
Chapter One

			The coffee shop softly hummed with activity—murmured conversations, the intermittent hiss, and bright clinking noise from the industrial-sized espresso machine. It was an occupational practice for Jordan Price to survey her environment. She paid close attention to the details. Jordan was a hunter, and everyone left tracks—everyone. People, human and non-human, marked the world with paths, signs of passage. In the modern world of concrete and asphalt, passages were subtle, but they were still there, and she was particularly good at reading the signs.

			Vampires were the easiest to notice. They were just a little too perfect. It was harder to spot the average, everyday demon. More and more these days, they tended to blend in with the human population. Humans honestly weren’t looking that great. Almost everyone was overworked and underpaid and just generally stressed out. You could see it in the faces of all the patrons currently in this café. 

			She stirred a bit of raw sugar into her coffee as she studied those seated at tables around her. Typical of this San Francisco neighborhood, almost everyone was on some sort of electronic device, lost in their own world, looking for escape. They had no idea what easy targets they were. The basic urbanite was pretty damn clueless in her opinion. 

			Jordan liked this locally owned coffee shop. The decor was light industrial with a touch of Boho shabby chic, with cushions on the sofa and two upholstered chairs on the far side of the space. There was an outdoor patio bounded by bamboo in planter boxes, but she preferred to sit inside with her back against the concrete wall.

			“Something on your mind?” Sterling Eli asked as she sipped her latte. 

			“Why do you ask?”

			“You just seem more serious than usual.”

			Jordan had always referred to Sterling by her last name, short and easy, and honestly, it suited her better. Eli just seemed like a better fit. Sterling seemed too flashy for someone who preferred more of a supporting role in life. Eli always wanted to help everyone, to literally save the world, one church mission trip at a time. Her most recent mission to Brazil for Habitat for Humanity had left her with bruises and a large, half-moon scar over her left ear. It wouldn’t have been noticeable except that her hair was in a crew cut. And the bruise along her jaw had faded to the point of being almost unnoticeable against her brown skin.

			“Are you sure you’re okay?” Jordan asked, ignoring Eli’s original question.

			“I’m fine, seriously.” Eli smiled over the top of her drink. “I got mugged and they stole my phone…I’m okay. Don’t make a big deal about it.”

			“I keep telling you if you had one of these no one would bother you.” Jordan pulled a flip phone from her pocket and wiggled it in the air.

			“Well, if I was a hundred years old like you then maybe I’d have a flip phone.” Eli slurped her latte loudly for effect.

			“I’m not a hundred…yet.”

			“Speaking of birthdays, don’t you have one later this week?”

			“Yes, the big four-two.” She frowned. Forty-two—how had that happened?

			“Will you be in the city or up at the cabin? We should have pizza or something to celebrate.”

			Jordan nodded. She hated parties, but if she just agreed with Eli now and then canceled later there’d be a lot less fuss. She canvased the room again. People came and went through a large opening that was basically a retractable garage door.

			“I lost you again, where did you just go?”

			“Sorry, I was thinking about how most people are so unaware of what’s going on.” Jordan sipped her coffee and didn’t look at Eli as she spoke. “They are just lost, scrolling their phones for hours.” She didn’t want to tell Eli what she was really thinking about because then Eli would worry more than usual.

			“I’ve actually enjoyed not having mine for a few days.” Eli checked her watch. “That reminds me. I’ve gotta swing by the Apple store on the way north and buy a new one.”

			“Okay, I’ll see you later.”

			Eli picked up her messenger bag and waved to Jordan as she exited. In seconds she was swallowed up by pedestrian traffic. Jordan relaxed in her chair and finished her coffee. 

			Her phone vibrated in her pocket and she checked the screen. It was an encrypted text from Sorcha Loftus summoning her to Guild headquarters. Jordan frowned and shoved her phone back in her coat pocket.

			She wasn’t that far from the Guild offices. Maybe today was the day she should make her departure from the Guild official. She’d been wrestling with the idea for months, but somehow facing down the ripe age of forty-two seemed like the right time. Besides, in her opinion, the Guild was off track. They’d lost their way in the last decade. She’d stuck with them because she rationalized that she wasn’t in the fight for Sorcha or the council, she was in the fight for the greater good. But ten years was a long time to be in constant disagreement with the leadership. The stress of it all was wearing her down.

