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My name is Anita Blake and I thought nothing could surprise me. But what if the wrong man is about to be executed?


When a fellow U.S. Marshal flies me in on an emergency consult, I know time is running short. Evidence is mounting against a young wereleopard who stands accused of killing his uncle in the most gruesome and bloody way possible.


In this tiny Michigan town, the pressure from the cops is escalating, the victim’s family want retribution and a warrant of execution is already under way. But something feels off about the murder – the evidence doesn’t add up.


With the locals up in arms and their fear of supernatural beings growing, I must race to uncover the truth. I cannot let the authorities kill an innocent man. But what if I’m already too late?









Titles by Laurell K. Hamilton


Anita Blake, Vampire Hunter, Novels


GUILTY PLEASURES


THE LAUGHING CORPSE


CIRCUS OF THE DAMNED


THE LUNATIC CAFE


BLOODY BONES


THE KILLING DANCE


BURNT OFFERINGS


BLUE MOON


OBSIDIAN BUTTERFLY


NARCISSUS IN CHAINS


CERULEAN SINS


INCUBUS DREAMS


MICAH


DANSE MACABRE


THE HARLEQUIN


BLOOD NOIR


SKIN TRADE


FLIRT


BULLET


HIT LIST


KISS THE DEAD


AFFLICTION


JASON


DEAD ICE


CRIMSON DEATH


SERPENTINE


SUCKER PUNCH


Merry Gentry Novels


A KISS OF SHADOWS


A CARESS OF TWILIGHT


SEDUCED BY MOONLIGHT


A STROKE OF MIDNIGHT


MISTRAL’S KISS


A LICK OF FROST


SWALLOWING DARKNESS


DIVINE MISDEMEANORS


A SHIVER OF LIGHT


Specials


BEAUTY


DANCING


WOUNDED


Anthologies


STRANGE CANDY


FANTASTIC HOPE









This one is for all of you, because you let me know that my imaginary friends are your friends, too, and that like all good friends they help you get through the tough times. I am so happy to be able to share the next adventure with you. I hope it finds us all safe and sound and out in the world again seeing each other in person, but no matter how far apart we are, you know that other people are picking up this book and reading the same words right along with you. Readers are never truly alone, because we are united in the stories we share and enjoy together.
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THE TINY PLANE landed in the dark on a runway that felt way too short. When the plane finally skidded to a stop, I couldn’t make my right hand let go of the armrest. Literally I’d held on so tight that my hand had locked up, as if holding on tight would have done a damn bit of good if the plane had wrecked. The pilot turned his head to look at me and give me a thumbs-up. I just stared at him, my heart in my throat. I was phobic of flying, and this bumpy trip in a four-seater Cessna hadn’t done a damn thing to quiet my fears.


He took off his headset and said, “Oh, come on, it wasn’t that bad, was it?” He smiled when he said it. I glared at him until his smile faltered. I was projecting badass while the only mantra in my head was I will not throw up. I will not throw up. Only knowing that a man’s life hung in the balance had gotten me to climb into the progressively smaller planes until this final one.


“Well, welcome to Hanuman, Michigan, Marshal Blake,” the pilot said at last, and opened the door.


As I pried my hand free of its death grip, I wondered again why I was doing this. Because it’s your job, I thought. I kept telling myself that as I gathered my bags and fitted the big one through the door ahead of me.


The pilot said, “That bag’s big enough to hold a body.”


“Only if it was my size or smaller, though I guess I could cut it up and make almost anyone fit,” I said as I got the rest of me and the smaller bag through the door and down onto the tarmac.


“Very funny,” the pilot said.


I gave him the flat look until he said, “What’s really in the bag?”


“Weapons,” a man said as he walked toward us in the last light of the setting sun.


I’d had just a moment to see the forest, and then it was dark as if someone had turned the lights off. You know you’re in the boondocks when it’s that dark even before you step into the trees; in their shade, it would be cave dark.


I smiled at Marshal Winston Newman. He was as tall as the first time I’d met him, as in over six feet, but had more meat on his bones as if he was either gaining weight or gaining muscle. I’d have to see him in better light to be sure whether he was hitting the gym or hitting the donuts. His hair was still short underneath his white cowboy hat, but the hat wasn’t brand-new anymore. The brim had been worked with his hands so that it made an almost sharp point over his face. It fit him now. When I’d first met him, the hat had struck me as a present from someone who hadn’t really known him or wanted him to be more cowboy than he’d seemed.


He offered to take a bag so I could shake his hand, and I let him take it. I’d have done the same for him. “Thanks for flying out at the last minute, Blake.”


“I appreciate you reaching out on this.” I almost added “rookie,” but he wasn’t one anymore. He was newer than me, but then, most marshals in the preternatural branch were. There were only eight of us from the old days; everyone else was either dead, worse than dead, or retired.


“Thanks for helping me out, Jim,” Newman said to the pilot, who was standing by his plane watching us.


“The Marchand family has been around here a long time, and Bobby is my friend, Marshal Newman. I appreciate you trying to give him a chance.”


“You understand that if Bobby Marchand did this, then I will have to execute him,” Newman said.


“If he killed old man Marchand, then he’ll have earned it, but Bobby has been an Ailuranthrope since just after we graduated high school. He had it under control.”


I was surprised that Jim knew the politically correct term for cat-based lycanthropy. Sorry, for Therianthropy, which was the new term for all of it since it didn’t imply wolf like lycanthropy did. But a lifetime of using it as a general term was going to be hard to break for me.


“That’s what everyone tells me. Thanks again, Jim. Marshal Blake and I have to get over to the sheriff’s office.” He started moving toward a big Jeep Wrangler that was parked in the grass beside the runway.


“Duke is a good man, Newman. He’s just never seen anything like this.”


Newman kept us moving toward the Jeep as he called back over his shoulder, “I’m not questioning Sheriff Leduc’s competency, Jim.”


“Good, but you watch out for his deputy, Wagner.”


That made Newman stop and look back at the pilot. “What’s wrong with Wagner?”


“He gets rough when he thinks he can get away with it.”


“Does the sheriff know?” Newman asked.


“I don’t know, but everybody else in town does.”


“Thanks for the heads-up, Jim.”


“Not a problem. I hope you and Marshal Blake work this out.”


“Me, too, Jim. Me, too,” Newman said as he opened the back door and tossed my bag of weapons in.


Since I already had the Springfield EMP 9mm in an inner pants holster, with my marshal’s badge on the belt next to it—so if I had flashed it on one of the larger planes, they’d see my badge—plus two extra magazines in the cargo pockets of my pants, a folding Emerson wave knife from Gerber in another pocket, a small tactical flashlight, a very slender man’s wallet, and my smartphone, I was okay being out of easy reach of the rest of my weapons and body armor. I went around to the passenger-side door and let myself in. I’d add two more knives and switch the EMP for my Springfield Rangemaster full frame .45 in a drop leg holster when I got the chance. I had a hip holster for it, but if I had to wear the body armor, I’d have to change to the drop holster anyway, just like the EMP would switch to a holster on the MOLLE strap system on the chest of the vest. Inner pants holsters were for concealed carry when you didn’t want to spook the civilians. On an active warrant, by the time I was all geared up, concealed carry was an impossibility.


“Did you know that this Deputy Wagner had a rep for roughing people up?” I asked.


Newman settled himself behind the wheel of his Jeep and shook his head. “I hadn’t heard the rumor, and as far as we know, that’s all it is.”


“How well do you know Jim the pilot?”


“Well enough to roust him out of bed on a Saturday and get him to fly you from the main airport to here.”


“You knew he was Bobby Marchand’s friend, so he’d be motivated.”


“I did.”


“Is this your home base now?”


“It is.”


“It’s not exactly a great post for a marshal. Did you choose it, or did you piss someone off?”


He smiled wide enough for me to see it as he pulled the Jeep out on the runway and drove like we were a plane getting ready to take off. I realized that there didn’t seem to be any other paved area nearby. We passed a shed with a windsock, but that was it. It was the definition of middle of fucking nowhere.


“I chose it.”


I looked at him and he laughed. “Don’t look at me like that, Blake. I know it’s not a hotbed of career opportunities, but I met a woman on a case, and it sort of rearranged my priorities.”


I grinned at him. “And she’s local to here, I take it.”


“Yeah.”


“So, you sank your career to follow the love of your life to the Michigan wilderness?”


“No, but I decided that a quick rise through the ranks wasn’t as important as being near the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.”


I spread my hands and said, “Hey, I don’t throw stones at anyone’s love life, Newman. My house has too much shiny glass on it, which reminds me, I promised to text them when I finally landed.”


That made him laugh. It was good to hear the sound; it meant things hadn’t gone completely to hell. It was bad, but he could still laugh. Some crime scenes stole laughter along with everything else. “It’s nice I’m not the only one that has to text home. Some of the other marshals give me grief for it.”


“Fuck them if their relationships aren’t as good as ours,” I said.


He laughed again. I smiled reflexively, typing on the phone. I was metaphysically tied to all the people I loved, which meant I could have just dropped my psychic shields and contacted at least some of them mind to mind, or they could have reached out to me, or in an emergency they could crash my shields, but that was damn distracting in the middle of a fight, so the deal was I’d text and call more like a regular Joe or Jill. Also, the other police were giving me enough grief about dating supernaturals, which was one of the politically correct terms for vampires, wereanimals, and anything else that wasn’t strictly human. Once I’d have said straight human, but I’d been chastised for using the word straight. Between actual vocabulary guidelines for the job and civilians getting butt-hurt because of my word choices, I was thinking of just substituting the word fuck for the word they didn’t like to see if they liked that better. If I was going to be offensive, I might as well go for broke.


I erased several texts and finally settled for “Landed safe. Love you. Miss you already.” It seemed inadequate, but it was all true, and at least I’d remembered to text. Staying in touch when I was on the job out of town wasn’t one of my best things, to say the least. Micah Callahan, one of my fiancés, was as bad as I was about it and traveled as much. Our mutual lovers had recently done an intervention to let us know we needed to do better.


The first return text binged on my phone. I wasn’t surprised that it was Nathaniel Graison, one of my other fiancés, because he had been one of the main instigators of the intervention. His text said simply, “Thank you for texting. I know you don’t understand why I need it. Love you back. I like that you miss me. Looking forward to the call tomorrow, or you back home before that.” And there it was, the loving text turned into a nagging push. We had all agreed that I’d text when I arrived and that I’d call once a day if possible, or text again. Nathaniel was reminding me of what I’d agreed to do, which turned a loving text or phone call into an obligation, which kind of bugged me. The return texts came fast and furious after that, because the group text contained eight people, not including me. I’d actually been surprised at some of the lovers who had insisted on getting more long-distance attention and at the ones who were content with the status quo. Some of them answered in the group text, but others answered privately. I typed an answer to each one of them; only two made me smile. Jean-Claude’s “Je t’aime, ma petite,” and Nicky Murdock’s “I know you love me. You don’t have to keep texting me to prove it.”


