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Chapter One

THE AFTERNOON HAD all the gloom of a funeral. The pavement and the drab external walls of the surrounding buildings extended to the gray sky above. Nate and Aki stood in silence in the alley beside their apartment building and contemplated the dead.

Nate, at six feet tall, had to bow his head to look down at them. “You’re sure it’s not, I don’t know, some kind of vampire cat?” He winced. The question sounded even worse out in the open.

Aki looked up at Nate, his hazel eyes flat. “You’re kidding me. Have you ever heard of a vampire cat?”

Nate made a helpless gesture toward the bodies. “Look at them.” There were two desiccated rats and, nearby, a shriveled up bird. “Animals don’t eat like this.” He turned the nearest rat over, noticing what looked like a puncture wound. He crouched to get a closer look.

“Maybe they were sick. Rats are riddled with disease, and pigeons are not any better—don’t touch them!” Aki made a disgusted noise. “Ugh. Keep your gross, infected hands away from me.”

Nate set the rat down and turned his head, giving Aki a speculative look.

Aki stepped backward. “Touch me and I promise I will dump you.”

Nate snorted, turning his attention back to the dead animals. “You can’t dump me. We’re not dating.”

“I can friend dump you—and I will.”

“I co-signed the lease. You’re stuck with me.”

“I’m pretty sure Grant can find me a legal loophole involving pestilence.” Aki stuck his hands in the pockets of his plaid trousers. He drummed one foot against the pavement, the movement making his keychain rattle. “Come on. Let’s go.”

Nate stood slowly, still looking down at the animals. “There’s got to be some kind of explanation for this. Maybe we should call Department Seven?”

“They’d laugh in your face. This isn’t even a case for animal control.” Aki heaved a theatrically loud sigh. “If you’re that desperate for excitement, ask George to take you hunting. She’d jump at the chance.”

Nate frowned at Aki. “I’m not desperate for excitement.”

Aki raised an eyebrow. “Aren’t you? This is the longest we’ve gone without any supernatural mishaps since you got mixed up with the necromancer, and for the last month, you’ve been glancing over your shoulder, listening to sounds that aren’t there, and watching the news for anything paranormal. If that’s not desperation, I don’t know what is.”

Nate shivered. How to explain to Aki that for the last month, he’d had the constant suspicion that there was something there, just on the edge of his awareness? “I’m not desperate.”

“Then why are we hanging out in a shadowy alley, acting like revenant bait?”

Nate blanched. Revenants were the most basic form of the undead, recently deceased with a taste for blood and no thought beyond acquiring it. Nate had been closer than he wanted to hungry revenants. “Bait implies I want to find one. I don’t.”

“Then can we please leave before one finds us—”

Something crunched in the shadows beyond the dumpster.

Nate’s breath froze in his throat. He didn’t dare turn his head to see what Aki was doing, concentrating all his attention on the shadows.

He heard a second crunch, as if something shifted on the stones beyond the dumpster. Nate stepped toward it.

“Don’t.” Aki grabbed his arm. “Please, Nate. This is a seriously bad idea.”

“Stay here.” Nate disentangled himself. “Get ready to call Department Seven.”

“And after that, I’ll call the funeral home.” Aki had his phone in hand. “I’m having them put ‘I told him not to do it’ on your gravestone.”

“Quiet.” Nate knew a revenant couldn’t kill him. At least he was pretty sure he was safe. His experience with the necromancer had woken Nate’s own supernatural side. Being part plant could be inconvenient at times, but it did mean that he was impervious to things that were fatal to ordinary humans. But being a card-carrying psychic wouldn’t protect Aki from becoming monster chow. Nate edged his way around the dumpster carefully. If it was a revenant, he’d have to act fast to stop it preying on Aki.

Nate rounded the corner.

Nothing there? The newspaper was spread out as if someone had been sleeping rough—never a good idea in New Camden, the city with the largest monster population in the world—and it crackled under foot. Was the sound just the wind rustling through its pages? Nate turned to leave and caught a dull glow out of the corner of his eyes. He grinned. “Aki, come and look at this.”

“Is it more dead animals? Because I can pass.”

Nate crouched down. “Here, kitty. I’m not going to hurt you.”

“A cat?” Aki snorted, and Nate heard his footsteps on the stone behind him. “All that over nothing.”

Nate clicked his fingers. “Come on.”

The cat watched him balefully. She stretched, displaying her claws, before taking a step into the light. She flicked her tail, watching Nate out of her one good eye. Her left eye was milky white, with the lines of an old scar above and below. She was skinny, her fur bare in patches, and her tail was crooked. Part of one ear was missing, looking like a tattered flag on a pirate ship, with her prominent ribs the hull.

“Whoa. That’s the ugliest cat I’ve ever seen.”

“She can’t help that. Poor thing. Who knows how long she’s been living out here?”

Aki smacked Nate’s hand away from the cat. “Stop risking animal diseases! Look at it. Probably crawling with fleas!”

“It’s just an old stray cat.”

Aki scoffed. “I was wrong. That’s definitely some variety of hell beast.”

Nate clicked his fingers, succeeding in drawing the cat closer to him. “You’re so mean. Just because she’s been on the losing end of a few fights…”

“More than a few. It’s probably got every disease in the book.”

Nate extended his hand, and the cat cautiously sniffed it. “I think she likes me.”

Aki leaned against the dumpster to watch. “Haven’t you learned anything from the disaster that was you adopting the last stray?”

Nate looked up. “The last stray turned out to be Grant, who we saved from his evil stepdad, getting you a boyfriend in the process.”

“We’re not dating,” Aki said immediately. “If you’re so stuck on Grant, ask him out yourself. I don’t want him.”

Nate smiled to himself, stretching out his hand to the cat’s tattered ears. She hissed, and before Nate could react, sunk her teeth into his hand. He jerked his hand back. “Ow!”

“Ha! Told you!”

Nate sat back on his heels, nursing his hand. “Are you grinning?”

“It’s called schadenfreude.” Aki nudged Nate with the toe of his sneaker. “And you deserved it.”

Nate looked back down, but at his exclamation, the cat had darted back into the shadows. She squeezed into the narrow gap between the dumpsters. All he could see of her was the gleam of her dead eye. “You’re a bad best friend.”

Aki just shrugged. “You should have checked the fine print. It’s too late now. You’re stuck with me.”

Nate stood, dusting off his hands on his jeans. “Maybe Grant will find me a legal loophole.”

Aki elbowed him. “Not allowed. It’s ‘best friends forever.’ Not best friends until Aki hurts my feelings.”

Nate draped his arm over Aki’s shoulders. “Since when is BFF legally binding?”

“Well it is. So it’s a good thing I plan on keeping you around.” He leaned comfortably against Nate’s side. “That’s your cue to say there’s no one you would rather be stuck with.”

Nate paused, guiltily conscious something wasn’t right. There was something—someone—missing.

