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[image: image]


HARVESTING SOULS WAS a pain in the ass when you were dealing with a serial killer.

Adam Javorski watched the house at the end of the street from inside his truck. The air-conditioning had crapped out a couple weeks ago, making August in Florida that much more unpleasant. At night, temperatures hovered in the nineties, and with the humidity it felt closer to a hundred. A bead of sweat rolled down his temple, and his clothes were stuck to his skin. 

“How the hell are you supposed to get in there when it’s locked up tighter than Area 51?” Martin drawled from the passenger side of the truck. Typically, reapers worked alone, but in this case a partner was essential. The big man leaned against the bucket seat and rested his right arm on the windowsill.

“The same way I got in last time.” The knowledge of what was going on inside sat like a rock in Adam’s gut. This was his third trip to Heron Cove in a little less than a year. Dmitri used to handle this case, but now that he was out of the picture, the task had been reassigned to Adam.

It was a wonder none of the neighbors had noticed that something wasn’t right with the house. Storm shutters covered every single window, with locks keeping them bolted in place. It might be considered normal during hurricane season, but year-round? Definitely weird.

The pulse of pending mortality emanated from the building, weak but growing stronger by the minute. Soon, death would claim another victim, leaving Adam to clean up the mess.

As a reaper, that was his calling. Day in and day out, he claimed the souls of the recently departed and guided them to the next stage in their journey. Often, that meant a better place. Other times . . . not so much.

He’d been on the job for almost four years, after losing his own humanity in the south side of Chicago on a warm October night. Back then he’d been a cop, and a damn good one. But that hadn’t stopped him from royally fucking up and damning his soul in the process.

Shaking his head, he forced the painful memories from his mind and focused on the house across the street. Inside, the call of death intensified, gathering steam until it buzzed through his blood like a chain saw. He gritted his teeth when it reached a crescendo, his hands clenched against the steering wheel. He hated this part—not doing anything when you knew someone was about to die. It went against all of his instincts. But Fate had strict rules concerning interference, and he knew better than to challenge her authority.

Less than five minutes later the garage door opened and a silver four-door sedan backed down the driveway. Seven little stick figure decals were lined up on the back window, and Adam couldn’t help but wonder if they signified actual family members or the number of people he’d murdered. As for the killer himself, he appeared deceptively average: white male, average height, average build, with short graying hair and brown eyes. No visible scars, tattoos, piercings, or other distinguishing features. His mediocrity served as camouflage to conceal a predator lurking in plain sight.

As soon as the car drove out of the subdivision, Adam popped the lock to his door. “Call me if he comes back early,” he told Martin as he stepped out of the truck. From past experience and Dmitri’s notes, he knew the guy would only be gone for about ten minutes. Just long enough for the sick fuck to buy a half gallon of ice cream from the nearby grocery store.

Under cover of darkness, Adam crossed the street and approached the wood-frame house. He ignored the sign that warned of an alarm, since it merely served as a deterrent. No serial killer worth his salt would run the risk of the alarm going off and triggering a visit from local law enforcement. At the front door, he retrieved a set of picks from his back pocket and began to work on the locks. The bottom one opened with minimal effort, but the dead bolt gave him a minute of trouble before the tumblers clicked into place. He took a deep breath, mentally bracing himself for the horrors that waited inside.

The stench of fresh death and lingering decay assaulted his nostrils the instant he crept into the foyer. As a cop, he’d never gotten used to the smell, and he doubted he ever would as a reaper. With the lights out, he couldn’t see a damn thing, but he waited to flip the switch until after the door clicked shut.

The small foyer led into a large living room with a brick fireplace. There wasn’t a single piece of furniture in sight, and the vaulted ceilings and shuttered windows gave the place a cavernous feel. Blue plastic tarps covered the hardwood floor, most likely to protect it from stains. Or perhaps they were there to make it easier for the killer to remove the body.

The victim was a male this time, barely out of his teens. The poor kid had been chained by his wrists to the wall a few feet from the fireplace. He wore ratty black jeans and nothing else. A silver collar was fastened around his neck. The blade of a dagger was buried in a chest so mutilated it was almost unrecognizable. His pale green eyes stared into oblivion, his mouth opened in a silent scream.

The soul had already broken free from the corpse, hovering close but not quite touching. Confused and despondent, he retained his human form, unaware that he no longer needed to conform to his prior physical constraints.

Pushing back against his anger, Adam stepped closer to the body. The cop in him demanded justice, but that was no longer part of his job description. He narrowed his focus, reaching out with his mind until he locked onto the kid’s essence. He sensed no taint of evil on the soul as he slowly drew it toward him. To calm the spirit he sent out wordless reassurances, promising safety, closure, and the end to physical pain.

Pacified, the soul offered no resistance, merging with Adam’s body in a wash of benevolent warmth. The kid’s essence carried a unique quality that Adam couldn’t quite define. Demon, mage? He couldn’t say for sure. His experience with non-humans was limited. As the kid’s spirit distilled to its purest form, it became aware of the death of its body, and confusion gave way to panic.

