

[image: ]





Praise for Caitlin Kittredge’s Night Life:

‘I loved the mystery and the smart, gutsy heroine’  New York Times bestselling author Karen Chance

 



‘Don’t go to bed with this book–it will keep you up all night. It’s that good’

National bestselling author Lilith Saintcrow

 



‘Luna is tough, smart, and fierce, hiding a conflicted and insecure nature behind her drive for justice and independence, without falling into cliché. It’s also just a lot of fun to read’

National bestselling author Kat Richardson

 



‘Fast- paced, sexy, and witty with many more interesting characters than I have time to mention’

Fresh Fiction

 



‘The last time I reacted to a book this way, it was the first Mercy Thompson book by Patricia Briggs’

Night Owl Reviews

 



‘A tense, gritty urban fantasy that grips the audience from the onset’

Mystery Gazette




Also by Caitlin Kittredge:

Night Life

Pure Blood

Second Skin




 
 
 

 
Night Life

 

 
CAITLIN KITTREDGE

 
 
Orion

www.orionbooks.co.uk




 
A Gollancz eBook

 
Copyright © Caitlin Kittredge 2008

 
Extract from Pure Blood copyright © Caitlin Kittredge 2008 
All rights reserved.

 



 
The right of Caitlin Kittredge to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 



 
First published in Great Britain in 2010 by
 Gollancz 
The Orion Publishing Group Ltd 
Orion House 
5 Upper Saint Martin’s Lane 
London, WC2H 9EA 
An Hachette UK Company

 



 
This eBook first published in 2010 by Gollancz.

 



 
A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

 



eISBN : 978 0 5750 9372 0

 



 
This eBook produced by Jouve, France

 



 
All characters and events in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 



 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor to be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 



 
www.caitlinkittredge.com


 
www.orionbooks.co.uk





For my mom 
I always said I’d dedicate the first one to you.




[image: 001]

[image: 002]




ONE


I smelled the girl’s blood and saw her body in a pool of neon light. Signs from a bar facing the alley painted the scene dreamlike, the pavement slick and bottomless and the body’s skin pink and hard.

I could smell her blood because I’m a werewolf.

I had gotten the call because she was dead.

A uniform stopped me with an upraised hand. “Ma’am?”

I drew my jacket aside and showed him the Nocturne City Police Department detective badge clipped to my waist. He squinted at it in the ineffectual light and then nodded. “Sorry, Detective . . . Wilder. Go ahead.”

He even lifted the tape for me. I rewarded him with a smile. “Call me Luna, Officer . . . ?”

“Thorpe, ma’am.” He smiled back, tired blue eyes lighting up. I tend to have that effect on men, even when it’s 3 AM and I’m wearing raggedy blue jeans and a T-shirt stained with fingerprinting ink. Not my off-duty attire to be sure, but you try cleaning blood out of a silk halter.

Thorpe called after me, “Hope you didn’t eat dinner. She’s juicy!”

Fantastic.

I walked into the red light from the beer signs, moving between CSU techs and a photographer snapping a digital Nikon. I stopped, the pointy toe of one boot just shy of the body, and looked down at the girl. Her throat was opened in a wide gash, obscured by dried blood. What hadn’t been left inside her—and that wasn’t much—was coating the blacktop, giving oily life to the ground below her. Her left index finger was severed neatly at the knuckle, a raw red-white disk with the blood coagulated.

Someone spoke from below my line of vision. “Another night, another dead girl. Nice to have a routine, isn’t it?”

Bart Kronen, one of the city’s three medical examiners, crouched next to the body, his bald head as red as everything else. I mimicked his posture and bent over the girl’s corpse.

“Nice wouldn’t be my word for this.” Closer, the blood wasn’t the only smell rolling off the girl. A sharp, musky odor lay under it, and that only meant one thing. I slid a glance to Bart to see if he’d figured it out yet, but he was busy with a thermometer and a stopwatch.

“Killer took time to get a souvenir, so make sure you print her skin before the autopsy. Any idea what made that gash in her throat?” Other than the obvious, of course—the musky scent was the panic of a trapped were, panicked because she had wandered down the wrong street and been jumped by a rival pack.

Kronen chuckled, plump cheeks crinkling. “If this happened before the Hex Riots I’d say you’ve got an outlaw were that needs to be put down, but as it is . . .” He  shrugged and began packing away small evidence bags filled with cotton swabs taken from the body. He didn’t pick up my instinctive flinch at the phrase put down.

Weres don’t kill people, and never did, except the few who can’t take the phase and go insane. Were attacks were the fuse that lit the bomb of the Hex Riots over Nocturne City in the 1960s. If you got the bite, you pretty much resigned yourself to living with the constant, twitchy fear that someone would discover your secret and take matters into their own hands. Witches and weres don’t enjoy many civil rights in this day and age. On paper, sure, but when a self-righteous plain human with an aluminum bat is after you, it’s another story.

“Detective.”

I put my attention back on Dr. Kronen. “Hmm?” Great, could I manage to seem like more of an airhead? Maybe if I showed up for work tomorrow in a pink sweater set.

Kronen gestured to the dead girl’s hands. “You may want to take a look. She’s got some nasty defensive wounds.”

I slipped on the proffered glove and took her right hand in mine. Her fingers dangled limply, flesh stripped off the tips, nails torn and broken. Good girl. You fought like hell. You scratched him and kicked him, and made it hard for him to hide what happened.

“I’m also guessing we’ll find evidence of sexual assault.”