“Nate?”

Nate realized he’d stopped walking.

Aki was watching him with an expression of concern on his face. “I was only joking.”

Nate grinned. He leaned over, tapping Aki on his shoulder. “Got you.”

“You!” Aki demonstrated his feelings of friendship by trying to kick him.

 

THEY WERE STILL bickering when they arrived at the apartment.

Nate paused to fish in his pocket for the key. “Grant’s nice and obviously into you.”

Aki jiggled impatiently. “I liked him better as a dog.”

Nate paused, key in hand, to stare at him. “You didn’t like him as a dog. In fact, you complained constantly.”

“Just open the damn door.”

“I’m just saying”—Nate unlocked the door and pushed it open—“that there are a lot of inconsistencies in your story—”

“Surprise!”

Nate’s mouth dropped open. Grant stood in the center of their apartment, a smug grin on his face. The werewolf looked relaxed and happy, a big change from their first meeting. While he still looked like a shave wouldn’t go amiss, his gaunt face no longer looked starved and his eyes sparkled.

He wasn’t alone. Charlotte and Vazul, Nate’s friends from supernatural counseling, held up a sign. The difference between angular Charlotte’s height and stocky Vazul’s lack made it lopsided. Despite the angle, the message was clear: Thirty-one days since Nate started a supernatural event.

Nate looked from the banner to his friends, taking in the decorations strung across the apartment walls. “What’s all this?”

George grinned at him from the kitchen doorway. The supernatural hunter was dressed for fun, with dangly earrings and a bright-orange shade of lipstick. She’d ditched her usual headscarf, her curls trimmed to uniform length. If Nate hadn’t known where to look, he wouldn’t have noticed the damage done by the demonic attack George had only narrowly survived. “You’ve gone an entire month without a near-death experience. I say you’re slacking, but I was outvoted. These wimps consider that an accomplishment.”

“Wow. I don’t know what to say.” Now that the surprise had worn off, Nate saw a lot of effort had gone into the party. Food was laid out on the coffee table—three pizza boxes, a selection of what looked like cakes, a salad, and cupcakes with delicate icing that looked suspiciously like Mandy’s handiwork. Nate jerked his head up and saw her standing behind Charlotte and Vazul, nervously picking at her sleeve. “Mandy—Bea?”

Mandy smiled tentatively, but Beatrice just raised her glass in an ironic toast. “Aki told us about it. We agreed it was an occasion worth celebrating.”

“I hope that’s okay.” Mandy bit her lip. “I mean, it’s been a while.”

“Of course it’s okay.” Nate closed the distance between them to give her a hug. He breathed in the familiar scent of her jasmine perfume. “It’s great to see you.” How long had it been? Not since… Not since he’d come out as supernatural. Nate paused. Mandy had made her views on the supernatural clear.

But Mandy squeezed him tightly with obvious relief. “I’m glad.”

Nate grinned as he released her. “Wait. If Aki invited you—” He turned his head to stare at his friend.

Aki smirked at him. “Like taking candy from a baby. You’ve got no idea how many times this week you walked in on us planning this and had no idea.”

“Given that we’re talking about Nate, I am not surprised.” Vazul always sounded superior, but now he was infuriatingly pleased with himself. “Going thirty-one days without incident is more of an accomplishment than I thought.”

“Was that what you were doing?” Aki had seemed unusually keen on his coursework, but Nate had put that down to the fact that Grant was brushing up on his studies.

Grant cleared his throat. Immediately the group felt silent, all faces turning toward him. “I think it’s time to come clean. Aki?”

Aki slouched on the arm of one of the apartment’s two armchairs. “As fun as teasing Nate is, his ability to keep himself out of trouble for an unprecedented thirty-one days—”

“Hey!” Nate protested.

“Was only a front.” Aki stuck out his tongue. “The real reason you’re all here is because Grant’s got some news.”

Every head turned back to Grant. He grinned. “My application to live independently of my pack has been approved. I’m a free wolf.”

Charlotte squealed, dropping the sign as she clapped. “Grant, I’m so happy!”

“Took their time,” Vazul grumbled, leaning the sign against the wall. “I suppose your old pack contested it?”

Grant nodded grimly. “Naturally. They argued that if anything, the extreme circumstances around my first Full Moon proved I was a hazard. The judge wasn’t having any of it. He pointed out the extreme events were the result of my stepfather’s machinations, and I had shown considerable self-restraint in the face of overwhelming opposition.” His grin displayed very sharp teeth. “They slunk out of the courtroom with their tails between their legs.”

“You didn’t tell us you had your hearing!” Charlotte stared at him with astonishment. “We would have come to support you.”

“And risk your final exams?” Grant shook his head. “No. You’d already done so much for me. I couldn’t ask any more.”

“Congratulations, Grant.” Nate held out his hand. “No one deserves this more than you do.”

Grant looked at him, light flashing in his tawny eyes. Then it was gone, and he squeezed Nate’s hand. “Thank you. This wouldn’t have been possible without you.”

Nate ducked his head. “At least my tendency for starting supernatural events is good for something.”

“Oh god.” Aki groaned. “Don’t encourage him!”

“We need a toast.” George cracked open the wine bottle and Charlotte hastily grabbed glasses. “Gather round.”

Grant was perfectly at home as the center of attention. He thanked everyone, even Mandy and Bea who gave their congratulations awkwardly, before planting himself in Aki’s chair.

Charlotte immediately sat opposite. “Now that you’ve got your independence, what are you going to do?”

“He’s going to legalize chasing cars.” Aki, still perched on the chair’s arm, looked sleek and satisfied, like a well-fed cat.

Grant shot him a look, before turning back to Charlotte. “I’m going back to law school. Now, more than ever, it’s important for the supernatural community to have a voice in the legal system.” His arm settled around Aki’s waist, and Aki gravitated slightly toward him. “My experiences of the last month have shown me just how open to exploitation the current laws surrounding werewolves are. I’m sure there are more cases like mine right here in New Camden.”

“One step at a time.” Aki nudged him with his elbow. “Before you change the world, you have to pass your bar exam. And while you may be able to take on werewolves, you’ve yet to prove yourself against lawyers.”

And he expects anyone to believe he’s not interested in Grant. Nate shook his head and sipped his drink. From the wine’s quality, it was clearly Beatrice’s contribution to the party. He made his way to where she leaned against the wall. “Thanks for coming,” he said quietly. “How did Aki manage to drag you into this?”

Beatrice cast him an amused sideways glance. “We invited ourselves. We’ve been listening to Aki complain about the freeloading werewolf in the apartment above for the last month, and well, it’s a rare man, werewolf or otherwise, who can hold his attention an entire month.”

Nate suppressed his snort of laughter with difficulty. “Now that you’ve seen him, what do you think?”

Beatrice studied Grant as if she was appraising him for a photo shoot. “Interesting. Very handsome—but with Aki, that goes without saying.”

