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For millennia, the lalassu have existed at the fringes of society, hiding in the shadows.  But someone is determined to drag them into the light.

Dani has spent years fighting against her family’s urges to take on the mantle of High Priestess for the lalassu.  Stronger and faster than any ordinary human, she has no interest in being a guide for her people.  She likes being independent and enjoys her night-job as a burlesque dancer.  But a darker secret lurks inside of her, one which threatens everyone around her.

Isolated and idealistic, Michael works as a developmental therapist for children, using his psychometric gifts to discover the secrets they can’t share with anyone else.  When one of his clients is kidnapped, he will do almost anything to rescue her.  The investigation leads him to a seedy little performance club where he is shocked and thrilled to discover a genuine live superhero.

Michael and Dani must join forces to save those they care about from becoming the latest victims of a decades-long hunt.  But the fiery chemistry between them threatens to unlock a millennia-old secret which could devour them both.

The clock is ticking and they will be faced with the ultimate hero’s choice: save the world or save each other?
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Jennifer Carole Lewis

To my real life superheroes:

my two boys and my friends.

Without you, I wouldn’t have dared to fly.

Thank you

​Lalassu: Akkadian noun meaning specter or hidden.
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Wherever there is prey, there are hunters. Jungle, ocean, city—the location doesn’t matter. Predators will always find the vulnerable.

People spilled across the Lost Eden’s dance floor, a constant tide of glittering men and women ebbing to and from the bar. Dim lights flattered the desperate and popular alike, hiding the first glimpses of age-drawn wrinkles.

Past experience had taught Dani Harris that she could choose whomever she wanted from the crowd to go home with. The small army of free drinks lining the bar behind her only reinforced the lesson. But she’d come here with a specific purpose in mind, dressed in her guaranteed-to-attract-attention, curve-hugging red silk dress, her black hair artfully tousled to evoke sweat-dampened pillows and her eyes painted with smoldering charcoal for a classic bedroom look. All she needed was a suitable candidate.

Toying with the straw in her drink and scanning the crowd, she made note of the few potential candidates. Her fingers clenched the straw, crushing it with her growing unease. Since she’d sat down, the sexual tension had ratcheted up, becoming as tangible as the dry ice fog. Guilt gnawed at her, but she’d already pushed her luck further than she should have. She didn’t have the time to indulge in her conscience. Time to choose and hope she didn’t end up too badly scarred.

The thickly muscled black man with the shaved head in the corner kept fondling the waitresses and the customers, using his size to intimidate any potential protests. The blond in the custom-tailored leather jacket up on the VIP platform, whose companions avoided eye contact as he carried on an energetic monologue, ignoring the buxom redhead cuddled up to his side. A pair of massive bodyguards stood guard at the entrance. And finally, the guy with the purple hair, piercings in his nose, lip, and tongue.  He was harassing the female DJ, trying to climb into the booth. They were the best she could hope for tonight.

Brilliant light strobed the crowd in time with frenetic bass and drums. Dani scanned the club again, shaking her head lightly. The crowd was beginning to turn ugly, shoving matches breaking out on the dance floor. The oaky taste of her whiskey went sour on her tongue. She should leave and try her luck elsewhere.

“You can’t leave just yet.” A deep male voice cut across the ambient noise.

Perhaps she had a winner after all. “Why the hell not?”

“Because then I wouldn’t get a chance to talk to you.” It was the blond from the platform. “And you should know that I personally find it inexcusable.”

“What would that be?” She didn’t offer him a seat but wasn’t surprised when he took it anyway. Up close, his looks were even better: easily over six feet with broad shoulders and a well-used gym membership.

“Whoever left you waiting. He should have his head examined. Let me buy you a drink.” He lifted his hand in the bartender’s direction. Immediately, the young Latino man behind the bar abandoned the thirsty crowd to bring Dani’s new acquaintance a glass of scotch. 

His glib smugness struck sparks of irritation in her, but long practice helped her to keep her feelings masked under a seductive smile. Time for a test. “You know what they say. No matter how hot you are, someone is tired of your shit.” Dani looked deliberately at the VIP platform. “For example, I think Miss Copper Top over there is getting tired of yours.”

The buxom redhead in question glared down at them with a ridiculously childish, sulky pout. The blond glanced over his shoulder and waved his hand in a universal gesture of dismissal. Immediately, one of the bulky bodyguards approached the redhead and said something to her. She shouted something inaudible through the music and actually stamped her foot. The gentleman insisted and began escorting her off the platform.

“She won’t be a problem anymore.” The blond turned back to Dani, clearly pleased with himself. For the first time, his smile reached his eyes. He’d enjoyed the public spectacle and humiliation. “I’m Josh Hinton, and my family owns this club.”

Dani watched as the woman was summarily hustled out the front door. She forced herself to relax her grip on the smooth glass tumbler before she shattered it. 

“Breakup via bodyguard. A new low mark for the record books. Somewhere between text and Post-it note.” Dani shook her head and started to get up again.

Josh immediately grabbed her arm and held her down in her seat, looming over her. “You didn’t tell me your name.”

Dani searched the room, considering her options. The bartenders were studiously ignoring her companion. The people who had been sitting beside her at the bar were long gone, pushed aside by Josh’s evident ego. A wild recklessness burned inside her, urging her to lash out and escape. But common sense warned her: no one wanted to get involved, and no one would stand up to help—and even if they did, she would still be trapped by her own demons.

Her mouth dried as a scrap of memory flickered briefly despite years of suppression. He must have seen the fear in her eyes. Predators always sensed fear no matter how deeply it was hidden. She’d learned that lesson the hard way.

“I think you’re starting to understand.” He let his hand trail up her arm, his thumb casually brushing against her breast on the way past. “I always get what I want.”

The bodyguards had descended and now stood on either side of Josh like unmovable monoliths, an unbreakable prison wall. Dani swallowed hard. It was as if the three men sucked up all the air around her. “You could have any other girl here. Why not pick someone more interested?”

