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CHAPTER 1

I’m not a patient person under the best of circumstances. Standing next to a dead man on a cold city sidewalk is not one of them. Add in the fact that I was the only homicide detective on the scene, and had been standing around stamping my feet and rubbing my hands together for almost half an hour, and you could kiss any patience I started the night with goodbye.

I grabbed Officer Martinez by the elbow as he walked past, headed to his patrol car.

“Where in seven hells is CSU?”

He shrugged. “Sorry, Detective Wilder. There was a drive-by shooting on Archer Avenue. Could be another forty minutes. We’re low priority tonight.”

I looked back at the dead man. Under the flickering sodium light his cheeks were gray hollows and his eyes receded until there was only black. He was thin, with grayish skin that puddled around his neck and wrists. A tan uniform shirt did nothing to cover the track marks on his forearms, between his fingers, in the fold of his elbow . . . everywhere. If I took off his shoes I’d find them in his ankles, his toes, and anywhere else a vein might be hiding.

A simple OD doesn’t usually warrant a homicide detective, but I had been driving to work and picked up the call. It was a block away, so I swung by. By the way the dead guy smelled, I was wishing I hadn’t. He was stale—stale skin, stale sweat. The tang of cooked heroin burned the back of my mouth as I inhaled.

“CSU is on the way, Detective!” Martinez called from his patrol car. I rolled my shoulders. Thank the gods. I was in a bad neighborhood with limited backup, and someone in the dark row houses that lined the street was probably itching to shoot me right this second.

“You want a cup of coffee, Detective? I got a thermos in the prowler.”

I shook my head at Martinez, who looked sweetly disappointed. He was baby-faced, stocky and short, but had blazing black eyes and big hands that could probably snap a suspect in half.

“I don’t drink the stuff.”

“Something a little stronger?” He pulled his blue satin jacket aside to show me an engraved silver flask. My mouth quirked.

“Your captain know you have that?”

“Don’t ask about the captain’s late-night lady visitors, he won’t ask about what you do on patrol.” Martinez grinned back at me. “Hey, don’t take this as a come-on or nothin’, but you look familiar. You didn’t just transfer in, did you?”

I sighed. It had to happen sooner or later. Savvy editors had slapped my headshot from the police academy on the front page of every major newspaper in Nocturne City. Above the fold. “I’ve been on medical leave for three months. Just got back today.”

“Three months . . .” Martinez’s gears ground for a second and then he blurted out, “Hex! You’re that cop that killed the DA!”

“Former DA,” I growled, “and it’s not like he didn’t try to kill me—and call a daemon—before I did something about it.”

“Holy shit,” said Martinez, slapping his leg. “We got all your clippings up in the locker room at the precinct house. There was a pool whether they’d let you back on the force or Section-8 you.”

I had an unpleasant flash of Dr. Merriman, my department-appointed psychiatrist, and beat it back. “Can I assume you bet against me?”

“Hell, no,” said Martinez. “You’re a tough bi—er, lady. I knew you’d be back.”

“Your confidence is touching,” I told him, and turned back to the body. Suddenly, the company of a dead junkie didn’t seem so bad. At least he couldn’t point and whisper.

I was going through the black messenger bag emblazoned with a fancy winged-foot logo and the legend MESSENGER OF THE GODS when the CSU van pulled up.

A black Lincoln with the seal of the city medical examiner parked behind the van, and Bart Kronen exited after a fight with his seat belt. He brought a canvas tote bag holding the tools of his trade and waved to me with his free hand.

“Good to have you back, Detective! What present have you got for me this evening?”

“Nothing exciting, I’m afraid,” I said as a CSU camera clicked and lit the scene to blinding daylight with a flash. “Just your standard street OD.” I gestured to the  one lit row house a block away. “I figured he came out of that shooting gallery and dropped dead before he realized he’d gone past the point of no return.”

Kronen checked the man’s pulse perfunctorily and then wiggled the arm. It moved like a store mannequin, all stiff joints. “Rigor is fixed, skin is close to ambient temperature . . . dead less than six hours. Can’t be more specific, I’m afraid.”

I shrugged. “Makes no difference to me, unless someone jabbed him with that needle against his will.”

Kronen flashed his light over the man’s hands and fingernails. “No trace evidence that I can see.” He lifted the lids of the staring eyes and examined them. The dead man had had green eyes, a bright grassy color that was already fading.

The pain caught my gut, a physical sensation to go with a memory of dark green eyes and shaggy auburn hair falling across them like autumn leaves on a deep pond. Hex you, Dmitri. Hex you and the ground you walk on.


“Now this is interesting, Detective. Detective?”

As quickly as he’d come, he was gone, fading into a cloud of clove smoke and gravelly laughter.

I crouched next to Kronen, trying not to wince when he poked the dead junkie’s eyeball with a rubber-tipped finger.

“See this here?” He indicated spidery columns of red drifting across the white.

“Little late for drops,” I said. Kronen’s mouth curled in displeasure. I stopped smiling.

