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WHEN BLOOD CALLS


“J. K. Beck builds a dark, compelling world in When Blood Calls, the first in a paranormal trilogy.… Sexy, thrilling and teeming with weird creatures and unexpected alliances, this story will have readers eager for the next installment.”

—Book Page, “Romance of the Month”




“A page-turner! Riveting, dangerous, and not to be missed!”

—#1 New York Times bestselling author Sherrilyn Kenyon




“J. K. Beck expertly blends pulse-pounding romantic suspense with an evocative and original paranormal world. The result is a red-hot page-turner.”

—New York Times bestselling author Kresley Cole




“A compelling blend of dark paranormal romance and gritty urban fantasy.”

—New York Times bestselling author Lara Adrian




“From the very first page, you’ll be enveloped in the story of When Blood Calls and the rest of the world will disappear. Beck has created compelling characters, a story rich with paranormal creatures you can empathize with and a plot that will make readers ask, ‘What would I do if it were me?’ Once you start the book, don’t plan on moving until you’ve finished the story.”

—RT Book Reviews



WHEN PLEASURE RULES


“Rich with moral dilemmas, steamy sex and a timeless political feud between vampires and werewolves, there’s something for all paranormal fans here.… Sexy, dark and intense.”

—RT Book Reviews




“Right from the get-go, Lissa and Rand’s story grabs you and won’t let go.… When Pleasure Rules is a super-fun, action-packed, and let’s not forget sizzling story.”

—Night Owl Romance




“When Pleasure Rules lives up to the standard set by When Blood Calls. The tension is high, the action is intense, and the romance is scorching.”

—Bitten by Books



WHEN WICKED CRAVES


“Beck can always be counted on for a fantastic paranormal tale. This third addition to the immensely popular and enjoyable Shadow Keepers series may be the best yet. Tight, action-packed suspense combined with one seriously imaginative plot will have readers whipping through page after page of gripping suspense and sizzling passion. A wonderful world readers will want to visit time and time again.”

—RT Book Reviews




“The passion, twists and turns in When Wicked Craves will keep you entranced from the first page until the last.”

—Joyfully Reviewed




“Lovable characters, great action, scary monsters and super-hot scenes, what more could you ask for?”

—Night Owl Romance
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“Your turn, Kevin!” Stu yelled, rubbing his fist, his knuckles red from having just pounded the shit out of Jordan Lowe’s nose and jaw. “Go for the nose. Come on, Kev, nail the fucker!”

Kevin Whalton cringed; Stu’s shouts were making him even more nervous than he already was. He glanced around the darkened alley, half-hoping there’d be someone else in the shadows behind the locked-up laundromat. Nobody.

“Fucking hell, Kevin. Now.”

He jumped, scared as a rabbit, but he did what his friend demanded. He tightened his fingers into a fist, lashed out, and watched as his knuckles smashed into their victim’s nose.

No—not a victim. He had to remember that. Had to remember who was the dangerous one here. Because if everything Wes and Stu had told him was true, Jordan Lowe could never be a victim.

With a snap, Jordan’s head slammed back, making a sick crunching sound as it impacted the brick wall. He howled—literally howled. A low, pained keening that bounced off the wall and filled the dark space around them.

Kevin glanced back at Stu, who was miming punching movements and shouting, “Hell, yeah! That’s the way! Get in another—come on, man, show the freak what you’ve got.”

Wes stood a couple of yards from Jordan, his mouth pulled into a tight smile. “You fucked with the wrong people, puppy dog. We know what you are, and we are so going to take you down.” He swiveled his head to look at Kevin. “Another. Get in another.”

Kevin hesitated, a little sick to his stomach. Less than an hour before, they’d all been having drinks at a bar a few blocks down. Everything had seemed perfectly normal then. Hell, Wes and Stu actually knew Jordan pretty well; they’d been hanging with him for weeks. But tonight they’d pulled Kevin aside to tell him that they didn’t trust Jordan. That they were certain he was a mole. And that Kevin was going to want to see the shit that went down.

Then they’d put something in the guy’s drink. And when Kevin had asked Stu why, Stu had just grinned and said that if they didn’t dose his drink, Jordan would be able to rip all their fucking heads off.

At the time, Kevin had believed it, because why the hell would Stu lie about what Jordan was? About what he could do?

Now, though …

Well, now Jordan looked whipped. Like he couldn’t beat up a six-year-old girl, much less three college sophomores.

