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            Prologue

         

         When Kat lifted her head up from between Stacey’s thighs, she said in a tone not unlike one might use to remark on the weather, “We’re going back to Seattle.”

         “What?” Stacey panted, still catching her breath from the explosion of bliss that had seized her only a moment ago.

         “I said we’re going back to Seattle.”

         “You mean a city in France called Seattle, right?”

         Kat crawled forward, flipping her lustrous blond hair over her shoulder as she lay down next to Stacey. “Why do you care if we go back?”

         “Come on, you know why I care.” Stacey hadn’t been back to her hometown in almost five years, not since her former best friend dumped her for a rich piece of ass. Even that might not have been a deal-breaker—chicks before dicks, after all—but for the fact that her “friend” had used knowledge of the future to save her life…and then never told her. Never gave her an option to choose if she wanted to defy fate or not, or to come to terms with whatever that decision might have been. She should be dead. She was dead. How many times had the universe killed her, only to have its will thwarted by a woman who fucks to see the future?

         Stacey wasn’t one to hold a grudge, but…okay, she held a grudge. She had her own hot piece of ass now, her own soul mate, a reason for living even though she wasn’t supposed to be alive. Kat made room in her hectic life for Stacey, had brought her girlfriend into the fold so they could be together. For over five years they’d been a team, doing odd jobs for Kat’s employers, an organization Stacey knew only as Northwalk. Kat admitted she had blood relations with the top echelon of the group—their leader was her mother—but they weren’t close, and only communicated when business required it. Stacey and Kat had traveled the world together, occasionally doing something as grand as stealing a piece of fine art from a wealthy asshole (Kat excelled at the honeypot con), or something as simple as picking up a person’s mail. Maybe fate had decreed she and Kat should be together, too.

         Now they lay in a ridiculously fancy hotel room in a posh resort on the French Riviera, and Kat wanted to go back to goddamn Seattle, where it had all begun. The place she’d run away from, the place where she’d died, and where the person she had trusted the most, who’d lied to her for years, still lived.

         “So what if you run into her?” Kat skimmed a finger along Stacey’s sweaty collarbone, working her usual magic. It wasn’t a coincidence Kat dropped this bombshell in the middle of their lovemaking. Sex was her greatest weapon and she wasn’t afraid to use it, even against her own girlfriend. “You don’t owe her an explanation.”

         “I know that,” Stacey snapped. “But she owes me one, and she’ll dance around it instead, all, ‘I did what I thought was right,’ and ‘I knew you wouldn’t take it well, blah, blah, blah.’” She pushed herself to the head of the four-post bed and hugged her knees. “You know Seattle sucks this time of year. Cold and rainy doesn’t inspire holiday cheer. I never had a white Christmas growing up, not once.”

         “You won’t have a white Christmas here, either.”

         “The white sands of the Mediterranean are close enough.” She sighed. “Why do we have to go back?”

         “Something big is about to go down.”

         Stacey cringed. Shit. This was what she’d been hired for, but still she had hoped this day would be much farther into the future. She didn’t know or care what Northwalk’s ultimate goals were, as long as she and Kat could be together. Her gaze raked over their five-star hotel room, the midafternoon sun glinting off bay windows framing an azure sky, Kat’s naked, tanned body coiled across the white bedspread. Paradise—like she’d died and gone to heaven. She shuddered, thinking of all she was about to lose. “But why do we have to go back?”

         Kat sat up. She put a hand on Stacey’s arm and squeezed reassuringly. Then her grip tightened, until her fingers dug into her girlfriend’s flesh. Stacey yelped and tried to pull her arm away, but Kat held it fast. She was stronger than she looked; quicker, too. And meaner.

         What was Kat doing? Her ice blue eyes cut into Stacey’s with a ferocious intensity Stacey had never seen before.

         “We need to go because Cassandra says it has to be now,” Kat said, her voice pitch-black velvet. “And I want my goddamn inheritance.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         
            You will walk up the stairs until you reach the eighteenth floor. You’ll use the security badge you procured from your lover to exit the stairwell and gain access to the inner offices. If you stay flush with the outer walls, you’ll avoid the cameras. After you reach the executive suites, you will spot a conference room under construction. You will find a cluster of boxes filled with nails and other construction supplies in the corner of the room.

            That is where you will plant the bomb.

            Obey my divine will, as you, my child, are my agent of flesh, commanded to break apart the ebony fox and red raven. Love me as I love you, and fear me as they will fear you.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         Valentine Shepherd sat cross-legged on her son’s squat bed, gritting her teeth as she watched Simon dig through a pile of brightly colored books with cardboard pages and huge fonts. The kids’ room sported an abundance of short bookcases, but still they had too many books to fit, the excess strewn across the floor as miniature mountains of knowledge. Like father, like son.

         “Just pick one, Simon.”

         He kept rooting. Val took a deep breath and tried to control her annoyance. It was already an hour past the twin’s usual bedtime, as they’d insisted on “helping” her bake a batch of gingersnaps for the holiday cookie exchange between her group of playdate moms—well, mostly nannies—the following day. As she juggled cookie trays, they decided to have a raw egg fight in the living room. She’d ordered them upstairs, then cleaned up the slimy mess. Toby, their Jack Russell terrier, helped by licking egg yolks off the walls. Then he puked them up onto the carpet. At that point, she’d smelled the cookies burning.

         “Just pick one, Simon.”

         After a minute he snatched up a book he liked, sprinted back to Val, and dropped it into her lap.

