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CHAPTER 1

No one could help the jumper on the ledge. You get a sense for these things, after a few months of listening to people scream, “I’m gonna do it, man—I mean it!”

Most of the time, they don’t mean it. The man on the ledge did. Lucky me.

Sergeant Fitzpatrick tapped me on the shoulder. “Wilder, you good?” I flipped up the visor of my tactical helmet and pantomimed gagging.

“This negotiator would give a daytime TV host hives.” The negotiator was a lieutenant from the Robbery Division named Brady. He was in way over his head, and had resorted to yelling into a PA.

“Think about what you’re doing! I’m sure you have something to live for.”

“Jesus Christ, I’ve got a parent – teacher meeting at eight,” Fitzpatrick muttered. “Can we get on with this?”

I looked through the scope of my M4, centering the crosshairs on the man’s face. He was halfway up an apartment building across the street from the Garden Hill Cemetery. A spotlight pinned him against the crumbling granite, his tennis shoes scrabbling for purchase against  the ledge. Overhead, an almost swollen moon cast a harsher light.

The jumper had a blocky face and body, shorn black hair, and absolutely nothing remarkable about him, except for the fact that he was about to drop a hundred feet onto an ambulance crew, an engine from the Cedar Hill fire company, and Tac-3, Nocturne City’s third SWAT unit, which included me.

“Just come on down and we can work it out!” the negotiator bellowed, his voice rolling from the hill of tombstones at our back.

“He’s not coming down,” I murmured, still looking at the man’s face through my scope.

“No shit,” muttered Fitzpatrick. “I don’t want to be cleaning up sidewalk pizza. That’s a grunt job. Our shift was over an hour ago.” Fitzpatrick could go to a reception at the Playboy Mansion and bitch about the champagne being cold. Normally he was sort of an endearing curmudgeon, but now I punched him in the shoulder of his body armor.

“Fitzy, shut the Hex up. Do you really want to see some poor guy splatter himself over a one-block radius?”

“He ain’t gonna jump,” Fitzpatrick muttered. “They never goddamn jump. Just want the goddamn attention.”

The jumper’s eyes were calm as he flicked from the Nocturne PD prowl cars and their rotating red-and-white lights to the spot on the back of the ladder truck to the negotiator crouched behind his unmarked vehicle. He wasn’t crying. He didn’t even look upset. His jaw rippled as he clenched his teeth, but that was all the expression he allowed himself.

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that . . . ,” I muttered.

“You have a lot to live for!” the negotiator shouted. “It’s a beautiful world!”

The man’s eyes locked with mine, or seemed to, through the narrow crosshairs. I froze. He raised a hand, a sort of weak and half-regretted good-bye.

Then he jumped.

All the sound in the universe got sucked away from me for the few seconds it took his body to fall, small and dark against the white granite of the Garden Vista building.

Everything slammed into me again when Fitzpatrick grabbed my shoulder. “Move!”

He jerked me behind his riot shield as the man’s body hit. I glared up at Fitzpatrick through my visor. “Were you expecting an explosion? Perhaps a couple of falling anvils?”

I shoved him off and joined Eckstrom and Batista, two of the remaining three members of Tac-3 at the body. Eckstrom, the squad medic, felt perfunctorily for a pulse in the man’s twisted neck and shook his head. “He’s roadkill.”

Batista jerked his thumb at the small crowd gathered behind the cordon. “Wilder. Go help the uniforms with crowd control.”

“Help yourself,” I said, crouching next to Eckstrom and examining the man. His face was pulpy and bruised where it had hit. His internals would be liquid. He was staring up at me.

“Hey,” Eckstrom said. “You ain’t a homicide dick no more. Back off the body until the suits get here, all right? I’m not getting another reaming because we poked the deceased when poking wasn’t allowed.”

“Sorry,” I muttered. Fitzpatrick finally managed to stir himself and made it to our little sewing circle.

“Hex me. Never thought the crazy bastard’d actually do it. Why?”

“You just said it: because he was loco,” Batista said. “What other reason do you need?”

My radio crackled. “Looks like it’s all over, cowboys. And girl. Lady. Whatever.”

I clicked my set. “ ‘Wilder’ would be fine, Allen.” Greg Allen was our sniper unit, a military vet with no neck and no idea how to handle a female teammate. Otherwise, I had landed pretty lucky with Tac-3. Fitzpatrick was an equal-opportunity insensitive prick but Batista and Eckstrom actually sort of got along with me.

Considering I was an ex-detective, a werewolf, and  had girly parts, that was a minor miracle.

“Ten-four,” Greg said. “Let’s pack it in.”

“I’ll clear us with the scene commander,” I offered. Batista held out his hand for my rifle and gear belt and I handed it off to him, stripping my helmet as I ducked under the cordon to the negotiator, who was sitting in the passenger’s side of his car.

“Excuse me, sir,” I said. “Is SWAT clear to leave the scene?”

“I don’t know why he did it,” he said softly. His hairline was pulling back and he would have been ugly and hook-nosed even with a full head. Probably took the negotiation class in hopes of a promotion that never came around and got stuck talking to people like the man on the ledge.

He had looked at me so calmly. He waved good-bye.


