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      Peri O’Brien was standing beneath the marquee when the giant crashed into her.

      One moment, she was staring up at the historic magnificence of the King Street Theater; in the next, she was being punted through the air like a field goal in overtime.

      The sky sailed past; the sounds of the city faded.  When she smashed into the hard concrete sidewalk, she bounced along its abrasive surface like a stone skipping across water.  As she skidded to an abrupt, painful halt, every bone ached, and her left cheek burned like it was on fire.  With a muttered, heartfelt curse, she flopped onto her back and stared up at the thick cumulus clouds that had begun to gather an hour earlier.

      Ow.

      A face suddenly appeared, hard, angular bones and bright blue eyes that blocked the clouds from view.  Pale and blond, he stared down at her with an expression torn between annoyance and contrition.

      The giant.

      “Please forgive me,” he said, the words clipped by an accent as Nordic as he appeared.  “I did not see you.”

      Really?  Because she was little, but not that little.

      Big hands lifted her to her feet like he was setting a child right again.

      She tried not to wince.  “No worries, I’ve got a thick hide.”

      “My apologies.” He glanced across the street.  “I was…distracted.”

      Clearly.  But she only shrugged and turned away.

      “Wait.” Hard fingers caught her elbow.  “You were going into the theater, yes?”

      He wasn’t looking at her; instead, he gazed intently behind him, taking in the various pedestrians, most of whom had their noses buried in their phones.  Peri tugged at his hold, and when he finally glanced down at her, the annoyance in him was gone.  Instead, he looked tense.

      Worried.

      “Are you alright?” she asked.

      He blinked as if coming out of a trance and then focused intently on her. He cut a fine figure, big and broad, easily six and a half feet tall, with high cheekbones and a jaw like chiseled stone.  He wore an expensive, fitted gray suit and black trench coat; his fine leather boots were handmade.  Stylish, moneyed.

      “You must allow me to pay for your ticket,” he murmured. “It is the least I can do.”

      She shook her head. “Thank you, but that’s not necessary.”

      “I knocked you to the ground; you could have been hurt. Of course, it is necessary.”

      “I appreciate the gesture and all, but I can pay for my own ticket.”

      “Please,” he said earnestly and squeezed her elbow.  “You must let me make amends.”

      His pale blue gaze was steadfast and unwavering.  Seemingly sincere.

      It was…nice.

      And rare.  Which automatically made Peri suspicious.

      Which was sad.  But necessary.

      “Really,” she said.  “It’s fine.”

      “I’m afraid I must insist.” He tugged her toward the entrance of the theater.  “My mother would not forgive me if I did not make it right.”

      Peri snorted. “Well, I won’t tell her if you don’t.”

      A wry smile curved his mouth. “She will know.  Mor always knows.”

      She sighed, but surrendered the fight.  “What kind of accent is that?”

      “I am a Swede.”

      As they entered the theater, he towered over her, and he stood very close.  Too close.  He smelled like cedar and some kind of Christmas spice.

      “What film would you like to see?” he asked as they halted before the ticket booth.  “Ah, the love story, I bet?”

      He looked down at her.

      “Lethal Blood III,” she told him.

      Blond brows rose.

      “One and two were really good,” she explained.

      He reached into his suit to pull out his phone.  “Then Lethal Blood III it is.”

      Peri waited uncomfortably while he paid for the ticket–which she again wanted to protest, even though that would only prolong the encounter, and he wouldn’t take no for an answer, anyway–and when he handed the small stub to her, she smiled politely. “Thank you. You’re stubborn as a mule in mud.”

      His blue eyes glinted.  “So I have been told.”

      “Well, okay, then.”  She waved awkwardly and backed toward the roped-off entry.  “Thank you again.  Maybe you should slow down a bit from here on out.”

      “I will do my best.” He watched her retreat with an expression she couldn’t read. “Perhaps we will meet again?”

      She doubted it.  Still…he was different.

      Polished, polite, charismatic. If a bit pushy.

      A Swede.

      “You be careful,” she told him, not sure why.

      Darkness whispered across his features, then was gone.  “You, as well.”

      And he turned and walked away.
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      Peri loved a good action flick.

      Some folks preferred fast-paced thrillers.  Romantic comedies; tragic love stories.  Horror and gore; others were only satisfied by ugly-crying into a jumbo bucket of fake-butter popcorn.

      But to Peri, there was nothing better than a badass heroine wiping the floor with evildoers.  Executing moves that were precise and unexpected and beautiful; features grim with determination and the reluctant acceptance that sometimes violence was the answer.

      A lone, deadly wolf unleashed on the world.

      It was an existence to which Peri could relate. Lone was all she’d ever known, and for her, being a wolf wasn't a choice, it was a necessity. She’d learned young that everything wanted to eat you, and the best defense against getting gobbled up was a vicious and unwavering offense.

      Because even grizzlies kept their distance from the wolves.

      That philosophy, while not particularly conducive to personal relationships, had served her well. But the threats she guarded against never waned–she’d learned that early on, too–so being vigilant was simply a way of life.

      As a scientist, she was often alone—in the lab, in the field—and Lord knew her research put her on the outs with her fellow human beings more often than not, so walking a lone path was not new, or—if she was honest—unwelcome.  That she understood and accepted the upheaval and chaos to come would always set her apart.

      A changing climate; a warming ocean; the world’s ecosystems in cataclysmic collapse.

      It was coming, the ending of which her daddy had warned, and the bitter irony of that fact was not lost on her. Sometimes the temptation to surrender was overwhelming.

