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      He waited in the trees, adrenaline surging through him as he pointed his binoculars toward the house, cringing with each report that came in, months of painstaking work down the toilet.

      “First floor, clear,” came one voice over the radio.

      “Second floor, clear.”

      “Basement, clear.”

      How the fuck had this happened? Everything up to this point had gone according to plan.

      Deputy US Marshal Raul Valdez allowed nothing in his demeanor to give away how pissed he was, holding himself as still as the trees surrounding him. At the end of the strangest manhunt he’d ever seen, the target had vanished like he’d never existed.

      The sun was high in the sky when Rhys Carter had entered the house looking ragged after a night away from home, doing God knew what. Valdez had coldly evaluated the tall, muscular man with dark, shaggy hair. He knew he was looking at a killer and had prepared this raid accordingly. Taking Carter by surprise was the best way to minimize the risk to his team. The task force had surged out from their observation posts and surrounded the building as soon as the kitchen door slammed shut. On his mark, they’d busted down the doors and tossed in flash-bangs, hoping to stun their target. Instead, they’d found dust, and books, and not much else.

      His journey to this old ranch house outside of Tyler, Texas, had started five months ago with an errant fingerprint at a burned-out warehouse in Albuquerque. Belonging to neither the suspect in a months-old serial murder case nor any of her known victims, it had no match in the system. It could have been an errant print from a previous occupant, but that explanation somehow felt wrong to Valdez, especially since it had been pulled off the shelves in the hellscape of the walk-in fridge. That nightmare scene would stick with him for years. If the body parts strewn in the fridge hadn’t been enough to mark this case as the weirdest serial murder he’d ever seen, the ritualistic symbols found in the back office and a large storage room with a floor fused into a perfect glass circle—a woman’s sneaker stuck in the middle—clenched the deal. Weird was the business of Task Force Phantom, and did he have his work cut out for him.

      The weird kept finding its way to his desk, files piling up as various federal agencies learned of his task force. Valdez had to put the odd fingerprint on the backburner until he caught up. First it was women disappearing in Baton Rouge, then tigers spotted in the swamps of Florida. An arsonist ran rampant in Oakland, California, in September, and truckers went missing along I-10 later that month. He finally caught a break in his caseload in mid-October. It was the first time in months he’d even thought about that damn print, but once his desk was clear for a minute, he ran it through the system.

      And got a hit. About Goddamned time. A man named Rhys Carter had been arrested for drunk and disorderly conduct and released on bail in Fort Worth, Texas, about two months after Albuquerque. The charges were later dropped. Hallelujah, he had a name.

      Valdez took the case to his boss. Given the circumstances of the original fingerprint, it fell within their new task force’s mandate, and she gave him the go ahead to run it down. The man had an interesting background. Born and raised in Tyler, Rhys Carter and his younger brother, Owen, had gone into foster care about fifteen years ago, when their father had committed suicide after killing their long-term housekeeper. The autopsy report on both of them had been horrible, and the coroner had written that her wounds looked more like an animal had caused them than a human being. It looked like the Carters could have benefited from Task Force Phantom way back then, if the US government hadn’t been so concerned with covering up the inexplicable instead of trying to stop it.

      He started tracing both Carters’ movements over the last several months, as the brothers seemed nearly inseparable. Every time he could pinpoint a location, he found evidence of weird shit going down. Some California ranchers had reported a pack of wolves harassing their herds until the Carters showed up. A young, homeless man in a small, Northern Arizona town disappeared right around the time the Carters passed through. That string of missing and dead women in Baton Rouge ended once Rhys and Owen Carter stayed a few days. He may have found a solution to his problem, but he had to make sure these two were the good guys.

      Valdez had taken a couple of weeks to finalize his team. Just as they were about to head out to Tyler to begin surveillance at the beginning of November, he’d received a call from park rangers north of Houston. Some weird-ass bodies had been found a few miles into the National Forest, and federal agencies now routinely called him when the strange shit turned up. The bodies had been monstrous hybrids, looking like someone had a field day with mad-scientist-style genetics. Part cat, part human, one had even looked like a saber-toothed tiger. Hadn’t those fuckers gone extinct thousands of years ago?