			Jordan was opposed to the way the Guild courted demons when it suited them and shut things down when it didn’t. If a vampire had money or any sort of political power then the Guild basically gave them a pass. That was all far too subjective for Jordan’s liking. This job was much simpler when the world was black and white, good and evil, and humans didn’t mix with demons. The lines had always seemed very clear to her. She didn’t agree with the Guild on most things now and they could probably sense that even though she tried to keep her political feelings mostly to herself. 

			Jordan dropped her coffee mug in the plastic bin near the exit. She walked briskly from the coffee shop in the SOMA neighborhood over to Market Street where she hopped on one of the vintage trolley cars headed for the financial district of downtown. Jordan figured if she had more time, she’d have walked, but the trolley was so convenient. 

			It always struck her as odd that the Guild’s headquarters were in the financial district. Their concern was supposed to be with the balance of forces, good and evil, not money. Although, money carried its own sort of evil, so maybe the location in the financial district made sense. She probably stood out amongst the tailored suits and office wear in her long dark coat, faded jeans, and boots.

			She was just about to push through the double glass doors when a hooded figure bumped her shoulder as they exited. Jordan glanced over, but she couldn’t see the person’s face. She assumed it was a woman from her slight build and height, but she couldn’t be sure. Either way, the person who’d bumped her gave off a definite vampire vibe. 

			Jordan hesitated. Should she bail on this meeting with Sorcha and follow?

			“Hi, Jordan Price, right?” A man’s voice cut through her thoughts. “It’s Miller Diggs, remember? We met at—” 

			“Did you see that person just now? The one in the hoodie?” Jordan asked. He held his hand out in greeting, but she ignored it. She vaguely remembered meeting Miller recently on a job, or after a job was completed. 

			“The person who just bumped into you?”

			“Yeah, that one.”

			“Want me to go kick their ass?”

			Miller looked like any other average thirtysomething cis straight guy. He wasn’t bad looking, he wasn’t good looking, he was just average. Which wasn’t a bad thing in this line of work. The last thing a hunter needed was to be memorable. Jordan tried her best not to be seen at all. She frequently dressed in black, never wearing anything with bright color. Demons loved bright colors, especially vampires. Miller was wearing a royal blue shirt and she’d considered mentioning something to him, but then she’d decided to let it go. She wasn’t his keeper or his nursemaid. He’d figure things out soon or suffer the consequences. Life was the most effective teacher.

			“Maybe just follow them and see what’s up.” Jordan strained to see the person who was getting farther away the longer they chatted. “I’d go, but I have a meeting with Sorcha.”

			“Don’t worry.” He was all business now. “I’m on it.”

			She stood and watched him jog down the sidewalk for a moment before entering the building. The Guild offices were on the top floor of the sleek, glass and steel high-rise. She walked past the first set of elevators to the express elevator and waited for the lift to arrive. Jordan hated these meetings almost as much as she hated elevators. She was the one in the field, not the suits. It was annoying to have to fill them in on things they clearly didn’t understand. They were literally hiding out in this glass tower, above it all, above everyone. Well, this would be her last check-in, so at least she could be happy about that. As she rode the lift she wondered if Eli would have tried to talk her out of quitting if she’d known that was Jordan’s plan. Eli was always one for staying in the fight, even if the good guys were sorely outnumbered.

			Sorcha Loftus was the head of the board of trustees, a circle of elders that made up the governing body of the Guild. At one time the Guild had been part of the early Church in Rome. Set up to monitor and keep the dark forces of the underworld at bay. But at some point, for reasons she didn’t fully understand, there had been an irrevocable break with the Church that had never been repaired. Many of the articles of exorcism from Scripture and the Church were still used in practice, but without the oversight of a priest. The Catholic Church still strongly believed that exorcism could only be performed by a priest or bishop, but she’d seen it done and even done it herself. More important than ordination was the belief that the Creator held dominion over evil. The bottom line was that to beat back a demon you had to be a true believer.

