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IN MORTAL PERIL
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Beneath it all, he felt something glossy. A photograph. He pulled it out for a look and saw a candid moment of a woman sitting in a chair in a coffee shop. A woman he’d loved, a woman he’d thought already dead.

Mirabelle Lee.





Other Love Spell books by Marjorie M. Liu:

SHADOW TOUCH

A TASTE OF CRIMSON (Crimson City Series)

TIGER EYE





To my Yeh-Yeh.
1913–2006





Because of you, my flowerlike fair,
The swift years like waters flow—

I have sought you everywhere,
And at last I find you here,
In a dark room full of woe—

—Tang Xianzu (1550–1616)





Table of Contents

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Ninteen

Chapter Twenty



Epilogue



Acknowledgements

Copyright

About the Publisher




Chapter One

In the moments before Dean Campbell opened his eyes to the fire burning him alive, he found himself lost within a dream of stone and light, where bones crunched underfoot and a chain pressed hard around his ankle, binding him tight within the center of a raggedy sand circle. A deep dream, an old dream, the kind he rarely had anymore, and it was only the scent of roasting meats that pulled him from the mystery of shadows inside his mind. Pulled him free and floating, consciousness returning with a hard peeling light that became, after a moment’s confusion, an inferno, a sheet of pure heat washing over his naked body.

Fire. He was on fire.

Dean screamed. He screamed until his eyes bulged, but he made no sound. His throat was hostage. And like his voice, his body refused him. He could not move. Paralyzed, or maybe he was already dead and this was hell: forced to watch himself burn to ash, his life given up like a paper doll to a matchstick, some human sacrifice to the white-hot beast licking his eyes, melting his mouth, pushing deep inside his ears to roar like thunder; a sound to ride his terror upon as he silently screamed, screamed and screamed until something broke inside his head and shattered.

He felt hands on his body. Real hands, the kind he had not felt in years. Small and female, delicate. Moving against his chest, sinking into his splitting flesh. Scratching. Cutting. Carving an incision above his heart. He felt no pain, no—nerve endings melting, sloughing away like old skin— but he sensed those fingers—oh God, oh God— slide into his body past bone to wrap tight around his hammering heart, and he thought, This is it, I’m gonna die, I’m already dead, what a loser, what a goddamn way to end it. But as the hand squeezed inside his chest, fingers unforgiving, another voice intruded on Dean’s mind, a voice loud and clear and unfamiliar, and he heard a man say, No, not yet, not again.

And just like that, the fire boomed, puffed, the pressure eased. The world collapsed into darkness.

Screams. Dean heard terrible screams. He thought someone else must be hurt, dying—get up, get up, get your gun and fight— but after a moment of dazed horrified wonder he realized that it was him—his voice, finally working—and what a beautiful, awful sound. He could not shut his mouth. He could not stop his body from writhing as the paralysis eased. Yet still, blindness; a darkness absolute … until Dean raised a shaking hand and touched his face.

He opened his eyes. The world came into softly lit focus: a white ceiling, creamy walls, a darkened window covered in ivory sheers. Hotel finery at its best. Clean and perfect and not on fire.

Not on fire.

He sucked in his breath and closed his eyes. Gripped the rumpled sheets between his fists to steady himself before slowly, carefully, touching his body. He was naked, covered in sweat, but his skin was smooth and he felt no pain. He was whole. Intact. Still had a penis and all the other bits that went with it. No bad smells, like meat or smoke. Just the light, sweet scent of orchids.

So. Just a dream, then. A goddamn dream.

Dean sat up. Cold metal spilled from the hollow of his throat; a woman’s locket, hanging from a thin chain around his neck. He gripped the necklace hard, savoring the rounded edge that cut into his palm. Gulped down long cold breaths that did nothing to slow his heart. He felt woozy, nauseated. Tried to imagine the fire as a dream and could not. The heat was still too real.

His knuckles brushed against his chest, the skin above his heart. He felt a scar, but that was familiar, old news. Except, just below it he touched something else, a ridge that should not be, and Dean opened his eyes.

There was a mark. A curving red line, like a welt or bloody tattoo, the afterthought of a sharp knife. Dean pressed his fingers against it, tracing the edges. He felt pain. The first pain since opening his eyes to the fire, the dream.

Or maybe not a dream at all. Dean remembered those small hands, the sensation of fingers pushing, pushing so damn hard into his chest, wrapping around his heart. Squeezing. He remembered that voice in his head. He remembered fire.

All of it, so real. Real enough to kill. Real enough to almost make sense, considering what he had been chasing for the past three days. Which, given his luck, meant one thing only.

He was in some very deep shit.

Night in Taipei. It brought out a different crowd. Dean rode the hotel elevator down to the main lobby, surrounded on all sides by the sleek and dazzling, men and women glittering at a high sheen like polished diamonds, airbrushed and ready for an evening of pretend fun and deadly earnest networking. Little games of the rich, with a wineglass in hand. Do a little dance, sing a little song. Get down tonight.

Dean felt like the odd duck in a cage of swans. Un-shaved, unpressed, almost unhinged; just jeans and dirty sneakers, with highbrow brownie points deducted for his threadbare Transformers T-shirt and scuffed denim jacket. High fashion, Wal-Mart style. Not even a shower, and God, he figured he needed one by now. Three days into his current assignment, running the streets like a hound on the hunt, and in Taiwan’s summer heat. Like doing the Iron Man in a sauna, with no time to stop, no time to rest. At least, not until day—and Dean thought he would have been better off staying awake.

Nausea swarmed his throat. He pushed it down.

Smile, he told himself grimly. Not now, because it’ll freak out the pretty people, but smile. Get a fucking smile in your motherfucking heart, you son of a bitch.

Because that was the only way he was going to have the strength to get out of this elevator, walk out of this hotel, and face the rest of this night. No other option. If a man did not smile he just might cry—or lie down and die—and that was just no way to carry on. Dean had things to do. He had to keep on trucking. People were depending on him, lives had to be saved, and if that meant being the most cheerful son of a bitch on this planet, then goddammit, he was going to be that man even if it killed him.

Which it might. His chest still throbbed. Dean curled his hand against his thigh; he wanted to keep prodding the mysterious injury, had spent the past thirty minutes in front of a mirror, naked, doing just that. Staring at the curling incision, staring and staring until it was all he could see. No way to shrug it off, either. Might be he had witnessed enough shit over the past three days to qualify for nightmares, but this was physical, real, not self-inflicted. Dean’s nails were clean, and there was nothing around his bed that could have made that incision. Nothing to cut, nothing to scratch, not unless his mind was playing tricks. Riding high on insane.

