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I watched the stunted demon fly up the stairs and take a death-defying leap into the abyss, only to be saved as he latched onto a hanging beam with superhuman dexterity. He whipped around in midair, launched his body into a spin, and landed in a crouch near a crowd of defenseless schoolchildren.
It would’ve been a bone-chilling sight if not for the fact that the little terror in question was my son.
“Are you all right, Jake?”
My ex-wife, Nicole, rode the pine beside me, her arm resting casually on the park bench’s back. An elastic band pulled her ash blond locks into a ponytail—the same style she’d sported during our little monster’s hair pulling days. Her round doe eyes sucked me in, tempting me with promises of warmth and compassion, promises that hadn’t exactly been met in the long run, though I’d had as much to do with that as her. Maybe more.
I blinked and responded with one of my typical, witty retorts. “Huh?”
“You’re distracted. What’s going on?” Nicole asked.
“Distracted?” I shifted in my seat, stretching my broad shoulders. “I’m not distracted. Why would you say that?”
Nicole raised an eyebrow. “You can’t lie to me, Jake Daggers.”
It wasn’t a threat or a boast, just a simple statement of fact. Nicole had a cute button nose right in the middle of her face that, despite its modest appearance, gave her unmatched olfactory powers. She could sniff out my fragrant fabrications the instant they hit the earth. I secretly suspected she had some basset hound somewhere in her lineage. It would’ve explained her big puppy eyes, as well.
Of course, she’d also amassed several years of experience sifting through my bunkum and lies. My inventive takes on reality were one factor that had helped scuttle our relationship, although my infuriating tendency to change the subject when confronted with a question I didn’t want to answer hadn’t helped either.
I harrumphed. “The little squirt really is fearless, I’ll give him that.” My son swung across the monkey bars before pulling himself up and scurrying across the top of them with glee. “He has no regard for his own safety.”
“What did you expect?” said Nicole. “He’s your son.”
“Hey now—I’m not that bad.”
My ex shot another condescending eyebrow my way. “Seriously? Have you looked in a mirror lately? Your nose didn’t point that way when we got married. And you’ve accumulated at least, what…three prominent scars since then?”
Nicole could’ve also noted how I’d added at least twenty pounds of sandwiches and beer onto my six foot, three inch frame since we’d married, or how a few isolated strands of gray had infiltrated my otherwise perfectly umber-colored crop of hair, but she wasn’t that cruel.
“Ahh, so you’ve noticed,” I said. “I got the most recent one during a squabble with a heroin-addled dwarf. Though I like to think of them as distinguishing accents, not scars. So…do you like them?”
“The scars?” asked Nicole.
“Yeah,” I said. “Come on. Do they make me look sexier? I know chicks dig ‘em.”
Nicole rolled her eyes, but a reluctant smile nonetheless worked its way across her lips.
I grinned. Even though we’d been separated for a couple years, I tried to make an impression on her every time we met. I wasn’t sure if it was the desperate loner inside me or the bleeding-heart romantic that drove me, but today, both of those elements of my psyche pushed a little less forcefully than they used to.
I took a deep breath as I cast my eyes back onto the playground where my son continued to terrorize the villagers. I felt more comfortable around Nicole than I had in years. I wasn’t entirely sure why…but I had an idea, one that had been churning in the deep, dark recesses of my mind for a couple weeks now. I didn’t want to talk about it. I wasn’t even sure I wanted to let the idea have free rein in my own head. But it was there, blossoming, making me chattier and less morose as it did so.
“So,” said Nicole. “Tell me about your new partner.”
I almost did a double take. Had my ex been taking telepathy lessons? “Say what?”
“Your new partner. What’s her name? Steele, I think?”
Shay Steele, to be precise. The Captain assigned her to me after my older-than-dust partner Griggs bowed out following a harrowing encounter with a pack of goblin cannibals. Svelte and saucy, with long brown hair and elfin features, Steele was quite the looker. She’d shouldered her way onto the force by virtue of her clairvoyant powers—powers that didn’t function exactly the way she’d first described them to me—but her deductive abilities were top-notch, and she was a great addition to our team. In all other facets, however, she was totally normal—just an average, sexy, young half-elf detective with exceptional observational prowess in a field dominated by grizzled, jaded hacks like me.
“How do you know about her?” I asked.
“Allison told me.”
“Oh. Right.” Allison Rodgers—the wife of one of my buddies down at the precinct. Her and Nicole bonded while we were married and had remained friends ever since.
“She said this new woman has some sort of psychic powers,” said Nicole.
“You could say that.”
For the time being, I was the only one other than Shay who knew the truth. I’d intentionally kept the Captain, as well as the other detectives down at the precinct, in the dark. Shay’s unique mix of spunk and sass had started to grow on me, and I didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize our budding partnership. 
“Shay uses her innate abilities to get a feel for the crime scene,” I said, “building a complex web of sensory images and clues in her mind that helps us narrow in on suspects and identify perpetrators in our murder investigations.”
“That sounds like a much more useful tactic than your go-to favorite of beating on people until they talk.”
“I’d say it’s a complementary skill,” I said.
“So,” said Nicole with a raised eyebrow, “I hear she’s pretty, too.”
If there was a portion of Nicole’s mind that yearned for reconciliation, I’d never caught wind of it, yet the mere mention of a pretty woman caused her hackles to stand at attention like a fresh group of army recruits. Most women were that way. Watching the reaction could make for great fun—assuming you weren’t the unfortunate sap at which the hackles were aimed.
I rubbed my neck. “Ehh, she’s alright. She’s tall, slender, and has bright eyes, if you’re into those sorts of things.”
Nicole sneered. “If I recall correctly, you’re into anything that has breasts and walks.”
“That’s patently unfair,” I said. “I’ve never once hit on a dwarf or an ogre. I tend to draw the line at women who have beards or can crush my pelvis under their own weight.”
Nicole sighed and turned her attention back toward the playscape where our little scamp tempted gravity by testing the limits of his grip strength. A breeze whistled through the trees overhead. A rickshaw clattered over the cobblestones of a nearby street as children laughed and screeched, chasing one another through the park.
Nicole spoke without looking at me. “You could go talk to him, you know.”
She didn’t have to specify who. Nicole didn’t voluntarily spend time with me in the park to reminisce about the good old days.
“Maybe later,” I said. “I don’t want to interrupt his fun.”
“He gets to play in the park all the time, Jake. I think he’d rather spend time with his father.”
I chewed my lip. “I just don’t know what to say most of the time.”
“Say anything,” said Nicole. “Tell him a story, or a joke, or about your week. Or better yet, ask him about his. It doesn’t matter what you do or what you talk about. He just wants to spend some time with you. He might not express it very well when you’re around, but he does miss you.”
Nicole’s words struck me in the chest like a hot knife. Lax was too kind a word to describe my recent parenting style. I’d been failing as a father, and I knew it. And as much as I complained that I didn’t know what to talk to my little guy about, I did know a great icebreaker.
An apology.
I was terrible at them, but what sort of father would I be if I couldn’t even summon the courage to apologize to my own son for not being there often enough. With a sigh, I picked myself up off the park bench and headed toward the monkey bars.
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The midmorning sun beat on my neck as I strode down Schumacher Avenue. My legs were already complaining after the long walk down and back from the park. I intentionally rented a place close to the precinct so I wouldn’t have to suffer through unnecessary bouts of aerobic exercise, but after our divorce, Nicole had moved farther west in search of neighborhoods where trees weren’t something wizened old men talked about in stories of myth and legend. The distance to her house was one of the reasons I visited my little guy as infrequently as I did—or at least that’s how I rationalized it.
As I turned the corner, the 5th Street Precinct’s massive seal of justice—a low relief casting bearing the image of an eagle holding a pair of scales in its razor-sharp claws—came into view. Passing under it every day for a dozen years had dulled its effects somewhat, but my heart still puffed in pride at seeing it. I gave my friend Tolek the kolache vendor a wave before waltzing under the seal and through the wide double doors into the precinct.
Despite the midmorning hour, the pit was mostly empty. The only person at his desk getting any work done was Rodgers. He spotted me as I entered and stood up to intercept me.
“Hey Daggers,” he said. “You’re late. You just notice the sun’s up?”
Rodgers flashed me his trademark sly grin. With his sandy blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and boyish good looks, he could smarm his way through interrogations with the fairer sex with ease, but his charms didn’t have quite the same effect on me.
“‘Late’ is a qualifier,” I said. “Since I consistently arrive at work at a later hour, I’d argue I’m not coming in late, I’m coming in virtually on time. So get your facts straight.”
“Right,” said Rodgers. “It may be later than you usually come in, but it’s still far too early for circuitous bullshit arguments like that.”
“Circuitous?” I said. “Nice. You been hitting the thesaurus again?”
“A little. Is it obvious?”
I waggled my hand in the air.
“So,” said Rodgers, “what’s the real reason for today’s lateness? Did you pick a fight with a gang of knife-wielding gnomes? Fall into a hole that led to an alternate dimension? Or did you just drink too much and get hungover again?”
“A worse fate than any of those three options, old pal,” I said. “I had a date with the ex.”
“Like a date, date?” Rodgers eyed me with distrust. “How’d you convince her the fate of the universe depended upon her giving you one more chance?”
Rodgers’ quips usually fell flat, but he’d been practicing. I’d have to step up my game.
“Hardy-har,” I said. “No, not that kind of date. We got together at the park so I could spend time with the munchkin.”
“Oh,” said Rodgers. “Well, that doesn’t sound so bad. Don’t you like spending time with your son?”
“Yeah, but…”
“But what?” asked Rodgers.
I hemmed and hawed. “I don’t know. I guess it’s that…when I do hang out with him, it makes me aware of how little time I spend with him. And it makes me realize I’m a horrible father.”
“Ahh.” Rodgers clapped me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Daggers. We all deal with that to some degree. Allison would love for me to be home more often, but somebody’s got to put food on the table. Besides, no matter how much you ignore him, he can’t possibly grow up to be any more damaged than you are, right?” He grinned again.
“Thanks, bud,” I said. “Coming from a paragon of honesty and compassion like you, that means a lot to me. I’ll store your blessing in the back of my mind and dig it up on cold, dreary days to give me a boost.”
“Anytime, Daggers.”
“So…where’s your better half?”
Rodgers scrunched his brow. “Allison? At home with the kids, probably. Why?”
I gave my head a shake. “Not her. Your brother from another mother. The walking brick wall.”
“Oh. You mean Quinto.” Rodgers shrugged. “He’s on assignment with your new gal pal. A runner came in this morning with news of a murder, and since you weren’t in, the Captain sent Quinto along to watch Steele’s back.”
I frowned. Apparently I couldn’t even take one morning off without the Captain trying to replace me with the only other detective in the unit uglier than me. “Why didn’t the old bulldog send you and Quinto instead?”
“Not sure, but from what I overheard—the particulars of the case are rather curious. The sort of thing that might be right up your partner’s alley.”
I chuckled. One of the best ancillary benefits of being charged with Shay as my partner was that, because of her abilities, she and I were assigned all the interesting murders while Rodgers and Quinto got relegated to the more mundane ones. I wondered what today might have in store for me. A mass murder of religious cultists? Pixies slaughtered by trained assassins? A sorcerer killed by his own freakish, undead abomination?
I didn’t have long to speculate. The Captain noticed me and Rodgers jawing in the hallway, so he stuck his head out from his glass-walled office and barked at me.
“Daggers! Get in here!”
Even if the Captain’s short-shorn hair and starched pants didn’t give him away as ex-military, his booming, no-nonsense shouts did. When he yelled, he expected immediate action, and woe be the fool who dillydallied or got in his way.
I’d been that fool before. By design, even, but only when I’d wanted to piss him off. Given that he wanted to assign me to a fun case for once, I had no intention of inciting him into a frothing rage.
I hopped to it. “Yes, Captain?”
The old bulldog’s jowls flapped as he talked. “Where the hell have you been all morning, Jake?”
“I was out spending time with my son. I told you about it yesterday.”
The Captain’s eyes narrowed. “What? No you didn’t.”
“You’re right,” I said. “I didn’t. But I left a note on your desk.”
The Captain added a raised eyebrow. “You did?”
“No. That’s a lie, too. But I meant to. Honest. I just—”
“Zip it, Daggers.” The Captain held up a hand. “I’m not interested in feeling your hot air on my face today. What I am interested in, however, is you getting your ass to work on time and not leaving your partner of only a few weeks high and dry when a case comes in the door. The rest of the world doesn’t consider ten-thirty to be the beginning of the work day. Do I make myself clear?”
I swallowed. “Yes, sir.”
“Good. Now get your butt over to Middlebelt and 7th. There’s a yellow brick building on the corner. You’ll know which one. It’ll have bluecoats milling around the front. Apartment two-something. I don’t remember which exactly. Now go.”
“So what should I be expecting?” I asked. “Did the runner say anything about—”
The Captain shot me a murderous glare.
“On second thought, I’m sure I can figure it out once I get there.”
I turned around, hitched up my pants, and prepared to apply shoe leather to cobblestones. I’m pretty sure I heard Rodgers sniggering as I walked out the front doors.
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I’m not entirely sure why the Captain felt it necessary to clarify that the building I’d be heading to would be guarded by a pack of bluecoats—as if there were any other banana-yellow five-story sore thumbs in the near vicinity.
Being the natural cynic I am, I assumed some lucky contractor got a steal of a deal on the garish bricks, but I couldn’t be sure. The city of New Welwic was so old that fashions and tastes had changed dozens of times over the centuries. For all I knew, banana-yellow was coming back into style. I’d know for sure if the building was full of pipe-smoking bohemians wearing plaid shirts and glassless spectacles. Damn, stupid bohemians.
One of the bluecoats standing outside the door spotted me and flagged me down. He had a smile plastered across his face and seemed far too eager given the early hour. To be fair though, it was almost eleven.
“Detective Daggers,” he said. “Good to see you again.”
The guy’s youthful face seemed familiar, but for the life of me I couldn’t remember his name. “Hey…you. How’s it going?”
“It’s Phillips, sir. And I’m well.”
I tried to play it cool. “Phillips. Yeah, yeah, right. I remember. So why do they have you on nanny patrol here? Something dangerous up at the crime scene?”
“Not exactly, sir,” he said. “It’s just an…interesting scene, I guess. You’ll have to see it for yourself. Detectives Steele and Quinto are already up there.”
Given a slack leash, my mind took off like a greyhound, coming up with ludicrous ideas for what could’ve occurred at the murder scene. I couldn’t help it. My and Shay’s last two cases were cut-and-dried stab and runs, orchestrated by idiot savants of the criminal kind who happened to be lacking in the savant part of things. I needed something interesting to focus my restless mind on.
“Is everything all right, sir?”
I deglazed my eyes. “Oh…yeah Phelps. I’m fine. What room was it again?”
“Two twelve, sir. And it’s Phillips.”
I gave him a nod and headed in. A couple of middle-class human families milled about in the building’s lobby, pursing their lips and talking in hushed tones as I took the stairs. Who could blame them? This wasn’t the sort of neighborhood where people got axed frequently. By the looks of things, it wasn’t the sort of neighborhood where anything interesting happened ever. That wasn’t a bad thing, at least not for families with kids. Boring and safe beats exciting and dead any day in my book.
I stomped my way up the stairs and found the apartment in question. A flatfoot at the door let me through into the pad’s living room. As I took in my environs, I suddenly understood the nervous commotion downstairs.
The place was trashed. Not tossed, as a place would be if some ne’er-do-well had been searching for something, but utterly, completely, hopelessly wrecked. A thick oaken dining table in the middle of the room lay in pieces on the floor, as if a muscle-bound thug had delivered a flying pile driver to its midsection. Next to it, a green corduroy couch heaved its last breaths, huge gashes in the fabric displaying its innards to the world. Clumps of fluffy white cotton puffed from the tears like popcorn spilling from a hot kettle. Both windows in the space were smashed, and bits of glass, cotton, and variegated scraps of cloth littered the floorboards.
At the sides of the room, tall bookshelves full of hardbacks, paperbacks, and serials had been knocked to the ground, spilling their contents across the floor in a tide of cardboard and paper. I walked over to the pile and selected a couple random paperbacks. Sam Simon and the Trolltown Beatdown by Marcellus Pinkerton read one. The other was titled The Beast with Twelve Arms by Collette Plumlee. Both were frivolous pulp novels, and both sounded awesome.
I started to thumb through the Sam Simon book when Quinto’s big bass voice made me jump.
“Daggers! There you are,” he said. “Where’ve you been?”
I stood and turned. Folton Quinto was a good guy and a better cop but not someone you’d want to mess with unless your lifelong dream was to understand how muddled fruit at the bottom of a cocktail felt like. He was about six foot seven, with skin that resembled an elephant’s in both color and composition, and his mismatched buckteeth gave his smile a malicious quality, no matter how good his intentions were. He’d spent his time in goon squads on both sides of the law, but after a youth full of indiscretions, he’d eventually joined the force. Good thing, too. Our precinct’s health insurance premiums could’ve skyrocketed after a single untoward encounter with the guy.
“Ahh, Quinto,” I said. “You’re looking fit and trim today. You been working out?”
He stuffed his skillet-sized hands into his pockets. “Depends. Does throwing punks through walls count?”
“I’m going to go with yes.”
“Then sure,” he said. “I’ve been working up a sweat three, four times a week or so.”
“Ouch.” I puckered. “Does our fair city even have that many thugs in need of pummeling?”
“You’d be surprised,” said Quinto. “Though some repeat offenders get the old one-two on a regular basis. You’d think they’d learn after a couple smackdowns, but they keep on getting into trouble. I blame our crumbling school systems.”
“What do you expect?” I said. “Teachers are one of the few public servants paid even worse than we are.”
Quinto nodded. “Perhaps. So, are you going to answer my question? What took you so long? You wake up drunk again?”
I frowned. “Why is that everyone’s first assumption today?”
“It’s like playing the stocks,” said Quinto. “Past performance doesn’t necessarily predict future results, but at least it gives you something to go on.”
“Fair enough,” I said. “But no. I was out with Nicole.”
Quinto raised a questioning eyebrow.
I shook my head. “Just spending some time with the kid.”
“Ahh.”
Quinto didn’t pry any further. He possessed enough wisdom not to delve into that morass of tangled emotions and bitter feelings. I’m not sure if his good sense came from simple propriety or from the fact that he’d never been in a serious relationship himself and had no idea what the hell to say. Either way worked for me.
“So,” he said. “What’s in your pocket?”
“Maybe I’m just happy to see you.” I grinned.
“Seriously, Daggers.”
I pulled a white paper bag from my right coat pocket and opened it. “I got kolaches from Tolek’s. Apricot, blueberry, and honey. Want one? Not the apricot, of course. That one’s mine.”
“You’re kidding, right?” said Quinto. “It’s almost lunchtime.”
A warm voice came from the far side of the room. “Oh, Quinto. You should know better than that. Daggers never kids when it comes to kolaches.”
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My partner, Detective Shay Steele, sauntered into the room, a playful smile splayed across her thin lips. Her dark chocolate-colored hair hung over her shoulder in a loose, knotted ponytail, and hints of subtle curves peeked out from underneath the bodice of her burgundy pantsuit. Her azure eyes twinkled with a quiet mirth, and her sharp nose was tilted ever so slightly toward the ceiling. I could tell I was in for some sass.
“Let’s see, Daggers,” said Steele as she walked up. “I know for a fact you only eat kolaches for breakfast, so given that you have them on hand, you must not have eaten your first meal of the day. Given how cranky you become without food, I have to assume you recently woke up. The question is why. Can I assume—”
I put a hand up. “I wasn’t drunk. And I’m not hungover.”
“I wasn’t going to say that,” said Shay. “I was going to speculate that perhaps you overslept and didn’t have time to grab a bite before you met up with your ex-wife and son.”
I nearly bit my tongue in surprise. “That’s not far from the truth. But how’d you know what I was up to this morning?”
“Are you sure you’re not drunk, Daggers?” asked Quinto. “She can see into the past, remember?”
Steele didn’t miss a beat. “Nothing so complex as that, Quinto. He told me.”
I eyed her suspiciously.
“Yesterday,” she said. “After work?”
The fisherman in my brain finally felt a bite. “That’s right! I knew I told someone. Captain thought I was crazy.”
“You say that in the past tense,” said Quinto. “I think the present tense is more appropriate.”
“For your information,” I said, “I’ve looked up the definition of crazy in the dictionary, and in my owned esteemed opinion, I don’t even come close to qualifying.”
“Did you look up the definition of amnesia, as well?” asked Quinto.
“Just for that, I’m rescinding my peace offering,” I said. “No kolaches for you.”
“Now look at what you’ve done, Quinto,” said Shay. “You’ve gone and made him moody. You know I have to hang out with him all day, don’t you?”
Quinto’s shrug implied he didn’t, but his crooked smile said he did. I plucked the apricot kolache from the bag and tore a chunk from it with my teeth. I chewed slowly, moaning with delight before sucking my fingers with overexaggerated vigor.
“No hard feelings,” I said. “You’ll just have to endure the succulent scent of these fried delicacies on an empty stomach, my friend.” I held the bag out to Shay. “Want one?”
She shrugged. “Ehh, why not?”
My partner plucked the honey kolache out of its paper perch with delicate fingers and took a bite. On our first lunch together, she’d ordered a meatless salad of wilted vegetables. I’d feared the worst, but apparently she’d been afraid to make the wrong first impression. Since then, the gal had proven to be a champion eater. Where she put the food, I’m still not sure—maybe elven stomachs work differently than human ones—so I reacted with only mild surprise when she accepted my offering of artery-clogging vittles.
I tucked the white sack back into my coat pocket. “You’ve been working on your intestinal fortitude, I see.”
“What? This?” said Steele around a mouthful of sugary bliss. “It’s just a doughnut.”
“That’s not what I meant. Given all this carnage, the body’s got to be a mess, and you’re still eating. I’m impressed.”
“Actually, about that,” said Quinto with a raised finger. “It’s not exactly what you’d expect.”
I raised an eyebrow.
“C’mon,” said Shay. “We’ll show you.”
My partner led our procession over to the bedroom, which held more evidence of the same sorts of carnage that infested the living space. Smashed furniture, a torn sofa chair, scrapes and gouges in the floorboards, and a mattress that looked like it’d been used as the playing surface in an epic game of five finger fillet. Unfortunately for the guy face up on the mattress, it looked like he might’ve taken part in the game as well.
I almost choked on my kolache. “Argh… It’s worse than I thought.”
“What? How so?” said Shay.
Given the nature of the stiff’s apartment, I’d expected a rather horrific body—one covered in cuts, scrapes, and bruises—but the corpse on the mattress was surprisingly clean. His skin was unblemished, without any blood spatters to speak of. His physique was also far less imposing than I’d expected. The destruction throughout the apartment looked to have been caused by a hulking bruiser, but the guy on the bed was several inches shorter than my partner and rather doughy around the midsection.
In the middle of his chest, immediately over his heart on the left side, a thin, ornately-crafted stiletto protruded from his skin. A lone trail of blood snaked down his chest and onto the mattress underneath. It was the only wound I could spot upon first glance, but that didn’t prevent there from being one rather horrific aspect of the body.
“The guy’s naked,” I said.
“So?” said Shay. “If I recall correctly, there was a naked person involved in your last case with Griggs.”
“Yes,” I said. “But there was a crucial difference between that naked body and this one.”
“Being?” Shay prodded.
“The nature of the bits between the legs.” I waved at the dude’s junk. “Nobody wants to see that while they’re eating.”
“Doesn’t bother me any,” said Shay as she polished off the last of her honey doughnut and licked her fingers.
“His nakedness isn’t even close to the most interesting thing about him,” said Quinto as he circled the room. “Tell Daggers what you saw in your vision, Detective Steele.”
Whenever Detective Steele arrived at a crime scene, she enacted an elaborate performance in which her eyes glazed over, her hands floated out to her sides, and her fingers tickled the air—the physical ramifications of suffering one of her out-of-body, reputedly psychic episodes. Afterwards, she’d reveal what clues she’d seen etched in the fabric of time.
Shay smiled demurely. “I saw our dearly departed friend over here getting stabbed…”
I stuck out my lips and nodded in mock seriousness. “Really? Wow. We should tell the Captain. You’re in line for a raise with that kind of insight.”
“…with an icicle,” she finished.
I frowned. My partner’s visions weren’t intended to be strict recreations of the past. Instead, she provided representative images of what might’ve happened. But in this case, I was having a hard time figuring out what in the world she was getting at.
“I’m not sure I follow,” I said.
“Go on,” said Quinto. “Touch the dagger.”
“The one protruding from the stiff’s chest?” I asked.
Quinto nodded. I looked to Steele. She nodded, too. 
I felt as if I were taking part in some silly children’s game, except there was no chance of getting surreptitiously kissed at the end of it all.
I shrugged. “All right. I’ll bite.”
I reached a hand out and pressed my fingers to the exposed portion of the blade.
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The dagger was cold as ice. I pulled my fingers back into a fist.
“It’s cold,” I said astutely. “Why is it cold?”
“That’s what we’ve been trying to figure out,” said Quinto.
“Maybe somebody stored this thing in an ice chest,” I mused.
Shay shook her head. “That was my first intuition, too. But it’s a reasonably warm day. Put a knife in a bucket of ice, even a solid steel stiletto like that one there, and it’ll only stay cool for maybe ten, fifteen minutes tops, at room temperature. This sucker was cold when we first got here, which was close to an hour ago, and it’s still chilly.”
I stuffed the last of my fried apricot pastry into my mouth and thought as I chewed. A murder weapon that was as cold as ice and remained that way, despite the best efforts of mother nature? “Dare I say perhaps we’re dealing with the ‘M’ word here?”
Steele knew exactly what I was referring to. In our first case together, we’d been confronted with a tuxedo-clad dead guy with a gaping hole burned clean through his chest. I’d been convinced he’d been murdered by magical means, but my partner had insisted otherwise. In the end, our coroner Cairny had proven Shay correct. Like a putz, I’d been forced to apologize to my new partner, and on the first day on the job no less.
In retrospect, I probably should’ve trusted Shay’s judgment. She’d studied for years at H. G. Morton’s, one of the most prestigious magical training institutions in the city. That alone made her our precinct’s premier authority on all things magical, both nefarious and otherwise.
Shay shrugged. “Honestly, Daggers, I’m not sure. Elemental manipulation is pretty basic stuff, but even if someone did use magic to cool that stiletto, it should’ve warmed up by now.”
“Maybe the dagger’s enchanted,” I said.
“I don’t think so,” said Steele. “Despite what you might’ve heard through old wives’ tales, enchantments are myths. Magical abilities are innate, meaning they exist only in the self. They can’t be transferred to inanimate objects. My instructors at H. G. Morton’s were very clear on that.”
“Maybe they lied,” I said. “Maybe your instructors had secrets that were too dark and dangerous to share with their students.”
Quinto snorted. “It’s a little early for conspiracy theories, don’t you think Daggers?”
“No, I don’t,” I said with a wag of my finger. “Otherwise you wouldn’t have spurned my kolaches.”
Quinto muttered something. I caught the lines ‘didn’t actually spurn’ and ‘wouldn’t mind one’ before my partner drowned him out.
“All I can tell you is what I’ve been taught,” said Steele. “I don’t think enchantments are real.”
I leaned in to take a closer look at the frigid dagger. It was a fine piece of craftsmanship. Floral, silver filigrees graced the stiletto’s hilt, and the arabesque designs continued on the steel of the blade. The frou-frou elements didn’t make the dagger any less deadly—or illegal—but they certainly added an element of flair. Tiny ice crystals stuck to the blade at its intersection with the cross guard, and a strange, shimmery wetness seemed to coat the steel when viewed from the right angle. My partner must’ve noticed those last two elements, as well.
I straightened and took a final glance around the room. “Alright, let’s recap. We’ve got a dead guy by the name of…do we know his name?”
Quinto shook his head.
“Ok. So we’ve got a yet-to-be-identified dead guy. He’s naked, and he has a mysteriously cold—and very ornate—dagger sticking out of his chest. His place is completely trashed, as if a barroom brawl erupted in his living room, but he looks like he just returned from a full service body cleanse at a high-priced day spa. Am I missing anything so far?”
“For what it’s worth, we don’t think it was a robbery,” said Steele. “We found some cash and miscellaneous valuables in the remains of his nightstand.”
“Yeah, I figured as much,” I said. “Thieves are often dolts, but they tend to be efficient. Stripping a guy down to his birthday suit and stabbing him with an icy, possibly magical, blade doesn’t strike me as being a terribly good use of resources. I think we can safely surmise something wacky’s in the works here. 
“Moving on—given the state of this apartment, I’m assuming whatever took place here made a lot of noise.”
Quinto nodded. “One of the tenants heard the commotion and called for the police early this morning.”
“Right,” I said. “Let’s start by canvassing the tenement. Quinto, take the apartment across the hall, and work your way down from there. Detective Steele and I will take this side of the hall. Let’s figure out who this guy is first and then see what we can come up with on him.”
“You got it,” said Quinto. He hoofed his way out of the bedroom. Shay moved to follow him, but I motioned for her to hold back until Quinto was out of earshot.
“So tell me,” I said. “The icicle bit. You noticed the frost on the cross guard of the blade?”
“That was the most obvious clue, yes,” she said. “I also noticed a little bluing of the skin tissue around the puncture wound. And there was the single stream of blood flowing from the incision. As fluids get cold, their viscosity increases, and they flow more slowly. Blood’s no different. All together, the evidence was conclusive.”
I nodded thoughtfully. “See, that’s why I keep you around. I never would’ve picked up on that last bit.”
My partner crossed her arms. “And since when do you have a say in whether I get to stick around or not?”
“I’ll have you know I have the Captain’s ear on personnel decisions. I’m a very important man.” I waggled a finger.
Shay rolled her eyes. “Right.”
We started to walk toward the apartment’s exit.
“So hey,” I said, “what can you tell me about firing bricks so they end up a banana-yellow color?”
“Huh?” Shay shot me a confused look. “What possessed you to think I’d know the answer to that?”
“You’re a sciencey type,” I said. “Plus, didn’t you say your father was a chemist?”
“Um, yeah. Chemist, not a mason. There’s a difference.”
“You don’t have to get testy,” I said. “I’m just trying to make conversation.”
Shay jerked a thumb back toward the bedroom. “So a dead guy with an icy dagger sticking out of his chest isn’t a good enough ice breaker for you, then?”
I narrowed my eyes. “That ice breaker bit. Intentional pun?”
Shay sighed. “Are you going to be like this all day?”
“You’re right,” I said. “I’m far too cheerful. But I’m sure an hour or so of questioning surly apartment tenants will change that.”
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I sat on an unrelentingly stiff provincial-style sofa with a faded mauve floral print, the stench of stale cat pee filling my nostrils. Needlework throws and lace doilies crept in from the edges of my vision like dainty, cream-colored spiders, merging with the garish wallpaper to create a fearsome hellscape. All the while, fluffy feline assassins circled my legs and contemplated turning my pants into an impromptu scratching post.
“How the hell did we let ourselves get roped into this?” I whispered to my partner.
Shay displayed an evil smile. “You should be ecstatic. For once your charms actually worked on someone.”
“I wasn’t trying to charm that eighty-year-old crone. She saw weakness in my eyes and pounced on me!”
“Hush, Daggers,” said Steele. “I won’t judge if your love transcends traditional societal norms.”
A soft, creaky voice worked its way to the couch from the confines of the kitchen. “I’ll be right there, dears. The tea’s nearly finished steeping.”
I wiped a hand across my face and groaned. One moment we’d been standing in front of the apartment neighboring our crime scene, knocking on the hardwood, and the next thing I knew I’d been kidnapped and bound to a lonely old lady’s couch with bonds of pity and what I can only assume was commiseration. It wasn’t an emotion I was particularly familiar with.
As if the invisible bonds weren’t enough, the old woman had strategically placed her cats around me and instructed them to attack in the event that I tried to leave. Oh, the command hadn’t been verbal, of course, but I could tell the furry monsters had an unspoken understanding with the liver-spotted one. Their beady little eyes betrayed their evil intentions.
“We could try to make a break for it,” I said to Shay. “I think I can make it to the door before they overwhelm me.”
My partner gave me a furrowed glance. “Huh? Are you talking about the cats?”
“Shh! Don’t refer to them by name. It might imbue them with mystical powers. Besides—oh, never mind. Here comes the old lady.”
The woman, who’d introduced herself as Gertrude Mallory, returned and placed a tray upon the wrought iron and glass coffee table in front of us. Three mugs of tea steamed merrily, emitting a sharp smell of cloves and cardamom, and a glazed porcelain platter held stacks of triangular, crustless white bread pressed around a firm, translucent vegetable. Cucumber sandwiches, perhaps? Did people actually eat those? I thought they were a figment of rich people’s imaginations.
“So, where was I?” said Mrs. Mallory as she retrieved one of the mugs from the platter. “Oh, yes. I was telling you about my son, Percival. You see, when he was young, he left for the war, and—”
“I’m sorry, Mrs. Mallory,” I said. “As interested as we are to hear about your family—all seven of your children and their sundry offspring—we really need to step back for a moment and focus on what we initially came here for. To ask about your neighbor.”
“Oh, I’m terribly sorry,” said Mrs. Mallory. “I tend to get distracted easily these days. I have to admit, your kind eyes make me more chatty than usual.”
Shay smirked and poked me in the ribs. I had half a mind to toss one of the more hostile-looking cats in the general direction of her face, but with my luck, the rest of the feline’s brethren would’ve turned on me in retribution. Instead, I pulled out my trusty spiral-bound notepad from one of my interior coat pockets and flipped to an empty page.
“Well,” I said. “The first thing we really need to know is your neighbor’s name.”
“Yes, of course,” said the old woman, her hands clutching the steaming mug for warmth. “His name was Terrence, Terrence Mann. Seemed like a reasonably nice fellow, but I didn’t know him well, to be honest. He kept to himself. Was nice and quiet, which I appreciated. Until last night, of course.”
I scribbled a note in my pad. “So you heard a commotion?”
Mrs. Mallory gave me a disapproving glance, one only a seasoned matron with years of practice could master. I feared I might be deprived of milk and cookies at snack time. “I may be old, Detective, but I’m not deaf. Yes, I heard the racket. Shouts and crashes. I would’ve gone for help, but I feared for my own safety, you understand.”
“Did you hear anything specific during the commotion?” asked Shay. “Any names, for instance? Or what the argument might’ve been about?”
“No, nothing like that,” said Mrs. Mallory. “On the contrary, I didn’t hear any words at all. Just grunts and harsh yells, as if there was some sort of wrestling match taking place. Soon after that I heard crashing and thumping, but that was all.”
“Do you have any idea who might’ve been at his place last night?” said Shay.
Mrs. Mallory shook her head. “No. In fact, I’m surprised Terrence was even there. He worked nights. That’s one of the reasons he was such a good neighbor. He never had guests over at times when decent folks are asleep.”
I looked up from my pad. “If he worked nights, do you have any idea why he would’ve been home last night?”
“No. None,” said the old maid.
Interesting. I made another note. “Where did he work?”
Mrs. Mallory took a sip of tea as she mulled over my question. Part of me was almost tempted to have a sip of the foul brew. It was a far cry from coffee, but the Captain had shooed me out of the office before I’d had a chance to hit the break room. I was getting desperate for anything that might shock my system with caffeine.
Of course, even the powerful scent of cloves and cardamom couldn’t drown out the pervasive stench of cat piss that seeped into my nostrils. I could only guess what the tea would taste like, should I be brave enough to put it to my lips.
“Let’s see,” said Mrs. Mallory. “I don’t remember exactly. It was some sort of book binder, though. I remember that for certain. He’d often come home early in the morning with pre-release copies.”
“Well, that explains all the books.” I turned to my partner. “Can you think of anything else we should ask?”
I think Shay could see from the wild expression in my eyes that I wouldn’t last too much longer in the cat-infested hellhole. She took pity on me.
“Just one,” she said. “Mrs. Mallory, can you think of anyone who might’ve held a grudge against your neighbor? Anyone who he had disagreements with in the past?”
“No,” said Mrs. Mallory. “I’m terribly sorry, detectives. I wish I could be of more help, but as I said, I didn’t know the young man that well.”
“That’s alright, ma’am,” I said as I stood up. “We’ll be in contact if we need anything else.”
That comment brightened the old lady’s face. “Oh, yes. Please feel free to drop by. I’d love to have you over again.”
“I’m sure you would,” I said.
I hastily turned toward the door, hoping to make my escape before the cat lady’s sorrowful granny eyes could coerce me into staying for lunch.
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I filled my lungs with great mouthfuls of sweet, clean air as we squeezed past the bluecoat at the door and back toward the scene of the crime.
“Oh, yeah. That’s better,” I said.
Detective Steele looked at me in a sidelong manner. “Oh, come on. The smell wasn’t that bad.”
“Not that bad? Not that bad?” I said. “The only way it could’ve been worse is if there’d been a fully grown female tiger actively spritzing that lady’s furniture with her musk as we talked.”
“Really, Daggers, what’s the big deal? Didn’t you once tell me a herd of stray cats had been living in your apartment when you first moved in?”
I showed Steele how flexible my eyebrows were in my display of disbelief. “Wow. I’m surprised you remember that. Yes, I did. But that only makes me more sensitive to the smell. Do you have any idea how many months I had to keep my windows propped open and how many bottles of pine-scented cleaner I churned through before that horrible odor finally disappeared? And I had to replace almost my entire wardrobe afterwards. Try doing that on half a detective’s salary.”
“Half?”
“I’m divorced, remember? The rent on that place was a steal, but with all my cleaning expenses, I didn’t get into the black on my savings account for almost a year.”
We stopped in front of the sideways bookshelves and piles of books that sprawled across Terrence’s living room floor.
Shay eyed the assorted publications. “You really think this guy got murdered over a workplace dispute?”
I shrugged. “Probably not, given the bizarre manner in which he was killed. But if he worked evenings, he shouldn’t have been here last night. I want to find out why he didn’t report in to his job as usual.”
“Maybe he got sick,” offered Shay.
“Oh, without a doubt,” I said. “He’s suffering from a raging case of pointy-thing-in-chest fever.”
The two pulp novels I’d glanced at earlier lay on top of the nearest pile. Shay bent down and grabbed them.
“Sam Simon and the Trolltown Beatdown and The Beast with Twelve Arms.” She glanced at the books’ spines. “Both published by Darkhorse Fiction. I’m guessing they’re not an academic press.”
“I doubt it,” I said. “But remember, Mrs. Gertrude ‘Mother-of-Cats’ Mallory said this guy worked for a binder, not a publisher. Check the front to see if either of them lists one.”
Shay handed me one of the books while she looked through the other.
“Hmm, no dice,” she said. “It lists a publisher address, though.”
“Yeah, same here. Not that it does us any good.” I tossed the book aside and surveyed the massive pile of novels on the floor. “Well, I guess we’d better dig in and hope we get lucky. I have to admit, this brings a whole new meaning to the term ‘paperwork,’ though.”
Shay groaned.
I commandeered one pile while she took another. I’d barely worked my way through three titles when a cover caught my eye. I pulled it out and squealed like a very mature schoolgirl with laryngitis. “No way! Rex Winters!”
I might’ve overdone the excitement. Steele jumped almost a foot in the air.
“Good gods, Daggers! You almost gave me a heart attack.”
“Sorry,” I said as I dug through the pile. “I got excited. It’s just that it looks like our guy Terrence has almost the whole collection, even the limited edition Rex Winters and the Serpentine Sleuths novella.” I held it up for emphasis. “It’s been out of print for ages. It’s incredibly hard to find.”
“Huh? Rex who?” said Shay.
“Rex Winters.”
My partner looked at me blankly.
“Seriously? Rex Winters? The dashing, debonair detective who’s constantly teetering at the cusp of danger and bedding buxom beauties as he solves crimes? He was an inspiration to me growing up. In fact, we’re a lot alike, now that I think about it—at least in all the good ways.”
Shay continued to stare at me.
“Ok, maybe that’s a bit of an exaggeration. He’s more lascivious than I am, though who can blame the guy, right? Regardless, I’m surprised you haven’t heard of him. We’re talking about a classic mystery series here, one that’s been going on for decades. It started to stagnate for a while, around book ten or eleven, but the last few novels have been fantastic.”
Shay blinked. “I’m sorry. I’m still trying to process the fact that you read. Voluntarily, I mean.”
“What? Why is that surprising?”
“Um…I don’t know,” said Shay. “Maybe it’s your intense distaste of any research that involves cracking open a file. Or it could be your limited grasp of how to put words together into coherent sentences. There’s also the fact that I’ve never seen you do anything but drink and bitch in your free time.”
I scoffed. “You should pay closer attention. I like books just fine as long as I’m not expected to have to learn anything from them. And you forget that I’m a single male with limited disposable income. Reading is a perfect hobby for me.”
I turned my attention back to the limited edition Rex Winters novella. The spine was emblazoned with a simple gothic-style ‘CB,’ the emblem of the publisher, Chapman Books. I cracked open the front cover and scanned the text. Lo and behold, just below the address for the Chapman Books’ headquarters, a book bindery was listed: Williams and Sons. An address followed. I cracked another Rex Winters entry and checked the copyright page. Same publisher and binder. “I think I found what we’re looking for.” I passed the novel to Steele.
“Looks good to me,” she said. “You want to go now?”
