allowed to expire at the end of next month. Since the academy class graduation would happen at about the same time, he thought it worthwhile to get Velise's advice.

      Yet, he wasn't sure how competent that advice would be. The fact that she'd completely overlooked the emotional component to marriage had set him back on his heels and kept him there. He knew she was aware of emotional attachments and that arachne were capable of them, at least on paper. There were a few non-human races that had abbreviated emotional ranges, but arachne weren't on that list. They did have a dramatically different set of cultural priorities, though, and Bremmin was beginning to wonder if he hadn't underestimated how important that actually was when faced with the prospect of establishing a relationship.

      He had to presume she at least liked him ... but he couldn't remember if she'd ever said as much. He remembered her being 'interested' and 'fascinated' but those were adjectives one used to describe a zoo exhibit, not a romantic entanglement.

      Over the course of the last week she'd often initiated physical contact but it had gone no further than kissing, which she almost invariably mentioned she enjoyed.

      And I'm supposed to be thinking about whether or not her priorities will skew her recommendations, not whether she's marriage material.

      Bremmin hadn't intended to even think about marriage ever again, and he certainly hadn't with regard to Velise before that night.

      Yet, she'd made it clear that she wanted his kids, and he wasn't about to allow that outside of marriage. He didn't even care how many legs they'd have — if they were his, they were his. He was aware that hybrid children could run the gamut from almost completely human to almost completely non-human. While they tended to be physically remarkable, they also tended to have special requirements, and those requirements weren't always medical.

      Bremmin's train of thought derailed and he pinched the bridge of his nose, then leaned back, listening to his chair creak as he swiveled it to look absently out the window at the city.

      "What are you doing?" he asked himself. "Why now. Why her? I thought you'd had enough of this nonsense."

      Yet, as he stared morosely out the window, he couldn't deny that whatever it was he wanted in a woman, Velise Drainheart had it. The fact that she had way more didn't seem to matter. He'd thought it would, but it just didn't. So she was a spider. So fucking what.

      It just made things interesting.

      He grinned absently as he thought about the fact that he could make her come so hard she literally couldn't move afterward. He'd looked it up, and it had to do with the surprisingly delicate fluid balance in an arachne's lower body. When signaled — by orgasm — that there was good baby-making going on, an arachne's body shunted fluids from their regular hydraulic duties to help spread the seed around. If too much fluid was redirected that way — by say, too many orgasms — an arachne's lower half just couldn't maintain enough hydrostatic pressure to move anymore. Because their abdomens and legs were exoskeletal, their bodies couldn't tolerate variation the way endoskeletal creatures could.

      The whole idea had a perverted sort of appeal that he couldn't help but admit he liked. He wanted to do it to her again even though he knew she'd be annoyed.

      Maybe I should just line up a pitcher of water, a bowl, and a salt shaker the next time I'm looking to get laid, he thought wryly.

      That thought brought him neatly back to the fact that he might not get laid again, and if he didn't he had no one to blame but himself.

      Me and my drunk mouth. I have no problems just having sex for fun. She didn't have to know I'm taking a spermicidal. She didn't have to know I won't have kids outside of marriage. That could have been a slow reveal, but nooo, I had to go and get self-righteous.

      His thoughts shifted to Laura, and he felt a stab of sympathy. She'd woken up to divorce papers sitting on her bedside table instead of flowers. Bremmin had ensured she knew why those papers were there before she could sign them. She'd immediately and wisely lawyered up.

      Yet, the fact that Brendan Yates would get taken to the cleaners over this was small comfort, and Bremmin knew it. He'd visited her once, and she'd looked at him with tears in her eyes. She hadn't said a word until he'd asked for her forgiveness.

      Then she'd said a word. Just one.

      No.

      He'd wondered what that meant until she'd signed the recommendation later in the week for Velise to work as an intern. That had answered his question. She hadn't said no because she wouldn't forgive him. She'd said no because she couldn't forgive him ... because she didn't think he'd done wrong.

      That didn't mean it hadn't hurt. It had hurt so bad that she just couldn't talk to him, couldn't tell him.

      Couldn't explain.

      Not that she'd needed to. He understood. He knew what it felt like to look into eyes that had once held love. Once, but no longer. He knew what it felt like to finally face the fact that it was over, and there was just ... nothing more to be done. He suspected the love had been out of the Yates' marriage for years, but it still hurt to see it end.

      He didn't regret what he'd done, and wouldn't have in any case. But he hoped fervently that he never ran into Brendan Yates without witnesses around.

      Tony had just about lost his shit when he'd found out.

      He'd asked to take leave. Captain McCreedy had denied it and immediately given him a temporary duty assignment in Oolytau. He'd called up DI Gutiérrez personally and explained the situation. Jaime had reassured Larry he'd keep Tony busy for the next month or so.

      It had all been handled without a word from Bremmin.

      Larry really is the right man for the job. I'll see him replace me as DI if it's the last thing I do.

      That thought sent his mind spinning in other, darker directions.

      Mann hadn't said much over the last week. The official start of the mayoral election cycle was the Wednesday after next, and candidacies would be eligible for entry into the official record then.

      Once Mann threw his hat in the ring — which he'd probably do immediately — he'd appoint a temporary replacement chief inspector until a special election was called and completed. Since there would already be an election ongoing, that special election would run concurrently and if Bremmin didn't win that election, he'd be out on his ass.

      And the more he thought about it, the more convinced he was that he couldn't beat Jaime Gutiérrez.

      He'd asked Velise to look into his prospects, and she'd come back with dark tidings. He was well-liked at city hall and known as a man who got things done and didn't rock the boat doing them. He looked good, spoke well, had more time in grade than Bremmin, and while he might not be quite as well-known he was definitely capable of making the most of the fact that the press didn't hate his guts for throwing them under the bus recently. There was nothing controversial in his background, and while he was divorced, the parting had been 'amicable.'

      It'd be like running against a saint, Bremmin thought morosely as he stared out the window.

      Hell I want him to win.

      Aloud he muttered, "I fuckin' hate politics."

      There was a knock at his door and he said, "It's open!"

      Swiveling around, he blinked and immediately stood as he said, "Judge! Uh, what can I do for you?"

      Judge Castello blinked at him, lips pursed, then looked him up and down as she said, "You can get me a glass of water since you obviously need to do something, then sit down. We should talk."

      She closed the door as he stepped over to a carafe on his sideboard and poured a glass which he presented to her. She just waved it toward his desk as she took a seat in one of the plush chairs across the way.

      He set the glass in reach, then sat down himself, bemused. Judge Castello had never come to see him.

      Ever.

      She stared waspishly at him for a long few seconds, then asked, "What the hell are you doing, Andy?"

      "Aah, sitting."

      Her chuckle was raspy as she said, "I must really have put you off your game, coming to see you like this. Good. You need a kick in the pants."

      "Oh-kay?" he drawled.

      She glanced behind her at the once more closed office door, then jerked her thumb at it as she looked back to him and asked, "You tappin' that?"

      He opened his mouth, then closed it again as he blinked stupidly.

      She shook her head and glanced toward the ceiling as she said, "You're a degenerate. You know that, right?"

      "I ... yes? Um, why uh ... Judge, what the hell?"

      She waggled a finger at him as she wryly said, "This shit right here is why you'll never get elected."

      "Not true! The list of people who can make me stammer is exactly one person long," he said, holding up a single finger for emphasis as he gave her an exasperated look that drew a wicked grin from the old judge.

      Still chuckling, she said, "Ah, fair enough. This isn't an official visit. It's personal."

      "Obviously," he said, nodding with wide eyes.

      She pursed her lips as she gave him a long look, then said, "All joking aside, are you still intent on going through with a bid for chief inspector?"

      "I pretty much have to if I want to keep my job. Mann's going to throw in for the mayor's seat and force me to accept CI provisionally. If I don't win the special election at that point, I'm out."

      "Ah. I thought that might be it," she said, nodding sagely. "Do you know who else will run?"

      "Gutiérrez."

      "Oh you are fucked. You could have every spider on planet Earth scheming for you and still lose to him. Jaime could throw a creamy turd at the wall and the schmucks at city hall would frame it."

      Rolling his eyes, he glared at his long-time mentor as he asked, "Lovely. You came in here to tell me that on a personal visit? Really? I needed that mental image?"

      She sighed and shook her head as she said, "No, son, you don't. Well, maybe you do. Who am I to know what a spider fucker needs in his head?"

      She pointed almost menacingly at him as she gave him a narrow-eyed stare. "I came here because I don't want to see you go down like this."

      "So you're here to try and talk me out of it?" he asked.

      Nodding emphatically, she said, "Yes. Absolutely. Do not run for chief inspector."

      "So ... what, you want me to turn down the appointment and retire?" he asked.

      "Are you sure he'll make you his interim replacement?" she asked.

      Nodding, he said, "The knives are out, Judge."

      "How are you doing with this case you've taken on?" she abruptly asked.

      Blinking at the sudden shift, he said, "Three of the four men you issued warrants for are dead. The fourth is still in the wind, and there's another player. Someone with access to data at the JC. He or she has tampered with evidence and signaling so far that we know of."

      "Excellent."

      As he gave her what felt like his umpteenth bewildered look, she leaned forward and glared at him as she said, "You have about a month to solve this case, and I mean solve it. Soup to nuts. If you can't, announce your retirement while you're in the CI spot provisionally and throw your support behind Gutiérrez. That'll get you CI retirement pay, which is the best you'll get out of that bad situation."

      "So you think if I can solve the case I'll get the push I need to-"

      He trailed off as she started shaking her head, then raised an eyebrow at her.

      "You just solve this fucking case. Crack it, or die trying."

      "Oh-kay?"

      She nodded emphatically and got up, then waved her hand at the water and said, "And drink that. I doubt you get enough water in a day."

      He leaned back in his chair and stared at her for a second, then asked, "That's it? 'Solve the case'?"

      She pursed her lips thoughtfully, then nodded and jerked her thumb at the outer office as she said, "You're good at detective work. Do what you're good at. I'm going to go talk to what's her face for a moment."

      "And tell her what?"

      She grinned at him and winked as she said, "That if she hurts my boy I'll pull her entrails out through her spinnerets."

      "You're all heart, Judge."

      "Be good, do good, Andy. Ole Judge Castello's got your back."

      His eyes narrowed as he abruptly asked, "Why the timeline?"

      "Because if you take longer than that it won't matter if you solve the case or not. Just do your fucking job, Detective, and everything will turn out right in the end. I promise."

      He watched as she left his office, then slowly leaned forward, grabbed the glass of water, and turned to look at the city again, eyes wide and rolling as he tried to figure out what the hell he'd just gone through.

      At length he gave up, and quietly drank his water.
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      Velise kept her annoyance at the fact that the door between the inner and outer offices was almost completely soundproof out of her expression and posture as Judge Brandy Castello stepped out and closed that door behind her.

      She paused a moment, then moved quietly to one of the chairs on the far side of Velise's desk and sat down.

      Already wary of her after their first encounter, Velise chose to remain silent and waited for the judge to speak first. For her part, Judge Castello seemed content in that moment to quietly examine her.

      If this is a game of patience, I shall not be found wanting, human, Velise thought as her palps shifted from a left cross to a right cross. She made no effort to hold herself still, only patiently waited to see what the judge might say. Had she no words, she wouldn't have taken a seat.