“Goddammit, Kevin. Are you a fucking pussy or what? Hit the mongrel bastard! Hit him!”

“Do it!” Wes added, and their voices bolstered him. Made his muscles tighten and his pulse quicken. “Goddammit, do it now—do it and I swear to God the unholy fuckwad will show you that everything we’ve told you is true!”

That did it. Kevin lashed out, his right fist connecting hard with Jordan’s temple even as his left jabbed into the kid’s gut. Jordan went down, doubling over as he clutched at his stomach. Then he looked up, and Kevin stumbled backward.

Holy fuck—Jordan’s eyes were yellow.

Yellow and wild and full of hate and anger.

Kevin shivered, not sure what he was seeing. Not sure what to believe. He’d gotten in with Wes and Stu and the rest of them because they’d told him what was out there—and that they needed his help to stop it. To stop them. But until tonight it had all been theory and conjecture and folks making speeches about what they knew and what they believed. Until tonight Kevin had never actually seen one of them. Hell, he hadn’t even been sure if he believed in monsters or if he just wanted to get on Wes and Stu’s good side.

But he believed now. Fuck, yeah, he did.

“Don’t fight it, pup,” Wes said, giving Jordan a kick. “We wanna see. Don’t we Stu? Don’t we Kevin?”

“Shit, yeah,” Stu said, bouncing like a boxer itching for a fight. He pulled out a knife, the blade glinting in the dim light from the alley’s streetlamps. “Scared, fucker? It’s pure silver. That’s gonna hurt.” He lunged forward, the blade aimed at Jordan’s stomach, but at the last second, Jordan thrust his arm up, moving fast considering how battered he was, and knocked the knife to the ground.

Quicker than Kevin could see, Jordan had Stu pinned on the ground. “Think you’re clever?” he rasped, his body bent over Stu’s. “How clever will you be when I rip your head off with my goddamned teeth?”

Jordan’s skin started to ripple, and Kevin could see his bones shifting beneath his skin. A loud roaring filled Kevin’s head, and his knees started to give out—fuckin’ A, he was about to faint.

“Kev! Kevin!”

Wes’s voice pulled him back, and he blinked, groggy.

“Get Stu’s knife, man! Now!” As Wes spoke, he was lunging toward Jordan with his own knife out. Kevin couldn’t move; he couldn’t do anything but stare at the creature in front of him. Holy shit; they’d told him what would happen, what the kid was. But telling and seeing were two different things. And seeing was fucking terrifying.

“Now, goddammit, or Stu’s dead!”

Jordan was clutching Stu’s head in his hand, and he slammed it against the asphalt with a sickening thud. The noise spurred Kevin to action, and he darted sideways for Stu’s lost knife, then rushed forward, leading with the point of the blade. He felt the resistance as the tip hit Jordan’s skin, then the give as it slid into the muscle, the full force of Kevin’s weight pushing it right to the hilt, right to the bone.

On the other side of the creature, Wes was jabbing, too, his mouth moving, his words a mishmash of unintelligible curses with only a few words like silver and fucking and werewolf coming out clear.

Another roar echoed—only this one wasn’t inside of Kevin’s head. It was coming from Jordan, who’d reared back, arms flailing as he knocked aside their knives and climbed to his feet. Kevin braced himself, certain he would need to do battle with this, this thing. But then Jordan turned and loped off down the alley, leaving Stu curled up in a ball and moaning on the pavement.

“Catch him!” Wes cried, pulling out a gun and firing it so close to Kevin’s head that for a moment he thought he was deaf. He wasn’t, though, and Wes’s shouts pushed through the cotton that now seemed to fill his ears.

“Goddammit, I missed the fucker! Catch him! Run! Shit, we have to catch him. If he gets away, we’re dead. We’re totally fucking dead.”
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He was dead.

No other possible outcome. No other way for this to end.

He’d been stupid. Lazy and reckless, and somehow they’d found him out.

And now he was dead, or he would be soon enough.

Except he couldn’t die—not like this. Not without letting someone know how bad it was. How close they were. And how dangerous.

His legs pumped as he moved down the alley, the weakness unfamiliar after so many years of pure, glorious strength. He’d known about the dangers of silver, of course. What werewolf didn’t? But he’d been arrogant and foolish enough to believe they’d never get him with it. To believe they’d never find out about him. That he’d be smart. That he’d be safe.

He’d been an idiot, and soon he’d be a dead one.

