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      “Lucienne Diver writes the story beautifully giving you enough information from other books so you’re not lost if this is the first one you have read. It also motivates you to read whatever you have missed! The investigations and people surrounding Tori are a blast to read, and you will enjoy every moment of it. I look forward to the next book in the series and following the antics of Tori and Apollo. Blood Hunt is an excitement-filled mystery with great characters and a good twist at the end.”

      
        
        —Fresh Fiction

      

      

      “Blood Hunt is a fairly fast paced read and it’s all sorts of enjoyable! There’s snark, action, steamy romance and just all the goodness one expects from a good paranormal read I will definitely be looking forward to reading Tori’s next adventure!”

      
        
        —A Great Read

      

      

      “We are fond of mythological based stories so particularly like this series. Tori is the every-day girl who ends up in extraordinary circumstances that we all wish we were! The magic is generally in line with characters from mythology, so the relative magical strength of different characters reflects many facets of traditional myths.

      “If you like your urban fantasy with a large helping of magic and mythology then this is definitely the series for you!”

      
        
        —Bull Spec, A Magazine of Speculative Fiction
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      Tori Karacis is back in LA, glad that she matches her passport photo again, thanks to a tattoo that controls her gargoyle wings. Her newest case doesn’t involve gods or an impending apocalypse … just garden-variety murder.

      Jessica Roland’s suspicions began when her brothers returned from Egypt eerily different. The terror kicked in with the ritualistic murder of her parents. Her real brothers would never have done such a thing, yet their guilt seems indisputable. Is it the Curse of the Pharaohs? Some kind of brain-eating bacteria?

      At the scene of a second attack, there’s evidence it’s the work of Set, the god of chaos, who should have been locked away long ago. And hello, there’s a new arrival, Neith, a warrior goddess who’s got the hots for Tori’s ex, Nick Armani.

      In theory, that shouldn’t cause Tori any problems. After all, she’s involved with Apollo—yes, that Apollo. Still, it’s a bit much for Neith to ask her for seduction advice! Meanwhile, Set is gaining strength, chaos starts leaking all over the place, and LA is a powder keg set to blow.
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      To my absolutely amazing grandmother, Vincie, who first made me believe in magic in the form of two imaginary crows named Jack and Jill.
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      Shhh!” Ian scolded him, index finger mashed up against his lips and pushing his nose out of joint.

      Richie rolled his eyes at his twin and then waited for the room to come back into focus. Shhh … as if the museum guard they’d locked in the closet wasn’t already making enough noise to wake the dead.

      And as if Ian was any more sober than himself. Still, Ian wasn’t the one who was going to be bruised tomorrow from accidentally hip-checking that cabinet.

      “If the cabinet’s a’rockin’ then don’t come a’knockin’,” he sing-song-sang to himself. He didn’t think that was quite right, but he couldn’t remember the actual words to the song. House, that was it. House, not cabinet. No matter.

      Ian glared him silent. All right, already! He got it. Heists required secrecy. And silence.

      And copious amounts of liquid courage.

      Really, he had no idea how things had gone this far. Sure, Ian had fantasized about bringing home a real souvenir and had pointed out casually the closed areas and the lack of guards at the small museum—possibly because of funding issues. But he never dreamed Ian would really go for it … or that his brother would convince him to come along.

      Probably that sixth—or was it seventh?—drink had been a mistake.

      “Hold this,” Ian ordered, handing over the flashlight he’d brought with him, as if maybe there’d been a bit of premedication. No, that wasn’t right. Premeditation. Sheesh. He needed to lie down, not to be skulking around dusty museum vaults.

      He held the flashlight as still as he could on the cabinet Ian was poking through, opening drawers, rifling contents, sometimes bringing them closer to the light to inspect them … like the thing he held now, which was about the size of a half dollar and gleaming gold.

      “What do you make of this?” Ian asked him.

      Richie did his best to focus on the disk … or was it a medallion? Yes, definitely a medallion, chain and all. It seemed to flash in the light. Almost definitely gold, Richie thought. But, if so, why wouldn’t it be on display? Seemed like the sort of thing that would be a major find for a small museum.

      “Cool,” Richie commented. “Grab it and let’s go.”

      He hadn’t actually seen any other guards, but someone was bound to miss the one they’d locked up sooner or later. Plus, the place gave him the creeps. Those two sarcophagi they’d passed … Well, he’d seen The Mummy, the old black and white version and the newer version with Brendan Fraser and Rachel Weisz. Ah, Rachel Weisz.

      “But look at it,” Ian insisted.

      Richie sighed. He liked the vision in his mind’s eye better, but obediently he gave it another glance. “What’s that thing on the front? Looks a dog, but for those funny knobby things on top of its head. Maybe a giraffe? I didn’t think the Egyptians had a giraffe-headed god.”

      “It’s Set, you dummy.”

      “Who?”

      “Bad boy of ancient Egypt. You know, god of chaos? Cut his brother Osiris into itty bitty bits.”

      “Oh, that guy.”

      Ian dropped the chain of the medallion over his head and went back to rifling through the cabinet. He came back with several more gold disks, smaller than the last, but each one bearing the image of the same strange animal.

      “Such a waste to lock these away in dusty old vaults,” Ian said, pocketing the coins. “They should be appreciated.”

      “Ian, I don’t think this is such a good idea.”

      “Relax, we’re not going to get caught.”

      Richie wasn’t so sure. This wasn’t like shoplifting for laughs back in California. Or “borrowing” that Batmobile replica for a joy ride the one time. This was art theft, wasn’t it? They could create some kind of international incident.

      He opened his mouth to say something, but Ian had already moved along. “Come on,” he said, “bring the light. I want to check out those sarcophagi.”

      It was the last thing in the world Richie wanted to do, but he knew he’d get out of here sooner if he just went along. Arguing would only waste time and in the end, they’d do what Ian wanted anyway. They always did.

      He dragged his feet in approaching the sarcophagi. He wasn’t quite the expert Ian was on Egyptian stuff, but he knew there was something very wrong with these two coffins.

