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Praise for Adrian Phoenix and
The Maker’s Song series

BENEATH THE SKIN

“Lush, sexy, and thrilling, Beneath the Skin is another darkly addictive entry in The Maker’s Song series. Adrian Phoenix makes her world of vampires, fallen angels, compelling characters, and rich settings come alive. I have two words for Ms. Phoenix: write faster.”

—New York Times bestselling author Jeaniene Frost

IN THE BLOOD

“Phoenix trips the dark fantastic in this wild, bloody sequel. … She keeps the plot thick and the tension high.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The atmosphere is dark, and treachery abounds, making this story white-knuckle reading in the extreme.”

—Romantic Times

“Filled with twisting plots, shadowy government agencies, conspiracies, and betrayals, In the Blood kept me hooked from page one. This dark urban fantasy is not only action-packed from beginning to end, but at its core, it is also a story of hope and love.”

—ParaNormal Romance

“Adrian Phoenix is fast becoming one of my favorite authors. Her ability to create a dark, edgy atmosphere so real you can see, hear, and taste it, while maintaining a fast-moving, page-turning plot, is simply amazing.”

—Jenna Black, author of Speak of the Devil



A RUSH OF WINGS

“Hard-charging action sequences, steamy sex scenes, and a surprising government conspiracy make this debut, the first in a series, engrossingly fun.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“Phoenix’s lively debut has it all … vampires and fallen angels and a slicing-dicing serial killer … Phoenix alternates romantic homages to gothdom and steamy blood-drinking threesomes with enough terse, fast-paced thriller scenes to satisfy even the most jaded fan.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Sharp, wicked, and hot as sin.”

—New York Times bestselling author Marjorie M. Liu

“Twisted science and the paranormal collide in this eerie new detective thriller that takes an intriguing slant on the supernatural. Phoenix’s gritty and original characters are instantly engaging, and the rapid pace keeps you glued to the pages.”

—Romantic Times

“A thrilling tale of lust and murder that will keep you turning the pages to see what happens next. A Rush of Wings joins the vampire romanticism of Anne Rice with the brutal intrigue of The Silence of the Lambs.”

—Gothic Beauty Magazine

“Ms. Phoenix spins a deliciously dark and seductive tale filled with sadistic serial killers, sexy vampires, powerful fallen angels and secret experiments. The fast pace and creative twists make this action-packed read one to remember, and the steamy romance will have readers eagerly looking for more of the same.”

—Darque Reviews



“A complex, layered story filled with twists and turns … a dark, rich treat you won’t soon forget.”

—Romance Reviews Today

“This one pulled me in from the first page. Heather and Dante are among those rare characters readers so often look for and seldom find.”

—New York Times bestselling author Barb Hendee

“A Rush of Wings is a fast-paced ride, its New Orleans setting appropriately rich and gothic, its characters both real and surprising.”

—New York Times bestselling author Kristine Kathryn Rusch

“A Rush of Wings grabs you from the first sentence and doesn’t let go … Phoenix is one of the best new talents I have seen coming into literature in decades.”

—New York Times bestselling author Dean Wesley Smith

“A goth urban fantasy that moves as fast as its otherworldly characters. A bit like The Crow crossed with The Silence of the Lambs crossed with a voice that is Phoenix’s own, A Rush of Wings is decadent, glittering fun, wrapped up in leather and latex.”

—Justine Musk, author of BloodAngel

“A Rush of Wings is a dark, rich, sensual treat … a perfect blend of suspense, romance, and lyrical prose to keep readers up until late, late at night turning pages. I can’t wait to read more.”

—Jenna Black, author of Speak of the Devil

“If vampires didn’t exist, we’d have to invent them. To do that deed, I’d recommend Adrian Phoenix.”

—Gerald M. Weinberg, author of The Aremac Project

These titles are also available as eBooks.
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GLOSSARY

To make things as simple as possible, I’ve listed not only words, but phrases used in the story. Please keep in mind that Cajun is different from Parisian French and the French generally spoken in Europe. Different grammatically and even, sometimes, in pronunciation and spelling.

The French that Guy Mauvais and Justine Aucoin use is traditional French as opposed to Dante’s Cajun.

For the Irish and Welsh words—including the ones I’ve created—pronunciation is provided.

One final thing: Prejean is pronounced PRAY-zhawn.

Aingeal (AIN-gyahl), angel. Fallen/Elohim word.

Ami, (m) friend, (f) amie. Mon ami, my friend.

Anhrefncathl (ann-HREVN-cathl), chaos song; the song of a Maker. Fallen/Elohim word.

Apprentis, (pl) apprentices, (s) apprenti.

Arrivederci, (Italian) good-bye.

Assolutamente, (Italian) absolutely.

Beaucoup chaud tête-rouge, red-hot redhead.

Bien, well, very.



Bien compris, well understood.

Bon, good, nice, fine, kind.

Bon appétit, enjoy (as in eating), good eating, good appetite.

Bon chien, good dog.

Bonne nuit, good night.

Bonsoir, ma belle fille, good evening, my beautiful girl.

Buona sera, (Italian) good evening.

Buono, (Italian) good.

Calon-cyfaill, (KAW-lawn-CUHV-aisle) bondmate, heartmate.

Cara mia, (Italian) (f) my beloved, (m) Caro mio.

Catin, (f) doll, dear, sweetheart.

Ça va bien, I’m fine, I’m good, okay.

Ça y est, that’s it.

Ça y revené, he had it coming.

Ce n’est pas possible, that is not possible.

Cercle de Druide, Circle of Druids, a sacred and select nightkind order.

C’est bon, that’s good.

Chalkydri (chal-KOO-dree), winged serpentine demons of Sheol, subservient to the Elohim.

Cher, (m) dear, beloved, (f) chère. Mon cher, my dear or my beloved.

Cher ami, mon, (m) my dearest friend, my best friend; intimate, implying a special relationship.

Chéri, (m) dearest, darling, honey, (f) chérie.

Chien, (m) dog, (f) chienne.

Ciao, (Italian) hello or good-bye—generally used only among friends and family in this way.

Ciò è allineare, (Italian) this is true. Sapere di c’è ne, do you know of any?

Creawdwr (KRAY-OW-dooer), creator; Maker/Un-maker; an extremely rare branch of the Elohim believed to be extinct. Last known creawdwr was Yahweh.



Cydymaith (kuh-DUH-mith), companion.

D’accord, okay.

Elohim, (s and pl) the Fallen; the beings mythologized as fallen angels.

Enchanté, charmed.

Fallen, see Elohim.

Fi’ de garce, son-of-a-bitch.

Fille de sang, (f) blood-daughter; “turned” female off-spring of a vampire.

Fils, son.

Fils de sang, (m) blood-son; “turned” male offspring of a vampire.

Fola Fior, true blood, pure.

Forse sì, forse no, (Italian) perhaps yes, perhaps not.

Frère du coeur, brother of the heart.

Geis, A vow of obligation, and a taboo preventing certain actions. To break a geis results in dishonor and/or death.

