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PROLOGUE

Hatred is a bitter, damaging emotion. & winds itself through the
blaod, infecting its host and driving it forward without any reqson. Rs
view 15 jaundiced and 1t skews even the clearest of evesights.

Sacrifice is noble and tender. f's the action of « host who values
athers above himself. Sacrifice 1s bought through [ove and decency. R
is trudy heroic.

Fengeance iz an act of violence. & allows those who have been
wronged to take back some af what was lost to them. Unlike sacrifice,
it gives back to the one who practices it.

Lave is deceitfil and sublime. In its truest form, it brings out the
best in all beings. At its warst, it's @ tool used to manipulate and ruin
anyane wha 18 stupid enough to hold it

Dan't be stupid.

Sacrifice is for the weak. Hatred corrupts. Love destroys.
Vengeance ia the gift of the strong.

Moaove forward, nat with hatred, nat with [ove.
Move forward with purpose.

Take back what was stolen. Make those who [aughed at your pain
pay. Nat with hatred, but with calm, cold rationale.

Hatred is your enemy. Vengeance 1s your friend. Hold it close and
fet 1t [oase.

May the gods have mercy on those who have wronged me because |



will have no mercy for them.

Xypher paused as he read the words he'd wntten on the floor of lus
cell m Ins own blood centunies ago. Dull and faded, they were a
remunder to hun of what had brought Inm to tlus tune and place.

They were a sacred vow to lumself.

Closmng Ins eves, he spread lus hand out and the words dissolved mto
a nust that hfted from the floor only to reassemble down lus left aim.
Symbel by symbol, word by word, the characters, still bloodred, cut
themselves mto lus skin. He lussed at the bun of them engraving
themselves mto lus flesh. That pam succored hum. It strengthened lum.

Soon he would be free for one month. One month to track and to
lall. The one he'd sacrficed lumself for would pay and if he earned lus
reprieve m the process . . . Good.

If he didn't . . .

Well, vengeance sometiunes deserved a good sacnfice. At least tlus
time. he'd die knowing no one was laughmg at lnm anymore.
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Café Maspera
MNew Orieans
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"Have you ever wanted to put vour head m a blender and turn on the
hquety switch?"

Smone Dubois frowned then laughed at Tate Bennett, the pansh
coroner for New Orleans, as he took a seat at the dark wood table,
across from her. As always, Tate was mpeccably dressed m a wlute
button-down shut and black slacks. His sk was dark and flawless, a
aft from lus Creole and Hatian hentage. With sharp, sculpted features,
he was extremely good-lookme and those dark eves of lus never nussed
a detal.

His mapeccable attwe was a sharp contrast to her faded jeans, navy
sweater and rotous mop of dark brown curls that would never obey any
style Sunone attempted to beat them mto. The only feature she had that
she considered even remotely mteresting were her hazel brown eves that
turned gold whenever the sun lut them.

She wiped her mouth on her napkm. "Honestly . . . I can't say that I
have. But there have been a few other heads I'd hke to do that to.



Why?"

He dropped a folder i front of her. "How many sernial killers can one

oI

city have?

"T'm not up on those stats. Depends on the city I suppose. Are vou
telling me we have another one here?"

He unwrapped lus silverware and placed lus napkm on lus lap. "I
don't know. Couple of wewd murders have come through my office
over the last two weeks. Seenungly unrelated.”

Those two words were loaded with meanmg. "But . . "

"But I have a gout feelnmg on tlus and it's not the oh-
look-it's-a-bright-shany-world kind. "

Smone took a sip of her soda before she opened the file and
orimaced at the gnsly crime scene photos. As always, they were gory
and detmled. "T just love the aifts you bring me for unch. Other guls get
diamonds. Me? I get mayhem and blood—and all before noon. Thanks,
Tate."

He leaned over and stole a French fry from her plate. "Don't worry,
boo, I'm buymg. Besides, you're the only woman I know I can meet for
lunch and talk business with. Everyone else gets squeanush.”

She looked wup. "You know, I'm not sure that's much of a
compliment."”

"Trust me, it 1s. If LaShonda ever comes to her senses and leaves
me, vou're the next Mys. Tate."

"Agam, not flattering to either of us. Should I tell LaShonda what her
hubby thinks of her?" she teased.

"Please don't. She mught poison my cush-cush . . . or worse, beat my
tush-tush."



Smone laughed agam. "Don't worry, I'd make sure and brmng her to
justice for it."

"T'm sure yvou would." He paused to order a shrunp po'boy and fries
from the waitress.

Smone contmued to look at the photos wlule he spoke to the young
Goth woman who was takmg Ius order.

Yeah, these pictures were pretty gruesome. But then these types of
photos usually were. How she hated that the world was filled with
people capable of domg such homific things to others. What people
could do to each other was bad enough. What the other, nonhuman
mhabitants could do was a whole other mghtmare. Literally.

And she was more than just a little acquamted with both lunds of
monsters.

The waitress headed back toward the kitchen.
Tate leaned closer. "You getting any vibes from the other side?"

She shook her head. "You know it doesn't worl: that way, T. I have
to be touchmg the body or somethmg that belonged to the wvictun.
Photos only give me a paper cut . . . and the wallies." Sluverme n
sympathy for the way the poor woman had died, she closed the file and
shid it back toward hun.

"Want to come to the moreue with me after lunch?"”

She arched one brow at Ius offer. "I shudder at the thought of the
pickup hne vou must have used the might you met LaShonda. Come
with me, baby, and see my collection of stifts.”

He laughed. "God, Ilove yvour sense of humor."

Too bad a married man was one of the very few people who actually
cot her offbeat humor. The only other person to really appreciate it was



a teenaged ghost who'd been hauntmg her smce she was ten vears old.

Jesse was seated to her nght, but only Smmone knew that. No one
else could see or hear hun—ol, lucky her. Especially smce Jesse was
locked m a late 19805 tune warp. Case m pomt, he was wearmg a hght
blue blazer remmuscent of Don Johmson from Adfiami Fice with a curly
black pompadour courtesy of Jon Cryer from the movie Pretty in Fink.
Jesse was a huge John Hughes fan who made her watch way too many
reruns. He completed Ins offbeat outfit with a skimy wlute keyvboard
satin tie and matchmg winte checkerboard Vans.

"T don't want to go to the morgue, Sumone." Jesse said from between
clenched teeth. "I don't lilke it there."

She could certamly understand that sentument. It was her favonte
spot to visit nght after the proctoloaist's office.

She gave Jesse a pitying look, but they both knew that she'd have no
choice except to go. There was nothing she wouldn't do to bring a laller
to justice and that included hanging out in the creepy city morgue
mstead of her lab at Tulane.

"So what's the strangest part about these murders?” she asked, trymng
to distract Jesse from repeating a trade she was more than fanuhar with.
Besides, he could go home without her—he just didn't hike bemg i the
house when she wasn't there.

Tesse could be a very needy chost sometunes.

Tate stole another fiv before he answered. "The fact that Ms. Glorna
here got up and walked off her exanmumung table."”

Sunone choked on the Coke she was dimlking. "Excuse me?"”

"You heard nght. Nialls 1z now m a strmtjacket because of it. He
freaked out so badly we had to call the psych ward for hum."”

She coughed twice to clear her throat before she spoke agam. "The



victun was m a coma’"”

"The victun was dead as a doomal. As you saw from the photos, her
throat had been npped out and Nialls had just opened up her chest for
the autopsy. Her heart was m Ius hands when she started breatlung.”

"Uh-hwh . . ." It was the only response she could manage for a
moment. "And she got up and walked off . . ."

He nodded glumly. "Welcome to my world. Oh, wait, welcome to
your world. Yours 15 even more bizarre than nune. At least I don't hive
with a ghost who has lus own bedroom m my house.” He glanced
around the table, then lowered lus voice. "Is Jesse here?"

Smmone meclned her head m the dwection of where her friend was
seated and starmg at them with a stern frown.

"Please explam to me how she gcot up wlule he was holding her
heart," she said slowly.

"That's what I want you to tell me. See, I deal wath . . . well, most
days, bizarre paranormal crap. You are Queen Wewd. I need the queen
on tlus before I have to start harne a new staft of medical exanuners
who don't freak out when the dead move off thew tables. You know
where I can find some of these unusual people? I know vou hang out
with them.”

"Thanks, Tate. I alwavs look forward to these ego-bolstering pep
tallzs of owrs."

"Yes, but at least you know I love you."
"Lile a hole mn your shoe."”

He laughed. "Not true. You are the best danmed medical exanuner
I've ever seen and you know that. If T could get yvou away from Tulane
and lure your butt for the city, I'd do it m a heartbeat. The fact that
yvou're the only one I can talk to about paranormal deaths 15 a major



bonus to me. Anyone else would have me m a room next to Nialls."

Smone reached for her pickle. "True. I'm also told they have
mcredible diugs to help curb those hallucmations. "

"Then sign me up. I could detuutely use them."”

So could she, but that was another story. Then agam, her entwe hte
was bizarre enough to be considered one massrve hallucmnation.

If only 1t were.

Smone paused as she got that wewd feelme m her gut agam. She
clanced about the dark restaurant, then out the window to the left of her
that showed the tratfic on Decatur Street. Nothing appeared out of the
ordmary, but stll the sensation persisted.

"Is something wrong?" Jesse asked.
"I've got that feelng agam."
Tate scowled. "What feeling?"

Her face heated at lus question. "I was actually tallkng to Jesse. But
for the last couple of weeks I've had tlus bizarre sensation that
somethme 15 watchmg me."

"You mean somecxe, nght?”
She shook her head. "I know it sounds crazy—"

"I just had a body walk off the table nud-autopsy and vou think your
story 1s nuts? Yeah, boo . . "

That was what she lked most about Tate. He made her feel almost
normal. Not to mention he was the only person besides her who knew
about Jesse. Of course she was also the only person outside of a small
handful who knew Tate was a Squue for the Dark-Hunters—a group of
ummortal warnors who hunted down and executed the vampmic
Damnons who preved on human souls.



Yeah, her hfe was anytlung but normal.

So why should she even be concerned about the fact that she felt as
if something ewvil were watchme her? It probably was. And
unfortunately, it wouldn't be the fust tume. She only wanted to make
sure it wasn't the last one.

"Do yvou know where it's comung from?" Jesse asked.

"No. I can't pmpomt it. All T know 1s that it's makmg my skm crawl.”

Tate leaned back mn lus chair to stare at her. "I really wish I could
hear Jesse. It's so disconcertng when vou two tall. Makes me wonder
if he's not sitting there, moclang me."

She snmled. "Jesse only makes fun of me."

"That's not true."

She looked at Jesse. "Yes 1t 15."

"No it's not," Tate mserted.

Smone frowned at hun. "Do vou even know what you're argung?"
"Not really. It just seemed natural to add that."

She laughed. "How I ever got mixed up wath the two of you, I'll
never know." But that wasn't true. Jesse had come to her durme the
darkest hour of her life and he'd been with her ever smce.

Tate . . . he'd been there when she'd come the closest she'd ever
been to catchmg her mother's and brother's liller. Unfortunately, her
hunch hadn't panned out and the evidence she thought would @ive them
a clue to her mother's murderer had been too tamted to use. Even so,
Tate had fought for her tooth and nail even though he hadn't known her
at the tune. That meant more to her than anythmg and they'd been
friends ever smce.

There was nothine she wouldn't do for hun and he knew it.



Tate, LaShonda, and Jesse were the only fanuly she had.

He leaned back and waited for the waitress to put Ius plate on the
table and leave before he spoke agam. "Are you sure it's not one of the
ghosts you see eyeballing you?"

She shook her head. "No. They're never tlus subtle. They usually
pop m, like 'vo, she-bitch, do my bidding." This . . . tlus is something
else.”

"Evil 15 conung for vou." Jesse said m a grum, echoing voice.

Smone narrowed her eves on hum. "T hate it when vou do that.”

Tate pulled back as if he were offended. "What'd I do?"

She snmled at lnm. "Not yvou. Jesse. He's usmg Ins ghost voice on me.
It's extremely unnervie. "

"Yes, but yvou still love me." JTesse winked at her.
"Of course I do. But save the voice for a haunting.”

"I would if anvone else could hear me. Have you any idea how
anmoying that 157 No, 'cause everyone hears you when you tall." He
stood up and danced m the cormer. "Hey, people!" he shouted. "See the
freaky ghost dance.” He flapped lus arms around and shook Inus booty.
"T'm bad, I'm bad, I'm bad." He stopped and looked around at the
people who went on about then business, oblivious to his offbeat antics.
"See. Sucks."

She passed a dry look to Jesse, who held lus hands up m swrender.
There were tunes when he was a strange cross between a nagomng
mother and a wife combmed with a lunatic brother.

She focused her attention on Tate. "Anyway, back to the decedent . .
. do the police have any leads?"

Tate shook Ilus head. "She was found m an alley down m the



Warehouse District. Her throat was lacerated with something clawhlze.
Too large to be anunal and too jagged to be mdividual kinfe marks."

"Detuntely not a Damon attack then." Daimons were a particular
breed of vampire who called New Orleans home . . . and unlike many
of the others who made ambitious blood-sucking clauns, these guys
were real and they were deadly predators with lughly developed
supernatural powers. As medical exammers, she and Tate were used to
seeing thew handiwork come through thew offices.

Her acceptance and willngness to help cover the Damnons' tracks
was what kept her close to Tate. They weren't protecting the Dannons,
they were keepmg the rest of humamty safe by not mfornung them of
what was really out there ready to take them down. If mankind were
ever to know, they would freak out and lall mnocent people, too.

The bad thmg was that even though the Damons drank blood, they
didn't feed on it. They fed on actual human souls. Luclaly a smgle
human soul could keep them fed for a long tune, so as a rule, they
weren't out hunting victuns every night.

If vou could call that lucky. Wluch Sunone did, and that more than
anything said just how weird her hfe was.

Anytune the Damons left thew holes, the Darli-Hunters Tate worlked
for would seek them out, hopmg to stop them from killmg more people.
A bonus to the Daunons' deaths was that it also freed the human souls
thev'd eaten so that thew victuns could go on to the afterhfe.

Tate swabbed Ius fry m ketchup. "Detuntely not Dammon,” he
repeated. "She wag dramed of all her blood, and since none was found
at the crume scene, we assume she died somewhere else and was
dumped m the alley. You sure yvou can't sumumon her from the grave
and ask her what happened?”

"That would be a voodoo prestess, Tate. The decedents come to



me, not the other way around.”

He stifled a look of disappomtment. "We need to find the body
ASAP. Her parents are on thew way down from Wicluta and I don't
want to tell them that thew httle gul went AWOL from the exanmmung
table."

"Did you get anythung from Nialls?"

Tate scofted. "Nothme coherent. As you can unagie, he was a bit
hiysterical. All he'd say was that she snuled at hun on her way out the
door."”

"So you don't know if she was a zombie then?"

"Thankfully, I've never seen a zombie. Much other wewd shat on the
job, but not that. Have you?"

"No. However, I've learned to not question thines ke that. If there's
a legend, then there's sometlung real belund it."

He saluted her with lus dimlz.

"What about yvour Squire contacts? Have they anything to offer on
thas?"
Tate shook Ins head. "None of them know anything more about the

dead walking around than you or I. Daimons don't make the dead nse.
Thev make the g fall.”

Sunone looked at Jesse. "You have any sugeestions?"

"Only that T wish my body were stll walking around. It would make
my undeath easier to bear."

"Thanks for the nonhelp, Jess. You're such a doll.”

Smone didn't speak much more as they funshed lunch, then headed
to the morgue. Jesse opted to stay outside wlule she followed Tate mto
the crypt. Honestly, she couldn't blame Jesse for Ius feehngs. She didn't



like hanging out with the dead, either, Jesse notwithstandmg. The only
reason she did what she did was to help the victuns and thew fanuhes.
Havmg seen her own mother and brother gunned down before her, the
last thing she wanted was to stand by and let someone else's luller go

free.

It was why she worked cases for the city pro bono and why she
spent her life trammg the next generation of medical exanuners at
Tulane. She figured she could do more good by trammg other MEs to
be conscientious than she could workmg on mundane cases. The more
people who did thew jobs nght, the fewer crimunals who would go free
to slaughter agam.

That plulosophy was also what kept her smgle. Most men didn't
appreciate datmg a woman who was handy wath both a scalpel and a
shovel

Tate opened a door m the nuddle of the crypt vault and pulled out an
empty drawer. "She was stored m here."”

I

"Do you have any of her personal items?
"Let me get them."

Suone closed the drawer and twned shghtly as she felt a presence
belund her. It was a voung woman around the age of twenty-four. Her
brown hair was mussed and she looked a bit confused. It was a natural
state for many of the newly deceased.

"Can I help you?
"Where am I?"

Smone hesitated. She never liked bemg the one to tell another that
they were no longer alrve. "What's the last thing vou remember?”

Sunone asked the oul

"I was wallang home trom worle."

That was a cood =tart. If Sanone could help the woman remember



more detals of her hte rght before it ended, then she nught remember
her death, too. "What's vour name, sweetie?"

"Gloria Tlueradeaux. "

A clull went down her spme as Smone recogmzed her from the
photos. Tlus was the woman whose body had rigen up and walked out
of the morgue.

Merde.
The ghost looked about the room. "Why am I here?"

"T'm not sure." Any more than she was sure how her body had
reammated itself.

"Why can't I touch anytlung?" The agony m her voice made tears of
sympathy well m Sumone's eyes.

There was no avoiding the answer and no way to make it lnd or
centle on the poor thing. "I'm atraid you're dead.”

Glona shook her head. "No. I just need to get home.” She frowned
as she looked around the room as if trving to identify sometlung. "But I
can't remember where I live. Do I know you?"

Smone paused. Something wasn't nght. It was normal for a new
chost to be shehtly disoriented, but Glora was more than that. It was
like a part of her was nussing . . .

"JTesse!" Sunone called. "I know you hate it in here, but I really, really
need you."

HER

He mamfested right beside her. "Yeah, boss?

She mdicated Glona with a tdt of her clun. "She doesn't know where
she lves."

Tpre

His scowl was fierce. "Do you remember when they lalled you?

"Tezze." she caid under her breath, "a Little tact, please.”



Ienorng her, Glona shoolk her head. "I don't feel dead. Are you sure
I died?"

Sunone passed her hand through the woman's abdomen. "Fither that,
Prmcess Leia, or you're a hologram."”

Glona stared at her 1 a cross between horror and disbelief. "How dud
you do that?"

Jesse answered for her. "We have no body. All we have is our
essence and consciousness.”

Glona staggered back as if overwhelmed. "T don't understand. How
can you die and not know it?"

Jesze sluugged. "It happens. Not common, mund yvou. Most people
lnow when they die, but every now and agam, someone gets trapped on
tlus plane without reahzmg they're dead.”

Glona shoolk her head m demal "I can't be dead. I have finals.”

"The Reaper waits for no one, babe." Jesse said ghibly. "Believe me, I
have fusthand expenence there. It's a pisser, but reahty for us
nonetheless.”

"What's gomg on?"

Sunone turned at Tate's worried voice. He was standing belund her
with a mamila envelope i lus hand.

"I tound Glona."

"Good, where 1s she?"

Smone glanced to where Jesse and Glona stood side by side. "Well,
her ghost 15 nght m front of me. Unfortunately, she has no more clue
about her body's whereabouts than we do."

Tate let out a frustrated breath. "How can that be? T mean, really,
shouldn't the chost have hke a honune beacon on it bodyv or



somethmg?"

"It would make sense. But unforhimately, the two parts separate and
the spmit never wanders back to the body . . . at least not to my
knowledge." Simone looked at Jesse, who nodded lus head m
agreement.

TpIF

Tate held the envelope out to her. "So where does that leave us

"With one hell of a mystery." Sunone took the emvelope from lus
hands and reached mside to touch a necklace that must have belonged
to Glona. Closmg her eves, she tiied to get some sense of the tune and
place where Glona had passed.

Notlung happened.

She couldn't even get an emotion from it, wlhich was Inghly vnusual
for her. Since she'd been five years old, Sunone had been able to glean
emotions that were attached to objects as soon as she touched them.

She dropped it back mto the envelope. "I suggest vou call vour Squure
buddies and get them started on a hunt for her body wlile Tesse and I
tryv to help her remember sometlung that nught lead ws to ats
whereabouts."”

"T'll see what I can do."
Sunone turned to Jesse.

"T hear vou," he said before she could speak. "We're gomg to scout
the alley where she was found for a clue.”

"Exactly."
Tate paused m front of the door with a frown. "Exactly what?"

"Tesse and I are going to the Warehouse District. T'll let yvou know if
we find anything. "

"Please do." Tate held the door open so that she and her



"compamons” could leave.

She started down the white, Spartan hallway.

"Hey., Sumone?"

She looked back at Tate who was about to head m the opposite
direction. "Yes?"

"Be careful "

Those words warmed her. Tate and LaShonda were the only people

m the world who would nuss her it anytlung were to happen to her. "T'm
always careful, boo. You know that."

He mclned lus head to her. "Tust the same, keep yvour stun gun
loaded and call me as soon as you're done. I don't want to get another
call to that alley. I've buried enough people I love. I don't want to do 1t
acaim."

She snuled at lus concern. "It's an alley, Tate. There are a nulhon of
them m tlus city. I'll be tme."

He nodded at her before he headed toward lus office.

Smone took a second as that wewd feelmg came over her agan.
She'd never understood those odd sensations. But one thmg she
remembered clearly . . . the first tume she'd had it.

"I be right back, baby. You wait in the car and don't move.”
Those were the last words her mother had said to her before she tool:
her brother mto the store.

And dhed.

Smone flinched as vnbndled grief tore through her. n one instant,
everything can change. Tt was the mantra she lived her hife by and a
lesson she'd learned all too well when she was only ten vears old.

Never take anyone or anvthme for eranted.



In one blink, life altered and sometunes all you could do was hang on
as tightly as possible wlule it did itz best to slng yvou off.

Trving not to think about that, she headed down the hall, toward the
door that led to the parking lot.

Kalosis (the Atlantean Hell Realm)

Strvker walked down the dark hallway that led from Ius bedroom to the
throne room where he held cowt over lus Dammon army. There
shouldn't be anyone m it thus tune of day . . .

Or mght. Wlichever it was. Let's face it, here m hell it didn't really
matter.

In Kalosis, it was always dark smee any amount of dayvlight was fatal
to lus people. That had been a curse from lus father, Apollo, who m the
nudst of a lussy fit had condenmmed evervone of the Apolhte race that
Apollo had created to be bamshed from the sun.

And to die pamfully at age twenty-seven. The only way an Apolhte
could survive past lus or her twenty-seventh buthday was to take a
human soul mto their body. From that moment on, the Apollite mutated
mto a Damon—a demonlike creatire who had to contmue to swallow
human souls m order to stay alive.

Sure it was a crappy, cold existence, but it was go much better than
the alternatrve.

Besides, Stiyker had swvived eleven thousand vears as a
Dammon—then existence was defuntely not without its benefits. And ats
rewards.



Highly entertamed by the thought, he paused m the entrance of lus
throne room as he caught sight of lus sister, Satara, swrounded by a
reddish haze wlule she sat perched on lus throne. Her hawr was
black—somethmg she seldom chose as a color. She mumbled words n
ancient Greek as she swaved to a silent song.

Yeah . ..

He cleared lus throat, but she 1gnored lum. Unamused by her actions,
he crossed lus arms over lus chest and closed the distance between
them.

What she was chanting amused him even less than her ignorme him.

"Why are yvou summoning a demon?”

One eve, bloodred, opened to pmn lum with a feral stare. "I'm not
sunmmonme, I'm controlling. "

He cocked a smgle brow. "Really? And who has yvou so angry that
yvou're sending a demon for them?"

"What do you care?" She closed her eve and contmued her chant.

If they'd had a loving relationslup, Stryker nmeht have left her to it.
But he was far from a loving brother and she was ever lus bane.
Snappmg Ius fingers, he made the hght m the hall blinding. "If you want
to kull someone, I know a few gallu demons who are dying to eat.”

She let out a shnll scream before she opened her eves and stood up
from lus throne. "Like they'd do anytlung I ask. You're an idiot for
allowing the callu to stay here. It's the same as sleepmeg with a pack of
teral wolves at yvour teet. Sooner or later, they will attack and you'll be
dead.”

As if he were afraid of some Sumenan castoffs. "Kessar and crew
don't frighten me." His sister's msatiable ambition did. There was
nothmg she wouldn't do to get what she wanted and he knew it. "Who



are you after?"

"Hades let that bastard ypher out of Ius hole."

The name was vaguely fanuhar, but for lug lfe, he couldn't

remember who it was. "Xypher?"

Satara rolled her eyes. "Oh, how could vou forget hun? He was the
first Dream-Hunter I coaxed away from lus duties and turned.”

Strvker shook lus head as he remembered the god who'd been a
handful the mstant he started suffing around Satara's heels. It'd taken a
number of gods to run the bastard down and kil hun. "Speaking of
wolves at your throat. Did I not warn vou about hun?"

"Oh, shut up."

Strvker rudely moved her aside so that he could take lus seat on the
throne. "You know, little sister, I'd be playmg nice right now if T were
you. After all, vou're the one m Inding . . . m my house."

"T'm not in ludmg. "

"No? Then why are you here? Shouldn't you be on Olympus at the
beck and call of Auntie Artenus?"”

The fury m her eves told lum he'd struck a chord. Good. He Irved to
piss off people.

"Xypher has to be stopped. He will kill me if he has a chance.”

"You thmk? You coaxed the man from lus cushy god-lfe, caused

hun to be hunted and then killed and tortured for etermty. I can't
unagine why he's not bringme you roses and lasses."

She curled her hp at hun. "Well, at least T didn't shit open the throat of
my own son."”

Stryker thuust lns hand out and brought her into his grasp with lis
demugod powers. He tichtened Ins hold on her threat until her eyes



bulged and he felt her larynx start to crush. "Xypher 1sn't the only man
you should be afraid of." He shoved her away from hun

Satara caught herself and choked wlule she clared furously. "I've
orven everythmmg to you, Stivkenus. I've spied for vou and told you
thies no one else would. Now I ask for a modicum of protection and
what do you do? Threaten me. Fine. I'll leave, and when Xypher lills
me, I hope yvou'll thunk back on tlus and remember that you're the only
reason you're alone m this world."”

Strvker rubbed lus brow, grateful he couldn't get a headache from her
whiny tirade. "Oh, stop the dramatics. I've never been one for the
theater. You're welcome to Iude out here and release as many demons
mto the human world as you like. But before yvou completely anmlulate
my food source, nught I offer a sugeestion to you?"

"What?"

Strvker mamfested a set of golden bracelets in lus hand—one of three
paws that had been uncovered just two years ago. One of lus generals
had found them and brought them to lum, not knowing what they were.

But Strvker knew, and he was reserving one paw for a very special
"friend."

He held the bracelets out to her.

Taking them, she grimaced as if they were made of coal and not
Atlantean gold. "What do I do with these?"

He siched m wearmess. There were tunes when she was brilhant and
other tumes when he had to lead her about as if she had the mtellect of a
frve-year-old goat. "How do vou kill a god?"

"You strp lus powers."
He nodded approvmgly. "It yvou can't do that?"

" on zeduce a Chthoman and tell them that the eod attaclked von.



then laugh wlile the Chthonian sucks the hfe out of lum. But T don't
have tune for that. Xypher 15 one step away from stormung Ins way
down here and killmg me."

Stivlker growled at her m unitation. "Stop tlunkmg like a whore for a
mimute. The best way to take out an enemy 1s to attack lus wealkest
pomt."

She put her hands on her lups. The bracelets dangled precarously
from her nght hand as if they were cheap knockoffs and not worth
more than a human kingdom . . . or her life. "He doesn't have one."

Stryker narrowed lus eves on the bracelets. "You put one of those on
hun and he wall."

Fially mterested m what he'd put n her hands, she mspected them.
"What are you saying?"