      But Peri was no quitter, and when faced with hopeless thoughts, she just grabbed her pack and her poles and disappeared into the wilderness.  Walking until her feet ached and her thighs burned, until she made peace with the fact that giving up was giving in.

      And that all she could do was keep going.

      Try, try again.

      Her only superpower was tenacity, but wielded correctly, persistence could move mountains.  After all, rivers carved canyons one tiny drop of water at a time.

      Slowly but surely.

      Still, she wouldn’t mind having a real superpower, like being able to fly, or owning a lasso that could bare truth to the world.

      Of course, the world would have to listen.

      And that was something no superhero could accomplish.

      Still.

      One foot in front of the other.  That was all anyone could do.

      Even if wielding weapons and kicking ass and making the bad guys pay seemed like the only reasonable answer.

      “Cream yo’ corn,” she whispered to herself and shoved a handful of fake-butter popcorn into her mouth.

      The movie was half over, the theater almost empty; apparently, the late show in the middle of the week was the way to go. Peri hadn’t planned on driving into the city to see a movie, but she was glad she did - even if the man who’d invited her had bailed at the last minute.   But as an employee of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration,  Graham was always on call, and since there was a storm system of unprecedented size and wind speed brewing over the plains, Peri wasn’t surprised he’d had to cancel.

      And if she was brutally honest, she wasn’t particularly disappointed, either.

      Dating was not something she enjoyed.  She was introverted, highly guarded, and just plain untrusting. Truth be told, she shouldn’t bother. As far as she was concerned, romantic love was like Bigfoot.

      Something in which she didn’t believe.

      Watching the sickness that had infected her mama while in her daddy’s presence had taught Peri that love was simply a twisted mixture of obsession and fear that stripped away everything good and replaced it with a perverse kind of yearning she hoped never to experience.  Her daddy had been equally fixated, and his insatiable need to be worshiped–to be seen, adored, loved without limitation–had led to murder.  To mass murder.  And even as Peri understood they’d been ill, she also knew their “love” had only served to feed that illness, and in the end, had brought only blood and darkness and death to everyone it touched.

      She’d agreed to a date with Graham only because she liked him, respected him, and some ninny-headed part of her that refused to give up hope that someday she might find something with someone had thought...maybe?

      Even though she knew better.  Even though she’d rather eat crushed glass than open herself to that kind of horror show. Some folks might worship the idea of soul mates and true love, but the words her mama had tossed about like confetti—passion! devotion! destiny!–were ludicrous in relation to the reality they had both endured and barely survived.  Words of poetry and madness.

      Peri knew where that road ended.

      So she lived in reality.  Where her world was one of solitude and safety and–

      A large, dark figure suddenly landed in the seat beside her.

      Onscreen, something exploded, and light burst through the theater.

      Peri blinked, and the figure beside her sucked in a harsh, rasping breath. Another explosion, and she turned to look. To her surprise, she found the Swede.  His black trench coat was beaded with rain, and his hair was dripping wet.  He  hunched over and wheezed violently.

      She stared at him, alarmed.  “Holy crow! Are you okay?”

      He leaned across the narrow armrest, and one of his big hands found her arm and squeezed with painful intensity.  “Can’t…breathe!”

      He wheezed again, a horrible, terrifying sound that made adrenaline spear through her like bolt lightning.

      Screams rang out as the woman onscreen found her target and opened fire.

      “You just hold on,” Peri told him, her heart galloping in her chest.  “I’ll go get some help.”

      The hand around her arm squeezed tighter, and a sound of pain caught in her throat.

      “No.”  Another ugly wheeze.  “No!”

      He was so close, Peri could feel the heat that emanated from him; rain dripped down from his coat to soak her pants. The scent of cloves flooded her nostrils, accompanied by something cloying and sweet.

      Panic fired through her, and she yanked at her arm and tried to stand.

      “No!” he repeated hoarsely, nails digging into her arm like claws.

      Onscreen, sirens screamed and tires squealed.  Automatic weapon fire spat into the air.

      “I need to go!” Peri pulled desperately against his hold. “I gotta find someone to help save you!”

      But he only leaned closer, until his weight pressed against her.  That pale blue gaze stabbed through her; his pupils were huge, black, unfocused discs.  “Not me.  Her. You must save…her.”

      Peri stared at him, unable to respond.  Her stomach churned; bile burned the back of her throat. Her heart beat so hard, it hurt.

      His gaze seared through her, raw with emotion.

      “Please,” he whispered, his desperation making her throat swell abruptly.  “Please.”

      She nodded; it was all she could do.

      A shudder shook him.  White foam began to bubble from the corner of his mouth, and terror flooded through her.

      “You have to let me go!” she cried.  “I have to get help!”

      “Too late for me,” he rasped, a husk of sound. “Not…for her….but beware…the black sheep….”

      And then his back bowed so sharply, Peri thought his spine would snap.  He convulsed violently, and his mouth opened in a silent, yawning scream.  Milky white foam dribbled down his chin; the hand around her arm released and lifted to claw at his throat.  His eyes bulged, and a deep, terrible rattle sounded in his chest.

      He gaped at her in horror; Peri gaped back.

      She couldn’t move, locked in a painful, unnatural paralysis she couldn’t seem to break.

      He was dying right in front of her–

      Blood suddenly gushed from his mouth, and he collapsed back into the seat. All movement ceased; his body went lax, and he stared unseeing at the movie screen.

      Dead.

      Shock slapped through her; Peri jumped to her feet.  She hurried down the narrow space between the row of seats.

      Someone screamed; a deafening crash sounded onscreen as a sleek black Land Rover careened around a corner, smashed into a giant Hummer, and went airborne.

