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Dear Readers,


Thank you for picking up If You Dare, the second book in my supernatural thriller series, The Light Keepers. Book one, The Final Seven, introduced unlikely partners Detective Micki Dee Dare and Zach Harris.


Zach is part of Sixers, an experimental FBI program designed to combat crime by employing individuals with psychic abilities. He soon learns he’s more than a cop with special gifts and that his assignment’s much bigger than curtailing street crime. Zach is half Light Keeper, an ancient race of mortal angels sent to Earth to battle Dark Bearers – the forces of evil set on bringing about the destruction of all life as we know it. With the tipping point between good and evil, hope and chaos, close at hand, the remaining Light Keepers have been forced to turn to Half Lights like Zach – products of human and Light Keeper couplings – in their battle to save the world.


I had a blast conceiving The Light Keepers and writing both The Final Seven and If You Dare. I grew up surrounded by tales of the supernatural entangled with ones from the Bible, of angels and demons, of superstition and symbols, of heaven, hell and the end-of-days – all filtered through the belief system of my parents, a devout Catholic and confirmed Atheist.


Those divergent influences coalesce in these stories of the battle between good and evil and also, ultimately, of the redeeming power of love.


I hope you enjoy If You Dare and will look for Micki and Zach’s next adventure.


Best wishes,


Erica


PS: Get social with me on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and Pinterest. Or, for more information about me or my other novels, visit www.ericaspindler.com.










Prologue


New Orleans, Louisiana


Monday, July 22


3:00 P.M.


LOST ANGEL MINISTRIES. Zach Harris stood at the wrought-iron gate, gazing at the sign as it swayed in the breeze. The iron fence circled the property, a Victorian home from days gone by, repurposed into a center that helped lost and disenfranchised youth. Youth who were … unique.


The front door opened and a teenager darted out, calling ‘Bye’ over her shoulder. She was small with a spiky, pixie haircut, the spikes dyed Irish green. She met his eyes as she reached the gate. Beautiful eyes. A brilliant green that matched her hair.


Like him, was she a Half Light? A product of the co-mingling of the human and Light Keeper races? Or could she be Full Light, one of the rapidly dwindling number that remained?


‘Hey,’ she said, slipping past him.


‘Hey,’ he responded, and headed through the gate and up the walk. It felt weird, thinking of himself as not completely human. Part light, enrobed in human flesh, sent to guide the human race? Part mortal angel, locked in a life-or-death battle with an ancient evil?


It felt like total bullshit. It pissed him off. He might not want to buy in, but at this point, he didn’t have a choice. Like it or not, his eyes had been opened.


From the neutral ground behind him came the rumble of the streetcar. He glanced over his shoulder at it, bright, shiny red, windows shut tight to keep the heat out. He reached the door, looked directly at the security camera and was buzzed in.


Eli met him in the foyer. He looked totally unfazed, as if saving lives and battling the forces of darkness had the rejuvenating properties of a spa day.


‘Zach, buddy—’ he clapped him on the back ‘—great to see you. Come, they’re in the conference room.’


They started in that direction. Eli turned his extraordinary gaze on him. ‘You’ve been to the hospital and seen Michaela?’


‘Left just a little bit ago.’


‘How is she?’


‘Healing quickly. Very.’


‘I do good work.’


The cockiness annoyed the crap out of him. ‘She says she remembers being surrounded by a beautiful, healing light. Like being wrapped in an angel’s wings.’


Eli stopped and cocked his head. ‘Did she? That’s curious. And what did you tell her?’


‘That she had lost a lot of blood, was in shock or hallucinating.’


‘Good. Here we are.’


‘Wait.’ Zach laid a hand on his arm, stopping him. ‘I thought you said she wouldn’t remember anything.’


‘That’s why it’s curious.’ He smiled. ‘I don’t think it’s anything you need to worry about.’


Famous last words, Zach thought as he stepped into the conference room. Only two at the table: His Sixer point man, Parker, and Professor Lester Truebell.


‘Zachary.’ Truebell stood and held out his hand, smiling.


Zach took it. ‘Professor.’


‘No worse for wear, I see.’


‘Tell that to every muscle, joint and bone in my body.’ He indicated the four of them. ‘We’re it?’


‘For today, yes.’


‘No Angel?’


‘She’s not ready.’


The comment rankled. More secrets. More need-to-know bullshit. ‘I see nothing’s changed since the last time I sat across this table from you.’


The elfin Truebell shook his head. ‘Everything’s changed, Zachary. Sit. Please.’


He did. Parker spoke up. ‘No hello for me, Zach?’


Zach looked at him, not masking his anger. ‘I may have to work with you, Special Agent Parker, but I don’t have to like you. And I sure as hell don’t have to respect you.’


Parker leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. ‘You don’t think that’s a little harsh? And formal, considering we’re family?’


‘From our first meeting, everything out of your mouth has been either a lie or a manipulation. Or both.’ He arched his eyebrows. ‘So, no. Not too harsh.’


‘Sixers wasn’t a lie. There was just more to the story.’


‘There always is, and that’s the problem.’ He shifted his attention back to Truebell. ‘Why am I here today?’


‘You know why.’


‘Do I?’


‘Are you in,’ Truebell asked, ‘or out?’


Zach wished he could say he was out, shake this whole experience off, and go back to the life he had known before. But that life was gone forever. ‘Saturday made a believer out of me.’


Truebell nodded. ‘You know its destructive power now. You understand our urgency.’


Zach’s head filled with the memory of the power turned on him, his helplessness against it. ‘Yes.’


‘And now you know our power as well.’


The joining of the Light Keepers. The explosion of light. The howl of rage as the Dark Bearer had been forced out.


