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Our heavy breathing combined with the stress we felt at having to confront our target should’ve alerted him.

      
      But feeding vamps are so immersed in the moment they rarely sense their hunters. Ours had stopped beside an empty donkey cart,
         a hulking shadow stooping next to the wheel like he was checking its integrity. Except that a man wearing a plain white shirt,
         wrinkled blue pants, and backless leather shoes that dangled from his toes like dead squirrels lay twitching on the cobblestones
         beneath him.
      

      
      Movement at the corner of my eye sent my hand to Grief. But it was just one of the gaunt, raggedy-eared cats that stalked
         the streets for scraps. This one must be hoping for a feast. It darted away when Cole strode forward, switching off his gun’s
         safety as he said, “That’s enough. Drop the guy before you kill him.”
      

      
      The vampire turned. And my heart broke like it had every night I’d been forced to witness this scene. While Cole lifted the
         cart driver onto his seat and slipped him the wages we’d promised, I watched the creature that had shattered my defenses and
         made me fall in love lick the man’s blood from his lips.
      

      
      “Madame Berggia,” Vayl said to me as he straightened. “Why are you interrupting my meal?”

   
      
      
      This story is for Kirk. My heart is yours, forever.

      
   
      
      
      
CHAPTER ONE


      

      
      Holy crap, do you smell that?” I asked. I leaned away from the square, sun-bleached building and spat, but the creeping stench
         of death and rot had already made it down my throat.
      

      
      Cole didn’t answer, just nodded and pulled the collar of his new gray T-shirt up over his nose. Vayl and I had presented it
         to him as we’d waited to board the endless flight from Australia, the site of our last mission, to Morocco, the scene of our
         present mess. Our sniper and occasional interpreter had worn the shirt over a fresh white tee every day since, making this
         the third night in a row I’d read the bright red letters on the front that said THE OTHER GUY GOT THE GIRL. On the back, a black widow perched on her web with her mate’s leg dangling out of her mouth while her rejected lover observed
         the carnage from under a striped beach umbrella as he sipped a fly-tai. The caption read DAMN, THAT WAS CLOSE!

      
      “Promise me you’ll wash that tomorrow,” I whispered as I peered down the narrow cobblestone street. No room even for breezes
         here, where the red ochre buildings melded to one another like coffin lids. Every door was shut, locking poverty inside, but
         each displayed a unique inlaid design that raised even this arid, neglected neighborhood out of squalor. I had bigger distractions
         than the work of long-dead artists, however.
      

      
      Where’d you sneak off to, you pain-in-the-ass vampire?

      
      “Washing seems like a waste of time,” Cole mumbled, his voice muffled by one hundred percent cotton. “I’m just going to wear
         it again because, you know, it’s only the best shirt ever. I’m not saying you look like a spider, but if you were to cannibalize
         Vayl, I’m pretty sure that’s exactly the picture the tabloids would end up printing.” The crinkles beside his bright blue
         eyes gave away his hidden grin.
      

      
      “Would you just throw some suds on the thing?” To soften the blow I added, “Make it my birthday present.” Crap! Only he could make me slip like that!

      
      “Tomorrow’s your birthday?”

      
      “Nope.”

      
      “Tonight?”

      
      I nodded. Reluctantly.

      
      And here I stand under the rickety metal awning of a building so old I can practically hear the ghosts screaming from behind
            these stucco walls. I should be lolling on some starlit beach with Vayl, half-naked and—naw, make us all naked; it’s already
            been too long for me to waste time on foreplay. But instead I’m slouching through the back alleys of freaking Marrakech, sniffing
            what has to be the city’s cesspool with an ex–Supernatural PI whose sleuthing skills may only be matched by his passion for
            red high-tops.

      
      Moving quicker than I’d have given him credit for, Cole pulled me in for a hug so squishy I figured I’d spend the rest of
         the night with the imprint of my modified Walther PPK outlined on my left boob.
      

      
      “Happy birthday!” he said. “You’re twenty-six on May twenty-sixth. How cool is that? Especially since I didn’t miss it. I
         thought it was earlier this month.”
      

      
      “Why?”

      
      “That’s what your file—uh, I mean—”

      
      “You read my file?” I balled his shirt into my fist, forcing his collar past his nose to reveal his gaping mouth. The scent of cherry-flavored bubblegum wafted past, giving my churning stomach
         a break. Then it was gone and my nose hairs recurled.
      

      
      “Vayl read it too,” Cole reminded me.

      
      As the CIA’s top assassin, Vayl had been given full access to my information well before he’d decided to make his solo act
         a duet and, eventually, a whole band. I said, “That doesn’t make it okay!”
      

      
      Cole plucked his shirt out of my hand and repositioned it as he asked, “Why don’t you want anyone to know the real date you
         were born?”
      

      
      “Because I hate surprise parties. And I’m not interested in sharing my best secrets with snoops like you.” Hoping to head
         off more questions, I tapped the thin plastic receiver sitting inside my ear, just above the lobe, activating my connection
         to: “Bergman? He’s slipped our tail. Have you got a read on him?”
      

      
      “Gimme a sec; someone’s at the door.”

      
      Our technical consultant’s clear reply confirmed my suspicion that we were still within two miles of him and the Riad Almoravid
         where we’d set up temporary headquarters. We’d only left the town square, which locals called the Djemaa el Fna, twenty minutes
         before. And since the fountain in our riad’s courtyard could probably shoot a few sprinkles onto the square’s crowds of merchants,
         performers, and shoppers on a windy day, I’d figured we were within the limits of Bergman’s communications gizmo, which Cole
         had named the Party Line. Nice to be right about that, at least.
      

      
      Now, instead of using his own transmitter, Cole leaned forward and spoke into the glamorous brown mole I’d stuck just to the
         left of my upper lip. “Bergman, today is Jaz’s birthday. We need cake!”
      

      
      I glared. “You need to use my alias,” I reminded Cole. “And, Miles, you can just ignore what’s-his-face completely. Just find—” I stopped
         when the swearing began.
      

      
      Cole nodded wisely. “See what happens when people hang around you? Poor Bergman probably didn’t even know what those words
         meant before you lived with him.”
      

      
      “Nobody should be blamed for the language they teach their roommates in college. Right, Miles?”

      
      Before my oldest and smartest friend could reply, Cole said, “Your potty mouth is gonna get you in trouble someday.” He turned
         his head, like Bergman was skulking in the shadows next to us. “Right, dude?”
      

