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The reaper entered the room as Santo Castillo spun the cylinder of the revolver, took a deep swallow of Wild Turkey, then put the muzzle in his mouth. He pulled the trigger without hesitation. The hollow click that followed seemed to mock the shadowed silence.


Santo choked back a sob, dropped the gun on the low coffee table in front of him, and reached for his glass again. For a long moment he just sat there, shoulders hunched, silent, dry sobs wracking his body. A tall man, with broad shoulders and a heavy, muscular frame, he looked odd crying his dry tears. The reaper moved closer, perplexed by the duplicity of human emotion. The man wanted to die. He begged for death, yearned for it. And yet he fought it even now, when it was too late.


The reaper paused just behind him and blew a soft breath in his ear. Santo stiffened, lifted his head, and looked around uneasily.


Yes. I’ve come for you.


A shudder went through the human and he took another hasty drink, wincing as the burn of the alcohol slid down his throat.


A light hung just above the couch and coffee table where Santo wallowed in his misery. The reaper gave it a gentle nudge, making it sway back and forth, producing cadaverous shadows that slithered across the walls. The chain squeaked ever so slightly in a macabre overture to what would come. Santo’s gaze darted warily around the room. His fear seasoned the air and the reaper breathed it in. Fear always honeyed the reaping.


He moved closer, trailing his fingers over Santo’s broad shoulders, admiring the hard strength of him. Yes, he would be perfect.


Perfect, he whispered.


Santo jumped and spun in his seat, staring right through the reaper, seeing nothing but the queer boogeymen of his imagination. His anxious eyes grew hot with panic as he turned back around. The small hairs on his nape stood on end. Santo reached for his gun and fumbled, sending it in a tailspin across the table, knocking over a framed snapshot he’d propped in front of him—a silent witness to his madness. The gun skated off the smooth surface and hit the carpeted floor with a dull thud.


While Santo ducked down to retrieve it, the reaper righted the photo.


Visibly shaken, his pulse a staccato beat at his throat, Santo closed his eyes and rubbed the scruff of his beard. He mumbled something the reaper couldn’t hear, but then again, he didn’t need to hear it. They all prayed at this point.


After several deep breaths, Santo opened his eyes again and focused on the framed picture, once more positioned on the table. The image of a jubilant Santo with dark, sparkling eyes and a wide, dimpled smile looked back from the photograph. Wrapped around him from behind was a female with the same brown skin and velvety gaze. She laughed at the camera.


The reaper remembered her. He’d been the one to take her when her time had come. She and her baby had tasted of sweetness and light, and as he’d passed them through to their next destination, he’d been strangely moved by a sense of loss.


He frowned with distaste at the memory. He blamed another woman for the unwanted emotion. Roxanne Love. Before her, he’d never cared for the souls he’d reaped. Only that they’d abounded.


He watched Santo as the human scowled at the righted photograph. The reaper could see the memory of the last few moments replaying in Santo’s mind, in his expression. The spinning gun careening toward the snapshot, the frame teetering, toppling over with a flat, cracking sound that had left a splinter in the glass at the bottom right corner. Santo’s eyes shifted back and forth as he recounted each cause and effect in an attempt to rationalize how the frame could have come to be propped in front of him now, as if none of that had happened.


Santo shook his head in silent denial. Looking like the cop he’d been for the last twelve years, he narrowed his dark eyes and searched the room.


You know who I am. You invited me here.


The human’s fear simmered to an erotic terror. He gave the gun in his hand a desperate look, took another drink, and shoved the muzzle in his mouth. The cruel click of the pulled trigger taunted him, as impotent as the dry tears.


He savored Santo’s anguish. Few humans really desired death when they courted it in this manner. This one did, yet Santo felt he deserved the torture of the game he played. He owned a half-dozen guns that would have done the job quicker, but he endured the punishment of each deadly click. The torment of forcing himself to do it again and again.


The reaper knew Santo would keep pulling that trigger until the job was done. At 12:10 a.m., a clean shot would blow away the back of his skull and kill him instantly.


Or should.


For Santo Castillo, death would come, but not from a bullet. His beautiful face would remain intact, his gray matter safely stored in his cranium. The reaper had never taken a soul from a human that still lived, but he didn’t hesitate to do it now. He needed a body for a day, maybe less. Just long enough to find the woman who’d escaped him. The woman whose soul he’d touched, held, and lost. Just long enough to reap her and return to the Beyond.


In less than twenty-four hours Roxanne Love would die once again. Only this time he’d be there, in flesh and spirit, to make sure she stayed dead.


As Santo put the gun in his mouth once more, the reaper sat down on the table in front of him and let himself be seen. For a single, glorious moment, Santo’s terror swaddled them both, then the reaper took over and put an end to the human’s misery.




[image: Images]


Fifty-eight minutes before she died, Roxanne Love noticed three things. The stain on the ceiling, her brother’s short fuse, and the tall stranger who quietly entered and sat in the back.


