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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Macey Carpenter ducked under the police tape blocking off an alley on St. Peter Street and smoothed her hair toward the tight bun she wore near the nape of her neck. Storm clouds gathered in the darkening sky, and the summer air hung thick and wet. It was a typical steamy August night in the French Quarter, but the heavy humidity did nothing to quell the chorus of offending odors dancing in the air. She wrinkled her nose.

      Slipping her hands into a pair of blue latex gloves, she snapped them at the wrists. The slight sting helped to separate the gruesomeness she’d soon see from the ordinary life she’d return to later. Disconnecting the good from the bad in her mind kept the nightmares at bay.

      She paced into the alley, and three men in blue nodded curtly as they passed. “Carpenter,” the blond with a crew cut muttered.

      She nodded back and inhaled a deep breath. Angling up her nose to catch the wind, she rifled through the array of scents it presented her. The overpowering aroma of the female victim’s Chanel couldn’t cover the metallic reek of blood. Lucky for the woman, most of the blood seemed to belong to the attacker.

      Macey shook her head. Seven sexual assaults in three weeks’ time. In each case, the victims described a different man. Different, yet similar enough that they had to be connected. But how? The assailant had disappeared every time but this one. What the hell was going on in this town?

      She stepped into the courtyard and took in the landscape of the crime scene. Six nineteenth-century buildings backed onto a shared park. Willows lined the square, their sorrowful branches looming over the grief-stricken scene. A weathered stone fountain bubbled at the center of the wooded garden, and a thirty-foot magnolia tree towered in the corner, the perfume of its citrusy, white flowers mingling with the stale stench of death, creating a sickly-sweet fragrance that made her stomach turn.

      “It’s about time you got here, boss.” Bryce Samuels winked and sauntered toward her.

      Macey stopped and put her hands on her hips before shaking her head at her partner. “Traffic. What have we got?” After dropping her bag near a wall, she knelt to examine the alleged rapist’s body. A series of jagged, foot-long gashes stretched from chest to pelvic bone, almost as if it had taken three slashes with the blade to lay the guy open. The pupils were dilated—the blood-red eyes frozen in a look of surprised terror.

      “Victim’s over there.” Bryce gestured with his head to a stone bench near the common’s entrance. A green-eyed redhead sat, wrapped in a stiff blanket, giving a statement to a uniform. “Same story as the others. Difference is, this time…there’s evidence.”

      Macey followed his gaze to the body that lay before her. “Unless it was a sloth, I don’t see how a dog or a bear could’ve done this with only three nails. Look here.” She traced her gloved hand along each rip in the flesh. “It doesn’t make sense.”

      Bryce crossed his arms. “No, it doesn’t. But this is the first time the attacker is actually still at the scene.”

      “I know.” Macey pulled off her gloves and dropped them in a trash bag. “Let’s talk to the victim.”

      “Shall we?” Bryce motioned with his hands, and Macey took the lead. The uniform had finished his questioning, and the woman sat alone, shivering in the sweltering August heat. Funny how shock could do that to a body.

      Her dark green blanket slipped off one slumped shoulder, revealing a black T-shirt with a restaurant name embroidered on the breast. The woman inhaled a shaky breath as Macey approached, but she didn’t lift her gaze from the cobblestone path.

      Macey sat on the edge of the bench, the cool stone taming the Louisiana summer. Bryce leaned against the wall behind her.

      “Hey there. I’m Detective Macey Carpenter, but you can call me Macey.”

      The redhead sniffled and wiped her eyes.

      Macey folded her hands in her lap. “What’s your name?”

      “It’s Amy. Couldn’t you read that in your report?” Her sarcasm didn’t mask the fear in her voice. She wiped her eyes again and stared straight ahead.

      Macey’s chest tightened. She’d dealt with her own personal grief, so she could imagine what this poor woman was going through. Although, Macey had spent more than her fair share of time in denial, and Amy seemed to have skipped that stage and plowed straight into anger. “I could have looked at the report, but I’d rather hear it from you. You know…since you were here and all. I want to help.”

      “Doesn’t everyone?” Amy wrapped the blanket tighter around her shoulders, her bobbed hair swishing forward to cover her face as she stared at the ground. “Everyone says they want to help, but when you tell the truth, do they believe you?” She blinked at Macey. “Hell no, they don’t. And why am I not in the hospital? I was raped, for Pete’s sake. Just because some…thing saved me and killed the asshole, I have to be questioned first? What? You think I killed him? I didn’t, but believe me, if I could’ve…I would’ve in a heartbeat. Men like that don’t deserve to live.”

      Macey took a deep breath. She understood anger. Resentment. Desperation. Those feelings were nothing new to her, though she’d buried them long ago. And though they rarely reared their ugly heads anymore, she still hadn’t mastered acceptance. “What thing saved you, Amy? Was it an animal?”

      Amy scoffed. “Animal. Man. Alien. It doesn’t matter. No one believes me anyway.”

      Macey placed her hand on Amy’s. “I believe you. Trust me. I’ve been on the trail of this thing for weeks. You aren’t the first victim to tell me this story, but you are the first to have evidence. Please…I need you to tell me everything.”