“I like the challenge. Come with me to my apartment. You’d love the view.” He ran his hand freely up and down her side, a chill slither like the rasp of a reptile’s skin.

A human predator doesn’t take victims in public. A second location will be chosen in advance for the attack. Once a victim reaches the second location, chances of survival drop to nearly zero. Never go quietly to the second location. The words whispered inside her head, distantly remembered from the urgent plea of a police officer who’d spoken at her school.

“Don’t freeze up, and don’t pretend it isn’t what you came here for in your little red dress.” He slid his hand up her thigh, inching up the hemline. “Everyone comes here to have a good time.”

Dani studied the looming bodyguards. Not a blink or even a grimace of disapproval. The time for second thoughts was over. She wasn’t going to do better tonight. This was her punishment and the sooner she accepted it, the sooner it would be over. “Is that what you came for?”

“Business mostly. This tourist trap has a lot of things to recommend it.” He took a healthy swig from his drink.

It certainly had. The town of Perdition had a reputation as the “New York experience without the expense,” according to the tourist board. Between conventions and other events, the majority of the population changed on a weekly basis. It was one of the reasons her family had chosen to live here.

She put down her drink. No amount of whiskey would make this easier. She got to her feet but the bodyguards quickly blocked her exit. Adrenaline surged and her legs tensed to run, but instead she forced herself to keep her wits. Blindly fleeing never helped. She couldn’t resist a flash of strength, glaring down at Josh, still perched on his stool. “Does this intimidation approach ever actually work for you?” 

He grinned. “I like you. You’re interesting. Most people don’t have the balls to call me on anything.” He stood up. “Let’s get out of here. Come on, I’ll show you I can be a nice guy with the right motivation.”

Dani kept her face impassive. Maybe this wouldn’t be as bad as she feared. Josh moved in for the kill. 

“Trust me. I’m worth it. I guarantee it’ll be a night you’ll always remember.”

Or one you’ll always pray to forget.
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​​Chapter Two
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“Why did I let you talk me into this again? We could have drunk beer and listened to crappy, distorted music at home,” Michael Brooks protested as he and his friend, Joe Cabrera, stepped out of the cab in front of Lost Eden.

“True. But with way fewer gorgeous ladies to look at.” Joe grinned. “Come on, man. This is a celebration. Your tip helped us nab the creep peeping in windows and helping himself to women’s underwear.”

Michael hid his smile. Joe wasn’t even paying attention to him anymore. His focus was on the line of young women dressed in an eye-catching rainbow of colors. As a veteran, yet single, cop, Joe quite enjoyed using his reputation as an emergency flirtation device.

Some of the women eyed Michael as well, but their stares left him more worried than intrigued. Previous girlfriends had told him that he was the image of a modern poet with his shoulder-length light-brown hair. They described his eyes as soulful and compared his face to models and statues. But every single one of them had fled quickly enough. He’d learned to carry himself with an aloof confidence to avoid encouraging intimacies that could only lead to mutual disappointment.

Instead, he focused on the unique dangers the club could hold for him. He pulled on the thin leather gloves he always carried. Without them... he shuddered to think of the information overload he would have to process. Crowds were always more difficult than individuals.

For everyone else, touch was something casual. It could at times become sensual or intimate, but no one else had to fear it. Every time Michael’s skin touched someone or something else, he became privy to their inner thoughts, their darkest secrets, fears, and hopes. In an emotionally charged atmosphere like the club, sometimes he didn’t even have to touch someone. He simply absorbed it, as if by osmosis. But it wasn’t the worst that could happen.

Every so often, he would touch someone or something and receive a coercive flash, as though something downloaded instructions into his brain and forced him to follow them. Go to this location. Tell this person about what you saw. Trying to stop himself brought on a massive headache, as if giant arrows were being physically shoved into his head. He’d never tried to hold out for more than half an hour and he’d been nearly blinded by the pain.

Four years ago, one of those flashes had taken him to the police station, to Joe’s desk. It led him to the one detective in Perdition’s police force willing to listen without dismissing him as a crazy crackpot. Another prompted him to sign up for training in working with developmentally delayed children, starting a career where his gifts were uniquely helpful. Each flash took him places he would never have gone otherwise and they were always important or helpful, but they also left his life in chaos. He wished he could speak to the great cosmic design engineer and arrange for a slightly less disruptive and painful method of suggestion.

A limo drew his attention, pulling up to the curb behind him. Coming around to open the passenger doors, the driver gestured irritably at him to move out of the way. Michael obeyed, coughing on the stench of exhaust as he found a place beside Joe.

The club doors opened and a couple came out, flanked by bodyguards who must have been genetically selected for their lack of neck. Something about the man raised Michael’s hackles, despite his charming exterior. Maybe it was the tight grip on his date’s elbow or the smug satisfaction on the blond’s face, but he screamed “predator” to Michael’s instincts. Michael was about to propose to Joe that they stop them from leaving when he got a good look at the woman.

Beautiful, with flawless olive skin and dark smoldering eyes, she seemed entirely unconscious of any possible danger from her companion. She glided confidently down the short stretch of sidewalk as if she were immune to peril. Peeks of red flashed from underneath her half-open dark coat and Michael was irresistibly reminded of brightly colored poisonous snakes displaying to warn off predators or lure in prey. 

Their eyes met and her full lips parted in a brief but chilling smile before she vanished into the depths of the car.

“Damn. That girl is a man-eater. I doubt he’s getting out alive tonight,” Joe commented.

Michael stared after the limo as it pulled away, wishing he’d stopped them but not sure which one he would have warned. A slight tugging pulled at his mind, nowhere near the power of one of his flashes but still a warning.

He started to walk after the car but Joe grabbed his arm. “Come on, man. Don’t go into the woo-woo shit right now. We got some partying to do.” Even through the fabric, Joe’s eagerness and impatience seeped into him. Secondhand emotions always felt strange, like having a colored filter put over his eyes or hearing a second radio station bleed into another. He would never mistake them for his own feelings, but it could be distracting and disorienting.

