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CHAPTER ONE
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Balmy air slid over my skin, the tickle that of mosquito legs as they made their selection from the buffet that was my bare thigh. The buzzing drone pulled me from sleep as I swatted at my ear. The air conditioner I installed yesterday with help from Miller hummed in its mount over the bed, but my private Antarctica had turned downright Floridian thanks to the door a nighttime visitor had left open.


Sunlight pierced the backs of my eyelids and erased the muzziness from sleep. I almost knocked over the precarious stack of romance novels cluttering my nightstand when I reached for the bottle I had shoved to the farthest edge to make room for more books. As I sipped the lukewarm water, my vision cleared, and once I identified the culprit, I huffed out a laugh.


A dragon tail wrapped my ankle four times, its sliver-white scales iridescent in the dawn. The slender tip tickled the arch in my foot when I moved, and its scales fanned when I traced a scallop with my fingertip. The sleek length hung off the end of the king-size bed, snaked across the floor, then slithered out of sight.


I swung my legs over the side of the mattress and stretched until my spine popped like bubble wrap under a zealous thumb, then followed the serpentine path winding before me.


Beyond the threshold, sprawled across the deck, the rest of the dragon lazed in dappled light the way a housecat might bask in a sunny rectangle on the carpet. With one crimson eye slitted, he watched my approach, the edge of his lips curling to expose knifelike teeth in sharp amusement.


An inquiring noise rose in the dragon’s throat, a polite inquiry about how well I had slept.


“You do realize—” I yawned wide, jaw cracking, “—I can’t afford to air condition the entire swamp.”


I regretted the words as soon as I tasted them. They savored of Aunt Nancy. They called to mind a bright red door on a tidy cottage that now sat empty. They reminded me of a beanpole of a woman with dark skin and warm, brown eyes. “We’re air conditioning the whole neighborhood standing here like this.”


Never again would she fuss about cooling costs, and that was Famine’s fault, and War’s fault, and mine.


The dragon, catching the drift of my thoughts, lifted his closest wing in an invitation to join him.


Affection was so much easier between us this way. I understood the dragon better than the man he sometimes pretended to be.


A firm yank on my ankle brought me stumbling closer and put me in range of his membranous wings. The heavy wrist nearest me smacked against the backs of my knees, and my legs crumpled. He caught me in a clawed hand then lowered me gently onto the planks by his side. The treacherous wing lifted again, and this time the dragon arched the ridged line above his eye in a silent dare.


“Bully,” I groused, reclining against his sun-warmed hide. I pretended not to love the silken drape of his wing across my shoulders, or its comforting weight, but I did, and I doubted he was fooled. “I’m still mad at you.” I plucked at the tank top Portia had loaned me to sleep in after I accepted the hard truth that no AC in the bunkhouse meant no long-sleeve pajamas for me. “You woke me up early on the last day of my vacation.”


Vacation was not the right word, but we all pretended it fit anyway.


His massive paw flexed against the wood, lightly scratching, a cat sharpening his claws.


“You could have just asked.” We had played this game before, almost every morning for the past week. “You do have a voice.”


Judders along his side alerted me to the fact the dragon was laughing at me.


“I swear to God, I will end you if you try any funny business.” I gripped his wing joint at the wrist and swung onto his back, digging in my heels to keep my seat while reaching up and scratching behind the rounded tabs of his ears and the fringe of mane that itched worse in this humidity. “I mean it this time.”


“That’s what you said last time,” Santiago drawled from the murky water. “And the time before that.”


The urge to cover my arms prickled in my palms, but Santiago was coterie. That meant, even if he didn’t like me much, he was safe. Still, old habits died hard, and exposing the intricate rose-gold lines banding me from wrist to shoulder required a courage I had never tested before coming to live at the bunkhouse with the others. The sight comforted them, connected us, but it had alienated me from other humans.


Humans.


As if I wasn’t one any longer.


As if I ever had been.


“I expected him to go up.” I glowered at Santiago while raking my fingers through silky fur. “Not down.”


“The first time maybe,” he allowed. “What about all the rest?”


The dragon perked his ears for my answer, but I wasn’t about to admit the light that sparked in Cole’s eyes when he suckered me onto his back then dove into the swamp was worth picking duckweed out of my teeth every single time.


A peculiar sting along my spine, the sensation of eyes on the point where the two halves of the rose-gold rukav joined at my nape, had me ready to shout a warning to Santiago. Only our uninvited guest wasn’t my sister, War, but my new partner, Adam Wu.


Instinct warned me to hold still, even if it meant exposing the full design spreading over my shoulders and across my back to him.


Golden-brown eyes steeped in eternal knowledge stared at me across a pier that felt too small all of a sudden. The black hair he kept trimmed in an undercut was slicked back with the same precision that defined him. Built tall and lean, he made his simple black suit look good. The clean lines and quality fabric whispered rather than screamed money so long as you didn’t notice the shoes, the watch, or the belt. His predatory elegance as he crossed the dock made me wonder at how humans ever imagined him to be one of them.


Water rippled on my periphery as Santiago made his exit.


Chicken.


Wu couldn’t still be pissed about that trip to New York. Probably. Maybe.


“The picture of domestic bliss.” His sardonic grin drew my attention to the fullness of his upper lip, and its redness. Plucking it was a nervous habit of his, and I had zero intentions of cluing him in to his one damning tell. “How charming.”


