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Chapter One

	 

	Dead bodies are a dime a dozen until you realize they’re all priceless to someone.

	Wind lashed rain-soaked tendrils of black hair into my eyes, momentarily blinding me, until I pulled up the hood of my jacket, giving myself enough of a reprieve to really drink in the scene laid out at my feet.

	“Hate it when they’re kids,” Detective Sheldon Stowe mumbled around a big wad of gum. He’d confessed to me that he once preferred chewing tobacco, but the force had forbidden him to use it on the job. Now he crammed his mouth full of grape bubblegum instead, and spent much of his time snapping it mindlessly. Snap.

	“So you’re cool with it when they’re over eighteen?” I hadn’t taken my eyes off the blue tarp on the rocks that covered a distinctive shape I had no desire to get a closer look at.

	Soon I’d have no choice. Stowe hadn’t brought me here because of my charming personality.

	“Some of them are harder’n others, s’all I’m saying.” Snap.

	I wanted to ask him what made this one worse, but once the tarp got lifted, I’d figure that out for myself.

	“Say, Miss Corentine?” Stowe bumped me with his elbow, and I turned my head so I could see him better from the confines of my hood.

	“Hmm?”

	“You think you can do somethin’ about this rain? This is killin’ my crime scene.”

	“This is Seattle, Detective Stowe. When Seth’s at home, the rain has nothing to do with me. Now, if you wanted to pay a tithe…”

	He snapped another purple bubble, and his brow creased, showing a deep trench next to each of his eyes. I gathered Stowe frowned a lot. Maybe it wasn’t always because of me.

	“Seth thinks we should pay him for blue sky?”

	“Respectfully, Detective, Seth doesn’t think about you at all.”

	Seth, god of the storm and my de facto boss, wasn’t terribly interested in the goings-on of mere mortals. If they tithed him a decent amount, he might let me intervene, but it would probably cost more than the Seattle PD’s annual operating budget for me to shut down storms in the Pacific Northwest for one little murder.

	This was Seth’s home base after all, the location of his North American temple. And when Seth was in residence, there wasn’t a damn thing anyone could do about the rain.

	Frustrating?

	Tell me about it.

	But you’ll have to take a number.

	Snap.

	The rain pattered loudly against my hood. A few of the cops milling around were carrying umbrellas, but I didn’t bother with one anymore. Rain was such an integral part of my life, I spent more time wet than dry in any given week. And not in a fun way.

	Drops of cold water were starting to pool in my rain boots, soaking my jeans and socks bit by bit. I sighed and imagined my apartment, where I’d left the fireplace going. If I could keep that image in the back of my mind, I might be able to get through this without saying anything really nasty to anyone.

	“Was worth askin’ I guess,” Stowe said.

	“Never hurts.”

	“Eh, Kepler, you wanna take the sheet off? Let’s show Tallulah what we dragged her out here for.”

	It wasn’t often the SPD needed my help. Sometimes they wanted to know if a lightning strike was an accident or an act of god. Insurance paid out for accidents, but righteous smitings weren’t covered. The rule of gods superseded that of mortals, and that went for policy payouts as well. The police, in cases like that, were often little more than bureaucrats, signing off on official paperwork. I was pretty sure this would be more of the same, but Stowe had sounded shaken up when he called me earlier this morning. Enough that I’d come down before even getting my coffee.

	That was my first mistake.

	Kepler, a middle-aged female officer with round, friendly cheeks, pulled up the blue tarp, holding it in place so whatever was underneath remained protected.

	In that moment I knew two things with absolute certainty: this was no normal dead body, and Kepler was a mother. There was something about the tender way she looked down at the corpse, and kept it guarded against the elements that made me sure she had a child waiting at home for her.

	“Aw, man.” I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the damp air or cold water in my boots. I wiped a droplet of rain from my nose and sniffed. The air was salty from the ocean and carried the distinctive smell of storm. But there was no lingering electric buzz, and I couldn’t feel any lightning in my blood. We were safe out here.

	Which was more than I could say for the little girl lying still and white on the smooth beach rocks.

	I took a few steps closer and crouched beside her body, trying to avoid dripping water on her, as if it might add to her discomfort.