The two men entered the club, and the emotional atmosphere hit Michael like a bat to the head. It seethed and roiled, barely contained by the flesh-baring bodies inside. Anger and sexual desire twined in and around him, crushing his breath in his throat. “This isn’t a good idea,” he managed to force the words out.

“I’ll get you a drink.” Joe waved away Michael’s words, his attention clearly focused on the available young women.

Michael took a deep breath to center himself. He could only imagine how much worse it would be if he hadn’t worn his long-sleeved coat and gloves to protect him. But he knew better than to try and explain it to Joe. From the very beginning, the rules had been clear: I don’t want to know if you saw it in a vision, got a note from your Magic 8 Ball, or were sung to by gnomes and werewolves. Just tell me what I need to know, and I will take it from there. Don’t drag all the weird freaky crap into it. I’ll trust you like any other source until you give me a reason not to. Joe lived up to his word, acting on whatever Michael brought him. And Michael kept his share of the bargain, leaving his methods in the shadows, no matter how isolated it left him.

Joe tried to get the bartender’s attention, but the young man was staring at a couple exchanging frenzied kisses against the bar. The man’s shirt had been ripped open and the woman’s skirt pushed up to her waist. Their kisses resembled an animal attack more than a natural result of mutual attraction.

“Damn, dude, get a room,” Joe joked.

The man twisted away from the woman, his face flushed dark. He was about the same height as the detective but easily outweighed him, clearly a weight-lifting enthusiast. He growled, “What did you say?”

“I said get a room.” Joe straightened, facing the other man head on, showing no sign of being intimidated. 

“And who do you think you are?”

Michael kept himself in the background, searching for other trouble before it could be stirred up and focused against them. The rest of the patrons were busy with their own pursuits, but it wouldn’t take much to strike a spark in this powder keg of emotion. He spotted the woman disappearing into a back room with another man and braced himself.

“Detective Joe Cabrera, Perdition Police.” He pulled his ID and badge out of his pocket and held it up. “Now I came in here to get a drink, have a laugh with some ladies, and enjoy a good time. If you want to hook up, no skin off my nose. But take it someplace private or I’ll have to arrest you for public lewdness, and that’s going to annoy both of us.”

The shiny badge took some of the wind out of the other man’s sails, but when he noticed his hook-up had disappeared, he swung back to the detective. Joe signaled the bartender for drinks, suggesting he felt the situation had been resolved. Michael hoped his friend was right as he stripped off his glove and casually moved between the two men. He brushed lightly against the other man’s bare hand, using the tips of his fingers as if accidentally touching in the crowd.

Sharp stabs of sexual frustration and roiling, irrational spurts of rage. Not good.

Michael’s arm and fingers wanted to curl into a preparatory fist, echoing the other man’s oncoming attack. Michael braced before he could launch.

The man threw his punch, aiming at the back of Joe’s head. But Michael grabbed the man’s wrist and pulled, shifting him off-balance as he came past.

The man stumbled and fell. Icy humiliation swirled into the emotional mix. He hauled himself up, glaring at Joe and Michael.

“What the—?” Joe began, but the man launched another assault, charging at them.

With precise timing, Michael took a half step to the side and swiveled, letting his attacker lurch past him. Please let that be enough. He didn’t want to have to hurt someone over drunken frustration.

The man fell into a barstool. The thick pole supporting it had been bolted into the floor and the impact rang loudly enough to be heard over the music. Michael winced in sympathy.

Slowly, the man got to his feet, rubbing his head. The violent rage vanished from his face, and he seemed more bewildered than angry.

“Are we going to have a problem?” Joe asked, standing beside his adversary, his fingers lightly resting on the gleaming handcuffs dangling from his belt.

The man stared blankly at the cuffs. “I... I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.”

“I think you had a little too much to drink. Why don’t we get you in a cab to go home?” Joe took charge, waving off the bartender and spectators. 

Keeping to the background, Michael helped the other man straighten up. With luck, no one would remember this as anything other than a somewhat one-sided bar fight. He made sure to touch the other man’s skin, confirming the fight had truly gone out of him. Confusion and embarrassment poured over him, as if the other man were waking up from a vivid but bizarre dream—nothing like a normal drunken misunderstanding. Something wasn’t right here.

He looked out over the crowd. Nothing was visually different from before. People were still dancing close to each other, entranced by the pulsing music and lights. But the emotional sense of it had changed, more consistent with flirting than tear-their-clothes-off sex. Everything had lightened, and people were intent on having fun again. What could have caused such a dark atmosphere? He took a breath, enjoying the relief from the terrible pressure, but he couldn’t quite calm the alertness that had him scanning the club again and again, searching for what could have agitated the entire group.

No helpful compulsion alerted him to the source of the danger, but Michael didn’t have to be psychic to be uneasy. A faint tugging pulled at his subconscious, warning him he might not have much choice in finding out the answers. Something dangerous was out there, something going bump in the night. And if he didn’t find it, it might find him.
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“It is a lovely view,” Dani agreed, looking out at the lights of the city spread across the darkness. The thick, plush carpeting in the hotel suite cushioned any potential footsteps. The expensive yet generic furnishings provided anonymous luxury for the right price. She’d seen dozens of them, and they’d long since ceased to impress her.

“Not half as pretty as you.” Josh smirked.

“Careful. You’re almost charming. Your reputation will be ruined.” She left the window to sit on the sinfully soft leather couch, tucking her legs under her. “You mind if I ask you a question?”

Josh shrugged, taking a hefty slug of scotch.

“What’s with the Neanderthal act?” she asked. “There have to be easier ways to get a date than intimidation.” Now that she’d surrendered to her course, her mental processes were clear enough to indulge a little curiosity.

“It saves time.” He settled next to her on the couch, smugness evident in every sinew.

“Saves time,” Dani repeated flatly, surprised.

