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Chapter One
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AS I LAY DYING ON THE floor of an abandoned warehouse basement in the bowels of St. Louis, I couldn’t help but question every choice I’d ever made. Which one of them had led to this moment? Was it just one? Maybe my entire life had been one poor decision after another. That seemed the most likely answer as I stared into the vacant eyes of my partner sprawled out on the concrete not ten feet away.

Will Banks had definitely drawn the short straw when it came to being paired with me. At the time, it had seemed like divine intervention. His partner was transferring to a PD down in Florida, and I was finally getting the promotion I’d had my sights set on since day one. Will had been my mother’s partner ten years ago. Being paired with him felt like an omen from the universe. Like a sign from my mom even, that everything was unfolding as it should. 

What a joke.

I thought of Will’s wife and daughter. He’d bragged about Serena to me just that morning, about the big scholarship she’d been awarded to go into the engineering program at MU. I could remember babysitting Serena the summer Will and Alicia had moved to St. Louis. I’d been sixteen, and she had just turned five. She was all bubblegum cheeks and beaded cornrows, full of exciting facts from her family’s recent trip to the Gateway Arch. That was twelve years ago. Had so much time really passed? 

I was finally able to think of something worse than dying in a warehouse basement—facing Will’s family. I wondered who would be tasked with delivering the news that he was dead. And that it was my fault.

The suspect I’d chased down here was crouched over me, his face buried in the crook of my neck. Mewling, sucking noises filled my ears. Terror punched my heart until it felt like it would burst. My hand trembled around the gun pressed into the man’s stomach. I’d already squeezed off a dozen rounds, but I didn’t have the strength to empty the magazine. I’d lost too much blood. 

I could hardly keep my eyes open, but every time they refocused, I found myself looking at Will. In the moonlight slipping through the dusty basement windows, I almost couldn’t tell that it was blood oozing from his lips and spreading in a puddle under his face. I tried to pretend that we were back at the precinct. That he’d fallen asleep at his desk again. Maybe it was just drool. I’d give him hell when he woke up, and he’d joke for the hundredth time that he needed all the beauty sleep he could get, and that a young punk like me would know what he was talking about soon enough...

But I’d never know, because I was dying. I’d been so eager to prove myself worthy of the vice squad, and now I would be nothing more than a cautionary tale to warn rookie detectives who got too big for their badges.

Humiliation overpowered my pain, and I found the strength to squeeze off one last round. The creep gnawing on me barely grunted at my effort. Meth? PCP? Bath salts? It was the only explanation my aching brain could come up with. Human trafficking and drugs. God, this could have been a career-making bust. A massive launch pad for me, and a grand finale for Will. That’s what had been on my mind when I saw a flash of movement through the basement window. And look where it had gotten me.

We’d been staking out the building all week. A lucky arrest had turned up a tip about a prostitution ring responsible for the recent surge of missing teens around the city. Will and I had parked our unmarked car in a dark alleyway between two buildings across the street. There was scarcely enough room to open our doors, but after four fruitless nights before this one, it seemed pretty clear that whoever was in charge had been tipped off and had abandoned the place. 

It was almost five in the morning. We were arguing about where to have breakfast when movement caught my eye. It was a stray dog, sniffing around the building’s foundation. That’s when I saw something flicker through a window, something shiny, reflecting the moonlight as it moved around the basement.

I was out of the car with my gun in hand before I knew what I was doing. Will hissed at me to wait, to get back in the car. He said that we needed to call for backup. But my feet moved on their own. There were young girls being held captive, and we were going to find them. I was sure of it.

The only thing I was sure of now, with a drug-addicted cannibal at my throat, was that I was a reckless idiot.

A soft whimper drew my attention to a spot across the room, and for a moment, I could have sworn I saw a dog lurking in the corner. I was hallucinating. Great. At least that meant I wouldn’t have to endure this agony much longer. I was ready for my life to flash before my eyes and be done with this nightmare. I thought back as far as I could, trying to jumpstart the event.

One of my earliest memories took place under a kitchen table. A pink, plastic stethoscope dangling between my blond pigtails, the business end pressed to the chest of my mother’s first partner, a beautiful German Shepherd named Maggie.

My mother, Toni Skye, was what the department called a natural-born hero. She’d worked her way up from patrol to the K9 unit, and then she’d transferred to vice after we lost Maggie.

Maggie had been my favorite patient. Doctors are not supposed to have favorites, I’d tell her at every appointment, but I knew she wouldn’t report me to the medical board.

The memory pulled one corner of my mouth up in a lazy grin, even as the life drained from my body, and my skin grew cold and clammy. My muscles slowly unclenched. I couldn’t feel the gun in my hand anymore. I couldn’t even feel the teeth in my throat, though I could hear them working me over, a horrid gnashing sound that echoed in my skull.

And then I saw her—a flash of dark fur darting through the moonlight. Maggie? Had she come to deliver me from evil? 

My vision warped, eyelids fluttering their last as I began to lose consciousness. I strained to keep them open, waiting to see if my mother would show next. She always arrived a moment behind Maggie. Why should it be any different in the afterlife?

As if answering my silent request, the silhouette of a woman rose up before me, towering over the brute at my neck. My eyes watered as they rolled back in my head, and my heart strummed out a hopeful staccato.

Then, it stopped.
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Chapter Two
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AS A ST. LOUIS COP, I was no stranger to the county morgue. Of course, I’d never seen it from this particular angle. Or while wearing less than a co-ed on spring break.

Goosebumps spread from my shoulder blades to my ass, picking up again at my calves, all pressed against an ice-cold metal table positioned under an overhead light. My tongue felt like sandpaper against the roof of my mouth, my muscles concrete encasing rebar bones. If I were dead, then this was surely rigor mortis.

The pong of ammonia and disinfectant permeated the air, and as my focus sharpened, I heard a trickle of music cut through the ringing in my ears.

“Don’t tell my heart, my achy, breaky heart,” someone sang along. I prayed for God to strike them dead.

When my prayer went unanswered, I turned to get a better view of hell. That’s what this had to be. It was the very spot where my life had ended. The first time, anyway. 