Gêné toi pas, don’t be bashful.

Grazie, (Italian) thank you.

J’ai faim, I’m hungry.

Je regrette, I’m sorry.

Je t’aime, mon fils. Toujours, I love you, my son. Always.

Joli, (m) pretty, cute, (f) jolie. Mon joli, my pretty boy.

J’su ici, I’m here.

Le Conseil du Sang, the Council of Blood, nightkind lawgivers.

Le coquin qui vole a un autre, le diable en ris, when one thief robs another, the devil laughs.

Lesbica, (Italian) lesbian. Una lesbica, a lesbian.

Llygad, (THLOO-gad) (s) eye; a watcher; keeper of immortal history; story-shaper, (pl). Llygaid (THLOO-guide).

Ma belle, my beauty. Ma belle dame, my beautiful lady.



Magnifico, (Italian) wonderful.

Mais ça vont jamais finir, but it’ll never end.

Ma mère, my mother.

Marmot, (m) brat.

Ma ’tite-doux, (f) my little sweet one.

Menteuse, (f) liar, (m) menteur.

Merci, thank you. Merci beaucoup, thanks a lot. Merci bien, thanks very much.

Merde, shit.

Mère de sang, (f) blood-mother; female vampire who has turned another and become their parent.

Mia ballerina scura (Italian), my dark ballerina.

Minou, (m) endearing name for a cat.

Mio amico, (Italian) my friend.

Mio figlio, (Italian) my son.

Mio ragazzo bello, (Italian) my beautiful boy.

Moi aussi, me too.

M’selle, (f) abbreviated spoken form of mademoiselle, Miss, young lady.

M’sieu, (m) abbreviated spoken form of monsieur, Mr., sir, gentleman.

Naturellement, naturally, of course.

Nephilim, the offspring resulting from Fallen and mortal unions.

Nightbringer, a name/title given to Lucien De Noir.

Nightkind, (s and pl) vampire; Dante’s term for vampires.

Nomad, name for the pagan, gypsy-style clans who ride across the land.

Oui, yes.

Où suis-je? where am I?

Pas de quoi, you’re welcome.

Père de sang, (m) blood-father; male vampire who has turned another and become their “parent.”



Peut-être que oui, peut-être que non, maybe yes, maybe no.

Piazza, (Italian) plaza.

Principe, (Italian) prince.

P’tit, mon, (m) my little one, (f) p’tite, ma (Generally affectionate.)

P’tite marmaille, (f) little brat.

Ragazzo pigro, (Italian) lazy boy.

Rappelle, remember. Oui, je rappelle, yes, I remember.

Rêves doux, sweet dreams.

Ritorna, bella (Italian), return, beautiful.

Sì, (Italian) yes.

Sì, esattamente, caro mio, (Italian) yes, exactly, my beloved.

Signor, (Italian) sir.

S’il te plaît, please (informal).

Sì, mia Signora, (Italian) yes, my lady.

Tais-toi, shut up.

T’a menti, you lied, you lie.

T’es sûr de sa? are you sure about that? T’es sûr? you sure?

Tout de suite, right away.

Très, very.

Très bien, very good, very well.

Très joli, (m) very pretty.

True Blood, born vampire, rare and powerful.

Una bella donna merita un uomo, non un ragazzo (Italian), A beautiful woman deserves a man, not a boy.

Vous êtes très aimable, you are very kind.

Wybrcathl (OOEEBR-cathl), sky-song. Fallen/Elohim word.






PROLOGUE

LIKE MOLTEN GLASS

SEATTLE, WA
March 24–25

“ARE THESE THE PEOPLE who broke into your house, sweetie?”

Brisia Rodriguez didn’t look up from her cup of hot cocoa. She studied the white swirls of whipped cream melting into the chocolate instead of the pictures Mr. Díon slid across the polished wood table.

Interview station, her dad would’ve called the small, pale green-painted room with its table and two chairs. But this wasn’t a police station or the FBI field office. She knew because she and her fifth-grade class had visited both with her dad on a career-day field trip last month.

“Is my dad okay?” she asked.

“He’s in the hospital,” Mr. Díon said. “But your mom and sisters are with him right now. As soon as we’re done here, I’ll drive you over there, okay?”

Brisia curled her fingers tighter around the warm mug. “Will he be … all right?” She prayed she wouldn’t have to ask the other thing, the horrible thing she never, ever wanted to say aloud. She was scared if she did, it’d come true like a reverse wish.

Nononono. Don’t even think it!

She drew in a shuddering breath laced with the thick scent of creamy, hot milk and dark chocolate. Her stomach knotted.

“Brisia.” Mr. Díon’s low, soothing voice felt like a hand to her chin, gently tugging her gaze up from the depths of her hot cocoa. “You’re the only one who can help us find the people who hurt your dad.”

She looked at Mr. Díon. His purple eyes reminded her of sunlit violets. “I told the police everything,” she said. “They wrote it all down.”

“Yes, but the police don’t know who they’re looking for. But I believe we do,” Mr. Díon said, his voice as soft and warm as his eyes. “All you have to do is look at the pictures, okay?”

“Okay,” Brisia said. She lowered her gaze to the trio of photographs lined up neatly on the table between her and Mr. Díon. The first one showed a man with curly blond hair, a smile curving his lips. Laugh crinkles V-ed out from beside each green eye. He reminded her of that actor, Matthew McConaughey.

Standing in the hall inside her house, Matthew McConaughey Guy smiles, all warm and friendly, almost slike he’s supposed to be there, even with the gun in his hand. But when his gaze flicks over to Brisia, his eyes are like ice.

“He was there,” Brisia said. “He had a gun too.”

“Alexander Lyons. Good job, Brisia. What about the next photo?”



Brisia shifted her attention to the middle picture and recognized the pretty red-haired woman. Only a hint of a smile touched the woman’s lips, but her blue-eyed gaze was open and direct. Brisia remembered the hushed urgency in the woman’s voice as she’d hurried Brisia to the front door after Matthew McConaughey Guy had sauntered from the room.

I want you to run to a neighbor’s house and have them call 911, okay?

Do you need help too?

Don’t worry about me. Just go.

“Heather Wallace,” Mr. Díon said. “Why did you think she needed help too?”

Brisia glanced at Mr. Díon. Had she spoken aloud? “Well … I could tell she didn’t like this guy,” she said, touching a fingertip against the first photo. “And she asked me to call 911. I don’t think she would’ve done that if she was one of the bad guys.”

Mr. Díon nodded. “Good observation. I’ll bet your dad’s proud of you,” he said, his violet eyes full of light. “Are you planning to be an FBI agent like your dad?”

“Yeah,” Brisia said, even though up until that moment all she’d ever wanted to be was a veterinarian. Helping and healing dogs and cats and guinea pigs. She wasn’t sure if that was a new truth revealing itself to her or if she was just saying it as a bargain-promise to God. “Are you an FBI agent too? Do you work with my dad?”

“I’m FBI, yes. But I haven’t had the pleasure of working with your dad.”