      "I suppose I can see it," Castello said at length. "You have that certain something his ex-wife used to have."

      "Hardly a ringing endorsement. I have met his ex-wife," Velise said. "She's a dangerously unstable woman."

      "Only when he's around," Castello said with an airy wave. "If that weren't true, she'd never have kept her position. She's extremely competent most of the time, but Andy upsets her."

      "I am surprised she is still so unsettled. It has been over a decade since their divorce."

      Castello asked, "What do you know about that?"

      "As much as can be gleaned from the public record. Perhaps a little more. She apparently saw the werewolf later accused of her son's murder run off with his body. That lycanthrope was later exonerated based largely on Andrew's testimony. He was released. No other suspects were tried. The divorce was finalized within the month."

      "Correct as far as it goes," the judge said. "So you know that she believes, right down to her bones, that the man she had three children with deliberately exonerated her son's murderer ... and you don't understand how she'd still be 'unsettled'?"

      "For context, losing family has little significance to me. I killed at least a hundred of my siblings myself before I completed my first full year of life," Velise said.

      "And how old are you now?" Castello asked.

      "Twenty-six," Velise said. "And my once numberless siblings are now fewer than thirty, all told."

      "You should know that having children with him will be an entirely different experience."

      "Naturally. Hybrids don't come in clutches."

      "You know he's almost twenty years older than you," the judge pointed out, apparently shifting tactics. "If you intend to marry him, I hope you're ready to take care of him when he's old."

      "Something tells me that man will remain strong until he is very old. As for me, the life expectancy of most arachne is sixty years. He will likely outlive me."

      Velise leaned forward and set her hands on her desk as she said, "There is something I'd like to ask about that, if you're willing to discuss it."

      "What, being old?" Castello asked, one eyebrow lifting far above the line of her glasses.

      "No, marriage."

      "Oh. Couldn't tell you much. I've never been married, nor have I had any children."

      "He has said there is something I am missing, without which he will not consent to marry."

      "You're already talking about marriage? Dear Lord, you've known the man a month, if that!"

      "He will not have offspring with me outside the context of marriage. Since I want his offspring, naturally, it came up."

      Velise outlined what happened with Brendan Yates and the conversation she'd had with Andrew that night.

      When she finished, Judge Castello nodded and said, "Yes, I know what he wants."

      "Will you-"

      "Absolutely not."

      Frustrated, Velise straightened as she asked, "Why?!"

      "Because I'm not sure you can do what he wants. If you could, you should have figured it out yourself by now."

      "What if I do have it, but what he wants is simply lost in translation?" Velise asked. "If no one will tell me what it is in your language, how am I to know what it is in mine?"

      Castello leaned back in her chair, lips pursed as she tilted her head back a bit to stare at Velise through her narrow glasses. At length she asked, "Let's say you got children from him. Would you leave him?"

      "No? Why would I do that?" Velise asked.

      "Let's say you're recalled to Ostingrath."

      "My matron would never do that if she heard — and make no mistake I would tell her — that I have a human willing to breed with me. Particularly one as competent and highly placed as Andrew Bremmin. Humans willing to sire children with an arachne are as rare as fresh dragon meat."

      "So what would prompt you to leave him?" Castello asked.

      "He would have to credibly threaten my life personally."

      "What if it turned out he couldn't have children with you?" Castello asked.

      Velise lowered her head slightly, thinking about that. Her first reaction was to say she'd never have been interested in a sterile specimen to begin with, but she found that even if she applied that label to Andrew ... it didn't make her want to abandon him.

      And why would I? He still has his original value. I can still use him to accomplish my objectives, so nothing would change.

      As though reading her thoughts, Castello asked, "What if he fails in this election and is forced to retire in disgrace? Would you stay with him then?"

      "You may as well ask me, 'If one man were another, would I find them equivalent?' I am here helping him precisely because I believe he can succeed."

      The judge's smile was somehow hawk-like as she said, "You are wrong. Jaime Gutiérrez will crush my boy in any open election. That's a simple fact."

      As she glanced quickly back toward the still-closed door of the inner office, Velise asked, "Is that why you came? To convince him to drop out of the race?"

      "This isn't about him, it's about you," the old woman said, reaching out and smacking the surface of the desk between them, startling Velise into turning back to her.

      "Say you give him your full support and he fails. Would you stay with him?"

      "As long as he gives me offspring, yes," Velise said quietly. "His competency has been amply demonstrated to me. I cannot imagine a scenario in which I would abandon him given he is fertile, and has said he would breed with me inside the bounds of a marital contract. I simply don't know what his requirements are, and apparently you won't tell me either."

      Castello gave Velise a sidelong look, then said, "I presume you've done research on marriage and what it entails?"

      "Naturally."

      "Then all I can say is that you've already been shown or told what you need to give Andy to get him to agree to marry you."

      "Sometimes you humans are insufferable."

      "We're insufferable almost all the time. Why do you think I never married?"

      "Because no sane man would have you," Velise snapped, forgetting in her annoyance just who she was talking to.

      To her vague surprise, Judge Castello tipped her head back and laughed, apparently taking no offense. She said, "Ah, I did leave myself open to that and I suppose I deserved it. Andy is special to me, Velise. I've watched him since he entered the NHIC as a young recruit bent on revenge. I saw him grow and change, saw him marry, saw him lose a son and divorce. I saw him become a hero because there was nothing else for him to be, then a leader because time waits for no man. No one knows who his parents are, but I am proud of him as though he were mine.

      "There is a way for the two of you, though whether it is as a power couple remains to be seen. I'll have to think a bit longer before I tell you just how to move forward, but I'll tell you this now: Jaime Gutiérrez will win an election for the chief inspector's position. Nothing short of the man's death could stop that now."

      "Since it's fairly clear you aren't intimating I assassinate the man, what would you suggest?" Velise asked.

      "I suggest you see if you can find out what it is Andy wants. If you do find it, be sure and show it to him. While there's no real timeframe for this, for best results I suggest you get it done within the month. Ordinarily, I'd say wait a year or two, but since you've already discussed marriage with him you're clearly not the wait-and-see type."

      "That will prove difficult since no one is telling me what I'm supposed to be looking for," Velise said with quiet annoyance. She had the sense that this woman was trying to help her, but for whatever reason was taking the same tack Andrew had.

      "I suspect that's because you can't see the forest for the trees," Castello said.

      "What does that even mean? 'Forest for the trees'? Enough trees is a forest. You humans have entirely too many nonsensical sayings. Your words seem to do more to twist than clarify."

      Castello pursed her lips, then said, "To not see the forest for the trees is to look too quickly past the fact that what is in front of you is a forest. Instead, you are looking at individual trees so intently that you forget, or do not see, the forest itself."

      "Ugh. That makes no sense. The fact that one is looking at a forest is self-evident. Unless there is a specific number of trees that make up a forest? And just how many trees is that? You humans don't even use proper numbers most of the time when describing groups. Precision is ... crucial to ... understanding."

      Velise trailed off as she ran back what she'd just said to herself. She then glanced at the visibly annoyed woman across from her and hastily asked, "Humor me. You have two of something and are including them in a description to someone else. What word would you use?"

      The judge raised her eyebrow at the abrupt shift in topic, then apparently decided to humor Velise as she said, "I'd probably use the word 'both.'"

      Nodding emphatically as she pointed confirmation at the judge, Velise asked, "Yes! And ... if you had three? What word then?"

      "Three or more would be 'All.' What is this about?"

      It took every ounce of will Velise possessed not to jump for joy as she said, "Thank you for your advice, Judge Castello. I will search diligently for whatever nebulous thing you and Andrew seem to think I require. Was there anything else you wished to discuss?"

      The judge pursed her lips, then said, "I'm not getting an answer out of you am I."

      It wasn't really a question, and Velise said, "Madam, there are some things it would be inappropriate of me to discuss. As you've just finished being deliberately obtuse regarding something dearly important to me, I'm sure you'll understand if I keep my conclusions on this other matter to myself."

      "I begin to feel as though you're simply being vindictive," Castello said, a dire warning in her tone as she rose from her chair, all the while giving Velise a penetrating look.

      Still practically giddy at her discovery, Velise showed her hands and said, "I have no cause to be vindictive. Andrew assured me that if I found whatever it was he asked me to look for, he would consider marriage and offspring. That you were not an easy source of the solution I require is a minor setback at worst. It hardly merits revenge. As to the matter of the election, was there anything of note you wished to say aside from the fact you believe us incapable of beating Jaime Gutiérrez?"

      Judge Castello looked at Velise with that strange, hawk-like intensity for a long moment, then said simply, "We shall see. You'll have to convince me throwing him in the shark tank with you is a good idea."

      "Another obscure saying, albeit one I can readily understand. Thank you for stopping by, Judge Castello. If you've nothing further, I do have a great deal of work to do."

      "This is why I never visit someone else's office," the old woman grumbled as she turned and left, the door catching on its pressurized hinges before gently latching after her.

      Velise paused, carefully considering what she'd learned. There was a chance she was wrong. Her conclusion relied on the common usages of a language that was not her first. Yet she was supremely confident that she was correct.

      'I swear on all my children.'

      Andrew Bremmin's 'murdered' son was still alive, and he knew it, or he'd have said, 'on both my children.'

      I have his secret, Velise thought, triumph causing her palps to flex as though holding prey. Now it is just a question of how best to make use of it.

      Yet as she considered the various possibilities, the smile faded from her face. Provided she could either entrap him into admitting the truth or find proof she could confront him with, she could compel much from him. He would do whatever she wanted. As long as he had kept this secret, as important as it was to him, he would quite likely be willing to throw his own reputation away if that were her desire. She could have as many matings as she wanted. As many offspring as she could manage.

      And he would hate her.

      Forever.

      Presuming he does not simply kill me to keep his secret, she thought with a frown.

      That was a possibility she had to consider. While he was so 'clean' it annoyed the politicians he dealt with, that only meant that they hadn't found any transgressions. It didn't mean his skills weren't so advanced as to have successfully fooled them all. An empty apartment revealed little, and she now felt certain that his lifestyle was deliberately bare so as to make his deception easier to maintain.

      There was also little doubt that he could kill her. Even if she waited until he was disarmed to entrap him, she would not be able to keep him permanently weaponless unless she took him bodily back to Ostingrath. If she did that her secret would lose its power over him and his gene therapy would eventually run out.

      As all this passed through her mind, Velise also found herself wavering on another front. She inwardly cringed at the thought of earning Andrew's hatred. He was a mate worth keeping happy. The difference between what could be compelled from him and what he would do on his own through self-motivation was vast. Granted, all that she could gain from him through blackmail would be well worth it were there no other way, but there was another way.

      Find whatever it was Andrew wanted to see in her.

      As one of Andrew's closest allies had already refused to reveal the secret, Velise didn't want to ask another human, nor did she wish to ask someone who might make some use of the fact that she was actively pursuing Andrew Bremmin.

      That left only two real options.

      The first was Shiro. The vampire had demonstrated an interest in the development of their relationship and would likely know whatever it was she needed to know. The question of whether he would reveal that knowledge was very much an open one.

      Andrew had said the man delighted in riddles and other such nonsense, and this was precisely the sort of thing he would both enjoy and refuse to end himself. Should she go to him, Shiro was as likely as not to leave her even more confused.