“You’ve got to get out of here before he gets back! Please! Go, and warn the others. If he finds them, he’ll kill them all—oh wait! You need to free the girl first. She doesn’t deserve what he plans to do to her. Please say yes, I’ll do anything you want, please, please, please . . .”

Adam squeezed his eyes shut while he contained the soul, blocking out the unwanted flood of emotions for the sake of his own sanity. During his time on the force, he’d grown desensitized to crime scenes, but all that training flew right out the window when the dead insisted on talking. For him, it was one of the toughest parts about being a reaper, so much that it came close to breaking him during his first year on the job.

Finished, he turned away from the body, eager for a breath of fresh air. And a beer. He was halfway to the front door when a female’s voice shouted out from the rear of the building.

“You bastard! Let me out of here!”

Adam stopped dead in his tracks. Glancing down, he checked the time. In less than five minutes, the killer would return. He needed to get the hell out of Dodge. But he couldn’t leave. At least not yet. The cop in him wouldn’t allow it.

With a curse, he hurried down the hall and threw open the door at the end. The room was pitch dark, so he flipped on the light, and what he saw put a lump in his throat.

The back wall consisted of a row of metal cages, each one no more than five feet high, three feet wide, and a couple feet deep. A layer of straw covered the floor of each enclosure, and electronic locks kept the doors from opening. All stood empty, except for one.

The young woman appeared to be in her mid-twenties, with blond hair that hung past her shoulders. Wearing nothing but a dingy white bra and blue panties, she had toned legs, a narrow waist, curvy hips, and ample breasts. A silver collar, similar to the one on the kid, was fastened around her neck. Her taut, tanned skin was marred with cuts and bruises in various shades.

In spite of her injuries, her life force was remarkably strong. And like the kid, her essence felt rich and exotic. It reminded him a bit of the witch he’d reaped a few months ago. Close, but not quite.

If she was surprised by his presence, she didn’t show it. A savage ferocity filled her piercing amber eyes as she glared at him from behind the metal bars. A frown line pinched the space between her eyebrows.

“Who the hell are you?” she asked, her voice harder than iron.

Adam didn’t answer. He was too busy inspecting the locks. With enough time and the proper equipment, he could override the electronic keypad. Unfortunately, he lacked the luxury of either.

Besides, this wasn’t his business. As a reaper, his obligations lay with the dead. He had no right to interfere with the living. Those lessons had been drilled into his head countless times. Always collect your appointed souls. Do not alert humans to our presence. Do not question Fate. And for the love of God, do not alter destiny. His mentor’s words echoed in his ears, the only thing keeping him from running to his truck for a hacksaw.

If he had a lick of sense, he’d leave the house before he did anything stupid.

But something about the young woman called out to his soul, so strong and insistent he found it impossible to turn away. A deep sense of connection flashed through his blood—swift, strong, and given the situation, completely inappropriate. He’d never experienced anything like it, and it knocked him completely off balance.

His phone vibrated in his back pocket, jarring him from his thoughts.

“Get your ass out of there,” Martin said when Adam answered the call. “Your boy’s on his way back to the nest, and it looks like he brought company.”

Shit. According to his notes, the killer worked alone. Since when had he recruited a partner? “All right, I’ll be there in a minute.”

Adrenaline surged through his veins as he disconnected. There wasn’t enough time to break the blond free. But what kind of man would he be if he left a defenseless woman in the hands of psychos?

Fuck destiny. The least he could do was give her a fighting chance at survival. To the best of his knowledge, she wasn’t fated to expire any time soon, and in his book that made her fair game.

“Hey!” the blond shouted when he stormed out of the room, fear rising in her voice. “Come back! Let me out of here!”

The sound of the garage door opening shot Adam’s pulse into overdrive. With time running out, he rushed to the kitchen and grabbed the cordless phone from the charging station. He dialed as he walked, and by the time he reached the back room, a 911 operator had answered the call.

“Please state the nature of your emergency,” a woman said on the other end of the line.

Adam shoved the phone through the narrow steel bars. His gaze locked with the woman’s long enough to insert a mental suggestion. You’re at 816 Heron Cove. I was never here.

She stared at him, a puzzled expression on her face as he turned and raced for the exit. He heard her speaking to the emergency operator, and relief flooded his heart. With luck, the police would arrive within minutes and free the poor woman from captivity.

The sound of a car engine shut off in the garage. Adam’s pulse pounded in his ears as he flicked off the lights and yanked the front door open. As he stepped over the threshold, he heard the creak of the door that connected the garage to the kitchen. Quietly, carefully, he closed the front door, praying they wouldn’t notice the unlocked dead bolt.

Not looking back, Adam ran to the truck and slid behind the wheel.