Brisia wanted to believe Mr. Díon. She really did. Dad had told her the FBI was a part of their family—a family that stretched all across the country and around the world. You trusted family, went to them when trouble knocked on your door.

But he’d said he was Mr. Díon, not Special Agent Díon.



She lifted her mug and swallowed her doubt with a sip of cocoa and whipped cream, sweet and warm. She carefully set the mug back on the table, trying to slide it back inside the little ring of chocolate it’d made on the polished wood surface.

You trusted family.

“I’ve never been here before,” Brisia said, looking around the room. It still smelled faintly of paint. “Is this a new office? I don’t see a two-way mirror. There’s not even a camera up in the corner.”

Mr. Díon laughed, his voice as soothing as the cocoa in her mug. “You’ll make a good agent, sweetie. This is a special room we use to interview FBI agents and their families when … tragedy … strikes, so we don’t need to monitor anyone. It’s a safe place from the bad guys.” Leaning forward, he rested his clasped hands on the table. “One more photo, then you’re done.”

“Okay.” Brisia looked at the last photo and she inhaled in sharp surprise at the man captured in the picture. He looked way young, for one thing, younger than she remembered. Black hair, dark chocolate-colored eyes, white skin, a tilted smile on his lips, a black collar strapped around his throat. He looked happy and sure of himself. And what surprised her was that without all the blood on his skin, he was cute, like pin-the-poster-to-your-wall-and-sigh-over-it cute.

He didn’t look like a monster.

But she knew he was.

He appears in front of her in a gust of air smelling of autumn leaves and Halloween apples. Blood smears his white face. She backs up until she bumps into the sofa. She freezes, her heart drumming, frantic and wild. He kneels down on one knee in front of her, leather pants creaking. A smile tugs at his bloodstained lips. He reaches a trembling, blood-smeared hand for her hair and slides a lock between his fingers.

She catches a whiff of something pungent and coppery. She sees blood on his pale fingers, glistening on his shirt, trickling from his nose. So much blood. But he’s not acting like he’s hurt. Maybe it isn’t all his blood.

A thought loops through her mind, numbing her heart and stealing her voice.

Where’s Daddy?

“Did he hurt you?”

Brisia shook her head. She tried to blink away the tears blurring her vision, but she couldn’t blink fast enough. Tears spilled over her lashes and slid hot down her cheeks. No longer ten years old, but a bawling baby. And a baby couldn’t help Dad.

“He was there,” she said, her throat so tight, the words hurt. “He came outta my dad’s office.”

“Dante Prejean. Are you sure he didn’t hurt you? Absolutely sure?”

“He didn’t hurt me.” She remembered the blood glistening on his shirt, smeared on his face, his hands. He didn’t hurt me, but he hurt Daddy. She wiped at her eyes with the heels of her hands and another memory flashed into her mind.

The red-haired woman walks out of the hallway’s darkness and stops beside the office door, a small black gun clenched in her hands. She looks at Brisia and her eyes widen.

“Help me,” Brisia whispers.

The woman, face tight, lifts the gun and aims it at the blood-smeared man kneeling in front of Brisia, stroking her hair and speaking to her in a language she doesn’t know.

But it isn’t anger she sees on the woman’s face, or even horror. It’s sorrow.

Sniffing, Brisia wiped at her nose with the back of her hand.

“I don’t see any Kleenex,” Mr. Díon murmured, brushing a hand over his short caramel-brown hair as he glanced around the room.



“A lot of times it’s kept under the interview table or in a drawer,” Brisia said. Shoving her chair back over the low beige carpet, she peeked under the table. No box of Kleenex. Just Mr. Díon’s polished black shoes and gray-trousered legs.

“I think we’re about done, Brisia.”

“So I get to go see my dad now?” she asked, sitting up and scooting her chair back to the table. She lifted her mug and took a swallow of the cooling cocoa.

Mr. Díon stood up and walked around the table. He crouched down beside her chair. Brisia’s fingers clenched around the mug, and for a moment, she thought she smelled copper and Halloween apples, saw blood against white skin. Her stomach rolled, queasy. She set the mug back down on the table.

“Before I take you to the hospital to see your dad,” Mr. Díon said, his voice low and smooth, “I want you to close your eyes and go back to the moment you walked into the house this evening.”

Brisia looked into his eyes. His violet gaze was flecked with gold and burning bright—rimmed with fire like molten glass. She’d learned in art class last year that molten glass could be shaped into anything.

Offering Mr. Díon a smile, Brisia said, “Okay.” She closed her eyes.

You trusted family.

“I’m going to touch your temples, but keep your eyes closed, sweetie.”

Brisia nodded. Fingers brushed aside the hair at either side of Brisia’s head, then settled against her skin. Their heat made her feel drowsy, all floaty, like a balloon.

“Go to the beginning,” Mr. Díon whispered.

A wave of dizziness swirled through her and when she tried to open her eyes, she couldn’t. Fear rippled in, black and cold. “Mr. Díon? I don’t feel good.”

“Shhh. It’ll pass. Just focus on what happened tonight.”

The dizziness vanished, but an icy ball of dread lodged in her tummy. She gripped the sides of her chair to make sure she didn’t fall out of it.

A thought breezed through her mind: Everything’s okay. You’re safe and you’ll be seeing Daddy soon. She relaxed and let the thought curl through her like hot cocoa steam as she shifted her thoughts backward a few hours.

She opens the front door and walks into the empty living room. “Daddy?” she calls. “I forgot my iPod!”

And even as the memory and its sounds and images flowed through her mind, she felt each one being un-threaded and undone, like when her mom unhooked her knitting when she didn’t like how the piece had turned out. Until it was just yarn, waiting to be knitted into something new. Or molten glass waiting to be shaped.

Then even those thoughts unraveled.






1
A NECESSARY EVIL


SEATTLE, WA
March 25

EMMETT THIBODAUX STOOD AT the threshold of the victim’s home office, light from the hallway casting his shadow across the body on the floor.

FBI SAC Alberto Rodriguez was stretched out on the carpet like a man seeking relief for an aching back. But the thick, coppery reek of blood and the crackling of police radios from the living room told a different story.

Emmett flipped on the light.

Rodriguez stared up at the glass-domed ceiling light with half-lidded, milky eyes. His throat looked shredded, savaged. Blood had soaked into the front of his pale blue sweater, staining it a dark maroon that matched the blood halo soaked into the carpet around his head.

“Christ, did his daughter see him like this?” Emmett asked.



“No,” his partner, Merri Goodnight, murmured from just behind him. He heard the whisper of suede against his windbreaker as she leaned forward to look into the murder room. Caught a faint whiff of cloves. “Not according to what Abano told me. The kid only saw the perps. She didn’t know about her dad.”

“Abano? The fed in charge of the scene?”

“You mean the fed that was in charge of the scene?” Merri replied dryly. “That’d be him.”

“No doubt he’s one unhappy camper at the moment.”

“Given that the vic’s one of their own, that’s putting it mildly.”