“This is petichial hemorrhaging,” he said. “A bursting of miniature blood vessels on the surface of the eye.”

“So?” I said.

Kronen snapped off his light and stood, fixing his tie and expansive waistband. “This is not consistent with a heroin overdose. Petichia usually occur when the brain is deprived of oxygen.”

“He wasn’t strangled,” I said defensively. “He’s just dead.” I was competent, dammit. I didn’t need to be walked through my own crime scene like a first-year patrol officer. I’d know if someone was strangled, thank you.

Kronen went about tucking all of his accoutrements back into their case, and he pulled out a clipboard, initialed a report of a white male, dead on the scene, and handed it to me to sign as the ranking responding officer.

“I have no idea what could have happened to him,” he said. “But once I do the post I’m sure all will be revealed. In the meantime, do you . . . detect . . . anything?”

My pen froze mid-signature. “Exactly what’s that supposed to mean, Bart?”

He spread his hands. “Well, after the incident with Alistair Duncan certain . . . rumors have been flying heavily. If you can put your abilities to good use, it might speed a cause-of-death determination along.”

I flung the pen down and shoved the clipboard back at him. “I don’t know what you think you know, Bart, but you’re barking up the wrong damn tree.” He looked like a perturbed owl, eyes wide, as I snarled, “I’m not a trick dog,” and stormed away up the street.

My hands were shaking and I compensated by stomping my motorcycle boots on the pavement. I’m a werewolf, and thanks to the debacle with Alistair Duncan, anyone who read the Nocturne Inquirer knew it, which included most of the department.

Kronen probably had no idea he was being insensitive, and I was a bitch for snarling at him, but since the Hex Riots, weres and witches don’t enjoy the best reputation. Or any kind, except as the thing under your bed that you pretend doesn’t exist.

And Hex it, I wasn’t a hound dog that could sniff clues on cue. Being were didn’t mean a shiny package of heightened senses that made my job easier. It was that, and uncontrollable rage and strength that could separate someone’s head from their neck if I ever let myself off lockdown.

I’d only met one person who knew what that felt like, and he was somewhere on the other side of the world.

I breathed in, out, and willed myself to turn around and go back to the scene, knowing that everyone currently clustered around the body was talking about me.

Down the street, light spilled out of the condemned row house as a door opened and another scarecrow started up the walk toward me. He saw the patrol car, Martinez, and the CSU techs. He used what was left of his brain and ran.

“Better and better,” I muttered, taking off after the live junkie. I figured if he was sprinting he probably knew something about the dead one. I caught up with him after a block and used my arm like a battering ram to drive him into the iron fences marching up the sidewalk.

“Get off!” he yelled, shoving back and making me stumble off the curb. I windmilled and caught myself on a rusted-out Ford, panting in surprise. Not many plain humans can stand up to were strength.

He was fumbling in his coat for something undoubtedly hazardous to my health when I brought my service  weapon to bear between his eyes. Just a Glock nine-millimeter, nothing special, but it does the job. The junkie froze, hollow chest fluttering from the exertion.

“Police officer,” I said. “Show me your hands.”

A shiver ran through him. “Don’t shoot.”

“Give me one reason not to, good or bad,” I said, thumbing the safety off. His hand was still inside his jacket. His eyes held entirely too much panic for me to be comfortable.

“Please don’t shoot.”

“Get your hands behind your head!”

He didn’t move, just watched me, unblinking.

“Show them to me!” I ordered again.

“It will be all right,” he said in a low singsong voice. “Just calm down. We’re fine.” In the low light, my were eyes saw his arm tense as he gripped whatever was inside his jacket.

Hex it.

“Please don’t kill me, Officer,” he begged as I saw his hand come out of his pocket in gut-twisting slow motion.

I should have pulled the trigger. It would have been a good shooting, because unless the guy was the most idiotic plain human in existence he was armed and he was going to kill me.

My finger dropped to the trigger, everything happening in two clock ticks but seeming to draw out forever as my blood buzzed in my ears. The were instincts living in my hindbrain screamed Shoot!


“Please,” he hissed again.

I didn’t shoot. I froze, like my limbs were encased in glass. What if he was just high? If he wasn’t armed I’d be a murderer. I was already a murderer . . .

The curved knife came at me in a blur. My better reflexes threw me sideways and I landed on my gun with a hot pain in my ribs. The junkie was on me, face wild, knife like a silver claw poised above my eyeball. I braced and kicked out, rolling us over so I was on top. I hit him one sharp blow to the side of the temple and he went limp, fingers relaxing his grip on the weapon.

Martinez came pounding up with one of the CSU techs. “You okay?” he asked me, training his service weapon on the unconscious man.

I stood and brushed myself off. I didn’t smell any blood, but I’d have to check myself under better light. A ragged piece of black hair brushed my face, and I reached up to feel a chunk lopped off. The knife had come within millimeters of my left eye.

“Hex me,” I muttered. “Cuff this piece of crap,” I said to Martinez. “You can run him over to the Twenty-fourth Precinct. I’ll meet you there.”

