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  Prologue




  





  December 1985—Bethlehem, Israel




  




  “How many did you kill, Argento?” Vincent Sequeros asked his brother member of the vampire-killing cult, Sangue Cacadore.




  “I found twenty in a cave deep beneath Jerusalem. They were asleep. I dispatched them with great zeal. Then there were five more under a church in Istanbul. But we are overrun here. I saw at least a hundred in the marketplace at dusk.”




  Vincent gazed at his surroundings from a hill overlooking Bethlehem. It was the most holy night to all Christians—Christmas Eve.




  “We can take them,” Vincent said.




  “No sir, they will overrun us. We have nowhere to go. The city is filled with the evil creatures and we are but three—the last three. When we are gone, there will be no more members of the sacred cult. Vampires will take over the earth.”




  High overhead, the full moon blazed lighting the desert around them in eerie blue light. Vincent saw the desert as clear as though it were day, his vision enhanced by his inner beast. The members of the Sangue Cacadore were shifters. They could all move in and out of their black-panther bodies at will. “How many did you kill today, Miguel?”




  “I found a secret tunnel leading into the sewers from a wadi outside the city limits. There were twelve sleeping in coffins. I killed them all.”




  Vincent feared what was coming. They were trapped here. They could shift and race across the desert but the leader of the vampires was unbelievably old. He would catch them. Vincent had never seen one as old as the one gathering the horde for the kill. “We are not the last three,” he said. “There is one more.”




  Argento, who was sixty-three, tilted his head. “What are you saying? Where is this member we know nothing about?”




  Vincent squared his shoulders. “My son shifted during the last full moon.”




  “But he is only five,” Miguel said. “I shifted for the first time when I was ten.”




  “I shifted when I was twelve for the first time,” Argento said.




  “And I when I turned eight. The blood is strong in him. He has the green eyes of the true Black Panther. I showed him my tattoo and I explained our history. Even though he cannot read, he has the journals containing our history. He knows to keep our secrets.”




  “But how can one small boy carry on against the horde of blood suckers invading our world?”




  “I imbued in him the need to breed up successors. He will create a new generation of the Sangue Cacadore and continue our traditions.”




  “They come, Vincent.”




  The air around the three men shimmered in the moonlight. In seconds, three huge black panthers prowled the hilltop. Vincent stared at the mass of vampires racing toward them and then turned and sped into the darkness.




  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  





  




  Chapter 1




  





  Present Day




  Mill Creek, Washington, USA




  




  “What’ve we got?” Jax Sequeros massaged his temples as he stood on the sidewalk examining the club. It was only three in the morning. He’d had to drop Emily off with the neighbor. Mrs. Gorsky had opened her door in a nightgown wearing spongy-pink curlers and a frown. She’d taken Emmy in without smiling. “I can’t keep doing this for you, Jax,” she’d told him. “You need to set up some kind of nanny; a live-in so you can run around the city doing your job.”




  “We got two dead inside,” Jax’s partner, Detective Martha Merriweather, read from a report on a clipboard. “Believe it or not, both were killed with a crossbow bolt. Both vics bled out. There’s some other weird shit, too.”




  Jax looked up. “What?”




  “Weird shit. Where’s your head at?”




  Martha always spoke her mind. Her full mouth, liberally coated with Pink Parfait lipstick, spouted more profanity than any sailor. “Sorry, I had to leave Emmy with Mrs. Gorsky. She’s eighty if she’s a day. What kind of weird shit?”




  Martha waved her hand at the club then ran slender fingers through her spiked blonde hair. “Well, for starters the club’s name is The Black Countess.”




  “Never heard of it.”




  “It’s a bondage club. You know S & M, whips and chains.”




  Jax’s eyes widened. “In Mill Creek?” He took the clipboard and scanned the report. “Hard to believe.”




  Martha lifted the one sculpted eyebrow pierced with a dainty gold ring. Her chocolate-brown eyes sparkled. “Ready to go in?”




  Jax tossed the clipboard to a uniformed officer. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”




  The door to the club was black. It opened into a long hallway. Red light issuing from the sconces revealed scarlet wallpaper with gold stripes. It was like walking through blood. “Who owns the place?”




  “Some Russian weirdo named Vladimir Tsarov. A real creep show.”




  “Did he scare you, darling?”