“I know it’s none of my business, but how many people are you having to text while you’re gone?”


“Enough,” I said, and sighed. I scrolled through all the texts and realized I wasn’t sure whom I had to call tomorrow morning if I was still here. I wouldn’t know how long I’d be on the ground here until I knew more about the case. I put my phone away and said, “You didn’t invite me here to talk about our personal lives, so what’s up first on the crime busting?”


He smiled as he said, “Sheriff Leduc requested I introduce you before we head to the crime scene. We have to drive right by the sheriff’s office, so it’s not out of the way. Hell, you can see Bobby Marchand. Maybe you’ll think of smarter questions to ask than I did.”


“You were exactly what your name says when I met you, Newman, but that was a couple of years ago. You do okay on your cases.”


“You checked up on me?” he asked, glancing away from the night black road; the headlights seemed to carve their way through the moonless night.


“I keep an eye on the newbies I meet.”


“And I keep an eye on the careers of the marshals that I want to grow up to be,” he said.


That made me laugh. “If you grow up any more, I’ll need a ladder to shake your hand.”


He joined me in the laughter, and we drove for a few minutes in companionable silence.


“It’s a dark night up here,” I said.


“The cloud cover is thick tonight, but if it clears off, you’ll see stars here like I’ve never seen outside of the desert or the ocean.”


“It’s not just cloud cover, Newman. Last night was the dark of the moon, and tonight won’t be much brighter. If Bobby Marchand has been a wereleopard—sorry, Ailuranthrope—for this long, he shouldn’t even shift form this far from a full moon.”


“It’s one of the things that bothered me enough to try to delay executing him, and don’t worry. I’m having trouble remembering all the new terms, too. Besides, we know that Bobby Marchand is a leopard, so we don’t have to use the generic terms between us.”


“Great. I appreciate that. I hate the new vocabulary. Do you have the warrant of execution in hand already?”


“Yeah, the judge e-mailed it to the sheriff’s office and got it signed through DocuSign just hours after the body was discovered.”


“I remember when getting the warrant faxed over was high-tech,” I said.


“Yeah, it’s all high-tech most of the time now. Fast and efficient, maybe a little too efficient.”


“How much time is left on the warrant?” I asked.


“About sixty hours out of the original seventy-two. I should have called you sooner.”


“Should isn’t helpful, Newman. Concentrate on what we can do here and now. Second-guessing yourself just eats up your energy and time.”


He glanced at me, then back at the road. “Maybe, but they’ve started to get really picky on extending the timeline on a warrant of execution.”


“Yeah, since they stretched the window for a warrant from forty-eight to seventy-two, they don’t like extending the time unless it’s a live hunt where you can’t lay hands on the murderer, and you’ve got this one locked up in jail. There won’t be grounds for more time, and if you don’t pull the trigger in a timely fashion, it will be seen as refusing to perform your duty as a marshal of the preternatural branch, and that will be a career killer.”


“Better my career than an innocent man’s life.”


“You told me you don’t believe he did it, but we didn’t have time for you to tell me all your reasons over the phone.”


“No, I needed you here ASAP so you could help me figure out what’s wrong with this case.”


“I’m surprised that the first police on scene didn’t just kill him on sight. They would have been able to make a good case for it being a clean shoot.”


“If they’d found him covered in blood right beside his uncle’s body, they probably would have, but he was in his bedroom passed out. I’m not sure they’d have even suspected him if he hadn’t had blood all over him.”


“I looked at the crime scene photos you e-mailed me. First glance, the victim was clawed to pieces. Why wouldn’t the local cops suspect the only wereleopard living in the house with him? I’m not complaining that they didn’t jump to the conclusion, but it’s simple cop math to think it.”


“Like Jim said, Bobby is a local boy. He’s well-liked. Doesn’t drink too much, doesn’t do much of anything to excess, and his family is rich enough that he could afford a lot of excess.”


“A lot of shapeshifters are careful about doing anything that will lower their control of their inner beast, like drinking or drugs or even strong emotions,” I said.


Newman nodded. “Which means that Bobby is careful and doesn’t take chances with his beast.”


“He sounds like a model citizen,” I said.


“He is. I know you were traveling so you couldn’t just open the files without risking civilians seeing the crime scene photos, but did you get a chance to look at them, really look at them?”


“Yeah.”


“What bothered you about them?”


“No bites, for one thing. If a leopard of any kind had killed him, it should have taken a bite or two.”


“The family says that Mr. Marchand was on heavy painkillers for an old back injury and arthritis. The theory is that the wereleopard could smell the meds in his body and wouldn’t eat it.”


“Maybe. I have some friends I can call and ask later if they’d smell meds on someone, but I’ll need to know the exact prescriptions.”


“I’ve got it written down. I’ll give you the list.”


“I do know that people poison carcasses to illegally kill lions and other big cats, and they take the bait. People use poison to get rid of rats, mice, moles, and then the local cats eat them and die. I’m not sure a wereleopard would be any different.”


“They found Bobby passed out cold in his bed, nude, covered in blood, but his bed wasn’t as messy as he was.”


“You mean the sheets weren’t stained with blood, just his body?”


“Yeah.”


“Were there bloody handprints, knee prints where he crawled into the bed just before he passed out?”


“No, there weren’t.”


“Well, he didn’t levitate into bed. Even most vampires can’t do that,” I said.


“I know, and also his human body should have been cleaner than that. It was his beast form, which killed the uncle, that should have been drenched in blood, but if he left the area before switching back to human, then the blood should have just been absorbed during the change.”


“Were there bloody footprints leading from the crime scene to the bedroom?” I asked.


“Yes, but there’s something about them that’s off, too.”


“What do you mean, off?”


“I don’t know, but it looks like the foot is a bigger shoe size than Bobby’s. If this was a normal human-on-human murder, there’d be time for forensics to gather evidence and tell me if I’m right, but because it’s a supernatural-on-human crime, they won’t even bother with forensics unless I can make a case for needing them.”


“If this went according to plan, Bobby Marchand would be dead long before the forensics could be processed,” I said.


“I know, and we’re too small an area to have much in the way of forensics. The sheriff would have to ask the state cops for their help with the forensics, and he doesn’t see the need for it.” Newman sounded deeply unhappy about the whole thing.


“Once the warrant of execution arrives, you are duty bound to act on it.”


“I know that, Blake. I know that the only thing that could add to the time limit is if Bobby escapes and we have to hunt him down.”


“That doesn’t add to the time we have to finish a warrant, Newman. The suspect just gains the time it takes for us to hunt him down and execute him.”


“He’s shackled and inside a cell. He’s not going to escape, which is why I called you. I don’t mind executing Bobby Marchand if he lost control and killed his uncle. If he’s that dangerous, then it’s for the best, but I do not want to put a bullet in his brain and then find out that the footprints don’t match, that the blood evidence all over him is wrong for the crime, that . . . It just doesn’t feel right, Blake.”


“That’s why I just flew in the smallest plane I’ve ever been on to come and help you figure out if he did it.”


“The warrant gives me the right to ask for the backup I need,” he said.


“It gives you the right to deputize people if their skill sets will help you carry out your duty in a safe and timely manner, with the least possible loss of life.”


“I know that normally that wording is for getting better hunters and trackers to help you find the monster, but I thought the wording would give me enough room to call in someone to help me make sure that Bobby Marchand doesn’t lose his life unless he deserves to lose it.”


“It’s commendable thinking, Newman.”


“You saved my life the first time I met you, and you just flew across the country to help me save a life. Call me Win.”


“I’ve never heard that as short for Winston.”


“I was Winston until sixth grade when I started my growth spurt. By the end of seventh, I was on the basketball team.”


“A winning basketball team, I take it,” I said, smiling and shaking my head.


“Yeah, everybody started calling me Win, and I preferred that to Winston,” he said, grinning at me.


“Fine, Win. If I remember right, you helped ride to my rescue, too, but I didn’t fly here to save a life. I flew here to maybe save a life, but if we look at the evidence and Bobby Marchand is guilty of this crime, then the execution will have to move forward.”


All hints of smiles vanished, and when oncoming headlights flashed across his face, he looked tired and years older. “I know, and if he’s guilty, I’ll do my duty. But I want to be certain that killing Bobby Marchand is my duty first.”


I agreed with Newman, but I also knew that once the warrant arrived, there’d be a lot of pressure to finish it. This was probably the most horrible murder this tiny area had seen in years, if ever. They’d want the murderer caught and punished; they’d want to feel safe again. We had a few hours to figure out if there were enough grounds to vacate the warrant, or at least get a legal stay of execution under extraordinary circumstances while the evidence was processed.


Hanuman’s sheriff’s station was roomier than I’d expected after the airport. It had a front area big enough for two desks with room to add another if they were careful around the coffee machine. There was one door in the back wall. I sort of assumed that if they had a jail cell, it was back there, but you never knew in a place this small.


Sheriff Leduc had to be at least five-eight, because my head didn’t come up to the top of his shoulder, but the weight he was carrying around his middle made him look shorter. He’d had to fasten his duty belt underneath his stomach, so it fit more at his hips than at his waist. You don’t have to hit the gym like you’re on SWAT, but being able to run at a medium pace without having a heart attack seems like a minimum for a police officer. I wasn’t sure Leduc was at that minimum.


He smiled and offered his hand, and we shook like we were actually on the same team. I liked that and hoped it was true. “Call me Duke. Everyone does.”


In my head I thought, So your name is Duke Leduc, but I didn’t say it out loud. I didn’t want to tease the man. I could be taught.


“Everyone pretty much calls me Blake when I’m working,” I said. I smiled when I said it, but I didn’t want him calling me Anita. That was for my friends, or at least acquaintances, when I was wearing a badge. Using last names also helped keep that professional distance that every woman in a mostly male-dominated field needs to keep.


“Now, Anita—I can call you Anita, can’t I?” He smiled at me as he said it.


I wanted to ask if he called Newman by his first name, but I didn’t. Sheriff Duke Leduc was being friendly, and that was good. We’d need him on our side if we decided the warrant needed to be delayed. It didn’t cost me much to let him use my first name.


“Sure,” I said, and tried to make sure I smiled instead of gritting my teeth.


Newman was smiling, too, and he looked like he meant it. We were all being so damn pleasant, as if they hadn’t found one of their leading citizens butchered fourteen hours ago. We were all being so nice, it was almost unnerving, as if we were there for a reason totally different from murder.


“How’s Bobby holding up?” Newman said, and the smiles vanished from everyone’s faces.


Leduc—I couldn’t think of him as Duke; unless you were John Wayne, you could not be Duke—shook his head. The light went out of him, and he just looked tired. “I think if we didn’t have him shackled to the bunk in his cell that he might do himself a harm.”


“He didn’t seem suicidal when I interviewed him,” Newman said.