Not once in his wildest dreams had he imagined that they would lace his drink with colloidal silver. But they had, and he’d drunk it down, and it had ripped his advantage away from him right then and there, weakening his muscles and making his mind fuzzy and confused.

Once he figured out what they had done to him, he managed to get away, pushing through the thick Friday night crowd to the kitchen, then out the back door through the alley. He’d run aimlessly in the dark, just wanting to put distance between him and his tormentors. He’d thought he’d lost them, had even leaned against a Dumpster to take a deep, self-satisfied breath.

And then they’d arrived with their taunts and their jeers and, most dangerous of all, their knives forged of silver.

He’d fought, but he’d been weak. Extraordinarily weak. That he’d managed to get away at all was a miracle. That they were following was a curse.

Right now he had only one thing to be thankful for—that Wes’s silver bullet had only nicked his heart. If it had pierced it, he’d already be dead, and all his warnings would be lost.

They still might be if he didn’t hurry. But he was weak. So damn weak.

He heard the footsteps pounding behind him and realized that he’d slowed his pace. Go. He had to get somewhere safe. Had to find a shadower.

For three months, he’d been deep undercover, trying to find out what the humans were up to. About four weeks ago, he’d managed to wrangle an introduction to Wes, and that had gotten him closer, because the frat boy human was poised to go far within the organization.

Jordan had spent this last month watching and learning and trying to get closer. Close enough to gain trust, to learn what they were up to. The humans who wanted him—and all the shadowers—dead and gone. If he couldn’t tell someone, then all that time would be for nothing, and he couldn’t let it be for nothing. Because then … because then …

His head was fuzzy, his thoughts crashing into each other. The silver.

Had to hurry. Had to move.

With concentration like he’d never known before, Jordan forced his heart to beat harder, his blood to surge stronger. Forced his legs to go.

Something fast whipped by him, brushing his sleeve, and when he realized that one of his tormentors had thrown a knife, a new burst of fear fueled his speed. He didn’t know why they hadn’t used the gun—wait, yes he did. There were people, and a gunshot would draw attention.

He peered around him and realized that although he was still racing down the alley that ran parallel to the Northridge street, there were people up ahead. They were mingling at the intersection of the alley and the sidewalk of a perpendicular street. The sound of laughter coupled with the scent of alcohol wafted toward him, and Jordan almost cried out in joy. Without even trying, he’d stumbled upon another bar, upon people. Dear God, he needed people.

To his left, a door burst open, a yawing metal mouth against a pockmarked face of brick. The stench of fried food and flowing alcohol wafted out. He’d found the back door to the bar where all the people were gathered.

His forehead creased in concentration as he tried to figure out what to do. Thinking was so hard, and his thoughts were all jumbled. Go in. Go in and get lost in the crowd. Yes. Yes, that was what he should do.

He shifted, then stumbled toward the door, pushing inside past a couple who were emerging, a tangle of arms and legs and lips. He sniffed—human. He pushed off the wave of disappointment. The odds that he’d randomly find a shadower bar had been thin. But this would do. He just needed bodies. Just needed to hide.

Hallway. Dark. Flooded with the scent of sweat and lust. To his left and right were restrooms. Ahead, flashing lights and pounding music. He headed into the light, his hand steadying him against the wall. Other humans passed him, coming from the direction he was heading. Their eyes cut to him, then cut away, their faces twisted with fear and repulsion.

He was changing.

His own pain, his own fear—it was pushing the change even as the silver kept the wolf from fully bursting free. His bones were bulging, his face deforming. The humans would be no help to him—he could tell that much from the terror on their faces.

He needed to think, dammit, but his head was too full of cotton. Had to find a shadower. Had to do it soon.

They were coming. Of that he was certain. They’d find him, and they’d kill him.

He’d always thought that despair would be a cold, frenetic thing, but now he knew that it was warm and languid. A quiet acceptance. A slow descent into the thick sludge of acquiescence.

Just before the hallway opened onto the main dance floor, another hall intersected, veering off to the left. He turned, ignoring the sign that said the area was for employees only. It was quieter here, and he realized he could think better now that he wasn’t walking straight into those damned pulsing lights. Ahead, he heard voices. If he could get to them, just get to them, then maybe—

His knees buckled, and he grabbed at the wall for balance. But the walls were spinning, the silver in his blood working its way into his brain. He closed his eyes and sagged to the ground, hoping to stop the horrible, gut-wrenching rocking.

Bile rose in his throat, and he sucked in air through his nose, but the nausea kept building.