Nate bit his lip. Aki’s taste in men was not always so discerning.

Beatrice continued. “He’s got something else. I don’t know how to put my finger on it… But it’s there. I’m not interested at all in men, but I can’t deny it. Whatever it is.”

Nate studied Grant afresh. Was that Grant’s natural charisma, or the latent power of an alpha werewolf?

“He’s very good-looking,” Mandy agreed. “But he’s not the only reason we’re here.” She looked at Nate. Her copious eyeshadow highlighted the bright blue of her eyes, while her dark lashes made her naturally blonde hair seem even lighter. “You’re a very hard man to track down recently.”

Nate squirmed. That hadn’t been entirely accidental. His memory of exactly what Mandy had done to get him into trouble with Department Seven was fuzzy, but her tearful apology had not been enough. Now that time had passed, he was pleased to see an old friend. “Yeah, well… I’ve been putting in daytime shifts.”

Beatrice took her eyes off Grant to consider Nate. “There’s a rumor going round you’re looking to leave Century.”

Century was the nightclub where Nate and Aki worked—not that nightclub came anywhere close to describing the club. Yes, it had a bar and music and events. The dance floor was nearly always busy, and when it wasn’t, it was only because it was too packed for people to dance. But people didn’t come to Century to dance.

They came for Century’s reputation and for its staff. The club was notorious as New Camden’s most well-known brothel, but it was its respectability, not its vice that attracted. Century dressed its staff in designer clothes, gave them protection and a hefty price tag, and encouraged them to employ their charm and their power of veto in equal amounts. The result was a club with an atmosphere unique in New Camden. Mandy and Beatrice were among those attracted by the club’s promise of spice and safety, and they’d quickly gravitated to Nate.

Nate was skilled at putting people at ease, and it hadn’t taken long for him and Mandy to discover they were both small-town graduates trying to find their feet in the big city. They had enjoyed a low-key flirtation that had continued over months of drink orders and endured Beatrice’s pointed remarks. Now?

I’ve missed Mandy. But the same way as I’ve missed Bea. Nate frowned. Mandy was lovely, generous, and sweet. More importantly, she got things that only someone who grew up in the country got. It’s great to see her again, but that’s as far as it goes. Nate realized with a guilty start that Beatrice waited for his answer. “Yeah. It’s going to be weird not working at Century, but I think it’s time.”

Mandy tilted her head. “How come?”

Nate shrugged. In many ways, Century was the best thing to have happened to him. How to put into words the nebulous feeling that was behind him giving it up? “I’m not feeling the job anymore.”

Beatrice and Mandy exchanged a glance. It was only a second, but it was layered with so much feminine significance that Nate, shameless to a fault, had to fight a blush.

“Did you meet someone special?” Beatrice asked.

It was strange. The answer was no. You didn’t meet someone special enough to quit Century over and forget them—but Nate almost thought that there was. “Nah. I think I just reached the point where I want something more from my relationships, and I’m not going to find that while working at Century.”

He expected one or both of them to pounce on that, but Beatrice simply nodded, sipping her drink. “Aki’s not happy about it.”

Nate winced. “No.” Not happy was an understatement, and probably behind Aki’s recent insistence on emphasizing the importance of their friendship at any given opportunity. “I was hoping Grant living so close to us would be a distraction, but it hasn’t worked like that.”

“Give Grant time.” Mandy looked around. “Who are your other friends?”

“That’s George with the pizza.” Nate nodded toward her. “She’s a supernatural hunter. We met when—” Shit. Nate couldn’t tell Mandy that George had been investigating his brother as a suspect in her hunting partner’s murder. “She was on a hiking vacation.”

Beatrice raised an eyebrow. “Hiking?”

“I met Vazul and Charlotte at my counseling sessions.” Nate didn’t want to get into this any more than he wanted to get into George investigating him, but at least no one had died during their counseling sessions. “As a newly awoken supernatural, I have to do them.”

“Makes sense.” Mandy looked curiously at the others. “Are they…newly awoken, too?”

She was taking this way better than Nate expected. “Uh, no, actually. Charlotte’s a witch and—” Nate paused. Vazul refused to say what he was.

“A witch?” Mandy brightened, sharing an eager glance with Beatrice.

“Not like a bad witch,” Nate said hastily. “She’s—” He paused. Mandy seemed interested, not alarmed.

“Would she mind if we asked her about it?” Beatrice asked.

“I don’t think so.” Nate looked across the room, where Charlotte stood, holding a vegan brownie and looking as though she wasn’t quite sure what to do with herself. He caught her eye and beckoned her to join them. “Charlotte, these are my friends Bea and Mandy. They’re interested in witchcraft.”

“It’s not what you think it is,” Charlotte said immediately. “Most harmful spells are outlawed. Witchcraft today mostly concentrates on self-improvement. Like yoga, except without the yoga.”

“Without the yoga?” Beatrice put her drink down and turned, giving Charlotte her full attention. “Tell me more.”

Charlotte looked from Mandy to Beatrice. “Are you interested in practicing?”

Mandy nodded. “We might be. From what I’ve read, it sounds fascinating.”

“Wait.” Nate couldn’t keep the incredulous note out of his voice. “You’ve read about witchcraft?”

“An example you could follow.” Charlotte frowned at Nate. “You have the makings of a natural witch, if you would only apply yourself.”

Nate ignored her, speaking to Mandy. “I didn’t think this was something you would want to learn about.”

Mandy looked at her feet. “Since learning about you, I had to rethink a lot of my assumptions about the supernatural. I want to learn more. Beatrice and I took a basic spellcraft course at night school.”

“Yeah?” Nate grinned. “That’s really cool.”

Mandy smiled, tucking her hair out of her face. “Well…”

“I was actually thinking of forming a coven,” Charlotte said hesitantly, “if you were interested.”

The feeling bypassed Nate’s nerves and went straight to his fight or flight reflex. Danger, it said. Close and drawing closer. Inescapable.

Nate’s head jerked up. He scanned the room, looking for the source of the threat. In New Camden, danger was never far away. Even daylight was no promise of safety. Vampires were the most well-known of New Camden’s population of monsters, but there were many more who hunted during the day.

Instead, he saw Grant laughing at one of Aki’s jokes, Vazul busily explaining that whatever Aki had just said was an impossibility and George rolling her eyes as she grabbed another slice of meat lovers. Nate stared. Am I dreaming? The feeling was vivid, clinging to him with the same clammy grip as a nightmare. His heart still raced. But not a single one of his friends reacted.

Nate swallowed. Charlotte was an experienced witch. As a werewolf, Grant’s reflexes extended beyond the natural world. If anything sinister lurked in the apartment, he would know. Vazul… Nate couldn’t speak for his senses, but he was a good ally to have in a fight. And Aki… Nate watched him closely. Aki had the ability to see the future. Foresight was hard to tie down, but it gave him a sixth sense for threats. If there was any danger around, Aki would be the first to know.