“What took you so long?” Martin’s nose crinkled. “Dude, you smell like roadkill.”

Adam shot him a withering glare as he turned the key in the ignition. “What did you expect? It doesn’t smell like lilacs in there.” He twisted his neck and sniffed the sleeve of his shirt. Yep, he reeked of death, which meant a shower and a fresh change of clothes before heading out to the bar. After he clicked on his seat belt, he reached over and switched on the police scanner.

Martin glanced down as Adam adjusted the dial to pick up the right frequency. “What are you listening for?”

“Nothing.” The code for a drunk and disorderly came over the speaker, followed by an officer acknowledging the call and stating that he was en route. What the hell? Where was the dispatch to save the woman? Maybe they’d already made the call and he’d missed it. He drummed his fingers against the gearshift, hesitant to leave the scene until he knew an officer was on the way.

Martin’s thick eyebrows drew together. Even in the darkened space of the cab, it was obvious he wasn’t buying Adam’s bullshit. “What did you do?”

Before Adam had the chance to think up a lie, another call came over the scanner. Possible kidnapping and murder, suspects armed and dangerous. Dispatch advised officers to approach the scene with no lights and no sirens. Good. At least they were taking the call seriously. From the sound of it, one of the units was close enough to arrive in under a minute. 

Relieved, Adam slipped the truck into gear and pulled away from the curb. The last thing he needed was to get dragged into a multiple murder investigation.

Martin’s jaw dropped open as they drove past the killer’s house. “You didn’t.”

“What was I supposed to do?”

“Your job.” Martin let out a grunt of disgust. “Fucking Boy Scout. You know better than that. Samuel’s gonna tear you a new one.”

“Only if he finds out.” On the outside, he projected an air of confidence, even though an icy ball of dread had settled in his stomach. 

Samuel always found out.
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MARLENA WALTHER WRAPPED the blanket tighter around her body, not from embarrassment over her state of undress, but because she didn’t want anyone noticing how quickly her injuries were healing.

Shifters recovered a lot faster than humans, but they didn’t go around advertising the fact. Already, the bruise on her hip had faded, and the gouge in her right arm had knitted together. It would take longer for the burns around her neck to heal, but that was to be expected after prolonged contact with silver.

The flash of police lights illuminated the night sky, while a news crew hovered just beyond the perimeter of the yellow caution tape. A scattering of neighbors watched from their front yards, curious to see what the fuss was all about. Soon they’d know, and then they’d wonder how something so atrocious could happen right under their noses.

Marlena glanced over her shoulder at the house and fought back the urge to shudder. The kid’s body was still inside, probably being processed by the crime scene technicians who’d gone in a few minutes ago. Soon, his family would learn the terrible news, and the cycle of grief would begin.

“Here you go.” Officer Quintana handed her a cup of coffee. He was an older man with a kind face, but it seemed a little haggard, as though he’d seen too much. Like tonight. The poor man had been the first cop on the scene and got an eyeful when he broke down the door. “It’s a good thing you got a hold of that phone.”

Yeah, it was. It wouldn’t have been much longer before that asshole carved her up just like the kid. She hadn’t actually seen what happened to the guy, but she’d heard every one of his screams. Even now, the sound echoed in her ears and promised to haunt her dreams.

But no matter how hard she tried, she still couldn’t remember how the phone had come into her possession. It wasn’t like her captor to leave things lying around. On the contrary, he’d been downright meticulous, with a strict set of rules whenever he interacted with her. The shock on his face when he’d found her talking with the emergency operator had given her a sick sense of satisfaction. And lucky for her, the asshole had decided to cut and run instead of killing her on the spot.

A dull ache throbbed at the base of her skull as she tried again to retrace her steps. There was a noticeable gap between the time the kid was murdered and the time the killer and his accomplice returned. Maybe after a decent night’s rest, her memory wouldn’t be so hazy.

“Have you found him yet?” she asked the cop.

Officer Quintana shook his head, compassion crinkling the corners of his eyes. “No, but we will. There’s an all-points bulletin out for him and his vehicle, and once we talk to the press, they’ll have a field day with this guy.”

It made her feel a little better knowing that every channel in Orlando would plaster his face all over the news. And with the serial killer angle, they wouldn’t let go of the story any time soon. Not that she lacked faith in the police, but there was only so much they could do with their limited resources.

To their credit, they’d been quick to identify her assailant. A search of county records had yielded the name of the property owner, and from there they’d pulled his driver’s license photo. Jeremiah H. Brentwood. Age forty-six. The picture on the license didn’t look very much like him, but she’d recognize those dead eyes anywhere. Unfortunately, his partner had stayed out of her sight; she knew his scent, but she couldn’t describe his appearance.

“Is there anything else you can tell us about Brentwood or his accomplice?” Quintana asked. “The more we know, the faster we can catch them.”