      Amy took a deep breath and looked her square in the eyes. Holding her gaze, Macey gave her all the trust and reassurance she could without words. Amy exhaled and slumped her shoulders. “Okay. I’ll tell you.”
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        * * *

      

      As Luke Mason stepped through the door of O’Malley’s Pub, a curtain of cool, crisp air blasted his sweat drenched skin. At ninety-eight degrees and one hundred percent humidity, the Vieux Carré felt more like a Dutch oven than a French Quarter. He closed his eyes and let the coolness soothe his aching limbs as he entered the building. The low ceiling and bare brick walls were typical of the nineteenth-century structures in the Quarter. Shaded lights hung from exposed beams, casting a smoky glow over the bar.

      He sat on a stool and took a long, refreshing gulp of the Blue Moon beer that sat ready on the counter, waiting for him.

      “Rough day at the office?” Chase, the bartender, cocked his head toward the scar across Luke’s bicep. Luke looked at his arm and shrugged. The thin, raised scab had been a gash two hours ago.

      “Piece of scaffolding jumped out and got me. No biggie.” He downed the rest of his beer and asked for another.

      “Well, if that’s all.” Chase set down the mug he was polishing and poured another Blue Moon. At six foot one, he stood several inches shorter than Luke, but his height didn’t make him any less of a fighter. If Luke trusted anyone to have his back no matter what, it would be him. An intricate series of tattoos sleeved Chase’s arms, and he sported piercings in his ears and eyebrow.

      Luke’s only tattoo occupied his right shoulder. A fleur-de-lis designed from a wolf head signified his allegiance to the pack. The star in the center symbolized his bloodline—a direct descendent of the first family. And he wasn’t just a descendent; he was next in line for pack leader. He finished his beer and slid the empty glass to his friend.

      “What are you gonna do about James?” Chase placed the glass in the sink.

      Luke wiped his hand down his face. “Is he back there?”

      Chase nodded. With his hands on the bar, Luke heaved himself from the stool and shuffled toward the back room. He chuckled at the sign on the door—Employees and Werewolves Only—written in marker on a piece of cardboard. It came about as a joke from the customers—that his father, with his long, salt-and-pepper beard and almost-furry arms, looked like a wolf-man. They didn’t know how right they were.

      The Crescent City Wolf Pack—at two hundred members strong and growing—was the sixth largest in the nation. Werewolves tended to congregate in towns with immense wooded areas. While New Orleans itself consisted of more city than forest, the vast swamp lands surrounding the area made for prime hunting grounds. And for tough wolves.

      Hunting gators wasn’t any easier than it looked on television. While a bite rarely killed a werewolf, it sure hurt like hell. But the thrill of the hunt was worth double the pain. What other choice did they have? Nutria? The beaver-sized swamp rats satisfied the hunger, but they did nothing for the rush. Deer were abundant—and fun to chase—but nothing beat the thrill of hunting gators. They made worthy opponents.

      The door shut behind him with a thud. Bright fluorescent lights hummed from above, giving the stone corridor a greenish glow. He turned the corner and descended a short flight of brick steps to the office.

      The blinds drawn over the window blocked his view of the scene inside. He tried the knob but found it locked. It must’ve been more serious than he’d thought. He fished in his pocket and pulled out a key to unlock the door. When Luke stepped inside, James sat slouched in a chair, shaking his head. Stephen, third in command and Luke’s cousin, leaned against the oak desk, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “What are you going to do about this?” Stephen spat, shifting his weight to his feet and gesturing to James. “The cops are going to be looking for him.”

      Luke raised an eyebrow and regarded his cousin. Everyone knew Stephen wanted to be pack leader—and he already had a mate—but his moral compass didn’t quite point in the right direction.

      “No one will know who—or what—to look for.” Luke turned to James. “The woman never saw you in human form?”

      “No.” James shook his head and dragged his hands down his face. “I don’t know what happened. He should’ve disintegrated like the others. There wasn’t supposed to be blood. Demons don’t bleed.”

      Stephen cut him off. “This obviously wasn’t a demon.”

      James sighed as Luke took the chair next to him. “It was a demon, Luke. I smelled it. Its eyes were red, and…”

      Luke put a palm on his shoulder, and James covered it with his own four-fingered hand. He’d lost his pinkie on a construction site when he worked for Luke. “It’s okay, man. We’ll figure it out.”

      “Figure it out?” Stephen paced the floor, his hands balled into fists. “What’s there to figure out? He killed a human, and he needs to be dealt with. You should put him in the pit.”

      Luke narrowed his eyes. His cousin would happily throw people into the pack’s specially designed prison for minor infractions without learning all the facts. “I’ll take that into consideration. You can go now.”

      Stephen’s jaw tightened with an audible click. “You’d better take care of this.”

      “I said you can go.”

      Stephen glared at James and stormed out the door, slamming it behind him.

      Luke shook his head. “Ignore him. He’s peeved because he has no power in enforcing.”

      “He will if he has his way.”

      “He won’t.” The good of the pack always came first. He’d learned that by watching his father lead.

      James’s face went serious. “I hope not. I’ll go rogue before I’ll serve a tyrant like that. I know he’s your cousin and all…but, shit. He scares me. A lot of us.”

      “Nothing to worry about. He won’t become alpha.”

      James furrowed his brow. “You’ve only got about a month before your old man retires. You can find a mate by then?”

      “If I’m going to become alpha, I don’t have a choice.” He rose to his feet and stepped around his desk, settling into a large leather office chair that squeaked as it absorbed his weight. He’d have to get the WD-40 after it soon. Picking up a pen and a pad of paper, he squared his gaze on James. No more friendliness. It was time to play his role as enforcer.