"What I'm saying, Thenus, 15 those hittle gold bracelets m vour hands
are Ins Aclulles' heel. Pass those along to one of my Spatln Daimons
and have lum secure one to Xypher and the other to a mortal and all
your troubles are over."

She snmled as she fally understood the sigmficance of the bracelets.
"They bind them . . . Eill the mortal and Xypher dies."”

He mclned Ius head to her. "Even better than that, if the mortal gets
more than twenty feet from lum, the human dies . . . and so does he."

She laughed evilly betore she approached lus throne and kissed hun
on lus cheek. "I knew I loved yvou for a reason.”

Stivlker wasn't stupid enough to believe that for even a moment. His
sister was mcapable of loving anvone except herself. But he'd won her
over as an ally for a few days more.

Satara tossed one bracelet up and caught it 1 her hands. "T can't wait
to see Ins face when he learns what these are.” Then she vamshed



betfore Strvker could mve her one more piece of advice.

"Choose your human wisely." The last thmg she needed was to find
one who actually knew how to ficht them.

By the tume Smnone finished teaching her afternoon class and reached
the alley, it was nearing dusk. There was an unseasonable biting clull to
the breeze as she got out of her white Honda and stepped up on the
curb. She pulled the collar of her wool coat up lugher on her neck and
shovered. She never liked approaching cnime scenes, especially after
thev'd been cleared. Right now, there was nothung to mark tlus as a
place of violence. It looked like all the other alleys m town.

That was what distirbed her most.

Glona's hte had ended abruptly night here and only Glona and her
fanuly would ever know it. Hundreds of people would walk night past
thus spot without bemg aware of the fact that one voung woman had
been dumped here like so much rubbish. The thought of it made her
Irid and it remmded her of her own mother.

Smmone flnched.

"You okay?" Jesse asked.

"Yeah. Bad clucken at lunch."”

"You ate a ham and cheese sandwich."”

"Oh, shush, smarty-pants. Stop bemg so attentrve.” She reached mto
her purse and pulled out a paw of latex gloves just m case she nmght tmd
somethme. It would also protect her from any stray germs that nught be
lmgering. That was one thing she continually harped on with her
students. Any clothes worn to a crime scene should be treated as
biohazard. In the last few years she'd brought home more contagion



than she even wanted to thnk about and that alone made her glad she
Irved alone. The last thing she wanted was to make a sigmficant other 1l

She opened her trunk and tossed her purse mside before she pulled
out her ME toolbox that contamed everytlung she'd need to preserve
any evidence that nught have been overlooked by the police.

Glona cocked her head as she stared mto the alley.

Smone's  stomach tightened m  sympathy. "You remember
somethmeg?"

"There was a werrd growhng . . ." Her voice was quiet. Distant.
"Growlneg?"

Glora nodded. "It was deep and feral, but not really like an anunal "
"Was 1t like tlus?" Jesse made an mhuman ghost noise.

Glona scowled at lum. "That sounds like Darth Vader chokmg on a
chicken bone. No."

He passed an mdignant glare to Sunone as she burst out lauglung,
"Well, 1t dud."

"Fine, see 1f T help anymore."

Smone shook her head at lum before she pulled out her flashheht
and headed to the area where she'd seen the body photographed. There
were builldings on three sides and a gutter m the center. The walloway all
around was broken up. Typical alley with a lot of street tratfic around it.
Not to mention, anyone m the buldmes could easidy look out the
window and see nght where they were standmg.

It made her wonder if there'd been a witness who'd seen the killer . .

She clanced over to where Jesse was domg the Michael Jackson
Moonwalk wlnle he surveyed the alley and street. All the boy needed



was a red leather jacket with gold studs and a sequned glove.

"Excuse me, Mr. Tholler or Beat It or whatever video vou're sadly
rebving . . . Is it just me or 15 thus area way too exposed for this to be a

Dammon attacl:?"

After grving her a hateful clare, Jesse agreed. "There's too mmch
movement around here and they wouldn't have nunded a little blood on
the ground. Them bastards ave sloppy eaters.”

"Yeah, that's what I'm thanking, too. I believe Tate had 1t nght when
he said she died somewhere else. But the claw marks on her neclt . . .
that's not human. If not a Daumon, what killed her?"

"Excuse me, people.” Glona snapped. "I happen to be standing nght
here. Do vou nund?"

Smone crmeged at her msensitivity. Normally she was much more
careful around her spuits. "Sorry."”

Tesse approached Glona. "But yvou remember bemg here, nght?"

Glona nodded. "I heard the noise and then tried to cross the street to
cet away from it."

"Good," Sunone prompted. "You remember anytlung else?"

Glona shook her head. "I really don't think I'm dead. I mean, I know

yvou went through me with vour hand eather, but I remember tlus moiie
I saw with Reese Witherspoon—"

"“Just [ike Heaven, " Sunone supphed.

"Yeah, that was it. Everyone thought Reese was a ghost, but she was
just n a coma. Maybe that's me."

Stumone really wished that were the case. She looked at Jesse, hopmg
he could help her make Glora comprehend that tlus was final and there
wasn't any conung back from it no matter how much they all wished



otherwise.

He gave Glona an understanding snule. "T know how you feel. That
disbelief that keeps telling you it's a dream, but you have to face the fact
that yvou're not m a coma.”

Smone sighed ag she skimmed the empty alley. There was only a
prece of paper and a crushed Starbucks cup. Nothing else.

"I really don't see anythmg helpful.” she said to the ghosts. "The
police must have gotten everyvtlung. Let's head back to Tate and see
what Ins people have unearthed.”

As she took a step toward her car, she heard a tskmg sound belund
them that sent clulls over her. No one had been there before . . .

"Surely yvou don't want to be leaving us so soon. After all, we just got
here . . . and we're lookmg for a good bite to eat.”

Stmone turned her flashlight on the man speaking.
Correction, it wasn't a man. It was a Dannon.

And he wasn't alone.



TWO

Jesse's cheeks paled. Not that, as a ghost, he had much color to begin
with, so whenever he lost what httle he had, it scared her.

He gave her a cheesy gnn. "Looks hke T was wrong about the
Damons choosme thug gpot, huh?"

Smone stepped back. "Yeah, Jess, bad call.”

The Daimon turmed toward Jesse and smiled. "How thoughtful We
have three for the price of one, cuys. Guess Apollo 18 n a good mood
tomght."

Ag the Dammons made a move for Glona, Sunone pulled her stun gun
from her pocket and rushed them. There was no way she was gomg to
let them huut the poor ghost. "Stay away from her!"”

The fust Damnon dodged the electric prongs that flew from the stun
oun toward lum, and knocked her back. Betore she could counterattack,
he had the stun gun out of her hand. "Don't be jealous, baby. We'll get
to voum a pfty."”

"Titfty?" The malevolent, mockmg tone sent a shrver down her spme.
"What kmd of pathetic wuss uses the word 'pthy'?"

Stmone froze at the voice that was so deep she felt 1t resonate mside
her bones.

Out of the darkness moved a shadow so large, 1t dwarfed her. An
mstant later, the Damnon went flymg over her head to slam mto the wall
next to Jesce, The Dammon lat it =0 hard. zhe was: amazed he didn't



splatter hke a bug. And he was quickly jomed by another Dammon who
landed on top of lum.

"Open the portal," the stranger growled at the thurd Dammon he now
held m Ins fist.

"T am't openmg slat."
"Wrong answer."
The Damnmon jomed the other two.

The shadow bore down on her ke a mountam. Suouster. Angry.
Cold. Deternmned.

She shone the licht on lum and felt her breath leave her m one
sudden gasp. Easiy over six feet tall, he had long, black haw that was
tousled around features as perfect as any actor she'd ever seen and eyes
g0 blue they all but glowed m the darkness. He had lus jaw set as if he
were attempting to keep lus fury leashed, and faling nuserably. Every
smew of lus body rippled like a feral beast on the prowl He was
seduction and he was death.

Wearmg only a paw of jeans and a black T-shut, he appeared
mmme to the cold His shoulders were wade, lus wast narrow, and
there was an aura around lum that said absoelute laller. No fear.

No mercy.

Those 1cy blue eyves penetrated with hatred and warnme. And they
sent sluvers over her. "Tlis 15 the part where you need to rumn, lhttle
human. Don't look back.”

Those words angered her to the same level he appeared to operate at.
She wasn't mcompetent or weak. "I'm not little." She elbowed the
Dammon who was running at her mn the throat before she flipped lum
onto the ground and kicked hun

The newcomer scoffed at her show of power. "Then let death



become you." He turned and pulled the Daumon she'd attacked oft the
around. He plowed hun mto the wall so hard, it lett a dent m the brick.
The Damon grunted and cursed.

"Open the portal,” he demanded of the Damon, whose nose and
mouth were bleedmg profusely.

Asaf m response to lus words, a bright hght flashed at the rear of the
alley, right i a corer.

The man dropped the Dammon m lus hands and headed for the heht,
but before he could enter, a mant, blond Daunon came out of it.

Tlus wasn't one of the normal Damnons she'd seen before.

Dressed m black leather, he had the aura of a tramed fighter. Of
someone who was used to kullmg and malkmg the death as pamful as
possible.

Smmone couldn't move at the frightening sight. At least seven feet tall,
the Damnon actually laughed and exposed lus long sharp fangs at the
dark-haired man an mstant before he attacked hum.

Fists and lacks were flyng faster than she could follow. Apparently
no braver than schooleuls, the other tlwee Daunons ran toward the
street to get away from the combatants.

Suone stumbled away as the Daunon knocked the man agamst the
wall. The man let out a huff as he colhded with the stone. The Daunon
landed a punch agamst lus jaw go sohd that she could feel it herself.

The man took it with a gnmace before he head-butted the Dammon,
who staggered back. But the Daimon didn't go far before he reached
mto lus coat and pulled out a large cold bracelet. He snapped it around
the man's wiist.

The man lussed as if the bracelet bumed lus skm. The Dannon
licked hum back, then tumed to her.



Tlus would be a good tune to take the man's advice and run like hell

Smone didn't know what the Damnon mtended, but whatever it was,
it boded rotten for her. She ran for the street. The Daunon caught her
and slhmg her to the ground. She scrambled to get away, but he was
mhumanly strong and much faster than she was.

He grabbed her arm and shoved her over onto her back. She tned to
lack lum. It didn't work. He pushed her sleeve back to expose her
forearm.

Rather than bite her, he snapped another bracelet onto her wrist. Pam
tore through her arm with such ferocity that she wouldn't have been
surprised to see her arm shredded.

She stiuggled to breathe for the pamn of at.

Meanwlhile the Daunon laughed at the tears that gathered m her eyes.
He snuled evilly. "Tune for yvou to die, human."”

Before he could carry out lus pronuse, Jesse picked up her toolbox
and Int ham across the back. The Damon tuned on lum with a luss
made rabid by lus razor—sharp fangs and hinged.

One heartbeat later, the stranger was there, pullmg her oft the ground
and shoving her toward the street. "Move yvour ass.”
"What do you thmk I was domg?"

"Piclkmg yvour nose." He paused to shing lus hand out at the Daunon
atter them. The leather-clad Dammon recoiled as if something unisible
had blasted lum.

An mstant later, that same mvisible force slanumed mto her and sent
her flying. She landed on the ground with a thud so hard, it knocked the
wind from her lungs.

"Breathe, Sun. breathe.” Jesse said as he appeared beside her. He



orabbed the keys from her pocket and put them m her hand. "Now get
yvour butt up!" He ran to her car and opened the door for her.

Smone followed lum as fast as she could. As she got m, someone
shoved her from belund She looked back to see the dark-hared
stranger. He pushed her mto the passenger seat and climbed nto the car
atter her.

Even more surprisme than that, he clared at Jesse, who was shll
outside. "Get m, chost-boy, or get eaten. I don't care wluch and I'm not
watting. "

Somethme struck the car.

Turmmg to look out, Smuone gasped at the sight of the leather-clad
Damon perched hke a gant ornament on her wlute hood. He moved to
punch the windshield. The man beside her gunned the engmne and
knocked the Daunon face fust mto the glass before he slanuned on the
brakes and sent hum flymg from the hood.

The man jerked the wheel and sent the car careening mto traffic,
over the median. Twes squealed. Cars crashed around them as homs
began blarng.

Sunone crossed herself and praved as she watched headhehts conung
at them, fast and fun-ous. Her hands shaking from fright, she buckled
herself m wlule Jesse screamed out like a terrified cluld i the backseat.
Asaf ke could die.

The man snatched the wheel an mstant before they would have Iut a
dump truck head-on, and sent the car back mto the correct lane. Still,
cars around them slammed on brakes and swerved to get out of thew
way. "Tlas would probably be easier if I knew how to dirve, huh?"

Her eyves widened as she looked at the man beside her. "I hope
yvou're joking."



"Not really." he said as he chpped the fender on a parked car.

Smmone didn't know what homfied her most. The man beside her or
what her msurance rates would be if he didn't stop lutting things.

"Watch out!" she screamed as he headed for another tuck.
He swerved a heartbeat before 1t would have plowed mto them.

By the tune he twrned mto an alley and slammed on the brakes hard
enough to put a bruase on her shoulder from the seat belt, she was ready
to jump out of the car and take a chance on the road rather than die m a
twisted heap of burming metal.

The man twrned m the seat to look at her. With near perfect features,
he was rmggedly handsome. Blue eves showed mtelligence, if not
landness. He had one muscular arm braced on the dash and the other on
the seat. He would be gorgeous if he wasn't so frightenmng. "I have no
idea what I'm domng. Given that, I think I should surrender tlus thing to
someone who knows how to properly operate it."

Smone culped for aw as she tried to get her heart to stop pounding,
She pried her giip loose from the door handle. "Who the hell are you?"

He glanced at the bracelet on lus wnst, then snatched at it as if trving
to jerk it off. "Xypher, and you are?"

"Pissed off. You wrecked myv car, shoved me around, and are a
complete and utter dickhead!"

"Dear God." he said dryly, "what a mouthful— your mom must have
really wanted a son. Mmd 1t T call vou "Pissed' for short? The rest of
that 15 just too much to say every tune I want your attention.”

Jesse laughed from the backseat.
Sunone glared at lum.

Tesse at least had the good grace to look contiite. "Sorry, but you



should be n my shoes. You two are hysterical.”
"Careful, ghost-boy, or I'll summmeon a Daunon and feed you to at."

Sunone was stunned. "You can hear hum?"

Xypher gave her a blank stare before he rephed diyly, "Can't you?"

"Yes. But no one else has ever heard hun before.”

"Guess you're not so special after all, huh?
She screwed her face up at lum. "You are go rude.”
"No slut, human." He started tearmg at the bracelet with lus teeth.

She crmged at the sound of enamel on metal. She hated to hear teeth
scrape like that. "What are vou domng?"

He let out a frustrated sigh before he went back to pullng at the

bracelet. "You have no idea what happened to us just now, do you?"

"Aside from bemg assaulted by vou and a group of the dammned, 18

I

there something else I should know?

He held her arm up to show her the bracelet that matched lus. "Yeah.
Smce both of us are wearmg these I'm gomge to take a wild cuess that
they bind us together somehow. 'Cause, let's face it, the Dammons don't
usually tag yvou before they bite. They're not Marln Perkins out to study

fr
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Sunone looked down at her arm as a bad feeling went through her.
"What are vou saymg?" She actually knew, but she wanted to hear it
from him before she was willing to believe it.

"T'm saymg that if T were you, I wouldn't get too far away from me
until we fisure out what exactly these are and what they do. Knowing
the gods as I do, I'm sure we're fucked somehow."

Enowing the gods . . .

ily hic mmace ondive et had Fa oranrea " ot arae sraa1?" chae acl-ad



terntfied of what answer he nught grve her.

His look was as cold as the wmd outside. "Don't ask questions you
don't really want answered."

"Um, guys . . ." Jesse said, mterrupting them. "The Daimons have a
car and they're comung after us."

Xypher cursed.

In the blnk of an eye, Sunone went from the passenger side to the
driver's.

Xypher was now m her seat. "Can you get us out of here?"

She should probably question what had just happened, but given the
tact that one of her best friends was a ghost and the other worked for
wmmortal vampire slayers, she was used to the unusual on a daiy basis.
What mattered night now was getting free.

"Defensive Dimvmg 101, Fasten your seat belt." She threw the car
reverse and headed for the Daunons, who quickly swerved to nuss her.
Sunone did a queck K-turn m the center of the road and headed back
toward the alley where they'd met.

"Nice worle."
She was amazed that the surly Xypher was capable of grving her a

compliment. "It pays to hang around the police. You pick up all lands of
useful things."

Tesse popped Ilus head up n the front seat, between them. "They're
still belund us."

"Not for long." Xypher rolled down the window and he pulled a gun
out of lus pants pocket. He opened tue on the car followmg them.

Smone's eyves widened ag she heard the twe blow out. The car
sladded sideways before it tumed over m the street. "Nice shootng,



Tex"

He pulled the mag out and replaced it with another one. "I have an
unfan advantage. I can make the bullets go where I want them to. I took
out the Dammons before I KO'd the car.”

Sunone cut mto a small parking lot, then stopped agam. She turned mn
the seat to face hun. His cheelis were reddened from lus exertion and
the wind burn on lus slan as he'd fired on the Daunons. The color made
lus eyes stand out even more.

He looked gorgeous and human, and vet . . .
"What exactly are you?"

Xypher didn't answer as he rubbed a hand over lus brow. "We have
to ficure out these bracelets before it gets any darker. I don't ke playing
with unknovwn factors.”

She gave hum a droll stare. "You're not alone on Planet Ego. I, too,
want to know what I'm dealng with, and rght now, Psycho, you're the
most crucial vnknown factor m my world. So answer my question.
What are you?"

The sneer was back on lus face. "That's not so easilly answered,
human. "

She turned the car off, pulled the keys out, and folded her arms over
her chest. "Try."

Xypher ground Ius teeth as he fought the urge to lull her. After all,
she was just another human, albeit a cute one. Human, nonetheless.
Normally, he wouldn't have hesitated to put her out of lus nusery, but
he had a really bad feelmg about the bracelet on Ins arm. The fact that
they both wore them probably meant thew Inves, if not actual souls, were
lmked together somehow. Wlich meant that if she died, there was
probably a good bet that he would, too.



Dammnut. She'd have to live until he fisured thas out.

He considered lymg to her. But why bother? She'd seen the
Damons, some of lus powers, and what the hell? There was a ghost n
the backseat who appeared to be a friend of hers. The way she'd acted
go far smd that she was at least fanuhar with the supernatural.

What was a hittle more?

"How up are vou on Greek mythology?" he asked her.

"Zeus is the king, right?"

Mypher snorted. "He tlunks he 1z most days. Personally, I think he's a
pompous ass who should be bitch-slapped by Hera at least once m Ins
existence.”

Smone winced as she reahzed that he was gomg to be somehow
related to them . . . Yeah, her luck was improving by the mmute. "So
what has Zeus got to do with thas?"

"Not much really. You're the one who brought him up.”

She let out a twed breath of exasperation. "I'm gettmg a headache and
you're stll avorde my question.”

"Fine," he smd sunply. "I'm a Skotos."

She scowled at the unfanuhar word. "That means what? You have
toe jam?"

He looked less than amused by her question. "No, human, it means I
used to be a dream god."

Well, he was kind of dreamy . . .

Oh, no, Sim, you're not really buying into his baloney, are you? It
seemed so far-fetched and yet the Darl-Hunters Tate worked for were
an army of wnmortal warnors created by the goddess Artenus to protect
manland.



Yeah, 1t'd taken her a wlule to swallow that reality. And if she
behieved that Tate wasn't crazy and that the Daunons were
real—because she'd seen them more tunes than she wanted to—then
she had no choice except to buy tlus farm tale, too.

Takmg a deep breath to brace herself for the rest of lus story, she
tensed. "And now vou are?"

"The wallkig dead.”

With unages of the Damons tryving to eat her runmng through her
head, Sunone shot out of the car. All she could think of was escapmng
him before he made a meal out of her.

She didn't get very far.

Xypher flashed himself m front of her and caught her agamst lus
chest. "I told yvou not—"

She clhipped lum hard i the throat.

Cursing, he let go of her as he struggled to breathe.

Xypher glared at her as he mmagmed tearmg her mto bloody pieces.
Angry beyond tolerance, he slung lus hand out and pmned her to the
wall behund her. His throat throbbmng, he stalked toward her mtending to
make her pay for her attack.

He'd been lut enough n lus hfe . . .

"Do that again.," he growled between clenched teeth, "and, bracelet or
no bracelet, I'll tear your head oft and use it for a doorstop.”

Smone felt fear crawling down her spie. but she wasn't about to let
him gee it. "What do yvou want with me?"

"Not a danm thing. All T want 15 an entrance mnto the Damnon hell so
that T can visit and kill an old friend. You're just the poor sap who got
caught m the crossfire."”



He released her so fast that Smmone almost fell. She caught herself
and stood as tall as she could, but it was far from mtimdating smce he
was a full head taller than her. "T don't like bemg threatened, lhied to, or
mampulated. You'd do well to remember that," she said.

He sneered at her bravado. "Or what you're goimng to smvel at me?"

Tesse started for hun but before he could strke Xypher, Xypher
turned and caught hun by the threat. Throwing Jesse to the ground, he
drew back to Int hun, then caught hunself before he completed the
punch.

He moved away.
Tesse caped at her as he pushed lumself to lus feet.

Stmone was stunned. Though Jesse could move things, no one had
ever been able to touch hun before. "How can vou touch hun?"

Xypher crossed lus arms over lus chest. "I still have a lot of my god
powers, but not all of them, and the ones I have keep coming and gomng
without any predictability. No doubt courtesy of Hades and Ius sick
sense of humor."

Tesze stared at her m disbehet. "I think we're gomg to have to believe
hum. No one's been able to touch me smce the meht T died.”

Swallowing, Sunone nodded her agreement. What Xypher had just
done was mmpossible and unexplamable. "All nght. Let's start over.
You're a dream god with screwed-up powers who 1z out to lull
someone. And these . . ." She held up her arm wath the bracelet. "Are
an unfortunate @ft."

He nodded. "For all T know, these little Tmker-toys could explode
and kill us. We've got to get them off."

You think? She bit back the sarcasm, sensimng it wouldn't help the
cimation or s crandsy mood. "Okav, T thanl: I know someone who can



help us."
"You?" He sneered. "You know someone." He laughed.

Oh, that offended her. "Hey, I happen to know a lot of people. Most
of them are Inghly unusual "

"Yeah, and do any of them have a commection to a Greek god?"

"Ag a matter of fact they do." She raked lum with a smmge look.
"They happen to work for Artenus."

He sobered mstantly. "You know the Dark-Hunters?"
"Not personally, but I know a Squure."
"Take me to hun."

Those words went over her like 1ce down a gown m the nuddle of the
mght. "You are one sertously bossy SOB. Whe died and made you . . "

Smone paused as she realized that if he was tellmg the truth, then the
man really was a god. Wluch would answer her question. And it
explamed a lot about lus ego and pushmess. "Never mmd. Get m the car
and let's tmd Tate. If vou're nght about these thmes explodmg, then we
need to hurry.”

They were m the car mstantly.

Smone shook her head to clear it as a foreien buzz wluspered m her
ears. "Wow. Can you take us to Tate's ofhice like that?"

"Only if T've been to it fist. I have to know where I'm gomg to
perfect it. Otherwize we could turn up m a wall or someplace foul.”

Foul was bad. She defuntely didn't want to do that. Implantation mn a
wall wouldn't be mmich better.

Jesze appeared i the backseat. "By the way, did vou guys reahze

that Gloria vanished durmg the chase? I don't know if that's a good thing
or a bad thine."



Sadness erpped her as she started the car. "I'm sure it's bad. But
we'll worry about her atter I tall to Tate. Unless vou can fnd her i the
nether plane. there's not a lot we can do about her for now."

Fear flashed mn Jesse's brown eves. "Yeah, nght. Remember what
happened the last tune I did that? It's not an expertence I want to rush
back to."

Neither did she. Poor Jesse had almost gotten swallowed by a
Damnon.

Stmone headed toward Tate's office and picked up her phone from
the conzole. She dialed lus number to make sure he was there.

He answered on the fourth nng. "Hey, my love. I just got off the
phone with the Squres.”

She shd a glance to Xypher, who wag sitting there looking grim and
uritable. "That's great, but nght now I have a really pressmg problem.”

"You fnd sometling?"
"More like somethmg found me."
"What do you mean?" Tate asked, lus voice full of fear.

Smmone considered the best way to tell lum what had happened. But
she wasn't one to beat around the bush. Besides, if Tate worked for the
Dark-Hunters, maybe he knew what a Dream-Hunter was. "Wlule T was
looking over thungs, a group of Daimons showed up and so did . . . a
Skotos."
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Tate laughed nervously. "You're shitting me, right?

Mypher cocked a handsome brow at her as if he could hear her
conversation.

"No," she sad, draggmg the word out, "and I take it vou know what
that 1s, then."



"Absolutely. Were you hurt?"

"Scuffed a bit." She turned left onto Canal. "But the pomt of tlus 1s
the Daumons slapped somethme on my wnst and the Skotos', too. We
don't know what it 15 and we need to find someone who does.”

"You need an oracle." Tate made that sound so easy.

Smone shook her head. "Yeah, and we're just a httle far from
Delplu, hon."

"You don't have to go to Greece, boo. You know Julan Alexander,
right?"

She frowned at the fanuhar name. "The hot classics professor?”

"Not that I personally consider lum hot, but yeah.”

She 1enored Iusg gsarcasm. "You're not sertously tellimg me that he's an

oracle who speaks to the gods?"

Tate laughed evilly. "Brace vourself, boo. He's the son of Aplwodite.”

Of course he was . . . Why should anything i the world make sense?
Dear Lord, it wasn't hke she wasn't sitting beside one of the hottest men
on the planet who was a god lumself. Or that she had a goofy teenage
chost m her backseat moutlung the words to the Tears for Fears song
"Everybody Wants to Rule the World."

It only made sense that the hottie m the classics department was a
demmgod, too . . .

"T just knew I wasn't gong to hke that answer." she muttered. "And
to think, all thus tune I just thought he was a cute teacher.”

"And all your students thmk you're eccentiic for talling to vourselt
when they catch yvou havmg conversations with Jesse."

"Of course they do. Okay, how do I find lum?"
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Smone repeated the mumber to Jesse to help her remember it
Hanging up from Tate, she mumediately called Juhan.

He answered on the tlurd 1ng.

aprr

"Dr. Alexander
"Yes?"

"I don't know 1if yvou remember me, but we've met at a couple of
faculty functions. I'm Dr. Smone Dubois—"

"The ME and pathology professor . . . Yes, I remember you."

That was mnpressive smce she was highly unremarkable. She was
average height, average weight, with culy dark brown har and
hazel-brown eyes, and she normally wore beige and browns or a wlute
lab coat. As a rule, she never stuck m people's memones. In fact, her
semwor lugh school paper had once voted her Most Likely to Be
Forgotten . . . or Sat On By Mistake. The fact that Dr. Alexander
remembered her gave her a bit of an vnfounded thiill. "Good, 'cause I'm
m a bit of a pickle with somethme,"

"And that would be?" Even over the phone she could hear the
reservation m lus tone.

Xypher snatched the phone from her hand and started speaking to
Julian m a language she couldn't even begn to 1dentity. That bemng smd,
the smooth, lyncal quahty of it was meredibly sexy. It was the kind of
tone that could make a woman hot even if he were ordermg pizza. And
she hated the fact it was affecting her.

Good-looking or not, he was a jerk and the last thing any woman
needed to do was feed lus massive, pushy ego.

After a few nunutes, he held the phone out to her. "He's gomg to give
you directions to lus house."”



"Thanks," she said dryly. She took the phone from lhun. "Dr.
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Alexander?
"Call me Julian."

She hstened as he told her how to find lus house. Luckily, it wasn't
too far away.

It didn't take long to find the httle bungalow off St. Charles. Sumone
had barely parked the car before Xypher flashed them to the porch.
"You know, that's really obtrusive and digonenting.”

"I really don't care.” He knocked on the door.