The elevator doors opened. Dean entered an octagon-shaped alcove framed by dark marble and golden globe lights made of glass. He smelled orchids, lilies; the air tinkled with the fine murmur of quiet voices, the low melody of piano, the click of high heels, and the chime of fine china. The ceiling floated more than one hundred feet above his head, emanating a sheer warm glow from tiny lights set like baubles in speckled white. Beyond the elevators, in a wide hall leading directly into the main lobby, men and women mingled in suits and evening gowns, casual chic; dressed for nights on the town, for the tropical heat, for the elegance demanded by wealth and good breeding and lives far from the street, the universal gutter with which Dean was so familiar: violence and poverty and good old-fashioned dirt.

Some of the people looked at Dean like he was dirt. Which was fine. He knew the score. Expected nothing less. He did not look like a nice man. He did not look rich. Of course, that was the entire point.

The guns strapped to his ankles chafed. The rig beneath his T-shirt was not much better. Three illegal weapons, smuggled into the country, loaded and ready to go. Dean could already feel them in his hands—natural and perfect extensions. Practically the best parts of him. Right up there with his mind.

He let go of his control as he walked through the lobby, taking a circular path that led him directly through the crowd. His shields dropped, the world shifting as flesh melted into light, bodies quivering into comet trails, pillars of energy, leaving wakes in the air like strings and threads. Footprints, fingerprints, soul prints—echoes of the living, lingering vibrations quivering to some quantum jazz, making him feel like a musician as he moved through the light—tasting the world, trying to find the right color and note, the perfect combination of identity and murder.

But it was a waste of time. He found no fire as he stared through the eyes of the people around him. He found no death as he pulled himself along the fading trails of energy crisscrossing the lobby, nothing at all as he tracked the actions of every man and woman who had walked this floor in the past day. Picture shows flickered through his head—incontrovertible testimonies—remote views not barred by distance or time. Hard sex, fights, parties and national monuments and designer shops. Interiors of limousines and dance clubs, cigarette smoke and crying babies. Nothing incriminating. Perfectly boring. Not one person to use a bullet on.

And you were expecting what? A break in the case? A miracle? When everything else about this assignment has been shit in the drain?

Yeah, well. There was nothing wrong with being an optimist. Especially now, given that he was so totally and irrevocably screwed.

No traces in my room, nothing recent in the hall. I burned like there was a flamethrower up my ass, got sliced in the chest, and the bastard didn’t even leave a trail. Fucking uncivilized.

And unnatural. Just like everything else he had encountered over the past three days. Dean had been stymied before on particularly tough cases, but nothing like this. Taipei had a killer on the loose, an arsonist and psychopath—a cruel vindictive son of a bitch—but tracking the man was like trying to find a ghost; a creature with no energy left to share, someone who did not exist. Dean had found nothing of him at any of the crime scenes, just impressions from the lingering vibrations of the dead—their last visions, the world around them as they burned. The sensation of a man watching. Dark eyes.

Not much of a description. Nothing else to go on, though. Nothing about the energies crisscrossing the lobby that tickled Dean’s brain as he soaked in the light; nothing familiar, not even some gut instinct crying, There, you might just have him there.

He shut off his inner sight, and the world snapped back into place. People had bodies again; the material had form, substance. All those bits and pieces of energy, invisible. He almost wished that was not the case. He liked seeing people as nothing but light. It put life into perspective, calmed him down, all Zen-like. He needed some calm right now. Really badly.

His wandering had brought him close to the massive flower display arranged near the hotel entrance: a tanglewood, sprouting orchids and wild lilies, misted ferns and curling vines; other, more delicate blossoms tucked away like pixies. Dean heard laughter. Women, voices low, husky, warm like whiskey with the rough burn. He peered around the flowers and saw short skirts, long golden legs, fake breasts, perfect hair. Some of the faces were nice, too. Six high-maintenance women, glossy mouths shining, clinging to the arms of a tall man in white—white linen pants, loose white linen shirt, long white hair framing a pale chiseled face sporting mirrored sunglasses. Definite dye-job. A diamond glinted from one ear. The women looked ready to tear open his fly and take him down like a fat, juicy deer. Dean thought it must be nice to be that wanted.

The man in white smiled at the ladies, but not with his teeth; his mouth simply curved and curved, curved so much it was like looking at the rock star version of an albino clown. Very disturbing. Very familiar. Dean recognized him, had seen that pale mug on a billboard at the airport, on the covers of local magazines, on Taiwanese television, in a music video playing on monitors in a night market. He was the new hot tamale, the best man around town. Always in white, always with those glasses, with that same damn smile cutting his face like an upside-down frown.

Bai Shen. White God. Singer, model, playboy. Not in any immediate danger of spending an evening alone. Bastard.

Dean backed away toward the glass doors. He studied Bai Shen, the spectacle surrounding him, and thought for a moment he was being watched through those mirrored sunglasses. Watched with the kind of intensity that could explain the sudden shift of that curving smile into nothing more than a crooked line.

Odd. Dean did not like it.

You’re being paranoid. He’s a pansy-ass pretty boy, who at the worst thinks you’re white trash. He’s not some motherfucking psycho with pyromaniac tendencies. That’s just kooky.

Maybe. But it still rubbed Dean the wrong way, and he had no trouble matching that mirrored gaze. Pure stubbornness, defiance, a childhood spent dealing with Philadelphia steel men, gruff sons of bitches who worked hard, drank harder, and who could probably turn this rock star albino-wannabe into toilet paper with nothing but spit and a glare. All kinds of good times.

Bai Shen looked away first. He turned his head and said something to one of the women hanging on to his arm. A cheap save. Dean smiled and left the hotel.

The night air hit him hard; heat stuffed itself down his lungs, along with the scents of exhaust, smog, a singularly wet odor of humid cement, fresh with grease and some distant open sewage line. Cabdrivers leaned out their windows, alternately spitting beetlenut juice on the sidewalk and whistling.

Dean ignored them. The latest crime scene was ten minutes away, easy at a fast walk. He had made the trip earlier that day, but at nine in the morning the area was too crowded: cops swarming, family mourning, nosy neighbors, journalists with their microphones swinging. Better to go back to the hotel, catch up on some food and sleep. Try again when things got quiet.

Yeah, right. What a joke.

Skyscrapers ranged tall and sharp, framed against a nighttime backdrop of light-reflected yellow clouds. At street level the roads narrowed and the shops transformed, high-end polished gems of austere beauty giving way to colorful crammed alcoves full of plastic jewelry, trendy cast-offs, and blasting music. Beetlenut girls, dressed in glittering shreds of almost nothing, tottered down the street in six-inch wedge heels, calling out to cabdrivers with their baskets in hand, giving Dean wary looks as he passed, ready to kick his ass if he tried anything. He wanted to tell them not to worry, that he knew they weren’t prostitutes, but he settled for not looking. Hard, given the amount of skin showing, but he was not a complete sleaze.