			So many of the common perceptions of exorcism were shaped by Hollywood. And in Jordan’s experience they weren’t always as scary or filled with pea soup as movies made them seem. Even still, she preferred a good old-fashioned demon hunt to an exorcism every time. She was a hunter at heart. Although, lately, she’d lost some of her zeal for ousting individuals identified by the Guild as demons because her faith in the Guild’s decisionmaking had seriously waned. The targets they chose to eliminate or ignore seemed weighted in the wrong direction. Society had fallen so far from its ancient origins that demons now operated openly in politics and business, in fact, they thrived. Jordan wasn’t a fan of allowing a demon to exist, regardless of their financial or political station. These days, the Guild didn’t necessarily agree with her.

			The elevator doors swished open on the top floor, and she turned toward Sorcha’s office. She took a chair in the empty seating area and waited to be summoned. It was late in the afternoon and the sinking sun flamed red through the tinted windows. Sunset, that’s when things got interesting in her line of work.

			The door to Sorcha’s office opened electronically. It was one of those modern-type doors, with no discernable handle so that when it was closed it appeared to just be part of the wall. This was the only invitation she would receive to enter. It was all so annoyingly controlled to give the appearance of power or strength. The elitist trappings of the Guild offices had really begun to annoy Jordan.

			The foyer outside Sorcha’s office was dark when the door behind her closed except for the red light from the security scanner. She stood for a few seconds in the small space while she was scanned for weapons, then the next door opened. Jordan hated this office. The whole entry experience was nothing more than a power play designed to keep hunters in their place.

			Sorcha’s office was bigger than Jordan’s entire apartment. The shiny metal surfaced desk, which was the size of a small car, was as far from the door as possible. Sorcha looked like a tiny queen on a throne. There was recessed lighting just above her that gave the impression that she was in a spotlight on stage. The corners of the office were dark. Not for the first time, Jordan wondered how old Sorcha was. She seemed to strangely defy the aging process. 

			Sorcha didn’t speak as Jordan crossed the room, but Jordan knew the drill. She stood for a moment when she reached the desk, and when Sorcha didn’t look up, she took a seat in one of the very stiff leather chairs. The overhead light was too bright. She glanced up at it and saw spots.

			“Good afternoon, Ms. Price.” Sorcha rested her entwined fingers on the desk as she studied Jordan. Her gray hair was in a severe cut that came to a sharp point at her jawline. Her dark red lipstick was perfect. Otherwise she looked as if she wasn’t wearing makeup of any kind, but that had to be impossible because her face had a smooth, ageless quality. Jordan suspected that Sorcha was a least twenty years her senior. Whatever health regime Sorcha practiced, it was working for her.

			“I just passed a vampire exiting the lobby of this building.” She wondered if Sorcha ever came down out of the tower long enough to notice what was happening at ground level.

			“An informant.” Sorcha’s response was dismissive.

			“Since when did we start using vamps as informants?” This was part of the new gray world order that she really didn’t care for. The barrier between the upper and lower worlds was thin. These days an act of betrayal was enough to breach it. If the boundary between humans and demons wasn’t firmly maintained, then who would decide good from bad? Everything would be open to opinion. Who could be the judge in that world?

			“Sometimes it’s necessary to work with the underworld in order to understand it.”

			She didn’t buy that explanation for a minute. Jordan decided to keep her opinion to herself and not mention that she’d sent Miller after the vamp in question. The only good vampire in her opinion was a dead one. But she realized hers wasn’t the popular opinion, especially in a time of anything goes. Perhaps it was better to get out of this gig sooner rather than later, before things became so muddy you couldn’t tell up from down.

			“I sense disapproval from you.” Sorcha’s gaze bore into her.

			“No.” She lied.

			As if on cue, a figure stepped into the light from one of the darkened corners behind the desk. Jordan sensed immediately that this man was a vampire. He was dressed in an elegant suit. His hair was combed back perfectly, and his dark brown skin seemed ageless. 

			“What the f—” Jordan lurched to her feet.

			The vampire stood at the edge of the desk with his hands behind his back as if he felt completely at ease and was in no way threatened by her presence.

			“Mr. Vega is my guest and you will treat him with respect.” Sorcha’s statement wasn’t a request. It was an order. “Take your seat.”

			“No.” Sometimes, with the Guild leadership, it was best to just roll over and show them your soft underbelly, show them you weren’t trying to be the alpha. But this wasn’t one of those times and Jordan’s patience with Sorcha was way beyond over.