I counted the cold chambers stacked against the wall to my left. Two down and three across. That’s where my mother’s body had remained until her autopsy was finished, and my sister and I were allowed to bury her. That was the last time I’d seen either of them.

The music and the grating voice grew louder. I twisted my head to the right and found Vin Hart, the morgue’s new forensic pathologist, pulling on a pair of blue gloves. His eyebrows lifted, and he scrunched his face a few times as if trying to encourage his glasses to move farther up the bridge of his nose. Then he picked up a scalpel from a metal cart and turned toward me.

“Vini, Vidi, Vici,” I croaked, the high school nickname sounding less teasing and more like a plea coming from my dry throat.

Vin squealed—a full-on, being-eaten-alive-by-a-giant-tarantula squeal. He stumbled backward, knocking over the metal cart and scattering his horror film arsenal across the linoleum floor. Then he squealed again and tried to climb up onto the counter that spanned the wall behind him, dislodging a desk lamp and the small clock radio crooning suicidal country music. Because, apparently, this place wasn’t depressing enough.

The scalpel was still clutched in Vin’s gloved hand. He pointed it at me as I moaned and sat upright on the autopsy table. My muscles and tendons protested, cramping agonizingly under my skin. I tried to stretch my neck from side to side, but that only made things worse.

“Y-y-you’re dead!” Vin shrieked. 

I glared at him and covered my breasts with my arms. “Where are my clothes?”

He squinted at me as if I’d asked a trick question. “I...uh... I had to cut them off. They were covered in blood anyway. You wouldn’t want them.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Well, Pervy McPervertson, think you could find something else for me to wear?”

“You didn’t have a pulse. I swear!” Vin held up a gloved finger with his free hand. “This is not my fault. They delivered you in a body bag and everything.”

With all the bizarre questions rattling around in my head, clothes should have been the least of my worries. But interrogations were hard enough when dressed. Nudity took things to a whole new level.

I stared at Vin, watching his mental wheels turn as his pupils constricted until I could once again see the milk chocolate color of his irises. He glanced down at his hand holding the scalpel and quickly discarded the blade on the counter before peeling off his gloves.

“I have some gym sweats in my car,” he said, easing his way around the perimeter of the room. It was as if he expected me to give chase. And here I thought our high school feud had zapped that delusion.

Vin cleared his throat when he reached the exit. “Uh, I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere,” he added, closing the door behind him.

“Right.” I snorted and hugged my chest tighter as a shiver shook my shoulders. 

There was a sour pit in my stomach, and it felt as if it were burning right through to my navel as I desperately tried not to think about the fact that Vin Hart had cut off my clothes while I lay unconscious on a metal table in a morgue. Nope. Nothing creepy about that.

The room felt as if it were spinning around me. Slowly at first, but gaining momentum as I tried to recall how I’d ended up here. The basement, the crazed suspect, the dog... Will. The dots were all there. I just couldn’t connect them into anything that made sense. I closed my eyes and pressed a hand to my face, trying to swallow the bile building in the back of my throat.

Something thudded against the door, and Vin’s clumsy return snapped my attention back to the here and now. His sneakers squeaked on the floor as he inched toward me, digging his hand down into a gray duffle bag.

“Here.” He tossed a wadded bundle of clothes into my lap from a safe distance away.

“Thanks,” I said, before realizing the clothes were damp from his most recent workout.

“I’m so sorry, Jenna.” Vin’s eyes welled, and he turned his back without me having to ask.

“Don’t sweat it,” I said, making a face at the ragged sweatpants he’d loaned me. I stuffed my shaky legs into them before easing off the table and jerking them up my thighs. They were too big, but I managed to tighten the drawstring enough until the waistband stayed around my hips.

“I really am.” Vin sniffled. “I swear, you didn’t have a pulse. This is incredible. We need to call Captain Mathis—”

“I’ll call him later,” I said, yanking his pit-stained tee shirt over my head. “I want a hot shower and some food first. Maybe a nap.”

Vin ran a hand through his dark hair and let out a nervous laugh. “You’ve been in a locker since six this morning.” He glanced down at his watch. “That’s fourteen hours, Jenna. Can you imagine if you’d woken up in there?”

I tried to remember what time Will and I had stormed the warehouse. Will.

“Where’s my partner?” I asked, my eyes migrating back toward the cold chambers.

“Your partner?” Vin stole a glance over his shoulder before deciding it was safe to look at me.

“Detective Will Banks?”

“Oh.” His eyes drooped at the corners as he pushed his glasses up his nose. “He didn’t make it. I’m sorry.”

“Which one?” I took a step toward the cold chambers, trying to read the names on the doors. I spotted my own and swallowed. Fourteen hours. How was that possible?

“Are you sure you want to do this right now? I mean, after everything you’ve—”

“Which one?” I repeated, taking another step forward.

“Here.” Vin circled the autopsy table and gave me a sidelong glance before he grasped the lever of a door next to my vacated chamber. At least I’d been in good company.

The table slid out of its cubby with a sigh. And then Vin folded the sheet back, revealing Will’s ashen face and the swell of his shoulders. I begged my heart to turn to stone. I’d have myself a long, hard cry later, but not here. Not in front of Vin or over Will’s body. He deserved better than that from me. I thought of his family.

“His wife...” I said, a lump welling in my throat before I could finish the question.

“She was here this morning,” Vin said. “With their daughter.”

I belonged in hell. It should have been Will who survived the basement. Not me. It had been my dumb mistake. And I didn’t have anyone waiting at home. No one depended on me. Hell, I didn’t even have a house cat to complain about my absence.

A blossom of old scar tissue was nestled below Will’s exposed collarbone. He’d been shot there while making a drug bust with my mother. I remembered visiting him in the hospital the week before my high school graduation.

“You’re smart for going to critter school, Jen,” he’d said to me, his thumb hovering over a morphine pump grasped in his free hand. “At least you’ll know when you’re working with an animal.” I should have heeded his warning and stayed in the vet program. But when my mother died later that year, I buried my dreams with her.

I pressed a finger to the mound of scar tissue and heard Vin suck in a soft breath. A lecture about not touching evidence was winding up. I could feel it. But Will wasn’t evidence. He was a lifeline that had kept my mother’s memory alive. That had kept me grounded once she was gone.