“Wu,” I said, and damn if I didn’t sound a little bit glad to see him. “I didn’t expect you until tomorrow.”


“There’s been an incident.” His gaze slid down my arms in an intimate caress. “Your vacation is over.”


Again, the urge to cover myself sent fine tremors racing down my arms, but I squared my shoulders and faced him head-on, refusing to show weakness.


A warning rumble poured through the air between us as the dragon grasped what the fascination in Wu’s eyes meant. He bared fangs longer than my hand and hissed, his pink tongue ribboning between his teeth. Unspooling his tail from my ankle, he cracked the stinging tip against the dock a half inch from the toe of Wu’s fancy shoes, daring him to step closer.


“Control him,” Wu said, sounding bored, though I noticed he didn’t move, “or I will.”


Cold blossomed in my heart, each beat pumping icy rage through my bloodstream. “You can try.”


“Perhaps one day,” he countered, like this was a negotiation, “but not today.”


A tickle down my arm spooked me, and I almost toppled off the dragon when I twisted away from the unexpected contact. Above me, a boxy tom with midnight fur dangled a gray shawl from his jaws. The muted color reminded me of the downy fur on the baby field mice Thom brought me yesterday. For breakfast.


Murmuring my thanks as he cocooned me, I swung my leg over the dragon’s side and slid until my feet hit the wood.


A heartbeat, half that, and Cole stood beside me dressed in his White Horse uniform. Murder glinted in his eyes where they fixed on Wu’s vulnerable neck, and his lip quivered, his throat working like he already tasted hot blood pouring down his parched throat. “Who are you to look upon her?”


“I apologize,” Wu said, not sounding contrite in the least. “I overstepped.”


Cole trembled with barely leashed fury. “The rukav is for our eyes only.”


Our, he said.


But what I heard was mine.


“Let it go.” I fit my palm between the slabs of his muscular shoulder blades. “There’s no harm done.”


Chest heaving, Cole turned his back on Wu, a deliberate insult, and captured my hand in his. He lowered his head until he buried his nose behind my ear. He filled his lungs, and his shoulders eased a fraction. His soft lips caressed my skin when he growled, low and possessive, “Show no one your markings.”


The coterie was an extension of me, of us, and I understood he wasn’t excluding them but outsiders. “You don’t have to tell me twice.”


But I kind of wished he would if it meant keeping his mouth on me.


This much, at least, had changed between us during my time at the bunkhouse. His knowing I wanted to be his while not making demands that he be mine in return was soothing a broken thing in him that needed to heal before we could be more than simmering potential.


I could wait for him. I would wait. For as long as it took. Forever if we had that long.


“We have company,” I murmured with reluctance.


“Wu is not company,” he countered, straightening. “He’s a nuisance.”


“Play nice.” I drummed my fingers on his left pectoral, right over his heart. “We need him.”


“All I need is . . . ” His teeth clacked together, biting off the sentiment with a vicious snarl he aimed inward. “You’re right.” His fingers uncurled from mine. “We do.” Head down, he eased from under the weight of my palm. “For now.”


Ignoring the raw ache when he withdrew, I trained my gaze on Wu, knowing he had heard every word and noted how Cole’s swift urge to possess had dwindled to regret for wanting in the first place. Facing him was harder than it should have been after that. “Have a seat.”


A wrought iron table and chair set anchored the far end of the pier, its heft meant to accommodate Cole. Wu and I sat. Cole positioned himself behind me, his right hand on my right shoulder. His gentle caress sought out the raised grooves beneath my skin before settling inside the gold-rimmed aureoles as if each ring had been fitted to his fingertips. The significance was lost on me, but Wu hid his clenched fists in his lap.


A yowl shot my attention up to the mossy-green umbrella, my contribution to the patio set, and I glared as Thom perched on the decorative pineapple finial, casting his cat-shaped shadow over Wu’s face.


“So, Wu.” I eyed the wobbling umbrella with apprehension. “What brings you all the way out here?”


“A corpse washed up in Vicksburg.”


“Okay.” I crossed my legs and leaned back in my chair, mentally adding purchasing seat cushions to my to-do list. The metal was digging into my tailbone. “Charun?”


“No.” He mirrored my position. “Human.”


“Okay,” I said again, eager for him to get to the point. “What does that have to do with anything?”


Bodies washed up on shores all the time. The NSB wouldn’t care about one more without good reason.


“The corpse was still twitching.”


“You mean the person.” A frown tightened my brow. “The person was still twitching.”


“No, it wasn’t alive.”


And that, my friends, was the sound of the other shoe dropping. Or was it?


War had burned me once with her games already, but I couldn’t afford to ignore events that might be portents of Death breaching. One last player on the board was all it took to kick start this round of Armageddon, and I aimed to win.


Cole trailed a scarred knuckle down my nape, the gesture absentminded, until he snagged a sweaty curl he wrapped around his finger. “Is this the first?”


“No.” Wu forced his hands flat on his thighs. “The first in our jurisdiction, yes.”


“This couldn’t wait until morning?” I smashed a mosquito on my wrist above the heavy leather bracelet I wore, the one Cole had given to me. “You couldn’t have called first?”


“I was in the neighborhood.”


“Who were you visiting?” I snorted. “The frogs or the gators?”