      
      Bergman growled, “Goddammit, she’s back! I thought hotel owners had better things to do than annoy their guests every ten
         minutes!” We heard the door open. “I have plenty of towels—”
      

      
      “Hello, Monsieur Bergman.” It was the 1-900-Fantasy voice of Monique Landry, still accented with Paris despite the decades
         she’d spent away from home. Contrary to our genius’s opinion, she’d been nothing but courteous and helpful. Except to Miles,
         who’d gotten extra snacks and the fluffy pillows from day one. Her twenty years in the Guests-R-Us biz had definitely honed
         her into the perfect hostess. And somehow she’d made the fact that she looked fabulous for a widow in her late forties (like
         Demi Moore with actual meat on her bones and enough past hardships to lace her eyes with compassion) part of the riad’s mystique.
         Unfortunately all Bergman had noticed so far was that she wore brightly flowered dresses and “bothered” him a lot.
      

      
      We heard her say, “I noticed you were working late so I had Chef Henri fix you a plate of beignets and a cup of green tea.”

      
      And Bergman’s reply: “I’m kind of busy here, Monique. And I’m still full from—” I heard a smothering sort of sound backed
         by attempted talking, which I interpreted as Monique stuffing one of the small fried doughnuts into his mouth. “Hey,” he said
         after he’d finally worked his teeth around the dessert. “That’s good!”
      

      
      “Lovely,” she purred. “Henri will be delighted. And how is the world’s weather today?”

      
      When we’d moved into the riad three days earlier, we’d explained Bergman’s mass of electronics by telling Monique that we
         were studying climate change.
      

      
      Miles chuckled. Uh-oh. I knew exactly what expression went with that sound. His eyebrow had just gone up. He held his hand
         out as if a pipe filled it. And now he was shaking his head from side to side as if he’d just been caught inside a bell tower
         at noon. “Well, the weather waits for no one, my dear. I’d explain, but I’m sure the technical terms would make your head
         spin. We are, in fact, in the middle of a testing cycle, so I must get back to work. So good of you to come.”
      

      
      Cole and I cringed as we waited for Monique to order him off his high horse—because he looked ridiculous riding sidesaddle—and
         stop insulting her intelligence. Instead we heard her hand, gently patting his cheek. “You are so adorable! All right, then,
         I’ll leave you to your work. Tomorrow morning we have fresh bread and Berber omelets for breakfast. And just for you, I will
         ask Chef Henri to make his famous chocolate éclairs!”
      

      
      “But I don’t eat breakfast,” Bergman muttered. After the door had clicked shut.

      
      Cole said, “So good of you to come? Dude, who are you, Queen Elizabeth?”

      
      Bergman huffed, “I was trying to get her to leave without pissing her off! What would you have done?”

      
      I said, “I’d have gotten on my knees and thanked her for those éclairs. Be nice, Miles. You need the calories.”

      
      Bergman muttered, “Are we working, or what?”

      
      I sighed. “Constantly. So get busy, will ya?”

      
      I imagined him checking his satellite maps and hacked surveillance video, not to mention the tracker he’d attached to our
         target’s right boot heel. While we waited for his pronouncement, Cole reached behind his back and pulled a tranquilizer gun
         out from under the light brown jacket he wore over his T-shirts. The weapon blended so perfectly with his black jeans that it disappeared when he dropped his hands to his sides.
      

      
      “That looks… lethal.” Could be, too, if we got the dosage wrong. Which we didn’t, because I double-checked it myself. Maybe we won’t need it, though.
            Maybe he’ll cooperate.

      
      I cleared my throat. “Was that thing stuck in your belt?”

      
      “Yeah. But don’t worry, the safety was on.” He sighted down the long, lean barrel. “Hey, imagine what would’ve happened if
         I’d shot myself in the butt. My cheeks would’ve been numb for a week!”
      

      
      I took off down the sidewalk, keeping to the shadows, avoiding puddles of brown liquid that I knew weren’t water because,
         according to Monique, who’d been so ecstatic to rent all five of her riad’s rooms to us that she gave us random weather reports
         for free, it hadn’t rained in the past two weeks.
      

      
      Cole jogged after me. “Jaz, where are you going? We don’t even know—”

      
      “I’d rather walk aimlessly than discuss your ass, all right?”

      
      “Yeah, but this is my numb ass. Do you think my legs would stop working too?”
      

      
      I was getting ready to grab the gun and perform an experiment that would satisfy both his curiosity and my need to shoot something
         when Bergman said, “Got him. Two blocks northeast of you. He’s stationary.”
      

      
      We turned the corner, moving so quickly we nearly plowed into two men carrying bundles of bath supplies, which meant they
         were headed for the nearest hammam. They’d just exited a diamond-mosaiced door. Cole hid the tranq gun behind his thigh, mumbled
         an apology in French, and pulled me around the men, who wore light shirts, long pants, and baseball hats, all of which were
         blotched with mustard-colored stains. And damn, did they stink! They must work at the dump we’d been smelling.
      

      
      One of the men, a black-mustached thirtysomething with a scar under his left eye, spoke to Cole, who replied sharply, his hand tightening on my arm. Already I was used to natives offering
         to guide us anywhere we wanted to go, but these guys didn’t have the look of euro-hungry street hustlers. I looked up at Cole.
         His face had gone blank, a bad sign in a guy who assassinates his country’s enemies for a living.
      

      
      Like the knife in my skirt’s hidden pocket, the .38 strapped to my right leg weighed heavier, reminding me of my offensive
         options if I decided not to pull the gun disguised by my snow white windbreaker. But I didn’t want to spill blood knowing
         a vamp prowled nearby.
      

      
      “What do they want?” I asked.

      
      “The dude with the scar is demanding a toll for the use of his road, and extra payment for nearly running him and his buddy
         over.”
      

      
      “What’s his name?”

      
      Cole asked, and while the man replied I checked out his friend. He was maybe seventeen, a brown-eyed kid with lashes so long
         they looked fake. He couldn’t bring himself to meet my eyes.
      

      
      Cole said, “His name is Yousef. The boy’s name is Kamal.”

      
      “Tell Yousef I’ll pay.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “Tell him.” Cole began to talk.

      
      I swished forward, making my full red skirt swirl around my knees as my boots clicked against the cobblestones, letting my
         alter ego take the spotlight. Lucille Robinson was a pale, slender, green-eyed sweetie with a white streak in her red curls
         that might’ve signified another time when a man had taken advantage of her weakness and bashed her across the head before
         forcing her to his will. Yousef didn’t know I’d earned the streak in hell, or that the Eldhayr who’d taken me there had already
         brought me back from the dead. Twice. All he could see was that Lucille’s curls looked more likely to bounce up and defend
         her than her fists. Mission accomplished.
      