“Stop it,” I muttered out loud. The suicide had no more singled me out of the crowd than I’d chosen to be in it. “Sir,” I said again, more firmly. “We’re all tired. It’s been a long shift and overtime pay doesn’t really take the place of sleep. Well, except for Allen, and we have this sort of bet going that he doesn’t actually need  sleep.”

“That sound it made . . . ,” Brady muttered, and I knew he was talking about the body.

“Do you know his name? The jumper?” Not too long ago, more of my job involved talking to victims than running around in full body armor with a gun. Instincts are hard to kick.

“Jason,” he said. “He told me, before you got here. He said his name was Jason.”

“Well, sir, what Jason needs now is for someone to take care of his remains and for you to go home and try to put this behind you. We’d all like that. Could you make it happen?”

He rubbed a hand over his face and looked at me, really seeing, for the first time. “You’re that detective.”

Oh, fantastic. Another celebrity spotter. “I’m not with the Detective Bureau any more, sir. I’m a response officer with Tac-3.”

“Good move. Not a lot of room for advancement once you’ve closed down a company that employs half the voting base in this city.”

“Sir, don’t take this the wrong way, but if you don’t release us from the scene someone—and I’m not saying who—but someone is going to lose their temper and might punch you. Perhaps even in the face.”

He turned his head away from me. “Get the fuck out of here. You’re useless.”

I had a feeling that the last was meant specifically for me as opposed to Tac-3, but I kept my temper in check. It had already gotten me into enough trouble over the last half a year. Being short-tempered is one problem, but being short-tempered and a were is a bigger one. Not so very long ago, my first impulse when someone pissed me off was to break their fingers . . . and that was on a good day.

Batista was leaning against the van, the rest of the team already inside, when I came back. “Everything cool?” he asked me.

“Other than Lieutenant Brady being a mean old bastard, yeah. We can go.”

“About fucking time,” Fitzpatrick muttered. “I’m gonna have to show up to this meeting in my tac gear, we keep going at this pace.”

“I had a date two hours ago,” Eckstrom said. “You whining about domestic issues don’t even compare.”

“Hex you,” said Fitzpatrick.

“Funny, your sister said that after I turned down a blow job.” Eckstrom grinned widely.

“Lady present,” Batista reminded them.

“Go right ahead,” I said. “Blow jobs and parent – teacher meetings are the spice of life.”

“What about that boyfriend you got?” Batista asked me as Allen moved the van slowly out onto Garden. “He and you got any plans this weekend? Marisol thinks she’s gonna do a barbecue.”

I made a noncommittal noise, because really, that’s much more polite than saying Sorry, Javier, my boyfriend would rather take a plastic spork to his eyeballs than socialize with plain humans.


“Well, lemme know,” he said. We drove for a while, Eckstrom and Fitzy still going back and forth with their jovial bullshit, and got dropped in the motor pool at the bottom of the Justice Plaza, the area behind the courthouse that used to hold condemned prisoners just before they were hanged. Now it’s a big warren of administration and one little nest of cubicles dedicated to SWAT.

“Sweet dreams, princess,” Allen said when the team and I parted outside the women’s locker room.

“They’ll all be of you, Greg,” I assured him. It was about 9 PM, long after most of the workers in the plaza had gone away for the day. I used to work night shift as a detective in Homicide, and my internal clock still thought it had six or seven more hours of good fun ahead.

I didn’t bother showering, just stripped out of my body armor, black jersey, black canvas pants, and combat boots. They weren’t as comfortable as the old steel-toed Corcorans I usually wore on the job, but they were made out of space-age material and assured me that if I really needed to I could stop a bullet with my toes.

Sweats and an old CHCC T-shirt would see me home. I whipped my hair into a bun, the pink streak I’d put in when I transferred twisting through it like a vein, and checked myself out in the wobbly mirror for blood on my face. One speck rested dead center on my cheek, and I scrubbed it off violently with a paper towel.

I got my sidearm, badge, wallet, keys, makeup bag, and then screamed. A male figure had appeared between the rows of lockers and was staring at me with the vacant and slightly bug-eyed expression I usually associated with pickled frogs.

“Seven hells!” The figure threw up its hands. “Wilder, keep it down! You want the whole building to hear?”

My heart jackhammered for another split second, and the were screamed Attack until I recognized the person in front of me. It wasn’t a locker room peeping pervert. He was much worse. “David Bryson. Give me one good reason I shouldn’t rip your trachea out through your nose.”

He started to smile. “How you been, Wilder? You look . . . good. Love the hair.”

I cut him off by thrusting my finger into his face.  “What the hell are you doing in the women’s locker room?” I let him see my teeth, which had fanged out when he startled me. “Death wish? Please say it’s a death wish.”

Bryson hadn’t spoken to me since I’d shown him my were on one memorably bad night when we’d both been detectives at the Twenty-fourth Precinct, but now he was looking at his feet and seemed almost desperate. “Wilder, I need your help.”

“Very funny. The other one has bells on it.”

“I’m serious!”

That made me snarl. “So am I: if you don’t get out of here in the next five seconds you’re going to be in a world of hurt.”

Bryson tried to say something else, but I grabbed him by the shoulder of his Bisquick-colored polyester suit and shoved him out the door of the changing room, locking it. “Hex off,” I muttered, collecting my gym bag and making my escape through the service entrance.