			Sorcha slipped one hand under the desk, where there was no doubt an alarm button, and within seconds two security guards entered the room. They flanked Jordan but didn’t engage.

			“Do we have a problem, Ms. Price?” Sorcha asked. 

			As if that was a question Jordan could answer honestly. Yes, there was a problem. The slender vampire at Sorcha’s elbow had a smug expression which made her want to lunge across the desk and punch him in the face.

			“I’m here to serve the Guild.” Jordan answered Sorcha in the most neutral fashion she could muster. She wasn’t there to serve Sorcha, not today. “However, I am now officially offering you my resignation. Today, this meeting, will be my last.”

			She’d clearly caught Sorcha by surprise. Sorcha’s face showed very little emotion as she stared at her from the other side of the oversized desk. A few moments of awkward silence passed between them. Jordan did not break eye contact.

			“I see.” Sorcha looked down at her hands on the sleek surface as if she were trying to regain her composure, as if she’d ever lost it in the first place. Jordan could feel Sorcha’s displeasure from the other side of the desk.

			Not exactly a ringing endorsement for her to stay. Perhaps Sorcha was as ready to be rid of her as she was to be rid of Sorcha. Jordan didn’t really know of any hunter who’d actually walked away. Most were killed in the line of duty. Even her grandfather, also a hunter, hadn’t lived long enough to enjoy old age. 

			“This is highly irregular, and I will have to consult the council in this matter.”

			Consult all you want. I’m getting off this crazy ride. Jordan wanted to leave while she was still at the top of her game. She definitely didn’t trust the Guild any longer to watch her back. Jordan was on high alert, flanked on both sides by Sorcha’s goon squad and with a vampire in the mix. She was acutely aware of the fact that she was unarmed.

			Jordan didn’t respond. She wasn’t going to argue. It wasn’t Sorcha’s call to make.

			“May I task you with one last job before you depart?” 

			Hmm, a request this time rather than an order. 

			“As you wish.” Jordan figured she owed the Guild that much.

			“All the information you need is here.” Sorcha took an envelope from her desk and slid it across the sleek surface to Jordan.

			Jordan accepted the medium-sized manila envelope with a nod.

			“You may leave now.” Sorcha’s statement was completely without emotion.

			Not that she’d expected any sort of heartfelt good-bye. She glared at the two security guards, heavyset guys with sidearms and combat clothing. She didn’t really want to turn her back on any of them.

			“And, Ms. Price…”

			She turned to Sorcha and waited.

			“Remember that being a hunter requires one to overcome the desire for self alone.”

			Jordan frowned as she walked toward the door. What the fuck did Sorcha mean by that? As if devoting your life to serving the Guild wasn’t a selfless act? She’d had no life of her own because of this job. The work was all she had, and it was long past time for that to change.

			The two guards stopped on either side of the door as she made her exit. Jordan glared again at them as she passed. She wasn’t in the mood to be intimidated.

			




Chapter Ten

			Sam’s palm on her forehead caused Grace to flinch. She didn’t think she’d fallen asleep, but perhaps she had. She hadn’t heard Sam come back into the room.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to surprise you.” Sam seemed sincere.

			Grace had placed her glasses on the bedside table. She reached for them.

			“I don’t feel right.” Grace didn’t know exactly how to describe what was going on.

			“Are you injured anywhere? Do you have pain?” Sam was seated at the edge of the bed. She pressed her fingers to the pulse point at Grace’s wrist. “Your heart rate is definitely elevated, and you feel like you might have a bit of a fever.”

			“I simply don’t remember anything. How can that be?” Grace took a shuddering breath. “You’re really pretty, you know that?” She covered her mouth with her hand, but it was too late. She’d already divulged the unfiltered thought. She sounded drunk, was she drunk? It wasn’t like Sam was her type or anything, but when a woman was as naturally gorgeous as Sam, it was worth mentioning. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have just blurted that out.”

			Sam smiled and focused on Grace, but didn’t speak for a moment or so. Her blue eyes were soft and thoughtful. Sam tucked an errant strand of sun-bleached hair behind her ear.

			“Is Sam short for Samantha?” 

			Sam nodded.