“Perhaps I missed you.” He squinted into the sun, making it impossible to read his expression. “It’s been seven days, and you haven’t texted once.”


Unable to decide if he meant it, I dithered on my response until Cole stepped in to fill the silence.


“She’s been in mourning.” His palm wrapped my nape. “She needed time to heal.”


Heal implied the festering wound in my chest where I preserved the memories of Aunt Nancy and Uncle Harold could be flushed clean with a squirt of peroxide, slathered over with antibiotic ointment, and bandaged until scar tissue formed. Maybe, for someone else, that might have been possible.


For me? Not so much.


I picked the scabs, relished the sting, and refreshed my blood vow to avenge them whatever the cost.


“You did too,” I reminded Wu. “Famine almost killed you.”


A negligent shrug rolled through his shoulders. “Hazards of the job.”


“You look much better than the last time I saw you.” A flush kissed my cheeks when I remembered that damn teddy bear and its assless chaps snuggled up against his side when I visited his room at the charun medical facility. “The break was good for both of us.”


The slow grin spreading across his face told me he had clued in to what I was thinking, and he chuckled.


Cole shifted his weight, sensing the undercurrents in our conversation but unsure what had caused the ripples that left me smelling embarrassed and Wu looking smug.


The coterie was aware I had visited Wu after sitting with my dad, who was being kept in a medically induced coma while they purged the toxic cocktail of charun venom Famine had been dosing him with since the night War took him captive. But I might have glossed over the BDSM plush the florist sent in place of the giant rubber ducky I had ordered to keep the peace.


“What brought you out here?” I set our conversation back on its tracks. “Specifically?”


Wu cut his eyes in the direction of the bedroom I was borrowing. From Cole. A sleek garment bag with a designer label hung from a rusted nail. How it got there, I had no clue. His hands had been empty when I greeted him. Or so I’d thought. But I had been otherwise occupied when he arrived. Maybe Wu had been watching us for longer than he let on. “I brought your new uniform.”


A knot formed in my throat at the reminder I would never wear my Canton Police Department uniform again, and I couldn’t swallow past it. “Not more spandex, I hope.”


His thumb smoothed the upper arch of his lip. “Not this time.”


“Hmm.” Curious as a cat, I stalked over to inspect his offering. The zipper parted beneath my hand, and I thumbed through the hangers one by one. The bag held one outfit in triplicate. I almost laughed. “Wow. We really are the men in black. Only with demons instead of aliens.” I thought about the fact the charun came from other terrenes, other worlds. “Or maybe not.”


The contents included three tailored pairs of black slacks and three fitted blazers to match them. Three black leather belts hung down in front of three pressed shirts, the bright white offering the only pop of color to my new wardrobe.


“Check under the bag,” Wu instructed in a tone that screamed but wait—there’s more!


A box emblazoned with Lucchese winked up at me. Without cracking it open, I guessed it contained supple leather boots that fit the theme. “What?” I shook the box. “Only one pair?”


Ignoring my snark, he flicked his wrist again. “No, not that one.”


A second box huddled behind the first as though designer labels intimidated it as much as they did me.


“Hello, lovely.” The hard-shell plastic case gave away its contents. “You bought me a gun.” I lifted the case by the molded handle and flipped the tabs. “A Glock 19.” I lifted the gun out of the foam and tested its grip. “She’s a skosh smaller than my 22.” I had an emotional attachment to the 22 after carrying one for four years, but it had been department issue. I didn’t miss the extra length or weight offhand, but a trip to the range would earn or lose my trust. “Concealed carry?”


“That’s the idea,” he said dryly. “There’s a shoulder holster in the bottom of the garment bag.”


“Do all new recruits get the same welcome package?” I appraised my haul. “Or am I special?”


“You’re my partner.” He savored the word my like it was his favorite flavor. “You’re also cadre.” The reminder of my lineage sobered him and me both. “There’s no one like you on this terrene or any other, Luce Boudreau.”


The sentiment, while sweet, was not what I wanted to hear. “Kapoor mentioned an Otillian on the taskforce.”


The lure of a charun from Otilla, like me, who might have answers to all my questions about where I came from, who I was to those people, was his favorite bait.


“I have limited interactions with the taskforce,” he said, which neither confirmed nor denied the claim.


I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood to keep my questions bottled up for later. He was always more forthcoming when we were alone. Asking him around the coterie put Portia, Maggie, and me in danger of testosterone poisoning.


“Do I get a company car,” I joked to prove I had moved on, “or do I drive the Bronco to work?”


“I’ll pick you up this week. Your car hasn’t been delivered yet.”


A splash alerted me to Santiago’s reemergence. He flattened his forearms on the pier and hauled himself out of the water. He sat there dripping wet, feet in the swamp, and grinned at Wu. “What he means is they haven’t had time to install the surveillance they want placed on your vehicle.”


Seeing no reason to deny what we all knew to be true, Wu shrugged. “That too.”


“No one has mentioned where work actually is,” I pointed out. “Where do I report?”


“To me,” Wu said, too smug for his own good.


“Vicksburg is about an hour away.” Santiago reclined across the planks, crossed his ankles then linked his hands behind his head. “I assume you’ll have Luce home in time for dinner?”


Predatory stillness swept through Cole and triggered a cascade of shivers down my spine, but it wasn’t a fear response.