      
      I looked up at him like he was the cutest teddy bear I’d ever hoped to squeeze. Even though he couldn’t understand the words,
         I figured he’d get the tone as I reached down the V-neck of my dress with my left hand and said, “Just give me a second, okay?
         I keep my money in here so I don’t have to worry about pickpockets. I understand they can be a problem in Marrakech. Am I
         right?”
      

      
      By now I’d come within an arm’s length of the reeking man, who was staring at my hand like he wished it was his. He never
         saw the base of my right palm shoot up. Just grunted with shock as it jammed into his jaw and knocked his head backward. He
         staggered. Cole aimed the tranq gun at Kamal to make sure he stayed peaceful as I followed Yousef down the sidewalk, throwing
         a side kick that landed on his chest with the thump of a bongo drum. He landed flat on his back in the street.
      

      
      I watched him struggle to breathe as I said, “We go where we please.”

      
      Cole translated. To my surprise Yousef smiled. I looked over my shoulder at Kamal. He was staring around nervously, making
         me think he didn’t savor a conversation with any authorities that might show to investigate the noise. He didn’t seem concerned
         about Yousef. Maybe girls hit him a lot.
      

      
      “Feel better?” Cole asked me.

      
      I backed off before the bully’s blech could stick to my sunny-day outfit. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

      
      We headed down the street, keeping our eyes and Cole’s gun on the mini gang until we reached the end of the block and turned
         north. Yousef called after us.
      

      
      “Unbelievable,” said Cole as he shook his head.

      
      “What did he say?” I asked.

      
      “He wants to know if he can see you again. He says his uncle’s friend owns a good restaurant above the Djemaa el Fna.”

      
      “You’re shitting me.”

      
      “No.” Cole’s wild blond hair danced at the suggestion. “I think he liked what you did to him. In fact, I think he liked you.
         Do you think he’ll try to follow us?”
      

      
      “Move fast,” I urged, pulling him into the next alley. It would mean doubling back, but Yousef was one freak worth losing.
         At the same time I asked, “Bergman, is our mark still there?”
      

      
      “He hasn’t moved.” Finally, good news.

      
      At the end of the alley we turned into another neglected street. This one didn’t even have sidewalks to separate the painstakingly
         carved apartment doors from the hit-and-run lanes. A single light at midblock threw a weak glow onto the run-down two-stories,
         allowing for multiple hidden spaces where people could do their worst to each other without ever being witnessed.
      

      
      Our heavy breathing combined with the stress we felt at having to confront our target should’ve alerted him. But feeding vamps
         are so immersed in the moment they rarely sense their hunters. Ours had stopped beside an empty donkey cart, a hulking shadow
         stooping next to the wheel like he was checking its integrity. Except that a man wearing a plain white shirt, wrinkled blue
         pants, and backless leather shoes that dangled from his toes like dead squirrels lay twitching on the cobblestones beneath
         him.
      

      
      Movement at the corner of my eye sent my hand to Grief. But it was just one of the gaunt, raggedy-eared cats that stalked
         the streets for scraps. This one must be hoping for a feast. It darted away when Cole strode forward, switching off his gun’s
         safety as he said, “That’s enough. Drop the guy before you kill him.”
      

      
      The vampire turned. And my heart broke like it had every night I’d been forced to witness this scene. While Cole lifted the
         cart driver onto his seat and slipped him the wages we’d promised, I watched the creature that had shattered my defenses and
         made me fall in love lick the man’s blood from his lips.
      

      
      “Madame Berggia,” Vayl said to me as he straightened. “Why are you interrupting my meal?”

      
      Madame Berggia. I think that hurts the most, Vayl. That you were calling out my name like I’d invented sex three days ago,
            now you don’t even remember it, and we can’t figure out why. Do you know how much I’d give to hear you call me Jasmine that
            special way you do, like a song (Yazmeena), right this second?

      
      “You could’ve killed the poor guy,” I said dully.

      
      “You saw him in the Djemaa el Fna,” he replied. “He shoved his wife. He was shouting at his children.”

      
      Because we paid him to. So we could set up your hunt tonight and make sure your victim didn’t end up dead. Like the first
            one nearly did, before we realized what had happened the night we arrived in Marrakech when you went missing and we had to
            hunt you for real. The night you woke with such a bizarre case of amnesia that you thought you were still a Rogue, still outside
            of your vow never to take human blood, and so deep in this brain-blip of yours that you’d mistaken all of us for people who
            shared your life over two hundred and thirty years ago!

      
      I wanted to slap him with those words like a dueling glove. But he’d just look confused, and I’d be extra miserable. So I
         said, “The man’s family would starve without him.”
      

      
      Vayl lowered his eyebrows. “I did not hire you to remind me of such things.”

      
      I shoved my hands into the pockets of my sundress. It was one of his favorites, and I’d hoped seeing it would snap him out
         of his past. But he still believed that I was his frumpy middle-aged housekeeper. He also thought Cole was my husband, his
         valet, who he simply called Berggia. In his mind we’d just traveled to Morocco from his estate in England along with his beloved
         ward, Helena, whose part was played—grumpily—by Bergman.
      

      
      My hands closed around the items most likely to console me. In my right pocket sat the long knife my great-great-grandpa,
         Samuel Parks, had used during his stint as a machine-gun operator in World War I. Mistress Kiss My Ass (my loudly suffering
         seam-stress) had skillfully made a place for the sheath in all my clothes. My left pocket held eight poker chips that rang like
         bells in my ear when I shuffled them. And on a silver hoop attached to the material so it wouldn’t get lost: my engagement
         ring. I hadn’t worn it long. But I cherished it now more than ever, because I was sure the man who’d slipped the pear-shaped
         emerald on my finger eighteen months ago would never forget me, no matter where he ended up. Right, Matt?

      
      It’s not like you’ve slipped Vayl’s mind. Not Matt’s voice. He’d kept a steady silence since the vampire Aidyn Strait had murdered him two weeks after our engagement.
         On the other hand, my Granny May, who ruled my frontal lobe, couldn’t wait to comment. He believes he’s living over two hundred and thirty years before he met you, she reminded me.
      

      
      Exactly! The way he looks at it, Jaz Parks doesn’t exist at all!

      
      So quit whining and figure out why! Granny May had taken up needlepoint. She sat in her tree-filled backyard in the old metal chair she left out year-round (paint
         flecks hinted that it had once been red) alternately watching the cardinals fight over the sunflower seeds at her gazebo feeder
         and taking long, smooth stitches in a piece of fabric the size of a pillowcase.
      