  She smacked his shoulder hard. “Nothing scares me, you fuck. You know that.”




  He stopped at the end of the hall in front of another black door. “Yes, you are the original bitch, Martha. Next to my mother, you’re the meanest woman I know.”




  “Did she call you again?”




  “Every day. She loves to rub it in that my brother’s running for city council and my sister is a nurse practitioner. She thinks police work is beneath me. The fact I’m a detective on one of the best police forces in the country means nothing to her.”




  Martha snorted. “Well, it must have been tough on her, losing her your father in an airplane crash. It was in Istanbul, wasn’t it?”




  Jax nodded. “She told me he worked for the CIA. Maybe that’s why she thinks a regular job in law enforcement is so lame.”




  His mother had remarried. Both his siblings were the product of that second marriage. His stepfather had always treated him the same as his blood children. Harold was a nice guy, but the memories of his father haunted Jax. The things his father had shown him, the secrets he’d been asked to keep, made him feel different. Well, he was different. He was a shifter.




  The door at the end of the hall opened to an office. The walls were red and the carpet thick black-shag. The desk was an antique monstrosity and the winged chairs crimson and gold brocade. Prints of what looked like illustrations from Dante’s Inferno hung on the walls. Demons cavorted through flames while flogging the poor residents of hell. Jax stopped in front of one depicting a black panther and stared at it for a minute before he moved to the desk. So, they had panthers in hell.




  The door behind the massive piece of furniture opened and a tall bald man stepped through. “May I be of assistance? I am Vladimir Tsarov.”




  He was as tall as Jax, over six-three, and he spoke thickly-accented English. His eyes were icy-gray and his skin hard and white like ivory. Alarms went off inside Jax’s head. He smelled the faintest aroma of death on Tsarov. A strange odor like rotting meat lingered around the Russian, overlaid by the man’s cologne which was a musky blend of spices and citrus. The hair on the back of his neck slowly rose. He closed his eyes and concentrated on silencing his inner demons. He recognized the smell. His father had trained him at an early age to know and hate it.




  Jax held out his hand for Tsarov to shake and the tall Russian just stared. “All righty, then,” Jax said. “We’re here to set up a crime scene. In a few minutes the techs will arrive to take it apart. We want to get a quick look-see before they get here. Could you take us to the bodies? Please?”




  Tsarov had a tattoo running up the back of his neck and onto his head. Jax examined it as he and Martha followed him through a maze of corridors. A vividly-colored snake coiled out of the stiff white collar of his shirt. The snake’s open mouth with its fangs dripping venom spread across his naked skull. Every room they passed held restraints, tables with restraints and walls filled with whips, crops, paddles and chains.




  Tsarov opened a door and ducked under the yellow crime scene tape. A uniformed cop sat on a folding chair paring his nails with a pocket knife. He stood up when he saw Jax.




  “Sequeros, ain’t seen you around for awhile.” Officer Ray Conners tipped his hat to Martha and leered. “Madam.”




  She snorted. “Fuck you.”




  Connors’ leer widened into a grin. “I’d love to.”




  Martha made a gagging noise. “I’d rather put out a fire with my face.”




  Martha’s way of dealing with being hit on by every man she met was to put them down hard. Jax was used to it and Martha’s short, compact, eighty-five-pound body and large, artificially-enhanced boobs had never appealed to him. He liked women tall and lean, tiny waist, big ass. His taste must come from his African-American side of the family.




  Jax slipped latex gloves on as he examined the scene—a room filled with trunks, three chairs, a large armoire, two padded tables and two dead men. One was on his face, the other spread-eagled across his back. Chains hung from the ceiling with leather straps attached. A brazier filled with hot coals sat smoldering in the corner. Two branding irons lay among the coals, their handles sticking out over the edge. The bright-red letter on one was a zee, the other was a dee.




  The smell of burning flesh lingered in the room. Jax looked down. No carpet here, just tiles and a drain. A thin trickle of blood ran from one of the bodies into the drain. Jax’s nostrils flared as his heightened senses picked up the coppery odor. It seemed fitting the vics were killed by a medieval weapon. The entire place was medieval.




  Martha made a face as she examined the room. “All men are animals.”




  Jax looked away from her piercing gaze. Little did she know how accurate her statement was; especially in his case.