“Why do you say that, Doc?”

He rolled his eyes at me and stood up, brushing nonexistent dirt from his khakis. “Cause of death appears to be peri- and postmortem mutilation, and coupled with the ritual of severing the left digit, I’m guessing this is a sex crime.”

“Isn’t mutilation usually a secondary trait in sex crimes?”

Kronen nodded. “Usually, but I can’t find another obvious cause. I’ll know more when I can screen her blood for drugs and cut her open to have a peek at her internals. Your skin may lie but your guts never do.”

“Kronen, your reverence for victims never fails to amaze me.”

“In this line of work, Detective, if we didn’t laugh we’d all be prey to the wolves of insanity before the night was out.”

Wolves again. What was it with this guy? Well, as long as he was harping on it I might as well put my talents to good use and see if I could find anything he’d missed.

I took a second look at the girl, inhaling deeply as I let my eyes focus in on her skin, her hair, the creases and crevices where trace evidence could hide. The telltale sting told me that my eyes were starting to turn from their normal gray to deep were gold, and I blinked fast to clear them.

Grease, urine, blood, garbage, and the smell of wet brick from the recent rain all mingled. It wasn’t what I’d ever describe as pleasant, but there was nothing out of the ordinary, either.

The girl herself looked about twenty, with porcelain skin and black hair, a lighter color showing at the roots. Leather skirt, black platform sandals, and a shocking lime-green halter top made out of stretchy material that showcased her chest. No bag, wallet, hidden money roll, or anything else that would help me ID her. And it wasn’t exactly like I could go knocking on her pack’s door for information. An Insoli like me would get a boot in the ass at best, a torn throat to match the dead girl’s at worst.

I walked with Kronen back to the ME’s van. “So, any theories?” he asked me, tossing his gear into the back.

“Based on the neighborhood and the outfit . . . pro. John gone bad. Always tragic, but it happens a lot around here.” Kronen was a good medical examiner and a decent guy, but he shared the human attitude that Were = Bad & Scary & Okay to Hurt. Best to feed him the party line for anonymous dead hookers.

Kronen got into the driver’s seat and shut the door. “Prostitute murder in a downtown alley? How rare. Shocking, in fact.”

“Absolutely shocking,” I agreed, glad that he let it go at sarcasm.

“I’ll page you when the autopsy is scheduled.”

“Thanks. Night.”

“Morning,” he corrected me. And it was, nearly four thirty.

I walked back through the tape and sat in my 1969 Ford Fairlane. Black, shiny, fast, and a hell of a lot better than an unmarked vehicle from the motor pool.

I was a liar. Even as I voiced my theory to Kronen, I knew it was a bad excuse. The torn throat, the fierce defensive wounds, and the missing finger joint all spoke to something far more violent than a business transaction gone sour or a were pack warning a pro off their turf. Lots of packs did street-level dealing and sent their mates out to work the streets, but run across one of those puritanical pack leaders and you were in deep crap. Usually the offending were got away with some nasty bruises and a humiliation bite. Killing just made it bad for all of us.

It could have been a human who killed her, a savage one, but I dismissed that as quickly as it popped into my head. Even without phasing, a were could fight off a  human three times their size. We’re strong. Not Spider-Man strong, but we manage.

Attempts to rationalize failed, which meant I was right. She had been killed for a reason. A heightened five senses comes standard with being a were, but I firmly believe it gives you heightened instincts, too. Now I would use them to find out why the girl in the alley was dead.

 



 




I looked at the dashboard clock as I pulled away from the scene and turned onto Magnolia Boulevard, once the heart of downtown Nocturne City. If it was a heart now, it was one in dire need of a quadruple bypass and a pacemaker. Boarded-up storefronts glared at me like empty eye sockets, illuminated by broken street-lamps and holding enough shadows to hide a multitude of sins.

The clock read 4:42 AM. With no means to ID the girl with until she was fingerprinted and x-rayed at the morgue, I had nothing to do for the rest of my shift except go back to the Twenty-fourth Precinct, file my report, and see if any progress had been made on my seven other open cases. That, I doubted. Working the midnight-to-eight shift in homicide does not lead to a high clearance rate, or a lack of bags under my eyes. Some nights I swore I should invest in the company that made my concealer and retire.

Magnolia intersected Highland and I made the right turn, crossing over into the old Victorian district. Highland Park was one of the few neighborhoods where the residents had been able to stop the city from widening the street and chopping down the hundred-year-old oak trees. It also housed the Twenty-fourth, tucked neatly  into a skinny brick two-story that had once been a fire-house, back when fire trucks were horse-drawn and the Hex Riots weren’t even a puff of smoke on the horizon.

The grazing lot for horses had been transformed into a parking lot for cops, and I pulled my Fairlane into the only free space—if the tiny margin between two patrol cars deserved the title. As a detective, I had an assigned spot, but someone was already in it. The Fairlane scraped against concrete, and I winced. That didn’t sound like it could be repaired with a fine brush and a dab of Black Magick nail polish.

I got out and looked at the license plate of the car that had taken my hard-earned spot. The small rising-moon crest told me city vehicle, a black Lexus with tinted windows and no other identifying marks. What it was doing at the Twenty-fourth, in my parking space, was a mystery I wasn’t up to solving at the moment.

I satisfied my frustration with a kick to the Lexus’s bumper, and went into the precinct.