“Yeah. You can waste a lot of time pretending to give a shit about her boring job or bullshit dreams, and then she still won’t sleep with you. Telling her what I want right up front saves me time.”

Dani shook her head, trying not to show her contempt. “That is fucked up.”

“Got you here, didn’t it?” Josh began to drag his fingers along her bare arm. “Or are you still going to pretend this isn’t what you were looking for?”

“You got me. I was searching for someone like you,” Dani admitted. No point in keeping up a pretense now. She stood, making sure he got a good eyeful of her generously curved figure. Tossing a condom on the glass coffee table, she slowly pulled down the side zipper of her dress, letting the red silk fall in a puddle at her feet.

“Now that’s what I’m talking about.” Josh eagerly ogled her crimson bra and thong.

“I went to three other bars before I hit your club. I almost gave up before you came over.” Dani slowly straddled him. She only had to keep his attention a little longer and then this would all be over.

He wasted no time and began pawing at her breasts while she talked.

“You had those two thugs-for-hire, your entourage, and Miss Copper Top. I could tell right away that you were a man who got what he wanted and didn’t worry about anything else.”

“That’s me.” He pinched her nipples through her bra. She hated it when guys did that. Some of the anticipatory guilt faded.

“The staff were afraid of you. I could smell it, see it in the way they avoided meeting your eyes and in how quickly they tried to leave. Miss Copper Top reeked of fear, too—fear and desperation. You have something over her, don’t you?” she guessed.

“She likes my lifestyle and my money. But she got boring.”

Dani began to unbutton his shirt. “So you ditched her. Picked up something shiny and new.”

He kneaded her buttocks, pushing his crotch against her. Dani forced herself to keep a smile on her face. This was about what was necessary. She had to keep her head in the game no matter how much she loathed letting him touch her. Soon. It’ll be over soon.

He ripped at her thong, tearing the fragile fabric. The sharp sound sparked buried memories. Dani closed her eyes, fighting the surging darkness inside. This isn’t the time. Not yet. Her stomach churned, knowing what was next.

While she battled her inner demons, a determined and oblivious Josh shoved down his pants and hauled out an impressively mediocre erection. 

“Do you know why I was looking for you?” Dani whispered, leaning in to roll the condom over his meager assets. She barely got it on before he began to thrust up into her.

“This works better if you don’t talk,” Josh grunted, pumping frantically.

She needed skin-to-skin contact. She spread her hand over Josh’s pale chest, sweat making it cool and sticky against her palm. Concentrating, gathering her personal self—what she thought of as her soul—Dani reached deep into her psyche. 

And touched a monster. The Huntress: terrifying, insatiable hunger; ancient rage howling for blood. Linked to the Goddess of her ancestors, it was part of her family’s bloodlines, a genetic curse worse than any cancer or disease.

Her eyes burned as if on fire when she opened them. A brilliant crimson circle would be glowing around the outer edge of each iris to declare the Huntress’s presence linked with her own.

“What the fuck?” Josh whimpered, staring at her gleaming eyes, the sharp bite of fear overwhelming the musky scent of his expensive cologne.

“Time to wake up.” The Huntress boiled up, surging through her and into Josh as he jerked and twitched in orgasm. Dani bit her lip as it left, rasping like harsh sandpaper against the inside of her skull. No matter how many times she did this, it was agony—even if the alternative was worse.

A familiar glaze washed over Josh’s eyes as he stared at something distant and invisible. A weak, strangled whimper passed through his thinned lips, a primal cry for help. Dani held still, all too aware of the secondhand sensation of the Huntress sinking her psychic fangs into him and wrapping him in her coils. She grew heavier and heavier as the monster pulled Josh’s soul deeper into the planes beyond the physical. All that remained was the tenuous link between Dani and the Huntress— the trail the Huntress would use to return. Emotions echoed down the connection, forcing Dani to be a passive observer of their struggle.

He was fighting hard against the attack, but no one won against the monster she carried. Once in the Huntress’s world, he couldn’t hide or lie to himself. Josh would be forced to confront the frightened coward behind his pompous bullying. He would be exposed as a spoiled, pathetic excuse for a human being. He’d have to feel the contempt and fear he’d inspired in others, experience the pain he’d caused. Once the Huntress had stripped him bare of all his illusions, it would spit him back out into his body. And then it would be sated, leaving Dani free of its demands for a while, at least.

She didn’t know why it needed to Hunt as often as it did or why it fed on self-delusion. She didn’t want to. Through the monster inside her, she caught glimpses of what the victims endured, which was more than enough. Maybe there was a time when her mother might have been able to explain, but it had passed, hidden along with their crumbling altar and buried in oppressive silence. Dani had been forced to rely on family legends and old journals, which painted the Huntress and its priestesses as conduits to the divine. The priestesses brought their lovers face to face with the gods, showing them what they truly were without the comfort of masks, intentions, or plausible lies. Of course, none of the legends talked about how painful it was or how humiliating it could feel. As far as she knew, no one had ever denied and managed the Huntress the way she did. Certainly none of the stories warned about the dangers of not satisfying the Huntress’s urges. Dani had been left to struggle with all of that on her own.

All she knew for certain was that the men she slept with would freeze with glazed eyes at the moment of orgasm. Faint echoes of their moment of clarity resonated through the Huntress and back to her. After a few seconds, their souls returned and the Huntress slithered back inside her, content and quiescent once again. And she would have a few weeks of relative peace and normality.

Five weeks since her last Hunt had left the Huntress restless and dangerous. It became contagious, leaching out of her like a psychic toxic spill. She’d seen the damage at the various bars and clubs she’d visited tonight. People who’d gone out for a good time had ended up in thrall, pursuing the Huntress’s twin lusts: sex and violence. She’d left the Hunt far too long this time. She’d hated the idea of once again allowing some random jerk inside her, but she’d hated being a source of destruction even more. She’d seen rapes and murders happen under the Huntress’s influence, and the responsibility scarred her already-battered heart. Trapped in the never-ending cycle, torn between the two demands, she could only try to scrape out some room for herself in the middle. 