The sheriff shrugged his big shoulders, and again there was the hint of his size and how maybe once there’d been an athlete in there somewhere. “I think he’s beginning to believe he did it. Ray was the only father that Bobby really remembers. How would you feel if you woke up and found out what you’d done?”


“You say woke up, but I’m told that Bobby Marchand typically passes out after he changes from animal to human form,” I said.


“It’s typical of most lycanthropes . . . Therianthropes. The fact that they pass out cold for hours after they change back to human is the only edge we have when they start killing people.”


“Not all shapeshifters pass out after they shift back,” I said.


“Well, God help us if Bobby had been one of them. We’d probably still be hunting him through the woods.”


“Is he a big outdoorsman in human form?” I asked.


Leduc nodded. “He grew up camping with Ray. They were both big into anything they could do outdoors even before Bobby caught lycanthropy. The boy knows these woods.”


“How serious do you think Bobby is about hurting himself, Duke?” Newman asked.


“Well, now, it’s hard to tell. All I can say for certain is he sounded serious enough for me to mention it to you, but Frankie has been sitting in there with him for the last bit, so you’d need to ask her how he’s doing now. He’s all over the board emotionally. One minute he sounds like normal, like Bobby, and then he’ll start getting worked up about things, and there’s no telling what he’ll say. He said if he killed Uncle Ray, that he deserves to die. He said that a lot.”


“That’s not exactly suicidal talk,” I said.


“It’s been my experience that when folks start saying they deserve to die, it doesn’t take long for them to get around to making the wish come true. They may not succeed. It may just be a cry for help, but sometimes those cries turn out to be permanent.”


“A permanent solution to a temporary problem—suicide, I mean.”


Leduc looked at me, eyes narrowing. “Sometimes, but Ray isn’t temporarily dead, and nothing Bobby can do, or say, is going to undo what he did. There’s nothing temporary about the emotions that are tearing that boy up.”


“I stand corrected, Sheriff. You’re absolutely right. I think you must deal with more suicides than I do.”


“We’ve had more than you’d think in a town this size,” he said, and he looked suddenly weary. Tired didn’t cover it. He hitched his duty belt up again, as if trying to move it back where it used to ride. It looked like a habitual gesture that didn’t quite work anymore, like brushing your hair back from your face after you cut it short.


“The only people that die on my watch don’t die by suicide,” I said.


“The first uniform I wore was army. I saw combat. I thought that was bad, but sometimes I miss it. It’s cleaner than dying by inches in a backwater town.” Duke sounded wistful, or way too honest to be talking in front of a stranger.


It was Newman who asked, “You okay, Duke?”


It’s against the guy code to ask things like that, but sometimes when you start off talking about suicide and hear such bitter defeat come out of someone’s mouth, you break the rules. Most of us who wear a uniform have learned that we can’t keep the guy code of silence when one of our own is in pain. We lose too many people that way, both male and female. Twenty-two combat veterans die every day in the United States alone from suicide, and it isn’t just soldiers who have just come home from their tours of duty. There is no statute of limitations on nightmares and depression. With numbers like that, we need to start talking to one another more.


I was still glad that Newman had done the asking. I didn’t know Duke well enough to be that personal.


Duke shook his head. “I’ve known Ray for over thirty years. I was here when his sister and her husband died and left Bobby an orphan. Kid was two, three back then, and Ray had never had time for children of his own. He was all career after college, but he changed his life so he could be a dad to that little boy. That’s when he sold his company, because he couldn’t be a CEO and a dad. He told me that once, just like that. Selling when he did meant he got the most money he’d have ever gotten for the company, and he was out of it when the crash came, but he didn’t know it when he did it. He loved that boy like he was his own, and now he’s dead, bad dead. Last thing I saw that bad was a bear attack, and that was nearly ten years ago. It was no way for Ray to die, and now Bobby’s going to die, too.” He shook his head again. His eyes were a little shiny as he got his hat and said, “I’ll take you out to the crime scene.”


“I know the way, Duke,” Newman said, voice gentle.


“I know you do, Win, but all the same, I’ll go along.”


“I’d like to talk to Bobby before we go,” Newman said.


I did not want to talk to the prisoner, because right now he was abstract, not as real as Leduc, who had just let us see his pain. I didn’t want Bobby Marchand to be real to me. I needed as much emotional distance as I could get, because I was beginning to realize I might be the only badge in town who wasn’t emotionally compromised. I still believed that Newman would do his duty in the end, but I was beginning to understand how much it might cost him. It would stay his warrant, but if we both agreed that it would cost me less to execute it, then it might be me staring down the barrel of a gun at the prisoner. If I was going to have to kill someone who was chained up and couldn’t get away, then I’d want all the emotional distance I could get. Give me a straight-up hunt after a monster that was trying to kill me, and I was fine, but shooting chained-up fish in a jail cell, that would be a new one even for me. I did not want to speak with the prisoner, not if I was going to have to shoot him later, but when Newman went through the door in the back wall, I followed him. It took a lot more courage than I’d have admitted out loud. There was no win here for me, or for Newman. Hell, there was no win for anyone.
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THERE WERE TWO cells, with a narrow hallway leading to a closed door at the end. A deputy sat in a chair by the wall with a shotgun across her lap. She stood as we entered, the shotgun held loose in one hand, the barrel pointed safely at the concrete floor. All the skin that showed around the uniform was a deep brown. I thought she might be Mexican like my mother, or at least some flavor of Hispanic, but a second look showed that the nice dark skin tone didn’t come from south of the border but somewhere more east.


Her hair was as black as mine, but straight and tied back in a neat ponytail. My curls never went back into a ponytail that neatly, which is why my fiancé had helped me French-braid it before I got on the plane. Sheriff Leduc introduced her as his deputy, Frances (call her Frankie) Anthony.


We all shook hands as if there wasn’t another person in the room—well, in the cell. You don’t have to have a badge long before you start to think differently about prisoners. It’s partially self-preservation, especially for marshals in the preternatural branch like Newman and me. It’s harder to kill someone if you think of them as people just like you and me. Everyone but me knew this prisoner, and yet they still introduced me to the deputy first as if Bobby Marchand weren’t within hearing distance. I wondered if they even knew they’d done it.


Newman turned to the cell without introducing me to the man inside it. “How are you doing, Bobby?”


Bobby Marchand blinked at us with blue eyes so large that they dominated his face to the point they were all you saw at first, like he was an anime character. Of course, it might have been the mask of dried blood surrounding his baby blues that made them so startling. The contrast must have been even more extreme when the blood had been fresh and red. Now it was a tired sort of brick red heading toward brown; most people would have thought it was dried mud. They’d never have guessed it was blood until they saw what happened in a shower. Water would bring it back to life, and suddenly the mud would look like something far more liquid than dirt. Bobby’s short blond hair had one spot of drying blood in it; the rest was disheveled but clean. He had a gray blanket wrapped around himself, so most of him was covered. The hint of chest that showed had blood drying on it, but the shoulders and arms that were holding the blanket in place were clean; his hands were not. There was even blood dried on the cuff around his right wrist. The chain from it went to the metal frame of the bed beside him. The bed was chained to the concrete floor, and there was a second chain that trailed underneath the blanket toward the leg of the bed, so he was shackled on at least one ankle, too. They looked like ordinary restraints, not the new stuff specifically designed for supernatural prisoners with their supernatural strength, which meant that if Bobby wanted to break his chains, he could, even in human form. Even the bars wouldn’t hold if he really wanted out, but it would take longer—long enough for the officer on guard duty to shoot him and hope they could kill him before he could finish shifting into his even stronger other half. That they had the deputy on watch outside the cell with a shotgun meant they understood some of it, and they probably didn’t have the budget for the new special restraints. Even some major cities couldn’t afford more than a couple of full sets.


Bobby fidgeted, clutching his blanket tighter. He’d tried to clean his hands by wiping them on the blanket in a few places, but the blood had embedded around his nails and into the pores of his skin. Even a shower wouldn’t get it all now. I knew from experience that if you didn’t wear gloves when there was that much blood, it was a serious bitch to get it cleaned out from around your nails. Under your nails you could do, but the cuticles and the edges of the nails were the challenge. It was just his hands that were covered in dried blood; it didn’t go past either wrist. In that moment I believed that Bobby Marchand was being framed. Whoever had done the blood evidence on him hadn’t known that if someone plunged bare hands into a still living body, or even a freshly dead one, the blood wouldn’t stop neatly at the wrists. It would climb up the arms, and there would be blood spatter on the chest, not the thick coating that someone had painted on Bobby. It was all wrong, but unless you’d seen as many lycanthrope kills as I had, or waded through enough gory murder scenes, you wouldn’t think about the right things. You wouldn’t know where to put the blood.


“How am I supposed to be, Win? I killed Uncle Ray.”


“We’re not convinced of that, Bobby. I’m still gathering evidence,” Newman said.


Bobby turned those blue eyes in their gory mask to the sheriff. “Duke, you told me I did it. You told me I killed Uncle Ray.”


“I’m sorry, Bobby. I’m really sorry, but we found you covered in his blood, and you’re the only wereanimal in these parts.”


Bobby looked back at Newman. “Duke is right. If a wereanimal killed Uncle Ray, then it has to be me. There isn’t another shapeshifter for a hundred miles.”


“Let us worry about finding other suspects, Bobby. I just need to make sure you don’t do anything stupid while I’m out there trying to prove you’re innocent.”


“Now, Win,” Leduc said, “don’t get the boy’s hopes up like that.”


I debated on whether to remark on the blood evidence now, but I wanted to tell Newman in private first. He’d known the blood wasn’t right, but he didn’t have my field experience to say exactly why it was wrong. This was his warrant, his case, and, almost more important, his hometown, his friends. I didn’t want to undercut his authority here. I wanted to know only one thing: Had they photographed the blood patterns on the prisoner? I wasn’t besmirching Leduc and his people’s police work, but when you know a warrant of execution has been issued, sometimes even the best officers don’t collect evidence like they would in a regular murder case. I mean, what’s the point? There’s never going to be a trial.


“I don’t mean to get your hopes up, Bobby, but I believe there’s a chance you didn’t do this. That’s why I called in a more experienced marshal to look over your case.”


“It’s commendable that you want to be sure, Win, but you wasted Marshal Blake’s time getting her up here,” Leduc said.


Deputy Anthony and Bobby both said, “Blake,” at the same time. They looked at each other, then back at me as she said, “Anita Blake?” and he said, “Not Anita Blake?”


“Yeah, that’s me.” I was the scourge of the supernatural set, so it wasn’t entirely surprising that Bobby Marchand recognized my name, but I wasn’t always on the hit parade for nonmarshal local law enforcement, especially for local law enforcement, LEOs, in more rural areas.


“You’re here to kill me, because Win doesn’t want to have to do it,” Bobby said, and he seemed completely defeated. There wasn’t even any fear that I could detect, and there should have been. Even guilty people are afraid to die. The sheriff might be right about the suicide risk after all.


“How do the two of you know Marshal Blake?” Leduc asked.