         Val read the cover. “The Night Before Christmas. Appropriate enough.”

         Simon launched himself onto the bed and snuggled up to his mother. He beamed up at her, beautiful hazel eyes with starbursts of emerald green at their centers radiating the pure love of a devoted four-year-old. Val’s irritation ebbed, her love for her children an aloe that always soothed her most frayed nerves. She ruffled his blond hair and kissed his head.

         “Lydia, come on,” Val called out.

         A moment later her daughter wandered into the room, head down and eyes glued to a tablet computer.

         “Turn that off. It’s time for a story, then bed.”

         Lydia looked up and pushed black hair out of her big gray eyes. “But Mommy,” she whined. She turned the tablet toward Val. Flashing stars danced across the screen; some kind of numbers game. “I almost have the high score.”

         “That’s great, honey. Turn it off.”

         Lydia’s delicate pink lips curled into a pout, then she pressed the power button until the screen went black. She dropped it on top of a book pile and curled up next to Val, opposite her brother.

         “Okay.” God, finally.“The Night Before Christmas, here we go…” Val flipped to the first page. “‘’Twas the night before Christmas, when all through the house—’”

         “How does Santa get down the chimney?” Simon asked.

         “It’s a trade secret.”

         “Santa’s not real,” Lydia told Simon in her usual serious tone.

         “Lydia!” Val frowned at her daughter.

         Simon’s lips trembled and he looked at his mother with big doe eyes.

         “Of course Santa’s real,” she said to Simon. “In a way. He lives in our hearts.” She smiled at her son, and his wounded innocence turned to confusion. It was good enough. “Okay, so where were we…” She cleared her throat and tried to read with the practiced animation Max was so good at when he usually did this. Her exhaustion made it a hard sell. “‘’Twas the night before Christmas, when all through the house, not a creature was stirring, not even—’”

         “When’s Daddy coming home?” Lydia asked.

         “In two days.”

         Simon: “Where is he?”

         “Fort Lauderdale. That’s in Florida, America’s flaccid wang.” Val cracked a smile. They wouldn’t know what that meant for years. There was no shame in enjoying a dirty inside joke with herself. Reminded her that she technically still belonged to the adult world despite being consumed by the daily grind of four-year-old affairs. She took her small pleasures wherever she could get them.

         Lydia and Simon peered around their mother and at each other. Their eyes widened and misted over with a glaze Val recognized, the one that sent a cold chill racing up her spine.

         Simon said, “Daddy was in Florida—”

         “But he’s not there now,” Lydia finished.

         Val swallowed hard. She wished they wouldn’t do this. More than wished—she prayed to God they wouldn’t do this. She’d hoped the twins had escaped the curse that afflicted her and Max, but since their verbal skills had exploded over the last six months, it was becoming clearer by the day they hadn’t. They knew things they shouldn’t, and they didn’t need to be in a trance to see it, like Max and Val—they were Alphas, like Cassandra, the woman in white she’d seen only in her visions. Other parents expressed amazement at how advanced Lydia and Simon were, sometimes through teeth clenched together in jealousy at their own child’s implied inferiority.

         But what made them special made them vulnerable. They would be coming for her children. Maybe someday soon. Sten Ander, her sometimes enemy/sometimes ally, had told her they called themselves Northwalk. They owned Cassandra, and they wanted Simon and Lydia as well. She would burn down the world before she let her children be stolen from her.

         Val began again, her throat suddenly dry and sapped of the meager enthusiasm she’d worked to channel a minute ago. “‘’Twas the night before Christmas, when all through the house—’”

         “Daddy reads it better,” Simon said.

         “Well, Daddy’s not here, so do you want me to read the story or not?”

         Simon nodded, resigned to his fate of a subpar book reading. A long sigh escaped Val’s chest. She flipped through the book and cringed at the walls of text. Ten pages of this? She didn’t remember the poem being so long.

         “‘’Twas the night before Christmas, when all through the house, not a creature was stirring, not even a mouse…’ Except Santa was there! He spread gifts everywhere for all the good little boys and girls, and when he left, he said, ‘Merry Christmas to all, and to all a good night!’” Val snapped the book shut.

         Lydia frowned. “That’s not what it said.”

         “That’s the abridged version. And since when do you know how to read?”

         “I’ve always known how to read.”

         “Jesus Christ,” Val muttered to herself. To Lydia: “Don’t tell anyone else that.” She clapped her hands. “Time for bed. Chop, chop.”

         Lydia scrambled off Simon’s bed and slipped into her own, kitty-cornered to Simon’s in the same room. Val tucked them in with hugs and kisses.

         “I love you, my beautiful babies,” she said as she held Simon’s tiny body against hers, then Lydia’s. “Love, love, love you.”

         “We love you, too, Mommy,” Simon said as Val walked to the doorway. “And Nana.”

         She froze. “Who?”

         “Nana,” Lydia answered. “She’s the best grandma ever.”

         They didn’t have a Nana…Well, technically they did, but she might as well be dead. Val hadn’t seen or heard from her mother in almost thirty years—until recently, that was. To choose not to have contact with your own children for decades, even after one of them took her own life…she was certainly not the best Nana ever. The kids must be referring to someone else. Maybe one of their friends’ grandmothers. That must be it.