 



 




At some point in history, the department had decided that fluorescent lights were not only cheap but also flattering to the complexion, and installed them on practically every inch of ceiling. Other than that small addition, the fire brigade had their way. There was still a brass fireman’s pole in the corner of the squad room. Sometimes, at Christmas, we wrapped tinsel around it.

My single desk, tucked into a corner, held just enough space for my computer, a hanging file, and a picture of me, my cousin Sunny, and our grandmother from when Sunny and I were kids. Sunny and Grandma Rhoda were smiling. I was not.

I went for coffee before I settled in to type up the report on the dead girl. She’d be Jane Doe number three this year among my cases.

The squad room was deserted, but the desk clerk waved at me as I walked by.

“Long night, Wilder?”

“The longest, Rick.”

He clucked in sympathy.

“Heard you caught a mutilation homicide down on Magnolia.”

I’ve given up trying to figure out how the police gossip network disperses information. It could give you a headache.

“That’s right” is all I said.

“So, how’s Sunny doing?” he asked me, smiling shyly. Rick has been in love with my cousin ever since she moved here. Whether he’s figured out that she’s a witch or not, I don’t know.

“She’s fine. Teaching meditation over at Cedar Hill Community College. How’s your little one?” Rick’s wife had left him three years ago, leaving him saddled with a five-year-old son and a job that kept him working nights. As far as I could tell, though, he did okay. He was attractive, in that quiet dark-haired way, and stable as a cement pylon. He would be good for Sunny. But he was also a plain human, and I wasn’t going to encourage them.

“Great. He’s growing like a—”

A bang from the frosted-glass door down the hall opening interrupted us. Wilbur Roenberg, captain in charge of the Twenty-fourth, stepped out. Seeing him working at this very early hour made my gut clench. Roenberg and I didn’t get along even when I’d had a full night of sleep and wasn’t on the tail end of a bad shift.

“We’ll talk, Wilbur,” said a shortish man in a dark suit, with hair and eyes to match. He shut the captain’s door and took clipped steps down the hallway toward Rick and me. He carried a black briefcase, and his shoes were highly polished. I realized the dark suit was a tuxedo. He wore a red silk tie, the only hint of color on his monochrome frame.

Roenberg wiped his face with the back of his hand before disappearing down the hall toward the men’s room.

“You have a nice night, sir!” Rick called as the visitor passed. The guy turned and gave Rick an evil eye. I heard Rick gulp. Tuxedo kept staring, his hand on the door to the outside. His posture had the reptile quality of someone who knew how to fight, and probably fought dirty.

“Shouldn’t you be doing your job instead of flirting?” he finally asked, pure dark eyes flicking to me.

It was my turn to provide a hostile stare. Tuxedo didn’t flinch, but his full lips curled up slightly.

“Is there anything else I can help you with, sir?” I asked, adjusting my loose tee so that my badge and my service weapon showed clearly.

After a long two ticks of the clock, he looked away. Point, Luna.

“The name is Lockhart. And I doubt very much that you can, Officer,” he said, before turning on his heel and striding out like he had a badger nipping at his ass.

“What a butthead,” muttered Rick, punching a few keys on his computer.

I walked over to the door and watched Tuxedo leave. I wasn’t surprised when I saw the black Lexus screech out of my space and speed away down Highland. A city bigwig named Lockhart. I’d remember the name. See if  he got a warm welcome next time he needed someone to fix a parking ticket.

Walking back to my desk, I almost ran head-on into Captain Roenberg. He jumped aside, face flushed and stale coffee on his breath. “So sorry, Detective Wilder.”

“That’s fine, sir,” I told him. He wasn’t sorry. Roenberg was a throwback, and it was apparent every time he deigned to make eye contact that he was really seeing me in pumps and a frilly little apron. Fair’s fair. Every time I was unfortunate enough to see him, I wanted to plant a solid left in his smug little mouth.

“Yes . . . ,” he said absently, hurrying past me toward his office.

“Don’t get any cooties on you,” I muttered, glad I was going the other way. At least not all cops in the Twenty-fourth felt the same way as Roenberg. Most of them could deal with my being female. It was the were part I kept under my hat. Not that I wore a lot of hats. They make my head look like a dinosaur egg.

I decided to type up Jane Doe’s report and clock out early. Those other seven cases weren’t getting any colder.

Name? the computer prompted me. I typed Jane Doe.  Age? Unknown. I filled in all the boxes for physical description and forwarded the file to Missing Persons for a cross-check. In three weeks, if I was lucky, they’d tell me they found nothing.

Cause of Death?

My fingers stopped. I saw the girl lying on the wet pavement, dried blood on her tattered throat. Wet blood under her, matting the long black hair. The tight clothes that left no room for any ID. Torn, bloody hands reaching out to fend off . . . what?

I blinked. The night had been too long and too full of death. Under the COD field I typed exsanguination and  checked the box to indicate that the autopsy was still pending. The printer spit out a hard copy of the report, and I attached the appropriate forms and tucked it into my open-case file, which was really just a tattered accordion folder sitting on top of my desk.

Jane Doe: filed and processed and tucked away where she needed to be.

 



 




I got up, stretched, and slid into my scuffed motorcycle jacket. The telltale point in my lower back twinged. Definitely time to go home. I had made it to the squad room door when I heard a voice bellow, “And where does that sweet ass think it’s going?”

Turning brought me face-to-leering-face with David Bryson, a fellow detective—if fellow could be classified as the occasional lewd comment and a burning desire on my part to kick him. The only thing keeping me from phasing out on him was the hope that he’d be fired for sexual harassment and I’d get to watch.