Aki leaned forward, helping himself to a slice of pizza. “I’m just saying the sign could have been thirty days since Grant did laundry and have had just the same impact.”

Aki couldn’t talk. He had only once done the laundry since he and Nate moved in together. But it wasn’t his chronic untidiness that troubled Nate.

If there was anything to sense, Aki should have sensed it. Nate looked around the room, from Charlotte, deep in conversation with Beatrice and Mandy, to Grant, trying to steal Aki’s pizza, to George, picking up the argument with Vazul. His friends’ lack of reaction said it all.

Nate felt sick. I’m the only one who feels this?

 

NATE LEANED AGAINST his bedroom door with a sigh. Excusing himself from the party without seeming suspicious had been a challenge, but finally he was alone. He took a deep breath. The sense of menace was muted but still there.

I know it’s nothing. Ruthlessly, Nate faced the feeling with the knowledge that it was only his imagination. You’ve got to be a proper Fortune Teller to have precognitions! Someone—people are always telling me that! He took another breath, this time letting it out slowly. You’re over this.

By the third slow exhale, some of the feeling of imminent menace had gone. Nate dropped backward onto his bed with a sigh. Why now? I’m not allergic to parties. I like everyone here. There’s no reason for me to be anxious. He stretched out his hands, absently stroking the quilt Ma had sent in her last care package.

He encountered something cold and smooth. Nate knew what it was even before his fingers closed around the acorn. It hadn’t been there when he’d made his bed that morning. Another one. He turned it over in his hand, admiring its warm grain. Just when I needed it… Is that deliberate?

It had to be deliberate. Acorns didn’t appear out of thin air. Aki had insisted that Nate start locking his window at night, but the acorns kept coming. Someone’s behind this. The thought gave Nate a warm feeling. Someone’s telling me something.

The door opened. Nate sat up, instinctively hiding the acorn within his fist. “Aki?”

Aki shut the door behind him and leaned on it. He took a moment to eye Nate. Unlike Nate, he was dressed for a party. Nate considered Aki’s bright plaid pants, chunky leather belt and boots. That should have been a major clue. Aki was dressed to impress, not for a casual coffee with his roommate.

“Are you okay?”

“Me?” Nate licked his lip. Had Aki noticed his reaction?

Aki rolled his eyes. “I’m not talking to your jungle.” He gave Nate’s collection of plants a glare and then took a step toward him, plunking himself down on the bed next to Nate. “You know the sign was just a joke, right? The only reason we did it because we thought you’d find it funny.”

“Because it was.” Nate nudged him. “If a bit exaggerated. Still, it was for a good cause.”

Aki looked at his nails. “I suppose Grant barely qualifies as a good cause.”

“Careful. Werewolves have really good hearing. What if he hears you?”

“I hope he does.” Aki glanced at Nate. “So if you’re not nursing a sense of injustice, what are you doing in here when you could be making eyes at Mandy?”

It was the perfect opportunity to tell Aki about his feeling. Nate rolled the acorn around his palm as he drew a deep breath. The difficulty was putting it into words—

Aki’s eyes dropped to Nate’s hand and he froze. “Another one?”

Nate stiffened. “I found it just now. It was on my bed.”

“This is getting seriously creepy.” Aki stood, tossing Nate’s pillows aside as he searched for any further acorns.

“They’re just acorns.”

“For now. See if you feel this way when it’s a disembodied ear.” Aki tossed a pillow at Nate and continued his search in Nate’s wardrobe.

“An ear?”

“It could be any body part. I don’t think serial killers really care.”

“It’s not a serial killer, Aki.”

Aki spun around. “How else do you explain it then? No normal person would spend a month leaving acorns in our apartment!”

“We don’t know it’s someone,” Nate protested.

“They’re not getting in here on their own.” Aki waved a hand toward Nate’s window. “We’ve both been careful to lock the apartment when we go out. Neither of us are leaving windows open. But this keeps happening!”

“It’s no big deal.”

“Bypassing a locked door to get into a room is a big deal!” Aki waved his hand toward the door. “Look. One of our friends has to know something that could help us figure this out. Let’s ask.”

Nate’s fingers tightened around the acorn. The idea of sharing something so personal with the group repelled him. “No.” The vehemence in his tone startled him.

It startled Aki. He stared at Nate, a faint red tinge spreading across his cheeks.

The doorbell rang.

Thank god for latecomers. Nate nodded toward the door. “Shouldn’t you get that?”

Aki shook his head, refusing to be diverted. “They can handle it. Like they’d handle this weirdo if you’d just say something!”

“I don’t want to say something.”

Aki folded his arms across his chest. “If you don’t, I will. This can’t keep happening.”

There was a knock at Nate’s door. “Nate, Aki? Mind if I come in?” Grant’s voice had an unusually strained note.

Aki and Nate shared a glance and turned as one to the door. “What’s up?”

Grant opened the door. “You’ve got a visitor, Nate.”

“We didn’t invite anyone else,” Aki started.

Grant stepped out of the doorway. “He insists.”

Nate stood, sliding the acorn into his pocket. He stepped into the living room.

The party was not just dead. It had an obituary to prove it. Mandy and Beatrice had retreated into the kitchen, and Vazul looked as if he wished he didn’t have too much pride to follow them. Charlotte was doing a very poor job of pretending not to gag on the vaguely sulfurous smell that clung to the air, stifling all the energy in the room. George, never daunted by anything, looked uncomfortable.

The only person, in fact, who looked at home was Gunn, his head tilted as he studied the discarded banner. “Cute,” he pronounced. “If wildly inaccurate.”

“Gunn?” Nate felt a sense of relief entirely at odds with Gunn’s entire existence. Not only was the Department Seven officer’s presence a sign that something was seriously wrong, but the man was a lemur, a supernatural being Nate didn’t fully understand but knew equaled bad news. Despite his better knowledge, he grinned. “What are you doing here?”

Gunn jerked his head toward the sign. “You’re going to need to change that.”

“What do you mean? I haven’t done anything.”

“Shows what you know.” Gunn bared teeth that were yellowed, jagged, and feral. “You’re coming with me, Nate. I got a crime scene that has your name all over it.”




Chapter Two

NATE GRIPPED THE side of his seat. His life flashed before his eyes, a fact that had nothing to do with Gunn’s summons and everything to do with his driving.

The lemur drove like he did everything else, turning a blind eye to the rules when it suited him, or flagrantly pushing them as far as he could. He dived into New Camden’s crowded roads with characteristic recklessness. In a good car, Gunn’s risk-taking would have been less hair-raising, but Gunn’s car took his philosophy of inflicting misery as widely as possible to new lows. Not only was it old, with gears that gasped alarmingly when forced to accelerate, but it seemed to have adopted its owner’s carefree approach to little things like signals. It stank of putrefaction and cigarette ash. Nate would not have been surprised to learn someone had died in it.