I pulled my leather jacket around me tightly as I walked away, so they wouldn’t see I was shaking.




CHAPTER 2

For the first time since I’d been put on extended medical leave three months ago, I pulled into the parking lot of the Twenty-fourth Precinct. Serving Highland Park and the Waterfront district, the Twenty-fourth was tucked into a converted firehouse that had seen better days, although the neighborhood around it was slowly but surely yuppifying. I counted four shiny Hex-the-environment SUVs parked across the street in front of newly refurbished brick town houses.

I pulled my ’69 Ford Fairlane into my assigned space and went up the wide stone steps of the Twenty-fourth. Just before I pushed open the doors I paused, breathing in the stink of old linoleum and sweat and bad coffee. It smelled homey, but foreign, like going back to your childhood bedroom after you’ve moved out. I steeled myself for whatever stares and mutters I might meet on the other side, and shoved the door open. It banged loudly on old springs. Way to go, Luna. If  everyone didn’t know you were coming back on duty tonight, they do now.

Rick, the night desk sergeant, looked up abruptly when I barged in. His mouth parted in a grin. “Good to  see you, Detective!” He left his high judicial-style desk and came to shake my hand.

Relief washed through me. “Good to see you too, Rick. How’s your son?”

“Teddy? Fine, started grade school a few weeks ago.” Rick beamed. “And how’s your cousin?”

My good mood washed away like a shack in a flash flood. “She moved out. She’s living up on Battery Beach.”

Rick whistled. “That’s a long drive.”

It was a long drive, long enough so that my cousin Sunny only made it every few weeks. I’m sure the fact I’d barely spoken to her for the entire summer pleased our grandmother, Rhoda, no end. Rhoda had thrown me out at fifteen, and the only time she’d ever helped me since, I’d had to agree to let her move Sunny back into her house, far away from my bad-nasty-corrupting were influence. Evil old witch.

I excused myself from Rick and walked down the narrow fluorescent-lit hallway to the squad room, pretending the roiling in my stomach was from those two bacon cheeseburgers I’d consumed for dinner.

Not that I could really blame Sunny for moving out. In the course of the Duncan investigation, our cottage had been broken into by a witch sent to kill me, I’d gotten myself shot, and Sunny had been arrested by the Nocturne City SWAT team. A stable life, it was not. And it still twisted my heart every time I unlocked what used to be our front door and found myself alone in the cottage.

My desk still sat in the back corner of the squad room, dusty with disuse. Someone had scrawled the  words BITE ME into the layer of grime on my computer monitor.

I spun quickly and scanned the half-empty room. No one was bent over snickering, or looking embarrassed. A couple of rookies from Traffic stared at me with their mouths slightly open.

“Take a picture or cut it out,” I snapped. My heart was pounding and I reached out and smeared the slur away, leaving fingerprints in its place. At least one person in the Twenty-fourth wasn’t happy I was back. If it was just the one I’d be lucky, truth be told.

“Jesus, you look like someone just pissed on your grave.” Lieutenant McAllister came to the edge of my desk and looked at me with the little crease between his eyebrows that telegraphed immense concern.

I brushed the dust off my jeans and collected myself. “It’s been a busy night, Mac.”

“I heard,” he said. “Some tweaker tried to give you a brow lift?”

“Yeah, too bad he missed,” I said. “I would have gotten one of those sexy little eye patches.”

Mac clasped my shoulder and looked into my eyes. “I’m glad you’re back, Wilder, don’t get me wrong . . . lot of shuffling around after the Duncan thing, and we’re short-staffed.”

“Yeah, I miss Bryson’s stinky cologne,” I said, jerking my chin at the desk across the aisle from me, where Dave Bryson used to sit. His obnoxious souvenir footballs had been replaced with pictures of some guy’s kids.

“Wilder,” said Mac, “if you’d let me finish, I’m saying you don’t look okay. At all.”

And I didn’t feel okay. At all. But if I had to spend one more minute in my silent, haunted cottage I was going to go insane. So I moved Mac’s hand off my shoulder and lied.

“I’m good, Mac. Just a little shaky because of that guy jumping me.” And because everyone knew I was a were, and Dmitri was gone, and I was so, so not ready to be back here with all of the memories of him and me . . .

“I hope you’re not bullshitting me,” he said. “Because the captain wanted to speak with you as soon as you came in.”

It took me a minute to realize he couldn’t be talking about Wilbur Roenberg, the former captain of the Twenty-fourth. That captain was doing twenty-five-to-life in Los Altos for conspiracy to conceal multiple murders. Although, with the shift I’d had so far, it would be conceivable he might show up.

“What does he want to talk to me about?”

“She,” said Mac. “And I have no idea. She’s not very chatty.”

Well, that was a new wrinkle. There were only fifteen or twenty female detectives out of two hundred in the city, and a handful of lieutenants. No captains I knew of.

“Who is she? Where’d she come from?”