He was not alone, either. A crow cawed, swooping down low, skimming the top of his head with a wing. Dean caught the flash of a golden eye, winking light like a tiny sun, and then it blinked and disappeared into the hot night; a ghost, a shadow flying. Dean bit down a shout, wished he could call the bird back, give him a sign, tell him it was time for words and human flesh instead of just glimpses and wings. He needed to talk to someone about what had just happened. He needed to give a warning. His backup needed backup, because if the killer had pegged Dean … well, bad times. But it would be worse timing now to make an ass of himself trying to get that bird’s attention. It would bring attention to the bird. And Dean was not going to let that happen. Besides, Koni would find him again when he had something useful. Until then, the more distance the better.

Sweat rolled down his body. His jacket was too hot, but he needed the cover to hide the rig strapped beneath his shirt. The leather rubbed the edge of the cut, which continued to throb. He tried to ignore it. Tried not to think of fire, ash … but after a minute of wrestling with himself, gave up. He forced himself to embrace the memory, to turn it over and over in his head, examining every detail and sensation, the lick of fire that had rippled over his naked body. And as he thought of himself, he thought of the dead, the recent dead, moments of death and dying. Quiet murders, without struggle. Other men bursting into flame. Dean forced himself to relive the clips and fragments of those lives he had soaked into himself during his brief stays at the crime scenes.

It was good that his stomach was empty—good, too, that he was better at seeing the present than the past. He did not know how many times he had seen those deaths—too many, for sure—but someone had to watch, someone, anyone—because those people had died alone with a murderer, with no avenue of escape, no rhyme or reason or warning, and at least now there was another pair of eyes, another witness who could say, I see. I see and I will make it stop. I promise.

“I promise,” Dean murmured, sinking deeper into himself, rubbing his mind against memory, all that remained of flesh and blood and dream. Fifteen people lost, with nothing to show for their lives but the remains of fires that had burned bodies to black dust while leaving homes untouched.

Impossible, said the local authorities. No accelerants, no sources of heat, no witnesses reporting explosions or screams or voices through the walls. The only clue, the only observation in a week of death, was from an old woman, a neighbor to one of the early victims, who had reported hearing a roaring sound while standing on her balcony. The kind of soft roar one might hear when striking a match; the hiss before the flame. Except, louder. Much louder.

Ignition. Fire. Burning alive in silence, at heats matching those of a crematorium. Not just sparks or a dropped cigarette. Not just a well-placed match. And not, as some had speculated back home in the office of Dirk & Steele, some weird case of mass spontaneous human combustion, which, if it did exist, was still an extremely rare phenomenon that did not descend in bursts of fiery fury to strike down helpless individuals like fat marshmallows on sticks. There was simply too much fire in this case. Too many occurrences in one city, and within just a week. Which meant that something else was involved. Someone else.

And that someone has got me pegged.

Bad. Not part of the plan. Good thing Dean had orders to wrap things up fast, tight. Shoot to kill, even if the boss did want him to ask questions, find out why the murderer was burning people—make sure all that death was not some kind of big mistake.

Right. Tea and crumpets, a nice little heart-to-heart. Get all touchy-feely, just before the bullets and the fuckin’ fire. Jesus Christ. Dean did not take much stock in his own intelligence, but he wasn’t that dumb. He didn’t care, either, if he was supposed to play by the rules, be all noble. Bullets were better. Bullets were safer. They were more … just.

You’re not an executioner. You’re not judge and jury.

No, but he had a duty to protect others, himself, and Dean preferred life over death. He could make himself forget things like guilt and heroism and honor if it meant keeping people safe, if it meant another day with a beating heart, a whole body. Dean did not mess around. He had made that mistake once before—tried to do the right thing, been weak—and it had cost him everything. Made him dead in places, put holes in his spirit.

Not again. Not ever. Dean had enough scars. A charm hanging around his neck.

Dean turned down a darkened street, skirting bicycles, badly parked cars, fluttering laundry and plants too large for their cracked pots; old men sitting on plastic chairs with cigarettes in hand, T-shirts rolled up over their sweaty chests, shooting the breeze over battered mahjong tables lit by fluorescent lamps, with the click and clack tapping the night—and past them, old women gossiping on stoops, watching children kick balls in the darkness, screaming and laughing, voices ringing off the walls. Televisions sputtered through windows, pots and pans clanging; Dean smelled roasted meat. Packs of dogs scuffed through garbage, watching him with high whines in their throats.

The street twisted, curved. Dean did not get lost, though he imagined doing so on purpose: misplacing himself in the maze, putting off another night, becoming nothing more than a memory, a thread, his own energy just lifting off and dissipating like a cloud into the smog, into the heat, melting away like one big drop of nothing in the world.

But he ran out of time. Darkness fell away. Light entered, bright and artificial, and Dean left the quiet residential street for a world that blasted him with color, with crowds and whistles and battling scents; rolling neon and billboards that covered buildings, crowding for attention with American imports like a three-story McDonald’s and a high-class Kentucky Fried Chicken, Colonel Sanders presiding like a fat white ghost. Young people pushed and shoved in their sexy finest, spilling out of booming clubs and stores, cell phones hanging from necks like silver bullets, laughing and smiling, unbothered by the heat, the crush, because it was night in Taipei and it was time for the wild to come out, the good times. Dean felt like an old man compared to the kids around him; thirty-six on his way to forty, with his first white hairs right around the corner. Pretty soon he’d be like some lonely cat lady, except with guns and Playboys and comic books.

God. What an image.

The crowds thinned, the people changed. The high-class entertainment zone was an island surrounded by run-down cozy residential neighborhoods; pathways and backstreets cutting across the area like dark veins. The apartment complex, the crime scene, was a dull gray building that rose on the edge of an alley, away from the glitz. Thick wires hung in tangled masses down its walls—electrical, telephone, television—swinging free and dandy around balconies and windows and satellite dishes.

He was just about ready to get down to business when something hard and small hit the side of his head. Dean clapped a hand over his scalp and whirled, staring. His sight shifted, but only partially; flesh mixed with energy, thrumming, and directly across from him, deep inside a narrow space cutting between two buildings like a dark vein, Dean found a golden humming thread cutting through shadow like an electric current. He stepped close, wading through bouncing teenagers, and reached out with his senses. Found someone familiar.

Dean’s vision shifted again, this time back to the real world. He blinked hard, but darkness perfectly concealed the hiding man. Dean hesitated. Another rock flew out of the alley. A small one. It hit him hard, just above his groin.

