
CHAPTER 1 — THE BEAST WAKES UP


I woke up to the sound of gnawing.

Not chewing. Not grinding.

Gnawing.

Like something was chewing its way through my ribs from the inside out, rhythmically, almost politely.

The Beast liked to start my mornings that way.

“Stop,” I muttered, pressing my palm against the center of my chest. “It’s too early for your nonsense.”

The gnawing slowed but didn’t stop. A warm pressure expanded beneath my sternum, followed by a voice shaped like my own—if my own voice had been soaked in anger, wrung out, then set on fire and told to behave.

Let me out.

“No,” I said, rolling off the mattress with the grace of a tranquilized giraffe. “You got out last time and now Mrs. Halpern thinks someone broke into her shed and rearranged all her garden tools alphabetically. I’m still getting side-eye at the mailbox.”

Let me out.

“Shh.”

The Beast didn’t shh. It never shh’d. It grumbled like a dog forced into a bath, all claws and resentment.

I stretched, cracked my neck, and shuffled toward the kitchen of my one-bedroom apartment that smelled faintly of bleach and bad decisions.

Coffee. I needed coffee.

I started the machine, and the Beast quieted a little. It always respected coffee. Even monsters understand survival.

The phone rang.

I stared at the buzzing screen.

Unknown number.

Which always meant one thing.

Work.

I answered.

“Caleb speaking.”

“Rourke, it’s dispatch,” the voice said, bored and grim simultaneously. “Got a scene for you.”

“Yeah,” I said, rubbing sleep from my eyes. “Where?”

“Harbor District. Multiple rooms. Multiple fluids.”

“Great.”

“Detective Silas is already on-site.”

“Oh,” I said. “Great.”

Detective Mara Silas always looked at me like she was trying to solve a puzzle no one asked her to solve. And every time she looked at me, the Beast stirred like a dog hearing the treat bag crinkle.

Let me see her.

“No,” I whispered.

“What was that?” dispatch asked.

“Nothing. Just… practicing my enthusiasm.”

“Don’t bother. You don’t have any.”

He hung up.

Fair.

I sipped my coffee, threw on my work gear—black cargo pants, gray work shirt, boots with soles strong enough to withstand a crime scene’s worst—and grabbed my kit. The Beast purred, of all things, as if it could taste the blood waiting for us.

I locked the door behind me, stepping out into the cool morning air.

The Beast hummed under my skin.

Today was going to be a problem.


CHAPTER 2 — BLOOD AND BANTER


The Harbor District looked exactly like the kind of place where murders happened for fun and the rent was still too high. Old warehouses, cracked pavement, the smell of salty air aggressively losing a fight to the smell of garbage.

Crime-scene tape fluttered in the wind like yellow confetti celebrating terrible life choices.

I parked my van, grabbed my cleaning kit, and ducked under the tape.

The Beast jolted awake at the smell of iron in the air.

Yes.

“No,” I whispered.

A uniformed officer nodded at me. “Cleanup tech?”

“Do I look like I’m here to deliver pizza?”

He blinked at me. Humor died in his eyes like a goldfish flushed down a toilet.

I walked past him into the warehouse.

The first thing I noticed was the blood.

The second thing I noticed was the amount of blood.

The third thing I noticed was——

“Rourke,” Silas said from behind me. “Good. You’re here.”

I turned.

Detective Mara Silas stood there in her usual trench coat and usual expression of tired suspicion. She looked like she hadn’t slept since 1998.

“Morning, Detective,” I said. “Beautiful day for a clean-up.”

Her eyebrow twitched. “You know, most people react differently when they walk into a slaughterhouse.”

“I’m not most people.”

“Yes,” she muttered. “I’m aware.”

She motioned to the scene.

The warehouse floor was a Pollock painting in red. A body—well, parts of one—lay near an old forklift. Something had torn into the victim with precision and fury.

The Beast pressed against my ribs, eager, hungry.

This was… familiar.

“So,” I said casually, “victim ID?”

“Not yet,” Silas said. “But the killer left… marks.”

I swallowed. “Marks?”

She pointed at the deepest wound pattern.

Curved. Symmetrical. Brutal.

Something like fingers, but not.

The Beast throbbed with excitement.

I stepped closer, pretending to inspect, trying very hard not to panic.

Because the patterns didn’t just look familiar.

They looked like something I’d dreamed about.

“Rourke,” Silas said softly, “are you alright?”

“Fine,” I lied. “Just admiring the craftsmanship.”
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