“She’s our bogeyman. If you break the law, she’s who they send to kill you,” Bobby said, voice thick with sorrow, but still no nervousness, just a hopelessness as if it were already over.


“I’m just one marshal from the preternatural branch, not the only one,” I said.


Deputy Anthony said, “You still have the highest number of successful executions in the entire preternatural branch.”


“I was part of the old vampire hunter system years before I got grandfathered into the Marshals Service, so I had a head start.”


She shook her head. “Even Death doesn’t have as high a kill count as you do, and he started earlier than you did.”


If Marshal Ted (Edward) Forrester and I weren’t best friends and partners, it would probably bother him that he, Death, was behind me on legal kills. Of course, if you added in illegal kills, he was ahead of me. Short of a true apocalypse, I’d never catch up with his numbers if you included all of them.


“Death gets everyone in the end, Frankie, so what the hell are you talking about? No one has bigger numbers than death,” Leduc said, and he sounded frustrated, bordering on angry. He was more on edge than he was showing, but then I think they all were. I was the only one without a personal stake in the murder.


“The other police nicknamed four of the preternatural marshals the Four Horsemen: Death, War, Hunger, and Plague,” she said.


Leduc made a humph sound. “I know what the Four Horsemen are called. I know my Bible, and Marshal Blake isn’t in it.”


“Of course not, sir. I didn’t mean the real Four Horsemen.”


Leduc looked at me, and it was a slightly different look now, more appraising—not the way that a man looks at an attractive woman, but the way a man looks at another man when he’s wondering if he could take him in a fight. Leduc decided he could take me in a fair fight and didn’t try to keep the knowledge off his face and out of his body language. I was okay with him thinking he would win. I knew better, and that was enough.


“So, if someone else is Death, who are you, Plague or Hunger?”


“I’m War,” I said.


That made him frown harder and then he laughed. “You’re too small to be War, Blake.”


“Even a little war is a very bad thing,” I said, and smiled.
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NEWMAN LAUGHED. DEPUTY Anthony laughed. Sheriff Leduc did not. Apparently, I did not amuse him. That was okay. My sense of humor didn’t work for a lot of people.


“Did anyone take pictures of the prisoner when he was brought in?” I asked.


“No need,” Leduc said.


I knew what he meant, but I took him out of earshot of the prisoner, which meant out in the office area. Newman trailed us, leaving Anthony alone with the prisoner again. I really didn’t think he was going to try to escape. He seemed to have given up completely. The thought of this jail holding a shapeshifter who hadn’t given up and still wanted to live was just such a bad idea. They’d gotten lucky this time. Hopefully there wouldn’t be another time if, like they all said, this was the only lycanthrope within a hundred miles.


Leduc leaned against the edge of his desk as I talked, so that he didn’t tower over me. “Photographs will help us get size for the wounds and stuff later, just in case there’s any questions about us going ahead with the warrant.”


“Why should there be any questions about that?” he asked.


“From what Newman told me, the Marchands are the family around here for money and power. It’s not fair, but that can mean more lawyers get involved. I’d rather cover all our asses.”


That seemed reasonable to Leduc; if it didn’t to Newman, he didn’t show it. Either he’d learned to hide his emotions in the years since I’d met him, or he trusted my more experienced call. Either way, he agreed to help me take pictures of the prisoner that we could use as reference photos at the crime scene. It was pretty much bullshit. Even in half-man form, the size of hands, feet, teeth, mouth, everything is different from the full human form. The only reason these photos would be useful was if there was a regular trial later, and they could be used as proof that someone had tried to inexpertly frame Bobby Marchand. I was almost certain that Newman understood why we wanted the extra photos. I’d ask him in private later, because if he didn’t, I’d share the info, and if he did, then his level of trust in me was a little scary. Trust but verify, even if it’s me.


It’s standard procedure in any “prison system,” no matter how small, that you never take weapons into a cell with you. You just don’t want to run the risk of a prisoner grabbing your gun and using it against you. There are exceptions to all rules, but tonight wouldn’t be one of them. I gave my .45, Gerber folder, and both wrist sheath blades to Anthony. The sheriff got impatient and said, “Oh, for Pete’s sake, you’re disarmed enough. Get in there and take your pictures or measurements or whatever so I can drive you out to the house.”


I was actually done disarming myself, but I didn’t bother to explain that to Leduc. Let him wonder what else I might be carrying.


“We can find the house on our own, Duke. I told you that,” Newman said.


“And I told you that I’d take you out there,” Leduc said, sounding defensive, or angry, or just cranky.


Anthony asked, “Can I put some of your stuff on the floor, Marshal Blake?”


I looked at her and realized the pile was a little unwieldy to carry in your arms. “Sure. Just don’t scuff anything.”


“Oh, I’ll be careful,” she said, and she sounded way too earnest about it. I shaved a few years off her age. You just don’t stay that eager much over the age of twenty-five.


The sheriff unlocked the cell, and Newman and I walked in voluntarily. I’m never a fan of disarming myself and walking into a cage. It just seems bad on principle. The big metal door cha-chunking behind us didn’t make me like it any more, but over the years, I’d learned not to startle when it happened.


We’d already explained to Bobby that we wanted to take pictures of him for evidence later. He was fine with that. His reaction had been so flat, it made me want to ask him something outrageous to see if he’d react more.


Newman helped Bobby hold the blanket and put his arms out to his sides at the same time. Apparently, they hadn’t given him anything to wear but the blanket, and either Newman was modest, or he knew that Bobby was, because they worked hard at making sure that he didn’t flash me or the deputy. What glimpses I did get showed that Bobby Marchand worked out and kept himself in good shape. Some people believe that becoming a wereanimal or a vampire automatically gives them washboard abs and a lean, muscled body, but it doesn’t. Yes, supernaturals are stronger than human normal, but they don’t automatically come with bigger muscles. Those you still have to go to the gym and create yourself even if you’re a shapeshifter. If you’re a vampire, you can’t even do that. If you want a good-looking corpse, you have to do the work before you cross over, because once you become one, you’re stuck with what you look like on the day of your death for all eternity. Some vampires, my fiancé Jean-Claude being one of them, are powerful enough that exercise can cause the same changes to their bodies that humans experience, but it’s an enormous use of energy. And even if you’re willing to use the power, most master vampires still can’t do it. Jean-Claude is the exception to a lot of vampy rules.


Something about the blanket moving let me see Bobby’s feet and one leg, which made me say, “I need to see anywhere there’s blood, Mr. Marchand.”


“Call me Bobby. Everyone does,” he said automatically without even making eye contact.


I didn’t really want to call him Bobby, just in case I had to pull the trigger on him later, but I’d already looked into his eyes from inches away. He was becoming real to me and not just a job, so why not?


“Okay, Bobby, I need to see anywhere there’s blood evidence. I got your feet, but I saw some higher on your legs on one side. I need a picture of it, okay?”


“Okay,” he said in that same emotionless voice he’d had the whole time. He gathered the blanket close to his body and lifted it up almost like an overly long dress. There was blood smeared on his right lower leg. I got an image of it.


“Is this all the evidence?”


He nodded without looking at me. He had avoided eye contact the whole time. He didn’t remind me of a criminal; he was reacting more like a victim. If he’d been a woman, or even a man under other circumstances, I’d have wondered if he’d killed in self-defense after an attack. That was the sort of vibe I was getting off of him and his reactions. I couldn’t figure out how to ask if his uncle, the man who’d raised him from a toddler, had molested him. Had he fought back finally? No, that didn’t feel right, and that wouldn’t explain the blood evidence on him being so wrong. A shapeshifter would know that his human form wouldn’t have blood on it from the kill. Only someone who didn’t know much about wereanimals would do it this way.


“Are you sure these are all the pictures I need?”


He nodded again but stared at the floor.


“Bobby,” I said, “what aren’t you telling me?”


He shook his head this time, still staring at the floor.


“Bobby, is there blood evidence somewhere else on your body?”


He went very still in the way that trauma victims can go deep inside themselves as if they believe that if they’re still enough, quiet enough, they won’t have to answer any more questions. If they go away in plain sight, then the worst thing won’t happen or won’t have to be shared. Everything about him screamed victim, not perpetrator. What the hell was going on here? What had happened to Bobby Marchand to make him react like this? I’d ask Newman later in private if Bobby was usually this quiet and withdrawn; if he was, then that usually indicated long-term abuse. If it wasn’t normal for him, then something bad had happened to him very recently, like yesterday recently. Maybe waking up covered in blood and being accused of murdering the only father you’ve ever known would be enough? Yeah, that sounded like enough. I was just used to looking for horrors, as if tragedy alone wasn’t enough.


“Bobby, we’re trying to help prove that you didn’t kill your uncle. Don’t you want us to prove that?” I asked softly, gently, the way you do with victims when you don’t want to spook them.


He answered, still staring at the floor, “If I killed Uncle Ray, I don’t want you to save me.”


“But if you didn’t kill your uncle Ray, then someone else did, Bobby. Don’t you want to catch them?”


He looked at me then, eyes startled, but trying to see me, really see me. He looked into my eyes—trying to see if I meant it, I think.


Sheriff Leduc said, “Don’t you go lying to him, Marshal. He did it, and he’s going to have to die for it. Giving him false hope is just . . . cruel.”


Bobby looked at Leduc. “You know I did it, don’t you?”


“I’m sorry, Bobby. I’m truly sorry, but I know what I know. I know what I saw at your house.”


Bobby started to look down at the ground again, but I waved a hand in front of his face so close that he startled back from it. He frowned at me, a moment of anger flashing through his eyes. And with that anger came the faintest warmth of his beast, like the hint of heat when you walk too close to an oven. There’s no need to open the door to know it’ll burn you.


My own inner beast rose toward his. Oh, I knew the oven was on, but there was something sweet baking inside it, and my own inner leopard wanted to find out if it was cookies or cake. I had better control than that normally, but something about Bobby had unsettled me.


His eyes went wide with surprise. “How can you be . . .” he started to whisper, and then stopped himself, glancing toward the officers outside the bars. He thought I was a wereleopard like him, but he didn’t want to out me. It was still legal grounds for dismissal from most police forces or military. The preternatural branch was the exception, but Bobby didn’t know that. Just like he couldn’t have known that I carried multiple strands of lycanthropy inside me, but never changed form. The doctors thought that catching so many types of the disease so close together had made me a medical miracle, so I was a carrier but didn’t have a full-blown case of any of the inner beasts I carried.


I stared into his blue eyes in their mask of blood and said, “There’s more blood on you somewhere, isn’t there, Bobby?”


“Yes,” he whispered as he met my gaze.


“Show me, Bobby, please.”


“I don’t want everyone to see,” he whispered, voice even lower.


Newman said, “Can you give us some privacy, Duke, Frankie?”


“Privacy, what the hell do you need privacy for? We brought Bobby in here jaybird naked. We seen the show.”