My eyes trailed away from the familiar scar and up to Will’s neck. A jagged gash ran from behind his ear to the hollow of his throat. The skin had been folded back and in on itself, but I could see the depth of the wound where it gaped open here and there. My stomach roiled, and my hand went to my throat, feeling for the damage I knew I’d sustained. 

But there was nothing. Not even a scratch. My skin was perfectly intact and as cool and smooth as marble. That couldn’t be right. I covered my mouth and tried to think. Nothing made sense right now, and I couldn’t decide if I was delusional or just dehydrated. I need some water, I thought as my tongue scraped the roof of my mouth again.

“What’d you put down on your initial report for my COD?”

“Uh.” Vin cleared his throat. “I couldn’t find any injuries, despite the fact that you were covered in blood. I was thinking aneurysm or stroke perhaps.” I snorted, and his ears turned bright pink. “The autopsy would have been more conclusive. Obviously, that won’t be needed now.”

“An aneurysm?” I folded my arms as Vin replaced the sheet over Will’s face and slid him back inside the cold chamber.

“I don’t know.” He took a deep breath and frowned thoughtfully. “Maybe you saw the assault on Detective Banks, went into shock...and had a nosebleed?”

“And it hit pause on my pulse for fourteen hours?”

“It’s nothing short of a miracle.” Vin nodded, agreeing with my sarcastic assessment. “You should really be checked out by your regular MD. I’ve already gathered any evidence from, uh...your person—” He paused to clear his throat again, and his face flushed. “There were no defensive wounds. No signs of rape—”

“Make me a copy of the report,” I snapped. The air in my lungs burned. My hand migrated back up to my neck. Something was missing. This wasn’t right. I needed to go back to the scene.

Vin’s face creased. “I’ll have to clear it with Captain Mathis first. That’s classified information for a case you’re not assigned to.”

“Excuse me?” I ground my teeth together as I stared him down. “You just stripped me naked and poked and prodded my unconscious body, and you wanna tell me your findings are classified?”

He took a step back. “I’m really sorry, Jenna, but it’s protocol. I can call Captain Mathis now if you want. I’m sure he’ll approve the request right away.”

“Forget it. I’ll read the report when I head into the office in the morning. You know, before I file a sexual assault claim.”

“Jenna.” His face crumpled, and he gave me a wounded scowl. “Don’t say that. I feel horrible enough as it is.”

“Yeah, I could really tell how broken up you and Billy Ray were when I came to.”

“Music helps me focus. It gets lonely down here by myself.” His eyes glossed over, and despite my building fury, guilt slugged me in the gut. I took a deep breath. And then another.

“I guess my gun and badge have already been taken into evidence?”

Vin nodded. “Your wallet and everything else, too. We really should call the captain—”

“I swear to God, if you try to lecture me on protocol again, I’m going to stuff you into one of these cold lockers.”

His lips snapped shut. “Got it.”

“Can I borrow a few bucks for a taxi?” I gave him a tight smile. Following my threat, the sudden request probably made me look like a schoolyard bully after his lunch money. “I’ll pay you back,” I added when he hesitated.

Vin untied his scrubs and began stripping them off. “I can drive you home.”

“Great. Let’s go.” I tugged the sweatpants up higher on my hips and made for the exit. 

“But how are you going to get inside without your keys?” he called after me.

“Let me worry about that one, Vin.” I held the door open and waved my arm to hurry him along.

* * * * *
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VIN DROVE A RUST-SPOTTED, lime-green Volkswagen Beetle. It was a classic model that came with all the classic problems. The thing lumbered like a dying bear through Friday night traffic down I-170, making what should have been a fifteen-minute drive to my house take closer to thirty minutes.

I sank into my seat as a semi blared its horn and moved into the next lane over to pass us. The streetlights and headlights and flashing billboards made my eyeballs feel like they were boiling in their sockets. I tried to roll the window down to get some fresh air, but the lever came off in my hand.

“Sorry, I’ve been meaning to get that fixed.” Vin gave me a nervous smile and cleared his throat for the fifth time. “The radio works fine, though, if you’d like—”

“If I die in this Nazi deathtrap, it will not be to the sounds of Waylon and Willie.” I propped my elbow on the windowsill of the door and covered my eyes with my hand. Maybe feigning sleep would keep him from dragging the conversation down memory lane. That’s where I always ended up with Vin. He couldn’t help himself.

“So, are you going to the reunion in August?” he asked, drawing an immediate groan from me.

“No.”

“Why not? You’re one of the most successful graduates from our class.”

I snorted. “Says the guy with a doctorate.”

“Says the guy who carves up dead bodies for a living,” he grumbled. “Trust me, hunting down bad guys is way more impressive.”

“Oh, yeah?” I pulled my hand away from my face and scowled at him. “Think everyone will think it impressive when they find out that I got a nosebleed and passed out while my partner was being murdered ten feet away?”

Vin swallowed, and his hands tightened on the steering wheel. “You don’t know that’s what happened, and you won’t know until you get a proper physical.”

I resumed glaring out the window.

We finally exited off the highway and headed east on Olive Boulevard. I breathed a little easier then. My precinct was in the opposite direction. Vin’s persistence that we should contact the captain had me worried that he might deliver me to his doorstep straightaway.

I wasn’t ready to face Mathis. I needed time to collect myself and remember something useful to the case. Without that, all we’d have to talk about is what a complete and utter failure I was as a detective. How I’d rushed in without backup and gotten my partner killed, all in my first week on the vice squad.

My throat swelled every time thoughts of Will entered my mind. God, what was I going to tell Alicia and Serena? They’d expect answers from me, even more so than the captain would. Even more than the local news hounds, who would undoubtedly come knocking for a statement—about my partner’s fate and my peculiar resurrection. I didn’t have answers for anyone. Not even for myself.

Vin’s hand squeezed mine unexpectedly, and I jumped.

“What?” I blinked a few times to keep my tears in check before glancing up at him.

“We’re here,” he answered slowly. His mouth opened as if he wanted to say more but feared I might chew his face off.

I pulled my hand away. “Thanks for the ride. I’ll return your clothes tomorrow.”