The stain had caught her eye earlier, and after that, she couldn’t stop looking at it. A stain meant a leak and that meant a bill. Bad news all around. But worse than that, the black splotch crouching in the far corner like a fat spider gave her a bad case of the creeps, though she couldn’t say just why. The crazy feeling stalked her as she served drinks to the two customers sitting at the bar of the pub she co-owned with her sister and brothers. She couldn’t shake it.


Then the man came through the front door.


Six and a half feet tall, sporting the kind of muscle that took work to build, he strode in like he was on a mission. He wore a black T-shirt beneath a weathered leather jacket that looked like it might have been brown at one time but had faded to a distressed shade of beige. Jeans hugged his long legs and a whole lot of masculine mojo followed him like fanfare.


He took a seat in the corner, seeming to pull all the shadows in around him. The observation was so strange that it made her pause.


“What can I get for you?” she asked, setting a cocktail napkin in front of him.


“Wild Turkey,” he ordered in a smoky voice that teased her a step closer.


He was ridiculously attractive with all that dark, brooding attitude and he-man brawn. In contrast, he had the longest eyelashes she’d ever seen. Thick and black, they framed smoldering eyes the color of midnight.


“Please,” he tacked on when she stood there staring.


Embarrassed, she asked, “Straight up or on the rocks?”


“In a glass,” he answered with a bewildered frown.


She might have laughed if he hadn’t seemed so serious.


“That’s generally where we pour them,” she said. “The floor is just too messy.”


His startled expression became a slow grin that made her blush to her roots. He was that good-looking. At the same time, a niggling sense of disquiet wormed its way into her addled brain.


“I’ll be right back with your drink,” she mumbled.


As she turned away, the stain caught her eye again and her unease tipped into foreboding. The power of the feeling on the heels of her embarrassment gave it a disproportionate weight that made it all the more disturbing. What the hell was wrong with her tonight?


She served the man’s drink quickly, avoiding his eyes and returning to the safety of the bar like an awkward teenager with a really bad crush.


A minute later her twin brother pushed through the swinging door from the kitchen. “Eighty-six the meatloaf,” Reece said, eyeing the deserted bar and tables. “We should just close up for the night.”


“Ryan says not before midnight.” Ryan was their older brother and the boss.


“Ryan says,” Reece mocked.


He caught sight of the man sitting in the corner and paled.


“Who’s that?” he demanded, turning his back as he filled his cup with ice and soda.


“A customer?” she answered.


He scowled at her. “I don’t think so. He looks like a cop.”


Surprised, Roxanne gave the man in question a glance. He didn’t look like a cop to her, but he had this dark, sexy as sin, if George Clooney were Latino thing going on that lent him a mysterious, dangerous air. He’d walked in like he had a purpose, though. Now he sat cloaked in all that shadow and manliness. It was unnerving. He was unnerving. And he’d been watching her since he’d come in.


She knew because she’d been watching him back.


“What does it matter if he’s a cop?” she asked Reece, trying not to look at the man again. “We’re not breaking the law. We’re serving food and drinks, just like it says we do on the front door. I’ve been checking IDs. Don’t worry about him.”


“I’m not worried,” Reece snapped.


“Then why are you biting my head off?” She grabbed his sleeve when he would have turned away. “Seriously. What’s up? What’s the matter?”


Her brother glanced at the man again before he searched Roxanne’s face as if seeking understanding. But she didn’t get what he wanted her to understand. In all honesty, it had been a long time since she’d been on the same page with her twin. Not since the accident.


“Nothing’s going on,” Reece said at last. “I just want to get the fuck out of here.”


With that, he filled his cup and went back to the kitchen. A few seconds later, she heard him slamming things around and cursing loud enough that Jim and Sal, regulars who could be found at their bar most any night, could hear him. The two men exchanged glances but said nothing. She felt bad for Manny, their dishwasher, who had to be stuck in the kitchen with Reece for the rest of the night.


She thought about following her brother and forcing him to talk to her, but what was the point? He’d either take his bad mood out on her or whine about having to work on Friday night, and she’d heard it all before. Love’s had been opened by their grandparents back in the days when Mill Avenue had a producing flour mill and Tempe, Arizona, had been a sleepy town. When their father had died, the bar became theirs. It was a piece of their heritage that they all held on to, even though lately it felt more like labor than love.


With a frustrated sigh, she went back to work, but business was slow and her two customers had full drinks. She wiped the bar, forcing herself not to look at the man in the corner or the stain on the ceiling.


But she couldn’t help it. Every few minutes she glanced up, eyeing the splotch balefully. Unable to shake the feeling that it was some kind of omen.


She couldn’t stop peeping at the stranger in the back either. He sat alone, nursing his Wild Turkey, pretending to mind his own business. But he was still watching her. She could feel it.


If he was a cop, why was he watching her?


And what did his presence have to do with Reece being strung so tight? The last time her brother had been such an ass-hat, bad things had happened. Things she didn’t even like to remember. The thought of living through them again made her bones ache.


At last, she tossed her towel beneath the bar and decided to quit dancing around and just find out who the stranger was.