			“Did you take something or maybe have too much to drink?” Sam gently asked. Those seemed like sensible questions. 

			“Wait…drinks. I did have drinks with someone.” Grace blinked rapidly and tried to force her mind to remember the details. 

			“Have you ever blacked out before?” Sam must have sensed her rising panic. “I’m not trying to frighten you. I just want to try and help you figure out what happened.”

			“You can’t scare me more than I already am.” 

			“Are you allergic to any meds?” Sam asked as she searched her medical kit.

			“I don’t think so.” She honestly couldn’t remember.

			“Okay, I’m going to give you some Tylenol and I’ll get you another glass of water. Maybe if you just rest for a little while things will start to come back to you.”

			Tears gathered along her lashes and one slid down her cheek.

			“Hey, you’re okay.” Sam touched her arm. “You’re safe now.”

			Grace nodded and took a deep breath. She did feel utterly spent. Perhaps if she could just rest for a little while then her mind would reorient itself. She accepted the tablets and the glass from Sam. And then dropped back to the pillow. Even sitting up to drink water was exhausting.

			“Where am I?” She couldn’t remember if she’d asked Jordan.

			“You’re in Elk Grove.” Sam closed the latch on the oversized medical box. “Elk Grove is near Manchester, about two hours north of San Francisco.”

			Grace tried to synthesize that bit of new information. She was two hours away from the last place she remembered. With no idea of how she got here.

			“Thank you.” 

			“You’re welcome.” Sam smiled at her as she stood up. “Get some rest.”

			* * *

			Luckily, Jordan had been wearing her coat during the attack, which draped enough from the back that it made her a more difficult target. The weapon had barely pierced the side of her abdomen. If the point of entry had been closer to the center of her stomach she’d be in the hospital right now. Jordan tried to relax, but the wound in her side radiated heat. And no matter how she adjusted on the mattress she couldn’t get comfortable. Frustrated, she exhaled loudly and pounded the bed with her fist a couple of times. She was pissed but there was nothing she could do about it at the moment.

			Sam had put a fresh dressing on the wound and drawn a blood sample. Sam was worried about the dark striation that now stretched about six inches across Jordan’s stomach from the puncture site. If it was poison then it was some sort of slow-moving poison because Jordan wasn’t feeling any effects right now, other than from the actual site of injury. It had probably only been an hour since Sam’s departure, but sleep just wasn’t possible. It had been a very long night and now the sun would be awake soon too. 

			Jordan walked out onto the front porch, which faced north. To her right she could see the faintest hint of pink on the horizon to the east. To the west the Pacific Ocean churned and crashed against the rocky shore. She couldn’t see it in the pre-dawn darkness, but she could hear it and she could feel it. The cool air was damp with mist and fog and the scent of the ocean hung in the air. It smelled of brine, salt, and seaweed, especially eelgrass. The rough surf seemed to churn everything into the mist that now drifted all around her. She loved this place.

			In January the rivers and seasonal creeks made their presence known along with the winter storms, creating fingers of muddy water in the Pacific Ocean. Waterfalls cascaded off coastal bluffs, spectacular big waves crashed against the rocks, and between storms, the horizon was often clear enough to give you the chance to see the green flash at sunset. From the western side of the property you could sometimes see gray whales on their southward migration.

			But it was June now and the first heat wave had arrived, quickly followed by fog. The Pacific micro-climate meant that when it was hot inland it was cool at the coast. 

			The grasses were high, dry, and golden. If she hiked down to the beach she was sure she’d find Starfish at low tide clinging to the big rocks. Leopard lilies bloomed near the water and coast lilies graced the world with their short-lived glory. There was so much to appreciate about the rugged beauty of the northern California coast.

			Jordan spent a lot of time in the city. That’s where most of her work was. But she was most at home in this remote spot near the sea.

			Even without GPS it would be nearly impossible to get lost on Highway 1. The Shoreline Highway followed the Pacific coast and if the ocean was on your left then you knew you were headed north. But the side roads were a different story. The feeder roads were frequently narrow and steep. A four-wheel drive vehicle was preferred. The dirt road to Jordan’s cabin passed through farm country and along the saddle of a ridge, which offered a great view of the eastern mountains and the ocean before dipping down toward the property boundary. She’d inherited one hundred acres of coastal land and the cabin from her grandfather and she hadn’t been visiting often enough lately. And this time it hadn’t even been under her own steam. 