      That left her other option.

      Ordinarily, she'd never consider such a thing, but with a potential lifelong human breeding partner on the line, she thought it would be worth the pain.

      It might very well be time for Velise to call home.
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      The same pretty brown-haired girl from before glanced up as Bremmin stepped into the outer office of the armory. Her eyes widened slightly, but she gamely asked, "What can I do for you, Deputy Inspector?"

      "Have all the weapons captured in the raid last week been processed?" he asked.

      Since the last 'mistake,' he had insisted that the quartermaster's office process all the evidence coming in from the raid by hand. That took quite a bit longer than scan and store, so he'd been told it would take a week. It had actually taken a bit longer than that, and no amount of prodding from him had been able to speed up the process. He rather suspected that, had he asked Velise, she could have given him a method for the request that would have gotten things done faster.

      That thought only annoyed him, so he dismissed it as the young quartermaster said, "Let me check, one moment."

      She typed for almost a full minute, then frowned and said, "These records are paper only due to ..."

      As she squinted, he said, "I know why they're paper only. I'll need copies. I'll wait."

      Somewhat nonplussed, the young woman bobbed her head as she said, "Y-yessir. Please stand by."

      It took her almost ten minutes to bring back a rather sizable sheaf of paper, and as she stacked it in the cubby to pass it through to him he said, "Now that I have these, you can enter the data into the system. It's Saturday, so there should be plenty of time. That done, I want an automatic notification placed on these files. If they're accessed, I want to know by who and when."

      The light on his side of the cubby went from red to green and as he opened the door to retrieve the sheaf of paper the now unhappy quartermaster nodded as she said, "Yessir. It'll be done by this evening."

      He gave her a wry grin as he said, "You think you have it tough? I have to go through all this shit, no sort or search functions, and I don't even know what I'm looking for."

      She looked more chastened than cheered up as she said, "Yessir."

      Rolling his eyes, Bremmin sorted the paperwork into an attaché case he'd brought down for the purpose and closed the lid.

      As he stepped up to the elevator bank of the sublevel, Velise surprised him as she called, "Inspector!"

      He looked that way to find her waving from the service elevator, and turned to meet her as he asked, "What are you doing down here?"

      "Looking for you. I have nothing further to do at the office and wanted to ask if you'd be willing to do the rest of your work from the comfort of home?"

      He thought about that, then nodded and said, "Sure. Some of the searches I'll have to run I'll want to send over public networks anyway seeing as how I'm going out of my way to try and keep the data from being compromised by our mole."

      She gave him a predatory smile, bubblegum-pink eyes gleaming, and he said, "You're looking chipper. Wouldn't expect that after getting a visit from the judge."

      "She seems quite protective of you," Velise said. "I begin to suspect the two of you are somehow related."

      "Hah! No. She's never had kids. Never been married either, far as I know. She just likes me for reasons she's never bothered to explain."

      "I asked her to help solve the riddle you posited me and she refused," Velise said as she backed into the elevator with him following close behind.

      "Do you have everything you need from the office?" he asked.

      "Naturally."

      As he pressed the button for the lobby he asked, "So what did she tell you?"

      "She intimated that she knew, which is annoying, but refused to say."

      Bremmin leaned against the wall as he looked up at her and asked, "Are you really sure you don't already know?"

      She gazed down at him with an expression he could only describe as profound annoyance as she said, "Yes, Andrew. Put yourself in my place. Imagine that you've been told you could solve this case if only you looked inside yourself. I dare say you'd be tempted to throw whoever told you such a ridiculous thing through a wall."

      "While I can't deny that, I am learning a bit more about you as a consequence," he said, chuckling wryly.

      "Such as?"

      "Such as the fact that you apparently aren't interested in sex except as a means to procreate. Not sure I like that."

      "What gave you that impression?" she asked.

      "The fact that we haven't had it since you found out I was on a spermicidal?" he said, making it a question.

      "As a detective, I expected better of you. I learned several things during that conversation. What makes you think that in particular is what's holding me back? And if the next words out of your mouth are some variation on 'I just assumed,' then take my advice and stay silent."

      "You seemed to want to skip right to having kids," he said, raising an eyebrow in mild annoyance. "You even asked me to marry you just so you could have them. That isn't an assumption. That's a conclusion."

      "Humans," Velise said in mild disgust. "I spend weeks finding absolutely everything about you surprisingly agreeable, and when I wish to move our relationship to a more permanent footing you presume I've 'skipped steps.'"

      Bremmin mouthed the word 'weeks' as he stared up at her, then asked, "Okay, I get that men are shared around in your culture, but you make it sound like 'weeks' is a long time."

      Velise smiled a wicked smile as she said, "I've been reading up on your excessively elaborate courting rituals. While humans seem to have sex casually in much the same way arachne do, your kind do so only for fun, usually taking precautions against offspring. You take, forever, to establish relationships from which offspring are desired. By contrast, a healthy arachne male could approach almost any low-ranking arachne female, say, 'I find you appealing. Let's fuck', and be taken completely seriously, the intention implicitly being the generation of offspring."

      "Your people can't be that hard up for population," Bremmin said as he gave her an incredulous look.

      "Perhaps not, but a matron's power is derived from her offspring. The more she has, the more territory she can claim and control."

      Velise folded her arms under and squeezed her sizable chest meaningfully as she said, "That's why I have these, why my body is so physically attractive. Most arachne females are at least a seven on your ten scale. Hybrids and quarterlings are almost invariably tens 'from the waist up' as you would say. It's all for the purpose of attracting humans. Since our abilities as huntresses have been almost entirely negated due to the Spite, our attractiveness is one of the few means we have of acquiring 'men' to supplement our numbers."

      "'Ten scale'?"

      "The measure of appearance on a scale from one to ten, one being abhorrent, ten being perfection."

      "No, I know what it is, I was just surprised to hear about it from you."

      "This mystery you've set me to solve has had me looking through literally everything I can find on human courtship rituals. It's come up several times."

      "And you really don't get what I'm looking for?" he asked as the elevator dinged and let them out into the lobby.

      "If you ask me that one more time I'm going to strike you."

      "You'd really do that?"

      "I believe our relationship is strong enough that you would accept the blow as proof that you've stepped beyond the boundaries of acceptable conduct rather than as a threat to your life. I'm not thoughtlessly brutal or cruel, Andrew. I'll always warn you first. It's my understanding that as long as such warnings are given, this is proper behavior."

      Bremmin started laughing as they crossed the lobby, and it echoed around the vast open space as he covered his face with his hands, rhetorically asking, "Oh my God, what am I getting into?"

      "It reassures me somewhat to hear that you are presuming I will succeed."

      Bremmin glanced around meaningfully, and Velise apparently took that meaning as she only said, "You are the one laughing like a lunatic and drawing unwarranted attention."

      As he looked, he realized his laugh had drawn almost every eye across the lobby. Since it was a vast, echoing space bounded by glass and stone, people tended to unconsciously keep their voices down below the ambient murmur of conversation.

      That and, well, he was Uncle Nick. Most of the people looking at him now had probably never seen him laugh.

      At anything.

      Ever since Velise ... I have been feeling pretty light-hearted, he mused silently to himself as they left the lobby in favor of the parking garage. Maybe I should just ask her if she loves me.

      Yet, as he had the thought he realized he couldn't, because he didn't know if he could answer the same question and he knew she'd ask him in return no matter what answer she had personally.

      Do I love her? Is it just attraction, or is it the real deal? Could I stay with her the rest of her life? The rest of mine? What if she finds the answer, gives it to me, and I still haven't figured this out?

      Could he keep his secret from her even after they were married? Could he trust her with something like that?

      "You rarely carry a briefcase," Velise commented as he opened the suicide doors for her.

      "Mm? Oh, these are the reports for the weapons confiscated in the raid last week. Some of those weapons were identical to police issue, so I had them do ballistics tests to determine if they actually belonged to us. They're in hard copy because I can't trust IT at the moment."

      "What do you hope to discover?"

      "Well, if I find a common source for them that might tell me who's working against us inside the JC. I do that, I can probably blow this whole thing open and you can have your house back," he said, grinning back at her only to find her return expression pensive.

      "Again, I receive mixed signals. If you want a permanent relationship with me, it should involve shared living arrangements. Your staying at my residence is no longer purely for the sake of guarding me."

      "I suppose. But that bring us ... well, me at least, back to the fact that you haven't seemed to want sex since finding out I was on a spermicidal."

      As he caught her dire look, he said, "I wasn't asking."

      She shook her head and sighed as she said, "Andrew, why do you think I kiss you so often?"

      He blinked at her, then said, "I'm hoping the answer is something simple, such as, 'Because I like it.'"

      Her lips twisted and she shook her head as she said, "No. While I do 'like' it, it's more than that. It's actually quite a novel thing, really. How to describe it?"

      She glanced up at the roof of the vehicle as she tapped her chin in idle thought, then lifted a finger as she said, "I suppose the best way would be to say that it's a feeling of accomplishment, except it's not. It makes me feel warm inside. It makes me smile, even after. It makes me want to do it again, because I've never had that feeling from anyone or anything else. I've thought of kissing others and the idea is quite literally repulsive, but when I think about it with you it's ... Mmm."

      She smiled and gave him a sultry look.

      As he looked at her, he began to understand that maybe it wasn't that she didn't love, but that she simply presumed he already knew. Presumed it so thoroughly that it never occurred to her to say it. If that were the case, it made sense that she'd never looked for the declaration from him either.

      It never occurred to her that it might be important.

      For her it was already a given.

      And I might be totally wrong about that.

      The thought derailed him, and he mentally backed up and considered if maybe he'd taken the wrong tack with her. She was accustomed to moving much faster than he was.

      "Velise," he said, speaking despite the fact he wasn't quite sure yet what he would say.

      "Hm?"

      "If I said I wanted to stay with you for the rest of my life, under what conditions would that be possible?"

      She seemed somewhat taken aback by the question, and leaned away from the headrest and out of his view as she said, "Well, quite honestly, I would need your assurance that you would provide me many offspring. I ... am already convinced that you will remain virile for most of the rest of my breeding years, but more than that ... I suppose I would need to know that you planned to do your best to rise higher. I don't need a dependent male. I could have one of those from anywhere. A male that could command my full, lifelong attention must be able to match me. Someone with ambition. You have risen far, but it is only through circumstance that you find yourself in a position to go further. It would be a lie to say I would find you as attractive if you were simply working for the sake of work. You have more than adequately demonstrated that our offspring would be powerful, but to gain a lifelong commitment from me personally you would have to also commit to being the best. To rise as high as you can so that I can support you in that rise and share your glory and power."

      She leaned forward, smiling that fanged smile of hers as she said, "I am the very best my kind has to offer, Andrew Bremmin. If you want me to be yours, you must be the best your kind has to offer. I will accept no less."

      Bremmin let her words sink in for most of the rest of the drive back to her place, then, as they pulled into the drive, he asked, "Did Judge Castello give you a timeline?"

      "For what?"

      "For anything."

      "Yes. Approximately one month. Why?"

      "One month ..."

      He got out and as he rounded the vehicle to open the doors for her, it hit him and he stopped in his tracks.

      She can't be serious.

      And yet, he knew she was. Judge Castello would never tell that kind of joke.