“Hey, Wilder,” he panted. A younger Hispanic man was attached to Bryson’s arm via handcuffs. The kid had gang tats and a bloody gash on the side of his head. “Be a good girl and help me get this piece of crap to interrogation,” Bryson said, detaching himself from the kid and recuffing him.

“What the hell happened to his head?” The gang-banger smelled like sweat, cheap weed, and fear. Bryson gave off adrenaline and coppery, impotent rage.

He grinned at me. “Vato resisted. I showed him he couldn’t resist the hood of my car.”

I sucked in a breath. “That’s great, Bryson. Really great. What’s on the menu for the rest of the night? Toilet bowls and telephone books?”

“Aw, who’s he gonna tell? Dumbshit doesn’t even speak English.” He shoved the banger into a chair by his desk. “Am I right, Pedro?”


“Su madre aspira martillos en infierno,” Pedro muttered. I turned away quickly so Bryson wouldn’t catch my snort and grin. Red-faced, he didn’t even notice me.

Instead, he grabbed Pedro by the neck and slammed him face-first into the brick wall of the squad room.

Pedro moaned once before he slid down and curled into a ball on the linoleum at our feet. “You think that’s some funny shit, don’t you?” Bryson shouted, drawing back his foot for a kick.

I stepped over Pedro and put out my hand, palm up. “Enough, Bryson.”

He glared at me, foot still poised, big shoulders hunched. I’d spent enough time in my kickboxing dojo to handle an opponent bigger than myself, but Bryson was not only big, but also armed and a cop with training of his own. This standoff definitely called for sugar rather than round kicks.

“He had it coming,” Bryson snarled at me when he realized I wasn’t going to move.

“Leave it alone, or I’ll help this poor kid file a complaint against you right now,” I told Bryson. “And you can bet I’ll be calling Lieutenant McAllister at home to make sure he sees it.”

After another long second, Bryson stepped back and fixed his tie. Pedro got up and ran like hell.

Bryson heaved a dramatic sigh. “Shit, Wilder. You can be a class-A bitch sometimes.” His eyes traveled down to my chest, lower, and back up. “If you weren’t so cute I might pop you one.” He reached around and patted me on the bottom. “Thank that sweet ass.”

Bryson squealed as I grabbed his index finger and  bent it backward, applying pressure on the knuckle and creating a vise that could snap bone with a few milligrams more pressure.

“David, I know that the time for this conversation is long overdue, and that’s my fault, because up until now I couldn’t believe that you could really be such a gigantic dickhead. But apparently you can, so listen up.”

“That’s my trigger finger you got!” he yelped.

“Then you shouldn’t have put it on my ass.” I pinched harder. “I couldn’t care less what you think of me. But for the record, I think you are a violent, incompetent psychopath who has no business being a police officer.” Somewhere between the dead girl and the Lockhart jerk from the city, my annoyance had boiled over into rage, and I was feeling it deep down in my gut. Bryson just happened to be the closest target. Not that he didn’t deserve it.

“Now that we understand each other, David . . .” I squeezed and relished the cry of real pain I elicited. “Take your opinion of me and stick it up your ass. If there’s room next to your head, of course.” I twisted his hand to the snapping point, realizing how easy it would be to hurt him. How easy it would be to lean in and feel his hot breath as I tore his throat. My hand clamped down and the joint let out a popping sound.

I let go, jumping a step back.

Bryson stared at me with wide eyes, holding his hand. Then he turned without a word and practically ran out of the squad room. The big baby.

As soon as he was gone, I bolted for my car.

Shit. It had never hit me so early before a full moon, and so hard. A full seven days still. I stroked the chain under my shirt and felt the cool kiss of the silver star pendant against my skin. The rage I’d felt in the squad  room still demanded satisfaction, a hunt brought to a bloody close.

Weres are all instinct and nerves, loosely held together by the thin veil of humanity that covers us when the moon is new. When we get angry, control is a memory. You can hurt people, and probably will at least once. Wearing silver when you’re human is a good deterrent, or a little wolfsbane next to the skin if you don’t mind smelling like an old lady’s medicine cabinet. But when were rage really grips you, nothing on this earth can stop it.

I breathed in, out, and turned on the car, forcing my hands to stop shaking. Bryson was an idiot and a terrible cop, but what I had done was unforgivable. I had lost it. Something had awakened the were and I didn’t know what. That scared the hell out of me.

I kept my pentacle outside my shirt, touching it every few seconds with my free hand. It did little to calm me as I drove home while the sun came up.




TWO


By the time I got home, sunrise had become a fluffy pink line across the horizon, deepening to lava orange at the heart. The dilapidated one-and-a-half-story cottage Sunny and I shared sat on a hill that sloped to the ocean, on the opposite side of Siren Bay from the city proper. It may not have been the trendy address, but there sure was less pollution, and there were fewer gunshots at night.

Salt smell wafted toward me when I got out of the Fairlane and I heard the gentle whoosh of the waves like they were right next to me. The humid air curled the wild roses that climbed the front of the cottage, but aside from that it looked like the front of a Hallmark card.

A light glowed from the kitchen window, and I shouted, “I’m home!” to Sunny as I came in the front door and kicked off my boots.

Sunny padded into the front room on bare feet, wearing sweatpants and a tunic. If I could look as good as my tiny cousin in what amounted to basically a sack of cotton, life would be sweet.

“Morning,” she said, swirling a tea bag in her purple ceramic mug.