         Val flipped off the light, a constellation of blue stars from a nightlight making slow circles across the ceiling as she shut the door. It was nothing. She didn’t want to see her mother again anyway. She couldn’t even remember what the woman looked like. All she could recall was red hair like Val’s—probably gray now—and the acrid odor of the menthol cigarettes her mother liked to smoke. And her mom’s eyes, the same steely blue as Val’s, that crinkled at the edges every time she laughed. And her mom’s voice, shrill and frantic as she screamed about the injustice of the Gulf War. And she remembered the feel of cold hardwood on her knees as she knelt at the foot of her bed, praying for her mother to return. What kind of person abandons their own children? How could she—

         Val leaned against the hallway’s wall and blinked back tears. She was working herself up over nothing. Who knew what the twins really saw? They didn’t know themselves half the time—a blessing for their poor four-year-old minds. Her own children would grow up with a loving mother and father, and that was all that mattered.

         Nana wasn’t real. Her mother was dead to her. Or might as well have been.

         Val pushed herself off the wall in the hallway, took a deep breath, and fought the urge to walk straight to her bedroom and read the letter again. No, she wouldn’t let it distract her. She had more important things to do, good-mother things. Instead she made her nightly round through the condo: first the kitchen, then the indoor pool and surrounding patio, then the living room, the study, the den, each bathroom, and ending at the guest room—checking all the guns she’d hidden out of the children’s reach but within her own. For when they came. She and Max had enjoyed a crazy-conspiracy dry spell since the twins had been born, but it couldn’t last forever. With all the effort Max and Val’s tormentors had put into bringing the two of them together, it was only a matter of time until they resurfaced to resume their torture. This time, she’d be prepared.

         Rounds completed, she considered watching some TV, maybe the Real Housewives of Something, to numb her mind. But if she stumbled on a news report involving Delilah Barrister, Seattle’s ex-mayor and Washington State’s newest Congresswoman, she was already pissed enough she might punch the television. It’d taken a massive amount of willpower to resist going after the woman who’d murdered Val’s fiancé and manipulated Val into killing Delilah’s husband, the late, terrible Norman Barrister, in order to fuel her political ambitions and assist Northwalk in forcing Val and Max together to create their special children. But Val had left Delilah alone to rule Seattle and climb the political ladder, because her family’s lives depended on it. Delilah had proven she was capable of killing anyone to get what she wanted. The fate of poor Zach, the teenaged hacker who’d helped Val almost nail Delilah and had “committed suicide” for his trouble, still gave her nightmares. She wouldn’t put her family in danger of a similar situation, even if it meant backing off her enemy—for now. Delilah would get hers someday. Val fucking swore it.

         Yep, no TV tonight. She went to the laundry room and collected warm clothes from the dryer, carried the load to her bedroom, and dumped it on the mattress. She stared at the pile for a moment. Goddamn laundry. There were many techniques a person could use to fold a four-year-old’s underwear, though she’d been told by another stay-at-home mom only one was correct. If she didn’t fold the clothes now, they’d wrinkle, and she’d get disapproving looks from the other mothers in her kids’ play group. What a tragedy. Her hands balled into and out of fists. Dammit. Of all the ways she could be torturing herself at that moment, she could think of at least one better than laundry. Turning her back on the pile, she made a beeline to her nightstand, yanked open the drawer, and took out a worn envelope.

         Val stared hard at the letter gripped between her fingers, an unassuming piece of mail holding only one piece of paper and sliced open along the top. It was just a rectangle of white with her address scrawled on the front in loopy cursive, ordinary to anyone but Val. What normal person sent personal letters via snail mail these days? Her eyes traced the path of those handwritten letters and cut between her name in the center and the sender’s in the corner—Danielle Shepherd.

         She’d read the short letter dozens of times. Sorry I haven’t kept in touch, it’s a long story, I’d love to tell you all about it, can I come visit? Could her long-lost mother come visit? Was she serious? Silence for over thirty years and now she wanted to reconnect? Did Danielle’s sudden interest in Val’s life have something to do with her new, rich husband? Or the conspiracy that surrounded their lives, lurking out of sight, haunting her dreams and her visions, waiting for the right moment to close in on them? Be nice if she could get a second opinion from someone else, a real friend maybe, but the last one she had took off after Val imploded a few years ago. She hadn’t connected with any of the other rich, stuck-up moms and their nannies in her kids’ play group, and they weren’t interested in connecting with her. She and Max were tabloid fodder with a salacious history, after all, though they’d kept a fairly low profile since the Lucien Christophe nightmare five years ago. Maybe she should put out a personal ad: Looking for a no-frills, down-to-earth, big-hearted bestie with a bohemian streak who likes to watch bad movies, solve mysteries, and can keep a secret. Yeah, right. There was no replacing Stacey.

         Val would never let a stranger into their home, because that’s what Danielle was…but the twins had seen her, knew her—

         Val froze when she realized someone was standing right behind her.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         An arm wrapped around her waist. In a flash she dropped the letter, seized the wrist, and cocked it hard to the side. Half a second later she smelled the delectable aroma of bay rum aftershave, and her grip slackened.

         “Ow,” Max said, though he slipped his other arm around her waist.

         She took a deep breath and tried to slow her heart, jackhammering with the spike of adrenaline she would’ve used to fight. “Jesus, Max, I could’ve killed you.”

         “I know, my love.” His lips touched her neck and he mumbled into her skin, “But you didn’t. Thanks.”

         Val leaned her head back, exposed more of her neck for him. With each kiss, she felt her foul mood lifting, a warm, erotic blanket wrapping around her. “I thought your conference didn’t end for another couple days.”