      They wrapped up in Houston in time to get a call from the Dallas office. A body had been found with post-mortem bullet wounds in a burned-out greenhouse. And, would you look at that, Owen Carter had reserved three rooms at a hotel in Plano at the same time, not very far from the crime scene. It was high time they kept an eye on the brothers.

      The one target made surveillance easy. Rhys Carter was back at the ranch, alone, no sign of his brother. He rarely left and had no visitors in the week they’d been watching. His most frequent excursions were to the grocery store and a pool hall in the middle of town. As far as Valdez could tell, the guy spent his time drinking, reading, and watching TV, both boring and sad.

      Hoping to get this done before the Thanksgiving holiday, Valdez chose this bright fall morning to bring Carter in for questioning. He’d called local law enforcement to provide support, and they’d set up a command center in an abandoned strip mall not far from the ranch house. They needed to approach him as though he was the most dangerous criminal they’d ever apprehended, because he might be. He’d killed those five shapeshifters in September, he’d wiped out a nest of vampires in Baton Rouge, and he’d escaped the witch in Albuquerque, nearly blowing up the building in the process. Not to mention the probable demon he’d killed just a couple of weeks ago. The guy had nine lives and wicked skills.

      And it looked like Rhys Carter had the luck of the devil, too, because he’d disappeared. He’d gone into the house and now Valdez’s highly trained Task Force could find no sign of him.

      Son of a bitch!

      People didn’t just disappear like that. Carter had to have some sort of escape route. Valdez scanned the area with his binoculars, ignoring the requests for further instructions coming over the radio. His first major operation was turning into a shit-show, and he knew he’d only get one more shot at making the higher-ups believe he could do this. He’d have to come up with a stellar plan to course correct. This was going to be fun to explain to his boss.
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      Annika Turner was safe in the arms of the man she loved. His lips were on hers, a desperation in the kiss she hadn’t expected. Desire and relief swept through her, a warm balm to her soul. She was home, she knew it in her bones. For a moment, all was right with the world.

      Except it wasn’t. Chaos waited for them in the cool autumn air.

      She’d jumped down into the hole under the old truck, intent on sneaking into the ranch house and pulling Rhys out before law enforcement found him. She’d froze upon seeing the flashlight lurching down the secret tunnel from the house to the abandoned barn. Holding her breath, she’d waited for who-knew-what to emerge. The light had hit her square in the face, and only the sound of his voice saying her name allowed Annie to breathe again. She’d never been so happy to see anyone in her entire life. Now she just needed to convince him to run away with her.

      Annie broke the kiss, allowing only an inch of air to separate them.

      “Rhys,” she said.

      “Annie.” The heat in his voice almost broke her resolve, but when he tried to pull her to him again, she resisted.

      “As much as I’d like to tear your clothes off and never leave this hole in the ground, we’re not exactly alone.” She tried to keep her voice light and calm, but the words came out in one long breath.

      A large posse of sheriff’s deputies and US Marshals had invaded his home—the old ranch house that had been in his family for over a century—and would soon be looking for him. Rhys leaned his forehead in, resting it on hers. He breathed deeply and stepped back but didn’t let go of her. She couldn’t think of anything else with him so close. Annie asked the one question she knew would break this spell holding them together.

      “Where’s Owen?”

      It did the trick. Rhys finally let her go. She stopped herself from reaching out to him, missing his warmth and strength immediately.

      “That’s complicated, darlin’.” He ran his hand through his lovely, messy, chocolate brown hair.

      For an instant she wished it was her hand sliding through his hair, but the reality of the situation brought her to her senses.

      “Why are the marshals after you?”

      “No idea. You’re here. You’re really here.”

      “I am.”

      “Why? How?”

      “Explanations later. Escape now,” Annie said.

      She’d spent the drive down from Fort Worth trying to plan for any contingency. Annie hadn’t known if she’d arrive before, during, or after whatever emergency Daniela had foreseen. She’d tried to prepare herself for anything. Including being too late.

      “So, what’s the plan, Annika?” he asked.

      His use of her full name put needed space between them, and Annie was able to push down her emotional response. She engaged the logical part of her brain and dragged her attention, kicking and screaming, back to the present.

      “I only got as far as be sneaky, run like hell, and don’t get caught,” she said, unable to fight the grin that insisted on settling onto her face. She was just so relieved to find Rhys safe and sound that she couldn’t keep from smiling, even under these dire circumstances.

