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Excerpt From When Passion Lies




PROLOGUE

The vampires moved through the night, their unconscious cargo even more deadly than they—who had seen much throughout the centuries—could imagine.

“We need a secure location,” Nicholas said. He had an angel’s face and a scientist’s mind. But nothing in his studies had prepared him for the transformation he had just witnessed in his friend.

“I know a place.” Lucius, practical and methodical, steered the truck through the Los Angeles night. They had escaped a fierce battle, but this wasn’t over. Both of them knew that for their friend Sergius—tranqued in the cargo bay—it might never be over. Once a tormented vampire whose daemon had fought for release, he was now so much worse, his reality shifted by nothing more substantial than a touch.

The girl’s curse had transformed him into something unnatural and terrifying. Something monstrous even by the broad standards of a world that lived in shadows and hovered on the fringes of human nightmares.

“They will look for him,” Nicholas said. “If we want to have any chance of reversing this thing, I need time to investigate. Time to think.”

“The girl said there was no way to reverse the transformation.”

“The girl is human. She may well be wrong.”

Lucius nodded. “We don’t have time, especially once word of what happened spreads. The Alliance will search for Sergius. And eventually, they will find him.”

“Not if they believe there is no reason to look.”

Lucius took his eyes off the road long enough to glance briefly at Nicholas. “You have a plan.”

“Yes,” Nicholas said, his voice heavy with purpose. “I do.”


CHAPTER 1

Petra Lang did not want to die.

Too bad she didn’t have even the slightest say in the matter.

A specially convened Alliance Tribunal had indicted her, an Alliance prosecutor had outlined the evidence against her, and the high examiner had sentenced her. Now she awaited her punishment from within a coffin-size portable holding cell, her hands bound tightly in front of her despite the space being so tiny there was no way she could have even shot someone the finger, were she so inclined.

And, frankly, she was definitely so inclined. As far as she was concerned, the preternatural assholes who’d sentenced her to die deserved one hell of a lot more than a rude gesture.

Never mind that she was willing to submit to whatever restrictive and oppressive rules the Alliance wanted to subject her to. Because of her curse, she’d been deemed a danger to both the human and the shadow communities, and in less than an hour, she would be dead.

She closed her eyes, trying not to think about it. Trying not to wonder if it would hurt or if she would slip softly away into the black. Trying not to wish she’d had the chance to lift the curse, to touch a man, to see the friggin’ Eiffel Tower or the Great Wall of China. Hell, she’d never even made it up to San Francisco to see the Golden Gate Bridge. She was only twenty-six. She wasn’t supposed to die.

She hoped she wouldn’t cry; if she could make it without tears, at least then she could take some small victory with her to the grave.

Mostly, she thought about Kiril. Worried about him. Her brother who’d dedicated his life to protecting her. The boy who wrote such beautiful poems and could spend hours searching for the proper word for one of his short stories. The sorcerer who’d exploded in a frenzy of wind and thunder when the elite Covert Alliance Apprehension Squad had burst through the door of their house in Studio City.

The squad members had gone for Kiril first, with such swiftness that Petra had assumed they’d come for her brother and had no interest in her. She’d tried to help him, but though the family’s magic flowed in her veins, too, the curse had always interfered, and summoning her meager power during a crisis had never been easy for her.

Instead, she’d watched, horrified, as the officers fired tranquilizer darts at him, the magic fading as Kiril collapsed unconscious onto the floor. She’d raced to him but hadn’t made it to his side. Instead, a burly officer had lassoed her—lassoed!—then dragged her back toward the door.

She’d fought, digging in her heels, tugging on the rope, screaming for her brother. But she had never once run toward her captor. Never tried to rip the cloth that covered his body from nose to toes. Never yanked her own glove off or tried to touch skin upon skin.

She hadn’t used the curse to fight back—she hadn’t even tried.