         “It was boring. I left early.” His hands drifted underneath her sweatshirt and slid up her rib cage, onto the mounds of her breasts, where his fingers took turns gliding over her nipples. Horny bastard. She bit her lip and smiled.

         “The board will be angry you played hooky from yet another financial conference. They might consider firing you, for real this time.”

         He laughed. “God no. If they had the stones to do it, I might be worried. I’d have to find another hobby.” His hands stopped their sensuous path across her chest; one slipped out of her sweatshirt and picked up the letter she’d dropped on the bed. “Second thoughts?”

         “No.” She sighed. “I don’t know. The kids…saw her. I assume it was her anyway. They said, ‘We love Nana.’”

         He rested his head on her shoulder and hugged her from behind. It was meant to be comforting; in almost any other situation, it would’ve worked. “That’s good, right? Maybe you should give her a chance.”

         “Because you’ve had such good luck trusting your family?”

         She felt his breath catch for half a second and immediately regretted her words. Even alluding to his horribly abusive father was a low blow. Sometimes she wished she considered and dissected her words more before she spoke, like Max did. “I’m sorry,” she said to him.

         He kissed her cheek—apology accepted. “I wish I had the chance to reconnect with my mother, is all I’m saying. But I know the circumstances are different—your mom had a choice, and mine didn’t. Do whatever you’re comfortable with.”

         How could he be so sensible about family after the nightmare that was his childhood? Well, she was tired of staring at the letter and wondering what could be. “I guess I could ask her to stay for a couple weeks. If it gets weird or she asks for money, I’ll kick her out.”

         Max chuckled. “There’s my mushy-hearted wife.”

         Dropping Danielle’s letter on the nightstand, he lifted her gingerbread batter–stained sweater over her head and tossed it to the side. Val’s skin prickled where his fine dress shirt and thousand-dollar suit vest pressed against the bare skin of her back. He pulled out the elastic band holding her strawberry-colored hair in a messy ponytail, and it spilled across her bare shoulder in loose waves.

         “I’m sure it’ll be fine,” he said as wound her hair around his hand, then gently pushed her head down until her naked torso lay atop the bed’s foot.

         “It’ll be a disaster,” she muttered into the comforter, her mouth beginning to water in anticipation of what he’d do next.

         Max leaned over her, his clothed chest against her bare back. He wedged his hands between her skin and the sheets, slid his fingers across her breasts and down to her hips as he made a trail of agonizingly slow kisses along her spine. “If you’re nervous, I could stay home. Quit my job. We could do this all day.”

         “We could not do this all day.” But God, she wished they could. He eased her sweatpants and panties off, dragging her socks and slippers along with them, until she lay half on, half off the bed, completely nude. “If you stayed home, you’d be even more bored, but also exhausted—”

         She gasped when he reached between her legs and caressed her clitoris, already wet for him. He leaned over her again and kissed the back of her neck, his fingers stoking a fire in her belly that threatened to immolate her when they’d barely begun. She hadn’t even seen his face yet since he’d returned, but she didn’t need to. She knew him—his scent, his taste, his touch, his voice, his walk, his thoughts, his past, his secrets, his everything. He was a collage of everything good and a little bad in the world, all the most interesting parts, as if brought to life by some force that made him just for her, and she for him.

         He whispered, though his voice was clear with his lips against her ear. “I’ll do the dishes, you’ll take out the garbage. We’ll sneak away, once, maybe twice a day—”

         A long sigh flowed from her lips. She clutched the sheets as all rational thought fled her mind.

         “And fuck our brains out.”

         Oh, that sounded nice. His chest slid up and down her back, his breath burning her neck in rhythmic puffs. His tongue flicked her ear. A moan rushed from her chest and out her mouth in a gush of lust. He excelled at pleasing the woman before himself, using everything he had besides his own manhood to delay his own climax and the trance that followed, which seemed like a strange sexual dysfunction to anyone who didn’t understand what they could do. Already she was close to falling over the edge into one of her visions, but this was the best part—the act of lovemaking. At its most primitive level, her body craved the finale, but her mind begged to stay in this moment, with Max. Yet he excited every inch of her flesh with his touch, pulling her further toward the climax as she fought with herself to remain in the present.

         “Yes…I’d like that,” she said, breathless. “Every day—”

         In a blink, her cheek left the mattress when he lifted her upright, his hand stoking the fire between her legs into an inferno. She leaned back against him, her moans growing into screams she couldn’t control as the passion inside her grew unbearable. With his free hand, he turned her head toward him and smothered her mouth with his, muffling her cries—can’t wake the kids—and the taste of him was enough to send her over the edge—

         
            “Get up!” Sten yells in my face as sirens blare all around us. “Goddammit, Shepherd, GET UP!”

            I struggle to stand but my legs won’t hold my weight. Blood trickles down my forehead and into my eyes. I can’t get up.

            Sten is frantic. He pulls on my arm but can’t drag me far. He’s limping. Specs of blood splatter the body armor he’s wearing.

            “Get up—” Sten’s head jerks sideways as a bullet strikes his temple.

            Blur.

            Max grabs fistfuls of clothes from a dresser drawer and shoves them into a duffle bag.

            “Fine, just run away,” I say, my voice shaking. I tremble with rage, and there are tears on my cheeks. I don’t know why. “Run away like you always do.”