She’d already told the police everything she remembered. She’d been near the end of her early morning run when she felt a sharp stab in her back. More likely than not, she’d been shot with a tranquilizer dart, because the next thing she recalled was waking up in that godforsaken cage. With the absence of sunlight in the house, she still wasn’t sure how long she’d been held captive. Three days? Four? At the time, it seemed like an eternity.

The fuzzy image of another man flashed in her mind, quickly followed by a piercing pain in her temples. Whoa, where the hell did that come from? She blinked and shook her head. The image flashed through her mind again, and this time she saw him a bit more clearly. He had a masculine face, with short dark hair and sharp brown eyes. Clean shaven. Lean yet muscular. And even though she’d viewed him through the bars of her cage, she’d instinctively trusted him not to harm her.

“I keep thinking there might have been someone else,” she said as she rubbed her aching temples. “I don’t know why my memory’s so hazy.”

“You’ve been under a tremendous amount of stress. It does strange things to people.” Officer Quintana signaled to one of the officers speaking with the medical examiner, this one dressed in plain clothes. The guy broke off his conversation and crossed the small patch of grass covering the front yard. “Marlena Walther, I’d like you to meet Detective Ryan Lehman. He’s the officer assigned to your case.”

“Pleased to meet you, Ms. Walther. You’re a very brave woman.” He was a good-looking man, in a rugged sort of way, and when he smiled, it warmed his entire face. At six foot two, with a muscular build, he was the kind of man who commanded attention. But beneath the power was a sense of calm that immediately settled her nerves.

“I’m not brave. I just did what I needed to survive.” Another flash of the guy. Another stab in her temples. She squeezed her eyes shut and gritted her teeth in an attempt to ward off the pain.

“Are you all right?” Concern narrowed the detective’s blue eyes.

“I’m fine, it’s just—” She shook her head, and a wave of nausea twisted her stomach. If she kept it up, they’d probably assume she was suffering from post-traumatic stress. Then again, they might be right. It wasn’t every day a woman got abducted by homicidal maniacs. “I remember there being another person in the house, but I think he was trying to help me.”

The cops gave each other a guarded look, like they didn’t want to upset the crazy lady.

“Could you describe him to me?” Lehman asked, a hint of New York seeping into his voice.

The more she tried to recall what the guy looked like, the sharper the pain in her head. Aggravated, she chuffed out a breath. “The more I try, the more my head hurts.”

Detective Lehman crouched down beside her, a pair of lines etched between his sandy brows. Even though he was close, he made a point not to touch her. “You’ve just been through a terrible experience. Maybe it’ll come to you in the morning, after you’ve had a good night’s sleep. We can always update your statement if you remember more details at a later date.”

“Yeah, I suppose.”

“Good.” He smiled, showing off straight white teeth and the hint of a dimple. “Officer Quintana can drive you home whenever you’re ready. I’ll call tomorrow so we can arrange a time to go over your statement.”

“Thanks, but I don’t need a ride. I already—”

The sound of a woman’s raised voice grabbed her attention. Scanning the perimeter, she caught sight of a familiar face, and she smiled for the first time in days. The older woman was trying to get past the barricade, but two uniformed officers blocked her path.

“Cassie!” She waved her arm to catch the woman’s attention.

“You know her?” Lehman asked.

“Yes, she’s family.” Not by blood, but that didn’t matter. “Is there any way you could let her come over?”

“Sure. No problem.” The detective motioned to the cops manning the barricade, who in turn raised the crime scene tape and allowed Cassie to duck underneath. Dressed in black shorts and a flower-print shirt, the older woman rushed over and nearly crushed Marlena with a hug.

“Oh, thank God, I’ve been so worried!” Cassie said, her face wet with tears. She pulled back a little, looking Marlena over. “Are you okay? Did he hurt you? I swear, if—”

“I’m fine, Cassie. Just a few cuts and bruises. I’ll be good as new by morning.” Probably sooner. Cassie understood that as well as she did. They’d known each other for the better part of seventy years. Back then people assumed Cassie was her daughter. Now it was the other way around.

Ready to leave, Marlena set the coffee cup aside and stood. She wanted a long, hot shower and a fresh change of clothes before sharing her experience with Cassie. “Is there anything else, Detective?”

Lehman’s lips pressed together as if he wanted to object but couldn’t think of a good enough reason to detain her. He shook his head. “No, we’re good for now. Are you sure you don’t want to get checked out at the hospital? No offense, but you look a little pale.”

“Thanks, but there’s nothing wrong with me that a good night’s sleep can’t cure.” Well, except for the nightmares. They’d tormented her during her time in captivity, and she suspected the poor kid’s anguished screams would haunt her dreams for nights to come.

Tonight she’d rest. Tomorrow she’d hunt. After being alive for over four hundred years, she wasn’t about to let a couple psychopaths turn her into a shrinking violet. Once she found them, she’d make them pay, and then she’d make damn sure they never hurt anyone again.
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IT WAS ALMOST MIDNIGHT by the time Adam dropped Martin off at his apartment. After tonight’s reap, all he wanted was a long shower, a cold beer, and a hot woman. In that order. If he hurried, he could still make it downtown before the bars closed at two.