      “Check them out!” Ian said, awe in his voice. “I’m thinking First Intermediate period, maybe.” On the other hand, Ian wasn’t quite the expert he thought he was either. First Intermediate period. Who was he trying to impress? All Richie really knew about it was that it was a period of unrest. All the intermediate periods were. “But … look, no prayers for the dead. No names. No spells to unite their ba and ka in the afterlife.…”

      A chill swept in out of nowhere, raising gooseflesh all over Richie’s body. “There’s Osiris,” Ian continued, “but …”

      Richie could see it now for himself. The images on the sarcophagi, still weirdly crisp after all these years, showed Osiris, the weigher of hearts … only these had clearly been found wanting. Severely wanting. Something that looked like a demon crouched beside the scales waiting to devour the atrophied organs. It was as though the priests had carved a sentencing recommendation into the sarcophagi. Those inside were never meant to pull enough of themselves together to reach the afterlife, and if hey did⸻

      Richie shivered, as though to shake off the thought. The flashlight beam went wild and then Richie lost it all together. It rolled on the ground and under the cart on which one of the sarcophagi rested.

      Ian cursed and reached for it, bumping into the sarcophagus and then … something happened.

      Richie watched in terror as his brother’s body went suddenly rigid and he sparked, as though zapped by electricity. Against his chest, something glowed gold and then red, strobing. The medallion …

      Crazy stupid terror flashed through Richie, and for a split second, he couldn’t move. Couldn’t do anything but watch, all those horror movies flitting through his head. And then he steeled himself. This was his brother. His twin.

      He grabbed Ian and yanked, trying to separate him from the sarcophagus, to get him outside and away from this insanity, but Ian lashed out, landing a palm forcefully against Richie’s chest. Richie’s whole body convulsed as some kind of energy flashed between them, a bolt of pure power that blasted his heart and exploded outward until he lost control of his limbs, fell against the other sarcophagus … where something waited to grab hold.

      More electricity zapped through him as he hit the coffin full force, branching out like lightning. Everything flashed through him. His past, his present …

      His future, red-washed and full of pain.

      He bit back on the pain, tasted blood. It flooded his mouth like memory.

      But that flood was quickly blown away by the sandstorm that raged behind it—a dry, hot wind flecked with thousands, millions of stinging shards, scouring everything in its path, leaving him a husk, a shell. Dry, desiccated.

      And then something filled him like a bellows. Pumping him full of so much—hunger, rage, lust … Pure animal need, startling in its intensity.

      A sudden noise blew away the haze, breaking him from the sea of pain …

      At a second sound, he and the one beside him looked up simultaneously, sighting in on the source.

      Somewhere a door opened. Footsteps. Then a woman appeared, calling “Hello? Bakari, was that you?”

      She spoke in Egyptian, but he no longer struggled so hard to understand. At the sight and sound of her, something inside went mad. Clawing at him, tearing and scraping, howling for release. Filling him with rage and hunger and a thirst for blood.

      He saw red. Saw it and liked it and wanted more.

      He and the other circled silently, closing in on her from either side. She saw them, but too late. Her screams fed his strange new hunger, but they were not enough. Would never be enough.
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      Apollo was waiting for me as I stepped out of the shower. He was naked as the day he was born, striking a pose as the sun streamed in through his beach-facing windows. He looked just like a statue from the National Gallery … except that he was perfectly proportional. And erect. And …

      “Yes?” I asked, amused, one brow quirked in a way I’d finally managed.

      “That’s it? That’s all I get? Two weeks together and already you fail to swoon at the sight of me in all my glory?”

      “When have I ever swooned?”

      “Well, you could try it just once,” he said, striking a new pose and looking at me hopefully. It did emphasize certain muscles he knew how to put to good use. I felt my resolve wavering.

      “I have an appointment,” I said. It didn’t come out as strongly as I’d meant it to, but then … naked sun god absolutely in his element. I was lucky I could form a complete sentence.

      “You can be late,” he said, his eyes making promises he was clearly ready to keep.

      When I didn’t respond, he dropped his pose and stalked me instead, prowling like a mountain cat, gaze pinning me in place. I was suddenly hyperaware of the rough towel wrapped around my body and how much better the smooth warmth of his hands would feel. Or his lips …

      I put out a hand to stop him, and it met the smooth, hard planes of his chest. He felt like sun-warmed silk. I swallowed hard and he leaned in to kiss my neck, tilting my head to the side. I moaned as his teeth scraped lightly along my pulse point. Next thing I knew, my towel was on the floor, and I was pressed up against him.

      It was all I could do to push him away.

      “Rain check,” I said, my voice sounding breathless. “I can’t believe you’re even ready to go again. We just …” I took another step back so that I could look into his eyes, study his face. “Wait, why the sudden interest? You could have joined me in the shower …”

      His gaze flitted away for just a second.

      “Ah ha! Something’s come up. Spill,” I said.

      Apollo closed his eyes and then rubbed them, along with the bridge of his nose. Not that I was looking at the bridge of his nose. Not when there was so much else to see.

      “Fine,” he said after a second, taking his hand away so that he could look into my eyes. “I was hoping we could skip right to the make-up sex.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest, which, unfortunately, still left the rest of me exposed.

      From his reaction, he was fully aware of that fact.

      “What did you do?” I asked, bending at the knees to reach for the fallen towel.

      “You know that movie premiere I’m committed to on Saturday?”

      “Yes,” I said dangerously, beginning to twist the towel again and again in my hands as if I might wring his neck with it rather than use it to cover up.

      “I’ve just confirmed you as my plus one.”

      It might not be the towel he had to worry about. My gorgon glare was stronger than ever, and I was seriously considering hitting him full blast.

      “You did what?” I couldn’t have heard him right.

      “Hear me out,” he said, reaching for the towel before I could lash out with it … or anything else. We couldn’t actually read each other’s thoughts, but back when he’d touched me with the gift of foreseeing, we’d become linked in some intimate way, and feelings came through loud and clear. “My publicist called while you were in the shower, which is why I didn’t join you. She says the only way to counteract all those tabloid photos with you and your wings is to take you out in public and let you be seen. It’ll put all the crazy rumors to rest. Maybe even save your life.”

      “Or give the zealots a perfect opportunity to get at me.”