	She was nine or ten years old, with chestnut-colored curls that were matted and dirty from her time exposed to the elements. Her skin was so pale she looked more like a porcelain doll than a real girl. She was completely dressed, wearing jeans with flowers embroidered on them and a striped sweater under a light rain jacket. The pants had been well loved during her life, with a hole worn through one knee and ratty threads at the cuffs.

	Her fingernails were painted blue, the polish chipped and nails ragged, like she might have chewed them a lot.

	A bubble of nausea built in my throat.

	“Why am I here?” I didn’t bother to glance up at Stowe.

	The girl showed no signs of a lightning-strike death. She wasn’t covered in the Lichtenberg figures that marked my own skin every time I was struck. Nothing about this appeared like a death I needed to be involved in, so why was he making me look at this dead girl?

	Stowe stood on the opposite side of the girl while Kepler did her best to keep the body dry. The detective crouched to mirror me, groaning as his knees creaked and popped. He turned the body and moved her wet hair out of the way so I could see what he was trying to show me.

	On the back of her neck was a black mark, like a tattoo. It was in the shape of a storm cloud with three drops of rain coming from it. Instinctively my hand went to my own neck. I couldn’t see the mark on my skin, nor feel it, but I knew it was there all the same. It had been since the day I was born.

	This girl was supposed to become a Rain Chaser.

	And now she was dead.

	“Cover her up.” I got to my feet again, offering Stowe a hand to get him back to eye level, which he took without complaint. “This wasn’t Seth. You know that right?”

	“Unless gods are suddenly in a habit of killing temple brats before they come of age, I didn’t think it was him.” Snap.

	Normally the gum popping would drive me nuts, but right now it was oddly comforting, anchoring me to the real world, rather than giving me too much time to think about the dead body nearby.

	“Were you expecting any new kids at the temple?” he asked.

	I lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I don’t deal with the onboarding. That’s all Sido’s job.”

	“You mean Head Priestess Sidonie?” He was jotting something down in a notebook.

	“Yes.”

	“She might know who this girl is, then, if she was anticipating a new recruit.”

	“Probably.” I didn’t know much about how clerics were brought in once their parents surrendered them. My only direct experience with the process had been when my own family dropped me off at the temple when I was seven years old. Mostly I remembered how heartbroken I was to be separated from my twin sister, Sunny. Not much else about those first days really stuck with me. Presumably, though, someone had brought this little girl to Seattle for her promised life of greatness, serving a god.

	She got what we all get in the end, just a lot sooner.

	Part of me—an ugly, bitter part—thought the girl had gotten off lucky.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	I wasn’t even back to my car before I saw the guy.

	It was his absolute plainness that drew my attention. He was an ordinary man, standing on the sidewalk a block away from my 1970 Dodge Charger, staring at his cell phone.

	Only he wasn’t really looking at it.

	He held it, scrolling idly, but it was obvious to me when I gave him a second glance that he wasn’t actually doing anything. Rain was dripping down the edge of his raised hood and landing right on the phone’s screen. I had lived in Seattle long enough to know that rain on a phone screen rendered the touchpad all but useless. Yet this dude was still scrolling away.

	A chill crept up my spine that I couldn’t blame on the weather.

	I paused, still a few steps away from my ride, and sucked in a breath.

	The man hadn’t done anything, hadn’t threatened me, hadn’t even looked at me yet, but my whole body was poised like I was about to be attacked. Every internal alarm bell I had was ringing off the hook.

	This situation was all wrong.

	In my line of work, where every decision I made could literally mean life or death, I had learned a thing or two about trusting my gut instincts. If my intuition said this guy was bad news, there was a reason.

	I sized him up, hoping he hadn’t spotted me yet. It seemed likely he was standing where he was to better see me when I returned to the Charger. He was young, probably mid-twenties, and his black hair hung in his eyes. His build was lean, but his shoulders were wide, suggesting he was strong, or at least well-muscled under the rain jacket.

	The coat itself was expensive looking, as were the brown leather shoes currently being ruined by the puddle at his feet.

	He sniffed and lifted his gaze, his eyes locking on me.

	Shit.

	I wasn’t anticipating his reaction, however. Instead of coming at me or doing something else threatening, his eyes went wide, and he fumbled with his phone, almost dropping it. Once he caught hold of it again, he took off running in the opposite direction.

	Wait…what?

	I’d been expecting the guy to pull a gun on me, or if he was a cleric, he might have been bold enough to try a magical whammy, depending on who his liege god was.