Stmone shook her head as Jesse jomed her. Jesse looked about as
pleased as she dud.

Julhan opened the door with a less-than-welcomung look. Tt never
faled to shock her exactly how good-lookmmg tlus man was. And she
wasn't the only one to think so. His classes were always flled to the
brum by female students who wanted nothing more than to stare at Lhum.
The fact he was one of the leadmng experts m the world about ancient
crvilizations was just a bonus.

The good doctor narrowed lus eyves on Xypher as if he couldn't
believe what he saw. "You have emotions.”

Xypher curled lus ip. "Not really. I only have one. Rage. Unless you
count an msatiable need for vengeance. Then it's two."

Julian's scowl deepened. "How can you—"

"Look," Xypher snapped. "I don't have tune for this. Get the bracelet
off so that I can do what I have to do."

"He's extremely single-nunded.” Sunone explamed.
"Yeah, it shows." Julian stepped back. "Come m and let me see it."

Xypher hiterally shoved lus arm m Julian's face. The man was tiuly



obnoxious. "There."
"I suspect he nught have been raised by apes," Sunone said to Julan.

Julian gave a low laugh before he took Xypher's forearm and
exanuned the bracelet wlule he stood m the doorway. "Tlus 1sn't Greek."

Xypher scoffed. "Of cowrse it 15 T know the work of Hephaestus.”

"So do I and tlus 1zn't 1t." Juhan bent Xypher's arm go that he could
see the lock. "I'm takmg a shot m the dark here, but T thmk tlus 1s
Atlantean m origimn."

Xypher still looked less than commeed. "Are you sure?"

Julian nodded grnmly. "Hephaestus 1z my step-father. I have trnkets
from him all over my house . . . and experience with other items of lus.
Including handeutfs. The lock on this 18 defuutely something else.”

Smone wanted to groan m frustration. It Julian couldn't help them,
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who could? "Do yvou know what it does?

"Not really, but if you can come m and get out of view of my
neighbors, I can ask.”

Xypher's eves darkened dangerously.

"Don't even try,"” Julian said. "T've faced down a lot worse than a
pissed-off Skotos."

Xypher gave lhim a menacmg stare. "You have to sleep sometune."”

"So do you."

Sunone let out a sound of disgust. "Down, boys, down. Please, I just
want to be free before I get testosterone poisomng.”

Without another word, Julian led them mto lus house, toward the
Ivmg room. Smnone snuled at the sight of toys scattered about on the
floor of the otherwise mmmaculately kept home. There were also
pictures on the mantel of Juhan with a dark-hawed woman and



lads—two boys and two guls. They appeared to be extremely happy.
"I didn't know vou had cluldren.” she said, warmed by the sight.

He snuled proudly. "Thev're at a friend's house with thew mom. I
was tryimg to put together a svllabus for a new class wlile it was quet
and the baby wasn't trying to gcribble all over my notes. Her older sister
just taught her how to draw tulips and she's been putting them on
everything "

Case m pomt, there were two bright pmk tulips about toddler heicht
on the wall belund hum.

Sunone could just umagme how hard it must be to thunk up mterestmg
and beneficial class matennal wlhile shuffling an msistent toddler.
Personally, she hated conung up with new syllabi and that was without
the addition of a . . . then agam, she did have Jesse. She could actually
relate to Juhan's plight. "Sorry we're disturbing you."

"Don't worry about it," he said m a friendly tone. "If tlus 15 the worst
mterruption I have today, I'm domg remarkably well "

Then without another word to them, Julian tipped lus head back and
looked up at the celimg. "Hey, Mom, you got a nunute?”

Smone looked to the staws, thinkmmg lus mother was mn the house.

Apparently, she wasn't. A flash of heht almost blnded her before an
mcredibly beautiful blond woman appeared m front of Juhan. Thin and
oraceful wlile wearmmg a wimter-wlute wool smt, lus mother looked as
stunned at Sumone's presence as Sumone was at hers.

Not to mention the fact that Juhan's mother didn't look a day older
than Julian. Holy ciipes! There was a real live, breathme goddess m
front of her! What would appear next? A dragon? Then again, if it were
Brad Pitt, she'd be m busmess.
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"What's gomg on?" Aphrodite asked.



Julhan mchned lus head belund her to where Xypher stood with lus
usual menacimg glower. "We have a situation.”

Aphrodite turned, then curled her Lp. "You? What are you domng
here? I thought vou were dead.”

"I am. Thanks. You look good for an old broad, too."
Aphrodite looked at hum as if lus words left a bad taste i her mouth.

Xypher ienored it as he held the bracelet up to her. "I'm here to zet
this off, or if not off, to at least find out what 1t 1z and what 1t does."”

Suone wouldn't have thought the goddess could look any more
repulsed and yet she pulled it off mcely. At least until she langhed.

"I swear by the rver Styx, Xypher, I have never seen anyone make
the gods madder than you. Whoever did yvou untate for that?"

A muscle worked m Xypher's cheek. "Don't toy with me, Aphrodite.
What 15 1t?"

"It's a deamarkoman. A mce httle tonket created by the Atlantean
cods to kil the mvincible. I didn't even know there were any left.
Wherever did vou fnd 1t?"

"T found 1t attached to my wrist. Now what exactly does it do
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She made the most graceful shiug Simone had ever seen. "It bmds
the hfe forces of two entties together. You and"—she turned to
Sunone—"your httle friend here. If one of yvou dies, the other dies. The
Atlanteans used 1t as a way to kill a stronger person. You bmd them to
someone weak and you lall the weak m order to lill the strong. Sunple.”

Xypher cursed.

"Oh, but it gets even better,” Aphrodite said, wrnkling her nose at
hun. "You have to stay near each other. If you wander too far afield,
you'll both die.”



Smnone went still. "What?"

She nodded.

Xypher cursed agam. "How far?"

"T have no idea. Guess we'll know when one of you crosses the
boundary and you both die, huh?"

Tlus tune Xypher's curse was so foul it actually made Simone blush

"I can't be stuck with you," he growled at her.

Her mouth dropped at lus angry words. "Like vou're my dream man
come to hfe. Belheve me, that sick feeling vou have mn vour stomach 1s
very much shared by me."

He narrowed lus eyes on her, but she refused to back down. "Do you
know of any way we can get thus off?" he asked Aphrodite.

"Don't know."

By lus expression, Sunone could tell that wasn't the answer Xypher
wanted.

"What do you mean, yvou don't know?" he sad.

"What are vou? Blind? I'm not Atlantean—that bracelet was designed
to brmg vs down and that means the Atlantean gods who made it
weren't real big on shanng its weaknesses with vs. If yvou know
someone tied to thew dead pantheon, I sugeest yvou try them." She
turned toward Julian and her features softened. "T'll see vou later,
sweetie." She vamshed.

"Aphrodite!” Xypher shouted at the ceilng. "Get vour skumy ass
back here!"

Smone scoffed. "I can't imagme why she wouldn't respond to that."
She narrowed her gaze at Xypher. "Where did vou go to charm school,
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anyvway? Prizon?



He clared at her as if he could umagine lus hands wrapped around her
throat. That was okay by her smee she currently held the same fantasy
about chokmg lum . . . preferably wath one of the bracelets they were
jomed by.

Julian let out a twed breath as he put lus hands on Ius lups. "T hope
yvou're friends with Acheron. He's the only Atlantean I know of."

Xypher didn't looked overly thnlled by that prospect. "Grve me lus
number."

Sumone arched a brow at Xypher. "Can't vou just call hum out of thin
air?"
Julian laughed. "Good luck. He's the only person I know who can be

crankier than my mother or Xypher. You don't sununon Acheron. You
ask meely."

"T'm so sick of the gods playvmg with my life.” Xypher snarled as
Julian handed hum a piece of paper with a number scribbled on it.

A ehimmer of sometling flashed m Juhan's eyes. "I know the feelnge,
But sometines sabvation from them can come at the most unhkely
tune." His gaze went to Sumone. "And trom the most unlikely people.”

Xypher rolled lus eves. "Don't sell me vour bullshut. T'm on a
countdown here. In twenty-two days I go back to hell My only goal is
to make sure that tlhus time. I don't go alone."”

"Then I wish you luck.” Juhan showed them to the door. "If you
need anythie else, let me know."

Smmone thanked lum before she led the way across the porch. She
handed Xypher her cell phone as they walked to the car—she was
actually surpnised he didn't poof them back mto it.

Then again, he was distracted. He didn't say a word. He merely took
the vhone and dialed the nmumber with an aritable expression that was



somehow mviting.

"Of course you're not answerng . . ." he smd m a guttural tone. Then
mn a more normal voice he sad, "Acheron, 1t's Xypher. When you check
messages, I need you to call me back at thus number. T have a situation
and I need you to contact me ASAP." He closed the phone and retuned
it to her.
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Sunone put it m her back pocket. "You think he'll be m touch?

"Don't worry about it."

She pulled hun to a stop on the walkway. "Do you have to be so
surly over every question?”

"Do you have to be so danmed perky? Was 1t too much to ask that I

cet chamed to a depressed mute or one of those clicks who dresses m

black and wntes bad poetry?"

She'd never been more offended m her hife. "What 15 wrong wath

oy

you'

His eves flared mn the darkness. "Be grateful, lnunan, that you could
never understand.”

Understand what? That he was an asshole? There was no excuse m
that.

"You know, vou're not the only one with problems m tlus equation. I
happen to have a hte and a job. The last thing I need 15 to be pulling
around a three-hundred-pound gonlla with a clup on lus shoulder so big
it's a wonder he's not hunchbacked from it."

"T don't weigh three hundred pounds.”
She arched a smgle brow at lus retort. "No denymg the gonlla part?”
"Nﬂ "

That took a lot of the bravado out of her. It was hard to get the upper



hand when he seemed so content to be a monster.

"Um., Sunone?"

There was a note of fear i Jesse's voice.
She twrmed toward lum. "Yes?"
"What 15 that?"

She looked to see what he was pomting at. Tall and lithe, it had eves
that were glowing red m the darkness.

And it was headed strmght for them.



THREE

Xypher jerked her toward Jesse. "Both of yvou stay back."

Sunone wasn't about to argue given the size of the creature headed
toward them and the fact that lus skin appeared to be boiling and
simoling.

He was dressed mn a flowing black cape that obscured everytlung but
those creepy red eves. He went for Xypher so fast, she could barely see
it.

The two of them tore mto each other.

Xypher flipped the demon, who rolled and shot a blast of fire at lum.
He deflected the fire, then flung Ius hand out as if to return 1t to Smokey
the Demon.

It dudn't work.

The demon laughed. "Poor Xypher. Having trouble?”

"At kacking vour ass, Kaaphas? Never."”

The cloak vamshed. In the darkness, the demon's bolng sk
articulated mto somethmge that looked like leather. His face mutated mto
that of a gargoyle wlule the cotton of Ius clothes turned mto sleel: black
armor that clung close to the muscular contours of lus body. Stll those
eves glowed hke bright embers from a fire.

Eamaphas pulled out a short sword and twuled it around lus body
before he lmged at Xypher who sidestepped the blade. A silver



vambrace appeared on the arm that wasn't wearing the bracelet. Xypher
used it to twist the blade out of the demon's hand. But before he could
capture it, Kamaphas caught 1t mn his left hand and stabbed at lum agamn.

Spuming around, Xypher shoved the demon. Kmaphas staggered,
then caught humself.

Kataphas laughed. "You've improved.”

"Yeah, httle boys grow up eventually." Xypher licked at hum, but
Eaaphas caught Ius leg and snatched 1t up.

Xypher turned a nmdair somersault to land on lus feet. He ran at the
demon and caught hun about the waist. They fell back, still hichting.

Smuone wanted to run, but remembered that so long as she wore the
bracelet she couldn't go far without kulling them both. "Fmd a weapon,”
she wluspered loudly to Jesse as she started lookme around for a tree
lunb or somethmge she could use to help Xypher beat back the demon.

Suddenly Jesse cursed.

Smone turned to look at the combatants to see what had caused
Jesse's reaction. Faster than she could blnk, Kaiaphas twoled the sword
m lus hand and stabbed Xypher m the stomach so deep, the pomt of it
came out lus back.

Mypher gasped as blood pooled around the sword lult and flowed
over Kaiaphas' hand.

The demon laughed. "Apparently yvour skills didn't mprove enough,
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eh?" He head-butted Xypher. The motion of it caused Xypher to stagger
back. As he did so, the sword was jerked out of Ius body.

He fell to one knee on the ground wlule Kaiaphas hifted lus sword for
the coup de grace.

Smone ground her teeth as she saw her mother and younger brother
dvme m1 her mund all over acamy An unfounded racse consumed her =o



that she could no longer think rationally.

In that moment, the demon became the focus of twenty vears of
hopeless frustration with a justice system that had failed her and a rage
so bitter, she could taste it.

Her only thought to save Xypher, Sumone grabbed the pepper spray
from her coat pocket and ran at the demon. Shoving lum back with all
her strength, she held her breath and doused lum with the spray.

Emaphas coughed and spat. His eves flashing, he started for her.

Smone braced herself for lus attack, mtendmg to ficht back with her
bare hands. But before he reached her, something knocked lum away.

A flash of blond hawr confumed it was Juhan with a sword m Ius
hand. He put hunself between them and forced the demon away from
her and Jesse.

While he engaged the demon, she ran to Xypher, who lay on the
around covered i blood. Hig face was pale as he visibly shook. Blood
poured over lus hands without slowmg,

"Shh." Sunone said, pulling lus hand away so that she could see the
jageed wound. "T've got you, Xypher. Don't worry." She elanced over
her shoulder. "Jesse, pop the trunk and brng me my medical bag.”

Jesze ran to the car wlule she examued the wound m Xypher's
stomach. It looked gruesome. And the mstant she touched it, he cursed.
His nostrls flared and she was sure he'd lut her.

Fortunately for her, he passed out before he could make good on that
unspoken threat.

She glanced up to see Juhan engaged m an mpressive swordfight.
They moved so fast, all she could see was the sparks that flared
whenever thew blades met. The sound of metal on metal was deafening
and drowned everytlung but ther grunts and msults.



Then mn one flnd motion, Julian dodged the demon and shoved hun
sideways before he stabbed lum i the nibs.

Stageermng back, the demon lussed, showme a full set of jageed teeth
before he dissobved mto the darkness. All that was left belund was the
stench of sultur and somethme that renunded her of treacle.

Julhan cocked lus head as if trymg to sense somethme. He turned m
her duwection at the same time Jesse brought the bag to her. She focused
on stancluing Xypher's blood. It wasn't easy, especially smce she was
starting to get light-headed herself.

"You okay?" Jesse asked.
"T'm not really sure.”

Julian knelt beside her. "We need to get hum out of the public eve, if
you take my meamng."

She certamly did. They'd been lucky no car had dirven by durmg
thew ficht . . . or worse, that a neighbor's dog hadn't needed wallung. "I
couldn't agree more."

A heartbeat later, they were mside Juhan's house agam, m an upstars
bedroom that was decorated mn greens and cream and furmshed with
nice Victonan antiques.

She and Julian stood to the side of the queen-size bed wlule Xypher
lay on top of 1t.

Tesse popped m a second later and wrmkled lus nose. "That 15 one
arody wound. It gotta hurt."

Julhan gnmaced as he saw the blood pouring out of Xypher's side.

Without a word, she npped open Xypher's shut. She sucked her
breath 1 and remembered one of the advantages to her job. Decedents
didn't bleed hke tlus on the exammation table. She hadn't tended a lvmg



patient since she'd been an mtern m college.
Julian looked over her shoulder. "How's he domg?"

"That . . . thing, whatever it was, made a mess of lum. The sword
went all the way through lus body."”

Juhan grimaced. "Yeah, wounds like that senously hurt. Had a few
myself back m the day."

She decided to let that remark pass without comment wlile she
checked the blood flow as best she could. "I really need to take lum to a
hospital, but having worked i the ER for four years, I know the
questions they'll ask that we can't answer."

"Hang on, I'll take you to one."
She opened her mouth to protest.

Julian held lus hand up to silence her before she could even start. "Tt's
a safe place, called Sanctuary. The hospital ward was set up just for
situations like tlus. Tt's a place where those who aren't quite human can
oo to for help. It'll have everyvtlung you need, and there won't be any
questions about where either one of you came from."”

That made her feel much better. "Good. 'Cause unless he starts
healmg by himself mmediately, he needs surgery . . . quickly. Or he will
che."

Death was a possibility she'd hke to avoid.

Juhan looked down at the blood-soaked bed and wmeed. "I should
have taken you there before I messed up the comforter. It's what I get
for trymg to pass as a human all the tume. Sometimes I forget my own
powers."

The next thung she knew, they were m what appeared to be a doctor's
office. The entwe mteror was made of steel, except for the wlute-tiled
floors and wlate walls that vwere lmed with olass-covered chelies of



medicme. There was also a padded steel exanuning bed next to three
trays covered with surgical and exanunation tools. As pronused, it held
evervthing needed to tend to Xypher.

Juhan stood beside her, holding Xypher m lus arms. No small feat
smce the man was a couple of mches taller than lum.

"T'm so disortented.” Sumone breathed as a wave of dizziness Int her.
She put her arm out agamnst the case closest to her to get her bearmes.

Ienormg her, Juhan bellowed, "Carson?"

A door on her left opened to reveal a tall, Natrve American man who
olared at themi. His long black haw was pulled back mto a severe
ponytail and Ins features were sharp, remunding her of a bird of prey.
"Don't vell. T have extremely sensitrve hearme."

"Sorry," Juhan said quckly. "But we have a situation. Carson, meet
Sunone. Sunone, meet Carson. He's a surgeon.”

"Oh, thank God." she sad, grateful there was another doctor here. "I
only operate on the dead.”

Carson didn't comment on that. Instead, Ins dark gaze went to
Nypher. "And the cuy bleeding would be . . . 7"

"A Dream-Hunter."

Carson's jaw dropped at Juhan's answer. "They bleed on the human
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plane?
"Apparently so and rather badly."

Carson gave a curt nod before he crossed the room to open a door
behimnd them. "Brmg lum m here and put lum on the table.”

Julian didn't hesitate to obey.

Smone followed Julan mto a bare operating room. Like the outer
room, it was clean and stenle with steel furmiture and large lamps over



the surgcal table. It looked hke any operating room she'd ever seen and
she was mipressed with the qualty of the state-of-the-art tool:s and
monitors. In fact, she knew several hospitals that would kill to be tlus
up-to-date.

Wlile Juhan placed Xypher on the table, she headed to the small
room on her right where a prep smk waited so that she could sciub
down.

Carson entered nght behmd her. "You look like vou know what
yvou're domng."

"T'm an ME and I thought you nught need an assistant for surgery.”
She diied her hands on one of the green towels that were stacked on a
table beside the smlk.

He mclned his head before he began scrubbing Ius hands, too. "Good
woman. My usual assistant 15 off today."

Julian came to the doorway. His clothes were covered m blood. "If
neither of yvou needs me, I'm heading back to my house to do damage
control on the bed . . . and pray none of my neighbors saw the major
battle we had m the street with our friendly neichborhood demon.”

Carson snorted. "Pleage, no more getting caught on videotape and
God save us from Webcams. I swear I hate thus modern age.”

Smone ignored lus caustic comment as she met Julan's gaze. "Good
luck and thank yvou for all yvour help."

Tuhian snuled at her, then vamshed wlile Carson wheeled a table of
mstrments back toward the other room.

R IF

"Don't we need a mask and serubs?" Smimone asked humn.

He shook lis head. "I wash my hands out of habit. Basically your
friend here should be munune to the typical germs that can kill a human
What will mfect hun would be things we couldn't protect agamst



anyway."

"Oh." Sunone moved to the opposite side of the table and helped to
remove her temporary pressure bandage from Xypher's side. She was a
bit surprised that Carson dudn't remove Xypher's jeans, but he seemed
content to leave hun partially dressed.

Smee she'd never operated on anyone, never mind someone who
wasn't exactly human, she kept her backseat surgeon under wraps.
Obviously the man knew what he was domg or Juhan wouldn't have
brought them here. Not to mention, no one would have paid tor all tlus
equipment unless they knew how to use it.

Faght?
She hoped so. Stepping back, she watched az Carzon opened hun up

and started working on the wound. She cringed at the damage done. His
arteries and tissue were a mightmare.

Poor man . . . or whatever he was.

A twinge of gwlt went through her as she considered the way he'd
put lumself between the demon and her. He'd taken the brunt of the
ficht— just hke he'd done n the alley so that she wouldn't be harmed.

In spite of all lus giuff bluster, he had heart and at least a basic code
of decency. That reahzation softened her toward hun. He actually
wasn't that bad. And as she stared at hum, a part of her was warmed by
lus consideration.

Carson reached for a clamp on the stamless steel tray. "What was he
cut with?"

"A short sword."

He shook lus head. "Tt looks more like a cham saw got lum. Look at

the damage here." He held the skin back so that she could get a full
VIEW.



Smone reached for another clamp to hand lum smce Xypher was
bleedmg so badly. Carson was nght. It was awful. "I don't know 1t tlus
helps or matters, but the man wielding the sword was some lund of
demon.”

"Do vou know from what pantheon?"

Tlus had to be the most screwed-up conversation she'd ever had
There weren't many people you could tell about a demon appearmg m
the street and then attackmg vou who would accept it wath such a sumple
question. It should be mterrupted wath laughter.

And lots of alcohol.
"Uh, no. But Xypher called lum Kaiaphas."
Carson cursed.

Smone looked up at the unexpected anger the name caused. "You
know hum?"

"Part Greek, part Sumenan, all pissed off. It's a wonder any of you
survived. But the real question 1z, why did he attack vou guys? It's not
lus normal style."

"What do you mean?"

"Kataphas 1s a doleodar. A bound demon. He can't act on lus own, he
has to be commanded by someone."”

That was an mteresting tidbit. Sumone wanted to laugh at the
absurdity of everytlhung that had happened to her smce lunch. "How on
earth did I get caught up m tus? All T wanted to do was check out a
sunple crime scene and go home. No . . . I take that back. All T wanted
was to have a ham and cheese sandwich with an old friend. Now I've
been drageed mto the nuddle of some Greek-god confhet and it's not
even dumertune yet. I can't wait to see what happens next.”



Carson snuled. "I've had those days."
"Sure vou have."”

"No, really. You should follow me around and document all the
wewrdness I get drageed mto."

I

"Such as?

He toolk the clamp from her hand. "Well, there was the tune Marvm,
our former mascot monkey, ran from lus owner, Wren—he's a tiger that
can take human form—and went upstans to sleep wath the dragon
Turns out owr resident dragon 15 allergic to monkeys—who knew or
could magme that? Max broke out with a rash m areas I still ciinge
over, and if you mention the word 'monkey' to hum to thus day, he
shoots fwe at you. Then there was the tune when . . . oh, I better not
tell that. If Dev catches wind of it, he'll rip my heart out and eat at."

Smone stepped back at everything he was telling her. No . . . 1t
couldn't be.

Could 1t?

"You have lycanthropes here?”
Pausmg, he glanced up at her. "Aren't vou a Squire?”
"ND "

He sucked lus breath m sharply and twasted lus face up mto a mask
of aggravation. Growlmg, he reached for sutures. "You didn't know
about any of what I just said untd it came pourmng out of my mouth, did

yvou?"

"Nope."

He cursed agam. "T can't beheve I just dud that. T assumed smce you
knew about Xypher and the demon, and Juhan mamfested you m here,
that yvou knew everytlung about our world."



No, but she was gettmg a quck mtroduction that was beconung
scarter by the mmute. In all her conversations with Tate, he'd never
once mentioned lycanthropes.

"Appears I do now." she said, trying to make Carson feel better about

lus shpup. "Daily Inguisitor, here I come . . . better yet, the local nut
tarm."

"Yeah, and I just broke nne hundred rules. What say we keep all of

this between us?"

"Believe me, baby, I am't tallking. T value what httle sanity T have lett,
and the last thing T want 15 to be i the nuddle of what I'm i the nuddle
of. Pomt me to the exit and Ahlce 15 out of the rabbit hole, back on
earth, and happy to develop Alzhemumer's over tlus entwe mecident. In
fact, I'm not even sure I'm here. I'm thinkmg a Damon konked me on
the head and tlus 1z all one big hallucination brought on by severe blood
loss."

"You ramble like that a lot?"
"Yes. I find 1t grounds me."
He laughed as he worked on Xypher.

Smone paused as she reahzed somethmg "We didn't gve Inm
anything to keep hun knocked out. Shouldn't we do that?"

"Nah. It wouldn't do any good. Dream-Hunters are mmnmumne to those
lands of diugs."

"Really?"

He nodded, leanmg closer for a better look at what he was doing.
"They're gods. Normal human medicme doesn't work on them."

"Then why are we operating?”

"Because he's bleedmg and unconscious . . . I've never seen a



Dream-Hunter bleed before, especially not hke tlus. But T figure if he
bleeds, he could bleed out and die."

On one hand that made sense, but on another . . . "Gods can't die,
right?"

"Sure they can. It just takes a lot and uvsually an wnmortal weapon of
some land, wlich I'm gomg to lay odds was i the hands of Kaaphas
when he attacked." He glanced up at her with a ponted stare. "Demons
don't usually attack a god or anvone else unless they thunk they're gomg
to lill them. It tends to piss off the target who then looks up ways to
torture and kill the demon. Then it just gets messy as they go at each
other. Ag a rule, the demon uvsually loses, especially when it's a god
who's been angered, so demons tend to be a bit more curcumspect than
the usual predator. When they strike it's usually quick and fatal."

Sunone let out a twed breath at the sunple truth of that statement. She
looked down at Xypher as he lay n a deceptively peaceful repose. His
body was honed and lethal. A perfect specunen of male beauty.

Asleep like tlus, he looked like an angel, but then grven lus acerbic
personality she could just magme the list of people who mmght want lum
dead.

Including herself.

But to the pomt of calling out a demon to destroy lum? That was
harsh.
Poor Xypher.

She didn't speak any more wlile Carson cleaned, cauterized, and
then stitched Xypher closed. By the time they were fumshed, Xypher
wag still unconscious, but sweating profusely. She put her hand to lus
wluskered cheek that was fum and, just as she suspected, fevensh.

Feelng for lum, she went to the smk to wash up and then wet a cloth



with cold water. Hope-fully thus would help. She took the cloth to lum
and laid 1t across lug brow and was struck agam by lus good looks. He
really was an mcredibly handsome man. But smce he was a god, that
was probably to be expected.

All she really knew about lum was that he was a jerk . . . and that
he'd twice saved her life.

She looked up at Carson who was m the washroom as she
remembered the term Xypher had used to descrnibe lumself. "What
exactly are Skotog?"

Carson dried lus hands on a small hand towel before he wallzed back
over to her. "Where did you hear that term?"

She held her hand out to Xypher. "He told me that's what he was."

Carson nodded. "In ancient Greece, they had sleep gods. Centunies
ago, one of them thought it would be funny to play m the dreams of
Zeus. The big guy dudn't have a sense of humor about 1t so he ordered
everyone possessmg even a drop of thew blood to either be lulled or
strapped of all emotions.”

She remembered Julhan pomting out that he was swpnsed that
Xypher still had lus emotions. "That wag harsh."

"Yeah, well, Zeus 1sn't exactly known for lus compassion." There
was a note m lus voice that said he had lus own axe to gnd with the
cod king,

Carson mdicated Xypher with a tit of hus head. "After Zeus's curse,
the Oneroi, or dream gods, were relegated to mowmtormg human sleep,
and 1t was quickly discovered that wlile they were m a dream state,
Zeus's ban dudn't work. They could feel agam. Ternfied of bemg
pumshed, the dream gods started policing themselves and makmg sure
that they kept a check on thew brethren. Even so, some of them started
craanie o ematione to the evtent that thevw lact contral af thetr annetite



for it. Before long, they became dangerous to themselves and others."
"Lilke an addiction . . ."

"Exactly." He set the towel aside. "The dream gods who lose control
and begin craving emotions are called Skoti or Skotos m the smgular.”