“Hex me, Wilder, I don’t know the woman’s life story. She was a shift commander in the Forty-third and she transferred to the detectives’ bureau. Her name’s Matilda Morgan and from what I’ve seen she gets pissy when people are late. Move your behind.” He spun on his heel and went back into his office. I winced as his door slammed. Mac was unflappable as a rock in a  stormy sea. Captain Morgan must be a grade-A tightass if she had him that riled. Great, can’t wait to be grilled by her.


I went down the hall to the captain’s office and knocked.

 



The first thing I noticed was that Roenberg’s name had been scraped off the wavy glass door and fresh letters that still smelled like paint spelled out MATILDA MORGAN—CAPTAIN.

“Enter!” Her voice was sharp and had bite behind it, like a drill sergeant or a Catholic schoolteacher.

I turned the knob, not liking it that my palm was sweating just from her talking. “Captain Morgan . . .” I bit back a giggle as the image of the petite blond-haired woman in front of me decked out in a wig and pirate garb sprang to mind. Oh gods, Luna. Not now.


Morgan looked at me over the top of a pair of half-moon glasses, case file held at half-mast. “Yes? What is it, Detective?”

“Captain Morgan,” I tried again, a little more successfully this time. “I’m Luna Wilder. You wanted to see me?”

Recognition dawned in her eyes and she set the file down with a thwap. “Of course. I should have remembered you from the copious press coverage of your last case. Shut the door and sit down.”

I closed the door with a meek click and sat in the new chair across from Morgan’s new desk. All of Roenberg’s masculine wood and musty old chairs had been stripped out and the captain sat behind a blond-wood-and-chrome desk set with two aerodynamic plastic chairs facing her. I squirmed as she bored into  me with her sea-blue gaze, which I’m sure was the effect her office was calculated for.

Then again, I could be reading too much into this. Morgan was a high-ranking woman, she probably had to take a lot of shit. Her ice-bitch façade could be just that.

“Detective Wilder, let me state right off that I was not in favor of allowing you to return to the force.”

Or it could be she really was an ice bitch.

I swallowed and managed to remain polite by gripping the seat of the plastic chair until I felt shavings curl under my fingernails. “Why’s that, ma’am?”

“If you have to ask, you’re even less of a detective than I’ve been led to believe.”

I felt my cheeks go red-hot as Morgan continued, “I run a tight squad, Detective. I have no place for grand-standing, disregarding orders, and especially”—she removed her glasses and looked me up and down, as if she were Anubis, weighing my sins—“weres who have no control over their impulses and endanger the human  members of my squad. If you so much as ruffle one of my hairs out of place, I will have you removed.”

Anger jetted through me and my better impulses went the way of good scotch at a policemen’s ball. “What the Hex are you insinuating?” I demanded roughly.

Morgan smiled with closed lips, her eyes hard as cut sapphires. “There’s that famous were temper,” she purred. “I was wondering how long you could keep it in check.” She turned her head to examine her chrome wall clock. “Not very long at all.”

She closed the file and pushed it across the desk to me. I saw my name on the tab and realized it contained my disciplinary reports. There were more than a few  yellow administrative memos inside the brown cover. “If you want to keep your job here, Ms. Wilder, I suggest that you chain yourself to a desk and stick to work befitting someone with limited interpersonal skills. The OD case you pulled earlier will do nicely for now.”

Gods, how I wanted to hurt her. I ached to clear the ugly modern desk and wring her neck, tear it, spread her blood all over her pristine furniture.

I stood up, my hands vibrating, because I had to move somehow. If I let the were become trapped, I would lash out and someone would be hurt. Much as Morgan had endeared herself to me, I would not kill the bitch. She wasn’t worth the Hexed effort.

“Will that be all, ma’am?” I whispered. Morgan thought for a moment and then nodded.

“For now.” She handed me my folder. “Please file this on the way back to your desk.”

I don’t know how I kept from ripping her hand off. Years of self-control and reining in and teaching myself to keep the were inside washed away under her smirk and her quiet blandishments. If this was what I came back to, who wanted the Hexed job anyway?


No. Matilda Morgan would not make me quit. Dead junkies and knife attacks would not force me out. Not even desk work would get rid of me. I was a good Hexed cop, and I was staying that way. Sunny wouldn’t have to hear how I got fired—again. And Dmitri, if he ever came back, wouldn’t see how much his leaving had wounded me.

I didn’t even slam the door when I left Morgan’s office, and I didn’t let anyone in the hall see the tears pricking my eyes until I got to the empty file room and let myself cry.

Rick caught me as I came out, scrubbing my eyes against the back of my hand. “That guy who tried to stab you just rolled in. We put him in Interrogation Three.”

I smiled perfunctorily, my Nothing-to-See-Here smile. “I’ll be right there.”

Rick cocked his head at me. “You okay?”

“Will everyone stop asking me that?” I demanded loudly. “If I wasn’t okay, I wouldn’t be back on the damn job.”

“Hex me,” Rick said, stepping back. “I’m sorry. Bring the guy to the front when you want him booked.” He turned and shuffled back to his desk. I immediately felt like an even bigger witch than Morgan for snarling at him. I needed to get out of here in the worst way. I shouldn’t have come back yet. I could have taken that last month of paid leave to get my head together.