CHAPTER 2

When I banged open the door to employee parking, a scent of too much cologne and male sweat tickled my nose.

Bryson was standing next to my ’69 Fairlane. At least he knew better than to touch it.

I sighed. “David, for the last time . . . no, I won’t go to the prom with you.”

“I meant what I said.” He looked more earnest than I knew Bryson was capable of being, not a sneer in sight. He wasn’t even staring at my chest.

“Are you in some kind of twelve-step program? Ass-hats Anonymous? Because I gotta tell you, David . . . I’m really not looking to make amends.”

“Hex it, you’re still such a bitch!” Bryson yelled, finally sounding less like a pod person and more like the testosterone case I’d known and loathed.

“I’m tired, is what I am. Is there a reason you chose me out of all the people in the gods-damn city to harass, Bryson?”

He clenched his fist, unclenched it, eyes roaming anywhere but my face. Finally he gritted, “I already told you. I need your help.”

“David, I told you . . . waxing is the only way to get  all the hair off your back.”

“Gods above and daemons below . . . ,” he started.

I cut him off with a gesture and dug my car keys out of my gym bag. “The answer is no, David. Whatever it is, no.”

“It’s a murder case,” he said. “Wilder, you gotta give me an assist here . . . I am in over my goddamn head.”

Strange as it was to hear Bryson on the verge of begging for something, especially from me, I held firm. “I don’t investigate murders anymore. Now can I go home?”

My cell phone buzzed against my hip. The caller ID blinked DMITRI. “Hold on,” I instructed Bryson, who stood obstinately in front of my car with a hangdog look.

“This bed is awfully big without you in it.” Dmitri’s voice sounds like dark red wine spilled on pale skin, Eastern Europe blended up with clove smoke.

“Hi, honey,” I said flatly. Bryson gave me the eye, like I’d just started speaking in Esperanto.

“Do you know what I wanna do to you right now? I’d start right between your thighs . . .”

“Sure, no problem. Gotta go.” I slapped the phone shut and jerked open my door. “The answer is still no, Bryson.” I turned the Fairlane’s engine over with a roar. “Either get out of my way or be my speed bump.”

“It’s weres!” Bryson yelled at me. “Dead weres! Four of them so far!”

I hit the gas and squealed out of the motor pool lot before he could finish, leaving him in a trail of exhaust.

At home, I unlocked the front door of the cottage softly. The sky was still light at the very edges, over the  water, pink and frayed like glimpsing silk through a torn skirt. “Dmitri, you awake?” I called. It was a courtesy. Dmitri could scent me as soon as I stepped out of the car in the little circular driveway that pushed up against my broken-down rental cottage on the edge of the dune.

“Up here.” He didn’t sound husky and pleasant anymore. I kicked off my flip-flops and climbed up the stairs to the bedroom rather more slowly than a woman coming home to her sexier-than-anything were boyfriend who had given up his pack and his entire life to warm her bed should climb.

“Hey,” I said, sticking my head around the door. “Thanks for waiting up for me.”

The lights were off but I didn’t have a problem seeing Dmitri wrapped in nothing at all atop my sheets. It was stuffy in the room, stale and unpleasant, and I sneezed.

“If you’re sick, do me a favor and don’t spread it around.”

“Oh gee. Hex you, too.” I sat down on the edge of the bed and slipped out of my sweats, rolling over to lie next to Dmitri. He shoved me away. “Get off. It’s too hot.”

“Oh gods,” I hissed at him. “Look, I’m sorry. I was tied up when you called and I came straight home to apologize. I didn’t realize that tonight was the night we both acted like twelve-year-olds.”

There was silence for a long time, and I listened to Dmitri breathe and smelled his sweat mixed in with beer and a little bit of soap. “I’m sorry, too,” he said finally. “Just . . . I heard someone else’s voice, and I assumed . . .”

“Sweetie.” I took his hand in the dark. “My captain is a man. I work with four guys. Hell, even my manicurist has a penis.”

He stiffened again. “Was that your manicurist I heard on the call?”

“No,” I said, moving my free hand over his stomach, fingers scrubbing in small circles. I stopped, thinking about the desperate way Bryson had followed me.

“Who was it, Luna?” Dmitri sucked in his breath.

“It doesn’t matter. It was nobody I want to keep thinking about.”

He jerked away from me and sat up with a snarl. “Tell me who was fucking there with you! I can smell him all over your skin!”

I sat up too, rod-straight, and we quivered silently with our backs turned to each other. “It was David Bryson,” I said. “He accosted me in the locker room after I was washing the blood spatter from a suicide jumper off me, and he followed me out to my car and I have had a really shitty gods-damn night, by the way, so thanks for asking and you have sweet dreams.”

I snatched my pillow and the blanket from the bed and started to storm out, but noticed just before I reached the door that my pillowcase was decorated with blood droplets.

Those hadn’t been there when I’d left for work. “Dmitri?” I said.

He rolled over with a snarl. “Oh no,” I exclaimed, grabbing him by the shoulder and rolling him back toward me. “What on earth . . .”

His face was puffy at the jaw and his left eye blackened. The orbital bone was scraped. The cuts had already healed over, but the old blood remained. I reached over Dmitri and turned on the bedside lamp, bumping his side as I did so. He hissed in pain when I brushed his ribs.