I twisted my lips in thought. “Hmm. Well, the alternative is to interview more neighbors to see if any of them saw or heard anything of interest. Of course, that could expose us to more old ladies and their feline assassins. I say we let Quinto handle it. He’s a big boy. The cats won’t attack him.”
Shay smiled. “We should probably let him know we’re leaving, though.”
“And risk him bailing out on the dirty work? Not on your life. I’ll tell one of the beat cops to let him know we left. I need to talk to them anyway to have them bag all this stuff up. Also to have them ship the stiletto-clad body to the morgue.”
“Works for me,” said Shay. “Quinto’ll know it was your idea to ditch him. And even if it was my idea, he’s incapable of getting mad at me.”
It was true. The big gray guy had an incurable soft spot in his heart for my half-elven partner. Some days it felt like a big brother, little sister sort of relationship, and other days it was more like teenage infatuation. I found it a rather awkward situation, but Quinto and Steele seemed unfazed by the arrangement. Maybe it had to do with their shared status as half-breeds—allegedly, I should say, in the case of Quinto. No one was completely sure if one of his parents had been a troll or simply big and ugly.
We started for the exit. I hesitated and glanced back toward the pile of books.
Detective Steele paused. “What’s wrong?”
“It’s that Rex Winters novella,” I said.
“What about it?”
“It’s rare. Really rare. And it’s the only book in the set I don’t own.”
Shay crossed her arms. “You’re not seriously considering taking it, are you? That’s highly unethical.”
I frowned. “You’re right. I should wait until we’ve wrapped up the case and then steal it from the evidence locker.”
“Daggers!”
“Hey, the guy’s dead,” I said. “Better those books find a good home than meet their maker in a police-issue incinerator.”
Shay didn’t know how to respond to that. I have that effect on her sometimes.
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After leaving detailed instructions with my blue coat-clad friend, Phelps, regarding what to do with the body, murder weapon, and various forms of evidence in the apartment, as well as guidelines about how best to break the news to Quinto that we’d left, my partner and I headed out toward the book bindery.
Like most of the manufacturing in the city, Williams and Sons’ printing operations were located east of the Earl river in the dock district, where land and labor were cheaper to come by. Most hands that worked in the shipyards and mills and foundries on the east side of the river lived nearby, but some people, like our victim Terrence, chose to live on the west side despite its pricier rents. Given their proximity to the Erming—the worst slum in the city—parts of the dock district could get pretty dicey, especially at night.
Luckily, the Captain, like Quinto, had a soft spot for my precious flower of a partner. He’d increased the rickshaw budget almost twofold since she’d joined the force, ostensibly to preserve her delicate feet. Not that Shay needed his charity. She’d learned her lesson after her first day on the job, wearing sensible flats from then on out instead of strappy high-heel numbers.
Regardless, I wasn’t one to turn down a reprieve for my pavement slappers—and being Shay’s partner meant I got to ride alongside her without judgment—though it did earn me the occasional dirty look or two. I flagged down a nearby rickshaw driver and we clattered away across the cobblestones.
After a half hour or so, we approached our destination. As we turned off West Avenue, a cloud of noxious gas slapped me in the face with the potency of a steroid-fueled Quinto punch. I gagged and stuffed my face into my coat sleeve. The smell was awful—some hellacious mixture of sulfur, turpentine, and the world’s worst batch of homebrewed beer. Shay responded in a similar manner, making a retching sound before cupping a hand over her nose. Even our rickshaw driver hacked and coughed when greeted by the stench, and he looked like he lived in a homemade lean-to scrapped together out of garbage and rain-warped paperboard.
“Oh, what fresh hell is this?” I gasped. “And I thought the cats were bad! What happened here? Did a lactose intolerant giant accidentally ingest a massive bowl of blue cheese-flavored ice cream?”
Shay muttered something that sounded like ‘gaper dill stemicles’ and pointed into the distance. I followed her finger toward an overgrown mill wheel and a number of smokestacks spewing foul-looking clouds into the sky. Suddenly I understood.
Though Williams and Sons was a book bindery, they’d set up shop only a few blocks away from one of the city’s largest pulp and paper mills. It made economic sense, of course. Proximity to the mill meant lower paper costs. Lower paper costs meant they could print cheaper books, and that in turn meant they could offer better contracts to the book publishers, undercutting competitors and receiving more contracts. I’d do the same if I were Mr. Williams or his unknown number of sons. Of course, they were probably off living it up in a lavish mansion somewhere far to the northwest where the air smelled of roses and freshly bathed puppies and sunshine.
Our haggard-looking rickshaw driver dropped us off in front of a large factory building a few blocks down from the mill. The coppers I handed him had barely hit his palm before he took off like a banshee. I couldn’t blame him. The mill’s odious vapors had me reconsidering my need to question any of Terrence’s co-workers regarding his mysterious death—or my need to even solve the case at all. I was pretty sure I had an eighty-year-old sugar momma who would take care of me if push came to shove. Then again, I’d still have to deal with the cats.
Steele and I hustled through the factory’s doors and shut them tight behind us. I feared the stench might be just as bad indoors, but for once I was pleasantly surprised—mostly because a different, slightly less offensive smell permeated the warehouse, one that reminded me of alcohol and art projects. The air was thick and heavy, laying over me like a warm blanket.
“Is that…glue?” Shay contorted her nose in odd directions.
“I think so,” I said.
“It’s pretty potent. This can’t be healthy.”
“Long term, I’d agree with you,” I said. “But for now, I’m willing to accept a little glue-induced brain fuzziness if it means banishing that horrid pulp smell.”
In front of us, dozens of printing presses stretched back into the cavernous building, their ink-soaked printing cylinders whirring and spinning as they ate paper and spat printed sheets out the other end. A balding guy holding a clipboard stood nearby. Ink blackened his hands, and his sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, though that meager attempt at self-cooling hadn’t prevented large sweat stains from spreading out into his pits and onto his back. He looked at us as we stepped forward.
“Um…can I help you?”
I flashed the guy my badge. “I’m Daggers. This is Steele. We’re with homicide. Are you in charge here?”
The guy gave me a look somewhere around the intersection of Dumbfounded Street and Consternation Avenue. “Uhh…what’s this about?”
“Do you know a guy by the name of Terrence Mann?”
The blank look stare-off continued.
I put a hand up to around my clavicle. “About yea high. Curly brown hair. Kind of on the soft side.”
Something clicked in Clippy’s head. “Oh, yeah, that guy. You’ll want to talk to Yates. He’s the night manager. I think he’s still around, actually. We’ve been swamped lately.”
I waited for a moment, but Clippy just stood there.
“You want to point me in a general direction, there, sport?” I asked.
The pit-stained one pointed into the whirring machinery.
I gave a nod of thanks as we ventured into the cloud of ink and sound.
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We found Yates laying on a wheeled creeper, half-hidden under a malfunctioning printing press, machine grease smeared across his hands and forearms. After poking him with my toe, he grudgingly rolled out from underneath the contraption and stood up.
Giant bags under his eyes made it appear as if he hadn’t slept in a week, much less one night. He wiped his face with a filthy rag before using it to slick back his hair, which, based on the way it undulated, I could only assume contained copious amounts of the same grease that lubricated his presses. I hoped his hair was naturally black and not that way due to a total disregard for personal hygiene.
“Well? What do you want?” he snapped. “I’m busy.”
I had to shout to make myself heard over the whirr of the presses. “I’m Daggers. This is Steele. Homicide.” I showed him my badge. “We need to ask you a few questions about Terrence Mann.”
Yates’ eyes darted between me and my partner. “What about him? Is he dead?”
“In a word—yes,” I said.
Yates flipped his rag over his shoulder. “Great. Fan-fricking-tastic. That’s all I need right now.”
“Um…is everything ok?” asked Steele.
“Do I look ok to you?” he asked. “I’m tired, stressed, overworked, and I’ve just found out I’ve lost one of my best guys. This happens every time we have a big order come in. Well, not the guy keeling over part. I meant the workload. But does upper management care? No. You’d think they’d see we’re dying down here on the floor—no pun intended—and hire some more guys, but I swear those fat cats in charge don’t give a damn. They’re just in it to line their own pockets with as much cash as they can carry. Honestly, if I had any other option I’d run for the door. I’m sick of this crap.”
I pumped the brakes. “Whoa there, guy. I can understand your frustration. We’ve put in our fair share of time in the trenches. Well, I have anyway. Steele only recently had the silver spoon removed from her mouth.” I got an evil glare for that comment. “But we really don’t need your life story. If you can answer a few questions, we’ll let you get back to work.”
Yates crossed his arms and scowled. “Fine. What do you need?”
“Tell us about Mann.”
Yates shrugged. “He was a model employee. Came in to work on time, did his job, and kept his mouth shut. It’s one of the reasons I’m so upset. He’s going to be hard to replace.”
“Anything else?” asked Shay.
“What else is there?” said Yates. “Look, I liked the guy. Really, I did. But he was a loner. Didn’t socialize at all. Not that we have any time to do so even if we wanted. I mean—”
“Did he come in to work last night?” I interrupted.
“Nope.”
“You have any idea why?”
“Sure do,” said Yates. “It was his night off.”
“Oh,” I said, feeling a little deflated. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but looking at you I’d never have guessed you guys get nights off.”
“We don’t,” Yates spat. “Look, those of us who work the graveyard shift earn a premium over day folks, but Mann opted out of that. Instead, he arranged to get a night off every two weeks, and he took those evenings off religiously. Smart guy, Terrence. If I could rearrange my deal I’d do the same thing, but given how deep in the weeds we are, upper management isn’t letting anyone work less than they’re contractually obligated to.”
“Do you have any idea what Terrence did on those nights off?” asked Shay.
“He probably stayed home and slept. That’s what I’d do.”
“What about here at work?” said Shay. “Did he have any disagreements or issues with people?”
Yates shook his head. “Nah, none of that. Like I said, he was a good guy. Even keel. Although…”
“Although, what?” I asked.
Yates rubbed a couple fingers along his greasy forehead. “Well, now that you mention it, a few nights ago some guy stopped by the factory to talk to Terrence. I assumed he was a friend or relative or something, but the guy was agitated. Nervous. I didn’t make anything of it because Terrence didn’t seem to either. He just brushed him off and went back to work.”
“Did you hear what they were talking about?” I asked.
“Are you kidding?” Yates pointed at the presses. “I can barely hear you right now. I saw them talking from thirty or forty feet away.”
“Had you seen the guy who came by before?” asked Shay.
“No. This was a one-time thing. No one had ever stopped by looking for Terrence before.”
“Did you get a look at the guy’s face?” I asked.
Yates nodded. “More or less.”
“Alright,” I said. “We’ll send a sketch artist over—have you work with him to give us a picture of this guy you saw with Mann. You got any runners around here?”
At the precinct, we always had a herd of urchins loitering near the front waiting to carry messages around town in exchange for a few coppers. Most businesses tended to have at least one or two lying around in case some work materialized.
“Yeah,” said Yates. “Check the loading dock.”
“Remind me to send one to HQ before we leave, Steele,” I said. “You going to be here this afternoon, Yates?”
The night manager sighed the sigh of a tired, beaten man. “Yeah. Probably.”
I felt for the guy. Captain could be a hard-ass when he wanted to be, but at the same time, he let me come in to work late on a consistent basis. The worst I’d ever shown for my sloth was the occasional spittle burn. As much as I bemoaned my salary and benefits as a public servant, my job did have its perks. Unlimited coffee, for one, and increased job security due to all the bureaucratic red tape that had to be cut to fire someone, even with cause.
I took a final glance around the factory. Laborers hustled back and forth between the presses, some feeding paper into machines, others carting numbered sheets to binding stations. A guy in the aisle next to us wheeled a dolly stacked with boxes of books from the binding stations up toward the front of the building to be loaded onto carts for transport.
“So, what’s got you guys in such a bind, anyway?” I asked. “Somebody write one of those crazy popular vampire erotica novels again?”
Yates shook his head. “Nah. It’s just another of those damned Rex Winters novels.”
I nearly choked on my spit. Before anyone had a chance to raise any objections, I’d run down the poor sap working the handcart and nearly ripped his shoulder from his socket in my desperation to stop him. He started yelling for Yates as soon as I tore into the box of books and pulled out a shiny, pristine copy of the latest literary masterpiece, Rex Winters in Double Blind Danger.
I turned to face Steele and Yates as they arrived, the Rex Winters novel clutched in my hands and on display as if I’d won the presidential medal for investigative excellence.
“Oh my gosh,” I squealed. “It’s the new Rex Winters novel! Can you believe it?”
“Daggers,” said Steele. “Focus—”
“I knew it was coming out soon, but I had no idea it was this week! Double Blind Danger, eh? I wonder what it’s about? A mischievous crime ring of poker players? Or perhaps a crew of thieves who pretend to be blind to avoid suspicion? Oh, I know, maybe—”
“Focus,” said Steele.
“Right. Sorry.”
“Is he always like this?” asked Yates.
“More often than either of us would like to admit,” said Shay. “He constantly waffles between being an insincere jackass and an affable dolt.”
“‘Waffles’ implies a measure of indecision,” I said. “When I act like a jerk, I do so intentionally. And since you brought it up, do you want to get some?”
Shay furrowed her brows. “Some what?”
“Waffles. Or a meal of any kind, really. Doesn’t have to be brunch. That kolache didn’t stick to my ribs like I’d hoped it would.”
Yates stared at us, mouth half open. “Um…are we done here?”
“Depends. Can I take this with me?” I flourished the Rex Winters novel.
“Do you need it for your investigation?” asked Yates.
“No. Possibly. Yes. I’m not sure.”
Yates threw his hands in the air. “Whatever. Not like one book is going to make a lick of difference in when I fall asleep tonight. Knock yourself out.”
I did a subtle, silent fist pump. I think Shay noticed. She smiled. I’m pretty sure she considered this one of my affable dolt moments. It’s ok. I’m confident enough in my own masculinity to let my inner nerd out every once in a while.
Yates turned to go.
“Oh, wait,” I said. “One more thing.”
Yates sighed. “Dear gods…what now?”
“Terrence,” I said. “Do you know if he had any involvement in magical stuff? Like, say, enchanted daggers?”
Yates eyeballed me for a moment before turning to my partner. “You really need to get him to stop reading those pulps. They’re addling his brain.”
Shay’s devious smile would’ve normally evoked a snappy comeuppance, but I let it slide. After becoming the proud owner of a pre-release copy of the newest Rex Winters novel, my spirits were doing backflips in the clouds. Try as I might, I couldn’t keep from wondering what luscious adventures and juicy mysteries might be hiding within the paperback’s floppy covers.
I forced my mind back to the issue at hand. “So then…is that a no?”
“I don’t know anything about any enchanted daggers, or magical swords, or fairy dust-encrusted cheese graters, for that matter,” said Yates. “Can I go?”
I nodded. “Have fun.”
The glare he gave me indicated he wouldn’t. I motioned Shay toward the exit.
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The funk cloud hadn’t gone anywhere during our stint in the bindery. It latched onto my nostrils as soon we stepped foot out the door.
Unfortunately for us, not a single rickshaw driver was in sight. We had to hoof it several blocks away from the riverfront until we found one, and I’ll be darned if the first one we encountered wasn’t the same garbage and paperboard carpenter from before. I gave him the evil eye for abandoning us in the pulp mill stench without transportation, but he shrugged it off with the uncaring indifference of a seasoned panhandler.
“Where to?” he asked as we piled into the rickshaw.
“Good question,” I said. “I was thinking—”
“Uh-uh,” said Shay with a wag of her finger. “It’s my turn.”
I squinted my eyes. “Are you sure?”
“Positive. Driver, take us to Marcello’s on west 12th.”
I groaned. With my old partner Griggs, I’d routinely taken the responsibility of choosing where we’d dine for lunch, but after a few days with Steele in tow, my plucky half-elf partner had quickly put an end to my domineering lunch autocracy. She’d insisted we take turns choosing where to eat. The nerve of her!
My initial fear had been she’d funnel us toward joints that only served edibles that grew in place as opposed to those that walked on four legs. Thankfully, those fears had been unfounded. The svelte girl could enjoy a butter-soaked slab of roast beast as easily as I could, but the problem with Shay was that she demanded two things: variety and finesse.
Steele lusted after intricately designed plates featuring exotic fusions of meats and sauces and strange herbs grown on the tops of remote windswept mountaintops. I, on the other hand, was perfectly content to scarf down the same melted cheese-slathered sandwich day after day. Luckily for my wallet, Shay usually tried to balance her gustatory desires with costs. Marcello’s hovered right at the border of my comfort zone, but it was still too sophisticated for my tastes.
After bouncing our way back over the Bridge from the east side, our driver deposited us at the foot of the restaurant, a quaint cube of a building with coffee-colored drapes over the windows and a white door that had been artificially scraped to make it appear aged.
“Ugh,” I said. “You know how I feel about this place.”
“Yes,” said Shay, “but you also think any restaurant with tables and chairs for you to sit at is too fancy.”
I shrugged. “They’re an unnecessary expense. I’m perfectly capable of eating while I stand.”
“Stop moaning and come inside with me.”
A hostess at the front showed us to our seats. Normally, I would’ve complained about her as another needless expense that would show up on my bill, but all was not wrong with the world. The hostess wore tight black pants, and being the gentleman I was, I allowed her and Shay to lead the way.
My eyes might’ve lingered a little too long on her derrière.
“I noticed that,” said Shay as we sat.
I played it cool. “Noticed what?”
“Never mind. Any idea what you’re going to get?”
I leafed through the menu. The choices all sounded too involved. “I don’t know. Maybe the rabbit. It’s benign enough.”
“Ohh!” said Shay. “They’ve got a pan-seared barramundi with a mushroom velouté.”
“A what?” I said.
Shay looked at me. “I’m sorry—are you confused about the barramundi or the velouté?”
“Both, to be honest.”
“It’s fish with a mushroom butter sauce.”
“See, this is what I dislike about these places,” I said. “If it’s fish with a butter sauce, why don’t they just say that?”
My partner put down her menu. “Daggers, there’s more to food than just how many calories it has or how quickly you can cram it down your maw. It’s an experience. The techniques chefs use in their cooking enhance that experience, strengthen it, and turn the ingredients into more than the sum of their parts.”
I gave her a dubious look.
“Ok. Think of it this way,” said Shay. “You like those Rex Winters books, right?”
“Better believe it,” I said.
“Well, what is it about them you love?”
“Everything,” I said. “The fast-paced stories, the action, the adventure. Not to mention Rex Winters himself, who’s a total stud. Kind of like me.”
Shay ignored the boast. “Alright, well imagine if the author—what’s his name?”
“Frank Gregg.”
“Ok, so imagine Frank Gregg took those great stories you love so much and condensed them down to their bare essentials. Took out all those details you adore and left a bare plot summary with minimalist characters and settings. The stories wouldn’t be the same, would they? They’d be like food without the flair. Don’t you see? It’s the tiny elements—the flair—that make things so good.”
I sat there cupping my chin.
“Where did I lose you?” asked Shay.
“It’s not that,” I said. “It’s that you’ve made a very astute analogy. And while I understand exactly what you’re saying, I still can’t help but feel you’re going to enjoy your fish far more than I am my rabbit.”
A waiter came by and took our orders.
I rapped my fingers on the table as he left. “So… How’ve you been?”
Detective Steele narrowed her eyes. “Is that a trick question?”
“What? No. Why?”
“So you’re genuinely concerned about my well-being?”
“Oh, come off it,” I said. “I just want to make sure you’re adjusting to life on the force.”
The corner of Shay’s lips curled up in a hint of a smile. It was a rare gesture—not the smile, itself, mind you. Shay smiled at me all the time, but usually she did so ironically, to mock me after tossing a quip in my face. Much more uncommon was the genuine, heartfelt smile, the kind she only broke out when she gazed a little into someone else’s soul. She had that ability, though it had more to do with her gender than her level of clairvoyant prowess.
“Oh, Daggers, you really do care, don’t you?”
Her luminous, azure eyes sent a tremor through my knees, but luckily I was already sitting down. Funny feelings bubbled up inside me as she smiled, but I reached deep inside of myself and pushed the emotions back down—way down. I was fairly sure whatever feelings I was experiencing weren’t reciprocated, so I hunkered down behind my emotional wall of humor and played it cool, as I always do.
“Shhh,” I said. “Don’t tell the guys at the office.”
“I’m doing fine,” said Shay. “The first day was a little rough, but that’s mostly because I didn’t realize my partner’s jackassery was an expression of endearment.”
“You’d be surprised how few people realize that,” I said. “But don’t get too comfortable. You’re still on rookie probation. I just let the harshest of the hazing slide because you’re a girl.”
“Woman,” corrected Steele. “But thanks for that noble gesture.”
“So what’s your feel on the current case?” I asked.
“Honestly?” Shay shook her head. “I don’t know, Daggers. I mean, I could probably wrap my head around one or two weird elements of a murder, but I have no idea what’s going on in this one. Why was the guy naked? Why weren’t there any cuts or bruises on his body when his apartment was totally destroyed? And of course, there’s that stiletto.”
“I’m with you,” I said. “The naked part doesn’t bother me. I mean, it bothered me when I had to stare at his pasty flesh, but it doesn’t bother me from a professional perspective. There’s plenty of weird fetishists in this city. It wouldn’t surprise me if one of them got off on seeing his place smashed to pieces while someone threatened his life. Maybe it was some kinky sex thing gone wrong. But that dagger’s the odd part. You really don’t think it’s magical?”
Shay shrugged. “As I said, I don’t think enchantments are real. But I’m no expert.”
I rubbed my chin. “I have to admit, though, that’s not the part that gets me. Why stab someone with a cold blade? Don’t you think if you wanted to off someone, knifing them in the heart with a run-of-the-mill, room temperature blade would do the trick?”
“Cold temperatures help in preservation. Maybe the killer didn’t want the stab wound getting infected.”
I gave Shay a look.
She shrugged. “Hey, I’m just throwing out ideas.”
“Well, maybe Cairny will have some better ideas,” I said, “because right now our best lead lies in a sleep-deprived night manager’s recollection of some dude who may or may not be involved with this crime.”
The waiter returned with our food, and we rerouted our jaws from verbal efforts to more physical ones. As much guff as I’d given Steele about the vittles, I did enjoy the rabbit. I’d never admit it to my elf-friend, though. The knowledge would just go to her head.
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I belched as we entered the precinct.
“Excuse you,” said Shay.
I swallowed back a hiccup. “Ooph… Good thing I got that out now. Otherwise Quinto would know we went out to eat without him. He’d probably even know where. That guy’s a bloodhound when it comes to identifying the origins of bodily gasses. Sort of a belching savant, if you will.”
Shay shot me a disgusted glance. “Eww. Gross.”
“Hey, don’t look at me that way. I’m not the one with the oddly prescient knowledge of the human digestive system.”
We found Quinto at his desk chatting with Rodgers. The big guy did not look happy.
“You guys suck,” said Quinto.
I put on my best pained expression. “Why, Quinto, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Shay jerked a thumb at me. “It was his idea.”
“Hey! What the—wait a second!” I flapped my arms in distress. Shay’d sold me out—and so quickly! Never mind that we had, in fact, ditched Quinto. I just figured my deceit would’ve lasted a little longer.
Quinto crossed his arms and shook his head. “Not cool, Daggers. Not cool. Not only do you abandon me to canvas an entire apartment building’s worth of occupants by myself, but you have the gall to grab lunch without me?”
My eyebrows rose in surprise. Quinto’s nose wasn’t that acute, was it? “How did you…?”
“Come on, Daggers,” said Rodgers with a smile. “You’re not the only one here with a keen deductive sense. It’s well past one, which is your regular lunch hour. You’ve been gone quite a while, far longer than you would’ve needed to get to that book bindery and back. And you’ve got some sort of wine-colored sauce on the hem of your coat.”
I swore, then licked my thumb and tried to rub the stain off. “I knew we should’ve gone for a sandwich…”
Quinto frowned at me and shook his head. “I left something on your desk for you.”
I took a gander over at my own personal block of oak. The bloody stiletto from the crime scene lay there, resting on a square of black cloth.
“Ok, very funny,” I said. “Figured you’d make old Jake Daggers bag and tag the spooky, enchanted dagger, did you? Look, Quinto, I get that a little revenge is in order for the ditching and the lunch, but leaving that thing out in the open is dangerous. We don’t have any idea how it works. Somebody could walk by and get turned into a meat popsicle like that.” I snapped my fingers for emphasis.
Quinto was not amused. “I already tagged it.”
I took another glance. Turns out he had. I saw the paper slip peeking from behind the hilt.
“And that’s not why I left it on your desk,” finished Quinto.
“Then why did you?”
“Go touch it.”
“Are we really going to do this again?” I asked.
Quinto offered me an unsympathetic set of raised eyebrows.
“Fine,” I grumbled. “I already touched it once. I guess I’m probably not at risk of becoming a walking icicle.”
I sauntered over to my desk, snaked a hand out, and pressed my fingers to the hilt.
It was warm.
Well, not really. More like room temperature—but certainly not cold. I took a closer look and failed to see any ice crystals or shimmery fog on the blade.
“That’s interesting,” I said.
“Not cold anymore?” asked Shay.
I shook my head.
We both stood there looking at the blade for a moment. Then I snapped my fingers. “That’s it,” I said.
“What’s it?” asked Shay.
“It must’ve had a double enchantment. One to make it cold, another to wipe the cold away after a few hours. Devious.”
“Or, it just warmed up,” said Shay.
“Possibly,” I said. “But you yourself said it at the apartment. If someone cooled this dagger before sticking it in our guy Terrence, it would’ve warmed up in ten or fifteen minutes. This thing lasted a lot longer than that. Hey, Quinto?”
The surly one tilted his head in my direction. “Yeah?”
“When did you notice this dagger had warmed up?”
“I don’t know,” said Quinto. “Around when we got it back here, I guess. Maybe an hour ago?”
“So this dagger was frigid for at least three or four hours, then,” I said.
I looked at Shay. She gave me a slight shake of her head, as if to say she wasn’t sure what to make of it either.
Before I had much of a chance to batter my brain over the conundrum of the icy stiletto, I felt a tap on my shoulder.
“Excuse me, Detective Daggers?”
I turned around to find a short guy with a shaved head and stubble on his chin standing by my desk.
“Um…yes?” I said.
“I’m Boatreng,” he said.
My eyebrows furrowed.
“From upstairs. The sketch artist?”
I unknitted my furry eyeball shades. “Oh. Right.” I wondered if I needed to get my head checked. I couldn’t seem to remember anyone today. Then I remembered how lousy my insurance was and tossed the idea in the wastebasket in my mind where all my other crazy notions got deposited.
“I’ve got the sketch you requested,” the guy said.
“That was fast,” I said. “Let’s see it.”
The guy gave me an inscrutable look, but a growl from his stomach indicated his speed was really a byproduct of having worked through his lunch break. He dug a piece of paper out of a file he held at his side and handed it over before walking away.
I smiled as I gave the page a once over. “Well, it looks like we’ve identified our killer.”
“What? How do you figure that?” Shay snatched the page from my hands.
“Just look at the guy,” I said. “He’s a total creepazoid.”
The sketch depicted a guy with chin length black hair that hung loosely around his face. An elongated, crooked nose stuck out between the sagging bags that hung under his eyes, and craters on his cheeks hinted at a childhood fighting some pox or other. The page also listed him as somewhere between six foot three and six foot six, but on the skinny side.
Shay gave me a sidelong glance. “Come on, Daggers. You can’t judge a murderer based on appearance alone.”
“No?” I said. “I’ve solved cases with less to go on than that. That guy’s either a serial killer or really into his collection of lifelike miniature dolls that he surrounds himself with while he sleeps.”
“Well, at least it’s something to go off of,” said Steele. “Should we head back to Terrence’s apartment building—see if anyone can identify this guy for us?”
“Good idea,” I said. “But I have an even better one—one that involves more delegation and less legwork. Hey, Quinto!”
With his back still facing me, the big guy shot me the finger.
“Well that wasn’t very nice,” I said. “Fine. Let’s hit the road, partner.”
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“Come on,” I said as we approached Terrence’s apartment building. “You can’t tell me you honestly have no idea how to go about firing bricks to produce a sublime, banana-yellow appearance such as that.”
“I already told you, Daggers,” said Steele, “I don’t know anything about brickmaking.”
“Yes, but you do know a fair amount about science, including chemistry. You don’t even have a guess?”
Shay shrugged. “It’s probably a compositional thing. I’m guessing red bricks have more iron. Yellow ones? Maybe they’ve got lime?”
“You’d think lemons would work better if the goal is yellow,” I said.
Shay stopped in her tracks, mouth half open.
“It’s a joke,” I said. “I know what you meant.”
The beat cops at the tenement had all returned to their patrols. I yanked on the door and held it open for my partner, but before she could get to it, some burly doofus with a mop of honey blond hair let himself out at my expense. At least he had the decency to mutter a hasty “Thanks” as he walked by. I shook my head. Chivalry really was dying. At least Shay appreciated my gesture.
“Thanks,” she said. “So, what do you think? Should we start with your favorite cat-loving matron and work our way down from there?”
I sighed. “I guess. Might as well take the rap on my knuckles now. It’ll make the rest of the afternoon feel like a prance through a flower-studded field—or at least smell like one.”
Shay led the way, knocking on Mrs. Mallory’s door once we’d reached the second floor. After a few moments, the grandmother cracked the gate to her castle. Her face lit up as soon as she saw me. I, on the other hand, recoiled as a wave of cat urine funk slapped me around with complete and total indiscretion.
“Detectives! I didn’t expect to see you again so soon. Please, come in. Come in.”
I barely managed to fight off the old lady’s cajoling and Shay’s not so subtle elbow to the ribs. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Mallory, but we’re in a bit of a hurry this afternoon. We just stopped by to see if you could identify a suspect.” I dug around in my jacket and produced the sketch. “Do you by any chance recognize this man?”
Mrs. Mallory slipped her spectacles on and leaned forward to get a better look, drawing back once the image of the creepy guy worked its way to her brain.
“Ooh… No. I’m sorry, detectives, I can’t say that I do. And I’m sure I’d remember that face if I’d come across it. He certainly looks like a miscreant, doesn’t he? Do you think he’s the man who murdered Terrence?”
“It’s a possibility,” said Shay. “He was seen having a heated discussion with Mr. Mann a few days ago at his workplace.”
Mrs. Mallory nodded. “I see. Well, I’m sorry I couldn’t be more of a help. Are you sure you wouldn’t like to come in for tea? I think I still have some cucumber sandwiches from earlier.”
I politely declined as I returned the sketch to my pocket. Not even deep-fried roast beef sandwiches could’ve tempted me to reenter that den of feline terrorists. “Sorry, Mrs. Mallory. Although I do have one more question, if you don’t mind. You said Terrence normally worked nights. Do you have any idea what he did the nights he had off?”
The old lady blinked and scrunched her lips. “I’m sorry. I don’t think I follow.”
“The night manager at the book bindery said Terrence took an evening off every two weeks, and last night was one of those nights.”
Mrs. Mallory shook her head. “I’m sorry, Detective, but I believe you’re mistaken. Terrence never took a night off. He always headed out like clockwork around eight in the evening. I can hear when his door opens and closes from my apartment, you see. Left last night, too—same time as always. Normally he’d get back around six, but he must’ve returned home early last night. That racket next door woke me up at half past five.”
I scratched my chin. “You’re sure about that?”
“Positive.”
“Alright, ma’am. Thanks for your time.”
Mrs. Mallory grudgingly started to close the door. I ushered Shay down the hallway to make sure the old lady wouldn’t think we’d changed our minds about leaving. Once I heard the click of her lock, I paused in front of Terrence’s pad.
“Well, that was interesting,” said Shay.
“Yeah,” I said. “Yates’ brain might’ve been addled from lack of sleep, but I’m sure he was telling the truth about Terry taking those nights off. Similarly, Gertrude over there might be pushing eighty-five, but she sounded pretty certain about her story. If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years, it’s to trust nosy old people about loud noises their neighbors make.”
“That of course begs a question,” said Shay. “What was Terrence up to those nights he had off? And how does our long-haired mystery acquaintance fit in with this?”
I shrugged. “Beats me. But somebody in this building has to know. And if Creepy McGee’s ever set foot here, I’m sure someone’ll remember it. That’s not a face you easily forget. Rather, it’s the kind that gives you nightmares. Come on. Let’s start pounding on doors. Quinto should’ve warmed these neighbors up for us. Shouldn’t take long.”
 



13
I was wrong. Casing the remainder of the apartment building took us the better part of the afternoon. Nearly everyone we talked to had more questions for Shay and I than we had for them. What happened to that guy in two twelve? Is that creepy guy in the sketch a serial killer? Are my babies in danger?
That’s one of the problems with being a detective. People assume you have all the answers, even when you’re actively knocking on doors trying to get information. The lay person doesn’t understand how much footwork, guesswork, and head pounding goes into solving the average crime. They assume detectives operate on a different level—that they’re able to walk into a crime scene and, through some sixth sense, determine what happened and who did it from a few loose strands of hair and a boot scuff on the floor. Come to think of it, most people think we function exactly how Steele does. Perhaps common misconceptions played a part in how she developed her routine.
I slumped into my chair when we reached the precinct. “Ugh. I’m exhausted.”
Shay was as sprightly as ever. Perhaps it was due to her slight physique—I carried a little more weight around my middle than I needed to—or perhaps her light step had more to do with her age. I had about a decade on her in that category, which didn’t seem like much until you considered how many bumps and bruises I’d acquired in those ten years.
“It wasn’t that long of a day, Daggers,” she said.
“For you, maybe. I spent the morning running after a five-year-old.”
One of Shay’s eyebrows inched up slightly. “You…want to talk about it?”
“Talk about what?” I asked.
“Your morning,” said Shay. “Your son, specifically.”
“I…” How could I respond to that? My partner was exhibiting interest in my life—exactly the sort of outcome I’d hoped for after my cold, impersonal relationship with Griggs. Of course I wanted to be able to share my life stories with my partner, but there was more to it than that. The emotions I’d shoved down at lunch were starting to rear their lovely heads again, and I still wasn’t sure how to deal with them. “I’d…like that. But not right now. Maybe some other time, ok?”
Shay nodded, then settled into her own chair at her desk opposite mine. After a moment, she started to purse her lips.
“So, you know what’s on my mind,” I said. “What’s on yours?”
“Oh, nothing. I just thought someone from Terrence’s apartment complex would’ve recognized the guy from our sketch.”
So had I. We’d pounded on every door in the building, talking to every tenant we could find, and we hadn’t so much as sniffed a clue. Nobody had any idea as to the identity of Creepy McGee, though a few did have some choice words for us about the possibility of such a dangerous criminal lurking around their homes. My arguments about belt tightening due to civic budget cuts fell on deaf ears.
“Look, we know that guy’s got to be involved somehow,” I said. “We need to keep at it. Some of the people in that banana-colored apartment complex weren’t home. They might’ve seen something. We could also head back to Williams and Sons and show the sketch around there. Somebody else might know more about Terrence’s friend than Yates did.”
Shay shrugged, looking unconvinced. I couldn’t blame her. Given that nobody we’d talked to at Terry’s place had seen the thin man, I had my doubts about him as our murderer. My gut told me he was involved—I just had no idea how.
If we trusted Mrs. Mallory’s timeline, whoever murdered Terry had arrived very early in the morning, early enough that he might’ve been able to sneak into the apartment building unnoticed. Getting out of the place would’ve been much harder, especially considering the racket he caused, but Terrence lived on the second floor. His windows had been smashed, either during the fight or afterwards. The killer could’ve escaped through the windows and into a nearby alley after completing his knife work.
Of course, that was all speculation, and it didn’t address any of the more burning questions I had regarding the case, such as why Terrence was naked and what the hell was up with the frozen dagger we’d found in his chest.
The stiletto in question languished on my desk, silently resting upon the square of black cloth Quinto had designated as its resting place. I gingerly reached a hand out and picked it up. It felt normal, just as it had earlier in the afternoon. Without the threat of frostbite to dissuade me, I turned the blade over in my hands and inspected it.
“You know what’s interesting about this stiletto?” I said to Steele.
She cocked her head at me. “You mean apart from the inexplicable temperature aspect?”
“Yeah, besides that.” I reached across the desks to hand the blade to Shay. “It’s got no foundry marks.”
Knives of over four inches in length were illegal in New Welwic. In order to curb rampant crime of the sort that ended with people bleeding, the city council had summarily banned the weapons within city limits some fifty years ago. Not even cops could carry them, which stuck in some officers’ craws but didn’t bother me. I had a close personal relationship with my nightstick Daisy, an eighteen inch piece of steel I kept tucked inside my coat at all times—partially for protection and partially due to a lack of satisfying human contact with real women.
That said, foundries in the city could still forge weapons for sale to militaries around the globe, including our own. But all weapons forged since the council’s mandate were required by law to carry a foundry mark identifying where they’d come from. Over the past half century, our city’s valiant police forces had culled nearly all the old weapons from the streets, so the fact that the knife we’d found sticking out of Terry’s chest didn’t have such a mark was another curiosity in a pot already overflowing with them.
Shay looked at the knife. “Maybe it’s homebrewed.”
She meant it might be illegally forged. Despite the city’s best efforts, some homemade shivs and pigstickers inevitably cropped up.
“Uh-uh.” I shook my head. “Look at the craftsmanship on that thing—the heft and balance of the blade, the silver inlay. It’s pretty close to flawless. There’s no way some dude in a smoky basement slapped that together out of scraps of sheet metal and twine. Besides, look at the patina. That sucker’s old. I’d wager somebody’s been hiding that dagger in their home for decades.”
Shay continued to turn the knife over in her hands. She emitted a noncommittal grunt.
“What was that about?” I said.
She looked up. “You know, I can’t believe I’m saying this, but an ancient dagger of expert craftsmanship, one that’s been hidden from view for decades or even centuries, one that for some reason or another was able to cool itself to sub-zero temperatures? It does sound like the kind of thing a witch or wizard might own.”
I smiled. “See? I’m not crazy.”
Shay shot me another of those ‘only one corner of the lips’ sorts of grins. “Well…the jury’s still out on that.”
I let the dig slide. “That could be another avenue to pursue, though. Try to look for powerful mages with secret collections of ancient arms and armor.”
Shay tilted her head. “Um…and how would we know about those arms and armor if the collections are secret?”
“Good point,” I said. “Although that reminds me of something else we haven’t done yet.”
Rodgers was walking back to his desk, a steaming mug of joe cradled in his hands.
“Hey, Rodgers!” I said. “You hear anything from Cairny while we were gone?”
Cairny Moonshadow was our resident dead person poker, or coroner in plainspeak. She was a bit of an oddball. Part human and part fairy—the normal-sized kind, not the little ones with the wings and the dust—Cairny was a gangly drink of water with big round moon eyes and jet black hair that fell to the middle of her back. She was cute, in a way, as long as you could see past the ever-present look of bewilderment on her face.
My holler rerouted Rodgers toward Shay and I. His demeanor said he’d been stuck at his desk all day and wasn’t in any rush to get back. The coffee was another dead giveaway of his pro-procrastination bent.
“Actually, she did pop by earlier,” he said. “Said she wasn’t going to be able to get her report to you today—but you’ll never guess the reason why.”
He smiled a devious smile, the sort only those in possession of juicy gossip sported.
“Ooh,” I said. “Me first, me first. Let’s see…she’s having a séance with other members of her fairy clan in order to try and bring back the spirits of the dead?”
Rodgers gave me a look. “Try again. Something less ridiculous.”
“Ok. She’s having scantily clad fey creatures over for a late afternoon pillow fight?”
Steele crossed her arms and leaned over her desk. “He said less ridiculous, Daggers.”
“What? You’re telling me girls don’t do that to relieve stress?”
Shay shook her head.
“You’re crushing my childhood dreams, you know,” I said.
Rodgers smiled over his coffee. “Come on. Either of you have an honest guess?”
I shrugged. “Apparently my ideas are all unrealistic, so no.”
“You clearly want to share,” said Shay. “Out with it, Rodgers.”
“Alright. She’s got…a date.”
The office erupted in a chorus of ‘ooh’s. Well, not quite—just me. But it seemed warranted.
“Now I understand your smile, Rodgers,” I said. “Juicy gossip, indeed. Any idea who the lucky guy is? And are you sure she’s not standing outside the precinct as we speak, staring at the wall and making light conversation?”
Shay took a swing at me, but the width of the desks made it easy to dodge. “Daggers! Be nice. She’s a sweet, young woman.”
“I know,” I said. “But that doesn’t make her any less batty.”
Rodgers shrugged his shoulders. “I have no idea who she’s out with. Probably better that way, otherwise the scuttlebutt would die out faster.”
He had a point. The mystery of it all was the only part that made it exciting.
“Alright,” I said, pushing myself up from my chair. “Time for me to head home.”
“Already?” Shay glanced out the window. “I doubt it’s even five.”
“Let me clue you in on something,” I said with a point of my finger. “He who works the hardest doesn’t necessarily work the best. Sometimes it’s better to get up, stretch, and take a break. Go home early. Gets the creative juices flowing.”
“Is that a euphemism for drinking beer?” asked Steele.
Rodgers sniggered.
“It wasn’t intended to be, but now it is,” I said.
“You going to Jjade’s?” asked Rodgers.
I nodded. “Either of you want to join me?”
Rodgers shook his head. “I’ve got some paperwork I need to get in before the day’s done. Which reminds me—have you seen Quinto? I can’t find the big guy anywhere.”