“It depends on our initial findings.” Wu let his gaze linger on me. “We might spend a night in the city.”


“That won’t be necessary,” I cut him off before Cole sprouted a tail and strangled Wu with it. “It’s close enough we can drive down again the next day if we have unanswered questions.”


“Or we could all go,” Miller suggested as he clomped down the pier with bags of takeout strung down his arms. “It’s a short trip.” He glanced over his shoulder at Maggie—or Portia—who carried a tray of drinks. “They’re getting restless. Getting them away from Canton, even overnight, would help.”


As always, my heart pinched when I set eyes on Portia, and it was her. The swagger wasn’t Maggie’s graceful stride, and the cocked hip when she stopped was wrong too. Despite the fact I was looking at Maggie’s body, I saw no trace of my best friend in there.


“Luce,” they whispered, voice breaking as Mags took the wheel.


“Sorry,” I murmured, hating my guilt had dragged her to the surface. “I was just wondering if he’s right. Are you guys up for a road trip?”


“Yes,” Maggie breathed. “We’re bored out of our minds.”


Town was out of the question for them unless they pulled on a ballcap and shades then rode in the back of the SUVs behind darkly tinted windows. Maggie was still an open missing persons case for the FBI, which meant Portia had to remain scarce too unless we wanted to answer some tough questions.


“You heard the lady,” I told Wu. “Looks like we’re talking a family vacation to Vicksburg.”


My new partner sighed, his weary resignation music to my ears.


“I will allow this.” He stood, the heavy chair legs scraping, and crossed to me. “For you.”


“Aww, shucks.” I beamed up at him. “Thanks, partner.”


“You grasp the implications.” Gold sparkled in the depths of his brown eyes. “Are you prepared?”


To face the final cadre member? To face Death?


“Yes.” Fingers twitching at my side, I recalled the glide of Uncle Harold’s blood, hot and slick, on my skin the night Famine blew her cover, and I blasted a hole through my uncle’s gut. “I am.”


Death had already come at me, after all. I was eager to return the favor.




CHAPTER TWO
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Jean Ashford smelled about as good as you might expect for a bloated corpse that had been submerged in water for several days before washing ashore. The features were feminine, yet indistinct due to swelling and discoloration. Seams where flesh had split or been sliced by floating debris made the cause of death impossible to pin down at first glance. Hungry fish hadn’t helped things, either.


I hated morgues, the neatness of people shelved for later perusal, but most cops felt the same.


Reminding myself I wasn’t a cop anymore didn’t help, and neither did my partner’s cool detachment.


This was a human, and I was the only person in the room who cared what happened to those.


“What’s this?” A box of blue nitrile gloves sat on the counter beside me. I snapped one on and turned the victim’s hand palm-up on the table. “Looks like she put up a fight. There’s skin under her nails.”


Wu made no comment.


“This makes no sense. She was a floater.” I picked at her nailbeds. “This tissue should be as decomposed as the rest of her, but there’s fresh blood smearing her fingertips.” I repositioned her hand how I’d found it, a small courtesy that didn’t matter to her either way. “What aren’t you telling me?”


“You could fill this room with things I’m not telling you,” Wu mused. “Perhaps the entire building.”


“That’s so comforting. I can’t imagine why you didn’t have a partner until now.”


“I didn’t have one, because I didn’t want one.” His grin was slight, pointed. “I want you.”


“Mmm-hmm.” Conquest on a choke chain was what he wanted. He was settling for me. For now. To entertain the notion he meant anything else was ludicrous. “Her injuries are otherwise consistent with a drowning death. There are no peculiar markings or indications she was a host.”


“That’s what makes this interesting.”


I cocked an impatient eyebrow and waited for him to enlighten me. Even in the early days, Rixton hadn’t been this insufferable as a training officer.


Rixton.


God, I missed him.


“Touch her. Skin to skin.” Wu waited. “Go on.”


“I hope you brought some antibac with you.” I snapped off the glove and pressed a single bare finger to her shoulder. Her eyes opened, milky and vacant. Her mouth gaped open, her lips forming words, but no sound emerged. I yelped and jumped back three feet, flinging my hand like it was on fire instead of just cold. “What the hell, Wu?”


Slowly, her eyelids sank lower until her matted lashes rested on her cheeks.


“I was curious.” He touched her in the same spot. Nothing happened. “I wondered if the corpse would relay its message to any charun or only to you.”


I worked through what he wasn’t saying. “Is this proof Death has breached?”


“There are other charun who can control the dead,” he allowed. “That’s why it was important to get you here as soon as possible to test my theory.” He gestured toward her. “Try again. This time maintain contact.”


Skin crawling, I did as he directed. Nothing happened. “Well, that was anticlimactic.”


“This body isn’t fresh enough. The vocal cords are too degraded.” He glared at poor Jean with a snarled-up lip. “We’re done here.”


Fresh. Like produce. Ugh. A little sympathy for the dead wouldn’t kill him.


“Well?” I glared on my way to wash up in the basin near the exit. “Does this mean Death is here or not?”


“I’m not sure,” he said after a minute.


I said what he must be thinking. “War pulled this stunt with Famine. She made us think Famine was on the prowl, but we had no hard evidence she had breached until it was too late.”


“Has Santiago mentioned any disturbance in the breach site to you?”