      “The monster attacking that woman smelled like a demon. He gave you every reason to believe he came straight from hell, but he wasn’t a demon. At least, not full demon.”

      James twisted in his seat. Sweat beaded on his forehead. Luke’s main job was to deal with rogues and other rule-breakers. Not a job he enjoyed, but he didn’t have a choice. His father was pack leader, which made Luke second in command. He couldn’t stand seeing his friend cower like this, but he had to keep his aura of power strong to keep the pack under control.

      “Tell me what happened, James. From the beginning.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Macey gave the victim a sad smile as the EMT closed the ambulance door. Poor woman. The nightmares she’s going to have. She shook her head and returned to the scene.

      As she walked up the alley, a sultry breeze wafted the scent of burnt flesh to her nostrils. Surely Bryce hadn’t dropped a cigarette on the body again. Though it had only happened once, five years prior, no one on the force would let him live it down.

      “Bryce!” She quickened her step and found him talking with the coroner. “Why do I smell burning flesh?” She wiped a bead of sweat off her brow as she marched toward her partner.

      “I know what you’re getting at, but I haven’t smoked in years, so don’t you even start on me with that crap, blondie.” He signed the coroner’s tablet and turned to face her. “Anyway, I don’t smell anything but death.”

      Macey bit her bottom lip and glanced around the alley. Two men with a stretcher loaded the body into a van as the rest of the uniforms packed up their stuff to head out. Nothing appeared to be burning, but she couldn’t deny the distinct, sharp scent of cinder in the air.

      She trailed her hand along a building as she paced toward the courtyard, allowing the stories of long ago to seep into her senses. That old carriage house had seen so much. If only it could talk to the rest of the world the way it spoke to her. If only it could tell her who the killer was…

      “You coming? Donuts are on me tonight.” Bryce jingled his car keys in his hand, pulling Macey out of her mini trance.

      She looked at her partner. He wore his light brown hair cut short on the sides, shaggy on top, and his goofy smile made his eyes sparkle when he laughed. If she didn’t think of him so fondly as an older brother, she might have been attracted to him. Good thing she wasn’t. Being partners was close enough for her comfort. Macey preferred to keep everyone at arm’s length, and Bryce had already worked his way up to her elbow.

      “Nah. I think I’m going to hang around here a while. See if anything comes to me. You know?”

      He knew more about Macey’s “ability” than anyone else. She hated calling it an ability, but wasn’t that what it was?

      He wrapped his arm around her. “You do that, boss. But don’t spend too much time alone out here.”

      “No worries.”

      Macey stepped out of the alley and into the courtyard. Undoing the second button on her once-crisp, cornflower shirt, she rolled her sleeves up to her elbows. A bead of sweat dripped between her breasts. Damn this heat.

      She sat on the edge of the fountain and closed her eyes, letting the melody of cascading water clear her mind and open her soul. There had to be something there. Some clue she’d missed. The dead man’s energy tumbled through the air, teasing her, twisting, swirling, dancing around the edges of her senses. So close, yet unattainable because she couldn’t touch it.

      Seven women. Four rapes, three attempted rapes. No words had been exchanged. A man with red eyes had grabbed them and assaulted them in an alley. For the first two, the story ended there. The perpetrators got away. But for the remaining five victims, the story took an unimaginable twist. A beast, they’d called it, or some kind of animal that moved so quickly they couldn’t identify it, swooped in and allegedly killed the attackers.

      So, why was this the first body they’d found? In the four previous cases, the investigators had discovered nothing more than a pile of ash left behind. If an animal killed the rapists, where had it taken the bodies?

      And where had the ashes come from? The lab hadn’t determined what they used to be, though they definitely weren’t human remains.

      But the dead guy this time looked like…a dead guy. Why was there a body and no ash? There had to be something else to all these incidents. The women must have been leaving some important detail out of their stories.

      But what was it?

      An icy breeze tickled the back of her neck, raising goose bumps on her skin. She shivered and reached behind her to peel the sweat-soaked shirt away from her back. Probably a ghost. Maybe the attacker’s ghost. She’d heard of people who could talk to spirits. People who could manipulate energy and communicate with entities in other dimensions. She truly believed they could, though most called it bogus. People tended to only believe in things they could see.

      Macey believed in spirits. When a person died, their energy had to go somewhere. Objects—buildings, furniture, trees, anything really—absorbed a lot of it. That kind of energy, she could see. Though, saying she “saw” it was a stretch. Images could appear in her mind, but not before her eyes.

      She blew out a hard breath and rose from the fountain. Her ability had gotten her nowhere in this case. It took time for objects to absorb energy, and this string of crimes was happening far too rapidly.

      Seven incidents within a three-week span. New Orleans was never considered the safest city in the world, but this…this was outrageous. She shook her head. She needed a vacation. A nice, long break somewhere cool. Maybe Alaska. Let Bryce handle this one. He excelled at old-fashioned police work, which this case obviously required.

      Macey’s ability seemed useless.

      She trudged toward the alley, berating herself for even considering a vacation. She wouldn’t abandon this case any more than she’d abandon—well, anything. If she’d learned one thing from her childhood, it was to stick by something or someone until the end. No matter what. She’d had first-hand experience with having her world ripped apart when the people she’d needed most left her alone, and she would never let it happen again.