            “I can’t do this anymore,” he says. His face is haggard and his eyes are red like he’s been crying, too, though his anger has overwhelmed his sadness. “We’re never going to find her. They will always be one step ahead, and I can’t…I can’t.” His voice chokes up. “I’m sure that, wherever she is, they’re treating her well.” He zips up his bag.

            “You fucking coward,” I say. “Get out and don’t come back!”

            He brushes past me, wiping tears from his eyes.

            “When I find her, I’ll tell her Daddy gave up!”

         

         Like cigarette smoke, the image faded. After a second of confusion, Val realized she’d been moved to the bed, onto her side with her naked chest pressed against Max’s clothed one. He propped his head up on one hand while his other hand stroked her shoulder.

         “You okay?” he asked. He knew her visions were generally awful, filled by and large with predictions of future death and mayhem. The less traditional methods of copulation offered less intense prophesies, though; why, neither of them knew. But the ecstasy of being intimate with him far outweighed the unpleasantness of what should have been an orgasm but was instead some strange “anatomical abnormality,” as Max called it, that caused them trouble to no end. Since she and Max made love often enough to make Dr. Ruth blush, she’d learned to process the visions with a more objective eye, like a detective observing a crime scene. She could change what she saw, after all. They were only glimpses of what could be.

         “I’m okay.” Val didn’t always tell Max about what she saw, and he didn’t press. She preferred to come to grips with the visions before filling Max in on anything she thought he needed to know. She definitely preferred he not know that Sten still haunted her future, even though she hadn’t had any contact with the dirty cop in over five years. Some things it was better her husband didn’t know.

         Val sat up. “And no, we can’t both stay home.”

         “Why not?”

         “Because you’d get bored, and you know it.” She shimmied to the foot of the bed and began unlacing his wingtips.

         He leaned back and folded his arms behind his head as she popped off his shoes. “Come with me, then. We can travel together.”

         “What am I supposed to do with the kids while you’re in meetings all day?” She unbuttoned his pants, pulled them off, and let them drop to the floor. “They behave for you. Not for me.”

         Max chuckled. “They get that from you.” He watched her slide his underwear down his legs and toss it away so he lay naked from the waist down. She crawled over the bed, back to his side, and grasped his hard cock. She enjoyed the firmness and warmth in her hand, the way it slid up and down her palm with ease, the ridges rolling over her fingers, the wetness at the tip. It was the definition of his manhood as well as his vulnerability, the source of his curse, and the thing she wanted most at that moment. Leaning down, she took it into her mouth and gave it one long, delicious suck. A faint moan escaped his chest. Just a taste of him wouldn’t do. They’d been apart for three days, after all.

         “I know what you need,” he said as if he could read her mind, his eyes dark and heavy.

         She straddled his waist and guided his cock until their flesh was joined. He let out a soft sigh, the rising and falling of his chest growing faster as she rocked her hips into his. At the same time, she popped open the buttons of his suit vest. “What do I need?”

         His fingers burned a path up her thighs. “A nanny.”

         “This again? Max, please. I don’t need help.”

         “Yes you do.”

         She worked the buttons of his dress shirt free and ran her hands along the tight folds of his abs, up his meaty pecs, and through the small patch of black chest hair. Not an ounce of fat cushioned his lean torso. Oh, not to have suffered the bodily consequences of squeezing out two children. Even after three years of consistent exercise, she still couldn’t get rid of the small hill of flesh below her belly button, or get her breasts to fit comfortably into her pre-pregnancy bras. Strangely, he seemed to want her even more in her plumped state.

         Val leaned down and kissed the center of his chest, right above his heart. “I don’t need a nanny,” she said, kissing her way up to his ear. “We’re getting along just fine.” Sitting up, she loosened his tie and slipped it around her own neck, letting the blue silk drape between her breasts. “We’re already bringing one virtual stranger into our home. Another who’s not even related is out of the question.” The children had never been out of either Max or Val’s sight. Leaving them alone with anyone else was too dangerous. “No one can be trusted. No one.”

         Max grabbed her wrists. Looking down, she saw her hands had balled into fists. “Relax, Val. They’re not going to bother us again. If they still wanted our kids, they would’ve taken them by now. Lucien gave them what they wanted. It’s over.”

         Lucien might have given Northwalk Val’s eggs and Max’s sperm so the evil cabal could make their own Alpha child, which was still horrific if true. But her continued visions of her and Max fighting over their lost child told her there was at least a chance Northwalk hadn’t succeeded. Max thought it was over because that’s what he wanted to believe, but she didn’t buy it for a second. She was about to say so, like she always did, when he pulled her down to him with his tie, kissing her slow and deep, his lips lingering on hers—his way of changing the subject, like he always did.

         “‘The lady doth protest too much, methinks.’”

         “Don’t quote Shakespeare at me, or whatever the hell that was.”

         “Hamlet, Act Three.”

         “Whatever, nerd. I’m not protesting, I’m stating a fact. The vast majority of the parenting world gets by without nannies. We can, too.”

         He sat up. “We can, but you’re obviously not enjoying yourself anymore.”

         She pushed the shirt down over his strong shoulders so he could slip out of it. “I’m enjoying myself right now.”

         “And if I hadn’t come home tonight, you’d be anxious about the letter, folding laundry, and going to bed early,” he said as he shrugged the fabric off. “I think you’re the one who’s bored and dying to get out of the house. We can’t watch them forever, Val. Eventually we’ll have to leave them with someone else.” Finally as naked as her save the tie around her neck, he grasped the flesh of her back and pulled her chest to his face, nuzzling the skin between her breasts. “I’m tired of arguing about it. We’re getting a nanny.”