      Curse the damned wings. Ever since I’d gotten wrapped up with the Latter-Day Olympians—the old gods in their Greek or other guises who were still with us and still as fractious as ever—my life had gone kablooey. The gorgon blood that ran through my veins, dating back to the god Pan beer-goggling one of the gorgons, seemed to get stronger all the time. What had started with the ability to stop men in their tracks through eye contact and sheer force of will had evolved to the point where a drop of my blood could turn them to stone. The wings had been the most recent and, I hoped, final surprise. Not pretty little fairy wings, all gossamer and shimmery. Or feathered phenomena that might fool friends and enemies alike into seeing me as something angelic. No, mine were big ole bat wings—long and leathery.

      They’d been out in full-force when we’d fought the lord of all plague-demons for New York and, ultimately, the world. And like everything these days, they’d been caught on camera. My old Homeland Security pals Rosen and Holloway had done what they could to keep the footage from getting out and to spin all the devastation we’d left in our wake—or rather that Hecate and her cadre, who’d tried to take advantage of the chaos, had left in their wake, but there was just too much. The conspiracy theorists, the religious zealots who liked ranting about end times, the average citizen with trust issues … they weren’t buying it.

      I didn’t blame them.

      “It’s a red carpet event,” Apollo said. “Do you have any idea how much security there is at those things? No one is getting to you. Besides, I want to show you off.”

      Now that called for a look. Not the gorgon glare, maybe, but a dubious look nearly as effective. “You’ve been linked to some of the hottest starlets of our time … of various times … and you want to show me off?” I snorted. “Try again.”

      He risked life and limb by approaching despite the stranglehold I now held on the towel.

      “I do,” he said. “Because you’re the real deal. Beautiful—” I started to protest and was instantly hushed by the emotions that roiled out of him, overwhelming me, “—strong, powerful, incredible. Mine.”

      Even he couldn’t fake that kind of sincerity. Not with me.

      I let him kiss me when he stepped in. Let, hell, I grabbed him around the neck, pressed myself up against him and gave as good as I got … until he began to back me into the wall. I gasped as my butt hit and he leaned himself against me. I knew what came next, and I didn’t have time for it, though I wanted more. I wanted it all.

      I was breathless when I broke off the kiss. Aching and desperate for him, but … “You’re changing the subject,” I said, practically gasping in the necessary air.

      “Am I?”

      “And I’m late.”

      “Are you?” His hand was stroking down my side, over my thighs. He shifted just enough so that he could stroke somewhere more central. The shift also allowed me to escape. Reluctantly.

      “Yes, I am,” I said. “And we’re not finished with this discussion. I never agreed to go.”

      “I can convince you.”

      I looked him up and down, gaze catching on certain spots. I was sure he could convince me. Absolutely sure. He could do things that would make me forget my own name, the day, year … anything but the pleasure.

      Gah, I was hopeless. This was what I’d been trying to avoid, why I’d resisted him all those months. I didn’t want to be subsumed. I wanted to stay the same special freakin’ flower I’d always been.

      [image: ]

      I turned away, headed for the walk-in closet where I kept some of my clothes. Thanks to the Grey Sisters and a runic tattoo, I could now fold my wings right into my body, magically absorbing them into their permanently inked likenesses on my back. My clothes would fit again. Which was a good thing, because clients tended to be put off when you showed up au naturel … with gargoyle wings besides.

      Apollo followed me to the closet, but didn’t loom in the entrance. Didn’t block my path. “Tori?” he said, his voice low and intense. “You went away from me just now.”

      “No,” I said, knowing he’d sense the lie. “I just have to get to the office. We’ll pick this up later.”

      “Want company? I’m free until lunch.”

      “No,” I lied again. I did want it, and that was exactly why I had to do without. Unless … unless I was overthinking things. Wasn’t it always this way at the start of a relationship? All hot and heavy, painful to be apart. Maybe.

      I had to stay strong.

      “O…kay,” Apollo said. He didn’t understand. Hell, I didn’t understand. Maybe I was just too ornery to be in a relationship. Any relationship. Maybe I should just … stop thinking.

      I grabbed an amber silk-blend cami, black pants, and a blazer that wouldn’t last through the client interview—not in the LA heat. Then I pulled on my black low-heeled boots from yesterday and was off before I could change my mind. Leaving Apollo felt like leaving behind a part of myself.

      I squashed the feeling mercilessly. I couldn’t think about any of that now. I had a client, one I hoped came with a big, juicy case rife with distraction. No cheating spouse or missing money, but something I could sink my teeth into. Like a chocolate croissant.

      Speaking of which, my favorite coffee shop was on the way, and after my earlier aerobics with Apollo, some sustenance was definitely in order. I’d probably earned myself a cheesy omelet, an entire side of bacon and whatever else I could carry back from an all-you-can-eat buffet, but I didn’t have time. Carbohydrates and caffeine would have to do the trick.

      I was already late. It wouldn’t do to arrive faint with hunger as well. Better to take the five-minute detour and show up with pastry-shaped peace offerings.

      I pushed through the door of the coffee-shop/art house I frequented to find, mercifully, only one man ahead of me, already paying for his cuppa.

      Barry-the-barista greeted me by name and asked, “The usual?”

      “Yeah, but make it three. Wait, four. Make one soy just in case and hold the sugar on two. Three chocolate croissants and three regular.”

      “Oh, so it’s a party,” he said, drinks already in progress.

      I smiled. “Don’t know what everyone else is going to eat.”

      “Isn’t that why you ordered the plain?”

      “You know me so well.”

      And all I knew was his name. Well, and the fact that he’d proposed to his girlfriend last month and been accepted. And that the wedding was next spring. And … okay, so I knew quite a bit. Probably, I’d even financed a good part of the big day.

      While I waited, I looked up at the ever-present TV screen tucked away in a corner of the cafe, practically a necessity out here between weird weather, riots, and all-important air quality updates. The sound was down or off, but the subtitles scrolled across the bottom of the screen—all about a murder in the upscale Hollywood Hills. As I watched the external footage of a body being loaded into the back of an ambulance, I caught the flash of a familiar figure—Detective Nick Armani. My ex. He looked as amazing as always, all dark hair and midnight blue eyes. I knew those eyes in all of their moods; right then they were troubled, his usual poker face nowhere in evidence.