“Okay,” I said, as I surveyed the cut lip, the array of  bruises on his torso and fresh scars on his knuckles. “Don’t tell me. You went down to the slaughterhouse and beat up some meat, and the meat won.”

“Funny,” he muttered. “Real funny.”

Guilt sucker-punched me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see . . . what happened? I’m sorry we fought.” My words tumbled like gangly things, not sure of their legs. “I’m sorry,” I mumbled again.

“No big deal,” Dmitri said, throwing a hand over his eyes. “Just a misunderstanding.”

I got off the bed and walked around to his side, and stood over him with my hands on my hips, glaring, until he rolled his eyes. “Bleeding all over the house?” I said. “That pretty much defines ‘Big Deal.’ Who did this to you?”

Dmitri sighed. “I walked down a street I thought was safe, and it wasn’t. Territory had shifted. I got jumped.”

“By what, a Transformer?” I said. The bruising was bad. Dmitri was tough, and big, and had daemon-powered blood running in him, a bite that turned him from were to something else whenever he got too angry or too . . . anything. The bite made him black out and a host of other unpleasantries, but it also made him damn near invulnerable. This shouldn’t have happened.

“Six or seven weres from some pack running things on Cannery Street now,” he said. “They came up on me fast, had baseball bats, mostly. And one of those police batons. Anyway. I knew you’d freak out so I thought we could discuss it after I healed.”

“This shouldn’t have happened,” I said, out loud. “You weren’t doing anything wrong. You don’t even have pack status anymore. What would they gain from beating you?” I bit my lip. “How did they beat you?”

I was babbling like a cop, trying to work through the  permutations and find the conclusion, close the case. Dmitri showed his teeth. “I disrespected them.” His fists worked. “They were within their rights, fucked up as it is. You wouldn’t understand.”

“I wouldn’t understand?” I demanded, my old anger coming back.

“You never had to deal with pack law,” said Dmitri. “You get off easy whenever you run into territorial borders because you’re so damn willful. I just hope you never hit on a pack with a better hand at dominating other weres than you.”

“Gee, thanks for the thought,” I snapped. Silence again for a minute while we both tried to stay calm. Finally I tamped down my frustration and got myself under control. I was getting good at that lately. “Do you need an ice pack?”

“No.”

“I still don’t understand why you got into a fight in the first place,” I said. “Can’t you just back off, accept that they’re dominant?” I knew that you could, from experience. That sometimes you had no choice.

“I could,” Dmitri said, his eyes swimming with black. “But I didn’t.”

Oh, Hex it. My skin was full of thorn-pricks in that moment, as the air around me grew cold. “Dmitri. What did you do to those weres?”

His eyes were full black now, the daemon blood coming even as we sat there, calm. “Nothing they didn’t deserve.”

My own were instincts snarled Get away but Dmitri lunged across the bed and grabbed me before I could move. He was so much faster with the daemon bite . . .

One hand held the side of my face. The other traced  down my body, rough palm on my bare skin. Over my hips, past the V of my thighs. My body responded to him, but my brain was busy thinking Oh shit as I stared into his black eyes.

“Dmitri,” I said softly. “Tell me what you did.”

His hand stopped moving, just shy of its goal. “I didn’t want to,” he said, in a voice so small and wounded I wasn’t even sure it was his. “I was gonna walk away but one of them said something, about my mate . . . about you. They knew who I was, who you were, and I . . . ”

I shut my eyes, all of the fear and tension running out, leaving me rubbery.

“I have no standing in the Redbacks,” said Dmitri. “If they got through me to you, I could do nothing. So when I felt it, the darkness coming on . . . I let it take me.”

He’d let go of me, and I caught him this time, wrapped my arms around him. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m sorry.”

“You shouldn’t be around me now,” Dmitri said roughly. He put us at arm’s length. “I just . . . I need to just forget.”

“No,” I said. “You need to not be alone. And this city needs not to have were packs running loose. Gods-damn animals.”

“Luna, the packs . . . it’s just the way things are.” Dmitri sighed. “Times change. The packs have been jumpier than ever since that O’Halloran thing, and your department choking out the drugs and brothels downtown hasn’t helped, either. You want to do something, tell Vice to ease off.” He found a pair of shorts and put them on, and crawled under the sheet. “Please. Just go and let me heal.”

“Don’t do this,” I gritted. “After what you just told me . . . please don’t shut down on me.”

Dmitri didn’t answer, just gave a long shuddering sigh as his body tried to work through the daemon inside it and the injuries without.

After another long quiet minute, I went downstairs before I said something bitchy and insensitive.

On the sofa, I lay in high dudgeon for a long time, making myself be as still as possible except for breathing until the urge to tear and hurt had died down to a level where I wouldn’t rip the neck out of the first person to cross my path.

The were had a lot of trouble staying at bay in me sometimes, but I had a lot of experience keeping it in.

One thing was clear as the bruises and the blood on Dmitri’s body—whatever was in him was getting stronger, and the man I’d met was slipping away. Something cold and black as Dmitri’s eyes uncoiled in my gut at the thought, the whisper that one day I’d wake up next to a stranger, who killed without a thought and didn’t know the difference between me and prey.

Also clear was the fact that I wasn’t going anywhere, even though the thought of seeing Dmitri change made me sick.