Darkness cannot exist in the light, Zach.


But it could put up a hell of a fight.


‘How many of us were there that night?’ Zach asked. ‘A dozen?’


‘More. Fourteen.’


‘Fourteen to overcome one? I suppose you’ve noticed those odds suck for us.’


‘They do, indeed. So, Zachary, now that you’re a believer and you know the odds, are you with us?’


He held the professor’s gaze. ‘I’m in. For now.’


Professor Truebell smiled slightly. ‘Not quite the gung-ho response I’d hoped for, but it’ll do for now. One last thing—–’ He folded his hands on the table and leaned toward Zach. ‘—I have to have your word. You’ll do what you need to do, concerning Michaela?’


He hated this. She was his partner. Secrets put her in harm’s way.


‘No, Zach. They make her safer.’


He looked at Eli. ‘Get out of my head.’


‘You have to trust us.’


‘I trust her.’


‘Zachary? Your answer.’


‘Yes. I’ll tell her nothing of the Light Keepers and nothing of the true nature of the events of that night.’


‘You won’t regret it.’


He regretted it already. ‘What’s next?’


‘We wait.’


‘For what?’


‘A Dark Bearer to strike.’
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New Orleans, Louisiana


Friday, October 16


11:25 P.M.


‘You’re sure it’s cool if I go?’


Angel Gomez smiled at her fellow barista and waved her toward the door. ‘Girl, go. Have fun.’


Ginger hesitated. ‘Micki’ll tear me apart if she finds out I left without you.’


‘I won’t tell her, so she’ll never know. And you’ve got to admit, Micki’s a little over the top when it comes to her rules. It’s kinda stupid, considering that before moving in with her, I’d been living on my own for years.’


‘Still—’ Ginger glanced at the clock ‘—it’s only a half hour—’


‘And only five blocks home for me. I’ve got my phone, my mace and a set of loud-ass lungs. Go. And tell Bryan I said to be good.’


Ginger laughed and snatched up her backpack. ‘He always is.’


‘That’s not the kind of good I’m talking about.’


A moment later, Ginger was gone. And Angel was alone. She made herself busy completing the last of the day’s clean-up and the next day’s set-up. Ironically, Friday night was the quietest night of the week at Sacred Grounds. During the week, nestled as it was within biking distance of both Tulane and Loyola universities, it was packed with students either caffeinating to cram for tests or caffeinating to not crash after cramming for them. Friday, by this time, everyone was decompressing. Parties, dates, movies, gaming. Study hall was over. Let the good times roll.


Angel smiled to herself. So much had changed since that terrible night three months ago. So much that was good. She was happy in a way she’d never been before.


She could almost forget what it had been like to have that Dark Bearer in her head, to be at his mercy.


No, she thought. The nightmare was over. Eli, the professor and the other Light Keepers had sent it packing.


Angel hadn’t told anyone about him being in her head, not Micki, or Zach or even Eli. She didn’t want them to know. She was afraid they’d look at her differently, like she wasn’t really one of them. Like they couldn’t trust her. But she’d promised herself she would, if he ever came back.


‘You still open?’


She looked over her shoulder. She hadn’t heard the door open, hadn’t heard the chime that announced the arrival of a customer.


Gorgeous. The guy in the doorway was simply gorgeous. Dark, wavy hair. Bright white smile. Beautiful hazel eyes she could see from across the café. He took her breath away.


‘I surprised you,’ he said. ‘Sorry about that.’


‘No, I—’ She cleared her throat. ‘I was just closing up. What can I get you?’


Was that hopefulness in her voice? Geez, she was pathetic.


‘Whatever’s easy.’


‘I could do a pour over if you want hot? I’ve already emptied and cleaned the machines—’


‘How about cold?’


‘Iced tea? Iced coffee? A bottle of water or juice?’


‘A bottle of water’s fine.’


She retrieved it from the cooler behind her. ‘I haven’t seen you in here before.’


‘It’s my first time.’


She handed him the bottle. ‘You a student?’


He shook his head and took a long swallow of the water. Angel found herself staring at his neck, the way the tendons stretched with the movement.


‘Finished with all that,’ he said. ‘Out in the working world.’


‘What do you do?’


‘I’m in sales.’


‘What do you sell?’


He laughed. ‘You’re a very curious girl, aren’t you?’


She flushed. ‘Sorry. I guess I’m being rude.’


‘How old are you?’ he asked.


At the question, her heart skipped a beat. She wanted to say ‘old enough’ but that would have been really rude. ‘Almost nineteen.’


‘I’m twenty-two.’ He reached for his wallet. ‘What do I owe you?’


‘It’s on me.’


‘You already closed out your register, didn’t you?’


‘I did, but that’s my bad. Don’t worry about it.’


He took a five-dollar bill from his wallet and stuck it in the tip jar. ‘I’ve got to go. Thanks – what’s your name?’


‘Angel.’


‘Angel,’ he said. ‘I’m Seth.’


That smile again. For a split second she couldn’t breathe. When the second passed, she returned the smile. ‘Hi, Seth.’


‘See you around, Angel.’


She watched him leave the coffeehouse, a strange sense of loss rolling over her, and bringing with it the urge to run after him, ask him out.


She got her cell phone and texted Ginger.






u missed the cutest guy ever. he just left.


u get his #


got his name. Seth.


u should have asked him to party








Angel tried to picture that and laughed. Right. That wasn’t happening. Ever.






gonna finish closing talk 2 u tomorrow








She pocketed her phone and quickly finished doing just that. Five minutes later, she flipped off the neon OPEN sign and locked up.