Santiago had sunk a Doppler something or other in Cypress Swamp, where I first surfaced. The idea was he could track disturbances in the water and notify us of a possible breach, but he hadn’t said a word. Since he wasn’t the quiet type, that meant he had nothing to share.


“No.” I dried my hands. “I’ll ask when we get back to the hotel. He might want to check his equipment to be sure.” I kept my distance from the body on the tray. “Any other surprises?”


He dared me with a cocked eyebrow. “Where would the fun be in telling you?”


We walked out together, past a tech who had to lock his knees to prevent himself from falling at my feet. Again. I suppressed an instinctive cringe, grimaced when I tried to smile, and kept going.


“Worship makes you uneasy.” He sounded amused. “Others thrive on it.”


“I don’t need someone to pat my head or rub my belly every time I do something right. I prefer constructive criticism to brown-nosing.”


“I’ll keep that in mind.”


“Where to next?” We stepped out into the sun, and I filled my lungs with sweet, fresh air. “The river?”


“The river,” he agreed. “We need to determine if the corpse was raised there or elsewhere.”


We drove downtown to a park that promised Mississippi River views, walked the curving sidewalk until we hit a scenic overlook, then climbed down to the water. The police department had left a small flag stuck in the ground to mark where the corpse had been found. We picked our way there until it became obvious there was no point in being careful. The scene had been trampled, any evidence destroyed.


“Three teenagers found her,” Wu explained before I could bitch about how we knew to do things right in Canton. “The scene was trampled prior to the arrival of the authorities.”


Oh. Well then. My apologies to the uniforms of Vicksburg. “What’s in the report?”


“One of the boys, a Jay Lambert, saw a woman struggling against the current and dove in to save her. He hauled her onto the shore to impress his would-be girlfriend, and that’s when the screaming started.”


“I bet.” Poor kids. I can only imagine the boy’s horror at what he’d rescued. “Anyone question them?”


“The local police.” Wu’s tone implied that interacting with humans was a waste of everyone’s time. “The corpse scratched him during the altercation. The girlfriend was concerned about him turning into a zombie. The police, thanks to one of our agents, didn’t take samples of what is clearly the boy’s skin and blood beneath the victim’s nails. They told him he was scratched by a tree limb.”


Tree limbs are prickly boogers, but not many twigs wrestle with their saviors. “He bought that?”


Wu stared down his nose at me. “He wasn’t given a choice.”


Good luck with that. Teens weren’t as gullible as most people thought. And they recorded everything. “I assume you’ve secured his phone and those of his friends.”


“We’re missing one.” His lips flattened. “The best friend claims he dropped his in the river helping Lambert to shore, but cell phone records show activity after the fact.” His annoyance was plain. “We’ll secure it soon enough. He won’t be able to resist accessing the footage for long.”


Social media conditioning made that a promise. The kid would strike while the iron was hot to snag his fifteen seconds of fame. The scratches brought up another question. “Is contagion a concern?”


“Despite the human fascination with their own demise, there are no transmutable zombie viruses.”


“So the kid will be okay?”


“We had our doctors examine him.”


Putting my faith in their doctors—in any doctors—was hard, but these were the same white coats handling Dad’s care. I had to believe that meant they were the best. Otherwise, I might be tempted to let Conquest slip her leash the next time I visited him.


“All right.” We walked the riverbank, searching for clues. “Tell me about the other cases.”


“There have been two. One in Louisiana and one in Tennessee.”


I thought about that. “Both places the Mississippi River travels.”


“Yes.” He gazed across the water. “No attempt was made to conceal their identities. The bodies belong to local missing persons.”


“Any other connections? Gender? Race? Charun affiliations?”


“None we have determined. The discovery of Jean Ashford might help with that.”


“You don’t sound convinced.” We reached an incline that required more climbing than I was dressed to do without ruining my fancy new suit. “What’s your theory? You must have one.”


“Death might be trying to contact you. Why reanimate a corpse if not to deliver a message?” His expression tightened. “The membrane between worlds is worn thin over the seal, but she’s no Conquest. She can’t slip in and then leave. She would have to communicate via a surrogate.”


Who needed passé stationery when you could just murder one of the locals? “She has people on this terrene who would help?”


“Each member of the cadre has her loyal followers, as you’ve seen. Charun loyal to Otillian rule, if not to the individual embodiments.”


“How would they figure out the timing, though? Her contact would have to know when Famine breached to be certain when it was Death’s turn.” Only an intermediary who had contacts within a coterie or the NSB could monitor the situation that closely. “Do you think she could have asked War to bring an emissary through with her?”


Allowances had been made for Famine, so why not Death too?


“It’s possible,” he conceded. “Most coteries won’t leave their master. Most of Death’s coterie can’t leave her.”


“Something tells me I’m not going to like this.” I braced myself. “Why not?”


“Unlike War, Death doesn’t birth her coterie. She raises them. Her spiritual energy animates them.”


“They have to be in close range, or they drop like the puppets they are. Gotcha.” I kicked a rock into the water. “Either Death is closer than we think, or her proxy is that powerful.”


“We might understand better if we heard the message.”


A knot formed in my gut. “Are you really telling me a corpse is going to open its mouth and speak to me?”


Wrinkles gathered across Wu’s forehead. “Weren’t you listening to me earlier?”