      He opened the doors for Velise, and as she stepped out he said, "I've got a lot of work to do tonight. As for the 'mystery' I set you to solve? Don't worry about it."

      "Oh? You've the air of a man who has come through a revelation," she said.

      "Something like that."

      "And you no longer wish me to seek the solution to this puzzle you've set me? Does that mean you'll tell me what I was supposed to be searching for?"

      He gave her a long look up and down, then a slow smile as he said, "Kiss me."

      She immediately shifted her legs to lower herself, then bent at the hip as she cupped his face with both hands, kissing him deeply.

      As he savored her taste, his own hands drifted up her sides. Her tongue was supple and active in its play, and when the kiss broke he said, "I'll tell you. A man should say it first anyway ... but not right now. First, I have a case to solve."

      She frowned at him and snapped, "Again with these frustrations."

      "Was my kiss frustrating?"

      "No, I quite enjoyed it."

      "Then don't worry."

      "Why not?"

      "Because I enjoyed it too, and because I don't want to get slapped right now."

      That earned him an arch look as she straightened, towering over him as she said, "The implication being that when I do find out what it is I've been looking for, I'll want to?"

      "Yeah," he said, nodding wryly. "Pretty sure you will."
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      As she watched him poring over his research, Velise examined everything she had experienced that day.

      Whatever it was she was supposed to have been searching for would be completely obvious to a human. Now, Andrew had told her to stop looking, but he had not ended their relationship.

      The obvious conclusion was that he felt he had found it himself.

      And yet he STILL will not tell me what it is!

      She stood silently in the entry hall because if she got any closer he would almost certainly pick her up with that keen sense of smell he had. He was facing away from the front door.

      No. He is facing away from where he knows I will come.

      He had done the same for her the night of their abortive attempt at sex. In showing his back to her, he was demonstrating trust in her. She recognized that.

      'If I said I wanted to stay with you for the rest of my life ...'

      Marriage was typically a lifelong contract, and that particular element of the contract was something she'd been willing to put up with for the sake of being able to get as many offspring as she could manage out of him in that time. But the way he had phrased it — along with the judge's question regarding sterility — made her think about marriage in a different way. What if it were just the two of them? They would seek power together, certainly. She was perfectly willing to drive his ambition, and what she'd said to him earlier had been a fairly blatant goad to that end. If you strive for more, I will be your prize. Yet, while that was true, it left her thinking that what he wanted from her and what she wanted from him might be the same, but ordered differently.

      'Kiss me ... was my kiss frustrating?'

      In other words, 'Feel what you described to me again.'

      THAT'S what he's looking for!

      Her brows drew together as she stared at him. That was what he wanted? A feeling?!

      She found it difficult to believe, but as she reviewed all she'd learned about marriage in the last week, the countless ceremonies and signings she'd witnessed, in every single one the people involved had been happy. They had also invariably sealed the contract both with signatures and a kiss, even in the least ritualized of the processes she'd observed. Even with no religious significance, the kiss had closely followed the completion of the contract.

      Velise was certain she'd found it. What Andrew wanted out of her was the feeling, the very least important element of all.

      Love.

      I guess calling my matron would have been useless, she mused. Her matron had never had a human, despite being a hybrid herself and quite well-placed to capture the interest of one.

      Shiro had even said it, when he'd come to the dinner party. He'd said, 'In love, hunters are routinely captured by their game.'

      She'd dismissed his words because no arachne would ever let something so nebulous as sentiment guide their selection of a breeding partner.

      Yet it was obvious that — at least in his relationship with her — that was exactly what Andrew was doing. That's what Shiro had said when he mentioned Andrew's interest, and that without it, she'd have had no chance.

      It wasn't interest in her as a breeding partner from whom strong offspring might be had. It was interest in her, as an individual, and it was completely irrespective of her fertility. If she were sterile, he would still want her.

      No arachne male would ever waste time with a sterile female. It is no wonder humanity is slowly decreasing in population. They focus not on the next generation, but each other. And they think us self-absorbed. They'll die out for the sake of a FEELING.

      She had no guarantee that's actually what motivated the Spite. It was a near certainty that without it, there would still be some equilibrium among the races. The humans of this world had been too strong technologically to subdue during the Cataclysm. Yet the Spite had not only ended the war, it had precluded the possibility of future subjugation as well, so long as it could not be undone.

      Velise knew the numbers. Globally, humanity's replacement figures were estimated — by their own statisticians — to be approximately 1.85. It would be slow, but unless something changed the human race on this world would die out. Once that happened the other races — who had invaded precisely because they needed human stock — would die as well, presuming they did not precede humanity in extinction.

      All this passed through her mind as she looked at Andrew Bremmin. As she watched him work. As she recognized within herself a simple truth.

      That he wanted her purely for herself made her feel warm.

      With the Spite an implacable reality, getting any human to sacrifice whatever human offspring they might have to breed with another species was a nigh-impossible challenge. Even for the poorest of humans, who would breed with anything if only they were paid, it was not a given because the genetic treatment that made it possible was neither free, nor cheap.

      Yet, he'd chosen to offer that chance to her purely for the sake of a feeling.

      It was totally backward, but it was reality. Andrew Bremmin was asking — in an absurdly roundabout way — if she loved him.

      Now that she knew what he wanted, she realized that he had indeed found it in her. In what she'd said, in her kiss. He knew she felt for him, and that was why he had told her not to worry about it anymore.

      Love was so far down her list of priorities it never occurred to her to examine her feelings beyond the fact that they made everything else she wanted easier.

      For Andrew Bremmin, the feeling was what made any of it possible. And it wasn't his feeling for her, it was her feeling for him. In order to marry, the feeling had to be reciprocal.

      No wonder these idiots are dying out.

      She smiled as the thought flitted through her mind. Now, she had all the pieces. She knew his secret, but she didn't need it, because she felt love for him. As long as she showed him that love, she would get everything else she desired. That his priorities were hopelessly skewed hardly mattered in the end.

      As long as her needs were met, she was more than willing to meet his needs in turn. Though she'd never admit it, she really wanted him to render her immobile again. That had been amazing.

      She strode confidently into the kitchen and slid her palps over his shoulders as she leaned down, resting her bust on his head as she set her hands on her palps and asked, "So how goes your research?"

      Velise leaned down until she could just barely see him giving her a bemused look from under her chest as he said, "It just came to an abrupt halt. Since I wasn't making much progress before you dropped your tits on my head, I can't say I mind."

      "Tell me what you've learned. Perhaps I can offer a different perspective."

      "Not sure how, but sure, why not. Turns out a lot of these weapons are former police issue. The problem is that they were all mishandled. Checked in when they in fact weren't. Some of them were improperly registered as having been destroyed on assignment. They're also old. Over ten years old. There is another common thread. A regular force officer named Jerry Kind. The problem is there are no pictures of the man, and he essentially vanished from the public record. There's no evidence that he was fired either. He just ... stopped. Whoever this is did a pretty good job erasing all evidence of his existence. The most recent picture I can find of him is from his high school graduation, and all that tells me is that he's white."

      Andrew waved a hand at an image on the small data pad he had on a stand next to the sheafs of paper he was working with, and Velise saw an unremarkable looking white-skinned male. Obviously young, but she couldn't have said much about him otherwise.

      As she looked, he went on. "As far as his police record, it's pretty spotty actually. He was apparently dinged several times for inappropriate use of force and evidence tampering. Good with computers too. If he were still working I'd say he was our guy, but there's just no trace of him in the system anywhere."

      "A name change?" Velise asked.

      "Name changes aren't typically allowed for police officers as it breaks the paper trail."

      "Are they not allowed for marriage?" she asked, having just done some rather exhaustive research on the subject.

      "Yeah, but the woman usually takes the man's name."

      "If the man wanted to hide, it would be perfectly acceptable for the reverse, yes?"

      "I suppose, but that'd be noted in the record."

      "A transfer to another department?"

      "Same. There'd be a paper trail."

      "You mentioned this man is good at tampering with such records. Mightn't we assume he changed his name and erased those records?"

      Andrew sighed and leaned back against her, which put his head literally on top of her sex. She blinked and went very still, but he didn't seem to realize what he'd done as he said with the air of a man deep in thought, "The problem is he'd still be there under the new name. I suppose if he'd managed to change his name and transfer at the same time, it might look like a new hire, but he'd have to go to a completely different agency."

      "You mentioned that he was a member of the regular police department, yes? What I've heard called the 'blue boys'?"

      "Yeah?"

      "So ... the NHIC would be a completely new department. He is human. The transfer would have been allowed."

      Andrew was quiet for so long that Velise shook him slightly, then winced as she realized that perhaps her blouse wasn't quite enough of a shield between them to make that a good idea while he was leaning into her like he was.

      He chuckled and said, "It just occurred to me that I'm not leaning back against your stomach."

      "No, you are not."

      "Want me to move?"

      She hesitated, then said, "I admit I'm somewhat conflicted on the matter."

      He chuckled again and said, "Yeah, I can smell it."

      "That's very rude."

      "I think it's kinda sexy."

      "Focus, Andrew."

      He sighed and leaned forward. She let him, relaxing her hold on him as she let her palps slip from his shoulders. She knelt carefully behind him and wrapped him with her arms instead, resting her chin on his shoulder.

      At length, he said, "Let me run a search."

      He picked up his tablet and she watched his fingers dance across the keys. She had to marvel at the speed of his typing. While it was his native language, it was still remarkably precise and so quick he could barely trace the movements of his individual fingers.

      The results came up and scrolled as he set the tablet down, watching.

      Abruptly his finger shot out as he stopped it and pulled up a record.

      "Holy shit," he breathed.

      "What?" she asked, focusing on the entry he'd highlighted.

      "Phillip Mann married Beatrice Mann the same year all records stop on Jerry Kind."

      "I'm presuming that's the same person we know as Chief Inspector Phillip Mann?" she asked.

      Andrew was running a separate search as he absently said, "Uh-huh. And there's a record on Beatrice Mann all the way back to childhood, which means he took her name. Son of a bitch. He changed his first and last name when he got married, and transferred to the NHIC as a detective under the new name."

      "All he then had to do was remove the record of transfer from the ordinary police department under his old name, yes?" she asked.

      He nodded and snapped his fingers as he said, "Just like that, new identity. And from that point on he was on a fast track. Made captain, then DI, eventually won his bid for CI when his opponent dropped out in disgrace over some scandal or other. Been there ever since."

      "I didn't know Phillip was married."

      "He's not. His wife ... died. Long time ago. Ruled a suicide actually ... though now I'm forced to wonder."

      Velise frowned and tightened her hold on his shoulders as she said, "So, if I understand this correctly, the person who is behind the assassination attempts on me is Phillip Mann?"

      "Makes a twisted sort of sense," Andrew said quietly. "You getting killed working for me would put a stain on my department that wouldn't wash out. Make it even easier to get rid of me in the open election for chief inspector."

      "The only question remaining is why he would do such a thing?" she asked. "Presuming he was behind this from the start, the first attempt on my life was the day you and I met. He could not have arranged this originally to tarnish your reputation."