She Hunted carefully these days, searching for those who saw themselves as predators. After a night with her, the men would be catatonic for two or three days before coming back to themselves. Or at least mostly back. She’d seen previous lovers from time to time, and they were clearly shaken. Most went through mental and spiritual changes similar to someone who’d been through a near-death experience. Some simply ran as soon as they recognized her. They’d all recovered at least, all except.... She refused to dwell on it.

The Huntress slid back into her mind, rasping past her consciousness to bury itself deep in the darkness beyond. Dani accepted it with reluctant resignation.

Josh shook and drew in a ragged breath. Dani got off him, leaving him to curl up in a fetal position on the couch while she went to clean herself up. She hated this part of her life, but she’d learned to do what was necessary. The Huntress demanded regular feedings, and she chose to Hunt the predators: the jerks and assholes who made life miserable for everyone around them. It didn’t make a difference to the Huntress, but it kept the shreds of Dani’s conscience somewhat intact.

Josh wasn’t as bad as some of the men she’d Hunted. Selfish, arrogant, and entitled, but not evil. With luck, he’d come out of this a better person. She pulled his wallet out of his pants and eased out a twenty, enough to buy a new set of panties to replace the pair he’d ruined.

Now for the difficult part: making sure no one came looking for her.

Out of her purse she pulled a little vial of custom-made ecstasy pills with an added ingredient that would explain Josh’s symptoms. She’d never asked her supplier for details. She was burdened with far too much knowledge as it was. Tossing one underneath the couch and another on the low coffee table, she studied the scene to make sure her work was done. Tucking the vial back in her purse, she screamed as loudly as she could. 

The bodyguards burst into the room. She crouched in the corner, well away from where Josh trembled and whimpered.

“What happened?” one of them demanded.

“We were... and he... oh God!” Dani hid her face in her hands, pretending to cry, eager to put this entire night behind her. One of the bodyguards picked up a phone to call 911 while the other noticed the pill on the table. That was a relief. She hated having to point the damn things out. She avoided looking where Josh lay twitching.

She had planned to slip away in the chaos of emergency services arriving, but to her surprise, the bodyguards hustled her into her clothes and out the door, pressing a wad of cash into her hand. As they shoved her into the private elevator, they warned her: “You were never here.”

Suits me fine. She hailed a cab to return to her car and counted up the money. More than four hundred dollars. Even with expenses, not bad for the night.

Her sleek, black GT convertible was parked exactly where she’d left it, tucked into a seldom-traveled side street near Perdition’s main nightlife strip. A fast car for a fast life. Dani couldn’t help but smile as she climbed inside, letting her fingers trail along the smooth, polished steel and slick paint. She loved racing invisibly through the night, thrilling to the intoxicating combination of wind and throbbing horsepower. She inhaled the clean scent of wax and leather seats. Home.

Her phone rang before she could pull into traffic. The number wasn’t familiar, but something warned her to answer anyway. “Hello?”

“Dani, we’re in trouble.”

“Eric?” 

Her brother’s voice was practically unrecognizable. Fear roughened his voice, cracking his usual deep, rolling bass. It wasn’t rare for her brothers to call for help—mostly for bail money—but this was different. He sounded desperate. “You have to come get us.”

“What’s going on?” Adrenaline sharpened her senses, allowing her to pick out individual threads of different scents floating in the air. 

“The bodyguard job... it was a trap. Vincent’s been shot.”

Dani’s heart stopped, and the Huntress hissed beneath her subconscious. “I’m coming. Where are you?”

“A place called Rick’s Gas and Go. Route NY 13.”

It was close—ten minutes south of the city. Dani floored the accelerator, cutting across the sparse late-night traffic with reckless disregard for public safety. The engine throbbed through her seat, enhancing the fury vibrating through her veins. “Vincent... how bad?” She couldn’t make herself ask if she was racing for nothing.

“It’s in the leg. He’s bleeding a lot, but he’ll be okay.” She’d never heard her confident elder sibling so at a loss. “I’ve been carrying him. You have to warn Mom and Dad—”

“I’m getting you first,” she snarled as if denial and willpower could hold off the worst. A chill crept up but she smashed it down along with the accelerator, dismissing such inconsequential matters as speed limits. 

Eric drew in a sharp breath. “They’re coming. I see lights.”

“Hide! Find somewhere and hide. I’m almost there,” Dani ordered, but the line clicked dead. She threw the phone on the seat and clenched her hands on the steering wheel. Anger and fear vied for supremacy, coiling through her tightened muscles. Just a few more minutes.
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​​Chapter Four
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“Report!” André Dalhard snapped at his aide while he signed documents, his large hand swallowing the slim designer pen. Karan Samil allowed himself a strictly internal moment of amusement. After close to fifteen years of working together, his boss still barked orders as if the reports had not been prepared before he stepped into the expansive penthouse office. A solid glass wall gave a spectacular view of Berlin’s lights below, but Dalhard wasted neither time nor attention on it. The heavy granite-topped desk faced away from the windows, its smooth surface uncluttered by papers, mementos, or pictures. All business, all the time, everything precisely in place, from Dalhard’s slicked-back dark hair to the lines of his bespoke suits. Karan appreciated precision—so rare in life.

Karan calmly began to read the highlights of the company’s daily report from his tablet. “The new team of geneticists believes they have an appropriate carrier virus for transmission. All they need is a source of suitable DNA. I have sent out messages to our agents to find potential candidates.”

“What about the French military contract?” Dalhard interrupted.

“Député Chenier is no longer in a position to object to us being awarded the contract. Tina has encouraged him into some quite risky endeavors. He is sufficiently upset by his actions that she does not believe formal blackmail will be required. He is likely to voluntarily resign by the end of the week.” His own lack of compassion did not trouble Karan—he had no patience for the weak and foolish. “The National Assembly will vote on the experimental protocols next month.”

“Send her a bonus,” Dalhard ordered, putting down the pen.