“Nope. Sorry,” I said. “Steele, you in?”
She responded in the negative, probably because Jjade’s specialized in foamy brews and she preferred fermented grapes to the sweet nectar of the gods we mortals referred to as beer. Whatever. Her loss. With my tonsils shaking with excitement, I gave the two party-poopers a see-you-later salute and hit the road.
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Jolliet Jjade’s, the bar near my apartment, was my own personal watering hole, but calling it a ‘hole’ was a bit of a disservice. It was far nicer than any place catering to gents like me had any right to be. Instead of flimsy tables and chairs that threatened to implant a disease-laden splinter into your flesh at any moment, the bar was filled with booths—padded bench and polished countertops units—each positioned far enough from each other that conversation wouldn’t carry. Frosted lamps filled the place with a diffuse light, and the few windows in the joint were covered with thick velour drapes in a dark violet.
As I walked into the establishment, notes from a saxophone and soft drumbeats tickled my ears. A jazz band had commandeered the corner, serenading the patrons with their avant-garde melodic riffing.
I sauntered over to the bar. Jjade stood behind it, but much to my dismay, she—or he, I’m still not really sure—wasn’t drying mugs, wiping down the counter, or doing any of the sundry stereotypical things you’d expect a barkeep to be up to. Instead, she just stood there listening to the music.
“What’s up with the band?” I asked as I sat down.
“I’m trying something new,” said Jjade. “Seeing if it’ll trump up more business.”
“You seem to be doing fine, as far as I can tell.”
“Yes, but you can never get too complacent. Adapt or die, they say.”
“Who’s they?” I asked.
Jolliet Jjade gave me a reproachful look. Today she wore a zebra print blazer buttoned up to the top with a puffy bowtie roughly the same size and color as a pumpkin spilling out from her neckline. Her long brown hair, parted flawlessly down the middle of her scalp, fell on either side of her shoulders with all the flow of a starched sheet.
“Are you going to order something, or are you just going to sit there and drive away my more affluent clientele?” Jjade asked.
“Give me a beer,” I said. “Something with a lot of hops and a thick head.”
Jjade smiled as she grabbed a pint glass from underneath the counter. “So, you want a beer that’s a lot like you but less jumpy, is that it?”
I pressed my lips together. “I walked into that, didn’t I?”
Jjade slapped a coaster on the counter and set the beer on top of it. “It’s a little early for beer, even for you, don’t you think?”
“Why does everyone insist on telling me it’s too early?” I said. “It’s too early to leave work. It’s too early to drink. Maybe I’m just getting old and plan to fall asleep at seven-thirty.”
Jjade raised an eyebrow. “Are you planning on falling asleep at seven-thirty?”
“No.”
Jjade peered at me curiously, but I didn’t elaborate. She shrugged and went back to her music. I dove into my beer, coating my throat and innards with its frothy glory, swiveling back and forth on my stool as I drank.
Despite my best efforts to the contrary, I found myself getting sucked into the progression of the tunes emanating from the corner. The musicians were talented, I had to admit. That didn’t change my opinion that they were wasting their lives, spending countless hours perfecting their craft only to draw crowds of a couple dozen beatniks interspersed with a few indifferent sourpusses like me—but hey, to each his own, right?
“You’re not going to start having guys like these on a regular basis, are you?” I asked Jjade.
“I don’t know,” she said. “Why?”
“I already stick out here enough as it is. I don’t want to become an eyesore. Besides, if you start attracting musicians people actually want to see, I might get squeezed out. Then I’d have to find a new bar at which I could depress people with my presence.”
Jjade patted me on the shoulder. “I’ll keep a seat open for you, Daggers.”
I took another gulp of my beer. “Do you mind if I ask you an odd question?”
“I think most of the questions you ask are odd.”
I paused. That was neither an affirmation nor a denial of my request.
Jjade seemed to notice my confusion. “Shoot.”
“Do you know anything about ancient, custom weaponry?”
“Wow. You weren’t kidding,” she said. “You really came out of left field with that one.”
“Told you,” I said.
“I’m assuming this has to do with work.”
“You’re very astute.”
“Ok,” Jjade said, tapping her fingers on the counter. “Well, strictly speaking, no, I don’t know anything about that. But you could inquire at that shop over on Marlowe. The replica weapons place. I don’t remember the name, but it’s got a sign. Should be pretty obvious.”
I lifted a brow. “A replica weapons shop? That sounds kind of illegal.”
Jjade shrugged. “Beats me. You’re the cop. But the owners are pretty blatant about what their business is. I can’t imagine they wouldn’t have been shut down by now if they were gaming the system.”
“Hmm,” I said. “Alright. Might be worth looking into. Thanks.”
I took a last draught of beer, tossed some coins on the counter, and made to get up.
Jjade squinted her eyes at me. “Wait—you’re only having one brew? And nothing fried to eat? What’s going on? Are you feeling ok?”
“What? I’m fine. I just want to get home, that’s all.”
Jjade’s eyes widened. “Dear gods…you really are going to bed at seven-thirty, aren’t you?”
I chuckled. “It’s not that. It’s this.” I reached into my coat and produced the book I’d poached from Williams and Sons. “It’s the latest Rex Winters novel. Pinched it earlier today from a book binder. Claimed it was evidence. One of the perks of the job.”
Jjade looked at me blankly.
“Seriously? Don’t tell me you haven’t heard of Rex Winters, either? Honestly, am I the only one who recognizes great literature when I see it?”
My barkeeper friend shrugged.
I sighed. “Whatever. You man the gates and make sure these jazz-addled beatniks don’t rob you blind. I’m going home to delve into the secrets of this untapped literary gem.”
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I stifled a yawn as I padded down Schumacher Avenue. As I neared the station, my buddy Tolek spotted me and tried to engage me in polite conversation—as well as sell me a bag full of kolaches—but I turned him down. I was running late enough as it was. I hoped no one at the precinct would notice, but they’re observant chaps. They’re detectives for a reason.
“Daggers,” said Steele as I reached my desk. “Where’ve you been? It’s like a quarter till ten.”
Today my partner wore a sleek black V-neck top, and her hair shot out from a tight ponytail that sat high on the back of her head. It was her choice of leggings that caught me by surprise.
“You’re wearing shorts?” I said.
“Just because you insist on wearing that coat every day regardless of the weather doesn’t mean we should all suffer the same fate,” said Shay. “Besides, they’re chinos. They’re knee length. They’re work appropriate.”
“What if it gets chilly?” I asked. “What if we have to visit a machine shop, or a laboratory?”
My partner shot me a sideways look. “Who are you, my dad? If we visit a lab, I’ll throw on a lab coat, and in the highly unlikely event a cold front blows in today, I’ll suck it up and deal with it. But that’s beside the point. Don’t try to change the subject on me. Why are you so late?”
“I, uhh…was busy,” I said.
Shay crossed her arms.
“I mean, my shoes…broke. I had to get new ones.”
She raised her eyebrows.
“Ok, fine. I stayed up late and overslept, if you must know. But I had a good reason.” I reached into my coat and pulled out Rex Winters in Double Blind Danger.
“Seriously?” said Steele. “You’re late because you stayed up reading some dopey crime novel?”
I settled into my chair. “Look, I’ll let that comment slide because you’re one of the uninitiated, but I thought I made it clear to you yesterday. These aren’t some dopey crime novels. They’re the dopey crime novels. And this one in particular is awesome! It starts out with Rex yachting in the bay with a sultry seductress, when all of a sudden they hear a thump. Rex looks overboard, and who does he see? None other than the mayor of the city! Well, his lifeless corpse, anyway. He tries to wrestle the body on board, but a storm’s coming in and he can’t get a handle on it. But then, Rex heads back to shore and—”
Shay cut me off. “Daggers, I’m sure it’s great, but really, I don’t care.” She stood up. “And even if I did, we don’t have time for chit-chat. We need to get moving.”
“What do you mean? I just got here.”
“Yeah, and if you’d gotten here half an hour ago, you would’ve seen the runner come flying into the Captain’s office and whisper something into his ear. And then you would’ve heard the Captain yell for you and me, only for him to wonder where you were. And you would’ve heard me trying to make excuses for you. I’m not even sure why I was doing that except possibly out of some misplaced loyalty I feel for you as my partner.”
My ears had perked at ‘runner.’ “Was there another murder?”
“Yes,” said Steele.
“Somehow related to yesterday’s case?”
“I can only assume so.”
I glanced at the Captain’s office. I saw neither hide nor hair of the old jarhead. “Where is the bulldog, anyway?”
“I don’t know,” said Shay. “Probably in the can. Which is part of the reason I figured you’d be eager to leave, seeing that as soon as he gets back he’s liable to lay into you like a butcher into a carcass.”
I frowned. “Hmm. I’m not sure about that metaphor.”
“No? How about like a teamster into a pack horse?”
I lifted an eyebrow and twisted my lips. “Not perfect, but better.”
“That’s all I’ve got,” said Shay with a shrug.
“Ok, fair enough,” I said. “Let’s get moving. But we should bring some extra protection.”
“What? Why?” Shay furrowed her brows. “You think this crime scene is going to be dangerous?”
“No, I meant sunblock. Wouldn’t want you to burn those pretty little legs.”
Shay sighed. “Is this going to be your thing all day?”
“Possibly,” I said. “I haven’t decided yet. Depends how quickly the mirth dies off.”
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My partner led the way to an apartment building on the south side of town. It was in a neighborhood called New Respiro, which I think translates to something like ‘fresh breath of air.’ It’s a bit of a misnomer. If anything, the place smelled like hobo urine and ethnic spices.
Shay only had a brief description of the place—an unspectacular four story stack of bricks that shared a wall with a friend—but I was able to deduce which building contained our stiff. It was the one with a couple of cops hanging around outside the front door.
“Hey, it’s my buddy Phillips,” I said as we walked up.
The lad perked up. “That’s right, sir. You remembered.”
Not really. It was a lucky guess, but I played it cool. “Of course I did. I’ve got a mind like a steel trap.”
“One that needs its springs oiled every now and then,” said Steele.
I frowned, but the blank looks on the bluecoats’ faces indicated they hadn’t picked up on the jab.
“Come on, Phillips,” I said. “Show us what we’re dealing with.”
He nodded and headed inside, leading us to an apartment on the fourth floor. I noticed a few faces glancing at us furtively from behind cracked doors as we mounted the stairs, but not many, and certainly no herds of distressed neighbors whispering in hallways and accosting us for information. That gave me an idea about the kind of neighborhood we were in.
It may seem counterintuitive, but folks in bad neighborhoods, even those who lived their lives as cleanly as possible, feared us. You’d think they’d be thankful when the police arrived—and they were, when their lives were being threatened—but most of the time they hid.
I couldn’t blame them. They understood how the hierarchy worked. Police departments functioned through taxes paid overwhelmingly by the rich, and the rich expected laws to work to their benefit—which for the most part they did, primarily because rich people were the ones who had stuff worth taking. And the poor saps who did the taking were the only ones who regularly got crunched underfoot of the law.
I made a mental note to soften my tone when interrogating the tenants, otherwise they might clam up and treat me to a heaping helping of useless soup.
A beat cop kept watch outside the apartment in question. I was feeling generous, so I let Phillips tag along. I figured he could probably use the seasoning—that, and he was ignorant enough of the inner machinations of our department that Shay wouldn’t have to bother with her dog and pony show in front of him.
The first thing I noticed was the decided lack of things worth noticing. The apartment looked much like I’d expected it to from the outside: on the small side, slightly disheveled, and sparsely populated with furniture on the grungy side of the cleanliness spectrum. Other than general untidiness, however, the place appeared to be undisturbed—certainly nothing like the barroom brawl that had greeted us at Terry’s place. The window, singular this time, was intact, as was the lone table and sofa chair.
Phillips was eager to be of use. “I think the body’s in the bedroom, detectives.” He led the way.
Steele and I followed. It didn’t take long. Chez Dead Guy was only a two-room abode. When I saw the body sprawled across the bed, its paddle-like feet hanging precariously off the edge of the mattress, I muttered the first thing that came to mind.
“Huh. Didn’t see that coming.”
There were a number of reasons for my reaction. The first was the manner in which he’d been murdered—a long, ornate stiletto driven into his heart. The second was his current condition—fully clothed in outerwear, instead of stark naked. And the third was who, precisely, had been murdered.
I walked over to stand by the bed’s headboard. I pulled a piece of paper from my coat pocket, smoothed it, and set it down next to the dead dude’s ugly mug.
“Look familiar?” I asked.
Shay sighed. “So much for that suspect.”
The body belonged to Creepy McGee. His shoulder-length black hair, hawk-like nose, and baggy under eye skin made for rather distinctive features. I thanked my lucky stars he hadn’t been stripped down like Terry had. Who knew what sort of foul, tangled mass of shudders and nightmares lay under the guy’s baggy clothes.
“At least Yates did a good job recollecting his face,” I said, “though he sold him short on his height. I’d wager this dude’s at least six six, maybe six eight. And look at those flippers! You know what they say about guys with big feet, don’t you Steele?”
“Daggers, I don’t—”
“That they’ll suffer from crippling arthritic foot pain when they’re older. But luckily that’s something Creepy McGee won’t have to worry about. You know, because he’s dead.”
Shay sighed as she turned to our eager young police pup. “You said your name was Phillips? Has anyone been in here since you first arrived, or changed anything on the scene?”
“No, Detective,” he said, his ears perking up. “I may only be a beat cop, but I’ve picked up enough about detective work to know not to disturb anything until you guys arrive. We saw the body and cordoned the place off.”
I stifled a smile. With that sort of eager beaver attitude, the young kid would be a detective in no time—by which I meant about six to ten years. Things moved slow in a bureaucracy.
Shay started analyzing the room—not in her hands out to the sides, fingers twinkling, I’m delving into the threads of time sort of way, but with a steady, constant gaze. I took the opportunity to investigate the murder weapon more closely.
Similar to the knife that had been used to spear Terrence, the stiletto protruding from Creepy’s chest was long and thin, but the style of weapon indicated a difference in manufacturer. This weapon’s thick hilt stuck out, and the steel gleamed more dark gray than silver. The blade didn’t feature a single inlay or embellishment, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t well-crafted. Even though they were illegal, I’d seen enough bladed weapons in my day to tell the difference between something crafted by a dope and a master. This was definitely one of the latter.
I leaned in. Tiny ice crystals studded the base of the blade, and an airy, white vapor circled and licked it. I decided to sacrifice a finger in the name of knowledge, pressing it to the steel.
“Yeow, that’s cold!” I pulled it back and curled my hand into a fist.
Shay didn’t have any sympathy for my half-witted methods. “You think, Daggers?”
She’d probably noticed the ice on the blade from the start. She’s a smart girl, that Shay, and she has good eyes.
I let her finish her assay of the room before interrupting again. “So, are your super senses tingling?”
Shay gave me a look.
I clarified. “Did you find anything?”
“Possibly,” she said. “Step back from the bed for a second. It looks like there’s something down there.”
“What?” I asked. “Dirty skivvies?”
“No. A white piece of cloth. I can’t reach it, though. Do you have Daisy with you?”
“What kind of question is that? Of course I do.”
“Well, hand her over. I can use her to fish it out.”
Phillips looked at us like we were crazy. He wasn’t familiar with my sensitive steel head knocker of the female persuasion.
“Fine,” I said as I pulled her out. “But don’t scratch her.”
“Seriously, Daggers?” said Steele. “I’ve seen you pound on hardened lock steel with this thing. It’ll be fine.”
“That may be true, but she likes it when I’m rough.” I grudgingly handed her over.
Shay poked around underneath the bed and pulled out a crumpled white scrap.
“You don’t really think the killer dropped a monogrammed handkerchief while he was here, do you?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” said Steele. “But I—”
She recoiled, tossing the cloth across the room as she fell on her rump.
I reacted without thinking, meaning I didn’t have time to prepare a witty quip. “Are you ok? What’s wrong?” I knelt beside her.
Shay looked chagrined. “I’m fine,” she said, though she took the hand I offered to help her stand back up. “That rag got dosed with something. The smell shocked my system, that’s all.”
I stepped to the rag, bent over, and used my hand to waft some air toward my face. Shay was right. The rag emitted a strong chemical smell.
“Yup,” I said. “Ether, probably. Bet our killer used it to knock Creepy out. I guess that’s why there’s no mess in the apartment this time. I wonder why we didn’t smell it when we walked in.”
“The fumes stick close to the floor,” Shay said, as she dusted her hands off on her shorts. “They’re heavier than air.”
Phillips had progressed from a look of confusion to one of confusion and admiration. “Wow, you guys can tell that stuff just from looking at a rag?”
My estimation of the kid was dropping. Maybe he wouldn’t make detective rank after all. “Well, there was a sense of smell involved, too. It’s not magic. You pick up things as you go along—like what knockout juice smells like. And a cursory understanding of chemistry helps, as I’ve learned from being around this one.” I shot a finger toward Shay. She looked flattered, either due to my acknowledgement that she was useful to have around or my admission that I’d actually learned something from her.
I walked back to my partner, retrieved Daisy, and tucked her inside my coat. I took another look at the dead guy, then rubbed my chin.
“You want to let me in on whatever’s going on up there?” said Steele, tapping her head.
“Oh, yeah. Sorry. It’s just that this is all rather…interesting.”
“I’m assuming you mean something other than the icy dagger, because you’ll recall we found one of those yesterday, too.”
I served Steele my best furrowed brow-and-frown combo platter. “What’s interesting are the similarities and differences between this murder and yesterday’s. The positioning of the body on the mattress, the type of murder weapon, and the placement of the weapon in the body are all virtually identical. That screams of a serial killer to me. But Terrence was naked, and Creepy isn’t. If we were dealing with a serial killer, you could bet the bodies would’ve been staged exactly the same way, which would mean stripping Creepy here after death.”
I swept a finger around the room. “The other interesting thing is that Terry’s place was trashed, and this place isn’t. Now I know what you’re thinking. The killer used ether to knock Creepy out, and that’s why he didn’t put up a fight. But you can’t just jam an ether-soaked rag under someone’s nose and expect them to crumple to the floor like a sack of potatoes—that’s a common misconception popularized by hack authors of cheap crime novels.”
“Like that guy who wrote your Rex Winters series?” asked Shay.
I gasped. “You take that back right now, young lady!”
Steele crossed her arms. “I know how ether works, Daggers. What’s your point?”
“My point is the killer knew this guy.” I jabbed a finger at Tall and Skinny. “He needed to be in a position to administer the rag when Creepy wasn’t paying attention and hold it in place for a good ten or fifteen seconds. And if the murderer knew Creepy, he probably knew Terry, too—which should make tracking him down even easier. All we need is to find where our two stiff’s lives’ intersected, and the killer shouldn’t be far away.”
“Phillips,” I said, turning to the young bluecoat. “I need you to take care of all this. Get the body to the morgue, and make sure someone keeps an eye on that dagger. If it warms up, I want to know. Before we do that though, I need to talk to whoever alerted you to Creepy’s breathing problems. Can you handle that?”
Phillips stood at attention and nodded. “Yes, sir. Follow me.”
I smiled. Phillips was a good guy, but another decade in the force would change that. Then he’d be a cynical jerk like me and finally be promoted to detective.
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Seeing as Creepy’s murder appeared to have been on the silent side of things, I deduced someone must’ve stopped by his place, found his body, and alerted the fuzz. I just didn’t expect that someone to be a kid.
We sat on a porch staircase about a block east of the crime scene, the kid, Sid, hanging out next to me. I’d abandoned my hard-ass routine as soon as Phillips introduced us to the witness, which shocked my partner.
It shouldn’t have. Interrogating witnesses is an art unto itself, and squeezing information from kids is a delicate business, especially kids who’ve witnessed something as traumatizing as a violent death. You have to tread carefully and make sure they never perceive the situation as their fault. Otherwise, they have a habit of clamming up, and once that happens, good luck getting any further information out of them.
Sid took a swipe at his choppy black locks, which reminded me of those I’d seen on Creepy’s head. He was eight, maybe ten years old, and he didn’t seem as traumatized as some. Of course, he hadn’t witnessed the murder itself, only the aftermath. That helped a little.
Phillips, the smooth talker that he was, had extracted a few choice pieces from the kid before we arrived. Apparently, the dead guy’s name was Octavio Clapper, and Sid was his nephew.
“Thanks for talking with us, Sid,” I said, trying to infuse my voice with some empathy. “My name’s Jake. I’m a detective with the police department. This is my partner, Miss Shay. Do you mind if we ask you some questions about this morning?”
There was a bit of a shake to Sid’s voice—a quiet uneasiness—but he was willing to talk. “Um, yeah. Sure, I guess.”
Another thing I’d learned about interrogating kids was to avoid direct questions. It was usually more effective to let them tell the story the way they perceived it and to pare down their stories to something more specific later.
“Could you tell us what happened today?” I asked. “Start wherever you think would be a good place. I’ll stop you if I need any clarification.”
“Um, ok.” Sid shifted a little on the staircase. “Well, I was going up to my uncle’s place this morning. I’d gone up to see him last night. We’d hang out sometimes, just me and him. My parents didn’t really approve of me being around him, even though he’s family. They thought he was kind of weird, and he was sometimes. He’d have these moods where he’d get really depressed or quiet all of a sudden. I don’t know why, but I liked him anyway. He told me cool stories, like about dragons and battles and stuff like that. All made up, but he was really good at it. I could talk to him, like about anything, you know? Like if my mom or dad were yelling at me about something, he’d listen.
“Anyway, I went over to his place last night, since I didn’t have anything to do. He let me in, but he was acting strange. Like he was sort of nervous about something. Told me to leave after a bit. I didn’t really think anything of it. I figured it was just one of those nights when he was having one of his moods. So I left. But on my way down the stairs, I passed this guy coming up. He had on a dark cloak, and, um…”
Sid paused. I tried to be encouraging. “It’s ok. You can tell us.”
“Well, it’s just that, there was something about him that felt…wrong. Like I didn’t feel safe around him. So as soon as I passed him on the stairs, I ran home as fast as I could. I didn’t tell my mom or dad because I figured they’d tell me not to spend so much time at Uncle Octavio’s place, but I couldn’t stop thinking about him. I guess…I was a little scared. I didn’t sleep very well. And then this morning I thought, what if that guy was going to my uncle’s place? I know there wasn’t any reason for me to think that’s where he was heading, but I had a bad feeling, you know? So I ran over there as soon as my parents would let me, and that’s…when I found him.”
Steele kneeled down next to Sid and put a hand on his knee. We’d never questioned a kid during our few weeks together, but Shay seemed to have an intrinsic understanding of how it was done. “Can you tell us a little more about this man you saw in the stairway, Sid? What did he look like?”
Shay used another veteran move by asking Sid if he could provide us with more information rather than telling him to do so. That made kids more comfortable, and it worked with Sid. He perked up immediately. Of course, he was a young boy who had a smoking hot elf girl in her early twenties resting a hand on his leg. A certain part of me would’ve perked up, too.
“Well, I didn’t really get a good look at him,” said Sid. “Like I said, he had a dark cloak, and his hood was pulled up. He seemed tall, maybe as tall as you.” He pointed at me. “But he didn’t seem too big though. Just sort of average size.”
I made a mental note of his depiction, but added a footnote not to take too much stock in the kid’s description. Not only did he admit he didn’t get a good look at the suspect, but kids in general couldn’t be trusted upon for accurate judgments of height. Everyone seems tall when you come up to navel height. Seriously, ask a gnome.
“Did you notice any distinctive features on this man?” asked Shay. “Long hair, a big beard, strange clothes, anything like that?”
“Um, no, not really,” said Sid. “Sorry.”
“How about your uncle, Octavio?” I said. “Could you tell us more about him?”
“What do you want to know?” asked Sid.
“Did he have any friends? Enemies? Strange hobbies?”
“I’m not sure he really had any friends or enemies,” said Sid, “and everything he did was a little on the strange side. He didn’t talk to people much. Kept to himself. As far as I know, I’m the only person he spent time with.”
“Are you sure?” asked Shay. “We think there’s someone he may have known, a friend perhaps. Medium height, short curly brown hair, a little chubby. He might’ve dropped by your uncle’s place every two weeks or so.”
Sid shook his head. “No. Sorry, Miss Shay. I don’t remember him hanging out with anyone like that. Really, he just kept to himself.”
I started to deflate. Between the kid’s dubious description of the spooky, cloaked guy and Creepy’s total lack of a personal life, we were running through our leads quickly. 
Shay continued to ask Sid questions regarding his uncle and possible connections to Terrence, and Sid continued to answer in the negative. Try as I might to avoid it, my mind started to wander. There had to be a connection between the slayings. Clearly there was in the murder weapon and style of the murders, but that didn’t give us much to go on. We needed connections between people or clues that could lead us in the direction of someone. Inanimate objects like fancy stilettos were useless unless we could match them to their owners.
My stomach gave the barest of grumbles, and I wondered if I’d made the wrong choice in skipping Tolek’s on my way into work. His kolaches were hard to beat. Then again, I seemed to remember a boulangerie a few blocks away that had delectable chocolate- and coffee-filled éclairs. I rarely frequented the New Respiro neighborhood—the last time was during a raid of some half-orcs suspected of crimes against humanity who’d turned out to be running a run-of-the-mill, unlicensed mystery meat butcher shop—but I possessed an uncanny ability to remember food items and where I bought them.
I gazed back down the street wistfully, thinking about éclairs, when I noticed something—a shock of honey blond hair bobbing around at the corner of my vision. It triggered a memory of someone, a chap we’d bumped into back near Terry’s place. I focused my eyes, but the honey blond apparition was gone. I had half a mind to bound off down the street and poke my head into some alleys when my partner rudely interrupted my self-prescribed solo time.
“Daggers? Are you paying attention?”
I cast Shay a glance. “Huh? Of course I am.”
I snuck a quick look back down the street. No mop of honey-colored hair met my gaze. I tuned back to Shay. She gave me a raised eyebrow, puckered lip sort of look.
I tried to act cool, as if I hadn’t been staring off into the distance, thinking of fatty, butter-filled pasties and seeing things that weren’t there. “So, uh, Sid…what about your uncle’s work? Do you know what he did for a job?”
“Yeah,” said Sid. “He was a janitor.”
“Do you remember where?” asked Shay.
“Yeah. Um…what was the name of it? Some publisher, I think. Chapman, maybe?”
“Wait a second.” I flipped up a finger as my brain kicked into gear. “Your uncle worked at Chapman Books?”
“I think so. Is that important?”
“Maybe.” I shared a look with Steele. “Look, Sid, thanks for your assistance. It may not seem like it, but the information you’ve shared with us could be a big help in solving this case. If you need us or think of anything else to tell us, you can always pop by the precinct and ask for Detective Daggers or Detective Steele. Ok?”
The kid nodded. I gave him a fatherly pat on the shoulder before walking away.
“That was nice of you,” said Shay once we got out of earshot.
“What?” I asked. “The pat on the shoulder?”
“All of it. From the few stories you’ve told me about your son, I half-expected you to be terrible with kids, but you handled it really well back there. He warmed up to you.”
“Not as much as you,” I said.
Shay shrugged. “There are certain advantages to being a young female detective. I use what I’ve got.”
“No kidding, Chino McShortyshorts.”
Shay raised an eyebrow and frowned. I pressed forward. “Back to the case. No way it’s a coincidence Octavio worked at the same publisher that recently handed Terry’s company a big printing contract, right?”
“I think it’s too early to tell,” said Shay. “I mean, it’s possible they were just friends. Maybe they met through work.”
“And here I thought working with me would’ve crushed that childish naiveté out of you within mere hours.”
Shay crossed her arms. “I’m not saying I believe it, Daggers. I’m saying it’s a possibility. Clearly we need to go investigate. Should we head over to Chapman Books?”
“Of course,” I said. “And I know just how to find them, too.”
I reached into my coat pocket, pulled out my treasured pre-release copy of Rex Winters in Double Blind Danger, and flipped it open to the copyright page.
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The address I pulled from the front of my Rex Winters novel led to a neighborhood just south of the Pearl district, the city’s premier destination for shopping, entertainment, and burning money for the sheer pleasure of it. As compared to the overt opulence that saturated even the alleyways in the Pearl, the mid-century gothic building that housed Chapman Books had a rich but reserved feel that screamed ‘we’re still a powerful corporate conglomerate, but we can only blow so much money on rent before we have to raise our book prices to unsustainable levels.’
As much as part of me itched to uncover the mysterious connection between Terrence and Creepy that might lead us to their murderer, my enthusiasm over visiting the publishing house responsible for the iconic Rex Winters series kept boiling over and soaking the more restrained elements of my mind in its frothy juices. I was driving Steele bananas with my jabbering.
“Do you think Frank Gregg will be there?” I said as we neared the building. “Man, I’d love to pick his brain.”
“Who’s Frank Gregg?” asked Steele.
“Hello? The award-winning and best-selling author of the Rex Winters novels. Haven’t you been paying any attention?”
Shay sighed. “Honestly, I stopped paying attention about ten blocks ago. Give it a rest, Daggers. They’re just books.”
“Just books? Ok, I’m going to let that slide. But seriously, you need to read these. You remember how I used to give you crap for pulling your intuitions from an introductory How to Solve Crimes pamphlet? Well, these are like the advanced versions of that, except in full-length novel form and much funnier—and with more cleavage.”
“Nothing you tell me is going to make me interested in those books.”
“Oh, no?” I said. “Maybe I’ll have to chat with the Captain. Make them required reading for the entire squad.”
Shay stuck out her bottom lip. “Oh, yeah? If you had that much pull, you’d never have to sniff another stack of paperwork in your life, and I’d probably be stuck wearing a police-issue tube top at all times.”
“Don’t forget the matching boy shorts,” I said.
Shay rolled her eyes. I probably deserved that, to be fair, but I’m a gentleman at heart. I even held the door to Chapman Books open for her, which allowed her to get a view of the office interior before I did.
“Oh, this should be rich,” she said.
“What should?” I asked. Then I saw what she meant. In the office building’s foyer, to the left of a fancy hemispherical secretary’s station made of glass and polished steel, a larger-than-life cardboard cutout of a debonair detective with a sultry seductress draped across his arm drew my attention like a scantily-clad vamp with a bullhorn. Across the top of the cutout, the title of the latest Rex Winters novel was emblazoned in a bold print along with the words ‘Coming Soon!’.
I bunny hopped my way over to the giant promotional display.
“Oh my gosh!” I said. “It’s Rex Winters in the flesh—or in the cardboard, as the case may be.” I struck a steely-eyed pose and stared off into the distance. “What do you think? Do we look alike? He’s always been described as lithe and agile, but I think my lumbering power can be just as sexy when viewed in the right light.”
“And what light is that?” asked Shay. “The light of a new moon?”
The secretary at the desk looked up from her demanding job of apparently doing nothing at all. “Um…can I help you two?”
“Oh, right. Sorry,” I said. “Just got excited. I’m a big fan. I’m Detective Daggers, and this is Detective Steele.”
The secretary looked at me the way a sorority girl eyes an off-the-rack pair of shoes. “Riiiight. And I’m Police Chief Gimme Abreak. The fan convention’s not for another month, and it’ll be at the Wadsworth downtown. Now, if you don’t mind, I have more important things to do than be a part of your cosplay adventures.”
“I doubt that’s true,” I said. “But regardless, I wasn’t joking. We’re with homicide.” I flashed the unbeliever my badge.
It took a moment for the official seal of justice to sink in and give the hamster in her head a solid slap on the behind. “Wait, what?” she said. “Homicide?”
“That’s right,” I said. “The name Octavio Clapper ring a bell?”
I could tell from the confused expression on her face it didn’t.
“A janitor?” I said. “He works here, or used to as far as we can tell.”
Still nothing.
“Ok, let’s try another angle,” I said. “I’m assuming someone here knows something about personnel that work in this joint. How about you make yourself useful and secretary me up someone that sounds like they fit that description.”
“Um…I could take you to see Shannon in human resources.”
“Ahh, human resources,” I said. “You’ve got to love it when corporate double-speakers come up with ways to lump human beings into the same boxes as gold, lumber, and pig iron.”
The secretary continued to look at me blankly, but Shay smiled. At least my biting wit wasn’t completely falling on deaf ears.
“Alright,” I said. “Let’s get a move on before I grow a beard and start tripping over it. Lead the way, doll.”
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“So, detectives, how can I be of help?”
The aforementioned HR manager, Shannon, sat at her desk, a broad smile plastered across her lips. Her hands were clasped before her in a warm, if not entirely sincere, gesture she’d probably spent her entire working life perfecting.
Her office was tight—I got the feeling she usually met with employees one at a time—but it faced the street and got a fair amount of sunlight. I imagine the reasoning behind that was twofold—it made Shannon’s disposition seem a little sunnier and made the employee being given a stern talking to marginally less depressed.
I reached into my coat pocket and pulled out old spiral bound. I’d been neglecting him, but Sid hadn’t exactly provided a boatload of information that needed to be written down. “We were hoping you could answer a few questions for us about one of your employees, Miss…?”
“Shannon is fine,” she said. “We’re all on a first name basis here at Chapman Books. We like to think of our business as a family.”
Shannon continued to smile in an obviously forced fashion. Part of me wanted to punch her. I could only imagine how the rest of the employees in ‘the family’ felt.
“Right,” I said. “Do you know an Octavio Clapper? We understand he worked here as a janitor.”
“Custodial technician,” corrected the HR lady. “And yes, he does, in fact, work here. Although he didn’t show up for work this morning, which is very out of character for him.”
“Look, call it whatever you want,” I said. “It doesn’t change the fact that they clean up other people’s crap for a living. And I hate to be the one to burst your bubble, but Octavio does not, in fact, work here any more.”
“What?” A slight inflection worked its way into one of Shannon’s eyebrows. “Why do you say that?”
I pointed my note-taking pencil at the door. “Ma’am, when we walked in your door your secretary introduced us as homicide detectives. Octavio Clapper is dead. Murdered. That’s why we’re here. I thought that would be obvious.”
Apparently Shannon’s smile wasn’t totally impervious to emotion. It faded as she leaned back in her chair. “Oh. Well… That’s unfortunate.”
“For him, especially,” I said, “but I’m sure you’ll be able to find a new janitor. Now, can you tell me about him?”
“Um, sure. He was a good employee. Quiet, diligent, hard-working. Didn’t have any problems with any of his coworkers, though he was rather antisocial. He didn’t talk to anyone else much, though to be fair, not many of our custodial technicians do. It’s a hierarchal thing, I suppose.”
This Shannon was sharp—like a pair of safety scissors.
“Did he ever exhibit any symptoms of severe mood disorders?” I asked. “Manic depression, violent outbursts, uncontrollable cursing?”
Miss Resource Management puckered. “Uncontrollable cursing?”
“Yeah,” I said. “It’s a diagnosable psychiatric problem. People with the disease will randomly start shouting curses into thin air. Stuff like crap, son-of-a-biscuit, mother—”
“I think she understands, Daggers,” said Steele. “And I’m guessing by her shocked expression the answer is no.”
Shannon nodded primly. She didn’t seem like the type to enjoy a good old-fashioned sailor mouthed standoff.
Steele leaned in, taking the initiative. “Shannon, is there any chance Octavio worked an irregular schedule? Did he work nights, for instance?”
It was a good question, one I would’ve eventually asked if Shay hadn’t unceremoniously stolen my place in line.
Shannon shook her head. “No, he worked normal hours like everyone else. We don’t put in nights at Chapman Books. Even though we think of ourselves as a family, we want our employees to be able to spend quality time with their immediate families as well.”
The smile had returned. I wanted to barf.
“But,” she said, “he did take days off. Every two weeks, actually. He was very regular about it. He worked weekends to compensate for the missed time.”
“Hold on a moment,” I said as I put my notepad down. “Octavio took a day off every two weeks, without fail?”
Miss Resources nodded. “That’s right.”
“Was yesterday his day off by any chance?” I asked.
“Why, yes, it was,” she said. “Is that important?”
I ignored her as I turned to Steele. “That’s an interesting coincidence, don’t you think? Creepy and Terrence both structured their schedules to take a day off every two weeks, and it just so happens Creepy’s day off followed Terry’s night off. I wonder what they could’ve been up to during that period of time? Something illegal? Something they wouldn’t have told anyone else about for fear of retribution?”
“Like what?” said Shay.
“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe they were drug mules. Or bank thieves. Or serial arsonists.”
“You realize we found nothing at either of their places that would indicate any of those things you said are true, right?”
I frowned. “I hate it when facts get in the way of my wild unfounded speculations.”
“Besides,” said Shay, “none of those things would account for the bizarre manner in which either of them were killed.”
“Right,” I said. “The whole serial killeresque modus operandi.”
Shannon nearly flipped her lid. “Wait, what? There’s a serial killer on the loose?”
“Oh relax.” I waved her down with a flap of my hand. “You have nothing to worry about…I think. We haven’t totally figured this out yet.”
That last bit might keep her up at night for a few days, but I felt only a devilish impudence rather than any guilt. She really did rub me the wrong way, specifically in that I didn’t want her to rub me in any way at all.
While I would’ve been perfectly content to sit in the office and stew over the tidbits we’d learned, letting them simmer in their juices until a decent flavor developed, I quickly learned that sharing an enclosed space with an agitated human resources manager can be bad for your sanity. I gave Shannon our insincere thanks and reacquainted myself with the door.
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Shay and I hitched a ride on a rickshaw back to the precinct. My partner insisted she was fine to walk, but I wasn’t having any of that nonsense under my watch. I informed her fatigue wasn’t the motivating factor in choosing whether or not to press her bottom into a rickshaw seat. The Captain had authorized a larger transportation budget primarily in response to her hiring, and if we didn’t use it, he’d snatch it away and reapportion those funds to pay for something wholly unnecessary—stuff like gold-plated paperclips or raises for rookies.
I don’t think Shay shared my definition of the word ‘unnecessary.’ Smoke swirled around her head for a good part of the ride.
When we arrived at the station, we found my associates at their desks. Rodgers sat on the edge of Quinto’s chunk of pine and was in the process of jawing the big guy’s ear off. From the goofy grin plastered across Quinto’s face, I assumed Rodgers was regaling him with stories of the glory days or performing an exaggerated impersonation of the Captain, but as I closed into eavesdropping range, I realized his soliloquy was more of a bitch fest.
“—and then she dropped her dinner all over the floor! So I told her, tough. Next meal’s breakfast. But I probably raised my voice more than I needed to, and she started to cry. And of course Allison’s a softie, so she tried to calm her down and told her that if she really didn’t want the casserole she’d make her something else. Can you believe that? It’s not like food grows on trees!”
“Actually, it does. It’s called fruit,” I said as we walked up. I gave Quinto a nod. “What’s he yapping about today?”
Quinto turned his goofy grin onto me. “Ehh, problems with the kids. What else?”
“And you find this predicament funny?” I asked. “You think that since you’ve thus far avoided being roped into the rigged carny game us parents call child rearing you can lord it over the rest of us?”
Quinto lost the smile. “What? No.”
“Then what’s with that dopey smile of yours?”
“Dopey smile?” Quinto blinked. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
I furrowed my brows at Quinto. He did the same to me. I tilted my head, and he responded in kind. I grunted. He squinted. Luckily Rodgers interrupted our spontaneous eruption of pantomime mimicry, otherwise who knows how long we would’ve kept going.
“Don’t worry about him, Daggers,” said the sandy-haired detective. “He’s been in la-la land all morning. I think he ate a bad burrito or something.”
Quinto lifted an eyebrow. “Oh, you’d know if I’d eaten a bad burrito.”
“You’re right,” said Rodgers. “Nevermind. Maybe you’ve come down with a case of the vapors—no pun intended. So, what’s up with you guys? What’d you find at the crime scene?”
“You heard?” I asked.
Rodgers gave me an incredulous look. “Where do you think we work, the Ministry of State Secrets? Of course I’ve heard. And even if I hadn’t, that beat cop Phillips arrived with the body almost an hour ago.”
“Oh. Right,” I said. “Well, it was more or less what you might expect given yesterday’s murder. Victim had a dagger through the chest, and the sucker was cold as ice. Colder, really. The curious part lies in the identity of the victim. It was Creepy McGee. You know, the guy from the sketch.”
“As pertinent as that is,” said Steele, “I think the detectives might be more interested in what was different about this crime as compared to yesterday’s. For example, the apartment was untouched. No broken furniture, windows, or anything like that. And we found a rag that had been doused with some sort of knockout agent, most likely ether. Not to mention the victim was fully clothed.”
“Thank the gods for that,” I said.
“Yes,” said Steele. “Let’s be thankful your tender man eyes weren’t exposed to some bare genitalia, specifically those belonging to anyone other than a beautiful woman.”
“It doesn’t have to be a woman,” I said. “I’m open to gazing upon the flesh of naked females of nearly any species.”
Rodgers ignored our playful banter. “Knockout juice, huh? So the killer knew his victim, then?”
“That’s what we surmised,” I said. “It’d be a useful piece of information if either of our victims had engaged in any sort of social interactions whatsoever. However, it seems they’d both transformed into curmudgeonly old hermits about fifty years too early. According to Creepy’s nephew—”
“His name is Octavio, you know,” said Steele.
“Is that for the benefit of Rodgers and Quinto?” I asked. “Because I already gave him a nickname and I’m sticking to it. Anyway, according to Creepy’s nephew, he didn’t have any friends or enemies. Our stiff from yesterday seemed to be a similar sort. So that leaves us without a whole lot of avenues to race down. That said, I see two potential investigative paths going forward, one staked with frozen knives and the other lined with dead bodies.”