“Son of a bitch,” Dean growled, and left the sidewalk for the shadows, ignoring the strong scent of piss in the gutters. The light did not reach; for a moment Dean went blind, and then … movement, into the dim light. Dean saw a lean male face framed by loose black hair. Sharp jaw, high cheekbones, narrow nose. Eyes golden and bright and utterly inhuman. Rippling flesh, following a line of soft black pushing through deeply tanned skin to course down neck and arm.

Feathers. Soft feathers. Disappearing in a heartbeat like a dream. Extraordinary, creepy, and out of this world. Kind of like everything in Dean’s life.

Something sharp jabbed his ribs.

“Honey,” Dean said. “Not in public. You know I’m shy.”

The knife dug deeper. “You’re a real bastard, Dean. You know that?”

“My mother put it on my birth certificate.” Dean pushed the knife away from his side. “Hello, personal space. No sharp objects allowed beyond the periphery of my toes. It makes my bladder nervous.”

“Then get ready to pee.” Koni shifted his weight and flicked his wrist; the knife disappeared into the loose pocket of his black linen pants. His white tank was riddled with holes; tattoos covered his arms. Dean wondered where he had gotten the duds. Last he checked, Koni was not much for packing or stashing clothes. Like, not even underwear. Which made sense, in a twisted sort of way. But still, more than he wanted to know.

Dean said, “You dive-bombed me earlier. What is it?”

“Change in plans. Behind you, on the street. There are some men watching, and I don’t think they’re armed with daisies. They’ve been with you since the Far Eastern.”

A sucker punch. Dean’s stomach hurt. “I was followed?”

“Like a big dumb blonde joke. But if it makes you feel better, they’re good. I might have missed them if I hadn’t been in the air.”

Small comfort. Dean glanced out at the street, scanning faces, the rumbling, roving crowd. After a moment, he singled out two men standing just outside the slanted doorway of a chic rice soup bar. They were definitely not members of the youth movement; the men dressed like twins in tacky uniform: checkered short-sleeve shirts, black pants with the waists hauled up high; dark leather man-purses clutched tight in their hands. They watched Dean. Stared at him. No mistaking that look, either. They knew exactly who he was, and were not bothering to hide it.

Yeah. This was turning out to be a great night. Dean thought about shooting himself just to get it over with.

“Over there,” he said. “The odd couple.”

“Yes.” Koni leaned away from the wall. Water dripped on his head from the old air conditioner rattling mercilessly above him. “At first I thought they were cops, that someone had seen you breaking into those other crime scenes.” Dean began to disagree, but Koni held up his hand. “I know. The setup isn’t right. Cops wouldn’t just stand there like that. They would have made contact by now. Busted your ass. There wouldn’t be a reason not to.”

“I don’t like where this is going,” Dean said.

“Neither do I. I almost wish they were the police.”

Dean could not bring himself to disagree, even though he had promised, sworn on his life, made a blood oath that he and Koni would stay under the official government radar—and not only because what they were doing was slightly illegal. Drawing the attention of local authorities would mean something worse than jail time. Like, questions. Maybe even media attention. Bad, because there were quite a few people who might not understand why an internationally respected detective agency like Dirk & Steele would be interested in investigating the murderous efforts of a serial arsonist halfway around the globe, no matter how heinous the crimes. After all, no Americans had died, and this was a country where gun ownership was illegal and fire was just another weapon—as were household chemicals, knives, rat poison, rope, or whatever else a person with premeditation could wrangle.

Nor did it matter that Dirk & Steele had an understanding with certain key members of the Taiwanese government; the Taipei police would not appreciate the implication that they needed help in capturing their murderer, even if they did. Local law enforcement argued the lack of evidence was due to a genius perp or just dumb luck. Dean could not rule out either one of those possibilities. But after tonight, after the past few days, he was quite certain that intellect or luck had nothing to do with the murders themselves. Just power. Cruelty. If there was another reason to set people on fire, he wanted to hear it.

“So,” Koni said. “What’s the plan?”

“No plan,” Dean replied. “We finish what we started. Stop the fires. Stay alive. Anything else we play by ear.”

“Sounds dangerous. As usual.”

“You want fuzzy bunnies and happy endings, you better take to the air right now, buddy, and never look back. This is gonna be a rough night. It’s already been a rough night.” He hesitated, and lifted up his shirt.

Koni blinked. “You’re flashing me, Dean. Stop. Please.”

Dean rolled his eyes. “Look. I’ve got an injury. I got it tonight. Someone cut my chest. Set me on fire. While I was in my hotel room.”

“Dean—”

“No. I’m not kidding.”

Koni stared. “That’s impossible. You’re fucking with me. You have to be. There’s no way he could have pegged you.”

No way at all, Dean argued silently. But expecting the unexpected was part of the game, and that fire and cut in his chest were signs. Signs that he had messed up, signs that the killer was just too good, signs that they were in over their heads. Signs and portents, a future that was too hot to handle. Literally.

Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything, Dean thought, but struck the idea down, fast. No doubt it would have been easier to keep his mouth shut, but that would be a lie—a lie by omission—and it was not just his own life at stake. If the killer knew about Dean, then Koni might not be far behind. And if those men out on the street were following them …

He had to know the risks. All the risks.

Dean waited, quiet. Koni studied his face, also silent, and then slowly, carefully, leaned close, studying the curving scar. He did not touch it.

Dean said, “I’m not lying.”

“I know,” Koni replied. “But it’s still impossible. I don’t see any evidence of fire. No burns. And you’re still alive. Our killer doesn’t leave anyone alive, Dean.”

“No one we know of, anyway.”

“And you’re sure it’s him?”

“I’m not sure about anything but, hello, fire? Us chasing a serial murderer who just might be a pyrokinetic? Tell me that’s not too much of a coincidence.”

“I don’t believe in coincidence. But I had to ask.”

“Trust me, if I could have blamed the fire on a nightmare I would have. But there’s nothing imaginary about that cut.”

“It’s deep. You should be bleeding. You need stitches.”

“It was a clean wound. No blood. Just the incision.”

“God. You’re screwed.”

Dean scowled. “If the murderer knows who I am, and now I’m being followed by those jokers out there—”

“Like I said. Screwed. Both of us.” Koni pressed back against the concrete wall and closed his eyes. “I need a drink. A goddamn cigarette. I’m too tired for this shit.”

“How do you think I feel?” Dean dropped his shirt. “You think those guys out there work for our killer?”

“If they do, then we’ve got a bigger problem on our hands than simple murder.”

“We’ve got an operation,” Dean said. “Organization. Not just a psycho who likes to play with fire.”

The two men stared at each other.

“Dean,” Koni said slowly. “We need a better plan.”

“Koni,” Dean replied. “I need to get to that crime scene. Right now.”

“You’ll be bait. You won’t be able to shake those guys.”