“Keep them,” he said, giving me a lopsided grin. If he expected me to swoon over skunky gym sweats, he was dumber than he looked.

“Okay, then.” I pushed the passenger door open, cuing a gasp from Vin.

“Let me get that for you,” he said, opening his own door. 

“I’ve got it.” I scrambled out of the car as fast as my aching body would allow and slammed the door behind me. “Thanks again,” I said over my shoulder as I headed up the front lawn. The grass was dewy on my bare feet, and it glistened in the yellow glow of my porch light.

“Don’t forget to call your doctor in the morning and make an appointment,” Vin shouted to me. He stood in the fold of his open door, one arm resting on the roof of the Beetle.

“Yup.”

“And don’t forget to call the captain, too. Soon,” he added.

I gave him a half-hearted salute from my front porch, hoping it would prompt him to get back into his car and leave. I really didn’t want him to know where I kept my hide-a-key. Of course, if he tried to use the thing, I’d have a perfectly legitimate reason to kick his ass—something I’d fantasized about since high school.

Vin’s brow creased as he stood there watching me. When it became apparent that he wasn’t going to leave until I was safely inside, I huffed and stepped off the porch. 

The mulch in the front flowerbed stuck to the bottom of my feet as I made my way to the flower box under my bedroom window. I stuffed my hand down behind a cluster of morning glories and dug around in the dirt until I found the faux rock with my spare key hidden inside. Not the cleverest of tricks, but it hadn’t failed me yet. I hurried back to the porch and unlocked the deadbolt on the front door.

“Goodnight,” Vin called as soon as had I stepped inside.

I threw my hand up, sparing him a quick wave before slamming the door shut behind me. I pressed my back against the living room wall and breathed in the cool air. It smelled like oranges and vanilla. It smelled like my mother.

My eyes brimmed with tears as Vin’s headlights flashed through the window. I was finally alone with my grief, and it came for me with a vengeance. I slid to the hardwood floor and sobbed myself into hysterics in record time. Misery and I were old friends.

Before I graduated from the police academy, I’d been required to see a shrink. They wanted to make sure my head was in the right place since my mother had died only two years before. I think they expected me to have a chip on my shoulder. A score to settle. But that wasn’t what I was doing there. I wasn’t some crazy, orphaned girl with a vendetta. 

Toni Skye hadn’t just been a hero in the department. She’d been my hero. My childhood dream of becoming a veterinarian had been born out of a desire to someday work with her on the K9 unit. I was a timid, tiny girl who loved her mommy. I was terrified of guns, and Disney villains gave me nightmares—especially Cruella De Vil. I didn’t want to be a cop. But I loved animals. Well, mostly Maggie. She had been enough to plant the seed.

I didn’t find the strength to follow in my mother’s footsteps until after she was gone. It felt as if it were the only way to be close to her, to keep her memory alive. This was my way of honoring her. 

The academy shrink didn’t think so. She said I was having trouble letting go, but that was better than wanting an excuse to rough up suspects in some screwball quest for blind justice. So she’d cleared me. Her final word of advice had been that I should take some time to grieve properly. I’d had about all the grieving I could stomach. And there was nothing proper about it.

When my sniveling hiccups finally tapered off, I pulled myself off the floor and clicked on the lamp in the corner of the living room. My mind was already in recovery mode. I was well-accustomed to this process. Step one: cry face off. Step two: drink a gallon of water. Step three eluded me as I rounded the corner and clicked on the kitchen light.

A half-eaten sandwich and bag of potato chips had been left open on the counter. Right next to my bloody house keys.
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Chapter Three
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I STOOD FROZEN FOR a long moment, staring at the bloody keys on my kitchen counter. They had been in my pocket last night. I remembered stuffing them in there with a handful of mints I’d swiped from Will’s desk before we left the precinct. They should have been in evidence with everything else that had been on me when my body was found. What the hell were they doing here?

The sandwich and chips were alarming, too. My memory was a bit scrambled, but I wasn’t one to leave food lying around for the bugs to snack on. Someone had been here. Someone was still here, I realized as my ears pricked at the sound of creaking floorboards behind me.

I ducked just in time. A baseball bat whooshed over my head. As I spun around to get a visual of my attacker, a foot landed in the center of my chest, sending me backward over the counter. The chips and sandwich went flying. My hand slapped out to brace my fall, and I managed to snag my bundle of keys before flipping ass over elbows and landing in a mangled heap on the floor. 

I hurled the keys over the counter, trying to buy myself time as I scrambled to my feet and into the pantry where I kept a spare .380 hidden in a breadbox on the top shelf. When I spun around and took aim at the intruder, my breath caught in my throat.

The girl was a hundred pounds tops, all razor-sharp bones under flushed skin. Her tangle of brown hair was wet and dripping onto the collar of one of my mother’s terrycloth bathrobes. The bat shook in her hands, and her eyes darted back and forth between the gun and my face.

“Shit, shit, shit,” she chanted.

I lowered the gun an inch but kept it trained on her. “What are you doing in my house?”

“You were dead.” She gave me a twitchy, nervous shrug. “I didn’t think you’d mind.”

“So you stole my keys and decided to help yourself to my amenities?” I was beside myself. What kind of person took keys off a presumably dead body? Wait— “You were at the warehouse.” I lifted my gun again as a knot tightened in my chest.

The girl shifted her weight from foot to foot as if preparing to bolt. “Hey, I tried to help. I was just...too late. Or so I thought,” she added under her breath. Her gaze slid down to my neck.

“What happened down there? What did you see?” I squeezed the grip of my gun tighter to keep my hands from trembling.

“Nothing! Okay?” She blew out a disgruntled sigh and tilted the bat back to rest over one shoulder. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

“Secret?” Nausea stirred in my stomach. Maybe I didn’t want to know what had happened in the basement. What if I’d done something even worse than watch my partner die?

I swallowed and panted my next few breaths while my vision clouded over, washing the room and the strange girl in shades of red. That was new. Something was definitely wrong with me. Vin was right. I needed to schedule an appointment with my doctor.

The girl squinted at me. “Oh, man. You don’t know. Do you?” She took a tentative step toward me, her hands wringing the neck of the bat.