      "That's true, but when I can't find a motive, the first place I tend to want to look is the financials. Tomorrow is Sunday so the courts will be shut down for anything that isn't life or death. First thing Monday I'll go have a talk with Judge Castello. I'll lay out what I've got and see if she'll clear a warrant to examine his records going back three months or so. With something like this the only real motive I can come up with is money. If someone paid him, there'll be evidence."

      "If it's one of my sisters, the payment will be in material of some sort," Velise said. "Gold, silver, something of that nature."

      "Noted. We'll look for deliveries, unusual detours from his usual routes, anything that could indicate where he picked up the goods, or where he's storing them."

      He twisted to look at her as he said, "I honestly think this is it. If we can bring him down before the election cycle begins ..."

      He trailed off and his face fell. Velise nodded and raised an eyebrow as she said, "It still won't change the essential fact that you will be stuck running against Jaime Gutiérrez. The mayor is unlikely to miss the opportunity to dispose of an antagonist any more than Phil."

      "Not to mention there might not be anything to find," Andrew said with a sigh. "There's always the possibility this isn't our guy, or that he's so slick we won't find the proof we need. I'd love to say the law always gets its man, but this isn't a fairy tale."

      Velise leaned in and kissed his cheek lightly, then said, "Perhaps not, but for the first time there is a possibility to achieve total victory. That the realization of that possibility will have to wait for bureaucracy is a minor inconvenience. We have not been attacked here, and I doubt we will see an attack in the next few days."

      He chuckled and said, "Please, Velise. Don't jinx us."

      "Jinx? Oh, the superstition that naming misfortune will call it to you? As you say, this isn't a fairy tale. Given the increased security and your own presence, an assassin could hardly hope to escape with his life, attacking me here."

      She kissed his cheek again, then slipped a hand to his chin and turned it so she could take his lips. She savored the kiss as she considered what she was about to do, then made her choice.

      She caught his lip and deliberately bit him, injecting her venom.

      He blinked, jerking his head back as he stared wide-eyed at her. She smiled and said, "Andrew, this isn't the office, and I'm quite aware that you're on a spermicidal. You've labored under the impression I don't want sex play outside the possibility of offspring. I grant I have done nothing to dispel that notion."

      She smiled a predatory smile as she added, "Until now."
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      He reached up and touched his thumb to the spot at his lip, then brought it away, looking at the blood. She saw him running his tongue around the inside of his lip as he said, "It's swelling a bit."

      "That will fade, both in significance and truth, before too long. Shall we get these pants off before they become an inconvenience?" she asked, reaching down to free his belt and slide it from the loops without waiting for his answer.

      Bremmin felt conflicted as she effortlessly picked him up and carried him past the living room and into the master bedroom where she laid him gently on the bed. His lip felt swollen and hot, and he couldn't help but continually run his tongue over the puncture on the outside, tasting iron.

      Her eyes glimmered in the indirect light from the other room as she expertly undid the laces on his shoes and proceeded to undress him. He let it happen almost entirely because the only thing he was sure of was that she meant him no actual harm.

      He'd never consented explicitly to being injected with her venom, but he hadn't ever said no either, so he couldn't really blame her for this. At this point it was too late anyway.

      He could feel his heartbeat accelerating and couldn't quite tell if it was because a sexy, slightly terrifying woman was undressing him or because there was sex venom in his blood.

      "How does this work?" he asked quietly as she finished sliding his pants and underwear off and began working on the buttons of his dress shirt, starting at the bottom.

      "I only gave you a very small dose," she said in a hushed tone. "I've never used it on a human before so I decided to err on the side of caution. To be perfectly honest, I am not sure how pronounced the effect will be, but I do know this: once you grow turgid, orgasm will be your only relief. Should I not satisfy you, you may require hospitalization."

      "I can handle that myself if it comes to it," he said with an unavoidably worried note in his voice.

      She giggled softly as she opened his shirt and slid it up to get it off. He brought his arms together to help her, only to find that afterward he couldn't bring them down again.

      "That might be true in a theoretical sense," she agreed, "but I've no intention of permitting another failure. I will make you cum. You're welcome to test the strength of my silk if it pleases you, but try not to wear yourself out in the effort."

      As Bremmin exerted his strength in an effort to pry apart his hands — now pressed together at the wrists and apparently adhered to the headboard — he felt something cool and soft touch his ankle.

      He jerked on reflex, but Velise was too quick, and seconds later his other ankle was likewise bound, leaving him quite literally splayed on the bed, hands above him and legs spread wide.

      "Ahhh, kinky," he breathed, quite sure now that at least some of his rapid heartbeat was terror driven.

      "Bondage isn't so much a fetish among my kind as the normal course of things. Relax ... I'll take good care of you," she husked, and he watched as she straddled not him, but the bed, legs settling to either side as her palps wrapped over his spread thighs and she positioned her upper body between them. At some point he'd missed, she'd discarded her blouse, and he felt her naked chest on his thighs as a warm and not inconsiderable weight.

      She hummed softly as she gathered her tits in and couched his rising erection between them as she said, "I'd like to experiment further with this method ... I'm sure you have no objections?"

      "Ahh, if I did, we somehow skipped the part where we establish a safe word."

      "There is no safe word," she said with dark amusement, "because in the strictest sense, you are not safe. You've tormented me with this mystery of yours, now I will torment you. As your flesh rises, I want some part of you to wonder if it was a good idea to tease me as you have ... to wonder just how far I will take these games."

      "Oh fuck," he said as his breath left him in a rush. He felt her lips, felt the liquid heat of her tongue as it slid down and around the crown, tracing his glans as she shifted her breasts in a slow counterpoint, one rising as the other fell.

      Her teasing threat slid by as nothing more than that: a tease. He was certain she meant him no harm. That hadn't changed despite the fact that all he could see of her in that moment was a huge silhouette, a massive shape with glimmering pink eyes at their core. He couldn't see what she was doing, it was too dark, but he could certainly feel it. She was shifting the play and pressure of her breasts as she suckled at the head of him, tongue alternating between teasing the slit to bathing the crown and a bit beyond. Her lips sealed around him and she sucked, forcing a long groan from him.

      She didn't stick with any given pattern for more than ten seconds or so and he quickly realized she was experimenting to see which motions of hers did the most for him.

      His tongue flicked over the wound in his lip, but he found that she'd been right: the swelling had gone down. It had quite literally gone down, as he was now almost painfully erect. It felt like she was manipulating an iron bar that had been inserted into the space his cock used to occupy.

      There were a lot of nerve endings in that iron bar, and she was taking her time to discover them all as she worked, gradually repeating some of her patterns, drawing them out longer as she sussed out what he liked, doing more and more of the same.

      He felt her saliva trickling down the length of his shaft, lubricating the space between her breasts as she worked them up and down in short, sharp motions that didn't force her to leave the head of his cock, which she bathed with unmistakably sensual attention.

      At the last, her tongue fell into the rhythm of tracing his glans as she suckled with a soft, insistent draw, varying the pressure as she moved her now slick tits against him, hard on the downstroke, lighter as she brought them up again, and he felt the unmistakable tightening in his middle that signaled his orgasm.

      Ordinarily, he'd have tapped her head to be polite, but since he couldn't move he grunted, "Close!"

      Rather than speed up, she actually slowed down, and he groaned in frustration as that feeling of needing to cum built up higher without the relief he craved.

      "Oh fuck, please! Finish ... finish me!"

      She chuckled throatily, and he felt it, vibrating through his shaft.

      That was all it took.

      His body arched up against her and she squealed in surprise as he lifted her with him, cum surging through him so strongly that he would have sworn he could feel each burst traveling the length of him to seed her hot and apparently willing mouth.

      She didn't let him go but rather suckled harder, drinking his seed with what felt like avaricious glee as she shifted her weight to force him back to the bed.

      The next thing he knew, she was settled atop him, her breasts pillowed on his chest as she ran fingers gently through his short-cropped hair.

      "Whahah ... what happened?"

      "I need to explain?" she teased, her lips brushing his as she looked into his eyes. Hers were so close there was no way she could be looking at anything else.

      "How ... how long was I out?" he panted.

      "Oh, forty, maybe forty-five seconds," she said, sounding extremely satisfied. "When venom is involved, service to the brain is a distant second to ensuring the cock has what it needs. Your orgasm was quite voluminous, Andrew."

      "You ... that stuff knocked me out?"

      "Rather, you fainted. Being knocked out would be rather more harmful and I would never do that to you deliberately. How do you feel?"

      "Empty," he said with a somewhat raspy chuckle. "And thirsty."

      She couched one of his cheeks in her hand as she said, "That wasn't what I meant."

      "I feel good. Satisfied. That was amazing."

      The hand at his cheek patted him lightly, and she pressed her lips to his in a delicate kiss before declaring, "Much better. And, just so you know? Yes, Andrew. I do love you."

      He blinked, and though he couldn't really make out her smile, he felt it against his lips as she murmured, "I have solved your riddle. You humans place far too much emphasis on your emotions, which is why it took me so long. Judge Castello said that I wasn't seeing the forest for the trees. I didn't understand what she meant because what is painfully obvious to you humans is not so for arachne. Our list of priorities is almost completely inverted. Love is the least of my concerns when selecting a mate. However ... I find that I do love you. That warmth you asked me to feel again is what really gave it away. When you said, 'Kiss me,' you told me what it was you wanted."

      "I thought it might be something like that," he said, then swallowed before adding, "Seriously though, water? If you're not letting me loose, and I suspect you won't since this is obviously your idea of revenge for the cumming too hard to move afterward thing, you'll have to grab me some."

      "In a moment. Since I now understand just how important emotion is to you, I must ask. Do you love me, Andrew Bremmin?" she asked.

      "Yeah, I do. You push all my buttons and I want you to stay with me. Even if I had an out, I'd go through an election for you and if that's not true love I don't know what is."

      She chuckled throatily, cupped his cheeks with both hands, and kissed him hard.

      When it broke, she murmured, "Abide," and left him to return moments later with a glass of water. Lifting his head, she helped him drink. She never offered to free him from his bonds and he knew better than to ask. He wouldn't have called her petty in that regard, but it was something she wanted and he decided to let her have it, at least for now. As long as she cut him loose before they went to sleep so he could do his job if the worst happened, it was fine.

      Her silk was actually remarkably comfortable. Despite the fact that he was fairly tightly bound, he couldn't feel any constriction and was in no danger of losing circulation.

      Once he'd drunk his fill, she set the glass aside and began to tease him, sliding her breasts over his chest as she played her lips over his throat, then his shoulders.

      "Mmmm, that's nice," he murmured, in no position to return the favor but content to receive the pleasures she was giving him. She loved him. He'd suspected it, but she'd said the words, and he knew he believed her. So it wasn't first on her requirements list. Perhaps it wasn't even on her requirements list, but it was on his, and she'd checked that box. If he had to wade into a battle he didn't want for her, well, so be it. There were good reasons to win that fight, of which she was only one. For her sake, he really would go through an election and not only that, he'd fight to win.

      He winced as he felt her sink fangs into the meat of his thigh and gasped, "You didn't."

      "You're off Sunday, Deputy Inspector, and I most certainly did."

      "You're gonna give me a heart attack," he groaned.

      "Very unlikely, but in that case, I'm versed in CPR and we'll defer a third round until you've recovered."

      He laughed, but it was a terror-driven sound, and as she ran her tongue up the slowly growing length of his shaft there was a dangerous edge to her voice as she said, "Next time you have a chance, I expect you to be a bit more judicious in your use of those ... vibrators. Yes?"