“How you doing over here?” she asked, approaching with an easy smile that felt utterly fake.


“I’m fine, thank you for asking,” he answered.


His eyes held a bemused gleam as they made a lazy sweep of her hair and face. She caught herself smoothing her ponytail and tried not to look completely disconcerted by him. But it was harder than it should have been.


“I haven’t seen you in here before,” she said, pleased at how natural her voice sounded. It had just the right balance of warmth and inquisitiveness and none of the jittery nerves rioting inside her.


“It’s my first visit.”


She sensed that the innocuous statement held a double meaning she wasn’t sharp enough to catch.


“Well, welcome to Love’s. I’m Roxanne.”


“I know. Roxanne Love.”


He spoke her name in that husky tone, only now it held a note of satisfaction. As if finding her, recognizing her, had been a great feat that he’d accomplished against all odds.


Her smile faltered and she took a step back. The instinct was ingrained. It had been years since the media or the obsessed fanatics who’d stalked her in the past had caught her unaware, but she never fully let down her guard.


He smiled again. It seemed he couldn’t help himself, and a dimple flashed from his cheek. “I’ve made you nervous.”


“No,” she lied, “but you have me at a disadvantage. I don’t think we’ve met.”


“Not formally.”


Not at all. No way she would have forgotten him.


“I’m Detective Santo Castillo,” he said, and Roxanne released her breath on a soft whoosh.


Okay, so not a stalker. That was good news. But Reece guessing he was a cop and then freaking out about it . . . not so great. Not when it made her think her brother must be guilty of something.


The detective leaned across the table and handed her his badge.


Wary, Roxanne studied the medal and verified that the picture matched the man before giving it back. But a bad feeling settled around her. Just like the damn stain, it began to spread. She glanced up again before she could stop herself. As if to confirm a relationship, the stain had grown bigger and somehow more threatening.


She swallowed and forced her attention back to Santo Castillo. His glass was almost empty. “Drinking on the job, Detective?” she asked, nodding at it.


“Off the clock.”


“But not off duty?”


“What cop is ever off duty?”


She supposed he had a valid point, but she was getting too many mixed signals from him to know what to trust.


“So what brings you and your badge to Love’s tonight?”


“Good food, fine brew, and great friends,” he said, quoting the motto printed on the front window.


“So you’re not looking for anyone?”


“Like?”


“I don’t know. Outlaws.”


“And if I am?” he asked.


She shrugged, glancing at the nearly deserted bar. “Good luck with that?”


A taut pause followed while he snared her gaze and held it prisoner.


“You seem a bit skittish, Roxanne.”


She felt a bit skittish. Excited. Like she’d just raced down a long staircase and found that the last step dropped into nowhere.


She balanced on the edge, hyperaware of him. His size. His intensity. His presence. She didn’t know if she wanted to bolt or move closer. He caught his bottom lip with his teeth and worried it for a moment, while his gaze delivered a message so male that she felt an instinctive, uncontrollable response.


He said very softly, “You have beautiful eyes. I didn’t expect that.”


“What?”


“It’s the gold in the gray, I think. It’s startling.”


She didn’t know what to say, so she stood there, speechless, mouth opened in surprise. She’d been told her eyes were pretty before—who hadn’t?—but coming from him, it seemed to take a deeper meaning. She felt another hot blush creep up her throat.


“What do you mean, you didn’t expect it?”


“I’ve been watching you.”


“Yeah, I noticed that. Why?”


The question hung between them, filled with a weight she didn’t quite fathom. He seemed to be sifting through his thoughts, examining and discarding responses. At last he said simply, “I find you intriguing.”


“That sounds a little creepy considering you’ve never even met me before,” she said.


He laughed, and the sound sent a trill down her spine. She didn’t know if he was flirting with her or toying with her. Maybe it didn’t matter. She was ill equipped to handle either one.


“You and your brother seem to be having a disagreement tonight,” he said, switching the subject so unexpectedly that she had to scramble to keep up.


“I can’t see how that’s any of your business,” she answered.


“Can’t you? Why don’t you have a seat? Let’s talk about my business.”


His eyes sparkled wickedly and the disquiet burrowing in the pit of her stomach spread its wings and became full-fledged anxiety. He was here to ask questions about Reece if she’d read the scenario correctly.


Reece? What did you do?


She needed to get back to the kitchen and find out what the hell was going on before the detective mind-melded her with another of those soul-searching looks and she said something stupid.


Roxanne pinned another fake smile in place and said, “Of course, Detective—”


“Santo. You can call me Santo.”


Oh, I think not.


“Let me just check on things in the kitchen first,” she said carefully. “We’re about to close up for the night.”


He glanced at his watch as if to confirm it and nodded. “By all means. Put your affairs in order.”


A really weird way of saying do what you need to do that pinged her inner alarms. She wanted to ask what he meant by that, but she glanced up again and all other thoughts vanished as she sucked in a stunned breath.