I stopped myself as I pushed open the door to Interrogation Three. Another month to sit around the house wouldn’t have improved my outlook any. My life rotating around a clock ticking down the seconds until the phase, knowing I would be alone when it happened. At least going back to work would keep my mind off that.

The junkie was handcuffed, his head nodding against his chest. I kicked the leg of his chair. “Wake up, jackass.”

I smelled a faint wave of body odor and perfume from behind the observation mirrors and felt my neck prickle. Was Morgan out there, watching me? I pulled the curtain across the mirror with a grim smile of satisfaction for whoever was on the other side and turned back to the junkie.

“What’s your name?”

“Edward,” he said sullenly.

“You’ve been advised of your rights, Edward?”

His burning brown eyes raked over me, settling on my face, and he grinned with cracking lips. “Nice hair-cut, Officer.”

He just had to push my buttons, didn’t he? I was on him in a second, hand around his throat, taking him back to the wall and slamming his head into it with an impact that made his yellow teeth snap together. The back legs of his chair left skid marks on the linoleum floor. Were strength definitely has its perks.

“You listen to me, you strung-out asshole,” I growled in his ear. “Assaulting a cop is a felony, and I doubt any judge is going to suggest a cushy rehab for your junkie butt.”

He choked and struggled a bit, more dramatics than anything because I wasn’t holding his throat tightly enough to cut off his airflow. Not that it wasn’t a tempting idea.

“Who’s your dead friend?” I demanded. “Tell me and I might look into getting the charges reduced to misdemeanor assault.” Which was all Hexed talk, of course. I had less than no relationship with the DA’s office after what I’d done to their boss.

“You can’t help me,” Edward rasped. “Bitten bitch!”

I let go of him, startled that he’d made me as a were. He grinned again, eyes rolling around the room before resting on his lap. “He felt the poison in his veins,” he said abruptly. “He saw with the empty eyes.”

I stifled a sigh and rubbed my eyes. Crazy ramblings were just what I ordered for my first interrogation. “What are you talking about, Edward?”

His head was down on his chest again and he was  mumbling. “Empty eyes . . . every one of us. He sees every one of us.”

Well, this was going just wonderfully. Maybe if I got lucky he’d start chanting “Redrum!” and drawing on the walls.

“He sees every one of us!” Edward moaned again. I reached for him to take him to a holding cell and abruptly his head snapped up and he locked eyes with me, lucid as a sober judge. “He sees you too, Detective.”

I gripped his arm and hauled him up. “Yeah, okay. Move it along.”

Edward let me lead him to Rick’s desk, where he refused to say a word as Rick booked him. I handed him off to a uniform, unable to take the proximity of insanity any longer, and leaned on the outside of the metal detector. “Remind me again why I took this job.”

Rick wordlessly offered me a toffee from the dish he kept on his desk and I popped it and chewed vigorously. “Maybe I can eat enough of these to go into shock and not have to come back tomorrow.”

Down the hall, Captain Morgan came out of her office and locked the door. She wore a gray pantsuit that flattered her stubby frame and a pair of truly exceptional Marc Jacobs boots that I hadn’t noticed when she was reaming me.

“Hex the gods,” I muttered, making a beeline for the squad room. Morgan stopped and looked at me for a few long seconds as we drew even. “Don’t you have a desk, Detective?”

“I do, Captain,” I said tightly. She sniffed.

“Then I’ll assume this lounging around the booking area is the result of some thyroid issue unique to weres that renders you unable to sit still. Return to your  work.” She clopped across the lobby in her boots that cost more than my monthly salary and let the outside door swing shut behind her without so much as a glance at Rick. I wanted to follow her and hit her over the head with her own boot.

Instead, I grabbed another handful of toffees, clocked out, and went home early.




CHAPTER 3

At 2 A.M. I could hear the ocean but not see it when I parked the Fairlane in front of my cottage. The ghostly shape of driftwood steps disappeared down the dunes to the water, and the waxing moon sat high in a sky of crisp autumn stars.

The cottage, a one-and-a-half-story clapboard wreck that was covered in climbing roses and rented cheap, was dark. Leaving lights on never deterred a burglar that I’d seen, and it wasn’t like I could shell out to Greater Pacific Power & Light every month like when Sunny was around.

I stopped at the threshold, making my body absolutely still, listening. Nothing came to me except the measured hush-hush of the waves, and no smells except dead roses and fresh salt made themselves known. I shut the door behind me and reached for the light switch immediately, my spine giving a frisson of memory just before the bulb flickered on.

Not too long ago, I’d been attacked by a witch on the same spot where I stood to take off my jacket and shoulder rig. I still had nightmares, and bad moments  when I was sure someone was behind me, waiting as I stood in the dark.

But the sitting room was the same, a new carpet over the spot where I’d shot Regan Lockhart. I hung my motocross jacket on the coat tree and slid my Glock into the drawer of the desk that served as my entryway table. I used to lock the drawer. Now, I left it unlocked and slightly open, where I could reach the Glock in under a second.