And yet it was for that very curse that she would die tonight. She’d intentionally pushed the curse once. Only once. And it had been Serge’s decision as much as her own. The vampire knew what would happen—what he would become. But they’d had no choice. They’d been trapped, and time had been running out.

It had been a total Hail Mary ploy, but it had paid off. She’d touched, he’d transformed, and the monster he became had wreaked havoc on their captors.

Serge had sacrificed his sanity, his soul, and even his life to save countless more, but did the Alliance care? Not one damn bit. They didn’t look at the reason or the result; they looked only at the curse, at what she could wreak with nothing more substantial than the slightest brush of skin against skin.

She closed her eyes, clenched her fists, and wished she had the power to turn back time. If she had, she wouldn’t hesitate. She would touch them all and take her chances with the vicious monsters she unleashed. She would do that very thing for which they were now executing her. She would turn them all, torture them all, and, dammit, she would fight to live.

She didn’t deserve this.

Tears pricked her eyes, spilling out over her lashes, and she tried to lift a hand to wipe them away, then shook with fear and fury when her arm wouldn’t move. She couldn’t even dry her own damn tears! Dear God, she didn’t ask for this. Didn’t want it, would walk away if she could. So how was it fair that she died tonight, when she’d spent her whole life apart and alone, protecting the entire world from what she was?

Stop it! Stop thinking!

She almost wished the guards would hurry up and come. Right then, locked in the small concrete cell, she had no company other than her thoughts. And those thoughts were tormenting her.

“Prisoner!”

A tremor ran up her spine, and she took back the earlier wish. She wasn’t ready, not at all.

“Prisoner!”

“Yes.” Her voice was soft, but she took a small bit of pride from the fact that it didn’t shake.

“It is time.”

“What about my brother? My advocate? Can’t I see them?” Didn’t the condemned have the right to say good-bye to their families? To speak one last time to their legal representative?

“Your brother’s request for visitation has been denied.”

“Oh.” She squeezed her eyes shut, not quite able to believe she wouldn’t get the chance to say good-bye to Kiril, that she’d never again hold his hand when a blue moon filled the sky, or read one of his stories, or harass him about kicking up a whirlwind inside the house. Her chest tightened. There were too many things left undone. Too many things she still wanted to say. Now she’d never be able to.

She swallowed, forcing thoughts of her brother out of her mind. “What about Montegue?” she asked, referring to Nicholas Montegue, the vampire advocate who had represented her during the proceedings. Following the verdict and sentencing, he’d filed an appeal with the Alliance, specifically addressing it to Tiberius, the governor of the Shadow Alliance’s Los Angeles territory.

Petra still hadn’t heard the outcome, but Nicholas had been hopeful. Tiberius, he’d said, owed her one.

“The appeal was denied,” the voice said. “The Tribunal has ordered that your execution proceed with all due speed. And Montegue filed no request to visit or be present at the execution.”

She tried to draw a breath as the walls of the already tiny cell seemed to crowd even closer against her as she processed what the voice was saying. Nicholas had fought for her—spent hours researching centuries of shadow law and drafting brief after brief, his intensity and determination so thick that she’d actually dared to hope.

He’d been her courage during the weeks leading up to the hearing, and she’d relied on his quiet strength and sharp reputation. He was Nicholas Montegue, after all, the advocate who represented all vampiric interests on behalf of the Alliance. Who had a hand in the affairs of Tiberius himself.

If anyone could see her safely out of this mess, it was Nicholas. And each day, she’d anticipated his visit, eagerly working beside him, poring over the cases he’d copied and the statutes he’d dug up from faraway jurisdictions, so desperately grateful that he’d given her the gift of hope.

But that hope had died with the sentencing, and now he couldn’t even face her?

How completely pathetic.

“Prisoner!” The sharp voice brought her back to the present, to the small cell and the reality facing her. “Do you willingly accept your fate?”

“No!” The word seemed to burst from her mouth without any forethought.

There was nothing but silence around her, and she took some small bit of satisfaction in having apparently mucked up their formality, even if only a little bit.