“I got no choice. We’re not going to find answers anywhere else.” Dean glanced over his shoulder. The men were still watching. Bold, confident. A bad sign. He felt like giving them the finger or waving them over for a thumb-wrestling contest to the death. Anything to end the mystery, the possibilities of who those men might be working for.

Don’t think about it. Don’t you dare. Not now.

Koni said, “Fine. Okay, then. Let’s go.”

“You’re coming with me? On the ground?”

“Don’t look so surprised. My legs work as well as my wings.” And Koni pushed past him and headed out of the alley, turning right, moving quick and sparing only one hard look at the men standing on the other side of the street. The trackers did not blink, showed no reaction at all. Dean turned around to watch them, walking backward, throwing in a moonwalk for good measure, because hell, acting serious and moody wasn’t going to make much of a difference at this point. He smiled at the men. Made the sign of a shooting gun. Pointed, and mouthed, Bang, bang. You’re dead.

Koni, glancing at him, said, “Every time I begin to have respect for your intelligence, you do something like that.”

“It’s a gift,” Dean replied. “My powers of survival and intuition are endless.”

“Ha.” Koni sidestepped a pile of broken glass with a curious mincing motion. He was not wearing shoes. Around them, the ground glittered with yet more glass, odd bits of trash, some dark puddles fed by trickles of water streaming out of hoses where women were washing vegetables and small children. Koni did not complain, but Dean felt the debris crunch beneath his sneakers.

“You should have given me a pack to carry for you,” Dean said quietly. “It wouldn’t have been any trouble.”

“I don’t like depending on anyone,” Koni replied. “No offense. I’m just used to taking care of myself.”

“You’ve been with the agency for more than a year,” Dean reminded him. “You can rely on us, you know.”

Koni said nothing. Dean did not push. There was no formula for making a man feel at home among a crowd that clung together like family. For Dean, it was easy. Always had been. First meeting and he’d curled up like a little kitten in a warm towel. Wasn’t like that for everyone, but he had been alone too long, and recognized a good thing when he saw it. The agents at Dirk & Steele were the only people he had; the secrets they shared formed a bond no one on the outside would ever understand. Or believe.

Us against them, he thought. Minorities, hiding in plain sight against the rest of the world. Dirk & Steele might operate in a very public setting, with clients ranging from governments to the poor, but its entire image was a bald-faced lie: that all of its agents, men and women spread across Dirk & Steele’s worldwide offices, were normal ordinary human beings.

Flesh and blood, yes. Human, yes. But not ordinary. Call it genetics, odd wiring, twists of magic and fate—but the agents of Dirk & Steele had abilities beyond the normal ken of man. And even among them, some were more extraordinary than others. Like Koni and the rest of his kind: shape-shifters, men and women who changed into animals at will. Tigers, crows, cheetahs, dolphins—dragons, too—and God only knew what else. Magic and science, coming together to form miracles embodied by flesh, blood.

Little more than a year ago, Dean would have thought shape-shifters nothing more than fairy tales, figments of some overactive and highly drugged imagination. Hell, it was hard enough for him to believe some of the shit he could pull off. Anything else belonged in the Twilight Zone. Which was … totally right on.

Dean stopped at a small booth where an old man hawked cheap clothing. He glanced over his shoulder; the men following them had fallen back, but they were still islands in the surging crowd, staring, eyes cold and hard.

Gritting his teeth, Dean turned away and grabbed a pair of large foam flip-flops from a bin. He pushed cash into the seller’s hand. No time for bargaining. He dropped the shoes beside Koni, who looked at them, and then Dean.

“They’re covered in flowers,” he said.

“Weenie,” Dean said, and then turned away, walking fast. No time to waste—none at all—not with those men following them, and a trail fading fast. He felt Koni move up close behind him, and that was reassurance enough, to have someone watching his back as he approached the apartment building where the last murder had occurred.

He split his vision, extending his fingers as he glided through the shadows, translating energies as his mind sorted and pressed and peeled, searching for anything familiar—anything at all that was reminiscent of the areas around the fourteen other crime scenes he had spent the past three days scouring. It was not enough to search inside the buildings; sometimes trails could be found outside as well, glimpses into lives that had intersected with the victims’. Sometimes he saw the victims themselves; the trails they had left before dying, not yet faded from the air. People had to go places, after all. Killers used legs. They could not fly.

Well, maybe some people could fly. But … he hoped not in this case.

The world inside Dean’s head filled with light: a tapestry, a quilt of intersecting threads, people leaving behind bits of themselves with every step, layering emanations upon emanation, trails of energy and vibration until it almost seemed the air was heavy enough to walk on; a stairway to heaven, to hell, to secrets and lies.

Dean waded through soul prints. He took measure of the adding echoes, opening himself to remote glimpses of lives that were ordinary, full of television and playing children and families at tables—a man singing karaoke like a wounded dog—a woman sitting naked in front of a computer—dishwashing and arguing and sexy ups and downs—lives that were quiet—wild—lonely—

—violent—

—deadly—

Dean froze. Just a glimpse, an awful premonition. He had walked through the thread so quickly that was all he had time for.

No, he thought. I can’t be that lucky. There’s no way.

No way, not a chance, not a flaming turd in hell. Not after three days and a personal apocalypse. Dean turned, looking hard. Light tangled; it was impossible to know which thread he had touched—just that it was there, somewhere, in the mess.

He took a deep breath and cleared his mind, trying to steady his heart and hands. His chest throbbed, but he pushed down the pain, the memories attached with it, the uncertainty. No fear, no doubts. Not now. Dean swallowed hard and took a step. Looking for a victim.

The reaction was instantaneous; a punch to the gut. Images overwhelmed him. Dean forced himself to remain still, but the rush was hard, harder than anything he had ever felt, and he wanted to run, to turn away, to shut off his mind. Instead, he let himself taste ash on his tongue, and gazed upon a vision of a dark room, a body on the floor with duct tape wound all around like a mummy’s skin, bandages sticky, gray. The floor was black and wet around the body, which was mostly torso; like a potato with stumps.

Movement. A hulking body silhouetted by a window. In one fat hand, a sheaf of papers; a photograph, the face too blurred to see. In the other hand, a bulging plastic sack from a local bookstore. The mouth of the sack was open. Dean got a good look inside. He saw blood. Other stuff.

And then, light. Fire.

Dean moved. He left the thread at a run, but the echo remained with him as an imprint, a stamp upon his mind, a screaming line pulling and pulling like a rope. Koni called out, and then suddenly was at his side, racing with him down a narrow unlit walkway between a clothing shop and a DVD parlor. Instinct guided Dean, the trail inside his head tugging like a rope. The air smelled rank; it was difficult to see, but ahead of them a fluorescent bulb flickered over a wide metal door. Bingo.