      
      I watched her manipulate the needle with one hand while the other steadied the hoop that framed her workspace. Why did I suddenly
         think she would’ve been just as precise with a throwing knife? I shook my head.
      

      
      I’m not whining!… Okay, I am. It’s such sucktacular timing, that’s all! I mean, I may have control of the demon in my head.
            But I think you need reminding that Brude is still a Domytr. Which means Satan’s go-to guy is not going to give up without
            a fight. Especially when he was so close to succeeding at his own coup. And there’s Vayl, out of his right mind just when
            I need him to be the sharpest!

      
      Granny May snapped, You still have Cole, Bergman—and Kyphas—whether you want her or not.

      
      We should’ve deep-fried that hellspawn permanently, I huffed. Not cut her a deal that keeps her in our back pockets like a Chicago politician.

      
      Of course, Gran knew what I was really worried about. Cassandra’s soul is safe from Kyphas, you saw to that. She’s an ocean away, secure behind her locks and wards in her colorful
            little apartment in Miami. You’re lucky to have a friend like her. A psychic who’s willing to dog-sit and research a cause
            for Vayl’s amnesia is practically a walking miracle. Just remember what she said last time you talked. You’re standing in
            the city where you believe the tool that you need to end Brude’s possession of you is located. So find it!

      
      It sounds easy the way you put it. But I’m not convinced Kyphas is done with Cassandra. And until we know what caused Vayl’s amnesia—

      
      You’re a girl. Multitask!

      
      I sighed and scratched my head, wishing for the thousandth time that Lucifer’s gofer hadn’t infested my synapses. Then I could
         just concentrate on finding the bottom-feeder that had slapped Vayl into a virtual time machine and strapped a pair of 1777-tinted
         goggles over his eyes. Unless he was just plain sick. In which case I’d be on my own with Brude.
      

      
      Who I couldn’t stop obsessing about. The Domytr who wanted to create a whole new hell was still stomping around in my mind.
         And although I had him contained in a place where he couldn’t control me anymore, I’d begun to show physical strain from keeping
         him imprisoned. Mainly nosebleeds. But also headaches that started behind one of my eyes and spread across my skull like I’d
         cracked it on an iron post. Even without consulting experts, I knew those were bad signs. If Brude broke free of the room
         where I’d imprisoned him, he’d destroy more than virtual walls. Which was why failed exorcisms often ended with a coroner
         writing the word “aneurism” on the victim’s death certificate.
      

      
      We had to complete our original mission. The one Vayl had set us on before he’d lost his way. My life depended on finding the Rocenz, a demon-forged hammer and chisel that had been supernaturally
         welded together. Once we had the tool and figured out a way to separate the parts, we could engrave Brude’s name on the gates
         of hell. At which time the power of the Rocenz to reduce everything to its most basic elements would transform the Domytr
         in my head to dust.
      

      
      Proving once again how utterly useless Vayl would be for this aspect of our operation, he asked, “Has your husband’s cough
         eased now that we have spent a few days in the dry air?”
      

      
      “Who? I don’t—” Oh, he’s asking about Cole. “Yeah, yeah.”
      

      
      His lips tightened and I thought I was about to get another lecture on my presumptuous behavior. Which would’ve been fine
         with me. Another chance to zone out, try to formulate some sort of plan. Plus, okay, I’ll admit it. Despite the fact that
         it had only been three days since I’d held him in my arms, I was already hunting excuses to stand and stare at my magnificent
         sverhamin, imagine my fingers brushing across his broad brow, sinking into his soft black curls. Pretend I was standing on the invited
         side of that come-love-me look in his emerald eyes.
      

      
      I watched his lips part, wind around the words. My mouth went dry as he said, “I can tell you have something on your mind,
         Madame Berggia.”
      

      
      If you only knew! “Uh, well, sure I do. That is, there’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you since… we got here.”
      

      
      “Yes?”

      
      “I have a hard time believing Co—I mean my husband—was the real reason you left England.” I waited. He liked it when I did
         that. Freaking elitist.
      

      
      “You are a very astute woman.” Vayl turned so all I could see was his profile, the proud bridge of his nose, the hard planes
         of his cheeks and jaw reminding me of pictures I’d seen of Roman generals. Until I realized he was watching his breakfast
         drive away in the creaking old donkey cart with a look of hunger that made my stomach clench.
      

      
      “So what’s the deal?” I demanded. “Why are we really here?”

      
      He turned his head, spoke sharply enough that I probably should’ve felt put in my place. But at least he explained. An entire
         story in a single word. “Helena.”
      

      
   
      
      
      
CHAPTER TWO


      

      
      While the cart driver urged his donkey to speeds it hadn’t attempted since it was a yearling, Vayl dug one of the evil-smelling
         cigars he’d begun smoking after his “transition” out of the breast pocket of his black duster. His lighting routine was so
         elaborate I was surprised he didn’t have to sacrifice a goat too. Cole took advantage of the pause to needle Bergman through
         the Party Line.
      

      
      “I don’t think Lord Brâncoveanu’s ward has the right kind of dresses for this climate, do you, dear?” he asked, turning his
         head so Vayl couldn’t see him crossing his eyes at me the way we did every time we had to use his title along with his tongue-tripping
         surname. “Maybe we should take Helena shopping tonight.”
      

      
      Bergman growled so loud we both had to adjust our earpieces. He said, “I’m only pretending to be that girl because Cassandra
         said Vayl could be permanently damaged if I didn’t. But if you make me try on dresses I will happily vegetize him.”
      

      
      “You’re the one who got your hair all permed and dyed to match mine,” Cole whispered. “Can I help it if it makes you look
         like Uma Thurman?”
      

      
      “Who is Uma Thurman?” asked Vayl.

      
      While Cole tried to explain, I urged them both to get moving. The less time we spent dawdling in the medina’s mean streets,
         the better. Not that the criminals who hung out in Marrakech’s old city were any worse than the ones who preferred the modern
         section. Just that I’d have relaxed more back at the riad, where I wouldn’t have had to watch our backs while I recalled the
         moment when Bergman realized Vayl thought he was an eighteen-year-old girl whose interests revolved around painting and playing
         the pianoforte. But let’s face it. Even if a whole gang of thugs jumps out of the shadows, a moment that priceless is going
         to loop in your head until your inner bimbo stops trading howls of hilarity with the bartender and resumes her drunken dance
         with the coatrack. So I let the memory reel roll.
      