      A zing went through me and I froze. It could not be about Nick’s eyes. It couldn’t, but … It happened again and I laser-focused on the foot disappearing into the ambulance, the door slamming on it with the finality of death. Something was not right at the scene, even beyond the taking of a life. Something …

      Barry called my name. For the second time, I thought, and I shook myself out of my fugue to grab the coffee carrier and pastry bag he offered me. Only to set them back down on the counter so that I could root around in my pocket for payment. I left the change in his tip jar. Maybe I could help toward a down payment on the hall. It was my feeble attempt to counteract the bad in the world with just a little bit of good.

      The office was only another minute away, located in old Hollywood, home of iconic theaters like the Orpheum and Rialto, sadly long since past their prime, most no longer operating as theatres. My office was in an old art deco building with a lift so ancient there was always a chance the doors wouldn’t open again once they closed. But there were rules against messing with historic buildings by doing things like updating unsafe equipment. I decided to live dangerously and take the elevator anyway. I lived to tell the tale.

      The door to the office opened while I was still trying to juggle coffee, pastries, and keys.

      A haughty Jesus (pronounced Hey-Zeus) stood in its place, glaring his disapproval. “You’re late,” he said.

      “No kidding,” I answered.

      “The client is waiting.”

      “She wouldn’t be waiting anymore if you’d let me in.”

      He relieved me of the coffees and graciously allowed me to pass. “Would you carry those in for me?” I asked.

      “It depends. Is one of them mine?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well then, chica, by all means.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. Chica meant all was forgiven. Boss lady would have meant I was still in the doghouse, which could mean anything with Jesus from him changing the password on our computer network to selling my story to the tabloids … not that he knew the half of it. One did not thwart Jesus’s iron will.

      I expected to see the client almost immediately, sitting in the small waiting area in front of Jesus’s desk. Instead, he led the way to my office, and as we approached the door, I understood why he’d tucked this one away, despite my prohibition on seating anyone in my office when I wasn’t there to watch over them. The sound of her sobbing carried all the way through the door. Big, sloppy tears from the sound of them. Jesus abhorred a scene … unless he was creating it. And messes were right out. He’d probably handed her the tissue box, toed my garbage can closer to her, and run for the hills.

      “Good luck,” he stage-whispered as I reached past him to open my door. As soon as I had that hand free again, he passed the coffee tray into it, ushered me forward with a hand to my back and closed my office door firmly behind me.

      The girl, because really she wasn’t much more than that—nineteen, twenty maybe—looked up from the tissue she held over her nose. Her eyes were watery and red where they weren’t cornflower blue.

      “I’m so sorry to have kept you waiting,” I said. “Can I offer you something? Coffee? A pastry?”

      She stared blankly at first, as though the words were in some foreign language she had to translate for herself.

      “I’m lactose intolerant,” she said finally.

      “One of these is soy.”

      The girl gave a wobbly smile. “Thanks then, I could use it.”

      I wondered if my foreseeing had played any part in the order, but if it had, I wouldn’t have paid for the fourth cup … I set the coffee carrier down on my desk and handed her the one marked soy. Then I set the sugars—I’d gotten a fistful of each—out where she could reach them and in lieu of a plate, tore the paper pastry bag down the center to reveal the yummy goodness inside.

      She went for sugar in the raw and eyed the croissants as if she hadn’t eaten in an age.

      I grabbed a chocolate croissant to show her the way and bit into it immediately. The taste—butter and chocolate and flaky sweet goodness burst onto my tongue. I did not moan, but it was a close thing.

      She sniffled, used the edge of the tissue in her hand to swipe at the moisture on her face and to give a good hard blow of her nose, then dropped it into the wastebasket and reached for one of the plain pastries. It was a good thing, I thought, that I wasn’t the germaphobe Jesus was. I could just picture his reaction.

      But once grabbed, all she did was hold the croissant in her hand. I half feared she’d forget it wasn’t the tissue and we’d have a big ole mess on our hands.

      “Do you want to tell me about it?” I asked. The girl’s eyes filled with tears again. “Why don’t we start with your name?”

      “Jessica,” she said. “Jessica Roland.”

      That zing from back at the coffee shop struck again and I knew instantly where I’d heard the name Roland before … the teletype about the Hollywood Hill murders.

      “And you’re here today because …” I prompted.

      “Because of my parents,” she said, finishing my sentence on a sob. As I’d feared, she started to raise the croissant to her face. I quickly dropped my own like a hot potato in order to head her off with the offer of another tissue.

      The Hollywood Hill murders … Allowing Jessica a moment to compose herself gave me all the time I needed to imagine just how overjoyed Nick would be about my interfering with his new case. He’d be positively giddy.

      But Jessica had made her appointment yesterday. Before the killings. Or at least before the bodies had been found. Maybe this was about something else? Inheritance or …

      “What about them?” I asked gently.

      “They’re dead. Murdered,” she said, holding my gaze, the tissue unused in her hand. “And … and the worst is … I think my brothers did it.”

      And I thought I had problems. “Explain?”

      She took a huge sip of her soy latte first for sustenance. “I mean, not them exactly,” she said, looking away, “but … Let me start at the beginning.”

      “That’s usually best,” I said. I could imagine Jesus rolling his eyes at me for that, but I wasn’t trying to be a smart aleck … not this time anyway.

      Jessica stood with her coffee and paced as she talked. “I called yesterday because … Look, this is going to sound crazy, but someone told me you sometimes handle things … a little outside the box.”

      I nodded to encourage her to continue. There was no point in denying what was, especially when it was so severely understated. Gods, plague demons, dragons, apocalypsi … or whatever the plural might be of apocalypse … Yes, we certainly handled things outside the box … Pandora’s Box, specifically.

      She took a deep breath. “Here’s the thing. Ian and Richie got back just this past weekend from the graduation trip my parents sent them on to Egypt. My brothers had always been fascinated with it. Ian was even planning on going to college for archaeology, Richie probably for the drinking. Anyway, the thing is, they came back … different. I don’t know how to describe it. They’ve always been trouble. Not bad, just … they don’t really have any impulse control. If something occurs to them, it has to be done … right that instant. Especially if it’s new or exciting or dangerous. Mom and Dad have always had the influence or the money to get them out of any trouble they’ve gotten into. Still, they’ve always been fun-loving and have always looked out for me as their little sister. Well, not little, but younger.”

      “But now?”