      "Yes Ma-oh fffuck! We're establishinnng, a sssafeword, before we do this again!"

      Her throaty chuckle was the only reply he got.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            36

          

          

      

    

    







            Velise

          

        

      

    

    
      She'd used a bit more venom this time but not much. There was a risk of cardiac arrest if she overdosed him, and she rather suspected he was reminding her of that deliberately. He'd mentioned he researched sex with arachne. It was unlikely the risks hadn't been pointed out.

      Still, his body was extremely strong and she was confident he could handle the light doses she was giving him. She couldn't complain about the effects either — he was strongly erect, and she found she enjoyed the responses she could tease out of him.

      But this second round wasn't just for play.

      Well, I suppose it is at that, considering he is taking a contraceptive.

      It annoyed her, but while she didn't approve of his hesitance, it at least followed from what she knew of humans and their behavior. There was also an increased chance she could get what she wanted from him now that their understanding of one another had increased, but that did still leave a few questions, one of which she intended to answer tonight.

      She shifted a bit and kissed him softly as she said, "On to the next stage. I expect you to make me aware of any serious pain."

      "You bit me. Twice."

      "Serious pain."

      He chuckled, but the sound hitched in his throat as she lowered a hand to his length and lifted it. With her eyes on his, she sank slowly down on him, felt the pleasing stretch of insertion, and sighed in satisfaction.

      "I have been told that there is quite a lot of variation in the human penis," she murmured. "Whether that is true or not, I find yours quite pleasant."

      "While flattered, I think your pillow talk needs work," Andrew said with a somewhat strained smile.

      "Speaking during sex is something of a novelty as well," she said as she tightened her hold on him and began to cycle. The effect was somewhat muted not only because she had hold of the bed rather than him, but because he didn't have the proper shape to fit tightly against her top and bottom.

      Still, since she wasn't too worked up, the imbalance wasn't enough to disconcert her as it had their first time.

      She lifted herself a bit and webbed the spot just under his shaft. Once she settled again it was much better. Then she felt him shift inside her and her breath left her in a rush as she asked, "What ... was that?"

      His voice still sounded pleasure-strained as he said, "My cock isn't fixed in place."

      "Ahhh ... I didn't know it would ... feel like that inside. Is it good or bad that you're twitching so much?"

      "It means, among other things, that I really wish you hadn't tied me up."

      She laughed softly and pressed herself against him, her breasts pillowing on his chest as she looked into his eyes with a fanged smile. "I won't always ... but after last time, I couldn't risk another one of your surprises."

      He smiled at her and she felt his body tense, muscle shifting under her hands, chest and belly as he lifted himself. His shaft pressed deeply into her body and the contact between them got much tighter. Her cycling began to truly reverberate through her body and her lips parted as the sensations grew more intense.

      "That feels good," she murmured. "Very ... very good."

      "Yeah," he panted. "I can tell. You're getting really tight."

      "Is it too much?" she asked, her voice breathy as she allowed her eyes to drift closed.

      "No. But it's more than enough to notice."

      She gasped as she felt his hips shift, rolling from the left to the right, then back again. All the while he kept contact with her, but the sensations increased along the line of his movement. It was an entirely unique sensation in her experience. Once locked together, arachne didn't twist this way.

      "That's ... maddening, what you're doing," she managed.

      "Glad you approve."

      "I'm not sure you heard what I said," she murmured, head drooping until her forehead touched his.

      "Tell me to stop."

      "I ... will not. But this ... is all wrong. You aren't supposed to be the one moving."

      "Here's another one of those sayings you love so much. 'Give a man an inch, and he'll take a mile.'"

      Andrew dropped his hips abruptly to the bed, and the mattress bounced him back into her. She shuddered as the shock of it hit her and she tensed, arms wrapping under his shoulders in a vain effort to lock him down. Her head dropped until she was cheek to cheek with him, panting raggedly as he began dropping his hips in a rhythm that was infinitely slower than her cycling, but much more intense.

      The feel of his shaft dragging itself in and out of her was something new. It felt almost like an initial penetration, over and over again.

      Velise moaned. Every stroke took her just a little bit higher than the last before it ebbed, then higher again, then away. She dropped one, then both of her hands down from his shoulders to grip his ass, but instead of pinning him, she aided his stroke. He adjusted his pace for her and Velise felt her body begin to tremble, then shudder.

      At last, she felt the clench, heard him groan with the force of it, then her eyes widened.

      She was in the first stage of orgasm, and yet she felt his cock swell all along its length, tense, then jerk hard.

      Her orgasm peaked as she felt the strength of his. Every tiny movement of his cock transmitted itself vividly to her through their contact, and she gripped his ass as tightly as she could and pinned him with complete abandon as she felt her interior flooding with the proofs both of her pleasure, and his own.

      It wasn't until her pleasures began to recede that she realized what she'd done. She opened her mouth and carefully let his shoulder go.

      "Velise ..."

      His breath was ragged, and there was sweat dripping down his face. He hadn't fainted this time, but his eyes were wide as he asked, "Did you?"

      She felt her cheeks color with embarrassment and glanced away as she said, "I told you ... you're off tomorrow."

      His eyes narrowed suspiciously as he said, "You did not do that on purpose."

      Regaining some of her composure, she let go of his ass and pressed her upper body up a bit, palms on his shoulders as she looked down at him with a predatory smile.

      "You'll have a hard time proving that in court," she said quietly.

      "Just don't kill me, all right?" he asked, still gasping quietly.

      "I would never," she murmured, leaning in to kiss him with slow, lingering affection. "You're far too much fun."
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      Velise had been told that the annual police ball was a magnificent affair and while it certainly was by human standards, she was rather underwhelmed on several fronts.

      The venue was a cathedral-like space with glowing chandeliers and elaborately carved white stone walls on one side and a series of massive open glass doors leading out onto an open-air gallery on the other. The floor was highly polished white marble with veins of gold and silver, and long tables draped in pristine white cloth were laden with all manner of food, confection, and beverage. Much of the space before the stage at one end of the hall was taken up by large circular tables with silver placements and placards denoting the seating arrangement.

      Because Andrew had submitted his intention in good time there was sufficient space at the table they were assigned, but in order to manage that space the table was at the very back of the group. Velise understood the practicality of the move, but it sent the wrong signal with regard to Andrew himself, who should have been much more prominently placed.

      As for the rest of the space, while it was open, it was also for dancing.

      There was a small black-tie orchestra on the stage and dancing couples spun through the allotted space, making it difficult for Velise to maneuver even if she stayed on the fringes. Dancing with Andrew was completely out of the question, which disappointed her on several levels. She was confident in her dancing, but it was obvious she would have no opportunity to demonstrate her prowess.

      A similar gala held with arachne in mind would have had three times the space at a minimum.

      Still, there were some perks, chief among them the ability to show off without restraint. Andrew had wondered what she would wear to a formal event. Now he knew, as did everyone else.

      Velise was wearing a complete coat of silver plate that covered her abdomen and four primary legs, all of it polished to a mirror shine. On her upper body she wore a form-fitting dress the color of blood that had a clasp above her chest and an aperture below to show off the depth of her cleavage. The dress had highlights of black and gold, a high collar, and sleeves that draped elegantly at the cuff. Her hair had taken hours to style and was bound up in intricate plaits held by silver wire and ebony pins. Her necklace was a series of ornate platinum settings that held alternating rubies and blue sapphires.

      Her regalia and ornaments had been hard won in her youth, and while she knew she could not boast of her accomplishments in her present company, she was satisfied by the amazed and jealous looks she received from men and women alike.

      Andrew — for his part — both fit in well with his peers and yet stood out from them. His uniform was gray and perfectly tailored. The buttons and trim were gold and he had a sizable collection of ribbons that she'd been told were awards he had won throughout his career. Around his neck was a wide silk ribbon of sky blue trimmed in gold from which hung a golden medallion engraved with blind justice, a human myth even Velise was familiar with. Her arms were spread, and in one hand she held scales as she brandished a sword in the other.

      He had told her, somewhat reluctantly, that the medallion was a singular award that had been made specifically for him, commissioned by the mayor of another city-state whose life Bremmin had saved whilst in Daytau on a state visit. He'd assured her that the story was long and would bore her, but given the size of the medallion and its prominence she rather doubted his claim.

      It was difficult for the two of them to mingle in what was — for her at any rate — a small space, and the two wound up walking the gallery, taking in the evening air.

      As they walked, Velise spotted Claire, the 'spin doctor' she'd become acquainted with at city hall and the woman who'd originally mentioned she should try and arrange an invite to the ball they now attended.

      Claire was already striding purposefully their way, and as she came into polite range she spread her hands wide to take in the couple as she declared, "My goodness! You certainly know how to make an entrance, Velise! How are you?!"

      "Quite well, and you?" Velise asked, offering a polite smile.

      "Oh, much better now that I've seen you. Wow. If this is how the Drainheart daughters dress, I can only imagine what the matron must wear!"

      "I'm rather more accomplished than most of the other Drainheart daughters still living," Velise said with quiet amusement. "But I thank you for the praise and receive it in the spirit intended."

      "And Mr. Bremmin! You cut quite the figure as always but I'm afraid you may have picked a plus one that's a bit much even for you!" Claire said as she offered a hand Andrew took and bowed over with graceful formality.

      "It is a gentleman's job to be outshone by his date," he said with a quiet, somewhat plastic smile. It was clear he wasn't fond of the other woman, but he was cordial.

      "Velise has made it everyone's job to be outshone tonight. There's no question she's the belle of the ball. The mayor's wife is probably sick with envy."

      That got a rather more genuine smile out of Andrew as he said, "At least the woman isn't chasing me anymore."

      Claire pursed her lips as her eyes went wide and she tilted her head to look at him out of one eye. It was clear in her expression that he'd said something audacious, and she confirmed it as she looked to Velise and said, "He's rather feisty tonight. I never dreamed I'd see you here after the injunction was granted on the integration over at the NHIC. I heard that you got let go after the incident at city hall?"

      "A new position was found for me as an intern with the department as a whole. It's been quite educational and as you're no doubt aware, the mayor fully intends to press forward with the integration, so there are still things for which my expertise was deemed needful."

      Claire's expression got just a touch mischievous as she said, "Are you sure that was wise? Fraternization is against the law in Daytau, you know?"

      "She's got more money than she can spend and is essentially nobility in her home country. I doubt any charges of fraternization would stick," Andrew dryly replied.

      Eyes wide, Claire clapped her hands in front of her mouth as she gasped and said, "So you are a couple!"

      Velise glanced down at Andrew with a raised eyebrow, but he only shrugged and said, "Fuck it. Better a reveal now than later. Yes. Velise and I are together."

      "Oh, my, God. The daily rags would sell body parts to get an exclusive on this."

      "Thank you for saying so. I'll reach out to a few of them tomorrow and see what kinds of bids they'll put in," Velise said with a fanged smile.

      Claire laughed gaily at that, then nodded with approval as she said, "You're my kind of girl."

      "No. She's my kind of girl," Andrew wryly said. "Where's your 'plus one,' Miss Bryce?"

      "Oh, he's around. Schmoozing, no doubt. Ah! Speak of the devil and he shall appear!"