      
      We’d been gathered in the courtyard that filled the center of the riad, giving the building the shape of a grater that went
         straight at the top. The eye-catcher in the whole outdoor garden was the fountain rising out of the rectangular wading pool,
         a gracefully crafted urn that made it hard to look away. But then, there was so much more to see.
      

      
      The pool was surrounded by wooden chairs and tables with such ornate arms and legs you’d almost believe fairies had done the
         crafting. These sat on sand-colored tiles, two-foot-square sections of which had been removed in choice spots around the courtyard
         to make room for plantings of banana trees. Copper planters full of ferns, palms, and lemon trees took turns with hanging
         lanterns to line the courtyard’s pink walls, providing some relief for the eye when the sun beat down during the brightest
         part of the day. Escape also came in the form of two corner-built gazebos hung with raspberry-colored curtains that could
         be closed for extra privacy. Inside, Monique had placed two couches framed in metal that was bent to reflect the shovel-shaped
         arches that showed up in so much of Marrakech’s architecture. The burgundy cushions topped with enough pillows to satisfy
         an entire legion of interior decorators cozified them.
      

      
      I’d been admiring those gazebos for days, thinking about what Vayl and I might have gotten away with behind their thick curtains if he hadn’t been brain-fried. Now I shared them with my
         crew, watching the sky darken, waiting for the moment when—there. Cirilai sent a shot of warmth into the palm of my hand.
         The ring Vayl’s grandfather had made to protect his soul had warned me he was waking. Which meant it was time to prepare the
         troops.
      

      
      I looked at Bergman, sitting with his hands in his lap. Across a glass-topped table framed in exotically carved wood and covered
         with flickering candles sat Kyphas. I kept my eyes on her couch because, honestly? I could still barely look at her without
         reaching for the gun strapped to my shoulder. So what if she’d promised Cole to stop trying to corrupt souls for the Great
         Taker. My reaction?
      

      
      Sure, and my belly ring’s set with moon rocks.

      
      What I hoped was that she’d keep her paws off Cassandra now that we’d promised her Brude and a shot at the Oversight Committee
         in our psychic’s place. Four souls for one? Come on, that’s like a damn clearance sale, even if the soul you’re giving up had promised herself to you over five hundred years before. In return she’d agreed to help us find the Rocenz, which, because it had been demon-crafted, was more likely to be rediscovered
         by a demon. She’d even signed on to helping us carve Brude’s name onto hell’s gates. What a gal.
      

      
      The problem was, Kyphas didn’t believe in generosity. In fact, greed tended to ooze out of her like hangover sweat. Cole might
         not recognize the stench. But he tended to get distracted as soon as boobs starting bouncing within his line of sight. I knew that for Kyphas, the more souls she took back to hell with her when this was all over, the higher she’d rise up the
         hierarchy, so she’d be looking for any loophole she could find in her contract with us. No Cassandra? Okay. Cole’s soul probably
         looked as juicy as a medium rare T-bone to her.
      

      
      And she did look like she could gobble him whole as she eyed him from under her lashes. Which caused me to growl a little
         louder than I’d intended to when I said, “We can’t put Vayl off any longer. He keeps asking for a girl named Helena. We think
         that must be you, Kyphas. Play the part or—”
      

      
      “Or what?” The demon’s perfectly pink lips quirked in amusement. “Go ahead, threaten me some more, Jaz.”

      
      “He calls me Madame Berggia. You should too,” I snapped, reaching for Grief.
      

      
      “You know, Kyphas, you are probably the most beautiful woman I have ever fantasized about,” Cole said as he laid his arm across
         my shoulders. She sat forward, giving him full access to her halter-topped, tight-jeaned magazine-cover bod. He took his time
         with the view. Then he said, “Why do you have to be such a bitch all the time?”
      

      
      She sat up straight, crossing her arms as he went on, almost casually, like he was discussing the price of lawn mowers this
         season. “I’ve killed snakes that were cuddlier than you. Well”—he glanced at me—“those inland taipans you offed during that
         Scidairan witch mission were pretty gnarly. But I remember this pygmy rattlesnake I had to shoot during a case in Miami when
         I was still a PI. It was actually pretty—”
      

      
      “All right!” Kyphas slapped her hand against the armrest. “I’ll cooperate!” She glared at Bergman. “Am I that bad?”

      
      He shook his head, but the shake slowly turned to a nod. The motion made his hair bounce, which activated Cole’s AGR (automatic
         giggle response). Because, despite my daily suggestions to dye it back to brown, Bergman insisted that if he modeled his look
         after Cole’s he might have the same luck with women. So far he’d gotten two imaginary cell numbers and an outright, “Are you
         kidding me?” Personally I thought his head was too big and his frame too skeletal to pull it off. He needed a girl who was
         into unwrapped mummies.
      

      
      Or, maybe, one who enjoyed feeding people. Monique had come out with a tray full of cookies and tea just in time to say to
         Cole, “Lord Brâncoveanu is calling for you.” She smiled sympathetically, still buying our loony-but-lovable uncle story. Which is
         why nice people are always getting suckered.
      

      
      I reminded myself to leave her a big tip as I followed Cole out of the courtyard, motioning for the others, especially Kyphas/Helena,
         to follow us to Vayl’s door. Where we waited while Cole went in to do valet crap. Ten minutes later he invited us into the
         suite.
      

      
      I felt a familiar pang of regret as I glanced at Vayl’s bed, its white spread resembling a cast-off wedding dress. Except
         the mesh canopy that draped overhead and tied at each corner of its black metal support was a rich chocolaty brown. And the
         black-domed sleeping tent perched underneath that veil seemed less like a vampire’s shield from stray rays of light than a
         tunnel into another universe.
      

      
      Cole said, “He’s changing. Thank God I talked him out of needing assistance with that yesterday! Have a seat.”

      
      Bergman and Kyphas moved into the conversation area, which contained a fireplace, a couch, and matching armchairs upholstered
         in bright green satin. I took the round white ottoman that stood between them, ignoring the couch because, frankly, I needed
         Bergman’s moral support.
      

      
      Vayl swung open the bathroom door and strode out, the deep line between his red-rimmed eyes announcing his hunger. He wore
         a black button-down shirt with purple pin stripes and tailored slacks that kissed the tops of his shiny black boots. Cole
         handed him his duster and he shrugged it on as if he was chilly. In fact, he’d informed “Berggia” that he felt naked without
         it.
      

      
      Bergman leaned next to my ear, since nothing had happened to injure Vayl’s hearing, and whispered, “How does he pull that
         off? It’s hot enough for shirtsleeves but I guarantee you nobody will harass him about his outfit. I’d probably get the crap
         kicked out of me if I tried to pull that off. But he’s so manly strangers will probably stop him on the street to ask where they can tour his castle.”
      