All my fellow detectives looked at me with furrowed brows and frowns. Maybe I needed to beat around the bush a little less. “We need to look into the origins of the knives and get the coroner’s reports for Terry and Creepy. Is Cairny in today?”
Quinto perked up. “Um, yeah. Should be. I saw her earlier today. Said she’d have her analysis of Terrence done by early afternoon. If I had to guess, she’ll probably be able to take a look at the new stiff, too.”
I nodded. “What about the stiletto?”
Rodgers gestured toward my desk. “Over there. Same place we left yesterday’s implement of murder.”
“Seriously?” I mumbled some choice curse words. “I told that kid Phillips to keep a close eye on the dagger to see if it warmed up, and instead he leaves the things sitting on my desk. I’m going to have to talk to the Captain about that guy. He’s got ambition to spare, but he’s lacking in the common sense department.”
“Relax,” said Quinto. “He related your spiel to us. We’ve been checking that dagger every quarter hour or so. I touched it ten minutes ago.”
“Really?” I asked. “With your own hand?”
“I once spent an entire week outdoors in subzero temperatures. I’m fine.”
I gave Quinto the old eyebrow raise but didn’t pry further. His skin resembled tanned leather in consistency. Perhaps the cold didn’t bother him.
“Alright, fair enough,” I said. “And?”
“Just started to warm up,” said Quinto.
I snapped my fingers as I turned to Shay. “Aha! See?”
“See what?” she said. “I don’t recall you making any predictions about the murder weapon. I certainly don’t remember you saying it would warm up like the last one did.”
I scratched my chin. “You’re right, but if I had, it would’ve been very dramatic just now when I snapped my fingers. Perhaps you could pretend I’d made a great prediction and look amazed?”
Shay rolled her eyes.
“Hmm. Not quite the look I was hoping for,” I said. “No matter. We can work on it later. Just remember to pull it out the next time I say ‘Aha!’”
I took a look around the office. It was mostly empty except for the four of us. A stream of sunshine wormed its way through the Captain’s office windows to illuminate the top of my desk. That meant something I’d grown used to seeing during my jaunt with Shay was missing.
“Hey,” I said, “anyone seen the corkboard lately? I think it’s time we organize some of our thoughts.”
“I think it got put back into storage,” said Rodgers.
“Well…do you mind going to get it?” I asked.
Rodgers shot me a dubious look. 
“Oh, what,” I said, “like you’re way too busy at the moment? You were sitting here boring Quinto with your kids’ dinner misadventures when we arrived and all you’ve done since is pester Steele and I about our case.”
Rodgers looked to Quinto. The big guy shrugged. Rodgers sighed, hopped off the edge of the desk, and headed after the pin board. After a few minutes, he returned, fist full of red yarn and a squeaky-wheeled corkboard in tow. He deposited it in front of my desk, smack dab in front of the sunlight.
My partner took ownership of the yarn and the pins. Manning the board had become one of her duties, although this one she’d volunteered for—unlike my continued foisting of all our mind-numbing paperwork upon her. She got a kick out of maneuvering pieces on the flat expanse of the cork. Whenever she stood in front of it, sketches and slips of paper flew as if caught in a dust devil. This made the red yarn more of a nuisance than a benefit, though it did add a nice splash of color to the otherwise muted brown of the board.
Knowing she’d want it, I pulled the sketch of Creepy from my coat pocket, but my partner was too busy with a pencil and paper to accept it right away. I figured she was writing down the names of our victims and suspects—she’d probably insist on using Creepy’s real name—but after a few moments, I got antsy.
“What’s the holdup?” I asked. “You forget how to spell Terrence’s name? It was Mann with two ‘n’s. Or at least I think it was. That crone Mallory always pronounced his name with a long ‘n’ sound. ‘Maaannnn.’ Though to be fair she’s really old. She might suffer from a speech impediment.”
Steele looked up from her paper. “That’s not what’s taking so long.” She pulled her pencil back and held up the page. “See?”
In a few short moments, she’d scribbled together a sketch of our first dead guy, Terrence. It wasn’t quite up to the same level of detail our sketch artist had produced, but it wasn’t far off either.
I whistled—or at least I tried. I’ve never been very good at it. Mostly I sprayed spittle over the other detectives in my line of fire.
“Nice,” I said as I wiped my chin. “So what other talents have you been hiding from us? Needlework? Fencing? Necromancy?”
“You said it yourself,” Shay said as she started on a new page. “We all need to do something in our free time. You read. I draw.”
“You draw any pictures of me?” I tilted my head and wiggled my eyebrows seductively.
“Some. Mostly shirtless, riding a horse, and with long, silvery-blond hair flowing out behind you in an undulating wave.”
Rodgers and Quinto chuckled. I frowned. Shay, meanwhile, straightened up, a second sketch in hand. This one bore the image of a mysterious shadowed individual in a hooded cloak. She pinned it and her first drawing to the board and reached a hand toward me.
“Sketch?” she said.
I handed over Creepy’s likeness. My partner pinned that up, too, then added tags identifying each individual. Underneath the hooded figure she wrote ‘Mystery Suspect.’ It was straight and to the point, but it lacked a little panache—Johnny Stabbington would’ve been better. Steele then sketched the two murder weapons we’d collected and penciled the names of our dead guys’ apartment buildings and Chapman Books onto more slips of paper. She arranged everything on the board as it made the most sense.
My partner turned back to me when she was finished. “I think that’s about it. Can you think of anything I’ve missed?”
I curled my lip. As usual, Shay had done a stand-up job. It made me wonder why I bothered with my notepad when she remembered all the relevant clues. But something was missing—the mysterious head of honey blond hair I’d noticed dancing around Creepy’s neighborhood. I was sure it was the same set of locks I’d bumped into outside Terry’s place, but I wasn’t certain I wasn’t imagining the whole thing, either, so I kept my trap shut and shook my head.
Shay and I took a few steps back, joining Quinto and Rodgers at a prime viewing spot near our desks. We gazed at the board, everyone staring for several minutes without saying much of anything. The fact that my partner didn’t immediately start shuffling things around meant she didn’t have any brighter ideas than I did. Neither did my more veteran detective buddies, though they weren’t as submerged in the case as Shay and I were.
Eventually I broke the silence. “The stilettos are the key, you know. If we can figure out how those things got so frosty, I’m sure we’ll figure out who’s behind the murders.” I turned to my gal pal. “Are you absolutely sure there’s no such thing as frost enchantments?”
Shay shrugged. “My answer’s the same as before—not that I know of.”
“No offense,” I said, “but that’s not the most ringing endorsement of certainty. What about someone at the school you attended? Is there anyone there we could bother for a second opinion?”
“At H. G. Morton’s?” asked Shay. “Professor Kensington was the head elementalist. He’d be the one to talk to if you want to delve into magical theory of temperature control, but I’m fairly sure he’s on sabbatical right now.”
I grunted. “Just my luck. Maybe we’ll have to start our sniffing at the replica weapons shop Jjade told me about, after all.”
Shay raised an eyebrow. “Your barkeep? Is that where you’re getting your tips nowadays?”
“Hey, now. Most bartenders continue the time-honored tradition of spreading rumors, scuttlebutt, and outright lies while they serve foamy beverages. It’s not the worst place to scavenge for leads.” I hefted today’s dagger off my desk. The guys had tagged it, and true to Quinto’s word, the barest measure of a chill seeped through its darkened blade. “Besides, even if they were legal, blades like this don’t grow on trees. An expert should be able to give us some idea of where these might’ve come from.”
Quinto, once again lost in some goofy-faced trance, suddenly perked up and focused his eyes back into the realm of the living. “You know, there might be another way.”
“You’re going to have to be more specific there, big guy,” I said. “Another way to do what? Track the blades? We’ve already checked them for foundry marks.”
“Not that,” said Quinto. “The temperature angle. There’s another place you could take the blades. A meatpacking plant south of the dock district run by a frost mage. Her name’s Tremulous Portent of Rime, if memory serves me right.”
“Tremulous Portent of what now?” I asked.
“Rime. It’s a pseudonym.”
I knew that. Sorcerers often adopted ridiculous aliases to make themselves sound more mysterious and powerful. Chances were Rime’s real name was Sally or something equally mundane.
I frowned at Quinto. “Should I ask how you’re familiar with her?”
The big guy shrugged. “She’s not an old fling of mine, if that’s what you’re asking. I guess I just have a taste for previously frozen meat.”
Rodgers sniggered. I wasn’t sure I got the joke, but my stomach picked up on the reference to my favorite food group. It growled. I think my enthusiasm over visiting the Chapman Books headquarters had sent my hunger into remission, but standing in front of the corkboard had wakened the ornery organ from its slumber.
“Well, it’s worth a look,” I said. “We can hit the replica shop and the meat packer after lunch.”
“You still haven’t eaten?” said Quinto. “Count me in, then. I’m not getting hosed in the vittles department again.”
“What about you, Rodgers?” said Shay. “You want to make it a party?”
He shrugged. “Why not? As Daggers so eloquently put it, it’s not exactly a busy day on our end. Where are you guys heading?”
I smiled as I stuffed the two murder weapons into a coat pocket for safekeeping. “It’s my day to pick. Do you really need to ask?”
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We stopped at Loaders, a sub shop known for piling their grinders so high with meat, cheese, and toppings that even trained professionals would have a hard time spotting the bread among the fatty, flavorful goodies. Shay ordered a tuna melt on wheat, while us detectives of the male persuasion indulged in meals more heavy on meats originating from animals that oinked or mooed.
After plowing through the sandwiches, we hoofed our way to Marlowe Street where Jjade had indicated the replica weapons shop resided. Honestly, I was more interested in what Tremulous Portent of Rime could tell us about our daggers than what some wizened geezer in a dusty shop would have to say, but the place was located on the west side of the Earl almost smack dab in the middle of our path to the meat packing plant.
I spotted the place by a weathered wooden sign that hung from an iron bracket in front. It depicted an image of a gauntleted fist clutching a dirk. There wasn’t any writing on the sign, but if there were, I would’ve expected it to start with the words ‘Ye Olde.’
A door-mounted bell announced our arrival as we pushed into the shop. A musty odor greeted me, similar to the scent of a used bookstore but without the distinctive smell released by acid-eaten paper. The front of the shop was filled floor-to-ceiling with shelves separated by narrow aisles, giving the place a very claustrophobic feel. The shelves were packed with all manner of curios—not just replica weapons, but armor and maps and crinkled parchments stamped with red wax. A fine layer of dust covered most of it.
At the back of the store, a glass display case snaked its way along the edge of the room. I stepped over and took a look inside. I had a hard time seeing through the grime, but it was obvious the more expensive pieces were held in the cases under lock and key—not that the security measure would do much good in the event of a robbery. Glass isn’t known for its impact strength.
Inside the cases were knives and daggers of various shapes, sizes, and styles, from cleavers and dirks to broadswords and rapiers, as well as maces, flails, axes, and war hammers. I couldn’t believe the stuff was legal to own. I felt an urge to wrap my lips around a whistle and blow until a horde of truncheon-waving bluecoats swarmed into the store, but seeing as I didn’t have a whistle, I just leaned in toward the glass for a closer look. While the weapons looked convincing, their edges were rounded. I doubted they could be used to cut anything stiffer than warm butter, though I bet someone could inflict a wicked lump or two with the flail or the mace. The latter looked to weigh at least ten pounds.
A door creaked to my left, announcing the entrance of someone from the back. Although I’d expected the replica shop’s owner to be a wizened old geezer, I didn’t realize how right I’d be. The guy that stepped out would’ve made my ex-partner Griggs look like a newborn foal. I imagine he’d had a front row seat at the party the gods threw when they crafted the earth and the heavens.
“Howdy,” he croaked as he hobbled over. “Can I help you folks with something?”
“Nice weapons,” I said. “Is this stuff legal to own?”
“Sure is,” the geezer said. “Everything you see here is one hundred percent genuine replica arms and armor, not military grade. None of the blades are sharp, and they’re made of regular steel rather than the hardened stuff. They won’t hold an edge no matter how hard you try, so don’t bother. And the impact weapons are hollow. They’ll still leave a mark if you hit someone hard enough, but so will a two-by-four.”
“Some of the tips look pretty sharp, though,” I said. “I’d bet you could still stab someone with a number of these things.”
“Yeah, so? You could also stab someone with a screwdriver or a fork, but those haven’t been made illegal—yet.” The old guy’s eyes narrowed. “Why are you asking, anyway? Are you four up to no good? I don’t sell to ruffians, you know.”
“You’ve made us out all wrong, old man. We’re on the other side of the law.” I flashed my badge.
“Oh,” said the old guy. “Well, I don’t know why you bothered bringing the goon squad.” He nodded toward Quinto, who was perusing one of the shelves. The big guy looked hurt at the accusation. “Everything here is properly permitted and registered. Even my business license is up-to-date. I’ll have to dig it out of the back if you want to see it. Might take me awhile. Not entirely sure where I stored it. Memory’s not what it used to be.”
Shay sidled up next to me. “That won’t be necessary. We’re actually here for a different reason, Mr.…?”
“Feltznoggle. Scooter Feltznoggle.”
“Seriously?” I said.
The old guy gave me a sideways glare, but it might’ve been because of his cataracts. “Blame my parents, not me. So what do you want?”
I rooted around in my coat and produced the two murder weapons: the first, with its silver filigrees and arabesque designs, and the second, with its darkened blade and hefty hilt. I placed them on the glass display case in front of Feltznoggle.
“What are these?” the old codger asked. “I didn’t sell ‘em. You can’t pin these on me.”
“Relax,” I said. “Nobody’s accusing you of anything. We’re just here for information.”
“These weapons were involved in a couple of murders over the past two days,” said Steele. “They don’t have any foundry marks, so we know they must be at least a half-century old. They’re also rather ornate and…unique, for lack of a better word. The police department doesn’t employ an expert on ancient weaponry, so we thought we might see if you knew anything about them.”
“Ahh, well you came to the right place,” said Feltznoggle. “Back in the good old days, before the city’s edict banning blades, I used to sell the real deal.”
“Back when you were a spry fifty?” I said.
Scooter gave me the cataract glare again. “Are you a comedian or a cop? Because you appear to be terrible at both.”
I frowned, but I should’ve known better than to try and out-snark a geriatric. They’re notoriously cranky. Griggs had taught me that, but several weeks of light, witty banter with my new partner had dulled me to the limited social skills of the elderly.
Shay pinched me in the arm beneath the edge of the glass, adding in a menacing glance. I think she wanted me to lay off the cheek.
“Could you take a look at them for us?” she asked.
“I suppose,” said the old guy. “Let me find my glasses. They’ve got to be around here somewhere.”
“They’re hanging on a cord around your neck,” I said.
The codger grumbled as he put them on. Shay gave me another glare. I shrugged. What was I supposed to do, coddle the geezer in regards to his failing senses?
Feltznoggle picked up the first dagger and peered at it through his spectacles. “Hmm. A stiletto. Hardened steel, expertly engraved. Based on the patina, I’d say it’s about two hundred years old. Maybe more. Heft’s a bit off, but it’s made for stabbing, not slicing. Definitely a collector’s piece. These channels running down the sides are interesting.” He pointed at them. “Bigger blades are often channeled. They need a path for the blood to flow across, otherwise it’ll spill onto your grip hand and make everything slippery—”
“Lovely,” I said.
“—but these channels are different. There’s two of ‘em on each side, and they run all the way to the hilt. Wouldn’t help with blood flow. Not that you’d need ‘em on a stabbing weapon, anyway.”
Grandpa Scooter picked up the other stiletto. “This one’s steel, too, though it’s had some serious bluing done to achieve that nice dark gray finish. Not as old. Maybe a hundred years, tops. Heft’s off, too, especially considering that thick handle. Might be hollow. Not sure why you’d want that in a stabbing weapon. Normally weight’s a good thing in those.”
Shay gave me one of those ‘well isn’t that interesting’ sorts of glances as Feltznoggle put the weapons back down and slipped off his glasses.
“Well?” I asked.
“Well, what?”
“Can you tell us anything useful about these? Who made them, where they came from, or who might’ve owned them?”
“I suppose,” said the old codger. “Is that what you want to know?”
I was starting to wonder how the geezer supported himself off his replica enterprise. With a disposition as sunny as his, it was no wonder the dust in the shop hadn’t been disturbed in months.
I rubbed at my brow in an exasperated manner. “Yes, please.”
“Well,” he said. “Any number of masters could’ve forged these. Gruzbald, Lord Gentry the Third, Tallhelm the Forbearer. Maybe a half-dozen others. They were probably owned by lords or nobles, given their intricate design. Likely display pieces. But as far as who owned ‘em? Your guess is as good as mine. Heck, better than mine, probably. You should have experience tracking down the owners of lost goods, seeing as you’re cops and all, but then again, I’ve already surmised you’re not particularly good at what you do.”
The old geezer rested his head on a fist and screwed up his lips as if he were getting ready to spit—where, I had no idea. I was liking him less and less by the minute. 
“Seriously?” I asked. “Is that all you’ve got?”
He glared at me. “Pretty much. Now are you going to buy something, or not?”
“You’ve got to know something else,” I said, tucking the knives back into my jacket. “What about weapon enchantments? Swords of flame, daggers of frost, that sort of thing? Know anyone who dabbled in those?”
Feltznoggle turned to Steele. “You need to get this guy away from the hard liquor and the tabletop dice games, you know that?”
“It’s not like that,” said Shay as she shook her head. “I know where he’s coming from, it’s just…well, never mind. It’s not important. Thanks for your time, Mr. Feltznoggle. You’ve been very helpful.”
Less honest words had never been spoken, but the codger accepted them with a nod and a grunt. He shuffled off toward the back of the store as we shifted toward the front, picking up Rodgers and Quinto along the way.
“Get anything?” asked Rodgers.
“From that old windbag?” I shook my head. “I’ve had more insightful conversations with barstools.”
Quinto raised a brow. “You talk to those?”
I shrugged. “If I’m drunk enough.”
“Come on, Daggers,” said Steele as she stepped out through the door. “You don’t really think our conversation with Feltznoggle was useless, do you? If so, you’re losing your edge.”
I put all my mental faculties to use in analyzing the data we’d gathered from the shop owner and confronted Shay with the conclusive results. “Huh?”
She shook her head. “Let’s head over to that frost mage’s place. I need to run something by her, but I’m fairly sure I’ve figured out at least one of our mysteries.”
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We rickshawed our way across the Earl and south toward the outskirts of New Welwic where the meatpacking plant resided. A faint whiff of turpentine socked me in the nose before I realized our proximity to the book bindery, so I promised our driver a few extra coins to take a mild detour through less odorous portions of the city.
The smell set off a few firecrackers in my head, though. I passed the rest of the ride trying to engage Shay in a conversation over the merits of paperbacks versus hardbacks, but the complete and utter silence she threw back at me made it less of a conversation and more of a monologue. She kept looking back towards the rickshaw Rodgers and Quinto occupied. I think she felt bad for Rodgers for having to share a seat with the big lug, but it was the driver who really deserved her sympathy.
After a lengthy trip that was sure to draw the ire of the Captain when it came time to balance the books, we finally arrived at the plant, at which point I realized just how much Quinto had undersold the place. It was less of a factory and more of an independent commonwealth populated by animals who were soon to be converted into entrees. Huge warehouses sprawled across multiple city blocks, each housing different facets of the meat industry—a slaughterhouse, a cannery, a cold storage facility, and a bustling transportation hub, to name a few. Behind them stretched hundreds, if not thousands, of pens housing everything from pigs and chickens to bison and guffalopes.
Suddenly I understood why the facility was located near the outskirts of the city, and it had nothing to do with the smell, which, surprisingly, wasn’t that bad. Whatever scent of death emanated from the slaughterhouse was masked by the earthy, dung-like aroma that erupted from the pens behind the factories. But moving all the animals from the countryside to the stockyards must’ve been a logistical nightmare, and having the facility in the city proper would’ve certainly drawn the ire of the city planners. If horse-drawn carriages had been outlawed in favor of human-powered rickshaws due to excrement concerns, I couldn’t imagine hordes of dung-spewing cattle stampeding through the streets would’ve gone over well with the city’s fat cats.
I instructed our rickshaw driver to drop us off outside the cold storage warehouse. For a few extra coppers, I even convinced him to stick around for us on the return trip, which was further evidence that the stench of spilt animal intestines couldn’t hold a candle to that of fermenting wood pulp.
While Quinto haggled with his driver—probably over an illegal weight surcharge the driver was trying to tack onto the tab—Shay and I approached the front entrance to the building. Rodgers extricated himself from Quinto’s shadow and shot us a ‘go ahead, we’ll catch up’ hand gesture.
A chilly blast washed over us as we entered the warehouse. Rows upon rows of gutted hog carcasses hung upside down from ropes tied around their hind legs, their heads a bare eight inches above the polished concrete floor. Expecting a pungent aroma, I was pleasantly surprised when my nose didn’t detect much of anything at all. Even the farm-fresh odors of the pens had been isolated outside the warehouse. The floors were swept clean as well. I’d feared exposure to a meat-packing facility could’ve ruined me on pork products for as long as the memory remained fresh in my mind—probably on the order of an entire afternoon—but the place seemed to be run with an almost military efficiency. I wondered what it forebode about our encounter with the frost mage.
Steele shivered and a swarm of goosebumps cropped up along her arms. She might’ve gotten more on her legs, but I couldn’t tell from my current vantage point, and I doubt she would’ve appreciated it if I bent down for a closer look. Most women tended to have a thing about personal space and their reproductive regions.
Instead, I gave her a look. “I told you shorts were a bad idea.”
“Don’t sass me,” she said as she crossed her arms tightly.
I tried to ignore her—really I did—but seeing her standing there, neck tucked in, arms racked by the occasional shiver, evoked a damsel in distress response that pulled at my heartstrings. It’s a fault most of us males suffer from. I assume it’s an evolutionary trait related to reproductive success, since it certainly has nothing to do with self-preservation.
I sighed. “Do you want my coat?”
Shay squinted at me as if to make sure I hadn’t been abducted and replaced with an automaton, but her look of shock slowly faded into a demure smile.
“What?” I said.
“Nothing,” said Shay. “You surprise me sometimes.”
I curled my lip. “So do you want my coat or not?”
She shook her head. “No. Keep it. My dad always said, ‘if you’re going to be dumb, you’d better be tough.’ So I’m going to tough this out for as long as we’re in here.”
“Hah. I like that,” I said. “Makes me think I should stop cursing the gods for my middling intellect and thank them for making me tough as nails.”
“Don’t sell yourself so short, Daggers.” Shay’s smile widened a little more as I tried to understand what she meant.
Our touching moment was ruined by the crack of the door and Rodgers and Quinto stomping in. At roughly the same time, a parka-clad floor manager realized we weren’t supposed to be there and wandered over.
“Can I help you guys?” he asked.
“We’re looking for Tremulous Portent of Rime,” I said. “Know where we can find her?”
He glanced at Shay, then took a look at the rest of us. “Are you with the health department?”
“Nope. Police.” I flashed my badge. I felt like I’d been doing a lot of that lately. Hopefully I wouldn’t get carpal tunnel as a result. “We have some questions, and we think Tremulous Portent might be able to answer them for us.”
“Oh.” Parka guy scratched his head. “Alright. Last I saw her, she was in back organizing a shipment of beef tongues. Follow me.”
We did just that. For my partner’s sake, I hoped the trek to see the frost mage wouldn’t be as long as the cavernous interior of the storage facility indicated it could be, but to her word, Steele refrained from complaint the entire way, regardless of how chilly her elbows and knees might’ve been.
We found the icy enchantress barking orders at a dozen or so laborers hauling crates packed with ice and straw and stiff, oblong lumps of cow flesh I assumed were the tongues. She wore a chic, flowing robe of midnight blue that appeared to be equal parts form and function, as its thick folds and raised hood hinted at a nice, toasty interior.
The heavy cloth suggested an answer to a question that had been rolling around my skull for some time: did frost mages get cold? It seemed a cruel power to have if they didn’t also possess the ability to withstand it, like being able to summon crème-filled pies out of thin air but being prone to obesity.
“Excuse me, Mistress Rime?” said our parka-clad tour guide.
The frost mage kept her focus on her work. “Yes?”
“There are some policemen here—”
“Detectives,” I said.
“Um, right,” said our guide. “Detectives, then, here to see you. They want to ask you some questions.”
Tremulous Portent turned her head toward us, allowing me a good look at her face. It was more or less what I expected—hard, cold, and featuring fierce eyes the color of waves breaking upon a windswept shore. As she studied us with her frigid gaze, I feared perhaps the cows weren’t the only ones who’d lost their tongues.
“Take them to my office,” she said after a pause. “I’ll see them as soon as I’m able.”
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I sat in one of Rime’s office chairs, idly spinning one of the stilettos from the murder scenes between my fingers. We’d been waiting well over fifteen minutes and still hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the enchantress.
Steele sat next to me, tapping her feet on the ground impatiently. Rime’s office was about the same temperature as the rest of the storage facility, but luckily for Steele, Quinto was less willing to accept her ‘better be tough if you’re dumb’ philosophy than I was. After ten minutes of asking and pestering and warning her about the dangers of pneumonia, Shay relented and accepted the big guy’s coat. It draped over her like a circus tent, but it appeared to have done its job. She’d stopped shivering, at least.
A creaky door opened and the midnight blue-clad sorceress admitted herself. She whisked over to her desk and sat down in a flutter of cloth, her hood pulled down to reveal a golden blond braid bobbing to and fro. Her face had warmed substantially since we’d first met, but the added warmth couldn’t hide the small crow’s feet that creased the corners of her eyes or the wrinkles that radiated out from the edges of her mouth when she smiled.
“I’m so sorry about that, officers,” she said. “Those beef tongues just arrived, and there was some confusion as to whether they were headed out on a ship to the southern coast or if we were keeping them in storage for a gala event downtown later this week. You’d think this stuff would be straightforward to figure out, but problems never fail to crop up. But that’s neither here nor there. And you—you poor dear!” She finally took note of Steele in the oversized coat. “You must be freezing. I should’ve sent an understudy up here as soon as I as saw you in those shorts. Here, let me warm it up for you a bit.”
Tremulous Portent of Rime gestured subtly in the air with her fingers, as if she were conducting an invisible orchestra, and the air temperature increased a good ten to fifteen degrees.
“Nice trick,” I said.
“Well, it’s more than a trick, I daresay,” said the enchantress. “But it’s useful, that’s for sure, both in practical terms and to my bottom line. You should see me at parties. I can do really cool things with fog.”
“You do parties?” I asked.
Tremulous Portent shook her head. “I don’t do parties. I party. There’s a difference, Officer…?”
One of my brows rose of its own accord, and I had to wrestle it back down to avoid looking foolish. “Oh, uh, Detective Daggers. These are Detectives Steele, Rodgers, and Quinto.” Introductions flew all around. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Mistress Rime—”
“Just Rime is fine,” she said with a smile. “Or Deborah works, too, if you prefer.”
I shared a look with Steele. Was Tremulous Portent of Rime hitting on me? Couldn’t be. She was a good two or three decades younger than the sort I usually attracted.
“Alright,” I said. “You’re not nearly as…abrasive as I was expecting.”
“Oh.” The sorceress straightened in her seat. “Are you referring to the incident at the loading dock? That was a combination of stress and having to exert a firm hand with those laborers.”
“No, it’s not that,” I said. “My experience is that individuals with—how should I say this?—skills similar to yours aren’t necessarily the most congenial of folks.”
The city’s magically-inclined had a well-earned reputation for hard-assery. In Steele and I’s first case together, we’d run across just such a fellow—an old, grizzled fire mage by the name of Perspicacious Blaze who’d turned out to be as stiff and unrelenting as the steel he’d forged with his magic. Most other magic slingers I’d encountered over the years had similarly been total jerks.
Rime waved her hand in the air. “Oh, nonsense. I’ll admit some of us are a little stuffy or standoffish, but most of us are friendly. You clearly haven’t spent enough time with us fun-loving sorcerers and sorceresses.”
There it was again—that same inviting smile I’d gotten before. I was sure everyone else noticed it, too. Under other circumstances, my three colleagues would’ve egged me on mercilessly regarding Rime’s advances, but given her supernatural abilities, I think they were at a loss as to how to proceed—as was I.
Thankfully Rime bailed us all out. “So, what can I help you with, detectives?”
I handed the stiletto to Steele and gestured for her to take over. I didn’t trust myself not to dig the hole any deeper than it already was.
“Well, Ms. Rime, believe it or not, we’re here to talk to you about weapons.”
That seemed to do the trick. The enchantress lost her playful flair. “Weapons?”
“Yes,” said Steele. “You see, we’ve been investigating a couple of homicides recently, and we’ve found something curious about the murder implements.” She placed the stiletto on the desk in front of Rime. “The weapons, when found, were both ice cold.”
Tremulous Portent tilted her head as she picked up the dagger, the ornate one with the inlays from Terry’s murder. “Really? But they’re not now? Well that is interesting, isn’t it?” The witch turned the knife over in her hands, peering at it in a way that made me think she saw things the rest of us couldn’t. “And you say there’s another of these?”
I dug around in my coat pocket and procured the second stiletto, which I placed on the desk in front of her. Seeing as her demeanor had shifted from playful to businesslike, I figured it was safe to chat again. Besides, I suspected I wouldn’t get pounced upon with so many witnesses around.
“Both daggers were found plunged into the hearts of the victims,” I said, “and both remained icy for several hours after we discovered the bodies.”
Tremulous Portent hummed in acknowledgement as she looked over the second stiletto.
“Have you ever seen these before?” I asked.
“Can’t say I have. I don’t have much exposure to weapons, as you might imagine.”
I snapped my fingers. “Bummer. I had to ask though. Based on what you’ve seen so far, do you think an enchantment could be at play here?”
Shay sighed.
The enchantress scoffed. “No, Detective, I’m afraid not. Enchantments, though they make for excellent tales and legends, don’t exist in real life. At least not to my knowledge, or the collective opinion of the AMP.”
“The what?” I asked.
“AMP,” she said. “The Association of Magical Practitioners. It’s our professional organization. Its members are in common agreement that enchantments aren’t possible. Their existence would break multiple laws of magic.”
“Hold on a second,” I said, holding a finger up to my temple. “There’s laws of magic?”
“Oh, Daggers,” said Steele. “Of course there are. There are physical laws of nature. Why wouldn’t there be laws to magic as well? But like with scientific principles, just because laws exist doesn’t mean we understand how they work. You could write a thesis about a single line or two of contested magical theory. In fact, people do it all the time.”
Rime raised a brow. “You seem quite knowledgeable on the subject, Detective Steele. Are you a practitioner of the arts?”
Shay shrugged. “I studied at H. G. Morton’s. Paranatural Ocular Postsensitivity. But really I’m just a dabbler.”
Quinto chuckled. “She’s selling herself short, ma’am. Detective Steele’s abilities are quite an asset to the department.”
A hint of color crept into Shay’s cheeks at the comment, but neither Rodgers nor Quinto could’ve seen. They stood behind us.
“I see,” said Rime. “Well, you might as well be speaking to me in trollish when it comes to that stuff. My talents lie in thermometry.”
“And mine in punditry,” I said. “But what about the daggers? You don’t think there’s any way they were magically chilled?”
“Well, I didn’t say that,” the sorceress replied. “It’s entirely possible these weapons were chilled via thaumaturgic means, but there’s no way they could’ve been maintained at a depressed temperature for hours without being isolated in an insulated environment. Not unless a mage retained a thermometric hold on them, and for that the mage would’ve needed to remain in relative proximity to the weapons.”
I furrowed my brows. “Ok, I’ll be the first to admit I didn’t completely understand all the terms you used, but are you suggesting someone with magical abilities actively cooled those weapons during and after the murders? How close would they have had to be to the action to make that feasible?” I turned to Shay. “We checked the closets at Terry’s and Creepy’s, right? I’m certain we did.”
“Really, Daggers?” Shay blinked her long lashes at me. “That’s what you took away from that statement? You really weren’t paying attention when we stopped at Feltznoggle’s, were you? Rime, we visited a weapons expert on our way here who indicated the daggers might be hollow.”
“Ahh!” The enchantress leaned back and nodded. “Well, that would explain things.”
I tried to furrow my brows even further, but apparently they were at maximum furrowedness already. “I’m not following.”
“Well, I’m not a particularly handy individual,” said Rime as she tapped the butt of one of the daggers on her desk, “but let’s see if I can figure this out. Detective Quinto, was it? You seem like a big, strapping gent. Could you come over here and give this a twist for me?”
Quinto seemed surprised to have been called out, but he walked over anyway. “Um, sure, I suppose. What exactly is it you want me to do?”
“Just place one hand here and the other here.” Rime wrapped Quinto’s meaty fist around the hilt of one of the stilettos and cupped the other hand, placing it over the top. “Now grab hold and give it a good twist, as if it were a jar of pickles.”
Quinto shot me a glance.
I nodded.
He twisted.
A pop sounded, and the end of the hilt came off the dagger like a cork from a bottle of bubbly.
“Well, would you look at that,” I said.
Rime thanked Quinto, took back the stiletto, and showed me the newly uncorked end. Within it, a metal cylinder nestled in the middle of the hilt, separated from the edge by a thin gap of air. A small stopper stuck out from the cylinder, jammed into a tiny hole in the middle.
“What you’re looking at,” said Rime, “is essentially a crude insulated flask. A refrigerated liquid could be poured into the flask through the hole underneath this stopper, and depending on the liquid, I’d guess it could feasibly keep the dagger at a depressed temperature for a number of hours—maybe six to eight depending on ambient heat.”
I felt deflated. For the second high profile case in a row I’d convinced myself we’d been exposed to murders of a magical nature, but Tremulous Portent had unceremoniously burst my bubble. It wouldn’t have been so bad if Steele hadn’t been right about the lack of magical involvement in both cases. Maybe it was time to admit she knew far more about the subject than I did—a sentiment that applied to scientific matters as well. I still didn’t understand half of what the frost mage was talking about.
“Ok, so I get that insulation keeps things warm and cold,” I said, pointing to the exposed innards of the knife. “But where’s the insulation here?”
“Right here,” said Rime, running her finger along the gap between the flask and hilt.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t see anything.”
“Exactly,” said Rime. “Air happens to be a very good insulator, assuming you can isolate it. You’ll recall what I said about the dagger only remaining cold if you segregated it in an insulated environment? Well, by suspending the flask the way you see here, air in the hilt insulates the refrigerant in the flask from air in the room. Virtually all the heat transfer would’ve occurred through the blade.”
“And that’s what those channels in the blade are for—the ones Feltznoggle was talking about,” said Steele. “Those aren’t for blood flow, they’re for heat transfer along the blade.”
I scratched my head. Things were starting to come together. Unfortunately, they weren’t making me look any smarter or more prescient along the way.
“And this refrigerated liquid stuff you mentioned,” I said. “What is that exactly? Ice water?”
“Seriously, Daggers?” Shay gave me a contemptuous glance. “Haven’t you ever cracked open a science textbook?”
“Not all of us grew up in a family of chemists,” I said. “I prefer to spend my reading energies on masterpieces like Rex Winters.”
At least the sorceress didn’t look at me like my brain had spontaneously turned into jelly. “Any gas, if sufficiently cooled, will turn into a liquid, Detective Daggers. You see it with water vapor all the time when it cools and turns into rain. Substances that are gaseous at room temperature work the same way.”
Now that actually made sense. I said as much, but I also indicated to my partner that it was time to take off our safety goggles and slip back into our crime-fighting fedoras. Solving the mystery of how the daggers had remained cold didn’t do us a whole lot of good it if didn’t provide a clue as to who might’ve been in a position to use them.
“So tell me,” I said to Rime, “what practical uses are there for refrigerated gas? Do you produce and distribute any?”
“I do,” she said. “There’s many uses for it. Industrial applications, cold transport, that sort of thing. Universities will often need supplies for certain types of experiments. And then there’s all sorts of oddball applications like this.” She waved the knife in a thoroughly non-threatening manner.
“Look,” I said, “I know you’re in no way connected to this investigation, and we appreciate the help you’ve already given, but is there any way you could provide us with a list of people you supply with refrigerated gasses, or liquids, or whatever you call them?”
Tremulous Portent smiled. “For you, Detective, I wouldn’t mind at all.”
I started to feel hot under my collar again, despite the relative chill of the frost mage’s office. I gathered the murder weapons, but before I could usher us out of the packing facility and into a less sexually ravenous environment, I had one final question to ask. “I don’t suppose you have any idea why someone would stab another person with an icy dagger, do you?”
The ice mage shook her head. “Sorry, dear. No idea on that front.”
I swallowed hard, gave the friendly lady a nod, and made a hasty exit.
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Shay jabbed me mercilessly the entire rickshaw ride back to the precinct, mostly in regards to my uncanny ability to attract the lascivious attentions of women many years my senior. I let her attacks wash off me like a cold rain. For one thing, I didn’t have any good comebacks. My attractiveness to cougars was a verifiable fact—one that wouldn’t have been so sad if I’d also possessed the ability to attract prettier, less seasoned women as well. For another, I wasn’t feeling particularly warm to my partner at the moment and had no desire to chat. She’d intentionally kept a vital piece of information gleaned from Feltznoggle to herself, making me look foolish in the process. That’s a move I’d patented. Having Steele use it was akin to theft.
However, the biggest reason I kept my mouth shut was because I couldn’t stop thinking about the last question I’d posed Tremulous Portent: if magic wasn’t involved in the case, then why in the world would someone go to the trouble of chilling a dagger before plunging it into some unsuspecting bum’s chest?
Our rickshaw drivers deposited us all off in front of the station’s massive double doors. Rodgers and Quinto converged on me like wolves as we passed through the entrance, eager to rip into me with the same verve Shay had displayed during the ride. I braced myself for their onslaught, but thankfully an unexpected sight in the middle of the pit drew their attention—Cairny. She stood near our desks, turning her head to and fro and soaking in the room’s dismal splendor in long, slow blinks. Hair the color of midnight cascaded down her sides, straighter than a beam of moonlight, and she wore a black strappy dress with a hem that fell just above her knees. She looked good—in a spaced out, frightened animal sort of way.
“Ahh,” she said. “Detective Daggers. Detective Steele. There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you, but couldn’t find you.”
“That’s because we weren’t in, Cairny,” I said. “We’ve been out on assignment.”
The black-haired half-fairy blinked. “Oh. Well, that would explain things.”
I tapped a finger on my chin, wondering if perhaps Cairny’s surname should’ve been Mooncalf instead of Moonshadow.
“What, no salutation for me and the big guy?” Rodgers walked up, a playful frown stretched across his lips.
“You hadn’t entered our sphere of interaction yet,” said Cairny. “Thus the lack of greeting. But now you have. Hello Detective Rodgers. Hello Detective Quinto.”
Quinto blushed a bit. “Um…hi, Cairny.”
“So,” said Rodgers, “what’s with the dress?”
“I don’t understand,” said Cairny. “Is there a reason I shouldn’t wear this?”
“Don’t worry, Cairny,” said Steele as she stuck her hands in her shorts pockets. “These knuckleheads have been giving me guff about my fashion choices all day, too.”
“What?” The moon-eyed coroner tilted her head. “Why? It’s warm. The more pressing question is why they’re all wearing jackets.”
Shay threw up her hands. “Finally someone who understands! You and me should get a drink sometime, Cairny. I think we’d get along.”
Cairny smiled. “Based on our previous interactions, I’d say you have anywhere between a sixty and an eight-five percent chance of being correct in that assumption, Detective Steele. So why not? A drink sounds lovely.”
“Yeah, yeah,” said Rodgers. “I’m sure you ladies will have plenty of time to bond over your disregard for us gents later. But right now, how about you answer the question everyone’s itching to ask.”
Cairny looked at Rodgers blankly.
“How was last night?” he prodded.
“Last night?” Cairny paused. “Well, it was a little chilly, as I remember it. It certainly wasn’t dress weather, if that’s what you’re implying. Is that what you’re implying?”
Rodgers rolled his eyes. “No. Seriously? We all know you had a date. How’d it go?”
Quinto cleared his throat. “Come on, pal. That’s a little personal. Not really shop talk, I’d say.”
Rodgers frowned. “It’s not like I’m prying. I’m just curious. And when did you turn into such a prude?”
Cairny shook her head. “Detective Quinto is right. It’s not an appropriate topic of discussion for the workplace, so I’ll simply say I had a wonderful time.”
Quinto smiled. For some reason that goofy grin of his had started to come back. What a weirdo.
“So, what’s up Cairny?” I asked. “You wanted to see us?”
She turned her big eyes on me. “Yes. That’s correct.”
I rolled my hand in a gesture of encouragement. “And?”
“Oh,” she said. “I finished my analyses of the bodies from yesterday’s and today’s crime scenes. I’ve found something you might find, well…interesting.”
“In that case, why don’t we head down to the dungeon so you can show us,” I suggested.
“Good idea,” said Cairny. She nodded to Rodgers and Quinto and headed toward the stairs.
Shay and I followed, leaving my smile-slinging detective friend and his partner the gray-skinned brick wall behind to argue over the propriety of discussing relationships in the workplace.
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We didn’t really head down to a dungeon—that’s just how most of the other homicide detectives and I referred to the morgue. It’s a fairly apt nickname, if only because it encompasses the cold, dark, dreary feel of the place—that, and both contain their fair share of recently deceased people.