      “When they came back, they were … scary. Different. Ian said … I don’t even want to tell you what he said to me. I’m his sister. He’s never been like that. He would have punched out any of his friends who talked to me that way, and … I was freaked. I mean, seriously. For the first time ever, I locked my door against them, and the night before last, I was sure I heard the door knob rattle, like someone was trying to get in.”

      “You mentioned Ian. What about Richie?”

      “Richie’s been … quiet since he got back. Not pensive-quiet, but more like a predator of some kind, waiting and watching, looking at me like prey. And the way he looked at Mom and Dad … Yesterday my parents got into a knockdown, drag out fight with the boys. There’d been a call from the tour company about them. Mom and Dad were trying to protect me, I think. They wouldn’t tell me what was going on, but sent me away to a friend’s house. That was when I called you and now …”

      Her hand was shaking so hard I could hear the remains of her coffee sloshing about in her cup. I rose to guide her back to her seat so she could sit down before she fell down. She followed my guidance, and when she was back in her chair, she looked up, tears glittering in her eyes as she speared my gaze. “Do you believe in possession or … I don’t know, is there some kind of drug or disease that can totally change someone’s personality? I mean, there’s no doubt these are my brothers. The way they walk and talk, their mannerisms, but … but at the same time, they’re not. I’ve heard about the curse of the pharaohs. Do you think that somehow they disturbed an ancient tomb or … I don’t know. Can you even investigate something like that? Especially if it happened an entire continent away? Please tell me you can help. I don’t know where else to go.”

      I’d get to “the curse of the pharaohs” in a second. “Have you talked to the police yet?”

      She looked away now, and I knew she hadn’t. “N-no,” she admitted. “I mean, they’re my brothers. They’re not themselves, but the police aren’t going to believe that. They’re only going to look at the boys’ records, assuming my parents left any behind, and the evidence, and … I don’t know what to do.”

      “Jessica,” I said gently. “You have to talk to the police. I know the detective in charge. He’ll listen. He has to pursue the investigation, of course, and go where the evidence takes him, but … Well, he’ll listen. That much I can promise you.”

      She lunged forward and grabbed my hand across my desk. “You can help me then? You’ll take the case?”

      I couldn’t do anything else. If she was right about her brothers, I might be the only PI who could help her.

      “I will. First, you need to tell me everything you can about your brothers. Their friends, their resources, places they frequent, what they drive, anything you can think of. Most especially, I need to know what tour they were on. I’m going to need to contact the tour company. I presume the police didn’t find them at the house? They haven’t yet been arrested?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Then step one, I call my friend the detective. Step two, we find your brothers. If they’re dangerous, we need to get them safely under wraps while we figure out what’s going on.”

      Her hand still clutched mine, and now she squeezed. “Thank you,” she said in a voice gone hoarse with emotion. “Thank you.”

      I squeezed back and smiled reassuringly as I took my hand back so that I could call Jesus on the intercom. “Jesus, will you bring in a standard contract for Ms. Roland?”

      He agreed, and I turned back to Jessica. “Now, about this curse of the pharaohs …”

      It was superstition nonsense, of course … A few early archaeologists had met with misfortune, but no more than normal, and Howard Carter, the infamous discoverer of Tut’s tomb, had lived to the ripe old age of sixty-four. Science didn’t allow for “curses.” It did allow for deadly mold or bacteria which could have accumulated in the tombs or burial boxes over the years and made people sick when the spores were unleashed, but none of those, that I knew of, made people into crazed killers.

      Not that I thought science held all the answers. I knew better than most that Shakespeare had been right—there were far more things in heaven and earth than were dreamt of in my philosophy.

      “What about mad cow disease?” she asked when I finished. “Or, like, syphilis? Not that I’m saying they have syphilis. I know that can take years to make a brain into Swiss cheese, but … something like that. It can happen, right? Maybe if I can convince them to get tested …”

      “No!” I said, a little too quickly. “I mean yes, it’s possible, but I don’t want you alone with them. I don’t want you to confront them. If it’s true that they’re responsible for what happened to your parents, it’s too dangerous for you. You need to let me handle things.”

      Jesus knocked on the door and didn’t wait for me to give him the all-clear before coming in with the contract in duplicate.

      Jessica didn’t delay signing. “Do you take credit cards?” she asked. First world problems. Nobody carried cash or checks anymore.

      “Sure,” I said, letting Jesus know with a look that this time we’d make an exception. Generally, cash and checks were a lot harder to dispute if you didn’t like the way an investigation turned out.

      As soon as the paperwork was done, I had her list out all the things I’d asked her—people, places, hangouts for her brothers, cell phone numbers. Everything she could think of. While she was writing, I made the call.

      As predicted, Detective Nick Armani was beside himself to hear from me. No, really.
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      I followed Jessica to the police precinct. She had her own car, but I wasn’t entirely sure she was fit to drive, and anyway, I wanted to talk to Nick myself. I needed to prime him on what she was going to say and pick his brain about the case.

      He hadn’t loved my “interference” in his cases before we’d dated. Now that we had history I suspected he’d love it even less. Especially now that I kept company with his former rival. “Kept company with” sounded so much more and less than “dating,” which was far too normal for whatever was between Apollo and me. Now that we were trapped in each ’others’ orbit? Now that inescapable forces pulled us together …

      Gah, this thing with Apollo was dangerous. Certainly for my concentration. He wasn’t even here and he was messing with me.

      So, Nick. Detective Armani. Whatever we were calling each other these days. Neither one of us was going to be leaving LA. We’d have to find a way to work together sooner or later.

      It was a good thing I’d taken that fourth coffee with me when I left the office. I finally understood what I’d bought it for in the first place. It wasn’t for me, though I’d toyed with the idea, even knowing that me on caffeine overload was something like a Chihuahua on speed. It was for Nick. A peace-offering of sorts. It would be cold, but still better than the swill they served at the precinct.

      I met Jessica at her car in the parking lot and we walked in together.

      The desk officer who ruled all traffic in and out of the precinct with an iron fist raised a brow at the sight of me. I wondered if he’d seen the stories about the wings or whether he knew about me and Nick and the breakup. I hadn’t seen him since I’d returned from my trip back to Greece to meet with the Grey Sisters. I didn’t know what tales Nick might have told about us or the miraculous healing from his third-degree burns. Very possibly we should have gotten our stories straight on the phone, but I’d had an audience and, really, it hadn’t even occurred to me.