      
      I sighed. Vayl’s vibe was working on me, as well, but in more of an oh-baby-let’s-play-doctor kind of way. Before I could
         pull myself together, Vayl held out his arms. His smile, while it kept the fang-reveal to a minimum, was so gentle that for
         a second I thought he’d come back to himself. My heart jumped, making an utter fool of itself, when he followed the gesture
         by saying, “Madame Berggia. You have brought my little Helena to see me. What a fine way to greet the new day!”
      

      
      “Oh. Yeah, well, you insisted—” I jerked my thumb at Kyphas so she’d get the lead out and stand up already. She shot to her
         feet, but with a full-faced pout that revealed just how much Cole’s comment had hurt her.
      

      
      Damn. Maybe she has a heart after all.

      
      Kyphas raised her arms to return his hug, her hands hanging limply as if she’d inherited some zombie traits from her mom’s
         side of the family. Vayl raked his eyes over her. “It would help if my walking stick was balanced on those,” he snapped. “But
         I will forgive you since you are, in fact, Helena’s maid.” And then he engulfed Bergman in a hug so enthusiastic I was pretty sure I heard some Russian tourists cheering in
         the streets.
      

      
      “How are you, my dear?” Vayl asked, patting Bergman on his fluffy head when the hug had ended. “I missed you. I had not realized
         our travels tired you so greatly. Here, let us be seated while you tell me everything.”
      

      
      “Uh.” Bergman shot a look of pure panic over his shoulder as Vayl took him by the hand and began to lead him toward the couch.
         I’m not a girl! he mouthed.
      

      
      Suck it up. I’m not a fat Italian housekeeper either! I mouthed right back.
      

      
      Cole was making a helluva racket taking down Vayl’s bed tent. Normally it collapsed very quietly. Then I realized he was punctuating
         the folding of the poles with swallowed snorts of laughter.
      

      
      Which made me smile. When I thought about it, I could see how it was kind of—

      
      “It’s not funny, Berggia!” Bergman said.
      

      
      “That’s me!” Cole hooted. “I’m Berggia. And you’re Helena!” He pointed at Kyphas. “And you are a maid. How do you like that, Ky—”
      

      
      Vayl interrupted. “I assume you all have better things to do than stand around exchanging names? Madame Berggia, that ensemble
         you are wearing is completely inappropriate for a woman of your age and girth. And you have, once again, worn your hair down
         around your shoulders like a common strumpet. Must we have this conversation twice, or shall I just sack you and leave you
         in Morocco without a means of transportation back to England?”
      

      
      I reached for the lamp on the table but Kyphas intercepted my hand. “You’ll regret it later,” she murmured.

      
      “What do you know about regret?” I snapped.

      
      “More than you can imagine.” I caught her glancing toward Cole, but was too busy glaring at Vayl to give it much thought.
         Naturally, he remained totally oblivious to me. All his attention focused on Bergman, who he thought was the little girl he’d
         saved from a werewolf attack seven years earlier. Since my newest blood-borne skill seemed to be reliving his past, I’d been
         in Vayl’s body for a replay of that battle. So I knew he’d risked his life for her. But I thought he’d given her money when
         it was over and told her to leave. Until the previous day I’d had no idea he’d gone after her and promised to take care of
         her until she became independent.
      

      
      1777-Vayl is a coldhearted shit, I thought. Unless your name is Helena.

      
      I toyed with the idea of changing my name to something Vayl would respond to with as much love and kindness as he showed her.
         But it couldn’t be a tag you’d hang on your favorite great-aunt. Would people want to call if I answered the phone by saying,
         “You’ve reached Myrtle!”
      

      
      Then I realized someone was repeating my real name into my ear.

      
      “Jasmine? Yoo-hoo!”
      

      
      I touched the receiver, waking to the full crapality of my present life when I saw Vayl walking ahead of me, still smoking
         that stinking cigar.
      

      
      “Jaz! What are you waiting for?” Bergman demanded. “Find out why Vayl’s so worried about Helena. Maybe you can convince him
         to lock her in her room for her own safety.”
      

      
      “Bad idea,” I replied.

      
      “Come on! I’ve been so busy playing Vayl’s favorite teenager I haven’t had time to set up the security system properly. And
         don’t tell me to relax because the riad’s already got an alarm. You know it’s outdated,” Bergman snapped. Meaning he hadn’t
         invented it.
      

      
      Vayl, responding to my comment as well, said, “I know you hate my cigars, Madame Berggia, but they help me think. And you
         did ask about Helena.”
      

      
      “Yes, I did.”

      
      I tried to focus all my attention on the vampire strolling through Marrakech’s old city like he was the damn mayor, but Cole
         was still interested in the security system issue. He said, “I don’t get the paranoia. We left Astral there.”
      

      
      Vayl frowned. “How is Helena’s kitten going to protect her from werewolves?”

      
      At the same time Bergman’s snort rattled my eardrums. “A robotic cat who can shoot a couple of grenades out her butt is no
         comfort when you have a demon sleeping in the next room!”
      

      
      Cole whispered, “Bergman! Kyphas told me personally that she’s not interested in your soul. It’s probably only wired for space
         travel anyway.”
      

      
      Vayl said, “What?”

      
      I said, “You know Berggia, Vay—I mean, Lord Brâncoveanu.” Cole and I crossed our eyes at each other. “He has such a strange
         sense of humor sometimes. Now, about Helena and the werewolves—”
      

      
      But Bergman wasn’t done with his side of our bizarre conversation. He said, “Even if I believed you, Cole, which I don’t,
         that doesn’t change what happened to… your supervisor.”
      

      
      Ouch. We paused, none of us even able yet to say Pete’s name, his murder was still such an open wound. And it wasn’t healing
         any faster in light of the fact that we felt we’d triply betrayed him.
      

      
      Because we still didn’t know who’d killed him. Therefore—

      
      We couldn’t avenge his death, plus—

      
      We’d missed his funeral.

      
      It didn’t help that Pete would’ve understood that we had to find the Rocenz pronto. And that Vayl in his present state would’ve
         been impossible to explain to the grieving widow. But I preferred imagining that Pete would’ve been überpissed to find out
         we’d skipped the final ceremony of his life. That would’ve been a more comforting feeling. Familiar. Like all the times he’d
         yelled at me for wrecking rental cars during the course of my assignments. Not that they’d—all—been my fault.
      