“Get back!” I shook the gun at her, determined to hold my ground. “I’m... I’m—” Placing you under arrest for breaking and entering. The words were there, but my train of thought had barreled ahead before I could get them out.

If I turned her in, I wouldn’t be the one interrogating her about what had happened at the warehouse. I wouldn’t be allowed anywhere near the investigation—not now that my partner was dead and I’d spent the day in the morgue. I’d be required to take a few weeks of leave and go through a dozen therapy sessions before Mathis even considered giving me another case. 

Someone else had probably already taken over the investigation. They’d be interviewing me soon, and I didn’t have half a clue what to tell them. I needed to find out more first, and this girl was the only lead I had. But calling her sudden appearance luck was premature, especially considering she’d made herself a little too at home for my liking.

“What were you doing in that basement?” I asked, trying to keep the panic out of my tone.

The girl sucked on her bottom lip and lowered the bat to the kitchen counter before sliding onto one of the barstools. “Probably the same thing you were.”

“And what is it you think I was doing?”

“Looking for those missing girls.” Her eyes met mine for a brief second, and then she looked down at her hands. “I promised I’d come back and bust them out.”

I recognized her now, from a photograph in the file. It had been dated, taken when she was in foster care. Maybe eighth grade. “Amanda?”

“Mandy,” she said, giving me an offended sneer. “Mandy Starsgard.”

“Are you homeless?” I asked, deciding I could forgive her for breaking in if that were the case.

She glanced around the kitchen and cocked an eyebrow. “Not at the moment.”

“Well, Mandy,” I said, finally lowering my gun to my side. “I’m going to need you to tell me everything you know. Who runs this prostitution ring? Where are their headquarters and other locations of operation? Do you think you could identify them and their affiliates from a suspect lineup?”

Mandy let out a hiccup of a laugh and grinned at me. “You don’t give up, do you? Not even death stands in this one’s way.”

“I had an aneurysm,” I said, blushing at the absurdity of Vin’s theory. “Or something like that. It’s nothing, and I’m sure my doctor will agree tomorrow.”

“I wouldn’t be too quick to check in with your doc.” The amusement faded from Mandy’s expression. “The humans can be problematic and draw a lot of unwanted attention from the higher-ups.”

And just like that, my hope evaporated. I stared at her, wondering if maybe I should call a psychiatric ward rather than the police. Taking her statement about the warehouse incident seemed a bit futile at this point, but even mentally ill people provided useful tips from time to time.

“Yes, the humans. Such a pain,” I said, unable to keep the sardonic tone out of my voice.

Mandy picked a stray potato chip off the counter, one of the few that had survived our introduction, and popped it into her mouth. “You think I’m crazy. That’s okay. You’ll figure it out soon enough.”

I sighed and tucked the .380 into the waistband of my pants. “You can stay here tonight, but tomorrow, I’m taking you to the station so you can give your statement, and then to the woman’s shelter.”

“I don’t need a shelter,” Mandy snapped. “I need to find the Scarlett Inn and bust my friends out before it’s too late. Girls don’t last long in that place, not even the ones they turn.”

“The Scarlett Inn? That’s what they call it?” I wanted to be excited by the new detail, but my faith in Mandy as a reliable source had been crippled. I couldn’t take her seriously now. My focus shifted to the unquenched thirst that had plagued me since waking in the morgue.

I yanked open the refrigerator door and grabbed a bottle of orange Gatorade. Mandy gave me a horrified look as I twisted the lid off.

“This isn’t going to end well,” she said as I turned the bottle up and chugged.

The liquid burned on my tongue and gums, almost as if it were carbonated. Or half-cut with battery acid. The sensation only worsened as the drink ventured down my throat and sloshed into my empty stomach. It gurgled once, twice, and then I was suddenly a stunt double for the Exorcist. The Gatorade spewed across the room in a wide arc, creating a vomit rainbow over the countertop before sloshing against the back of one of the chairs at the kitchen table.

Mandy had retreated from my trajectory in the nick of time and pressed herself against the back wall next to the sliding glass door. “Told you so.”

I gave her a dirty look. “How could you have possibly known that would happen?” I wiped my chin off with the back of my hand and then coughed up a clot of blood across my knuckles. That wasn’t a good sign.

“You need blood,” Mandy said, creeping back to her abandoned barstool.

“I hardly see how a transfusion is going to help.”

“To drink.” She raised both eyebrows and gave me a pointed look. “And don’t even think about asking me. I would scrub toilets in a truck stop before opening a vein for a bloodsucker.”

“Bloodsucker?” I swallowed and winced at the searing pain in my throat. And I’d thought I was thirsty before. “Maybe I should stick to water.” I opened a cabinet and pulled down a glass.

“Water won’t be any better. Maybe hold your head over the sink this time?” Mandy suggested.

I ignored her warning and filled my glass at the tap. I meant to take a small sip, but I was so thirsty. Before I could stop myself, I’d downed half the glass, greedily gulping until cool water spilled over my chin. It soothed my tongue and throat. For a few seconds anyway. And then I was choking and gagging up water over the sink like I’d just survived the Titanic.

“What. The. Hell?” I glared accusingly at Mandy.

“I tried to tell you.” She sighed and rested her chin in the palm of one hand. “You’re dead, Miss Detective Lady. But don’t take my word for it. Have you checked your pulse yet?”

“What?” I shouted at her. I wanted to roll my eyes, but my fingers were already pressed to the side of my neck, searching. It felt like a million years, but I did finally feel a gentle pulse against my fingertips. “Ha! I have a heartbeat. What now, crazy pants?”

She snorted and rapped her knuckles along the counter’s edge. “How many beats would you say per minute?”

My fingers went back to my neck, and after a few seconds of waiting, my patience evaporated. “I’m not a damn doctor. I’ll schedule a physical tomorrow, and everything will be fine.”

“If you do that, House Lilith will sic their agents on you,” Mandy said, a serious note creeping into her voice. “I won’t help you if they get involved. They kill mutts like me for sport.”