	In this particular situation however, I had the advantage. It was raining, it was cloudy as shit, and I controlled the weather.

	I could have jammed a lightning bolt up this guy’s ass without so much as a second thought. But I’d rather not. For one thing, it hurt a lot to use my powers. Like, getting-hit-by-a-dump-truck levels of pain. And it was way too fucking early for me to be feeling like that, especially for some poor schmuck who hadn’t actually done anything to me yet.

	I grumbled, lifting my gaze skyward briefly, asking Seth Why me, and not for the first time in my life. Here I’d thought the worst thing I’d need to deal with this morning was seeing a dead body before I’d had time for coffee. Now I was going to have to chase this idiot with my boots filled with water.

	Awesome.

	I took off after him, ignoring the slightly annoyed looks of the pedestrians on the sidewalk wondering what on earth I was doing. Hey, I was wondering the same thing.

	The distinctive olive-brown shade of his coat disappeared around the corner of the next block, and I picked up my pace, hoping I wouldn’t lose him now that he was out of sight. When I caught up to where I’d last seen him, he was a few blocks ahead. His hood had come down, and his black hair was sopping wet.

	He glanced back over his shoulder and must have spotted me because he immediately ducked into an alley.

	I’d never seen him before, of that much I was absolutely certain. Which meant he couldn’t have been a cleric for any of the North American gods. We all met annually, and unless he was a late-blooming replacement for one of the existing priests, he wasn’t from around here.

	There was always the more obvious explanation, that he wasn’t a cleric at all and was just the totally human scumbag who had killed a girl and left her body on the beach without any compassion or decency. If that was the case, pain be damned, I was going to turn this guy into a one-man lightning rod.

	And I could too. The laws of the gods superseded the laws of man, and the girl on the beach was destined for life as a Rain Chaser. Seth would want his retribution, and I was well within my rights to be the one who delivered it on his behalf.

	But I had to be sure this guy was guilty first. It wouldn’t exactly look great for the gods if their clerics were running around murdering people willy-nilly and making mistakes about it.

	So first: catch him.

	Second: see if he was guilty of anything.

	Third: sizzle.

	I reached the mouth of the alley only seconds after he’d ducked in, but of course he was nowhere to be seen.

	“Fuck. Fuck.”

	It was a direct path down to the next block, no fences or walls to corner him. I ran to the other end, scanning the streets, but there was no sign of him anywhere. The sidewalks weren’t exactly crowded at the moment, so there was no way he had just gotten lost among the bodies. If he’d been there, I’d have seen him.

	I kicked the brick wall and immediately regretted it.

	The pain had barely dulled in my foot when someone punched me in the back of the head.

	I stumbled to my knee, the sharp, sudden agony like a hot poker at the base of my skull. He—I had to assume it was the guy I’d been chasing—grabbed my hair and yanked me backwards, hauling me away from the mouth of the alley and any passersby who might stop to help.

	Just peachy.

	He dropped me and came to stand over me, looming with the kind of menace people were able to exude only when they’d gotten the best of you with a cheap shot. Sure enough it was the same guy, his broad shoulders blotting out the gray overhead light.

	“Why are you chasing me?” he snarled.

	“Why are you running?” I spat back, wincing against the pain in my head. I couldn’t quite rest it against the concrete without it hurting, so I was left straining my neck, keeping my skull elevated. It was an uncomfortable position to say the least, but with him standing above me I didn’t have much hope of getting to my feet.

	He must have thought my lifted head was a sign I planned to stand, though, because he kicked me hard right in the ribs. My breath shot out in a sudden burst, and I rolled onto my side, the punch to my head no longer my focus.

	What was this guy’s deal?

	“Fuck,” I growled, resting my forehead against the wet concrete, trying to focus on getting my breath back.

	My rage was simmering nicely now, but common sense still held me back. One whispered oath and this guy would be a smear of charcoal and bone on the sidewalk, just waiting for a poor street cleaner to hose him off.

	Not yet, though.

	“So, what, you want to kill all of Seth’s Chasers, is that it?” My lips were against the concrete, and there were discarded concert posters and bits of garbage and debris mere inches from my mouth, but I couldn’t quite force myself to move.

	“What?”