First things first. He needed to swing by the house for a fresh change of clothes and a shower to scrape off the stench of death. And while he was at it, he’d let the dog out. Buford had been alone for more than six hours, and the mutt had a destructive streak a mile wide. The last time the dog was on his own for this long, he’d eaten the toilet paper right off the roll and mangled the remote control.

Thankfully, traffic on Colonial Drive was light, and a short time later, Adam hooked a left onto the long, narrow driveway leading to his house along the outskirts of east Orlando. Up until a year ago, Dmitri lived here, but now the former reaper shared a home with his bride in the Florida panhandle. When Dmitri had offered to lease him the property, Adam accepted without a second thought. How could he refuse, when the rent was so cheap? Besides, the area was quiet and close to the expressway, and the dog loved running around in the fenced-in backyard.

Adam pulled the truck into the carport and shut off the engine. Inside the house, Buford howled and scratched at the door leading into the kitchen.

“Hold your horses, I’m coming!” Adam jammed the key into the doorknob and entered the code on the keypad that allowed the lock to fully disengage. When he first moved in, he’d considered Dmitri’s security system excessive, but now that he’d grown accustomed to it, he appreciated knowing his shit was safe.

Pushing the door open, he was greeted by ninety-five pounds of fur and slobber. During one of his first assignments as a reaper, he’d found the massive pit bull mix chained to a tree. Most people assumed the big lug was mean, but in reality he just wanted to be everyone’s buddy.

“Hey, boy,” Adam said as he pushed Buford’s nose away from his crotch. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t break the dog’s disgusting habit. It didn’t seem to bother the guys all that much, but it was awkward whenever he brought a woman home.

Something crunched under his foot when he stepped into the darkened kitchen. Shit, that couldn’t be good. Bracing for the worst, he switched on the light and groaned at the sight of the overturned trash can. A trail of garbage stretched across the room and led into the main living area.

“Damn it, Buford.”

At least the dog had the sense to act remorseful. The stub of tail stilled as his ears pinned back and his big brown eyes stared everywhere but at his handiwork.

To be fair, it was his own damn fault for not emptying the garbage can before leaving the house. Especially after eating fried chicken for dinner. So much for going to the bar. With a sigh, Adam carefully stepped over the mess and crossed to the sliding glass door adjacent to the dining room.

“Go on, go do your business.” When he opened the door, the dog took off like a shot, disappearing into the darkness of the big backyard and leaving Adam to clean up the mess.

On the bright side, the can was only half-full with whatever junk he couldn’t recycle. Plastic wrappers, coffee grounds, potato peels, stuff like that. The remains of the fried chicken were nowhere to be found—scratch that, the mutt had puked them up by the couch.

Wonderful.

He’d nearly finished scrubbing the stain from the carpet when Buford began barking his head off outside.

“Knock it off!” Adam yelled out the open sliding glass door. Buford grew quiet for all of two seconds before starting up again, the pit bull’s deep, gravelly woof drowning out the sound of frogs and cicadas.

Cursing under his breath, Adam switched on the light for the back porch and stalked outside. The last time Buford went this nuts, he’d cornered a raccoon by the garbage cans. And while the big goofball had only wanted to play, the raccoon didn’t appreciate the attention and clawed the crap out of the dog’s face. Adam didn’t want to spend another evening—and six hundred bucks—at the emergency vet clinic getting Buford stitched up.

The mutt’s bark got sharper, more insistent, and Adam picked up the pace. The light from the porch didn’t reach this far, leaving the back half of the property cloaked in shadows. Adam clicked on the penlight attached to his key chain, sweeping the narrow beam in the general direction of Buford’s barks. Two reflective eyes stared back at him, belonging to an opossum. The frightened animal froze in its tracks for a second or two before scrambling up one of the orange trees.

Another sweep of the light and Adam found the dog. The stupid mutt stood by the wood shed, his stubby tail wagging so fast it was a blur. With his front paws down and his butt in the air, the dog let out another deep woof before bounding toward something lying in the tall grass.

This was so not what Adam wanted to be doing on a Friday night. He should be at Shackles with the guys, playing pool and flirting with the new waitress. He’d been circling the curvy redhead for close to a week, and it was about time to seal the deal. But instead of getting sweaty with a hot, willing woman, he was stomping around the back yard after the damn dog.

His thoughts strayed to the blonde at the serial killer’s house, and all desire for the redhead evaporated. The last time he’d checked the scanner, the police had broken down the door of the shuttered house and discovered her locked in the cage. The killer and his accomplice were nowhere to be found, which really pissed Adam off.

Who was she? Why was she targeted? And why couldn’t he get her out of his head?