Already done. “Of course, sir.” Karan pretended to make a note.

“This time will be different.” Dalhard straightened, placing his hands on the massive desk as if about to pronounce sentence. The desk dominated the minimalist décor, all designed to intimidate onlookers. It matched Dalhard perfectly—he managed both his legitimate corporations and underground organizations with merciless efficiency. Over six foot six with a competitive wrestler’s frame and uncompromising Gallic features, Dalhard often used his size and presence to dominate those around him.

“This time we will not be thwarted on the threshold of success. I want every precaution taken.” Dalhard thumped his fist on the desk and rose.

Karan held very still. He knew he was indispensable to his employer and had a certain immunity to the man’s erratic temperament. But he knew better than anyone what Dalhard was truly capable of. The end not only justified the means, it was the only point of consideration. 

The ping of an incoming alert provided a convenient distraction. Karan watched the brief video clip from an American agent, his eyes widening as it played out.

“Sir, I believe you will want to see this.” A few taps on his tablet transferred the video to the large flatscreen on the wall.

A young man with a strong build and dark curly hair effortlessly picked up a gurney and flung it through the air at three men wearing the navy blue and gray Dalhard uniform. The fourth man was unluckily missed, and the young man grabbed him and lifted him as if he were made of paper. “Who is he?” Dalhard demanded.

“A recruit for our testing program. He claimed to be a discharged soldier with combat experience in Afghanistan,” Karan read in the attached file.

“Claimed?”

“Given this footage, it is unlikely he has any military experience—his secret would have been discovered. He gave us a false name, although with enough substantiation to make it through our initial checks.” Karan despised people too lazy to do their jobs properly.

“Sloppy work. Find out who is responsible. I want them gone.” Dalhard examined the cuff of his jacket for any loose or frayed threads.

On screen, one of the uniforms staggered up and drew his gun. He was tackled from behind by another young man, with thick dark hair and a scraggly beard. He grabbed the guard’s hand and even without sound, it was clear he had crushed the bones. The guard collapsed screaming, and the two fled. Another guard fired after them before racing off screen.

“A second one,” Dalhard whispered. “How?”

Karan skimmed the report. “Preliminary testing suggests they are brothers, although we did not realize this initially. Their DNA is being shipped to the lab for comparison. It may be the keystone we’ve been searching for.”

“Strong and fast. Any sign of enhanced senses?” Dalhard’s eyes gleamed as he eagerly leaned toward the screen to watch the end of the clip. “What happened after this?”

“The subjects broke through two secure doors and escaped onto the street. They made it to the gas station on 13 but were recaptured before they could contact anyone. One was shot in the leg during the escape but should make a full recovery.”

“Not the ideal way to discover what we wanted. I want them alive and cooperating,” Dalhard murmured to himself, staring intently at the screen as the scene replayed. “I want us there as soon as possible.”

Alarms began to stir beneath Karan’s calm. The men in the video were an unacceptable level of risk, uncontrollable and unpredictable. “All we need is their DNA for the testing protocols.”

“Turning housecats into lions, but these are the lions themselves.” Dalhard flicked a miniscule fleck off his sleeve. “If they are brothers, their modifications must breed true. Tell the facility I will be there myself to assist in persuading them. They should be kept sedated. I don’t want them damaged further.”

“Yes, sir.” Karan made careful notes on his tablet. “The jet will be standing by.”

“Good. I’ll deal with our other acquisition at the same time.”

Another potentially disastrous choice. “The parent has resisted but has limited resources. If necessary, an allegation of abuse should force—”

“Force is unnecessary when persuasion will do. But prepare the allegations—I don’t want to waste any time if these brothers are what I believe them to be.”

Karan bowed, irritation threatening to crack his carefully crafted demeanor as he left the office.

André barely acknowledged his aide’s departure, absorbed in watching the video play out, noting the numerous small details: the elder one so protective of the younger—potential leverage. The ease with which the two of them moved. He’d been right to compare them to lions.

Karan had never seen true physical supernaturals in the course of their work. All of the current acquisitions were more along the line of psychic abilities. But André had never forgotten the first time he’d seen one. He’d only been a teenager at the time, joining his father to learn the darker side of the family business, but seeing a man lift a tractor over his head to hurl it at a set of test dummies stayed with him. The potential of such strength, harnessed to the correct bidder, would be incalculable. Dozens of countries and regimes would pay handsomely for their very own super-soldiers. And he would control the source.

Karan would see the value soon enough. His aide might well be the most valuable discovery André had ever made outside the supernatural community. He’d first come to André’s attention after one of Karan’s fellow soldiers suffered massive third-degree burns from a caustic chemical hidden in his locker. The investigators couldn’t definitively tie anything to Karan, but the wounded soldier had publicly threatened him earlier.

Posing as a counselor, André had interviewed Karan. It didn’t take long to uncover the cold and practical mind of a true sociopath pulsing under the mask of normality. Add in a fierce intelligence and the patience of an ambush predator, and André knew he’d struck gold. He’d immediately offered Karan a job as the head of his shadow organization, managing the borderline and outright-illegal aspects of his work. The young man took to the job like a shark to water, slipping effortlessly into the perfect balance of patience and ruthlessness.

The stars were aligning for André. He could feel it. Not one, but two ferals, gifted with enhanced strength and speed. Both healthy and in condition to serve as the blueprints for his project. If he’d been a different man, André might have thanked God. Instead, he simply enjoyed the glow of self-satisfaction. 

Competitors called him crazy to his face, relegating him to the tinfoil-hat crowd because of his belief there were people with supernatural powers. He devoted a substantial portion of his time and fortune to finding them and using them to his advantage.

A young psychic from Thailand had been his first confirmed acquisition. Only twelve at the time, she could see into the future with uncanny accuracy. It allowed her to survive the tsunami that wiped out the rest of her family. A handful of forged documents liberated her from the local orphanage and brought her under his care. Now she concentrated on predicting stock trends, tripling his portfolio’s value every few years.