Personally, she liked the idea of it bemg toe jam better. But at least
now she understood what he really was. "Xypher also sawd he was
dead.”

"Well, the theory goes that if the Skoti become too addicted, they'll
be executed and sent to Tartarus for eternal punishment."”

So that explamed it. He'd been kulled and then brought back. She
wondered how that would be possible. Had he made a deal or
somethine else?

It was scary to even contemplate.

Smone frowned as she noticed wnting m a foreign scrpt runmmng
down the length of Xypher's arm. Curious, she took the arm m her
hands, amazed by the steely feel of lus skm, as she studied the flowmng

letters. "Can yvou read tlhus?"

Carson came to stand beside her. "No, sorry. It looks hike Greek and
I only know French, Cajun, English, some Creole, and gbberish."”

She ran her hand over the dark red lettering, trymg not to thmk about
how strong the arm felt under her fingers. Why would he have it put
here and what did 1t mean?

Releasmg lus arm, she looked up at Carson. "Do vou know anvtlung
about Xypher lumself?"

"No. Never saw or heard of lum untd yvou guys brought lnm here.
There are several thousand Dream-Hunters and most of them shy away
from the human plane, preferrmg to lude out m dreams." Carson

oI

paused. "Yonu want to leave hun here =o vou can oo home?



She looked down at her bracelet. "I wish I could, but I can't.
Aphrodite said that so long as we both wear these"—she held it up to lus
view— "we're bound together. If we get too far apart we die.”

"That sucks."”
"Tell me about it."

He mdicated the door belund lum. "I have a more comfortable room
for the two of yvou then. It'll ive vou a comfortable place to sit while he
sleeps.”

Smone crmged at the very thought of flashing out agam. "Please
don't dismtegrate me. I'm feeling nauseated from the back and forthme,
and am gettmg a whole new respect for Kuk and Spock.”

He laughed. "T understand.” He chicked the brake off the gurmey with
the toe of lus boot. "I'll wheel lum over."

"A thousand blessmngs to you."

He paused to call for someone named Dev before he led her mto an
adjacent room that wag furnished wath antiques. The best of which was
a kig-size bed that had a bright red velvet spread. There were heavy
drapes that made it very dark and vet strangely homey.

"Nice place.”
dressmg table.

"Only the best for Mama."

"Mama?"

"Nicolette Peltier. She owns the place and everyvone here calls her
Mama.' "

Smone snuled. "That's so sweet. She must be really canng.”

she said, runnmge her hand over the top of a beautitul

"She can be. She can also be a bear at tunes.”
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"Um, veah."

A handsome man m lus nmd-twenties with long curly blond haw
pushed open the door. "Whatcha need, Doc?"

Carson mdicated Xypher. "Help movimg lum. I don't want to jostle
lus side.”

A stern trown creased Dev's brow ag he saw Xypher on the gurney.
"Who 15 he?"

"Dream-Hunter."

Dev looked stunned. "They bleed?"

"Looks like."

"Dang." Dev said under Ins breath before he helped Carson to hft

Xypher from the gurney onto the bed. Once Xypher was situated, Dev
clanced at her, then wheeled the gumey away without another word.

Sunone wasn't sure what to make of hun. "He's standoffish, 1sn't
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he
"Most of us are. Our survival lunges on secrecy.”
"Which I have breached.”
He nodded.

Smuone wanted to let him know that she would never do anytlung to
hurt them. Besides, who would believe her if she said there was a fanuly
of lyncanthropes callimg New Orleans home? "Your secret really 15 safe
with me, Carson. Believe me, keepmg thmgs to myself 1z a full-tune
occupation of mme. If the police department can trust me, so can you."

"T know. Otherwise we'd just kill you and devour vour body parts.”

She wasn't sure if he was ladding or not, but something about Inn
sawd he was dead serous.



He mdicated the door behmd lnm with lus thumb. "If you need
anythie, I'll be outside at mxy desk. Just make yvourselt at home." He
mdicated a door to her left with a jerk of lus clun. "The bathroom 15
there."

"Thanks."
He closed the door.

Sunone let out a long breath as exhaustion hit her. She was alone m a
strange home—something she wasn't used to. "Where are you, Jesse? I
don't like bemg alone." Thew vears of friendslup had made sohtude a
rare thng She was so used to hun that when he was gone, she felt it
like a physical ache.

Feeling a bat lost and overwhelmed, she moved to the bed to cover
Xypher with the spread. He didn't look quite so fierce now, but there
was still an aura to lun that said he was lethal She dropped her gaze to
lus hands and the scars that marred lus knuckles. They were old and
healed over, vet she could tell that they weren't caused by a smgle
myury. They'd been opened up and scarred by many hehts . . .

Yeah, there were times when her job told her way too much about a
person. Not to mention there were numerous other scars marring lis
chest and arms. Strangely enough, the only scar on lus face was a famt
one at lus rght temple.

"Who are you, Xypher?"

"Smm?"
She snuled at the sound of Jesse's voice. He reappeared right beside
her. "Where have yvou been?"

"You guys left me," he smd defensrvely. "Do you know how hard 1t
15 to trace a human through the ectoplasnuc plane? No, you don't. And
trust me, you don't want to learn. I'm just glad I found you tlus tune and



not the wewd woman feeding Jell-O to her schnauzer.”
Now, there was an unage . . . "Ooookay. Sorry about that."

"You should be!" He narrowed lus eves on Xypher. "He doesn't look

good. Is he gomg to lrve?"

"T thanl: so."

"I would gay damn shame except that until we find a way to free you,
you'd die, too."”

"(Glad you remembered that small fact." She frowned as she looked
at lum and remembered lus earher tirade. "Ectoplasnmc plane? What the
devil 15 that?"

"It's jargon from those of us who are corporeally challenged. It's the
oreat beyond where we bounce mto each other like flounderng atoms.
It's really kind of gross—wluch 18 why I hang out with you. But only
because you're less gross than they are.”

Smone gaped at lum and lus enticism. "I beg vowr pardon. I'm not
oross.”

"Grody to the max. Gag me with a spoon. I've seen vou m the
mornmes. Y ou're not exactly well coitfed.”

She rolled her eyes at the old eighties expressions. "I really hate you."

"Sure vou do." He grinmed like the Cheslure cat. "It explams why vou
were s0 worried about me."

He was way too astute at tumes. Sumone huffed playtully at lum
betfore she tiuned back to Xypher.

It wag a pity she knew so lttle about lum and it made her wonder
about lus past. What had made lum fight all the battles that had left such
hormfic scars on an otherwise beautiful body? "You tlunk he has a

reason to be so hostile?"



"Not really. I personally think he thirves on bemg an asshole. You
lnow, there are a lot of those m the world."

It was true. She'd certamly met more than her tar share of them, too,
and yet . . . There seemed to be something more. A person didn't hate
to the extent that Xypher appeared to without having the ability to love
to the same degree.

And Ius need to lkull to the exclusion of all else spoke of extreme
betrayal. The only person she'd ever really wanted to kill was whoever
had talken her mother's hfe . . .

"There can never be hatred without love. "

Jesse frowned. "What?"

"Tt's somethmg my mother used to say."”

He screwed Ius face up. "Oh, man. no . . . don't you dare.”

"Dare what?"

"Get that weepy-eved look hke vou're sympatluzing with lum." He
made an untated noise m the back of lus threat. "You are such a
bleedmg heart. Hello? Tlus 15 the man whoe has you bound to ham wlule

he's trymg to descend mto hell to kill someone. He doesn't care about
yvour senstbihties. Don't you dare care about lus."

Smone waved his twade off. "Oh, hush, you gump. T don't even
know lhum "

"And you better keep 1t that way."

She knew Jesse was right. Even so, there was a part of her that was
drawn to Xypher even against her common sense. She wasn't even sure
why. He just seemed lost somehow.

Oh, veah, Mr. Badass temper was lost . . . Raght. She was losmg it.

oy

"Have vou heard from Glona?" she asked Jesse, tiving to distract



herself.

He shool lus head. "Not even a groan. I'm thmlang the Damnons ate
her."

Smoene hated the very thought. No one deserved such a fate. "I hope
not. She seemed really mce."

"T hear vou." Jesse floated back toward the curtams.
Suddenly, someone knocked on the door.

"Come m." Sunone called.

Carson entered the room carrymg a small handsaw.

Smone took a step back, cunous about lus mtentions. "What are vou
domg?"

He mdicated her bracelet with the tip of the saw. "T was wondermng if
this nmght work to get that bracelet off."”

She smuled m relief. For a second, she was afraid he was gomg to
make good on lus threat to silence her. "You are my favonte person on
the planet nght now. Yes, please try it."

Carson laughed as he moved to take her wrist mto lus hand. He
paused a mmute to exanune the bracelet. "It looks hke regular gold."”

"Aphrodite said it was Atlantean. Somethmg made by the gods."
He drew lus breath m sharply. "Oh . . ." He pulled back.
"Is that bad?"

"Maybe. I don't know enough about them to even guess what trying
to cut tlus off nught do to yvou. For all T know, I could end the world."

She pulled her arm out of lus grasp. "Please don't. There was a
chtthanger endmg on Dexter last week and I have to see how it ends.”

Her words seemed to surprise lum. "You watch that?"



"Religously. As an ME I'm morhadly fascmated by it."

"Grven my job and hfe, that's a show I avoid as much as the Animal
Planet network." He backed away from her. "I'll leave vou two alone
agam."

He'd barely stepped through the door before she heard the rumble of
a deep voice belund her. "Where am 17"

"Wow," Jesse said from the bed. "The dead has nisen . . . agamn.”

Ienorng Jesse, she went to Xypher's side. His blue eyves were
rmumed with red and bloodshot. His sk still had a grayish cast to it and
by lus shallow breathmg she could tell he was m a lot of pam. "You're at
Sanctuary.”

He drew a deep breath, then grimaced. "I smell Were-Hunter."

"Were-Hunter?"

He clufted shehtly under the blanket before he spoke agan.
"Lycanthrope.”

"Oh" It actually made sense to her. Dark-Hunters hunted the
Dammon vampires. Dream-Hunters hunted dreams and . . . well, it made
her wonder what a Were-Hunter would hunt.

Yeah. She forced her thoughts away from that. "I thk a
Were-Hunter may have helped cany yvou m here."

Xypher tred to sit up, then lussed.

"Careful," she smd, rmishing toward lum. She put her hands on lus
chest, then pulled back as an electrical shock went through her. She
didn't know why, but touclung lus chest was extremely disconcerting,
and it made her breathless. "You took a nasty stab straight through vour
body and Carson said we couldn't give you anythme for the pam.”

A tic worked m lus jaw as he lay back on the bed and pulled the cloth



from his forehead. He stared at it as if it were an ahen form wantmg to
suck his brams out.

"You were feverish” she explamed.

His scowl deepened. "You did this?"

She couldn't vnderstand lus we. It was as if her kindness truly ticked
hum off. "T thought I was domg sometlhme nice for you. Sorry."

"Why would you do something mce for me?"

"Because vou were hwt and bleedmg. "

Still there was no reprieve m that cold, penetratng stare. "What do
you care about that?"

"I went to medical school to help people. It's why I do what I do."
"Wy ?"

Never m her life had she met someone whoe had tlus much trouble
acceptmg help. Dear Lord, what had they done to the poor man that
somethme as sumple as puttng a cloth on lus feverish brow made hun
tlus suspicious? "I'm sensing here that vou have a problem with my
bemg mce to you."

"Yeah." he said. "I do. People aren't mce. Especially not to me."”
Somethme tugged deep mside her at those wmowled words.
"Nypher—"

"T don't want vour paty." He flung the cloth on the floor. "Or your
lndness. Just stay out of my way and don't get killed until T fmd some
way mto Kalosis."

Wow. That just made her all warm and toasty mside. He was like an
agitated porcupmne m a balloon factory. "Why 1s 1t so mportant to you

Tprr

that yvou lall thus person?

Out of nowhere an image bumed throueh her mund. Tt was Xypher.



He was m a dark, dismal cave, hanging pamfully by lus arms. His black
haw was matted with blood and dut, and fell forward, over lus face.
Completely naked, lus body was covered with bleeding wounds.

The agony m Ius eves was searme. He tried to escape or fight, but
there was nothmge he could do. Blow after blow ftrom a steel-barbed
wlup ramed over lus flesh, tearmg open new wounds and spummg hun
about. The two skeletons who beat hun didn't care what they Iut so long
as they caused lum pam.

The more he bled, the more they laughed.
"Stop!" she cned, unable to bear it.
The mages vamshed as quickly as they'd begun.

Xypher gave her a look so cold it reached down mside her and made
a part of her verv soul freeze. "That 15 a ten-second glmpse of centunes
of torture I have endured because of one person's cruelty. Any more

oy

questions’

She couldn't breathe for the pam mside her. All she could do was
shake her head. No wonder he was angry. It was hard to breathe past
the lump m her throat.

"Yeah." she said after a brief pause. "I have only one. Having grven
this person who betrayed vou so much already, why would you erve
them vour hte, too?"

He laughed bitterly. "Let me explamn how I got here, human. I did a
favor for a goddess who talked Hades mto making me human for one
month. One. Smgle. Month. Now, having hived m Tartarus all these
centuries, I've learned that Hades doesn't willingly let anyone go,
especially not someone with my past. I'm headed back to hell, baby. No
ifs, ands, or buts about it. The only undetermumed factor left is whether
or not I go alone, and I have no wmtention of dome that." His eves
ivmied mta her an metant hefore he nniched hamicelf 110 o the bed



"Where's my shut?"

She couldn't beheve the sight of hun upnight given the seventy of that
wound. How could he even move, especially sice he hadn't had a drop
of pamlaller?

Then agam, having seen what had been done to lum m Tartarus, she
ficured he was probably so used to pam that it didn't faze him now.
Even as badly as they'd torn mto lum, he'd still been tryving to fight
them. "You can't be moving around lke that. You need to rest.”

"Fuclk rest,” he snarled between lus clenched teeth. "I have too much
to do to he m bed hke some spoied prmee."”

She put herself m front of lhum to keep him from leaving. "You're
coing to rp open your side.”

pIr

"So what

"So what? Are you msane?" He had to be. "Have you any idea how
much that will huat?"

He gave her a dry, cold stare before he turned around to show her lus
back. "Yeah, I have a pretty danmed good 1dea.”

Suone covered her mouth ag she stared at the horror of scars that
marred the beauty of lis sk To say he'd been savaged was an
understatement. She reached her hand out mstmetrvely to touch lum,
but caught herself before she made contact.

Her hand hovered there, just above the marks. So close she could
feel the heat nsmg from lus fevensh sk The thought of lus bemg
beaten like that tore through her. What kind of monster could do such a
thing?

The fact he'd suffered it alone with no one to tend lnm made her
even more sick.

He timed bacl: to face her. "Wow where's nv shart™"



She had te clear her throat before she could answer lum m a
semihuman tone. "We cut it off you.”

He looked away as it her answer had sent a wave of fury through
lum. "Thanks a lot."

Why was he so upset over a sumple T-shut? "We can go to yvour
place and get another one."”

"T don't have a place and I don't have another shurt.”

Was he serious? "What do you mean?"

Mypher moved to stand before her. He looked down at her and
smurked. "Why can't you follow tlus, human? T was let out of hell, not
an amusgement park. They don't exactly send vou mto the world with a
wardrobe and wallet."

"But you've been here for a few days, nght? Where have you been
staymg? How have you been eatmg?"
He didn't answer as he pushed lus way past her.

It was then she knew what he refused to say. "You've been sleeping

on the street, haven't you?"

"Who says I've been sleepmg at all?" He opened the door.

Carson looked up from where he sat at a dark cherry desk as if
expecting Xypher to mtrude. He reached for a shut that was folded on
lus desk and chucked it at 2ypher. "You can have that one.”

Mypher took the shut without so much as a thank-you. He was
pulling it over lus head when Sunone jomed him m the room.

Her cell phone rang.

Smone pulled it out of her pocket and looked at the ID. It was

coming m as a restricted call. She flipped it open. "Hello?"
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with a hltmg accent that actually sent a clull down her spmne. "Tlis 1s
Acheron Parthenopaeus returmng Xypher's call. Could you please hand
the phone to lam?"

Yeah, but she really didn't want to. She'd much rather talk to tlus
polite voice that was eenly soothme and peaceful. Reluctantly, she held
it out to lum. "It's Acheron.”

In typical Xypher form, he yvanked the phone from her hand. "Where
the hell are you?"

Jesse leaned forward to whisper mn her ear. "That would so make me
want to help lum. How about you?"

"Shh . . ." she said, stifling a snule at lus honest words.

Xypher slammed the phone shut and handed it back to her. Another
bright heht flashed before a huge man mamfested m front of them.
Close to seven feet tall, he was lean with long black hair and an aura so
lethal it made Xypher seem like a kitten.

He was wearmg black Oakley sunglasses and a long, pirate-style coat
over a black Mastits T-shut. That beme said, Jolumy Depp had nothing
on this man when it came to sheer sex appeal. Acheron oozed it from
every pore.

He stood with lus weight on one leg and had a black leather backpack
slhing casually over one shoulder. Sunone frowned as she noticed lus
red-tinged black Dr. Martens combat boots that probably added two
mches to Ius mpressive height.

" "Bout tune," Xypher growled.

Acheron's only reaction was one perfectly shaped black evebrow that
arched over the frame of the sunglasses. "Wlule I respect swmcdal
tendencies on most days, vou'd do well to remember who you're
addressmg and, more to the pomt, what I can do to you. No one says



yvou have to go back to Tartarus n one piece.”
Xypher crossed lus arms over lus chest.

His mood lhightenme, Acheron turned toward her. "May I see yvour
bracelet?"

Polite. Deadly. Gorgeous. Respecttul Sexy beyond human
endurance. Oh, someone put a bow on tlhus man, she defimtely wanted
to take hun home. Swallowmg as a shiver went down her spme, she did
as he asked.

Acheron took her arm mto lis hands and held it up so that he could
study the locked catch. After a moment, he released her arm and looked
back at Xypher. "You want the good news first or the bad?"

"Does it really matter?"

One commer of Acheron's mouth turmed up m a tauntmg grm. "Not to
me . . . The bad news, I can't touch tlus. T mean I can, but you both will
che 1f T tamyper with 1t."

I

Xypher cursed. "Who the hell mvented tlus?

Acheron placed both hands on the shoulder strap of lus backpack to
anchor it over lug jacket. "Archon, the lung of the Atlantean gods. Trust
me, he was a total prick."”

Sunone let out a breath she hadn't realized she was holding. Tlus

wasn't lookmg particularly mce for them. "So what's the good news?"

"Somebody has a key to it and no, vou won't wither and die because
you have it on. In theorv you can hve for etermuty bound together hke
thus."

"But?" she asked.

Acheron mchned lus head to her. "There's always a but mvolved,

i

1sn't there’



Unfortunately. "And tlus but would be?"

"Whoever has the key won't be grvmg it up easily since it's i the
hands of whoever sununoned the bracelet, and I'm sure they didn't send
it to you guys as a gag aift. But wat, there's more . . . the bracelets have
a honmung beacon m them."

Oh, she so didn't like the sound of that.

"You are sluttmg me." Xypher said m a tone so low and deadly it
made her sluver.

"Not on your best day. Smce the 1dea of the bracelets 15 to target an
enemry and bring them down, they are equipped with everyvthng your
enemy needs to kil vou. The key master will not only be able to find
you no matter where you go, but whatever weakness either of you has
will be laad bare before hun . . . or her." Acheron elanced at Sunone.
"The Atlanteans played to win."

"Which 1z why they're all dead, nght?" Xypher asked.

Acheron shrugeed. "That's the food chan for yvou. Even those at the
top are a meal for someone else. Sooner or later, we all get eaten by
somethme. "

Xypher turned lus attention to her. "Look, the human didn't do
anything to be m tlus mess. Is there anyvthing vou can do to extract her
out of thus?"

Sunone was stunned that he'd even asl.

Acheron gave her a wistful nod. "I wich. Believe me, nothing pisses
me off more than seemg an mmocent suffer. The only way to get her
free 1z to obtam the key and open the bracelet.”

Xypher cursed agam. "You know it's probably m Kalosis, nght? Any

1

chance you can fetch it?



Acheron laughed. "I assure vou if I went m there to do that, you'd
have a lot worse problems on vour hands than just lalling Satara."

"Can vou at least flush her out for me?"

Acheron scoffed. "Like she wouldn't see that comme? You she fears,
Me she actively hates.”

Mypher met Sunone's gaze and held it. For the fuwst tune, she saw
something mside hmun that appeared human. A small clup m that
nastiness he seemed to wrap around hunself hike a cloak.

"But there 15 somethmge I can do for vou." Acheron reached out and
touched Xypher's shoulder.

Mypher let out a gasp as lug body dlummated. He threw lus head
back and cried out as if hightnmg were moving through hum.

Smone cimged at the sight of lum shalung.

After a nunute, he hfted lus shirt to show that lus myury was gone.
Not even a scar remamed to mar his flawless eight-pack. "Thank vou."

Acheron mchned lus head, then looked past her, at Jesse. "You're her
best defense. Anytune a demon comes near them, there's a small nft
the mortal plane. It feels hike a tingle in yvour spme. You can give them a
few seconds' warning before they're attacked.”

i

Tesse appeared as stunned as she was. "How do vou know I'm here
Acheron smuiled. "I know lots of thungs."

Jesze grmmed wadely. "Man, I like hanging with these people. They
see and hear me. You have no idea how refreshimg this 1s."

Steppmg closer to Sunone, Acheron pulled a leather bracelet from lus
wiist and snapped it on her left arm. "Tlus will grve yvou the strength of
a demon should one attack you. What it won't do is make you a better
fichter and it won't keep vou from dymeg. However, if you bash a



demon on the head with sometling, T assure you they won't laugh at
yvour attempts."”

He leaned down to wlusper m her ear. "There 15 somethmge mside
you, Simone, that scares vou. You've ludden it vour entwe life, but you
know 1t's there. Lurtking and achme to be free. I know you run from it.
Don't. It's the one tlhing i thus that will save your hife. Reach mside and
embrace what vou really are. When you're ready, you won't need my
bracelet to help you."

And with that he vamshed.

Her arm still tmeled from where he'd touched it. She looked at Jesse.
"What on earth was that?"

Tessze held lus hands tirned outward and shiugged.

Her gaze went past lum to Xypher and there for a heartbeat she
caught a ghmpse of Ius vulnerability. There m lus eves was regret,
sadness, and a pam so profound it made her breath catch. She wanted
to reach out to lum, but feared how violently he nught react to such a
ceshure.

Carson cleared lus throat. "T don't mean to be rude, guys, but I think
it best vou leave. The idea belund Sanctuary 1s to be a haven. The last
thimg we need is to have a demon bursting i here who 1sn't bound by
our laws."

That evaporated all the emotions m Xypher's eves except a grnm
determination. "Don't worry, I won't sully vour pristine palace with my
presence.”

The next thing she knew, they were outside, standing on Ursulines
Street. Luclaly no one seemed to have seen them just pop m out of
nowhere.

Jesse jomed her. "I wish you'd stop domng that."



apIr

"You wish?" she asked. "Try bemg m my shoes. It's making me sick."”

Xypher narrowed a threatemng glare at her. "Life malkes me sick, but
notice, here I am. No one gave a damn what I thought about it before
they brought me mto 1t."

Smnone hated to see them back to tus. "3iypher, tiuce, please. I get
it. You're bitter. You know, you're not the only one who feels shafted
by the rod of hie. Believe me. I was orphaned at age eleven and spent
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three yvears m a cluldren's home before I was fmally adopted. We're all
: : I
survivors of a callous wmverse. The only buffer we have 15 other
people.”

He scoffed bitterly at her. "Gods, yvou're naive. The only buffer we
have 1z ourselves and how much pamn we can tolerate before it fmally
breaks us."

Smone felt sorry for hun if that was the best he could do. But then
she remembered a tune when she'd felt exactly like he did. Jesse was
the only reason she'd kept herself together. She wasn't sure she'd have
made 1t out of that dark hole she'd hved m after her parents' deaths
without Lum.

It was obvious Xypher had never had another person to rely on. Not
even a ghost.

Her throat tight m sympathetic pam, she started walling down
Chartres Street. Her condo was over on Orleans, not too close, but not
that bad a like, either. The walk would be qucker than trying to get a
cab.

And at this powmt, she couldn't even remember where she'd left her
car. Okay, not true, che'd left it at Juhan's. But she just needed a few
minutes at her place where everythmg was fanmuhar. She needed
something to ground her before the next round of lmacy assailed her.



As they neared the Hotel Provincial, she saw the way Xypher slowed
down as a wlhaff of somethmg good Int them. His gaze went longmgly
toward the Restaurant Stella. He dudn't say a word, but then he didn't
have to. His expression said it all

oI

"When was the last tune you ate?
He didn't answer.

Stmone pulled lham to a stop. "Xypher? Food. When was the last tune
b 1

you had some?

"What do you care?"

It was then she understood what those four words meant when he
saud them. No one m Ius hife had ever cared before. Why should she, a
stranger?

"T'm gomg to get something to eat.” She held the bracelet up for lum.
"T suggest vou follow me." She headed for the small Mediterranean café
across the street that would be much quicker than an upscale restaurant.

Mypher wanted to curse as he followed her. But the truth was, he
was starving. It was another one of Hades' sadistic pleasures that
Xypher could mamfest weapons with nothing more than a thought—but
not clothung, food, or money. Nor could he heal hunself.

His stomach had been cramped with hunger even before Hades had
dumped hun here. For the last week he'd been eatmg thmgs he didn't
even want to think about m an effort to at least get lus stomach to stop
burming so badly.

Even so, he wasn't the kind of creature to take chanty. No one had
ever grven hum anytlhie. He was used to it.

Damned if he was gomg to beg,

Stmone paused at the entrance untl a woman m a wlate shut and



black pants came forward.
"How many?"
"Two."

Xypher looked at Jesse, who gmned at lum. "T'm never counted. But
I'm abways here."

The woman grabbed two menus and led them to a small table m a
comner. Xypher didn't nuss the way Sunone very discreetly pulled a
chair out for Jesse wlile making it appear she was usmg it for her
jacket.

Ienotmg Jesse, Xypher considered putting Sumone over lus shoulder
and carrymg her out of here. Honestly, he couldn't stand the thought of
siellme all this food and not havme any.

But then he was used to torture.

He sat down with lus fury barely leashed. The woman handed hum a
menu and left. Xypher set it aside and stared out the window.

It was so strange to be back in the world after all thus tune. So many
thmgs had changed. Last tune he was here, horses had been the best
mode of transportation. There had been no electricity. Mankind had
been atraid of the dark. Afrmd of the dreams Xypher and lus brethren
cave them.

Now they mostly feared themsebves and well they should.

Stmone frowned as Xypher sat back, not even glancing at the menu.
"Aren't you hungry?"

The look he sent her clulled her to her bones. "I don't have any
money."

"Well, vou don't think I'd eat and leave yvou to starve, do you?" The
sad thing was, he most hkely did.



She picked the menu up and held it toward lum. "Order somethme or
I'll order for you."

"Do you know what happened to the last person who tool: that tone
with me?"

"Let me guess . . . Disembowelment. Probably pamnful Defuutely
slow." She wagged her brows at lum. "Lucky for me you can't kill me
so long as I have the bracelet on." She gave hum a smug snule. "I'm
having the shrmp cocktal and blackened clucken Alfredo. What about

yvou?"

For the first time, she saw a humble look about lum ag he pulled the
menu toward lum hlke a sullen clild.

"Findness malkes you uncomtfortable, doesn't it?"

He didn't respond as lus gaze skunimed the menu.

She let out a twred breath before she exchanged a frustrated look wath
Jesse. She couldn't believe she had an easier tune tallig to ghosts than
she did talking to a flesh-and-blood . . . something seated m front of her.

What had they done to hin to make lum so closed off from
everyone’

Xypher wasn't sure what to order. Everything looked good and lus
stomach was burning. Not to mention he felt extremely awloward sithing
here . . . hke a crvihized Inunan.