      She hit the aisle and ran full-tilt toward the exit.  A heartbeat later, she was in the wide hallway between theaters, hightailing it toward the lobby. People loitered along the corridor in small pockets, munching on popcorn, staring at their phones.

      She flew past them into the lobby and grabbed the first employee she saw: a kid sweeping the carpet.

      Tall, skinny, no more than sixteen.  She slapped a hand around his arm and yanked him hard toward the theater.

      “The Swede is dying!” she cried. “Come on!”

      He dropped the carpet sweeper.  “Hey, wait—lady, I’m just the floor guy–”

      “He’s dying,” she hissed and hauled him behind her.  “We gotta help him!”

      “Him who?”

      “The Swede!”

      The boy grew more resistant, digging his heels into the carpet.  “I need to get the manager–”

      Peri dragged him down the hallway.

      “I’m not trained for emergencies!” he protested, his voice shrill.

      She ignored that and turned toward the theater.  The people in the hall watched avidly.

      No one offered to help

      “Someone call 911!” she barked at them.

      “Lady, you gotta stop!” The kid tried desperately to shake her off.  “I need to get the manager, he’ll know what to do–”

      She pushed him through the theater doors, into the darkened space where the heroine was fighting a crowbar-wielding villain.

      “It’s too dark,” the kid protested.  “I can’t see!”

      He sounded hysterical.  Which wasn’t helpful, because if the dark scared him, how the heck was he going to react to a dead man?

      Because Peri was sure the Swede was dead.

      Too late.

      But they had to try!  She dragged the boy down the aisle toward the spot where she’d left the Swede and prayed she was wrong.

      The other moviegoers looked at them in annoyance.

      “Sit down!” someone yelled.

      The carpet sweeper began to fight her in earnest.  “This is above my pay grade, lady.  I mean it. I can’t do this!”

      But when they screeched to a halt next to the row in which she’d been seated, there was nothing waiting but an empty line of seats.

      No giant, dead Swede.  No giant, living one, either.

      Just her coat, her pack, and an empty popcorn box.

      Confused, she stared at the vacant seats.  Then she looked around.

      Adrenaline was pumping through her in a dizzying deluge; her heart beat like frantic wings.  Electricity was short-circuiting along her nerve endings.  She had not imagined him!

      “There’s no one here,” the kid said.

      Thank you, Captain Obvious!

      “I don’t understand,” he added.

      Neither did she.

      “Jesus, sit the fuck down!” someone snarled.

      Peri scoured the darkened theater, her stomach boiling.  Acid surged up the back of her throat; in her ears, her blood roared. The Swede couldn’t have gotten up and walked away.

      No freaking way!

      He’d been bleeding.

      Convulsing.

      Dead.

      She was certain.

      But the place where he’d sat was empty; there wasn’t even a spatter of rain from his sodden clothing to evidence his existence.  He was just…gone.

      Unease knifed through her, dark and ominous and cold.

      “You said he was dying,” the carpet sweeper said.

      “He was,” she insisted unequivocally.

      “Then I guess he got better.”  The kid turned and walked away.

      “For the love of God, woman, sit down!” another voice called out.

      But Peri didn’t move.  Instead, she stared at the space where the Swede had collapsed and told herself it was real.  He was there!

      He died right in front of me.

      Music flared as the heroine cut down the bad guy with a sharp, humorless smile.

      Peri wanted to demand they turn off the damn movie, turn on the lights, and search the building from top to bottom.

      Find him!

      But the Swede was gone.

      “Either sit down or get the hell out!” someone shouted.

      Confused, sick with disbelief, and completely unnerved, Peri got the hell out.
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      Jorgen Bernason was dead.

      FBI Special Agent Soren Blackbird stared at the glistening white cone of Mount Hood in the distance and felt the coffee he’d sucked down that morning burn like acid in his belly.

      He was annoyed and pissed off, a combination he hadn’t been able to shake since being pulled out of the field a week ago and thrust into this shitshow of a case.  Last week, he’d been closing in on suspected serial killer Horace Allen Simms, a man with a fondness for redheads and surgical tools, less than a heartbeat away from slapping cuffs on the sick bastard and delivering some long-deserved justice.

      Not true justice.  Not the pain and terror and death he deserved.

      But that would have to wait for a power bigger than Soren.  Because despite the darkness and insatiable hunger for justice that lived within him, borne in the wake of his twin sister’s brutal murder at the hands of a man not unlike Simms, the lawman in him would follow the rules.

      For now.

      Horace would get his day in court, just like every other guilty SOB Soren had put in a cage in the last three years.  And Horace needed to be put in a cage.  He’d been killing since he was ten years old, and no one had any real idea of how many victims he’d actually claimed.

      Too many.  Like all of them.

      But instead of shoving his fist down Horace’s throat and his boot up Horace’s hind end, Soren was here.

      Ass-deep in murder, mystery, and goddamn mayhem.

      He’d been trailing Jorgen Bernason, the environmental attaché to Swedish Ambassador Sven Nilsson, for the last two days, ever since Nilsson and his wife Ana were killed in a spectacularly horrific accident on Portland’s Burnside Bridge.

      An accident the Bureau suspected was no accident at all.

      The Special Agent in Charge of the investigation, Alexander Chi, had served with Soren in Afghanistan.  Because of that shared experience, Chi was privy to Soren’s unique skill set, which was how Soren had found himself flying across the country to babysit an environmental attaché instead of clapping irons on a madman.

      A monster.

      Because that was Soren’s actual job.  He hunted monsters. Stalked them, studied them, made them his prey.