“Nothing you say makes any sense!” I screamed at her. I was starting to lose my cool. Not being able to keep anything down and choking up blood probably hadn’t helped. I seized the dishtowel hanging off the oven door and wiped my hands and face off while I waited for my temper to dissipate. “You probably have some contagious disease that you’ve passed on to me—”

“I’m healthy as a horse.” Mandy gave me a smug grin. “My digestive tract and heart work fine, but then again, I’m not the walking, talking, bitching undead.”

“I’ve had about enough of this. I’m calling the police.” I snatched the phone off the wall cradle beside Mandy, but before I could punch in any numbers, she ripped the entire base free with one hand, leaving a gaping hole in the drywall. The plastic cracked and groaned in her grasp, and the inner workings wheezed out a dying ring.

“You want my help finding those girls, and I want yours,” she hissed. “So quit being stupid and get your shit together. We have work to do, and I don’t have time to coddle a baby bloodsucker through the change.”

I ground my teeth and stared at her until my vision turned red again. My hand went to the .380 in my waistband, but I didn’t get a chance to draw it. The doorbell made us both jump, and the heavy pounding that followed sent my lagging heart into overdrive.

“Skye, open this damn door before I kick it in,” Captain Mathis shouted from my front porch. 

I was going to strangle Vin.
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MANDY’S EYES LOOKED like they might fall out of her head. They sparkled, taking on a yellow hue that I quickly convinced myself was a reflection of the overhead light. Mathis continued to beat on the front door, and I had a moment of panic, thinking that he might actually follow through on his threat to kick it in.

I nodded my head toward the hall. “Go hide in my room,” I whispered. When Mandy looked like she might refuse, I added, “Unless you’d like to give your statement to the captain?”

She sneered and slid soundlessly off the barstool before making a beeline for my bedroom. I waited for the door to close behind her, then I cut across the living room and flipped the deadbolt on the front door.

“Hold on,” I shouted over Mathis’s pounding.

Tom Mathis was a beast. He looked like Tom Selleck—if Tom Selleck had been the Hulk and frozen halfway through his transformation. He filled my doorway and almost had to duck as he forced his way inside without an invitation. 

“Jesus, Skye. You look like shit,” he said by way of greeting, taking in the borrowed sweats dotted with blood and traces of Mandy’s stolen dinner. From the way his nose curled up over his thick mustache, I was sure he could smell the vomit and sweat, too. I fingered my hair with one hand, praying I wouldn’t find a rogue potato chip, and closed the door behind Mathis.

“Yeah, the morgue might be cheaper, but it’s definitely not as effective as a day at the spa.” I folded my arms as I turned to face him.

“You should be in the hospital getting checked out,” he said, giving me another once-over. “I stood over your body this morning. You weren’t breathing. You were pale as a sheet. What the hell were you thinking having Dr. Hart drive you home?”

I sighed and cocked one shoulder. “I’ll call my doc in the morning. I was planning to call you in the morning, too.”

“Oh, really?” he asked. “Thanks. What’s a few extra hours of dwelling over getting my newest detective killed, right? And never mind your partner’s death. You’re the only known witness to his murder, but maybe you don’t think his family deserves justice, is that it?”

“Of course, they do.” I gasped and felt my fingers dig into my arms. “But I don’t remember anything—not anything useful anyway. I was hoping I would by morning.” My face was on fire, and I couldn’t bring myself to make eye contact with him. I sniffled and blinked away a tear before crossing the room and collapsing into a recliner. My head throbbed, and my eyes burned.

“I’m glad you’re alive,” Mathis said, his gruff voice only slightly softer. He was pissed, and he had every right to be. “Having you back is better than Christmas. I still can’t believe my eyes. But you know how this works. You’ll have to give a proper statement.”

“I will,” I said, nodding slowly. “Who’s heading up the investigation? Collins?”

“No.” Mathis groaned and took a seat on the end of my sofa. “The FBI sent in one of their vultures. We’ve been completely taken off the case, effective immediately.”

“What? On what grounds?”

“On the grounds that they tracked the crime ring here from Denver.” Mathis rested his elbows on his knees and laced his fingers together. “They’re bad news. Much worse than we originally thought. I should have never put you and Banks on that case, not for your first week with vice.”

“You didn’t know. It wasn’t your fault.” I pulled my knees up beside me and massaged my forehead with my fingertips.

Mathis looked at me a long moment. I’d witnessed how effective his scrutinizing stare could be on suspects, but I never imagined I’d find myself on the receiving end of it.

“If you’re going to ask me something, just ask,” I said.

“Did you get a good look at the bastard who killed Banks?”

“It was dark.” I shook my head, and my eyes unfocused as my gaze fell to the floor. “I wanna say he was a big guy, but he was so fast, it’s hard to know for sure. He might have been on drugs, he...” My hand went to my throat. I had a vivid memory of the pain I’d felt as the man gnawed through flesh and tendons. The slurping, purring noises he’d made in my ear. The rush of hot blood spreading down my neck and soaking the front of my shirt.

“He what?” Mathis prompted me. But I couldn’t go on, not without raising a thousand other questions that I didn’t know how to answer.

“He was erratic and foaming at the mouth,” I said, rubbing my collarbone.

“What else can you remember about him?” Mathis’s eyes took me in with skeptical reserve. “Skin color? Hair color?”

“Again, it was dark.” I tilted my head to one side and tried to think. “He could have been blond or maybe even a redhead. In the moonlight, his skin looked fairly pale. Definitely Caucasian.”

Mathis nodded and smoothed one side of his graying mustache with a thumb. “Your ma used to bring your school drawings in and pin them up in her office. They were pretty good. You still do much of that?”

“Not really,” I admitted. “But I know what you’re thinking. I’ll try, but I can’t make any promises.”

“Just do your best. If the bastard is still around these parts, we’ll find him.”

“What about the FBI?”

Mathis shrugged. “All we have to say to the public is that this guy is wanted for questioning in an ongoing case.”

“But it’s not our case.” I lifted an eyebrow.

“Never said it was.” Mathis stood up from the sofa. “But who would argue that it’s not ongoing?”

Hopeful vengeance blossomed in the pit of my stomach. “We’re going to get justice for Banks one way or another.”

“I’m going to get justice for Banks,” Mathis said. A stern line cut across his brow as he looked down at me. “You’re going to take a month off and have a few long chats with Dr. Townsend.”