      A light breeze blew up the alley, making the sticky August heat minutely more bearable. Macey took a deep breath, welcoming the relief. The scent of cinder tickled her senses again. Thunder clapped in the distance, and an ominous black sky threatened to downpour at any second.

      Her shoes squeaked on the cobblestone as she hightailed it back to where the body had lain. The cleanup crew hadn’t arrived to wash the pavement, so she had a chance. She closed her eyes and inhaled. The scent grew stronger.

      She knelt, studying the cobblestone. This didn’t look like blood. Rain began to fall in thick droplets around her, splashing into the semi-dried coagulation.

      Crap. Not yet! Where were her gloves? She glanced across the alley to find her bag resting twenty feet away, where she’d left it.

      Thunder cracked as the droplets fell quicker. Macey reached out and swept her fingers through the muck that was once blood. Closing her hand, she darted under an awning to examine the substance. She rubbed her thumb across the tips of her fingers and brought them to her nose.

      A quick sniff determined what she’d stuck her hand in wasn’t blood.

      It was ash.
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        * * *

      

      Sticking to the shadows, out of the detective’s line of sight, Luke ran a hand through his hair as rain pelted him in the corner of the courtyard. The towering magnolia tree provided a shield from the downpour, but thick drops bounced off the waxy leaves and splattered around him. “You’re sure no one saw you?”

      “Just the woman,” James said.

      Luke looked at his friend. James was the quickest shifter and most skilled attacker in the pack. That’s why he was the lead wolf on the demon hunting team. He’d never considered James careless enough to mistake a human for a demon. Something didn’t add up.

      “I trust you. The guy was most likely half demon, and it’s hard to tell on those. We’ll have to figure out where he came from—and who made him—if we’re going to stop this fiasco before the cops find out too much. If it’s the same person who’s summoning these new demons, we can stop it all with one punch.”

      James shoved his hands in his pockets. “Let’s hope it is.”

      “You too rattled to patrol tonight?”

      He chuckled. “Nah. I’m good.”

      Luke rested his forearm on the tree above his head and shielded his eyes from the rain as James trotted away. This was the same female that showed up at every one of these incidents. He’d been watching her for the past three weeks. Detective Macey Carpenter. Everyone in the Quarter knew who she was, whether personally or not. She’d busted more criminals since she’d joined the force than anyone he’d ever heard of.

      Macey had a tough, no bullshit reputation, and he’d seen her around enough to know it was true. When she walked into a room, she did it like she owned it—with strength and confidence. Maybe a little too much confidence. She was only human, after all. She didn’t realize how fragile she was, and he was done with women like that. That’s what he told himself as the familiar fluttering in his stomach—that happened every time he saw her—had him leaning away from the tree, the desire to erase the distance between them pulling him from the shadows.

      He shook himself to break the trance. The truth was, he found himself oddly attracted to the petite fireball. She may have been tough, but her feminine side always showed through, no matter how much she tried to hide it. She always wore her golden hair slicked back into that damn bun, but he could imagine what it looked like falling down around her bare shoulders⁠—

      Nope. He had to stop right there. When he did mate, it had to be with another werewolf. There was no way around the antiquated law. He’d be alpha in a month, and he had to have a mate for that to happen. He didn’t need to waste his time with a human. Especially one who had gotten dangerously close to discovering a secret she shouldn’t know. So why was he hiding in the courtyard, watching her like a stalker?

      He told himself it was his job. The pack did its best to keep peace in the supernatural community and to keep their existence a secret from the humans. Psychics and witches may have found a way to coexist…exposing some of their powers to the mundane…but there was no way in hell people would be as accepting of a predatory species like his. He had to stop Macey from learning anything about the demons…and especially the werewolves. Keeping tabs on the sexy detective proved a nice bonus, and it helped to quell the odd feeling of possessiveness brewing in his chest. His wolf had decided she was his to protect.

      Macey bent down to tie her shoe, and her shirt gaped at the second button, revealing the lacey edge of a light pink bra. He took a deep breath to slow the sprint of his heart. Not wasting my time with humans.

      Still, he did admire the way her black pants hugged her curves as she strutted through the rain and into the alley before disappearing around the corner.

      With Macey out of sight, Luke stepped out of the shadows and made his way toward the alley. As he passed by the fountain, he paused to take a deep breath. The scent of rain mixed with the magnolias’ sweet perfume smelled like summer in New Orleans. Like home. He smiled, relishing the downpour, even if it did add steam to the sauna of the Quarter.

      The detective had found ash; that had been obvious from the curious look on her face as she’d swiped her fingers through the substance on the ground. A cop wouldn’t have put her hand in a puddle of blood. Luckily, though, she wasn’t able to save any as evidence.

      And lucky for James, this confirmed Luke’s belief that he hadn’t killed a human. A heaviness lifted from his chest, and he tilted his head back, letting the rain fall onto his face. He wouldn’t have to punish his friend.

      He strode to the spot where the half-human body had lain, but the demon ash had already washed away. He surveyed the area for any other signs of the supernatural but found none. The rain had taken care of everything for him; a steady stream flowed between the worn stones, twisting and jutting right, then left, before cascading down a storm drain.

      Now, he had to get to the morgue and decapitate the body before the damn demon came back to life.