“Hey—hey, mister? You okay?”

Slowly, he peeled open his eyes and looked up at the three women staring down at him. No, not three. Just one, but she was blurry around the edges, coming in and out of focus. He sniffed. Another human.

“I’m—” He didn’t finish the sentence. For that matter, he wasn’t sure the words had even left his lips. But the girl had knelt down, her face full of concern. And when she did, he saw the mark on the wall behind her. An elaborate S painted in gold and bisected by a silver arrow.

They were here!

“I’m going to call nine-one-one,” the girl said, pulling out a cell phone.

“No.” He croaked out the word, then thrust out his hand to grab hers. “Don’t.”

Her eyes went wide, and he followed her gaze. The bones of his hand were elongating, pushing against his skin. And thick tufts of fur were sprouting.

“What are—?”

“Go,” he snarled. “Get the hell out of here.”

She didn’t argue, just took a step back, then turned and ran down the hall, back toward the noise and the lights.

He threw himself against the wall, fingers scraping for the notch that had to be there. Please, please let it be there. He had to get in—had to get safe—before his human tormentors found him. Surely they were in the club now. Surely they were tracking him. Surely they’d meet the woman and she’d point, horrified, down the hallway. And then they’d come with their guns and their knives and they’d—

There.

His fingernails found the crevice between the wall panels. A subtle click, and then one of the panels swung open. He fell into the dark space, kicking the hidden doorway shut behind him.

But he could go no farther. He’d reached safety, and in doing so had sapped his meager supply of strength.

In front of him, a beautiful pale face loomed. Vampire. He could smell the blood along with the revulsion. There was no love between the weren and the vamps, but they would unite against their enemies. They had to, Jordan thought. Because if they didn’t they would all surely die.

With effort, he opened his mouth, lips parting just enough to make a sound. He saw the vampire’s eyes narrow, long lashes dark against ivory cheekbones.

Help.

He tried to force the word out, but it wouldn’t come. How could it when there could be no help now?

“You shouldn’t be here. This isn’t a place for you.”

He tried again to form words, but he was too far gone, his life slipping away. No. No, no, no.

Conjuring strength he didn’t know he possessed, he struggled to force out three little words. Three words that he hoped would save them all.

“Get,” he said, then sucked in a breath and tried again. “Get the percipient.”

And then, with a gasp, Jordan Lowe laid back his head, and died.
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A thin sheen of sweat covered him, and Ryan Doyle kicked the cotton sheet off. The ancient, window-mounted air conditioner belched out cool air, and he closed his eyes, letting the chill soothe his heated skin as much as his feverish thoughts. He’d come here—with this woman—with the intention of clearing his head. Of letting the case—and the images of the kidnapped human girls—disappear under the surface for an hour with the hope that the distance would bring clarity. Because right now he was at a goddamned dead end, and if he didn’t figure something out—

No—back it down. Back it the fuck down.

That wretched, violent anger was rising inside him. The compulsion to lash out, to explode, to rail against the filthy vampire that had flaunted the darkness inside him by taking those girls.

That anger’s pure. Just let go. Let it out. They’re probably dead, so the fury is totally justified. Hell, it’s human. Feel it—just fucking feel it.

He clenched his fists, fighting the temptation to give in. He wasn’t going there. Justified or not, he couldn’t let it explode. For centuries now, he’d managed to keep it under control. He had a temper—hell yes, he did. But snapping at a uniform who wasn’t doing his job was a far cry from the bloodred fury that boiled inside of him, ready to explode the moment he relaxed. Each day Doyle battled it down, and each day’s battle was a little bit easier than the last. That was progress, and he wasn’t going to toss it away. If he did, he might never find his way back to the man he’d worked so damn hard to become.

Beside him, the woman shifted and rolled over. A moment later, her naked breasts pressed against his back, her lips on his shoulder. “Stay the night,” she said. “You might as well. It’s almost sunrise anyway.” Her hand slid over his waist, fingers dancing down bare skin until she found his cock and stroked it slow and easy. “And I can think of a lot of ways to welcome the morning.”

He closed his eyes, allowing himself a brief moment to enjoy the sensation. Then he sat up, the movement of his body forcing her hand away.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” he said. He stood, started looking around for his pants. He wouldn’t stay. He never stayed.

“Nothing?” Her voice grated with annoyance. He heard the brush of skin against cloth as she shifted back on the bed. “Shit.” The word was little more than a breath.