No one had treated hum hle tlhus. Ever.

He was a Phobatory Skotos. He'd spent lus lhife maling everyone
around hun tremble n fear as he gave them mehtmares. Even the zods.
He was evil mcarnate. Even other Phobatory Skoti feared hum.

And tlug woman had dared to order hun around . . . She wag actually
quite pretty and more tempting than any woman should be while he had



a goal so umportant. Untid now, he hadn't thought about how long he'd
been without a woman. But her gentle hazel eves set hun on fe.

"Are yvou havmg trouble decidmg?"”

He bhinked at her question. "How do you do that?"
"Do what?"

"Talk to me like I'm normal "

She frowned at hum. "Well, you don't make it exactly easy. But I
remember a tune when I was angry at the world, too. All T wanted was
to lash out and make everyvone around me as nuserable and angry as I
was. That . . . need burned like a fuwe mside and obliterated everytlung
else. Then one day I reahzed that the only one I was really hurting was
myself. I nught piss off other people. but within a few howrs they forgot
me. I was the only one who hved m perpetual hell So I made the
decision to let the anger go and move on.”

How easy she made it sound. But it wasn't that easv to just let go.
"Yes, but yvou had a future to look forward to."”

She shook her head. "It didn't feel like that at the tune. You have to
remember that I saw my brother lalled when he was only seven vears
old." She clenched her teeth as the fanuhar pam lacerated her. "He
thought he had a future, too, and m one blink of an eye it was gone. So
were mry mother and my father . . "

Her pam reached out to lum; it was sometlung he could relate to. But
what swrprised him was the httle twmge mside lam, a part that
actually . . . no, it wasn't carme. He wasn't capable of that. It was . . |

He couldn't place it.
"What happened?” he asked her.

She held her hand up. "I know I brought it up, but I really can't talk
about this rieht now. olav? Tust becance it was a lone tume aco doesn't



mean it doesn't hurt still. There are some pams that tune doesn't numb. "
"Then you understand me."

Smone troze at that sumple statement from hun as she realized she
really did. No matter how many vears it'd been, the agony of thew death
wag still raw and fresh. "Yeah I guess I do. And if yours 18 even a
pittance of mme, then I'm really sorry.”

Xypher looked away as those words touched a part of lum that
hadn't been touched m centunes. He didn't even know why. It was hke
they had a commection through then pam.

"Do vou like seafood?"”

How did she do that? Such a sunple question and yet it touched humn.
It made lum feel . . . he couldn't describe it. "I don't remember. I
haven't been able to really taste food m centuries.”

She laid her menu down on the table. "What have you been eatng
wlule you're here?"
"Whatever I could fnd."

Sunone's heart clenched at lus words. "We'll get vou the gyro platter
and oyster plate. Between the two of them, vou should find something
tasty."

Xypher didn't know what to say. Usually he was violent, wanting to
lash out and hurt anyone around lum, but sittng here like thas . . .

He was calm and calm was something he hadn't tasted m so long he'd
forgotten how it felt.

Glancmg away, he was tormented by old memones. Even before lus
emotions had been stipped, he'd been angy and bitter. Lashmg out at
evervone around lum. He'd been raised among Sumenan demons, not
humans or the gods on Olymypus.



His mother's people had been harsh and unforerme. And m the
beginnmg, he'd welcomed Zeus' curse of feeling nothing at all.

Until Satara. She'd shown him other things. Laughter. Passion.
For a tune, he'd even deluded lumself that he loved her.

In retrospect, it was enough to make him laugh. What did the son of
a demon and the god of mghtmares know about love? His own parents
had been mcapable of it. Love wasn't m lus genetic makeup.

But vengeance . . .
That was something he could smk lus claws mto.

A waitress came over, eyemg hun as if she could sense lus
malevolent thoughts. She quckly humed her attention to Simone who
ordered for lum.

Xypher listened to the melodic accent that made Simone's voice seem
softer and more gentle than any he'd ever heard before. Her dark brown
harr hwng m rmglets around her face while her hazel eves reflected
mtelhigence, curtosity, and an mmate zest for hte.

She wasn't as skiny as the waitress who was leaving them. Rather
she was robust. Healthy. And for the fust tume m centunies, he felt lus
body sturmg with lust.

A muscluevous ghot sparkled before she took a sip of water, then
gpoke to lum. "You're bemg quiet, which 1z maling me nervous."
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"How so?

She looked at Tesse before she answered. "There's an old saving that
the tiger lies low not out of fear but for better amn. It renunds me of
you."

"Tt should.”

She siched as she cupped her elass m her hands. "You really like to



scare people. don't you?"

"T was bred for it."

Jesze laughed. "Can I sign up for lessons? I feel really shafted that I
cidn't get to come back as a poltergeist.” He held lus hands up at
Sunone. "Ooo, I'm conung for vou."

Smone laughed.

Tesse let out a sound of disgust. "See. Laughter. T want, just once, to
mduce actual fear."

Xypher cut a look to the ghost to renund hun that he could reach out
and hurt lnm. Jesse mmediately shrank back.

Sunone leaned her head agamst her hand as she watched hun. "You

don't have to do that, you know?"

"Do what?"

"Grunace and growl at everyone around you. Take a breath and
relax.”

"Relax?" Xypher was meredulous at her words. "You do know
thev're comg to be comme for us? You let vour cuard down—you
relax—you die. Trust me. I have fusthand experience with that."

"Yeah, you said you were dead. What happened?”

Xypher fell sident as her mnocent question drageed hun back to the
fool he'd once been. "I was betrayed by the only person I made the
nustake of trusting.”

"Tm sorry."

"Don't be. I'd rather have died than hived an etermuty with a he."

"Well?" Satara asked as Kmaphas materialized m front of her.



"He'll be dead soon.”

She shrieked before she started pacmg the small space that made up
Strvker's otfice. "That's not good enough.”

"Then I suggest vou kill lum."

"Don't yvou dare take that tone with me." She snatched up the bottle
on Stryker's desk that held Kaiaphas's soul mside. She lightly tapped the
side of it agamst the desk, not hard enough to shatter it, but hard enough
to sound hke it nueht. "In one flick of my wrnst, I could end your
existence.”

She saw the shunmer of fear m Ius eyes, but to lus credit, he didn't
show any other concern over her threat. "Xypher was protected by a
son of Aplhrodite wieldmg the sword of Cronus. There was no way to
defeat hun and funsh oft Xypher.”

Satara let out a disgusted breath. Relymg on someone else was what
had gotten her mto tlus mess. Her only savmg grace was the
deamarkoman Strvker had grven her. With that, Xypher could be found
with little etfort.

That was 1f the worthless demon before her was capable of it. "I
want lus head delivered to me, Kaaphas. And it not Ius, T will take
yowrs .. ."

He bowed low before her. "Your will be done, my nustress. My
brother's head will be yours."



FOUR

Xypher had to struggle not to launch humself at the watress as she
brought food and snatch it out of her hands. The scent of it reached
deep mside and hterally made him ache for a taste of it. All he wanted
was to tear mto it like a rabid amumal and it took all the restramt he had
not to. But what amazed Inm more than the fact that he was able to stop
humself was the reason why 1t was so umportant to hum to behave.

He wasn't about to let anyone hunuhate hum agam.

"You're nothing but a mongrel. Uncouth. Uncivilized. Disgusting.
Who cauld ever [ove a beast? " Satara's words rang loud and clear mn Ins
head.

Sunone sat across from lum, eatmeg damtily, prumly. It was obvious
manners had been bred mto her and for some reason he couldn't even
fathom, he didn't want her to judge lum hke the rest of the world had
and fmd him an anmumal, too. Never once had he cared what anyone else
thought of lum.

Untd now.

As if she could hear those thoughts, she reached across the table and
placed one gentle hand on lug arm, over the words he'd branded there.
"T know you're starving, Xypher. You don't have to worry about your
manners with me. Dig n."

Nothmg had ever touched lum so profoundly. Just as no one had ever
looked more beautiful to lum. The light m her haw, the way her hazel



eves flashed with an mner spmnt that was mtangble and electnfymg, It
baftled haumn.

He lashed out at her and she tool it, just hke he did m Tartarus. No
matter what they did, no matter how hard they tried to break lum, he
stood strong agamst thew best attacks. Just like her. Only her strength
was mmately cood. She never sought to hurt anyone.

Not even hun
. :
She was gentleness persomhed.

And because of that, he was more deternuned than ever not to give
to that rabid side of hunself.

"T'm all nght." he muttered, pickmg up lus silverware.

Stmone sat m silence wlule she watched Xypher's hand isibly
shalking as he ate lns lamb. There was no nustaling lus hunger or lus
need to satiate it. She wasn't sure why he was fighting 1t when it was so
obvious he wanted to tear wto lus food. In lus shoes, she'd be nppme
mto it and shoving handfuls mto her face.

Not lum. It was as if he wanted to prove somethmg. Like he needed
to eat with good manners for some reason she couldn't even begm to
ouess at.

Shalking her head, she tried to focus on her own meal. Somethmg that
wasn't easy given the leashed power of him. He was compelling. The
strength, the power. All she wanted to do was reach out and touch those
perfect hips.

He was lilke watchmg a beautiful anunal that was stallang its prey.

But the best part was when he tried to take a bite out of the ovster
shell. The boyish confusion on lus face was utterly charnune.

Stifhing a laugh, she got up and walked to lus side of the table. "You
don't bite mto the oveter <hell "



oy

He scowled at her. "How do you eat it, then

"Let me show you." She took the oyster from Ius hand and picked up
the small fork from beside lus plate. "First you detach the meat and then
yvou tip the shell to vour lips and let it shde down, mto your mouth.
Then you swallow, but don't chew it."

"Why not?"

She stared at the oyster meat that appeared harmless enough, but she
swore she could still taste the one tune she'd nustakenly bitten mto one.
Nasty didn't come close to describing that taste. "Well, it's gntty and
land of gross. But if vou really want to yvou can."

Xypher froze as he watched her put a dab of Tabasco sauce on the
meat. The scent of her filled lus head and remnded hum that it'd been
centuries smee he last touched a woman . . .

Strange how m lus rage and quest for vengeance, he hadn't even
thought of that. Hadn't noticed any of the women he'd passed on the
streets wlile searching for Damons to take hum mto Kalosis.

Now that long-forgotten ache burmed through him. He wanted to talke
her hand m lus so that he could lick the pads of her fingers to taste the
salt of her skm. To bury lus face m the crook of her neck so that he
could mhale her scent until 1t clung to Ius skan.

He didn't know why, but just the thought of her touching lum m even
the most careless way had hun harder than he'd ever been before. And
he longed to reach up and brush lus hand through those chaotic curls
that had defied her best efforts to tame them. He wondered what they'd
feel like bruslung agamst Ius chest wlule she made love to lum. Were
thev as soft as they appeared?

Were her lips?

Would she welcome hun mto her body?



Xypher forced hunself to look away from her and to squelch those
thoughts. It wasn't lus fate to have a woman like her touch lum m that
way. He was an anmmal and he knew 1t. He'd been left alone too long,
had been cast out to find lus own way. Tenderness was for hmans. It
wasn't for a renecade Skotos who was gome to be taken back to hell n
a few weeks.

Dan't ga saff. Don't let down your guard.

Sooner or later, he'd be back m Tartarus at the mercy of Hades. It'd
taken centuries to harden lnmself so that he didn't feel the steel-barbed
lashes so deeply when they beat lum. Centunies of learmng how to not
fall for the cruel nund cames that Hades plaved.

Comfort on thig plane would only weaken lum when he returned.

It would make hell even more hitng. That was somethme he couldn't
allow. It was bad enough. To soften Ius existence here . . .

No wonder Hades had agreed to let lum loose for a month. The god
of the Underworld had known exactly how much worse Xypher's
punishiment would be after he'd tasted treedom.

Bastard.

Cwling lus lip, he snatched the oyster from her hand. "I'm not an
mfant. T can feed niyzelf.”

Smone cocked her head untably at lus quuck reversal. There for a
moment, she'd almost thought that he was learnmg to be . . . well, mce.

She must have been hallucmatig,
"Fine," she said, flnging out her hands. "Whatever."

Angered over lus grutfness, she went back to her seat and fuushed
her food m silence.

What was Ius deal? She'd never before met anyvone so surly that they



couldn't accept even a munumal amount of kindness. He remumded her of
that awtul Scott Murphy . . .

Her heart skipped a beat as she remembered the boy who'd been m
her cluldren's home with her when she was eleven. Hostile and feral,
he'd barely been human.

At mme years old, he'd been taken away from Ius parents and then
put mto the revolving door of foster homes because no one could do
anything with lum. Fmally, cluldren's services had started sending lum to
various facilities that were equally quick to toss hum out.

No one at the home where she'd stayed, mecludmg the staff, could
stand lum. He was always pickmg fights and mocling everyone, even
Sunone who'd tried to be lus fnend. He'd laughed at her, then bit her so
hard, she'd needed stitches—=she still had the scar on her left forearm.
Because of that and other such tantrums and attacks, he'd spent all of
lus tune bemg puushed untid he'd mysteriously vamshed mn the nuddle of
the mght.

His body had been found a few days later n the basement of the
oy, stll dressed i Iug pajamas. Apparently he'd gone there, alone, and
sht Ins own wrists.

He'd only been eleven vears old.

Sunone had been sad enough over the homible occwmrence, but when
she'd overheard two of the teachers talkung later that day, that sadness
had turned to all-out grief for the cluld who shouldn't have been reduced
to ending Ins own life.

"It's @ shame that bay ended up [ike that, but I guess given the
trawma of his childhood, he didn't have any hope. "

"Travima s

"Didn't you krow? He was taken away from his parents becaise his



mother was a crack addict and his father a drug dealer. Scott had his
shadl shattered one affernoon when he interrupted Daddy doing a deal
because the poor thing was starving and dared to ask for a sandwich.
That's when the state took him away. His dad's been trying to regain
custody ever since. We'd just told Scott the day he vanished that his
father was coming to take him home the next maorning. Guess the poor

kid would rather be dead than go back to whatever hell was waiting
for him ... "

In that one moment, Sunone had learned a valuable hfe lesson. Judge
na one until you krow their circumstances. No matter how awtul they
seemed, sometunes there was a vald reason for thew behavior. Granted,
some people were just mean and corrupt, but not always.

Many people were just m pam, and by acting out, they were only
trying to protect themselves from bemg hurt more.

It was what she tied to teach her students. Anytune you entered a
crine scene, the worst thing you could do for the decedent was to pass
judgment on them. It clouded vour professionalism and jaded your
work. A medical exammer's job was to report without prejudice.

Personal views had no place m a morgue.

It was one thing to tell someone how to live thew lhife and what
decisions to make. It was another to be the person who had to do it and
lve with the consequences. Just because vou would do sometlung
differently, it didn't mean they would. People rose and fell by then own
life choices and expenences. The nustakes were thens to male.

And as she thought about that, it made her curtous over Xypher and
lus past. Why was he so defensrve?

Who had hurt hum?

"What are gods' cluldhoods hke?"



Xypher looked up from lus tabbouleh to meet a pawr of the clearest,
most mnocent eves he'd ever seen. "Excuse me?"

She didn't flinch at the causticity m Ius tone. "I was just wondering. I
mean, nmune was very typical until my fanuly died. T rode my bike
through the neighborhood, made mud pies, had tea parties with my
friends and dolls, and fought with my brother over TV shows. What did
you do?"

Like he would tell her that? It was none of her dammned busmess.

Tprr

"What do yvou care’

The frnendhness on her face was washed away by a pamed
expression. "I really hate it when vou ask that question . . . I care
because you're a person I'm stuck with until we get the bracelets oft and
I'd like to know sometlung about vou. Who knows? There nught even
be someone m there bured under all that hostility that I can actually
like."

His blood boided to thunk about what she really wanted. "You won't
cet my weaknesses that easily, babe. I don't have any."

She gaped at lum. "You equate cluldhood memornes with weakness?
Dear God, what did they do to you?"

He laughed bitterly at the memories of lus past. Memornies he tried so
hard not to think about. But one of them was clearer than all the others.
It was the only tune m lus hfe he'd allowed lumself to be weak and it
was an experience he would never agamn repeat.

"I was chamed to a fence where they beat me down and then cut my
heart out wlule I fought them. Even one-handed, I made my mpact on
those who lulled me. Suthce it to say, I will never be that helpless
acam."”

Suone wanted to weep at the hoiror he described. At the pam she



saw m those clear, bright eves. "You didn't deserve that.”

"No laddmg." he said between clenched teeth. "But deserving has
nothme to do with anythine. Life and death are what they are. They
have mercy for no one."”

Sunone looked over at Jesse who wore the same aching expression
she was sure was on her face. Xypher's words Int her hard as she
remembered her mother and brother. They didn't deserve what had
happened to them., either.

Not wanting to thml: about it, she didn't try to speak to lum as he
fuushed eatng. It was just too hard to try and reach someone who
obviously didn't want to be reached.

Once he was done, she tipped the waitress and headed back toward
her condo.

They'd barely left the restaurant when Tate called.
"How'd 1t go with Juhan?" he asked.

She elanced down at the bracelet on her arm. "Not really the way I
wanted it to. We're still nnted."”

"Man, I'm sorry."”
"It could be worse, I suppose. He could be your senal laller.”
The look Xypher gave her told her he could hear her conversation.

"Oh, danm, I have to take tlus call, boo. You guys be caretul and I'll
check m agam later." Tate hung up before she could tell him good-bye.

Closing the phone, she saw Xypher rubbing Ius arm out of the corner
of her eye. Even though he didn't say anytlung, both of lus arms were
covered with goose bumps. "You cold?"

He dudn't respond.

"He's cold.” Jesse sad. "Tt's all over his aura, which I ¢an see, even if



you can't.”
Xypher sent humn a glare that should have set fire to lum.

Sunone paused ag she considered where they could get clothes for
hum m the Quarter. Most of the places catered to women . . .

Or to goths.

A slow snule curved her hps. Yeah, with lus caustic personality and
height, goth would look really good on hun.

Without a word, she cut down Dumaine to head to Decatur Street.
"What are vou domg?" Xypher asked detensively.

"Getting you some clothes.”

He pulled her to a stop on the sidewalk. "T don't need anything."
"Yes vou do."

His handsome face turned to stone. "I'm not takme vour chanty. I
don't need anythmg from anyone."”

She raked hum with a cold stare. "And I'm not gettmg stuck for a
month with a man who only has one shut and one pawr of pants when
I'll be forced to smell vou the entwe tune.”

That took some of the fire out of lus eves.

Jesse scowled. "Hey, he's a god. Can't he just make clothes for
humnself?"

Mypher gave Jesse a quelng clare. "Hades 15 a bastard as I sad
earlier. My powers aren't mtact. I can use them for defense. But not for
tood or clothng . . . or shelter." The last bit came out so low that she
wasn't even sure she'd heard it.

The ashamed expression on lus face told her that she hadn't been
nustaken.



Why would Hades do that to hun?

"C'mon." she smd, tuggmg lus hand gently. "You need clothmg,
especially a coat or jacket."

Xypher couldn't breathe at the gentleness of her fleeting touch that
set fire to lus entwe bemng. It wasn't designed to hurt or to control. It was
nothme more than a frnendly touch any huwman nmght erve to another.

He'd never been touched like that.

Awed by her kindness, he followed her mto a store. Not that he was
followmge per se. He never followed anyone. She only led because he
didn't know where they were gome.

As they entered the store, he paused at the sight of a mannequn with
a corset, short skut, and stiped leggings.

"Is something wrong?" Sunone asked.

"T lnow a demon who dresses hlze thus."

Her face lost color. "A demon?" she wluspered.

Xypher nodded. "She travels with Acheron as lus companion. Smm."

"Sum Parthenopaeus?"

Xypher was shocked by the exuberance of the clerk's voice. Short
with jet-black haiw, she stood on the opposite side of a glass counter
filled wath jewelry and goblets.

o 1

Smone frovned at the woman. "You know Smu?

The dark-hawed woman's snule widened. "Oh, yeah, we all know
S and her sister. They clean us out every tume they're m town. We

pIE

love them. Are you a friend of thews?

Xypher bt back a snort. Friend . . . there was a word no one had
ever apphed to lum before. But he couldn't exactly tell the woman that
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off an army of demons and save the world.
"Yeah, we're friends."

"Oh, honey, then welcome to Roadkill Any frend of the

Parthenopaeuses 1s a friend of owrs. What can I do for you?"

"We need to get lum some clothes," Sunone said. She pomted to a
leather jacket lugh up on the wall. "Can we see that?"

The woman stepped out from around the counter to get it down.

She handed 1t to Xypher who sliugged it on. It was all he could do
not to moan at how good the warm leather felt on lus sk after bemg
cold for all these days. The jacket was heavy, but he welcomed the
weight of it.

It felt really. really good.

Smone snuled as she came up to lum and adjusted it. Her hands
brushed agamst lus neck, making lum mstantly hard. "Very mce. Looks
cood on you. You like it?"

He cidn't even know how to respond. "It's okay." he smd, knowing
that was mcorrect. It was so much more than just okay. He wanted to
hug her for the mft.

Smone stepped back as a strange wave of deswe went through her
and she didn't know why. Okay, maybe she did. Xypher looked hot m
the black motorcycle jacket that was pamted with an anarchy symbol on
the left shoulder and the Mishts face on the back. She wanted to stroke
the leather and feel the hard body underneath. He looked so dangerous
and feral

Which he really was.
It was all she could do not te pur.

Ty

"How many sharts vou want?" Jesse asked.



Smone blinked before she stepped back, grateful for Jesse's
mterference. "At least a dozen."”

"A dozen what?" The sales clerk stared at her.

Smmone blushed as she realized the woman didn't know Jesse was
standing beside her. "Sorry, I was thinkmg out loud."

"Ah. T thought vou were spealung i code.” The woman's gaze shd
down Xypher's abdomen. "'Cause I'm sure he has a deadly dozen
concealed.”

Smone had no idea why, but a flash of jealousy went through her.
How nidiculous was that? Yet when she corrected the woman, her tone
was chpped by that stupid, vnexpected emotion. "Eicht, actually.”

The clerk was umpressed. "Really?"
She nodded.

"Damn, yvou're one lucky woman. Mine's only got a single, but I love
him anyway."

Smnone laughed.

Mypher didn't. "What are vou two tallung about?"

Suone patted Xypher on the arm. "Notlung, sweetie. Let's get vou a
couple of sweaters and some shuts and pants.”

Tesze rolled lus eves. "They're ogling vou, dude. Tallung about your
assets and the fact that vou're nauseatingly ripped, wlich I would have
been had I not bit the dust at seventeen.” He puffed out lus chest, trving

to make humself look more muscular. "T'm forever trapped m my tall,
cangly phage."

Xypher didn't comument on lus appearance., he was more perturbed
by the women. "Are they supposed to do that?" he wlnspered to Jesse.

"Only if vou're lucky . . . or if vou're come to be.” Jesze made



strange chickmge noises at hum.

Tprr

The clertk grimaced. "Are they supposed to do what

Smone cleared her throat. "Get Ius clothes. Yes, honey, they are.”
She leaned closer to lum. "Ignore Jesse before they throw us m a
padded room." She then gave Jesse a pomted stare.

"She's just jealous I can go mto the dressmng rooms and not be seen.”
Sunone mouthed the words "you are such a perv!”

"No I'm not. Perverted would be spymg on you when you're batlung
or changme clothes." He shuddered. "That's like spymg on your sister.
Gag me and leave me dead.”

"T wish." Sunone muttered vnder her breath.

Xypher was actually amused by then exchange. It took a couple of
seconds for hun to realize what the emotion he felt even was.

Amused. He'd never expertenced it before, but it was good. His chest
was light and lus stomach tickled. There was no anger or mtent to harm
m thew tones. They were merely bantermng playfully and enjoyvme each
other.

He liked watchme them.

Sunone gave Jesse another warnmng stare before he senously got her
i trouble. Though she loved hum, she hated when he did tlus. She didn't
like to 1gnore hun, but she didn't want anyone to think her msane, either.

Twmng away from Jesse so as not te encourage hun, Sunone
followed the woman toward the back, then paused as she saw the shoes
m the nuddle of the store on shelves attached to the walls. Most were
pretty funky, mcluding a pawr of clear stilettos with mne-meh heels. But
one pawr of black biker boots with skulls and crossbones for buckles
caught her eve.



A slow snule curved her lips as she knew the one person who could
do them justice. "Xypher?"

"Yes?"
She pomted to the boots. "Would you wear those?"

The grin that question caused was absolutely wicked. And for once, 1t
wasn't mocking. It was a look of pure pleasure and it warmed her all the
way through. Danm, that man was gorgeous.

Clearing her throat, she called the clerk back to where they stood.
"We'll take a parwr of those."

The clerk laughed. "I just love it whenever friends of Smu come n.
You guys shop hike demons."”

Smone cast a sideways glance at Xypher, who passed a cwlty look
to her. The woman was halt nght.

Betore long, thev'd picked out clothes, underwear, and accessories
tor Mr. Fine But Obnoxious.

Smnone had to bite back a wlumper when she handed over her credit
card. Even though she had a lot of money, it wasn't like her to spend 1t
shoppmg, especially for a temporary guest. But she couldn't have hun
wallang around for three weeks naked, either. Then agam, he would be
hot, but they'd both get arrested.

At least that was her thought untd she caught an unguarded
expression of joy on Xypher's face as he stroked the sleeve of lus new
jacket. It was obvious he'd never been given anything like it before.

Yeah. that made it worth 1t.

Smling, she glanced toward the wall belund the clerk's head. A rack
of scarves hung there. Her snule widened at one m particular. "Excuse
me." she said to the clerk, "let me get that scarf behind the counter,



too.

The clerk picked up the black one with a wlate skull and crossbones
on it. "Tlus one?"

"Yes, please.”

As goon as it was rung up, Sunone tool it from the counter, pulled
the tag off, and wrapped it around Xypher's neck.

"What are vou domg?" The suspicion mn lus eves actually burned her.
"It'll keep your neck warm outside.”

Mypher didn't speal as she tucked the ends of the scarf m lus jacket,
then zpped 1t closed. It was such a tender gesture of caring that it
brought a foreien ache to lus chest. He didn't like the sensation of it.
"T'm not a cluld.”

She laughed. "Trust me, babe, that has not escaped my attention.”
He frowned at her playful words. "Are you teasing me?"
rrﬁ_[-'e::: [

Teasing . . . no one had ever done that before. At least not playfully.
He looked at Jesse.

i

"Teee-zeeeen," Jesse sawd, elongcatmg the word. "It means .
Scowlme, he paused. "Well, hell, T don't know what it means. It's when
someone, vou know, teases you."

Grinding lus teeth, Xypher popped him on the back of lus head.

"Ow! Dang, I forgot yvou could do that." Jesse stepped closer to
Sunone.

When Xypher started to pursue lum, Simone stepped between them
and handed hun the bags of clothes. "We're leaving now.," she said m an
exageerated tone. "Thank the mce lady for her help.”
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night."

Before Xypher could respond, Sumone hightly pushed lum toward the
door. He followed after her srudamgely.

Was she msane for comung between them? He couldn't fathom
anyone putting thew hfe n danger for a ghost. Especially not a silly one
like Jesse.

Smone paused outside to give them both a cluding glare. "You two
are gomge to get me mto so much trouble one day. Can you not behave?"

Jesse huffed. "He started it."

Sunone held her hand up m frustration. "Not another word!"

Mypher turned and zapped Jesze so hard, lus haw started smolang.

Smone grabbed lus arm to protect Jesse, who was now wlumpenne.

Xypher's eves flared as if he were about to fry her, too.

"Diplomatic ummunuty,” she said, holding up the bracelet to renund
hun that he couldn't kall her so long as she wore it.

"You'd do well to remember that won't last forever.”
"But it'll last long enough to get you to leave Jesse alone."”

He growled threatenmely. Luckily, though, he turned lus back to
Jesse and started down the sidewalk.

Relieved that she had them both quelled, Sunone had barely taken a
step when her phone rang agamn. "Hello?"