“I will never, ever understand why you get up this early when there’s no earthly need to,” I told her. “I’m so damn exhausted I could sleep through the Hex Riots.”

Sunny shrugged. “Witches greet the dawn. Doesn’t hurt to remember where you get your gifts from.”

“Guess there are some benefits to missing out on the legendary Swann witch blood,” I said. Swann was my mother’s maiden name, Sunny her niece by my aunt Delia. Delia, Sunny, and my grandmother had all gotten the blood. I hadn’t. My grandmother blamed Vincent Wilder, my father and a plain human. Privately, I thought she was probably right, but to everyone who mattered I couldn’t give a flying broom whether I had the blood or not.

Sunny extended her mug. “Green tea? Chai, maybe?”

I shook my head. “The only thing I want right now is a hot, hot shower and some sleep.”

“Your loss,” she informed me with a wink, taking her knobby wooden caster and a plug of sage incense for the dawn-greeting.

“I’m sure,” I said, shrugging my jacket off. Its thick leather had kept my skin off the road or a suspect’s knife out of my ribs more than once. The jacket went on the coat tree next to Sunny’s moss-green shawl, and my shoulder holster with it. My Glock went into the middle drawer of the old desk that served as our toss-all table for letters, keys, and miscellaneous junk. I locked the drawer and hung the key around my neck. That image of the hardened cop sleeping with a gun under their pillow is crap. Cops get their heads blown off with their own guns at home just as often as civilians.

Sunny watched with mild disapproval, as she always did when I took out my weapon around her. Caster witches usually came with all the pacifistic trappings you’d expect from white magick users. I always felt slightly deceptive when I made a show of putting the Glock away. We both knew that it wasn’t the gun Sunny should be afraid of. I was way more hazardous to her health.

She asked, “Did anything bad happen during your shift?” No, not psychic, but with a witch’s sense of when energy was disturbed.

“Homicide,” I said, rubbing my eyes. They felt like some of the beach sand we constantly tracked into the foyer had gotten caught under the lids. “A girl. A young woman, probably twenty or so. She was . . . it wasn’t quick.”

Before I could react, Sunny’s arms were around me and she was holding me close. “I’m sorry, Luna,” she murmured.

Normally I would have flinched, or at least backed away from Sunny’s overwhelming sympathy, but right now it just felt good to have contact with a human who wasn’t in handcuffs or trying to touch my butt. I patted her shoulder in return and then extricated myself. “Thanks, Sun. I’m going to go catch that shower.”

She nodded. “I need to get outside before the whole dawn is over.” She went out the front door, still barefoot.

I stood in the center of the living room for a few seconds, then turned and jogged after her. “Sunny!”

She turned back halfway across our sandy front yard. “Yes?”

“Will you be around when I wake up? I . . .” I sighed.  Forget the pride, Luna. If your phase is out of control,  the pride won’t do you any good while you’re ripping up people near and dear to you. “I need to talk to you about my phase. I think something’s off.”

Sunny nodded, concern creasing her round face. “Of course, hon. I don’t have a class today, so I’ll be around. Come find me when you’re awake.”

Upstairs, scalding my skin under the flimsy shower-head attached to our clawfoot tub, I didn’t feel any better. Sunny being a witch didn’t automatically make her a were expert. Without a pack to guide me, it was the blind leading the freaking blind.

I put on sweats and a tank top and fell into bed. I think I was asleep before my head was fully on the pillow.

I dreamed about Jane Doe’s open, staring eyes and fresh blood running under a street lamp.

 



 




I woke up to the sound of Sunny rustling around in her room, humming. Sensitive ears are not a bonus when you have roommates.

My head throbbed, coming to a pinpoint between my eyes. I rolled over, groaned, and looked at my alarm clock. One in the afternoon. For someone who usually didn’t hit the mattress until eight in the morning, I was a damn light sleeper lately.

I went to my closet to find an outfit, and my foot caught a pile of jeans. I cursed. Really needed to donate some of this crap to the fashionably challenged poor.

Sunny heard my mumbling and knocked on the bedroom door. I swear that girl has better hearing than I do, and she’s not even a were.

“Luna? Are you awake or cursing in your sleep again?”

“Depends on what you mean by awake.”

She opened my door and came in, sitting on the edge of the bed in a flurry of velvet. Loose black cotton pants and a flowing purple top with those wide sleeves and a low-cut, lacy neck. On most, the getup would scream  Ren-faire escapee, but Sunny’s small waist and curvaceous top pulled it off. I felt underdressed in my pajamas, and pulled on a robe and boudoir slippers with red satin toes.

“Can we make the talk quick? I’m drying rose hips I picked this morning and I can’t leave them too long.”

“Promise not to subject me to any more of that tea you brew from them and I’ll make it light-speed.”

Sunny pursed her lips. “Most people love my teas.”

“In case you hadn’t noticed, cuz, I’m not most people. Most people don’t turn into two-hundred-pound wolves when the moon is full.” I threw a pile of T-shirts and underwear off my rocking chair, making just enough room for my butt, and sat.

“You really need to donate some of this stuff,” Sunny observed. I handed her a stormy glare in response.

Sunny and I are opposites in a lot of ways, not least of which being the way we dress. When she had moved from our hometown of San Romita to Nocturne City, she practically had to put a gun to my head to convince me that living together was a good idea. Sometimes, like when she was chanting at all hours or cooking a particularly smelly spell, I still wasn’t sure of our arrangement.