A lot had changed since I’d stopped Asmodeus. I no longer slept through the night. I kept a hunting knife taped to the underside of my bed frame and a gun readily available. Tiny parts of my brain whispered that I was paranoid, one of those cops who sat alone watching old movies and holding their guns while they thought about how they’d die.

Okay, maybe not that bad, but I was more paranoid now than I’d ever thought I’d be. Dr. Merriman had vetted me for post-traumatic stress, but what she didn’t know was how Asmodeus had talked to me, just before I killed Duncan and released him. I released him, let something horrible and ancient roam free. And I had killed, as a were, and it wasn’t clean like when I had been forced to shoot a murder suspect my first year in Homicide. I had given in to the were and I’d killed.

And it wasn’t the first time.


“Why do you think you keep coming back to that moment?” Dr. Merriman had asked me, crossing her legs at the ankle and twisting a fountain pen cap slowly between her fingers.

I focused on the spot over her left shoulder, reading the titles of the books she kept on her shelves for show.  Merriman dealt with bad shootings, suicidal thoughts, cop divorces. She didn’t do weres. I smelled the sweat stippling her blouse every time we were in her office together.

“Do you feel guilty about what happened to Mr. Duncan?”


“Hex me, no,” I snorted, giving her a grim corpsey smile to show what a badass I was. Merriman was a lousy shrink, but even she could see through that.

“Then why do you keep dwelling on his death, Luna? Why do you feel the need to relentlessly pursue these situations, when you know they are destructive?”

And just like she and everyone else expected me to, I exploded. “What the fuck do you want me to say, Dr. Merriman? You want me to sigh and look at my feet and admit that I’m an adrenaline junkie and I thrive on chaos, and on those images of death that I carry around in my head? You think I don’t know that I’m self-destructive?”


Merriman smiled, and jotted on her pad, because she had something she could rat me out about finally, after three months of sessions where I’d given pat responses that cops involved in case-related deaths are supposed to give. “Honestly, Luna? I think you won’t be satisfied until everything around you is in flames.”


I walked out of her office at Cedar Hill Psych, and even though we had two more appointments I didn’t go back. Too many people had seen through me, but Merriman was going to be the latest to think she had something to hold over my head.

After I made it upstairs with the echoes of memories I’d rather not have, I stood under my shower until my fingers started to crimp at the ends, then I towelled off  and put on sweats that had already seen more than one wearing. I shut off my lights and watched the moonlight play through the trellises outside my window. I thought about golden daemon eyes and the screams of Alistair Duncan. Sleep, when it finally came, was drenched in bloody dreams.

 



At exactly 4 A.M. I woke with the certain knowledge that someone was inside my house. I heard the screen door slap shut and then the inner door gently close, and a muffled curse as whoever-it-was caught themselves on my furniture.

I was out of bed and had the knife in one motion, keeping low as I crouch-ran to the top of the stairs. I reached up for the switch and stood, screaming, “Police! Freeze!”

“Hex me!” The figure below threw up his arms and dropped the pair of white bakery bags he was holding. Hot coffee sloshed out of one and across my new rug. “Shit!” he exclaimed, grabbing a grungy bandanna out of his back pocket and mopping at the stain. “Luna, you scared the crap out of me!”

Still poised with the knife on the stairs, I let out a long sigh. “Trevor, what the hell are you doing here?”

Trevor Wick gave me a look that was equal parts sheepish and pissed. “My last set ended early. I brought you breakfast in bed . . . or tried.”

I dropped the knife to my side and came down to help him pick up the bags and blot at the coffee. “How did you get in?”

Trevor sat back on his heels. “You gave me a key, remember?” He cocked an eyebrow at the hunting knife. “Babe, what are you doing with that?”

I set it on the arm of the sofa. “I don’t like having a gun in my bedroom.” Admitting it to someone else in a lit room, I felt ridiculous and more than a little crazy. Trevor kissed me on the cheek.

“You’re one scary chick. I love it.” He took the bag from me. “I’m gonna go toast the remains of my surprise. Cream cheese or lox?”

“Cream cheese,” I said, still crouched, not able to meet his eyes. Yeah, we hadn’t been dating for that long, but how much more of a freak could I look like?

Trevor brushed the side of my breast with his knuckles as he stood. “Don’t keep me waiting too long, sexy.” He disappeared into the kitchen. I stared down at the brown stain on my rug and felt like an idiot.

 



I got orange juice and plates while Trevor spread cream cheese on my bagel. Seeing him standing in my kitchen, easily finding knives and spoons and a plate for the lox, was weird. In a big way.

Trevor sensed me looking at him and cocked an eyebrow. “What’s on your mind, babe?”

I swallowed. He had only been in my house once before, but he’d stayed long enough to make me breakfast the following morning, and in what was obviously a fit of insanity I had given him my spare key. Had I somehow telegraphed that it was okay for him to barge in whenever he liked?

“Nothing. Last night was my first shift back at work.”