Shay and I followed Cairny into the main room, a whitewashed chamber with an entire wall of cadaver vaults where bodies were stored and slid out on rolling boards for analysis or identification by relatives. A few exam tables dotted the space, sterile stainless steel and white paint affairs that screamed order and death at the same time, which was a hard feat to accomplish.
Terrence and Creepy lay upon two adjacent tables, spotless white sheets pulled up to their waists. The dim lighting combined with the deathly pallor of his skin wasn’t doing Terry any favors. Creepy, on the other hand, looked just as I remembered him—horrific.
I stifled a shiver as we walked over to the tables. The magnitude of the temperature difference between the dungeon and upstairs never ceased to surprise me. I shot a glance at Shay in her V-neck top and shorts but didn’t say anything. I figured that ship had sailed.
“You’ve really been down here all day in that dress?” I asked Cairny. “You must have thicker skin than you appear to.”
She answered my question by slipping into a white lab coat. “I do, and it’s made of bleached, white cotton.”
Was that a joke? From Cairny? I wasn’t even sure she understood the concept.
“Care for one, Detective Steele?” Cairny pointed to a coat rack with several spares near a corner.
My partner shrugged. “Thanks, but I’ll be fine. I can’t image we’ll be down here that long.”
“Don’t worry,” I said, leaning closer to Cairny. “It’s not you. It’s some philosophical aversion to warmth. Stems from daddy issues, as far as I can tell.”
“Look, Daggers, I chose to wear shorts,” said Shay in an exasperated manner. “What’s the big deal? I haven’t complained at any of the places we’ve visited today.”
“Don’t worry, Detective,” said Cairny. “Versatility is key. I understand that, even if Daggers doesn’t. It’s far easier to throw on a coat in the event of a chill than to take off something that can’t be removed.”
“Exactly,” said Shay with a wave of her hand. “Cairny gets it. My outfit is far more adaptable than yours.”
I indulged myself in some lip contortions. “What? How so? I’m wearing a coat, too. I could just as soon take it off.”
“Which you only bother doing when the sun’s beating on your back like a drum,” said Steele. “And when you do, the rest of us would rather you didn’t. You know, for olfactory reasons.”
I ignored the jab. I knew for a fact I didn’t smell nearly as bad as Quinto. “So what are you suggesting? That I’d be better off coming to work in culottes and a bowling shirt? Trust me, you don’t want to see my legs.”
Shay mocked me with an insincere suggestive glance. “Come now, Daggers. You’re selling yourself short. Be bold. Free your calves. Show a little skin.”
Cairny giggled, as did Shay, and they shared a knowing glance.
I gulped. The womenfolk were forming one of their telepathic links—the kind all women were capable of forming, even those without prescient forensic abilities or personalities that would make you think they spent half their time between the realms of the living and the dead. I needed to change the subject fast before the link could be cemented.
I snapped my fingers a few times. “Alright, back to work you two. Cairny, what can you tell us about these bodies that we don’t already know?”
“Ahh, right.” Cairny’s eyes focused and her demeanor stiffened. Concrete discussions related to work had a way of pulling her mind out of the aether. “Well, I can definitively say I know what killed Terrence and…what was his name? Octavio?” She consulted a clipboard. “Yes, Octavio.”
I tapped my fingers on Terry’s exam table. “Could it be, perhaps, the daggers we found sticking out of their chests?”
Cairny nodded. “That’s right. Both men died from massive internal trauma due to a fatal incision to the heart. In both cases, the blade pierced the cardiac organ as well as numerous major arteries.”
I pressed a couple fingers to my temple. “Um, right. Look, Cairny, that’s why I asked what you could tell us about the bodies that wasn’t immediately obvious.”
Cairny drew her brows together and tilted her head to one side. “I don’t understand. I think the fact that the murder weapons pierced the victims’ hearts is very interesting, especially when combined with the knowledge that the wounds experienced very little bleeding.”
I took a glance at the bodies as I recalled the crime scenes. Only a trickle of blood had coursed its way down Terry’s chest onto the mattress underneath, and Creepy’s death scene was even more sterile. A direct shot to the heart should’ve resulted in a show more similar to something out of a cheap piece of slasher fiction. Even if the flow of blood had somehow remained controlled, there should’ve been a greater overall volume soaked into the mattress and sheets.
“I noticed that, too, Cairny,” said Steele. “At the time I attributed it to the cold weapons. Low temperatures make liquids more viscous, body fluids included. I thought perhaps that might’ve contributed to the lack of blood.”
“Yes, the icy weapons,” said Cairny. “I’d heard about those. It’s certainly a possibility, and not something I’m willing to rule out completely, but I have another theory. Take a look at Terrence’s anticubital fossa.”
Cairny sometimes forgot the rest of us didn’t speak the same language she did. “His what now?”
“His elbow pit.” Cairny drew her index finger to a spot. “See that?”
Her finger hovered over a small, ring-like discoloration in the skin over a primary artery.
“Hold on,” I said. “Terry got injected with something?”
“That’s right,” said Cairny.
“Before or after death?” asked Shay.
“Before, based on blood clotting,” said Cairny. “Though I’m not sure why someone would want to inject a person with a substance after killing them.”
Steele shrugged. “Me neither, but I had to ask. There are plenty of other things about these murders that don’t make any sense yet, either.”
“If you look at Octavio’s left arm, you’ll find a similar mark,” said Cairny.
I looked. The marks were hard to miss once you knew what to search for, which of course we initially hadn’t. Why would we? Why drug someone and then stab them with a knife? It didn’t make any sense.
Cairny wandered over to the other side of Octavio’s exam table. “My theory—and this is just a theory mind you, I haven’t performed any tests—is the victims were injected with some sort of blood thickener. That would explain the minimal bleeding after sustaining their wounds.”
I straightened up and rubbed the scruff on my chin. “This case keeps getting weirder and weirder. Cairny, could you confirm your suspicions with some tests? I want to make sure these guys didn’t get injected with something else.”
“I can try,” she said. “There are certain toxins I can check for, and I can run blood cultures to see if they were injected with a bacterium. But I won’t be able to detect something like a blood thickener. Why? Do you doubt my diagnosis?”
I sighed. “Not as such. I don’t have any reason to. But everything about this case is completely whackadoodle. Nothing makes any sense. I mean, why would a person inject someone else with a drug and then kill them afterwards? And in the case of Creepy—”
“He means Octavio,” Steele said to Cairny.
“—why dose him with a knockout drug like ether first, then inject him with another drug, and then kill him? And why a blood thickener? What could be the purpose of slowing the blood flow of someone you’re planning to murder? And of course the biggest question—why in the world were the murder weapons cooled? What possible purpose could that serve?”
“Let’s not forget,” said Steele, “that both murder weapons were antiques, specially designed so they could be filled with refrigerated liquid. Oh, and each victim was stabbed in the heart, and one of them was stark naked and had his apartment smashed to smithereens.”
“Right, that,” I said. “Because those additional clues really pull the whole mess together.”
“They do?” asked Cairny.
“Sarcasm,” I said.
“Oh,” said Cairny. “Well, regardless, I’ll go ahead and run some blood cultures for the two victims, as well as some tox screens. But don’t hold your breath.”
“I won’t.” I tsked. “Well, it wasn’t the report I was hoping for, but thanks anyway, Cairny. I’m sure this’ll all make sense eventually. Once the proper clues fall into place, that is.”
“With the two of you on the case, I’m certain it will,” said the coroner.
I started to leave, but Shay dawdled behind me.
“So, Cairny,” she said. “I was serious earlier. Drinks tonight after work?”
“Oh, yes. Splendid! Find me before you leave. I know a wonderful little champagne and cocktail bar a few blocks from here. We can shoot the breeze and dream up a few fun outfits to liven up Daggers’ wardrobe.”
I think I retched a little in my mouth. 
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Quinto and Rodgers had disappeared by the time we returned to the pit, but the corkboard remained where we’d left it. A pile of red yarn and pins lay on the corner of my desk, taunting me with its case-solving impotence.
I slumped in my chair, running my hand through my hair. Shay plopped down in her seat with similar flair, except she leaned forward, intertwined her fingers, and propped her chin on them as she stared at the sketches and slips of paper that dotted the corkboard.
We sat in silence for a few moments, each lost in our own swirling cyclone of unfinished ideas, tantalizing connections, and furtive images of dancing bears and scantily clad showgirls riding unicycles—or at least I did. I can’t speak for Shay, but my mind tends to wander.
“There’s something here we’re missing,” said Shay. “Probably something obvious we can’t see due to all the crazy elements that are fighting for our attention.”
“Like the murder weapons powered by liquid gas?” I said. “And the injections of drugs into our victims, and the ornate nature of the blades, and the varying levels of nudity we’ve encountered at the crime scenes?”
“Yes,” said Shay. “Exactly.”
“Alright. I’ll bite,” I said. “Let’s assume there’s an obvious, vital clue between these murders that we’re missing. How do you propose we unearth it? Should we sweep all those deliciously odd tidbits of information we’ve gathered under the rug while we ruminate on the hopes and dreams of our two dead guys?”
“Sort of, yeah,” said Shay.
I blinked. “Really? Because I was just spouting hot air.”
My partner smiled. “I know. But seriously, we’ve been too focused on how the murders have been committed and why they’ve been committed that way—with good reason. The slayings have been so distinct that understanding the core methodology behind them should lead us right to the killer, but right now that’s not working because the elements involved are too disparate to be brought together in any logical manner.
“But there are connections to be made—connections we’ve already discovered and should be more focused on. As you pointed out earlier, the murderer must’ve known Octavio, otherwise he wouldn’t have been able to get in close proximity to him to dose him with ether, or whatever it is that he used. We can logically assume the murderer knew Terrence as well, but let’s not forget that Terrence and Octavio also knew each other.
“And there’s more. From what we’ve gleaned from their relatives and neighbors, both of these guys were loners. Outcasts. In the case of Octavio, he suffered from a diagnosable social anxiety disorder. So why, then, were the two of them hanging out together? It’s clearly not a coincidence both our victims took days and nights off work every two weeks during the exact same time period. What were they up to, and why didn’t they bother sharing it with anyone else?
“And of course, there’s the work connection. Terrence worked at the precise book bindery that had contracted with Octavio’s company. At first glance it seems they might’ve met through work and became friends, but it’s not like Terrence was an accounts executive and Octavio was an operations manager. Terry was cheap labor operating a printing press, and Octavio was a janitor. There’s no reason either of them should’ve ever crossed paths in the line of duty. So how did they meet, and why were they working in related industry jobs?”
I rubbed my chin. “Good points. And there’s one more thing I’ll add, one thing we haven’t given enough thought to. Unless we’re dealing with a serial killer—and based on the differences between Terry and Creepy’s murders, I’d guess we’re not—there has to be a motive. So what did either of these guys have to offer? Most murders are perpetrated for one of three reasons: love, money, or power. Neither of our victims appeared to be involved in any kind of relationship or affair. On the contrary, they seemed like the lonely, desperate types who’d commit crimes of passion, not be the victims of one. And both were working bottom rung, lower class jobs. Neither had anything to speak of in terms of money or influence.”
“Exactly,” said Shay. “So what were they up to? What did they get mixed up in that exposed them to this? Could they have joined a cult? People with severe social anxiety are often susceptible to promises made by those who prey on the lonely and desperate.”
I steepled my fingers and stared at them. Then I grunted.
“What’s on your mind?” said Steele.
I curled my lip. “Are my tics that obvious?”
“Usually, yes.”
“Well,” I said, “the work connection seems significant. Your cult idea is solid, don’t get me wrong, but it seems like a stretch that both victims would join the same cult and also work in closely-related businesses.”
Shay nodded.
“So, they must’ve been up to something else in their free time,” I said. “Something they didn’t want anyone else to know about. Something potentially illegal—and I’d bet lucrative. Did you ever read that famous L. E. Goldschmidt con novel?”
“I think you can safely assume I haven’t read any of the same novels you have, Daggers.”
I shook my head, silently bearing the ignominy of Shay’s poor reading habits before continuing. “In the novel, two guys plan a heist of a major museum, and one of them is working an inside angle. He’s employed as a janitor, and during his entire time at the museum—over a year, in total—he pretends to be mentally handicapped so no one’ll suspect him of anything when the artifact they swipe goes missing.”
Shay drew her brows together. “So…what? You think Octavio wasn’t really as socially awkward as others thought he was?”
“Maybe,” I said. “Both our victims were loners. How well do we really know them?”
“I guess it’s possible,” said Shay. “Except neither of our guys worked at a museum. What in the world would they steal from Williams and Sons or Chapman Books?”
I drummed my fingers on the table. My partner had a point. I sat and thought for a few more moments, but wild, unfounded theories began to threaten my more reasonable deductive instincts. I acted against them preemptively.
“Well, that’s enough for me,” I said. “I’m heading home.”
“Already?” Shay glanced at the windows. “That’s two days in a row of early exits. Captain won’t be pleased.”
“I won’t be slacking off,” I said. “I need time to ponder and decompress. I can do that as easily at home as I can here. Besides, I’m not going to sit around on my ample posterior. I plan on immersing myself in the craft and culture of Chapman Books. Perhaps by doing so I can piece together this jigsaw puzzle of a case.”
“Huh?” Shay looked at me askance. “Immerse yourself in culture? You’re just leaving to go read more of that dopey Rex Winters novel, aren’t you?”
“How many times do I have to tell you, it’s not dopey,” I said. “And yes, I am. Not only is it entertaining, but it’s thought-provoking as well. Who knows what insights it’ll dislodge in my brain.”
“Oh, it’ll dislodge something all right,” said Shay. “But whatever. Have fun with your reading. I’m going to see if I can find Cairny and hash out a schedule for tonight. Don’t worry, we won’t spread too many bad rumors about you—and we’ll only share a few with the Captain.”
I groaned. Tomorrow was shaping up to be a blast.
 



27
I sat there, my eyes plastered to the page, absorbing the edge-of-the-seat thrill ride that was the latest Rex Winters novel. I couldn’t stop reading, and I didn’t feel even the slightest hint of guilt about it. The book was far more prescient and insightful than I’d ever expected it could be. But how would it end? I needed to know, for more than simple curiosity.
 
Rex Winters barreled around a corner, the sound of footsteps heavy behind him. His chest heaved as he stared down a corridor full of closed doors. He ran to the first one and tested the doorknob.
Locked.
The crash of the footfalls escalated. He could hear shouting, angry threats, and rageful commands. He ran to another door and cranked on the knob.
Locked.
The footsteps pounded like drumbeats in his ears, playing out a heavy, regular rhythm that pealed out his impending death. He raced to a third door and twisted the knob in panic-fueled desperation.
It gave.
He threw himself inside, closed the door, and slammed the deadbolt shut. He heard muddled shouts in the corridor behind him, bleeding through the closed apartment door. He searched around the room desperately, looking for a window or some form of escape, but none presented itself. Instead, his already precarious situation became even more hectic, as a shrieking woman brandishing a twelve-inch chef’s knife launched herself at him from the kitchen, screaming bloody murder and—
 
“Daggers? What are you doing here?”
I looked up from my desk, morning sunlight streaming in through the Captain’s office windows, to see Detective Steele standing over me, dressed in a stylish pair of drawstring capris and a flowing marigold-colored top. I rolled my tongue back into my mouth. She looked good.
I stated the obvious. “I’m reading.”
“Well, I can see that,” said Steele. “But why are you doing it here in the office? And at this hour? It’s barely after eight. I didn’t think you were aware this part of the day existed.”
“I couldn’t sleep,” I said as I shifted my eyes back to the page. “This book is too engrossing.”
“You couldn’t sleep?” Shay took a seat at her desk. “Maybe I’ll have to borrow that book when you’re done, after all.”
“Yeah, yeah, sure. Whatever,” I said, waving my hand at her to get her to leave me to the written word.
“So seeing as you were reading all night,” said Shay. “Wait—you weren’t reading the entire night, were you?”
I sighed. My chatty half-elf partner clearly had no intention of letting me keep my nose plugged into the novel. I grudgingly closed it and set it down on the hardwood.
“No,” I said. “I did sleep, just not particularly well. My brain was too stimulated.”
“Ok, just making sure,” said Shay. “So, seeing as you were reading most of the night, did you manage to dislodge anything useful up there in your squishy parts?”
I narrowed my eyes and set them firmly upon Steele.
“What?” she asked. “What nerve did I touch upon this time?”
“I’m trying to decide whether or not I should tell you,” I said. “I probably shouldn’t. You’ll laugh at me.”
“Me?” Shay pressed a hand to her chest. “I’d never do that.”
I raised an eyebrow.
“Ok, that’s a lie,” said Shay. “But if you really came up with a theory that could help solve our case, you know I’ll consider it thoroughly. I’d be upset if you didn’t share it.”
I pursed my lips. “Very well. I’ll give it a shot.” I took a deep breath. “So in the Rex Winters book, Rex is investigating the death of the mayor, right? Because he found the body while out yachting. Except he loses the body, and when he gets back to town, he finds the mayor is alive and well. But he’s certain he saw the mayor’s dead body before. So—”
“Daggers, I thought you were going to share insights about our murders, not relate the plot of your late-night reading.”
“I’m getting there,” I said. “Pay attention. Rex shares his concerns with his chief of police, but the guy doesn’t believe him, because the mayor is looking hale and hearty. And that’s when the murders start—of prominent figures around town. Except they happen at night. Rex finds out about them by proxy, and by the time he can report them, they mysteriously get cleaned up. Nobody believes Rex regarding what he’s found, but that’s not the important part. The interesting thing—and this is what you won’t believe—is how the murders are perpetrated.”
Steele gave me one of those dubious looks only women are adept at. “You don’t honestly expect me to believe people in your novel are getting murdered by having icy daggers plunged into their hearts, do you?”
“Well, no, not exactly,” I said. “But there are key similarities. Some people are clothed, some aren’t. There’s minimal blood. Possible drugs. It’s as if our murderer heard about the book’s plot through a friend of a friend and then started enacting the murders himself.”
Shay pressed a palm to her forehead. “Come on, Daggers, really? I thought you were going to decompress by reading, but instead you’ve turned into a sleep-deprived, conspiracy theory-spouting mess! I can’t believe I’m going to encourage you to imbibe more alcohol, but I think you would’ve been better off spending the evening with Cairny and I last night. We had a few drinks, had some fun, but look at me now. I’m refreshed and ready to attack the case. You, on the other hand—”
“Uh-oh,” I said.
“Uh-oh, what?” said Shay.
During her spiel, a runner had come in from the street and poked his head into the Captain’s office, but the bulldog was nowhere to be seen. I had a bad feeling about the kid’s presence so early in the morning.
“Hey sport,” I said. “Captain’s not in yet. If you’ve got a message for him, you can leave it with me. I’m in charge while he’s gone.”
Shay rolled her eyes, but my statement wasn’t a total lie. I had seniority.
“Um, alright,” said the kid as he stepped over. “I just got word. There’s been a murder near the Pearl. And the circumstances are a little, um…odd, I guess. Supposedly someone got stabbed—”
“With a cold dagger?” I finished.
The kid nodded. “Yeah. How’d you know?”
“Call it a hunch.”
I extracted an address from the runner and told him to wait out in front. Then I turned to my partner. “You ready to go?”
She nodded.
In a moment of serendipity, Rodgers and Quinto strolled into the precinct as we were readying to leave. I told them to grab their things and accompany us to the scene of the crime. Quinto expressed some hesitation, but he agreed once I described to him the shit storm likely to descend upon us the instant the Captain arrived and found out there’d been yet another icy-bladed stabbing. Two murders of a similar fashion could be written off as a coincidence, but three translated into an all-hands-on-deck public relations crisis. We needed to solve the murders, and fast.
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The apartment complex lucky enough to win the ritualistic murder-of-the-day sweepstakes was easily the nicest of the three places we’d visited. Located a half-dozen blocks outside the edge of the ritzy Pearl district, the building stood five stories tall and featured rose-colored rendered cement walls that popped in the early morning sunshine. Arched windows on the upper levels gave the structure a bit of exotic flair.
I’d expected to find my good buddy, Phillips, standing guard outside the entrance to the complex, but either it was too early for him to be on duty or we were the first cops to arrive at the scene of the crime. I don’t think I’d ever experienced that before. Then again, I’d never been at work by eight in the morning, either.
We pushed into the building and were assaulted by swaths of pushy, middle-aged professionals all clambering for answers to questions I hadn’t even formulated yet. “What happened? What was that racket? Is everyone ok?” They milled about in their pajamas, newspapers and small dogs held under their arms, demanding I, as a representative of our city’s majestic justice system, cater to their immediate needs.
As I so often am, I was glad to have brought Quinto along for the ride. I unleashed him on the crowd, letting him sow seeds of reason and obedience into the mob. I figured the unruly masses would listen to him. His scowl had a way of giving even the most indignant people pause.
With Shay and Rodgers in tow, I worked my way to the address the runner had given me, an apartment located at the end of the hall on the second floor. The door was ajar, and so I pulled my trusty nightstick, Daisy, from my coat pocket and clenched her in my right fist.
The door squeaked as I pushed it open. As I absorbed the living room, I experienced a flashback to two days prior. The place was a complete mess—if possible, it was in even worse shape than Terry’s pad. Tables and chairs were smashed to splinters, huge gouges scarred the tops and sides of an otherwise lovely sofa set, torn drapes lay discarded in a heap, and a few gaping holes peered at me from the walls. Chunks of broken dishes and pottery, slivers of glass from smashed windows, and strips of torn cloth—as if someone had taken a machete to a rack of formal wear—littered the floor, as did something else.
A dead body. Victim number three.
It was a woman this time, and—surprise, surprise—she was as naked as the day her mother popped her out. Stretched out as she was on the floor, I’d guess she measured about five and a half feet tall, and though she was a bit on the pudgy side, she was far from unattractive. Her pale skin, blue eyes, and shoulder-length red hair combined to give her a sense of scholarly elegance. As with Terry’s body, no cuts or bruises marred her skin, despite the heinous condition of the apartment—except, of course, for the obvious laceration I was expecting.
A foot-and-a-half long piece of steel protruded from her left breast. As with our previous victims, only a thin trail of blood seeped from the wound. Delicate scrollwork graced the dagger’s hilt, and ice crystals budded from the base of the blade. I noticed white wisps of vapor twisting and floating around the blade and over the incision in the woman’s chest.
I turned from my inspection of the victim. “Well, it looks like—”
Shay stood with her arms out to the sides, fingers tickling the air as her eyes glossed over and rolled toward the back of her head. Rodgers stood behind her fidgeting, probably eager to search the place but unwilling to interfere with Steele’s psychic experience.
I put him out of his misery by putting him to work. “Rodgers, why don’t you go assist Quinto with the neighbors while Steele and I search the premises? I want to know everything there is to know about this woman—who she was, what she did for a living, who she knew, and what people heard and saw last night and early this morning. And try to be quick about it. The body’s still fresh. I can practically smell the blood trail fading as we speak.”
Rodgers nodded and shuffled out the door. After a moment, Shay relaxed and deglazed her eyes.
“We’re going to have to tell them eventually,” I said. “It doesn’t seem right to lie to them, even if we’re doing it implicitly.”
Shay sighed. “I know. I feel the same way. But let’s wait until a more opportune moment, ok? We’ve got enough on our plate as it is.”
“Fair enough,” I said. “Notice anything interesting while you were engaging in your séance?”
“Probably the same things you saw, for the most part. You notice the injection mark on her left arm?”
I hadn’t, but I hadn’t looked that closely, either. Sure enough, a small, circular mark graced the primary artery on the inside of her left elbow crease.
“Figures,” I said. “Cairny must’ve been right about that blood thickener stuff. Again we have a direct shot to the heart with only minimal bleeding.”
I searched around in the chaos for a scrap of cloth that suited my needs, eventually finding a swatch of flannel about the size of a potholder. I wrapped it gingerly around the hilt of the murder weapon and extracted it from the dead woman’s chest. I could feel the chill seeping through the fabric. With my other hand, I grasped the end of the hilt and twisted. The top came off, revealing a thin metal flask hidden inside the stiletto.
“Well, in a sense this is good,” I said as I replaced the cap. “Our situation here’s almost identical to Terry’s murder, from the state of the apartment to the victim’s nudity to the frigid murder weapon. Only real difference I see is the location of the body. And the sex of the victim, of course.”
“Something you’re loving, I’m sure,” said Steele.
“I admit I prefer the nude female anatomy to that of the male,” I said. “But when you say it, you make it sound so dirty—like I’ve got a weird fetish for dead bodies.”
My partner sniffed. “We should cover her up.”
“With what?” I asked. “You planning on sewing an impromptu quilt out of all these strips of cloth?”
Shay ignored me and wandered over toward the broken windows. “Unfortunately, there’s another similarity between this place and Terrence’s that won’t work in our favor. This place is a second story unit, too. Hopefully, Rodgers and Quinto will extract something useful from the neighbors, but let’s say I’m not terribly confident that anyone will have spotted our cloaked mystery man on his way out.”
I set the stiletto down next to our latest victim. The chill had started to make my fingers feel creaky and stiff. “We’ll just have to hope for the best in that regard. You never know. Even the smartest of criminals make mistakes, and mistakes can lead to clues. Speaking of which, let’s split up and search this place. Maybe we’ll find something the killer left behind in the scuffle, or some connection between this lady and our first two victims.”
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“Find anything?” It was a big apartment. I was in the study, and Steele had escaped to the bedroom.
With a grunt I yanked open a desk drawer that was putting up a fight, mostly because the desk looked like it’d been beaten with a ten-pound hammer and then sat on by an overweight giant. Whoever had trashed the place had done a stand-up job.
Steele’s voice came back faint, echoing off several walls from a couple rooms away. “Not really, though these pieces of cloth are interesting. Did you notice their edges?”
“What about them?” I called.
“Well, they’re clearly bits of clothing,” she said. “But they’ve all been torn, not cut. You can tell by the thread pattern at the tears. The trashed apartment I can understand, but why bother tearing up all this woman’s clothing? What sort of grudge did the murderer harbor anyway? Normally when you find torn clothes at a crime scene it’s evidence of a sexual assault. But I don’t see any bruising in the obvious places on the victim for that to be the case. These clothes look like they’ve been through a shredder. Who does that?”
I shrugged before realizing Shay couldn’t see me, so I added an additional loud “Not sure.”
I reached into the savaged desk drawer and drew out a bright yellow folder. I flipped through the contents, which included a few vague letters referencing services of an indistinct nature, a ledger that included hours worked, but didn’t specify what work was being completed, and a dog-eared take-out menu for an authentic dark elven cuisine place nearby called Can O’ Pea’s. It made me smile.
At least I was able to glean from the letters that our victim’s name was Cynthia Gladwell. I just wished the pieces of correspondence were more concrete. Most were letters of thanks, stating that Cynthia had ‘really outdone herself’ and that she’d done a ‘fantastic job.’
Steele’s voice worked its way around the corner again. “You know what else I don’t get?”
“What?” I said, as I replaced the folder and grabbed a three-ring binder labeled ‘WIP.’
“Well,” she said, “both Terrence and our current victim—”
“Cynthia,” I called.
“What?”
“Cynthia,” I said again. “I found her name on a letter in the desk.” I opened the binder and started to read.
“Oh,” came Steele’s voice. “Well, both Terrence and Cynthia were found naked at the crime scenes. I think we can safely assume both of them were clothed at the time our mystery caller arrived to kill them. That means their clothes were removed, either before or after death.”
My eyes widened as I flipped over to the next page.
“Given the pieces of cloth in the apartments,” said Steele, “I’d assume their clothes were torn from their bodies, but neither body exhibited any bruising to support that theory. That said, the clothes are clearly torn. So that means our victims either voluntarily disrobed or the killer undressed them after killing them, and then afterwards he tore their clothes into shreds. That doesn’t make any sense. Why would someone do that? And why would they do it to Terrence and this woman, Cynthia, but not Octavio? And don’t tell me it’s because Octavio was so creepy looking no one would want to see him naked.”
“Dear gods,” I said softly as I continued to read.
“What was that?” Steele called.
“Come in here,” I said, my heart racing. “Right now. You’ve got to see this.”
The sound of Steele’s pounding feet preceded her arrival by seconds. “What did you find? A murder note? An affidavit? What?”
I handed her the binder.
“Read this,” I said.
She started to scan her eyes across the page. “Um…what is this, Daggers?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” I said, jabbing at the page with my finger. “This first page is a jumbled mess, but among the scribbles and notes you can see all the major plot points and settings. On page four, there’s a detailed character biography. And if you flip to the seventh page, it starts for good. See?”
I flipped to the sheet in question. Shay read the title. “Rex Winters in Double Blind Danger?”
“Exactly,” I said.
Shay shook her head and blinked. “What? Is this some sort of joke? Because it’s not funny.”
“I wish it were, but unfortunately, I don’t have the sorts of resources necessary to pull off a prank of this magnitude. No, Steele, this is the real deal. Our victim, one Cynthia Gladwell, has an original, handwritten draft—I’d hazard it’s the original handwritten draft—of Rex Winters in Double Blind Danger in her desk.”
My partner’s dainty eyebrows bunched up and down like caterpillars on the move. “I…but… How? Why?”
“Remember when we talked yesterday afternoon, and I floated the idea that perhaps Terry and Creepy were involved in an unscrupulous activity?” I asked. “Perhaps a theft? And you poo-pooed my theory because neither of them would’ve had anything of value to steal from their employers? Well? We’ve just found something of value.”
“Wait,” said Steele, finally recovering her ability for speech. “Are you saying you think the connection between Terrence, Octavio, and now Miss Gladwell…is that they worked together to steal the most recent Rex Winters novel?”
“It’s really more of a manuscript in its current format,” I said as I retrieved the notebook. “But yes. Why not?”
“Well for one thing,” said Steele, “the author of these books doesn’t work at either the book bindery or the publishing company. How would Terry’s or Octavio’s positions help them pull this off?”
I waved my hand dismissively and paced around the room. “Oh, they were clearly there to gather information or obtain access to business contacts. Something like that. Besides, we don’t know what role Cynthia played in this yet. Clearly someone had to be working an inside angle with the author, Frank Gregg. I’ll bet it was this Gladwell woman. The question is, how did they intend to profit from this? Stealing the manuscript wouldn’t have been good enough. They couldn’t sell it to the publisher, bypassing Frank Gregg entirely. Even with guys on the inside, the bean counters at Chapman Books would’ve noticed that. So what then? Blackmail?”
My eyes snapped open and I clenched my fingers into a tight fist. “Oh no! Not that. Anything but that.”
“What are you muttering about?” asked Shay.
I turned toward Steele. “Our murderer. I don’t want it to be so—I wish it weren’t—but it must be. It’s none other than Frank Gregg!”
“What? Are you mental?” Shay’s eyebrows furrowed and her mouth hung open. 
“Think about it,” I said. “These guys were holding his novel hostage. He’s the one with motive. And besides, remember how I told you the murders in the book eerily mirrored the ones we’d found so far? Someone with knowledge of the book has to be behind these killings. Who better than the head writer himself?”
“That’s crazy,” said Steele.
“Is it?” I said. “Sketch me a more plausible scenario.”
Shay stammered. “I…I don’t know. I can’t think of one right now. But your theory doesn’t hold water, either. If Frank Gregg is behind this, why would he wait until now to kill these people? His novel is due out to the public in a few days. Surely he got the manuscript back ages ago.”
“Maybe he just now found out who was behind the theft,” I suggested. “Or maybe he waited to kill the thieves for dramatic effect, like in the book. Maybe this goes deeper than we think.”
I stared at the ground and scratched my chin. I probably would’ve worn my jaw to a nub if Rodgers and Quinto hadn’t chosen that moment to pop back in and report to us.
“Whoa, what’s wrong with you two?” said Rodgers as he entered the study. “You look like someone just killed your dog, Daggers.”
“Close enough,” I said. “But there’s no time to explain. What did you guys find out?”
“Well, all the neighbors tell pretty much the same story,” said Quinto. “Our newest victim is Cynthia Gladwell. Just like the other two stiffs, she was a loner. Kept to herself. No one seems to know what she did for a living, but apparently she worked from home. She was around a lot. And we asked about the cloaked mystery man. No one recalls seeing him enter the building, and no one recalls seeing him leave, either. So that’s a dead end.”
“Yeah,” said Steele. “We saw the busted windows and figured it would be.”
“The one thing you’ll find really interesting, though,” said Rodgers, “is that as much time as she spent at her apartment, people do remember her going out in the evenings every now and then. And it wasn’t random nights. It was very regular.”
I perked up. “Like, every two weeks on the dot sort of regular?”
Rodgers nodded. I gave Shay a knowing, raised eyebrow.
“What?” she said. “That doesn’t prove anything. All it proves is Cynthia’s involved with Terrence and Octavio, which is pretty obvious given the circumstances of her death.”
“Look, I wish I wasn’t right about this,” I said, “but sometimes in this business, you just know. And this is one of those times. Come on. We’ll flag down some beat cops to mop this mess up. We need to get moving.”
“Where to?” asked Quinto.
“Chapman Books. We need an address for Frank Gregg.”
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It wasn’t far from Cynthia’s apartment to the Chapman Books headquarters, but we took rickshaws regardless. The case’s gears had started to lock into place, and it felt as if one good nudge would send the whole mechanism whirring into action. I didn’t want to wait any longer than necessary to initiate that nudge.
With that said, however, there were still some loose parts rattling around the crime scenes that could gum up the machinery. If Frank Gregg was involved in the murders, then why all the bizarre eccentricities regarding the way in which the victims had been murdered? Frosty daggers? Naked bodies? Smashed apartments? Why? And how? I didn’t know Mr. Gregg personally, but from reading his books, I had a fair idea of who he was—a successful, middle-aged man of no particular skill other than his talent for plot development and storytelling. How could someone like that pull off such a string of murders?
I didn’t speak to Shay during the rickshaw ride, but not because I was lost in thought. The fact that the creator of my most beloved work of fiction—a series of novels that had changed my life, nurtured a sense of justice in me, and helped push me along the career path I now held—could possibly be a murderer was shocking to me, and I didn’t shock easily. The green tint to my skin faded ages ago after arresting multiple corrupt politicians and cops in the line of duty.
But Frank Gregg? It’d be a bitter pill to swallow to have to arrest that man, and also a striking bit of situational irony if I, his biggest fan, should end up doing so.
Since I didn’t speak, I spent my time reading. Something about Rex Winters in Double Blind Danger gnawed at me, as if the novel had a greater significance in the murders than even I realized. There were the obvious connections between the written word and real life, the stuff I’d told Steele about in the morning before we’d responded to the latest murder, but it was the still hidden elements of the plot that drew my attention. A grand conspiracy was unfolding, and although Rex understood some of what was transpiring, he didn’t understand why people were being murdered in the fashion they were. Just like me. So I read, to see if the book held clues to the greater mystery of the real life slayings.
I could feel the heat of the book’s big reveal warming my face as the rickshaws pulled up in front of the gothic-styled Chapman Books building. I was close, but I’d have to finish the read on the trip to Gregg’s place.
I barged into the office lobby, my detective compatriots hot on my heels. The same overly made-up secretary we’d met the previous day sat behind the greeting desk, inspecting her fingernails. Her eyes widened as I approached. Apparently I hadn’t made a positive first impression.
I made my purpose immediately evident. With an elevated sonic fury, I demanded to see someone in charge. I asked questions—lots of questions—and I punctuated each one with a weighty slap of the desk. I let my anxiety and frustration pour out through my arm and into my not-unsubstantial fist.
I think I scared the poor secretary. She ran off up the stairs, squeaking incoherently and on the verge of tears.
“That was a little excessive, don’t you think?” said Steele.
I ignored her, instead focusing my attentions on the cardboard cutout of Rex Winters that graced the lobby, a sexy piece of arm candy stuck to him like a fine, young lamprey. The smile that graced his face, the smile that had once lent him an air of elegance and style, now felt smug and self-satisfied. His fedora, tilted at a rakish angle, made him seem like a dastardly jackass instead of a model gumshoe.
I frowned. My rapidly changing perceptions of Frank Gregg were coloring my mental picture of his greatest creation.
How could you do this to me, Rex? You should’ve seen it. You should’ve known. You could’ve stopped him, but you didn’t. You let him get away with murder. Why, Rex?
I reined my psyche back in. I knew a fictional character couldn’t prevent a string of real-life murders. But in a way, if Frank Gregg had been more connected to his own protagonist, put a little more faith and belief in his own characters, perhaps he could’ve been dissuaded from his ultimate path.
The secretary returned, and she’d brought reinforcements: Shannon from HR, a woman in a tan skirt suit, and two uniformed gentlemen who I assumed were security due to their posture, attire, and the little badges upon their chests that read ‘Security.’
The skirt suit-clad woman spoke first. “You’re Detective Daggers, I presume?”
“That’s right,” I said.
“Good,” she said. “I’m Felicia Marsh, vice president of operations. Is there something we can help you with?”
I almost purred. Felicia was such a sexy name. Unfortunately, in this instance it was attached to an utterly unremarkable woman in her middle years. She looked at me in a superficially polite way—a way that said she really thought I inhabited the same rung of the evolutionary ladder as dung beetles and naked mole rats. Apparently, she was still a decade or two shy of being affected by my cougar-attracting pheromones.
“Frank Gregg,” I said. “I need his address, and I know you have it.”
“And why do you need it?” asked Felicia.
“He’s a suspect in a murder investigation,” I said.
Shannon whispered something into the vice president’s ear. She cocked an eyebrow at me. “You mean the investigation into the murder of our janitor, Octavio?”
“Among others, yes,” I said.
“Look, Detective,” Felicia said, “I’m not up to speed on your investigative procedures and methods, but if I may ask—what in the world makes you think award-winning and best-selling author Frank Gregg murdered our janitor?”
“This is an active investigation, Ms. Marsh, so I’m not at liberty to say,” I responded. “But suffice it to say there’s incriminating evidence that links him to the murders. Now, an address please. If you don’t help me now, I’ll come back later today with a warrant. And I assure you, I’ll make myself an even larger pain in the ass then than I am now.”
“He’s often full of crap,” said Steele, “but he’s telling the truth about that, ma’am. I’d help now if I were you.”
The VP nodded to Shannon, who set off up the stairs as fast as her loafers could carry her.
We all stood in awkward silence, eyeing each other with varying levels of dislike and mistrust.
Shay took it upon herself to break the layer of frost that had started to cover us all. “Ms. Marsh, did you by any chance experience any irregularities with the publication of the latest Rex Winters novel?”
Felicia blinked. “Irregularities? Like what?”
“Anything related to the manuscript obtained from Frank Gregg,” said Steele. “Was it late? Unpolished? Did Mr. Gregg ever share any concerns about it in correspondence?”
“What?” The vice president squished her eyebrows together. “No. Nothing like that. The manuscript was delivered on time and in excellent shape—which is a nice change of pace from how things used to be. There was a time when getting anything out of Frank was like pulling teeth, but he’s been great for a few novels now. Very professional.”
Shay hummed, and I felt the weight of her eyeballs on me.
Shannon came back, a slip of paper in hand. She gave it to me. I gave the publishing team a nod, a perfunctory thanks, and a good view of my backside as I showed myself the door.
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The bumps of the rickshaw made reading difficult, but I glued my eyes to the page and persevered. The big reveal was nigh. I could feel it. And I needed to understand it before I confronted Frank Gregg with our own evidence.
 
Rex Winters struggled against the bonds that held him, his arms stretched behind the splintered wooden chair, his wrists tied tightly in a knot even a seasoned sailor would’ve had difficulty replicating. A drop of sweat trickled down his brow and onto the corner of his lips. It tasted of salt and little else. How long had it been since he’d had a drink? How long had he been in the cellar, for that matter? It felt like only a few hours, but he didn’t know how long he’d laid unconscious after the cultists had captured him.
A door squeaked, and Rex lifted his head. In the room’s wan light, he barely noticed a dark shadow enter the cellar across from him. Rex struggled harder, but the bonds didn’t budge. A wave of panic hit him like a slap to the face. Was this it? His final hour?
The shadow stepped forward, and Rex focused his eyes on the figure.
“Mayor Goldberg?” he said.
“Hello, Rex,” said the mayor. A grin spread slowly across his face—a grin that was equal parts victorious and malicious.
Rex’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not the mayor. I knew him. He was a good man. A man who wouldn’t send brain-washed fundamentalists to terrorize innocents and murder the city’s defenders of justice in the dark of night. And he certainly wouldn’t imprison me in this dark, dank cesspit without reason or quarter. Besides, the mayor’s dead. I saw him wash up against the lee of my boat, his body bloated and pale.”
“Now, now, Winters,” said the mayor. “That’s no way to speak to your old pal.”
The grin spread even wider, and the dim light glinted off teeth that seemed a touch too sharp at the tips.
“You monster,” said Rex. “What did you do with him? Who are you? What are you?”
The mayor waggled a finger. “Ahh, Rex, that’s what I like about you. Most people would be pleading for their lives, begging for mercy in a situation like this. But not you. You’re committed to justice, to knowledge, and to truth, all the way to the bitter end. It’s foolish, but it’s commendable. My colleagues told me I should kill you and be done with it, but I felt you deserved a little more. You deserve the truth before you die. Maybe I’m a bit of a fool myself, but it’s not as if showing you the other side of the coin now will help you escape its inevitable flip.”