“So what seems to be wrong with your moonphase?” she asked.

But at times like this, I was damn glad to have her around.

“Well . . .” I sighed. Thinking about beating up Bryson,  in the light of day with a well-rested mind, was embarrassing. What was I, a playground bully? Even if he did have it coming . . . “I had a run-in with Bryson last night.”

Sunny raised a curved eyebrow. She knew Bryson. “Go on.”

“He touched me. And I grabbed him. I think I broke his finger. He was screaming in pain, literally. And I enjoyed it, Sunny. I practically phased out. I wanted to kill him.”

Sunny bit her lip. We look similar, but her face is round where mine is narrow, open and warm where mine has a tendency to make me look like a bitch. She didn’t look proud of me right then, which reminded me of all the times I’d faced off against Rhoda and my mother.

“I’m assuming you didn’t. Kill him, that is.”

“Hex it, Sunny. What do you think? I enjoyed making the SOB squirm more than I’ve enjoyed anything in a long time, which is a sad comment on my life. But anyway. It’s not that.”

I picked up and played with one of my pink velvet pumps, purchased for a Valentine’s Day date who never showed. I didn’t want to say the next part. It was pathetic and stupid. It made me no better than the were thugs who hung around the corner of Kudzu and La Quito.

“The thing that worries me, Sunny, is that I did it in the first place. It just exploded. I’ve only ever felt were rage when the phase is coming on.”

“I can see why you’d worry,” Sunny agreed. She stood and pointed to the bed. “Lie down on your stomach. Lift your shirt.”

“Oh, come on, Sunny . . .”

“Now, Luna. I don’t want a crazed were smashing up my house.”

“Our house. I pay half the rent, and as I remember I was the one who found it in the first place.”

“And if I hadn’t been there to pass a credit check, you’d still be in that horrible studio on Woodmont,” she shot back. “Lie on the bed and lift your shirt.”

Get past the fairy-princess getup and the touchy-feely caster witch facade, and my cousin can be damn bossy when the mood strikes her. I lay down on my bed and shivered as the purple satin spread touched my bare skin. I pulled my tank up to just under my breasts, exposing the tattoo on my lower back.

“Hmm,” said Sunny. “Looks okay. No redness or swelling.”

The tattoo ink was infused with wolfsbane and silver. Silver on a chain might offer a were peace of mind, but the only thing that holds back a phase is ink in the skin. And not even ink can stop a were in moonlight.

“I’m not about to phase six and a half days away from a full moon,” I reminded Sunny as she prodded the tat. “That would be sort of impossible.”

“I don’t know that,” said Sunny. She sat next to me and leaned close to examine my back. “Really, Luna, we don’t know anything about this except what we’ve learned through trial and error. And the fewer errors we experience, the longer my tranquility remains intact.”

I blushed thinking about the last “error,” and how I’d had to buy Sunny a new sofa. That had been unfair, and cost me two weeks’ pay. It wasn’t my fault she didn’t know how to fasten a kennel door properly.

Sunny finally pulled my shirt down. “It seems fine. Does it feel all right?”

I reached back and rubbed the CD-sized circle of ink.  “It’s fine.” The skin prickled under my hand, sending itchy fingers up and down my back.

Sunny frowned. “I don’t have another explanation for the rage. I don’t know enough to even offer an opinion. The only person who does—”

I stopped her. “Forget that. I’ll get on the computer and see what I can find out about another charm that negates phase.”

Sunny sniffed. “Sure. Tell me if you find anything.” She knew I wouldn’t. Everything I knew about being a were came from blind experience and dumb luck. Normally, a pack would usher in a were fresh from the bite and teach them the laws and magicks inherent to pack life. Of course, in the grand tradition of my life, I wasn’t so lucky.

 



 




Deciding to eat breakfast before I started my internet quest, I went to the kitchen. Any way you looked at it, I was screwed from the get-go as far as weres went. Most got the bite at birth, or were born of two were parents and had no need. Weres given the bite after childhood were rare. An adult given the bite was a pain in the ass, all confusion and newly blossomed killer instincts that could get your pack into a lot of trouble.

I checked the icebox, an ancient Frigidaire hulk that looked like it could stop AK-47 fire, to see if Sunny had graced me with any leftovers that weren’t made out of soy. She hadn’t. Peanut butter and bananas would have to suffice. I assembled all my ingredients and started to chop and spread. “Sunny, where are the plates?” I hollered.

“Sink!” she shouted back from the upstairs.

Sometimes a pack member didn’t want the responsibility, and abandoned the human with the bite. Those  without a pack, like me, were called Insoli, a Latin term that translated loosely to “lonely ones.” I’d heard a lot of other versions. Lowest of the Low. Outcast. Packless. The trifecta of unforgivable were insults.

“Sunny, where are the knives?”

“Left-hand drawer by the sink!”

The kitchen was my favorite room in the cottage, although I’d never admit to knowing what to do in it other than make tasty grilled cheese sandwiches and the occasional batch of brownies. Bundles of herbs hung from the exposed rafters, casting a musty-sweet smell over the whole room. A row of glass crystals dangled from the windows over the old porcelain sink. The floors were weathered wood and covered with rag rugs.

Just like lamenting over my lack of culinary skills didn’t mean I had to starve, angsting about my status in the were community didn’t make me the unpopular girl with no prom date.

I was a little beyond the prom stage of being a were, anyway. I slapped my sandwich on a plate and carried it to my office.