Dean reached beneath his shirt and unclipped his gun. He held it out to Koni, but the shape-shifter did not take the weapon.

“I don’t do guns,” he said, breathing hard.

Dean stumbled. “You shitting me? When did that happen?”

“I thought you knew. I told Roland when he hired me on. It’s why he usually puts me on surveillance.”

“Fuck.” Dean clicked off the safety. “No one told me. I just assumed.”

Koni flicked his wrist; the knife appeared like a bright spot in his palm. Dean did not know how he had hidden it without sleeves.

“Hypocrite,” he said.

“Differences in philosophy,” Koni replied, glancing over his shoulder. “Those men stopped following us.”

Bad. No way those men would just drop off. Not unless they had a good reason. And any reason good for them could not possibly be good for Dean and Koni.

The apartment building’s door was unlocked and they barreled through, racing up the stairs. Dean tried to catch that familiar thread, reaching out across the space between himself and the victim’s present: a remote view. He managed a glimpse, and saw their target was no longer in the apartment. Above them came a scuffing sound, large and loud.

Dean grabbed Koni’s shoulder. Both men stopped, breathing hard, listening. The person above hesitated on the stairs. But instead of coming down, he began to go up. Fast.

“Shit,” Dean hissed. His legs and chest hurt. Breathing was damn hard in this heat; running worse. Koni passed him and leaped up the narrow metal stairs four and five at a time, nimble, light-limbed. Gold threaded through his rippling tattoos, black feathers shimmering down his arms. Dean gritted his teeth and pushed harder. He did not know exactly what to do once he reached the roof, but those were the breaks. He would just play it by ear. Like always. Plans were for sissies.

Koni reached the roof access door before Dean. He waited there, crouched before the heavy metal. Sweat rolled down his skin; he tore off his tank and discarded it. His drawstring pants hung low over his hips, loose and ready to strip off in case he needed to make a quick shift.

“He knows we’re here, doesn’t he?” he whispered. His eyes glowed.

“We’re not on fire yet,” Dean replied, though that was small comfort. The both of them were going to be dead fast or find themselves very surprised.

Koni opened the door, crouching low while Dean swung past with both arms out, guns aimed high. A hot breeze clipped his face, carrying a scent: ash, bitter and metallic with blood—and there, directly in front of him, framed against fluttering laundry and a sky penned in by glittering skyscrapers and rusting clouds, was a large man, one of the largest Dean had ever seen. A white gelatin belly hung over tight shorts, propped up on legs thick with muscle, and higher, broad shoulders brushed silver hair, heaving into a rolling face wide and flat and hard with fat. A mean face, a meaner body, and for a moment Dean was once again a little kid facing up to one of the glue-sniffing, crack-smoking, steel mill bullies who used to hang out on his street back in Philly. His sight shifted; the man rippled into a thread. Quivering fast, almost double, like there were two of him at extremes, wrapped up tight, coiled, with one side dark, thicker than the other. Quantum vines tangled, maybe fighting. No harmony. Just a big damn mess of hard times.

But he had no trail. His energy was completely self-contained.

And he carried a blood-spattered plastic sack in one hand.

Dean opened his mouth, ready to make the obligatory statement of “Surrender, you asshole,” but Koni made a strange choking sound that kicked his gut into high alarm. His finger tightened on the trigger. Forget words. The white flag of peace could go to hell.

“No,” Koni gasped, standing and stepping in front of him. Dean tried to move, to see around his taller body, but Koni pressed his chest against the gun and said, “No, you can’t.”

“Fuck you doing?” Dean said in a low voice.

“Look at him,” Koni said, all cool grace and calm gone from his face. He sounded like he was begging, which was unnatural, bizarre, because Koni was a man who asked for nothing. “Look at his eyes, Dean.”

Dean looked. For a moment, it did not register—it was too strange, too unexpected. But then, the glow. Two pinpricks of light in shadow. Golden. Hot.

“Oh, shit,” Dean said. The man in front of them was a shape-shifter. A fire-starting, got-a-bag-of-bloody-bones, shape-shifter. Dean wanted to pull out his hair. These were the guys the agency was supposed to find and protect—like Koni, like Hari back home. But if a shape-shifter turned murderer?

Nothing has changed. He kills, he pays. He tries to hurt you, hurt back. Those are the rules of the game. Live first, ask questions later.

Dean tried to keep his thoughts black, to go Yoda and push away the fear, the confusion, but the murderer smiled and that was almost enough to stop Dean in his tracks and contemplate jumping off the side of the building. Sharp teeth poked over his thick bottom lip, sharp and long and white, and though his eyes glowed brighter, Dean imagined the light was cut with black, a ghost darkness, bleeding and bleeding like ink against his eye. Dean’s gun grew hot. The man’s smile widened, stretching his mouth wide, stretching and stretching, until the sides of his face bulged with some horrific grimace.

Fuck this. Dean raised his weapon and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. Just clicks. Quiet, deadly, clicks. The metal burned his skin, and though he tried to hold the gun, it seared and reflex took over. He let go. Watched the weapon clatter to the ground. Thought, I’m so dead.

“Dead and gone,” said the man softly, speaking for the first time. His voice was thick with teeth, surprisingly gentle. “Ash. Quickened flesh. You should have left me alone. Please. You should have let me be.”

“Stop,” Koni said. “As a brother—”

“Your brotherhood means nothing to me.” Golden light spilled over the man’s eyes, gold running into darkness down his skin … and in its path, an even brighter whiteness, ridged and hard and gleaming like mother-of-pearl. Scales. Scales were pouring from his fat belly button and pushing outward across his gelatinous body while that hard-lined forehead receded and the meaty jaw jutted far and farther, until Dean felt like Conan the Barbarian in the temple of the Snake King, watching James Earl Jones go cobra de capello on his ass, and it was bad—real bad—worse than the creepiest creep-show horror of his childhood nightmares. He could not believe this was happening. He smelled smoke and his skin felt hot, like he was beginning to glow and glow, and he thought of his dream, the fire, and he felt paralyzed with the memory—the first time in his life, unable to move, to think, except to remember what it felt like to burn—

And then Koni was there in front of him, shoving hard, and before he knew it they were both falling backward through the door behind them, tumbling down the stairs. Dean hit the landing hard, but had no time to recover; Koni grabbed the back of his shirt, dragging him down another flight. He could not get his feet under him; his ass got a beating and the air was knocked out of his lungs, along with bits and pieces of skin and maybe some rattled portions of his brain. He held his guns loosely, fingers off the triggers.

“Stop,” he croaked.

“No fucking way,” Koni said, still dragging him. “I’m not going to end up a crispy crow.”

“We need to stop him.”

“Then we need another plan. I’m no kamikaze runner.”