“Shouldn’t this be easier by now?” I asked the darkness. Dmitri had tossed away his future with the Redbacks to be here with me, when his pack elders had forbidden us from being together. He’d chosen me. That should be enough. Should be, but that awful black thing was still there, laughing at me.

The dark didn’t have any nugget of wisdom for me. It was more of a constant companion than an adviser, anyway.

The little digital clock on the wall of the kitchen told me it was nearly morning. I picked up the phone and dialed anyway. Dmitri would hear me upstairs if I spoke normally, and it spoke to the depth of my discomfort that I didn’t particularly care.

“Mmhello?” Bryson muttered into the receiver. “Whossat?”

“David, it’s Luna.”

“Seven hells, Wilder, it’s goddamn four AM”

“Five AM,” I said. “You need to set your clock ahead.”

“You call me up to be Mr. Science or is there a good reason for waking me out of a dead sleep?”

I worried the antenna of the cordless set and thought very, very hard about what I was going to say. Bryson was the person I probably came closest to hating during my time at the Twenty-fourth. He was rude, obnoxious, and mentally still living in a frat house somewhere. Plus he was a lousy cop, and his need for “help” might mean he couldn’t figure out how to organize his case reports in the little colored folders.

“Wilder! Yo! Stop curling your hair and talk to me, babe!”

“Gods give me strength,” I muttered. “Look, David, I . . . I’ve reconsidered.”

His breath wuffed out on the other end of the line. “You mean it?” he said softly. “Hex it, Wilder, you just saved my ass.”

“Hey,” I said. “I’m just agreeing to take a look at the case file. Nothing else. Got that?”

“Whatever. I’ll meet you at Sam’s Donut Bungalow at seven.”

“Bryson, seven is early.”

“Well, sweetie-pie, that’s when I come on duty so  that’s when we’re gonna meet up. Slap on some cold cream and get to work on your beauty sleep.”

“Did anyone ever tell you you’re a real asshole, Bryson?”

“My ex-wife, two girlfriends, my mother, and my aunt Louise. She was never really right in the head, though.”

“Good night,” I said, hoping he could feel me rolling my eyes through the phone lines, and hung up.

I growled in my throat at the drive downtown through rush-hour traffic, which did absolutely nothing to improve my mood. I contemplated putting the revolving light on my dash, but there was nowhere to go on the Siren Bay Bridge. The BMW in front of me lurched ahead and then laid on its horn.

My head started to pound, the light off Siren Bay dazzling my eyes. I flicked on the Fairlane’s scratchy radio and put my forehead on the steering wheel. The last time I’d been on the bridge was months ago, and that time I’d taken the direct route down by jumping two hundred feet to the bay. It figured that the first time I came back I got trapped on the damn thing.

Over Pearl Jam wondering where oh where could their baby be? I almost didn’t hear the rumble underneath my feet, down deep in the bones of the bridge. It wasn’t the sound of rocks rubbing together that you hear in films, more of a great hum, and then a groan as the tarmac under the Fairlane started to ripple.

The most frightening thing was that it wasn’t magick. Magick pinpricks my skin and makes my head ache and my stomach flip over. There was none of that here. Something in the earth was tossing and turning and taking me with it.

Bridge cables started to twang all around us and slowly the honking horns and engine noise cut out as the bridge began, ever so slightly, to sway.

“Hex me,” I hissed. The Fairlane sloughed sideways into the minivan stalled in the next lane. A rivet came loose from a cable with a spang that could take teeth out of someone’s head and hit my windshield, penetrating halfway and leaving a galaxy of spider cracks.

“Get out! Run for it!” the woman in the van screeched at me, and I tended to agree with her. The span was bouncing now, car alarms howling and people screaming.

The bridge gave out a great, final moan and then a rift appeared in the tarmac in front of the Fairlane, just a foot or so, jogging downward and away from me.

Silence reigned, and the only whisper of sound was the bay wildly washing back and forth below the span. The traffic in front of me jerked into motion, everyone who could drive forward moving at the same time. I pressed my foot down hard, the Fairlane jolting over the break in the asphalt.

I pulled out my cell, struggled for a signal, and then managed to find a circuit and dial Bryson. “David, it’s Luna. Hate to say it, but I’m gonna be a little bit late.”

It took me almost an hour to get off the bridge, and as I crawled through downtown Nocturne City smoke and brick dust turned my nostrils into the Sahara. I got around police and emergency cordons with my shield and made it to Highland Park, which appeared relatively unscathed, a mere hour and a half late.

Sam’s Donut Bungalow is exactly what it sounds like: a Craftsman bungalow painted hot pink and converted into a donut shop, yellow umbrellas flapping  gaily in the wind kicked up by the earthquake. One of the windows had cracked across the giant cruller painted on the glass, but otherwise the building was untouched.

I found Bryson lounging in a booth at the back wall, mirrored aviator shades tilted down over his eyes. He’d worn the eggplant suit today.

“Out late partying with Erik Estrada?”

He tilted the glasses down and glared at me. “About time you got your cute ass in here.”

“Gee, sorry for inconveniencing you, Bryson. In case you were too busy putting gel in your hair, let me remind you of the giant Hexed earthquake that happened while I was on the bridge.”