He closed his eyes for a moment, just long enough to gather himself. Then he turned to her, saw her body, warm and fresh on the sheets, and knew that no matter what else he might be, right then—as far as this woman was concerned—he was being an asshole.

“You knew what I was when you invited me home with you.”

She laughed, and the sound was not attractive. “Goddamn cop,” she said.

“Yes.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Why are you smiling?”

“Am I? I guess it’s because you know me so well.” He moved to sit on the edge of the bed, then drew the sheet up to cover her. He rested his palm on the flat of her stomach and looked into her guileless eyes. She didn’t know what he truly was, and even after all these years, it still amazed him that he could pull off the illusion.

Slowly, he pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Thank you.”

She eyed him suspiciously. “For what?”

For believing I’m human. For proving I can keep up the charade. “For last night.”

Her expression relaxed and she smiled softly as she reached for his hand, her fingers twining with his. “Like I said. Come back to bed.”

He’d be lying if he didn’t admit it was tempting, but long ago he’d promised himself not to go there. He’d had a few relationships with his own kind—with the shadowers. If a week or two of dinners and sex could be considered a relationship. But with humans? With them he wouldn’t even stay through the night.

“You’re going to say no,” she said. “I see it on your face.” She eased up onto her knees, the sheet falling away. “Let me try to persuade you otherwise.”

“Brenda—” he said, recalling the name that had been pinned to her uniform.

“No, no,” she said. “You don’t want—”

But he didn’t hear what he didn’t want, because the sharp chirp of his phone interrupted. He tugged it from his pants pocket, saw Tucker’s name on the display, and answered. “Yo.”

“It’s Rhys,” his partner said. “I just got a call from the office in Victorville. I think we’ve got him.”

Doyle felt his pulse increase as he got the details, told Tucker he’d meet him in five, then snapped the phone shut.

“You really do have to go,” Brenda pouted.

“I do,” he said, and this time he meant it. “Because you’re right. I’m a cop. And I’ve got a job to do.”
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“Dead,” Officer Gomez said, his voice carrying across the parking lot as Doyle crossed toward him, his long strides kicking up the dust that seemed to blanket all of Victorville. “All of them.”

“Shit.” Beside him, Doyle’s partner Severin Tucker shoved his hands into his pockets. Then, as if something inside him had popped, Tucker kicked a rock and sent it rocketing across the lot. “Goddammit all to fucking hell.”

Doyle seconded the emotion, but he didn’t give in to it. He was too on edge; the anger that all their scrambling to find the missing girls had been for nothing hovered too close to the surface. Let it go, and he couldn’t guarantee that he could pull it back.

He met Gomez in front of the entrance to the shabby, abandoned motel. The place sat about five miles outside of town on an old highway that had been made redundant by a new freeway. It had been empty for decades; and the only building within sight was an equally desolate gas station.

The intense summer sun beat down upon them, filling the air with the strangely sharp odor of melting tar and baking dust. A tumbleweed rolled by. A ghost town, Doyle thought, and cursed the monster who’d brought more death to this place.

“Time of death?” Doyle demanded. “Come on, Officer, I need information.”

Gomez swallowed, the only betrayal of his youth. “Not sure, sir. Four hours, at least. But maybe longer. Could be eight. We—we expected the medical examiner to arrive with you.”

“We?” Tucker asked.

“My partner and I. He’s inside. With the bodies.”

“Just the two of you?”

Gomez nodded. “Victorville’s a small post, sirs, and since you both arrived so quickly …”

“Not quick enough if they’ve been dead for four hours,” Doyle said.

“Maybe eight,” Tucker reminded Doyle.

“Fuck.” One hour and Doyle had a chance. Maybe even four. But eight? If it had been eight hours, the bodies would be useless to him. “You told Los Angeles dispatch you had a bead on Rhys,” Doyle said, referring to the vampire he had been hunting nonstop for the last three days, ever since the body of Cecilia Winfrey had been discovered in the attic of a recently listed Venice Beach cottage.

The description of the injuries in the real estate agent’s frantic call to 911 had been tagged by Division 6 dispatch, and Doyle had arrived even before the human police. He’d taken one glance at the girl—bloodless skin, ripped-up neck—and knew immediately that his trip to Venice hadn’t been a waste of time. A vampire had killed the girl, and the case was well within the jurisdiction of the Preternatural Enforcement Coalition, an ancient organization that investigated, prosecuted, and meted out punishment for crimes performed by vampires, werewolves, jinns, and all the other shadowers.