Dean struggled to his feet and leaned against the wall. He gazed up through the stairwell, peering through the narrow space between the railing to the roof. He did not hear anyone coming after them, and glanced at Koni, whose eyes were pinpoints of wild light.

“He’s not following,” Koni said.

“There’s not another way off that roof,” Dean replied, but Koni gave him such a hard look that he felt obligated to once again revise everything he thought he knew about this case.

“Don’t say it,” Dean said. “For God’s sake, man. My brain is going to explode.”

Koni shut his eyes. “He’s a dragon, Dean. That means he can fly.”

Dean, still holding his gun, pressed the edge of his palm against his forehead. His brain felt like it was leaking through his eyes.

“A dragon,” he muttered. “Fuck. Do you know him?”

“I have a friend in California named Susie. You know her?”

“Don’t give me that. You guys are supposed to be almost extinct.”

“Which means we don’t exactly get around to throwing block parties for each other,” Koni snapped. “The only reason I know that man up there is a dragon is because of the kind of shift he was going through.”

Dean fought down a shudder. “Please don’t tell me this is typical behavior.”

“It’s not. And I would never have imagined it if I hadn’t see it with my own eyes. The murders are bad enough, but I smelled the blood on him, Dean. I could smell it from that bag. He’s let the beast take over. He’s gone into the animal. Forgotten his humanity.”

“Or maybe it’s the opposite,” Dean said grimly. “Maybe he’s more human than animal. Or maybe I don’t give a shit. Either way, he’s fucked up.”

“And he’ll take all of us down with him. He didn’t care who saw him shift on that rooftop. A dragon, and he didn’t care. Shit. They’re supposed to be the levelheaded ones. And if he did fly off this building …” Koni stopped, raking his hands through his hair. “Do you know how serious that is?”

“Yeah.” Dean knew all too well. All of them survived on secrets. Staying out of the public eye, never drawing attention: There was safety in that.

But now one of the shifters was a mass murderer, and Dean had discovered why he burned his victims down to ash: to hide the signs of feeding.

And some of those people were alive when he started chewing.

“The latest victim is just a few floors down,” he said, swallowing hard, trying not to puke. “Practically a neighbor to that other guy I came to investigate. The scene will be fresh. I need to be there.”

“And if he comes back?”

“We fight,” Dean said. “Or run. Whichever comes first.”

They moved quickly down the stairs, listening hard for the tread of pursuit, and on the fourth floor entered a narrow hall. Flickering fluorescent lights hurt Dean’s eyes, and the air was hot, sticky. He heard television sets, loud voices, children crying, and smelled grease, smoke. For a moment the smell turned his stomach; it reminded him too much of his cooking chest, the cooking body in his vision, the bag of blood and parts. Vegetarianism was definitely in his future.

The victim lived at the end of the hall. His door stood ajar. Koni pushed it open.

The room was dark inside. The ceilings were low. There were no bars over the windows, but the glass was dirty. Plants covered the sill. The ceiling fan turned. Dean smelled garlic. He shifted his vision, revealing a network of energy as he walked through the lines, turning and turning. He felt the echoes of a hard death, the presence of darkness, hunger, fire. A great black stain covered the floor of the living room. Ash. Dean almost opened himself to more vibrations, more of the victim’s story, but he thought about fire—and truly, at the moment, he had no stomach for it.

Nothing of the murderer came to him, though. He even stood by the window, step for step where the shape-shifter had lingered, and found nothing.

Doesn’t make sense, he thought, reaching under his shirt to holster his gun. It’s like the man is dead.

Or self-contained. He had certainly seen energy when looking at the shape-shifter face-to-face. Twisted, fucked-up energy. But was it possible that some people did not leave traces, or that they could throw up walls around themselves, holding in everything that was part of them? What would that take? How was it possible?

Dean shook off his questions. He was not ready for them, and most certainly did not want to contemplate any fatal flaws in his abilities. His clairvoyancy, his occasional ability to see the present and fragments of the past, all depended on the leavings of the living. Without that, he was as mind-blind as any regular person. Which was not a happy prospect.

Some of the trails inside the apartment belonged to people other than the victim. Dean followed them briefly, and found himself in two different locations: a grassy area outside a building that looked like a concrete strainer, followed by a golden cascade of light and marble, leather chairs, and a large statue of Buddha, set inside a wall that was remarkably familiar.

“Yo,” he said to Koni. “You said I was followed from the hotel? Think those guys could be any relation to the dead fellow here?”

“What makes you ask?”

“Because someone came through here a day or two ago, and now that same person is sitting all fat and pretty in the lobby of my hotel.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“Unless there’s more going on here than we realize. The media said the murder victims weren’t related, right? Maybe they were wrong.” He turned off his inner sight, and the world reasserted itself; light poured through the window, outlining a sofa and television, a small table. A single chair sat in the center of the room. Dean caught the faint scent of something metallic. He walked out of the living room into the bedroom, checking out the messy covers, the tossed remote control, all the books lining the mantel behind the bed. There was a closet, and inside, Dean rummaged around. His knuckles hit a metal box. He lowered his shields and saw—

—a figure wrapped in shadows and a hard mouth whispering, “You know what you have to do, you know the risks if you do not, because if the Book is revealed, if the Book comes to flesh and he finds it now”—

The voice broke off, as did the connection. Dean tried to reestablish the link, but he got nothing, and found himself wishing he was a better retro-cog, a stronger psychometrist instead of just a clairvoyant. So much was lost in his visions, so much left incomplete.

From the other room, Koni said his name. Dean picked up the metal box, carrying it under his arm. The shape-shifter stood by the chair. He held up a small notebook thick with words, the white pages splashed with blood. Very familiar. The murderer had been reading it.

“Names of the other victims,” Koni said. “And a few extras, maybe people who haven’t died yet. It’s all there, along with some pictures.”

Dean set down the metal box. It was locked, but he hammered the bolt with the butt of his gun. It fell off. He opened the lid. Inside lay a gun.

“Huh,” Dean said, and took the paperwork. It was true—all the names on the list were those who had been murdered. Names, addresses, phone numbers. Written in English, not Chinese.

Beneath it all, he felt something glossy. A photograph. He pulled it out for a look and saw a candid moment of a woman, sitting at a chair in a coffee shop.

Dean’s knees buckled. He hit the floor hard, barely noticing Koni’s low shout, the pain radiating up his legs. All he could do was stare at the picture, stare and stare at the woman gazing somewhere distant with serious dark eyes. Lovely familiar eyes.

Dean shook his head, tearing away his gaze, staring at the floor. It could not be. It was impossible. He thought, quite seriously, that he might be having a stroke.

“Dean.” Koni crouched beside him. “Man, what is it?”