Bobby flinched at that and went back to looking at the floor. What little animation had been in his face just drained away.


“Humor us, Sheriff,” I said.


“I won’t leave you in there alone with him unarmed, but we can turn our backs if that will help.”


“If that’s the most privacy we can get, then we’ll take it,” I said.


The sheriff turned his broad back first, thumbs in his duty belt. He had to tell the deputy to turn around. She seemed puzzled, but she turned around with my weapons still dangling off of her.


I leaned in close to Bobby and said, “They won’t see now, Bobby.”


“They already saw. You heard Duke.” He sounded stricken; that was the only word for it.


Newman spoke slow and soft; he’d caught on to what I was doing. “We want to help you, Bobby, but you’ve got to help us do that.”


Bobby shook his head, still staring at the floor.


I called just a hint of leopard back so that it glided along my skin and trailed like warmth between us. It made him look at me again. “Bobby, show me, please.”


He stared into my eyes as if he couldn’t look away, and he slowly began to drop the blanket. Newman didn’t try to catch it this time. He just let it fall open to expose the front of Bobby Marchand’s body. There was blood on his groin, caked into the short hairs around him.


He started to shake, and if Newman hadn’t caught him from behind, he’d have fallen as much as his chains would have let him. “What did I do? What did I do to Uncle Ray? God, please tell me I didn’t do that to him. I don’t know why I would do that. I never, ever thought about anything like that. He’s my dad. I would never, but if I didn’t, then why is there blood there? What the hell happened last night?” He wailed his grief and horror. More than a scream, it was what people meant when they used to say keening for the dead.


Bobby’s grief tore through him, and like all strong emotions could, it brought out his beast. Newman was still trying to get him on the bunk with the chains, with Bobby’s nearly deadweight hampering him, when I felt the rush of heat. It was as if I’d opened the oven instead of just walking past it. That blast of heat washed over me in a skin-prickling rush. Bobby raised his face upward and wailed again, but this time his eyes were pure yellow. His leopard looked out of his human face. It was the first part of his humanity to go, but it wouldn’t be the last.









4


“HIS EYES. LOOK at his eyes,” Anthony said.


Leduc yelled, “He’s shifting. Get out of there!”


Newman dropped Bobby and let him fall to his knees and one hand. The other hand was still chained to the bed and couldn’t touch the floor. Newman went for the door, but I could tell that the heat wasn’t enough yet. Bobby was still fighting his beast, still trying to win control back. I let myself glance at the door. Anthony had her shotgun to her shoulder like she knew how to use it. Leduc had opened the cell door for Newman. He barked an order at the deputy, telling her to put the barrel through the bars, not to hold it outside them. As soon as Newman was in the open doorway, Leduc drew his sidearm and aimed it at the fallen man. They had no idea that Bobby was still fighting to stay human. They couldn’t feel it. If I left the cell, they’d just shoot him, and I couldn’t even blame them.


I went to my knees beside Bobby and spoke low. “I’m here, Bobby. I’m right here.”


His yellow leopard eyes stared at me from inches away. His voice came out as a growl. “Get out. Can’t . . . hold it.”


“Get out of there, Blake!” Leduc yelled.


“He’s still fighting not to shift,” I said, but I never looked away from those bright yellow eyes. I touched Bobby’s arm, and his power jumped from him to me. It called my own inner leopard like I knew it would, but I trusted my control. I’d played this game before on both sides of the problem. My energy made his stumble, for lack of a better word.


“Anita, get out of there!” Newman’s voice was urgent. I didn’t look at him. I knew he’d have a gun in his hand by now, too. If I stopped blocking their aim, Bobby Marchand would die.


The man kneeling beside me blinked, his human face showing that he was already losing his words, because leopards don’t think in words.


“Your name is Bobby Marchand. You live in Hanuman, Michigan.”


He stared at me, frowning, as if he knew I was talking to him but in a foreign language that he couldn’t understand.


“Come on, Bobby, I know you’re in there. Talk to me.”


“If he shifts with the door open, we will have to shoot, and friendly fire is a bitch, Blake,” Leduc said from behind me.


“Then close the door.”


“Anita, no!” Newman said.


I just kept looking into Bobby’s face and willed him to answer me. “Bobby is still in there. He’s still fighting to stay human. He doesn’t want to hurt anyone. Do you, Bobby?”


He gave the smallest shake of his head; it was a start. I was so happy that he’d responded that I added my jolt of joy to the energy. It jumped down my hand into him. He shivered and then gripped my arm back where I still held on to him. The energy of our beasts swirled across each other’s skin, and when he blinked at me next, I saw his eyes widen in surprise. He didn’t whisper it, more breathed it out with his lips barely moving. None of the humans at the door heard him say, “Your eyes.”


I blinked and knew that if I’d had a mirror at that moment, my own eyes wouldn’t have been human either. My eyes were the only thing that ever changed for me. To save himself, he couldn’t find his words, but to warn me of danger, to save me, he’d found his human half.


I leaned in close to him, using his body to hide my eyes from the door, because if they saw us both with inhuman eyes, I didn’t know what would happen. No, I did know: They’d shoot us both. Maybe Newman would try to save me, but Leduc would shoot first and sort it out later, and his deputy would follow his lead. I hugged Bobby, resting my face in the bend of his neck on the side opposite the door. It gave him a perfect opportunity to tear my throat out, but I could feel the heat of his beast withdrawing like we’d finally found the knob to turn the oven off. From the doorway, people were yelling just my name or demanding to know what I was doing. But in that second, I knew if I looked back at my fellow officers with leopard eyes, they’d kill us both.
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I RAISED MY voice to make sure all my fellow officers would hear me, but I was careful not to yell and startle the man in my arms. “We’re okay. We’re both okay. No one is shapeshifting. Right, Bobby?”


“Right,” he said, voice low and hoarse. He had to clear his throat to be loud enough for them to hear him say, “Yes. I mean, no. I mean, I’m okay. I’m not going to change.”


Newman said, “His eyes are blue again, Duke, Frankie. Let’s everyone calm down and lower the weapons.”


I drew back enough for Bobby to see my eyes. I thought they were human again, but I wasn’t a hundred percent certain.


He nodded and then said, “We’re okay. We’re both okay.” It was his way of saying we were both safe to look at the armed police on the other side of the bars. I took his word and looked back at them.


Newman’s gun was aimed at the floor. Deputy Frankie’s shotgun was lowering. It was Sheriff Leduc who still had his handgun wedged between the bars so he’d be sure not to miss us by bullets ricocheting against the metal. His eyes were wide, lips parted, breath coming a little too fast. I could almost see the pulse in the side of his neck thudding against his skin. He was the veteran officer of the three, so why was he the one who was freaking out?


I looked at him, met his brown eyes with my own so that I was giving him eye contact about as serious as I’d given anyone in a while. “Hey, Duke, I’d feel better if you lowered your sidearm or at least stopped pointing it in my direction.”


“Just move away from him, Blake.”


“I don’t think that would be a good idea, Duke,” I said. I tried to make my voice as unemotional as I could. He was emotional enough for all of us. I did not need to add to it.


Newman said, “Duke, the danger is over. We can all stand down.”


A nervous tic started under one of Leduc’s eyes, and the tremor that ran down his hands was strong enough that the barrel of his gun scraped against the bars. “You saw Ray’s body,” he said in a voice that was choked with emotion.


“I did,” Newman said, his voice gentle, the way you’d talk to a spooked horse or a jumper on a ledge or a man with a gun.


Frankie said, “Duke, what’s wrong with you? Just lower your gun. It’s over.”


“It’s not over, Frankie. It won’t be over until someone pays for Ray’s death.”


His face showed so many raw emotions, I couldn’t read them all, but he was still thinking about pulling the trigger. If I hadn’t been kneeling in front of Bobby, he’d have done it even now with the danger past. Hell, he was thinking about shooting through me, and he hadn’t even seen my eyes change. As far as Leduc knew, I was just a U.S. Marshal here to help with the case, and he was still thinking about shooting me just so he could shoot his prisoner. I’d thought that being a fellow officer would mean something. It usually did, but as I looked into his face, I knew it didn’t mean enough.


“Duke, put down the gun now,” Newman said, and his voice was as serious as the gun he’d raised to point at the sheriff.


I shifted my gaze enough to see Deputy Frankie. Would she threaten Newman to back her boss, or would she understand that Duke had lost it?


“Duke,” she said, “please, there’s no threat from the prisoner, and you’re pointing a gun at a fellow police officer.”


“Duke,” Newman said, voice sliding down to a lower tone than I’d ever heard from him, “do not make me do this.”


“I know you, Win. You won’t shoot me.”


“I like you, Duke, but if you think I’ll stand here and let you shoot another marshal, an unarmed fellow officer, then you are full of shit.”


“Duke,” Frankie said, “you taught me not to let my emotions get in the way of the job. It’s a rookie mistake.”


I watched the emotions war across his face. Either he’d been closer to Ray than anyone knew, or he had some personal history with lycanthrope-related crime. You had either to have lost someone to a beast or to have witnessed something that haunted your dreams to have this kind of reaction. Or, like Frankie had said, be a rookie. Leduc wasn’t a rookie.


“Stand down, Duke!” Newman said, and his sidearm was pointed very steadily at the sheriff’s head. If Leduc pulled the trigger he might miss us, but Newman wouldn’t miss. He was too close. If he pulled the trigger, the town would be looking for a new sheriff.


The gun lowered as the tension ran out of Leduc. It was as if all the strong emotions just leaked away and what was left on his face was decades older, the skin pale. He was shaking visibly as he went for the door that led out to the offices.


I waited for the door to close behind him and then said, “Get me out of this cell.”


Deputy Frankie started to fumble in her pocket for the keys while trying to balance the shotgun. It’s not as easy as it sounds. Newman used his free hand to take the shotgun so she could get the keys out. He was still holding his gun in his other hand. I appreciated that he hadn’t holstered it yet. Leduc could still come back through the door, and I didn’t think any of us was sure what would happen if he did.


I turned to Bobby. “I don’t believe you killed your uncle, so hold on to your humanity. Don’t shift. Don’t give them an excuse to kill you before we can prove you’re innocent. Okay?”


He nodded, and then he hugged me. “Thank you.”


“You’re welcome,” I said, and hugged him back.


Deputy Frankie got the door open. I walked out through the door and let out a long, sharp breath. I’d come close to dying more than once, but not like that, not from friendly fire.


“I’ve never seen Duke lose it like that,” Frankie said as she made sure the cell locked securely behind me.


“Me either,” Newman said.


I started collecting my guns, which were in an unceremonious heap on the floor now. Frankie had needed her hands free. I started putting my weapons in place and even checked that the 9mm was still loaded, as if somehow magically the bullets would have all disappeared. You always assume a gun is loaded, as if the ammunition fairy was real and would load your empty gun when you weren’t looking, but now I needed the reassurance of just handling my weapons before I put them back in place.


“Did Leduc ever lose anyone to a shapeshifter attack?” I asked.