  Martha bent over to examine the body closest to the door. The man lying on his back was naked. A short arrow stuck out of his forehead, right between his eyes. Martha touched the arrow. It was metal with three feathers. “What kind of bow shoots arrows like this?”




  Jax squatted next to Martha, doing his best to refrain from any contact with the body. When the dead man’s penis accidentally brushed his hand, he snatched it back and wiped it on his pants. “Shit!”




  “It doesn’t bite.” Martha laughed.




  “Look at this place. Both of these guys are naked. You never know where that thing’s been.”




  “So true, so true.”




  He stared at the dead man’s forehead. “It’s not an arrow. It’s a bolt.” He glanced at the other dead man. He lay on his belly, his head turned to the side. An identical bolt protruded from the center of his forehead. “It looks like they were shot from a pistol crossbow.”




  “This guy’s got a red ass,” she said as she stood up and searched the room. She pulled a wooden paddle out from under a table. “It’s not red from lividity. He’s on his face. I bet this is the culprit.”




  Tsarov glanced at his watch. “If you don’t mind, I have work to finish.”




  “Are any clients left in the club?”




  He shook his head. “I had them all leave when we discovered the incident.”




  “Did any of them see or hear anything?”




  Tsarov shrugged.




  “We’ll need a list of names.”




  “My clients prefer to remain anonymous.”




  Jax laughed. “I can just imagine; however, murder kinda kicks that in the ass. Like I said, we need a list.” He glanced at the ceiling and spotted holes with shiny lenses for cameras. “You got tapes for this evening?”




  “We have cameras in every room. We run a very clean and cautious operation. One cannot be too careful when dealing with sadomasochists. Everything is digital.”




  “Then you got digital?”




  “Of course. All will be made available to your agency.”




  “Make sure you include the list of clients in attendance when the murders occurred.” Jax checked his watch. It was almost five. Dawn was around six-fifteen on an average summer day in Washington State. He stared at the Russian hard, checking every detail of his posture, his body and his face. “I think you should hang out for awhile to, you know, answer any questions we might have.” He grinned. “Got a problem with that?”




  Tsarov frowned. “I must go. I will send my partner down to take care of your needs.”




  Jax grabbed Tsarov’s arm as he moved toward the room’s exit and pushed him through the door. In the hall, he leaned over and whispered in a voice that would not be audible to any human ears. “I know what you are, vampire. Did you have anything to do with these deaths? I haven’t checked for bite marks or cuts, but believe me, I will.”




  Tsarov jerked his arm away. “Never touch me again, beast-man. I have also recognized you for what you are. This is my business. I would never shit where I eat, understand?”




  Jax growled and closed his fists to hide emerging claws. “Then send us your human rep so we can access those digital files. And make sure we get that list.”




  The crime scene techs arrived, pushing past Jax and Tsarov as they carried their gear into the room and began unloading equipment so they could process the scene. Jax went back in and started wandering around. He discovered the walls were padded and covered with fake leather. He opened a cabinet and backed away whistling. He had no idea what half of the strange devices hanging in the cupboard and laying on the shelves were for. He reached in and picked up a small leather collar with studs.




  “That’s a cock ring,” a low husky voice said from somewhere behind him. “I could show you how it works if you like.”




  Startled, he turned around. A tall, starkly-beautiful blonde dressed in skin-tight black leather, her breasts barely concealed beneath a vest, the folds of her crotch clearly outlined by the leather pants, stared at him through narrowed pale-blue eyes. Jax jumped and dropped the ring as Conners stood up and stared.




  “My, aren’t you the handsome one? Tall, huge shoulders, flat stomach, coffee-colored skin that looks like it’s perpetually tanned, shaved skull, sculpted jaw line, great eyebrows and those eyes, they’re like emeralds. You a model?”




  “I’m a cop. And you are?”




  She circled him examining every inch of his body through icy eyes. “I am Lady Daphne.”




  “You the mistress of this dungeon?” She looked like she’d love to whip and torture someone. She was certainly dressed for it.




  “You could say that, though this is no dungeon. I am here to render you any assistance you may require.”




  “Well, Lady, my name’s Detective Sequeros. What’s this room used for?”




  “This is Play Room Number Two. It is used for whatever the clients’ desire. We but provide the equipment.”




  “You don’t participate?”




  “I can if the client wishes.”




  Jax wandered around the room. He noticed a huge trunk against one wall. It was latched. “What’s in there?”