	I flopped onto my back, and my ribs and head sang out in a perfect choir of discomfort. Now everything was coming into focus again, and in spite of the rain falling into my eyes I looked right at him.

	“You killed the girl on the beach, and now you think you’re going to get a two-for-one special and take me out too?”

	His expression was one of absolute befuddlement, and had I not been cultivating a garden of bruises along my abdomen, I might have found it funny. Under different circumstances the gesture might have been downright charming. He had the kind of inoffensive handsomeness that could have made him appealing.

	Were he not trying to beat the shit out of me.

	Of course, his confusion was my opportunity to strike. Given that he was willing to hit me while my back was turned and literally kick me while I was down, I was going to play just as dirty.

	I sat up in one swift motion, ignoring the swelling migraine and the complaints of my ribs, and threw a sharp uppercut right into his groin.

	Normally with such a low blow I’d have gone a little easy on him, trying to make a point rather than cripple the guy. However, given our current situation, I put all my strength into the hit, and it showed.

	He made a gurgled eep noise and bent double, then fell to his knees. His eyes were watering, but he still managed to shoot me a betrayed look. What? We were supposed to be sportsmanlike about this? Dude had played about as dirty as possible, and I was the kind of girl who liked to give as good as I got.

	I wriggled backwards away from him and managed to get myself up on both feet before he was able to catch his breath again. Now that we were on even ground, I felt considerably better about my chances.

	“I didn’t kill anyone,” he wheezed.

	“Bullshit. If you didn’t kill her, why did you run?”

	“I ran because you saw me.”

	This gave me pause. “Huh?”

	“I was just supposed to wait until you got back to your car and text this number, but when I looked up, you were staring right at me. Like you knew what I was doing. I panicked.”

	This had to be the most insane story imaginable for him to cook up on the spot. It was so stupid it almost sounded believable.

	“Give me your phone.”

	I expected he might argue, but instead he reached into his back pocket and held the smartphone out to me, before sitting down in a puddle, still wincing.

	I snatched the phone out of his hand and danced back a few steps. It might seem like he was down for the count, but then again he could be faking the whole thing. I wasn’t about to take any other dumb chances.

	“Is it the first one here?” I asked.

	He nodded.

	I copied the number into my own phone, before using the man’s to hit Call. The phone rang twice, then a smooth, deep voice answered.

	“I thought I told you to text. Is she on the move?”

	My blood turned to ice, and instead of a quick comeback, I simply hung up. I knew that voice all too well.

	Prescott McMahon, the cleric to the goddess of death, was having me followed.

	 

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	I hung up my jacket on the rack just inside my door and kicked my boots onto the plastic tray. I had my wet jeans off before I even got out of the front entrance, leaving the denim in a heap on the hardwood floor. The air was warm and inviting from the fire I’d left on in my hurry to meet the detective.

	My apartment was the only cushy perk of my otherwise deeply unglamorous job. And oh boy was it a perk.

	Which was almost cruel, given how little time I got to spend in it.

	The front hall opened into a huge open-concept loft, with floor-to-ceiling windows giving me a perfect view of downtown Seattle and Mt. Rainier in the background, a crown of mist encircling its peak. I’d seen apartments on other floors and knew this had once been several one-bedroom units that were converted into a single, giant space. There was a balcony that gave me uninterrupted glimpses of everything from the Space Needle to Puget Sound. It was the kind of place a millionaire would sell both kidneys for.

	I got to sleep here about sixty nights a year.

	The walls were painted a soft glacier blue meant to mimic the early light of morning, and the furniture and fixtures were clean and modern. Sido had decorated the place for me when I moved out of the temple, and I’d left most of it exactly as she’d set it up. The only thing I had changed was the art, which was all photographs I’d bought during my trips crisscrossing the country. Portraits, landscapes, postcards from one-stoplight towns. There was a little bit of everywhere I’d been displayed on the walls.

	Hanging on one wall was a neon sign I’d bought for fifty dollars from a motel that had been undergoing renovations when I stayed there. They were going to throw the old sign out, and I couldn’t bear the idea of the thing just becoming garbage. I had an affinity for motels with the dumbest, kitschiest names. Which was how a blue-and-orange sign for Rest for the Wicked Inn had come to find a home on my living room wall.

	It had been turned into a Motel 6.

	Rain was falling steadily outside, turning the skyline a slate-gray color to match the water.