This was my territory. The desk was real black ebony, bought as a scarred thing with no legs from a flea market. I had a top-of-the-line laptop, flat-panel monitor, and cable modem connection. Useful for case work, but also because I was impatient and prone to hitting machines when they were too slow. I kept a black leather club chair in the corner with a strong reading light. The wall-to-wall bookshelves held the Death Investigator’s Handbook, Diagnostic and Statistical Manual IV, my criminal justice textbooks from the Cedar Hill Community College, and Sunny’s and my senior yearbooks from San Romita High.

My one concession to girliness was the rug—a fake-fur  thing at least two inches thick that I loved to walk barefoot on. I shuffled across it and sank into my chair, waiting for the computer to boot up.

I had taken the first bite of my breakfast when the tinny strains of “Hungry Like the Wolf” startled me into dropping it.

I rooted around the desk and found my cell buried under a stack of rap sheets for suspects in a rape/homicide. Caller ID said it was the medical examiner’s office. I flipped the phone open.

“Detective Wilder.”

“Luna, it’s Dr. Kronen. Tighter than a were pack in a butcher’s over here, but I managed to squeeze your Jane Doe in for nine tonight.”

That meant I’d have to come on shift three hours early. But then again, the next available autopsy slot would probably be a month from now. Jane Doe had no family clamoring for the body. No one wanted a quick funeral and a chance to cry over her.

“Sounds good, Doc. I’ll meet you at the morgue at nine sharp.”

“You sound grumpy,” he said. “I wake you?”

“I wish,” I muttered before I hung up.




THREE


Most cities hide their morgues. It makes good sense to keep them out of sight and not remind the general population of where they’re headed when they die.

Nocturne City took no such precautions. The morgue was a sterile granite edifice, nearly as large as the court-house. Its upper floors housed the NCPD’s central crime labs and the medical examiner’s administrative offices.

Tonight, though, I was headed for what the detectives only half jokingly called Limbo.

Night shift at the crime labs runs a skeleton crew, and there was no one in the lobby except a bored uniform standing by the metal detector, staring off into space. I dropped my gun, phone, badge, and keys into the plastic basket and walked through.

The basement morgue storage and autopsy bays are cut off from the world of the living by the earth, and require you to take a special elevator down. The car groaned ominously at me as I stepped in, and I vowed to take the  stairs next time rather than risk ending up a permanent resident of the building.

The stink hit me as soon as I stepped out—formaldehyde, old blood, dead flesh. If you think a morgue smells bad normally, try having a nose as sensitive as mine and get back to me. I gagged once, swallowed, and held my hand over my face until I got to Kronen’s autopsy bay.

He was just starting to wash up and shouted hello at me over the running water. Through the glass I could see Jane Doe’s body neatly covered with a paper sheet. Only the rivulets of blood running down the slotted sides of the steel table and draining through the floor grate gave any indication of what had gone on.

Kronen shut off the sink and grabbed a wad of paper towels. “Shall we?”

I followed him through the swinging doors, grabbing a surgical mask as I went and clapping it over my face. The stench in here, much fresher than the rest of the floor, almost knocked me over. Kronen looked concerned as my eyes watered, and handed me some VapoRub.

“Forgot you were the one with the sensitive sniffer,” he said. I slathered the ointment under my nose, which brought the smell down from Vomit Inducing to Pretty Terrible. “So, Detective Wilder, what we have here, as I said last night, is your basic sexually motivated homicide.”

He yanked back the sheet, sending a fresh scent wave into the air. I saw the raw Y-incision on Jane Doe’s chest, the old bruises on her torso, teeth marks on her breasts.

The smell was too much—more than just death. Strong, charred, filling my mouth and nostrils so I couldn’t breathe. My vision spun as the smell closed in, so dense and powerful and terrible that I feared it would send me to the floor.

I dropped the mask, crashed through the swinging doors, dropped my head over the steel sink, and vomited until there was nothing left.

Kronen hurried after me, holding my hair out of the way as I retched pathetically. “Oh, dear,” he murmured. “Oh, dear. It’s all right.”

“Damn it,” I gasped as I straightened up and wiped my mouth with my hand. My whole body quaked and my stomach felt hollow, the acid burning all the way up to my tongue.

“Are you finished?” Kronen asked. I tried to ignore the flare of shame his shocked expression prompted. I had never pulled a Linda Blair in an autopsy, not even at my very first homicide, when a hit-and-run had nearly split a woman in half.

“I . . . think so,” I said, leaning against the wall and breathing. Breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Don’t faint. Don’t faint. Don’t you dare faint, Luna.


“I could fax you my findings . . . ,” Kronen started.

“No.” I straightened up and pushed my sweaty hair out of my face. “I’m fine. Finish.”

“Your reaction . . .”

“I ate something bad at dinner, obviously,” I snapped. Kronen looked hurt, but led me back into the bay.

I felt like crap for my nasty response to his sympathy. Unfortunately, it was survival. I liked Dr. Kronen a lot, but I couldn’t let him think I was weak, because it would get out that Detective Wilder, the little woman, had bailed on an autopsy after puking her guts out while the ME held her head. Then I’d have more like Bryson to worry about, no matter where I went on the force.

I got a fresh mask. Pinched my nose hard enough to hurt. Followed Kronen through the swinging doors.

The smell was still there, pungent, almost sulfuric, but it was bearable. I had the sick, disorienting feeling that I had smelled it before, in different circumstances. It wasn’t the scent of were. The sweetish musk was there, faded by death, but this was like rotted flesh raked over hot coals. My eyes watered as I stood opposite Kronen, watching him over Jane Doe’s chest.