“Not to my knowledge,” Newman said, and then glanced at the deputy. “How about you, Frankie? You know if Duke has any bad history with supernatural citizens?”


She shook her head. “No, or nothing bad enough to cause him to . . . I am so sorry, Marshal Blake.”


“Is there anything happening in the sheriff’s personal life? Is he under pressure from somewhere else?” I asked.


“Well, everyone knows about Lila, his daughter. She’s sick, really sick.”


“She’s dying,” Newman said. “She’s got some rare form of cancer.”


“That’s awful, and I’d say that would be pressure.”


“Lila’s been sick for over two years. Last I knew, she wasn’t any worse than she had been,” Frankie said.


“Would he tell you if she was?” I asked.


Frankie looked at the floor like she was thinking, and then up to meet my eyes. “I thought so, but now I’m not so sure.”


“Uncle Ray was helping with some of the medical bills,” Bobby said.


We all turned and looked at him as if he’d just appeared. I know it sounds weird after just being up close and risking a bullet for him, but once the cell closed, he went back to being the prisoner. I felt bad that I’d let him slip back into that category so easily. Maybe I’d been on the job too long?


“They’ve used up the insurance that Duke gets through the town.”


“What happens if Duke can’t pay for the treatments?”


“I don’t know,” Bobby said. “I guess . . . I guess Lila will die.” He looked like that bothered him, and then I realized he’d probably known her all his life.


“She’s already dying,” Newman said.


“But without the treatments, she’ll die sooner . . . a lot sooner,” Bobby said.


“How old is she, his daughter?” I asked.


“Twenty or maybe twenty-one,” Bobby said. He was sitting on the edge of the bunk with the blanket around him again.


“She’s twenty-one,” Frankie said.


“So, whoever killed Ray Marchand basically killed the sheriff’s daughter, too,” I said.


“I think that’s how Duke sees it,” Newman said.


“Well, fuck,” I said.


“Yeah,” Newman said.


“Go see if you can find Duke, and check on him,” Newman said.


Frankie shook her head. “We’re a small force, but we’re professionals. Duke made sure of that. He left me on guard duty here, and until he tells me otherwise, I’m going to follow orders. I know that you think he’s lost it, and maybe he has, but until I’m sure, I’ll stay at my post.”


“He must be a good man for you to be that loyal to him,” I said.


“He is, and I hope you get to see how good a cop he is and don’t judge him just on the last few minutes.”


“I hope I get to see him at his best, too.”


“All right,” Newman said, and his voice was heavy, “we’ll go check on Duke and then drive out to the crime scene.”


“Don’t tell him that I told you Uncle Ray was paying Lila’s medical bills. Duke hated taking the money.”


“Are you seriously telling me that you’re worried about the sheriff’s hurt pride after he nearly shot you?” I asked.


“He’s been sheriff here as long as I remember.”


“He’s a good man,” Frankie said.


“No one should have to bury their child. That’s what Uncle Ray said when he talked about it at home to Joshie and me.”


I took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and looked from one to the other of them. I glanced up at Newman, and he answered my unasked question.


“Yes, until this minute, I’d have said Duke was a good man, a good cop, a good husband, and a good father.”


“Then let’s go find him. He still needs to drive us to the crime scene.”


“I can drive us, Anita.”


I shook my head. “I want Duke where we can keep an eye on him.”


“I won’t let a prisoner be killed on my watch,” Frankie said.


I studied her face. “So if Duke comes back in here and tries to shoot Bobby again, you’ll shoot him to protect your prisoner?”


She nodded. “It’s my job.” She sounded sure of herself, but her eyes weren’t so sure.


“Maybe you would, but let’s not force you to make that choice, Deputy.”


She let out a breath and some tension went out of her shoulders. “I appreciate that, Marshal Blake.”


“So would I, if our roles were reversed.”


Newman holstered his gun and went for the door. “Let’s go find Duke.”


I used my body to hide the movement of my right hand from Frankie, because I drew my gun. I thought the danger was over, but I hadn’t much liked being a fish in a barrel for Leduc. Maybe he was a good man, but even good men can be pushed to a point where they go bad.
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WE FOUND DUKE leaning against the side of his big SUV. I smelled the bitterness of the cigarette smoke before I saw the bright orange-red tip glow with the intake of his breath. He threw the cigarette to the paved road with a practiced flick of his fingers.


“I gave up smoking twenty years ago, but it’s just like riding a bike.” He fished breath mints out of his pocket and popped several in his mouth.


Newman walked up to him as if the last few minutes hadn’t happened. I hung back, my gun held against my thigh. Leduc seemed calm enough that I could probably holster it, but it might be a little awkward if he noticed me doing it.


“You’re holding that gun against your thigh nice and sneaky, Blake.”


“Not sneaky enough,” I said, and changed how I was holding the gun to a more natural position, business end pointed politely at the ground, as I moved up behind Newman. I kept my distance from Leduc. Guns are great from a distance, but too close and it can turn into a wrestling match. Struggling over who has control of your gun is a bad idea. I tried to avoid it.


“I’m just an old hand at this, Blake. I’ve seen all the tricks and lived to talk about it.”


He wasn’t calling me Anita anymore. It’s easier to shoot Blake than it is to shoot Anita. You think first names don’t matter, try looking down the barrel of a gun at a perfect stranger. It’s easier to pull the trigger. Let them tell you Hey, I’m Jimmy, or Armand, or Gustav, and it’s a little harder to go bang. Leduc knew how close he’d come to shooting me, and he was trying to distance himself from it, from me, from whatever emotional mess was inside him. I felt sorry for him and his daughter, but not sorry enough to forget or forgive what had happened.


Leduc offered the breath mints to Newman and me, but we both shook our heads. He seemed utterly calm. It was such an abrupt change of moods that to most people it would have seemed impossible, but I’d seen other police officers, soldiers, first responders of all kinds go from that level of emotionalism to outwardly cool and collected. Is it healthy to stuff our feelings that hard and fast? No, but sometimes it’s the only way you can hold your shit together enough to do your job. When first responders fail at their jobs, people die.


Normally you’re supposed to act like nothing happened. They ignore it, and you ignore it, but I couldn’t do that today, or not entirely. I wouldn’t break Bobby’s confidence about his uncle helping the sheriff out, but beyond that, we needed to talk.


“What the hell were you trying to prove in there, Blake?” Leduc asked. His voice was still calm; it even held an edge of amusement. It was a very good act.


“Nothing to prove. Just trying to keep our prisoner from getting shot.”


“You’re going to be executing him. Does it really matter when and how?” The amusement was leaking out of his voice.


“Yeah, it matters,” I said.


“If Bobby attacks someone else, then we can shoot him in self-defense, but if he’s not a danger, then it’s manslaughter at best and murder at the worst,” Newman said.


“Frankie and I would both testify that we thought Blake was in danger. Hell, Win, you had your gun pointed along with us.”


“Once Blake told me that she had the situation under control, I believed her.”


“Well, I haven’t worked with the marshal before, so forgive me if I didn’t feel so confident.” Leduc looked at me then and asked, “How did you get Bobby to calm down? Once a shapeshifter’s eyes go, the rest usually follows.”


“Do you have much experience with shapeshifters, Sheriff?” I asked.


He frowned hard enough that the dim light couldn’t hide it. “Not personally, but when this happened, I did some research online.” Something must have shown on my face, because he added, “I know you can’t believe everything you read on there, but with a crime like this, I didn’t have time to run to the library.”


“Eyes are the first thing to go, but most Therianthropes with experience can fight their way back if the eyes are the only thing that changes,” I said.


“How long is a person supposed to wait before we defend ourselves or another officer? Eyes, teeth, a tail? How are we supposed to know when the point of no return is, Blake?”


It was a good question, but I didn’t have a good answer or a satisfying one. “It depends.”


“On what?”


I sighed and holstered my gun. I couldn’t stand there forever with it bare in my hand. This wasn’t a matter of guns now, nothing as concrete as that. “How much control the individual Therianthrope has on his inner beast. How close it is to the full moon.”


“I was told Bobby had perfect control of his animal side, but after what he did to Ray and what just happened in the cell, I don’t think his control is perfect.”


“Perfection is a pretty high bar, Sheriff,” I said.


“When you turn into a man-eating beast once a month, I think perfection is the minimum I’d want.”


I couldn’t win this argument, if it was an argument. Whatever it was, I stopped putting energy or words into it. I was done with trying to convince Leduc that lycanthropes weren’t monsters. A lot of people believe that supernatural citizens are people just like the rest of us until they see what preternatural strength and power can do to a natural citizen. Then suddenly they want to change their votes. I couldn’t even blame them. I’d spent years thinking that the vampires I executed were soulless monsters, so it was okay to kill them. I was saving the lives of their future victims. It had all seemed so morally black-and-white until I’d met enough humans who were as evil and murderous as any vampire. Then I began to question my morality. It’s a slippery slope once you start that kind of soul-searching. The kind that can lead you to fall in love and be about to marry one of the soulless undead. My grandmother Blake had informed me over the phone that I was damned if I married Jean-Claude, damned for all eternity. So many reasons I didn’t visit home much.


“If Bobby is guilty, then he’ll die for his crime,” I said, “but I’m not convinced he is guilty.”


“I told you, Blake, he is the only wereanimal we have in this area. It has to be him because it can’t be anybody else.”


“Did you check the body for signs of abuse?” I asked.


“It was abused all to hell.”


“She means sexual abuse,” Newman said.


Leduc looked at us both as if we’d said something so outrageous, he just couldn’t believe his ears. “What the hell are you talking about, Win?”


“The blood on Bobby’s groin . . .”


Leduc took a few steps away from us, then circled back like he was pacing in one of his own cells. “What the fuck, Win? Isn’t it bad enough that Ray is dead and Bobby did it? I will not add to the scandal and pain for his family by even hinting about that kind of shit.”


“Sheriff,” I said, “the blood evidence on Bobby Marchand is all wrong. It’s not in the right places even if he’s guilty.”


“That’s your opinion, Marshal.”


“It’s an opinion backed up by a decade of working cases involving the supernatural.”


“Anita has been called as an expert witness multiple times, Duke. It’s one of the reasons I wanted her help.”


“Fine, she’s an expert on the supernatural. That doesn’t give her the right to tell me we need to check Ray’s body for sexual assault. That’s just crazy talk. I believe that Bobby killed his uncle in some sort of animal rage, but I do not believe that he would . . . do that to the only father he’s ever known.”


I wanted to ask if there had ever been a hint, even the faintest whiff of talk, about the possibility that Ray Marchand had been abusing his nephew. I wanted to ask, but I didn’t, not yet. I stuck to known facts. “Then how did the blood get all over Bobby Marchand’s groin?”


“I don’t know!” Leduc yelled, his voice raw with pain.


“We could have Dale look at the body,” Newman suggested.


“Who’s Dale?” I asked.


“Local coroner,” he answered.