The cool, damp night settled around her like a cloud. She shivered and started home, thoughts turning to Seth. Ask him to party? Ask him for his number? Odd, unwanted Angel Gomez with a guy like him? Never gonna happen.


What was it about him, she wondered? She’d never been super-interested in guys, not that she was gay or anything, but she’d been able to take them or leave them. Until him. Tonight. His smile. Something about his eyes. Looking into them, she’d felt like the two of them were … connected somehow.


She suddenly became aware of another person coming up behind her. She glanced back. A kid in a hoodie, head down, hands in the jacket’s pockets. She stepped to the right so he could pass her.


But instead of breezing by, he slowed down, fell into step with her. ‘You want to party?’


A kid. Maybe sixteen. She thought of what Ginger had texted and almost laughed. This kid clearly had no trouble doing what her friend suggested. ‘With you?’


‘Why not?’


‘You’re too young, kid.’


‘How about some weed?’


‘Not interested. Get lost.’


He followed her. ‘Pharmies? A little crank or coke?’


She stopped and turned toward him. ‘I don’t do drugs and I don’t like people who push them. Take a—’


In that instant, he grabbed her purse and yanked hard. The strap snapped; he turned and ran.


‘No!’ she cried and took off after him. Her phone was in there. Her ID. Today’s tips.


The mace.


She never saw the other kid. He leapt out from behind a pick-up truck and knocked her sideways, into the bushes. Angel went down, her head snapping back, hitting the ground with a thud.


Seeing stars didn’t stop her from fighting him. She kicked and clawed. ‘Get off me, creep!’


The first kid had doubled back. Her purse landed on the ground near her head.


‘Gimme a hand,’ the guy holding her said.


‘What’s the problem? You can’t handle a girl?’


‘She’s stronger than she looks, okay? Lemme have your jacket.’


‘What for—’


‘I’m gonna shut her up!’


In the next instant, the sweatshirt was pressed over her face. Angel fought. Squirming. Kicking out. When the jacket slipped, the guys came into focus. Both so young. Why were they doing this to her?


She sucked in a lungful of air and screamed. Once, then again.


‘Shit!’ The one on top of her howled. ‘Shut her up!’


‘Dammit, Pong, how am I—’


‘Idiot, hold the jacket over her head!’


The first one smashed the hoodie over her face again, this time so tightly she couldn’t breathe. The smell of sweat, stale tobacco, and something cloyingly sweet filled her head. She thought she heard her name being called. ‘Eli?’ she answered. ‘Is that you? I need you!’


‘Get the fuck off her!’


In the next instant, the kid was dragged aside. She heard the sound of a blow, then a grunt of pain and footfalls on pavement.


‘That’s right, you’d better run!’


She clawed free of the hoodie, gasping for breath. Seth, she realized. It had been his voice she’d heard.


He knelt beside her. ‘Are you okay?’


Angel blinked. ‘Your nose is bleeding.’


He laughed softly. ‘And yours is running.’


She wiped it with the back of her hand. It was a mess. ‘I guess it is,’ she said and burst into tears.


He gathered her against his chest and just held her, letting her cry. Every once in a while he awkwardly patted her back.


After a minute, she pulled herself together and wiped her tears with the heels of her hands. ‘Sorry for being such a cry-baby.’


‘Are you serious? Those creeps attacked you. If you didn’t cry, I’d be a little freaked out.’


She tried to laugh but it came out as cross between a whimper and a hiccup. ‘What’re you doing here?’


‘I heard you scream.’


‘But how, where—’


‘I’d gone back to Sacred Grounds, hoping you were still there. To get your number.’


‘You did?’


He laughed. ‘Why do you sound so surprised?’


‘Are you serious?’


He looked confused by the question. ‘Think you can stand?’


She nodded and he helped her to her feet.


‘We better call the cops.’


‘No.’ She shook her head. ‘No cops.’


‘Those guys—’


‘My roommate’s a cop. I’ll tell her.’ He didn’t look convinced. ‘Please. I just want to go home.’


‘Where do you live?’


‘A few blocks up. On Dante.’


‘You think you can walk it?’


She nodded, though her legs felt rubbery. ‘I’m fine. Thanks for your help.’


His eyebrows shot up. ‘You don’t seriously think I’m just going to leave you to walk home alone?’ He must have read her expression, because he frowned. ‘No, Angel, I’m not.’


He put an arm around her. ‘Let’s take it slow to start.’


She nodded. They went a few steps before she remembered and suddenly stopped. ‘Wait, my purse! The first guy snatched it—’


‘And you ran after him.’


‘Yes.’


‘And the other guy was waiting and jumped you. Classic move.’


It was. And pretty stupid of her, falling for it. She was smarter than that.


‘There it is,’ he said, pointing toward a cluster of azalea bushes. ‘I’ll get it.’


When he handed it to her, she looked quickly through and let out a sigh of relief. ‘They didn’t take anything.’


‘They must not have had time.’ He put his arm around her again. ‘Come on, let me get you home.’
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Saturday, October 17


1:16 A.M.


Before her lay a toppled angel. Split in two, but wings intact. Micki stared at the angelic victim, then shifted her gaze to the apocalyptic landscape. Desolate and ruined. A place where all good had called adieu, leaving behind nothing but the moldering scent of death and decay.


Her death. Her eventual decay.


She was going to die tonight.


As that thought drifted through her unconscious, the shot rang out. A bullet entered her chest, exploding magnificently and reverberating clear to her marrow. She teetered on the edge of a cliff, so high she could see nothing but dark below.