      “You don’t have a plan? What the hell were you thinking?”

      His grouchy voice bounced off the old truck above them, and he looked around as if expecting the marshals to suddenly spring from the dirt surrounding them.

      “Shhh, you’re forgetting step one: be sneaky,” she whispered, the grin firmly in place.

      “What? What’s with the grin?” Rhys shook his head in consternation but sounded less testy. He was cute when he was confused.

      “It’s good to see you, Rhys.” Annie schooled her face into seriousness as he ran his hand over his jawline. “I’ve never planned a jailbreak before, so…”

      Rhys, always the planner, took over. “Tell me what you saw.”

      “There’s a command post at that abandoned strip mall two miles away. I saw a few people over by the garage and at least five by the kitchen door. I’m sure there were more by the front door, but I have…son of a bitch. Hold on.”

      Unable to believe she’d forgotten such a basic lesson, Annie closed her eyes and fell silent, reaching out with her Gift. She felt stupid for not having thought of this sooner. In her own defense, she had been distracted.

      “There’s one guarding the kitchen door, one guarding the front door, and one over by the garage. The rest are swarming through the house. None in the tunnel, yet, but it’s only a matter of time,” she said, sensing those life forces with her magic.

      “So, we run like hell for the woods. I assume you parked your truck nearby.”

      “I coulda come up with that,” she teased, the grin returning momentarily.

      He returned the grin with a tiny shrug of his shoulders.

      “What if they couldn’t see us?” she asked.

      Confusion pulled down Rhys’ eyebrows.

      Annie answered his unasked questions, wiggling her fingers around. “I have mad, witchy skills now. I can make it so they can’t see us. We just might make it to the truck.”

      “How long?” he asked.

      “That’s today’s $64,000 question,” she said, losing the grin. “The last twenty-four hours have really sucked, and my reserves are low. I should be able to get us to the woods.”

      “Will it affect how fast we go?”

      “I’ll have to hold your hand while we run so the magic extends around you. That will slow us down. I could use my Gift to run faster, if that would be a better option, but it’s an either/or situation. I can make us invisible or run faster.”

      Rhys paused to think, his face serious. She didn’t want to be on the run. It would make everything harder, even more so for her brother, Sean. What kind of lawyer had a fugitive for a sister? But Dani’s premonition had turned out to be true. Rhys Carter, the man Annie loved, was in trouble. They had to get out of there before things escalated.

      “All right, let’s be sneaky, at least until we reach the woods. Then, we’ll run like hell,” Rhys said, interrupting her train of thought. “Anything else I need to know right now?”

      Annie shook her head. There was an entire fuck-ton of things he needed to know, but none would help them at the moment. If their luck held, there would be plenty of time to bring him up to speed.

      “Ready?”

      “You bet, cowboy,” she said.

      She turned and climbed the ladder up to the barn. Annie felt his eyes on her ass and allowed herself a small smile of feminine satisfaction. Even in this situation, the man couldn’t help himself. Rhys pulled the cover back over the hole once they emerged. It wouldn’t buy them much time, but every second counted.

      They crept over to the open barn door, their steps making the barest scuffing noise.

      “Where’s your truck?” Rhys whispered.

      “By the creek, about a half-mile that way,” she responded in kind, pointing toward where she’d hidden her vehicle.

      He gave her a nod and held up three fingers. They’d go on three.

      Three fingers, two fingers. One.

      Annie grabbed his hand and pulled on her Gift, whispering, “Verschwinden.”

      She bent the light around them, just like Jack had taught her—oh, God, Jack. The thought of him hit her like a sledgehammer, and she stumbled to her knees, her breath stolen by grief. The spell shattered. Crap, shit, and damn.

      “Annie?” Rhys knelt next to her, his hand warm on her back. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded. There’s time to grieve later, she reminded herself. Once Rhys is safe. She couldn’t help her friend anymore, but she could help Rhys.

      Drawing a deep breath, Annie rose and reformed the illusion. The spell bent the light around her, making it seem as though nothing was there. The look on Rhys’s face was priceless, and almost caused her to giggle, even in their peculiar plight. From his perspective, one second she’d been there, the next, she was gone. Annie reached out her hand and grabbed his. The illusion expanded, including him, too. The only thing that could give them away now was sound.