I closed my eyes and pressed my head against the back of the recliner. “Ugh.”

“You know the drill, Skye. I can’t let you come back until you’re cleared by the department shrink.” His eyebrows drew together as he stole a quick glance around the living room. “Looks like you might have more to talk about than Banks.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

Mathis fingered the blue curtains over the front window and then touched a framed picture on the wall, one of my mother and Maggie. “This room hasn’t changed a lick in ten years, Skye.”

“And? So? I’m a cop, not an interior decorator.”

“Then hire one.” He gave me a pitying smile, and it took all my willpower not to snarl at him.

I was not some broken thing that needed fixing. I’d lost my mother. Most people did, eventually, in life. It wasn’t some rare or chronic illness that I suffered from. The fact that I hadn’t changed much about my childhood home was not proof that I was off my rocker. I didn’t know what everyone expected from me. Was I supposed to gut the place and buy all new fixtures and knickknacks so they were more comfortable on the rare occasions that they visited? Was my mother’s memory really so painful that they wanted to erase it entirely? And they thought I was the one with issues. Yeah, right.

I stood and walked Mathis to the front door, ready to be alone with my thoughts. Then I remembered the lanky girl hiding out in my bedroom in my mother’s bathrobe. Shit.

“Keep me updated on how your doctor’s appointment goes,” Mathis said as he stepped out onto my porch and turned around to face me. 

“Will do.”

“You really should have gone to the emergency room,” he added, giving me another appraising glare. “Are you sure you don’t want me to take you there now?”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m fine. Really. I’d rather wait and see my own doctor than be poked and prodded by a handful of exhausted strangers anyway.”

Mathis made a disapproving sound in the back of his throat, but he nodded. “I’ll wait until morning to notify the FBI agent heading up the case, and I’ll touch base with Dr. Townsend too, let her know you’ll be making your first appointment soon.” He gave me a sharp look but followed it up by squeezing my shoulder. “I’m glad you’re okay, kid.”

“Thanks.” I gave him a tight smile. I didn’t care for patronizing pet names, but considering he’d spent the day assuming I was dead and feeling responsible, I let it slide.

I watched Mathis cut across my lawn and climb into his pickup truck before I shut the front door and flipped the deadbolt back in place. The truck roared to life a moment later, and then the sound of the engine faded into the distance.

I sighed and pressed my back against the wall, wondering how long Mandy would wait in my bedroom if I didn’t call her out. I just wanted a few minutes to myself. That was all. But rising from the dead seemed to have used up all my luck for the foreseeable future.

The bedroom door creaked open, and Mandy’s voice echoed down the hall. “Coast clear?”

“If I say no, are you going to come out anyway?”

She huffed and slinked around the corner wearing one of my band tee shirts and a pair of yoga pants. “The FBI getting involved is going to complicate things,” she said, propping a bony hip against the wall beside me.

“Ya think?”

“And Raphael had brown hair, not blond or red.”

“You heard all that?” I frowned at her. “Does this Raphael have a last name? And what do you mean by he had brown hair?”

Mandy snorted out a short laugh. “I told you I tried to help, remember? I might have been too late to save your ass, but I definitely took care of his.”

I didn’t think it was possible, but my throat felt even drier. I tried to swallow and moved my tongue around inside my mouth, hoping to inspire some saliva. “By took care of, you mean...”

Mandy’s lips pursed, and she folded her arms. “Well, I didn’t jerk him off. What do you think I mean?”

“Vin didn’t mention a third body,” I said, pressing my palms to my temples where a headache was slowly building. This was getting out of hand. I had to keep reminding myself that she was a basket case whose eyewitness account couldn’t be trusted. Next, she’d be telling me I’d been probed by aliens.

“There wasn’t a third body,” Mandy said, obnoxious pride lighting her eyes. “Because I ate it.”

I crinkled my nose and leaned away from her. “You’ve got some serious issues, girl. I don’t know if I’m comfortable letting you stay in my home with screws that loose.”

“Says the bloodsucker who refuses to feed.” She rolled her eyes. “If anyone’s a hazard in this house, it’s you.”

“Again, with the bloodsucker nonsense?” I pushed away from the wall and headed back toward the kitchen. 

Maybe I was a glutton for punishment, but I was going to give this beverage dilemma one more go. My thirst was a constant itch in the back of my throat that felt like it was progressively working its way down to my gut, spreading parched desert in its wake. If I didn’t solve this problem soon, I was sure I’d crumble into a pile of dust.

“Skye? Is that your name?” Mandy asked, following me around the corner. “I didn’t catch it when I checked your license for an address.”

“So that’s how you found your way here.” I harrumphed. “A real pro at this squatting business, aren’t you?”

Mandy didn’t look ashamed in the least by my accusation. “I do what I have to.” She paused at the kitchen table, her hand hovering over the chair covered in my orangey vomit, before thinking better of it and grasping the back of the next chair over.

“My name’s Jenna,” I said, rinsing my glass at the sink.

“Should I call you Jen?”

I mimicked the look she’d given me for calling her Amanda. “You can call me Detective Skye.”

Mandy snorted. “And you can call me the Queen of England.” She made a crude gesture with her hand at her crotch. “Look, I’m not here to cramp your style. I just want to find my friends and set them free, okay? I already took care of your bad guy, so help me take care of mine.”

“My bad guy? Raphael the brunette?” I made a face at her as I filled my glass at the sink. Her brows drew together as she watched me.

“You’re not a very quick learner, are you?”

“Cheers.” I lifted the glass at her before bringing it to my lips. I was more careful this time, taking the tiniest drink possible. I let the small bit of water slosh around my mouth, enjoying the feel of it against my dry tongue and cheeks. Then I swallowed, paying close attention to my body’s reaction.

A split second later, I was gasping and heaving over the sink. Blood splattered the stainless steel basin as I hiccupped out a sob. “This isn’t fair.”

Mandy sighed—a long, grueling breath that suggested she wasn’t thrilled about having to witness this any more than I was thrilled about having to experience it. “Do any of your neighbors have a pet cat they let roam the streets at night?” she asked in a flat voice.