The mayor leaned in close, to the point where Rex could feel his hot breath on his cheeks, and reached up a hand. Rex flinched as the fingers approached his throat, but instead of grabbing him, the mayor turned the hand upon himself. He dug it into the skin at his throat, separating the flesh from the muscle in a horrifying yet bloodless affair. He pulled and stretched the skin like taffy, pulling it up past his chin, over his nose, and off the top of his skull with a gruesome yank. Rex wanted to look away, yet he forced his eyes on the macabre scene—and what he saw shocked him to his core.
Beneath the mayor’s skin, there wasn’t flesh or blood or bone, but rather a gray, formless mass that undulated and shifted.
Rex gasped. “Skinwalkers!”
A small oval-shaped opening materialized in the gray mass, roughly in the spot Mayor Goldberg’s mouth would’ve been had the mask still been in place.
“Oh, please,” the sound undulated. “That’s such a coarse term. We prefer to refer to ourselves as doppelgangers.”
 
I looked up from my book. “Doppelgangers! That’s it!”
Shay looked at me from the seat at my side. “What?”
“Remember how I was telling you that in the most recent Rex Winters book there’s a secret society that’s killing off important political figures around the city? But the people being killed were still showing up afterwards? And the murders were strangely reminiscent of the ones we’ve been finding?”
“I have some vague recollection of that,” said Steele. “I think I tried to block it out. What about it?”
“Well, that’s how the secret society was performing the murders and getting away with it. That’s why the murders were being perpetrated in the way they were. Because of doppelgangers! Skinwalkers were taking the victims’ skin and using it to imitate the living.”
Shay raised one of her eyebrows as high as it would go. “And…?”
“And?” I said, incredulous. “This could be the piece we’ve been missing, the clue we need to crack this thing wide open. We’ve been wondering why the murders were committed in the fashion they were. Maybe it’s because of doppelgangers.”
“Daggers…” said Steele.
“Maybe the victims were skinwalkers. Maybe that’s why they were struck with icy daggers. Maybe the reduced temperature solidifies their corporeal self into a form that can be killed. And maybe that’s why they’ve all been struck in the same spot—the heart. Not that a skinwalker has a heart, but maybe it’s significant.”
“Daggers…”
“Or, perhaps the killer is a doppelganger,” I said. “Maybe the temperature of the dagger is important in the transformation process. Perhaps the body needs to be cooled before the skin can be stolen. Not that the skin of any of our victims was missing, but perhaps the doppelganger only needs to interface with the victim before taking on their identity. If so, this could have serious implications. Frank Gregg could be out there right now, dressed up as Terry, or Creepy, or—”
“Daggers!”
Shay placed her hands over mine and pushed on them gently, forcing closed the book I still clutched between my fingers.
It was a simple gesture, one born of concern. It probably meant nothing. We’d touched hands before, after all, during a handshake or while helping one another off the ground. But this felt like something more. Her flesh was warm and soft, her touch gentle, and her hands lingered a moment longer than they should’ve. Her eyes met mine, those deep pools of azure that were fierce, enthralling, and doe-like all at the same time.
“Daggers,” she said again, more softly this time. “I think it’s time to put the book away for a while.”
I felt the well of emotions within me start to bubble again. It was becoming harder and harder to push it back down—and not because my emotions burned so strongly, but because my push was so feeble.
That’s when I realized it. I was changing. My desire to suppress the feelings that churned within me was fading. My emotional wall, so solid for so many years, was crumbling—and all it took was the simple touch of a delicate hand.
I sighed and tried to focus. “I know. I’m getting too invested in the book. I can see that. I should probably step away from it for a bit and focus on our case.”
Shay smiled. “Well, yes, there’s that. But we’re also here.”
She was right. The rickshaw had stopped in front of a large, gated estate in the supremely expensive, ultra fancy-pants Brentford neighborhood. Quinto and Rodgers were already dismounting behind us.
“You think you can keep it together while we interview Gregg?” asked Shay.
“Of course I can,” I said. “All that stuff about doppelgangers is already a distant memory. I’ve pushed it from my mind. I’m very talented at forgetting things, you know.”
“Oh, I know,” said Shay. “Your selective memory is impeccable.”
It was true, though. I’d banished Rex Winters and his doppelgangers from my mind, but in their place, I hadn’t filled it with thoughts of Frank Gregg and our current case. Rather, I couldn’t stop thinking about Shay’s soft, tender hands.
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I told everyone to follow my lead as I pounded on the looming, hand-carved oaken doors that fronted Gregg’s place. Not that I really needed to make that assertion. Rodgers and Quinto had let me lead the way on this one—it was Shay and I’s case after all, and they weren’t as familiar with it as we were—and Steele didn’t want to step on my toes in regards to Gregg. I think she understood how much the Rex Winters series meant to me, even if she did give me guff about it.
After a few distinct knocking attempts, a man in his mid-sixties, balding, with a hook nose and sagging skin under his eyes cracked the door.
“Um…yes? Can I help you?” he said.
I showed him my badge, and the crack investigative team behind me followed suit. “I’m Detective Daggers. These are Detectives Steele, Rodgers, and Quinto. Are you Mr. Frank Gregg?”
Our badges and air of authority seemed to put him marginally more at ease. The door opened a bit farther. “Um, yes, I suppose. Some people call me that.”
“Wait…what? Some people? Why?” Images of doppelgangers with fake identities flashed through my mind, try as I might to suppress them.
“Frank Gregg is my pen name,” he said. “I was born Antonin Gregorov.”
“Oh,” I said, feeling rather foolish. “Well, what name do you prefer to go by, then?”
“Gregg’s fine,” said Frank. He narrowed his eyes. “What’s this about? Am I in some sort of trouble?”
“No, sir,” I said. “We’d just like to ask you some questions regarding a case we’re investigating. Do you mind if we come in?”
Gregg glanced at me, then Steele—where his eyes lingered for a few moments longer than they needed to—then Rodgers and Quinto.
“You and the sexpot can come in,” he said. “But leave the goon squad outside.”
I shot Quinto a glance. He shrugged. “Whatever. I’m used to it. My partner, Gordon, and I’ll do a slow waltz around the perimeter, keeping an eye on windows and escape routes.”
“Only if you hold me close, Folton,” said Rodgers with a smile.
The names almost threw me for a loop. The guys never referred to each other by their given names. I’m not sure Shay had ever heard them before, but she didn’t seem to process the new information. Her jaw was clenched and color had blossomed into her cheeks. I don’t think she appreciated being referred to as a ‘sexpot.’
Gregg led us into his palatial home, the mortgage for which probably would’ve made me weep genuine tears of agony. I didn’t bother asking how much such a place could cost. Brentford was strictly a neighborhood for folks so rich they hired other people to wipe their asses with money for them—which made me wonder where Gregg’s butler was hiding. Probably the bathroom.
We reached a sitting room, and Gregg waved his hand at some couches adorned with delicate mohair throws. While we sat, he walked to a freestanding cellarette and poured himself a couple fingers of brandy. He didn’t offer us any before sitting down.
“So,” he said. “You’re Daggers, and you’re…?”
“Steele,” said my partner. “Detective Steele.” Her rose-colored cheeks hadn’t completely faded, and the tone of her voice was remarkably similar to how it’d been when I’d first been introduced to her—when I’d acted like a huge jackass.
“Right, right,” said Gregg. “That’s a pretty snappy combination for two partners. Daggers and Steele?”
I gave Shay a slow glance that I turned onto Gregg.
“You know, because daggers are made from steel?” Gregg said.
Neither I nor Steele commented.
“Whatever. Never mind. What do you two want?”
In any other interviewee, Gregg’s abrasive personality would’ve turned me into a rigid, gruff-mouthed hard-ass hell bent on wrestling control of the interrogation to my side of the mat, but Gregg was a living legend—a man adored by legions of trench coat-clad tough guys and bespectacled nerds alike. It was all I could do not to ask him for an autograph.
“Well, sir,” I said. “I know you’re busy, and I wouldn’t want to interrupt your creative muse—”
Shay snorted.
“—but we need to ask you a few questions about an investigation of ours.”
Gregg took a swig of his brandy. “And when you say investigation, what are you talking about? Theft? Arson? What kind of cops are you, anyway?”
“Homicide,” I said.
“Murder?” Gregg frowned. “Shit. Don’t tell me some lunatic’s trying to recreate one of my novels in real life again.”
I shared a glance with Shay. “Um…that’s happened before?”
“Once,” he said. “A long time ago. Don’t ask. They caught the guy. That’s the important thing.”
I kind of wanted to know, but I took the old dude’s advice and didn’t ask. I could always look up the case files at the precinct later if the bug bit me. “Well, to answer your question, no, nobody’s recreating the murders from one of your novels in real life. Not exactly, anyway. But there are a few deaths that are in a way connected to something you wrote. Do you, by any chance, know a woman by the name of Cynthia Gladwell?”
Gregg shifted in his seat a bit as he took a sip of his brandy. He swished it in his mouth before answering. “Hmm? Name doesn’t ring a bell. Sorry.”
Shay gave me a look, one that said she was willing to let me take the reins on the interrogation, but if I didn’t press Gregg further after that kind of answer she’d kick him in the balls herself and extract answers from him the hard way. Seriously, Steele has very expressive eyes.
I leaned forward. “Look, Mr. Gregg? I didn’t tell you this right off the bat, but I’m actually a big fan. I’ve read almost all your published works, with the exception of one very hard to find novella. Your Rex Winters stories inspired me, and I like to think they played a part in me pursuing the career path I did.”
Gregg raised an eyebrow.
“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’m not placing the blame for that on you. The reason I’m telling you these things is that your books, among other things, impressed upon me the importance of observation, the rankness of favoritism, and the need for firm, unyielding justice. I take my job seriously, sir. So forgive me when I tell you your answer about Ms. Gladwell holds about as much water as a cup that’s been turned upside down.”
“Just so you know,” said Steele, “that’s the nicest way I’ve ever heard him tell someone they’re full of crap.”
Gregg took another drink of brandy and frowned. Eventually he spoke. “Is she dead?”
“Yes,” I said.
The surly author grunted.
“So tell me,” I said, “what’s your relationship with Ms. Gladwell? And be honest. Whatever crimes were committed, we can sort them out later. Did she steal your work? Was she blackmailing you? Whatever it is, my partner and I can handle it. Unless you tell me she was secretly a doppelganger. In that case, I’ll need a little more backstory and some hard evidence.”
“What? What are you blathering about?” the old guy sputtered. “No.”
“No, she wasn’t a doppelganger?” I asked.
“No, she didn’t steal my work.” He sighed. “She’s really dead?”
“Her corpse is still fresh, but yeah. And you still haven’t told me what the heck was going on between you two.”
Gregg pressed his free hand to his temple. “Look, Cynthia wasn’t stealing from me. She was an honest woman. A good woman. A talented woman. She was my… Gah… I wish it hadn’t come to this, but I guess it would’ve come out eventually. She was my ghostwriter.”
That threw me for a loop. If I’d been wearing glasses, I might’ve had to juggle them comically around my face as I tried to settle them after sitting up in shock. “Wait…what?”
“Look,” said Gregg, “I’ve been writing Rex Winters novels for almost twenty-five years. Do you know how hard it is to keep coming up with exciting, original ideas for novels for that long? The gods know I tried, but at some point, the whole enterprise just got stale. And it showed. Sales of Rex Winters novels tanked.”
“Right around book twelve in the series,” I said.
“Yeah, that’s right,” he said. “After a few stink bombs in a row, Chapman Books started breathing down my neck. Telling me I needed to get my shit into high gear. Otherwise, they wouldn’t renew my contract. But I was totally spent. Burnt-out. I had nothing. So I found Cynthia. She was good. Produced a gem of a first effort.”
I invoked my prodigious knowledge of the series again. “That must’ve been book fifteen.”
“Yup. And she’s been writing the novels ever since. Best investment I ever made. Now don’t get me wrong, she was expensive, and I had to pay her extra to keep quiet. I didn’t want anyone to know, especially those vultures over at Chapman. But she was worth it. Sales have been great ever since. And now I’m screwed. Guess I’ll have to find another ghostwriter. A good one. That’s the hard part, mind you. Bad ones are a dime a dozen.”
I sat there for a moment, trying to process all the information I’d absorbed over the past minute. Gregg’s revelation that Ms. Gladwell was his ghostwriter threw my whole theory about her, Terry, and Creepy being literary thieves into the waste bin. But if they weren’t involved in an elaborate scheme to defraud Frank Gregg of his money, then how were they all linked? What could a ghostwriter have in common with a janitor and a book binder?
Shay took my silence as an opportunity to ask Mr. Gregg more questions. “You’re a mystery writer, Mr. Gregg, so indulge me for a moment if you will. Can you think of any reason a person might want to kill someone with a stiletto that’s been depressed in temperature?”
“Huh? Is that what happened?”
Steele still wasn’t in the mood for banter. Gregg hadn’t made a good first impression apparently. “Answer the question, please.”
“No,” he said. “Sounds batty, if you ask me.”
“What about injecting someone with a drug before murdering them with a bladed weapon? Why would someone do that?”
“You have evidence of that?” asked Gregg.
Steele bore into him with her eyes. “An injection mark, yes. Now answer the question.”
Gregg shrugged. “Maybe they’re trying out something experimental and didn’t want anyone to find out. Or maybe—and this would be a good twist—your killer didn’t inject someone with drugs, but rather stole their blood. Not sure why. Something religious or mystical, probably. Could be a good story element.”
Shay shot me a glance. I nodded.
“I think we’ve got what we needed here, Mr. Gregg,” I said. “If we think of anything else to ask, we’ll pop by. Thanks for your time.”
The old guy grunted. “You know where the door is.”
As I walked away, I realized a load had been lifted from my shoulders. In all probability, Frank Gregg wasn’t our killer. However, I still felt heavy and depressed for an entirely different reason. I guess finding out one of your lifelong idols is a huge dick can do that.
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“What was it you told me earlier today?” said Steele as we exited the house. “That sometimes in this business you just know? You were so sure Frank Gregg was our murderer. You even suggested—nay, downright proposed—that doppelgangers were involved. How’d that turn out?”
“Hey, we all make mistakes,” I said. “Forgive and forget, I always say.”
Shay tilted her head. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say that before.”
“Sure you have,” I said. “You probably forgot about it because you’re so entrenched in the ideals of my mantra.”
My partner smiled and rolled her eyes.
As we made our way down the path, we found Rodgers and Quinto loitering near the street.
“So, you guys learn anything useful?” asked Quinto.
I shrugged. “Yes and no. Yes, in that we discovered the connection between stiff number three and Frank Gregg. No, in that Gregg isn’t our guy.”
“You’re sure he didn’t kill anyone?” asked Quinto.
“I’m never sure of anything,” I said. “But Gregg didn’t have a motive to murder Cynthia, nor either of the other guys. Ms. Gladwell was his ghostwriter.”
Rodgers flashed his trademark toothy grin. “So, it turns out your favorite author is nothing but a big, fat phony. How’s that make you feel, Daggers?”
“He’s not a total phony,” said Steele. “Just a huge, misogynistic jerk.”
“Yeah, he wrote the first dozen plus novels in the series himself,” I said, “but he ran out of gas about a decade ago. And it makes me feel terrible, to answer your question, but it does give me an idea. I wonder if I could find a ghost detective to solve my cases for me. Some poor, desperate immigrant. I can’t afford a lot.”
“Sounds like a good plan,” said Quinto. “Not sure the Captain would go for it, though.”
“Yeah,” I said. “He’s a stickler when it comes to things like privacy and security. Oh, and ethics. That one, too.”
“So what’s the plan?” said Rodgers, getting us back on track.
Good question. We’d exonerated Frank Gregg from any wrongdoing, which in turn seemed to exculpate Terry, Creepy, and Cynthia from the same thing. That left us up a creek with regards to what the bunch of them were doing every fourteenth night, and we still weren’t any closer to figuring out why our murderer had offed each of our victims in the manner he had. Frosty daggers, blood thickeners, and denuded corpses sounded like the stuff of doppelgangers, but despite my wild speculations, I didn’t truly think they were real.
I scratched my head. “I don’t know. This case is wackier than a stand-up comic hopped up on paint fumes. And despite our continually expanding repertoire of knowledge and evidence, we still haven’t explained either of the big whys. Why did the killer target the victims he did, and why did he kill them in that manner?”
Something gnawed at my insides, and I don’t think it had anything to do with my breakfast choices. I pursed my lips and grunted. “I can’t shake the feeling we’re missing a vital piece—or that I’m forgetting something, for that matter. Why don’t we head back to Cynthia’s place? Give it another once over. You two lugs can help.” I pointed at Rodgers and Quinto. “You didn’t get a close look the first time.”
Shay looked dubious. “I doubt we’ll find anything new.”
“Look,” I said, “I’ve got a gut feeling we missed something, ok?”
“Kind of like that gut feeling of yours about the doppelgangers?” asked Shay.
I scowled. “You have any better ideas?”
She didn’t.
We flagged down some rickshaws, and a couple hops, skips, and a jump by our driver later we arrived back at the rose-colored cement structure. As I exited the cart, my gut yanked on my eyeballs and started to crow about its deft intuitive skills. Behind a corner, peeking around the end of an alley across the street, shaggy wisps of honey blond hair dangled in the wind.
I stopped my partner with a verbal cue. “Steele, do you remember a couple days ago when we returned to Terry’s place to show everyone the sketch of the hooded mystery man?”
“Yes.”
“And do you remember, while we were entering the building, a guy bumped us on the way out? He had a big bushy mane of honey-colored hair.”
“Vaguely,” she said. “Why are you bringing this all up?”
“Because while we were at Creepy’s place interrogating his nephew, I could’ve sworn I spotted the same guy down the street.”
Steele’s eyes widened. “And you just now thought it was worth sharing? Daggers, what gives? I’m your partner. You’re supposed to tell me these things.”
“And risk you yukking it up over my insanity when I’m proved wrong?” I said. “Not a chance.”
Shay reached over and clasped her hand to my upper arm. “Daggers, please. I laughed when you told me you thought a doppelganger stole Frank Gregg’s skin and used it to go on a refrigerated liquid-fueled murder spree. I’d never belittle you for sharing an honest-to-goodness clue that could help solve a case. You know that, right?”
I looked down at her hand, and there it was again. The well of emotions—the boiling feelings that had slapped me around outside Gregg’s place when Shay had placed her hands over mine and forced me to close Rex Winters in Double Blind Danger. They surged up from the depths of my soul, making my heart constrict and my throat feel scratchy.
For the first time in years, I wanted to give the emotions free reign over my psyche. I wanted to cut them loose and see where they’d take me. I wasn’t afraid of them anymore. They could only hurt me if I let them, and in all honesty, I’d hurt myself enough by shutting them away in the first place.
But now wasn’t the time to unleash them—not with a string of unsolved murders threatening to stretch into the weekend, and with a potential honey-haired suspect lurking around a nearby street corner.
“Daggers? Are you ok?”
I looked up at Steele. “Yeah… Yeah, I’m fine.”
Shay gave me an odd look. “So why are you bringing up this stuff about the guy we bumped into? Don’t tell me you saw him here this morning, too?”
“Hmm?” I shook my head. “No. But…” I tilted my head over my shoulder.
“What?” said Shay. “He’s here?” She scanned her eyes across the street, settling them on the alleyway I’d already identified.
Rodgers and Quinto joined us after having dismissed their rickshaw. I filled them in, instructing them to circle around and approach the alley from the back. Steele and I’d meet them at the front, hopefully snagging Shaggy in our web. I told them to be ready for trouble.
“You think this is going to get rough?” asked Steele as the boys moved into position.
“Possibly,” I said. “If this turns out to be our cloaked mystery man, then yes.”
Shay glanced down at her capris. “I didn’t really dress for a beatdown.”
“Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll go first. You’ll only be in charge of dropping the dude if he claws his way past me and leaves me bloody and motionless in his wake.”
“Oh, that’s encouraging,” Shay said.
I reached into my coat and wrapped my fingers around Daisy.
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Thankfully, the guy’s teleportation trick hadn’t recharged in the time since I’d last spotted him near Creepy’s place. He was right where I’d made him. Shay and I turned the corner and found him looking over his shoulder, having just realized Quinto and Rodgers were approaching him from behind.
The guy was big—as tall as me and bulkier—but it was his enormous, fluffy mane that really stood out. Wavy brownish-blond hair poured from his scalp, over his shoulders, and down to the middle of his back. A beard of similar color and kingly proportions stretched down toward his belly. When he turned his head back and saw us, I noticed a pair of thin, dainty bifocals perched upon his wide nose.
He froze upon realizing his situation—the usual reaction when the brain struggles to decide if it’s worth making a break for it or giving in to the inevitable. Then he progressed through a series of motions I like to call the ‘playing it cool’ dance. He leaned against the wall, stood up and crossed his arms, then pulled them apart and clasped his hands near his lower abdomen, all the while hemming and hawing incomprehensible expressions of hesitation and doubt.
“Hi there,” I said.
Shaggy’s eyes drew down to the eighteen inch piece of steel gripped in my right hand and widened in response. I got the impression he wasn’t about to bolt, but I didn’t relax my grip in the slightest.
“Um…hi,” he said.
“Do you remember me, by any chance?” I asked.
“Have we met?” Shaggy asked.
“You bumped into me outside an apartment building a couple days ago,” I said. “You know, the apartment building where a guy by the name of Terrence Mann had just been murdered? And then I caught a glimpse of you near another apartment, one that happened to contain yet another guy who’d been murdered, Octavio Clapper. Funny to find you outside the apartment of a third murder victim, Ms. Cynthia Gladwell—especially considering all three of the people I’ve mentioned were murdered in surprisingly similar ways.”
“Now, hold on a minute,” said Shaggy as he shifted his weight between his feet. “It’s not what you think.”
“Oh, really?” I said. “Because I’ll tell you what I think. I think it’s supremely stupid for a criminal to return to the scene of a crime, let alone three, but I’ve met enough criminals who are dumber than rocks to know it happens all the time. And it especially happens in the case of sociopathic serial killers who like to see the response their murders effect on society at-large. And I don’t for a minute think you showing up at these crime scenes is in any way, shape, or form a coincidence.”
“Just wait a moment,” said Shaggy, hazarding a glance back at Rodgers and Quinto, who’d gotten close enough to breathe on his neck. “I’m on your side. I’m trying to find out what’s going on myself, same as you.”
I raised a dubious eyebrow. “You expect me to believe you’re a private eye? Those guys don’t do murder investigations, pal.”
“No,” he said, shaking his head, sending tendrils of wild hair flying. “My apologies. I should’ve introduced myself first, but your…approach…caught me off guard. My name is Zebruder Coriander. I’m with the WPL.”
“The WPL? What the hell is that?” I asked. “Special forces? Secret police?”
Zebruder pushed up his glasses, which had started to slip. “No, no, nothing like that. The WPL is the Werewolf Protection League. We’re not particularly visible to the public, so I don’t blame you for being unfamiliar with us.”
I blinked. “Wait…what did you say?”
“I’m the head of the Werewolf Protection League, Detective. And to answer the question I see in your eyes—yes. All three individuals who’ve been murdered over the past few days were, in fact, werewolves. Though that fact was known to almost no one besides me and other members of the league.”
I stared at Shay. She stared back. We stared at Rodgers and Quinto. They joined us in a game of pass the incredulity.
“You’re serious,” I said.
“What? Of course I am,” said Zebruder. “Why would I make up such a thing? Werewolves have been a lifelong passion of mine. I’ve devoted myself to them completely. I even have a museum dedicated to their kind and culture. I could show it to you, if you’d like. To be quite honest, it might be a good idea to involve you officers in this. I’m a little out of my element when it comes to detective work.”
I stood there scratching my chin, trying to decipher the crazy from the bullcrap. Surprisingly, my mind didn’t seem to think there was as much of either as I’d initially thought.
Steele tapped my shoulder. “Daggers, can I speak with you a moment?”
I nodded and stepped out of earshot. Zebruder didn’t make any quick moves. As big as he was, Quinto still dwarfed him.
“You don’t actually believe this guy, do you?” said Shay. “He’s a total crackpot. We should get him back to the precinct and interrogate him, see what he knows about these murders.”
“I don’t know what to believe right now,” I said. “But I do know one thing. He’s not our mystery murderer. Not if Octavio’s nephew can be trusted. This guy’s too tall, too wide, and that massive mane of his surely would’ve poured out of a cloak’s hood. But if what he says is true…”
“Come on, Daggers,” said Shay. “You can’t be serious?”
I shrugged. “Look, call it a hunch, but I don’t think he deliberately showed up at the crime scenes so he could lure us into a trap and stab us all with a hidden cache of frosty stilettos. Worst case scenario, he’s totally off his rocker and we cart him off to the precinct as soon as we know for sure. But what if there’s a kernel of truth to what he’s babbling about?”
Shay gave me one of her best-crafted looks of disbelief.
“You have to admit,” I said, “there’s a bunch of elements of these cases that are hard to explain. What if there’s a supernatural factor at play we’re not considering? I know I went a little crazy with the doppelganger theories, but werewolves? Some of it almost makes sense, don’t you think? I mean, there must be a reason why the murderer stabbed all our victims with cooled daggers. Maybe werewolves are susceptible to cold.
“And what about the apartments? Terry and Cynthia’s places were trashed, without anything having been taken. It’s almost as if a rabid beast attacked those places. And that would explain the nudity as well. When a werewolf transforms, it grows in size, right? Wouldn’t that result in torn clothes?”
Shay scratched her temple. “I don’t know, Daggers—”
I suffered a sudden epiphany. “Of course! Three nights ago—the night all of our victims were gone at their clandestine meeting. You know what was special about that night?”
She looked at me for a moment, then gritted her teeth and swore. She’d figured out the same thing I had. Three nights ago, there’d been a full moon.
“Ok, I’ll concede that point,” she said. “But Terrence, Octavio, and Cynthia were all gone every two weeks, and the moon cycles through its phases every four weeks.”
“So?” I said. “Maybe werewolves don’t behave quite the way we think they do. Maybe something happens to them on new moons as well as full moons. That would explain our victims’ biweekly schedules.”
Shay wiped a hand across her face. “I can’t believe I’m even considering this as a realistic possibility.”
“Why not?” I said. “You went to magic school, yet you don’t believe in the existence of creatures that go bump in the night?”
“First of all,” said Steele, “magic is tangible, repeatable, and it adheres to verifiable laws, even if we don’t understand them all. So yes, of course I believe in it. But werewolves are urban legends. Anything that goes bump in the night is more than likely to be a troll with a heavy foot or a goblin sewer repair crew.”
“You’re not open-minded enough,” I said. “And besides, you’re not focused on perhaps the most important part of this enticing revelation.”
“Which is?” Shay said.
I smiled. “That we’re about to get an exclusive sneak peek at a real-life werewolf museum.”
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Burly Mr. Coriander wasn’t kidding. He did own a werewolf museum, and it wasn’t just some collection of curios and garbage he’d squirreled away in his basement. Admittedly, it wasn’t the Municipal Gallery of Art, either, but the place filled a two-story building, with multiple rooms on each floor. Zebruder even charged admission to get in. He claimed he earned a living wage off the gate receipts, and as ludicrous as the idea might’ve sounded even an hour earlier, I believed him.
It wasn’t so much as the quality of the exhibits as the location that convinced me. The museum sat in a part of the city that drew hordes of loonies with coins burning holes in their pockets. Zebruder’s museum shared the block with no less than two palm readers, a freak show act, a tattoo parlor, a shop selling what it purported to be magic crystals, and a wax museum specializing exclusively in erotically-dressed elven lingerie models.
I leaned over an exhibit featuring what it claimed was a four-hundred-year-old relic from the Battle of Constance Mill, where, following the kidnapping of a young maiden, a group of valiant villagers had taken up pitchforks and stormed the lair of a vicious werewolf. As it turned out, the maiden hadn’t been kidnapped at all. The villagers found her with her skirt over her head enjoying the company of the miller’s son. They were, however, correct about the werewolf’s lair.
While disentangling the maiden and her lover, a rabid beast sprung from the shadows and slaughtered nearly all of the villagers, leaving only a couple of terrified peasants alive to spread the tale.
The relic in question looked like an old, moth-eaten bonnet to me, but hey—the story was good.
Quinto stood in front of a display containing a patch of reddish, matted fur taken from the pelt of the famed Redcoat, a werewolf of such great renown that Zebruder had been mildly offended none of us had ever heard of him.
“So,” said Quinto, poking at the fur with one of his enormous fingers, “how did you accumulate all this stuff, anyway?”
“Yeah,” said Rodgers. “I can’t imagine most of this stuff is available from Werewolf Surplus Emporium.”
“You jest, of course,” said Zebruder, “but it’s taken a lifetime of effort for me to accumulate these artifacts. Some I purchased from passionate collectors like myself. Many I’ve received as gifts or payment from werewolf friends of mine. And others I’ve unearthed myself. Werewolf archeology is my greatest passion. Nothing can compare to the thrill of uncovering a relic not seen by human eyes in decades or even centuries.”
“So, Zebruder, you’re the head of the Werewolf Protection League?” I asked.
“Please, Detective,” he said. “My friends call me Zeb.”
I eyed the dude. His wild hair and bushy beard didn’t even begin to encompass the personality of the man underneath. The guy was absolutely, totally, and completely obsessed with werewolves. He’d talked about nothing else on our hike over from Cynthia’s place. I doubted anyone could match his unbridled passion.
“You have friends?” I said.
Steele elbowed me in the ribs. “Be nice.”
“What?” I whispered. “You were right. This guy’s loonier than a barrel full of ducks.”
“No,” said Steele into my ear, “you were right. He’s not crazy, he’s passionate. That doesn’t mean he’s right about anything he’s talking about, but he’s worth listening to.”
“So, Zeb,” I said, poking the tattered old bonnet, “for a guy who loves werewolves so much, you don’t seem to paint them in a very positive light in your exhibits.”
He shrugged. “Sensationalism sells more tickets than sense, I’m afraid. People want to envision werewolves as bloodthirsty beasts, and they’ll only buy tickets to a show that portrays them as such. Perhaps some day my research into their condition will help dispel that myth, but for now—” He spread his arms wide. “—this is how it must be.”
“You’re a scientist?” I asked.
“Not exactly,” he said. “But I do dabble in scientific research. As I said, werewolves fascinate me, and that includes how and why they function the way they do.”
I turned away from the bonnet exhibit. “Alright, Zeb. I’m convinced you practice the religion you preach, even if I’m not necessarily a believer in it myself. So let’s operate on the assumption you’re right and werewolves do roam the streets at night—”
“A pretty big assumption…” mumbled Quinto.
“—but let’s ignore your passion for a moment and focus on the murders we’re investigating. You’re of the opinion that Terrence Mann, Octavio Clapper, and Cynthia Gladwell were all werewolves?”
The bushy-haired one stroked his beard. “It’s not my opinion, Detective. It’s a fact.”
I didn’t argue the point with him. It wouldn’t have been worth it. Besides, what the hell did I know? “Ok, fine. They were werewolves. So how did you know them?”
“I think that’d be obvious,” Zeb said. “I knew them for precisely that reason—because they’re werewolves.”
“So, what?” I said. “Am I to understand you operate a werewolf counseling clinic in your spare time, offering encouraging words of wisdom to the recently cursed? Or do you have a werewolf-exclusive bed-and-breakfast where you bond with the furry kind?”
“I think we have a misunderstanding here, Detective,” said Zeb. “You see, I’m quite well known in werewolf circles. They know who I am, they know I’m sympathetic to their cause, and they confide in me. My goal in life isn’t to vilify werewolves, but to show the world people needn’t fear them—contrary to what my museum might suggest, of course. But the lycanthropes trust me. Truly. They seek me out.”
“Are you a werewolf?” I asked.
That question caught him off guard. He waffled a little. “Um…no.”
“Really?” I asked. “Is your interest in werewolves purely academic?”
Zeb clenched his jaw and shifted his feet. “It’s…not that simple, Detective.”
I sensed we were about to dive head first into dark, cold waters, and I didn’t really have any interest in getting wet. I switched topics. “So tell me, Zeb, how do you kill a werewolf?”
“Excuse me?” he squawked.
“Come on, man.” I approached him. I couldn’t intimidate the guy with my size, so I tried to do so with a fierce scowl. “Where did you think this was going? We’ve found three dead bodies in three days. They’ve been murdered in bizarre fashion. You claim they’re werewolves. So I’ll ask you again—how do you kill one?”
The furry one chewed his lip. “Many of the things you’re asking aren’t common knowledge, you know. They’re tidbits of information I’ve gleaned through years of reading and research. And it’s not information I share readily. Some of it was shared with me by werewolves in confidence, with their trust that the knowledge wouldn’t spread into the wrong hands.”
“Look, Zeb,” I said. “If you’re right about this, your knowledge is already in the wrong hands. If you want to prevent more murders, it’s in your best interest to help us. Now, either you can be cooperative, or I can drag you back to the precinct, lock you up, get a warrant, and tear this place down to the studs looking for information while I have someone roast your feet over hot coals. Either way, I get what I want.”
Zeb swallowed. “No need to make threats, Detective. I’ll cooperate.”
“So then?” I asked.
Zeb glanced at me and the rest of my comrades. “There’s something I should show you. A room that’s not part of this exhibit, or the museum at all. A room that’ll help explain some of your questions. Follow me.”
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Zeb herded us down to the main floor and through a door with a sign hanging over it that read ‘Private.’ Part of me wondered if he was leading us to his secret laboratory where he performed lobotomies on unsuspecting werewolf cubs, but instead the door led to a modestly furnished sitting room containing a set of well-loved sofa chairs and end tables.
“You live here?” I asked.
Zeb shrugged. “My museum is popular, Detective, but not that popular. One rent’s all I can handle.”
Subflooring at the side of the room squeaked under the weight of a foot.
“Hey dad, I’m heading out to—”
A young man in his late teens walked down the stairs—clean shaven, slighter than Mr. Coriander, and with a head of shoulder-length, wavy, honey blond hair. A worn, brown backpack hung askew from his right shoulder. Based on his facial structure and the fact that he’d addressed Zeb with the moniker of ‘dad,’ I astutely assumed he was Mr. Coriander’s son.
“Oh…sorry,” the young man said. “Didn’t realize you had company.”
“It’s ok, Milton,” said Zeb. “What’s going on?”
“Just wanted to let you know I’m heading out to the student union.” The young man hefted his backpack in emphasis. “I’ve got a class project I’m working on.”
“Will you be back for dinner?” asked Zeb.
“Should be.”
“All right,” said Zeb. “See you later, then.”
Milton gave us all a nod and headed out through the door at our backs.
“My son, Milton,” said Zeb once he’d left, as if we hadn’t already figured that out. “Sadly, he doesn’t share my same passion for werewolves. But he’s a good kid. Smart. Just started attending college. He’s working on a degree in biology. Even got a part-time job as an assistant in one of the university laboratories.”
“Is he your only one?” Shay asked.
Zeb nodded. “Yes. It’s just me and him. Has been for quite some time.”
“Let me guess,” I said. “Your wife didn’t share the same passion for werewolves as you, either?”
“Not exactly,” said Zeb, tilting his head to the side. “Come on. This way.”
He led us down a corridor and past a locked door into a room I feared wouldn’t be large enough for the five of us. A small window on the far side of the space let in the midday sun, but other than that, every single inch of wall in the room was covered in bookshelves. Each shelf overflowed with books of all shapes and sizes—tall books, tiny books, books big enough to eat your face. Books with elaborate bindings, leather covers, and some tied together with gold twine. Books covered in dust with tattered edges and pages crumbling to powder.
“Wow,” said Rodgers. “There must be hundreds of books in here.”
“Five hundred and thirty-seven, to be exact,” said Zeb. “Memoirs, biographies, firsthand accounts, original research, and treatises on everything from werewolf physiology and psychology to their mating rituals. This, and not the pile of exhibits out in front, is my true collection.”
“Mating rituals?” said Shay with a raised brow.
“Well, that’s a bit of a misnomer, really,” said Zeb. “That particular book is more pornography than anything. Seeing as all werewolves possess the ability to turn back into their native species, their mating rituals are surprisingly similar to ours. But that’s neither here nor there. I brought you here to show you some of the more material texts. Please, have a seat, detectives. I’ll gather the books.”
Seats were nowhere to be found, although a trio of hemp beanbags joined hands in a crude circle on the floor. Between the musty smell of the books and the colorfully-dyed beanbags, all we lacked to complete the experience was a hookah and a pair of bongos.
Quinto stood by the door and nodded to the rest of us. “You guys sit. I’ll stay here.”
My partner gave him a warm smile, probably thinking his gentlemanly gesture was purely altruistic. I knew better. It’s hard for a guy that big to pick himself off the floor after letting his knees cool. Besides, Quinto was a pro. Someone had to guard the door in case Zeb made a break for it.
We sat, and Zeb started handing out tomes to us as he found them.
“We’ll probably want to start with Voluntary vs. Involuntary Lycanthropy. The Life and Times of Chester Anson Brown is good, too. He was a canine psychologist who branched into werewolf philosophy in his older years. Oh, and of course we’ll want Thermodynamics and Werewolf Physiology. That’s a given.”
The books started to pile up in our arms quickly. I held one up. Population Density, Contagion, and the Urban Werewolf Resurgence? What was this crap?
I put a stack of the books down at my side. “Hey, Zeb, while it’s, um…great, that you have so many books on various topics related to werebeasts, we really just need to ask you some questions. And I don’t need a citation on every answer.”
Zeb kneeled down next to me. His big bushy mane dangled uncomfortably close to my face. “But Detective, these works are vitally important to answering your questions. You wanted to know how to kill a werewolf, correct? Well, the simple answer is, it’s difficult. At least, that’s what the texts claim. Clearly I’ve never tried the endeavor myself. All the scholars note werewolves are extremely resilient. They possess remarkable regenerative properties that allow them to heal small wounds quickly and without permanent scarring.”
The remark dislodged something upstairs. “Remember the naked bodies of Terry and Cynthia?” I said to Shay. “Their apartments were trashed, but their skin remained unblemished. No bruising or scars.”
“Yes, and even the knife wounds in their chests had bled very little,” she said. “I’m keeping an open mind, Daggers. Go on, Zeb.”
He did, and I tried to keep an open mind as well. “Well, according to the texts, there are only a few sure fire methods to kill a werewolf. Immolation, decapitation—which is very difficult due to a werewolf’s thick skin and dense musculature—or impalement. Although the latter isn’t particularly easy, either. Werewolves will only perish if impaled in the heart, and even then, only if the conditions are adequate.”
“Let me guess,” said Rodgers with a grin. “You have to use a wooden stake?”
“What? No.” Zeb adjusted his glasses. “That’s vampire mythology. They’re substantially different, you understand.”
“Um, yeah, I know that,” Rodgers said. “I was just making a—oh, never mind.” He waved his hand and drowned his sorrows in the copy of Voluntary vs. Involuntary Lycanthropy.
“As I was saying,” said Zeb, “the conditions must be correct. Lycanthropes only tend to perish when impaled through the heart with cold steel—or cold metal of any kind.”
My partner jumped into the fray. “Did you sneak onto the crime scenes at any of the murders, Mr. Coriander?”
“No, of course not.”
“Don’t lie to me, Zebruder,” she said.
Her eyes smoldered as she grilled him—my guess was to see if he showed any hesitancy or if his voice wavered. She was checking to see if he was fitting his narrative to reality.
“I’m telling the truth,” said Coriander. “Now, mind you, I tried, but I never had the opportunity. There was always a meddling police officer at the door who prevented me from getting in. The same one at every scene, no less.”
I smiled. “Good old Phelps. I’m starting to like that kid. I’ll have to put in a kind word for him with the Captain.”
“I’m sure he’d appreciate it if you made that recommendation for the right person,” said Shay. “His name is Phillips.”
“Oh, right,” I said. “Whatever. Look, Zeb, I thought it was silver that was supposed to kill werewolves?”
“Common misconception,” he said, pushing his glasses further up his nose. “Polished silver and polished steel look remarkably similar, the only difference being silver has a slightly more lustrous sheen. But at cold temperatures, with a little frost on a blade, refraction can make steel look just like silver.”
I wasn’t entirely sure what he was talking about. Shay seemed to understand it, though.
“Why would depressing the temperature of a weapon make it any better at killing werewolves?” asked Steele.
“Ahh, well that’s the interesting question,” said Zeb. “Different scholars have different theories about that. If we assume lycanthropy is a disease—and that’s a matter of some debate—then some think cold weather makes the organism regulating the disease more susceptible to external stress, similar to how the body’s more likely to catch a cold on a nippy winter’s day than on a balmy summer one. Or perhaps cold temperatures slow down the body’s natural processes. In the case of the werewolf, this would include regenerative abilities. It might be that a direct shot to the heart is nearly fatal, even for a werewolf, and having it be cold is the final impetus that breaks the camel’s back.”
“Wait. Back up a second,” I said. “Werewolfism isn’t a disease? If not, then what is it? I thought it got transmitted through bites, like rabies.”
Zeb shook his head. “Another patently false myth, I’m afraid. If it’s a disease, it’s neither particularly infectious nor contagious, and it certainly doesn’t get transmitted through saliva. It’s…well, it’s complicated.”
“I’ll say,” said Rodgers, lifting his nose out of the book he’d been reading. “According to this, there’s at least two types of lycanthropy. There’s the kind that causes the victim to revert to and from their beast form uncontrollably based on the lunar cycle, called cyclical lycanthropy. Then there’s another strain that allows for transformation whenever the afflicted feels like it, which the author refers to as autonomous lycanthropy. Now, whoever wrote this clearly thinks these are variations of the same disease, but I don’t know if I buy it. I mean, why would the phases of the moon have any impact on the behavior of some bacteria?”