      The chances of reanimation were slim—or so legend stated—but it was best not to take chances. Besides, he had no idea what one looked like on the inside. Maybe it didn’t have all the same human organs.

      He had to get that body out of the morgue before the autopsy. And since the alpha was vacationing in Europe, Luke was the man to do it. His father had offered to come home when the outbreak started three weeks prior, but Luke assured him he could handle it. His parents had scheduled their two-month-long trip for right before his old man’s retirement so Luke could work out the kinks in his new leadership role before it became official.

      Of course, his dad had planned the retirement three and half years ago—when Luke had a fiancée and actually met all the qualifications to become alpha—and by law, it couldn’t be changed. But if he could wipe out the demon infestation on his own, that would surely make his old man proud. This would prove to the pack that—mate or no mate—he was ready to be alpha.

      He exited the alley onto St. Peter Street and turned right. His truck sat parked at the bar, and he needed to get to the morgue on Earhart. He fished in his pocket for some change and handed it to a bum huddled under an awning.

      The man responded with a gnarled smile. “Bless you, sir.”

      Luke nodded and stepped past him. As he rounded the corner, he glanced up to see a pair of gleaming crimson eyes watching him. He inhaled sharply, and a low growl escaped his throat. Though the figure looked like a man, the creature ahead was all demon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Macey tapped her pen on the desk and stared right past the case file she should have completed half an hour ago. What piece of this puzzle was she missing? She glanced at her right hand and ran her thumb across the pads of her first three fingers where the ash had been. She’d stopped by her house on the way to the station to wash up and change into dry clothes. And though the black residue had completely washed off on her trek through the rain, she could still sense the gritty substance on her skin.

      A rap on her door brought her back to the present.

      “Need some help with that paperwork, boss? We need to get it filed.” Bryce leaned a shoulder against the door frame and took a bite of a Snickers bar.

      Macey shook her head. “Do you ever eat real food?”

      Bryce examined the candy, turning it over in his hands. “Looks real to me. I can feel it. I can see it.” He held it up to his nose. “I can smell it.” He took a bite and mumbled with the chocolate in his mouth. “And I can definitely taste it. Wanna bite?” He offered her the half-eaten bar.

      She wrinkled her nose. “No thanks. All you eat is junk food.”

      Bryce swallowed the candy and snorted. “You’re one to talk. I’ve seen how many beignets you can put away in one sitting.”

      She signed the last page of the file and stacked the papers without making eye contact with her partner. “That’s different.”

      “How so?”

      She looked into his eyes. “I eat healthy food too. You should think about taking some cooking lessons or something.”

      “Nah.” He plopped into the chair across from her desk. “I need to find me a wife. Have a little lady in the kitchen making gumbo every night. That’d be nice. ‘Course, she’d have to quit her job so she’d have time to iron my clothes and take care of all the babies we’d be making.”

      Macey bit her bottom lip. Ten…nine…eight…She knew he was messing with her. Seven…six…five…He was trying to get her riled up. Trying to get her to react. Four, three-two-one. Damn it, she was taking the bait.

      She slapped her palms on her desk and lifted out of her seat. “You just keep on with that little fantasy, mister. And if you find a woman like that, you’d better keep her away from me, or I’ll knock some sense into her myself.” She dropped into her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “Quit her job to take care of a man. Men can take care of themselves.”

      “What?” Bryce raised his hands. “C’mon, Mace. You know I’d take care of her too. I’d make her real happy…if you know what I mean.” He raised his eyebrows in emphasis.

      His goofy grin melted the tension in Macey’s chest. Why did she let him get to her like that? “Oh, please. You know you couldn’t make a girl any happier than BOB could.”

      “Bob? You mean I’ve got to compete with another man for my imaginary wife?”

      She laughed. “No, dummy. B-O-B. Battery Operated Boyfriend?”

      “Bob.” He pressed his lips together and gazed at the ceiling. “Battery Oper—oh! I get it. Clever. And I’m offended.”

      “No, you’re not. All done.” She pushed the file across the desk. “Any word on the autopsy report?”

      And just like that, they were back to business. That was the good thing about working with a bunch of men. She could switch gears in the middle of a conversation, and they didn’t mind at all. And they didn’t gossip…as much. So she constantly had to prove her worth as a female detective. She’d done fine so far.

      Bryce picked up the file and flipped through the pages. “You know they won’t get to it ‘til the morning.”

      She groaned. “I know, but it’s killing me.” She lowered her voice and leaned forward. “After y’all left, I went back to the scene…where the body was. The blood was gone.”

      “That’s good. Don’t want to leave the city dirty. The cleanup crew is working fast these days.”

      “No, Bryce, listen. It hadn’t been cleaned up yet. I didn’t find any blood, but I did find ash. Ash…like at the other scenes.”

      He gave her a puzzled look. “Ash, huh? Did you turn it in to evidence?”

      She let out a long sigh. “No. The bottom dropped out as soon as I found it. Washed it all away.”

      “Damn.”

      She slumped in her seat. “Tell me about it.”

      “Where do you think it came from? I’m sure there’s a logical explanation somewhere out there.”

      Was there? She was beginning to wonder.

      “Maybe all the attackers were carrying something,” he said.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Like what?”

      “I dunno. Something burnt.” He flashed a grin and winked.

      Macey rolled her eyes. “You think? But that still doesn’t explain why the blood was gone. It’s strange.” She rubbed her temple with two fingers, trying to ward off the impending headache that threatened to make her night even worse. “I’m wondering if it could be something…paranormal.”