Next had been a young man from Russia who was literally indestructible. Claiming to be a great-grandson of Rasputin, his skin had been immune to bullets, electricity, flames, and blades. His loyalty bought with a cheap suit and a lot of vodka, he served as the first test subject for DNA profiling. Unfortunately, his immunity had not extended to disease. He developed acute pneumonia and staff had been unable to use the usual intravenous antibiotics and fluids. It was impossible to penetrate his skin to even begin an IV, so he’d died. To add further insult, his DNA proved incompatible with the program, killing the donor recipients.

There had been a few others: a thief who could alter her skin color to blend into the shadows and a circus performer who could see things happening miles away. He’d spent millions of dollars researching hundreds of people claiming extraordinary gifts and discovered that most of them were frauds. But he’d continued to find the occasional nugget among the dross. Year by year, his paranormal stable of talents grew, giving him an edge against his business competitors.

Patience had been his byword. But this video made it hard to remember. He was so close... so very close.
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​​Chapter Five
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Rick’s Gas and Go was a blemish of light squatting in rural darkness. The GT convertible screamed into the empty lot, laying down rubber as Dani spun to a halt. Jumping out, she shouted. “Eric? Vincent?”

No answer. Only faint whispers of the wind moving across empty fields. The station was long closed for the night with no one to question or ask for help. Her mouth and lips were dry as she scanned the area, and her hands kept tightening into fists. She pushed aside the fear threatening to lock her in place and began to search.

To Dani’s eyes, the deep shadows of night were easy to pierce—a world washed in blue and indigo. Blocking out the harsh lights of the station, she studied the sparse weeds struggling to survive in the thin soil, nothing higher than her ankle. No ditches. 

“Vincent! Eric!” she shouted again.

Nothing stirred.

Dammit. Spinning back, the light from the station blinded her. The phone. It was just outside the deserted convenience store, a relic from the days before cellphones. The heavy receiver swung from its silver cord. Squatting down beside it, she inhaled deeply, running the air through her nose and across her tongue. Beneath the stench of oil and gasoline, she caught the coppery tang of fresh blood.

Fuckshitcrap. Despair hammered at her. She and her brothers had always stuck together, taking care of each other when no one else bothered. In a flurry of constant relocating and hiding, her brothers were the only ones she could rely on. Their parents had certainly been too preoccupied with their own challenges to notice what their children were going through. She’d come as fast as she could when they’d called. But it hadn’t been enough—another failure.

Moving slowly over the ground, disturbing the air as little as possible, she swung her head back and forth, trying to track where the blood scent came from. Her artfully disheveled coiffure and two-inch heels were a nuisance now, so she kicked off her shoes and whipped her hair back into a practical ponytail as she skimmed back and forth close to the ground, inhaling deeply like a bloodhound. There. Off to the side and partially in shadow, a pile of old pumps and fragments of broken machinery was the only cover available near the cold bright lights. With Vincent hurt, they would have hidden rather than fight.

Studying the jumbled bits of metal, Dani noticed something that didn’t belong. Fresh flakes of rust and scratches dotting the concrete in a six-foot swath in front of the pile. Picking up a cracked alternator, she found fresh marks in the metal. The pile had been disturbed and then put back to avoid leaving obvious signs of a struggle. She shoved the junk aside and revealed something she’d hoped not to find.

Fresh blood smeared on the ground.

Dipping her fingers, she brought it close to her nose. At this range, there could be no doubt. It was Vincent’s: an unmistakable blend of liquor, old smoke, and leather. After years of living in the next room, she knew his scent better than her own. Fury blazed, tightening her arms, back, and teeth. The alternator clenched in her fist groaned as her fingers dented the pitted metal.

Rising, she was about to stalk back to the car when she noticed a stray cat staring at her from the edge of the weedy field. Its eyes were glowing green and its fur was a patchwork of colors. Above it, a slim crescent of moon rose over the fields.

Chill curled over her skin as she remembered seeing this exact scene before—almost a month ago, with her sister.

Gwen had been drawing by candlelight, curled in the corner of her room, looking more like a little girl than the young woman she was. Dani set the basin full of warm water down on the irregular flagstone floor and knelt beside her. The stale odor of old sweat couldn’t completely hide the delicate hints of lily-of-the-valley. It was her sister’s smell and couldn’t be completely smothered, no matter what—just like Gwen.

Part of her hated these visits, hated how Gwen was locked up in their family’s farm house, unable to step outside for even a few minutes. But the larger part of Dani treasured them: brief moments of lucidity, hints of the little sister who might have been. Dani always stood between her sister and the dangers of the world, standing over her bed when they were little and beating up anyone who dared to hint that her baby sister wasn’t normal. 

But Gwen wasn’t normal, and it couldn’t be hidden any more, no matter how much she’d wanted to deny it and believe it wasn’t true. So Dani hid her frustration and came home to help her parents take care of her as often as possible.

“It’s important,” Gwen insisted, not looking up.

“I’m sure it is. I brought the stuff for a bath. Maybe we could do your hair tonight.” Dani touched her sister’s stiffened, close-cropped strands. The darkness of her hair only emphasized the chalky pallor of Gwen’s skin. Blue veins traced a net, as if trapping her determined spirit inside her fragile body. 

“Not many pleasant images. Always remember the dark times best. Want to show me witches burning or battlefields. Sometimes it’s like I’m drowning in blood.” Gwen’s voice choked at the end and her bony fingers closed around her throat.

Dani caught her sister’s hand in her own, hoping to distract her from the visions and voices that tormented her. “Not today. Not here.”

“No. Not here.” A small mercy, given the amount of effort they’d put into creating this one safe haven. Gwen stared at the closed door, her huge eyes even wider in fear. “Out there, they scream and beg. All of them lining up and shoving to get inside—”

“They can’t get in, Gwen. Not in here. I brought some food, too. Mom says you’re not eating.” She showed Gwen the plate of fruit and gently steaming muffins.