A second explosion sounded. It blew her wide open, shattered her into a million sparkling pieces. Over the edge she went, plummeting into the abyss. Blood, she realized. Her blood. Gushing. Gurgling noisily out. It quieted as her pumping heart slowed.


Still she fell, barreling toward the darkness below.


Cold. She was so cold.


Suddenly, brilliant light broke through, spilling over her, drawing her into its warm cradle. Someone with her … She strained to make out the face. A beautiful face, she knew without seeing. Because of the voice, as rhythmic as the ocean waves, as soothing.


‘Not yet, Michaela,’ the one with her whispered. ‘Not yet …’


With a gasp, Detective Micki Dare opened her eyes. She went for her gun, tucked under the edge of the mattress. Her fingers curved around the grip; her gaze flew to the bedside clock.


1:16 A.M.


She shifted her attention, taking in the details. Moonlight filtering in around the edges of the blinds. Absolute quiet. The still of deep night.


She brought a shaking hand to her chest. No gaping wound or blood gushing out. No pain or stench of decay.


No brilliant light. No angelic voice calling to her.


Micki’s grip on the weapon eased, but she didn’t release it – she couldn’t, not just yet.


She sat up, laid the gun on her lap and dropped her head into her hands. Breathe, she told herself. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Slowly, deeply. She followed her own instructions until her trembling ceased and her heartbeat slowed.


You’re in control, Micki. You’ve got this.


She straightened, snapped on the bedside lamp. Light enveloped her, and reached into every dark corner and cranny. She’d awakened from the same nightmare a couple nights ago.


She drew her eyebrows together in thought. She got it. That night she’d been shot had been the most frightening of her life. She’d almost died. What she’d seen and heard had shredded her beliefs about good and evil, about truth and fiction.


Evil existed. Not just through the acts of men, but as entities on their own. They had a name.


Dark Bearers.


It had known her. Her history. Who she loved and who had hurt her.


Pull it together, Micki. Think this through. A bout of PTSD shouldn’t be a surprise. Hell, yeah, she should have expected it, all of it. The nightmares and self-doubt, the heightened sense of the beauty and fragility of life.


What she didn’t get was, why now? It’d been three months. Life was good. Her body had healed. Her partnership with Zach had fallen into an easy camaraderie. Their cases had been straightforward; she hadn’t landed on YouTube, or been shot again, and the Nova was still in one piece. There’d been no sign of a Dark Bearer.


Micki reached for the elastic band she kept on her bedstand and gathered her shoulder-length, dishwater-blond hair into a messy ponytail. She was a fighter. She fought as hard and as smart as she could. If that wasn’t good enough, it wasn’t – she’d go down without regrets.


But what was this? Not regret. Not fear or hesitation. A feeling of unfinished business, of waiting for the other shoe to drop.


Of something more.


A missing piece of the puzzle.


She shook the thought off, turning her attention to Zach, their partnership, the Sixers program. Hard to believe it’d only been this past July that Chief Williams had informed her she’d been selected to be a part of a new FBI initiative to curb street crime using agents with psychic abilities. After they’d convinced her it wasn’t a gag, they delivered a second bombshell: she’d been chosen to partner with one of the recruits.


Since her return from medical leave, they’d had amazing success. Robberies closed in hours. Domestic disturbances quickly defused. Fights broken up without blood or guts. Piece of cake.


Those successes had been mostly Zach. His special skills made her ordinary ones redundant. Until it came to taking blows, bullets or any other manner of ass-saving.


She’d done her job. She’d kept him alive. Number one on her to-do list. It wasn’t always easy – the man could be so frickin’ irritating. A few times she’d considered killing him herself.


Even with their successes – or maybe because of them – he could be reassigned. And she sensed he was ready for that. Not that he was getting bored, but that mentally he was somewhere else. Looking beyond the job and their partnership. Zach Harris wasn’t a day-to-day grind kind of guy.


Action. Adventure. Attention. That’s what made him tick.


A sound came from the front of the house. The creak of the front screen door. A footfall. A muffled voice. Male. How many? She strained to hear. More than one.


The comforting weight of her service weapon in her hand, she slid out of bed wearing a battered Crescent City Classic T-shirt and gym shorts. She crossed to her bedroom door, eased it open and peered out.


A figure at the end of the dark hall. Tall. Broad shouldered. Something in his hand. A weapon?


Game time, Mad Dog.


She swung into the doorway, gun out, aimed at the intruder’s chest. ‘Stop where you are, motherfucker! Hands in the air!’


‘Wait! There’s been—’


‘Hands up!’


His hands shot up. ‘—a mistake.’


‘You bet your ass, there’s been a mistake. You. In my house. Big, fucking mistake—’


‘Micki—’ Angel darted from the living room into the hall ‘—no! He’s with me!’


Micki didn’t alter her aim. ‘What do you mean he’s with you?’


‘We were just talking. On the porch.’


‘This doesn’t look like the porch to me.’


‘He had to use the bathroom.’


With her elbow, Micki flipped the light switch and looked him over. Too old for Angel, she decided. Too good-looking. Too … everything. Maybe she should shoot him anyway, she thought, firming her grip on the gun.


‘Ma’am, if you don’t mind, I never did use the bathroom and you pointing that gun at me that way, well, it’s not doing anything to help the situation, if you know what I mean?’


She lowered the Glock, but scowled. ‘Bathroom’s there. Make it quick, then you’re out of here.’


Angel made a sound of outrage. ‘Micki!’


‘It’s cool, Angel.’ He looked back at her. ‘I apologize for this intrusion. I’ll be out of your hair in two minutes.’


He ducked into the bathroom. The moment, the door snapped shut, Angel spun to face her. ‘You had no right to talk to him that way.’