Flipping a hand, he signaled a waitress in pink shorts and a white top embroidered with the name KANDEE for coffee. “Bring me a bear claw, doll. And for the little lady . . . ?” Bryson tilted an eyebrow at me in a pose I assumed was meant to be dashing.

“A broken nose for you if you keep calling me ‘little lady.’ Could I get two coconut-cream-filled with no sprinkles, a maple bar, and an éclair with chocolate filling and chocolate frosting?”

The waitress and Bryson both stared at me for a few seconds too long. “What?” I spread my hands after she walked away. “Were metabolism. If I don’t eat I’ll be hungry again in an hour.”

“You’re a freak, Wilder,” Bryson said mildly. He stirred three packets of sugar into his coffee took a sip, winced. “Hate this stuff. Got an ulcer now, of all things. This goddamn case is twisting me up so badly I can’t close my eyes without seeing the crime scene photos.”

Fortunately Bryson sounded angry, not upset, so I  was spared from having to comfort someone who’d once routinely tried to slap me on the ass.

“Why exactly am I the only person who can help you with this, David?”

The waitress put down our food and I polished off the cream-filled donuts while Bryson rooted in his scuffed case for a file folder, dog-eared on all the edges, the tab filled out in his crooked grade school printing.

“Look,” Bryson instructed me. I shuffled past the scene reports and pulled out the eight-by-ten glossy photos that the crime scene photographer had included. Three men and one woman, all prone and naked, each with a single large-caliber bullet hole to the head.

“I told you this was about weres,” Bryson muttered, leaning close. “These weres. They were all found at the edge of the Sierra Fuego Preserve, starting about eight weeks ago. All shot in the head. The vics lived in Nocturne City so the state police kicked it back to us.”

I shoved the photos back at him. “Sad, David, but I’m on SWAT now. I couldn’t look into this even if I wanted to, and that Internal Affairs investigation pretty much cemented my desire to break down doors, not chase down bad guys. Homicide doesn’t need me and I don’t need them, alrighty?”

“It’s been a month,” he hissed at me. “No leads. I got no way to get into their packs and figure out who had a beef with these . . . people . . . and why. Then, two days ago, I got off shift and went home and found this.”

He rooted for another photo in his case and thrust it at me. The shot was the door of a pricey Mainline condo. A dead chicken was tacked to the center of the door, and the words SOME PIG dripped blood down the wood.

I only partially stifled my snort of laughter.

“This isn’t fuckin’ funny!” Bryson shouted, crumpling the photo. “The packs think that the police don’t give a shit and if I don’t figure these murders out I’m going to end up as the rabbit in a dogfight! I don’t wanna be the fucking rabbit, Wilder.”

I composed myself and said, “You’re right. The packs will deal with this in their own way and the last thing they want is interference. The dead bird was just a case of someone being polite.” I leaned forward and took off Bryson’s sunglasses, staring into his watery blue eyes. “I strongly suggest you let the case go cold and back the Hex off before you end up with your skin decorating the walls of this nice condo you’ve got.”

The donuts were crumbs by now and I licked the frosting off my fingers and stood up. “Keep your head down, David. And stop buying your suits off the rack. You’ll be fine.”

I threw down a few dollars to cover my donuts and started to walk away. “You’re a lot of things, Wilder,” Bryson said. He was practically whispering, but the bastard knew I could hear him loud and clear. “But I never thought a lazy cop was one of them.”

My glare could have cut sheet metal as I turned on him. “Excuse me?”

“Ain’t you the one who always got on my ass? Dirty Harry-ette, telling me all the time how to do my job better and be perfect, like you? Now you’re just gonna walk away from this?”

I came back and stood over him, crossing my arms so I wouldn’t punch him in the nose. “Are you telling me you actually want to solve this case? David, the first time we met you told me you thought we should pen up weres in a national park and ‘let nature take its course.’ ”

He looked at his hands. “So I don’t like freaks.  Doesn’t mean I’m going to let a quadruple homicide go cold. Committees look at that stuff when they promote you, Wilder . . . but I guess you wouldn’t care about that. Now that you’re riding with SWAT you’ve got lofty ideals and all that shit to keep you nice and warm.”

“At least I have a few left,” I snapped, snatching the photos of the four victims back. Of course I was curious. I’d been a homicide detective for two and a half years and the instincts don’t curl up and die just because you spend your days in body armor, breathing in smoke grenades instead of in business casual, swilling bad coffee.

“Forget it,” Bryson muttered. “You made yourself clear.” He tried to take the photos back but I pulled them out of his reach.

“No, now that I know your interest is purely mercenary, I may actually be interested. If you had some sort of altruistic motive, I’d have to look for wires coming out the back of your head.”

I slid back into the booth and looked over the sheaf of photos again, not seeing the faces of the dead weres this time but trying to find the print of the killer. “You’re sure it’s the same perp in all four cases?”

“Same gun,” said Bryson. “S&W .44 automatic, no trace evidence on the bodies.”

“Someone with firearms training who has access to a vehicle,” I mused, setting the four victims out in a quadrant. Two of the men were skinny to average, one white and one Asian, and the woman was pretty and almost delicate, unusual for weres. We tend to be big-boned and tall, not that I’m really complaining

The third man was markedly different, heavy jaw and brows that jutted, almost Cro-Magnon. “This one.” I tapped him.