Tucker had wasted no time. A human with the rather rare but extremely useful gift of mind control, he’d worked his mojo on the gathering crowd, and soon the local cops were on their way back to the station and the real estate agent was headed to her next listing, completely clueless that anything untoward had happened at the beach property.

After that, the case had belonged to the PEC. More specifically, to Doyle, and he’d immediately gone to work. Cecilia was dead, but she still had a story to tell, and Doyle had crouched beside her, his hand pressed to her forehead. As a percipient paradaemon, he’d seen Cecilia’s fear. Had experienced the horrors of her last hours when Joaquin Rhys had bled and tortured her—and not just by causing her pain. No, he had added insult to injury by describing in intricate detail exactly what he was going to do to ten of her college friends. And he’d recited each girl’s name and address just so that she could have no doubt of his sincerity.

Most vamps fought against that kind of depravation. They used willpower and rituals to help bind and suppress the daemon that was released in the transition from human to vampire. Lose the battle, and they became rogue, giving in to their bloodlust and losing their humanity in the process.

As a paradaemon, Doyle had always had that dark force living within him, throbbing and needy beneath the surface. Unlike a vampire, he couldn’t call upon any rituals to help him battle it down. Despite his human mother and his human appearance, he wasn’t human and never had been. He had to fight the seething, bubbling rage inside of him solely through the force of his own will.

The effort cost him, and dearly, but the constant battle made him stronger. It also ensured that he had no patience for vamps who didn’t at least try to control their daemons. They were vile. Lazy. And the ones like Rhys, who were evil even without the daemon? Those he hated beyond all reason.

Those, he’d made it his mission to fight.

“So what about him?” Doyle pressed. “Where the fuck is Rhys?” Doyle’s voice cracked with irritation. He was tired and hungry, but it wasn’t the kind of hunger that a quick stop at the Golden Arches could solve. He’d planned to feed after leaving Brenda, but there’d been no time. Not with the girls missing. Not when there’d been a chance to save them.

That chance was gone now. All that work, all that worry, and still Rhys had won.

“I don’t know, sir,” Gomez said, stumbling over his words. “We thought—when we found the girls—we assumed. But he’s not here. We’ve searched, and there’s not a sign. Nothing at all.”

From the moment he’d caught sight of Gomez’s face, Doyle had expected that answer. But that didn’t stop the sudden surge of rage inside of him. It threatened to burst free, and when it did, he hoped the lowlife vampire who’d murdered these humans would be there to suffer the onslaught of his wrath.

“And all the vics are in there? All ten?”

“Ten? No, sir. There’re only six girls.”

Doyle glanced at Tucker, who frowned. “You’re sure?” Rhys’s promise to Cecilia had been crystal clear—ten girls. And all ten of the girls he’d named had in fact been abducted.

An eleventh girl had been killed and left behind. Her boyfriend had found her on the floor of the apartment she shared with one of the missing girls, her head bashed in from a hard landing against the brick hearth.

The poor girl hadn’t died immediately, though, and her suffering had gone on for hours. The weight of her pain had sat heavily with Doyle when he went into her head. Had she died immediately, he would have been running blind. Because she’d suffered, he’d gained a lead. A reference to the desert. A place to hole up. A lot of rambling, mixed-up words that Rhys had crooned to his terrified abductee, which the dying girl had overheard. Jumbled because of the injured girl’s pain and fear, but still enough for Doyle to work with.

He’d recited the words to a tech team back at Division 6 headquarters in Los Angeles, who’d gone to work running combinations of the words through a computer, trying to generate possible locations from them.

While the program ran, Doyle had gone out to clear his head and feed, an excursion that had landed him in Brenda’s bed. Before he’d had a chance to take his leave of her and move on to Orlando’s—where he could slake his unique appetite—the techs had hit upon the Desert Rose Motel in Victorville. Gomez had been dispatched, and Tucker and Doyle had arrived only minutes later, traveling from Los Angeles to Victorville by wormhole. It beat fighting the traffic on LA’s highways, but it was a damned unpleasant way to travel, and it drained the shit out of Doyle.

“Four still missing,” Tucker said. “Shit.”

Doyle sucked in a noisy breath, then exhaled on a curse. “Let me see the girls.”

Gomez nodded, then turned and led the way inside. Doyle and Tucker followed him past the reception counter and into the dank little office. It looked like a set for a 1950s television show, right down to the plastic covering on the teal blue sofa. In the corner, Gomez’s partner spoke into a radio. He nodded at Doyle and Tucker but otherwise didn’t acknowledge them.