‘I had every right. This is my house, and as far as I’m concerned he’s an uninvited guest.’


‘You’re so unreasonable!’


‘Angel, it’s two almost in the morning.’


‘So?’


‘You broke the rules. Unless you tell me otherwise, you come straight home after work. It’s for your own safety.’


‘It’s bullshit, that’s what it is.’


‘I need to know you’re safe. I made the rules for your protection—’


‘I’m eighteen years old.’


‘And how old is he?’


‘Twenty-two,’ he answered, stepping out of the restroom. He looked at Angel. ‘You told her, right?’


‘Told me what?’


She folded her arms across her chest. ‘Nothing.’


Micki turned to the young man. ‘What?’


His gaze was on Angel. ‘You need to tell her yourself.’


She hesitated a moment, then released her breath in a huff. ‘Two guys jumped me on my way home. Seth came to my rescue.’


Micki’s heart dropped. ‘Wait, you were attacked?’


‘Yes.’


‘Are you okay?’


‘I’m fine. It was nothing.’


‘Bullshit. Obviously, if Seth hadn’t come along, it would have been something.’


‘I’m fine,’ she said again.


‘Where was Ginger? She was supposed to drive you home.’


‘It’s not her fault. She had a date, I told her she could go.’


‘Brilliant.’


‘Look,’ Seth said, ‘she’s fine. And I’m sure she’ll be more careful next time.’


‘Thank you for your help … Seth. But I think you should go now.’


Angel drew a sharp breath. ‘That makes no sense! Why?’


‘That it’s two in the morning isn’t enough? That I need to take your statement and make a report isn’t enough?’


‘She’s right, Angel.’ He walked over and kissed her cheek. ‘I’m glad you’re okay.’


Angel looked about to faint. ‘I had fun.’


‘Me too. See you around.’


As the door shut behind him, Micki turned to Angel. ‘Did you just tell him you had fun?’


An hour and a half later, Micki had taken Angel’s statement and called it in. Angel had given a detailed description of the two guys, including one of their names, but even so, Micki doubted they’d be picked up. She was waiting for a call back about the hoodie.


They sat at the kitchen table; Angel had her hands curled around a cup of warm milk. ‘You could have been raped,’ Micki said softly.


‘I know.’ She hung her head for a moment, then looked back up at Micki. ‘I’m sorry about before. I don’t know what came over me.’


Micki did. An older, super-hot guy she had been trying to impress. Micki didn’t tell her that her oppositional attitude had made her look younger, not older. She figured the girl had dealt with enough tonight.


‘Don’t worry about that,’ she said. ‘You didn’t have your mace?’


‘It was in my purse. Stupid, huh?’


‘Sometimes it takes something bad happening to make us realize we’re vulnerable.’


‘He was nice. Seth, I mean.’


‘Seemed so.’


‘If those guys hadn’t attacked me, we wouldn’t have met.’


‘I thought he came into the coffeehouse?’


‘He did. But we wouldn’t have really met.’


Micki started to say he was too old for her, but decided not to press her luck. She remembered being that age and how much that kind of comment from an adult would’ve pissed her off.


Her cell buzzed. ‘Dare,’ she answered.


‘Detective, Officer Collins. No sweatshirt. Either the perps came back for it or somebody else snatched it.’


‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘Let me know if anything turns up.’


She ended the call and turned back to Angel. ‘Sweatshirt’s gone.’


‘Figured.’ She curved her arms around her middle. ‘Why were you up?’


‘What?’


‘When I pointed Seth in the direction of the bathroom, I saw your bedroom light was on.’


‘I was thinking about that night.’


Angel didn’t have to ask which one. All nights seemed to point back to that one.


‘Having a nightmare again, you mean.’


‘Why would you say that?’


Angel cocked an eyebrow. ‘I heard you the other night. You shouted.’


‘I did?’ Micki frowned. ‘What’d I shout?’


‘No! and Don’t go.’ Angel took a swallow of the milk. ‘I’ve heard you call out before. For Hank.’


Best friend and mentor. She still missed him every day. Micki swallowed hard, feeling exposed. ‘Why didn’t you say something before?’


‘That wouldn’t be sort of rude?’


Angel said it bluntly, in that way of hers. Angel, Micki had learned, didn’t have the patience for niceties. And Micki supposed it would have been rude, considering their relationship: they were connected by neither blood nor history. They barely knew each other, but were bound together by something much stronger – the dark force that had tried to kill them both.


‘You look tired. Why don’t you go to bed?’


Angel nodded and stood. ‘How about you?’


‘I think I’m going to stay up awhile.’


‘’Kay.’ She carried her empty mug to the sink, rinsed it and set it in the dishwasher.


‘Angel?’


She looked back and was silhouetted by the night behind her and the light before her.


Light and dark. Good and evil. Two sides of the same coin.


Angel straightened and the trick of light evaporated. ‘Can I ask you something?’


‘Duh, sure.’


‘Did you tell me everything about that night? Everything that happened?’


‘Everything I remember.’


‘Tell me again.’


Angel frowned. ‘Micki, I blacked out. I don’t—’


‘I need to hear it again. What do you remember?’


‘Putnam and Miller screaming. Kicking in the door to save them. Being attacked from behind. Knocked to the ground. Pain. Fear. Zach saving us.’ She crossed her arms. ‘That Dark Bearer, in my head. Taunting me.’


‘What did he say?’


‘That I was going to die.’


She’d hesitated before answering. And blinked – twice. There was something Angel wasn’t ready to share. Something worse than being threatened with death.


‘Okay, thanks. ’Night, Angel.’


‘’Night.’ She crossed to the door, then stopped and looked back. ‘Ask Zach. About that night. I’m sure he knows more than I do.’