      He didn’t involve himself in cases wrapped in red tape and booby trapped by politics, where words like “national security” and “targeted assassination” were tossed around like hand grenades.  Cases that demanded discretion and required a delicate diplomacy for which he had no talent and no patience.

      And yet, here you fucking are.

      Because Chi wanted to both protect Bernason while also covertly surveilling him, Soren had drawn the short straw.  Lucky him, he was exceptionally skilled at both.  And because someone had decided the Bureau’s investigation into the Ambassador’s death needed to be kept under wraps, Soren was the ideal candidate for the job, since he was the last person anyone would suspect of being a Fed.  The Northern Arapaho blood he’d inherited from his mother was stamped proudly across his features, in spite of his father’s Anglo-Saxon genes, which made him the walking antithesis of what people generally expected from a federal agent.  The grim air of menace that cloaked him–along with the tribal tattoos that colored his neck, arms, and hands–often made people assume he was the one committing crime, not the one investigating it.

      Which worked for Soren.  Hunting monsters was easier when you resembled your prey. The men and women he targeted saw in him an echo of what they saw in themselves: a cast-off, the underdog, an outsider rejected by the social hierarchy.  Someone who didn’t fit the mold; a man who was unpredictable, lawless, and exquisitely dangerous.

      A perfect fit for the role he’d carved out for himself, and Soren tried damned hard not to stray from that lane, no matter how heavy and hellish it could become.

      Because he knew where he belonged, and it wasn’t here. He was a lone wolf who preferred to come and go from the pack as he chose, disappearing into the field and doing what frightened others.  He liked getting his nose in the mud and his paws dirty, and when it came time to sink teeth into his prey, there was no one in the way to stop him.

      Unlike this shitshow of a case—which was his, like it or not.  A big, ugly pain in the ass. And the only silver lining—if one could call it that—was that the death of Jorgen Bernason meant that the Bureau’s suspicions were not off-base.

      The Swedish Ambassador had likely been assassinated. And whoever had killed him had murdered his attaché, as well.

      Right under Soren’s goddamn nose.

      Which was infuriating, because Soren was not a man easily eluded, and Jorgen Bernason had somehow done it.

      And ended up face down in the Columbia River Gorge.

      How and why?

      Questions Soren would have to answer, or he would never get the hell out of here.

      Nilsson and his attaché had traveled to Portland to attend The Earth and Climate Technology Summit, a conference dedicated to the advancement of technologies designed to mitigate greenhouse gasses and halt climate change.

      And good luck with that.

      The visit had been without fanfare.  Very little press; no accolades or interviews or photo ops.  No drama or controversy.  The only change in plans had been Bernason’s election to speak at the conference in the Ambassador’s place after Nilsson’s death. Soren had tailed him throughout the conference, attending numerous presentations on carbon sinking, carbon capture, and climate repair; he’d watched covertly as the Swede smiled and exchanged business cards during the luncheon afterward.  Nothing he’d witnessed had been clandestine or surreptitious, and there’d been no indication that Bernason was there for any purpose other than to introduce Sweden’s latest carbon capture technology.

      Soren was certain, because he’d sat through every goddamn minute of it.  So now he knew more than he ever wanted to know about the mechanics behind carbon capturing.

      And how fucked the world truly was.

      Unfortunately, nothing he’d observed while tracking Bernason had led to any meaningful conclusions; no clues had fallen from the sky, no smoking gun had materialized. Soren wasn’t even sure if Bernason realized his boss had been murdered—let alone if he was part of it.

      But everyone was a suspect, and Chi believed it was likely the attaché was involved.  Unfortunately, he’d put off bringing the Swede in for an interview, opting to track him instead–and look where that had fucking gotten them–so now their only—and best—lead was dead.

      Which left Soren holding an empty bag.

      Yesterday, after the close of the conference, Bernason had decided to take a walk around the city.  He’d taken his time, leisurely wandering the streets as he strolled in and out of various storefronts to  purchase Portland regalia.  The picture of the consummate tourist—until he’d stopped to take a call. Not on his official phone–the one the Bureau had hacked into and was monitoring–but on a burner, one of which everyone had been completely, unforgivably unaware.

      Goddamn it.

      And whoever was on the other end of that call had changed everything. Because immediately after, the Swede had dropped his lackadaisical facade and begun to move through the city with intent, tossing swift, frightened looks over his shoulder, clearly—undeniably— spooked.  Which had set off every one of Soren’s alarms, and he’d fallen back, just a bit, to see what surfaced.

      And then…hello, black town car.

      Unremarkable, with tinted windows and black-walled tires, the car had followed Bernason around every corner and down every side street until the Swede had begun to flat-out run.  Half a block later, he’d plowed into a woman standing in front of the King Street Theater.

      She’d gone spectacularly airborne before crashing into the sidewalk with enough force to make Soren wince. To his surprise, Bernason had stopped to help her up.  Even more surprising, he’d led her into the theater.  Soren had been climbing from his truck to follow when the Swede exited a few minutes later and hurriedly hailed a yellow cab.

      Soren again trailed after him, watching as the cab dropped Bernason at his fancy hotel and the black town car drove away. Pursuant to orders that he stay on the Swede, Soren hadn’t followed the mysterious vehicle, but he had called it in.

      An hour later, as day turned to night and the skies opened up, the Swede once more walked out of his hotel and headed back downtown.

      Again, Soren had dutifully followed, growing ever more annoyed at playing babysitter, pissed he’d almost missed the town car—whose plates were unregistered—and agitated by the goddamn burner phone of which no one had been aware. He wanted to know who was in the town car, why Bernason was scared shitless of them, and what the hell was so important that the man would again take to the streets when he was so clearly someone’s target.