Gunn charged through a red light, causing a compact sedan to screech to a halt. He hurtled round the corner to a barrage of screeching brakes and horns. “Women drivers.”

Nate dared to take his eyes off the road. “Aren’t you supposed to use a siren when you’re in a hurry?”

“Where’s the fun in that?”

Nate bit his lip. “The party was Aki’s idea of a joke. I’m not bored or anything, so if this is on my behalf, you don’t need to.”

Gunn turned his head to grin at Nate. “Don’t like my driving?”

“I’m surprised you’re driving at all. I didn’t think they had cars in your time.”

Gunn snorted. “Your education is sadly lacking. I was driving when all you needed for a license was proof you owned the car.”

“I’m no longer surprised.” Nate shut his eyes.

A few minutes later, after hearing nothing but the screech of tires and the abuse of the other drivers, it occurred to Nate that this was unusual. Gunn was infamous for his terrible interpersonal skills, and Nate was a captive audience. He should be gleefully fanning Nate’s fears, not sitting in silence. “You’re weirdly quiet. What happened?”

“Don’t want to spoil the witness by giving you ideas,” Gunn said.

“You’ve never cared about that before.” Nate hesitated. “Is something wrong?” He winced. “Wronger than usual, I mean.”

Gunn growled. “Don’t push it, Nate.”

“What? I’m just saying. You’re normally a lot more abrasive.”

“I figured I’d go easy on you.” Gunn’s mouth soured. “After all, the last time you saw me, I wasn’t exactly myself.”

Nate stared at him. “What do you mean?”

“Jesus, Nate, do I have to spell it out?” Gunn threw his hands up. The car, with no one steering it, lurched dramatically. “You saw the lemur.”

Nate shivered. A month later, the feeling of sheer terror enfolding him was still very near. He remembered the gaping mouth of the…thing…as it stretched out, all hunger and death. He’d dropped his gaze in the hopes that not looking at it would make it less, but not being able to see it gave its approach the horrible certainty of a nightmare—a living nightmare he couldn’t escape. All around him, the werewolves had whined, rolling eyes and baring teeth until their nerves failed them, and they turned and fled. Some had been too petrified to move, and stood shivering, their eyes fixed on the thing as it drew nearer.

And then it had moved beyond them, leaving Nate gasping for breath, surrounded by the werewolves—transformed back into naked men and happy to see the police officers there to arrest them.

“Yeah. I did.” He hesitated and then decided that with Gunn’s driving, this was hardly going to make things worse. He slapped the officer on his arm. “And I’m pretty sure the lemur saved my life.”

Gunn snorted. “You’ve got the worst self-preservation instincts of anyone I know, and that’s really saying something.” He leaned over, fiddling with the car radio. “How do you feel about jazz, Nate?”

“Hate it.”

“Perfect.” Gunn cranked the volume up. “Jazz it is.”

 

OLD CEMETERY WAS the most famous of New Camden’s many cemeteries. It dated back to when New Camden’s settlers innocently looked forward to a prosperous future, untroubled by the knowledge of the supernatural already present among them. Its dead were housed in elegant marble crypts with the expectation they would stay there. Stone angels placed their hands together in attitudes of solemnity, something of their silence extending to the police officer stationed at the wrought-iron gates. He caught sight of Gunn and flinched, snapping to attention as if stung.

“Sir! The—”

“I know the place.” Gunn waved the officer aside. “Like old times, isn’t it Nate? Can’t think of the last time I was here. Oh wait. Yes, I can. You locked me in a crypt.”

He should have known Gunn wasn’t over that. Nate hunched his shoulders, concentrating on the path. Twilight had been and gone, and the night gave the cemetery even more gravitas. “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”

“A good idea. I don’t know what happens inside that pretty head of yours, Nathaniel, but it bears no resemblance to thought—” Gunn stopped suddenly.

Nate barely avoided stumbling into his back. He looked over Gunn’s shoulders to the path ahead. They were in one of the more modern areas of the cemetery, where marble had been replaced by quartz and crypts and statues by plain slabs. The wrought-iron lamp posts illuminated an orange tent set up over a grave and uniformed officers milling around outside. Nate caught sight of the stocky figure of Kenzies, Gunn’s long-suffering deputy, among them. She stood next to another woman in the Department Seven uniform. “There’s Kenzies.” Nate felt some of his tension ease. Kenzies did not share Gunn’s attitude to their work.

Gunn’s nostrils flared. He stalked over to the tent, fury evident in every line of his wiry body. “What are you doing here?”

Nate gave the Department Seven officer a second glance. She looked just as startled by Gunn’s appearance as the others, turning a pale face toward them. Her blonde hair was streaked with gray. Nate would have put her around forty. She looked ordinary, far too ordinary for Department Seven, and Nate frowned, wondering what on earth this mild-looking woman had done to rouse Gunn’s ire.

It was then he became aware of the smell of leaves in autumn, and like the brush of a cobweb, the consciousness of a presence that made his skin leap. Vampire.

A figure with his back to them turned. Nate saw that what he’d taken for a uniform jacket was actually a navy peacoat. “Evening, Isaiah.” Hunter’s dark eyes glittered with amusement, and his sultry drawl made his use of Gunn’s name sound affectionate, rather than the calculated provocation it was. “You took your time.”

Gunn growled. “Kenzies, I gave you orders to boot any spectators.”

“ARX was just as involved as Nate in this case.” Kenzies bore Gunn’s anger with stoic indifference. “Hunter has a right to be here, and we could benefit from his insight.”

Gunn grit his teeth. “If you called him in—”

“Give us some credit.” Hunter casually rearranged his scarf. Two of the female officers and one of the men slowed what they were doing to watch him smooth his scarf and lift his shoulder-length hair free of it. “ARX has monitored this graveyard ever since the incident. I knew as soon as I woke tonight. I have a right to be here.”

“Go about your work,” Gunn snapped at the staring officers. He glared at Kenzies. “And I suppose you’ve been passing the time instead of scouting the scene.”

Kenzies smiled at him. “I knew you’d prefer that someone kept a close eye on Hunter.”

Gunn dug in his habitual bomber jacket for a cigarette. “A close eye, she says.” He turned his glare back onto Hunter. “No flirting with my staff.”

Hunter shrugged. “We were merely making polite conversation. I’m aware that ‘polite’ isn’t in your vocabulary, but you might want to try it some time.”

“Catch more flies with honey, you mean?” Gunn scowled. “I’ll pass.”

“There’re no flies on your staff,” Hunter said. “I haven’t even been allowed to view the corpse yet. And I did ask, very nicely.” He turned his gaze on Nate, his eyes lingering. “Hello, Nathan. You look well.”