      Velise's legs rippled as she turned to face the elegant gentleman in a white uniform that stood out for its simplicity. Phillip Mann wore no awards, whether he'd earned them or not. He was the chief inspector and as such wore white. He was savvy enough to know that any ornamentation beyond that could be taken as overly ostentatious by the voting public.

      "I rather resent the implications, Claire," he said with an easy smile as he reached out a hand to Andrew, who shook it as he said, "Chief Inspector."

      "Deputy Inspector," Phil returned without the slightest trace of sarcasm or condescension.

      He truly was a consummate politician.

      As he turned his eyes on Velise, she detected no hint that this was the man who had arranged for assassins to take her life. All she saw was a warm smile that reached the eyes and made them twinkle as he held out a hand which she took and gently shook, resisting the urge to crush it with no small difficulty.

      "Well! Here we all are out on the balcony and not a drink or tender to be seen. Will champagne suffice?" Claire asked.

      She got a round of nods and clacked off, her high heels ringing on the polished stone.

      Velise wondered if Andrew would take the opportunity, and after a long moment during which Claire was allowed to get too far away to politely call after, he said, "Ah, dammit. I'm not drinking tonight as I'm still playing the bodyguard. Please excuse me, Velise, Chief Inspector."

      As he left, Phil spread a hand as he asked with courtly aplomb, "Shall we? They can hardly fail to find us given your beauty is quite literally radiant tonight."

      She dipped her head and began a slow stroll, waiting to see what opening he would use. After a few steps, he said, "I confess to some surprise that you're still employed with the NHIC, Velise. Particularly given the attempts on your life."

      "I thought it a rather natural move, seeing as it puts me in close proximity to my assigned bodyguard without disrupting his schedule," she said with a quiet smile. "As you know, three of the four assassins have been killed. Once the fourth is dealt with, perhaps other arrangements might be sought if it's something that concerns you."

      "Well, you're aware that I'll be entering the race for mayor, and once I officially put forth my candidacy this coming Wednesday, Deputy Inspector Bremmin will have to move to city hall as the interim chief inspector."

      "You could always appoint Deputy Inspector Gutiérrez to that post," Velise pointed out. "You must know he intends to run for the permanent position in the special election in any case. I've looked at the various indicators and it's unlikely Bremmin can win in a head-to-head race, hero or not. He just doesn't have the press or bureaucratic support he needs."

      Without missing a step, Phil said, "Oh, I think you're underestimating Andy a bit. That man can do anything he sets his mind to."

      Velise hid the flare of annoyance she felt at being so casually lied to and the fact that she couldn't detect any hints that it was a lie. Instead, she said, "Perhaps, but I'd like to discuss an alternative with you."

      "Oh? What's that?" Phil asked, turning to set a hand on the stone railing as he looked absently out over the city.

      "I plan to take custody of a sizable shipment of silver from my country tomorrow night. It's currently in a storage facility on Bay street. Warehouse five, dock six, bay two. For reasons I'm sure a man of your means might understand, it wasn't shipped with the proper labelling and so is not in a more secure facility, but no matter, I've arranged for its safety. I had planned to spend it on extravagances, but perhaps it would better serve my long-term interests if I invested it in a mayoral campaign? In return for certain ... considerations, of course."

      "You have the proper paperwork for this silver?" Phil asked, and there was finally a detectable note of strain in his voice. Velise wasn't surprised, since the silver had been shipped to cover the assassination attempt on Velise herself, to be released only on her death.

      "Oh yes. I contacted my matron. She was quick to send over the proper paperwork once she tracked it down from her end. Apparently one of my sisters shipped it ... improperly. She's been recalled for judgement. It was quite a large shipment you see, and mistakes of that sort simply aren't tolerated in Ostingrath. I have the original orders, Phil. It would be a shame if they were to be made public. As I said, though, you have an opportunity to arrange for a contribution to a mayoral candidate of your choosing, provided you come and see me personally, along with any ... assistants you might have."

      "Does Andy know about this?" he asked.

      "Of course not. He would hardly let me blackmail his boss. Ten pm, Phil. Tomorrow night. I'll know your answer by ten oh one, so don't be late."

      "Oh, there you are!"

      Claire's voice was bright and clear as she strode up with Andrew in tow, offering champagne first to Velise, then to Phil.

      She took her glass with good grace, but Phil seemed a bit distracted as he took his.

      Andrew sipped a tall glass of something dark red, and Velise smiled as she said, "Don't spill that. It would utterly ruin your uniform."

      "I came here with you. I'm obviously in a mood to live dangerously," he said, and gave her a wolfish smile before taking a sip, having received her message.
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      Bremmin stood in the shadowed darkness of the warehouse, waiting with a patience born of stakeouts that had lasted far longer than this particular session possibly could. As he waited, he mourned the untimely death of his uniform.

      The fact that Velise had promised to replace it made no difference. Deliberately spilling that drink on himself had been one of the hardest things he'd ever done. It had felt like sacrilege.

      But ... it had gotten he and Velise out of the ball early and let them set up in the warehouse. With no real way to know who else within his department, or any other department for that matter, might be on Mann's payroll, the only help he'd brought with him was Larry McCreedy and Tony Platz.

      McCreedy he trusted explicitly.

      Once he'd told Platz he'd have a shot at the last holdover from the raid that put Laura in the hospital, he'd simply asked for an address and showed up with bells on.

      Now they were positioned within the warehouse, waiting to see if Mann would take the bait.

      If he didn't, he'd lose the shipment that was to have been his payment for the job, and if he lost that it was better than even money the remaining assassin would turn on him. Given how much money that silver represented and the fact that no major transactions of any other sort had gone through Phil's accounts, the assassin hadn't yet been paid.

      The man would either show up to help his employer collect the booty, or he really was out of the game and the city.

      The warehouse had certain security measures in place even though it ostensibly wasn't high security. Those security measures included infrared cameras and motion sensors, but in this case, Bremmin was a step ahead.

      He'd contacted the warehouse owners and arranged for their data people to loop the infrared footage and disable the motion sensors until he and his men were in position. When Mann accessed the feeds — as he was practically guaranteed to do — the warehouse would look empty, and the records would show it had been that way since the doors closed earlier that evening.

      He, McCreedy, and Platz had left their phones at home. Since all officers were also chipped, Judge Castello had issued a warrant to temporarily force the city computer to match their chip location with their phones. If Mann checked in the city database, everyone would look like they were where they were supposed to be.

      Since he had to suspect Velise of setting a trap for him at the appointed time, it was all but certain he would come tonight instead.

      So all Bremmin had to do was sit and wait. With any luck, by sunrise, most of his problems would be on their way to Iso.

      He'd tried to get Judge Castello to issue an arrest warrant based on the falsified documents surrounding the silver, but Mann's name was actually nowhere on them. They simply specified release given 'certain conditions are met,' those conditions not being listed. The Drainheart matron had issued paperwork demanding the return of the 'improperly shipped' silver, which would go back to Ostingrath no matter how tonight played out. At worst, Mann would lose the money he needed to pay the assassin and probably flee the city unless he felt supremely confident he could kill and dispose of the man himself.

      If Bremmin wanted to nail Phillip Mann to the wall, he had to catch him red-handed here. Unfortunately, he couldn't track Mann using the city computers because anything sending or receiving a signal would reveal their presence inside the warehouse.

      Tonight's operation was so old school it was almost painful, but sometimes that's what it took. Technology couldn't solve every problem.

      As his thoughts wandered, he heard the distinct clacking sound as the lights flicked on, flooding the warehouse with illumination. Since he and his cohort were well-hidden, he simply smiled softly to himself and waited.

      It would all be over soon.

      Five men rounded the end of the aisle they'd need to traverse to reach the pallet of silver, and as he spotted them he noted they'd brought a hover loader. He patiently waited as they reached the spot across from him where the silver was stored, and grinned widely as one of them cursed at what they found.

      Velise had rather thoroughly webbed the pallet to the concrete floor.

      "The fuck do we do now?" one of the men asked.

      "What do you mean? It's just cobwebs," another said, scoffing.

      "You fucking moron. That shit's like sticky steel cable. You need acid or fire to get through it, and if we burn it this whole place might go up. Dunno about you but I left my hydrochloric acid in my other pants."

      "I brought acid. The boss mentioned we might need it. Stand back."

      The voice was calm, authoritative, and belonged to Harry Osmund, the last of the original four assassins.

      Bremmin waited until he had solid footage of the masked man who'd spoken bending over the webbing and dribbling a clear liquid over it that smoked on contact before stepping out, rifle leveled as he said, "Police! Show me your hands!"

      What happened next was over in under five seconds.

      The man with the acid flung it backward without looking in an underhand toss at Bremmin as he leapt forward into the shadowed darkness between pallets. The other men whirled, raising weapons they never got the chance to use.

      Bremmin didn't shoot anyone as he was forced to fling himself sideways to dodge the canister of acid that'd been hurled at him.

      McCreedy and Platz, on the other hand, had no trouble, and the remaining four men went down under the distinctive purring of fully automatic flechette rifle fire from the the two men laying on pallets twenty feet up, giving them a neat cross-fire on their virtually impossible-to-miss targets.

      Bremmin backed away from the slowly spreading pool of blood as he called, "You comfy in there?!"

      When no answer was forthcoming, he said, "If I don't get something useful, my associates and I are perfectly willing to leave. Then there'll be no witnesses. The cameras are looped until business opens tomorrow morning."

      "That's against the law!" came Osmund's voice.

      "Actually, we have warrants for it, so it's perfectly legal. Less legal is falsifying records, theft of police property, conspiracy to assassinate a deputy inspector, conspiracy to assassinate a diplomat and/or stealing her property, but you wouldn't know anything about any of that, would you?" Bremmin asked. He was confident Osmund had leapt right into Velise's prepared webs, and he wouldn't be going anywhere on his own. That said, there were no guarantees he didn't have a weapon in hand, and Bremmin wasn't about to give him a target.

      He just stayed where he was and said, "Full confession or you know what? I'm going to assume you weren't with these guys and, quite honestly, were just on the janitorial staff. You saw some webbing that shouldn't be there and decided to clean it up. We've got no call to stop you since you didn't raise a weapon at anyone, so we'll just leave you here. What happens after we leave is none of our business."

      "You can't do that!"

      Osmund's voice was practically panicked now, and Bremmin shrugged and said, "I sure can! I'd say watch me but ... I doubt you're in a position to do that now, are you? Confess, and I mean all of it, or we'll leave you. You got until I get photo ID on these bodies then we're outta here ... Mr. Janitor. You should be perfectly safe. I mean ... no one else is due to come in here tonight ... that I know of."

      There were a long few seconds of silence, then Osmund said, "Fine, I'll talk. Everything you want to know just don't leave me here for that bitch to find!"

      Satisfied, Bremmin strolled over to one of the bodies and searched it, coming up with a small radio. He asked, "What's the frequency?"

      Osmund told him. He tuned the radio and — with his thumb on the transmit button — asked, "How's it hanging, Phil?"

      There was a long silence on the other end, but just before he tried again the radio clicked on and Phillip Mann's voice said, "I'll have her deported for this, Deputy Inspector."

      "Oh? What's she done?"

      "She's webbed me into my vehicle, and the vehicle to the street."