	I climbed over the low back of my charcoal sofa in a daze and pulled a knit blanket onto myself. A small chirrup sound came from the folds of the soft material, and a little canine head with enormous ears popped out. Fenrir, my fennec familiar, squinted at me with bleary eyes. He yawned wide, showing off his needlelike teeth.

	“Sorry, Sleeping Beauty, did I interrupt your hard work?”

	He snuffed, then curled up in the crook of space behind my knees. Clearly napping was more important to him than making a big stink. I couldn’t blame him.

	I stared at the coffeemaker on my counter, wondering what mattered more to me: caffeine or sleep. Neither was going to blot out everything I’d been through today, but a nap would help me ignore it awhile longer. Coffee would pull everything into laser focus, and I wasn’t sure I was prepared for that.

	Alcohol would be great right about now, but it wasn’t even ten, way too early for me to be pouring myself a drink. I buried my face in the couch cushions and closed my eyes, focusing on the slight rise and fall of Fen’s little body.

	All I could see was the girl lying dead and pale on the rocks. All I could feel was the throbbing in my head and ribs.

	Growling, I tossed the blanket onto the floor, eliciting an angry yip from the fennec, who went to the other end of the couch and curled up on one of the throw cushions. Good to know one of us could still rest.

	I stomped into the kitchen and poured some of the lukewarm coffee I had brewed but not been able to enjoy earlier into a mug from a place in Wisconsin called Diner n’ Hash. I think they’d been going for a cute play on dine and dash, but I really just bought it because I liked the cartoon biscuit on the front.

	My stomach rumbled. I’d gone out to meet Stowe without eating first, which was a dangerous move in and of itself. I got a little grouchy when I didn’t eat, and that was probably putting it politely. I didn’t spend a lot of time around other people, but I imagined I wasn’t buckets of fun to socialize with when I had an empty tummy. Now that I’d been running around and fighting, I was extra hungry.

	I didn’t bother checking the fridge. I’d only been home two days since a weeklong trip to Missouri, and going out to the store hadn’t been high on my list of priorities. There was a bag of moldy bagels on the counter, which I sneered at but made no move to toss in the garbage. Cereal was pointless without milk. I peeked into the cupboard at my knees and found a half-eaten bag of chili Doritos and dumped them into a mixing bowl.

	Room temperature coffee and spicy chips.

	The Tallulah Corentine diet.

	I made my way back to the couch, prepared to watch at least three straight hours of whatever was marathoning on HBO before letting myself think about Prescott. Then I noticed the red light of my answering machine blinking at me.

	I’d briefly tried to have voicemail, like people who live in the twenty-first century, but since I spent weeks away and often didn’t bother to check my messages from the road, I kept hitting my message limit. With an old-school machine I was able to store more calls for some reason.

	Yes. I still use a landline. I also had a cell phone, of course, but I was supposed to keep it strictly for professional use. Not that that really happened. But the temple would often review my call logs, which they never bothered to do with my home line.

	The physical machine also made it less likely for the temple to snoop on my calls, which they could do with voicemail a lot more easily.

	I put my coffee cup down but held on to my chips, my stomach rumbling louder now, and padded over to the machine to see what calls I’d missed since leaving the house that morning. My gut churned, half-expecting one of them to be from Prescott himself having realized I was on to him.

	“You have two new messages,” the machine informed me. Great.

	“Tallulah?” The woman’s voice sounded unsure, as if it thought I might just be screening my calls. Smart person, whoever it was. A long pause was followed with, “Shit.” The recording ended there.

	Um, okay. That definitely qualified as weird. Coupled with everything else, it gave me a nauseous, uneasy feeling in my belly.

	The next message started to play, and the same voice said, “Tallulah, it’s Deedee.” My gut clenched. I hadn’t heard from Deedee in almost a year, and the panic in her tone told me she wasn’t reaching out to me to gossip about old times. “Can you…um…” Another long pause. “I can’t leave this on your machine. I’ll call you back.”

	Silence hung in the air once the message finished playing.

	Deedee, or more accurately Diana Lemaire, was a cleric to the goddess Aphrodite. Aphrodite, the goddess of love, made her clerics the earthbound vessels of her love.

	Anyone who wanted to be touched by love went through Deedee and the others in her temple, and they gave love, um, freely. In the form of lots and lots of sex.