In the time she’d been talking to him, the stain had spread to the edges of the ceiling. She could see it moving like a wave rushing the shore. The idea that it was alive and with purpose took root in some sequestered part of her psyche and began to grow. She imagined she could even smell it. Dank and sulfurous.


The detective pushed away from the table, staring up at it with sudden anger that was almost as confounding as the speed with which the stain had spread.


As if from a distance, she heard her two regulars, Jim and Sal, talking. Jim muttered, “You smell that? Toilets backed up, you think?”


“Must be,” Sal agreed.


She jerked her gaze away and stared at the two men in shock. “Look,” she said, her voice squeaking. She jabbed a finger at the ceiling.


They did, both of them coming to their feet as they stared at the seeping blackness overhead. “What the fuck is that?” Sal demanded.


“I don’t know. It was just a spot earlier, but now—”


A loud buzzing spun them all around to face the front door and windows. The noise seemed to come from just outside. Droning and harsh, it grew in volume and intensity as they watched with mouths open and eyes wide.


Everyone except the detective.


He knew what was coming, knew what made that hideous, atonal sound. She could see it on his face. He scanned from the ceiling to the windows and back, eyes hard, brows pulled.


“What?” she breathed. “What is—”


The first of the bugs hit the window with a squelching pop, and Roxanne screamed, jumping back. Greenish-brown goo splattered out from the point of impact, but she barely had a moment to register it before more slammed into the glass. Hundreds of them peppered it like bullets, leaving behind a nauseating smear of guts and gore. Each impact sent her back another jerky step until she bumped into the bar.


“Why are they doing that?” she demanded to keep from screaming again. She wanted to cover her eyes and ears, but fear of not seeing kept her from doing either one.


“Fuck,” Sal yelled. “Look at the ceiling.”


She tore her gaze away only to see that the stain above had thickened into a slick black ooze. It looked like an upside-down oil spill on a choppy sea. Soon it would reach the bar and the kitchen. And the stench . . . Damp and foul. Rotten eggs in a steamy soup.


The blackness began to drip, and Roxanne fought down another scream.


“Reece! Reece, get out here!” she shouted instead, just as a loud crash came from the kitchen.


“Reece!”


Santo turned, his gaze unerringly finding hers. The look he gave her spoke volumes, but she couldn’t understand what it meant. She couldn’t understand what was happening. The bugs had completely obscured the windows, the live ones crawling over the splattered remains, trying to get in. She felt the blood drain from her face. Could they? Would they find a way?


It felt obscene and, at the same time, somehow biblical in a very not-okay way. Reece still hadn’t appeared, but a cry came from the kitchen, followed by a loud bang.


“That’s a gun,” Sal said, jumping.


A gun?


Roxanne shoved her fear aside and raced to the swinging door, calling out her brother’s name as she ran. She burst into the kitchen, aware of Santo a few steps behind.


What she saw brought her to a skidding stop. Santo took her hand and tried to pull her back, but when she refused to budge, he gave up and angled his body in front of hers. Even a man his size couldn’t block out the horror, though.


The oily tide coated the ceiling and lapped against the walls in the kitchen, stark against the stainless steel and new paint.


The back door stood wide open to the October night. The same back door that Reece and their older brother, Ryan, fought about constantly. Ryan insisted that it remain locked after five. Reece complained that Ryan was a control freak who needed to get a life. “What the fuck does he care if the back door is open? For Christ sake, let the slaves have some fresh air.”


The shelving that held pots and pans had been knocked over, its contents scattered all around it. The dishwasher was sprawled beside the sink. She could only see his legs and feet, but she recognized the rolled-up jeans, bright yellow sneakers, and hem of his too-big Iron Man T-shirt bunched around his thighs. The black ooze splattered his inert form.


Flash, flash, flash. The images bombarded her so fast that she could barely focus on one before moving to another.


Reece stood in the doorway to the small office that was tucked between the walk-in refrigerator and the far wall, facing away from her. Through the big window that allowed an unobstructed view from the desk into the kitchen, she saw a man in front of the opened safe.


“You shot him. You fucking shot Manny,” Reece shouted.


The man glanced over his shoulder at Reece, and Roxanne felt all the air leave her lungs. He wore a ski mask pulled down to hide his features, with black paint rimming his eyes. Only the whites and the pale blue irises could be seen. He’d sewn the mouth-hole closed with fat, ugly stitches so that not even his lips showed. He glanced past Reece to where Roxanne and the others now stood. Reece turned, too, and in the dread she saw on his face, Roxanne read so much more.


Reece knew this masked man. More than that, her brother had let him in.


Disbelief pierced her as the man spoke. His words came disembodied from behind the stitched mask and all the more terrifying for those frigid eyes in their obsidian setting.


“Trust me, Reece.”


He shot her twin brother before she could grasp what he meant to do. Roxanne screamed again, but fear had closed her throat and all that emerged was a strangled cry. The echo of the gunfire reverberated through the kitchen, and her brother fell to the hard, tiled floor, his blood spilling from a wound in his chest. Then the man with the ghastly mask spun and she looked into the pale eyes and knew that what lurked behind that frozen blue was not human.