“I will not call Dale and ask him to look for signs of sexual assault on Ray’s body,” Leduc said. “I won’t do it. We already have Bobby for the murder. We don’t need anything else.”


“We don’t need it to get a warrant of execution and kill Bobby—that’s true. But if the coroner checks for sexual abuse and doesn’t find it, then the blood all over Bobby’s groin has no reason to be there, just like most of the blood evidence on his body. It might give us enough to get a stay of execution,” I said.


“He did it,” Leduc said, and he was fumbling in his pocket for cigarettes even while he growled at me.


“But what if he didn’t?” Newman said. “What if Bobby is innocent and we don’t figure that out until after I kill him for the crime? I couldn’t live with myself if I let that happen.”


“Then give the warrant to Blake.”


I thought about the feel of Bobby’s skin, how warm he was, how alive he was, and I shook my head. “I came up here to help Newman get as much truth, justice, and the American way as possible. I did not come up here to take over the execution because he’s gone squeamish.”


“I’m not squeamish,” Newman said, and he looked really unhappy with me as he said it.


“I know that, Newman. I just meant that I’m not up here to take over the warrant. I stopped pinch-hitting on warrants of execution a few years back. The only reason I’ll take over a warrant now is if the first marshal is too injured to continue.”


“Or dead,” Newman said.


I nodded. “Or that.”


“I won’t talk to Dale about abuse of the corpse,” Leduc said. “If you want to talk to him about shit like that, call him yourself.”


“I will,” Newman said.


“Good luck, because he won’t believe you either, not about this.”


“You’ll believe that Bobby clawed his uncle to death, but not that he might have abused him either before or after death?” I asked.


“Death is clean and over. What you’re hinting at is neither.”


“I’ll call Dale from the car when we follow you over to the crime scene,” Newman said.


“You were right earlier, Win. You know the way.”


“No, I think you were right the first time, Duke. I think you should take us.”


Leduc looked from one to the other of us and then studied Win’s face longer. Whatever he saw there made him stamp out his second cigarette and say, “I’d like to promise you I’m not a danger to Bobby anymore.”


“You can’t promise that, Duke,” Newman said.


“No, and neither can Frankie or my other deputies. If he shifts in his cell, we will have to shoot him, because nothing inside there is strong enough to hold him, not even the bars.”


“If he does a complete change of form, then it will be a justified shooting,” Newman said.


“I didn’t see any cameras in the cell area,” I said.


“There aren’t any,” Leduc said.


I opened my mouth to say something that Newman obviously thought we’d all regret, because he said, “Let’s get out to the crime scene. The faster Blake and I make up our minds, the faster we get this settled.”


“Have it your way, Win.” Leduc got in his SUV, rolled down the window, and was already lighting another cigarette. Apparently, he’d decided that quitting twenty years ago had been a mistake, and he was going to make up for lost time.


Newman and I got into his car and followed the sheriff out of town. It felt a little bit like we were being escorted out of town like in an old Western movie. I wasn’t sure why I thought of that. Maybe too many Western-movie marathons with my dad when I was a kid, or maybe I’d had too many guns pointed at me since I got into town. Maybe.
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WE FOLLOWED THE sheriff’s taillights in silence for a few minutes. We sat in the darkness of the car with only the faint glow of the instrument panel to chase back the darkness. Once we left the town behind, it got seriously black, with the trees like half-seen giants on either side of the road. This far from the full moon on a cloudy night, the headlights seemed to carve tunnels out of the darkness.


“Damn, it’s dark up here this far from the full moon,” I said.


“Stargazing is good, and sometimes you can see the aurora borealis.”


“Wow, that is dark,” I said.


“What did you do to calm down Bobby’s animal half?” he asked.


I don’t know why, but the question caught me off guard. “Magic,” I said.


“Really?” he said, and glanced at me.


I shook my head. “No, not really.” Then I thought about it and wasn’t so certain. Newman knew my background, so I tried for some of the truth. “I knew he’d smell my . . . the lycanthropy in my blood.”


“How did that help?”


“Sometimes, if you can smell another beastie, it can bring you back to yourself.”


“So, I couldn’t do it?”


“No,” I said.


He sighed. “I was hoping it was something you could teach me.”


“Do not try hugging lycanthropes once their eyes have changed, Newman. You don’t have lycanthropy, so you’d just smell like food.”


“Is there anything I could do to keep someone from shifting, like through the cell bars maybe?”


He was so earnest about learning the job, it made me think harder and try to teach better. “If you knew them, if they were friends, you could talk about human memories and maybe bring them back in time.”


“How about if I just knew the names of their spouses and kids, things like that? Could I talk them back to human by just reminding them about their lives, even if I didn’t know them personally?”


“Maybe, but only if you’re on the other side of the cage from them. And it depends on how long they’ve been a shapeshifter. If they’re newbies, then it won’t work. Once their eyes go, the rest will follow. They just don’t have the control to do anything else at the beginning.”


“What about bringing in family members to try to talk them down?”


“Absolutely not. You’d be endangering them. One, they’re civilians, and two, think of the guilt if someone came to after being in their animal form and realized they’d killed people they loved. Don’t ever put anybody in that situation.”


“Okay, you’re right. That would be . . . awful.” He shook his head hard enough that his hat slid out of place. He shifted it back with one hand, the other staying on the steering wheel, and he added, “Awful seems like such an inadequate word, but I can’t think of another one.”


“You don’t have to find the right word to understand how terrible something will be or why you want to avoid it,” I said.


“Terrible. That’s a good word,” he said.


“Horrifying, heartbreaking, anguish, torment, suffering: I’ve got dozens to describe some of the things I’ve seen over the years.”


“Why do you still do it, then, if it’s so terrible?”


And just his asking that so early in his career after moving up to bumfuck nowhere, which had sidelined his career, let me know that Winston Newman was contemplating a change.


“So that I can help people like Bobby Marchand.”


“I couldn’t have saved him back there. I barely saved you,” he said. I couldn’t see his face clearly in the dimness of the car, but I saw his hands tighten on the wheel and knew some of the emotions prompting it.


“I got into this job to kill monsters so I could save lives, and then a weird thing happened. I stopped being certain of who the monsters were.”


“You fell in love with a vampire,” he said as if that explained it.


“No, I knew a man named Willie McCoy. He was a two-bit hustler, not a friend, but I knew him before he died and after he came back as a vampire. He was still Willie, still himself. That’s what started me rethinking things. If vampires were soulless monsters, then Willie should have been very different after he died, but he wasn’t. So, if that part was wrong, then maybe it was all wrong.”


“How long ago was that?”


“Before I started dating Jean-Claude. Honestly, I think if Willie McCoy hadn’t died and come back as himself, then I might never have dated Jean-Claude or any supernatural.”


“Wow, I never think that clearly about what I’m feeling. It’s impressive,” he said.


I laughed. “Neither do I. Neither do most people, but I’m in therapy now. It’s helped me realize a few things.”


“You’re admitting to another marshal that you’re in therapy?” he said, and made it sound almost joking.


“When I got cut up on the job, I went to the hospital for stitches,” I said.


“I was there for one of those,” he said.


I smiled a little, though he probably couldn’t see it in the dark. “Yeah, you saw me get hurt. I remember. This job doesn’t just mess us up physically, Newman. It messes up our heads and our hearts. Some of this shit feels like it stains the soul. If you got a broken leg, you’d go to an orthopedist, right?”


“I guess so,” he said.


“So why don’t we look at a counselor or a therapist as just another specialist like an orthopedist or a dentist?”


“I don’t know. I mean, when you say it that way, it sounds so logical.”


“Maybe it is logical, and all the rest is just illogical, emotional bullshit.”


He laughed then, and it was almost shocking after the heavy topic.


“I didn’t think I was that funny,” I said.


“You aren’t funny. You’re honest, and you go straight at a topic like a shark or something.”


It was my turn to chuckle. “I’ve been described as a lot of things, but never a shark. I think they circle more than I do before taking a bite.”


He just laughed and then, with the sound of it still in his voice, asked, “How far can we trust Duke with him this emotionally invested?”


“He’s your friend, not mine, so shouldn’t I be asking you that?”


“Yeah, but I figured I’d save you the trouble. I called you in on this. If you had gotten shot in the cell like that”—he shook his head—“it would have been my fault.”


“No, Newman, it would not have been your fault. It would have been the fault of the person who shot me, and that wouldn’t have been you.”


“Duke has always been professional, kind of down-home and country like he’d read what a small-town sheriff should be like and wanted to play the part right, but always a good cop.”


“Even good cops get confused when their family is impacted by a crime,” I said.


“That’s a kind way of looking at someone that nearly shot you.”


“His daughter is dying. That’s going to mess with anyone.”


“You have this reputation for being a hard-ass, unpleasant person, but you’re not like that. You get the job done, and you don’t let bullshit stand in your way. And if someone is shoveling the bullshit, you’re pretty merciless. But if they do their job, if they aren’t part of the problem, you’re kind.”


“I’m as kind as people let me be,” I said.


“Exactly,” Newman said.


“Sheriff Leduc has used up my milk of human kindness for him. You understand that, right? I won’t be an asshole about his daughter and the deceased paying for her treatment, but I won’t let pity endanger me again.”


“I wouldn’t expect you to give him another pass, Blake. I honestly thought he was going to kill you both for a minute.”


“I know you would have shot him to save us, Newman.”


“I would have. I really would have, but damn, I would not have wanted to explain to his wife and daughter how it happened.”


“You didn’t have to shoot him, so there’s nothing to explain.”


“No, but you know how I worried that I was compromised because I knew everyone involved?”


“Yeah,” I said.


“I’m not, but Duke is compromised six ways to Sunday.”


“Six ways to Sunday. I haven’t heard that expression in years.”


He gave the small laugh that I was hoping for and said, “How would you say it?”


“Sheriff Leduc is fucking emotionally compromised.”


“My grandmother would kick a fit at how much you cuss.”


“Mine would, too,” I said.


“I can’t break my early training. How do you do it?” he asked.


“I’m still rebelling against my family.”


“By saying the f-word so much?”


“By doing a lot of fucking things,” I said.


“What are we going to do about Duke?” he asked.


“I think I’ll start by calling another marshal,” I said.


“Do you think we need more backup?”


“No, but I’d like someone besides us to know what happened tonight.”


“You going to call Ted Forrester?” he asked.


“How did you know?” I asked, but I was already getting my cell phone out of the pocket it lived in when I was wearing work clothes.


“He and you are partners, or as much partners as this lone-wolf crap lets us have.” And again, there was that note of discontent about how the preternatural branch was run.