It was Tate.

"We've got another honucide . . . just hke Glona. Can you get yvour
butt over here and take a look at it wlule the cops are still mvestigating
the scene?"

"Of course. Where are you?"



She didn't hear Ins answer as two police cars went screamme by,
headed toward the other side of the French Market. There was an
urgency about them that set off her sixth sense.

"Oh, wait, let me guess." she smd after they passed. "You're at North
Peters."

"Heard that, huh?"

"To the depths of my now deaf soul.” She watched the cars turn. "I
think I'm only about four blocks from you. Be nght there."

It didn't take them long to cut across the street and tmd the pohce . . |
and a small crowd that had gathered to watch and comment or
speculate. Sumone pulled her wallet out of her back pocket to flash the
tust oftficer she reached. Even though she cairied a purse, she always
put her wallet m her back pocket—a force of halat after she'd had her
purse stolen several vears before.

He wrimnlded lus nose at her ID. "Meat Drvision. I don't envy you
ouys."”

She snuled at lnm. "Tt's okay, I don't envy vou, either. At least the
people I take mto custody don't try to kill me."

"Good pomt." He hfted the tape so that she could bend and go under
it.
"He's with me." she said before he could stop Xypher.

"It's okay, Ryan." Tate shouted as he headed toward them. "We
need them on tlus one."

"Whatever you say, Doc."

Sumone stepped back to mtroduce them to each other. "Tate, thus 1s
Xypher, my current paranormal dilenumna.”

Laughme, Tate offered Ins hand to Xypher. "I've never met a



Dream-Hunter before.”

Xypher shook it. "Sure yvou have. You just don't remember it." he
sard with an evil glmt m Ins eve.

Tate shook lus head. "That's not comfortng.”
"My kind seldom are.” No nussing the ommous tone m those words.

"Xypher 1z very much m the haw-raising scare'em crew.” Sunone
explamed.
Tate led them toward the victun who waited under a black tarp. "I

can see that. And I'll make a note to stay on lus good side. Last thing I
need are any more mghtiares m my sleep.”

Sunone couldn't agree more. "I think Xypher hives for mghtmares."
Tate snorted. "In that case, he's gomg to feel nght at home."
"Why?"

Tate mndicated the body on the ground at thew feet. "Just hike Glona.
Same wounds. Same MO. No blood. Dramed and dropped. Only
ditference 1 tlus one seemed to fight back."

"She must—"
"He." Tate comrected.
Sumone frovwned. That would debunl: the senal killer idea. "He?"

Tate hfted the tarp to show her a Caucasian male i Ins nud-twenties
who was lyme faceup, starmg blankly at notlung at all. His face was
contorted, frozen by the horror that had talken lus hte.

Sunone winced as a wave of sympathetic pam went through her. She
hated tlus part of her job most. That feeling of seeing someone as a
laller had left them. The sick dread that clamped her stomach ticht. But
the worst was the fusthand knowledge of how the fanuly would react to
tlus tracedy.



"We have to find tlus asshole and stop lum." she said between
clenched teeth.

"Yeah," Tate agreed.

Xypher set lus bags down before he approached the body to examme
it.

"Careful," Tate warned. "Don't touch the body. We don't want to

destroy any evidence. We have to find the perp and bring ham to justice
unmedately."

Xypher leaned over to carefully study the neck wound. "That's gomg
to be hard."

"How so?"
"Tt's a demeon kill."
"What?" she and Tate said simultaneously.

Xypher sat back on Ims haunches to look up at them. "A human
didn't do tlus."

That didn't make any sense to her. "Damons don't—"

"Not Dammon. Demon." Xypher mdicated the marks on the neck that
were 1dentical to Glona's attack. "Tlus 15 a Sumenan Dimnune attack.”

i

"Dimme?" Tate repeated. "What the hell 15 a Dimme

Xypher rose to lus feet. "That's how I ended up here. I helped to
ficht them m Las Vegas. Dunng the battle, one of the Dmune escaped
and to my knowledge no one could find it. T thmk you just did.”

Tate appeared as il as Sunone felt. "How the hell did it get here?"

Xypher shrugged. "There has to be somethmg that called it here. An
artifact, a person. Sometling. Otherwise it would have stayved close to
the cocoon where its sisters are still trapped.”



"Are you sure about that?" Tate asked.

"No, human. T don't know shit about thus. I'm just rattlng off
randommness to confuse you."

Smone sighed. "I should have wamed you about lus sarcasm. Tt
makes bemng around lumn a total joy."

Tate ignored her statement as he clanced around the dark street.

"Can vou fmd lus chost, Sim?"

"He hasn't popped m."
Xypher crossed lus arms over lus chest. "He won't have a ghost.”

Smone cocked her head at lus deadpan words. "What do vou
mean?"

"It's a Dimmme kill. They vsually suck everythme out of a human
Lock, stock, and barrel. And, for the record, yvou'll need to destroy the
body smce their lulls reanmmate a tew hours after death."”

Smone exchanged a sick look with Tate.

"Glora," Tate wluspered. "That's why her body got up."”

Smone scowled as she thought about that. "Then why did we see
Glona's ghost?"

Xypher shrugged. "The Dunme must not have fuushed eating the

soul. It happens sometunes. The soul gets trapped and eventually
withers and dies.”

Tate cursed. "So then how do we track and kil thus thing?"

Mypher's expression was one of pure evil. "You don't. It tracks and

lalls yvou."”



FIVE

Tate shivered before he led them a couple of steps away from the body
and from where two detectives were talking. The last thing they needed
was to have one of them overhear tlus particular discussion.

He gave Xypher a cutting grumace. "I'm getting all warm and fuzzy
mside at the prospect of these demon things roamung the street, preving
on us. Just how many of them are we tallung anyway?"

Xypher was completely nonchalant about the terror they were facing,
"There are seven of them m exstence. Only one has escaped to the
human realm."

Tate locked gazes with Smone. "I love the way he says luman
realm." "

Yeah, so did she. "T don't know. I'm stll stuck on the "they hunt and
lall us' part. And the 'dead wallkung.' I don't thml: T hke that."”

Tate snorted. "You and Nialls. I'm sure he's still having a swell tune
over it. Poor guy. No one's ever gomg to beheve he's not crazy . . ." By
the expression on lus face it was obvious he was having a
there-but-for-the-grace-of-God-go-I moment.

Shalkig lus head as if to clear it, Tate turned lus attention back to

oy

Xypher. "What does the Dinme want? Why 1s 1t lallimg people?

Xypher shrugged. "Basic demons are mteresting m that they don't
usually want anythme They just are. You get m the demeon's way, you
che. If it has to feed and you're on the menu, it eats you. Sunple, really.



They're not big on playmg games or having ulterior motrves."

Cursmg, Tate moved them even farther away from the body as a
photographer came forward to take pictures. "Thmes don't kill just to
lall. That doesn't make any sense.”

"Sure it does." Xypher sad drvly. "Demons were created to be
weapons or tools of various entities. You have the Charonte who served
the Atlanteans . . . Actually, they were one of the few demon races that
weren't always subservient. Until they were defeated and enslaved, they
were the masters of the earth. Then there are the gallu, who were
created to fight the Charonte, and the Dinme., who were made so that if
the Sumerian pantheon was destroyved and its gallu with it, they would
essentially eat the world and avenge thew dead masters. It's what makes
the solitary Dmumne so dangerous. All she knows 15 how to kill." Xypher
cast a meanmeful glance toward the dead man on the ground.

Tate dudn't appear to be digestng tlhus news well "Are there other
demons m the world?"

Xypher nodded. "Every culture has its own set of demons. But the
ones I mentioned are the ones vou're dealing with over tlus matter.”
Xypher mclined lus head toward the body. "It's possible a gallu attacked
hun. But generally the gallu are a hittle more circumspect. They know to
dispose of the body after they lall it or they keep the body to use for
some purpose—like a zombie. Such as to draw out an adversary or to
troll for more victuns. They learned a long tune ago that a zombie
usually returns to its fanuly. If they follow the zombie back, they have
more food.”

Tate groaned as 1if that knowledge pamed lum. "Y ou sure?"”

"Unless they're renegades. Or neophytes. Wlich 1z what the Dinune
would be. She would be lost m the modern woild and would be trymg to
fnd her own lkind. The Dinune and gallu have a luve mentality. They



don't hike to function mdependently. So whether it's gallu or Dimme, 1t's
roaming the streets lookmg for others of its kind and food . . . wluch
would be human m nature.”

Agam, Tate cursed. "How long has she been out?"
"A few weeks."
"And she's just now feedmeg?"

Xypher laughed bitterly. "She had to get here from Vegas. I unagme
there are other victuns along the way."

Tate exchanged a disgusted look with Sumone. "So how 15 1t vou
lnow so much about demons anyway?" he asked.

Mypher's eves flared to a bright, flickerng red. "I am one."
Tate took a step back. as did Sunone.
Even Jesse.

"Um, Sun." Jesse said, steppmg belund her. "He can do that freaky
eve thmeg because he's a god, nght? He's just screwing with us about
bemg a demon . . . right?"

She wanted to beheve that. It made sense . . .

But every mstmect m her body told her that Xypher didn't have that
land of sense of humor.

Kypher's eves faded back to that eerie blue. "My mother was a
Sumenan demon whom my father seduced and I was rased with her
people so I have a httle more msight mto the callu than most.”

Smuone crossed herself. Was he serous? And yet she knew the truth.
She just wanted to hear lum say it m no uncertam terms. "You're a
callu?”

"Genetically speaking, ves. But I don't crave or live on blood. Well,
mry enemies notwithstanding.”



He's a demon . . .

Stmone didn't know why that was harder for her to accept than Inm
bemg a Greek god, but it was. Probably because of the reputation
demons had. The thought of being attached to one really didn't sit well
with her.

She glanced at the body on the ground and shivered. Had Xypher
ever done that to an mmocent?

Was that why they'd killed him and sentenced lum to Tartarus?

It was then 1t dawned on her exactly how little she knew about the
creature she was now bound to. What he was capable of.

How had her hife been put mto lus hands so callously?

Tate gestured toward the body. "Can you lall whatever did tlus?"
Xypher gave a subtle nod. "But why should I?"

Tate was aghast. "To stop mnocent people from dying."”

Mypher scoffed. "Innocent? That man on the ground was a rapist and
a murderer. When yvou learn lus identity, vou're going to fmd that he got
off hght. T assure vou, I would have done a lot worse to lum."

"How do you know that?" Sumone wlispered.

He gave her a cold look that clulled her all the way to her soul. "Evil
knows evil. It's how we tind each other or, m the case of the Dinumne,
how vou avoid bemg taken down by a more vicious opponent.”

Jesse's eyes widened respectfully. "Wow. So you're like Satan's
bloodhound?"

Xypher gave lum a droll look. "Lucifer has Ins own demons he
commands. I'm not one of them.”

"Great lustory lesson on demons and thew feedmmg habats." Tate
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report? Random demon slaying? Yeah. That's gomg to read real well"
He turned to Sumone. "You think I can get a job ag a jawtor with a

medical degree?”

She patted Ins arm affectionately. "I wouldn't mention the degree. It
would make yvou overqualified. But if it makes vou feel any better, I
don't thmk yvou'll need a job when they send vou off to Mandeille.”

"Thanks, Suone." His tone was ag dry ag the desert. "T'll remember
that next tune you ask me for a letter of recommendation.”

"And I'll remember that when you apply to be a jamtor at Tulane.
See if T help vou find work."”

"Ow!" Tate groused. "You're vicious."

"Hey, Doc?" An older police officer approached them. "Honucide
wants to know 1if vou're ready to wrap up and move the body."

"Yeah, we're done." He lowered lus voice so that only Sunone and
Xypher could hear. "Random demon slaying. Maybe I should just wiite

it up as a mugomg gone wrong." He paused and looked at Xypher.
"You're sure about the cause of death?"

"When the body gets up m a few and tres to kill vou, vou'll have
your answer."
Tate siched heavily.

"What are vou gomg to do
withdraw.

27 Smnone asked before he could

Tate shrugged. "I don't know. I can't destroy the body. That's a
lawsuit waiting to happen, followed by one major fuing and publc
hunuliation. "

Xypher scratched lus cheek before he spoke. "At the very least, sever
the head. You'll thank me for it later.”



Tate snorted. "You thunk 'oops' would cover that?" he asked Sumone.

"Tate!" she snapped, homified at the thought of it. "Our profession
has a bad enough reputation. You can't do somethmg hke that or else
we'll never live it down."

"I'm trymg to be reasonable here. You know the ME test didn't
exactly cover tlus. What do you tell your students about the odder
elements of our job?"

"I don't. T merely tell them that there are some things that can't be
explamed.”

"Yeah," Tate said with a nervous laugh, "tlus defuntely quahfies as
mexphcable." He glanced back to Xypher. "Is there anything other than
decapitation or absolute destruction that will keep the body down?"

"Quarterme. "
Tate rolled Ius eves. "You're not helpful.”

"T chdn't bite hun and create thus sitwation. You asked a question and I
answered it. If vou want another answer, then ask a different question.”

Tate scratched lus brow with lus nuddle fmeer. "I'm having visions of
Shaun of the Dead appearnng m nyy lab."

Sunone lavghed. "You mean Tate of the Dead."”

"Exactly. And let us not forget that at the end of MNight of the Living
Dead, they shot the black man who suivived the zombie attacks. Not a
cood precedent and I'm having a bad flashback here, Sun."

Shakmg Ins head, Tate clapped lus hands together and started away
from them as if he were heading for lus doom. "Okay, wish me luck . . .
and much fire power—remember not to let the shentf shoot me at
dawn." He glanced back at the victun. "At least tlus time I know not to
assign the body to someone else.”



"Bownne charnce, mon ami."”
"Yeah, thanks, Sumone. I'd personally hke to bonne vowr chance for
tlus. "

She stepped back as he left them and approached the body so that he
could oversee the moving of it.

Suone looked away as she thought of Glona and wondered what
had happened to her. Rubbing her arms, she whispered a silent praver
for the poor woman.

Tesse cocked lus head as he studied her. "What's wrong, Sun?"

"Tust thmking of Glona. T wish I knew what happened to her. T hate
that we lost her."

Xypher frowned. "Who was Glora?"

Smmone gave lum an nrtated look because he didn't know. "She was
the other ghost who was there with the Daumons when you came
crashing to my world."

"Ol, the blonde."

"Yes, the blonde."

Tate croaned as he returned to thew eroup and caught that bat of thewr
conversation. "Yeah . . . Speaking of, her fanuly 15 due m any mmute to
claim her body. What am I supposed to tell them when we can't give the
body over? Agam, I don't think 'oops' will quite cover at."

"Hey!" the cop shouted. "Doc, I don't thmnk tlus cuy's dead. I just
saw him move."

Smone paled at those words. Worse, she saw the decedent's foot
moving herself. "Xypher, it's startmg. "

Before she could bhnl:, he threw lus hand out. An mstant later, the
entire body burst mto flames.



The pohce ofhcer shouted for help wlule several other cops
scrambled for fire extmonshers.

She glared at 3ypher. "Did vou do that?"

He shrugged nonchalantly. "Sometimes my powers work. Sometunes
they don't. Looks like tlus tune they did. Yea, us."

Tate wimkled lus nose as he watched the police runnme around. "I'm
not sure I should thank vou for thus or not . . . you think they'll beheve
there was some kind of gas m the body that made it move, then
spontaneously combust?”

Smnone let out an elongated breath as she silently wished lum luck on
that one. "If anyone can make it work, Tate, you can.”

"Yeah, here's seemg you at the unemployment office soon." He left
them to aid the officers m putting out the flames.

Smone watched them work as the true homor of it all sank m. "So
that man really was eaten by a demon.”

"You cidn't thunlk T made that up, did you?"

"No." She drageed the word out. "Not exactly, anyway." She
frowned as she raked her gaze over that body that was made for sin up
to those clear, breathtaking eves. No one would ever suess Xypher was
anything other than human, vet she knew better. "Are you really part
demon?"

"Why would I Lie?"
"I don't lmow. Sometunes people do, for no apparent reason.”
"But I'm not human "

His bemg demonspawn at least explamed some of lus acerbic
personality. It also excused it . . . almost. Then agam with humn being a
demon, she was lucky he was housebroken and not trying to scare



evervone they met on the street.
T am bound to a demon . . . It sounded hike a bad sci-fi movie.

Baftled, befuddled, and just plam confused, she went to get Ius bags
where they'd left them on the ground. Right now, she just wanted to go
home and get her bearmngs.

She led them away from the scene, toward her condo.

"Buck up, Sm." Jesse said cheerfully. "At least the demon didn't eat
you."

"Yet, vou mean."

Xypher took the packages from her hands. "Don't worry. I won't let
you get hurt."

"Not unless it means vou get a shot at your enemy, nght? Then I'm
taw game for death.”

He didn't comment.

"All nghty then.," she said, trymg to hehten the mood and not thank
about the fact that he would most likkely saciifice her to aclueve Ins goal
"Let's make our way back safely, shall we?"

Xypher nodded as he tried not to thmk about the fact that he wasn't
go sure he wouldn't protect her even at the expense of lus vengeance.
While he had demon blood mn hun, he wasn't completely heartless. Even
at lus worst, he had a code of etlucs and those etlucs would not allow
Sunone to get hurt m the crosstire.

Damn me for it.

Pausme, Jesse gave lhum a look that told hum the ghost didn't think
much about hum. He was used to 1it. The Greek gods had given hum the
same look once they reahzed a Sumenan demon was genetically
attached to thew pantheon.



The moment Xypher had learmed to mfltrate dreams and shown lus
cod powers, Zeus had sent lus munons out to drag hum to Olympus m
chams.

Even though Xypher was barely more than a cluld, Zeus had tried to
lall hun. But Poseidon had stopped lus brother from making that
mistake. "The Sumenans are looking for a reason to call out the
Chthomans on us. You kill that boy and we'll all have to answer for it."

The Chthomans were essentially the catekeepers of the umverse.
They made sure that the pantheons didn't war among each other since
such thmges tended to lead to the ultunate destruction of the earth and
everyone who called it home.

Zeus had curled lus lip at lus brother. "Then what would you have
me do with hum?"

"Stip lus emotions and tram lum hke the rest of Phobetor's brats.
There's no longer anythme to fear m an Onero1. And once he's tramed,
we'll be able to use lum to spy on the Sumenans for us."”

And go Xypher's brutal tramme had begun.

Young and stupid, Xypher had actually thought lus father would
come to lus rescue.

He hadn't. In fact, it'd been Ius father who'd helped to beat lum and
strip lus emotions to prove lus loyalty to Zeus. If Xypher had been a full
demon, they wouldn't have been able to subjugate him. Unfortunately,
he had too much of his father's blood i lum for that.

They'd broken hum on a hot sununer's day when he'd decided it
would be easter to grve m to the trammg than to suffer any more abuse.
All of lus emotions had bled out of hum vntil he was numb to everythme.
No taste, no smell. Nothmg that could mduce an emotion.

Honestly, he'd welcomed it. All the yvears of pamn were gone. And at



least the Greeks weren't quite as bloodthursty as the demons. They
hadn't made lum fight for every morsel. Bleed for every comfort.

To be a demon meant to take and destroy. Food was only aiven to
those who could lall for it.

I shauld have stayed an Onerai.

Thmgs had been so much sunpler then. All he had to do was momtor
the sleep of humans. Make sure other Skoti dudn't fixate on one
particular human too long. The cods pernutted the Oneron and Skot to
exist so long as they dudn't dishwb the balance of the unrverse or male
the human host msane from thew dreams.

Whenever the Skoti came too close to brealung those two laws, the
Oneror were sent m to either drve them away or kil them.

It'd been a cushy hfe.

Until Satara had come to lum. A handmaden to the goddess Artenus,
she'd been as beavtiful and allming as any mmortal. She'd summoned
him into her dreams and there she'd shown him kindness and the softer
emotions he'd never experienced before. They'd made love like they
were on fire. Her every breath, every touch, had given lum pleasure.

When she was with hun, he felt alove . . .

Mypher cursed as he remembered the bitch. Sultry and seductrve,
she'd made lum pay dearly for wanting to be somethmg more than what
he was.

It was a nustake he'd never make agan.
"You okay?"

He bhnked at Sunone's soft voice that mtermupted lus thoughts.
"Never better."

"Dang." Jesse said, leanng closer to Sunone. "If that's lus 'never



better’ it makes you wonder what 'never worse' looks hke, huh?"

She glanced back over her shoulder. Xypher didn't know why, but
there was somethmg utterly charmunge about her expression and actions,

"Shh, Jesse, play nice. Femember, he can hurt you.”

"Yeah, and I want to know nght now whe I can complamn to about
that. It just doesn't seem night."

Xypher narrowed hus eyes on lum. "How did vou get to be a ghost,
anyway? You annoy one person too many and they cut vour throat?"

"Ha, ha.," he smd sarcastically. "No, it was a car wreck on a really
ramy night as I was talking myy gulfiiend home from work. The last thing
I heard was her tellng me to go left at the heht. So when the big bright
hght came, I went left and next thang I knew, I was trapped here on
earth.”

Xypher rolled lus eves. "That 1s the most pathetic thing I've ever
heard."

Tesse snorted. "Really? The most pathetic thing I've ever heard was
tlus half demon, half god who—"

"JTesse!" Sunone snapped. "Agan, I feel compelled to remund you that
he can lut vou and make it hurt. Bad."

That quelled the ghost a bat.

Mypher frowned as he watched the two of them. They were
extremely comfortable together . . . like fanuly. He'd never been that
close to anyone or anythme and it made hun wonder what had
happened to cause that bond between them. "How did vou end up with

I

Sumone?

Jesse laughed. "See, tlus 15 where you'd say somethmg hke, none of
yvour dammed busmess. But unlike yvou, I'm meer than that.”



Xypher narrowed lus eves.

An mstant later, Jesse tupped as if someone had shoved lum from
belund.

He caught lumselt and turned to clare at Xypher. "Hey, Vader, keep
yvour Jedh nund tricks to vourself. That hurt!”

"Yeah, and next tune it'll hurt a lot worse. Now, how did you end up

bemg the personal musance for Sumone?"

"It was the mght my mother and brother were lalled.” Smone smd,
her voice betrayme a subtle note of sadness. "I was m the hosptal,
waiting for my dad to arrve, when Jesse came to me and told me not to

1]

cry.

Xypher hated to aduout it, but it was a mce thing for Jesse to do.
"How did they die? Car wreck?"

She shook her head before she wrapped her arms around herself as af
to provide comfort or protection from the bad memory. "It was a
robbery gone bad. We were conung back from a school play and Tony
wanted one of those stupid candy mmg pops for a treat. My mother
pulled mn to a convemence store to humeor hun. Smee I was sleepy and
didn't feel good, I stayed m the car wlule they went m. When they didn't
come neht back, I hfted myself up m the backseat to see what was
taking so long. As soon as I dud, T saw two men gunmng them down by
the counter. I was so scared, all I could do was cover my ears and crawl
down behmd the front seat to lude. The police found me there a few
mimutes later when they came. They had to take the seats out to get to
me."

Mypher felt like slut. There was no other description. He saw the
tears m her eyves and it made him angry that someone would do that to
her.



When her gaze met lus, the agony m those hazel eyes tore through
hun like a dagger. "Tony was only seven years old. How could someone
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open fire on a baby with his mother?

Xypher looked away, unable to bear the pam and scrutny he saw m
her eves. "I don't know."

"You're part demon. Can't you grve me some msight mto such evi?"

"No. As cormupt as I've been, I've never hurt a cluld and I never
would."

Shiftme the bags to one hand, Xypher pulled her to a stop. He
wanted to comfort her, but he wasn't sure how., What did humans do
for comfort?

Touch?

He reached out to place lus hand on her cold, soft cheel. "I'm sorry
for vour loss, Smone." What surprnised hun most was that he actually
meant it. He really did care.

Smone saw the hesitancy m Xypher's eves. The uncertamnty. If she
didn't know better, she'd think he was afraid of touchmg her. She placed
her hand over lus and gave a light squeeze. "Thank yvou."

He mclned lus head before he dropped lus hand. "T didn't offend you
by touching vou, did I7"

"Nﬂ "

Jesse made an odd chokmg noise. "Yeah, but you're both offending
me with all this lovey-dovey crap. Get a room. No wait, don't. Separate
rooms. Both of yvou!"”

Stmone shook her head. "Tesse, stop.”
Jesse 1ignored her as he ran ahead. "Ol, look, we're home. Goody!"

Xypher stepped back as Sumone pulled a set of kevs out of her pants



pocket. She stopped m front of a green steel door that opened mto a
short, narrow alley before it led to a large courtyard.

She swung the door open and stood back. "Jesse, lead the way wlule
I lock up.”

Xypher followed the chost mto the mmaculate courtyard that held a
couple of stamless steel barbecue gnlls and a black fountam.

"My condo 1z straight back " She passed by them and went to a
brown door with the number 23 on it.

Xypher followed her mto a small lnmg room. The bulding was old,
but her furiuture was new. Decorated i tans and browns the apartiment
was neatly kept with nothing out of place.

She mdicated the baclk of the house. "There are two bedrooms.

Tesse? Will you sleep on the couch?”

He looked homified by the mere suggestion. "No way! You're not
orvmg lum my room, are yvou?”

"You don't really sleep . . ."
"Well, yveah, but what 1f T get bored m the middle of the mght?"
"You can haunt around the lkitchen and bving room."

He let out an agoravated squeak. "You make me do that and I'm
comg to stack furmture and reset vour alarm clock."”

"And I'll find an exorcist.”

Jesze narrowed lus gaze on her. "That would only work on a
demon.” He sent a pomted stare to Xypher.

"A psyehie, then. I'll go to Madame Selene's shop m the Square and
have her use a bamshme spell on you."”

"Oh, vou would.” Jesse accused. "Fie. Grump can sleep m my
room, but he better not drool on myv pillows. Or sleep naked. The last



thing I need 1s to go blind from it."
"I don't drool.”
Jesze appeared pleased by that. "Good. What about the naked part?"
"You're not my type. Jesse."
Tesse screamed before he took off runnme to the back of the house.

Sunone rolled her eves at Jesse's antics. He could be aggravatmg, but
honestly, she couldn't magine her hte wiathout lum.

She pulled her coat off and hung it up. then waited for Xypher to do
the same.

Once they were down to thew shuts and jeans. she mdicated the back
of her condo with a tit of her head. "Follow me and I'll show you the
P | 4 i roign - n i ! -
way." She led lum toward the back and through the kitchen to where
there were two bedrooms. "I'm on the nght. Your temporary room 1s

the one on the left."

There was a bathroom between them.

Xypher paused as he took m the small place she called home. It was
mice and comfortable. Not overly posh, but the perfect size for a woman
who Irved alone . . . with a ghost.

She took lum mto Jessze's room wluch was pamted blue. Xypher was
fme wath that, but there were posters of bands and movies from the
1980s plastered all over the walls. Last Bays. Joan Jett. Ferris Bueller's
Day Offf The Damned. Flash Dance. Wendy O. Wihams. The
Terminator. The Clash. Go-Go's. Bananarama. It was hke a strange
tune capsule.

Three wooden crates designed for vinyl albums were stacked aganst
the far wall and filled with LPs. On top was an old Pioneer stereo with a
turntable. The dresser was scattered with odds and ends, mcluding a
Fuhil's Cube. nmlbsided dice. and Atarn cartiidees. Tt loaled lilze a



teenager's bedroom from 1987,

Xypher took a mmute to let that seep mto Ius consciousness. Most
people who had a chost force itself mto thew hife wouldn't go to tlus
much etfort to make it teel at home. There was even an antiquated
Apple computer on the desk by the crates, and an Atarn hooked up to
the TV.

"You love Jesse." It was an obvious statement given the room they
were 1.

"I do." Her eyes shone with smecenty and truth. "He stayed and
looked out for me after my fanuly was cone. He was like a g
brother . . ." She tilted her head and snuled before she contmued. "Now
he's more hke a younger one. But there's nothme I wouldn't do for
humn."