“Yeah, well, wonder how he’d feel to learn that some of his own might be involved in the killing,” Emmett murmured. “The feds’ll be even unhappier when they realize we’re shutting this crime scene down altogether.”

Controlling and sanitizing the situation. A clean wipe. Scraping clinkers into the furnace to watch them burn, as his granddad used to say. No matter how you put it, the result was the same. Events were being altered at best and erased at worst.

A necessary evil in his line of work.

From the front room, Emmett caught a low murmur of voices from the TV that no one had turned off, hoping to catch the result of the Garcia-Dowd middleweight championship bout and the latest sports scores while processing the scene. No more police radio static or low, irked mutters.

The Bureau’s people had vacated along with the Seattle PD’s people. Hell, maybe they had all gone to a local tavern to brew up a booze-fueled bitchfest about the Shadow Branch’s glory-stealing theft of their case.

But nothing was ever what it seemed to be. Especially here.

Emmett stepped into the room, carefully avoiding the spatters of blood marring the cream-colored carpet near the threshold. He caught a faint whiff of piss just under the blood reek.

“ETA for our cleanup crew is ten minutes,” Merri said. “Gillespie’s supposed to drop by with instructions from HQ.”

“Wonder what’s taking so long? Usually Gillespie’s first on scene.”

“HQ probably put the chief on hold while they were busy trying to figure out who to smear the sticky, gooey blame on. Once they have that figured out . . .”

“Heads are gonna roll,” Emmett agreed. He allowed his gaze to rove around the room, ticking off each item he saw as normal or not, a mental what’s-wrong-with-this-picture game that he played at each assignment. Hell, not just at assignments or crime scenes anymore. He found himself doing it everywhere he went—at Safeway, the mall, in a movie theater, picking up the kids from school.

Gun on the carpet against the north wall, a Smith & Wesson—not normal.

Desk with neatly parked chair—normal. Black, four-drawer file cabinet—normal.

Opened gun safe containing a single box of ammo—probably not normal.

And the late Alberto Rodriguez sprawled on the carpet in a drying pool of his own blood—well, hell, not even close to normal.

But normal had nothing to do with what had happened in this house.

“Abano and his people have no clue about vampires,” Merri said, as though reading Emmett’s mind. But he knew she hadn’t; that was an issue they’d hashed out years ago. “They think Rodriguez was killed by multiple slash and stab wounds to the throat. And I sure as hell wasn’t going to enlighten them.”



Emmett chuckled. “They wouldn’t’ve believed you anyway.”

“Not at first,” Merri said, a smile quirking at the corners of her mouth. “You didn’t either, as I recall.”

“Still don’t,” Emmett drawled.

Merri folded her arms across her chest, slung her weight onto one hip, and arched an eyebrow. “Uh-huh. Don’t make me prove it to you, Thibodaux. Again.”

Emmett shook his head, smiling. “Once was enough, thanks.” He pinched up his trousers at the thighs, then crouched down beside Rodriguez’s body. The man’s ruined throat had been pierced and torn by sharp teeth.

“Not the neatest work I’ve ever seen,” Merri said, her voice pitched low, and now right beside him. After five years of working together, her speed and stealth no longer startled him. Most times, he even forgot what she was.

“Looks to me like one outta control vamp.” Emmett glanced up at his partner.

Merri tilted her head, her dark brown eyes studying all that remained of Special Agent in Charge Alberto Rodriguez, husband, father, Bureau man. “Young vamp, maybe. Or hungry as hell.” She shifted and glanced back at the doorway and Emmett followed her gaze.

High-velocity blood spatter speckled the doorway’s wood frame and the peach-colored wall beside it. “Looks like Rodriguez got one good shot off, though,” she said.

“He did.” Emmett agreed.

Merri nodded at the gun on the carpet. “For all it was worth.”

“So what stopped the vamp from killing Rodriguez’s daughter?” Emmett said. “Why didn’t he snatch up that kid and drain her dry?”

“Good question.” Merri crouched down beside Emmett and he smelled spice and cloves from the cigarettes she smoked. “And I think I have the answer.”



“Yeah? Let’s hear it, then, Goodnight,” Emmett said, his voice a low drawl, a little bit of Louisiana creeping in underneath his words. “You gonna tell me this vamp’s got a soft spot for kids?”

Merri shook her head and her straightened black hair, gathered and glossed into a high and neat ponytail, swung like a pendulum across her shoulder blades. “Nope. Someone else shot him again.”

“Yeah? Who?”

A smug smile curved Merri’s rosy full lips. She lifted her hand and displayed a small, slender dart pinched between two fingers. “One of the other perps dropped the vamp with a trank gun. I relieved Abano’s techs of the one they’d bagged while processing the scene. But they missed finding the dart in the carpet.”

Emmett grinned. “I knew there was a reason I kept you around.”

“Because I’m a better field agent than you’ll ever be?”

“That’d be it.”

“Truth, brothah,” Merri said, then chuckled, the sound warm and throaty. She slid the dart into an inside pocket of her black suede jacket. “Makes me wonder what else they missed.”

“Truth, sistah. I’m guessing tons, but it doesn’t matter. It’s never going to court.” Emmett rose to his feet, his knees creaking with the movement. An annoying new voice in the body-choir his joints, tendons, and bones had orchestrated ever since he’d turned forty. A body-choir that sang loud and strong when it rained. Given that he lived in Seattle, the singing was almost year-round and lusty as hell.

Looks like all those years of karate sparring are catching up with me.

“Do we know for certain that feds are involved in this?” Merri asked.



“HQ just said it was possible and to keep everything hush-hush until the perps were positively identified,” Emmett said, offering a hand up to his partner.

Merri snorted. “When isn’t something hush-hush?” She grasped his hand, her dark brown skin bleaching out his hard-won tan, and he pulled all five foot nothing of her up onto her booted feet. “It isn’t called the Shadow Branch for nothing.”

“Sing it, sistah. Wanna bet that even the director’s dumps are classified?”

Merri shook her head. “Man, that’s nasty. What’s the matter with—” She straightened, her hand sliding free of his, her alert posture reminding Emmett of a hunting dog on point. She swiveled smoothly to face the doorway. “Our people are here.”

Emmett heard the front door open, then click shut. A cold draft of air swept into the room and goosebumped his skin. He heard the squeak of wheels underneath the background noise of the TV, felt the thud of footsteps coming up the hall.

“Three,” Merri murmured. “And Gillespie’s reeking of J$obar;$van Musk as usual. Maybe that’s why his wife left him.”

“Christ, Merri.”

“Just saying.”

A white-uniformed medic with a neat ’fro and hipster black-framed rectangular glasses paused at the doorway. He nodded at Rodriguez’s body. “He ready to go?”

“More than ready,” Merri said.

The medic stepped aside as Merri and Emmett walked from the room. They passed the gurney parked in the hall waiting to receive Rodriguez’s remains and the blonde female medic standing at its head. She nodded as they passed, a nod Emmett returned.