“This better be good,” Adam grumbled as he approached the dog. The eastern side of the property bordered wetlands, and since he normally didn’t venture out this far, he hadn’t mowed it in almost a month. Weeds had overgrown much of the area, some coming close to knee height. Adam’s running shoes sank into the soggy earth and made a squishy suction sound every time he pulled them out of the muck.

Another sweep of the light, and he stopped short at the sight of a man less than ten feet away. The dark-haired stranger was lying facedown in the grass, as naked as the day he was born. One of his arms was flung out to the side while the other was tucked under his torso. His head was angled away from the house, shielding his face from view.

Well, there’s something you don’t find every day. Buford let out a low whimper right before he sniffed the guy’s bare ass. A startled grunt came from the man as he reached back and swatted the dog’s muzzle. He mumbled something too low to make out, but his voice sounded vaguely familiar.

Adam inched closer, the hairs rising at the nape of his neck. He aimed his flashlight at the stranger’s pale upper body. This close, he could make out the cuts and bruises marring the guy’s filthy skin. But Adam still couldn’t see his face, leaving him unable to determine the man’s identity. Whoever he was, he was in a bad place, and he obviously needed help.

“You want to tell me why you’re trespassing on my property?” Adam asked.

“What the bloody hell . . .” the stranger muttered, and a chill swept up Adam’s spine.

The last time he’d heard that voice was four long years ago, when he was a fledgling reaper struggling to cope with the loss of his humanity.

The man pushed himself up to a sitting position and rubbed the side of his head. He groaned, and then his shoulders slumped on a heavy exhalation. Slowly, he twisted his torso in Adam’s direction, his eyes squinting against the flashlight’s beam. Recognition dawned in his eyes, followed closely by unmasked annoyance. “Turn that damn thing off.”

Adam’s mouth went slack. After hearing so many horror stories about his boss, he’d never expected to find Samuel naked and disheveled in his backyard. For a moment, he regretted not bringing his pistol, but then he realized a bullet would be worthless against anything powerful enough to fuck with Death.
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Chapter 3
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ADAM WOKE THE NEXT morning to the reek of Buford’s hot breath on his face.

He grunted, jerking his head away from the foul odor. Undeterred, Buford placed his front paws on the mattress and shoved his cold, wet nose against Adam’s bare back. Little by little, the dog’s pants grew louder until they became an insistent whine.

Best alarm clock ever.

“Okay, okay. I’m up.” With a yawn, he flipped back the covers and swung his legs over the side of the bed. Damn, he felt exhausted, like he hadn’t slept in a week. Of course, that wasn’t the case. The dreams from last night still lingered in his mind, all starring the blonde from the serial killer’s house.

There was absolutely no reason to be thinking about her. The job was done and behind him. Given the situation, there hadn’t been any kind of flirtation or pull of attraction. And yet for the life of him, he couldn’t get her out of his mind.

After rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he gave Buford a quick scratch behind the ears and the dog bounded out of the bedroom. Seconds later, somebody yelped in the adjoining room, and every muscle in Adam’s body tensed. Then he remembered who’d crashed on the couch the night before, and his apprehension turned to dread.

He’d been hoping the big boss would be long gone by the time he woke up this morning. As the newest reaper in the Orlando unit, Adam had never really interacted directly with Samuel. From what he’d seen and heard, the guy was a prick, and he wasn’t looking forward to dealing with him. Steeling his nerves, he pulled on a pair of knee-length shorts and strode out of the bedroom to see what Samuel was up to.

“Morning,” Adam said as he crossed to the sliding glass door and let Buford out.

Samuel was stretched out on the couch in front of the television with a blanket covering the lower half of his body. Scores of scrapes and bruises on his face and torso made him look like he’d been run over by a Buick. Why hadn’t they already healed? His life force seemed hearty enough. And since reapers recovered from injuries at an accelerated rate, shouldn’t the same be true for Samuel?

Bleary-eyed, the big boss sat up, ran a hand through his hair, and looked over at Adam. His bottom lip was split and swollen, and his hair was sticking up in every direction. When he spoke, his normally dour British accent sounded raspy and rough. “How did I get here?” 

“You don’t remember?” There had to be one hell of a story behind this. For a wiry guy, Samuel was remarkably heavy, and it had taken most of Adam’s strength to drag him inside the house last night. He’d passed out on the couch as soon as he hit the cushions, leaving Adam no choice but to cover his scrawny ass with a blanket and let him sleep.

Samuel slowly shook his head, his brows dipped into a V. “The last thing I remember is eating breakfast in Budapest.”

Yep, definitely a good story behind this, if the guy ever happened to remember it. “What were you doing in Budapest?”

“Business. Not the kind that would have resulted in something of this nature.” His face pinched up in a way that made it clear he had no intention of discussing the matter further. “Where exactly did you find me?”

“In the backyard. Naked. You really don’t remember?” God knew there wasn’t enough brain bleach in the world to scrub that image out of Adam’s head.