      Bryce heaved himself up from his seat. “What? Like ghosts? Did you see something out there tonight?”

      She shook her head. “No. Nothing’s soaked in yet. I can’t see anything, and you know I don’t talk to ghosts. I…” She traced her finger along the faux wood pattern of her desk. He was going to think she’d gone insane. “I don’t think the rapists are human.” She bit her bottom lip and implored him with her gaze. It was the only explanation.

      He stared at her and blinked. “Not huma—c’mon Mace. You know I believe in your ability or intuition…or whatever you call it, but that’s as far as I’m willing to go. If they weren’t human, they’d have to have been animals. And all the victims identified them as men.”

      “With red eyes.”

      “Contacts. Drugs. Or glare from the streetlights. Something.”

      “You saw the body; they weren’t contacts.” Macey exhaled sharply and narrowed her eyes. She yanked open the desk drawer, grabbed her purse, and flung it over her shoulder. “Something’s not right about this, and I’m going to find out what.” She rose to her feet and strutted toward the door.

      Bryce touched her elbow. “Where are you going?”

      “To the morgue. I need to see the body.”
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        * * *

      

      When Luke made eye contact, the fiend grinned and tilted its head before it shimmied up a drain pipe and crouched on a rooftop overlooking an alley. With the black sky as a backdrop, it appeared as nothing more than a fuzzy mass—nothing a human eye would detect. Luke held its gaze, watching its crimson eyes as it crawled across the roof and disappeared into the alley below.

      Shit. The morgue’s gonna have to wait.

      His beast wanted to take over. If he shifted, and stalked the demon in his wolf form, he’d have a better chance of making the kill. But the rain had let up, and locals and tourists alike were out, braving the steamy streets to make it to their destinations. There were too many people around. He’d have to chase his prey into the woods, where he could shift without being seen. He trotted up the sidewalk, and with his back to the wall, he peered into the passageway. The demon stood frozen, its back to the exit, as a growling wolf stared it down.

      Goddammit!

      Thick chocolate fur stood on end over the wolf’s solid body. It shifted its weight back onto muscular haunches, preparing to pounce. With his lips peeled back over ferocious fangs, Chase, in wolf form, snarled at his prey. Luke stepped into the alley, blocking the exit. Chase would hear about this. How would they explain the appearance of a giant wolf in the French Quarter?

      The demon lunged left, its talons hooking onto a second-story windowsill. Before it could drag itself up, Chase snapped onto its leg and yanked it off the wall. The fiend skidded across the cobblestone and landed at Luke’s feet. Without his own claws or something sharp to behead it, Luke’s chances of killing the demon were nil, so he grabbed it by the neck and hauled it off the ground. “My friend wants to play with you.” He shoved the fiend toward Chase, but it ducked and rolled, avoiding the werewolf’s advance.

      “Playtime’s over.” Luke picked up a metal trash can lid and hurled it at the demon, striking it in the back of the head. Chase sprang forward, teeth bared and claws extended. He swiped a massive paw across the demon’s chest as his jaws snapped down on the fiend’s face. Before Chase’s paws hit the pavement, the demon fell into a pile of ash. He’d hit the sweet spot in one swipe.

      All a werewolf had to do was puncture the demon’s heart with a claw, and it was vanquished. Unfortunately, demons didn’t really die. They went to their own hellish dimension, where they waited for some other idiotic human to conjure them back.

      The sound of laughter and footsteps echoed down the alley. Luke snapped his head to the left to find a group of people sipping hurricanes twenty feet away. In their drunkenness, he could probably explain away their visions of a wolf in the French Quarter, but why take the chance? He turned to his friend. “Go.”

      Chase jumped behind a wall and ran toward a park. Luke casually walked down the passageway, stopping to kick his boot through the ash to spread out the evidence, and followed the wolf’s path. Chase’s shift at the bar didn’t end for another three hours. He better not have been skirting his duties to play with the demons.

      Once they were safely out of sight, human Chase stepped out from behind a sycamore and smoothed his T-shirt down his stomach. “Third one tonight. Thanks for your help.”

      Luke marched toward his friend, ready to give him a reaming, but Chase’s statement caught him off guard. “Third one?”

      “Yeah. James found one off Rampart shortly after he left you at the other scene. Tracked him two miles out of the city before he got him.”

      He shook his head. “Damn. All right. But you need to be more careful where you shift, man. You were in the Quarter.”

      Chase shrugged. “I know. But I saw you, and when it jumped off the roof, I knew we had it.”

      He had a point. Hell, Luke probably would’ve done the same thing. They’d vanquished the fiend, and that was the important thing. His cousin would say he was being too lenient. Shifting in the city went against the rules—unless it was absolutely necessary to save a human. But they’d ridded New Orleans of one more demon, hadn’t they? Who gave a shit what his cousin would’ve said?

      “Who’s covering the bar tonight?” He motioned with his head for Chase to follow.

      “Amber. She had a vision it’d be a busy night, so she let me go early.”

      The hair on the back of his neck stood on end at the mention of his sister. Her gift of premonition proved useful in the battle against the demons, but it wasn’t always accurate. “Any details?”

      “Nah. Just said she had a feeling.”

      “We need to get back.” Luke picked up the pace, stomping through the mud toward the city. Chase followed on his heels.