      Never mind the thick, endless sheets of rain that made Soren’s job ten times harder.

      The downpour hadn’t seemed to bother Bernason, who’d made a beeline for a small coffee shop downtown, where he’d lingered for almost forty minutes before emerging. Soren had fully expected him to return to his hotel, but instead the Swede had stood in front of the coffee shop for a long, strange moment, motionless in the driving rain.  He’d looked oddly lost, and when he’d turned and headed in the opposite direction from his hotel, unease had whispered through Soren.

      Something was happening.

      The rain had only grown heavier as the Swede moved through the city, and Soren had barely been able to see him through the downpour.  Ten minutes later, Bernason suddenly halted and again stood unmoving in the torrential rain, and Soren realized they’d returned to the King Street Theater. When the Swede abruptly turned and went inside, Soren parked his truck and immediately followed. Cold, heavy foreboding was spilling through his veins—because something was definitely fucking happening—and he was done screwing around.

      Getting inside had been a pain in the ass—time he didn’t have spent in line to buy a ticket for a movie he wasn’t going to watch—but as soon as he finally made it into the lobby, the same woman Bernason had run down earlier that afternoon had unexpectedly appeared, her face pale, her eyes wild.  She’d grabbed a hold of a kid sweeping the carpet and almost pulled him out of his shoes. “The Swede is dying! Come on!”

      Which had damn near stopped Soren’s heart.

      Because how many Swede’s could possibly be wandering around the King Street Theater?

      When she’d yanked the kid toward one of the theaters, Soren had followed. Down a long hallway lined with theater entrances, past a group of onlookers she’d demanded call 911, deep into a darkened theater showing Lethal Blood III.  The woman’s panic had been frenzied, underscored by a hint of terror that appeared very real.

      The Swede is dying!

      Fuck.

      She and her unwilling companion had careened to a halt beside a vacant row of seats close to the screen, and the look of shock and confusion on her face as she stared at the empty seats made the cold knowing inside Soren swell like a corpse bloated by death.

      Because what she’d expected to find–who she’d expected to find–was clearly no longer there.

      The Swede.  Who, according to her, was dying.

      Fuck!

      Who the hell was this woman?

      And how did she know the Swede?

      Her collision with Bernason outside the theater earlier had appeared spontaneous, a result of the Swede’s distraction after that goddamn phone call.  But maybe not.

      Maybe he knew her.

      Maybe she was his contact.

      But what the hell kind of contact?

      “You said he was dying,” the carpet sweeper had noted sarcastically as they stood there.

      And the woman had retorted, “He was,” with such fevered certainty that Soren hadn’t known what to think.

      Was she mistaken? Confused? Or just plain crazy?

      Was it a distraction? Was the Swede heading for parts unknown while Soren stood there, sidetracked?

      Had he realized Soren was tailing him?

      Or was he running from whomever waited in the black town car?

      Fuck!

      The woman had looked desperately around the theater, obviously distressed, and  Soren had looked around, too, but his trained gaze had seen nothing out of the ordinary.  He’d thought then that if she was a contact–or an agent of any kind–she sucked at it.

      There was nothing opaque about her.  Eyes wild and wide, hands shaking, too pale and too agitated.  The deep south colored her words and grew stronger as her emotion rose.  She looked frantic and horrified and scared as hell.

      The Swede is dying!

      Fuck.

      The carpet sweeper had departed then, but the woman remained, staring down at one of the empty seats, which held only a crumpled fleece coat and an empty popcorn box.  Her profile had been kissed by the white glow of the movie on the screen behind her, revealing a delicate, classic bone structure; she looked…ethereal. Late twenties or early thirties, blonde, clad in faded jeans and a black WKRP in Cincinnati t-shirt.

      “Either sit down or get the hell out!” someone had snarled, and after a long, tense moment, she’d grabbed the fleece coat and fled.

      Soren had almost stopped her—he wanted to know who the hell she was, if her Swede was his Swede, and what the fuck she meant by “dying”—but he’d only stepped back into the darkness and let her pass. Then he’d swept the theater with one last, critical look and followed.

      The woman had run from the theater, down the street to a small green Subaru parked against the curb.  Soren had gotten her plate number just before she took off, and even though everything within him said to follow–because whatever had just gone down, it was bad fucking news–instead, he’d forced himself to check the GPS tracker on the Swede’s phone.  To stay on target and follow Chi’s goddamn prime directive–stand down and don’t interfere–instead of actively investigating what the hell was going on. When the tracker showed Bernason back at his hotel, Soren hadn’t known what the fuck to think.

      Or what he’d just witnessed.

      Despite his growing misgivings, he’d returned to the Swede’s hotel. And even though he was certain the whole case had just gone sideways, he’d spent the rest of the night surveilling the Swede’s room–which was where he still sat twelve hours later, when he got the call that Bernason’s corpse had been found floating face-down in the Columbia River Gorge.

      Sideways!  Fuck!

      Dead on his watch. And Soren was pissed that he’d been forced to listen to orders instead of his gut.  That he’d been instructed to follow technology instead of his instincts.  He knew better.

      He always knew better.

      Stand down and don’t interfere didn’t get shit done.

      Which was exactly why he preferred undercover work.  He didn’t need or want anyone giving him orders; he knew how to do the job.

      And this was not the way.

      Because he’d followed orders, the blonde was in the wind, and the Swede was dead.