Nate gulped. Even with the warning he’d been given, Hunter’s gaze was still a shock. It didn’t matter how much time he spent in the vampire’s presence, it was still hard to think of anything beyond the man’s physical presence when he was there. Nate deliberately ran through a list of Hunter’s flaws—callous indifference to taking advantage of others to get his own ends, manipulative, questionably honest, way too charming for anyone’s good, tried to kill him—and still found himself breathless. “Hunter. I didn’t expect to see you.” The effort of speaking made his voice sound gruff, and Nate winced. He summoned the calmness of an oak to meet the vampire. “What’s going on?”

Hunter raised an eyebrow in surprise and opened his mouth, but Gunn cut him off. “I want Nate to see the scene without any preconceptions. Kenzies?”

“Nothing’s been touched,” she reported. “The crime scene photographers have been in, but no one else.”

Nate looked toward the tent with trepidation. “I’m no expert on investigations. I don’t know what you expect me to do here.”

The third member of the Department Seven staff cleared her throat. “If he isn’t an expert…?”

“Right. Forgot you’d missed the fun.” Gunn waved his cigarette toward Nate. “Nathan Granger. Pretty much single-handedly kept the city’s police forces occupied while you were off relaxing.”

“Hospital isn’t exactly what I’d call R and R.” The woman’s eyes settled on Nate with undisguised interest. “Well, well. I’ve heard some interesting things about you. Helen Tremaine.”

Nate returned her handshake. “I was trying to help.” He turned to Kenzies. “I still have no idea what you want me to do.”

Kenzies beckoned him to follow her and started toward the tent. “We’d like your opinion on the scene.”

Nate followed slowly. “I know nothing about forensics. I don’t even watch CSI.”

Tremaine snorted. “That’s a mark in your favor.”

“Just give us your honest impressions,” Kenzies assured him. “We’ve got experts for the rest of it.”

If they have experts, why are they wasting their time with me at all? Nate was uneasily conscious of the curious glances of the white-coated forensics officers standing around waiting. What did they think of this all? Did they know who—what—Nate was?

Kenzies held the tent flap aside and ushered Nate in. Immediately, he was assailed with a familiar scent. The metallic tang of blood was underlain with a potpourri-like smell of herbs that even the smoke couldn’t muffle. Nate felt a cold hand settle on his skin, the rain that fell the night he died running again down his neck. He knew what he would see before he raised his eyes to the gravestone. “No!”

The man sprawled like a puppet with its strings cut. He was shirtless, with jagged red lines carved into his bare chest. With the smooth gray slab of the grave beneath him, he looked like some bizarre entree served at a horrifying feast.

Nate looked helplessly at Kenzies. “He was supposed to stay dead. To be gone for good!”

Kenzies’s eyes softened, but her voice remained crisply matter of fact. “Who are you referring to, Nate?”

“The necromancer. Peter de Silver.” Nate looked down at the man and immediately wished he hadn’t. “You have to see it. Who else worked like this?”

“You’re the only person living who saw de Silver’s work.” Gunn’s voice was right behind him and made Nate jump. He turned to see that Gunn and Hunter had both joined him in the tent, watching him closely. “Well, his unofficial work at least.” He sneered at Hunter.

The vampire ignored him. “I, too, had the chance to observe his handiwork,” he said. “I agree with Nate. This is too much to be coincidence, especially given the location.”

The location? Nate knew that asking would do him no favors. Gunn operated on a need-to-know basis, especially in front of Hunter with whom he shared an acrimonious history. Instead, he took a hesitant step toward the body. He looked at the name on the headstone. “In memoriam, Austin Hawick,” he read aloud. “This wasn’t on the job description.” He frowned. “Hawick.” The name sounded familiar. Intimately familiar. So why was it coming up blank?

“Former ARX employee,” Gunn said. “On whose grave the first of the necromancer’s victims was discovered.”

“Brook.” The memory came back to Nate with a guilty start. Brook had been murdered because of his association with Hunter, an association Nate had briefly shared.

“I’m starting to wonder if old Hawick was the virtuous staff member you took him for. I mean, once is bad enough, but to have two guys murdered on your grave…”

“Austin was a stalwart opponent of black magic, the last person to encourage a necromancer,” Hunter said promptly. “I’m entirely at a loss as to why the necromancer would fixate on him at all, unless he was jealous of Austin’s position within my household. But even that doesn’t make sense. Austin died a year before he made his bid for power.”

The necromancer. Nate watched Hunter closely. Odd that he would call him what he was known to the public rather than by his name. When he’d worked for ARX, he’d been “Peter.” Or was the name too bitter a reminder? After all, Peter had been an integral part of Hunter’s staff.

“There’s a lot I don’t understand,” Tremaine said quietly. “I was reading the case files on the way over here. One of you censored it?”

“I wish,” Kenzies said promptly. “It’s hard enough getting Gunn to fill out reports at all. I’ve given up attempting to moderate his language. If I had time to go through them—”

Tremaine shook his head. “Not like that. If you read through the notes, there are large chunks of text missing.” She held out a manila file.

“Missing text?” Hunter sounded interested.

Gunn glared at him. “You’ve seen what you’re here to see. Scram.”

“Perhaps I can offer my assistance. I was heavily involved in the case, as you might remember.”

Kenzies skimmed through the file. “Strange. It seems as though any reference to one particular person has been erased.”

“Not just that, but anything that might give us a clue as to what their relationship was to the case is gone with it.” Tremaine looked hopefully at Kenzies. “You don’t remember?”

“I should,” Kenzies said. “I don’t.” She held the file out to Gunn, who was snapping his fingers for the document.

Gunn’s lips moved as he read over the report. His scowl deepened. “Who was the last person to read this?”

“I’ll have to check the records back at the Department,” Tremaine started.

Nate edged closer to the corpse. Now that the initial horror had worn off, a new one had taken its place. Was this death following the pattern that Peter had established? Hunter had a particular type when it came to men, and Nate had been very lucky not to end up dead like Brook. He had to know. Could this have been him?

The man’s hair was a light brown, very different from Nate’s short black hair. He was older, with a heavily lined face, and deep purple bags around his eyes. At first glance, Nate had taken him as toned, but looking closer, he could see that the man was merely extremely thin—

The man’s eyes jerked open.

Nate’s mouth moved, but he couldn’t speak. He could only stare, caught by the dangerous glitter in the eyes that should not be working at all.

The man’s mouth stretched wide, baring wickedly sharp teeth in a smile that promised violence. He raised himself from the stone, his movements at odds with his body. Little things like pain from twisted muscles or balance didn’t mean much to a revenant. They registered only one thing: insatiable hunger. The man growled and leaped.

Run! The thought came much too late for Nate, trapped by the awful certainty of death. He stumbled backward.

Thunder boomed suddenly, unexpectedly. The corpse swayed. A hole appeared in his chest, driving him backward. There was another crack of thunder, and he dropped to his knees. A rough hand jerked Nate away from him, and a storm of gunfire broke out. Nate saw the man twitch and spasm in a gross parody of life and finally fall.