      “Noah and Cade are there. She’s safe.”

      She better be. Chase would have to be out of his mind to leave Luke’s little sister alone at the bar. She couldn’t protect herself if anything… He stopped the thought right there. Only the eldest offspring of werewolf couples could shift, and Amber was as defenseless as a human. So was Melissa, his former fiancée. She’d been a second-born were, and he’d let her get killed three years ago.

      He couldn’t bear it if he lost another vulnerable female he loved. “I’m not worried about her,” he lied. “I need to get my truck.”

      “Where you headed?” Chase asked.

      “We’re going to the morgue.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Jimmy Hancock sat alone on the porch of the two-room cabin in the swamp, watching the neon-blue glow of the bug zapper. Mosquitoes the size of horseflies encircled the glimmering death trap. One by one, the brave insects would venture into the light they were so enamored of. And one by one, they’d die in a sharp pulse and a zap. Occasionally, the light of death would draw in a gray moth. It took more than a quick singe to kill those. The rapid flicker and buzz, buzz, buzz…zap, made Jimmy’s skin crawl.

      What did it feel like for the moth? It must’ve been worse than for the mosquito.

      He wrung his hands and stared at the puddle of sweat on the floor beneath them. It was nothing compared to the amount his once-white T-shirt had absorbed from his pits and back. The thick mass of trees around the cabin blocked any chance of a breeze, but even that wouldn’t have helped. Jimmy’s nerves were making him sweat.

      His younger brother should have been home hours ago, and Jimmy didn’t know what to do. He could go looking for him, but what if someone found the cabin? All the work they’d done would be exposed. Or worse…destroyed. What would Ross do to him then?

      Another moth met its fate with a crackling zap. Jimmy cringed. He’d prefer the bug zapper any day to what his brother could do to him. What Ross would do to him.

      He looked at the scar on his left palm. A thick black scab covered the thin line he’d opened the night before. He was supposed to open it again tonight, but not without Ross.

      Jimmy couldn’t control the demons. His brother did that part, so what was he supposed to do? He couldn’t very well conjure one on his own. But if he didn’t, he’d be in deep shit. His heart raced at the thought of the shit he’d be in. He must’ve screwed up already. Why else wouldn’t Ross be home? Jimmy had done something wrong. It was his fault; it always was. He was only human.

      Ross was the blessed one. Being half demon made him special. Jimmy wasn’t special. He was a stupid idiot. He was lucky to have Ross as a brother. Damn lucky. And that’s all Jimmy was. He wasn’t smart. Wasn’t handsome. He didn’t have any friends because nobody liked a stupid idiot. Jimmy was lucky. That was all. And he was okay with that.

      He opened the screen door and stepped inside the main room of the cabin. An old, rusty stove, sink, and ice box lined one wall, creating the small kitchen. A dilapidated futon leaned against another. That was where Jimmy slept. He was lucky to have such a soft place to sleep. He’d been real good that week when Ross brought it home for him. How long had it been? Fifteen years? Jimmy hadn’t been good since.

      He ran his hand along the wooden altar in the middle of the room, and his scar tingled. He didn’t know why it did that. He picked up the ceremonial knife in his right hand. It was really a kitchen knife Ross had scratched some symbols into. Jimmy knew that, but Ross said the symbols made it special, so it wasn’t just a kitchen knife anymore.

      He held it up to the light. “Hmpf. Still looks like a kitchen knife.”

      “Put it down, you stupid idiot.”

      “Huh? What?” The knife clanked on the linoleum floor. “Ross? That you?” With a trembling hand, he picked up the blade and put it back on the altar. He searched the room, but he couldn’t see his brother.

      “Where are you? On the porch?” He threw open the screen door, and it slammed against the wall with a loud crack. Jimmy jumped. No Ross.

      “Ross?” Oh, no. His brother had seen him with the knife. He probably thought Jimmy was about to do something stupid again. “I…I wasn’t gonna do it yet. I was waiting for you. I…I…I didn’t know when you were coming back.”

      He tried to swallow, but it felt like his heart was lodged in his throat. It couldn’t have been in his throat, though. It was beating in his chest like a race horse’s hooves pounding the ground. He tentatively took a step back, bracing himself for the blow his brother was sure to give him. Would it be the head or the gut this time?

      When nothing happened, he took another step back…Then another. With a maniacal squeal, he leapt to the futon and curled into a ball. He squeezed his eyes shut and mumbled into the dust-filled cushion. “I’m sorry, Ross. I’m so sorry. I screwed up again. I’m sorry.”

      “Shut up, moron.”

      Cold shivers ran down his spine. Where was his brother?

      “Get up and get a hold of yourself. You have to do something for me.”

      Jimmy turned his head slightly and opened one eye a slit. No one was there. He opened the other eye and raised his head. “Where? I can’t see you.”

      “Of course you can’t, dimwit. I’m dead.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean you can’t find it?” Macey balled her hands into fists as the lab tech blinked at her. She wanted to slap the annoyed expression off the kid’s face. Of course, she wouldn’t actually slap him, but the thought entered her mind, and she considered it. He couldn’t have been more than twenty—with his acne-covered face and scrawny arms—and was obviously new to the job. “You lost the body?”

      The tech sighed and rolled his eyes. “I didn’t lose it.” He tapped on the clipboard. “Says right here it should be in locker fifty-seven.”