			Someone had delivered Jordan to this sacred ground. Had they done it to keep her safe? And if so, safe from what or from whom?

			Everything that had happened the previous evening still puzzled her. She had lots of questions and very few answers. Jordan was more than a little worried that her mystery vampire savior had taken the weapon. The last thing she wanted was to think of the religious relic in the hands of a demon. Was that what the entire thing had been about? Getting the weapon? Perhaps she was inconsequential in the entire affair. How had the vampire who’d stabbed her come to have the weapon in her possession in the first place?

			Too many questions. Jordan was getting a headache. 

			Maybe what she needed was coffee. She’d carefully slipped into a sweatshirt and sweatpants, mindful of her injury, but was still barefoot. The boards of the porch were cool and damp beneath her feet. She retreated into the warmth of the cabin. It had been quite a while since she’d spent any time up here so she didn’t know what supplies she had on hand, but she was sure that she had a stash of coffee in the freezer for emergencies. Jordan was happy to discover that there was also a loaf of bread in there too. It was double bagged to keep it from getting freezer burn. That was likely Sam’s handiwork. If she was lucky, Sam would bring some additional groceries when she came back because Jordan’s car was still in the city, parked near her apartment building, right where she’d left it. 

			Jordan opened the bag and scooped a few heaping spoons of ground coffee into the French press. She preferred to grind the beans fresh, but this was a desperate situation that called for desperate measures. She filled the kettle, put it on to boil, and then decided to check on her houseguest. The sky outside the kitchen window had transitioned from deep purple to pink, but it was still very early.

			She braced her shoulder against the doorframe with her arms crossed and watched Grace sleep. Her hair fanned out a bit on the pillow. Jordan stood there until she heard the faint whistle of the kettle. She removed it from the burner before it got too loud. She had just placed the lid back on the French press when Grace spoke behind her.

			“I heard something whistle.” Grace’s hair was tousled and she tried to tame it with her fingers. She’d slept in her clothes and her shirt was slightly askew. The throw from the previous night was draped over her shoulders like a shawl. 

			“Sorry, I was making coffee.” Jordan leaned against the edge of the counter.

			“There is a God,” Grace muttered as she shuffled toward the table and sat down. 

			“I didn’t mean to wake you up.”

			“It’s fine.” Grace adjusted her glasses as she focused on Jordan. “I didn’t sleep well anyway.” She paused. “I meant to thank you last night for allowing me to stay.”

			“No problem.” Jordan decided that Sam was right. Grace was completely her type. “Maybe when the sun is up we can retrace your steps and locate your things.”

			“What things?”

			“Well, you mentioned last night that you were fairly certain you had a jacket and—”

			“And my bag, my purse, and my phone.” Grace braced an elbow on the edge of the table. “It seems very unlikely that I wouldn’t have had my phone with me.” Grace was staring at a spot on the floor as if her brain was idling while she searched her memory for clues.

			“Would you like a piece of toast?” Jordan held the bag of frozen whole grain bread in front of her. Leave it to Sam to buy the healthiest bread possible. “I’m afraid until I get some groceries this is our only real breakfast option.”

			“Toast sounds good.” Grace focused on her for a moment. “How are you feeling this morning?”

			“A bit sore, but fine.” Jordan had her back to Grace as she pried two pieces of frozen bread apart with a butter knife. She dropped them into the toaster.

			“Do you mind if I ask what happened?”

			“Um, just an accident at work.” There was no way she would tell Grace she’d been stabbed by a vampire. Civilians were better off in the dark about those things.

			“What sort of work do you do?”

			“Freelance mostly.”

			Grace watched Jordan lower the handle on the French press and then pour coffee into two mugs. Jordan’s answers were far too vague for Grace’s liking. But if Jordan thought she’d give up that easily, with such an obvious brush-off, then she was in for a surprise. Grace was a journalist at heart, and she always got to the heart of a story.

			“I only have sugar, no cream on hand.” Jordan held a mug up in her direction.

			“I don’t need anything in it. Thanks.”