      Which meant that their sole connection to Sven Nilsson was gone —which meant getting answers about the Ambassador’s death just got a hell of a lot harder–which meant there was no way Soren was getting out of Dodge anytime soon.

      Not until it was done.

      Fuck!

      So when Chi called ten minutes later, Soren ignored him and instead went to sweep the Swede’s hotel room.

      Only to find nothing.  No laptop; no tablet.  No burner—not even the phone he’d been tracking, despite the fact the GPS signal continued to indicate it was in the Swede’s room. No SD card, no USB, no cleverly disguised external hard drive.

      Not a goddamn thing.

      So there he was…holding a big, steaming pile of jack shit.

      And stuck with the case until he somehow managed to be cut loose–or until he miraculously managed to solve the murder of both the Swedish Ambassador and his attaché.

      Fan-frigging-tastic.

      As far as Soren could tell, that left him with three choices.

      One, he could head to the scene where the Swede’s body was found and search for clues that likely didn’t exist.

      Two, he could pour over the reports from the Nilssons’ accident again in hopes that he’d missed something the first two times.

      Or three, he could hunt down the blonde from the theater and find out what the hell part she’d played in all this.

      The decision wasn’t hard.

      Soren swallowed the remainder of his coffee and called in her plates.
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      One would think a dead Swede would be news.

      One would be wrong.

      Peri had spent the entire morning combing through every news source she could find: no dead Swede.

      Nor was there any evidence that anyone had reported a dead giant of Swedish origin; no dead John Does; no dead body upon which some hapless person had stumbled. And without a name–or, really, any form of identity other than nationality–she was simply SOL.

      Which, in a world whose occupants were cataloged and displayed like Christmas ornaments, was just plumb ludicrous.  Not to mention incredibly frustrating.

      Peri had even called the theater and asked if they would tell her the name on the account that purchased her ticket, only to be informed that such information was proprietary in nature and only released under court order.

      The jerks.

      She’d then considered calling the cops—which was absolutely the last thing she wanted to do—but without evidence—like a body—they would think she was lying.  Or crazy. Or worse.

      Especially considering her family tree.

      So now her three-mile run had turned into a five-mile run because she was filled with anxious, frenetic, and uneasy energy that had no outlet.

      Just run and breathe.  Breathe and run.

      The steady slap of her feet against the pavement was her form of meditation, and usually, it helped to sharpen her focus and calm her spirit.  But today…

      Today she was distracted, unnerved, and angry.

      The Swede was dead!

      Peri knew it with such piercing certainty, it terrified her. And she didn’t know what to do about it.

      Nothing to do, sis.  Just let it be.

      Because maybe the Swede had simply gotten up and walked away?

      Because maybe everything was fine.

      And maybe the cow really did jump over the moon.

      Her brain kept rewinding his last, desperate words.

      Save her.

      Her who?

      And–

      Beware the black sheep…

      Like a line from a silly B movie.  As cryptic clues went, it was a champ. But there was no doubting the man’s sincerity.  He’d known he was dying, and his last thoughts had been solely on some mysterious, unknown “her.”

      And a farm animal.

      What the heck was she supposed to do with that?

      Just run and breathe.  Breathe and run.

      On top of a giant Swede crossing over while seated next to her (and then freaking disappearing!), the article she’d submitted to Earth Science Now–which was on the cusp of publication–had been axed this morning due to the journal suddenly going belly-up.  Another well-respected scientific journal disappearing at a time when science might be the only hope humanity had left.

      And then there was her dumb car, which had begun to make a hair-raising noise on the way home from the theater last night after–

      Dead Swede.

      Even if no one would believe her.

      She wasn’t crazy!

      Peri was going to find out who that man was if it was the last thing she did.  And once she knew who he was, she was going to figure out the identity of his unknown “her” because she kept remembering the look on his face, and the desperation in his gaze, and she hadn’t been able to save him…so she really needed to be able to save her.

      It felt…imperative.

      Which was crazy.

      But crazy was just a matter of perspective…right?

      Just run and breathe.  Breathe and run.

      “Dang,” she muttered and turned down Main Street, toward the bike path.  The narrow strip of concrete had once been railroad tracks, but they’d turned the abandoned rail line into a public pathway that meandered through town and down along the Falls River to Halifax, nearly forty miles away.  It was usually empty this time of the morning, with only a few dog walkers and an occasional mom pushing a stroller.

      When Peri had decided to settle in Hidden Hills, she hadn’t expected the tiny Oregon town to morph into a destination.  What had been a quiet, unobtrusive main street just three years earlier had become a bustling epicenter for antique and coffee shops, clothing stores, and restaurants that served tapas and sushi.

      Taggert’s Hardware, which had been the sole business on the block when she’d moved to town, was now hugged on one side by a high-end salon and a custom furniture store on the other.  There was also an ice cream parlor, a specialty cheese shop, and a sporting goods store. It looked nothing like the place she’d opted to live only three years earlier–which was great for the economy, if not so much for the locals.

      And especially not for Peri.  She liked the quiet life.  The toxic notoriety she’d endured in childhood—and which followed her still—was something she did her best to avoid.

      Because that’s just how you rolled when daddy was an infamous cult leader.

      But she really hoped the influx of shiny new people slowed. Because if it didn’t, she might be forced to–

      Tires squealed; someone laid hard on their horn.  Peri looked up to see a car suddenly veer through the oncoming lane of traffic straight at her.  She had only an instant to react, to think–some cornhole on his stupid phone!–before the vehicle plowed into the space she occupied, and she did the only thing she could–she leaped onto the boardwalk that lined Main Street, crashed into the big blue United States Post Office mailbox that sat there, fell over the cast iron bench beside it, and landed face-first on the aged wooden planks of the boardwalk.