Not human by any measure.


As if invited by the blood spurting from her brother’s chest and the black gunk pooling on the floor, others began to pour in through the back door like roaches from a drain. Others. Not people but . . . She stared numbly, trying and failing to label what she saw. Whatever they were, they didn’t wear masks. They didn’t need to. Their appearance was hunched and gnarled, their skin so colorless it looked like paste. And their eyes . . . white except for the pinpoints of the pupils. White lanterns in the most gruesome faces she’d ever seen.


Santo jerked her away just as the man with the mask pulled the trigger two times in rapid succession and Sal and Jim hit the floor.


“No!” she cried as a hot spray splattered her skin. Santo was dragging her through the swinging doors when something slammed into her from behind and she stumbled. Excruciating pain exploded through her, and Santo was all that kept her from falling.


He shouted something, but she couldn’t make out the words through the screeching agony. The pain became an entity that owned her.


She looked down to see that blood covered her pink Love’s T-shirt and bubbled when she tried to suck in a breath. She’d been shot. Just like Reece . . . Her thoughts blurred and her knees gave.


Santo swept her into his arms as he raced across the dining room, charging into the bug-infested night. Roxanne felt herself slipping, hurtling toward a black unknown that felt ominously familiar. They’d met before, Roxanne and death, and she knew that in the darkness, she’d find someone waiting. He always waited, that nameless, faceless presence that welcomed and terrified her at once.


Santo called her name, and for a moment she was back with him, looking into his eyes, trying to read what she saw there. What did he have to do with all of this? In a sliver of lucidity, her mind connected a dot she didn’t understand. Before she could decipher the hidden meaning, it was gone again.


She thought of her older brother and sister and began to cry. Her eyes squeezed tight against the pain that throbbed from inside out.


She released one last wheezing breath.


And then, for the fourth time in her life, Roxanne Love died.
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The reaper—Santo now, he reminded himself, while he remained in this world, his name was Santo Castillo—raced to the vehicle he’d taken from the human’s garage with a feeling of panic as alien as it was unwanted. From inside the bar came sounds of chaos and carnage that assaulted his new senses. He tried to reconcile the riotous impressions into some kind of order. But he couldn’t. What had just happened in there?


One of the creatures who’d spilled through the back door chased him out to the street but stopped short of crossing.


He looked over his shoulder as he ran with Roxanne’s soft, defenseless body clutched tight to his chest and caught a flash of burning white eyes and long, curved canines. The creature snarled at him before it disappeared back into the restaurant, leaving him with the unsettling idea that he’d been spared.


He’d never seen anything like it before, couldn’t hazard a guess about what manner of beast it was. But he’d seen cunning in those lantern eyes and he couldn’t mistake the feeling burrowing deep inside him now. Fear.


Fear. In a reaper.


In his arms, Roxanne lay bloodied and completely still. Her heart had stopped beating. Her labored breath had fallen silent. Her skin had chilled.


Dead by any assessment, right on time.


Except he knew her lungs would fill again and those startling eyes would open. If he let them.


He’d come to reap her, after all.


He’d crossed from the Beyond, breaking the laws of the Otherworld to experience her death on both planes. He’d fantasized about it, waiting impatiently for the call that her time had arrived once again.


His plan had been simple. Fire for them both. End it all with flames that would destroy her human body at the same time it devoured the one he’d taken. It was easy. Clean. Irrevocable.


So why didn’t he act?


Was it because he’d seen her now with human vision that discerned detail and dimension he’d never known as a reaper? Vision that perceived nuance and sensitivity? He’d watched the easy grace of her movements. Gazed spellbound at the way the light played off her creamy skin, glinted in the golds and rich browns of her hair. He’d caught her scent and it had twisted something inside him, making him want more.


Then she’d looked into his eyes and he’d felt . . . alive.


“Fuck,” he muttered, liking the vulgar way the human word rolled off his tongue.


It made no sense, the knot of rage and uncertainty lodged just beneath his breastbone. Human emotions as invasive as a strangling vine. As dreaded as a reaper at a wedding.


Carefully, he settled Roxanne in the passenger seat of the vehicle, then shrugged out of his jacket and pulled it around her. She’d be cold when she came back.


He circled Santo’s vehicle and got in on the other side. Gripping the steering wheel, he flexed his muscles, fighting the urge to strike out at something, anything. In those first few hours after he’d taken the human, he’d felt trapped by the awkward form, but now the flesh and bone he’d stolen no longer felt heavy and cumbersome. It felt strong, powerful. A finely tuned machine of muscle and will. Yet he was helpless to do anything but wait as he battled his doubt.


He curled his fist and gave in, slamming his knuckles into the dash until pain cleared his head. He started the engine, tapping as seamlessly into Santo’s driving skills as he had the rest of the man, and pulled away from the curb, foot heavy on the gas pedal as he left behind the pandemonium and bodies inside Love’s.


Beside him, Roxanne’s head lolled to the side.


He’d come to reap her.