			The slices of bread popped up, but after inspection, Jordan set the toaster again. She turned to face Grace, braced one hand on the counter, rested her weight against the edge, and sipped her coffee. Under Jordan’s intense gaze, she felt a bit like a crime suspect brought in for questioning.

			“Are you a cop?” Jordan gave off a real law-and-order vibe, but something told Grace she wasn’t with the police.

			“No, why would you ask that?”

			Grace shrugged. Two could play at this game of vague responses.

			“Private detective?” She took another guess.

			“Sort of.” 

			“Are you in the witness protection program or something?”

			Jordan laughed and shook her head. “You ask a lot of questions for someone who just woke up.”

			“I’m a journalist.” She sipped her coffee. “I can’t help myself.” Grace thought perhaps if she revealed a personal detail then maybe Jordan would too.

			The toaster dinged and Jordan brought both pieces to the table, each on a separate small plate. She offered butter to Grace.

			“Thanks.” 

			“So, you’re a journalist.” It wasn’t really a question. “What kind of stories do you write?”

			“Mostly memoirs.” She scooped out more butter than she probably needed. “I ghostwrite memoirs.” 

			“I didn’t even know that was a thing.” Jordan rested her elbows on the table. After the butter melted, she took a bite. 

			She studied Grace as if she were under a microscope. It didn’t really make her nervous, but Grace couldn’t help but notice the scrutiny. If Jordan wasn’t a cop then she was definitely in a related field. It was obvious to her that Jordan was someone who didn’t trust easily.

			Well, guess what? After drinks with Thea Shaw, Grace didn’t trust easily either. Flashes of her time with Thea at the bar had come back to her during her fitful night of no sleep. Unfortunately, she still couldn’t remember what had happened after Thea escorted her to her room in the hotel. Maybe in time, those details would come back to her as well.

			“I could loan you a clean shirt if you’d like to take a shower.”

			“Is that a hint?” Grace figured that Jordan’s offer was well intentioned but she couldn’t help giving her a hard time.

			“No, I mean, I just thought—”

			“I was joking.”

			“Okay, good to know.”

			Maybe she should tone down the sarcasm a little. Jordan seemed a wee bit on edge, and it wasn’t as if they knew each other very well or anything. It wasn’t as if this was a normal situation of morning-after toast and coffee. Grace had to remind herself to be guarded despite how safe she felt with Jordan.

			“I would appreciate a clean shirt and a shower.” She held up her mug. “And maybe even a little more of this.”

			“Say no more.” Jordan set the kettle on to boil again and prepped the French press. 

			Grace wondered if Jordan was aware of how often she touched her side. She wanted to ask more about the injury but didn’t want to pry. At least not before a second cup of coffee and a shower.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Alone in the bathroom, Grace braced her hands on the pedestal sink, stared into the mirror, and took stock. She looked like someone who’d been living in the woods for a week. No wonder Jordan kept staring at her. She exhaled loudly and then splashed cold water on her face. 

			Step one, get yourself cleaned up. Then she’d begin the task of figuring out how to get back to her life from this remote outpost. As cozy as it might be, and as intriguing as Jordan seemed, this was not where she was supposed to be.

			There wasn’t really a shower in the modern sense. The bathroom featured a large claw-foot tub with one of those showerhead hose things and a shower curtain that could be drawn to turn it into a shower. The fixtures on the tub seemed newer. While she waited for the tub to fill with hot water, she opened the medicine cabinet. You could tell a lot about a person from what you found in their bathroom. At the moment, this little investigation wasn’t revealing very much.

			There were no prescription meds in the cabinet. A couple of toothbrushes, still in packaging. She’d definitely borrow one of those. The shelves were otherwise fairly sparse. There was a box of Band-Aids, a roll of gauze, a bottle of peroxide, and aspirin. As the tub continued to fill, she rotated in the room. There were no knickknacks on shelves, no potted plants, no decorative soaps or towels. In fact, the entire space, while comfortable, was without decoration. 

			Grace slipped out of her clothing and held onto the edge as she climbed into the deep soaking tub. She lowered herself slowly and went all the way under for a few seconds. The hot bath felt like a tropical vacation. She might just stay forever.