“If I did, why would I be asking?” Samuel scowled. His eyes squinted for a moment or two and then widened with apparent surprise. “I’ll be damned.”

Uh-oh. That couldn’t be good. “What is it?”

Samuel rubbed a hand across the stubble on his jaw, and almost a full minute passed before he answered. “It appears my abilities have somehow been . . . neutralized.” Teeth gritted, he squinted his eyes again. “Nothing.”

“What? How is that even possible?”

“How should I know?” Anger heated Samuel’s gaze, but then he blinked, and the cool façade slipped back into place. He straightened his spine, his chin tipping up as he focused his attention on Adam. “Until I regain my powers, I’m going to require your assistance, and you must maintain the highest discretion.”

“You got it, boss.” Like he had much choice in the matter. Sure, Samuel might not have his powers right now, but once he regained them, he’d probably lay waste to anyone who crossed him during this vulnerable time. And then there was the issue of Fate. Samuel served as her right-hand man, and whoever treated her subjects poorly usually suffered a swift and severe punishment. Either way, it was in his best interest to help Samuel in any way possible. “What do you need me to do?”

“Find who did this or find a way to restore my abilities.” He said it simply, as if the answer was obvious.

“How?”

“I don’t care how you do it; just get it done.”

Ah, so this was why every reaper in the business wanted to smack the shit out of him. Adam bit back the smart-ass response that was perched on the tip of his tongue. “Fine, I’ll give David a call and—”

“No!” Genuine distress filled Samuel’s voice. “No other reaper must know of my . . . condition.”

“Then how am I supposed to pull this off? I’m new at this, remember? I don’t have the kinds of contacts David has.” His former mentor had been a reaper for more than sixty years, and in that time, he’d accumulated a wealth of information. And if David didn’t know the answer to a question, he probably knew someone who did.

Samuel pursed his lips. “Contact Mr. Stavitsky. His sources are just as extensive.”

Momentarily stunned, Adam stared at Samuel as if he’d grown a third eyeball. “Dmitri? You sure that’s a good idea?”

Personally, he thought it was a recipe for disaster. Cool and efficient, Dmitri was one of the best reapers Adam ever worked with. But he was also no longer a reaper. During the course of their final mission, Dmitri and his wife had been stripped of their immortality and now lived normal lives. And from what he’d heard, the incident had left them with less than warm and friendly feelings toward their former boss.

Samuel’s fingers fidgeted with the blanket covering the lower half of his body. “Despite his numerous shortcomings, Mr. Stavitsky is a professional. He’s not the type to allow personal feelings to interfere with the course of business.”

“You are talking about Dmitri, right? Big guy, funny accent, shitty attitude?” He was also the guy who’d trashed Adam’s last truck. From what he’d been told, it was at the bottom of a mountain somewhere in the backwoods of Vermont.

Judging from the look on Samuel’s face, he was not amused. “I know exactly to whom I’m referring. Now stop wasting time and make the call.”

“Okay, you’re the boss.” With a mental sigh, Adam switched on his phone and scrolled through his list of contacts. Odds were, this would go over as well as a fart in an elevator, but at least he could say he tried. 
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ON THE OTHER SIDE OF town, Marlena woke with a start, panting, sweating, and with the stench of death clogging her nostrils. Acting on instinct, she reached for her weapon, the metal cool against her warm hand. Still disoriented from the dream, she scanned the room, searching for signs of dangers but finding none.

With a sigh of relief, she sagged against the pillow and stared straight up at the ceiling. Gradually, her breathing returned to normal and the ripples of nausea dissipated. It was good to be safe, clean, and in an actual bed. The dream, on the other hand, had thoroughly unnerved her.

She would have expected a nightmare about what she’d experienced over the last few days. But instead, the past had blindsided her. Even now, the taunts of the villagers lingered in her ears, calling her a witch and a whore. The smell of burnt hair and scorched flesh, both hers and—

“No.” Teeth gritted, she forced the memories into a deep, dark corner of her mind. How many more years would she have to endure the nightmares before they finally left her in peace? Ten? Twenty? Two hundred? It was bad enough to live with the loss; why did she also have to suffer through it in her sleep?

Because I could have saved him. If she hadn’t loved him, hadn’t married him, hadn’t aroused the suspicion of the townspeople. Maybe then, he could have lived a full life instead of meeting his fate at the tender age of twenty-one.

With a shaky sigh, she rolled out of the tiny twin bed and tucked the gun back under her pillow. Morning light shined through the window, bathing the room with a warm, sunny glow. It was one of the reasons she slept in this room whenever she stayed at Cassie’s house. The backyard was filled with lush, mature landscaping, and the view was simply spectacular.

She hadn’t intended to sleep so late, but exhaustion had gotten the better of her and she’d gone to bed without setting the alarm. It shouldn’t surprise her, considering she’d barely slept during her time in confinement. Not to mention Cassie had wanted to know everything that happened, and by the time Marlena finished telling the tale, it was well past three in the morning.