“Exactly,” said Zebruder. “That’s precisely the point that Krotus discussed in his pamphlet On the Metaphysical Response of Lycanthropic Bioorganisms. Though I’ve seen others dispute his claims on the basis of tidal activity and increased humidity resulting from that.”
“Hold on,” said Quinto from over by the door. “Humidity can change how a disease affects you?”
“I don’t see why not,” said Steele. “It’s said tuberculosis is far more deadly for people who live in humid areas than those who live in dry ones.”
Quinto scratched his chin. “Hmm. I didn’t know that.”
“I think we’re getting off topic,” I said. “The point I was trying to confirm was that cold helps kill werewolves.”
“Oh, undoubtedly,” said Coriander. “There’s numerous reports of werewolf hunting expeditions from antiquity, and the mortality statistics for the hunters were inevitably more favorable for the campaigns conducted in the winter months.”
“Good,” I said. “Now that we’ve established that, let me ask you another question, since you’re the biggest—scratch that—the only collector of werewolf memorabilia I’ve ever met. Have you ever encountered knives or stilettos specifically designed for werewolf assassination? Weapons that held reservoirs of refrigerated liquid in the hilt?”
Zebruder’s face fell, and his lips circled into a small ‘o.’ His eyes defocused.
“Zeb?” I said.
“What? Sorry. Yes. I’m…familiar with the notion. I, uh, personally haven’t seen one, but I’ve heard of them. In the texts, of course. Sordid stuff. Specialized werewolf killing gear. Honestly, I don’t understand it at all. Werewolves are highly misunderstood. They’re kind, gentle creatures—most of the time, anyway.”
“Do you know of anyone who might collect such a thing?” I asked.
Zeb shook his head. “Um…no. Sorry. It’s not something I associate with.”
We all sat there in silence. Bits of hemp and dried beans imprinted themselves upon my posterior.
Shay pressed her thumb and index finger to her chin. “So, Zeb. You knew Terrence, Octavio, and Cynthia?”
“Yes, of course,” he said.
“What kind of werewolves were they? The cyclical or…what was it called? The autonomous kind?”
“Different scholars describe the states in different ways,” said Zeb. “But by those definitions, Terrence and Octavio were cyclical, and Cynthia was autonomous.”
“Hmm.” Shay’s fingers rested upon her chin in a prototypical display of thought.
I drummed mine on my beanbag. “Care to elaborate, partner?”
“Oh,” she said. “Well, the breakdown makes sense if you think about it. Terrence’s place was trashed, and he was murdered the night of the full moon, so of course he transformed. Octavio’s place was untouched, indicating he didn’t transform the following night. But we found Cynthia’s place in tatters, suggesting she voluntarily changed into a werewolf last night. But if Cynthia was autonomous, then why did she disappear every two weeks?”
“That’s a good point,” said Rodgers. “If Cynthia didn’t transform into a werewolf with the lunar cycle, why did she isolate herself with Terrence and Octavio every two weeks? Because it only makes sense that all of them were spending those nights together.”
“You know something else we don’t understand is the work connection,” said Quinto. “What are the chances our victims weren’t only werewolves—which is still a rather ludicrous theory, I might add—but also all worked in the publishing industry?”
“And if the cyclical werewolves transform every full moon,” said Shay, “why did they meet every two weeks instead of every four?”
We all turned our eyes onto Zeb.
“Oh,” he said. “Well, that’s obvious, isn’t it? That’s when they all met for their writing group.”
I picked my jaw up off the floor and fit it back into its socket. “What?”
“Their writing group,” said Zeb. “Oh, don’t look so shocked. They were all aspiring writers. Well, Cynthia had actually made it. But that’s why they got together every two weeks. And that’s why Terrence and Octavio worked the jobs they did—to get as close as possible to the industry in any way, shape, or form.”
“And you expect us to believe they were writing while they were all…werewolfy?” said Rodgers.
“Well, not writing,” said Coriander. “Critiquing. The writing happened at a different time. But yes, of course they were. I’m telling you, werewolves aren’t mindless beasts. They’re perfectly capable of logical, rational thought even while transformed.”
I wanted to slap myself in the face. It made sense when I thought about it. Terrence was a fanatical reader, if the sheer quantity of novels we’d found at his apartment were any indication. It was logical he might give writing a try. Octavio’s nephew had mentioned what a great storyteller his uncle was. And clearly Cynthia had turned her craft into a paying enterprise by becoming a ghost writer.
“Zeb,” I said. “Was there anyone else that knew about this writing group?”
“Well, yes, actually,” he said. “There was one other. Eustace. Eustace Manshwitz. He used to be in the group, but…”
I raised an eyebrow. “But what?”
Zeb clasped his hands together. “Well, he sort of had a…falling out with the rest of the group. His writing wasn’t particularly good, and he got jealous of Cynthia’s success. He became belligerent and the other members kicked him out. For what it’s worth, he claimed he’d show them all, but I’m fairly certain he meant it as a career aspiration, not a threat.”
I rubbed my forehead. “Zeb, seriously? How did you not think it was relevant to tell us this before now?”
The hairy guy shrugged. “I don’t know. You never asked.”
“When was this?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” he said. “Two, three sessions ago, I think.”
“And is Eustace a werewolf?”
Zeb nodded. “Another cyclical one.”
“Good,” I said. “That’ll make it easier to pummel him into submission before we throw him in jail.”
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The pummeling would have to wait. Eustace was nowhere to be found.
I stood in the middle of his apartment, poking a puffy sofa chair. It had probably been born a light caramel, but after years of spills, stains, and butts being repeatedly pressed into its surface, it had tanned to a dingy brown. Unlike Terry and Cynthia’s pads, the place hadn’t been trashed—at least, not by intruders. Dirty clothes mingled on the floor in loose piles, empty containers of takeout food littered the premises, and the entire place smelled of stale sweat, sour beef, and desperation.
I’d forced Coriander to sit at a pine table so covered in crap that I could only identify it based on the spindly legs sticking out from underneath. Quinto stood behind him cracking his knuckles, either as a reminder to Zeb not to cause any trouble or merely to relieve stress in his joints.
“So if he’s not here,” I said to Zeb, “then where could he be? You sure he doesn’t have a job?”
Shaggy shook his head. “I told you, Eustace lost his job weeks ago. It’s probably one of the reasons he blew up at the rest of the writing group. I think he banked on being able to support himself from his writing, but he’d yet to sell a single piece of fiction, let alone something that could bring in real money, like a novel. When he got laid off…well, he took it poorly. He didn’t know what else to do.”
“Maybe he took another job?” I offered.
“If so, I don’t know about it,” said Zeb.
After taking another look around the room, I realized my suggestion was ludicrous. The apartment looked as if its owner hadn’t left its hallowed halls in weeks, which made Eustace’s disappearance all the more surprising. Either he’d fled because he feared for his safety, or more likely, he knew we were after him.
Shay returned from the bedroom, eyes scanning the room’s corners intently. She’d skipped her traditional fingers in the air routine on arrival—she only suffered her ‘visions’ at crime scenes—but she still left no stone unturned in her search.
“Find anything?” I asked.
“Not really,” she said. “The place is a dump, but I didn’t find any of the incriminating elements we’d hoped to stumble across. No drugs or needles. No chemicals I could find, and certainly no ether. And I didn’t find any bladed or stabbing weapons—unless you count this fountain pen.” She held it up for emphasis. “I’d bet you could give someone a wicked scratch with it.”
“He must’ve made off with his contraband,” I said. “Chances are, we’ll find it on him when we locate him, although we should check trash bins near the apartment complex. He might’ve dumped the stuff. Any volunteers?” I eyed Quinto.
“Don’t look at me,” he said.
I grumped.
“I did find lots of books, writing materials, and unfinished manuscripts, though,” said Shay. “At the very least, it looks like getting kicked out of the group didn’t put a damper on his desire to write. Although some of the stuff is rather dark. I found a poem entitled The Buried Bonds of Friendship. It doesn’t exactly help his case for being innocent.”
She handed me a sheaf of papers. I took a quick look. “You’re right. He makes numerous references to stabbing people—people remarkably similar in physique to those in his writing group. But more importantly, this prose is dreadful. Seriously, he rhymed ‘eviscerate’ with ‘patty cake.’ I can see why the others kicked him out.”
Rodgers sauntered back in. I’d assigned him the unenviable task of interviewing Eustace’s neighbors to see if they had any useful insights about his whereabouts, employment status, or possible serial killer-like tendencies.
“Tell me you’ve got something, Rodgers,” I said.
He grinned. “Oh, don’t worry. I’ve always got something for you, Daggers.”
I gave him the old single eyebrow raise. “You know I care about you, pal, but…that sounded a little too homoerotic.”
“It did?”
Quinto and Shay both nodded. Even Zeb looked like he wanted to agree.
Rodgers frowned. “Whatever. Scratch it then. And no, I didn’t get anything useful from the neighbors, if you’re wondering. They all seem to think Eustace was an annoying, foul-smelling twerp. They don’t think he was employed, and last time anyone remembers seeing him was about mid-day yesterday.”
“Did anyone have any idea where he might be?” I asked.
“Yeah…no,” said Rodgers.
I balled my hand into a fist and tapped it against my chin. “Alright, let’s try to think this through. Zeb, did Eustace have any family?”
The bearded one shrugged. “Beats me. He never mentioned them, but werewolves tend to isolate themselves. If he did, I can’t imagine they were close.”
“Ok, let’s assume Eustace is on the run but hasn’t left the city,” I said. “If we also assume he doesn’t have any friends or family willing to take him in, then where would he go?”
I got a bunch of empty looks in response, but only one mattered to me at the moment.
“Come on, Zeb,” I said, slapping my hand on the table in front of him. “You’re the only one here who knows anything about werewolves. So think, man! Dig up some of that werewolf psychology you’ve pruned from countless books with long, complicated titles and give me some insight. Eustace is frightened, worried, and fearful. He needs a safe place to go, and he clearly didn’t come to you for help. So where else could he have gone? Are there other werewolf sanctuaries that you can think of?”
Zeb snapped his fingers. “A sanctuary! That’s a good idea.”
“Really? Those exist?” I said. “Because I just picked a random turn of phrase. But if you have some ideas, by all means share. What are we talking about? A church? A wildlife preserve? What?”
Zeb shook his head. “Sorry, that’s my fault. I didn’t mean a werewolf sanctuary. Those don’t exist. But knowing Eustace, he might’ve sought refuge in a different sort of sanctuary…”
I prodded Zeb for more, and he gave. As he did so, one of my eyebrows rose of its own accord. His idea was decidedly off-kilter, but it was worth a shot.
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I sat on some worn concrete steps in the shadow of the main branch of the municipal library—a majestic building five stories high, faced with milky polished marble slabs embellished with friezes of angels and demons and ionic columns that resembled centenarian trees in height and girth. A pair of bronze griffin statues flanked us on either side of the broad steps, each polished to a gleaming, golden luster.
I sucked on my fingers. They tasted like barbeque sauce.
Despite it being one of Shay’s days to choose our lunch destination, I’d convinced her it was in all our best interests to make the stop as quick and painless as possible. Anything longer would increase the odds Eustace would get away, causing the Captain to blow a gasket upon our return to the precinct.
Shay may be a stickler for fancy food, but she does prioritize work over her stomach, a weakness I’ve exploited on more than one occasion. In this instance, I exploited it to the tune of a pulled pork sandwich slathered with smoky sauce and topped with macaroni and cheese.
Quinto noticed me making love to my fingers. “You know, if you’re that desperate for more, there’s some a bit farther south you missed.”
“What?” I glanced down at my shirt. A nice, round barbeque stain stared right back, thumbing its nose at me. “Gah! Again? You’ve got to be kidding me.”
I licked my thumb and went to work on the spot. In addition to elderly ladies, brightly-colored sauces suffered an inexplicable attraction to me. Shay mocked me mercilessly for it. Rarely a day passed that we left a restaurant and my wardrobe didn’t sport more flair exiting than it did entering. Of course, things could be worse—Zeb had stored half of his brisket sandwich in his beard for later.
Rodgers knew all about my scientifically unfounded attractive sauce force. “You know, Daggers, you should probably bring a spare shirt to work if it bothers you so much.”
“I don’t need your guff,” I said as I scrubbed at the spot in vain. “Just because you’ve learned proper dinner etiquette under the tip of Allison’s whip doesn’t mean the rest of us are quite so refined.”
“I learned how to eat a sandwich without getting it all over me when I was still wearing diapers,” said Rodgers. “And besides, you were married, too, once upon a time. What’s your excuse for not learning how to avoid spilling food all over yourself?”
I opened my mouth to respond, but someone beat me to the punch.
“Perhaps it has something to do with the number of truncheon blows he’s taken to the skull,” said Steele.
“Gah!” I shouted.
Shay stood behind me. We’d sent her into the municipal library alone to do a little scouting, figuring her capris and flirty yellow top wouldn’t give her away as a police officer.
“Don’t sneak up on me like that,” I said.
“And how am I supposed to do that?” she said.
“I don’t know,” I said. “You could start by not wearing flats all the time.”
Shay crossed her arms. “You’re the one who convinced me heels were a dumb idea due to how much walking we do, which turned out to be sage advice. Now you’re telling me I should risk blisters so you don’t look foolish?”
“It would make your calves look great, too,” I said.
Shay frowned.
“Excuse me,” said Zeb with a confused look, “but did you manage to locate Eustace?”
“Don’t worry,” said Quinto. “They’re always like this.”
“As a matter of fact,” said Steele, “I did. Found him in one of the stacks surrounded by books. Looked like he’d been reading for a while. I’m not sure he was even awake when I spotted him. And he’s got a backpack with him, so he’s probably thinking about running.”
“Fantastic.” I stood up and dusted my hands off on my pants, which were miraculously stain-free. “Now let’s figure out a plan of attack and go snag this little weasel.”
“Really?” said Shay. “You want to form a plan? You’re sure you don’t want to run in, swinging Daisy and cracking skulls?”
“Please,” I said. “This is a public library.”
Steele raised her brows at me.
“Fine,” I said. “That basically was going to be my plan.”
“And you’re sure you don’t want to confer with me?” said Steele. “You know, seeing as I’m the one who performed the recon?”
“Alright,” I said with a downward curl of my lip. “What do you suggest?”
“Honestly, it should be straightforward,” said Steele. “Eustace was on the second floor of the west wing, in the classics section smack dab in the center of one of the stacks. As long as we go in with a pair of officers and approach from both sides simultaneously, it should be a breeze.”
I eyed Zeb. “You’re sure this guy is one of the cyclical werewolves, right?”
“Well, certainty is relative, Detective,” he said. “Given that autonomous werewolves can transform at will, it’s possible Eustace is in control of his own metamorphoses and merely chose to transform in accordance with the lunar cycles so as to perpetrate a ruse—”
I scowled.
“—but that’s extremely unlikely.”
“Alright,” I said. “Quinto, bring Zeb and stay in the lobby. Steele, you lead the way. When we get close, we’ll split. Rodgers will stay with you on one side of the stacks, and I’ll take the opposite side. Sound good?”
Everyone nodded.
After a brief session of light calisthenics to loosen up, I dug my hand into my coat and wrapped my fingers around Daisy’s cold, hard midsection. For the first time in a while, she might see some action, and she was a girl who liked to get around.
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I moseyed along the second-floor balcony on the left-hand side of the municipal library’s cavernous reading room, my arm sliding along the railing that ran around the entire room. Below me to my right, scores of studious individuals of all races and creeds sat and read, clustered among rows and rows of identical polished maple tables. Light streamed in through huge arched windows at the sides, making the lanterns that dotted the tables temporarily superfluous.
Rodgers and Steele made their way across the opposite side of the reading room, their legs moving in lockstep with mine. At the far side of the room, the classics stacks stood like immobile sentinels, their shelves packed to the brim with books that were impeccably written, highly-regarded, and as a general rule, mind-numbingly boring. Why anyone would willingly read literary pieces when genre fiction was available was beyond me.
Shay’s recon placed Eustace between the third and fourth racks. With my hand clutching Daisy, I turned the corner to the aisle in question. Shay and Rodgers appeared at the other end. In the middle of the stack sat a slight, young elf with close cropped black hair and a prominent mole on his left cheek. Stacks of books formed a castle around him, and a bulging backpack peeked out from among the walls like a brightly-tinted indigo groundhog.
Though my partner’s recon might’ve been perfectly accurate at the moment she gathered it, Eustace was no longer asleep.
And he saw us.
I should’ve anticipated what happened next. By approaching the young man from the sides, I’d assumed we’d cut off his escape routes, making his arrest simple and lacking in any form of cardiac exertion on my part, but I’d made one crucial error. I’d forgotten the stacks in the classics section stopped several feet short of the high arching ceiling.
The moment Eustace spotted me and my shiny friend Daisy, he grabbed his backpack and sprang up the sides of the stacks, his thin fingers propelling him up the shelves with ease.
I swore.
“Go! Go!” I waved my arms at Rodgers and Steele and took off in the direction I’d come. A quick glance at Eustace revealed he had me beat on speed and agility, but given the geometry of the room, he had to duck walk across the top of the stacks.
Meanwhile, I sprinted down the aisle perpendicular to the end of them, more or less keeping pace. This resulted in Eustace reaching the end of the second floor stacks at roughly the same time Rodgers, Steele, and I did.
An infinitesimal moment passed where we all stood, eyeing each other and trying to anticipate one another’s next moves. Eustace glanced my way, then at Rodgers, then down. The last stack stood at the edge of the second floor balcony. A good twenty-five foot drop separated the top of the stack from the reading room floor—slightly less to one of the tables.
I rushed forward. Eustace jumped.
The kid hit one of the maple tables with a thump and a yell—indicating some measure of pain. I nearly ran into Rodgers as we met in the middle of the balcony. Below us, library-goers abandoned their seats and squawked in surprise.
Eustace ignored the popular outcry. He picked himself up and half-ran, half-hobbled along the table lengthwise toward a side exit.
I grabbed Rodgers by the arm.
“Come with me,” I said.
I took a step to the side and put a foot on the balcony railing.
“Uhh…Daggers?”
“Trust me,” I said.
We both went over the edge.
I may not be the sharpest tool in the shed, but I do understand basic physical principles, including those of mass, inertia, and the concept of lever arms. Rodgers and I landed feet first onto the edge of the reading table, our combined bulk causing the far end of the table to lift off the floor, taking Eustace with it. The young guy windmilled as the table threw him into the air. I smiled, but my mirth was short-lived.
I’d underestimated the mass of the table. I’d thought them solid maple, but based on the way ours behaved, they must’ve been composed of a cheap composite with a maple veneer. As the table lifted, it kept on going, depositing me and Rodgers flat on our asses and nearly sending the table crashing down upon us.
Before I’d even cleared the books and lantern bits from my coat, Eustace was halfway across the room, heading straight for the economics stacks.
Shay rounded the edge of the balcony, shouting at me from above. “Go! I’ll meet you in the history wing!”
Rodgers offered his hand as shocked-looking gawkers gaped at us, and we took off after the slender suspect. We made a beeline toward him, but even with his bum ankle, I could tell Eustace outpaced us. He reached the economics stacks, zipped into the first aisle, and took off. 
I shoved Rodgers in the back. “Follow him! I’ve got a plan.”
I may not be the fastest horse in the stable, but I use what I’ve got. I whipped out my cursory knowledge of geometry and physics, took a hard angle along the hypotenuse of Eustace’s trajectory, and confident in my knowledge of the law of propagation of—momentum? Force? Fatness?—I launched myself at full velocity into the side of the stacks.
The entire length of the racks teetered, wobbled, and toppled, coming down in a crash of clanging metal racks and thumping book covers. The commotion nearly drowned out two distinct cries—one a surprised yelp and another involving the words ‘Daggers, you piece of—!’
I rounded the corner, gripped the edge of the now bare metal shelves, and, with a grunt, tipped them back upright. Eustace sputtered and flailed under a pile of weighty econ texts, while farther behind, Rodgers tried to swim his way out of a similar pool. Huffing and breathing hard, Steele approached me from behind.
“Daggers?” she said as she caught her breath. “What did you do?”
“I figured I’d test the theory of trickle-down economics,” I said. “Seems to have worked pretty well.”
Shay scrunched her face. “I think you’re stretching that metaphor a little too far.”
“Alright, how about this one,” I said. “I always thought economics wasn’t considered one of the hard sciences, but these books sure did leave some nice welts.”
I could tell Shay wanted to roll her eyes, but my wit and charm were too much for her to handle. She settled on a subdued grin. “It’s ok. Better, I suppose.”
Eustace groaned. I dug him out of his prison of books and restrained him with a love tap from my billy club—not that he needed it. Between his sprained ankle and the avalanche of books that may or may not have given him a concussion, I think the kid was pretty much spent.
Rodgers walked over, swinging one of his arms in a wide circle.
“Whoa, there,” I said. “You getting ready to pop me?”
“No, but I should,” said Rodgers. “You could’ve given me some warning. Luckily, I only got pelted with soft-bound periodicals, otherwise I’d really be miffed.”
“Don’t lie,” I said. “This’ll be one of those stories you’ll lord over Quinto for years. He’ll wish he could’ve been a part of this. He’ll be angrier than a dwarf at a carnival ride.”
“If so, he’ll be angry with you,” said Rodgers. “Which makes two of us.”
“Don’t be so sour,” I said. “We caught the bad guy, didn’t we?”
Rodgers shrugged. “I guess. I wonder what he’ll have to say for himself regarding his decision to run.”
“Oh, I have a pretty good idea what he’ll say regarding that,” I said. “However, there is something I’m very curious about.”
“Which is?” said Steele.
I eyed the bright blue backpack. “I want to know what’s in there.”
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Before I’d even had a chance to sniff the backpack’s straps, a herd of the most surly, foul-tempered creatures ever to set foot on our gods’ green earth descended upon me in a wave of furrowed brows and accusatory fingers—angry librarians.
They weren’t particularly happy about the state in which I’d left the economics wing. I feared their molars might break under the rage-fueled pressure of their own jaws. I tried to smooth things over with a few witty platitudes, but I soon realized the librarians had all had their funny bones removed as part of their occupational training, so I cut anchor and skedaddled.
And as much as I enjoyed being right, I wish I’d been less prescient regarding Quinto. Upon finding out he’d missed not only a thrilling chase but also getting to see Rodgers pelted with magazines, the big guy’s surliness infected us all.
Normally it wouldn’t have bothered me—Shay and I would’ve hitched a ride on a rickshaw and left Rodgers to deal with the mess on his own—but given that we had two prisoners to transport, we decided a slow, steady walk was the least risky way to ensure everyone reached the station. Not only did I have to suffer Quinto’s moping the entire way back, but I never had a chance to open the backpack, either.
The chances of everyone’s moods lifting upon reaching the precinct plummeted when the Captain met our entourage head first in the pit.
“Where the hell have you all been?” he barked. “My hairline’s receded a good two inches while you buffoons have been out gallivanting in the sun and sucking on barbeque sandwiches.”
I glanced at my shirt. My wet thumb hadn’t exactly done the bang up cleaning job I’d hoped. “Sorry, Captain,” I said. “When the runner arrived this morning with the news about the third body, I took charge and requisitioned some more troops for the battle.” I nodded toward Rodgers and Quinto. “I would’ve cleared it with you, but you weren’t in.”
“Yeah, I’m still trying to process that,” the Captain said.
“Which part? That I took charge, or that I beat you in to work in the morning?”
“Both.” He nodded toward Zeb and Eustace. “Who are these chumps?”
Eustace’s brain remained addled from the whack I’d given him with my truncheon—either that or he was daydreaming about how he’d immortalize his harsh treatment in a poorly written limerick. Either way, he wasn’t interested in talking. Zeb didn’t suffer the same affliction.
“Zebruder Coriander, at your service, sir,” he said. “Head of the WPL.”
“The what?” said the bulldog.
“Werewolf Protection League,” I said.
The Captain shot me a glance that carried with it a slew of unasked questions.
“I’ll explain later,” I said. “Rodgers, Quinto, can you get our two suspects down to the interrogation rooms? I have a couple things to deal with first.”
Someone fixed the connections in Zeb’s head. “Wait, what? Suspects? As in plural?”
“Why do you think we brought you to the precinct?” I asked. “It wasn’t because of the spectacular coffee, I guarantee you.”
“I thought I was here to offer guidance and insight regarding Eustace,” he said.
“You poor, deluded bastard.” I jerked my thumb toward the stairs. “Guys? Interrogation rooms, please.”
Rodgers took Eustace while Quinto escorted a loudly protesting Zeb.
“Oh, and send Cairny up once you get him situated, can you, Quinto?” I called.
The big man paused, a concerned look on his face. “What? Why me?”
“Why not you?” I asked.
He tested out some shifty eyes while standing there with his mouth agape before waving me off and walking away.
I put my hands on my hips. “Something’s up with that guy. You have any idea what his deal is?”
Steele nodded.
“Care to share?” I said.
“Not really,” she said. “It’s more fun watching you try to figure it out.”
Captain eyed the both of us. “I don’t know what the hell’s going on with you, and I don’t care. All I care about is that whoever’s been inserting ice-encrusted daggers into my populace is off the streets. Can you assure me that’s the case, detectives?”
“We’re pretty sure we got our guy, Captain,” I said.
“Well, get extra sure,” he said. “Get me a confession, or at the very least some ironclad evidence. Today. Got it?”
We nodded. The Captain stormed off to his office, and we returned to our desks, whereupon I plopped into my throne and deposited Eustace’s backpack before me. I stared at the indigo blue sack for a minute before my partner interrupted me.
“Well? Are you going to open it?”
“I’m letting the suspense build,” I said.
She shared some of her raised eyebrows with me.
“Want to wager on what we’ll find inside?” I asked.
“You go first.”
“Alright. I think we’ll find a couple of intricately wrought daggers, a container of refrigerated liquid, a bottle of ether, some syringes, and an extra-large tub of werewolf fur styling cream.”
Shay scrunched her lips. “You do know how heavy refrigerated liquids and ether are, don’t you?”
“My wager was more my hopes and dreams than anything realistic,” I said. “Give me your take.”
“I expect it has some clothing, personal effects, and maybe some cash, but probably no weapons. If Eustace is our guy, I’m going to assume he was smart enough to ditch anything incriminating before we found him.”
I waved my hands over the backpack before digging in. We were both wrong, but Shay was closer to the truth than I was.
I shook my head. “Two changes of clothes, a stack of journals filled with poorly written gibberish, and a few baggies packed with nuts and dried fruit. What a disappointment.”
“I told you not to get your hopes up,” said Shay.
I gave her a look. “No you didn’t.”
“Are you sure? Maybe you just forgave and forgot?” Shay smiled. “It’s what you always preach, after all.”
I grinned. “Touché, young pupil, touché. But regardless of who said what, it would’ve been nice to find one of those stilettos in Eustace’s backpack. Possession is half the crime—or all of it, depending on how corrupt the cops involved are.”
“I guess we’ll have to squeeze Eustace during the interrogation and hope something pops out,” said Steele.
I gave my partner a look. “Did you mean that to sound as dirty as it did?”
Shay blushed. “Not really.”
Cairny appeared out of nowhere. I nearly batted her out of the sky with my sloth-like reflexes. As I flailed, I noticed the flats on her feet. Those silent shoes would be the death of me yet.
“Hey, bestie,” said Cairny.
“Hey, Cairns,” said Shay.
I scratched my head.
“We bonded last night,” Cairny told me.
“Metaphorically, I hope.” With Cairny I never knew what kind of freaky stuff she engaged in behind closed doors.
Cairny blinked. “I’m not sure I follow.”
“Never mind,” I said. “I wanted to know if you’d had a chance to look at the body that came in today. A woman. Cynthia Gladwell.”
Cairny nodded. “Cause of death is the same as the other two victims—massive trauma to the heart. As with the other two, her bleeding was minimal, and I found an injection site at her left anticubital fossa.”
“The elbow pit, yeah,” I said, nodding. “We saw that.”
“I did notice some unusual bruising at that same location, though—reminiscent of tissue that’s been frostbitten,” said Cairny. “It was present on the skin and in the muscle underneath. If this particular victim was injected with a blood thickener, I suspect it might’ve been refrigerated prior to injection.”
“Interesting,” I said, sharing a look with Shay. “But we have a new theory about why the victims didn’t bleed so much. One that doesn’t involve blood thickeners.”
“Oh?” said Cairny.
“Did you by any chance notice anything strange about the bodies, Cairny?”
“Besides the manner in which they died?” she asked.
“Yes.”
She tapped her fingers on my desk. “You know, Daggers, I always provide a written report of my findings after every inspection. If something’s unclear—”
“No, no. That’s not it,” I said. “I’m just wondering if you found anything odd about the victims, like in their musculature. Maybe dense muscles, or evidence of abnormal bone growth?”
Cairny looked at me blankly. 
“Daggers thinks the victims might’ve been werewolves,” said Steele.
I sighed. “Way to be subtle…”
Cairny’s eyes widened. “Ohh. Well that does make some sense, now doesn’t it?”
“Really?” said Shay. “You agree with him?”
“Well, I don’t immediately disagree,” she said. “To be honest, my own blood thickener theory has been bothering me. Even when injected with copious amounts of such chemicals, a direct knife wound to the heart should’ve produced more bleeding than we’ve seen in any of the victims thus far.”
Shay frowned.
“You seem upset,” said Cairny. “Did I say something wrong?”
“No,” said Shay. “I was hoping you’d have something to share that would put a stop to this nonsense, but everything we’ve uncovered thus far actually points in that direction, too.”
“Sorry,” said Cairny. “Unfortunately, I’ve never had the chance to do an autopsy on a werewolf before, so I don’t have any idea if their bodies would exhibit specific markers related to their transformational abilities. Well, until now. Come to think of it, I should go perform a more thorough investigation of the cadavers. Oh, my! This is exciting!” She clapped her hands and ran off.
I looked at Steele. “Bestie?”
“What?” she said. “I don’t have a problem with it. I like her. She’s nice.”
And teetering dangerously on the edge of sanity, I left unsaid. “She didn’t give us much more to go on, though.”
Shay shrugged.
“I guess that leaves us with the same option we had moments ago,” I said.
“Which is?”
“For me to frighten and beat on people until information spills out,” I said. “Come on. Let’s grab a few things from the evidence locker and go talk to Eustace.”
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“So tell me, Eustace,” I said, “do you enjoy running for its health benefits? Because if not, I’m interested in why you led several officers of the law on a wild goose chase through the municipal library building that resulted in—” I checked my notepad and gave my best attempt at a whistle. “Well, let’s just say it resulted in more damages than you’re likely to be able to pay in your lifetime, even if you do find gainful employment.”
Eustace squinted in the light of the interrogation room. The lanterns burned at full blast, and we’d set up a bay of mirrors focusing the light directly onto his face. I’d considered storing Eustace in the dark, dingy, depressing interrogation room in the basement, but then I realized he was a brooding writer and probably loved dark, dingy, depressing spaces. Instead, he got the lights and mirrors.
“What?” said Eustace. “I didn’t cause those damages. That was you, dude! You’re the one who sent that table flying and knocked over the rack full of books. If anything, you should—”
“Answer the question, doofus!” I said, slamming my fist down on the flimsy metal interrogation table. “Why’d you run?”
Steele put up a hand between me and Eustace. “Relax, Daggers. Eustace, we want to help you. Really, we do. But you’re going to have to help us, too. This process involves some give and take.”
Prior to entering the interrogation room, Shay had suggested we try the old good cop, bad cop routine. I’d argued against it, mainly on the grounds that it’s one of the oldest, most hackneyed approaches in the playbook, but Shay made some good points in its favor. For one, I’d already scared the crap out of the poor kid, running him down, dumping an entire library’s worth of books on his head, and slapping him in the chin with my nightstick for no apparent reason. That firmly entrenched me in the bad cop role. And given the kid’s age, his elven ancestry, and Shay’s good looks, Eustace should be predisposed to liking her. I was sold.
“This guy is crazy, lady,” said Eustace. “He’s got it out for me. He already attacked me once, he’ll do it again!”
“Please, call me Shay,” said Steele. “And I’ll make sure Detective Daggers stays in line. Now, if we could revisit the question—why did you run?”
Eustace sat back. “Well, it’s not because I did anything illegal, if that’s what you’re insinuating.”
Shay leaned in, her hands clasped loosely in front of her. “If not that, then why, Eustace?”
“Isn’t it obvious?” the kid said. “I feared for my life! You’ve been investigating the murders, right? Don’t think I didn’t hear about them. First Terrence, then Octavio, and now Cynthia? I mean, if you’ve found out about our writing group then I assume you know everything else, especially if you’ve been talking to that psycho, Zeb. I figured whoever was killing the others had some crazy vendetta against werewolves, and I was next. I thought the library would be safe until I figured out where I could hide, but when I saw you guys, I panicked, ok? That’s why I ran. I mean, how was I supposed to know you were cops? You looked scary. Well not you, but him for sure.” He gave me the pointy finger treatment.
I sniffed the air. “Smell that, Eustace?”
“Huh? What?”
“That’s the smell of bullshit, and you know it,” I said. “You had an obvious motive to murder each and every one of those people.”
“Are you talking about the writing group?” he asked.
“Of course I am, genius,” I said. “Admit it. You were angry when they kicked you out. Hell, more than angry. You were consumed with rage. You threatened them with violence.”
Eustace sputtered. “What? No…no, I didn’t. And I wasn’t. I mean, sure, I was angry, and maybe I said some things I shouldn’t have, but those guys were a bunch of pretentious pricks, dude! Thinking they were better than me. Like being a janitor who’s only publication is in a circular with a reach of fifty people is something to be proud of. Please. And don’t get me started on Cynthia. I have some theories about how she got that ghostwriting gig, and it has nothing to do with her writing ability, believe me.”
I wanted to argue with the little punk that I’d read all the most recent Rex Winters novels she’d ghostwritten and that all were exceptionally entertaining, but I didn’t feel it would help our case. Instead, I pulled out the miserable piece of poetry he’d written slandering the other members of his writing group.
“So you’re telling me this isn’t a threat?” I asked, pointing at the page.
“That?” said Eustace. “Dude, that’s not a threat. That’s art.”
“Really? Because it sure involves a lot of stabbing—and some weird fetishy stuff at the end.”
“That poem doesn’t prove anything, man,” said Eustace. “Free expression and all that.”
“You don’t really understand how the justice system works, do you?” I said.
“Look, Eustace,” said Steele, interrupting. “You have to admit the poem doesn’t look good. And besides, you knew the other victims. You knew where they lived, and—if this whole werewolf business can be believed—then you’re one of the only people around who could’ve stood toe to toe with them in a fight.”
Eustace snorted. “Shows how much you know. Cynthia was the strongest. She could’ve torn any of us to shreds if she’d wanted. Besides, she’s the only one among us who was free.”
Shay raised an eyebrow.
“She could transform anytime she wanted,” he said. “Some people call it autonomy. I call it being free.”
I scowled. “I’m not buying it, Eustace. Even if it’s true she was the strongest among you, it’s immaterial. She didn’t die in a fur flying, claws-bared werewolf fight, and I think you know that. You knew her. You could’ve gotten close to her, gotten the drop on her. The element of surprise is far more important in a fight than raw power. And you had an advantage no other person we know of has. You knew how to kill her because you’re a werewolf yourself.”
“No, no, you’ve got it wrong!” Eustace blinked in the bright light. I could tell the pressure was getting to him. “I mean, yes, I am a werewolf. But just because I am one doesn’t mean I know jack crap about them. I mean, if you caught malaria would that make you an expert on it?”
The kid had a point—not that I was going to admit it. “You transform into one every month. You live in that body, experience what it feels like, know your abilities. You’re telling me you don’t know more about werewolves than most?”
“Most, maybe,” said Eustace, “but not all. That crackpot Zeb knows way more about werewolves than I do.”
“That’s the second time you’ve spoken of him in a negative light,” said Steele. “I thought you guys were friends.”
“Are you kidding?” Eustace looked like we’d insulted his mother. “That dude is crazy. Straight mental. None of us liked him—or trusted him farther than we could throw him.”
I shared a look with Shay.
“Zeb seems pretty passionate about werewolves,” my partner said.
“Oh, he loves werewolves, alright,” said Eustace. “In the same way a dude with a sex doll loves women.”
“Why would Zeb want to kill any of your writing group pals?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” said Eustace. “Maybe he wanted to put our taxidermied bodies up on display in that freaky museum of his. Or maybe he wanted to get it on with Cynthia while she was in wolf form, and she told him to get lost. Nothing would surprise me with that creep.”
I gave my partner a glance, and I could tell from the look she returned she was thinking roughly the same thing I was. The interrogation hadn’t produced the results we’d hoped for, and I while I didn’t inherently believe anything Zeb had told us, I hadn’t really detected a murderer vibe from him, either. Eustace had been a little loopy on the walk back from the library, but he’d clearly noticed Zeb’s company. Was his accusation of the shaggy guy honest, or did he view him as a convenient and plausible fall guy?
I’d kept one piece of information quarantined from Eustace throughout the questioning. I finally released it. “How were the victims killed, Eustace?”
“How would I know?” he said. “I’m telling you guys, I didn’t kill anyone!”
“Take a guess,” I said. “Surely you heard rumors.”
“Something freaky, probably,” he said. “Maybe a beheading?”
I extracted the stiletto used to murder Terrence from one of my interior coat pockets. As I did so, I kept my eyes trained on Eustace’s. A decade plus of experience had polished me into a keen lie detector, and I prided myself on my ability to notice minor facial tics. Therefore, it was with no small measure of satisfaction that I noticed the widening of Eustace’s eyes. It was more obvious than I’d expected, though.
“You ever seen this before, Eustace?” I asked.
“Um…yeah,” he said. “I have.”
That threw me for a loop. “Are you finally admitting to the murders, then?”
“What? No. Stop trying to entrap me, dude.”
“That word doesn’t mean what you think it means,” I said. “Now tell me where you’ve seen this weapon before I have to pry it out of your mouth with a crowbar.”
“Relax, dude,” said Eustace. “I’ll tell you. It was in Zeb’s secret stash with all the other ones.”
I shared yet another look with Steele.
“You know, the secret stash?” said Eustace. “In the basement? It’s where he keeps all the freaky stuff.”
I did not know. And I wasn’t happy about it.
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“You lied to us, Zeb!” I said as I slammed the stiletto down on the interrogation table. “Not only have you seen these weapons before, but you do, in fact, know someone who collects them. You!”
Steele and I hadn’t agreed to extend the good cop, bad cop routine to Zeb. I yelled because I was pissed.
Zeb wrung his hands in the dingy darkness of the subterranean interrogation room. He’d been shackled to his chair to ensure he couldn’t make any trouble.
“I know, I know,” he said, his face showing signs of strain. “And I’m sorry I lied, Detective. But look at it from my perspective. If I’d told you I collected those weapons, you would’ve immediately assumed I’d been involved in the murders.”
“You’re damned right,” I said. “And I certainly would’ve assumed you were involved if it so happened that the specific weapons you collected were the exact same weapons used in the three murders thus far!”
Zeb shook his head. “I swear, Detective, I didn’t kill anyone, and I never intended for those weapons to be used for evil. That’s precisely why I collected them—so they wouldn’t fall into the wrong hands. I didn’t display them in my public collection, either. Despite the fact that I use sensationalism to sell tickets, I’d never showcase an exhibit that would educate people about or in any way encourage werewolf murder. You have to believe that!”
“Why would I?” I said, staring him down. “It seems as if everything you’ve told us has been either a carefully fabricated lie or a partial truth intended to deceive.”
“No, that’s not true,” said Zeb. “I love werewolves. I’d never do anything to hurt them!”
“Oh, really?” I said. “Then why didn’t you mention the stilettos with the cold reservoirs had been stolen from you? Why would you hide that fact?”
Zeb clenched his teeth in despair. “I didn’t know. It must’ve happened recently. I haven’t been down to the basement in days.”
I scowled and leaned over the table, placing my hands out wide before Zeb and his unwieldy mass of head and beard hair. “Look, Zebruder. You had multiple weapons—illegal weapons, I might add—in your possession mere days before they were used in a series of grisly murders. That’s a fact. Despite no communication from our department to you, we promptly found you at the scene of every crime. Fact. You proclaim you’re the city’s utmost expert on everything werewolves. You and you alone possess the requisite knowledge for werewolf murder, and you claim to have had close relationships with all of the victims, relationships that would’ve allowed you to get close to each and every one of them. Fact and fact. You’re a big strong guy. Bigger than me. You would’ve been able to handle yourself against a werewolf, and you certainly could’ve overpowered one if you attacked prior to their transformation. Your obsession with werewolves borders on the maniacal.”
Zeb shook his head furiously, tears dotting the corners of his eyes. “No. No, it’s not like that. You don’t understand…”
“Oh, I think I understand perfectly,” I said. “You claim to love werewolves, claim to be their friend, their confidant. You claim they’re wondrous creatures worthy of our adoration and respect. But your werewolf museum portrays them as dangerous beasts, and Eustace, a real live werewolf, thinks you’re a dangerous psycho. Now why would that be? You want to know what I think?”
Zeb continued to shake his head, tears breaking free and running for his beard.