      “But it isn’t.”

      “Nope.” The tech pulled up his social media account on the computer.

      Macey snapped her fingers. “Hello?”

      He slowly turned his head toward her, keeping his gaze on the monitor until the last second. “Yeah?” He flicked his eyes toward her before focusing on the computer again.

      “If the body isn’t in locker fifty-seven, then where is it?”

      The guy shrugged. “How should I know? My shift just started twenty minutes ago.” He clicked the play button on a video post, and a kitten wearing a top hat danced across the screen.

      Macey’s nails cut into her palms as she tried to maintain her composure. He was a kid. She shouldn’t take his lack of respect personally. “I need you to…”

      Click. Click. Click. He ignored her. With every muscle in her body tensed, she reached across the counter and switched off the monitor. She put her hands on her hips and glared at him.

      The tech crossed his arms over his chest and glared back. “Look, lady. I dunno what you want me to do. It’s not my problem.”

      Lady? She took a deep breath and let it out ever so slowly. Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven. She had to keep her cool. Six. Five. Four…Keep your voice low, Mace…Three. Two…One. She put on her biggest fake smile and took one more breath before she spoke.

      “I realize you’re new here, but let’s get a few things straight. First, my name’s not Lady. I introduced myself as Carpenter. Detective Carpenter. You saw my credentials, so I expect to be addressed accordingly. Second, you are the tech on duty, so, yes, it is your problem.” Her blood boiled at the blasé expression on the kid’s face. Who did he think he was? “Third, when an officer requests to see a body, you have to produce it. If it isn’t where the log states, you need to find it.”

      The sound of the door opening behind her stopped Macey’s rant. Bryce sauntered to her side. “I figured you’d have been in and out of here already. How goes it?”

      Macey let out a cynical chuckle. “I would have been if this young man would do his job and find the body.”

      “Find it?” Bryce cut his gaze toward the tech. “Where is it?”

      He shrugged. “I dunno. Not where it’s supposed to be.”

      Bryce furrowed his brow. “Then go look for it.”

      The tech let out a long sigh and nodded. “Yes, sir.” He rose from his seat and shuffled out the back door.

      “Sir? You’ve been here for thirty seconds, he calls you sir and does what you ask. I’ve been here for fifteen minutes arguing with the little bastard, and what do I get? ‘Look, lady. I dunno what you want me to do.’ Jeez!”

      Bryce shook his head. “You’re a girl. And a little thing at that.”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It shouldn’t matter. But it does. No one said it would be easy, Mace. You know that.”

      She closed her eyes and rolled her head from side to side, stretching her sore neck. The pain in her temple that had been threatening her earlier had turned into a full blown headache. “I’ve worked hard to earn the respect of the boys at the station. Even the Chief respects me. Why’s it so hard for people like this kid to?”

      “Why do you let it bother you?”

      That was a good question, with a long list of answers. After being abandoned by her family at such an early age, she rarely felt like she belonged anywhere. Her life was a never-ending balancing act, trying to prove her worth while keeping everyone at a safe distance to avoid getting hurt. But standing under the fluorescent lights of the stark white morgue, waiting for a disrespectful kid to find a missing body, wasn’t the time or place for a pity party. She’d thrown enough of those in her lifetime.

      “No reason, I guess.”
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        * * *

      

      Luke and Chase sat in the cab of the pick-up and stared at the back door of the morgue. A single security camera hung loose from its mount, the frayed wiring sticking out of the device rendering it inoperable. They’d have no problem picking the lock and getting in, but finding the body without being caught might prove difficult.

      “What’s the plan, man? Just run in and grab it?” Chase circled his shoulders as if loosening up for a fight.

      “Right. And not get caught. You ready?” Luke didn’t wait for an answer. He stepped out of the truck and closed the door, searching the area for witnesses. They were alone. With long strides, he made his way to the door, Chase close behind. He pulled his lock-picking tools out of his back pocket, and within seconds, the door opened. As he peered inside, a scrawny kid with messy orange hair slammed a drawer shut and sulked out of the room.

      “Now,” he whispered, and they slinked inside. Bright fluorescent lights illuminated the cold, dreary room. Rows of metal doors lined three of the walls, their two-inch thickness the only thing separating the living from the dead. A lone steel table stood in the center of the room—probably where they did the autopsies. The stale smell of death lingered in the air.

      Luke shivered. He’d done more than his share of killing animals, but that was for food. Dead humans were another story. How anyone could work in such a dismal place, he’d never understand. Why would someone want to be surrounded by death all night? The sour look on Chase’s face said he probably thought the same thing.

      Luke pointed to his nose, an indication for them to use their senses to find the body, rather than opening every drawer. Chase nodded, and they stepped farther into the room.

      “You’re sure you checked every locker?” A female voice floated in from down the hallway, and Luke held his breath. He’d recognize Macey Carpenter’s melodic cadence anywhere, and though his mind told him he needed to move, his body betrayed him, freezing him to the spot. What was it about this woman that had him aching to know her?

      Chase knocked him on the shoulder, bringing him back to the present. They needed to get the hell out of there. Now. Macey’s voice drifted closer; they’d never make it to the back door. There was no time to escape. Nowhere to hide, except…

      Chase yanked open an empty drawer and crawled inside. Luke’s heart threatened to beat a hole through his chest. He couldn’t stand being inside an elevator, much less a body
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