“I thought you were being metaphorical.”


Relay its message through clues on its person or—hell, I don’t know. Not sit up and talk.


“Your touch animated the corpse. Why key it to you if not to tell you something?”


“I’m really wishing I was an only child right now.”


“With any luck,” Wu said, “you soon will be.”


We returned to the hotel after our excursion to regroup. Up in our suite, Wu passed me the case files on the other victims, which he’d had couriered over while we were off corpse-whispering, and I settled in on the plush sectional to read.


Wu had secured us a suite with four bedrooms, a generous living space, and a fully functional kitchen. It was luxurious by anyone’s standards and ridiculous compared to mine. But Portia and Maggie lit up like twin Christmas trees when they spotted the jacuzzi tub in their room, and I didn’t have the heart to grumble about the excess.


Miller plopped down next to me sometime later, and I took a break to let my eyes rest.


“Where is everyone?” I lifted my phone to check for messages but found none. “I haven’t seen any of you guys since breakfast.”


“Cole is meeting a local contact, and Thom is working a case.” He pulled my feet onto his lap to give himself more room. “Santiago is out with Portia and Maggie.”


“You left them alone with him?” I wrinkled my nose. “He’s such a party pooper. Why didn’t you go?”


Miller glanced away, his fingers tracing the design embossed on my boots. “Portia invited Santiago.”


The two were good friends, so that made sense. What didn’t track was why Miller let it get to him when their closeness had never bothered him before. “What did Maggie say?”


“She said it was fine.”


“But you wanted to go,” I guessed. With her.


He didn’t answer since living at the bunkhouse had brought us—and our secrets—closer.


“Maggie was engaged,” I said gently. “She loved Justin very much. She’s not thinking romantic thoughts about Santiago—” or anyone else, “—if that’s what worries you.”


“I don’t want her in that way,” he rushed out on a single breath. “Not exactly.” He looked devastated. “She’s human.”


“Explain not exactly to me.” I set aside the file to give him my full attention. “You’re allowed to want, Miller.”


“I don’t want Portia.” A flush stained his cheeks. “I never have.”


I took a stab in the dark. “The combination of Portia and Maggie is doing something for you. She’s just enough charun to hit your radar, and just enough Maggie to make it different.”


“Yes,” he exhaled on a gust of relief.


Since we were confiding in each other, I told him, “Wu explained the mating urge is all instinct for charun, that biology determines whether a pair stays together or switches partners.” I held my breath. “He claims charun don’t love the way humans do.”


“He’s right,” Miller agreed, cracking my heart. “Charun are more primal than humans. We don’t process emotion in the same range they do. Love is . . . complex. I don’t fully understand its scope.” He hesitated. “That doesn’t mean we don’t have an equivalent.”


Behind my ribs, my heart gave a painful lurch. “Is it more or less?”


“More,” he said without hesitation. “We are longer-lived, and we enter into bonds mindful that we’re choosing life partners for the mortal equivalent of eternity. There is no greater honor than to bond with a mate, and there is no breaking one after it’s set. Even if you fall out of . . . love . . . it remains.”


A sick feeling twisted my gut. “Are Cole and I . . . ?”


“Ask him.” Miller softened his voice. “When you’re ready to understand, ask him.”


I rubbed the skin above my breastbone. “What if I don’t want to know?”


“You do.” He brushed his knuckle down my cheek. “Or you wouldn’t have brought it up.”


“Damn logic.” I forced a laugh.


“Luce.” He hesitated before saying, “He was never this way with her.”


Tears sprang to my eyes, and I blinked them away. “Thanks.”


“You deserve to know that he sees you for who you are and not what you once were.”


I reached over and squeezed his hand, marveling at the comfort in that small touch. “I know all of Maggie’s favorite movies. I might be persuaded to provide a list if you help me out with a problem.”


Miller ducked his head, pink creeping up his throat before he cleared it. “How can I be of assistance?”




CHAPTER THREE


[image: Illustration]


I was curled up on the couch, typing up a report for Kapoor on our initial findings, when the TV clicked on. I started at the sound but then smiled as Cole sank down beside me. He pulled my legs onto his lap then coasted his fingers down the grooves pressed into my boots. I had the oddest impression he was subconsciously mimicking Miller, layering his scent over the other male’s, and it turned the center of my chest to warm goo.


“There’s something you ought to see.” He turned up the volume. “The local news just caught wind of it.”


An anchorwoman onscreen stood outside the local hospital, her face grave. “ . . . Jay Lambert was discovered foaming at the mouth and mumbling incoherently. If you think his name sounds familiar, it’s because he was the boy who heroically dove into the Mississippi River, only to realize the woman he meant to save had already drowned.”


“Your informant has the inside track on this?”


“According to her, six other local teens have also suffered epileptic fits. All friends of his.”


“I’ve got to call Wu, see if he’s heard.” I rubbed my face. “This kind of heat is just what we don’t need.”


Laugh at zombie viruses, eh? He wouldn’t be grinning after he heard this news.


“I’ve got Santiago researching who discovered the previous victims and who they interacted with afterward. We ought to have an idea if this is an isolated incident soon.”


“With our luck?” I laughed. “What are the odds?”


Cole awarded me the point then went quiet. “I bumped into Santiago and Portia at the Mesa Grill.”