      “What the—” he started.

      She placed her finger over his lips and whispered, “Remember, explanations later.”

      He nodded, and together they stepped out of the barn. They made their way to the woods as quickly and quietly as possible, watching for stray branches, twigs, and rocks, avoiding unnecessary noise. She held his hand in a death grip. Rhys was constantly scanning the vicinity, looking for any movement. Once they entered the tree line, she kept up the illusion for just a bit longer. About halfway to the truck, with no one apparently the wiser, Rhys dropped her hand and took off running. She released the spell and did the same.

      Annie ran full out, her Gift giving her speed and endurance beyond most women her size, allowing her to keep up with Rhys and his over-six-foot frame. They dodged trees and crashed through brittle undergrowth and winter-dead branches. There, next to the creek, was her truck, parked on the dirt road between the Carter ranch and the next-door neighbor.

      “Get in, and stay down,” she said, pulling open the back door to the crew cab.

      Rhys flattened himself on the floorboards, and Annie shut the door behind him, trying to minimize the noise. She hopped into the driver’s seat and started it up.

      “Do you have your phone with you?” she asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Wipe it and toss it. You can use mine in the meantime and get a new one tonight.”

      He nodded, pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket, and started the process.

      “What’s the best way out of here?” Annie asked.

      “Take the road straight. Keep to the back roads and avoid the loop. Those are toll roads, and they’ll have cameras.”

      And cameras meant they’d be easier to track. She gave him a sharp nod and drove down the road, more slowly than she would’ve liked to minimize the dust. Rhys handed her his phone a couple minutes later, wrapped in tissue, and she dropped it out the window. Annie gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles and kept looking over her shoulder, praying they weren’t being followed just yet.

      About fifteen minutes later, they reached a paved road.

      “Which way?” she asked.

      When Annie received no reply, she looked back at him. He was now sitting on the floorboards, his back against the door, his eyes closed.

      “Rhys? Which way?”

      “Shit, Annie, I don’t know.” He drew a hand down his face and opened his eyes. He wouldn’t look at her. “Maybe, maybe you should just leave me here. I could turn myself in, and you could go on with your life.”

      “Look at me, Rhys,” she ordered. Annie reached for anger, covering the sinking feeling his words gave her when he still wouldn’t look at her. “Fine. I’m turning left. I’ll keep off the Interstate and other main roads as much as possible. We’ll make our way west, unless you have a better idea. I came here to rescue you. I’m not ready to give up, and you shouldn’t be either.”

      She did as she’d said, turning left when traffic cleared. Rhys was quiet for a while.

      “I don’t want you to get in trouble on my account, darlin’,” he said as she approached one of the roads leading to Dallas. “I can get myself out of the messes I get into.”

      Annie rolled her eyes. She knew he couldn’t see her, but for Christ’s sake, was he really that stubborn?

      “This isn’t the first time I’ve had to fish your ass out of a mess you couldn’t escape, cowboy, so please give me some credit. I have a pretty good idea of the consequences if things go sideways. This is my life, my choice.”

      “This is crazy, Annie. We can’t just be fugitives. You can’t be a fugitive.”

      She turned onto the road, keeping to the speed limit. Her out-of-state plates would attract notice, and she didn’t want any more than necessary.

      “I’m right where I belong,” she said. “We’ll figure it out. Let’s get another hour between us and the ranch.”

      They drove in silence. With every mile she put behind them, her grip on the steering wheel loosened a tiny bit more. They just might pull this off.

      Her stomach rumbled just as they skirted the outer suburbs of Dallas. She heard a snort from the back.

      “What, are you twelve?” she asked, grinning. “I was in a hurry to save your ass. Food was not a priority.”

      She pulled over at the first Whataburger she came across, wondering if they should chance some sort of alert already being out in the public domain.

      “Fuck it, Annie,” Rhys said when she hesitated in the parking lot. “I haven’t eaten since last night, and if the bastards want me that badly, I’m gonna get something to eat first.”

      It was her turn to snort. They left the truck and went into the restaurant, each ordering a burger, fries, and a drink. Rhys paid cash.

      They sat down and waited in silence for their food, taking the spicy ketchup when it was offered. A few minutes later, they bit into the wonder that was Whataburger.