I didn’t argue or debate it. I just went to my favorites list on my phone. Ted’s name was near the top of my list. His cell phone number was the one attached to his contact in favorites, because when you’re calling for backup, you don’t want to talk to the kids or the wife. One, it was business, not social, but two, just like Newman didn’t want to have “the talk” with Leduc’s family, I didn’t want to have it with Edward’s family either. It was easier not to think about the finalities of the grave when we just talked to each other.
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MY CALL WENT to Ted’s voice mail. I left a very vague message, because I didn’t know if he’d play it where one of his kids could hear it. Okay, where his stepson, Peter, would hear it. The two of them didn’t seem to have any secrets from each other, which should have been a good thing, but I didn’t want Peter joining the family business or feeling that he needed to ride to my rescue if Edward was unavailable. Peter had nearly died saving me from a weretiger when he was only sixteen. He was about to turn twenty. I did not need more heroics from him. If I didn’t want to tell Donna, Edward’s wife, that he had died in the line of duty, I sure as hell didn’t want to tell her that her son had gotten himself killed.


Newman parked behind the sheriff’s car on a wide gravel area beside the main road. The only streetlight I’d seen for miles shone down on a gate and a wall that peeked out from the trees on either side, as if the wall had been there long enough for the forest to grow up around it.


Sheriff Leduc was punching a keypad, but nothing was happening. He pushed a larger button and yelled into an intercom.


“We have the code to the gate,” Newman said.


“Who could have changed it?” I asked.


Newman shook his head. “No one but one of the other deputies is supposed to be at the house.”


We both started to get out of the car, but my phone rang, and it was Edward’s ringtone, “Bad to the Bone” by George Thorogood.


I answered with “Hey, Ted.”


“You talk to Forrester,” Newman said. “I’ll find out what’s going on at the gate.”


I gave him a thumbs-up as Edward said, “Anita, I take it you’re not alone.” He sounded slightly out of breath, which was unusual.


The car door closed, and I was suddenly alone in the quiet, night-dark car. “I am now.”


“Social or business?” He still sounded out of breath.


“Business. Did I catch you working out?” I said.


“Yes, but if it’s business, I’ll get some water while you talk.” I could hear sounds in the background and debated if they were from weight machines or something else.


While I gave him a thumbnail sketch of the case, especially what had just happened in the jail, he found a quieter place to listen. So when I was done, it was truly silent on his end.


Edward’s first question was “Do you believe the sheriff would have shot you?”


“Yes.”


“You need more than just Newman for backup,” he said.


“The kid did good,” I said.


“Would he really have pulled the trigger on the sheriff?”


“Yeah, I think he would have.”


“I trust your judgment like I trust my own. You know that,” he said.


“I know that.”


“But I don’t want to trust your life to Newman.”


“Me either, but he had his gun aimed at Leduc’s head. I think he would have pulled the trigger, Edward. I really do.”


“And yet you’re calling me.”


“Newman is doing a good job, but there’s no other marshal I trust as much as I trust you.”


“I think just having more preternatural marshals on-site would protect you from the sheriff.”


“Are you ass deep in alligators and not able to come out and play?” I asked.


I could almost hear the smile in his voice as he said, “No, but it will take me nearly five hours to fly to you, or almost twenty-four hours driving. What I need to know from you is how fast you need backup.”


“And if I said sooner than five hours?”


“Put out a general call through official channels, and they’ll send the closest marshal from our section to your location.”


“You’re talking round your ass to get to your elbow. It’s not like you, Edward. Newman said I was direct like a shark, but you’re part of what taught me to be direct. What are you trying to say or not say?”


“The nearest marshal to you is Olaf.”


“No. Just no. I’ll go without backup before I invite that psycho here.”


“I figured you’d say that, but I had to be sure.”


“How do you even instantly know where he is? I don’t know.”


“I make it my business to keep track of him.”


“Do you keep track of me like that?”


“No.”


“Do you keep track of anyone else like that?”


“No.”


“You want to know where he is in case you decide to kill him,” I said.


“No, I want to know where he is in case I have to kill him.”


There was a time in our friendship when I wouldn’t have understood that distinction, but that had been a while ago. Olaf, aka Marshal Otto Jeffries, was a serial killer. Edward and I both knew that, but neither of us could prove it, and Olaf had never committed that particular crime on American soil to our knowledge. I’d never even caught him in the act. Edward had once. If Edward caught him at it again, he would kill Olaf. They both knew the rules of the game. So far Olaf hadn’t done anything illegal that Edward could use as an excuse, but he kept tabs on him, waiting. Olaf had fallen off the radar when he first contracted lycanthropy, even from Edward’s resources. When Olaf reappeared, he had a level of control of his inner beast that most shapeshifters would have envied. Olaf was a scary, sociopathic suspected serial killer, but no one had ever accused him of slacking when it came to training.


“So, if I put out a general call for aid, he’s the nearest help,” I said.


“I’m afraid so,” Edward said.


“Fuck,” I said.


“Agreed,” he said.


“I don’t need backup that badly, Edward. Newman is good enough.”


“Good to know,” he said.


“Yeah,” I said, but I was mentally cursing. “I thought Olaf was out west somewhere at his home base. What the fuck is he doing in the upper Midwest?”


“He’s hunting a rogue shapeshifter.”


“How close to me is he?” I asked.


“Close.”


“How close?”


“Very close.”


“Just tell me, Edward.”


“If he dropped his hunt, he could be there in an hour, maybe less.”


“Flying or driving?” I asked.


“Driving.”


“Well, fuck.”


“You said that.”


“I’ll probably be saying it a lot more if I have to deal with tall, dark, and psycho.”


“You won’t have to deal with him, Anita. You and Newman can hold the fort, and I’ll be there in six hours or sooner.”


“I think having you come in as backup for this may be overkill,” I said.


“If you really believed that, you wouldn’t have called me.”


“I don’t think Leduc is dangerous enough to need you here.”


“Then why did you call?”


I thought about that for a few heartbeats and finally said, “If Newman hadn’t had a gun to his head, I think Leduc would have shot into the cell. I’d given up all my guns before I stepped inside.”


“Giving up your weapons is standard procedure,” Edward said.


“I know. That’s why I did it. I’ve done it before. I’ll do it again for a different case, but usually the danger is the prisoner, not the other officers.”


“Leduc spooked you,” he said softly.


“He would have done it, Edward.”


“I’ll be there in six hours or less,” he said.


“Sounds like a plan,” I said.


“It is, but if things go south while I’m in the air trying to get to you and your choice is dead before I land or calling for more backup, promise me you’ll call for the backup.”


“No, Edward.”


“Anita, if you’re in the hospital or dead before I can get to you, I will be pissed.”


“I’ve never worked with Olaf without you there to help keep the distance or the peace between us.”


“I know, and it’s not my favorite idea either, but he’s a good man in a fight.”


“He’s evil.”


“Sometimes evil will keep you alive.”


“Being alive isn’t always enough, Edward. You’ve got to live with yourself afterward.”


“Promise me, Anita.”


“Damn it, Edward.”


“If the situations were reversed and you knew Olaf was close enough to save me, what would you want me to do?”


“That’s not fair. He doesn’t want you to be his serial killer girlfriend.”


“Just answer my question, Anita.”


“You told me once if I saw him to just shoot him dead and not to wait for him to hurt me, that you’d rather I be on trial than dead at his hands.”


“I remember what I said.”


“Then how can you want me to promise this?”


“Because I think you can negotiate the emotional baggage that Olaf has with you for six hours, but you can’t outrun a bullet. He acquitted himself well last time both professionally and with you.”


“I won’t give up my guns again, not to Leduc or his people. I’ll just wait for you.”


“Anita, just promise me you’ll do it. I don’t want to have to explain to Jean-Claude, or Micah, or Nathaniel, or any of your people that you died because you were too stubborn to take the closest help.”


“It’s not stubbornness, Edward, and you know it.”


“If we let our fear master us, Anita, then we’re already dead.”


“You’re afraid of the big guy, too.”


“I didn’t say I wasn’t, and the thought of him being near you when I’m not there scares the shit out of me.”


That stopped me. He almost never admitted out loud that he was personally afraid of anything. “Okay, okay, I promise that if things get so dangerous that Newman and I can’t handle them, I’ll put out a general call for help, even if that means Marshal Otto Jeffries is the help.”


“Thank you,” he said.


“You’re welcome,” I said.


He got off the phone to check flights, and I finally got out of the car to join my fellow officers. It turned out that some of the family had come home, and the deputy guarding the scene had let them change the gate code. Leduc was yelling at someone over the intercom as the gates swung open. He was breathing heavily as he turned back to get in his car. Something must have shown on my face, because he said, “Looks like your personal phone call didn’t go well.”


“My personal business is none of yours.”


“No need to snap at me because one of your boyfriends is getting out of hand.”


I stepped up to him, invading the hell out of his personal space. He was so much bigger than me it probably looked ridiculous, but I didn’t care. “Fine, I was trying to be nice, but if you don’t want nice, we can do it the other way. I was calling another marshal for backup, because after having a fucking gun pointed at me by you, I felt we might need more guns on our side.”


I was sorry I’d said the words as soon as they left my mouth. I didn’t even have to see the pain in Leduc’s eyes to be sorry. The cold, dead stare that replaced the pain was chilling, like someone had walked over my grave. I’d given him a target for all his rage and fear—me. So stupid, so avoidable, so my own damn fault.
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WHEN WE ALL got back in our respective cars, Newman tried not to be angry with me, but he was upset and couldn’t hide it. I finally saved him the struggle and said, “I behaved badly back there, and I’m sorry.”


Newman’s hands were gripping the steering wheel a little too tight as he tried to keep his voice even. “Aren’t you the one who told me, ‘Don’t be sorry. Do better’?”


“One of the reasons I’m more patient with other people’s rookie mistakes is that I had my share of them. Having a temper that made my mouth run away with the rest of me was one of them.”


“We had things calmed down with Duke,” he said as he eased between the now-open gates and followed the sheriff up the driveway.


“I know, and I am sorry that I lost my temper and made things worse again.” Some sense of movement made me look behind us in time to watch the gates ease shut.


“I called you in to help make things better, not worse,” he said. The trees were huge on either side of the gravel driveway. Again I got the sense that the estate had been here long enough to become one with the forest around us.


“I’m aware of that,” I said, and I could already feel myself getting irritated with the fact that he was harping on it.


My temper is better than it was a few years ago, but I will always have it bubbling close to the surface. One of the things I’d learned in therapy is that fixing your issues isn’t the same thing as getting rid of them. You discard the things that no longer serve you, but some things are so much a part of you that you can’t get rid of them without destroying who you are and how you function as a person. My temper was one of those, but more than that, it was part of my aggression, and aggression was how I did my job and protected the ones I loved, how I succeeded more than I failed. Society views aggressive women as bitches, but sometimes being a bitch is the only way to survive. I’ll take survival over being Miss Congeniality any day.


“You were visibly upset when you got off the phone. You can’t blame Duke for noticing that.”


“No, but I can blame him for making the remark about my boyfriends.”


“I’ve seen people say worse to you, and you let it go,” he said.


“Yeah, I know.”


“So why now? What did Forrester say on the phone that got you so rattled?”
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