Mmm. I could go for some steak and chicken fajitas right about now. A sizzling platter of onions and peppers, fresh pico de gallo and sour cream with fresh tortillas to wrap it all up in. “You met your contact at a restaurant?”


“You expected a back alley?”


Honestly? “Yes.”


“We operate a legit business. There’s no reason for cloak and dagger.” He shrugged. “Most of the time.”


Forcing my growly stomach on the backburner, I zeroed in on the topic change. “Was Maggie enjoying herself?”


“She wasn’t present. That’s why I mentioned it. The girls are getting better at trading off so they both enjoy new experiences, but that didn’t happen here.” He squeezed my ankles. “Santiago intimidates her. I’m sure the way Portia acts around him doesn’t help matters. When they’re alone with him, she sleeps.”


“Maggie prefers Miller.”


“Yes,” he said, looking at me. “Most females do.”


“Miller is good friend material.” I held out my hand, still amazed when he meshed our fingers. “Besides, if I can stomach your clandestine meetings at Mesa Grill with a hot charuness, then you can deal with Miller being my friend.”


“How do you know Lorelei is hot?”


“Ugh. Even her name is sexy.” I flicked a hand to encompass the room. “I have yet to meet an unattractive charun. Some have made poor host choices, true, but otherwise . . . I’m thinking you guys are vain.”


“And you?” His gaze slid over my face. “What about your beauty?”


“I can’t remember wishing myself like this, if that’s what you mean.” I flushed to the tips of my toes. “I was a kid. Who can even tell then? I was all elbows and knees with twigs and mud in my hair.”


Vanity might be encoded in charun DNA. Pretty sure made life easier. That was an ugly fact. But I had avoided mirrors and reflected surfaces all my life. The disconnect between what I saw and who I was had lessened with the understanding that dissociative wasn’t a strong enough word for my condition. Two fully realized people shared this body, and neither of them wanted to let go of the wheel.


“The first time I saw your chosen form,” he said gruffly, “I knew you would only grow lovelier with age. I hadn’t doubted it. Beauty is a weapon, and Conquest wields it mercilessly, but watching you mature into the woman you are now was . . . ” An expression that never settled into one emotion flittered across his face. “I wasn’t prepared for the experience.”


“You watched me grow up.” All those years I could have known him, known them, wasted. Except that might have cost me my aunt and uncle even sooner, injured my father worse, lost me Rixton and my job before I learned either of them well. No, I couldn’t regret keeping the two halves of my life separate for as long as it lasted.


“You’re allowed to have mixed feelings about that.”


“All I have are mixed feelings.”


About me. That’s what he meant, and who could blame him?


“I should shower.” I tugged on my legs, but he refused to let go. “I smell like morgue.”


“I hurt you.” He cradled the side of my face in his palm. “It’s not my intention.”


“I know.” I gripped his bare wrist, and the metal warmed beneath my palm. “I don’t hold it against you.”


A shuddering exhale tripped over his lips when I caressed the scar tissue with my thumb. “Luce . . . ”


The door swung open so hard it smacked the wall and bounced. Cole and I broke apart, and this time he let me put my feet on the floor.


“We’re back,” Portia called, arms spread wide, shopping bags hanging from her wrists. “Today was perfect, so perfect I bought everyone gifts.” She plopped down between Cole and me. “Here’s one for you.” She passed him a box of condoms. “And one for you.” She winked as she passed me a handful of fabric. “I would ask you to model, but Cole gets so territorial. It’s hot—don’t get me wrong—but I doubt he wants the guys to get an eyeful of your assets.”


A strangled noise caught in my throat as I detangled my gift. “Dental floss. You shouldn’t have.”


Portia lifted the black lace teddy by its gossamer straps and held it aloft for all to admire.


It was beautiful, and it was highly inappropriate. No wonder she liked it.


“Oh, come on.” She elbowed Cole in the side. “It’s only a matter of time, and we all know it.” She wrinkled her nose then hooked her thumb in his direction. “Has anyone ever told you—?”


“Yes.” I groaned, covering my face with my hands since the teddy was no help. “You can all smell my dirty thoughts. I got it. You really don’t have to keep reminding me.”


“Well, yes.” She snorted. “But I was going to ask—Has anyone ever told you how he smells around you?”


Cole released a warning rumble that Portia was quick to ignore.


“No.” I slowly peeked at her through my fingers.


“He gave you his room at the bunkhouse, Luce. He wants you in his bed. That’s why he put you there.”


I opened my mouth to point out there wasn’t a sixth bedroom, and his was the largest.


Almost like they had built it expecting us to share.


Oh.


Oh.


“He’s kicking out possessive pheromones that make the guys’ eyes water.” She batted her lashes at Cole. “It’s enough to make a girl go into heat.”


“That’s enough, Portia.”


“She deserves to know where she stands with you,” she protested.


“It’s all right.” I stood and stretched. “I know where I stand with him.”


Her eyes rounded. “You do?”


His narrowed. “You do?”


“Yes,” I told them. “Anywhere he wants me.”


The shocked expression wreathing her face was worth it. I turned on my heel and sauntered into the bedroom I had claimed with the expectation Cole would share it with me. I went to the bathroom and cranked up the hot water. When I reentered the bedroom to root through my luggage for pajamas, I bounced off his chest.


“Oof.”


He caught me by my upper arms and swept his hands down to capture mine. “You deserve more.”