	Since Deedee and I were the same age, we’d grown up in similar circles, and I’d known her since we were both children. We weren’t exactly friends, because friendship wasn’t the sort of thing clerics indulged in—we were all too busy and our lives too disposable to become attached. But I liked her and she liked me, and if she was calling me now, sounding scared, I felt like it was my duty to do something to help ease that burden for her.

	But I couldn’t do anything until I knew—

	The phone rang, and I snatched it out of its cradle. “Deedee?”

	“Oh thank the goddess, I was worried I’d get your machine again. I swear I was this close to calling the temple, but I know you hate that.”

	“It’s fine. I’m here now. Are you okay?”

	Her breath came out in a shaky little moan, and I couldn’t decide if it was relief or desperation that made the sound so tremulous. I gave her a few seconds to collect herself, and she finally said, “I didn’t know who else to call.”

	So this was something she didn’t want to bring to her goddess or the temple elders. Interesting.

	Our paths were very different. Deedee answered prayers through sex and kisses, whereas my job involved me being struck by lightning on a semi-regular basis. There weren’t many things I could imagine that might bring Deedee to me for help.

	Whatever it was wouldn’t be good.

	I wedged the phone between my chin and shoulder and made my way back to the couch, setting the bowl of chips on my coffee table so Fenrir wouldn’t indulge himself while I wasn’t paying attention.

	Deedee spoke again, this time in a hushed voice like she had gone somewhere to avoid being overheard. Which, given how low on privacy temples were, was probably the case.

	“How did you outsmart Manea?” she asked.

	This sent a chill through me so powerful I had to pull my blanket across my bare legs to keep from shivering. The last thing I wanted to talk about right now was my close encounter with the goddess of death, or how she had literally risen the dead out of their graves to bring me down. Especially given that her cleric seemed to be having me followed.

	Not to mention the whole thing where I’d needed to escape from the underworld in order to best her at her own game.

	“It wasn’t like I solved a weird riddle or something, Dee. I almost died. Several times. I can’t exactly explain how I did it either.” It sounded like a lame cop-out even to me, and I was the one who had lived it. But really, what did she expect, a magical incantation to stave off death? If such a thing existed, I certainly wouldn’t go around handing it out to anyone who asked.

	I liked her, but I wasn’t about to help her become immortal.

	Eternal life tended to turn people into shitty bastards, if the gods were any indication.

	“I’m not asking for me,” she countered, practically reading my mind. “You’re the only person I know who has met her. You’re the only person I know who has touched Prescott and lived to tell the tale. Things are going south over here, Tallulah, and if there’s a way to stay alive, I need to know.”

	Why was she bringing up Prescott? This was all a little too timely to be coincidental.

	Prescott McMahon was the literal right-hand man of death. Meaning he had the ability to kill someone with a touch, should Manea want them dead. Deedee was veering into dangerous territory by mentioning my past with Prescott right now, not because she knew he was following me, but because of what she was implying when she said I’d touched him and lived to tell the tale.

	This was what I got for asking a sex cleric for romance advice when I was seventeen.

	“What does Prescott have to do with any of this? Dee, you’re freaking me out. You leave me these messages that don’t say anything, and now you’re asking how to evade death. What kind of trouble are you in?”

	She scoffed. “I think we all got into the same kind of trouble the day our parents ditched us.”

	I thought about the girl on the beach, the one with the mark on her neck that promised her to Seth.

	Had her parents been like mine? Had they believed her destiny meant her for better things?

	I was willing to bet they hadn’t thought it would end with her lying dead on a beach in the Seattle rain.

	“Besides,” Deedee continued. “Who else but Prescott am I going to blame when a girl with the mark of Aphrodite shows up dead on our doorstep without so much as a cut on her?”

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	The room spun, and I was glad I’d already been sitting because Deedee’s words probably would have brought me down flat on my ass.

	“Say that again.” I was barely able to form the sentence, but I had to know if I’d heard her right.

	“The temple is going ballistic. We’re lucky to get one cleric every other year. Infatuates are getting almost as rare as Luckless Ones these days. This girl was important, and we didn’t even know she was coming until she was already dead.”

	I bit my tongue, a whole flurry of emotions going through me. I wondered if I should tell her about the Rain Chaser I’d seen that morning. The mention of Luckless Ones, the clerics of the bad-luck goddess Ardra, brought a whole different sensation to me.