“God.”

Kenzies kept her gun leveled at the body. “Hurt, Nate?”

It took Nate a startled second to grasp her meaning. He looked down at himself, registering for the first time that the hand on his arm was Hunter’s, and that the vampire was positioned in front of him. “No. Just…shaken.”

Gunn lowered his pistol and approached the corpse. “Where were you standing, Nate? Here?” He crouched. “Looks like you were right, Tremaine. A deliberate trap.”

“And you let me spring it?” Nate couldn’t keep the dismay out of his voice.

“No one else could. We figured knowing who the trap was aimed at would tell us a lot about who set it.” Gunn looked down at the body with a frown. “If it helps, Hunter was going to be our next attempt.”

“Your manner is charming as ever.” Hunter dusted himself off. “Though, I hate to admit your method is not without result.”

Nate wrapped his arms around himself. “What do you mean?”

“It’s obvious, isn’t it?” The tent was thick with the smell of gunpowder, but Gunn still lit a cigarette. “I imagine there’s a few people in New Camden who would like to take a shot at you, but only one with the knowledge to rig up a revenant to attack you—and only you.”

Nate had felt sick before. Now he felt nauseated. “Peter’s back.”

Gunn took a long drag on the cigarette. “Back, and it looks like he’s out for revenge.” He grinned. “It’s been far too quiet around here.”

 

CENTURY WAS PACKED. Nate squeezed through the foyer after Gunn. The crowd was so thick that the Department Seven officer, who’d made the unusual decision to change into uniform for the visit, did not raise any eyebrows, any more than Nate did, dressed down in his battered T-shirt and jeans.

When they reached the staff-only staircase, Gunn stopped Nate. “I’d like to talk to your boss alone. Wait here.”

“Sure.” Nate did not object to the chance to gather his thoughts. He loitered in the stairwell, listening to the music pumped through Century’s speakers with a feeling of dislocation. The beat was fast, with an accelerating baseline that spoke directly to the pulse. In any other circumstance, that would have Nate on the dance floor in an instant. Now, dancing was the last thing on his mind.

Nate clenched his fists. Another guy dead because of me.

He couldn’t stop thinking about the dead man. He had a worn face, the kind acquired through a mortgage, a partner, and kids. He must have family somewhere, people who missed him. Perhaps right now his family was learning that he wouldn’t be coming home ever again.

And he was dead, just to set a trap for Nate. It’s my fault—just like Peter’s death was my fault. Nate winced, but he couldn’t escape the thought. He leaned back against the wall of the staircase, wrapping his arms around himself. He had a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. I didn’t know my magic would kill him! It was the first time he had used his powers on purpose. They were still new. Even now, Nate was unsure what exactly had happened.

I took control of Peter’s necromancy, turned it into plants… Nate frowned. That much was clear. In trying to control Nate, Peter had inadvertently linked them, allowing Nate access to the workings of his spells. But I went too far. Somehow, I turned Peter into a plant—

“Nate!” Aki barreled into him. “You should have told me you were here! I’ve been so worried!”

Nate squirmed. He’d hoped to avoid notice by sticking to the staff-only areas. Clothes aside, he felt ill at ease at the club. With everything he’d seen, the idea that other people were having fun, enjoying life, was too much to take. “I sent you a text. Told you I was okay.”

“You don’t get attacked by a revenant and be okay!” Aki released Nate from his chokehold and stepped back, eyeing him critically. “I know you. You might not be hurt, but there’s no way you’re not shaken.”

Aki knew him well. Sometimes too well. “I’ll be fine. I’m just not in a social mood.”

Aki snorted. “Reassuring your best friend that you’re not going to do something stupid isn’t socializing. It’s a necessity.” He eyed Nate. “Please tell me you don’t feel sorry for that thing.”

“He was a person until tonight.” Nate bit his lip.

“Nate!” Aki stomped his foot. “This is what gets you into trouble! You have to stop feeling sorry for monsters and concentrate on taking care of yourself!”

“This is different. The guy that got killed, it was a trap aimed at me. I can’t just shrug it off and say it’s none of my business.”

Aki narrowed his eyes. “Can’t you? Because I can—”

An electronic buzzing sound interrupted him.

They both looked down at Nate’s wristband. The sleek black band was standard issue for Century staff, but the technology contained within the seemingly benign device was anything but ordinary. The wristband contained a credit-card reader, GPS system, heart-rate monitor, emergency alarm, and other features designed to keep Century’s workers safe. It also contained the in-house messaging system currently being employed.

“Denise wants to see me.” It was rare that Denise demanding his presence in her office was a relief. She was notoriously strict when it came to the safety of her workers. There was no way she would take the news of Nate’s evening well. But compared to Aki, obviously worried…

Aki narrowed his eyes. “I think it’s a really dumb idea,” he said. “Seriously stupid and you shouldn’t even consider it. But why listen to me? I am only your best friend. Stupid me, for wanting you to take care of yourself!” He flounced off, heading for the club, and within seconds was lost from sight among the club-goers crowding the dance floor.

Nate stared after him. He had no idea what Aki was referring to, only that his friend was genuinely worried. He remembered his feeling of that afternoon, and a shiver crept down his shoulders. Maybe Aki’s right. Maybe I should stay out of it.

Too late for that, the feeling whispered. Nate remembered the dead man’s eyes fixing on him. He began to climb the stairs.

Nate had spent so much time in Denise’s office that he found his way automatically. He knocked and pushed the door open. “I’m here.”

“Take a seat, Nate.” Denise stood at her desk, dressed in the pastel-green suit that was her trademark. She folded her arms across her ample chest as she subjected Nate to an intense examination, very similar to the one he’d just received from Aki. “Gunn has just informed me why you missed the start of your shift. You are not hurt in any way?”

Nate shook his head. “Shaken, but fine.”

The first time Nate had met Gunn, he’d been sprawled insolently across Denise’s sofa. Now, he sat up straight, his hands resting on his knees. “Nate’s safety was never in question. Three Department Seven officers including myself were ready in the event he was threatened.”

But sharing that info would have spoiled the witness? Nate looked to Denise for permission to sit and at her nod helped himself to an armchair. “It’s not that the revenant tried to attack to me that I mind. It’s that it happened at all.” Nate hesitated. The necromancer’s reign of terror over New Camden had claimed many victims—among them Denise. Broaching the subject was the last thing he wanted to do, but how could they avoid it? “If Peter is back, more people are going to die.”

Denise’s expression sharpened, like a string pulled tight. “We were told the necromancer was dead.”

“Unfortunately, death is not as permanent as it once was.” Gunn’s eyes flickered over Denise speculatively, but he clearly decided against saying anything. “Especially to someone who specializes in death like a necromancer. It was always a possibility that Peter left behind some means of resurrection. If that’s the case, he just had to wait for some fool to trigger it.”