  She shrugged; an eloquent gesture that involved her eyebrows. “I have no clue.”




  He kicked it and with his enhanced hearing picked up the subtlest moan. “There’s someone in there.”




  He ripped the latch free and threw the lid up. A figure crouched inside completely covered from head to toe in a black-latex-rubber suit. Jax lifted the man up by his arm. When he was out of the trunk, Jax shook his head. “Who put him in there?”




  Daphne performed another shrug and rolled her expressive eyes. “I have no idea. Why don’t you ask him?”




  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  





  




  Chapter 2




  




  The figure who emerged from the trunk struggled to stand. His legs kept collapsing under him. Jax led him to a chair, stripped off the latex head piece, the blindfold and removed the ball-gag. A small man, weeping steadily, slowly emerged from his shiny latex cocoon. He fell off the chair landing on his knees and grasped Jax’s legs. “Thank you,” he sobbed. “They tortured me and then they locked me in there. It was horrible.”




  Jax lifted the man under his arms and supported him. The latex body suit hung around his waist, his lower half still encased. His huge brown eyes reminded Jax of a puppy he once owned. He wrapped his arm around the man’s shoulders. “Who are you?” he asked.




  The man took one look at Lady Daphne and began crying hysterically.




  “Go away,” Jax waved his free arm at Lady Daphne. “You must have had a hand in putting him in there. He’s clearly terrified of you.”




  She rolled her eyes. “He’s a gimp. He’s afraid of everything.”




  “I am not. I was a teacher until they captured me and forced me to become their slave.”




  “Who the hell are you talking about?” Jax asked the small man.




  He immediately began sobbing again.




  Jax swallowed his rising irritation. Someone needed to give him a straight answer. “Come on, man, tell me who you are. We have two dead bodies here.”




  When the man pulled free of Jax’s supporting arm and fell to his knees crying again, Lady Daphne slapped him hard across the face with the back of her hand. “Tell them who you are, slave.”




  Jax stepped between Lady Daphne and the young man. “Hey, Lady, no physical contact. Why don’t you take a hike? We’ll handle the questioning.”




  “He’s a pathetic worm,” she snarled. “Look at him. He probably wet himself.”




  The look the young man gave her was filled with terror. When he spoke, his voice quavered, but he straightened his back. Jax nodded. At least one thing he’d said was true. The young man was no gimp.




  “My name is Michelle Chopiak. I’m Michelle.”




  He spoke with a very slight lisp and an accent. It sounded Russian but not nearly as thick as Tsarov’s. He must have come from Russia with the rest of them, apparently as a slave. Jax fought a sudden urge to comfort the poor guy. He’d been through a lot. But Martha was in the room along with the techs and he had his macho rep to maintain. “So, who put you in the box?”




  Michelle bent over and buried his head between his knees. He rocked back and forth, crying silently. He wore his thick brown hair pulled back from a widow’s peak. His lips were full and his eyes huge and brown like Dusty’s. That was the puppy Jax had received for Christmas a million years ago.




  “Do you know the victims?”




  Jax lifted the crying man to his feet and patted his latex-covered back awkwardly as he gently guided him back into the chair. “Did they put you in the box?”




  “You’re not going to get anything else out of him,” Daphne said. “He’s a gimp. He likes to get beat up. He comes here all the time with them.” She indicated the two stiffs with her chin.




  Michelle shook his head and wiped his nose and eyes with his hands. “I am not a gimp. They made me.”




  “Hey,” Jax said. “I don’t care which one of you gives me the information I need. I just want to know who the dead guys are.”




  “Rocko and Danny,” Lady Daphne said. “Those are the only names I know. They come here once or twice a week and always bring the gimp. Rocko is the one with the eagle tattooed on his chest. Danny is the skinny one.”




  Jax wrote the two names down in a small notebook he took out of his shirt pocket. “Got any records?”




  “Yes, but Vladimir has to give them to you.”




  Jax made a face. “Vladimir isn’t available.”




  The look she shot him spoke volumes. She knew what he was. But he still hadn’t figured out what she was. Her scent was strange, some whispers of the undead coupled with a heavy cologne. “I’ll get him to send them over with the digital recordings this evening.”




  Jax glanced at Michelle who had returned to rocking back and forth while holding onto his knees. “He got a home?”