	Now was not the ideal time to be thinking about Cade Melpomene.

	“And you’re sure it wasn’t a natural death?” I asked.

	“What even is a natural death these days, Lulu?” She heaved a sigh. “To answer your question, no, I don’t think her young nine-year-old heart up and quit on her suddenly. Something happened to her, I just don’t know what.”

	If anyone could kill someone without leaving a single trace, it would be death’s whipping boy.

	Except none of this was making any sense whatsoever.

	I activated the phone’s speaker option and set it on the coffee table, then retrieved my laptop from where it had gotten wedged between the couch cushions the previous night.

	“When did you say you found her?” I pulled up a police database.

	“Just last night.”

	I could see Manea using Prescott to get her revenge on me by killing the young Rain Chaser, as morbid and hideous as that thought was. But why would he kill an Infatuate? As far as I knew there was no ill will between Manea and Aphrodite. Not to mention these deaths had happened on totally opposite ends of the West Coast in the span of a day. That didn’t make it impossible, but it did make it unlikely.

	“And she’s how old?”

	“Nine or ten.” Her voice had calmed a little, I was guessing because she had found someone else to carry the worry for her. “Am I on speaker?”

	“Yes.”

	“Are you alone?”

	“Constantly.”

	She made a sniffing sound. “That’s not what I’ve heard.”

	I stopped typing and stared at the phone with a look that might have made a gorgon proud. Of course Deedee couldn’t see my glowering, but it sure made me feel better. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

	“Just heard something that suggested you might have gotten lucky.” She laughed lightly at her own phrasing. “Or I guess unlucky.”

	My pulse hammered. Nothing had happened between Cade and me when we were together in Louisiana. Well, maybe that depended on your definition of nothing. But we certainly hadn’t done anything like what she was implying.

	“You’re going to be the one to get on my case about whether or not I’m temple pure? Really?”

	“Hey. My body is a vessel for the goddess’s love.”

	I scoffed. The report I’d been waiting for finally completed, and I scanned the information listed on the screen. As I took in the words, my skin felt colder and colder. In addition to the Jane Doe in Seattle and the one who I assumed was Deedee’s in Los Angeles, there were seven other unidentified bodies discovered in the last month, all kids under the age of fourteen.

	“I have to go, Dee.”

	“What? What did you find?”

	“I don’t know, but it’s not good.” I hung up the phone before she could reply, and stared at the read-out on my computer. Nine kids.

	As I opened each report, I looked for the medical examiner’s assessments to see anything about distinguishing marks. Sure enough the Los Angeles victim had a heart mark, the sign of Aphrodite. I already knew the girl on the beach had Seth’s mark on her. Each report told me what I already knew. These kids were all initiates. They were destined to become clerics, and now they were all dead. The gods they were meant to serve had no connection that I could tell. Seth, Aphrodite, Chronos, Brighid, Sif, Nemesis, Macha, Apophis and Ma’at.

	I reviewed the list of names, which I’d jotted down on a Domino’s pizza napkin, and tried to make sense of them. Ma’at was the goddess of justice. Her initiate had been found dead in Washington, D.C. How was that not bigger news? Macha was one of the Morrigan, a harbinger of death and war, making her clerics rare and their work exceedingly risky. Killing one of her clerics should have been a huge deal. Others, like Apophis, were more befuddling. Apophis was simply the god of snakes. His clerics were uncommon, but nothing they did was particularly sensational. So why kill them?

	The idea of killing children was in and of itself appalling, but clearly someone was targeting these kids because of their destined status. Was the killer’s plan to hurt the gods? If so, this person didn’t know much about the way deities worked. A god wouldn’t care one bit about a dead initiate. They didn’t care how rare some of their clerics were, as long as they had one. A god was an immortal being, and the life of one child was relatively meaningless in the grand scope of things.

	No, if this hurt anyone, it was the temples and not the gods they served.

	Looking back at my computer, I wondered if Deedee might have had a reason to believe this was Prescott’s doing. Did he have a personal vendetta or score to settle that would make him do something this heinous?

	As far as I knew his only beef was with me, and even that wasn’t enough hatred to make him kill a bunch of innocent kids. Still, he’d had someone following me, and I couldn’t just overlook that, especially not now.