SB Section Chief Sam Gillespie stood in front of the sofa, his hair buzz-cut to black stubble, the outline revealing a hairline in high retreat. At six one, he stood two inches shorter than Emmett, his skin just a shade lighter than Merri’s. Beads of rain glistened on his wire-framed glasses and on the shoulders and collar of his deep blue Gore-Tex jacket. He held the handle of a black satchel in his right hand.

Gillespie’s lips stretched into the taut line that he considered a smile. “Thibodaux,” he greeted. “Goodnight.”

“Chief,” Emmett returned, stopping beside the sofa. His gaze fell upon a mug resting on the coffee table. The red letters etched upon its white surface read GROUCH, a mug Rodriguez was most likely sipping from just a few hours ago, unaware that death was climbing in through the laundry room window.

“Chief,” Merri muttered as she strode past him to the front door. She flung it open, drawing in deep breaths of the moist air in noisy, drama-queen style. Rain pattered against the front steps and along the crime-scene-taped-off paving stones leading to the front door.

Gillespie was a little heavy-handed with the cologne, but at the moment, Emmett was grateful to smell something besides blood and piss and death.

“How’s Rodriguez’s daughter doing?” Emmett asked.

“Okay, I imagine,” Gillespie said. “Her memory’s been scrubbed by now.”

“Christ,” Merri muttered from the doorway. “She’s just a kid.”

“One who’s still alive,” Gillespie said, “because of the memory scrub. In the bad old days, she would’ve been turned into another victim of this official and tragic ‘burglary gone wrong.’ ”

Emmett nodded, and shoved his hands into the pockets of his trousers. True enough. Lost time, missing memories, and a few misfiring synapses were a helluva lot better than the cold and permanent alternative.

But nothing said he had to like either option.

“Seems the Bureau has a few rotten apples in the proverbial barrel.” Gillespie dropped the satchel onto the carpet. “The daughter positively IDed the suspects as FBI SAC Lyons, SA Wallace, and Dante Prejean—a vamp member of some top secret project.”

Emmett whistled. “Wallace? Wasn’t she just named as a hero by the Bureau a couple of weeks ago for taking down that serial killer?”

“The Cross-Country Killer—Elroy Jordan,” Merri supplied from the doorway.

Gillespie nodded. “She was. But she ran into Prejean during the course of that investigation. It’s now believed he corrupted her.”

Merri snorted. “If he did, then he was only working what was already inside her.”

Gillespie lanced a cold, icicle-sharp gaze her way. “Wallace just kicked her career into the gutter, Goodnight, and after she’d been offered the Seattle SAC position. Her service record was sparkling with intelligence, ability, and drive—full of promise. I think corrupted by bloodsucker is as good an explanation as any.”

Emmett agreed, but he kept that opinion unvoiced. A rush of cold air smelling of cloves and rain swirled to a stop beside him.

“No offense,” Gillespie said.

Merri held his gaze for a moment before asking in a crisp voice, “So what’s the lowdown, Chief?”

“We’re confiscating all evidence gathered by the SPD and the FBI,” Gillespie said, his gaze traveling around the living room, as if envisioning how the scene would be officially reimagined and restaged. “We’re making sure that statements already given to the SPD and the feds by the Rodriguez girl and her neighbors vanish.”

“Any of the neighbors facing a wipe?” Merri asked.

Gillespie shrugged. “Could be. That’s for someone else to decide.”

“What kinda TSP was Prejean a part of?” Emmett asked.

“HQ’s playing this one real close to the vest,” Gillespie replied. “All I was told was that it was a joint project—us and the feds—devoted to the study of sociopaths.”

The image of Rodriguez’s ravaged throat and empty eyes popped into Emmett’s mind. The study of sociopaths. A chill touched his spine.

“In other words, their monster slipped its leash and they want us to fetch it. Do I have that right, Chief?” Merri said.

Gillespie nodded. “Pretty much.”

Emmett nudged the satchel with the brown toe of his Dingo boot. “What’s that?”

A wry smile tugged up one corner of Gillespie’s mouth. “It’s your monster-catching kit. Cuffs, drugs, chains.”

“We know how to handle vampires,” Emmett said. “Monster or not.”

“Not this vampire. He’s enhanced.”

“Enhanced?” Merri asked. “You fucking kidding me?” She dropped a hand to her hip, her dark brown gaze direct and challenging. “Why the hell would anyone enhance a vamp? It’s not like we need it.”

“I wasn’t enlightened on that account,” Gillespie said. He removed his glasses, held them up to the overhead light, and peered at the rain-spotted lenses. “But I was told that adrenaline implants to boost his speed, dexterity, and strength had been installed. So be prepared—he’s going to be a helluva lot faster than you’ll expect.”

The chief had never been a good liar and his little oh-look-my-glasses-are-dirty routine gave away the lie. He knew a lot more than he’d just handed out about the enhanced vamp. Emmett tapped a listen close finger against the back of Merri’s hand.

“Our assignment, Chief?” Emmett said.

Gillespie slid his glasses back on. “Intercept and detain our perps. Prejean is priority one, Wallace priority two, Lyons number three.” He slipped a hand inside his Gore-Tex jacket and withdrew a plastic-encased flash drive that he handed to Emmett. “All pertinent data including files, photos, destination, and instructions. Study it on your way to Damascus.”

The medics, the blonde in the lead, wheeled the gurney and its dark, plastic-body-bagged contents through the living room and out the open front door, wheels thumping down the steps. The male medic pulled the door shut behind him.

Even through the fog of J$obar;$van Musk, Emmett caught the nostril-pinching stench of blood and death.

“Our perps are in Damascus, Oregon?” Emmett asked, curling his fingers around the flash drive, tucking it tight against his palm.

Gillespie nodded. “We have reason to believe that Lyons might’ve taken Prejean home. Satellite scans of the area and of Lyons’s home in particular revealed Wallace’s Trans Am and Lyons’s Dodge Ram parked in the driveway.”

“A safe bet that Prejean’s with them,” Merri commented.

“HQ’s thought too,” Gillespie said as he walked around the sofa to the hallway. He stopped in front of the murder room. “And they’ve got a good five or six hours’ head start, so move your asses. We’ve got a plane waiting for you at Sea-Tac. Rendezvous with Holmes and Miklowitz at the airport and bring them up to speed. You got stay-awake pills, Goodnight?”

Merri nodded. “I do.”

“Good.” Gillespie’s jacket rustled as he folded his arms over his chest. He stared into the office.



Slipping the flash drive into his trouser pocket, Emmett bent and wrapped his fingers around the satchel’s handle. “Chief,” he said, straightening. “Is there anything else we should know about the project or Prejean’s enhancements?”

Gillespie swiveled around to face them, the lenses of his glasses reflecting light, his arms still folded over his chest. “I wish I knew,” he said quietly. “Be careful out there. Don’t take any chances—especially with Prejean. Hell, not even with Wallace and Lyons. I know HQ wants them alive, but it’s not worth your lives. Not to me.”

“Might be better to take our time and wait for Prejean to Sleep,” Merri said.

“Maybe so,” Emmett said. “But then he could hole up someplace we won’t find him. So I think moving our asses is our best option.”