  She rolled her eyes and did the shrugging thing. “He lives with them.”




  “I’ll need that address.”




  “Get it from him.”




  Jax was pretty fed up with Lady Daphne. He grabbed Martha. “Martha, my favorite person in the entire world, best partner a cop could ever have, can you spread some motherly attention on latex-man. He won’t talk to me and we need to find out where he lives. She…” He pointed at Daphne. “…says he lives with the vics. We’ll need to get into their residence to look for some reason why they got whacked. All three live together according to the Duchess.”




  Martha laughed and punched him in the shoulder. “You really know how to make a girl feel appreciated, but you know I ain’t the motherly type.”




  “No, darling partner, you’re the cursing-like-a-sailor type. But you are a woman, so I was hoping you could reach deep, really deep, and find some maternal instincts. Go lavish them on the poor dude I pulled out of the box. I think he was kidnapped in Russia and brought here by the same slavers we busted running the prostitution ring.”




  “I’ll do my best,” she said. “But don’t fucking count on it working.” She knelt next to Michelle and threw an arm over his shoulder. The guy immediately turned to her and began sobbing on her chest. When she looked over at Jax with those arched eyebrows lifted, he grinned.




  “Did you hear anything, Michelle?” she asked him. “We need to discover who did this.”




  Jax turned and stared at Lady Daphne. “This place got some kind of a locker room where the clients can stash their clothes?”




  She nodded.




  “Then please, lead the way.”




  She took him down the hall that led to the office, opened one of the doors and went inside. Banks of lockers, three high, rose from gray-tile floor. Benches sat in front of the lockers. Under one bench, three pairs of shoes were neatly lined up. “I’m guessing our vic’s stuff is there.”




  She lifted her shoulders, tilted her head and rolled her eyes.




  What a bitch.




  He opened all the lockers in that area finally finding one filled with three sets of clothes. He rifled through the belongings, found wallets in a pair of jeans and a pair of khakis and then pulled them out to examine. Carmine Santina was apparently Rocko. He had an ID card for Providence Regional. Must work there. The other wallet held credit cards and a license for Daniel Tomlinson. Jax found parking stubs for the King County Court House.




  There was nothing else of interest in the lockers. He found their address on Rocko’s license; they lived in South Everett, and one set of car keys. All three must have come together. He looked up at Daphne and grinned. “This is a good start.”




  He held his finds in his hands and stared at her. She must know he needed to get past her to get to the door but she didn’t move. Shrugging, he pushed by her. Close, her scent became clearer. He smelled leather, patchouli, crushed gardenias, body odor and that elusive whiff of the undead. It must come from associating with vampires. He glanced back at her once as he left the locker room. She did not smile as she stared down her thin nose into his eyes. There was something odd about Lady Daphne and it had nothing to do with her vocation.




  He quickly forgot the long moment when they’d exchanged glances. He wasn’t even remotely interested in her. She was a dominatrix. Who could be interested in her? But her smell he’d remember for a long time and recognize.




  He catalogued what he knew so far as he headed back to the playroom. He’d made an ID of the vics; he had a home address and a car to search. He had digital recordings of the night’s activities and a list of clients coming from the club’s management. That seemed like a good start. He’d unload the stuff he’d found in the lockers on Martha and the techs and go home. He was worried about Mrs. Gorsky and Emily. She just wasn’t up to taking care of a three-year-old. When he got the time, he was going to have to find a nanny.




  When he walked into the playroom, the man from the box was back on the floor. His tears had dried leaving stains on his hollow cheeks. “Come on,” Jax said extending his hand to Michelle. “Come sit in the chair.”




  After he helped Michelle into the well-padded black-leatherette arm chair, he picked up the shiny-black-latex hood and fiddled with the zipper over the mouth.




  Martha laid a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “Did you hear anything, Michelle?”




  As Michelle looked at Martha, his big brown eyes filled with tears. “I don’t hear well with that thing on. But I might have heard something, someone yelling. It could have been Rocko. Danny was supposed to brand him.”




  Jax patted his arm. “I know you’re upset, but you’re the only one who was here. We need you to remember every detail you can. Were you guys in here alone when they stuffed you into the box?”




  Michelle gulped, wiped his nose on the back of his hand and nodded.




  “What time was that?”




  “Around nine, I guess. We fooled around a little before they made me get in the box.”