         His lips fluttered against her nipple, then moved up her shoulder and across her collarbone. Val rested her cheek against his wavy black hair and cradled his head in her arms, holding on to him as he moved through her. She loved this part, when his lust overcame his other senses and he lost himself in her, free for a sweet moment of his always-churning mind while his body devoured hers. Thank God she could give him this, something beautiful and safe, somewhere he felt loved and unburdened by his past, a place he could lose himself in pure joy.

         With a grunt like a wild animal, he flipped her onto her back, hitched her legs up, and drove into her. Max stared into her eyes with his gorgeous hazel ones, a frenzy of passion and love flowing from him into her until she matched his hysteria. She wet his lips, his jaw, his ear, and his neck with a continuous line of desperate kisses.

         “Don’t stop,” she breathed against the furnace of his mouth, clutching his firm, smooth ass. “Don’t stop.”

         The fever in his eyes grew. She saw him try to hold on as she had tried when he’d made love to her with his hand, until he lost the sweet battle. He shuddered before his eyes drifted closed, his taut body going slack on top of hers as he slipped into the trance of a prophetic vision. Barely a second later she fell over the edge with him—

         
            I’m standing on the balcony of Max’s old house, the balcony where he threw his father to his death. The sky is overcast, the water is black. All the glass is cracked and trash is strewn everywhere. At my feet I see a weathered newspaper with a headline that reads: “President Barrister Declares War.” Before I can check the date or read the article, the brightest light I’ve ever seen bursts in the sky and mushrooms upward. I hear and feel a rumbling that grows louder, shattering the glass around me, until a shockwave hits and I’m engulfed in flames.

            Blur.

            “It’s really not that bad,” Sten says as he walks a lap around our cheap hotel room.

            “Yes it is.” Wearing only a bra and panties, I pick up a half-empty bottle of whiskey from the floor and take a long drink. “Yes it is.”

            Sten rolls his eyes. “Here we go with your goddamn hysterics again.”

            I ignore him to concentrate on drinking the liquor as quickly as possible. I bet if I focus on breathing through my nose, I can shotgun it—

            Sten grabs my arm and yanks the bottle from my lips. “Stop it. It’s not that bad.”

            “Maybe you can live like a slave, but I can’t.”

            I must have hit a nerve, because anger flares behind his eyes. His grip around my wrist tightens until the pain becomes too much and the whiskey bottle drops from my hand, thudding against the stained carpet at our feet. I whimper but refuse to ask him to stop. I’ll let him kill me if he wants. I almost wish he would.

            He seizes my other wrist and slams me down on the bed, the mattress groaning underneath the force. Pain jolts through me from deep cuts and bruises all over my body.

            “I never took you for a quitter, Shepherd,” he says, his mouth about an inch from mine. “There are ways to resist. At the very least I thought you’d want to have one more quality meeting with your mother. Your efforts so far have been frankly pathetic.”

            Angry tears leak down my cheeks. I want to spit in his face, but I want release more. I can’t think.

            “Show me where they are.” I stare hard into his black eyes. The fire’s still there, but the anger’s been replaced with something else—hunger. “Show me.”

            He knocks my wrists against the mattress as if the act will make them stay there, then drops to the foot of the bed and rips my underwear off. I close my eyes, empty my mind, and think of nothing as he unbuttons his jeans, hitches my legs around his waist, and shows me what it’s like to truly use sex as a weapon.

            Blur.

            A middle-aged woman’s gray eyes widen as she stares down the barrel of a gun in disbelief. Her red hair, streaked with gray, frames a delicate face lined around the eyes and mouth with age. “You don’t understand—”

            BOOM BOOM BOOM. Three shots to the chest. She collapses to the ground and spits up blood for a moment before going still.

         

         Val gasped as if she herself had been shot. She blinked, trying to push the last image out of her mind, but it refused to go quietly. It wasn’t real. It couldn’t be real. That woman couldn’t be—

         “Val?” Max touched her face, and she flinched as her thoughts snapped back to the present. “What’s wrong?”

         “I think—” She buried her face in his neck, relishing the feel of his skin against hers as she concentrated on slowing the hammering of her heart. “I think I saw—” Steel blue eyes. Red hair cut in a long bob, streaked with gray. And she’d smelled menthols, the kind Danielle Shepherd liked to smoke.

         Val met Max’s concerned eyes and choked out, “I think I saw my mother being murdered.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Her vision settled it—if she was going to have any time to investigate and prevent her mother’s future murder, they needed a damn nanny.

         “Let me start by saying you have excellent references, Jamal,” Val said to the man sitting across from her in the living room interviewing for the nanny job, “but they don’t say anything about your self-defense capabilities.”

         Jamal’s warm, broad smile fell a hair. “My…what?”

         “Self-defense. Hand-to-hand combat, weapon skills, firearms training. Those things.”

         “Um, I don’t have any of that.” He ran his hands along the pleats of his pressed slacks without looking down, then let out an awkward chuckle. “It’s never been necessary, at least not for any of my previous clients. But I am certified in Montessori education techniques, can cook a wide range of healthy meals to accommodate any gluten-intolerant, diabetic, or allergic needs, am fluent in French, German, and Japanese—”

         “But do you think you could learn to shoot a gun?”