      “We’re here to see Detective Armani,” I said quickly, before the sergeant could ask anything unprofessional in front of my client. “Tori Karacis, PI, and my client Jessica Roland. He’s expecting us.”

      At the name Roland, his brows rose even higher, actually disappearing into his hairline.

      “One minute.”

      He picked up his desk phone to make the call, but had to leave a message. As soon as he hung up, he picked the phone up again, probably to call Armani’s partner. Armani … best to start thinking of Nick that way again, to distance myself. The officer covered the mouthpiece of his phone when he spoke into it this time, but my precog didn’t set off any warning bells, and so I just stared all the while.

      When he hung up, he waved us to one of the few chairs in the entryway. “Someone will be out in a minute.”

      It took five minutes before Nick appeared, and when he did I caught my breath. Not because my heart still skipped a beat when I saw him … really it was more of a delay than an actual skip … but because of how tired he looked. Exhausted, really, like he hadn’t slept in a week.

      “Come on back,” he said, barely meeting my gaze.

      We followed him in. He bypassed his desk entirely and headed straight for one of the interview rooms.

      “Can I talk with you first?” I asked before he could shut us in.

      He turned to me, and it hurt more than it should have to see the cop look on his face, as though I was just another perp he was prepared not to believe whatever I had to say. The look was pretty effective. If I really was in the hot seat, I might be revising my strategy right about now, considering whether it was even worth the effort to lie to him.

      “Please,” I added.

      He sighed heavily. “Do you mind waiting for just a second?” he asked Jessica.

      She looked at me, and I nodded. “Just for a second,” I said. “I want to make sure the detective understands the situation.”

      She blinked, new tears catching in her lashes. Not that I didn’t understand, given the situation, but if she kept up like this, she was going to dehydrate in no time. “Maybe someone can get her a bottle of water,” I suggested.

      Nick … Armani … looked into my eyes, searching for hidden meaning. Finding none, he glanced toward his desk and gestured to someone nearby. I turned to look and found an attractive Latina woman headed toward us, her hair pulled back into a tight queue at the back of her head.

      “Detective Reyes, can you get Ms. Roland something to drink? I’ll be back in just a second.”

      Her gaze raked me dispassionately, and when she turned to Jessica, her lips quirked up in a smile that transformed her face. The warmth of it made her more than just attractive. It made her compelling. I felt a pull at my heart at the thought of her working so closely with Nick and knew that it was totally unfair.

      Detective Reyes motioned Jessica away from the door, off to another room, and Nick held the interrogation room open for me to precede him. I did, and he shut the door and leaned against it.

      “For you,” I said, holding out the coffee.

      He stared it down, his eyes crinkling at the corners momentarily. “That your idea of a bribe?” he asked. Still, he took the cup. “It’s not even hot.”

      “Fine, I’ll take it if you don’t want it.”

      “I didn’t say that.” He took a long sip and then fixed me with a look. “Okay, so talk.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out again. “It’s going to be one of those cases,” I began.

      “One of your kind of cases, you mean?” He suddenly looked even wearier than he had before, despite the coffee.

      “I think so. At least, Jessica thinks so. I know it sounds crazy—well, probably not after all you’ve seen—but she says the Roland boys came back from their trip to Egypt … different. Not her brothers. At least, not entirely.”

      “You’re right,” he said. “To anyone else that might sound crazy.” He took another supersized sip.

      “I know. I mean, there are cases of brain injuries or whatever changing a person. If it had just been one … but both strains credibility.”

      He laughed, but without much mirth. “And you’re about to propose something much more credible? What—possession? Body snatchers? Cyborgs? Changelings? Stop me when I get close.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “I don’t know. I just started on the case. Literally. Jessica made the appointment yesterday. We met this morning and then we came straight from my office to yours.”

      “Wait, she called you yesterday? The murders only happened last night.”

      “Yeah, she called before the murders. Her brothers scared her. She wanted me to find out what happened to them over in Egypt. I think she was hoping for a solution. She didn’t expect … this.”

      “Did she tell you her whereabouts last night?”

      “She did. She stayed with a girlfriend.”

      “But left her parents alone with her brothers?”

      “Again, she wasn’t expecting murder. Would you?”

      “I don’t know. I won’t know until I talk to her.”

      “You’ll do that soon enough. First, I need to know whatever you can tell me,” I said, glancing into those deep blue eyes.

      He gazed back and I couldn’t read him. I hated that. “Like what?”

      “First, whether you’ve found the Roland boys. I’m assuming not or it would be all over the news that you had them in custody.”

      “You assume right. There’s been no sign of them. And they’re not exactly answering their phones.”

      “And I’ll need to see the crime scene.”

      He stared like I’d grown a second head. Given my sudden sprouting of wings not so long ago, it wasn’t entirely out of the question. I had to resist checking just to be sure. “You don’t ask for much, do you?” he asked. “The crime scene techs probably aren’t even done processing yet.”

      “Call me when they’re done? Same deal as always—you show me yours and I’ll show you mine.”

      I didn’t quite realize what I’d said until the words were out of my mouth, and then I wished to gods I could recall them.

      His eyes darkened, and he didn’t say anything for a full minute. “Professionally?” he asked finally.

      I looked away. It hurt too much otherwise. “Professionally,” I confirmed.

      “Damn shame,” he said, and left it at that.

      “No promises on the crime scene,” he said after a moment, “but I’ll see what I can do. I’ll call you later.”

      It was his turn to look away at that. Such a simple thing, and so loaded.

      “Um, good. Great. Thank you. I’ll let you talk to Jessica right now. I’m going to explore some of her brothers’ haunts, see if I can find them.”

      “Be careful,” he said, meeting my gaze again.

      “You too,” I said.

      “Always,” he answered, though we both knew that wasn’t true.

      “It’s good to see you back. How did you explain the miraculous healing?”

      Nick pulled at a gold chain I’d barely noted around his neck and brought a pendant out from where it rested next to his heart.

      “A St. Christopher medal?” I asked.

      “Jude. Saint of impossible cases. You mentioned miraculous healing. That’s exactly what I went with.”

      “Your mother must be so proud,” I said with complete sincerity.

      If there was one thing Nick had told me about his mother, it was that she was a diehard Roman Catholic … the kind who went to church not just every week, but every day. Oh, and that she was, literally, a little old lady from Pasadena, just like the song.