Micki frowned at the wording. Her oh-so-casual tone. ‘Do you think there’s something he’s not telling me?’


‘Didn’t say that. But unlike you and me, he was fully conscious the whole time.’
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Saturday, October 17


6:15 A.M.


Micki lowered the driver’s side window to let in the chilly fall morning. The breaking sun painted the horizon a brilliant pink and orange; the day’s forecast was pure glory. October in New Orleans was a gift. Sort of a Congratulations, people, you made it through another summer.


This morning she needed the snap of the cold air against her face to wake her up. After Angel had gone to bed, she’d pored over the events of that night, reliving each moment, then had brooded over her dream and its meaning.


She’d kept circling back to what Angel had said before she’d gone off to bed. Ask Zach about that night. I’m sure he knows more than I do.


The wording of that irritated the way some scabs did. She kept wanting to pick at it. Her right eye began to twitch. Something … there was something her subconscious wanted her to remember.


The facts didn’t add up, because she didn’t have them all.


But she, Zach and Angel weren’t the only ones who had been at the scene. Which was the reason for this morning’s pre-dawn excursion.


The paramedics had been there. She’d called the service and as luck would have it, one of the pair who had attended to her had left the company, but the other’s shift was ending now. She’d asked them to have him wait, she needed to speak with him and was on her way over.


Micki reached the New Orleans Emergency Medical Services facility, parked and checked in at the front desk. ‘Paul just clocked out,’ the dispatcher said. ‘That’s him, over there by the water cooler.’ She pointed to a man in a Saints cap. ‘You made it just in time.’


Micki hurried across the room. ‘Paul Cleary?’ she said.


He turned. Judging by the deep creases around his eyes and mouth, it’d been a busy night. ‘Micki Dare, NOPD. You responded to—’


‘I remember you.’ He smiled. ‘You look well, Detective. Sure as hell a lot better than last time I saw you. Congratulations on your recovery.’


‘Thanks. People keep telling me it’s nothing short of miraculous.’


His expression became wary. ‘What can I do for you today?’


‘I was hoping you could answer a couple questions for me, about that night.’


He glanced at his watch. ‘I’m really beat, Detective. It was one of those nights.’


‘I’ll be quick. Promise.’


He nodded. ‘But just so you know, scenes run together in my head. Though that night has stuck better than most.’


‘My partner said he heard you arriving and left me to go free the captives. You didn’t see him?’


‘Nope.’


She frowned. ‘He said he called out to you.’


‘Didn’t hear him. Sorry.’


‘Was there anyone else there?’


‘Other than the guy who didn’t make it? Not that I saw.’


‘What did you see?’


‘Two victims. One male. One female – you. Both shot.’ He paused a moment as if in thought. ‘Knew right away the male victim was dead. Checked his pulse anyway, which confirmed it.’


‘How did you know I wasn’t dead?’


He looked surprised. ‘Excuse me?’


‘You said, you knew right away the male victim was dead, which suggests you knew I wasn’t. How?’


He hesitated. ‘You had a pulse. You were breathing, though labored.’


‘So, you knew after you physically confirmed it.’


He rolled his shoulders, expression uncomfortable. ‘Yeah, that’s right.’


She frowned. He wasn’t telling her something. ‘I saw the crime scene photos. I lost a lot of blood.’


‘You did.’


‘Doctor told me the bullet punctured my lung.’


‘Yes. Ascertained that immediately by the sound of your breathing.’


‘A sucking chest wound.’


‘Yes. We patched the chest wall with an Asherman Seal. It’s always a choice between load-and-go and stay-and-play. With you I was worried, because of your breathing, that your condition would worsen with travel. Needle decompression was indicated, followed by insertion of a chest tube.’


‘How long did it take you and your partner to get to the scene?’


‘Longer than usual. Because of the location. I’d say twenty or twenty-five minutes.’


‘Long time. In a situation like that.’ He didn’t comment, so she went on. ‘Considering everything you did, how long were you at the scene?’


‘Ten minutes. Another eight to get to the trauma center.’ He tugged on the bill of his cap. ‘Everything’s in the log, Detective.’


‘I don’t think what I’m looking for is. I’m looking for what you’re not telling me.’


He blinked. ‘What reason would I have for keeping something from you?’


‘You tell me.’ When he didn’t respond, she looked him in the eyes. ‘I’m trying to figure out why I’m alive.’


‘How about you’re one of the lucky ones? Be thankful and walk away.’


He sounded like Zach. She knew they were both right, but she couldn’t let go. Not yet. ‘How did you know I was alive and the other guy wasn’t?’


For a moment, he looked like he was going to blow her off. Then he shrugged. ‘I see things sometimes. It doesn’t mean anything.’


‘What do you mean, see things?’


‘You were surrounded by light. The guy wasn’t.’


Like in her dream. Her heart sped up. ‘Surrounded by light?’


‘Yeah.’ The word came out as a challenge.


‘Did your partner—’


‘No, she never did. We stopped talking about it.’


‘Was it like some sort of a forcefield or—’


‘I’m done.’ He stood up.


‘Wait!’ She jumped to her feet. ‘I’m not making fun of you. I want to know. I need to.’


‘It’s something I see sometimes. A glow. I don’t know if it’s the person’s energy, their aura or life force I pick up on, but it’s about me. I see it. I haven’t run across anyone else who does.’


‘Sometimes, you said. How often?’


‘Once a month maybe. Why does it matter, Detective?’


He suddenly looked exhausted. Out on his feet. She felt guilty about keeping him. She lowered her voice.