“There,” Gomez said, pointing to a filing cabinet that had been pulled back from the wall. “It was like that when we got here. Like he wanted us to find his nest.”

This time, Doyle went first, with Tucker and Gomez bringing up the rear. The filing cabinet, it turned out, was attached to a hinge, turning it into a makeshift door. When opened, it revealed a hole in the plaster that led to a short tunnel, which ended abruptly in a gaping pit.

Tucker edged up beside Doyle and peered down into the dark, then grunted in frustration. After a second, he dropped a coin into the void. They didn’t hear it land.

Tucker looked at Doyle. “How far down?”

“Only about ten feet,” Doyle said. Unlike his human partner, he had preternaturally keen vision.

“Shoulda heard it land, then,” Tucker said.

“The body was soft,” Doyle said. The dime had landed on the breast of a young girl who was positioned directly beneath the hole. Doyle had the feeling Rhys had done that intentionally, positioning the girl so that it was almost impossible for her would-be rescuers to avoid landing on her already abused body.

“They’re all down there,” Gomez said.

Doyle didn’t bother answering. Carefully, he lowered himself through the hole in the floor. He swung his legs out a bit so that he wouldn’t fall straight down. As it was, he still stumbled when he landed, and he had to steady himself on the body of another girl. That sick fuck Rhys had stacked them all around.

A moment later, Tucker and Gomez joined him.

“He sucked ’em all dry,” Gomez said. “Every single one of them.”

Tucker fished a flashlight out of his pocket. He turned it on, cast it around, then whistled. “Doyle, partner, we’ve got a problem.”

Doyle followed Tucker’s gaze, then immediately rounded on Gomez. “Are you fucking crazy?” He pointed to the four tunnels that led away from the hub where they were standing. “We’re goddamned sitting ducks.”

Gomez stumbled backward. “It’s okay. We—we went down all the tunnels. They all circle back here. All but one. It opens up into one of the rooms in the back of the motel. But he’s not there, either.”

That fury rose up again—and again Doyle battled it back down. Gomez was young. Inexperienced. But he’d just made a potentially fatal mistake.

He looked up at Tucker. “Let’s get these girls up. It’s too dangerous down here.” If Gomez and his quiet partner had already checked the halls, they were probably safe. But Doyle wasn’t in the mood to take chances.

“Already ahead of you.” Tucker stood and nodded at the officer. “What special tricks you got, Gomez?”

“Huh?”

“Forget it. Leap like a superhero and drop us down a ladder or something so that we can lift the girls out.”

Gomez—who Doyle guessed was some species of shapeshifter—literally leaped to the task, and soon they had one of the girls laid out in the main office. Doyle knelt beside her, then turned to look at Tucker.

“Not worth it,” Tucker said. “Too much time. You’re just going to drain yourself more.”

“He might have said something in front of her. Some hint of where his other hidey-hole is.”

Tucker’s face was tight, but after a moment he nodded. “If it’s only been four hours you might still see something.” Tucker was Hollywood handsome, but right now his face was creased with frustration. “We’re running out of leads, and Rhys has a taste for this now.”

That was damn sure. Ten girls they knew of, but Doyle was certain the body count would rise.

Doyle pressed his fingers to her forehead. Nothing.

Damn it, they needed some luck.

As a percipient, he knew that he was an asset to the PEC. If he arrived at a crime scene in time, he could reach into a victim’s mind and withdraw their last moments—what they saw, what they felt. His gift was rare—there were only a handful of percipient daemons across the globe—but incredibly useful. The gift had defined his life ever since he had discovered it, realizing that he could use this power that was tied to his daemon half as a tool to help the weak. The victims. The humans.

And maybe, by helping undo even a little of the harm done to them by a shadower, he could shed some of the foulness with which he’d been marked at birth.

Determined, he pressed his palm hard against the cold forehead and tried again. Come on, come on. He recalled the list of names that Rhys had rattled off to Cecilia, along with the photos they’d pulled of the identified girls. This one, he remembered, was named Alicia.

Come on, Alicia. Help me out here. Let me in. Let me see.

His body shook from the effort of pushing past his exhaustion. His powers weakened when he didn’t feed, but if he could just push harder. If he could just catch even the slightest whisper of the memories that lingered after death.

Silvery wisps seemed to dance in front of him like fingers of fog. He stretched out with his mind, trying to catch the threads and pull them closer. They slipped from his grasp, easing off into the dark veil of the beyond.