      Ow!

      Tires squealed again; the engine revved, and someone yelled, “Dickhead!”

      A sentiment Peri felt to her soul.

      She flopped over and found herself staring up at the sky for the second time in as many days, her heart hammering in her chest, her brain quivering in her skull like Jell-O.  Her hip hurt, and her shin was throbbing.  Blood pooled in her mouth, her forehead pulsed where it had bounced against the pine planks, and her cheek was bleeding.

      Again.

      This was just not her week.  Month.

      Lifetime.

      A face suddenly appeared above hers, but it was so unlike the pale blond giant from yesterday that, for a moment, confusion glazed over her brain, and she thought she might be hallucinating.

      Deep red-brown skin; a stubborn, lean jaw. Cheekbones like blades and broad, flat features that were so grim, so dark with menace, she went instantly cold. A wide mouth, the upper lip slightly fuller than the lower, and eyes as black as coal, as hard as flint.  Tall, broad, with ink-black hair twisted into a thick braid and red and black tribal tattoos that licked up the strong column of a corded neck like measured flames.

      He was…magnificent.

      “Hey,” she said breathlessly and blinked at him.

      He blinked back.  “Are you hurt?”

      That face was amazing.  Noble, unflinching.  Unapologetic.  Unlike her own dark, shameful past.

      This man proudly owned where he came from.

      A silly, errant thought that made a pang move through her.

      “You’re bleeding,” he said, and his gaze slid down her body, and Peri was suddenly, painfully conscious of the form-fitting yoga pants, skimpy sports bra, and sweaty, worn Parks and Rec t-shirt she wore.

      “All good.”  She waved a hand.  “Thick hide.”

      And then she remembered she’d said the same thing to the Swede, and she remembered him dying, and her throat filled unexpectedly.

      “You don’t look good,” the man retorted bluntly.

      Which wasn’t very nice, but it was honest, and since Peri valued honesty above all else, she could only take it on the chin.  Besides, she didn’t feel good, either, if she was being honest. She hurt all over.  Her stomach churned.  Her head was throbbing, and she was pretty sure she might be concussed.

      “That looked deliberate,” he added, and those piercing, ebony eyes stabbed into hers.

      “No,” she protested.

      “He drove straight at you.”

      Something prickled along her spine with those flat words.

      “No,” she repeated and shook her head. Her brain seemed to jiggle.  “Why would he do that?”

      “I don’t know.”  The man leaned closer; he smelled like rich, smoky sandalwood.  “Why would he?”

      She blinked again, confused.  “That’s plumb…crazy.”

      The man’s brows were dark, slashing lines that drew into a vee as he stared down at her. “Is it?”

      Huh?

      “Persephone!  My goodness, are you okay?”

      Milicent Wilson’s face suddenly appeared over the man’s shoulder.  Her hair was wreathed in hair color foil, and she wore a plastic bib that said Stillwater Salon.

      “That maniac almost killed you!”  She pulled her phone from her pocket. “I’m calling 911.”

      “No,” Peri and the man said at the same time.

      Their gazes met, and a powerful frisson of awareness crackled between them.  Something intense and unknown that made her heart quake and her skin burn.

      He scowled.  She scowled back.

      “Dear, this is serious,” Millie insisted. “I think we should at least call Sheriff Rayburn and⁠—”

      “No,” Peri said more sharply than she intended.  “Don’t call him, Miss Wilson. Please.”

      Millie hesitated.  “But⁠—”

      “No,” she repeated.  “I didn’t even get a look at the license plates, so–”

      “3-Tango-879-Alpha-Delta-6,” interrupted the man who loomed over her.

      Peri’s gaze snapped to his, and a twisted mixture of anger and terror flooded her veins. She scrambled backward and smacked into the bench she’d fallen over.

      Ow!!!

      “Easy,” the man said sharply.  He scowled again, but Peri ignored him.

      Tango, alpha, delta.

      He was military.

      Enemy.

      “3, Tango, 8, 7, 9…”  Millie was putting the plate number into her phone. “What was the rest, young man?”

      Young man.  Like calling a mountain lion kitten.

      “Alpha-Delta-6,” he replied shortly.

      He stared at Peri, his hard black gaze missing nothing.  Clad in a pair of faded blue jeans, a black tee, and battered work boots, ink covered his arms, his neck, and his hands.  He didn’t look like the soldiers with whom she’d dealt, but people were rarely what they appeared to be.

      “I’m just fine,” she told him shortly. “You can take your leave now.”

      One of those slashing brows rose.

      “That will be all,” she added. “Thank you.”

      “Peri,” Millie admonished.

      But Peri ignored her.

      She didn’t want anything to do with him. Military or the law; it hardly mattered.  The man might have an amazing face, he might be tatted and grim and a more unusual specimen of enlisted, but he was enlisted.  Now that she knew, Peri could see it.  The opaque, stony quality of his gaze; the unquestioning expectation of obedience he wore like a second skin.

      The willingness to do whatever it took to get his man.

      “You’re still bleeding,” he muttered, and his gaze fell to her mouth, and another streak of sizzling awareness shot through her. Those obsidian eyes burned like a touch.

      Daggum it!

      Heat flooded her cheeks.  He really was spectacular to look at.  And he smelled smoky and warm, exotic.  And the unwavering intensity that cloaked him as he watched her was like a dang tractor beam–

      “Peri!”  A small body suddenly shoved the man aside and leaned down over her.  “Are you ok?  Gees, Louise, that guy nearly creamed you!”