‘I dreamed about that night. I was cocooned in light. It was bright, but not harsh. Does that describe what you saw?’


He nodded.


‘I have this feeling that glow is why I’m alive. That there’s something about it I need to know.’


‘Maybe it just wasn’t your time to go? Have you thought about that?’


‘That doesn’t sound very scientific.’


‘It’s not. I see all sorts of miraculous shit every day, Detective. Stuff that doesn’t make one bit of scientific sense, but there it is. Can’t explain it. Stopped trying.’


‘Miraculous?’


‘Yeah. It’s made a believer out of me.’


‘A believer. Like in a divine force?’


‘Something beyond what we know. Like I said, unexplainable.’


‘And when you see this light, the person is always alive?’


‘Yeah. Look, like I said, I’m dead on my feet. We done here?’


She nodded and held out her hand. ‘Thanks for this. And for saving my life.’


He started off then stopped, glanced back. ‘Detective Dare?’


She met his serious gaze.


‘Maybe you’re asking the wrong questions? Instead of wondering how it is you survived, you should ask why it wasn’t your turn to die.’


‘Like I have some unfinished business?’


‘Or a greater purpose. Think about it.’


‘Paul?’


‘Yeah?’


‘You ever see anything else? Besides the light?’


‘Like what?’


How did she ask? The grim reaper or the boogeyman? Evil incarnate, darkness itself?


She was already on thin ice. ‘Good point. What else could there be?’
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Monday, October 19


8:20 A.M.


Juggling a loaded beverage caddy, Zach bounded up the stairs and into the NOPD Eighth District station. The neoclassical building, at Royal and Conti Streets in the heart of the French Quarter, had been repurposed to house the Eighth. Because so many visitors made their way inside for a photo op – or to visit the Cops 8 vending machines – the first floor had been all spiffed up, clean and classy.


The building’s second floor told the real story: crumbling walls and peeling paint, mold and overburdened AC units. Zach had learned that here in New Orleans, they called that ‘atmosphere.’


Zach worked the coolest gig on the force. Officially, that was the Eighth District Investigative Unit, the most happening real estate in the Big Easy: French Quarter, Marigny, and Central Business District. Unofficially he was part of Sixers, an undercover FBI initiative that placed specially ‘gifted’ recruits with local PDs.


His particular gifts were a mixed bag. A little psychometry, a little clairvoyance and telepathy, all sweetened by retrocognition. Lots of fancy words to describe his freak gene. Which made him really good at this cop thing.


So yeah, super-secret, special agent – coolest gig on the force.


As long as he didn’t focus on pulsing shadows with the ability to kill. Or the fact these Dark Bearers wanted to kill him because his gumbo of abilities made him able to not only see them, but track them by their energy.


Took a little bit of the shine off the whole deal.


The desk sergeant was deep in conversation with a group of agitated tourists. They were getting loud and she looked ready to blow. Some people you didn’t push. Especially before noon on a Monday.


She caught sight of him and her scowl melted. ‘What you got there, Hollywood?’


‘Something to make this morning a little more palatable.’


She glared at the group. ‘Move aside, people. Let the detective through.’


He set the white chocolate mocha on the desk; she grabbed it like a lifeline and leaned forward. ‘You might have just saved somebody’s life. You know that, right?’


He winked at her and headed up to the Investigative Unit. He stopped at the receptionist’s desk, deposited her drink and gathered up his messages. ‘Mad Dog make it in yet?’


Sue fluffed her teased-up do. ‘Been here awhile. And she’s in a mood.’


He laughed. ‘Isn’t she always?’


‘I’d tell you to watch your ass this morning, but I’m happy to watch it for you.’


He grinned. ‘You’re just bad, you know that?’


‘You don’t know the half of it, baby.’ She winked. ‘If you give me a chance, I’ll show you.’


He teased her right back. ‘You’re way too hot for me, Sue. Besides, that boyfriend of yours is crazy.’


Her phone rang before she could respond and he went in search of Micki. He found her where he knew she’d be, at her desk, studying the contents of a folder in front of her. Her head was lowered, strands of her shoulder-length hair had escaped her ponytail and she absently twirled them while she read.


Zach cocked his head, studying her. Sometimes she was just Mick. Partner, kick-ass, take-no-prisoners Mad Dog Dare.


And sometimes, like now, he’d look at her and she’d be the woman from the club that night, moving to the thundering music, drawing the hungry gaze of every man near her – including his.


The woman whose mouth had set his blood on fire. He could recall the way she’d felt pressed against him, the feel of her heartbeat against his chest, her breath against his ear.


That woman didn’t really exist. The moment had been make-believe, part of the undercover operation that had nearly cost her life.


As if sensing his gaze, she glanced up. And typical Mick, frowned. ‘What?’


The memory evaporated. He smiled and closed the distance between them. ‘Morning, partner.’ He set the drink caddy on the desk in front of her along with a white paper bag. ‘I brought you breakfast.’


She eyed the bag suspiciously. ‘What is it?’


‘Coffee cake. Cinnamon.’


‘Sounds good. What’s the catch?’


‘Why would you think there’s a catch?’


She snorted. ‘You know why. The last “treat” you brought me tasted like dirt.’


‘Leave it to you to know what dirt tastes like. But this time it won’t, I promise.’


She slid the pastry out and sniffed it. ‘What’s in it?’


‘If I tell you that, it’ll ruin all the fun.’


When she just looked at him, he said, ‘You scared, Mad Dog?’


‘Hell, yeah. You’re a whack job.’


She slid it back into the bag. ‘Tell me the thermal cup’s for me. Tell me it’s my favorite three-shot latte with just the right amount of vanilla syrup.’