How he wiched he had that kind of lovalty from someone. His
problem was there was nothing anyone would do for hum.

"You can put yvour clothes in here." She opened an empty drawer m
the bureau.

Xypher set the bags down on the floor. "You know, this nught not
worle."

oy

"How so?

"Your bedroom nught be too far from tlus one. We may not be able
to separate.”

She sucked her breath m sharply. "T'd already forgotten about that
stipulation. How will we know?"

Xypher stood back. "Start walling When you lut a spot where
you're gaspmg for breath, that should tell us our linutations."

"Oh, joy. I can't wait to be the guppy.”



"Glub, glub, hittle fishy. Start wallang."

Stmone wasn't sure about tlus as she headed for the door, slowly.
She walked through the doorway, mto the hall. After a few steps, she
was less afraud.

So far so good.

"Tlus doesn't seem . . ." Her voice broke off as she choked. All of a
sudden, she couldn't speak or move. Everything around her was getting
dark. Frightening.

Out of nowhere, Xypher was there. He scooped her up m lus arms
and carmed her to her bedroom and laid her on her bed. His face was
red as he, too, struggled to breathe.

It took her several muutes before she could breathe normally again.
Xypher stayed by her side, watchimng her with an expression that she
would have called worned if the very idea of lus concern for her wasn't
ludicrous.

"That was scary," she said quetly once she could speak agam. "How

did yvou make it to me when you couldn't breathe, either?”

"Baw deternunation.”

She placed her hand on Ius cheek where lus wluskers teased her
palm. How could a demon have moments of kmdness and compassion?
"Thank you."

He mchned lus head to her. "Now we know how httle space we
have."

It was true. They had mavybe fifteen to twenty feet before it killed
them. "What are we gomg to do?"

Xypher considered thew options . . . none of wluch were very good.
He cleared lus throat before he answered. "We're gomg to fd some



way to get yvou out of thus."
"What 1f we can't?"

Then she was gomng to die with him when he lilled Satara. And there
wouldn't be any way to avoid it.



SIX

Sunone jumped as the phone m her pocket rang, brealkung the awlkward
silence between them. Pullmg it out of her pocket, she answered 1t to
tind Juhan on the other end.

"Sorry to bother you, Sunone. But smce my wite 15 back, we were
wondermg if you'd hke us to retum your car to you?”

"That would be fabulous. Are you sure it wouldn't be too much
trouble?"

"Not at all. Just garve me the address and we'll head over with at."
"Oh, wait, you don't have my car keys."
He gave a low laugh. "Trust me, it won't be a problem.”

How could she forget she was tallang to a denugod? "In that case,
thank you very much.”

Relieved to be getting her stuff back, Simone gave her address to
hun, then hung up. Fmally somethmg was gomg night. It was about ten
hours too late, but mavbe better late than never.

She pushed herself up from the bed. "I cuess we need to brng the
mattress from Jesse's bed and lay it on the floor for you."”

Mypher stepped back to give her room to move around him. "Why
would yvou do that?"

"So that you'll have a comfy place to sleep tomght."

His scowl deepened. "I don't need a mattress."”



Was he serious? There was no way she was gomg to let a strange
man sleep in her bed, especially not one who looked as good as him.
[}
She didn't trust either one of them to keep thew hands to themselves.
"You can't sleep on the floor. It's cold.”

He arched a brow at her mdignant tone. "I've been sleepmng on
ice-cold dut for seven hundred years. At least vour floors are clean and
thev don't have anything scurrving over them that'll bite me wlule I
sleep.”

Her heart ached at what he described. By lus expression, she could
tell he wasn't kadding or exaggeratme. "What did you do that made them
condemn you?"

He looked away.

Smone approached lum slowly so that she could look up at hum and
touch lus arm. She half expected lum to curse and shove her away.

He didn't.

Xypher couldn't breathe as he stared mto those curnous hazel eyes
that seared lus soul. That touch, combmed with those eves, weakened
hum.

All he wanted to do was pull her mto lus arms and feel her soft
comfort.

If only it were that suaple. But it wasn't. His aches couldn't be
relieved so easily. Too many centuries of abuse had left lum hollow.

He let out a deep breath before he answered her question. "T let
someone use me."

"Use you how?"

How could he explam Satara to someone who had no concept of a
creature so devious and cold? There were tunes when not even he



understood the nature of then complicated relationslup. "She addicted
me to her emotions and vsed that addiction to control me. I thought I
loved her and I would have done anythmg to make her happy."

Sunone cocked her head. "Anything, huh? Se what did she ask you
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to do?

He hesitated to tell her everytlung. There was no need mn her knowing
just what a monster he'd been. "I drove her enenues mad for her. Made
them turn on each other and on thewr own fanm-lhes. They killed other
people violently and then they killed themselves."

He winced at the memonies that stll haunted hum. Men he'd goaded
mto fights for no other reason than to malke Satara happy. "Believe me,
I earned my dammation. I've never shiked from it. It's why I know that
there's no way Hades will free me when tlus 15 over. The Fates won't
allow 1t. But I shouldn't have to suffer alone m Tartarus. I may have
done the deeds, but Satara comnussioned them."

Suone tried to understand lum and what he'd done. Why it had
caused lum to be condemmed. But no matter how hard she tiied, she
couldn't reconcile lum with someone worthy of being pumshed so
severely. "You smd demons were tools for others. Why were you held
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accountable for bemg true to your nature?

"Tm not just a demon, Sumone. I'm a god. What I did was
unforgrvable. I don't ask for any lund of salvation or for understanding.”

No, he only asked for vengeance.
"What made you so unforerrme?"

The mtensity of that stare snged her. It was empty and cold and at
the same tune it touched somethng mside her. "Be gratetul that you
have the luxury of asking me that question. Pray to whatever god you
worshap that vou'll always be ignorant.”



He pulled away from her and wallked to her window.

Jesse dnifted back mto the room, making her wonder where he'd been
for the last few nunutes. Then agam, Jesse dudn't really like visitors m
the house so maybe he'd taken a walk outside.

"Do you have any salt?" Xypher asked suddenly.

"Salt?" What a strange segue from thew previous subject mto an
oftbeat topic. What dud salt have to do with anything?

He tested the lock on her wimdow before he answered. "We need to
spread it around the windows and doors, or anythmg else that leads
outside.”

"Why?"

"Salt 15 a pure substance. Incorruptible. No full-blooded demon can
cross it."

Stunone liked the sound of that, but she had one question. "You can,
right?"

He nodded as he tuimed away from the wmdow. "But Kmaphas
can't.”

"Salt commg up!" Jesse ran for the kitchen.

Suone wasn't far behmd humn.

Xypher pulled up the rear ag she got out her tub of salt. "It needs to
be a lugh concentration.”

"By all means, use whatever it talkes." She handed the salt to humn.
In no tune, they had her condo prepped.

"God bless Morten's," she smd, closmg the spigot on top and
retirnmg the round contamer to her cabmet. "Who lknew that could
come m handy for anythmg other than cookng?"



A knock sounded on her door.

Stmone's eyves widened as a stab of fear pierced her. "What are the
odds that could be Kaiaphas?"

"Very shm. He doesn't knock.”

"Oh." Feelng a httle ndiculous over her question, she went to the
door, only to have Xypher stop her by placing a hand on the door so
that she couldn't open it.

"Careful of the salt when yvou open the door. If you wipe it away, 1t
won't do us any good."”

Good warnmg. "Thanks." She opened the door carefully to find
Julian there.

"Hi," he said, snulmg. "T left vour car out front. I just wanted you to
know."

She returned lus snule. "Thank yvou so much for thus . . . and for
evervthing else. I really appreciate 1t."

"No problem." He looked past her to where Xypher stood. "Glad to
see vou up and about. We had a moment of fright when you went
down. Nothing hke a demon battle nght after dusk to make you feel
alive, nght?"

"It vou say so." Xypher held lus hand out to Julan. "I appreciate
yvour help.”

Julhan shook lus hand. "Anytune . . . especially when the kids aren't
around. Good mght."

"Good mght." Smone shut the door, then turned to face Xypher. She
was amazed by what he'd done. It was so out of character for Ins
demon self that she wanted to pmch hun to be sure he hadn't been
body-snatched. However, she wasn't feeling smeidal. "Did you actually
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thank lnm just now?
"Yes. I know you find it hard to believe, but I am capable of it."
"Really?"
He looked baffled by her conument. "Why do you tease me?"
She shrugged. "You're rather teasable.”

"Like a cobra," Jesse said smudely as he pretended to pet an unisible
snake. "Here., reppie, reppie. Here, reppie, reppie. Ow!" He pulled lus
hand to lus body and waved it. "He bit me!" Then he started frothmg at
the mouth and twitclhung before he fell on the ground. "He killed me."

Sunone stepped over lus spasmmg form. "You're so odd, Jesse."

He hfted lus head to stare after her. "I'm not the one teasmg the
cobra, dude. That'd be vou. Mr. Spicoh ordenng pizza m Mr. Hand's
class. Stop the madness, sister. Stop!"

Mypher took a step toward lum and Jesse quuckly pushed hunself to
lus feet.

"T'm gomg to hsten to Duran Duran albums. Later.” Jesse vamshed.

Sunone rubbed her eyebrows m a slow cicle before she moved her
massage to her temples, trying to dispel some of the ache that had
started mn her head. She walked back to her bedroom to deposit her
purse and keys on her dresser. "What a day tlus has been. Chased by a
demon, threatened by lycanthropes, near-death experiences galore,
mutilated bodies . . . I get @mddy just thmking about what tomorrow
might bring."

Xypher cast a sullen glare toward Jesse's room. "If we're lucky, a
medinmn who'll help Jesse tnd that heht and walk mto it."

Suone gaped at lus dry comment. "Oh, my God, was that a joke?"
Laugluing, she approached kum. "Dhd yox  actually make an



honest-to-goodness joke?"

Xypher was completely enchanted by the sound of her melodic
laughter as she stepped m front of hun. Her eves glowed with warmth
and humeor. She was so vibrant and alrve that he wanted to reach out
and touch her.

No. He wanted to kiss her . . .

That knowledge tore through hum. He was a Phobotory Skotos. They
thrrved on causmg fear m others. But standing here, 1‘1_11t Now, luolunc
at her, he wanted to strip her clothes off and taste every inch of her
body until she came m lus arms, screanung out lus name.

He burned with a need so ticht and fierce, 1t actually scared lum. His
body hardened to steel, begzing lum to pull her close and taste those
temptmg hps that teased, but never mocked lum.

Smone was smged by the heat of Xypher's gaze. It was electunfyme.
Piercing. He was so fer al and complex. So fl‘l_lll'ﬂl]]ll‘? and at the same
time she wanted to touch him. It was a compulsion ke watcluing a
caged wild anmmal vou knew could shred you with its claws. Even so, it
held so much beauty that all vou could dream of was smlung your hand
m its soft fur and feelng it purr agamst you.

But that wasn't the man m front of her. She wasn't sure if any
woman could tame lum long enough to pet that beautiful body. He
cidn't seem like he'd lower lus defenses long enough to allow a woman
to be mtunate with lum.

Smone could count on one hand the number of men she'd been
with . . . and all of them she'd known a long tune before datmg them.
Even longer before she'd welcomed them mto her bed.

Never once had she met a man who tempted her hke tlus. She
actually wanted to pull lum to her and strip hun naked betore tastng
everv encetilent weh of h



What was wrong with her?
He was obnoxious and rude. Ternfymg and threatemng.
And the sexiest thang on two legs.

His eves darkened as he dipped lus head toward hers. Fun, Simone,

She couldn't. Instead, she opened her mouth to recerve one of the
hottest kisses she'd ever tasted. At fust he didn't touch her. Just lus lips
shding agamst hers, tasting and teasmg.

A feral growl escaped hum before he cupped her face m Ins hands and
deepened the liss to an ecstatic level

Xypher breathed the scent of her m, letting it wash over hun. As theiwr
tongues swuled, he tasted her humanty, her spuit. Most of all, he tasted
her passion. It set fire to lus own, makmg lum ache m places he didn't
even know a man could ache. But the needful pam that surpnised hum
most was the one m Ins condenmed soul.

For the fust tune mn centuries, he dudn't feel lilke a demon.
He felt like a man.
This is how Satara got to you . . .

That thought washed over lum like an ice bath. Gaspmg at the truth,
he pulled away. Anger coilled through lum that he would be so stupd
agam. And for what? A gentle touch? A fleeting moment of pleasure?

Hdiat!

One moment of bliss wasn't worth an etermty m hell. And neither
was Sunone.

She wag a human. No good could ever come of bemng with her. He
belonged to the mumortal world and she hved i tlus one with its 1ules
and crvihty.



There was no way she'd ever understand who and what he was.

Smone couldn't breathe as she watched a multitude of emotions
sweepmg over Xypher's face. Confusion, remorse, torment, but the one
that stung her was the bitter anger.

"What's wrong?"

"Stay away from me." Hig voice was a savage growl that
reverberated through the room.

"You lassed me, not the other way around."”

He laughed mockmely. "I never said I wasn't stupid. Obviously. If T'd
had a bram, I wouldn't have fallen for the hes that got me dammed.” He
turned and started to leave.

e cursed as he reached the doorway. "I can't even get away from
H 1 as 1 hed the d v. "T can't et v fi
yvou." Leanmeg lus head back, he glared at the ceiling. "I hate you,
Hades, yvou bastard.” A muscle worked funously m lus jaw as he tumed
back toward her. "I'd rather they just beat me than to be stuck here hke
thus."

Well, if that didn't sting her all the way to her core. How dare he! "I
didn't realize I was such a nmsance to you."

"You're m my way, aren't you?"

She balled her hands mto fists then raized them at hum and flung her
fmgers out ag if to hex lum. "T wish yvou'd been the one who was mute.
No, I take 1t back. I'm glad you're not mute. Because every tune I start
to think yvou're an okay guy or that I like you, vou open that mouth of
yvours and remund me that vou're not. So thank you. Now get out!" She
pushed lum through the door.

Xypher opened lus mouth to speak, but before he could, she
slammed the door shut m lus face and locked it. Then she shoved her
dreszer over the opemme. st to malze sure he couldn't onen the door,



Satishied, she leaned agamst the dresser and folded her arms.

A heght knock sounded on the door. "Sumone?"

"Go. Away." She added a silent "jerk” to the end of that sentence.
"I can't. We'd die 1t T dad."

"Then vou can just stand there m the hallway untid T calm down." Tt
was mnmature, but even so it made her feel better. He deserved it.

Youi're so childish.

Perhaps, but sometunes mmatunty was called for. Tlus was one of
those tunes.

Xypher raked a hand through lus haw ag he fought the urge to use lus
powers to dismtegrate that door. He could feel her sense of satisfaction
and it set off Ius we even more.

Unable to let her have the last word, he mamfested 1ght m front of
her.

She glared furnously. "No, you didn't!"
"You can't keep me out.”

"You are such a dickhead.” She put her hands up to force hun back,
but the mstant she touched lum, sometlung mside hun shattered.

He pulled her agamst hum and kissed her with every confused
emotion he felt warnng within lnm. Dizzy trom it, he pmned her to the
bureau she'd used to keep hum out. Closmg lus eves, he felt every mch
of her body pressed agamnst lum. Her breasts were so soft agamst lus
chest. Her breath sweet and welconung as her lupbone rubbed agamst
the part of lum that was swollen stff and begomg for the softest part of
her body.



Smone couldn't think straght with hun kissme her like tlus. His
hands felt so good roanung her body as then tongues danced. She hadn't
been held m so long . . . She'd almost forgotten the feel of strong arms
around her. The scent of a man as lus wlnskers brushed her sk

It was heaven.

And all she wanted to do was chmb on top of lum and nde hum until
they were both beggng for mercy.

"Push me away, Sunone." he said m her ear, lus voice ragged.
"Is that what yvou want?"

"No." he growled. "I desperately want mside vou. I want your scent
on my slkan ag I taste every part of vour body vntd I'm drunk from it."

She sluvered. Raght now, it was all she wanted, too. But they were
strangers and he was a condenmed demon.

Dewmon, Simone . . . demon.

Puttng her hands on lus shoulders, she pulled back. "I don't
understand you."

Mypher bit back a caustic retort. In truth, he dudn't understand
hunself, either. Any more than he understood why he wanted to be with
her as badly as he did.

"Would you die for me? " Satara's voice taunted hun trom the past.

And so he had. He'd grven Ius hife for hers and she'd laughed wilnle he

ched.
He hadn't been attracted to a woman since that day.
Until now.

He cupped Simone's face m lus hand and tilted her clin untd thew
eves met. "If you loved someone, would you make them die for you?"



pIr

Confusion darkened her gaze. "What

"Answer the question. Yes or no. Would you make someone you
love die for yvou?"

"My entire fanuly 15 cone—both the one I was born mto and the one
that adopted me. I live m fear of losme anyone else I'm close to. Hell
no, Xypher. I would xmever ask someone I loved to die for me."

The joy those words brought hum was unbelievable. "Would vou die
for someone you loved?"

"Of course. Wouldn't you?"

Xypher stepped back as he remembered the day they'd dragged lum
down and killed him. Would he do it agamn?

He scofted at the idea. "People aren't worth your hte. It's a precious
aft, and mstead of chenshing it, they mock you for the sacrifice. Stop
bemg naive."

Smmone flinched as she reahzed what he was saying. Someone he'd
loved had betrayed lum. No wonder he wanted revenge. "Not evervone
squanders love, Xypher. My father didn't mock my mother when she
died. He grieved more than anyone I've ever seen. So much go that he
lalled lumself five months later.”

She glanced to the photo on her desk of her with her mother, father,
and brother. It'd been taken a month before thew deaths. The happness
on thew faces haunted her at tunes, and comforted her at others.

Tomght it comforted her.

"My tather used to say that hfe 15 what vou make it. Today 15 the
tust day of the rest of your lhife. You can't change the past, but the
future 1sn't set m stone. You can effect a change there. Move forward
not with hatred or love. Move forward with pupose.”



He turned on her so fast that it made her gasp. "What did you say?"
She tried to remember. "That today 1s=—"

"Not that. The last part.”

It toolk her a second to remember. "Move forward?"

"Yes. Where did you hear that?"

"It was somethmg my father always said. Does it mean sometlung to

oy

you'

He looked down at the wntmg on lus arm. "It's an old saying among
Sumerian demons. It's almost like a battle cry we use. I've never known
a human to vse it before.”

She touched the mtricate scroll she couldn't read. "Is that what's

I

written here?
"In pant.”
"And the rest?"”

He pulled Ins arm away from her. "It's a remuder to me of what I've
been through. A remmder to not fail untd I've tasted blood.”

"Nypher—"

"Sunone!" Jesse's voice echoed m the room before he came runmmg
through the wall. "You've got to see tlus!" He snatched the cord for the

blinds to hft them up.

Smone stombled back mto Xypher as clulling red eves stared at her.



SEVEN

Xypher mstmetrely stepped between Sunone and the wmdow where
Eaaphas floated, glaring Ins hatred at them. Long black haw twisted
around a repulsive face covered with boiling sk

Screanung out, Kaiaphas tiied to blast through the window, but the
salt deflected the blast back toward hun. He dodged it, then cursed.

He curled lus lip at Xypher. "You don't really think somethme so
sunphstic will save yvou from me, do you?"

Xypher gave a low, evil laugh. "Am I blind or did 1t just kuck your
asg? Must suck to have sometlung hke salt asgault yvou. Guess that's
what happens when you're part slug.”

Kmaphas raised lus hands as if he mntended to blast the window agam,
but caught humself. "You can't stay mside there forever."

"True, but I can stay here long enough to rum your best day."”

Emaphas lussed at lum. His gaze shd past Xypher to Sunone, down
to where Xypher had lus hand protectively on her waist. "Fascmating . .
. yvou've now progressed from frightenme to protecting humans. If you
really want to keep her safe, come outside and I'll take your hife and let
her Live."

"That would work if we weren't wearmg the bracelets Satara sent
over. I die, she dies. Separate us and I nught consider your offer.”

Kmaphas tsked. "Don't yvou trust me?"
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That smele word took him baclk to lus cluldhood. Barely more than a
toddler, Xypher had been so hungry he would have done anything for
food. The wmter had been harsh, wipmg out all the crops. Xypher had
found a bit of bread cooling on a bwlding ledge, but he hadn't been tall
enough to reach it. He'd tried for an hour to find sometlhing to either
stand on or knock down the loaf. But it contmued to be out of lus reach.

Frustrated, he'd cried and gone home, starvmg.

Emaphas had come to lum. "What's wrong, brat?"

He'd foolishly told hun about the bread.

"Tell me where it 13 and I'll share it with you."

"Tt's my bread!"”

Emaphas had tsked at lnm. "Your bread will be eaten by a Inunan.

Isn't it better to have half a loaf than none at all? Trust me, brat. T'll
share."”

Xypher had agreed. After disclosmg the location, he'd watched as
Eaaphas took the fresh bread and ate it wlule he crnied. The worst part
was, unlike hun, the bastard didn't lve on food. Kaiaphas needed blood.
He'd eaten 1t just for meanness and notlung more. When Xypher had
gone to lus mother to complain, she'd backhanded lum hard enough to
bust Ius lip.

"It you're not demon enough to get it on your own, yvou don't deserve
it." That had always been lus mother. She'd nursed lum on venom and
hatred.

Trust was for a fool.

And he would never trust Kaiaphas agam. "Not a bit. Grve me the
kev, and once she's free, we'll fight.”



"T don't have 1t."

Xypher gave hun credit for not lymmg about it. "As T thought. No
mtention of carrymg out our bargam. You never change, brother."”

Emaphas charged the window. His face illhunmated the entire pane.
"T'm gomg to enjoy kallmg yvou."

Mypher walked slowly toward the wmdow and grabbed the cord.
"Give Mom my worst." He dropped the blinds.

Smone didn't know what stunned her most. The fact that she had
one serously ugly demon floatng outside her window or that said ugly
demon was the brother of the hot piece of cheese i front of her. "He's
not really vour brother, 15 he?"

i

"Can't you see the resemblance?

"Smce your skin doesn't boil and yvour eyes aren't normally bloodred,

It
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"Netther are lus. It's all affectation designed to scare hwmans. He's
such a fuclung roolkie."”

"You could do better?"

Before she could blink, he spun up toward her ceilling and
transtformed from a man mto a black seepmg shadow that filled half her
room. Fangs shot out of lus mouth as Ins eves turned a sickly
fluorescent yellow. Fire rippled over every mch of hum.

Smone shunbled back.

"Yeah," he smd, lus voice demonic and termfymg. "I can do a lot
better."

In a flash he was human agam. "My father 15 Phobetor. The Greek
cod of mghtmares. Kaaphas's father was some flesh-eating demon that
Ares used to set loose on lus enenmes for sluts and aigeles. My brother



has no flaw. No panache. Complete rookie poser who thmnks a deep
demon voice and some scary red eyes will make everyone wet thew
pants m fear.”

His rant was oddly amwusing. "Yeah, okay . . . that's some sibling
rvalry you two have."

Xypher scoffed. "He doesn't rival me. Ever." A muscle worked m lus
jaw. He tapped lug thumb agamst lus thugh as if he were contemplating
something and not finding a satisfactory answer. "Satara knows he's not

powertul enough to lall me. Why would she sunmumon hun after me,

then?"

That seemed obvious to her. "To lall me smce I'm the weaker of the
two of us."

"No, there has to be more than that, and why only send one demon?
She could summon more. Why hasn't she? Sometlung's not nght." He
returned to the window and snatched open the blind.

Kmaphas was gone.

"I need my full powers," Xypher snarled. He dropped the blind agam.
"It you need an oracle—"

"No. I need sometlung a lot more powertul than Juhan.”

That was an extremely fiightening thought for her. "Grven what I've
seen today, I don't thunk T like the way that sounds."

"You're gomg to like it even less come tomorrow."”
""1;:”]'11‘1?-\.:'"

"Because tomorrow we'te gomg to sunmmon somethme so evil, it
makes the earth itself weep."



Eaaphas stood across the street, watchmg the window where he knew
lus brother was.

Waiting.

A gallu couldn't breach the salt restriction and a Dammon couldn't
enter the apartment without an mvitation. Danm the gods for thewr stupd
rules. But for that, he'd already be mside, tearme them apart and
appeasing Satara.

He cursed at the thought of havmg to face that batch wath faldure. Of

all lus masters, she was the nastiest and that was truly saying somethmg
orven the lowhtes he'd served i lus hfetune.

Just once, couldn't the person summomng a demon be mce? Was that
really too much to ask?

His thoughts turned back to lus brother. "What are vou planning,
S IE

Xypher?

That bastard was smarter than he'd @iven hum credit for. Not to
mention Ins skills had mproved. But for Hades having weakened
Xypher, he wasn't sure he'd have wounded hun earlier . . .

Emaphas cursed as the slave band on lus upper arm heated to a
pamful level It was Satara summeonig hum.

If he had to hsten to her mewlng, pathetic . . .

He shot a blast at a car on the street and shattered the glass mn it. An
alarm began squalling so he shot it acam. Tt faded mto a broken gurgling
1015€.

If only it were Satara's head.

But that wasn't meant to be so long as she held lus soul. A soul he'd



traded for . . .

He didn't want to think about that. He'd made the deal and he would
be bound to it throughout eternity.

Or would he?

A slow snule curled lus hips as he considered an alternatrve. It was
msidious, but it nught work and it would solve both of lus problems.

He cursed as the band blistered Ins skin. The cowardly bitch could
wait until he was ready to face her. Shakmg it off, he transformed
hunself mto a human and headed down the street in search of a victun.

As he rounded a corner, he spotted a woman out wallking her dog.
Perfect. Just what he needed . . .

The small brown canme started barkang as soon as it caught a wlaft
of lus mhuman essence.

Emaphas knelt down on the sidewalk. "Here, pooclue, pooclue.”
The dog contmued to snarl and bark.

He laughed before he blasted the amumal mto a ball of flames. The
woman screamed and took off runnme.

She didn't get far.

Emaphas ran at her and swept her up mto the aw. His large, black
wings fanned out as they soared above the homes. The human fought
and cried, begomg for lus mercy.

As if he had any.

Holding her tight, he slkunmed the landscape below until he found
what he needed. A large, old oak tree. Completely 1solated, it looked
black m the meht, shrouded by nust and stretclune out toward the sky.
In centuries past, mankmd knew to take care of theiwr trees and to guard
them well from creatures hike him.



How he loved the 1ignorance of the current generation.

An oak was a portal that could be used to sunumon the blackest of
spuits. Kaaphas snuled as he recalled the Enchshiman mn Alton Towers
who once chamed the branches of Ius tree m an effort to thwart the evil
it could conjure.

But evil would never be demed.

"Help me!" the human woman screamed.

"Oh, shut up.," he snapped at the sunpering hwman. For the
cowardice alone she deserved to die.

"Please, let me go."

"Oh, T will, lovely. T'll let vou go n just a moment.” He dove for the
tree.

As he swooped m, he took a moment to survey the area. There was
nothig around lum. No witnesses.

Good.

He landed a few feet away. Holdmg lus sacrifice under one arm, he
stallked toward the tree. The light of the full moon wluspered through
the bare branches. It was cold enough that he could see lus breath m the
arr around lum. He mhaled the crisp weight of it.

The woman strugeled agamst him as he rmsed one arm to sever a
single imb from the tree. He could hear the oak screanmung as he cut
through the wood. Loud. Strong.

Thank the gods it was healthy.
The himb landed at lus feet.
"P-p-please.”

"Shut up." He slung the woman agamst the tree so hard, she died on

T



A human sacrifice wasn't necessary for what he mtended but human
blood was, and smce he doubted the woman would have let lum cut her
without more wlumperng and pleading, tlus suthced. Usmg the claw
from Ins nght hand, he opened the human's throat and let her blood
flow mto the tree and soak the roots.

Then he opened up Ius own wrist as he chanted the ancient demomec
words that would awaken the Primus Potis—the fust power.

Before there was heht m the woild, there was datkness. Chaos.