      “What next?” Annie asked around a mouthful of goodness.

      Rhys shook his head. “I really don’t want you involved, darlin’.”

      “Too late. Way, way too late, cowboy. You’re not getting rid of me, so we need a game plan.”

      “I gotta contact Owen, make sure he doesn’t head home.”

      “Where is he, anyway?”

      “Don’t know.”

      “Really?”

      “Explanations later, right?”

      “It is later, Rhys,” Annie said.

      “Fine. The short version is we had a fight. He took off with Kate. I haven’t seen or talked to him in over two weeks.”

      That wasn’t good. The two brothers were thick as thieves. If they hadn’t spoken in weeks, something intense had gone down.

      “I need to use your phone.”

      She turned it on and handed it over without a word.

      He explained as he typed. “I’m logging you into our virtual private network. From there, I can use a secure messaging app. Should be untraceable. Owen and I established protocols a long time ago in case we ever fucked up and law enforcement closed in. Guess that time’s now.”

      Rhys looked so defeated as he typed into the phone. Annie reached across the table and placed her hand on his wrist. His green eyes met hers, sending a shiver through her body. She gave him a small smile of encouragement. The tension in his jaw eased, just enough for her to put her worries on the backburner.
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      How the hell had the US Marshals found him? Rhys and Owen had always been so careful to clean up after their missions. The handy spell their foster parents, Lou and Gail Hoffman, had taught them way-back-when erased their forensic footprint. He’d been trying to put together the pieces since getting into Annie’s truck.

      He still couldn’t believe Annie was here, that she wasn’t a figment of his imagination. God, she was beautiful, even with dirt on her nose, even with her strawberry blonde hair barely contained in a ponytail, even with sorrow shining in her eyes. He’d have to ask her where that came from. Just as soon as he got answers to his questions about that phone call, and where she’d been, and why she came back. Annie had finally returned, and his life suddenly became complicated. This was not a coincidence, and he found himself fighting the grin that tried to erupt. Of all the scenarios of her walking back into his life, he’d never dreamed she’d be rescuing him. From the feds. Shit, fate had a wicked sense of humor. This would either turn out to be the best day ever, or the worst.

      Rhys knew they could have fought their way out of the mess he’d apparently started, but that would have put Annie at risk, as well as his brother. He’d already done his best to ruin his relationship with his brother, and Annie had just showed up, answering his subconscious prayers from the last three months. Now they were running. He didn’t know how long he could keep her safe, if he could keep her safe. If it came to it, he’d surrender. Anything to protect her.

      He loved Annie. Rhys had no idea how it had happened. He’d always been attracted to her, but this morning, hungover after spending the evening in a bar and the night on Brittney’s couch, he’d realized he loved her. Rhys Carter in love. Fate was playing a fucking joke.

      Her hand on his wrist sent a lance of desire through him. He gently disengaged from her touch and yanked his thoughts away from her, turning his attention to the phone. Rhys immediately missed the physical reminder of her presence. The VPN and messaging app he used should mask their location and her identity, at least for now. With the right warrants and a good white-hat hacker, the marshals might eventually figure out where he’d been when he sent this message, but they’d be long gone by then.

      “Got last minute tickets to the Cowboys. Good seats, great company. Traffic’s a witch.” His fingers flew over the screen, and he hit send.

      Kate was going to kill him for attracting the attention of law enforcement. Owen’s girlfriend had a contentious relationship with her stepfather, who happened to be a sheriff’s deputy in Florida. It had permanently skewed her view of all law enforcement. Rhys had never discussed it directly with her, but from the bits he’d been able to pick up from his brother, she held her stepfather partly responsible for her dad’s death.

      “Okay, Owen should be safe for now. What do we do to keep you safe?” he asked, figuring he’d only have to deal with Kate if he managed to stay out of the grasp of the feds.

      “Us.”

      “Annie—”

      “No. I dropped everything to come here and pull your ass out of the fire. I didn’t even know…” She took a deep, shaky breath, and her eyes filled with tears.

      It was his turn to reach out to her. Rhys surrounded her small hand with both of his. Tears spilled down her cheeks.

      “I didn’t know if I’d be in time,” she said, carefully articulating each word. “All I knew was you were in trouble. Any plans going forward will include both of us.”