“You may proceed,” the voice said, only this time, it wasn’t speaking to her. Within moments, the air in the cell grew thicker, as if it was pressing in against her head, and after a few seconds of that, the air seemed to be actually drilling into her. She wanted to reach up and clasp her skull in her palms, wanted to press her hands hard against her cranium and hold her head together before it exploded, but her shoulders were jammed against the concrete walls and there was no moving—she could only scream, and scream, and scream.

Something creeping.

Something looking.

Something moving like a worm through her mind. Digging and twisting and turning. Searching.

Searching …

It hurt. Oh dear God, it hurt, and as the pain spread out through her body—as bile rose in her throat and her chest heaved in acid-filled gags—she realized what it was. A Truth Teller—a rare creature in the shadow world. Although she’d spent years poking around in the shadows trying to find the truth for her clients, she’d never once met anyone who’d experienced the mind meld of a Truth Teller. It was horrible, and the more the creature poked around, the worse it became.

What the hell was it looking for?

The claws of the Teller’s grasp scraped through the dark spots of her mind, riffling through long-forgotten memories, stirring up lost scents and fears and small joys along with the raw, red pain of the search.

And then, as fast as it had entered, the intruder withdrew. Her head felt strange, as if there were cotton inside it, and she had to struggle not to sink into herself and to listen instead to the low voices outside her small concrete prison.

“Clean,” announced the baritone voice. “There are no plots. No plans for escape. She will take no secrets to her grave. Her mind is prepared to die.”

No, she wanted to shout. No, it isn’t. Her mind wasn’t any more prepared than she was. But it didn’t matter. They didn’t care.

This wasn’t about her; it was about the ceremony.

It was about the result.

With a jolt, the concrete cell into which she was locked started to rise. She was being lifted to the execution chamber. This was it. Time’s up. Arrivederci, au revoir, and auld lang syne.

Petra tried to swallow, but her throat was too thick. She couldn’t do anything anymore.

All she could do now was die.


CHAPTER 2

The small cell rose through the floor, then came to a stop with a sudden jolt, shaking Petra and kicking her pulse back up, her body primed for flight even though there was nowhere to flee. Without warning, the front and side walls of her tiny cell fell away, crashing to the ground with a thud that reverberated through the small chamber. She was on the stage of a very small theater, her back still strapped to the standing concrete block, on display for the three Tribunal members who sat in the plush chairs and stared at her, their faces impassive.

She’d witnessed executions in the Preternatural Enforcement Coalition’s theater before, but those were always following a criminal conviction and took place in a cavernous room with dozens upon dozens of witnesses. Her termination might be taking place within the walls of the PEC, but this was an Alliance execution, not punishment rendered following a crime.

She was not being executed for what she’d done to the vampire, but because they were afraid of what she might do in the future. She scared them, and they were going to kill her.

She forced her chin high. It was their shame, not her actions, that had her dying in this dingy little room; the shame of knowing that what they did was unjust. Vile. And as she looked out upon the three of them, she hoped her expression telegraphed what she didn’t have the guts to voice: Screw you all.

She recognized the three, of course. Dirque, Trylag, and Narid. A jinn, a para-daemon, and a wraith, and all three members of the Alliance.

She’d seen them every day during the charade they’d called a hearing. She’d hated them during the trial, and she didn’t feel any more charitable to them now. They were the last people she wanted to watch her die. She wanted Kiril. Hell, she wanted Nicholas. But the guard had been right—neither her brother nor her own advocate would be with her at the end. She’d been isolated her entire life, and she’d learned to accept that. This, however … this bruised her heart.

A door in the center of the back wall opened, and as the theater had only two rows of seats, she could easily see the face of the person who stepped in. Or she could have seen him, had he not been covered in head-to-toe black, swathed just as she was. Her, they’d covered so that an accidental brush against her skin could bring no harm. He was covered not for safety, but for anonymity.

The executioner.