A hand closed on his shoulder, and he jumped.

“Back it off,” Tucker said. “You’re pushing too hard.”

“Is it too hard if I find the son-of-a-bitch?” His voice was harsher than he’d intended, but Tucker didn’t even flinch.

“Wear yourself down and you won’t make it back,” Tucker said. “Unless you’re willing to feed on the street.”

Doyle flinched. In Los Angeles, he could go to Orlando’s, a soul-trading club where at least he had some level of dignity. If he fed on the street, he was nothing more than a monster.

Tucker knew damn well how Doyle felt about feeding. And if Tucker was pushing, Doyle knew that his exhaustion must not only be showing, it must be spilling out of his skin. Didn’t matter, though. There wasn’t time to feed. Wasn’t time for anything except to push it down and press on. “We’re running out of options.”

“Doyle.” Tucker’s voice was firm, but kind. “It’s been too long.”

“There was something,” Doyle said. “A remnant, but too faint to catch. Maybe one of the others survived longer. Even half an hour more of life might do it.”

“You’re going to slide under.”

Doyle ignored his partner, turning his focus to Gomez. “Bring up the rest.”

“Dammit, Doyle. I don’t want you looking at me like I’m a Happy Meal.”

“I said I’m fine,” Doyle snapped, the words coming out with rare fury.

“The hell you are.”

The tight wire of Doyle’s temper snapped. “I don’t feed off friends, and I don’t need a fucking babysitter.”

“No?”

Doyle’s fists clenched, and he battled the urge to take a shot at Tucker’s too-perfect nose. Shit.

Back it down. Back it the fuck down.

He drew in a breath. Tucker was right—he was ripped up. Getting close to the point where he’d have no choice but to feed. Cross that line and he might not make it back to Los Angeles. Too far gone and it wouldn’t just be the vamps who were hurting humans.

But damn it all, he couldn’t walk away now. Not when they were so close. Not when Rhys was killing so many, so fast, and girls were still missing.

“I have to do this,” he whispered, so low he doubted that Tucker’s human ears could hear him. As usual, his partner surprised him.

“Fuck,” Tucker said, then sighed. “If it gets bad—if I think you’re going over—I’ll do what I have to do.”

Doyle nodded, and as soon as Gomez brought the second girl up, he bent over, pressed his hand against her cold skin, and let himself slide in. Nothing. He checked all of the girls, the result was still the same—a big load of nothing, only now Doyle was so weak he could barely stand. “Just give me a minute,” he said, giving up and sinking back down on the filthy linoleum floor.

In front of him, Tucker stood shaking his head.

“I had to try,” Doyle said.

“I know. What now?”

It was a good question. With effort, Doyle forced himself to his feet, determined to focus. Cobwebs seemed to fill his head, and he rubbed his temples, trying to banish them. “Rhys had a reason for coming here,” he finally said. “This motel.”

“It’s remote. Abandoned.”

“A lot of motels are. And office buildings. Apartments. Why this one?”

“Might be random,” Tucker said.

“Random doesn’t do us any good. Besides, he’s a methodical son-of-a-bitch.”

“So we pull the strings,” Tucker said. “See if we can find a connection. Something that ties this place to Rhys.” He frowned. “Pretty thin.”

“Maybe. But it’s all we’ve got. Start with the property owner. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

Apparently the stars were aligned in their favor, because within five minutes, the research team back at Division 6 pinged Doyle’s smartphone with the motel’s tax records. Doyle took one look at the file and whistled. Tucker was at his side in an instant, peering over his shoulder.

“Creevey. Well, color me intrigued.”

The motel was owned by one Horace Creevey, a human who happened to be the father of one of the vilest human serial killers currently biding his time on death row. Kyle Creevey had kidnapped and tortured almost two dozen girls, and bragged about it. Not only that, but he swore that he’d done the deed to impress the vampires who were going to make him immortal.

It was a ridiculous ploy that the press had assumed was part of a pitch for an insanity plea. The PEC had thought differently and had kept an eye on Kyle, but the case was within the human system’s jurisdiction, and as no rogue vamps had made any obvious attempts to contact Kyle, the case was filed once he was locked up.

“Maybe all his talk about knowing vampires was true,” Doyle said.

“The property’s owned by his dad, and dad wasn’t exactly supportive of his son during the trial.”

“But it’s a connection,” Doyle said tightly. “And right now it’s the only one we’ve got.”
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