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To my husband – thanks for always being the rock in the storms. I love you!
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Chapter 1
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Swamps of Iberville Parish, Louisiana

2 AM

July, 1983

A black garbage bag lay in the bottom of the boat. The plastic clung to the dead body inside, and the light scent of lemons wafted from the bag. The man driving the boat did his best to ignore the bag, and the other man sitting in the passenger’s seat held his knees to his chest in an effort not to the touch the bag.

“Are we going to put her where we put Misa?” the passenger asked loudly.

“Shhh.” The driver glared at him. “This body is getting nowhere near where we put our sister’s.”

The passenger hung his head. “I still can’t get the image of that gator ripping Misa’s apart.”

“Shut the hell up,” the driver muttered with tight lips.

Unbeknownst to them, one of their guardian angels stood on the motor. The summer heat pressed against the angel’s alabaster skin like a hot blanket fresh from the dryer, and the muggy air stole the breath from her lungs. A warm breeze pushed the heat into her snow white feathers, and her wings stretched out like a goose as she bowed up for a fight. While her celestial body resembled a human’s, it only acted like theirs when she was corporeal in the Earth’s realm.

This is worse than being stuck in a car without air conditioning, Serena thought as her fingers played with the material of her white chiffon dress. 

Typical Louisiana summer time, isn’t it, Serena? asked Evangelina, the other guardian angel, starting up a conversation via thoughts. Oh, what I wouldn’t give to be back up north in cooler, less humid weather.

Serena balanced atop the boat motor as it cruised at a snail’s pace down the darkened bayou. At the front of the boat perched the driver, Darryl’s, guardian angel, Evangeline. The brunette’s heart shaped face stared back at her with a snarky smile. 

I know you’re sorry you got stuck with me, Serena replied. Trust me, it’s been twenty-five years of pure misery for me too.

Hmph. Evangelina’s long curly swung as she turned her back on her. I was doing just fine with the two of those boys when they were babes. Don’t know why upper management decided my charge’s younger brother needed his own guardian.

Really? Because it’s pretty obvious. Serena crossed her arms and rolled her eyes with a shake of her head.

Sure, now it is, but maybe if you hadn’t been interfering, things wouldn’t have gotten this bad. Or maybe if you hadn’t taken so many vacations ...

Serena’s eyes narrowed as she bit her lips to keep from responding with something she’d regret later. Evangelina had been with Heaven’s Last Resort twice as long as Serena had.

Evangelina also had more pull than Serena, and while there were times it ticked the younger angel off to no end, she’d rather have Evangelina on her side than stabbing her in the wings.

Serena turned her attention back to the task at hand. Focusing on the so-called innocents took her thoughts off the job’s co-workers and put it back where it mattered most.

The driver and single passenger were oblivious to the angels' presence, but it had been that way since each of the boys' birth. Serena read their thoughts with ease as fear and a sense of urgency emanated from them. 

It’s too late for fishermen coming in and too early for men going out. I sure hope no game warden pulls us over, Darryl thought as he veered the boat past logs. The passenger held a spotlight on a log bigger than the boat. 

Serena did a backward flip, diving into the swamp just in time to push the hidden end of that log out of the way of the motor’s propeller. Had it hit, the two men would have been knocked out of the boat, flown through the trees, and each man killed. One would have died by falling on the knee of a Cypress tree. The other would have fallen into the jaws of a gator. She resumed her position on the motor, dry as a leaf blowing in the wind.

The men noticed nothing.

“You sure the camp’s still there?” the passenger whispered.

The motor hummed against the sounds of the Louisiana night. Creatures cried out in testimony to their existence. Frogs croaked, and crickets chirped. The hoots of owls bounced eerily off the trees. 

“Yep, my buddy and I went fishing last month. It’s still standing despite that tropical storm. Aint nuthin’ goan take Pa’s old place down.” The driver wiped the sweat out of his eyes.

Serena crouched on the motor as she watched her colleague reach up toward a branch. Evangelina snatched a water moccasin hanging in a tree. The serpent hissed, twisting and writhing in her grasp. It struck her arm repeatedly, but in this form, she was immune to its venom. She tossed it into the bayou. Had she not been there, the snake would have dropped into the boat, bit Darryl and killed him.

As the boat turned down many bayous, Serena stayed her position with ease. Their path was as twisted as the men’s souls. Only those familiar with the swamp could navigate through such as they did. Serena marveled at their audacity. They seemed to have forgotten that the swamp had a law of its own with a dark hunger that drove even the smallest of predators. 
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