  Jax swallowed hard. He’d seen Michelle’s suit when he got out of the box. It had five zippers for crotch and rear access.




  “Do you have any ideas who might have done this to your, your, uh, friends?”




  Michelle’s eyes widened and a flood of fresh tears cascaded down his cheeks. “They weren’t my friends. I told you, they sent me to them. They had some reason for wanting them to come to this club. They told me to get them here no matter what I had to do. They can be very persuasive.”




  “Who sent you, Michelle? Who are you so afraid of?”




  Michelle suddenly dropped his head into his hands as he shook his head. Jax looked at the door and saw Countess Daphne enter the room. They weren’t going to get anything out of Michelle with her hovering over him. Michelle’s crying quickly turned into full-blown hysterics. His whole body shook as floods of tears poured down his face and he sobbed loudly.




  The sight of Michelle crying as though his heart was breaking made Jax’s throat tighten and his shoulders tense. He’d been fighting the urge to shift ever since he entered the club. It was his heritage. He’d been bred to fight vampires and they were here. He wanted desperately to allow the shift and tear the place apart with his teeth and claws. But he couldn’t. This was the twenty-first century. His ancestors had possessed more power and freedom to act. It seemed like all he did was exert control over his alter-ego.




  “Stay here,” Jax told him through clenched teeth, and then got up and went to watch the coroner and the crime-scene techs handling the DBs. When they rolled the one Daphne had indicated as Rocko over, Jax knelt down to examine his throat. No bite marks. Without touching the naked dead guy, he checked the upper thighs for bites. He saw two tiny red dots on Rocko’s inner thigh. So Tsarov or another vampire dined on Rocko, probably during a sex act. But when he checked Danny, he couldn’t find any marks. They could be in a more intimate location. Jax wasn’t looking.




  He pointed out the bite marks to the coroner’s assistant, Ken Ishimoto. “You might want to check for more.”




  “Why?”




  Jax sighed. What could he say? “Because if there is one set, there could be more. Maybe they were some vampire wannabes here. Just check.”




  Ishimoto pursed his lips, tilted his head and nodded. “You’re right. I’ll make a note.”




  Jax stood up and crossed his arms over his chest. The bites meant Michelle was lying when he indicated there were only three of them in here when he went into the box. Unless of course, the vampire joined the party after Michelle was locked up.




  “Time of death?” he asked Ishimoto.




  “Around two, two-thirty. Liver temp’s ninety-two-point-four.”




  “The owner called us at two-forty-five so that seems about right. You guys ever seen anyone shot with a bolt before?”




  Ishimoto shook his head. “I once saw a guy shot with a regular arrow. Crossbow bolts are a lot more powerful. These appear to have been shot from close range. The point’s sticking out the back of his skull. Whoever did it was in the room and probably standing over by that box. Or at least over by the big table, but the techs will check that out and come up with more conclusive data.”




  “Was one of them wearing a brand-new brand?”




  “A what?”




  Jax pointed to the brazier with the branding irons. “Brand. Get it?”




  “Oh, a brand.” Ishimoto pointed at the guy on the left. “Yeah, him. It looks like a Zee.”




  “He the one with the eagle tattoo?




  Ishimoto nodded.




  Jax felt the familiar anxiety rising inside him. He was always thinking about Emily. Even when he needed to be concentrating on his job, concern over her care crept into his subconscious. He needed to go rescue her from Mrs. Gorsky. She could go to daycare later. Mrs. Gorsky was only a short-term option. She ran out of gas quickly.




  “Hey,” he said to Martha who was talking to the lead crime scene tech. “I need to go get Emmy.” He handed her the wallets and the keys. “I found these in a locker. We got names now and an address. It looks like they all lived together.”




  Martha glanced at Michelle. “I just got a call from the DA. I have to testify this morning. I can’t do much more until that’s over.” She pointed at Michelle with her chin. “He’s not gonna tell us any more until we get him out of here. He’s terrified of the empress.”




  He grinned. “Countess. Countess Daphne. What do we do with him?”




  She lifted her shoulders. “I have no idea.”




  Jax felt his parental anxiety grabbing him even harder. He constantly worried about Emily. Ever since Joyce had dumped him and their daughter to run off with her personal trainer, each day had been a juggling act between his job and child care. He’d have to take Michelle with him. At least until he got Emily settled at day care.
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