He meant to do it still. Even now the reaper inside him felt tight with excitement, imagining her fear, treasuring her pain. But something had soured the pleasure he’d anticipated.


No, not something. Someone. Santo Castillo.


Perhaps if he hadn’t taken Santo before his natural death, it would have been different. But in his effort to preserve the vessel, he’d inadvertently saved pieces of the man. And now those pieces bobbed in his bloodstream, pulsed through his heart. Sentiment. Memories. Convictions. Despair. Emotions . . . like grit beneath his skin.


And somehow that terrible miasma of emotion had mated with his own objective. Roxanne. Like a hook sunk deep in his cheek, the crippling feelings tried to steer him from his goal, the vestiges of Santo at the reins. Santo had been unable to save his wife, whose death had crippled and finally stolen his own desire to live. But this woman, Roxanne, he could help. This woman he thought he could save.


From Death himself.


The reaper clenched his jaw and shook his head. No.


He had come to reap her.


She belonged to him, this woman who’d slipped through his grasp like a wind, who’d engaged him in a predator’s hunt, turning him into a stalking animal that needed to feed. Now was the time. Now was the chance.


And still he hesitated as Santo’s emotions whispered through his subconscious, urging him to stop. To think. Why did this female hold such power over him? Why did she defy the natural order of life and death? Why did she return to the human world when she was meant to move on?


“Why do you live, Roxanne Love?”


It astounded him that he’d never thought to ask before. He’d been so focused on how that he’d never considered the bigger question. He’d attributed Roxanne’s ability to escape her fate to some errant gene, some throwback trait. It happened. Some humans had special senses. Some could see the dead, some could see the future, and others still could move matter with their minds, start fires with a thought, heal sickness with a wish. No one understood why. In the grand scheme, what did why matter?


But once asked, he couldn’t ignore the question.


Why? Why did this woman cheat death?


Curiosity filled him as he glanced at her lifeless form. Who was she? Why had having her become so vital to him? Important enough to drag him from his world to hers?


And what had drawn the Others? The very underbelly of the Beyond had been at her front door. The locusts, the scavenger demon who’d shot both her and her brother, the Black Tides of Abaddon . . .


He felt a chill go through his human body. In the Beyond, identity was a luxury afforded to the very few. God, of course, stood separate from the mass of His creations. Some angels bore names and reputations—usually the wrong kind for the wrong reasons—but not all did. Entire battalions of winged entities answered to angel, just as thousands of faceless, nameless entities called themselves reaper.


But even in the Beyond—or perhaps especially in the Beyond—anomalies existed. Lilith, Mammon, Beelzebub, Lucifer . . .


And Abaddon, a name most humans wouldn’t recognize even though it was the very reason they feared death. A name that marked a place in hell all its own. Scavenger demons took delight in killing, in the terror that consumed their victims, but Abaddon had bathed in their blood. He’d been so cruel, so vicious that he’d been locked away, named for the place of destruction where he’d been banished.


What humans had never understood was that hell had been made for creatures of the Beyond, not for mortals. God would never send one of His beloved creations there, no matter how great the sin. But His army . . . His workers . . . His devoted servants . . . He expected more of them. Those who broke ranks found themselves alongside Lucifer, roasting under the seething displeasure of their maker.


He’d seen Abaddon’s messengers and minions tonight and more, like the thing that had followed him. It had been unnatural, even for a creature from the Beyond. And what had been that building pressure he’d felt in Roxanne’s last moments? The hot whip of wind that couldn’t have existed?


Why had they let him leave with Roxanne? Did that mean she was not their target?


Though he was not her brother’s reaper, the twins shared more than a birthday. Reece and Roxanne shared death days, too. Four of them, counting tonight.


He disliked the turn of his thoughts. Disliked that they led him away from the prize. And he fucking hated that he could feel the human urging them on.


Creatures of the Beyond had manifested in Roxanne’s restaurant tonight. Now he couldn’t just reap her and return home as if he hadn’t seen it. Nor could he go back to the Beyond and report it. He shouldn’t be here. If he was caught, he’d be banished to Abaddon.


Both demon and domain, Abaddon stood for and personified evil and darkness. Abaddon made hell look like paradise. If at all possible, the reaper—Santo, an irritated voice in his head reprimanded—would like to avoid it.


That left him one course of action. He couldn’t reap Roxanne Love. Not yet. Not until he understood what he’d seen tonight.


He scowled at the relief that flooded his system, wanting to purge the remnants of the human causing it. He consoled himself with the reminder. His goal had been delayed. Not changed. He’d waited for her before. He could wait again.


He didn’t have a plan. Didn’t know what the next step would be and certainly didn’t like the ambiguity of allowing an unstable, suicidal cop to make the calls. But the reaper recognized danger when he saw it, and left without choices, he’d do what he had to do. And when it came time, he would reap Roxanne Love.


The pledge echoed in his head as he turned west and headed for the hotel he’d checked into the night before, using Santo’s credit card to pay for the room. A few minutes later, he parked in the lot and shut off the engine. In the sudden quiet, he gazed at the unmoving woman sprawled on the seat, limp and unresponsive.