      
      Wah, wah, wah, my God, you’re a bigger whiner than Mom. It was my inner adolescent. Teen Me lay on her stomach on Evie’s bed because, of course, hers wasn’t made. She was reading
         a comic book she’d stolen from Dave’s stash while she listened to her fave radio station, WFAT, play Casey Kasem’s American
         Top Forty. While Matchbox Twenty sang, “She says, baby, it’s 3 a.m. I must be lonely,” Teen Me said, Remember all that bitching she used to do? Teen Me launched into a great imitation of Stella’s smoke-roughened voice. “Gawd, working at night sucks. You kids should try it sometime. Maybe then you’ll be a little more grateful for the food I
            put on this table.” She snorted. As if Albert didn’t always have his check sent to the house! Oh, do you remember this one? “What the hell, you mean I have
            to go to the Laundromat again? Why can’t you kids wear a pair of jeans more than once? What are we, the Rockefellers?”

      
      I said, I sound nothing like her! Wait, that did have something of a whiny undertone.
      

      
      Teen Me sat up and carefully laid the comic on Evie’s pink, lace-rimmed pillow. If Dave detected a single new wrinkle in the
         pages she knew there’d be hell to pay. She said, Losing Pete, I get it. That’s gonna suck a long time. I dunno, maybe forever. But all this mental grinding you’re putting
            yourself through about him understanding your motives or not? Lookit, he was your boss and you were lucky that he cared about
            you. Also vice versa. Now he’s dead. Be sad, but quit torturing yourself! That’s all.

      
      I didn’t realize I’d stopped in the middle of the street until I saw Vayl and Cole coming back to get me.

      
      “Madame Berggia, are you quite all right?” asked Vayl.

      
      “No. Are you?”

      
      He took a big puff of that obnoxious cigar and, thank God, blew the smoke into the night sky. When he looked back down at
         me his eyes were the dark blue of drowning waters. “Not at all,” he said. “I am rarely afraid. But you know how Helena came
         to be in my care. In all this time, the werewolf who brought us together has not forgotten. He has watched from afar as she
         has grown in grace and beauty.”
      

      
      Cole snickered, and then coughed. “Uh, sorry,” he said.

      
      Vayl patted him on the shoulder. “Never fear, my man. This dry air should do wonders for your lungs.”

      
      “What about the Were?” I asked.

      
      “His name is Roldan. And he has marked her.”

      
      “You mean, like, as part of his territory?” I imagined a werewolf peeing on a wigged and long-skirted Bergman. I slapped a
         hand over my mouth. Really, this was no laughing matter.
      

      
      Vayl paused. “I realize you have very little knowledge in this area, so I must explain. And I do apologize if I upset you
         unduly. But werewolves know when they have met their life’s partner. Roldan wants to change Helena, Madame Berggia. He has,
         in fact, become obsessed with the idea ever since I cheated him of the satisfaction. And her rejection of his every advance
         has merely emboldened him.” Vayl lowered his head. “No, it has crazed him,” he corrected himself grimly.
      

      
      I remembered. I stood absolutely still so I could clearly recall the moments when I’d discovered that donating blood to Vayl
         had given me the power to walk in his memories. I’d seen Roldan’s first attack on Helena. Defending her had felt so real that even now I wanted to bury my fists in the wolf who hadn’t
         died in that first battle but had, evidently, stalked the girl for years after. And who, unlike any other Were I’d ever heard
         of, had survived long past the 150-year mark to put himself at the top of the our Most Likely to Vaporize the World list.
      

      
      I said, “Even if Roldan wasn’t after Helena, could he still be jonesing for revenge on you?” Even after all these decades?

      
      Vayl nodded. “I do not believe his surname is Jones”—puzzled glance at Cole as his “valet” slapped himself on both cheeks
         to maintain his composure—“but given our history, I think it entirely possible that he and his pack are hatching plans to
         kill me even as we speak. All they need is my location. Which, I assure you, madame, is an absolute secret.”
      

      
      On the other end of our receivers, Bergman emitted what could’ve qualified as a silent scream, except we heard a sort of echo,
         like a kid’s attempt to make crowd noises into a microphone. Then he said, “Astral? Here, kitty. Let’s check those grenades,
         okay, girl?”
      

      
   
      
      
      
CHAPTER THREE


      

      
      Cole and I followed Vayl back toward the riad, walking a couple of steps behind him like the obedient servants he expected
         us to be. The closer we got to the Djemaa el Fna, the more people we met. Black-haired, brown-eyed men dressed in colorful
         caps and the choir-robish jellabas that Vayl had insisted on wearing as pajamas, smiled and wished us a good evening. Tourists
         with one hand on their wallets and the other clicking pictures either nodded or ignored us completely. Maybe they couldn’t
         be bothered with socializing when Marrakech demanded so much attention, its original builders somehow infusing an exotic beauty
         into everything from mosque minarets to bathhouse floors. Its current citizens added to the color with displays of intricately
         woven rugs, mounds of ripe fruits, and materials dyed in vibrant colors that dared the sun to fade them. The variety, volume,
         and availability all increased the closer we got to the square. Which, considering how much Vayl went for hunting nowadays,
         we’d be smart to avoid.
      

      
      Another quiet evening inside. Sigh.

      
      Maybe I’d call Cassandra and check on Jack. (By now maybe he’d forgiven me for putting him on yet another airplane and, even
         worse, sending him away from all the action. Because demons get their kicks infesting canines, and I couldn’t risk my favorite
         malamute around Kyphas any longer).
      

      
      Cassandra would probably bring me up to speed on her and my brother, Dave’s, wedding plans. And then I’d ask the inevitable
         question. “Still clueless?” And she’d say, “I’m sorry, Jaz,” because by now I didn’t expect her to hit anything but dead ends
         in her search for the cause of Vayl’s massive memory lapse.
      

      
      I tried to cheer myself with the sight of Riad Almoravid, its walls rising out of the street like a mini fort coated in cotton
         candy. A former villa remodeled for tourist stays, it contrasted starkly with the neglected homes we’d left behind. Here an
         elegant awning offered us instant shade so we could more comfortably admire the white molding that hung like lace from the
         double arches that formed its entrance, or rest our sun-blasted eyes on the cool beauty of the small garden that filled the
         area between riad and sidewalk. Like the courtyard, it was packed with greenery, huge pots full of starlike blooms, and a
         fountain that always reminded me to hit the bathroom ASAP.
      

      
      Vayl hardly noticed. He glanced at the double doors, the arch above which had been filled with triangles of green glass, and
         said, “The two of you go on in. I will catch up later.” He picked up his pace.
      