      Annie had that stubborn set to her features. There was no arguing, not now. Maybe when they were out of immediate danger, she’d be more reasonable. She didn’t need the weight of the US government coming down on her. It looked like she had enough on her plate as it was. For the moment, he was just glad she was here.

      “I’m fine now, darlin’, thanks to you. Let’s figure out our next move.”

      Annie gave him a curt nod and disengaged her hand from his. She used a paper napkin to wipe away the tears.

      “Is there anything at the ranch that would lead them to me?” she asked.

      Rhys thought about this. She’d taken almost everything with her, leaving only a few items of clothing and books. Unfortunately, there was one item that might lead the feds straight to her.

      “Your computer.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Owen locked it up in the gun safe, so it will take them some time to find it. What’s the name on your home screen?”

      This got her to thinking. She bit her lip and tapped her fingers as she did so, flooding his mind with memories of staring at her as she worked, thinking how sexy she was. He’d missed this. Rhys allowed the corners of his mouth to twitch up into the barest of smiles. After a moment, she shook her head.

      “You know, I don’t think I ever set it. I couldn’t come up with anything witty, so I just left it at factory default. That should buy us some time. Any papers are at my dad’s.”

      Her face blanched at that.

      “What? What is it?”

      “I forgot to call my dad!” she whispered. “He’s gonna kill me.”

      Rhys allowed his smile to grow. Trust Annie to be more worried about not calling her family than about the US Marshals. “He won’t know you didn’t call him first thing. Do it from the road.”

      She nodded slowly. “Wanna hear my crazy idea?”

      “Sure, darlin’,” he said. He had no ideas at the moment. His main base of operations was now swarming with law enforcement, and it was just a matter of time before the marshals located the lake house that had always been a back-up.

      “Let’s head to the cabin. Even if they eventually figure out that I exist, and I’m connected to you, it will take a while to track us down there.”

      Rhys honestly couldn’t think of a better solution, and only two downsides came to mind. Her family’s cabin was in a small town called Pinetop in the mountains of Northern Arizona. They’d be on the road for two days, giving the marshals a chance to catch up to them or put out an alert. More people would know where they were, putting those closest to Annie at risk of prosecution. But there was a very good reason to head to the cabin, one his mind kept bringing to the forefront, although he kept pushing it back. He’d have Annie all to himself.

      “I don’t like putting your family in a difficult position,” he said.

      “We won’t tell them,” she said.

      “Lie to your family? Careful, darlin’, or I might think you’re making a habit of it.”

      Rhys meant it to be teasing. She’d admitted the phone call—breaking things off with him—was a lie, but some residual pain from it must have sneaked into his voice. Her eyes met his, the gray depths piercing through his bullshit. Annie reached out to him, covering his hand with hers.

      “The only lies I’ve told since I met you were told to keep you safe. I will do it as many times as I have to so you can stay that way.”

      Holy shit. The fierceness with which she made that statement caused him pause. A strange emotion tickled the edges of his mind, one he hadn’t experienced in a long time. Safe. Having Annie on his side made him feel safe. The realization stole away whatever he had been ready to say next.

      “Fine,” he said after thinking it through. “The cabin it is. It’s gonna be a long drive, though. We’ve got to take the back roads. It will give us plenty of time for all those explanations.”

      The smile that had begun when he’d accepted her idea dimmed, and she squeezed his hand one last time before releasing it. He’d said the wrong thing. Dammit.

      It was time to get back on the road. Rhys checked her phone and saw that Owen had sent a thumbs up. Message received and appropriate actions were being taken. He just needed to figure out how to tell him where they were headed without giving him the address.

      Annie insisted on driving again, but Rhys sat in the passenger seat instead of on the floorboards. She’d managed to find a route north of Dallas that avoided the interstate. The plan was to make it to Lubbock and stay at a hotel for the night before continuing on in the morning.

      When they reached the other side of Dallas, Annie finally called her parents.

      “Just stay quiet, no matter what,” she said, using the hands-free calling feature.

      Rhys nodded his head in agreement just before someone picked up.

      “Annie?” her father’s voice answered. Joy and relief were evident even in that one word.

      “Hi, Dad,” Annie said, barely keeping the tears from her voice.

      Rhys squeezed her knee. She smiled at him and took a breath.