“When I asked you why you weren’t a werewolf, you said it wasn’t that simple. I think you wish you could be a werewolf, but for whatever freaky reason, you can’t. And it eats at you like a cancer, doesn’t it? And so something inside you, something that might’ve started out as love, slowly turned into a roiling, churning hatred. I think you befriended werewolves in the hopes of becoming one, but when it didn’t happen, you decided if you couldn’t be one, then nobody should. I think you lured Terrence, Octavio, and Cynthia into your false friendship, and once you were done with them, you killed them. Admit it, man! You’re a serial killer! A murderer of werewolves.”
Zeb looked at me, tears streaming down his face, his eyes strained and panicked. He tried to form words to refute me, but his attempts degraded into choked sobs. He lowered his big, shaggy head into his hands and cried.
I almost felt sorry for him. Almost. I don’t have a lot of sympathy for murderers.
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“That was hard to watch at times,” said Shay as we walked back to our desks.
“Sometimes the suspects grit their teeth and refuse to say anything,” I said. “Sometimes they try to face you down but end up cracking under the pressure, spilling their guts on the floor in a mess of blubbering and denials. And sometimes they just plain break. Some guys can’t handle having the truth presented to them on a silver platter.”
“You think Zeb is guilty, then?”
I took a deep breath before responding. “Well…I didn’t say that.”
Rodgers and Quinto waited for us at our desks like a couple of well-intentioned vultures searching for case scraps.
“So, how’d the interrogations go?” asked Rodgers eagerly. Apparently their surly moods had evaporated under the case’s cool compress of curiosity.
“What are you guys doing?” I asked. “Don’t you have anything better to do?”
“Not really,” said Quinto. “Captain agreed with you. Said he thought we should all work together on this one until we put the closing stamp on the file. You know, given the recurring nature of the murders.”
“You’re kidding,” I said. “And you guys all thought I was crazy when I proclaimed to be in charge in his absence.”
“Well, you are crazy,” said Rodgers. “But even crazy people are right sometimes. Kind of like a broken clock.”
“I take offense to that. I’m right more than twice a day.” I gave Steele a soft punch in the shoulder. “So, you know what this means, don’t you?”
“What?” she said.
“That we can foist the paperwork off on these two when we’re done.”
Rodgers frowned. “Come on, Daggers. Did you learn anything useful or not?”
“Yes and no,” I said. “Yes, in that we discovered that these—” I produced the murder weapons from my coat pocket. “—belong to none other than our shaggy, delusional friend, Mr. Zebruder Coriander.”
“What?” said Rodgers.
“Seriously?” said Quinto.
“Yeah,” I said. “He’s apparently got a secret stash.”
“So what’s the ‘no,’ then?” said Rodgers.
“The ‘no’ is that despite the murder weapons being his, I’m not convinced Zeb is our guy.” I pointed to the cork board, which had been propped up against the far wall. ”One of you mind wheeling that thing over?”
Quinto obliged. As he did so, I noticed new sketches had been affixed to the surface of the board: one for Cynthia Gladwell, one for Zebruder Coriander, and one for Eustace Manshwitz. The sketches had been labeled with small strips of paper, and a good thing too, otherwise I might not have been able to recognize them. They looked as if they’d been drawn by a third grader.
“What the heck happened here?” I said. “Did our sketch guy from upstairs suffer a stroke?”
Quinto blushed. “Oh, um…no. I drew them. You and Steele were busy, so I figured I’d make myself useful. I gave it a shot and, well…it is what it is.”
“I think you do better work when you curl your hands into fists rather than around hunks of charcoal,” I said.
The big guy sulked.
“Well, I think you gave it a great effort,” said Shay.
Quinto perked up a bit. “Thanks, Steele. That’s a nice sentiment. A false one, but it’s nice.”
“Anyway,” I said. “The problem is we have two likely suspects in our murder investigations, Eustace and Zeb, but neither of them fits the profile of the murderer completely. Let’s start with Eustace.”
I pointed at his sketch. “On the surface, he seems like the obvious culprit. For one thing, he matches the description of our mystery killer given by Octavio’s nephew. He’s the right height, clean shaven, has short hair. He’s a bit on the slender side, but hidden underneath the right cloak, I could imagine how he might seem imposing to an eight-year-old.
“He also knew each of the three victims and had a clear motive for committing the crimes due to his expulsion from the writing group. He verbally threatened everyone upon being kicked out, and let’s not forget that dopey, violent poem of his. But he didn’t really have the necessary opportunity to commit the murders.”
“That’s news,” said Quinto. “Does he have an alibi for the past few nights?”
“That’s not exactly what I meant,” I said. “If both Eustace and Zeb can be believed—which is a big if, I know—then Cynthia was the only member of the group who could transform at will, and beyond that, she was the strongest member of the bunch. Last night when she was murdered, Eustace couldn’t have transformed into a werewolf, so how could he have overpowered her? Her apartment was trashed, and we didn’t find any evidence of knockout juice at her place like we did at Creepy’s. And even though Eustace was aware of the existence of the murder weapons, we didn’t find anything incriminating at his apartment or in his backpack. No stilettos with reservoirs for liquid, no needles, no drugs or chemicals. Nothing.”
“Meanwhile, Zeb is a big, strong guy,” said Steele. “If anyone might’ve had a chance at overpowering Cynthia before she transformed, he’d be the one.”
“Exactly,” I said.
“But there are problems with him as the murder suspect, too,” she said. “For one, he doesn’t match the description of the hooded man Sid gave us. He’s too big and too hairy. And despite Eustace’s claims, we didn’t see any bladed weapons at Zeb’s place. Nor did we see any of the other things we were looking for, like needles or containers of refrigerated liquid. Not that we have any idea why either of them would’ve been injecting the victims with drugs anyway. I think we can safely say Cairny’s theory about blood thickeners is incorrect, though.”
I nodded. “All good observations. But we now also know Zeb has a secret stash of weird stuff in his basement. If the murder weapons were stored down there, I’m assuming everything else used in the murders was, too.”
“So, what are we waiting for?” said Rodgers. “Let’s head back to Zeb’s place and see what we can find. If we’re lucky, we can wrap this business up tonight.”
“You in a hurry or something?” I asked.
“Not really,” he said. “I just like closure.”
“You know, there’s something else that’s been bothering me,” said Steele as we gathered our things. “Because of the way in which Octavio was murdered, we’d assumed the murderer knew his victims, otherwise how could he have gotten close enough to dose him with ether? It makes sense in the murder of Cynthia, too. Whoever killed her would’ve needed an element of surprise to overpower her. Now clearly Eustace and Zeb both knew the victims, but after Eustace insulted and threatened everyone in the writing group, why would they let him into their apartments, much less feel safe around him? And Eustace said that, contrary to Zeb’s own claims, none of the werewolves liked Zeb or trusted him. So the same question stands for him. How could he have gotten close enough to the others to murder them?”
“So, what?” said Quinto. “You think someone else is involved?”
Shay shrugged. “Maybe. But if so, who?”
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We stood in front of a pair of shuttered doors in the alley behind Zeb’s museum, the handles cinched together tightly by a padlock and heavy chain. Zeb had been too far gone in his sorrows to talk to us again, but from Eustace we’d learned the basement wasn’t connected to the rest of the abode. A thorough search of Zeb didn’t turn up the key to unlock it, but luckily for us, our status as members of the force granted us toys most civilians weren’t allowed to carry.
Quinto squatted in front of the doors, a massive pair of bolt cutters clutched in his meaty hands.
“Is that good?” said Rodgers. He shifted his lantern a little farther over the big guy’s shoulder.
“It’s fine,” said Quinto. “I’m not going blind, you know.”
Knowing we’d be descending into a subterranean hovel of unknown construction, we’d come prepared, but I hadn’t anticipated needing the lanterns before we started our spelunking expedition. In a very inconsiderate move, the sun set on us three-quarters of the way to Zeb’s place. I wondered how long I’d have to suffer before I found another chance to cram sustenance into the gaping hole that was slowly displacing my stomach.
With a snip of the cutters, the lock clanked to the ground in a lifeless heap. Quinto pulled the chains from the handles and tossed open the doors.
“After you, Daggers,” he said.
“You’re such a gentleman.” Lantern held before me, I descended into the blackness.
I’m not entirely sure what I expected to find, but a cluttered pile of boxes didn’t quite fit the bill. By the light of my lantern, I spotted at least a half-dozen storage racks, each crammed to the gills with boxes of any kind and construction—cardboard, plywood, you name it. More boxes leaned up against the basement walls, rubbing shoulders with teetering, freestanding piles of assorted crap.
I sighed. So much for a timely dinner.
“Alright, crew,” I said. “Time to split up. Everyone choose a rack and start digging. And let’s try to be efficient. I don’t care how freaky the stuff in your boxes might be, if it doesn’t pertain to our investigation, put that box aside and move on.”
Steele struck gold first, stumbling across an open fruit crate containing two additional long-bladed daggers with flasks in their hilts. One of them was a dead ringer for the one we’d found sticking out of Cynthia. I guess it was part of a set, which made it even more collectible to a loon like Zeb.
I didn’t encounter the same stroke of luck as my partner. My first few boxes contained crumbling books and bizarre periodicals running the gamut from the offensive to the incomprehensible. One box contained an anthology of werewolf erotica called Lusting after Lycanthrope Loins and a pseudoscientific publication entitled Phagocytosis and the Lycanthropic Foreign Particle. Both sounded dirty to me. I also found a foot-and-a-half long stick studded with canine teeth and with the words ‘Divining Wand’ etched into the side, not to mention the desiccated remains of what I assumed was once a human hand. While I contemplated what sort of psychopath kept a severed hand in his basement, I heard Rodgers’ call.
“Hey guys, come take a look at this.”
My sandy-haired friend stood in front of a bare stretch of wall slightly wider than Quinto’s shoulders. He stared at it intently, his lantern resting on the floor near his feet.
“Find anything?” I asked as I walked up.
“Maybe,” he said. “Does anything about this wall look off to you?”
I took a look to my left and then to my right, noting the condition of the wall’s neighboring sections. “You mean other than the fact that it’s not suffocating behind massive piles of crap?”
“No,” said Rodgers. “That’s exactly what I was going for.”
“You think there’s something fishy going on here?” said Quinto.
Steele leaned in to get a closer look. “Well, it’s definitely real mortar,” she said, picking at a chunk of cement with her fingernail. “Real stone, too. But look at this. Does that look like a crack to you?”
We all nearly cracked skulls as we leaned in together.
“See? Right there,” said Steele.
I saw what she meant. A hairline crack ran between the edge of the mortar and the stone slabs that composed the wall. After a few moments of squinting and running our fingers along crevices, we convinced ourselves the crack ran from floor to ceiling.
“Well, it’s definitely a door,” said Rodgers. “The only question is, how do we open it?”
We stood there scratching our heads until Shay broke the silence with a snap of her fingers. “I’ve got it.”
“Yeah?” I said.
She pointed to a spot on the wall to our right. “That wrought-iron sconce.”
Rodgers snapped his fingers as well. “Of course! Why didn’t I notice it? It’s the only one in the whole room—well, except for the one by the entrance, but that one makes sense. You’d need to light the room when you enter. This one? It seems a little superfluous, don’t you think?”
The pair grinned and flew into action.
“Here, give it a turn,” said Steele. “No, no, clockwise. What? That’s not working? Try counterclockwise. Come on, Rodgers, put some muscle into it.”
Rodgers grunted. “It’s not budging. Maybe we have to pull on it… Hmm… Nope. That’s not working, either. Maybe push up?”
I gave Quinto a shrewd look. “You want to try this our way, big guy?”
He shrugged. “Couldn’t hurt.”
“Come on,” I said. “Give me a brace.”
Quinto turned his back to the wall, squatted, and braced his hands against his legs. I put my back to his, lifted my feet up onto the stone wall, gritted my teeth, and pushed.
Fingernails clawed across a chalkboard, and the wall shifted.
Steele and Rodgers looked our way. “Oh,” said Steele. “Well, I guess that works, too.”
I clenched my jaw and pushed again. The door shifted another foot.
“Come on,” I said, hopping off Quinto’s back. “Give me a hand. I think I’ve loosened it.”
We all squeezed in tight, lowered our shoulders into the door, and pushed. With another horrible rasping squeal, the door swung open.
Dust tickled our noses as we stood there, surveying the scene before us. I found my voice first.
“Well, I have to admit…I did not expect that.”
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We stumbled into one of the last places a police officer—or any humanoid, for that matter—would ever want to find themselves: a creepy underground torture dungeon.
I snagged Rodgers’ lantern and hung it from a nasty-looking metal hook that dangled in the center of the smallish room. By its light, I could discern all the elements of the space that gave me the heebie-jeebies, not the least of which was a hulking cage on the far wall forged of thick, iron bars. I hoped the reddish hue of the metal was due to rust rather than blood, but I couldn’t detect any of the metallic, bitter scents that dried blood and stale bodily fluids so often emitted. Instead, the room smelled musty, and a fine layer of dust coated the floor.
A splintered pine table sidled up against the wall to my left. Forceps, pincers, knives, and other wicked implements littered its surface, but medical equipment lay there, too. I spotted gauze, rubber tubing, a scalpel, and syringes. Syringes! Finally that missing piece of evidence reared its pointy, little head.
As I absorbed the room’s contents, I started to realize my environs were less of a torture chamber and more of a freaky, experimental laboratory. A microscope sat on the edge of the pine table, and a rack to its right held beakers, flasks, and stacks of glass cell culture dishes. On the right side of the room, the ashy remains of a fire pit languished under the dust, and shiny slivers of glass within indicated beakers had once been heated in the coals—ineffectually, I might add.
“What the heck is this place?” I said.
“I’m not entirely sure,” said Steele. “But there’s one thing I’m becoming increasingly certain of. I think Zeb was lying when he said that, given his passionate love for the species, he’d never hurt a werewolf.”
“No kidding.” I walked over and tapped on the bars of the cage, causing a flake of rust to crack and fall to the ground. So it wasn’t blood. “You think this thing was used to hold werewolves?”
“Well, it’d have to be, wouldn’t it?” said Steele. “Look at those bars. They’re as thick as sausages. You don’t need that sort of heft to imprison normal people. And look at the metal on the inside. Most of it’s scratched and weathered. There are even some impressive gauges in spots. I’m going to guess it’d take some supernaturally augmented teeth or claws to inflict that sort of damage.”
I turned and spotted Rodgers and Quinto standing at the room’s entrance, hesitation showing on their faces.
“You two ok?” I asked.
“Oh…yeah,” said Quinto. “We were just trying to stay out of the way, that’s all. You know, in case Detective Steele starting suffering one of her spells.”
Rodgers scratched his head. “I’ve got to admit, I don’t have the foggiest idea how those powers of yours work, Steele. I mean, I figured if any place would’ve had the requisite aura, or temporal vibration, or whatever you call it, to cause you to experience those prescient visions of yours, this would’ve been it. I can’t imagine what sort of freaky stuff’s gone on in this room over the years. But, hey, it’s probably better for you, right? That way the visions won’t give you nightmares.”
Shay flushed. “Well…that’s a good point, Rodgers. I mean, the threads of the past can be very…fickle sometimes. And—”
“I think what my partner’s trying to say is she understands her abilities about as well as you do.” I forced out a chuckle. “Honestly, with all the uncertainty regarding what clairvoyants can and can’t do, you have to wonder how those kooks at her university are still employed. I mean, they’re more like cheerleaders than teachers, right?”
Shay pressed her lips together and gave a tiny shrug. “It’s ok, Daggers. I think it’s time they knew.”
“Really?” I arched an eyebrow. “You want to do this now? And here of all places?”
“Do what now?” asked Rodgers.
Steele faced the guys and launched into a spiel about how she was a fraud and a liar and how she’d never had psychic abilities in the first place and how she hoped she could someday regain the guys’ trust and admiration.
Quinto scratched his chin when she finished. “Huh.”
“Really?” said Rodgers.
Shay nodded.
“And you figured this out already, Daggers?” Rodgers said.
“Yup,” I said. “After our first case, in fact.”
Rodgers nodded. “Nice.”
“You don’t seem upset,” said Steele.
“Why would we?” said Rodgers. “You’re not our partner. And besides, you’re good at what you do. Probably better than Daggers.”
“Hey now,” I said.
Rodgers grinned. Him and his dang quips.
“What I don’t get is why you’d go to the trouble,” said Quinto. “As Rodgers said, you’re clearly qualified.”
“Don’t get her started,” I said. “Let’s just say the diversity statistics of our department aren’t particularly good.”
“What are you talking about?” said Rodgers. “Quinto is half…well, you know.”
The big guy glared at him.
“I’m talking about what’s dangling between our legs,” I said.
“Ok,” said Steele. “I think it’s time to get back to the case at hand, wouldn’t you agree?”
We all nodded. The air was getting a little awkward.
“Alright,” said Steele. “So I think we can all agree this is some sort of werewolf confinement slash experimentation slash torture room, right?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Although I have to admit, when Eustace told us Zeb’s obsession with werewolves bordered on the unhealthy, I didn’t envision this.”
“I don’t think he did, either,” said Steele.
“What do you mean?” asked Quinto.
“Well, Eustace couldn’t have had any knowledge of this room,” said Shay. “If he had, he would’ve told us about it, probably during his accusation of Zeb.”
I nodded in assent. “And I’m willing to bet none of the other werewolves knew about this room, either. I mean, if you were a werewolf and you found out someone you knew had a secret room in their basement where they tortured members of your kind, wouldn’t you mention it to your werewolf buddies?”
“Honestly, I don’t think this room’s been used for much of anything recently,” said Quinto. “Look at all the dust.”
“So Zeb has this secret torture room, but he didn’t use it on any of the murder victims?” said Rodgers. “He must’ve used it on someone. You don’t build a werewolf prison just for kicks.”
“Guys, take a look at this.” Steele kneeled down, pinched something between her fingers, and stood back up.
“What is it?” I said, squinting to make it out.
“It’s a strand of honey blond hair,” she said.
“And?” I said. “So the big guy sheds. We already know he was down here.”
“Yes, but there’s more of these,” she said. “And they’re all inside the cage.”
Shay pointed. We looked—and gasped.
“Wait,” I said. “You don’t think—”
“—that the cage wasn’t for his victims,” said Shay. “No. I think the cage was for him.”
“Zeb’s a werewolf?” said Rodgers.
“He said he wasn’t,” said Quinto.
“So?” said Shay. “He’s lied about pretty much everything else we’ve asked him about. Why wouldn’t he lie about that? Think about it. The guy’s pathologically obsessed with werewolves. He’s devoted his entire life to them. He knows far more about physiology and immunology than a crackpot museum owner like him has any right to. And look around us. This isn’t exactly a typical torture room—not that those are typical in any way, but you know what I mean. There’s a microscope, plates for cell cultures, surgical supplies. He must’ve been experimenting, trying to find a way to turn himself into a werewolf. And he must’ve succeeded. I mean, let’s be honest, Daggers. You mentioned how Zeb’s a big strong guy, how he could’ve tangled with a werewolf. But could he? Really? If what we think we know about werewolves is true, they probably would’ve torn Zeb to shreds. And besides, someone engaged in a knock-down, drag-out fight with Cynthia last night, and Zeb doesn’t have a scratch on him to show for it.”
“If you’re right,” said Quinto, “we need to get back to the precinct in a hurry. If he took on Cynthia while in wolf form, then he can transform at any time. He could be murdering officers while we speak!”
“Whoa, whoa,” I said, holding my hands up. “Hold on a second, big guy. While I appreciate the enthusiasm, Steele’s theory doesn’t make any sense.”
“No?” she said. “How so?”
“Well, for one thing, none of this helps us establish a motive for the murders. As much as I now believe Zeb’s a total psychopath, I think his love for werewolves is genuine. He loves them so much he wanted to become one. So why would he go to the trouble of turning himself into one only to go murder all the others? And while I agree Zeb certainly could’ve been lying about his werewolf status, you guys didn’t watch his face when I asked that question. It pained him to talk about it. If he’d gotten what he’d wanted and contracted lycanthropy, why would that question bother him?”
“Maybe he regrets his decision,” said Shay. “Maybe he turned into the wrong kind of werewolf.”
“Not if you’re right,” I said. “He’d have to be the autonomous kind, which is clearly the more powerful, more desirable kind to be. No, no. This goes deeper.”
“Alright then, Mr. Master of the Deductive Arts,” said Steele. “If I’m wrong, come up with a more plausible hypothesis that explains the presence of his hair in the werewolf cage.”
I rubbed my brow. “Look, I don’t know, ok? Maybe he’s balding, and he lost the hairs while mucking out the pen. Maybe he finds the solitude of the cage comforting, and he gives himself haircuts in there. Or maybe the hairs aren’t his.”
The truth hit me like a ten-pound hammer.
I blinked slowly. “Or…oh. I think I know who our murderer is.”
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“You ready?” I asked Quinto.
“Ready as I’ll ever be,” he said. “I hope this works.”
“Me, too,” I said. “The rest of you clear on the plan?”
Rodgers and Shay nodded. My partner in particular looked squeamish. She hadn’t agreed with my plan.
I gripped Daisy tightly and knocked on the door.
I heard footsteps, and the door opened to reveal a typical teenager’s bedroom. Between it and us stood a young man with shoulder-length, honey blond hair.
“Um…can I help you?” said Milton Coriander.
“Get him!” I yelled.
Quinto leapt into action, moving quicker than a guy his size had any right to. He wrapped a giant arm around Milton’s neck and swung behind him, catching his own fist with his free hand and pulling tight. I delivered a pot shot with Daisy to the middle of Milton’s face while Rodgers sent a flying knee into the kid’s scrotal region. Milton snarled, his hands shooting to Quinto’s arm, his fingers grasping for purchase. I cocked another shot with Daisy.
That’s when the crazy hit the fan.
Milton started to grow, and not like a seedling pushing its way through dirt in search of sun and fresh air—more like one of those fake snakes that shoots out of a can of novelty peanuts. His clothes split and burst as his rapidly expanding body shot upward. Hair sprouted from his skin, his fingernails thickened and turned into claws, and his face stretched toward me, pulling his nose and teeth into a snarling muzzle.
I would’ve sworn, but I was far too busy pummeling Milton’s furry, fang-toothed face with my truncheon. I got another four or five shots in before he swiped me with a paw that sent me flying into his bed frame.
Quinto still held Milton in a headlock, but the kid had grown so tall the big guy’s feet now dangled six inches off the floor. Quinto’s muscles bulged as he squeezed on Milton’s furry neck with all his might.
Milton grasped for Quinto’s head. I suffered a sudden vision of a burst melon, but before my nightmares could come true, Rodgers threw himself into the side of the werewolf’s knees in a move that’s banned in every sport known to man for its ligament shredding potential. Milton crumpled and roared in pain, but rather than permanently drop him, the move only angered him.
With his feet back on solid ground, Quinto squeezed on the kid’s neck as if he were trying to win a prize at a carny game. The move was working—Milton was slowing, but I didn’t want to take any chances. I picked myself up, ran forward, and delivered a full strength, no holds barred uppercut to Milton’s chin, backed by the entire weight of my meat, cheese, and fried-dough fed body.
The blow spun his head up and to the right. Milton kept it there for a moment before turning it back down to face me. He stared at me with his dark brown, fury-filled werewolf eyes and growled.
I had a bad feeling my day was about to take a turn for the worse. I sent a quick prayer to any and all gods for a miracle.
Apparently, one of them heard me and decided I wasn’t so big of a jerk that I wasn’t worth saving.
“Get back, Daggers!” yelled Steele.
I’d lost my partner during the scuffle, but I took her advice. I dove to the floor, narrowly escaping a nasty werewolf swipe that probably would’ve separated my head from my shoulders. In the meantime, she jumped and joined Quinto on the creature’s back.
Milton stood, a clawed hand on Quinto’s arm, his breathing labored.
“Hold your breath, Quinto!” she said. 
Her hand came forward, clutching a dripping wad of white cotton rags. As I tried to understand what was going on, she stuffed the wad in the werewolf’s mouth.
“Now let go!” Shay said.
That seemed like a bad idea to me, but I didn’t have time to argue. Quinto apparently trusted my partner with his life. He released the furry neck, and Milton gasped, sucking air greedily in through his mouth.
He took one step toward me and stumbled, his eyes defocusing, and suddenly I knew what Steele had done.
The werewolf stumbled to his knees, his head wobbling dangerously from side to side. Not wanting to leave anything to chance, I rounded on him and delivered another vicious blow with Daisy. This time, my gal pal peppered her magic fairy dust over the victim. He slumped and fell onto the floor with a thud.
Moments after he hit the hardwood, his body began to revert to human form, but at a far cry from the rate at which he’d initially turned, like air slowly being let out of an oversized werewolf balloon.
I wiped a drop of sweat from my brow as I stood over the shrinking figure. Quinto sat on the floor panting and holding his arm, which featured a few red gouges that glistened and stained the sleeve of his coat. Steele rose to her feet and offered Quinto a hand.
“Here, let me help,” said Rodgers, approaching from near the door. “He’d pull you over if you tried that.”
As Rodgers helped his partner up, I turned to mine. “Nice work. Where’d you find the ether?”
Shay pointed to a corner of the room where a laboratory supply crate filled with syringes, glass bottles, and a large metal flask of some sort sat. I also noticed a dark, hooded cloak draped over the right side of the bed’s headboard.
“I had it in the back of my mind we might find the chemicals here,” she said. “When things turned south with Milton, I sprang into action.”
“So basically as soon as we set foot in the door, then,” I said.
“Pretty much,” said Steele.
“You ok, Quinto?” I asked.
“I got gashed pretty good,” he said, looking at his arm. “Might even need some stitches, but it’s nothing I won’t heal from. You?”
“I’ll have some sore ribs tomorrow, but I didn’t break anything,” I said. “Now come help me secure this guy. I don’t think ropes will help any, though chains might work. I say we wrap his face in ether-soaked rags and high-step it back to the precinct.”
As Rodgers and Quinto gathered the materials, I stopped my partner with a hand to her shoulder. “Hey, Steele?”
“Yes?” she said.
“Thanks. You saved our lives. I’m not kidding. We owe you. All of us.”
Rodgers and Quinto nodded in agreement.
“Yes. Thank you,” said Quinto.
A shy smile crept across her face. “Well, you’re welcome. Anytime. Although, let’s try not to make this a regular occurrence. I’m not sure how many creative ways I can come up with to take down vicious, furry werebeasts.”
“Let’s just hope we don’t need another method this evening,” I said.
It was a sobering thought. We doubled up on the ether.
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“You know, I have to admit,” said Shay. “That went far better than I expected.”
“I know, right?” I said. “There’s so many points at which it all could’ve blown up in our faces, not least of which during the walk back here. I was afraid we’d run out of goofy juice.”
“I meant I was surprised he ended up being willing to talk,” said Steele.
“Oh, right,” I said. “That worked out nicely, too.”
We walked from the holding cells toward our work stations on the main floor, having successfully imprisoned and interrogated Milton and survived the ordeal with nary a scratch between us.
“Can I tell you something, though?” said Steele.
“Of course,” I said.
“When he first woke up and charged us as he transformed, I was afraid the cage might not hold.”
“Really?” I said. “That enclosure we put him in was built for trolls. There’s no way he’d break out.”
“I knew that,” said Steele. “At least the logical side of me did. Trust me, I know how strong tempered steel can be. But still, watching a seven-foot werewolf with teeth and claws like razors charge you with only a few metal bars between you and him?”
I nodded. “Logic goes right out the window when you’re scared. The mind’s funny like that.”
“You didn’t seem frightened,” she said.
I smirked. “I’ve been doing this for a long time.”
“So you eventually learned not to be afraid?”
“Nope,” I said. “I learned not to show it. On the inside, I’m still terrified. But I put on a brave face.”
We found Rodgers and Quinto packing up their things as we reached our desks, the latter of which had a thick, white bandage wrapped around his forearm.
“Hey, you guys are still here,” I said.
“Quinto just finished with the medic,” said Rodgers, “and I debriefed the Captain while you guys got Milton situated. You manage to get anything other than growls and spittle out of the kid?”
“Surprisingly, yes,” I said. “Once he vented a little of his latent anger on the troll cage, he reverted back to human form and settled down. Eventually he sung like a canary. I think he was almost relieved to get some of it off his chest, though Shay helped. She has a knack for drawing narratives out of young, male suspects.”
My partner gave a miniature curtsey.
Rodgers and Quinto shared an eyebrow raise.
“Well,” said the big guy as he threw on his coat, “we were going to wait until tomorrow morning to pester you about it, but since you’re already back, why don’t you fill in the missing details for us.”
“It’s more or less what we expected,” I said. “Zeb, as I surmised, is not a werewolf, but he does love them to an unhealthy degree. He spent years trying to become one, experimenting with werewolf blood, injecting himself with serums, even begging werewolves to bite him in the name of science. According to Milton, the weirdo even raked himself with the teeth from a dead werewolf once, hoping it might have the desired effect a bite from a live werewolf didn’t.”
Rodgers grinned at me. “If anything, wouldn’t that have turned him into a zombie werewolf?”
“Don’t start with me,” I said. “Anyway, Zeb’s studies led him to the conclusion that werewolfism, or lycanthropy, or whatever you want to call it, isn’t purely a transmitted disease, otherwise he would’ve been able to infect himself with it. But neither is it a purely genetic condition. His history texts made that clear. But there had to be some connection, some factor that made Zeb—and the majority of the population at-large—immune to its ravages. So Zeb came to the conclusion that werewolfism is a disease, but only a small subset of people have the genetic predisposition to catch it. And this is where the story gets really weird.”
“You guys remember when Daggers asked Zeb about his estranged wife and he skirted the issue?” said Shay.
Quinto and Rodgers nodded.
“Well,” she said, “it turns out Zeb found a woman who possessed several ancestors who’d become werewolves,” said Shay. “Zeb befriended her, made her fall in love with him, impregnated her, and when she gave birth to their child, he kidnapped him—their son, Milton.”
Quinto blinked. “You’re kidding.”
“Nope,” said Shay. “If Zeb couldn’t give himself lycanthropy, he figured he’d try to pass that greatest of gifts onto another, someone close to him, his own flesh and blood. There was only one problem. Well, two really. The first was Milton’s predisposition to the disease wasn’t as great as Zeb had hoped. It took years of testing and experimentation before the disease took hold of his son. And second? Well…the second problem is that Milton doesn’t currently have, nor has he ever had, any interest whatsoever in being a werewolf.”
“The kid hates his old man with a passion,” I said. “Hates that he kidnapped him and stole him from his mother. Hates that he locked him up in a cage and performed medical tests and experiments on him for the greater part of his childhood. And most importantly, he hates that he turned him into a werewolf. A ‘freak of nature’ were the specific words Milton used.”
“Wait,” said Rodgers. “If Milton’s a werewolf and his dad isn’t, and if he resents and hates his old man so much, why didn’t he tear the old guy to shreds and be done with it?”
“Well, that part’s complicated,” I said. “We might need to talk to a clinical psychologist before we can fully unravel it, but from my understanding, there’s a specific psychological affliction that affects kidnapping victims who’ve been forced to live with their captors for long periods of time. Something-or-other syndrome—I forget the name. It makes them relate to their captors and minimize the pain they’ve been put through. And there’s more to it. Though Zeb kidnapped Milton, he’s his biological father and the only family the kid’s ever known. Think most father-son relationships are love-hate affairs? This is like that to a power of ten.”
“Well, that makes sense,” said Quinto, scratching his chin. “But it doesn’t explain why he killed those other werewolves.”
“There’s more to the story, of course,” said Steele with a smile. “Keep in mind Milton hates, and I mean absolutely despises, werewolves—and that’s not a hypocritical statement. He hates himself, too. The poor kid really is a piece of work, but that’s neither here nor there. The important thing is, unlike his father, Milton’s singular purpose in life has been to figure out a way to cure himself of his disease.”
“Remember how Zeb mentioned Milton just started to attend college this year, and he’s working on a degree in biology?” I said. “Well, his interest in biology and immunology goes way back, and he’s been doing small tests regarding the nature of werewolfism in the privacy of his own home for years. But it was only recently, when he got a job at the university’s biology laboratory, that he finally had access to more modern equipment to help him in his studies. He was able to create cultures of his own blood and develop a serum he hoped might cure him of his disease. It’s also, incidentally, where he obtained the ether he used to dose Octavio and the refrigerated gas he put in the murder weapons.”
“Milton recently finished perfecting the serum he thought might cure him,” said Shay. “But he was afraid to use it. Given that lycanthropy only takes hold in the host if they have a weakness to the disease in the first place, he worried the cure, if it worked, might cause irreparable damage to him. So Milton decided he’d try it out on others first.”
“The others being the writing group,” I said. “According to Milton, most of them did, in fact, think his dad was a crackpot. But they thought Milton was ok. They knew he wanted to find a cure for lycanthropy, and they supported him in the endeavor. None of the others particularly liked being werewolves, either. Milton just conveniently failed to mention to any of them he was a werewolf, too—or that he was a sociopathic werewolf hater and soon-to-be murderer.”
Shay nodded. “Milton’s first try was with Terrence. He convinced him to stay home the night of the full moon, and after he’d transformed, Milton injected him with the serum. Unfortunately, it didn’t have the desired effect. Rather than curing him of the disease, it made him even more virile and wolflike. Terrence wasn’t pleased. According to Milton, Terrence attacked him in a rage—and was quite surprised when Milton transformed in return. The two tussled and Milton eventually killed him with a cold dagger.”
“Now, remember Milton detests werewolves,” I said. “If the serum hadn’t worked, Milton had planned to kill Terrence anyway as a ‘service to the world.’ But Terrence forced his hand.”
“As a result, Milton thought he’d taken a wrong turn with his serum,” said Shay. “Instead of working to deactivate the body’s ‘lycanthropic detectors,’ perhaps it worked to activate them instead. So the following night, he donned his spooky mystery cloak and paid a visit to Octavio. He knocked him out with ether as a means to keep him quiet, then injected him with the serum to see if it would cause him to transform into a werewolf despite the moon not being full. He watched him all night, but nothing happened, so Milton murdered him and went back to the drawing board.”
“Milton believes autonomous and cyclical lycanthropy is the same disease but with a different genetic component,” I said. “He thought his serum would work on any kind of werewolf, but he started to doubt himself after failing to cure either Terry or Octavio. So next he went after Cynthia, except he tried a new trick. He refrigerated his serum, thinking that if werewolves are naturally susceptible to cold, a refrigerated serum would be more effective at eliminating the disease than a room temperature version. That’s why Cairny found frostbite burns near the injection site on Cynthia’s arm.
“Unfortunately, the temperature of the serum made no difference, and he found himself in quite the battle for his life against the ghostwriter. Ultimately, Milton won and managed to spear Cynthia in the heart, just like the others.”
“And that’s all there is to it,” said Steele, “though Milton’s pretty bent out of shape about the fact that his serum failed. He’d poured his life, young as it is, into it. Honestly, if you want to experience what years of physical and emotional abuse can do to a person, go chat with him. Now that he knows his serum doesn’t work, he pled with us to kill him. Thinks it’d be better for everyone. Although he didn’t fail to mention that we should kill Eustace, too, since he didn’t have a chance to do it himself.”
Rodgers shook his head. “That’s messed up. I almost wish I hadn’t asked what you’d learned.”
“That’s a lie and you know it,” I said. “You barely would’ve slept if you’d left before getting closure. Alison probably would’ve kicked you out of bed in the middle of the night because of your uncontrollable twitching.”
“And how exactly do you know how I behave in bed?” asked Rodgers.
I grunted in response.
“I’m just pulling your leg, Daggers,” said Rodgers. “You’re right, but with that said, I’d better get going. I’m late, and Alison’s going to be steamed. See you guys tomorrow.”
We waved him goodbye.
Quinto shrugged. “Well, I’m going to head out. I’m running late, too.”
“You? Running late?” I said. “For what? You never do anything but work and eat.”
Quinto adopted the shifty eyes he’d sprung on me earlier. “What? No, that’s not what I meant. It’s just an expression. I mean, it’s late, and—”
“Relax,” I said. “Go enjoy your date.”
Quinto squinted at me, perhaps deciding if it was worth crushing me like a bug and suffering the consequences later.
“Don’t worry. I won’t tell the Captain,” I said. “Mum’s the word.”
The big guy shook his head and walked off.
Shay nudged me in the ribs. “So…you finally figured out who Cairny’s dating, did you?”
“Give me some credit,” I said. “I may be slow, but I’m not stupid.”
Shay rolled her eyes, but she might’ve done it ironically.
I let it slide. “Come on. I’ll walk you out.”
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I accompanied my partner to the station’s double doors and onto the precinct’s front steps. The city lanterns that hung every third of a block provided little light, but the waning moon still packed some punch—enough to prevent me from tripping on a pot hole and breaking my neck on my walk home.
Shay stood on the steps. A light breeze tickled her neck and lifted a loose strand of hair up across her face. With a delicate finger, she wrangled the strand and tucked it back behind her ear. She glanced at me as she did so.
I don’t think Shay intended anything special to be delivered with that glance. It was a glance like any other, one that could’ve conveyed curiosity or apprehension or nothing at all. But regardless of her intentions, the glance triggered something within me—the well of emotions I’d been struggling with, but more than that, too.
My mind sagged under a combination of feelings and memories. I felt a heightened awareness of the two long years I’d spent divorced from my wife, Nicole, and the maddening quiet that had reigned over my apartment ever since. I confronted the excessive number of hours I’d spent at Jjade’s, wallowing in beer and conversation and crowd noise to fill the various holes inside of me. And I succumbed to a new feeling, the feeling I’d so recently embraced outside Cynthia’s apartment, the one that rejected my emotional tethers to the past while acknowledging the changes I needed to make to avoid the same pitfalls as before. It was a feeling of possibilities, countless possibilities, and yet one solitary possibility all at the same time—a possibility that stood before me, glancing at me, and tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.
“Are you alright, Daggers?” Shay said.
“Me? Oh…yeah, I’m fine.” I scratched the back of my neck and took a deep breath. Here goes nothing. “But, um…it’s dark.”
My partner smiled. “That’s very astute of you. Did you just notice it? Because it’s been this way for a couple hours.”
I cleared my throat. “That didn’t come out the way I’d intended. What I meant was, since it’s dark, I could walk you home if you’d like. You know…for safety.”
“Oh.” Shay blinked. “Well, that’s very nice of you, Daggers. And I’d accept, but…”
I felt a constriction in my chest. Combined with my bruised ribs, it wasn’t a pleasant feeling. “But what?”
“I was actually thinking about getting some dinner first.”
“Oh,” I said.
Shay raised her eyebrows and tilted her head. “Would you like to join me?”
“Wait…are you asking me out to dinner?” I said.
“I don’t have anyone else to dine with,” she said. “And as annoying as you can be sometimes, I prefer your company to none at all.”
I nodded. “I’ve been told I grow on people. Kind of like a fungus.”
That made Shay smile, and that in turn made me smile.
“One condition though,” said Steele. “I get to choose where we eat.”
I performed an exaggerated eye roll. “Oh. Well, I guess that’s fair seeing as you didn’t get a fair choice on lunch today. Where’d you have in mind?”
“I was thinking that gnome place a few blocks away.”
“What? The one with the terrible noodles? I thought you hated that place.”
“Not that dump,” said Shay. “The sit down restaurant with the little steamed goat dumplings and the seaweed soup.”
“Oh, that one,” I said. “Well, sure. I’m in. I love that place.”
“Really?” Shay looked at me askance. “It seems a little gastronomic for your tastes.”
“Are you kidding?” I said. “I love dumplings. Anything I can eat with my fingers is fine in my book.”
“You know, technically you can eat just about anything with your fingers,” said Shay as we started walking.
I tapped my digits on my chin. “Good point. I might have to try eating more foods with my hands. It might open up new sensory avenues of tastes and textures. However, I can’t imagine the strategy would go over well. Certainly not at any of the places you drag me to.”
“Not so much.” Shay glanced at me again, smiled, and shook her head.
“What?”
“Oh, nothing,” she said. “I started imagining all the uncouth ways you might ruin a nice dinner. Chief among them was you whipping out that most recent Rex Winters novel and reading in the middle of the meal.”
“Don’t tempt me,” I said, raising a finger. “I’m still not done with it, you know.”
“So what do you think’s going to happen to the series now that the ghostwriter’s dead?”
I shrugged. “Who knows. It’ll probably revert back to Frank Gregg writing them, in which case I’d be better off not reading them anymore.”
“Maybe you could do it,” said Shay.
“Do what?” I asked.
“Be the ghostwriter,” she said.
I gave her a look indicating how half-baked I thought that idea was.
“No, I’m serious,” she said. “You’re clearly a die-hard fan of the series, so you know all the characters and plot lines intimately. You’ve got experience as a real life detective, which I’m sure could give you tons of ideas for future story lines. And you’re always complaining about how you don’t have enough spare cash and how you have nothing to do in the evenings.”
I scratched my chin. “Ok, while all of that’s true, here’s the thing. My job entails taking subtle clues and using them to recreate a picture of past events, sorting through lies and fibs and half-truths from dozens of sources, and generally putting my life on the line as herds of brain-addled thugs and bloodthirsty killers try to turn my body into fertilizer. Writing, on the other hand? That’s hard.”
Shay smiled, and I returned the favor. I could tell it’d be late indeed before I got to polish off the last of Rex Winters in Double Blind Danger, and that fact didn’t bother me in the slightest.
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