Her skin looked like pearl against the hue of his fingers. He brushed his knuckles over her cheek, fascinated by the contrast in their color, by the silken feel of her. He couldn’t look away as he willed her to take a breath. To open her eyes.


She’d gone to the darkness without him there to meet her. Was she afraid? Did she search for him?


“Come back to me,” he whispered.


Gently, he traced his fingertips along the curve of her jaw, then the pad of his thumb across that full bottom lip. He leaned closer, his mouth a breath from hers, his hand gliding down her smooth throat to settle over her silent, unbeating heart.


“Come back,” he murmured against her mouth.


Some part of him noted the irony of his actions. Death’s kiss never restored a life, yet as he pressed his lips to hers, his senses awoke and ricocheted throughout him. He felt a jolt go through her body, racing like lightning across a stormy sky, a current that stretched from his touch to her absent soul.


Triumph welled up inside him as he felt her heart stutter and thump beneath his fingers. He stole her first shivering breath and replaced it with his own.
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Roxanne regained consciousness by degrees, a part of her unwilling to give up the embrace of oblivion. She recognized it—she’d been here before. Within the layered darkness she’d find him, the one who always waited there. He’d comforted her as an infant, wiped her tears as a child, and held her as a woman. He needed her, desired her . . . and frightened her all at the same time.


But now she was alone and that frightened her even more. Where had he gone? Why wasn’t he waiting? What would she find here without him? She began to search for him just as she felt the warmth on her cheek, a caress against her throat. Lips pressed to hers. At last. . . .


She opened her eyes with a soft gasp and found herself caught in the midnight depths of Santo Castillo’s gaze. He leaned over her, one hand braced against the back of her seat, the other resting just above her heart. Within his stare she saw a tangle of emotions. Worry, relief, victory, suspicion. The mix was too complex for her to unravel.


“Welcome back,” he said in that deep voice she’d already come to know.


He eased away and settled in his seat beside her, and immediately she missed his warmth. She wanted to follow him so she could huddle in it and let his heat sink into her bones. Disconcerted by the power of the yearning, she looked away and took stock of her surroundings. She sat in an unfamiliar SUV parked on the fringe of a half-empty lot, location unknown. The clock on the dash said 11:20. She had no idea how she’d gotten there.


“Where am I?” she asked.


He nodded at the building squatting near the edge of the blacktop. “That’s my hotel.”


She narrowed her eyes, trying to make sense of that answer. His hotel? Why was he staying in a hotel? And more important, why had he brought her here? She struggled to work it out, but a deep murk had veiled her thoughts, making it hard to distinguish one from the other. She’d been at work and he’d come in and then . . .


An avalanche of memory rumbled down on top of her. The bugs. The stench. The seeping stain and the . . . No. No, no, no. That hadn’t been real. Couldn’t be real. She knew from experience that dying brought with it a host of hallucinations. What she thought she’d seen could only be part imagination, part trauma. How many times had one doctor or another told her what a mysterious, indecipherable organ the brain was? How lack of oxygen could cause delusions? Her brain, after so many deaths, couldn’t be trusted.


Stains did not come alive. Bugs didn’t commit mass suicide by window for absolutely no reason. And whatever it was she thought had come through the back door—they definitely had to be a delusion.


But something had happened. A robbery. A shooting.


In her mind’s eye she saw Manny’s body on the floor. Manny, who washed dishes for a living and wouldn’t hurt anyone. He was a special needs worker they’d hired six years ago. He’d been such a good employee that they’d made it a practice to hire other disabled workers, but Manny had been with them the longest. He was like family.


Who would shoot him? Was he okay? And what about the rest of them? Reece? Jim? Sal?


“Where is my brother?” she asked. “Is he alive?”


Santo cocked his head, as if weighing the validity of her query. The small questioning gesture set off a spark of panic.


“Your guess is as good as mine,” he said after a moment.


Her guess? “What—”


“How much do you remember?” Santo went on. “Dying?”


The questions felt overwhelming. Answering them, impossible. She shifted, realizing only then that she wore his leather jacket. It was big and warm, the sleeves long enough to cover her hands. It held the scent of the man. Clean. Masculine. Distracting.


“Do you remember dying, Roxanne?” he repeated patiently.


“I remember being shot.”


“Not the same thing,” he replied.


His indifference stung, though there was nothing apathetic in his expression. His gaze was so intense that she felt it. She studied his face, trying to get a read on what he was thinking. He gazed back implacably. He could be plotting a revolution or thinking about cheese for all she could tell.


“Why am I not in a hospital?” she asked.


“It seemed unnecessary under the circumstances.”


“Which are?”


“You can’t die, Roxanne,” he said as if speaking to a child.


“That’s a lie. Of course I can.”


His smile mocked her, but he didn’t argue.


“Is that what this is about?”


“This?” he said.


“Yes. This.” She moved her hand between them. “What am I doing here? Why did you come to Love’s tonight?”