         “I—hmm…” Jamal’s lips tightened and he looked off to the side of Val as if seriously considering her question. At least he was open to the possibility and didn’t freak and run like the other people she’d interviewed so far. If they were going to get a nanny, then the least that third wheel could do was provide a little protection if the conspiracy that’d consumed their lives a few years ago resurfaced again. Based on her visions, she knew it was only a matter of time.

         “I could learn,” Jamal said, “though I’d really prefer not to. Guns and children don’t mix.”

         Val scoffed. Damn, he was like all the others. He’d seemed so reasonable a moment ago. “Yeah, well, sometimes you don’t have a choice when shit goes down—Gah!”

         Val jerked backward when Lydia came out of nowhere. With an ice cream cone in one hand, she sprinted between her mother and Jamal while wearing a child-size life vest over a bathing suit covered in pink dolphins.

         “When shit goes down!” Lydia yelled over her shoulder.

         Val shot up. “Don’t talk like that! And you cannot take that ice cream into the pool!”

         Lydia came to a hard stop, ran back, and threw her arms around Val. “Sorry, Mommy,” she said in her cutest voice, and Val almost forgot about the cone still in her hand until she dropped it on the coffee table and ran off again.

         Val let out a long, exasperated sigh as the ice cream melted into a white puddle of goop, probably permanently staining whatever expensive wood constituted the table. “Goddammit.”

         “Goddammit!” Simon’s voice came from behind her. She turned to see her son clad in his own blue dolphin shorts and life vest, riding piggyback on Max while Toby followed close behind. Her husband wore only boxers. Great. Well, it was better than his usual outfit for their indoor pool—his birthday suit.

         “Don’t say the things Mommy says,” Val said. “Come on, we’ve talked about this.”

         Simon answered by giggling and taking a big lick of his own cone. Val winced as ice cream dripped onto the carpet. Another mess to clean up.

         Jamal rose and extended a hand toward the duo. “Hello, Mr. Carressa, I’m Jamal. Pleasure to meet you.”

         Max thrust his hip out so he could meet Jamal in an awkward handshake while keeping a hold on Simon. She saw the nanny candidate glance at the brilliant aquamarine fractal tattoos on Max’s inner forearms, one of the Julia set—which represented her, something about “chaotic perturbations” or whatever—and the other of the twin dragon—which obviously represented their children. He’d gotten them years before he’d even met her; an important glimpse of his future, now his reality. “Hey there,” Max said. “She hasn’t scared you away yet?”

         “No sir,” Jamal said with a polite, lying smile. “This has been one of the more, uh, interesting interviews I’ve had, but I figured as much—not to say I expected you to be bad people or anything, I didn’t mean it like that—”

         “But you expected us to be weirdos, right?” Val said. Just what she needed—another goddamn person judging them while having no idea who they were or what they’d been through.

         “No, no, of course not,” Jamal stammered at the same time Max said, “Val…”

         “Local celebrities stalked by trouble? People who, for some inexplicable reason, leave a trail of shit behind them wherever they go? You know what? Everything you’ve heard is true. We’re chaos magnets. Nannies who can’t handle that need not apply—”

         “Val,” Max said, his lips pressed into a tight frown. “Language.” He looked at Jamal and grinned, slipping on the mask she recognized as the one he used to put people at ease when intimidated by either his good looks, wealth, status, or abrasive wife. Someone had to tell it like it was. “She hasn’t had her coffee today. Ran out this morning. Nothing personal. It was great to meet you, Jamal.” He turned toward Val, mouthed Be nice, then tromped off with Simon to join Lydia.

         “Be nice, Mommy!” Simon hollered on their way out.

         Even her own children were against her. She gritted her teeth and forced a smile at Jamal. He stood dumbfounded, his mouth hanging open a crack.

         “Well, thanks for coming by, Jamal. Any questions for me?”

         “Um…oh, uh—” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief, then flailed it at her until she realized he wanted her to turn around. Val did so, and felt a delicate dabbing at her back.

         She craned her head to see behind her. “What are you—” When the dabbing stopped, she faced him and saw smears of ice cream on the hanky. Lydia must’ve left them there during their hug. “Thanks,” she said.

         He used the rest of his handkerchief to scoop up the white goop and cone from the coffee table. After wiping his fingers off on his slacks, he held his hand out to her and gave her a warm smile. “It was a pleasure to meet you and your family, Mrs. Carressa.”

         It was still Shepherd, actually, but…Was he taking that ice cream cone home with him? And did he just address her with respect, and not fear and contempt? She felt her rigid frown loosen until she returned his warm smile. “It was nice meeting you, too. When can you start?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Max smeared peanut butter on a piece of bread, pulled it in half, and gave one piece to each twin where they sat at the kitchen table. “Got one you like yet?” he asked Val as he made himself his own slice of peanut butter bread.

         She tapped a pen against her notebook, filled with old pages of hand-drawn clues she had seen in her visions when she’d been a private investigator. These days it held grocery lists, to-do items, cookie recipes, and now the names of every potential nanny she’d interviewed and the pros and cons of each. “I liked the last guy. There’s one more to interview today; she’ll be here in twenty minutes. Maybe she’ll be a Krav Maga expert or something.”

         “Fingers crossed,” Max mumbled through a mouth full of peanut butter. “I’m hoping for a hot blonde myself.”

         Val shot him a cross between a smile and a sneer. “Me, too.”

         Max nearly choking on his food as he chuckled, then glanced at the kids. They nibbled their snack, blissfully ignorant of their parents’ lewd joke. Simon and Lydia weren’t quite all-knowing—yet.