      “Annie, honey, it is so good to hear from you. Vickie, it’s Annie,” her dad said before his voice went all echoey as he put her on speaker.

      “Annie, how are you?” her stepmom asked.

      Rhys didn’t think anyone had ever greeted him with the joy Annie’s parents had just shown. Well, that kiss in the tunnel was pretty close.

      “I’m okay,” she replied. “I’m⁠—”

      “You headed home?” her dad asked.

      “No, Dad, I can’t, not yet.”

      “We miss you, sweetie,” Vickie said.

      “I know. I miss you, too, but I⁠—”

      “Come home, Annie,” Ken Turner said.

      “I can’t. Please, I can’t.”

      “Do you need me to come get you? Do you need me to call the police? Annie, what’s wrong?”

      Rhys watched as Annie steeled herself. He hated she’d be lying to her family for him. Despised it. But she was a big girl and more than capable of making her own decisions.

      “Dad,” she said, putting all the authority she had behind her words. “I’m fine. Things went sideways, big time, at the Homestead. I promise I will tell you everything, and soon, but I can’t right now. I need a place to rest and figure out what’s next. If it’s okay with you, I’m gonna head back to the cabin.”

      “Sure, Annie, that’s fine. I just talked to your uncle a few days ago, and they’re not planning on heading up there until after the new year. No snow yet.”

      “Will you be down for Thanksgiving?” Vickie Turner asked, almost as a throwaway.

      “When’s Thanksgiving?” Annie asked in return.

      “Thursday.”

      “And today is…?”

      “It’s Sunday.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. How did you lose track of the days?”

      “Honestly, Mom, when I have a chance, I will explain everything. All the days just blended together. Shit, is it really Thanksgiving already?”

      “Yes, it is, young lady. And if you’re not making it on Thursday, plan on Christmas, okay?” Her dad’s voice held a note of amusement.

      “Okay, Dad. Christmas it is. I’m driving and should be at the cabin late tomorrow. I’ll let you know when I get there. Love you.”

      “Love you, too, Annie. Glad you’re back in the real world,” he said.

      “Love you, Annie. Be careful,” her stepmom said.

      Annie hung up and glanced over at Rhys. He gave her a weak smile. For a minute, Rhys wondered what it would be like to have someone love him like that. The only family he had was his brother, Owen. His mother had disappeared when he was three, his dad had died when he was fifteen, and their foster parents had been killed while on a hunt almost a decade ago. Until their recent disagreement, he and Owen had been nearly inseparable, and they didn’t worry about each other. They both knew exactly what they were capable of and trusted each other to see to their own shit. He envied Annie.

      They made a pit-stop in Bridgeport, north-east of Fort Worth. Rhys offered to drive. Annie turned him down.

      “I need to stay awake. I’ve been changing the color of the truck as we drive, on the off-chance anyone got a good look at it. As soon as I don’t have something to do, I’m gonna fall asleep, and the spell’s gonna go poof.”

      “Okay, darlin’, but if you get too tired, let me know. I’d rather be discovered than have you fall asleep at the wheel.”

      “Deal, cowboy,” she said as she started the truck back up.

      He’d given his next message to his brother some thought.

      “Headed to mountains for some R&R. Hope to see you soon.”

      He could drop more hints if need be, but he doubted Owen would head straight for the cabin anyway. Depending on where he was right now, it might be just as safe to stay there as it was to make a cross-country trek.

      His phone dinged a few minutes later.

      “Enjoy the cabin. Tell Shortcake hi for me. We’re with family.”

      Since he was Owen’s only family, and Kate was estranged from hers, that meant they were with one of Libby’s relatives. Their friend and mentor had family scattered throughout Louisiana and Texas. His brother’s response also told Rhys he knew where they were going and who he was with, and there didn’t seem to be any immediate threat. Owen would join them when he could.

      Annie looked over and read the text.

      “Eyes on the road, darlin’,” he said with a smile.

      “Why does he insist on calling me Shortcake?” Annie asked as she turned her attention back to traffic. “Kate is shorter.”

      “I think it has more to do with him getting laid than it does with your relative heights, darlin’,” he said, a big grin plastered on his face.

      She jabbed him in the shoulder. “Shut up.”