			Grace shampooed her hair and sank under the surface again to rinse it. Then she took the bar of soap and lathered it between her hands. Every inch of her body ached from fatigue and lack of sleep, and worry. But the warm soak was helping wash all of it away. As she swept her hand across her skin with suds, she felt something on her shoulder that she hadn’t noticed before. It wasn’t sore, but she could feel some sort of indent in the skin in two spots just at the back of her shoulder near the base of her neck. She had a mental image of Thea Shaw like a flashbulb, there and gone.

			Grace sat up in the tub. Her palm still rested over the injury to her shoulder. 

			What was the last thing Thea said to her? Something like, it will all be over soon? What the hell had she meant by that?

			The soothing effect of the hot bath couldn’t override her nervous system so she climbed out of the tub and began to towel off. She needed a better look at the spot at the base of her neck. The mirror over the sink was all fogged up from the steamy bath. She swiped at it with her hand first, but all that did was make it worse. She used the edge of her towel to dry a large enough opening so that she could see herself. She half turned and leaned closer. The spot on her shoulder was hard to see, but it looked like two small punctures in her skin.

			Was it a spider bite? What else could have made those marks? They didn’t look infected or anything, just red, so she figured that they would heal and that would be the end of it. But the fact that she couldn’t remember how she’d gotten them was a bit unsettling. How many hours was she blacked out? Maybe something bit her while she was on the ground. The punctures seemed too far apart for a snake bite, and surely if she’d been bitten by a snake she’d have gotten sick right away.

			Grace reached for the flannel shirt Jordan had loaned her. Unfortunately, her hips wouldn’t fit into Jordan’s slim cut jeans, so she was relegated to sweatpants. This look wasn’t going to be her best, but at least she was clean, and now smelled of vanilla shampoo and sandalwood soap—a vast improvement.

			She gathered her discarded clothing in hopes that Jordan had a washer she could use. She finger combed her hair as she exited the bathroom. Droplets dampened the shoulders of her shirt.

			* * * 

			Jordan had planned to get cleaned up later, after Sam returned to take a look at her bandage. She wanted to get the all clear from Sam before getting the wound wet. It was chilly out since it was still early, so she’d gotten a down vest for herself and a jacket for Grace. She was sitting at the table in deep thought when Grace appeared fresh from the bath. 

			Seeing Grace in her borrowed flannel shirt conjured images in her head of what might have been, what could be. If things were different. Grace filled out the well-worn flannel in a way that Jordan never did. Grace made plaid flannel sexy as hell. Jordan was sure she was staring and redirected her gaze.

			“I feel so much better. Thank you for the clothes.” Grace smoothed the front of the shirt which only accentuated the curve of her breasts further.

			“I’m glad.” Jordan tried not to stare. “I thought these might fit and be better for our excursion than your dress shoes.” She handed a pair of waterproof, slip-on boots to Grace.

			Grace tugged the boots on over heavy socks and tucked the sweatpants into the boots.

			“They’re a little loose, but I think these will work nicely.” She shifted her weight from side to side.

			“It’s still chilly out so I have a jacket for you too.”

			“Thank you.” Grace accepted the fleece-lined denim coat. “I’m feeling a bit like a lumberjack right now.” Grace looked down at her clothing and laughed.

			“You may feel like a lumberjack, but you certainly don’t look like one.”

			“Is that so?” Grace quirked her eyebrow and smiled at Jordan.

			Jordan cleared her throat. “Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by that.”

			“Don’t panic, it will take more than one well-placed compliment to get me into bed.” Grace clapped her hands over her mouth the moment the words left her lips and regarded Jordan with wide eyes. “I am so sorry, I don’t know why I said that. It just came out…like I was someone else…”

			“It’s okay.” Jordan tried to brush it off.

			“I mean, not that getting into bed with you is a terrible idea…I mean, not that I wouldn’t want to if you wanted to.” Grace squeezed her eyes shut and braced her hands on her hips. “I am making this so much worse.”

			“For the record, I don’t panic that easily.” Jordan held the door open for Grace. “I just didn’t want you to feel uncomfortable because of my comment.”

			“I’m glad we sorted that out.” Grace stepped onto the porch.

			Jordan wasn’t sure they had sorted it out. Grace seemed a wee bit erratic. Since Jordan didn’t know Grace, she wasn’t sure if that was normal or abnormal behavior.

			Grace stepped off the porch into
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