Nate stared at Gunn. Denise did not like talking about her death. As a lemur, Gunn must sense that. A prime chance to get under her skin…and he’s ignoring it? Nate looked from Gunn to Denise, conscious that something was off.

If Denise noticed Gunn’s restraint, she clearly wasn’t impressed by it. “Do you know for a fact that is what happened?”

“No. And that’s why we need Nate.” Gunn nodded to Nate. “I asked Denise if I can hire you.”

Nate froze. He liked Gunn just fine—usually—but this was more than he was prepared for. I didn’t think Gunn liked me like that—liked anyone like that! The lemur gave the impression of being more interested in women. “I, uh...have to think about it.”

“Of course Nate needs time to consider.” Denise sat on the edge of her desk. “Assisting Department Seven is a serious undertaking. You can’t guarantee his safety.”

“Maybe not,” Gunn conceded. “But he’ll be safer with us than he’ll be on his own—and your clientele will be safer if Nate’s not here.” He leaned forward across the coffee table. “If Peter is back and he’s targeting Nate, where is he going to go to find him? He knows where Nate works. On the other hand, with Nate assisting us, we can track him down, contain him, and neutralize him much faster than we could otherwise.”

Oh, thank God. For a terrified minute, Nate had thought Gunn wanted him for his sexual skills. “What do you mean, assisting Department Seven?”

Gunn smirked at him. “We’ll make you a special officer. You’ll come with me and Kenzies as we look into this. We need your knowledge and your powers.”

Nate looked at his feet. “It’s my powers that started this.” He bit his lip. “That’s why Peter’s targeting me, isn’t it? Because I killed him.”

“Best thing you ever did.” Gunn patted his jacket, searching for a cigarette case before remembering where he was. He sat up, trying to pass the gesture off as nothing. “You also tracked him down when the entire city couldn’t find him anywhere. It’s my hunch that you’re the key to this—and maybe you’d cause less trouble if you were in on our plans.” He grinned at Nate’s discomfort. “Just a thought.”

Nate flushed. His attempts to help never worked out how he intended them. “I wouldn’t have to have a gun or anything?” As a country kid, Nate knew how to shoot. But the idea of carrying a gun in a city made him seriously uncomfortable.

Gunn shook his head. “No gun, and you would always be accompanied by one of my team. Keeping you safe, the city safe, and trying my patience less.”

Gunn has patience? “I don’t know. I mean, there’s my work here to think about.” Nate was indentured to Century. He couldn’t see safety-conscious Denise agreeing to the plan.

“Officer Gunn has considered the financial side of things.” Denise’s tone was cool, giving no hint of what she thought.

Nate looked suspiciously at Gunn. “And?” It was highly likely that Gunn, considering the financial strain that being co-opted by Department Seven would put on Nate, would be even keener to use him.

“The city is willing to foot the bill.” Gunn slouched back against the back of the sofa, resting his battered boots on the coffee table. “Can’t afford your full rate, of course. But under the circumstances Denise was willing to make us a deal.” Gunn suddenly collected himself, sitting up with a speed that would have been comical if he wasn’t one of the more terrifying people that Nate knew.

“You approve of this, Denise?”

His boss’s gaze rested on him. “If it’s what you want to do, then yes. But only if it’s what you want to do.”

Nate stared at the floor. He wasn’t an investigator. He had been completely lost at the crime scene. Yes, he wanted to help people, but his track record in that area was not great. This is only the start. There are going to be more deaths. I can’t get involved.

But I can’t ignore this either. Gunn had come to him for help—and Gunn didn’t ask for help from anyone. That meant that he truly believed they needed him. Nate raised his head. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

Gunn got to his feet. “Good man. I knew—” His phone buzzed. Gunn glanced down at it and his expression darkened. “I have to take this.”

It wasn’t until Gunn left the room that Nate realized a large part of the tension he felt was the officer’s presence. He breathed out. What have I gotten myself into?

“Agreements made in the presence of a supernatural with power are not legally binding.” Looking up, Nate saw Denise watching him closely. “If you have second thoughts, I’ll tell Gunn you are unavailable.”

It was tempting, but Nate shook his head. “No. If there is a chance I can stop Peter before anyone else gets hurt, I have to take it.”

Denise pursed her lips. Her vivid red lipstick was too close a reminder of her bloody death for Nate’s comfort, but Denise refused to let death change her. “Just remember that you’re important too, Nate. You’re not responsible for the necromancer.”

Nate ducked his head. He couldn’t look Denise in the eye. “I’ll remember.” He glanced at the door. “I’d better find Gunn.”

Gunn paced the corridor, listening intently to the person on the other side of the phone call. “Yeah. Yeah. I got it. Put all units on full alert and inform the mayor. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” He hung up as Nate approached. “Ready to roll?”

Nate nodded. “Didn’t you say we needed to stop by the department first?”

“No time.” Gunn strode down the hall toward the stairway, forcing Nate to jog after him. “Welcome to the life of a Department Seven officer. No rest for the wicked—or anyone else.”

“Something’s happened.” A feeling of dread settled over Nate’s chest. “Another death?”

“Not yet—but something tells me it’s only a matter of time.” Gunn took the stairs two at a time. “Someone’s only gone and robbed the Registry.”

Nate scrambled to keep up. “You mean the place where all the records of New Camden’s supernatural are kept? Why would anyone want to do that?”

Outside in the street, Gunn paused to affix a siren to the roof of his beat-up car. “I can think of a dozen reasons. None of them good.”




Chapter Three

THE REGISTER WAS located in a gray stone building with architecture better suited to a cathedral than city hall. Usually, the building was beyond quiet. Tonight, it was host to a scene so chaotic the screech of brakes as Gunn stopped his rust bucket car on the pavement didn’t attract any attention.

Gunn climbed out of his vehicle, leaving the key in the ignition. “Stick close, Nate. This crowd is already ugly.”

Nate could only agree. Neither the werewolves nor the vampires currently confronting each other on the registry steps were making any effort to hide their supernatural natures. Bared teeth and snarling were the order of the day.

“You leeches are behind this!” The man was powerfully built, wearing a suit slightly too big for him. Nate recognized him as Ronald, one of former Councilor Wisner’s two sons. Wisner had been New Camden’s security chief, until his ambition got the better of him. He’d orchestrated a takeover of the city, planning to put his werewolves in control. Ronald was clearly continuing his father’s work. The men behind him would be Wisner’s original pack, still loyal to their pack leader even if he was currently behind bars. “You’ve never liked the terms of the Register, and now you’ve decided to get rid of it!”

The vampire’s leader stood on the Registry steps, so that he could be seen over the heads of his companions. Nate’s heart sank as he saw him. Hot-headed Julian was the newest addition to the Vampire Senate. “Your juvenile attempt to cloud the issue fools no one. You wolves have flaunted your independence of the Register for so long you think you can do as you please. That is no longer the case. Leave now.” The last words were layered with the vampire’s power of compulsion.
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