Trevor licked the knife and tossed it into the sink. “Cool. You bust any bad guys?”

Did crazed junkies trying to stab my face count? “Only one.”

He shoved half a bagel slice in his mouth and chuckled, swallowing before speaking. I took a token bite of mine, even though I was too nervous with him sitting across from me to be hungry.

“You know,” Trevor said, “I can’t get over the fact that I’m shacked up with a cop. I mean, do you know how many times I’ve been busted?”

Twice. Both misdemeanor charges that were cleared with a fine. I also knew that Trevor was five-ten instead of six feet like he always claimed and that he wore blue contacts. What, I was supposed to sleep with someone who, for all I knew, could be a chain-saw sex killer? How did normal women date like that?

I said, “Yeah, that’s funny,” in a tone that sounded dolorous even to me.

Trevor reached across the table with fishy-smelling fingers and brushed my hair behind my ear. “You okay, babe? You seem really spacey.” There was genuine concern sitting in his eyes and I breathed in before answering, to fill my nostrils with the scent of the here and now and dispel the clove-tinged past.

“Fine. Sweetheart.” That came out easy enough. I tried again. “Thanks for coming over. It was . . . nice.”

Trevor snorted. “Nice? I’m not nice. But I like you.” He winked, dropping his plate into the sink and going to my shiny new stainless refrigerator. The old Frigidaire had been scrapped due to damage from large-caliber bullet holes. “You got any beer?”

“No.” I had drunk enough of it in my teens to last for a while, possibly the rest of my life. And what the Hex did Trevor think he was doing, anyway? Was there a set of relationship semaphores I wasn’t privy to that said,  Hey, invade my privacy and drink all of my beer, if I  have it? The one nice thing about life with Dmitri had been the lack of bullshit. He wanted me, and one time I had wanted him, and it happened, and afterward he made it okay with an easy smile and a touch against my cheek. Weres are creatures of instinct, and you know where you stand, even if the only slots to stand in are “prey” and “mate.”

Trevor came behind me and massaged my shoulders. “You’re tense, darlin’,” he murmured in my ear, lips grazing the top. “Let’s forget the beer and go upstairs. See what I can do about that.”

My fight-or-flight instinct kicked in with a vengeance, the memory of Dmitri’s hands where Trevor’s sat now twisting my stomach. I twitched under Trevor’s touch, and he noticed, stepping back with a sigh.

“It’s him again?”

I turned with what I hoped was a convincingly perky smile. “Who? Babe.” Hex me, I was awful at platitudes. Probably why I never made it as a cocktail waitress.

Trevor leaned against a counter and pushed a hand through the green-streaked black hair that fell in front of his eyes. “Your mysterious ex that you won’t talk about. Luna, you know I think you’re the hottest woman I’ve ever been with, but this existential crisis shit has gotta go.”

I looked down at the braided rug, shamed. Just how much I didn’t talk about, Trevor had no idea. And it was unfair. Dmitri was gone. I had met Trevor because  he was gone. Hadn’t I gone out determined to rejoin the population at large, and forget him? Now I had Trevor, and cutting him off would be cruel and brand me a truly dysfunctional individual for life.

He looked at me again when I came and slid my  arms around his waist, pressing our bodies together. I made sure he could feel I wasn’t wearing a bra, and his eyes darkened a bit, a smile creeping to the corners of his mouth. I kissed him and paid special attention to sliding my tongue between his lips. Pressure against my groin through his jeans told me that we were well on the way to making up.

“Upstairs, you said?” I purred, pulling back. Trevor nodded, his breath coming out in little puppy pants. I could smell his plain human pheromones, cloyingly sweet like a narcissus flower.

“Upstairs,” he agreed, grabbing me by the arm and pulling me after him.

 



The sun had set again by the time I woke up, showered, and made my way downstairs to my office to check e-mail. Trevor was still snoring and tangled in my sheets, and I was inclined to leave him there. I made sure to put some antiseptic and a box of bandages on the nightstand, embarrassed at the deep welts my nails had left on his shoulder blades.

At least I could explain it away as his driving me to heights of heretofore unimagined, romance-novelesque passion. A little white lie was far better than blurting out I was a were.

I should have told him the first night we met, at the club where his band was playing. Definitely after the first time I slept with him. I checked the lunar calendar on the wall of the office and saw that the full moon was sixteen days away—too early for any signs of the phase to be showing, thank the gods. How I would explain this one away, I didn’t know.

My e-mail in-box lit up with a few pieces of spam.  Not surprising. Who would want to talk to me in the mopey state I was in?

The last remaining e-mail in the box caught my eye, and I vowed I would be strong, I would not click on it. Would not, would not . . .

I moved the mouse and clicked with the same compulsion as when I bid on vintage pumps and purses at auction, and the resulting emotional gut punch was the same.


From: dsandovsky31@netmail.ru.com

To: wilderlu@nocturne.pd.gov

 



 



Subject: Don’t worry about me . . .