He shook his head, unable to speak. Hands shaking, he turned the photograph over. There was a piece of paper attached, and on it was a name and location.

Mirabelle Lee. Far Eastern Hotel. Room 2850. 9 p.m., lobby.

Dean closed his eyes, shutting out the world. He felt the locket against his skin, his burning skin, and he tasted the name written on the paper, rolling it in his mouth. Mirabelle Lee. Mirabelle. Miri.

No, he thought. No, don’t do this to yourself.

Because it was probably just another woman with the same name. It happened. It also happened that complete strangers sometimes resembled each other; as in, were perfect twins, right down to a beauty spot on the edge of the chin, the shape of the mouth, the turn of the head. Twins in spirit, like the one shining from those eyes in the picture—eyes that Dean saw every night in his dreams.

Right. Typical. Just coincidence.

Dean ran. He heard Koni shout his name, heard him try to follow, but Dean did not wait. He barreled from the apartment, down the stairs, out the building into the slick night. He did not look for dragons, or the men who had been following him; he did not look for anything at all as he sprinted through moving traffic, battling crowds and heat and his own raging heart, relying only on instinct to guide him back to the hotel—my hotel— as his mind fought with the photograph in his back pocket, the name on the paper clipped to the glossy picture.

Impossible, Dean told himself. It had to be. That girl was dead. Her heart had stopped beneath his hands. No energy, no trail, no connection—and God, he had looked. Twenty years he had spent searching for a thread, even though it was crazy, because all he wanted was a ghost, some line up to heaven. One more word, another glance, that sweet, sweet, smile.

But nothing. Not ever. No moments of I see dead people. The only girl he had ever loved was gone from the world, gone forever. His mind never lied.

And if you were wrong? If she has been alive all this time? You weren’t able to track one fucking murderer, and even when he was standing in front of you he didn’t leave a trail. What if she was the same?

Dean pushed himself faster. Somewhere above he heard Koni caw, but he did not know if it was because his friend was worried, or if he was still being tailed. He did not care, either way. Let the whole damn city chase on his heels.

He entered the hotel at a dead run, risking security, outraged guests in all their glitter and finery—but just before he hit the elevator alcove, his skin tingled and he skidded to a stop. His mind glanced out, vision shifting, and he found a thread. A familiar line, a connection.

Dean, breathing hard, stepped close behind one of the fat marble pillars and leaned against the cool stone. He threw out his mind, pulling himself along the energy trail, and found a man sitting in the lobby behind him. The same man who had been in the victim’s apartment. Dean did not peer around the pillar to look. He shut his eyes and used a different sight, studying and searching.

The man was not alone. There were others nearby, dressed like him, all in dark suits. They almost looked like religious types, out to save the world, one conversion at a time. Dean bet they were armed. They held open newspapers in their laps; worthless accessories, given that the men were doing a shitty job of pretending to read them. Their eyes did nothing but sweep the lobby, moving, moving, moving. Like wolves in black, jaws ready to snap.

Holy shit. This is a setup. This is an operation.

But for what? The woman in the picture? There was a time attached. Nine o’clock, but it was a quarter until ten and these men were still sitting here. Was she supposed to meet them, or were they planning to intercept her? And if all those other murder victims, the men who had burned, were connected to some conspiracy—if the dead individual Dean had just visited had intended to be here tonight, waiting for the lady in the photo—

Life just got more complicated. You don’t know who the bad guys are anymore.

Unless they were all bad. But that still did not explain why he was being tailed, nor did it explain the woman or the name associated with her. And frankly, Dean cared way more about that. Shallow, maybe, but he could live with his shifting priorities. Forget shape-shifting murderers and flames shooting up his ass. Nothing else mattered but the woman. He had to find her, and fast, because if the men were waiting, their target had not yet been acquired. She was still out there.

He fretted all the way up to the twenty-eighth floor—twenty-eight, my room is on twenty-seven, oh God, I can’t believe this— and his head felt funny. Light, dizzy. His chest hurt. That mark, burning and burning. Dean pulled away his collar and looked down.

His wound was glowing. Golden light seeped from the cut.

He stared at himself. The elevator dinged. A man stepped on, took one look at him—Dean apparently appeared just as disturbed as he actually felt—and stepped right back off, smiling weakly. It was the kind of smile that made Dean feel like he was the rich man’s version of a wild dog. Call the pound, get the gun, wear thick gloves.

Dean didn’t mind. He felt rabid. He touched his mouth, but did not find any foam. All the crazy was in his head, then. He was glowing. He had a goddamn lightbulb beneath his skin. Jesus Christ.

The elevator stopped again, but this time it was for him. Dean slapped his hand against the sliding door, holding it open for a moment while he leaned against the shiny metal wall. There were cameras everywhere; someone was probably watching him even now, but he did not care. He could not take his eyes off himself. He waited too long; the doors tried to close on his arm.

The woman, whispered a voice inside his mind. Remember her.

Dean closed his eyes and looked away. He patted his collar tight against his throat and stepped off the elevator. Took a moment for one more deep breath, trying to ignore the burning, the pain, the memory of light.

And then he began to run again.

The halls were quiet. Too quiet, it seemed, and the trails of energy crisscrossing the carpet were old, as though no one had been on that floor for more than a day. Odd. The higher levels in the hotel were usually more popular—more prestige, better views—but as Dean moved he found only one new trail, a path weaving away from the emergency stairwell.

He got a bad feeling when he stepped into that energy stream—felt a shiver run through him, like he was walking through a cloud of electricity. It was the kind of sensation he had felt only a time or two before.

Age and power, he thought, remembering his one postmortem encounter with a very dangerous man. An immortal, a magician, an old disgusting fart who had tried to screw over Dean’s best friends. The Magi’s energy, even with him dead, had felt like this, only much stronger—like it could strip the hair off Dean’s body if he lingered too long within it.

Dean reached the room number written on the paper. The energy signature ended there and he flung his mind into the trail, letting it carry him past the door into the room, into dim light—riding like a cowboy on a bucking bronco made of nightmares—and he opened his eyes and saw movement, he saw skin, he saw—

A naked body, pinned and fighting. And attached to that body, a face.

Dean grabbed his chest—grabbed it because it hurt so bad—and for the first time in twenty years remembered there was a line inside his heart; a mark, a place never to cross. He had forgotten—but in that moment, filled with the image of the woman, he glimpsed and touched it, felt himself hug the edge of crazy, and it was a good place to be. The only place. Because she was there, and he finally let himself believe. He let himself speak her name—breathed it, again and again, until it was the only sound he made, the only sound in his head as he threw himself against the door, raging wild on the tail of another man’s soul, watching through his mind’s eye the fight, the bloody struggle only yards away.

He saw it all, and got out his gun.




End of sample
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