      His lips quirked. “In hindsight, the miracle might have been a mistake. Now she expects me to drive up and take her to church every Sunday to show proper thanks. And she likes to show me off to her friends.”

      I tried not to smile at the thought of Nick among the church ladies. He’d be quite a catch. No doubt eligible daughters were being flung at him left and right.

      “Matchmaking?” I asked.

      “Don’t even get me started.”

      It was my cue to go. I knew it. Even so, I hesitated just a second. “Call me about that crime scene,” I said as a parting line.

      He just nodded, letting me have the last word.
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      In the car, I looked at the list Jessica had given me and tried to prioritize. Mentally, I came up with a most-likely/closest-by-scale that helped me pinpoint my first few stops … after the crime scene. I knew I couldn’t get in right away. That would have to wait until Nick … Armani … called. If he called. But I had a burning need to see what I could myself. To begin at the beginning, move on until the end, then stop, as Lewis Carroll would have said. My reasoning was twofold. One, there’d be looky-loos—reporters, neighbors, passersby, any local scanner-jockey who’d rather chase police cars than ambulances. If I was lucky, one or both of the Roland boys might even return to the scene of the crime. Or … well, I wouldn’t know until I got there. My hope was that I’d find someone who knew something they hadn’t told the police, or that the police would never tell me, maybe something crucial they were withholding. I needed to gather all the intel I could. Knowledge was power.

      Which brought me to reason number two.

      Just seeing how and where the Roland boys had lived would help me build a profile that could lead me to them. Maybe even allow me to bring them in without bloodshed. I could dream. Maybe my own Saint Jude medal was in order.

      I GPSed the address Jessica had given me, but the roads up in the Hollywood Hills were narrow and the closer I got, the harder it was to get through. Cars were parked illegally all along the way—up to a mile from the house. I drove carefully past them all … for about a half mile until I met a car coming the other way on a road that had been artificially choked down to a single lane. One of us was going to have to back off, and it was clear it would not be the lady in the other car.

      Her heavily kohl-lined eyes burned like lasers, boring their way through both our windshields until I could feel the heat of them. Her face was broad and symmetrical, which seemed a weird thing to notice, but it was almost too perfect. Most people had something—a scar, a brow slightly higher than another, one lid droopier or … something. But even the intricate braids of her hair perfectly matched from one side to the other.

      I memorized her for later, just in case. Maybe it was my precog. Maybe it was the sense of purpose rolling off her in waves, but I had an idea she’d be important later on.

      Her eyes seemed to flare as we continued to face off, as though she could move me off the road through sheer force of will. The odd thing was, it worked. One of us had to give, and in this case it was clear it would have to be me.

      Scowling, I backed up until I found a driveway I could pull into to get out of her way, and then she drove past without raising a hand in thanks or even looking my way in any sort of acknowledgment. I flung a few choice words after her and stopped when I realized I’d come back around to the beginning.

      Vocab exhausted, I shrugged off the encounter and found a place to park down the hill, probably illegally. I had to hope the cops were too busy to ticket me. I set my parking brake and trudged up the hill to the murder scene. And trudged. As much as I’d bemoaned their existence when I’d had them, I now mourned the temporary loss of my wings. My back kept twitching, as though my wings wanted out. I could have flown to the scene in no time … if I wanted to expose myself to the reporters and half the police force. But I didn’t. I climbed up the old-fashioned way.

      The news vans alerted me when I got close … those and the kick to the gut delivered by my precog. There was something important here. As if I needed my precog to tell me that.

      The danger might have moved on, but it hadn’t passed.

      The scene was controlled chaos. The Roland mansion stood behind seven-foot tall wrought iron fencing with even higher gates done up in scrollwork that culminated with a medallion containing the house number in a fancy font. The medallion was, in fact, about all I could see of the front gates beyond the spectators, most with cameras or phones held over their heads to capture what they couldn’t see themselves. The mansion wasn’t far beyond the gates, space being such a premium on the hills. Unlike most of its neighbors, it was a boxy brick colonial, complete with two-story white pillars, and wrap-around front porch, rather than something more hacienda in style.

      In the foreground, two reporters stood several feet from each other, each on a raised platform to bring them to the level where a cameraman could get the mansion in the shot, a trick of perspective, as they delivered their sound bytes. They were from competing networks. I wondered how their sound guys would do with cutting out their rival’s background chatter. I was nearly past when one, a woman in a red power suit with flowing chestnut hair, called out, “Wait!” and jumped down from her box.

      I was startled enough to turn and ended up with a camera in my face. I put a hand up to block it, and then realized that walking away would work even better.

      A hand landed on my arm, and I was tempted to remove it with prejudice … if only the camera weren’t rolling. Anyway, I supposed that if I got really desperate I could just give her and her cameraman the gorgon glare to get away. Enough to freeze them in their tracks, of course, not turn them to stone. That could be accomplished too, but it required blood I was not ready to spill.

      I halted but didn’t turn, so the woman circled around in front of me, her four-inch heels putting her at about eye-level with me in my boots. “You’re that girl,” she said, eyes wide.

      “Girl might be a bit of a stretch,” I answered ungraciously.

      I recognized her, I thought. A stringer from Channel 9. Not a tabloid journalist or a sensationalist—that I knew of—but an on-site reporter, someone they sent to various scenes so the anchors would have someone to talk to from the comfort of their desks.

      She smiled, and it did good things for her. “Sorry, let me introduce myself. I’m Susie Tallios from News9. I … I recognize you from the trouble in New York last month.”

      I snorted. “Trouble” was possibly the understatement of the year. Zombies, plague demons, godly cabals, none of which had been limited to the Big Apple … Trouble didn’t cover the half of it. But then, neither had the news.

      “Rumors of my involvement have been greatly exaggerated,” I said, meeting her gaze in a way I hoped projected sincerity.

      “And now you’re here,” she said.

      I bit back a comment on her mastery of the obvious.

      “Can we talk?” she asked.

      I considered that. I was looking for information. It was just possible she had some.

      News was her business, after all.

      “Maybe,” I responded. “If you’ll turn off your camera.”

      She looked to the cameraman as if she’d forgotten all about him, and made a hand gesture that looked something like cutting her own throat.