Dirque, acting as the high examiner, stood, a brooding jinn who ruled the territories he governed with an iron hand. The executioner lifted a bow, then notched an arrow into it. Petra tried to breathe and realized she couldn’t.

“Petra Lang!” the executioner called in a low, harsh voice that seemed almost familiar. “This Tribunal has determined you to be a dangerous entity and subject to termination pursuant to the Fifth International Covenant and the common law of the shadow world. I ask the high examiner, is this so?”

Dirque’s eyes glowed yellow in the dimly lit room, and his mouth stretched into a thin, smug smile. “The punishment is just and good.”

“Petra Lang, do you have any last words?”

Did she? She wanted to talk and talk. To babble her way back to life. But she didn’t. What was the point? All the talk in the world would change nothing, and in the end, she’d be six feet under.

“Then let us proceed.”

In the audience, the high examiner returned to his seat. In the back of the room, the executioner positioned the bow, the tip of an arrow aimed straight for her heart. Slowly, he pulled the string back. In front of her, not one spectator moved. No one in the room even breathed.

Don’t shut your eyes. Don’t shut your eyes.

She didn’t want to give them the satisfaction of knowing she was scared. But she was … she was so damn scared …

She closed her eyes.

The twang of the bow as the arrow flew filled the small theater, and Petra flinched, wishing she could raise her arms over her heart before the arrow hit home.

It didn’t hit.

Her mind was working so hard to compute that anomaly that for a moment she didn’t register the cries of agony and howls of disbelief.

Confused—and still very much alive—she opened her eyes, then added her own screams to the cacophony as her eyes burned from the blue-green smoke that now filled the room, her lungs joining in the agony as soon as she drew in the poisoned air. Once again, she tried to move her hands, and once again she failed.

She’d shut her eyes tight—the only thing she could do, bound as she was. But the darkness gave little respite from the pain, and she couldn’t stand not knowing what was happening. Not understanding why chaos had erupted or, more important, why she was still alive.

Gingerly, she peered out through slitted lids, her body tightening as the mist burned eyes that she had to fight not to shut again.

Someone leaped in front of her—the executioner. His eyes were open behind plastic goggles, and he pressed against her, as close as a lover, his body demanding cooperation even though she was in no position to do anything but. The bow still hung from one shoulder, and now he lifted it and reloaded. But he wasn’t aiming at the high examiner, who was rushing blindly toward the stage, his face covered with yellow pustules, his eyes red and swollen, and his hands glowing with the infamous blue fire of the jinn.

Instead, the executioner shot his arrow to the side. She turned her head, tears streaming, and the last thing she saw before her eyes swelled shut was the arrow striking a metal control panel on the far wall of the small theater.

Immediately, the concrete square on which she stood began to descend, dragging her and the executioner back down to the bowels of the building. Her heart pounded in her chest and she allowed herself the tiniest flutter of hope. This was a rescue.

“Kiril?” she whispered, but even as she spoke, she knew it wasn’t her brother. The shapes were too different. Kiril towered over her, his height making him seem like a giant compared to the man who held her now, his firm body fitting perfectly against her during their swift descent.

And whereas Kiril smelled of incense and charms and mystical smoke, this man’s scent seemed almost European. Nicotine and men’s cologne, the aroma making her think of London or Rome, which was ridiculous since she’d never been to either city. But there was something so very old-world and sophisticated about the way the man smelled. Something familiar, too, and hope fluttered inside her.

The slab lurched to a stop, and she heard scraping above them that she assumed had to be the execution staff trying to pry open the hatch. Any moment now, guards would rush in from the single door through which they’d walked when the guard had led Petra to her tiny execution cell. She’d seen the room then, and now she tried to peel her eyes open and see it again, but it was no use. They were swollen shut, her lids glued together with a mixture of pus and tears.

She could hear well enough, though, and almost as fast as the thought had entered her head, she heard the motor of the door begin to whir. At the same time, the man’s arms squeezed tight around her. She flinched automatically, then relaxed as she remembered. They were both fully clothed, every inch of skin covered with black.