      
      I grabbed Cole’s arm so hard that he jumped. “Uh, Lord Brâncoveanu?” he said. Pause for eye roll. “We’d be happy to do that
         but, er, you know how Helena worries when you’re out on your own. What do you say we all stay together tonight? You know,
         do something as a family?” By now we were nearly jogging to keep up with him.
      

      
      “That would be fine, except I am planning to find a woman who—”

      
      I lost the rest of Vayl’s sentence in a mental whiteout. The sensation was close to the feeling (or lack of) that I reach
         just before my finger squeezes the trigger. But it was misleading. Because before a kill I go to a place very close to peace.
         This was the indrawn breath before a battle cry.
      

      
      Cole lunged forward to yank on Vayl’s coat sleeve, managing to stop his progress. At the same time he shoved his body in front
         of mine. He said, “I’m afraid Madame Berggia doesn’t understand. At all.”
      

      
      Vayl didn’t even spare me a look. “She does not need to.” His voice was hard as the eyes of the children who suggested we
         use them as our guides every afternoon when we went to the Djemaa el Fna to search for the answers we couldn’t find in Cassandra’s
         books or at Bergman’s keyboards. Only Cole kept me from shoving my face into Vayl’s, wrecking our relationship and maybe his
         mind by demanding that he remember the only woman who should matter to him anymore.
      

      
      Cole turned and put both his hands on my shoulders. Leaning down so our noses were nearly touching he murmured, “Get it together.”

      
      I glared over his shoulder at the vampire who was tapping his foot impatiently. “I hate that son of a bitch!”

      
      “I know.”

      
      That stepped me back. “But… I love him.”

      
      “Which is why you hate him right now. I get it. Don’t you think I’ve felt the same way about you practically every day since
         we met?”
      

      
      I looked into his eyes and, for the first time, truly understood. “Jesus. I’m sorry. I really wish—”

      
      He shook his head, his smile so small it resembled Vayl’s least readable expression. “My mom used to tell me that we can’t
         help how we feel. It’s what we choose to do about those feelings that makes us shits or saints.” His hands slid down my arms
         until they fell to his sides. “I guess I finally understand what she meant.”
      

      
      I dropped my head.

      
      I love you, Cole. So much that I wish you could find the perfect girl. Someone who wants to wrap herself around you the same
            way I do Vayl. With a mind-blowing passion that keeps making me forget to breathe. The downside is that it can tear your heart
            out. Slowly, so that you feel yourself bleeding, dying inside, every time he looks at you, past you, not seeing, not remembering.
            And if he never comes back? Another kind of living death that zombies are glad they never have to experience. And still I can say I’ve held the world in my hands.

      
      But you’re not content, are you, Jazzy? Granny May peered at me from around the blouse she was hanging on the clothesline. You’re still going to fight to get him back?

      
      Damn straight, I am. Because in the end, I may be greedier than Kyphas. I’ve had it all. But I want more.

      
      Even so changed, Vayl hadn’t lost his ability to move like one of the tigers that had been carved into the cane he no longer
         carried. Despite my Sensitivity to his presence, I was still surprised to find him standing at my shoulder when I finally
         looked up.
      

      
      “I am sorry to remind you of your sorrows, Madame Berggia,” he said, his fine black brows drawn down in a frown of, geez,
         could that actually be concern? “Let me assure you, the woman I seek is nothing like the Seer who led me to your home in the
         first place.”
      

      
      “I… uh—”

      
      His lip quirked, reminding me so strongly of my old lover that I had to grab a handful of skirt to prevent myself from wrapping
         my arms around his waist. He said, “I have forgotten myself again.”
      

      
      “No kidding.”

      
      He reached out as if to touch me. I stepped back. If I had felt those fingers brush my hand I’d have lost it completely. His
         chin tipped. “You are angry.”
      

      
      I shrugged. “You know what happened before.” So tell me!

      
      He put his hand to his heart. “My life on it, this Seer is virtuous and ethical. She is part of a guild called the Sisters
         of the Second Sight, which strictly forbids its members from sending vampires like me into homes like yours, expecting to
         find their reincarnated sons…”
      

      
      Aha! I said, “But they weren’t there, were they?” Even I knew the reunion was supposed to happen in America.
      

      
      “No. You and Berggia were. Mourning over your young men. It is still a wonder to me that you did not burn me alive, considering how they had been killed.”
      

      
      The real Berggias’ boys were slain by vampires, then. Damn.

      
      I nodded. That must’ve been the expected response, because Vayl went on. “I always wondered… did it ease your mind that I
         found the Rogue who took their lives? That he is now little more than vapor and a few specks of dust?”
      

      
      I thought about how Vayl had killed Aidyn Strait. That moment of knowing that my fiancé’s murderer would never laugh again.
         “There was a need in me. I don’t exactly know what to call it. I’m—it’s right that he’s gone. There’s a balance restored.
         But it’s bitter.”
      

      
      “Yes. Revenge.” He sent me a look full of fire and blood. “I thought it would be satisfying enough to give me rest for eternity.
         And yet here I am, still seeking what I have lost.” He stopped suddenly. Glanced at Cole. “You never speak of my search. I
         suppose you think it insane?”
      

      
      “It’s not my place to judge,” Cole said. A good valet’s response. But Vayl wasn’t satisfied. He turned on Cole so quickly
         that I reached back, touched the hair I’d woven into a knot before we left the riad. And not just because Vayl had bitched
         about my choice of dos. When I twisted it up, it looked natural holding the bright blue Japanese hairpins whose true use had
         been disguised by the CIA’s most creative artists. Each needle tip released a full dose of vamp tranquilizer when properly,
         uh, shoved into place.
      

      
      I relaxed when Vayl’s only violent movement was to fling the cigar into the street. “How do you do it?” he demanded.

      
      Cole ran a hand through his hair, glancing past Vayl to show me what-the-hell eyes. I rolled my hands. Just go with the flow.

      
      “How do I do what?” he asked.

      
      “I have been without my sons for twenty-six years now. It has been only five for you. How is it that you manage to function
         as though life still has some meaning? As if you occasionally see beauty among all this horror?” Had he meant to gesture at
         the mottled walls of the buildings that had closed in on us again as soon as we left Zitoun el Kattabi Street?
      

      
      Cole looked at the toes of his high-tops. I felt myself go tense. Tried to think of some way to deflect the smart-ass comment
         he was about to fling at Vayl, which would be followed quickly by a huge bubble and a suggestion to me that if the Seer was
         pretty, you know, since he and I were a temporary couple, maybe we could make it a threesome. But when he looked up I saw
         depths in his eyes that made me take a quick breath. As if I’d just met the real man behind the fun pal for the first time.
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