“Then let’s hit the friendly skies and catch us some bad mofos.”

“Truth, sistah.”

“Be careful,” Gillespie said again, voice low. His gaze once again fixed on the office’s blood-spattered interior. “And that’s a direct order.”

“Roger that, Chief.” Emmett exchanged a glance with Merri as he strode for the front door and the fresh air beyond. Doubt and a frown pinched the skin between her eyes. A dark realization glimmered in her eyes, the same realization rolling around in Emmett’s skull.

He and Merri were being ordered into the forested hills of Damascus on a goddamned bureaucratic ass-covering operation without knowing the truth of what they were up against.

A monster waited for them in the forest’s dark heart, a monster who savaged a man in his own home, but left his daughter untouched.

A monster named Dante Prejean.




2
THE PERSISTENCE OF LOSS


LAFAYETTE, LA
Eleven years ago

Chloe bounces out of the bedroom she shares with the other girls, wearing the purple Winnie the Pooh shirt he nabbed for her from Walgreens. Grinning, blue eyes bright, she throws her arms around him and hugs him. She smells like strawberries and soap and her red hair smells like baby shampoo.

“It fits, Dante-angel! It’s perfect!”

He laughs and hugs her back. “It looks great on you.”

“Do you want to practice reading?” she asks, releasing him and smoothing her hands down her new Pooh shirt. “I got some books from the library today. One is called The Scarecrow Walks at Midnight. It looks a little spooky.”



“Spookier than Winnie the Pooh’s adventures?” he teases.

“Winnie the Pooh isn’t—oh!” Chloe giggles and smacks him on the shoulder with the plushie orca in her hand.

Dante grins. “Did you learn anything new in math that you could teach me?”

Chloe tucks Orem the Orca under her arm and considers. “Just more multiplication stuff.”

“I like multiplication stuff.”

Chloe’s face screws up into her ick-gross expression. “Yuck.”

“I see that you like it too.”

Hands on her hips, Chloe sticks her tongue out at him.

“Wanna go to the park first? I’ll push you on the swing.”

Just as Chloe opens her mouth to answer, another voice carries in from the front room, the accompanying foot treads punctuating each word. “Boy, you got work tonight, you. Time to get yo’ ass downstairs.”

Those words scour the happiness clean from Chloe’s face. Her blue-eyed gaze seems to age while Dante watches—no longer eight, but a wary forty. She hugs Orem against her chest.

It’s okay, Dante mouths to her. A smile ghosts across her lips. He turns around.

Papa Prejean stands in the hallway in white T-shirt and khakis, his belt loops empty, an amused gleam in his hazel eyes. “Now why ain’t I surprised to find you with Little Ms. Feisty, huh, boy?”

Dante’s gaze tracks down to the belt folded in Papa’s hand. He steps in front of Chloe. “I’m going. Ain’t gonna need that.”

Papa looks down at the belt in his hand. “Oh, this ain’t for you, p’tit.” His gaze slants past Dante. A chill ripples the length of Dante’s spine. “Seems someone didn’t vacuum the parlor like Mama asked.”

“I was gonna,” Chloe says.



“I was talking to her and held her up, so punish me,” Dante says.

Papa laughs, his voice cigarette-smoke rough, then coughs. “How’d I know that too? I ain’t gonna let you do it this time, boy. How’s she ever gonna learn to obey if you always take the belt for her, you?” Papa shakes his head. “Ain’t gonna mark you up before your clients get here, anyhow. Get in the basement, p’tit. After you’re done, I think I’ll give you the belt anyway since you’re so hellfire eager for it.”

“No!” Chloe shouts. “It’s not his fault!”

“Shhh, princess. It’s okay.”

Amusement gleams in Papa’s eyes again. “Aw … ain’t this sweet? Y’all wanting to protect each other from what y’all got coming.”

“Get that p’tite marmaille in here, Papa!” Mama Prejean shouts from the front room. “I want this parlor vacuumed tout de suite. You can beat her lazy ass later.”

“Looks like you get a reprieve, you,” Papa says, nodding his chin at Chloe. “Go do what Mama wants. I’ll deal with you later, me.” His gaze flicks over to Dante. “You too.”

Ice rims Dante’s heart. He has an uneasy feeling that as soon as Papa cuffs him to the bed in the basement, Papa’s gonna march upstairs and beat Chloe. Beat her while he’s cuffed and unable to do anything but listen. That’s gonna be his part of the punishment.

Dante whirls, hooks a hand around Chloe’s biceps, and moves. She squeaks in surprise. Papa shouts and yells as he and Chloe blur down the hallway, into the brightly lit kitchen, blowing past a startled Mama, then out the back door into the night, screen door slamming behind them.

“We’re flying!” Chloe breathes. “You really are an angel!”

“Ain’t no angel. Ain’t flying.” But the houses blur past Dante as he zips down narrow Catherine Street, surprised by his own speed.



“Where we going, Dante-angel?”

“Dunno,” Dante says. The cool night feels good against his face and smells of wet pavement, boiling crawfish, and rain-heavy roses. He swings onto Johnston, then blurs down to Lewis, heart pounding, a wild hunger knotting his belly. He tightens his grip on Chloe’s arm.

“Are we running away?”

“Maybe we are, yeah.” Only wanting to get Chloe out of Papa’s reach, he hasn’t even thought about where they are going.

As cars shush past them on rain-wet streets, headlights starring the night, Dante moves across the street to Girard Park. He slows to a walk, but slides his hand down from Chloe’s arm to her hand and clasps his fingers through hers.

She looks up at him, her long red hair wind-blown and tangled. She smiles, and the sight of it buoys his heart. It rises within him as though on wings.

“Where will we live?” Chloe asks.

“Dunno. Maybe we can find an empty house and move in,” he says, angling a path past the swings and into the evergreens and leafless elms. Leaves crunch underneath their shoes. “But we can’t stay here. Papa’d find us.”

Chloe’s fingers squeeze Dante’s hand hard. She stops walking, forcing Dante to a halt. She looks at him, and her eyes glisten with more than just starlight. “Papa’ll kill you,” she whispers.

Dante pulls her into him, wraps her up tight in a hug. He hears the frantic beat of her heart intertwined with the steady pulse of his own. Smells strawberries and soap and the sharp tang of fear.

“Shhh,” he murmurs, pressing his face into her hair. “He ain’t gonna catch us. I’ll make sure of that. We’ll leave here, go to New Orleans. Go anywhere.”

“Promise?” Chloe’s voice is muffled against his shirt, a tight-throated sob.



Dante drops down to one knee in the wet grass. He gently wipes away Chloe’s tears with his thumbs. “Promise. Just you and me, princess. Forever and ever.”

“Forever and ever,” Chloe repeats, her blue-eyed gaze holding his, her face solemn. “Orem too?” She glances at the orca plushie squashed up against Winnie.

And just like that, she’s eight years old again.

Dante smiles. “Oui, naturellement.”