	I closed my laptop and set it next to the bowl of Doritos on the table. The hunger pangs that had plagued me so recently were forgotten. My stomach was a roiling sea of nausea.

	I had to talk to Prescott.

	If this was some misguided campaign to get his revenge on me, someone had to put a stop to it. Killing the human hand of death wouldn’t be an easy task, but in my experience, not many people walk away when you hit them with a lightning bolt.

	I didn’t want to believe it was him, but the evidence wasn’t looking great. There was really only one way to know what he was up to, and that would be going right to the man himself.

	Grumbling, I got up off the couch and made my way to the front door, my focus entirely on getting out and unraveling this mystery as quickly as possible, before anyone else wound up dead.

	I jerked open the penthouse’s front door and almost walked directly into the firm, broad chest of a familiar, handsome man.

	Leo Marquette gave me a once-over and said, “You know you’re not wearing any pants, right?”

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	I put my pants on right away, obviously.

	I might be pretty comfortable with Leo—we had escaped the underworld together after all—but that didn’t mean I wanted him seeing me in my panties, thanks.

	Once I had on a pair of dry jeans and a sweater, I returned to the living room to find Leo had made himself comfortable and was brewing a fresh pot of coffee.

	This wasn’t his first time visiting my home since he’d moved to Seattle from Louisiana two months earlier, but we also weren’t exactly besties. It felt a bit strange to see him moving around in my kitchen like he belonged there.

	Maybe it was just seeing a man in my home that set me on edge, even if Leo wasn’t my idea of boyfriend material.

	“You know, I’ve known con-artist bachelors who have more stuff in their fridge than you do.” He was pushing aside the half-empty jars on my fridge door like he hoped a pound of bacon or a loaf of bread might appear.

	“I haven’t had a chance to go shopping.” Honestly, I’d probably live off takeout, chips, and more takeout until I had to hit the road again. The idea of going to Trader Joe’s and filling my cupboards with delicious, healthy food sounded great in theory, but it would only go to waste. Every time I got back after a week on the road and had to throw out an untouched head of lettuce or moldy cheese, I felt like I’d failed the groceries somehow.

	Pizza never lasted long enough to go bad.

	Chinese food never made me feel guilty.

	I pushed the sleeves of my light-green sweater up to my elbows and took a seat at the high barstool on the opposite side of my kitchen counter so I could face him while he worked.

	He closed the fridge, shaking his head sadly, then rinsed out my coffee mug from earlier and set it next to the one I presumed he planned to use for himself. Without cream for the coffee it was either black or with sugar. 

	When you traveled as much as I did, it was a lot easier to learn to like things as simple as you could get them. Black coffee might not be good in every backwater town, but it was a lot easier to come by than a triple espresso half-sweet caramel latte. I’d take it with cream and sugar where I could, but I didn’t mind it plain.

	It also made you less memorable, and I strove to be as forgettable as possible when meeting new people.

	Leo poured us each a mug and set mine in front of me. The smell was amazing. Much better than the almost-cold cup I’d fixed for myself earlier.

	“Thanks.”

	“You know, Sido told me you were a bit of a hot mess, but this is pretty impressive.”

	He was attempting to get a rise out of me, but I didn’t take the bait. “Sido has never used the phrase hot mess in her life, but nice try.”

	Actually it was nice to hear him call her by her nickname. Sidonie, the High Priestess of the Temple of Seth, was also my mentor, and happened to be Leo’s half-sister. They both had the bad luck to be the demigod offspring of Seth, and I hadn’t been sure Leo would warm to Sido or his role as Seth’s son. He’d been in Seattle since we left Louisiana in August, and it looked like he was starting to settle in. If he was using Sido’s nickname, maybe that meant the siblings had finally started to bond. Good.

	Leo had spent a lot of his life floundering, from what he’d told me. Moving between a variety of mostly illegal jobs, feeling like he didn’t fit in anywhere in particular. I understood that.

	“What are you doing here?” I asked. “Not that I don’t appreciate the coffee and the reminder that I was half naked. That could have been chilly.”

	“Personally, I’m a little sad I didn’t let you make it to the lobby at least.”

	“Bernard would have stopped me.” My seventy-year-old doorman was always watching out for me. He’d never have let me get as far as the street. “Plus I’m sure I’d have figured it out
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