Wearing only a tank top and panties, she padded to her overnight bag by the closet and picked out something to wear. The shorts and T-shirt weren’t anything fancy, but they fit well and felt comfortable against her skin. If she stayed here for the next few days like Cassie insisted, she’d have to return to her apartment for a few more changes of clothes.

Once dressed, she tied her hair back and left the room. Careful not to wake anyone, she treaded barefoot down the hallway, avoiding the spots on the stairs that creaked. When she reached the first floor, she slipped on her shoes and switched on the television with the volume low. Shifters had a strong sense of hearing, so she could listen with it close to mute and still hear everything just fine.

At this hour, there wasn’t much on but old movies, infomercials, and early morning news programs. She decided on the last, settling on a channel with the local news. The weatherman’s forecast showed temperatures in the mid-nineties with a 60 percent chance of afternoon rain. Barring any hurricanes, the weather in Florida would stay pretty much the same for the next two or three months.

As she moved to the kitchen, her stomach grumbled with hunger. Aside from a burger and fries late last night, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten anything substantial. The slop she’d been given during her time in captivity looked and smelled like it had been dug out of a dumpster. When she’d refused to eat, her captor took the food away, only to bring it back later for her next meal.

While the coffee brewed, she wolfed down a cinnamon bagel. Cream cheese oozed out the sides with every bite, and she greedily licked away the stray globs. She was about to go for seconds when she heard the sound of a car pulling up to the curb in front of the house.

Curious yet cautious, she peeked through the blinds. The sedan was white, with no distinguishing features aside from dark-tinted windows and an antenna on the roof. Government issue, she suspected. No one who lived in this ritzy neighborhood would be caught dead driving a Chevy.

Sure enough, the driver’s side door opened, and one of the cops from the night before stepped out. Leary? Lenny? No, that wasn’t right. With everything going on, she’d forgotten his name. He rounded the front of the car and started toward the house, dragging a hand through his short blond hair as he strode up the narrow brick pathway. Finally, his name popped into her head a few seconds before she opened the front door.

“Detective Lehman. It’s nice to see you again.”

“Please, call me Ryan.” He seemed bigger than he had the night before, and he struck her as the kind of guy who spent quality time at the gym. This morning, he wore a black polo shirt and a pair of khaki pants. A badge hung from one side of his belt that identified him as Orlando police. And even though he was freshly shaved, the dark circles under his eyes suggested he hadn’t slept well, if at all. “Mind if I come in?”

“Of course not.” Marlena backed up far enough to open the door wider. “Can I get you some coffee?”

“No, thanks. I’ve already had about a gallon.” He wiped his shoes on the outside mat before stepping into the foyer. There was a faint whiff of gun oil mixed in with his aftershave, but she saw no signs of a firearm. Most likely, he’d left it locked in his car so he wouldn’t seem intimidating to a crime victim.

“So what brings you here this morning?” she asked as she led him into the living room. “Have you caught them?”

A shadow crossed his face, answering her question before he opened his mouth. “No, not yet, but it’s only a matter of time. We’ve been flooded with tips since the press started airing Brentwood’s picture, and my team is checking out every lead. We’re also in the process of contacting his known family, friends, and associates.” He smiled, and it made his face appear ten years younger and a heck of a lot less tired. “Don’t worry. We’ll catch them.”

She returned his smile, even though she really wanted to track down the lowlifes herself. Truth be told, she preferred her own brand of justice, where they wouldn’t stand a chance of getting off on a technicality and the punishment would be swift and lethal.

“If you have time this morning,” the detective continued, “I’d like to go over your statement.”

“Sure.” Marlena started toward the kitchen. “I was about to get myself a cup of coffee. You sure you don’t want one?”

“Well, if you insist . . .” His smile returned, brighter than before, flashing a hint of dimple. At the sound of a ringtone, he reached for his phone and checked the number. “Excuse me, I need to take this,” he said before turning away to answer the call.

The tone of his voice indicated he wasn’t getting good news. She tried not to eavesdrop, but couldn’t help catching his irritated responses. “Switched out? When? Shit. How long was it in the lot? All right, call me when you know more.”

“Bad news?” she asked once he disconnected the call.

For a moment, the detective appeared torn over whether to answer her question. He covered it quickly, his expression taking on a calm reassurance while his pulse still pounded at his throat. “We found a car matching Brentwood’s in a parking lot out by the airport. The license plate on the car is registered to him, but the vehicle ID doesn’t match. According to the lot records, the car’s been there for almost two weeks, so we don’t know when the plates were switched out.”

“Do they have security cameras?”

He nodded, but his expression remained grim. “We’re checking them now, but they only keep a week’s worth of footage.”

For all they knew, the psycho could have already switched plates again or changed vehicles completely. He also could have fled the state, though she doubted it. He struck her more as the kind of guy who
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