      The abrupt sight of Evan Green’s big brown eyes and pale blond curls made her blink again.

      “I’m just fine,” she repeated and reached up to touch her stinging cheek.

      Evan’s twin brother, Edgar, pushed him rudely aside and fell to his knees next to her. “Are you sure? My dad says you have to watch out for the assholes, because the assholes never watch out for you.”

      “Edgar!” Millie chided.

      “You ain’t supposed to say ‘asshole.’” Evan kneed his brother in the back.  “Asshole!”

      “Knock it off!”  Edgar turned and shoved his twin roughly. “Butt breath!”

      “Settle down,” Peri told them sternly.

      She’d spent the better part of the last two months teaching environmental science at the elementary summer school; the twins were two of her best students.  Their appetite for learning was matched only by their appetite for trouble, which was how they’d ended up in summer school in the first place.

      “C’mon.”  Evan leaned down to claim her right arm.  “Give me a hand, Ed.  She’s gonna weigh a ton.”

      A painful, unexpected laugh caught in her throat. Edgar grabbed her other arm and said,  “Ok, I got her.”

      “I can get up by myself,” she protested.

      “Heave-ho!” Evan cried.

      And then they were pulling her to her feet, and her shin pulsed with pain, and her brain sloshed in her skull. Blood trickled down her cheek.

      “You’re one hot mess, Ms. O’Brien,” Evan offered unhelpfully and shook his head.

      Peri took a deep, painful breath, acutely aware of her vulnerability, wanting only to escape.  She steeled herself to meet that hard obsidian gaze, but only Millie stood there, watching with worried eyes.

      Alpha-Delta-6 had gone.
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      Southern Sons of Liberation

      
        
        Multi-Agency Operation: SSL End Game

        File No. HDDTS-96-8Jk0W0

        FBI/DHS/ATF

      

      

      This report provides a summary of the events that took place at the Southern Sons of Liberation (“SSL”) Compound–dubbed The Nest–on property owned by Josiah Dearing, in Clay Hills, Mississippi in June of 2010.  Specific details of the raid can be found in various case files associated with the SSL (See, Master File AJH-90).  This annotation is not intended to be construed as an official Bureau report.

      At 06:00 on June 23, the order to enter The Nest was given by FBI Director Anders James. Accompanied by U.S. Special Forces, Agents from various agencies infiltrated The Nest with orders to seize the compound and take SSL principal Josiah “The Diviner” Dearing into custody.

      Agents infiltrated The Nest through the southern fence, taken previously offline by SA Flint McCoy, the Bureau’s UCA within the SSL.  The southern wing was taken with minimal casualties. A heavily stocked armory that included firearms, ammunition, and a variety of explosives was immediately seized and taken off-site. The south wing also contained food stores and the compound’s water well. Director James ordered the stores emptied and the well sealed in effort to force Dearing’s surrender.  Due to the number of women and children on site, the determination to fall back and wait the enclave out was made.

      The following siege lasted 45 days.  On the forty-fifth day, efforts to purge the compound by fire were instigated by UCA McCoy.  Those efforts proved successful.  Dearing, all seven of his lieutenants and twenty-nine SSL members were killed in a firefight while fleeing the flames.  Several women and two children were also killed in friendly fire during that exchange.

      Thirty-four members of the SSL surrendered; nineteen died in the fire before agents could evacuate them.  Dearing’s sons Eli and Ferris were among the dead; his remaining son, John Morgan, was taken into custody.  Felicia Davis, the first of Dearing’s four wives, was also arrested.  His remaining three wives and six children perished before agents could reach them.  The sole remaining survivor of the Dearing family–Dearing and Felicia’s daughter, Persephone, age thirteen–was rescued by DHS and has been remanded to CPS in Hattiesburg.

      In total, thirteen women and nine children were successfully removed from The Nest before the compound collapsed.  Five of the children were identified as having been reported missing; four more were documented runaways.  All were dehydrated, severely malnourished, and bore signs of severe physical abuse.

      The weapons cache recovered from The Nest consisted of six hundred and thirteen guns; seven RPGs; four hundred and eleven kilos of C4 explosive; three hundred sticks of dynamite, grenades, knives, stun guns, and six canisters of weapons-grade plutonium.

      Reports documenting seizure of the compound, as well as photos and video, are contained in File No. SSL-0678UHJ-46.

      

      “Goddamn it,” Soren said as he stared down at the report.

      He had no desire to pick up the next, even thicker file that sat on the desk before him; he didn’t want to know.

      Because he already knew.

      He’d been hunting monsters a long time.

      The last thing he’d expected to find when digging into the blonde, the one who’d almost got creamed this morning, was this.

      A different kind of monster.

      There was already something deeply agitated circling within Soren, something borne into being as he’d kneeled next to Peri O’Brien. Sparked by the connection of his gaze to hers; fed into being by an unexpected, compelling energy that had instantly arisen between them.

      Soren didn’t understand it, didn’t want it, and he sure as hell didn’t need anything more added to the sudden, aggravating disquiet he felt.

      Inexplicable; irritating.

      Unwelcome.

      Not that he had any choice in the matter.  Because if Persephone “Peri” Dearing–now O’Brien–was a part of Bernason’s death–part of the Nilssons’ deaths–Soren had to know everything about her that he could.

      No matter how angry it made him.

      He didn’t even know why the hell he was angry.

      Persephone O’Brien was a stranger, someone he didn’t know.

      Didn’t want to know.

      Who cared who she was?

      Women came; women went.  They were not Soren’s concern or priority.  But something about Peri had…affected him.  Something he didn’t care to name.  Or feel.
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