Gwen’s face lit up in a childlike, beaming smile, brightening her bruised eyes. “For me?”

“Come on, wash your hands and I’ll do your hair while you eat.”

Gwen spread her thin fingers decorated with charcoal smudges. “Sometimes I can’t tell if it’s dirt or shadow. Is it still winter?”

“It’s spring now. The birds are building nests and there are flowers by the side of the road.” Dani dipped a cloth in water and began to wipe down Gwen’s fingers. “Soon it’ll be summer, and the sun will blaze hot in the sky, and the kids will play in their swimming pools. The ice cream truck will drive through the streets.” 

“Ice cream. I’d forgotten about ice cream. Do you think you can bring me some?”

“Absolutely. But for now, these are still nice and warm.” Dani broke off a piece of muffin and put it in her sister’s cool hand. It was always chill and clammy in here, no matter how they tried to heat it.

“It’s so easy to lose track of time.” Gwen bit down on the soft pastry. “I forget so many things. That’s why I have to tell you. When the patchwork cat stares at Diana’s moon, you have to find the shadow that doesn’t belong. It’s important. I put it down for you.” 

Dani froze in the middle of pouring warm water into a bowl, breathing harshly. Gwen’s mind was constantly distracted and scattered. For this one message to stick long enough to be communicated meant that it was important to her. But that didn’t mean Dani was going to be in any position to do anything about it. She finished pouring the water and brought the bowl to her sister’s side.

“Cat. Moon. Shadow. Got it. Now eat.” Dani took a sponge and began to work water through her sister’s grimy hair. 

Gwen continued to pick at the muffin on the plate. “There are so many stars. We don’t even know all their names. We don’t notice when one goes missing.” She stared up at the uneven stone ceiling as Dani carefully washed her hair. “The storm is coming, blotting them out one by one. But we can’t see because we don’t know their names. The darkness will swallow us all, because we’ve abandoned the gods. Crumbling clay swept up in the trash.”

Gwen’s ramblings were filled with more cryptic hints over the last year. No one was sure if she was developing a true predictive gift or simply repeating what she’d been told. This latest exhortation sparked shame and defiance in Dani. If she’d followed family tradition and sacrificed herself to the Huntress, Dani would have become a conduit to the gods, receiving proper divine warnings for the entire lalassu people. But none of those warnings had done a bit of good in the past. They hadn’t saved Gwen or her father.

Dani took a deep breath, pushing her anger down. Gwen wasn’t taking sides, only repeating garbled and confused messages. She knew about Dani’s struggles for freedom, the hard-won balance with the Huntress. She knew about the guilt gnawing at Dani’s core, the twin fears competing for dominance: that she would someday fail to contain the Huntress and that she would disappear into the alien predator. Gwen had only been seven when she encouraged Dani to flee, telling her it wasn’t time and that if she stayed and completed the ritual, the Huntress would swallow them all.

Dani cupped her sister’s face with her hand, bringing Gwen’s focus back to the present, although it was a visible struggle. 

“You don’t have to be afraid of the dark,” Dani whispered, the refrain familiar from their childhood.

“Because you’re nastier than anything else out there.” Gwen smiled, twisting around.

“Damn fucking right.” Dani smoothed her sister’s wet hair against her skull, smiling back.

“But this is bigger than you. Old wounds come back to bleed again. I can hear his footsteps echoing all around us, walking over our hiding hole. Too close to chase away. If you hunt alone, you’ll fall,” Gwen insisted.

“I don’t do partners.” The thought of being responsible for someone else turned her stomach. She was failing enough people as it was.

Gwen looked up with stricken eyes, muffin crumbs tumbling from her chin. Dani immediately relented. She couldn’t bear seeing her sister hurt.

“I’ll be careful,” she promised. Gwen’s gift gave her access to the past and present with ease, along with occasional glimpses of the future. But she couldn’t always tell one from the other. The visions had driven her mad long ago. Sometimes her advice was right on target and other times she begged Dani to stop atrocities from hundreds of years ago.

“If you hunt alone, you’ll fall.” Gwen’s bony fingers cut into Dani’s wrist, surprisingly strong. “Find the invisible man who sees the hidden truths. Find him, Dani.” Gwen’s eyelids sagged, her spate of prescience exhausting her. 

Dani finished washing and rinsing her hair, combing it out and drying it with a towel. The plate of food lay forgotten on the floor. She helped her sister into bed—a thick, feather-stuffed mattress on a sturdy wooden frame. Plenty of heavy quilts and duvets were heaped on top to keep Gwen warm. Her drawing materials were scattered all over the uneven stone floor.

Tidying the room, she’d gotten a better look at the sketch pad. A weedy field with a cat sitting at the edge and a crescent moon rising above.

Exactly what she saw now in the gas station’s parking lot.

“Damn. I hate it when she’s right,” Dani whispered to the sky. Just when she thought this day couldn’t get any worse.

Find the shadow. Gwen’s final warning echoed through her head. Spinning on her heels, she went back to the rubbish heap. She dug through the trash, searching.

Beneath a rusted-out muffler was a patch of shadow slightly darker than those around it. When she touched it, instead of cool concrete, she found smooth plasticized fabric. Pulling it out, she discovered it was a torn fragment from a lightweight jacket, dark blue nylon. The shadow was found. Now she supposed she’d have to track down this invisible man. She sniffed at the nylon, catching a hint of gun oil and cheap deodorant. Was the jacket his? Or another path of investigation? 

“You could have been a little clearer, Gwen,” Dani muttered at the sky, tucking the fabric away in her pocket. She’d hang on to it and search for this invisible man. But meanwhile, she would check into other leads.

Whoever took her brothers had made a serious mistake. Danielle Harris did not fuck around with anyone who threatened her family.

The Hunt was on.
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​​THURSDAY
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​​Chapter Six
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The shrill buzz of Michael’s cell phone cut through his vague and disturbing dreams. Groggy, he thumbed it on and noted the time. Six a.m. “Hello?”
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