“I had questions. Now I have even more. Let’s go upstairs and talk.”


“Upstairs? You mean to your room?”


“Or we could stay here and have our discussion in the parking lot. It doesn’t matter to me.”


“What if I don’t want to talk to you? What if I refuse?”


“You won’t.”


He opened his door and came around to the other side. She fumbled with the latch, intending to get out before he reached her, but the sleeves of his jacket got in her way and her body moved sluggishly, her limbs still numb. It would take time before she had the strength to do more than keep her wits about her. She certainly didn’t have the defenses to spar—physically or mentally—with someone like Santo Castillo.


He opened her door without a word and slid one arm beneath her legs and the other around her back. His face was very close to hers, and his warmth felt like a balm to her frozen body.


“I could scream,” she said.


“Go ahead.”


“Someone will hear me and call the police,” she warned.


“I am the police, remember?”


She eyed him, not in the least reassured.


“Relax, Roxanne,” he said gently. “You haven’t been abducted. I just want to talk, and I needed to get you someplace safe to do it. When we’re done, I’ll take you wherever you want to go. Hospital. Police station. Home. Your call.”


When she remained stiff and silent, he leaned closer and his warm scent enveloped her.


“I showed you my badge. You can see it again if that would make you feel better.”


Yes, he had shown it to her. She’d seen his picture and name on the ID. And, if any of her memory could be believed, he’d also put his body between her and a man with a gun. He’d tried to get her out of danger before it all went bad. But the bad had come too fast.


“Think about it,” he said. “What you saw tonight. You have bigger things to fear than me.” At her startled glance, he went on. “I don’t care if the safe was open. That wasn’t a robbery and you know it.”


She swallowed, an instant replay flashing in her head and forcing her to call it a memory. The man with the mask . . . the chill of his eyes. The open safe. Her brother, shouting as the black stain washed the kitchen walls. The shot that killed him just as the back door opened.


She halted her thoughts before they turned the corner. Santo was right. Whatever had happened, robbery was only a small part of it.


In Love’s kitchen, Santo had faced that terrifying unknown fearlessly. That memory she knew was real.


“I still don’t see why you thought bringing me to your hotel was the best option.”


“It’s complicated.”


He lifted her effortlessly and she settled against him without even a token resistance. Dying had a way of draining the reserves and she doubted she could walk just yet, let alone run or fight. Better to cooperate than reveal exactly how weak she was. Besides, she didn’t feel threatened by him. Not now anyway.


All of those muscles she’d noted from a distance felt hard and unyielding up close. Her softer curves molded to them like she belonged there, in his arms. She stiffened, resisting the urge to give in to his strength. She needed to keep what little wits she possessed lined up and on alert.


The door closed with a soft thunk before he jangled the keys dangling from the hand that rested just beneath her breast.


“Lock it,” he said.


The action felt bigger than it should, slipping the keys from his fingers and clicking the button on the fob until the alarm chirped, but he didn’t seem to notice the tension that filled her as she did it.


He took the outdoor stairs up to the third floor, managing to avoid running into anyone else on the way. Not a single witness was there to see Roxanne Love enter this man’s hotel room.


Not just a man, a voice reassured her in her head. A cop. Someone who protected you.


Santo stopped in front of door number 311 and set her on her feet, but he kept his arms around her when she swayed, his hands strong and firm on her waist and as searing as an iron brand. He reached inside the jacket and his knuckles brushed the lower curve of her breast as he pulled out his wallet.


For a charged instant, his gaze tethered hers again, sharp with awareness.


Without a word, he removed his keycard and unlocked the door.


When he stood back, she understood that he was waiting for her to go first. For her consent. Entering implied a hell of a lot of trust and they both knew it. Dressed in her bloody T-shirt and jeans, swimming in his big leather jacket, she felt too vulnerable and scared to make such a big decision. How had she ended up here? How could she rewind the clock and find a different outcome?


He said nothing as she considered her options. It didn’t take long. She could call his bluff and run . . . and probably fall on her face. Or she could believe the actions she’d seen so far. That he would help her. That he wouldn’t have protected her in the bar only to hurt her now.


A bloated brown grasshopper landed by her feet. She jumped and Santo took the choice away from her. He stepped on the bug, wiped his shoe, and then pulled Roxanne into the room, shutting the door behind them.


Uncertainly, she watched him toss his keycard on the dresser with his wallet. For some reason, the casual discarding of those items spiked her unease. It was such a masculine, everyday thing to do, emptying pockets that way. It clashed with the extraordinary circumstances of her being there at all.


“Why didn’t you take me home or to the station instead of here?” she asked belatedly as her few functioning brain cells woke up.


“You were in no shape to haul into the station.”


He had that right. She still wasn’t. She shuddered, thinking of all the people and questions she’d have had to face if he’d taken her there. Instead of Santo’s eyes watching her come back from the dead, there would have been dozens of others, cameras recording each moment, microphones shoved in her face. Prying questions, prying eyes. She sucked in a shaky breath of gratitude that he’d saved her from having to face that again.
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