“I don’t deserve what I have,” I said truthfully. How he stomached touching me at all was a miracle given all that Conquest had done to him. “I’ll take what I can get.”


His fingers traced my knuckles. “It’s not right.”


A vice clamped over my heart, twisting closed until the pinch was unbearable.


“I didn’t date much, and only part of that was because I was a curiosity and not a real person to most guys. But the other reason is I never wanted them. There was no spark, no desire. I figured I was too broken by the events that left me in the swamp to have those urges.”


“And then you met me,” he supplied with a hint of a smile.


“I met you,” I agreed, “and I realized it wasn’t that I didn’t have those same desires. I just wanted . . . ”


“Me.”


“You,” I rasped.


He nodded as if it made perfect sense to him that I would only want him to the exclusion of everyone else, and that worried me. There were ties between us I kept tripping over, but he wasn’t in any rush to point out how those strings connected.


Ask him.


Ask why wanting him hurts so damn much.


But I was terrified what our connection meant about the one he shared with Conquest.


Bawk-bawk.


Guess Santiago wasn’t the only chicken in our coterie.


After casting me a lingering glance over his shoulder, he left. As much as I wanted to invite him to join me, I didn’t. I wasn’t sure he would say yes, and with my heart still tender, I couldn’t handle him saying no.




CHAPTER FOUR


[image: Illustration]


Wu was waiting for me on my bed when I stepped out of the shower. That was my first hint Cole had left the building. Otherwise, my partner wouldn’t have looked quite so chill where he sat beside my clothes. Kissing my me time goodbye, I gathered my pajamas and hit the bathroom to make myself comfortable.


Once I had detangled my hair, I squared off against Wu. “We need to visit Jay Lambert in the hospital.”


Wu bestowed a patient look on me. “No.”


Winding up for the fight, I growled, “He had some type of reaction—”


“Do you have access to his medical records?”


“No.” I bit out my answer.


“Then how can you know the boy hasn’t suffered a seizure like this before?”


“I don’t know that. That’s why we should visit him, chat up his doctor, and find out.”


“Under what pretext?” Wu lounged on the mattress, legs crossed, files spread across his lap. “A follow-up to his heroic efforts to save a dead woman from drowning?”


“Sure, if that gets us in.” It even skated the edge of truth. “I don’t get it. Why are you fighting me?”


Santiago entered the room with a tablet balanced on one palm and a small kit tucked under his arm.


“Your focus is in the wrong place.” He tapped the display, grunted at what it showed him, then pinched the screen. “You’re bristling at a potential threat to a single human boy while your partner here is thinking globally.”


“Six other local teens have been affected,” I protested. “Cole’s informant passed it on.”


Santiago paused before shaking off his hesitation. “You’re still using the wrong scale.”


“I’m doing what I was brought here to do. I’m working the case I was given.” I palmed a case file then shook it until all the papers slid across the floor. “Hmm. That’s weird.”


“You acting one apple short of a cobbler?” Santiago snorted. “Not all that weird.”


“No,” I said flatly, nudging the papers with my toe. “I don’t see a passport. All I see is a receipt for a hotel in Vicksburg, Mississippi. It’s almost like our case is here, and not out there.”


The world could wait. This couldn’t. Better to investigate a potentially infectious charun-borne disease now than let it blossom into a full-blown epidemic later.


“I won’t fight you on this.” Wu ignored both the mess and the mess-maker. “The corpse brought us here, not the boy. Or his friends. We’re leaving tomorrow. There’s nothing to do but wait until another body is discovered. We have other pressing matters in need of our attention.”


Teeth grinding, I forced out, “Such as?”


“Sariah is asking for you.” He had baited his line well and hooked me in one. “We believe she’s ready to cut a deal.”


War’s firstborn, my niece, and the architect of my uncle’s demise. Sariah wasn’t my favorite person. The only cuts I wanted to deal her involved a knife at her throat.


Huh. I couldn’t tell if the thought belonged to me or Conquest.


That was probably not a great sign.


“Where is she being held?” I hadn’t asked, and I didn’t particularly want to know now.


“A secure facility,” Wu said, and Santiago snickered behind him.


Intel on the cadre I expected to be doled out on an as-needed basis, so smacking face-first into this wall didn’t bother me. “Is this the same secure facility where Famine is contained?”


“I’m not at liberty to divulge that information.”


“You’re a dirty liar, Wu.” I jabbed him in the chest with my finger. “Who do you report to? Who is above you?”


Jaw flexing, he offered me no answers, and that was answer enough.


“You can show yourself out.” I left the papers where they had fallen. “I’ll pick this up tomorrow.”


Wu rose stiffly, smoothed his clothes, and exited the room without another word.


“Here you go.” Santiago plopped down next to me and offered his tablet. “Lambert’s medical records.”


“You are something else,” I told him, eagerly scanning the history of an otherwise healthy young man. “I’m glad you’re on my team.”


“Stop it,” he drawled. “I’m blushing.”


“Lambert is clean.” Vindication had me grinning like a fiend. “You know what that means?”


“Hmm. Let me guess.” He reclaimed his tablet and wiped off my fingerprints. “We’re paying him a visit.”


“Got it in one.”


“There’s something else.” He hit YouTube and cued up a video. “This went live ten minutes ago.”
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