“Go ahead.”

“Your wish is my command,” he said, gesturing at the body. “Now, as you can see, there was mutilation to the breasts as well as the throat. No more vaginal trauma than you’d expect to find on a street prostitute, but that doesn’t really mean anything.”

“It’s not the sex that gets them off,” I agreed.

“Whoever it was did this, she fought hard,” Kronen said. “She sustained multiple fractures to both hands and a broken tibia on her right arm. If she’d survived, I doubt she could ever make a fist again. Surprising for such a frail-looking young woman.”

“Cause of death was the throat being torn out?” I asked. The gash had been cleaned and now gaped up at me, black.

“No,” said Kronen, surprising the hell out of me.

“What do you mean, no?”

“I mean, of course I thought it was the blood loss and mutilation at first. But when I was doing the rape kit, I noticed this.” He slid his hands under Jane Doe’s back. “Give me a hand, will you?”

Pick the last thing in the universe I wanted to do right that second, and touching the dead girl was second only to swallowing a handful of silver dollars with a wolfsbane chaser.

I grabbed Jane Doe’s waist, feeling her ribs through  the thin pale skin, and pulled. She flopped over on her stomach with a muffled, wet thud. My stomach was empty, but the jolt of nausea still passed through.

“This,” said Kronen, pointing to a tiny red mark in the fold of Jane Doe’s buttock, “is your cause of death.”

I leaned close. “What the hell is that?”

Kronen got a clipboard and flipped a few pages. “According to the tox screen, high-dosage Percodan with a diazepam chaser.”

I stared at him. “Someone drugged her?”

“Willingly or unwillingly, is the question,” Kronen replied. He covered Jane Doe back up. “Percodan is easy enough to come by, but diazepam is highly controlled.”

“Is it a sedative?” I asked, feeling like an idiot and knowing that I’d have to revise my report when I went upstairs. Then McAllister would want to know why I jumped the gun. Again.

“You might call it that,” said Kronen. “If you were a rottweiler or a house cat.”

“Come again?”

“It’s an animal tranquilizer, Detective.”

That made my eyebrows go up an inch or three. I trust my instincts, and trusted them enough then to know Jane Doe was more than a trick gone bad. But this—this was beyond anything I had prepared myself for.

“Odd method,” Kronen said. “If you are going to mutilate someone.”

“No,” I said, and felt a tremor start in my hands, radiating inward to my uneasy stomach. Gods damn it, I knew why he’d drugged the girl. “No, he wanted to take his time. He showed her the knife, Bart.”

“Her finger was clipped pre- or perimortem,” he agreed quietly.

“He made her watch.” My blood beat against my head, and the were always lurking in my subconscious howled in rage. “The drugs were there to make sure she stayed docile enough for him to take his time, and didn’t scream. But he miscalculated somehow, and she fought him, and he killed her. Gods.” I wanted this bastard, now, wanted his blood.

“I have a feeling that They are not at play here,” said Kronen. “But perhaps They are, because I also found you DNA.” He covered Jane Doe back up with the sheet.

The way this day was shaping up, the only logical thing to say was, “Any idea who contributed?”

“I sent it to be analyzed and they’ll run a sample through CODIS to see if it matches any offenders.”

In other words, let the wheels grind through the two hundred other DNA samples that came in before mine that day, and then maybe, if I was lucky, I’d get a hit from among the minuscule number of felons whose genetic fingerprint had been entered into the CODIS system.

Plus, Jane Doe was a prostitute. How many DNA “samples” would she have on her, anyway?

“Tell me you at least fixed a time of death,” I pleaded with Kronen. He ushered me out of the autopsy bay, and I finally got relief from the pungent stink.

“That, Detective, is far from an exact science, but this might be useful—the rain last night had stopped when she was murdered in the alley. Her body was dry and the blood evidence was intact.”

Finally something solid. I could pick up the phone, verify it, and add it to the lines of the case file, slowly painting a picture of Jane Doe’s last hours. Did she go somewhere to escape the rain and end up far worse off? Was she a victim of wrong place, wrong time, or was she chosen and stalked by a sadist?

“I have three more identifications tonight,” said Kronen. He had shed the paper robe and slippers he wore in the bay and reverted to his usual khakis and crooked tie. This one had a ketchup stain. At least, I hoped it was ketchup. “Call me if you need any more information, Detective Wilder.”

The door whispered as he left for the public part of the morgue, where relatives viewed bodies and claimed their own. I looked at Jane Doe once more, leaning my forehead against the glass. The vomit I’d shed because of her still lingered on the air.

Did she gag as the drugs overtook her system, or was it peaceful, like a warm bath? Junkies described the former, suicides usually talked about the worst pain they’d ever experienced, as the body attempted to expel death before time ran out.

I breathed in, out. Why did she smell so strange? Why had she been drugged and mutilated?


Why was the question, and I had that cold. The answer eluded me.

“I’ll find out,” I promised Jane Doe. “I will.” A hollow promise to a dead woman. Nothing I couldn’t handle.

 



 




Shift change was in full swing at the Twenty-fourth when I got there. Day uniforms and the full complement of detectives that the second shift commanded were walking out in pairs and alone. Rick was conferring with Shelley, the day desk clerk. A few civilians, most of whom I judged to be lawyers by the proliferation of somber ties and expensive suits, were still in the lobby. I went through the metal detector and escaped to my desk.
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