“Excuse me?” I gave her an incredulous look.

“It’s not caviar, but it will do in a pinch...and I can hunt it down for you.” She blushed and cleared her throat as if she’d offered me a favor that was beneath her.

“You’re certifiable. You know that?” I wiped my face with the bloody dishtowel and took a deep breath, trying to decide if I could wait until morning or if I should head to the ER now. Maybe they could hook me up to an IV before I keeled over from dehydration.

Mandy tilted her head to one side, and her ear twitched. “Well, aren’t you Miss Popular.”

Keys jingled at the front door, and a panic sharper than the captain’s visit had conjured ripped through my chest.

“Get in the pantry,” I hissed, snatching Mandy by the arm and yanking her across the kitchen.

“Wha—” she protested, swatting at my hand.

“Shhhh!” I placed a finger over my mouth and then closed the door softly so as not to make any noise.

The front door opened and closed, and then the sound of bags dropping to the floor and a heavy sob shuddered through the house. I swallowed and stepped into the living room.

“What are you doing here, Laura?” I asked, folding my arms under my breasts.

My twin sister gasped as she spun around to face me, almost falling out of her stilettos. Her red hair lay in a sleek wave over one shoulder, but her makeup streaked down her face, greasy slug trails brought on by a downpour of tears. 

“Is this some kind of sick joke?” she said, her voice trembling with more emotion than I’d ever heard her put forth on the soap opera she starred in.

“The reports of my death were greatly exaggerated,” I said, quoting our favorite author—at least, Mark Twain had been our favorite author when we were kids. I couldn’t imagine Laura reading anything other than tabloids these days. “How’s Hollywood?”

“He’s fine,” Laura snapped. “We’re fine.” She sniffled and pulled herself up straighter with a deep breath. “Why did Tom Mathis call and tell me you were dead?”

“They thought I was,” I said, cringing. “I spent the day in a locker at the morgue.”

Laura gasped. “Oh my God.” Her hand flew to her chest, and her glossy, blue eyes swelled with fresh tears. 

I turned away from her and glanced across the room at the clock on the fireplace mantel. It was nearing midnight. “I’ve only been awake for a few hours.”

“What in the world made them think you were dead?”

“I didn’t have a heartbeat,” I answered. “I do now, though, so I’m fine.” I thought of the nearly nonexistent pulse I’d felt in my neck earlier and licked my chapped lips, wondering what it could mean.

Laura’s eyes picked me apart, making a slower assessment than the captain’s had but coming to the same useless verdict. “Shouldn’t you be at the hospital, sweetie? You look awful.”

“Thanks.” I snorted and returned her judgy ogling. “You look...picture perfect, as always.”

“Right.” She let out a ghost of a laugh and fingered the puddled mascara under her eyes. “I look like I belong on a horror set.”

A soft growl sounded from her pile of matching pink luggage, and I sucked in a surprised breath when she unearthed a tiny pet carrier. A straw-colored Chihuahua in a blue vest yipped at me through the screen.

“Someone’s valium finally wore off,” Laura cooed as she unlatched the door. 

The Chihuahua jumped over her open hand and did a belly flop on the hardwood, letting out a high-pitched grunt that sounded more like a squeak toy. Then it hopped up and raced for the kitchen, its little toenails skittering along the floor as it lost traction and rounded the corner.

Laura followed it, and I was a step behind. I remembered Mandy just as the pooch made it to the pantry. It yipped and jumped up and down, scratching at the base of the door.

“Do you smell a treat?” Laura cooed, reaching for the doorknob.

“Wait!” I shouted, the word sticking in my throat as a massive black dog emerged from the pantry—the same dog I’d seen in the warehouse basement.

The creature growled at the Chihuahua, cuing the tiny beast to relieve itself on the kitchen floor. And then Laura really did fall out of her stilettos.
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“WHEN DID YOU GET A dog?” Laura had to ask the question twice before I snapped out of my trance.

“I... I don’t know,” I answered, scratching my head.

Laura scooped up the Chihuahua and ripped a few paper towels off the roll hanging under the cabinets. She dropped them over the small puddle her pooch had made, her eyes never leaving the enormous dog standing in the threshold of the pantry.

“What breed is that? Some sort of German Shepherd mix?” she asked, nervously stroking the Chihuahua. The thing had stopped yapping, but it shivered so violently, I feared Laura might drop it.

“I don’t know,” I answered again. I wasn’t sure I knew anything anymore.

Laura gave me a quizzical frown before her gaze pulled back to the pantry. “She kinda looks like Maggie.”

I swallowed and nodded, not trusting my voice. The giant dog made a groaning noise, and I could have sworn I saw its eyes roll. At least it had stopped growling. It threw a cautious glare at Laura before darting through the kitchen and down the hallway to my bedroom. Laura blinked after it.

“Did you move into Mom’s old bedroom?” she asked, her voice small and guarded.

I hugged myself and licked my bottom lip. “Yeah, it made sense. I haven’t touched any of your stuff,” I quickly added. “You can stay in our old room if you want to.”

Laura’s back straightened, but she looked away from me. “I have a hotel reservation.”

“But you brought your luggage here,” I said with a frown.

Her cheeks flushed, and she let out a little sigh. “I came straight from the airport to check on the house. And it’s a good thing I did. What if you really had been dead, and that poor dog was stuck in the pantry all night?” She made a face at me. “And why would you keep it in there? What would Mom say?”

“What would Mom say?” A scornful laugh escaped me. “Like you care. What do you think she would say about you screwing a producer to get a role in a cheesy soap opera?”

Laura’s cheeks puffed out. “How dare you! Henry’s Courtroom has won multiple awards.”

“Two,” I said, giving her a level glare. “It’s won two awards, Laura. And one of them was the equivalent of a Raspberry.”

“How would you know? I thought you said daytime television was for sad, lonely housewives.”

I knew it was only a matter of time before Laura and I would resort to the familiar script. Though I’d hoped it would take longer than this. We hadn’t seen each other in almost ten years, and the few phone calls we’d shared were short and often ended in bitter tears and biting insults. For identical twins, we were nothing alike. From Laura’s dyed locks to her stiletto heels, she was a complete stranger to
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