There would be no physical contact.

Even as she sighed in relief, he pushed away with a sharp curse.

“What is it?”

“Goddamned hematite bands.”

She wanted to gasp, but couldn’t. How could she when her throat was so thick, her mind filled with confusion and wonder?

Because there was no doubt about the voice now.

Nicholas Montegue.

He’d come for her after all.
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Hematite. Why in the name of all that is holy had the goddamned guards bound her with hematite?

The question was an academic one, and one that Nick didn’t have time to ponder. He’d taken the precaution of ensuring that the lock code for the door to the staging area was changed as soon as Petra’s cell had ascended, but something as basic as a lock would not keep the guards out for long. The staging area for this particular theater of execution was one of the few places in the PEC’s Division 6 complex that did not have a barrier of hematite, the vile mineral that prevented a vampire from transforming into mist.

That had been his plan, of course. To get Petra back down to the staging area, grab her, and transform them both to mist, a nearly invulnerable state for a vampire.

His asset had neglected to mention that the guards would bind Petra’s hands with hematite. And Nick, damn him, hadn’t thought to ask. She wasn’t a vampire, so what was the point?

Had they anticipated him? Believed that he might try to rescue the girl?

It was a possibility he couldn’t ignore, because it would mean that the escape he had thought would be reasonably simple had transformed into a minefield of trouble.

“Change of plans,” he said, and despite the pain that had to accompany her rapidly swelling eyes, Petra smirked.

“I didn’t even know there was a plan.”

He stifled a smile as he moved around the slab, grateful she wasn’t cowering in fear, fighting him, or doing anything that would slow their escape. Behind her now, he pressed the latch to release the strap that bound her waist to the concrete and pinned her upper arms to her sides. “I can’t do a thing about your hands.” He reached for her arm to lead her, then grimaced when she stiffened at the touch. “Two layers of tight knit between us. I’m safe.”

“Sorry. I’m not used to—”

“I know. Come on.” He clutched her arm more firmly, and this time she didn’t resist, though she did stumble.

“I could run a lot faster if you hadn’t blinded me. What the hell did you do, anyway?”

He didn’t answer, but instead reached into one of the pouches he’d knotted to his belt. He didn’t want to take the time, but she was right. If she couldn’t move fast, she was a liability.

He heard loud voices and scraping on the other side of the door. They were trying to break through. They wouldn’t succeed, but someone must have radioed Security Section for the override code. His asset had buried it, but she wasn’t able to completely delete it. They’d be through the door soon. And even if they weren’t, that was the way he and Petra were going, too. His planned exit was useless if they couldn’t transform to mist.

He’d removed a small jar from the pouch, and now he opened it, revealing a noxious-smelling, bile-colored cream. “Take some,” he said, shoving it under her hand so she had no choice but to scoop some cream onto her cloth-covered fingers. “Slather it all over your eyes. That’s the way.” An inelegant job, but she’d managed even with bound wrists. “It takes a moment, but you’ll recover soon. In the meantime, stick close. And swallow this,” he added, reaching into the same pouch and pulling out a small pill that he pressed into her hand. “We’re about to do this all over again.”

“What?” Panic laced her voice, but he didn’t have time to explain. Instead, he reached into another pouch, pulled out the second Du Yao Yan Qiu he’d created, and clutched it in one hand.

He’d launched the first one with the arrow in the theater above, releasing a temporary poison. This one he would hurl toward the guards—the same guards who were clambering through the now-open door. He waited, one hand tight on the girl, the other holding fast to the poison-filled orb, not a weapon of the shadow world, but of ancient China. With a few of his own modifications, of course.

“Take the damn thing,” he said, noticing that she stood there, holding the pill, her wrists still bound together and her expression dubious. “I’m trying to get you the hell out of here, not kill you.”