         She let the pen drop next to her scribbled note: None will carry gun. “This is pointless. These people don’t know what they’re getting themselves into. We should just hire a bodyguard and teach him how to do arts and crafts with the kids.”

         “It’ll be fine, Val.” Max shoved the last bit of his bread into his mouth.

         “It will not be fine. What if I pick a bad nanny? What if letting my”—it felt odd to say the two words together, almost painful—“my mother visit is a mistake? What if I can’t stop what’s going to happen to her? What if Northwalk shows up again and we’re not here?”

         Max walked around the marble kitchen island separating them, wrapped his arms around her waist, and pulled her close. “It will be fine. They’re not coming back. Even if worse comes to worst, we can handle it. I’ve got you and you’ve got me, remember?”

         He touched his forehead to hers. She leaned in for a kiss and tasted the peanut butter on his lips, relaxing in his embrace and losing herself for a moment in him.

         Lydia interrupted their private moment. “The wife is here,” she said to no one in particular.

         Val pulled her lips away from Max’s to look at her daughter. “Who?”

         The intercom to the door buzzed. It must’ve been the last nanny. Val wasn’t exactly a paragon of manners, but showing up to an appointment twenty minutes early seemed unusually anal retentive. Nannies with sticks up their asses need not apply, either. And why would Lydia call her “the wife”? She’d need to have another talk with the kids about not announcing future events right before they happened; it got the wrong kind of attention, and also freaked people out.

         “I’ll get it,” Val said. “Almost done for today, thank God.”

         Max asked, “Want me to sit with you on this one?”

         She cocked an eyebrow at his naked torso, a towel wrapped around his waist. “Yeah, no. The last thing we need is Mary Poppins telling the tabloids you exposed yourself to her. Get the kids dressed, will you? And keep them out of the living room, for Christ’s sake.”

         “Will do, boss.” He kissed her, then herded the kids out of the kitchen. They stampeded up the stairs like squealing baby elephants, leaving the first floor to Val and the final nanny.

         In the front hallway, Val hit the intercom button that connected to the gate enclosing their condo complex and buzzed in Donna from the Seattle Premiere Nanny Agency. When Val answered the door, however, it wasn’t Donna who stood in the threshold.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Lacy Zephyr?” Val said as much to remind herself as imply a question.

         Lacy returned Val’s gaze with a cold, uneasy determination, her knee-length white cashmere coat, fur hat, and Prada handbag clutched between tan leather gloves giving her the look of a haute Russian princess, or maybe Santa Claus’s high-maintenance mistress. Lacy’s bright red, surgically plumped lips pressed together in a tight frown as she lifted her chin under Val’s confused stare, somehow managing to look down at Val even though she stood a couple inches shorter.

         “Why are you pretending to be a nanny?”

         Lacy sniffed. “I heard you were getting one, finally,” she said, her big mouth twitching on the last word into a split-second sneer.

         Val didn’t know Lacy well, having only met her a couple times at Carressa Industries functions. Her husband, Aaron Zephyr, worked for the company as a financial analyst or something. Rumor had it her father had connections to organized crime, though officially he ran a lucrative construction business. Based on their two-sentence conversation so far, if she got any more acquainted with Lacy, the woman might end up with an even fatter lip. “So you’re role-playing as my nanny for shits and grins?”

         “I didn’t want to announce my presence. I’d like to talk to you privately.” She craned her neck to look past Val, scanning for any witnesses. “Alone.”

         “I know what ‘privately’ means.”

         A crash followed by peals of laughter came from above them. Lacy flinched, and intense anxiety peeked through the cracks of her icy façade. So she didn’t want Max to know she was there. Interesting.

         “He’s upstairs,” Val said. She stepped aside and held the door open. Might as well hear what secret the woman had to spill. “We can discuss your nanny credentials in the study—by that, I mean privately.”

         Lacy’s gaze cut past Val again, looking for Max one last time. Finally satisfied the coast was clear, she stepped into the hallway. Val led Lacy to the study, a comfortable room lined floor to ceiling with books, almost all of which came from her husband’s vast collection. An old-school chalkboard on wheels hugged the corner, equations and strings of numbers in Max’s handwriting scrawled on the top half, stick figures and crude children’s drawings on the bottom half. Val sat on one of the soft leather couches and motioned for Lacy to join her. Lacy took a seat at the opposite end, removing a headless Barbie doll from a pillow with her thumb and forefinger like the toy was a piece of rotting flesh before sitting her butt down. Val crossed her legs and bounced her foot in the air while Lacy sat rigid, purse in her lap like a shield, still in her full winter getup.

         Val smiled, enjoying Lacy’s prissy discomfort with a lived-in house a little more than a mature adult should. “So, Lacy, what can I do you for?”

         After a long pause where it seemed Lacy might wordlessly get up and leave, she said, “You used to be a private investigator, right?”

         “Yeah.” Everybody knew that. Her and Max’s bizarre adventures while she’d been a PI were national news. Hell, if Lacy knew through the bored-housewives-of-King-County grapevine that Val was interviewing nannies today, then she knew all about Val’s past.

         “Does that mean you don’t do it now?”

         Ah, so that was her angle. “Do you want me to look into something for you?”

         “Not if you don’t do it anymore.”

         “I’m…considering going back to work. What is it you want investigated?”

         Lacy eyed the exit, considering her last chance to bail before the point of no return. When she looked at Val again, the cold determination had returned, along with the anxiety. “I think my husband’s having an affair.”
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