      Rhys laughed. He was more relaxed than he’d been since she’d left, even with the looming threat of the US Marshals. As far as he could tell, there was no alert out on him, and they’d been unable to find any evidence in the media that anyone was looking for him. It confused the hell out of him. Why would the feds organize a raid and not follow through? If they thought he was a threat, why weren’t they using every tool available? It was another question to add to his list.

      “Is it later enough for explanations?” he asked.

      “My attention is divided enough,” she said.

      “Not you. Me.”

      She glanced over at him, her eyes thoughtful. At her nod, he told her.

      “I fucked up. My head hasn’t been in a good place since you left. I was reckless and put the team in danger more than once. Owen had enough, and he and Kate took off, leaving me to work my shit out. And to top it off, I lost us an object we could’ve used to trap Barrick.”

      “That’s bad, Rhys. It really is. Everyone’s okay? No one died?”

      “Yeah, everyone’s fine.”

      “Then I win. I managed to get someone else killed. I fucked up worse than you.”

      “Annie—” There was only so much he could do while she was driving.

      “No, not now Rhys. I’m so tired. The last two days have been hell. I just want to get to a hotel and crash.”

      “I could drive.”

      “Let’s make sure they’re not making a stink about us. If all’s quiet, you can drive tomorrow, I promise.”

      Rhys accepted the inevitable and allowed his attention to wander. He looked over at her from time to time, still in disbelief that she was back. Annie owed him a few explanations, and he was mad she hadn’t written, but she’d seemed so fierce when she said she’d lie for him, that she’d protect him. He’d hold onto that for now. Exhausted from his night on Brit’s couch, and the events since, he dozed off.
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      Annie pulled into the parking lot of a typical, small-town hotel. Nothing special: two stories, cream colored, and it looked well-kept. She let go of her Gift, which had fueled the illusion she’d been holding all day, both a burden released and a friend missed.

      Exhaustion swept over her, sapping her body of strength and her mind of thought. She rested her head on the steering wheel, unable to summon the energy to open the door of the truck or to call out to Rhys. Her body refused to do as she bid. She allowed her eyes to close.

      After a time, maybe five minutes, maybe an hour, Rhys stirred next to her, bringing her out of her stupor, not asleep, but certainly not awake, although her eyes were open. She tried to make her mouth and tongue work.

      “Rhys.”

      It came out as a breath, the air barely moving. Annie counted it a victory. She tried again.

      “Rhys.”

      This time he opened his eyes, almost as reluctantly as she had. He glanced around, trying to take in their circumstances. The sun had set just a few minutes ago, and the twilight bathed the sleepy motel in rose-colored light.

      “Why’s the hotel pink?” he asked, still sleep-befuddled.

      She snorted and pushed herself back into the seat of the truck. Her head lolled toward him, her muscles jelly after the events of the last two days.

      “We need to see if they have a room. Vacancy is lit, so that’s a good sign.” She giggled at her unintentional pun. God, she was getting slap-happy.

      “Are you okay?” His eyes fastened on her, trying to take her measure. Rhys raised one hand as if to reach out to her but stopped himself.

      “Just tired,” she said, giggling again at the huge understatement.

      This time he didn’t stop himself and took her hand in his. Annie tried pulling away, but he held tight. She’d depleted her Gift again and was on the verge of sapping the energy from all the living things around her. The biggest and best battery within twenty feet was the man she loved. She would siphon his energy until her Gift was replenished, whether she wanted to or not, whether it killed him or not.

      The rush of energy through her body gave her the strength to break his grip and throw open the door of the truck. Annie fumbled with the seatbelt until she was able to release it and topple out onto the grass. Now that she had direct contact with the living world and put distance between herself and Rhys, she allowed her Gift to siphon off the energy from the life surrounding her. The dormant grass beneath her and the distant trees glowed green in her mind. She sensed the red pulse of the birds nestled into those same trees and the insects buried underground. Growing stronger with each breath, Annie was finally able to stand without feeling like she

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png






OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Author’s Note
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        Other Books
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/rhys.jpg
X

<>

w%






OEBPS/images/npc.jpg
<&Ez2>






OEBPS/images/final_brimstonefinal.jpg
MAGIC & MONST!ISK/

BOOK THREE





OEBPS/images/dsp-logo-v-large.jpg





OEBPS/images/annie.jpg
N>