“Ugly bastard,” Bryson offered around a mouthful of bear claw. “Name’s Bertrand Lautrec. His prints were in the system for assault.” He rolled his eyes. “Imagine that.”

“He’s Loup,” I said. “He must have gotten the bite . . . they only change bone structure like this when they get the bite rather than be born were.”

“Thanks for the biology lesson, Professor X,” Bryson said. “This means what, exactly?”

“The Loup are violent, drug-pushing sons of bitches,” I said. “If anyone would nail a chicken to your front door, it’d be them.” I tucked the photo into my bag. “I’ll check him out for you, David, but my involvement ends there. I’m not bailing your ass out of this mess . . . I have my own job to do. Got it?”

“Fine, whatever,” said Bryson. His face lit up like he’d just had a death sentence commuted. “You and the Loup go sniff each other’s privates or whatever and get back to me. Here’s my cell.” He offered me a card and I reached out for it, then grabbed his index finger and bent it backward.

“Shit! Not again!” Bryson howled.

“Let’s get something straight,” I murmured in his ear. “I am helping you out of the goodness of my gods-damn heart, so use that thick head of yours for something other than squishing beer cans and show me a little respect.” I applied a little more pressure to make sure I got the point across. “This time, I won’t bother breaking it, David . . . I’ll just rip it off at the root if you keep pissing me off.”

“All right all right all right!” he yelped. “Hormonal bitch! Jesus!”

“Glad we got that straightened out,” I said. “Now if  you’ll excuse me, I’m going to try to go home and see if I still have a cottage after the quake, and if I do, I’m going to spend the rest of the day off with my boyfriend,  not thinking about your case.” I tucked Bryson’s card away. “I’ll call you.”

“Wilder?” he said. “Sometimes you’re not a total estrogen case. Thanks. For the help, not for almost breaking off my finger.”

“Aw gee, David. Any more sentimentality and I’m gonna start crying.” I dropped him a wink and left the Bungalow.




CHAPTER 3

At home I saw Dmitri’s molten-copper hair first, backlit by the sun as he paced the driveway, motorcycle boots wearing a circle in the crushed seashells. I parked the Fairlane and collected the bags from Lemon Thai, the hole-in-the-wall restaurant up the beach that was Dmitri’s favorite.

He stopped pacing and whipped his head toward me when I shut the car door. “Where the Hex have you been?”

I held out the bag of pad Thai and fried rice like a white flag. “I had to do a work thing. I’m sorry. Here’s lunch on me.”

“It’s your day off,” Dmitri stated flatly. He took the bag, stomped over to the front step of the cottage, set the bag down, and came back, taking me by the shoulders.

“I feel bad about last night,” I said, even though the small part of me wanted to add, I feel bad that you were such a self-centered ass. I leaned up to give him a kiss hello, but Dmitri turned his head, his nostrils flaring and flattening. His black eye was already practically a shadow.

It took me a few seconds to realize he was scenting  me, and the only reason he’d be doing that was to seek out the scent of someone else.

I shoved him away, hard. “What is your damn problem, Dmitri?”

“It’s the same man,” he said. His grip on my arms tightened. “You’re my mate, Luna . . . I don’t want to smell other men on you. Ever. Do we understand each other?”

In, out. I breathed and then met his eyes. The black was starting to spill out of his pupils and across the dirty emerald of the iris. The daemon magick that fueled Dmitri’s phase to full was roused by passion, but even more so by rage. Asmodeus, the daemon who’d given it to him, had anger in him like a living thing had blood. The daemon fed on Dmitri, on his emotions, the black eating his eyes.


Ignore it. This isn’t about the Hexed daemon. “I understand that this is getting old, Dmitri.” I slipped his grip with an angry jerk and went to get my food. “Either you trust me or you don’t,” I said simply. “Come inside when you’ve figured it out.”

I turned my back on him and he growled. I was disrespecting his status as a pack member, however fallen, versus mine as an outcast.

“Don’t flatter yourself,” I sighed. “We both know you’re not going to do anything about it.” I looked back over my shoulder. Dmitri had that twisted-up confusion on his face, the kind that he wore too often around me. When he’d met me, and he was a murder suspect with a dead girlfriend. When he’d been called home to Ukraine by his pack and saddled with a mate who wasn’t me. When he’d left them, and come to live with me.


It shouldn’t be like this. “Shut up,” I said. “Just shut up.”

I went inside, and left Dmitri in the driveway staring at the water.

 



He came in after I’d eaten half of the pad Thai and sat beside me. After a few seconds he wrapped my shoulders with his heavy veined arms and muttered “I’m sorry” into my hair.

I rotated my head to nuzzle into his shoulder. “Yeah, well. You should be.”

“I know I can be a real ass,” he said, reaching across me to pick a prawn out of the nest of rice noodles.

“That’s an understatement,” I muttered.

“It’s just that when I think about you leaving me, being with somebody else, and then to smell that man . . .”

“Bryson,” I supplied.

“To smell him on your skin . . .” Dmitri growled softly. “The daemon doesn’t always give me the best control.”

“Here’s a wacky way-out idea,” I said. “How about trusting me a little?”

Dmitri’s lips twitched a little bit, which was the closest he usually got to smiling. “Probably should, huh?”