 



 



Dear Luna,

Don’t worry about me, darlin’. I can’t talk long but I’m in the Ukraine and I’m okay. Don’t talk to anyone about me, or you, or us. Please. Can’t say exactly what will happen if you do, but things could get serious.

 



 



I’ll try to protect you. Don’t know if I can . . .

—Dmitri



Dated almost a month ago, the last I’d heard from Sandovsky. That night, I had gone out and met Trevor. The last line of the message haunted me, in the times when I was halfway between waking and dreaming. I’ll try to protect you.


“Well, Dmitri, you’ve done a great gods-damned job so far,” I muttered. Footsteps thudded above me and Trevor called down the stairs.

“Babe, you down there? Got any breakfast for me?”

I stabbed at the monitor’s power button and hustled  out of the office. “There should be cereal in the kitchen. I’m late for work—I have to go.” How old the cereal was, I wouldn’t testify to. I wasn’t late, either, but looking at Trevor in the aftermath sent a flush of guilt through me. I should enjoy him more—or less. Or what the Hex was wrong with me? Since when had I become a whiny urbanite whose biggest concern was boinking?

Trevor hurried down to stop me, grabbing me by the elbow in his way. I fought the instinct to growl at what the were perceived as an attempt to dominate.

“Do you really have to run off?”

I kissed him on the cheek. “I’m afraid so.”

He still held my arm. “We’re doing a show tonight at Belladonna. It’s a big deal. I’d really like you to be there.”

I mentally calculated how many busts Narcotics and Vice had made at the Belladonna club and decided that for Trevor, it was a big deal. The people at Belladonna didn’t posture—they were real badmen. Poor Trevor.

“I’ll try,” I promised, still grinding away at the whole “Be a decent girlfriend” thing. “Now I really gotta go.”

I got my gun, badge, and jacket and escaped to the Fairlane, happier to be away from my house and my boyfriend than any sane woman should be.




CHAPTER 4

I floored the Fairlane along the Appleby Expressway, taking a downtown exit rather than my usual so I could avoid work for a few minutes longer. My cell phone rang while I was sitting at the light on Devere and Branch. The caller ID said the medical examiner’s office wanted to speak with me, so I answered even though driving and talking were worth a $200 fine within the Nocturne City limits.

“Luna, it’s Dr. Kronen.”

I managed to shift and make a left turn with one hand, and jockeyed the phone to my other ear. “What’s up, Bart?”

“I have the results of the tox screen on your overdose case, if you’d like to stop by.”

Visiting the Nocturne City morgue was right up there with taking a relaxing vacation to the Middle East, but I cut across two lanes and turned back into the maze of downtown. “I can be there in ten.”

The morgue, one floor of the subbasements beneath the main laboratories for the department, stank of old formaldehyde and the barely contained waves of decay that emanated from the autopsy bays and the set of  wall freezers I had to pass to make it to Kronen’s office.

He looked up as I came in, glasses dropping down his nose. “Ah, Detective.” He fished around in a pile that, to my eyes, appeared to be a chaos of folders, lab reports, and receipts for meals at the sushi restaurant around the corner. “Here are your results. As you can see”—he flipped open the report and gestured me over—“nothing untoward in the blood and fluids, for a drug user.”

“Heroin?” I guessed.

“Actually, no,” said Kronen, tracing a wiggly line with his finger. “This represents trace elements of a drug that I have not identified. It does share several bases with heroin, so I assume it is a street mix that has not made it into wide use.”

“Yeah, maybe because everyone who shoots it dies a horrible death,” I said.

“Could be,” Kronen agreed. “I’ll do further analysis and fit the autopsy in when I have a spare moment to make an official ruling of accidental death, but I feel safe to say you can shove this one to the bottom of your pile.”

“What pile?” I muttered, taking the report. Thanks to Matilda Freaking Morgan I had no cases.

“Detective,” said Kronen as I turned to leave. “I hope that . . . at the scene . . .” He sighed and brushed a grain of rice from the front of his shirt. “No offense was meant. Although you being were does explain why you can’t stand the smell in the autopsy bay and how you . . . you are a fine investigator. I’m glad to work with you anytime.” He gave a small smile and picked up a thick medical journal with dog-eared pages.

Unprepared for such a statement from Kronen, I  managed to murmur, “Thanks, Doc,” and make my exit before I blushed redder than arterial spray. Now if only the department at large felt the way Kronen did, my life might not be quite so hellish.

I sighed as I drove back up Highlands toward the precinct house. Who was I kidding? I was a disaster magnet and had been my entire life. Peace-love-and-hugs from my fellow men and women in blue wouldn’t change that. Nothing would, except me magickally not being were, and I doubted that was happening anytime soon.

 



A typical Friday night at the Twenty-fourth consisted of a passel of drunks, a few tweakers certain we were the bug-daemons come to suck out their souls, and a tough guy who decided that no, he didn’t want a DUI arrest for going fifty-five in a twenty-five in his Porsche and was currently screaming at Rick.
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A Nocturne City novel

‘Real enough to make you think twice
about locking your doors at night'
Jim Butcher