“Okay.” Chloe hesitates, then says, “But what about Mark and Tami and Perry and Jeanette? Mama and Papa are mean to them too and …”

Dante touches his finger against Chloe’s lips and her words stop. “I’ll think of something, I promise. Once we find us a safe place, I’ll come back and fetch them, one by one, d’accord?”

A smile curves the corners of Chloe’s mouth and her eyes cross in an attempt to focus on the finger against her lips. Laughing, Dante removes it. “Oops. Now you can talk. Sound like a plan, p’tite?”

“Yup, Dante-angel. Sounds like a plan.”

“C’est bon.” He finger-combs the tangles from her tresses, his skin pale as moonlight in the red sea of her hair. “You ready to go?”

“Yup.”

From the sidewalk circling the park, sharp, excited yaps pierce the air as someone walks their dog along the path. Looking over Chloe’s shoulder, Dante sees a chubby woman in a yellow rain bonnet and rubber boots scolding a small white-and-brown-patched dog—maybe a terrier—straining on its leash.

“Behave, Jasper! Bad dog, bad!”

“Let’s go.” Dante stands and holds his hand out for Chloe’s. Her cold fingers wrap around his and he pauses to switch their grips so he can warm her fingers against the heat of his palm. He walks them deeper into the woods and away from the park proper.

Excited yaps, sharp with let’s play! insistence, chase after them, the rapid tapa-tapa-tapa-tap of four small paws hot on the heels of its barked invitation racing through wet grass and withered leaves.

As Dante’s putting distance between them with each quick step, the woman in the yellow rain bonnet yells, “Jasper! No! Bad dog! Come back to Mommy!”

Tugging her hand free of Dante’s, Chloe stops and spins around just as Jasper reaches her. The dog leaps up, yapping, brown eyes glistening with joy, and dances around Chloe and Dante—a twirling, bowing, doggie whirlwind trailing a leash.

“Look!” Chloe says, her voice almost as excited as Jasper’s. “He wants to come with us.” Kneeling in the grass, she giggles as Jasper plants his muddy little paws on her shoulders and licks her face.

Rain Bonnet runs across the grass, huffing with each heavy step, her face flushed. “Please stop him!” she yells breathlessly.

Dante bends and nabs Jasper’s leash. The dog’s whole butt wags along with its stubby tail. He yaps, then sits, tongue lolling between his teeth. “Bon chien,” Dante says, straightening. His gaze lifts to Jasper’s red-faced mommy half running, half walking toward them. “Get behind me, Chloe,” Dante murmurs. “Hold onto my belt.”

Just in case I gotta move.

“ ’Kay.” Chloe rises to her feet and Dante feels a tug at the back of his belt as her fingers slide underneath and wrap around it.

Rain Bonnet stumbles to a stop in front of Dante. She fans her flushed face with her hand. “Jasper,” she pants. “Bad dog.” She smiles at Dante. “Oh, thank you so much, sweetie.”



Jasper leaps up, yapping and dancing around her jeans and rubber-boot-clad legs. Dante extends the leash to her. “Pas de quoi.”

“He’s still a puppy and he hasn’t learned his manners yet,” Rain Bonnet says, accepting the leash and slipping her gloved hand through its looped handle. She shifts her gaze to Chloe. “Hi, cutie. Why you hiding behind your brother?”

“I told her to,” Dante says. He backs up a few steps, Chloe moving with him, her fingers still locked around his belt. “You’re a stranger.”

A wide smile parts Rain Bonnet’s lips, warms her bonnet-shadowed eyes. “Smart boy,” she says, nodding in approval. “I hope you listen to him, cutie. He’s one smart boy.” Her hand dips into her coat pocket. “I want to thank you kids for your help. Who knows where Jasper woulda ended up if you hadn’t been here to stop him?”

“Ain’t necessary,” Dante says. “We gotta go.”

“I’ve got some change here I’m happy to give you.”

“We can use it to buy something to eat,” Chloe whispers.

Dante turns and swings an arm around her shoulders, hugs her close. “You hungry, princess?”

She nods, then she looks past him. Her blue eyes widen. Something whirs through the air and bites into Dante’s throat in several spots—like an angry wasp stinging and stinging and stinging.

Chloe sucks in a breath and she grabs his arm, her fingers digging into him.

Dante slaps a hand against the spot and feels a small, wheeled thing protruding from his throat. He plucks it free. A small ninja-type metal star, its points blood-slicked. It tumbles from his fingers into the night-shadowed grass.

“Run, run, run!” Chloe cries, tugging on Dante’s arm.

Dante tries to run, but his feet refuse to move. Ice water spills inside of him, cascading from his punctured throat, freezing his arms, legs, frosting his heart. His thoughts ice over as well, and he feels like he’s skating and spinning on a glacial lake.

The night whirls around Dante, a streak of pale clouds and glimmering stars and skeletal branches. He no longer feels Chloe’s hand. He tries to shove her away, tries to tell her to run, but his voice and lips don’t work either—numb and far away. He falls, the rain-beaded grass rushing up to meet him.

Rain Bonnet whispers into Dante’s ear as darkness sweeps over him. “No escape for you, sweetie.”
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FRESH OUT OF TIME


OUTSIDE DAMASCUS, OR
March 25

HEATHER WALLACE HELD THE motel room door open as Von carried Dante inside, Caterina Cortini on his heels. Annie stood in front of the muddy Trans Am, hugging herself against the predawn chill despite her wet clothing and stocking feet, her gaze on the sidewalk. Her travel-frayed gym bag rested on the rain-puddled blacktop beside her.

“Annie, c’mon,” Heather said. She scanned the dying night for any sign of black bird-V’s; for any sign that more of the Fallen hunted for Dante. She listened for the rush of wings.

Annie looked up, her gaze slipping past Heather into the room’s dark interior. Her face, dirt-smudged and stark in the motel’s buzzing outside lights, wore a troubled expression. “No,” she said, her voice one twist of the knob past a whisper. “Let’s just get back in the car and leave them here. They don’t need us. Let’s go home. C’mon.”

“We can’t go home,” Heather said, stepping outside. She pulled the door shut behind her. “We’re being hunted. We need to stick together.”

“Stick together? Are you fucking nuts?” Annie laughed, the sound tight and incredulous. “You saw what Dante did, right? You saw what he made … saw him knock those fucking … angels from the sky, right? And turn them to stone?”

“I saw,” Heather said quietly. She’d felt it too, as his furious song had pulsed between them, heart to heart, wild and dark and powerful, rippling into her core.

“Then why aren’t we running the hell away from him?”

“He sacrificed himself for you,” Heather said, holding up one hand and extending her index finger. “He saved my life.” Extended a second finger. “Now he needs us.” A third finger. “Reasons enough?”

Annie’s mouth opened, then closed. She looked away, the line of her jaw tight. Her hands knotted into fists. “He’s a fucking vampire,” she grated. “So’s Von. And that Caterina chick is a freaking assassin—one who said she was sent to kill you, by the way. They don’t need us.”

“Dante does.” Heather’s thoughts flipped back to what she’d been forced to witness, wrists flex-cuffed together, not even an hour ago, as Lyons and his demented twin had tried to pry open Dante’s fragmented and hidden memories.