‘Nope. The other one’s yours.’


‘It’s the color of vomit.’


‘It’s a green drink. Kale and mango and—’


‘Fuck no, I’m not drinking that. Besides, I’ve already had breakfast.’


‘Cheese crackers? Or powdered donuts?’


‘Both. Asshole.’


He laughed, pulled up a chair and helped himself to the green drink and coffee cake. ‘Figured you’d say that, which is why I haven’t had breakfast. Take the coffee.’


She did, sipped and sighed. He took a bite of the wholegrain, gluten-free confection. ‘Sue said you got here early. What’s up?’


‘Couldn’t sleep.’


‘How come?’ he asked around a slurp of the drink.


‘Something’s bothering me.’


‘Shocker.’


She opened the folder on her desk. Scene photos, he saw. From that night. She fanned them out.


He had a hard time looking at them. The first, Kenny, sprawled on his back. Covered in his own blood. And Mick’s.


The second, a photo of the spot where she’d lain. Bleeding out.


Even as Zach told himself to look away, he stared at the image. It all rushed back: the sound of the gun going off, once, then again. She and Kenny going down, then him rolling her onto her back, seeing how bad it was; knowing that he was losing her.


He sensed her scrutiny and returned his gaze to hers. ‘Not my favorite memories,’ he said lightly. ‘I can’t imagine they’re yours. You have a reason for paying them a visit?’


‘That’s exactly it. Memories.’ She shifted her gaze to the desk, and the fan of grisly images. ‘I lost a lot of blood.’


‘That you did, Mick.’


‘It’s a miracle I’m alive. That’s what everyone says.’


He suspected where this was going but hoped he was wrong. ‘It is.’


‘How?’ she asked, looking him straight in the eyes.


He wasn’t wrong. But he didn’t look away. ‘What do you mean?’


‘How did you save me?’


‘It wasn’t me. The paramedics—’


‘You called them.’


‘Yes.’


‘Did you stay with me until they got there?’


‘Mick—’


‘My chest wound.’ Her voice deepened ever so slightly. ‘You applied pressure?’


He didn’t want to lie to her and would do whatever he could to avoid it. ‘I don’t understand what you’re getting at.’


‘It’s standard procedure. Apply continual pressure to stem the flow of blood.’


‘You’re alive, Mick. Why isn’t that good enough?’


‘Keep the victim warm,’ she continued. ‘Make certain they keep breathing. If they stop, begin artificial breathing. Did you do that?’


‘Mick,’ he said softly, reaching across the desk and covering her hand with his, ‘when the paramedics arrived I went to help Angel and the other two.’


‘They didn’t see you.’


‘Who?’


‘The paramedics. I talked to one of them. Paul.’


‘When?’


‘This morning.’ Her expression softened with vulnerability. ‘So, you were with me when they arrived?’


He wouldn’t lie to her. She didn’t deserve that. ‘No. I heard them arriving, and went to help Angel. They were screaming, Mick. I’m sorry I left you. I felt like I had to.’


‘That’s not it, I—’ She slid her hand from beneath his. ‘How long did it take for the paramedics to arrive?’


‘I don’t know. I wasn’t watching the clock.’


‘More than an hour?’


‘From the time you were shot?’


‘Yes.’


‘Might have been. Like I said, I wasn’t watching a clock.’ He searched her gaze, troubled. ‘What’s going on, Mick?’


‘Maybe nothing, I just – ever heard of the Golden Hour?’ He shook his head. ‘Basically, this doctor recognized that if trauma patients arrived at a hospital within sixty minutes of being injured, their survival rate spiked. He called it the Golden Hour.’


‘Okay. And?’


‘I was wondering if I did.’


‘Why does it matter, Mick? You made it.’


‘Was someone else with you?’


His mouth went dry.


You go, Zach. I’ll take care of her.


She wasn’t supposed to remember. They had assured him she wouldn’t. Just as they had convinced him it wasn’t time for Mick to know everything. For her own well-being.


‘Like who?’


‘I’ve had this dream, a couple of times …’


‘And?’ He held his breath.


‘There was someone with you. He took care of me. He’s the reason I’m alive. Not the paramedics.’


‘What did he look like?’


‘I didn’t see,’ she began, ‘I—’ She shook her head. ‘Never mind, it was just a dream, right?’


‘Right.’


‘Yo, Hollywood!’


They both turned in the direction of the voice. Sue, tottering across the squad room in her ridiculously high wedges, looked completely put out. ‘You didn’t hear your desk phone ringing?’


‘I’m not at my desk.’


‘Good thing you’re so hot, because you’re a major pain in the ass.’


‘He’s been told that before,’ Micki said, grinning. ‘By everyone.’


‘Everyone?’ He looked at her. ‘So, you think I’m hot?’


‘No, I think you’re a pain in the ass.’ She turned back to Sue. ‘What’s up?’


‘Major wants you both in his office. Now.’
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Monday, October 19


9:01 A.M.


A former LSU football player, Major Nichols towered over them both. It didn’t matter that his middle had turned soft and his hair gray; his very presence commanded respect.


‘Take a seat.’


He handed them each an envelope. ‘You’re aware of the rash of home invasions across the city in the past few weeks? Another one occurred last night, this time in the Lake Vista neighborhood.’


Micki thrummed her fingers on her thigh. ‘That makes four. All in different neighborhoods.’ She read the list. ‘The first in Gert Town. Then Treme, followed by Hollygrove.’


‘And now,’ Zach added, ‘Lake Vista. What’s the connection?’


‘There doesn’t seem to be one. The four neighborhoods, the homes invaded and the families who live in them don’t seem to have much in common.’
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