      I glanced back to see him making a few gestures of his own. When he saw me looking, he sighed heavily and lowered the camera. “Fine. I’ll get some crowd reaction. But don’t be long. They might want you to interview some of the neighbors or …” he shrugged, “… you know how it goes.”

      “I do,” she said. “I’ll be right with you.”

      I waited for the cameraman to go off before facing Suzie again. My precog hadn’t kicked up at her presence, which meant she didn’t present a danger. It didn’t mean she was my friend.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “So, what do you want?” I asked.

      She looked after the cameraman to make sure he was really gone. “Listen, I’m ambitious, okay?” I did not roll my eyes. I’d seen it coming. “I’ve done some checking. Whatever else you might be, you’re a PI. You work here in LA. You’ve been connected with Apollo Demas and with the murder earlier this year of that talent agent Circe Holland, the details of which are still hazy at best. You were photographed fighting off a crazed mob in Central Park.” It was fascinating the spin the press and everyone else had put on the sudden profusion of plagues and other insanity. But then, magic and myth were out of the realm of most peoples’ experience. Conspiracies, on the other hand, were almost an everyday affair. Plus, they had the advantage of selling papers. I’d seen speculation blaming everything from killer viruses escaping the CDC to radical groups like ISIS and al-Qaeda.

      She lowered her voice, looked surreptitiously left and right. “And now,” she near-whispered, “here you are, right on the scene where two people were murdered, their brains literally scrambled …”

      “Wait, what?”

      She had my full attention now. She grinned as if she knew it. “I’ll tell you what I know if you’ll give me something I can use.”

      I eyed her. It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world to make a reporter friend. It didn’t seem like I could avoid the news anyway. Might as well use it to my advantage. Wasn’t that what Apollo wanted? Would making my own friend keep me off the red carpet?

      “I’ll have to hear what you have first,” I said.

      She eyed me back. “You good for it?” she asked.

      “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

      She turned a little green at that for some reason. It looked like she might even have lifted a hand to cross herself but caught herself first. Interesting.

      “Okay then.” She looked around again to be sure no one was close enough to overhear. A few of the spectators had turned from watching the nothing they could see through the crowd of people between them and the fence to watching us, but unless anyone had super hearing … a deeply underestimated superpower in my book … “Look, the rest of that saying, ‘Cross my heart and hope to die’ is ‘stick a needle in my eye,’ right?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Well, that’s pretty close to what happened.”

      “More,” I said.

      Her eyes scrunched shut for a minute. Her lips twisted. These weren’t just words for her. Whatever had happened had left an impression. “Okay, this is going to sound crazy, but … well, look, I caught an officer losing his lunch over the scene inside. He talked before he could think better of it. Really, I think he was just trying to vent the horror. He swore me to secrecy. I can’t use this … yet … but … Those poor people inside had skewers stuffed up into their brains and … when I say scrambled, I meant liquefied. And the police didn’t find the fluids all over the floor, which means …”

      “They were carried away,” I said. “Or …”

      “Or drunk,” she whispered, barely forcing out enough air to form the words. “Or drained away down the toilet or the sink or any number of things.”

      Our eyes met and held. “What else?” I asked, sensing there was more.

      “Their chests were torn open.”

      “Torn how?”

      “I don’t know. He just kept repeating, ‘So much blood.’”

      My precog chose that moment to chime in, as if I might not recognize that a ripped-open chest and missing brain were somehow significant. Dangerous. Deadly.

      The blood cemented it. If the killers were worried about bodily fluids, the site would have been clean. To soak up the gray matter somehow and leave the blood … No, there had to be a method to their madness.

      I didn’t know a hell of a lot when it came to ancient Egyptian practices, but I’d had a childhood fascination with mummification … hadn’t everyone? The brain, strangely, wasn’t one of the organs the priests had deemed important to preserve. It was actually ripped out in pieces through the nose and discarded so that the cranial cavity could be packed with cotton and resin and various preservatives. The important organs were saved separately—the lungs, liver, stomach, and intestines—all except for the heart, which they considered the seat of intellect as well as emotion. That stayed with the body.

      What did it mean that the killers had gone for both? Modern sensibilities coupled with ancient superstition? After all, Jessica said her brothers had come back different, but they had come back. That meant they still knew how to get to the airport, suffer through security, use cell phones and credit cards and all that jazz.

      “Wow,” I said, knowing I’d been silent a little too long.

      “Yeah, wow. Your turn now. What can you tell me?”

      I debated. I couldn’t give up my client or anything she’d told me, clearly in confidence, but I suspected that if it hadn’t been already, a BOLO—be on the look-out—would be issued for the Roland boys at any moment. I’d only be jumping the gun by a little bit tipping her off. Anyway, it couldn’t hurt for the world to be warned against them.

      It was my turn to look left and right, to make sure we weren’t being overheard. “I hear the sons are ‘sought for questioning.’”

      She stared at me. “Really? Like the Menendez brothers all over again?”

      Another sensational LA homicide—years ago brothers Lyle and Eric Menendez had murdered their wealthy parents. It had been a bloody, sensational crime, but not like this … nothing like this.

      “Something like that,” I said. “But remember, the investigation has just begun.”

      “I’ll be cautious.”

      “And I’ll be anonymous. I don’t even want to be a ‘source close to the investigation’ or anything like that.”

      “But—”

      “No,” I said firmly. “We might be able to help each other, but only if we play by my rules.”

      She blew out a hard sigh. It ruffled her perfect hair. “Yo, Simon,” she yelled, calling back her photographer. I aimed to be out of range before he got back.

      “Bye,” I said, fair warning, just to be polite.

      “Wait,” she called to my already-turned back. Reluctantly, I glanced over my shoulder to see her holding out a business card. I had no idea where she kept it in that skintight suit, but as warm and slightly damp as this one was, I could guess. “Call me if you want to exchange any more information.”

      I tucked the card into my pocket. It was, after all, what they were for. “You too. I suspect you know where to find me.”

      And I was off before the camera could hit. I’d gotten what I came for—information. Or, at least, all I was likely to get without access to the crime scene. Susie must have been one of the first reporters to the site if she’d been there early enough to witness a cop tossing his cookies over the scene. If she had her ear to the ground, not unlikely given her ambition, she might be a useful contact. Seemed about time to have the press working for me rather than against.
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