      Bremmin chuckled softly and said, "I've got Harry here, Phil. He's alive, and he'll confess. It's over. I've got manifests, a set of kill orders, the whole thing. I'd like a confession from you too."

      "I have no idea what you're talking about."

      "That's a shame, because I have no idea where you are. That's what happens when you leave your phone at home and disable your vehicle's GPS. I'm willing to bet your chip locator says you're at home too. So ... right now, no one knows where you are, and since you're using short-range radios that don't get picked up by the city computer, there'll be no official record of this conversation. I'm afraid if you don't agree to confess, and start talking, I might be the last person to ever hear from you."

      "There's no way you could hide the evidence," Phil said, again after a long pause.

      "Try me. I might be better at it than you think, Jerry."

      "I haven't heard that name in a long time."

      "From what I gathered, you worked hard to get rid of it. I looked into your wife's 'suicide.' According to records that were quite a bit harder to find than they should have been, she went voluntarily into the Tracts on an expedition ... with you. Why did you do it?"

      "She was a bitch," Phil said quietly, "and I didn't need her anymore."

      "And Velise? Why?"

      "Money," came the simple answer, followed by a rueful chuckle. "You don't know how deep this rabbit hole goes, Detective. I've been arranging things like this since my Kind days. The fact that her wanting in with you lined up perfectly with my mayoral candidacy was just a bonus. The crazy at the presser was inspired if I do say so myself. I can't believe Velise ran circles around the press corps. I laughed for a week."

      "I thought as much. Once we did a deep dive on your records we found way more property titled to you than you could possibly have legally acquired. Confess and you might be able to get them to take capital punishment off the table ... of course, that'll depend on what Velise wants to do. Political assassination attempts are taken a bit less seriously by her people than ours. What do you say?"

      "I say I've had my fun, and you can go to hell, Bremmin. I'll see you there."

      The next thing he heard over the radio was a burst of static that could only be a gunshot, then silence.
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      Velise stood quietly behind and to the left of the podium Andrew Bremmin manned just off the main mezzanine of the Justice Center. Behind him and to his right were Captain McCreedy and Corporal Tony Platz.

      In front of the podium was a rather unruly mob of reporters.

      Andrew cleared his throat, took the podium by the edges in an iron grip, and said, "All right, settle down. There's a lot to cover and I'm only going to say this once, so hold your questions."

      The noise died away, and he continued.

      "Last night, former Chief Inspector Phillip Mann committed suicide in a car off Bay Street while directing an attempt to steal a shipment of silver. Harry Osmund — arrested on scene — confessed to conspiracy with the former chief inspector to assassinate both myself and Velise Drainheart, along with theft of police property and tampering with official city records, communications, and legal documents. He's currently in Isolation pending trial.

      "Because the position of chief inspector cannot be left vacant, an interim chief inspector has been appointed. That'd be me, by order of the mayor. I asked that it be Deputy Inspector Jaime Gutiérrez, but I'm not in charge so ..." he trailed off and shrugged, adding, "What can you do, huh?"

      "Chief Inspector! You said you requested DI Gutiérrez be given your post! Do you intend to run against him in the special election to follow or will you be stepping down?" one of the reporters called.

      Andrew raised a hand and flicked a finger at the reporter as he said, "That is an excellent question and the answer is no, I do not intend to run against Jaime in the special election, nor do I intend to step down."

      There was a rumbling murmur from the crowd of reporters, and one of the bolder ones near the front asked, "What will you do then?"

      "I intend to step up," Andrew said quietly, though the microphones ensured he was heard by all. "I've kept this city safe from monsters for over twenty years, and I see no reason to stop now. Jaime Gutiérrez is the right man for chief inspector, and I intend to make sure he gets this job. That means I'll have perhaps the shortest run of chief inspector in Daytau history, because folks, I'm running for mayor."

      He raised a hand in a perfunctory wave, then turned and walked away as the press surged forward behind him, shouting questions.

      Velise fell in behind him along with McCreedy and Platz, which rather effectively kept the press shouting after him from following.

      She murmured, "You were supposed to stay and answer questions. I spent all night drafting answers for those questions."

      "Oh, fucking pick one of them, whoever'll give me the best coverage, and give 'em a private interview. I promise I'll follow your notes then."

      As he stepped through the doors and into the lobby of the JC, an immense round of applause thundered through the space and Bremmin pulled up short, blinking, as a sea of men and women in blue and gray cheered, shouted, and clapped.

      Standing front and center was a wizened old woman in the black robes of a city judge.

      Velise leaned down and murmured in his ear. "This was her idea, but it was a good one. Every single heart in this room beats for you right now."

      "That was very poetic," he murmured.

      "I have my moments," Velise said before leaning up again, smiling pridefully as she gazed out over the sea of support. Announcing that Gutiérrez would take the CI spot unopposed had unified virtually every department behind Bremmin's run for mayor, and it wasn't just the police. Practically every city service planned to voice their support as soon as he officially put his name on the ballot registry.

      The mayor was an entrenched politician, but just as Mann had also noted, he was known to be crooked and hadn't had much popular support lately. His position was vulnerable, and with Bremmin preemptively announcing his intentions, other viable politicians would likely reconsider their candidacies. With the high-profile arrest and gracious surrender of the chief inspector's position, Andrew Bremmin would have all the press for the next week at least. More than enough time to establish himself as what everyone already knew he was: an honest man poised to clear out corruption.

      Velise looked at Judge Castello only to find the old woman grinning back at her as she winked and stopped clapping long enough to give Velise a thumbs-up.

      Smiling softly so as not to look too predatory on camera — more than a few of which were filming the outpouring of support — Velise returned the gesture.

      Later that night, Bremmin lay sprawled on the couch in the living room, his coat across one arm and his suit coat over the back. His tie was loose around his neck, his top few buttons were undone, and he looked exhausted.

      "I fuckin' hate politics," he muttered, one arm flung over his eyes.

      "Well politics love you. At least, it does today," Velise said quietly as she crouched behind him, her arms sliding over his shoulders as she hooked her palps over the back of the couch.

      He slid his arm far enough back to reveal his eyes as he looked up at her accusingly and said, "This is your fault."

      "Actually, I believe this is Judge Castello's fault. It was her rather brilliant idea that you challenge the mayor directly rather than fight a losing battle against one of your peers."

      "Nu-uh. It's yours. If it weren't for you I'd have stopped at the 'I'm giving my spot to Jaime' bit."

      "As you say, it's proof of true love. And just think of all the good you can do this city once you crush the mayor."

      He rolled his eyes at that and grinned at her as he said, "You mean all the good you can do, Miss Puppeteer?"

      She pressed a kiss to his forehead and said, "As if I would know what's good for humans. You just tell me the way things should be, and I'll figure out how to get you from here to there. We will be what Judge Castello called us — a power couple."

      "And you think you can handle all that and kids?" he asked with a raised eyebrow.

      "I will defer offspring for two years, no more. The first year will be the election cycle, and the second your first in office. Once those are past ... we will have many, many children."

      "You sounded really ... hungry there."

      "Mmm. We should perfect our technique in the meantime."

      "No venom," he said with an abruptly wide-eyed look.

      "No vibrators," she said easily, raising an eyebrow as she looked down at him pointedly.

      "But ... you liked it," he said plaintively. "I've been wanting to do that to you again since forever now."

      "I didn't hear you complaining either after you 'almost had a heart attack' for the third time in one night," she said, smiling wide enough to show off her fangs.

      "Take turns?" he asked.

      "It could be arranged, but tonight I would like simply to wrap you, feel your cock within me, and know that I can claim that prize as often as I like."

      As she gazed down at him, her grin grew wicked as she said, "I note with no small satisfaction that you don't look tired anymore."

      "It seems that, venom or no, you have that effect on me."

      "Hmhm! Love might just have its uses after all."

      His grin faded after a moment, and as he gazed up at her a strange, depthless look entered his eyes as he quietly asked, "Miss Velise Drainheart, will you marry me?"

      She lifted her head, looking down on him with a curious mixture of feelings welling up inside her. Her first instinct was to dismiss the question as absurd. Of course she'd marry him. Had there ever been any doubt?

      There was the issue of his secret. She had no proof that his third child still lived, but she was certain. Was she willing to marry someone who was keeping such secrets willfully from her?

      At length she decided that, yes, she would. While she might not know the reason, she did know that whatever it was, it was for the betterment of the child. He had spoken little of them, but it was obvious he thought much of the children he already had, and if he had more, they too would have his love, time, and attention. Probably more than he had ever been able to give, seeing as how his previous family had been stripped from him.

      She decided that — whatever the truth — she would let the matter rest. He was looking past her inhuman nature and manifestly murderous family. If he kept a few secrets of his own, whatever harm might come of them she would bear with him when the time came.

      None of that answered the more immediate question of how to reply. Of course she would say yes, but the manner in which she said it was likely important.

      Though, not TOO important. My understanding of this ritual is that he SHOULD be offering me jewelry as he asks on bended knee.

      Such things were no doubt important to women who did not have the wealth she already commanded. There were no rings Andrew could afford that were good enough to match anything else she had in her wardrobe, something he doubtless had already realized.

      She dug past the reasons they should marry and filled herself up instead with that warm feeling she got when she kissed him. The feeling flowing from the look he was giving her at just that moment. What filled his eyes was something she'd never had from anyone else, and she suspected she'd never have it from anyone else if she lost it in him.

      She wanted to foster that feeling in his eyes so that she could bask in it forever, and if she had to give the rest of her life to him in exchange ... well?

      "Yes, Andrew Bremmin. I will marry you. No matter what comes, you have proven yourself to me. As long as you and I work together, I believe we can both achieve our deepest desires, whatever they might be."

      "That was a very political yes," he said, though his grin was so wide it looked like it might split his face in two.

      "I am a very political woman."

      She stood and stepped daintily around the couch, her face rotating over his until she was in position. She used her palps to catch his feet as she curled her abdomen and began her work. Her voice was sultry and soft as she lightly touched his nose with a finger and said, "I am also a very aroused woman, so I am going to web you, take you to my bower, fuck you to orgasm, and you do not get a safe word."

      "Apples! The safe word is apples!"

      "Believe whatever brings you comfort in the moment, prey."

      "No venom!"

      "I keep my promises. I didn't say you could move."

      "This is hardly fair."

      She paused, glancing up thoughtfully, then back down at him as she shook her head bemusedly and said, "I never promised fair. I promised orgasm. Was I unclear?"

      "We're going to have to set some boundaries after this," he said as he waggled his finger between them, giving her a wide-eyed look just before he was lifted and turned, then again.

      "'After this' sounds like an excellent timeframe. I can work with that."

      "I feel like I just made a mistake."

      "You did. Accept the consequences as part of your political training."

      "I love you!" he said with a hopeful, if slightly desperate edge to his voice.

      "That won't save you, but I appreciate the sentiment."

      As she carried her soon-to-be husband up to her bower, she was vaguely surprised at the fact that it was true. She did appreciate the sentiment, deeply, and it occurred to her that love might be the key to unlock humanity more generally.

      It was, after all, what had gotten her the juiciest prize in all of Daytau. Then again, perhaps she only thought that because she loved him in turn.

      It was a vicious circle, and she put such thoughts away as both unhelpful and immaterial as she proceeded to indulge her lusts, and those of the man she loved.
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