“Good point.” She lifted the pill to her lips as the flood of guards started. Two burst through first, one firing a tranq dart that whizzed only inches from Petra’s ear.

She screamed, then dropped to the floor, chasing the pill that had rolled away, disappearing down one of the gratings through which the ashen remains of the executed were swept for processing—the very grates through which he’d intended to escape with Petra as mist.

“Dammit!”

Mentally, he echoed her cry, but there was nothing he could do now. More guards had come through, seven total before the flood stopped and they were all in the room, a heavily armed contingent of creatures—all covered from head to foot in strike-team clothing, their eyes safe behind goggles, their skin safe behind cloth, and tranq guns held tight in their hands.

Nick shifted sideways before the guards fired, dropping to the floor next to Petra at the same time he let the orb fly. It burst on the ground, the small chambers within that had been keeping the components of the poison separate rupturing with the impact, and the magic of chemistry stepping in to aid their escape.

The room filled with noxious gas, but this poison didn’t attack the skin. Instead, it formed a thick fog that made it impossible to see even a hand shoved straight in front of a face. More important, when breathed, the poison sucked the energy from the victim.

Unfortunately, since the antidote he’d tried to feed her had gone down through the floor vents, Petra succumbed to the poison as well, her low moans indicating just how hard the concoction had hit her human constitution.

Nick couldn’t see the guards, but he could hear them slowing down, stumbling. All except one—and because he still stood, Nick knew it must be a vampire. Like Nick, the vampire guard could breathe, but didn’t have to, and he’d apparently stopped at the first hint of poison, refusing to inhale the debilitating smoke. That guard alone remained a danger, and odds of one-on-one were perfectly fine with Nick, even with the baggage he was now hauling in the form of the lethargic girl.

Moving as silently as possible, Nick lifted Petra, then eased toward the door … and slammed right into the hard body of the vampire guard who, being a credit to the vampire community, had wisely moved to that exact location.

The vampire’s reaction was immediate: a punch to Nick’s throat that had him gasping in reflex—and inhaling the damn poison.

It didn’t matter.

Nick had designed the poison himself, as well as the antidote, and he’d taken a dose before entering the facility. He coughed, the noxious fumes burning his lungs, but his strength wasn’t sapped.

The vampire, however, wouldn’t know that, and in a calculated risk, Nick allowed himself a long, harsh cry of frustration, then sank to his knees as if the muscles in his legs were suddenly incapable of supporting him.

As he fell, the vampire wrenched Petra from his grasp, and Nick grappled among the pockets and pouches at his waist for a weapon. He didn’t want to kill the vampire—didn’t want the death of a PEC guard added to his list of crimes—but he would do what it took to get out of this mess, and with the girl.

With a stake in hand, he gathered his strength, then lurched toward the vampire—realizing suddenly that he could see the guard clearly.

The vents.

Someone in Security Section had turned on the floor vents, and the poison was being sucked out of the room with amazing swiftness, replaced with clean air that filled the lungs of the lethargic guards, their strength returning.

Dammit, dammit, dammit all to hell.

He was surrounded, and the girl—the very reason he’d undertaken this absurd mission—was held fast by the vampire.

He could escape; he could turn to mist and escape the way he’d planned to all along. As of right then, his identity was still concealed behind the body-covering suit he wore. And considering the miasma of chemical smells in the air, he doubted any of the guards even realized he was a vampire.

But he couldn’t leave without the girl. Security around her would be tightened, and she would be executed almost immediately. This was it. Now or never.

The answer had to be now. But now was impossible.

He hadn’t counted on the security cameras. Hadn’t counted on the vents.

Just as he hadn’t counted on the goddamned hematite.

In front of him, the six guards were moving legs and arms. Soon they would rise again for battle.

“Surrender,” the vampire said. “There is nowhere to go.”

He stood still, his eyes on Petra.

He had only one option, and to take it would put his friends at risk.

He hesitated only a moment, and then he reached into his pocket and pressed a single button on his phone.
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