“It might be prudent if you don’t want to wake up with your eyebrows shaved off.” I touched the tip of his nose and then kissed him quickly.

He turned it into something longer, and before long I’d forgotten all about the food even though I was still so hungry I could feel my stomach trying to chew through my spine.

We made love on the carpet in front of the sofa and he hissed in pain when I rolled him over and took the top. I saw more bruises, lower down near his gut, and I slowed even though it killed me. Sweat went into my eyes and stung. “They really got you.”

Dmitri grabbed my hips and resumed our motion. “I told you I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Fair enough,” I whispered, and returned to the business at hand, although I put my arms on either side of his face and supported my own weight without making a big deal of it. We all had our pride.

“Sweetheart?” I said, after I was nestled into his chest, listening to his heart beat.

“Mmm?” Dmitri’s growl was more felt than heard, rumbling through me in vibrations that went to all the right zones.

“Do you know who’s pack leader of the Loup these days?”

Dmitri stiffened. “Why would you want to know that? Why would I know that?”

“I dunno, maybe because you used to be the most feared pack leader in the entire city?”

“I think it’s Gerard Duvivier nowadays, but you didn’t answer my question.”

Damn it all. I was hoping he’d let that one slide on by. But Dmitri was a lot smarter than his scraggly ex-biker outsides suggested. He’d been smart enough to survive a Soviet prison, become a pack leader in a tough city—and hell, he put up with me most days.

“I’m looking into some murders for David. It’s just a consulting thing!” I added when Dmitri’s face grew a sudden stormcloud of a frown.

“You told me that you were on SWAT. No more murders, no more people who commit them. No more of putting yourself in these situations where you can get killed!”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I was in my bra, Bryson was very insistent, and I just wanted to get rid of him. I think he might actually be on to something. I’m just going to  go talk to the packs because he’s not getting anywhere, and someone has started to send him presents in the form of dead birds. No one really deserves that.”

“No,” said Dmitri.

“Yeah, I mean Bryson’s a complete ass, but he is a cop and someone is offing these weres . . . might even be another serial killer like Alistair Duncan.”

“No,” Dmitri said again. “You’re not looking into this any longer, Luna.”

I lifted my chin off his chest and looked into his eyes. They glittered, like the edge of a knife too close to the skin. “Excuse me?”

“You’re Insoli,” said Dmitri. “You’re not even a detective any longer. I’m saying no, Luna. I won’t let my mate put herself in danger just because she can.”

“Oh,” I said. “I see what you’re saying.”

“I know what you’re thinking . . . ,” he started. “Luna, I’m doing this because I care about you. Somebody has to.”

“You’re a jerkoff.” I got up, pulled on my T-shirt, and walked upstairs, my footsteps heavy enough to rattle the few pictures of me and Dmitri that graced the walls of the cottage.

“I’m not doing this to . . . to dominate you. I just think . . .” He stood up, pulling on his jeans.

“No, Dmitri.” I turned on him. “You didn’t think. You never think that maybe I’m not some meek little pack wife now, that I still want to do things for myself, and that I miss being a detective more than anything!”

Wait, I did? That was news to me.

Dmitri chuffed out a laugh. “You know what? This is never gonna work as long as you assume that you  can stay exactly the same and I’m just gonna take it. I expect things from my mate, Luna. If you’d been inducted into a pack, you’d know that.”

“Oh, Hex you,” I snarled. “Don’t you dare bring that up.”

“You go investigate the Loup and I can’t guarantee that I’m gonna be around when you come back. I can’t deal with you just thinking about you, Luna. I’ve tried, and it fucking doesn’t work.”

I fetched my worst glare against his impassive stare. “Threaten someone who hasn’t faced down a serial killer or been thrown off a bridge by a blood witch, because next to them you just come off as sort of pathetic.”

Torn between crying and screaming, I ran and locked myself in the bathroom. The tough-girl lines only went so far before Dmitri realized he had the most power to wound me, and that whenever he reminded me that I’d never be a member of his pack, he had.

 



It was after five when I parked at the Justice Plaza and took the creaky elevator to our floor. Cleolinda, our secretary, was still at her desk, punching the keyboard like it had done something to personally impinge her honor.

“Hey there, Cleo.” I leaned on her desk and proffered an iced macchiato from the coffee stand at the curb.

“Girl, where you been all my life?” she asked, taking the coffee without breaking her stride at the keyboard. “What do you want?”

“Not much gets past you, huh?”

“That’s why they pay me the big bucks. I’m busy, Wilder . . . what do you need?”

“I need a sheet on one Gerard Duvivier,” I said.

“A sheet.” Cleolinda whistled between her teeth. “Now, the last I knew, badass SWAT officers did not need to pull the history of the bad men they kick the door in on.”

“I bought you a freaking macchiato, woman. What do you want, my firstborn?”

Cleolinda looked me up and down, one eyebrow ranging above her purple cat’s-eye glasses. “Uh-huh. Duvivier, you said? Sounds froggy.”

“French Canadian,” I said. “Just print off the sheet, would you?”

“Bet you didn’t give your desk man back at the precinct this crap,” Cleo muttered as she pulled the file and hit the PRINT key. “There it is. Now get out of here before I kick your skinny werewolf ass.”
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