Dante falls silent when the seizure ripples the length of his body. His muscles lock, his back arches, and his limbs twist. His head whips back and forth, a blur. Blood flings into the air from his nose, his mouth, his pierced eyelids. The twins push Dante onto the floor and allow the seizure to have its way with him.

Athena kneels on the blood-flecked carpet beside Dante’s convulsing body and whispers to him: Rememberandrememberandrememberandremember …

The seizure ends and Dante curls up on the floor, dazed and trembling, sweat-damp black hair clinging to his forehead and cheek.

Lyons floats Dante up into the air and back onto the sofa. He bends over Dante with a washrag and wipes the blood from his face. And the process starts all over again.

And each seizure is worse than the one before.

Heather shoved the memory away, throat tight. “Lyons and his sister just tortured Dante for hours, Annie. You heard his screams.”

Annie swallowed hard and looked up into the dawn-edged sky, the deep rose line streaking from behind the hills lighting her face. “Aren’t you scared of him?”

“No, I trust him,” Heather said, joining her sister in front of the Trans Am. “But his power—his magic, his gifts, whatever you want to call it—that scares me.”

“How can he do those things? What the fuck is he?”

“I’ll tell you what I know, I promise,” Heather said. “But right now, I need you to get your butt inside.”

Annie finally looked at Heather. Exhaustion shadowed her face, pooled dark in her eyes. She bit her lower lip and looked for a second so much like she had when she was little that Heather’s heart went out to her. Annie-Bunny.

Pushing her hands through her wet blue/purple/black-dyed hair, Annie released her breath in a long sigh. “Fuck,” she said. “Okay.” She bent and looped a hand through the gym bag’s strap, then straightened. Snatching the keycard from Heather’s hand, she opened the door and stalked into the room. She headed straight for the bathroom.

Heather closed the motel room door, latched the lock, and hooked the little golden door chain in place. The bathroom door slammed shut, then the bathroom fan whirred into muffled action. Heather’s muscles knotted even tighter. She rested her forehead against the door.

Keep it together. Just one thing at a time.

She drew in a deep breath and immediately regretted it. The room stank of cherry blossom room freshener and, just underneath, the sour-milk odor of mildew.

“She going to be a problem?” Cortini’s voice, laced with Old World charm, turned Heather around. The Shadow Branch assassin sat perched on the plump arm of the room’s only easy chair, one arm slung casually along its vinyl top.

“No. And even if she was a problem, she’d be mine to deal with. Not yours. Are we clear?”

The gloom made it difficult to read Cortini’s expression. Early thirties, Heather estimated, possibly older, but very well-kept if so. Her slim, boyish body was relaxed, but coiled, ready to run, fight, or kill. Even in her wet black sweater and black jeans, her shoulder-length dark hair rain-plastered to her skull, she managed to look unruffled. Deadly.

“We’re clear,” Cortini murmured.

“Glad to hear it.”

“Me too,” Von tossed in. “Annie ain’t your concern, Cortini.”

Cortini’s gaze cut to the nomad. “Llygad,” she murmured, nodding in acknowledgment.

Von had eased Dante onto the double bed farthest from the curtained window. He finished pulling Dante’s boots off and stood them together on the floor at the foot of the bed. A blur of movement, then Dante’s bloodied and ripped hoodie and PVC shirt ended up on the floor beside his boots.

Cold fingers wrapped around Heather’s heart when she saw the healing bullet wound in Dante’s chest and thought of Rodriguez—the man who’d shot him in a desperate struggle to save his own life—sprawled on the floor, his throat bloodied and ruined. Thought of Rodriguez’s daughter, Brisia, who would mourn him.

Where’s my dad?

Von’s fingers skipped over the purple and blue bruise stretched across the left side of Dante’s rib cage. “Musta happened when the goddamned house exploded.”

“Or during a seizure,” Heather said, joining the nomad at the bed.

“Yeah, maybe.” Von gently rolled Dante onto his side, his fingers sliding along the pale skin, flakes of dried blood falling onto the sheets from the healing spear puncture in his back. “Were they using him for target practice or something?” the nomad growled.

“The or something option,” Heather replied. “Lyons’s sister stabbed Dante when he was helping Annie escape.”

“The sister Lyons wanted Dante to heal?”

Heather nodded. “Yeah, well, apparently she didn’t feel the same way.”

Von shook his head, his face grim. He eased Dante onto his back again, then unbuckled his belt. He glanced at Heather. Nodded at Dante’s leather pants. “He got anything on under these, doll?”

“No.”

Von snorted. “Why ain’t I surprised? Well then, let’s leave ’em on in case he has another seizure. The leather ain’t all that wet and, hell, if it was me, I’d hope someone would safeguard my modesty if I was too unconscious to do it myself. If I had any modesty to safeguard, that is.” He brushed damp tendrils of black hair from Dante’s pale face. “Sleep tight, little brother,” he said. He straightened, then swayed. “Whoa.”

“You okay?” Heather asked.

“Yeah, doll. Just Sleep coming.” Von looked her up and down, his green eyes Sleep-dilated. “What ’bout you? Boy was drumming you hard during that last seizure in the car. You should get your pants off,” he said, yawning.

As Heather opened her mouth to protest, he held up a placating hand, palm out, while he finished his yawn—a jaw-stretching one that revealed his fangs, his molars, and even his tonsils. “That didn’t come out quite right, doll. I meant so I could see how much damage Dante did to you.”

Heather pushed her wet hair back from her face, struggling not to smile. “Just bruises, doofus, and I think I’ll keep my pants on, thanks.”

“Just what every man wants to hear.”

The chains on Von’s leather jacket jingled as he shrugged the jacket off, revealing the double shoulder holster strapped on over his black, button-down shirt and the butts of his Brownings tucked into them. He undressed quickly, stripping down to damp royal blue boxers.

Tattoos inked in blue Celtic designs—dragons, antlered hunters, and ravens among them—swirled up from beneath his shorts to just under his pecs, and flowed around his sides, twining up around his spine to his shoulders.

“Are those clan markings?” Heather asked, too tired to truly appreciate the tall, lean-muscled view the nomad presented.

“Yup, rites of passage—from when I was mortal.” A smile flickered across his lips as he traced a finger along an intricate Celtic knot near his right hip. “My first ride as a clan scout.”

The tight, defined muscles in Von’s chest and shoulders rippled as he gathered up his wet clothing and draped it piece by piece over the foot of the bed to dry. He hung his jacket on the back of the desk chair.

Leaning against the waist-high dresser, his gaze skipped from Cortini to Heather. He smoothed his mustache with thumb and forefinger. “Since I figure y’all would come to blows over who’ll get to sleep beside me, I’ll make it easy on everyone and share the bed with Dante. I know you’re disappointed, but, hey, I’m trying to be fair here.”

“It’s kind of you to spare the loser like that,” Heather said, keeping a straight face. Kicking off her mud-caked Skechers, she sat on the bed beside Dante.
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