And that power slept. Now 1t was tune for it to reawaken and help
him.

"I summon you forth with voice and blood., With the weight of the
moak and the strength of the sacred wood. Oh darlmess, come to me.
So say the dark ok mate it be ., ."

As he chanted, the wind picked up speed. It wluspered around lum as
ancient forces gathered to awalen the one he called.

Al-Baraka . . .

The tree began to shake as a black mmst from the earth rose to
encircle it. Kaaphas looked up to see a pawr of clowing eves—one
vibrant earth green and the other dark earth brown—matenalize mn the
center of the nust. The aw swuled faster, rsmg up hke a geyser that
began to form the shape of a tall, lean man standing on a large limb.

Black hair rose up, tanghng m the wind before it settled over broad
shoulders. It was followed by a rippling wlute that formed a shart, then

black pants and a brown, stitched leather jaclket. The last to form was a
face that was as handsome as 1t was brutal.

A thin gold band encircled the man's throat and there at the base of
lus neck rested a stone as green as lus mhuman rght eye.

Az omckly as t'd come. the wmd =topped. The nust evaporated.



Now the man and the tree stood out cnisp and clear agamst the backdrop
of mght.

Those fierce duo-colored eves seemed to penetrate Kaiaphas.
Suddenly, somethmg hard wrapped itself around lus neck and squeezed
it closed.

Choking, Kaaphas fell to Ius knees.

"There now." The voice was deep and evil as Jaden jumped to the
oround. He landed on Ins feet m front of Kaiaphas before he kicked hun
onto lus baclk.

Unable to speak for the pressure still wrapped around lus throat,
Emaphas stared up mto the very face of evil Not human, not demon,
not a god, Jaden was born of the first power.

Al-Baraka. He was the go-between for the lugher powers and
demonkand.

Taden cocked Ilus head as he studied the demon lymg before hum.
"Kmaphas . . ." He let the name roll off lus tongue. In one heartbeat, he
knew everytlhung about the demon. His past and lus questionable future.
"Why have vou awakened me?"

"I need vour help."

Taden laughed at the desperate plea. "Aye, you do. Tell me what
yvou'll grve for my services.”

"Three unbaptized virgns."

He scowled at the demon What was tlus? The Middle Ages?
"Three?"
oy If

"Iz it not enough?
It depended on the virgms . . .

And thew skills. In tlus day and age, virgms could be more talented



than the sluts of the past.

"Perhaps." Jaden lussed as he felt Ius arm bumn m response to the
sunmons that constricted Kawaphas's band. "You dare call me wlule

your nustress sumumons you?"

—J—"

Jaden blasted ham. "Go, yvou maggot. In one moon nsing you'll have
my answer."

The demon vanshed mstantly.

Taden stood there m the cold stllness under the shelter of the oal,
cetting Ins bearmmes on thus tune and place. He hfted lus head to smell the
blood that tamted the awr around hum.

Turnmg, he saw the body of a woman m her late twenties. Her
hfeless eves stared mn horror.

He went to her and knoelt before her. "Sleep mn peace, httle one," he
wluspered, closing her eyes.

It was a most unmecessary death. Strike one agamst the demon.

Taden paused as he caught somethung else m the wind. The tree was
wlusperng to hum, teling hun what he needed to know. Kaaphas wasn't
the only one thmking of humn.

There was another . . .

Xypher lay on the cold pmne floor as he hstened to Sunone breatlung.
She'd fallen asleep about an hour age wlule Jesse was m lus room,
playmge records way too loud. He didn't know how Simone could sleep
through the same Altered Images song playmg over and over agam, but
unlike lnm, she seemed mumme.



Of course, he'd gotten used to not sleepme. In Tartarus, part of lus
puushment was someone beatmg lum every tune he closed lus eves to
rest.

"Wypher .. ."

He tensed at the wluspered call. The voice was a deep baritone laced
with a demon's sharp accent.

It was a voice he hadn't heard 1 centunes.

"Taden?"

The demon lord appeared before the closed door m a crouched
position.

"Salt?" Jaden laughed. He stood up, walked to the window and licked
lus tmeer. His snule was cold as he lifted the diit to lus mouth and
sampled the salt they'd put there. "I know yvou weren't trymg to keep me
out with tlus."

"T know better. How 1s that yvou're here?"

Jaden didn't answer as he walked to the bed where Sunone contined
to sleep. oblnious to the fact that one of the most powerful entiies
existence was close enough to touch her. "She's pretty enough. Is she
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yvour offering?
He had to bite back lus fury. To snap at Jaden mvited mstant death.
"ND r
"That was a quck demal. Why do yvou seek me, demonspawn?"

Asaf he dido't already know. But that was one thmg about Taden, he
always wanted yvou to speak vour needs. "I was going to sununon you
tomorrow."

"In the dayhght when I'm weak." He tsked. "What bargam do you
wish tlus tune?"



"I need my powers returned and I want the human protected.”

Taden arched a brow. He twmed back toward Simone and brushed
her face with lus hand. "Human . . "

Tealousy flared mside Xypher so that it was all he could do not to
shove Jaden away from her. But that would be a fatal nustale,
especially smee he needed Jaden's cooperation.

"A Damnon bound us together and I can't do what I need to so long
as we're jomed. I need yvour help. I have to have my treedom and my
powers unencumbered.”

Jaden tuimed toward lum. "My help comes at a premmuum price. You
know that. You've already pad me once.”

Xypher wanted to curse at the renunder.
"Was it worth t?" Jaden asked.

"T'm sure you know the answer."

"T warned you."

Indeed, he had. That was what stuck hardest m Xypher's craw.
Jaden had told hun at the tune that such bargams seldom worked out.

If only he'd hstened.

Taden drew near hun. "You know the law, Xypher. You have to
barter something for my services.”

"T have nothmg to barter with."
"Then you're wastmg my tune." Jaden faded.
"Wat!" Xypher snapped. "Tell me what vou'll accept.”

Taden sohdified once more. Hiz gaze went to the bed where Sunone
was.

Xypher's blood ran cold. "Not her."



"How badly do yvou want your revenge?"

"More than anything. "

Jaden's gaze was harsh and unforgrving. "There 15 an old woman mn
this city. Her name 15 Liza. She owns a doll shop on Roval Street.
About her neck, she wears a green amulet. Bring it to me and I'll free
you from those bracelets."

I

"What of my powers?
"They'll be fully restored as soon as I have the amulet.”

Kypher couldn't beheve he'd take so httle for Ius service. "Is that all?"
"Trust me, it's enough.”

Rehef coursed through hum Untl Xypher remembered something
else. "One more thing."

Taden's eves sparked as lus fangs flashed m the darkness. "You ask
much, demonspawn." But as quckly as it came, lus temper fled. "But
I'm feelng generous . . "

"There's a spuit I need to find. Her hfe was ended by a gallu and her
soul partially taken. Do you know where I can find her soul and body?"

"Of course."”

i

"Will vou tell me where?

Tprr

"The price’

Mypher moved to the dresser where Sunone had a pewter
medieval-style goblet. He mamfested a knife m Ius hand before he cut
lus arm and let it bleed mto the cup. "You need to feed. I'll orve vou my
blood." Smce he was a demon and a denmgod, Xypher's blood was a lot
stronger than anytlung JTaden could find on the street.

Jaden hicked lus hps as Ius eyves darkened to black. Xypher had been
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"Deal." Taden's voice was husky from need.
Xypher handed lum the cup.

Jaden took it and downed the contents wath one gulp. A tmy bit of
blood ran from the corner of lus mouth. He wiped it wath the tip of one
tmger before he hcked it clean. "The blood of the danmed. There's
nothme sweeter."

"What of Gloria?"

He snapped Ius fmgers, and her ghost mstantly appeared by lus side.
She frowned mn confusion. "Where am I?"

Jaden caressed her cheek. "Safe, my sweet. Very safe.”

"And her body?" Xypher asked. "It needs to be free from gallu
control."

"T'll take care of it and leave it m the vard for yvou. Unless you want
the stink of it m the house . . ."

"No, and don't leave it m the vard to scare the mnocent neichbors.
Can you put 1t back m the alley where she died?"

Jaden held the cup out to lum. "That'll cost you a bit more.”

Xypher ground lus teeth before he comphed.

Stuhng, JTaden mhaled the scent of lus blood before he agamn drank it.

"Ew!" Glona said, winkling her face up. "That's disgusting.”

Jaden gave her a cold snmle. "So are sausage and escargot, but you
ate vour share of that, did you net, human?"

She didn't respond.

Jaden set the empty cup on Sunone's mghtstand. He ran Ius fmger
around the rim, gatherme the leftover blood. He licked it from the pad
of lus finger before he spoke. "I'll be back tomorrow mght. Have iy



amulet for me." He glanced toward Sunone. "Otherwise you're gomg to
be very sorry . . . and the woman even more so0."



EIGHT

Sunone wolee up with an awful headache. She pulled the pillow off her
head to find bright sunheht streanung m through her bedroom window.
When had the bhnds been opened?

"What tune 15 1t?" she wluspered, rollmg over to stare at her alarm
clock. Seven twenty-five.

Why did it feel so much later?

Yawnme, she paused as she caught sight of Xypher sleepme on the
floor—he'd completely refused to sleep on Jesse's mattress, sayvmg he
was too used to hardness to want the comfort of it. Not to mention he'd
pomted out that smce lus arrval m New Orleans, he'd been sleepmng
sithme up m alleyways with lus back agamst the wall. Her floor was a
step up for lnm. At least here he could stretch out.

The blanket she'd gven lum last meht was still lying folded beneath
the pdlow. He hadn't touched them. Instead, he was lying on lus side
with one hand stretched out over lus head and the other culed just
under lus chin

A day's growth of beard dusted lus cheeks. There was somethmg so
manly and yet boyish about lum lymg there hke that . . . But as she
stared at lus hps and remembered the hot kiss he'd grven her last mght, it
chased away any thought of hun bemg boyish.

"Sunone!"

She jumped as Jesse came runmng mto the room. A shee of fear
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went through her. Had the demon found a way m? "What's wrong’

He stopped beside the bed and stomped lus foot. "Would you tell
Glona to stop wlumng about my music? I hike Culture Club and Prmce."

pIF

Sunone frowned m confusion. "Gloria?
"Yeah. She came back last mght."
"How?"

He shiugged. "She said Xypher brought her baclk.”

"How?" she repeated.

"T don't know, but could you have a talk with her? There's a reason
I'm an only ghost m thas house. T don't like sharmng."”

"Okay, tell her to come here."”

"Glona!" he shouted so loudly that Xypher jerked awake on the
floor.

Gloria mamfested m front of Sunone. "If T hear Tarma Chameleon'
one more tune, I swear I'm going to find Boy George and make lum eat
Tesse's record. What does 1ed cn:rld and green have to do with anything
anyway "

Tesse was offended. "It's a brlhant song! C'mon . . . 'Every day 1s
hke survival You're my lover, not my 1val.'" What could be more
meamngeful than that?"

Xypher groaned as he hfted lus head up from the floor to glare at the
chosts. "Someone please tell me that we're not gerously having a frigon'
debate over the genms of "Karma Chameleon' at seven o'clock mn the
mornme?"

Smone laughed. "Afraid so, sweetie.”
Xypher glared hostidely at the ghosts.
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"T was m hell, Jesse. What do vyou tlhink they used to torture me
with? Bad pop songs."

Glora gave Jesse a smug look. "Told you."

"Tt's a great song."

Xypher growled low m Ius throat. "Yeah, the furst nme thousand
times yvou hear it. After a wlule it gets trapped i vour head untl it
makes yvou crazy . . . now you know why I'm so etfing nasty all the
tume. For that alone, I take Glona's side. Now if vou both don't go be
quiet, T swear by the rver Styx that I'm gomg to feed you to Daunons as
soon as the sun sets."

The ghosts vamshed mstantly.
"Thank you." Sumone said.

His response was to roll over onto lus back and drape one muscular
arm over lus eyes.

Sumone got up and koelt on the floor beside hum. Lifting Ins arm, she
watted untd he opened lus eyves and gave her a quzzcal look.
"Serously, thank you. How did you find Glona?"

"T'm not sure you want me to answer that. Remember not to look a
aft horse m the mouth.”

"Why did you do 1t?"
He sluiugged. "You were wortied about her.”
"Iz that the only reason?"

"What do you thnk? God knows I didn't want her here ageravatng
Jesse and wakmg my ass up at davwn.”

She snuled at lus surlmess. "You're not a mormng person, are you?"

"T'm a Dream-Hunter/demon. By my very nature I'm nocturnal. That
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Leanmge over lum, she gave lum a hue. "Well, T personally hke the
mormmgs. Every one 15 a fresh start. My father always sad that you
should begmn each day with purpose.”

"My father always said that someone should run Apollo and Hehos
over with thew charots . . . and throw Phaeton under them for good
measure."

She laughed. "Your father wasn't a posittve mfluence on yvou, was
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"Being the god of mghtmares, he wasn't a warm fuzzy bunny. Unless
yvou count Happy Bunny. Amazmely the two of them have a lot mn
conunon.”

"How do you know about Happy Bunny?"

"What? You never walk around the French Quarter? There are
Happy Bunny shuts hanging m almost every store. And I have to say
that I've developed a fondness for that pissy rodent.”

"Oh." He was night. Happy Bunny was everywhere.

His eves darkened as he locked gazes with her. "And if vou don't
stop mubbmge on me right now, Sunone, I'm gomg to take that as an open
mrvitation to go Skoti on you."

"Go Skot1?"
He rolled over with her, pmmmng her to the hard floor. Sunone bit

back a moan at how good he felt lying on top of her, and there was no
denying what the hefty bulge agamnst her hup was.

When he spoke. lus voice was rageed and hoarse. "It's when Skoti
shp mto humans and have thewr way with them." He nuzzled her neck.

"I thought you were a mghtmare Skotos."”

Smone ran her hand over lus muscular back, dehghting m the feel of



it and the weight of lum.

It would be so easy to let hun strip her bare . . . She could just
unagine hmm mside her. The very thought made her wet.

"So I take it vou had good dreams last mght?" she wlispered.
He jerked back from her. "I didn't dream . . ."
"I don't always dream, either."

"No. I'm a Dream-Hunter, Sunone. It's what we do. Always." He
looked dazed. "Why didn't I dream?”

"Maybe vou didn't sleep deeply enough.”

Xypher started to respond untd she moved and brushed agamst lus
erection. All rational thought left hun as he became totally focused on
the fact he was lving on top of her.

And she wasn't wearmg a bra . . .

Oh, this was torture. It'd been so many centuries smce he'd last felt a
woman hke this. He could just mmagme shding hamselt mto her body.
See her head tilted back wlule he tongued her neck. He burned from
wantmg her . . .

Stmone couldn't move as she caught the hot look m lus eyes. Tlus
was 1t and she konew it. She was lost to lumn. How could she deny lum
after all he'd done to protect her?

"Sunone!"
She jumped at Jesse's shrill call.

He popped mto the room, then screamed like a gul "T'm so1ry. You
two continue.”

Mypher let out a low, evil growl as he hung lus head down and shook
it over her. "I don't know about you, but that just killed my mood. The
only thine to do more damage would be to see Jesse naked. That would



probably make me mnpotent for etermty. I think we just found the
perfect buth control.”

Laughme, Sumone rolled out from under hum, stood up, and cocked
her head as she saw her goblet on the mghtstand. How had that
happened? It was always on the dresser.

She went to move 1t back, then froze as she caught sight of what
appeared to be dred blood m it.

"What on earth?" She glanced to Xypher who quickly looked away.

"Is this yvours?"
He dudn't answer.

Betore she could pursue it, her phone rang. She picked it up and zaw
it was Tate. Flippmg 1t open, she answered.

"We found Glona's body."

She couldn't beheve it. "Where?"

"In the alley where she died.”

"You're kadding?"

"Nope. It was really wewd. The police called a few nunutes ago to let
me know."

That was great, except for one tny detai that made her stomach
shrmle. "Ts she . . . moving?"

"Not at all. It's very strange, but I thought vou'd like to know."

"Yeah, thanks. T know you're relieved.” Simone hung up and turned
to face Xypher. "They found Glona's body agam."

"That's good.”

There was something extremely cuarded about lum. "You knew
about 1t, didn't you?" She looked back at the goblet and wondered why



someone would put blood m it. Besides her, there was only one other
person m this house who could bleed. . . . "What did vou do after I
went to sleep?”

"Nothing."

"Xypher,” she snapped from between clenched teeth. "Don't le to
me. I'm not stupid. T know blood when I see it. For Samt Peter's sale,
I'm a pathologist. You know I can take that to my lab and get a DNA
sample off 1t."

An angry tic beat agamst Ins jaw. "What do you want me to say,
Sunone? I sunumoned a demon lord and made a bargam with hun?"

Yeah, nght. "Would vou be serious?"

"T am serious." His tone and face confimed it even though she didn't
want to believe it. "T had to feed hun my blood to get Glona and her
body back for you—that was the price he demanded.”

Smone was stumned by lus words. No, it couldn't be, could it?
"You're not kiddme."
"Why else would there be blood m your goblet?"

Why else, mdeed? After all, people walung up to find blood m a cup
next to thew bed had to be a daily occwrence.

In the Twilight Zone.

"Tlis can't be my hfe . . " And vet why was she so surpnged? One
of her best friends was a ghost and the other worked for a group of
unmortal vampire slayers. So why wouldn't her pseudoboviriend be able
to conjure a demon lord and feed it blood?

"What next? You gonna tell me mry new neighbor 15 a demon, and the

dog down the street 15 a lycanthrope?”

He shook lis head. "Now you know why I didn't want to tell you



what happened. I knew it would only upset you."

"Yes, ves, it did. How would you feel if someone mvited a demon
lord mto vour bedroom wlule you slept and fed it blood from your
tavorite cup? I don't thunk you'd be all happy over that, do you?"

She glanced at her clock. It was just after eight. "And now I need to
shower and get ready for work. Guess you have to follow me smce I'll
die if you don't and pleage try not to summon any more demon lords
mto my house wlule I'm naked, okay?" Damn, the ludicrousness of her
hfe was begnmning to know no boundaries.

Xypher's expression tumed sullen. "Yeah, but I'll die if T do follow
you and hear you naked mn the shower."”

Suone didn't know why, but that took a lot of the anger out of her.
Probably because she was enjoying the idea of torturing hum.

She patted Ius cheel affectionately. "There, there, baby, it'll be
okay."

He looked down at where lus erection made an umpressive bulge m
lus pants. "Not really, it won't. You only say that 'cause you're not the
one m pam. And here I thought T had a few weeks' reprieve from
torture. You're worlung with Hades, aren't vou? Go ahead. Adomt it."

Smone gathered her clothes, then paused as something he'd said a
minute ago seeped mto her mmd—7 rad to feed him my blood to get
Glaria and her body back for you. Why would he do that? "Why dud
you get Glona back?"

He turned around as if looking for something.
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"Xypher?" She closed the distance between them. "Why?"

His expression sheepish, he shiugged. "You were upset over her. I
didn't want you to be worned or blame vourself for her loss."

For the first tume. <he vnderstood his mceescant need to find out what



her motrvations had been for helpmng him. There were some acts of
landness that were so altrmstic, they defied logic. To humn, the smplest
act was bafthng.

To her, tlus one was.
"Why did you care?"
"T don't know."

Xypher ground lus teeth. It wasn't true. He knew exactly why he'd
done it. For once he'd put her feelmes above lus own, but to adomt
that . . . It was most likely more than he could do right now.

Even so, he'd sacrificed a part of lumself to make her happy.

She hfted herselt up to kiss hin hehtly on the lps. "Now wvou
understand that kmdness doesn't have to be motivated by anything
except a desiwe to help someone else and make them feel better.”

Xypher blmked as she withdrew. She was nght. Never m lus hte had
he done something to help someone just because. Even with Satara,
he'd been out to get somethme. She'd send lum to do her liddmg, then
would reward him, and he'd done what she asked purely to get those
rewards from her. It was all done for selhishness.

But not tlus.

He hadn't expected Sunone to even thank lum for saving Glona. For
that matter, he hadn't mtended to tell her what he'd done for her.

Why had he done 1t?

"3ypher?”

He glanced up to see her standing mn the doorway.

"I need to shower. You have to follow so that I can."”
"Sorry." He dutifully walked to the hallway.
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door and left lum to stand outside wlule she went about her business
mside. He hstened to her moving around and mmagmed what she'd look
like naked with the water shding over her body . . .

He slufted, trying to get some relief from lus swollen cock, but it
wasn't happenmg. Closmg lus eves, he pictured humself m the shower
with her. He could feel the heat of the water agamst lus bare sk, see
the contour of her back as she faced the spigot and washed her ham.
Her eves closed, she dipped her head to make sure her hair was
completely wet. Gods, she was beautiful.

Needmg to feel her, he leaned lus front agamst her back and wrapped
one arm around her waist.

"Nypher!"”
The shriek of outrage jerked lum away from Ius fantasy.

An mstant later, the door was snatched open to reveal Sunone m a
chngme towel, elarme funously at . "What do you think you're
domg?"

"I was just standing here."

"No yvou weren't. Y ou were m the shower with me."
"No,ITwa.. ."

Was he?

He barely bit back the snule before he made her angrier. Yes! His
powers had been workmg But that thought was followed by a sick

feeling.

Ah, dammn, had he known he was really m the shower wath her, he'd
have a copped a better feel

She frowned at hum. "You're not wet."

" 'Cause I was standing night here the entwe tune."



She narrowed her eyves suspiciously. "Are vou sure about that?"
"Yes."

Doubt was heavy m her expression. "You're lyme to me, aren't you?"
"Not mtentionally."

"Nypher!"”

He sputtered as he tried to find some way to caln her dovwn. "T didn't
lnow I could do that. I mean I knew I could do that before, but I didn't
know 1t was actually workmg now untid vou screamed. I thought T was
just imagming it. And don't give me that look . . . sorry?"

She growled at hum before she slammed the door m lus face. Two
seconds later, she snatched it open agam. "Stay out there! Don't you
dare come back m here with those evil nund tricks.” She shut the door.

Xypher wanted to wlumper he was m so much pam from lus
erection. "Does it buy me any bonus pomts to note that yvou have a

P IF

really nice-looking ass?
She shrieked agamn.
"Dude! What are yvou domng?"

He turned to find Jesse belund hun. His face was an expression of
ultunate horror.

"I was just standing here."
Tesse let out a sound of diseust. "Let me explam sometlung to you.

When yvou've made a woman mad by spying on her, yvou don't fix it by
telling her she has a mce backside. That'll just get yvou bitch-slapped.”

Well, when it came to bemg bitch-slapped for somethng, he was sure
Jesse was an expert. Maybe he should hsten to lum for once. "Then
what do vou do?"
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my father gave to me. It's the five responses that will get yvou out of any
temale problem."

Yeah, nght. Tlus he had to hear. "And they are?"

Tesse held lus hand up and ticked each one off on lus fingers. "I don't
know what you're tallking about. I didn't do it. Baby, there's no one else
mn my world but you. Oops. And Jesus 15 Lord."

He understood the fust four, but the last one seriously confused hum.

apIr

"Tesus 15 Lord?

Tesse nodded. "A hittle sacnlegous, I know, but trust me. If a woman
thinks you've found religion, it can get vou out of all kinds of trouble.
Not to mention, yvou can combine them. Such as—I don't know what
yvou're tallking about, I didn't do it, or Jesus 1z Lord, baby, yvou know
there's no one else m my world but yvou. See, easy."

The door opened to show Sunone glarmg at both of them as if they
deserved only to be mowed over and buned m the lawn.

Wanting to dispel her anger, Xypher decided to try Jesse's advice.
"Oops, Jesus 15 Lord."
Jesse groaned out lond. "Oh, you're hopeless, and I'm out of here.”

Ty I

Smone scowled at lum. "What on earth are you talking about
Shaking her head, she mumbled a condenmation of all men before she
headed to her room.

Completely baffled by the fact that it didn't work, Xypher followed
her. "Why are vou stll angry at me?"

"You groped me m the shower."

"That wasn't a grope, trust me. Had I known I was m there with you,
I'd have made it count.”

She spun on hum then with fury m her eves. "You. . . yvou . . . ugh!”



"I cdhdn't do . . ." He couldn't use that one because he had. "I don't
know . . " No, moron, you do foiow what she's talling about. Telling
her yau don't will only make her angrier. "Oops?”

"Oops? Is that vour answer?"

"Baby, there's no one else m the world for me but you?"

"Yeah, right. I don't believe that one for a nunute. What do vou
think? I fell oft a turmp truck?"”

"Honestly? All T was thmking about was how beautiful vou are. How
much I wanted to feel yvour skin agamst nune and how I've never been
tlus attracted to a woman before.”

She paused wlule brushing her haw. "Really?"

"Yes. Last mght, I made a deal with a demon to make you happy. Do
yvou thunk T did that hehtly?"

Suone swallowed as she glanced at the goblet. And he'd done it to
keep her from worrying— he'd helped her and Glona and had expected
no pavment or reward for it whatsoever. "You bled for me." How many
woinen could say that about the men m thew lives? "I guess that's worth
a little embarrassment on my end. Sorry I overreacted."”

Stnhing, he cupped her face m Ius hands before he lassed her. He
pulled back and gave her a wicked gnn. "Is it worth a little sometlung

more?"

She tilted her head. "You keep playing vour cards nght and it nught
be. But don't get any 1deas and come prancmg mto my dreams. If you
do, I nught geld you there."

Grindng lus teeth m unsated frustration, Xypher rubbed lumselt
agamst her and took one long, deep breath m her hawr. "JTust remember
that vou're slowly kalling me."



"There are cures for that."

"Yeah, vou naked on the bed."

She gave lnm a playful gim. "Or you could take matters mto your
own hands."

He cupped her hand m lus and pressed it agamst lus swollen grom.
"T'd much rather you take me mto yours."

Smuone swallowed at the large feel of lum agamst her palm. He'd left
the button on lus jeans open and her thumb brushed up agamst the dark
haws that ran from lus navel dovwnward to vamsh vnder lus wastband.
His breath fell agamst her face as lus eves pleaded with her for mercy.

He rubbed hunself ever so shightly agamst her hand and shuddered.

"When was the last tume you were with someone?" she asked.

"Centuries ago."

Her heart pounded at the thought . . .

The lonelmess of that single statement tore through her. Centuries of
not bemg touched. Centuries of abuse.

She looked down at the floor where he'd slept last mght. He asked
for nothme, and he expected to be rejected at every turm. To be abused
and hurt.

Tlus was a man who knew so little of kindness that even the sunplest
act of 1t baffled lum. She remembered the torture he'd shown her, and it
broke her heart to thunk of hun havme no comfort whatsoever.

She didn't want to be another person who teok from lum wathout
orvig. It was tune that he saw that people didn't have to haut hum.

And before she could stop herself, she unzipped lus pants.

Xypher cursed m pleasure as she took lum mto her hand. Her cool
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she cupped lum. His head spmmne, he tidted her head back to taste her
mouth.

Tlus was what he needed more than anythine else. No woman had
ever touched lum so tenderly. His lovers m the past had always been
demandme. His needs and pleasure were secondary to thewrs.

But Sumone didn't demand. She gave.

Always.

Sunone burned as her deswe tore through her, but thus wasn't about
her. Xypher had protected her, and she wanted to please lum.

She pushed lus jeans down lus lups before she pulled back from lus
lips and knoelt m front of hum.

Xvpher expected her to stip lum, so when she took lum mto her
mouth, it was all he could do not to cry out. Clulls exploded all over Ius
body as she gently tongued him. He ground lus teeth agamst the
exquisite torture as he remamed perfectly still for her.

Her tongue heked and swuled wlile her hand stroked lus sac.
Notlhing had ever felt better. He leaned forward to brace one arm
agamst the bureau behmd her and stared down at her wlhie she
pleasured lum. Her dark brown cwrls bounced with each movement of
her head.

But what stiruck lum most was the relish on her face . . .

Smone moaned at how good he tasted. She could feel lus muscles
jerkang and tichtenmge as he fought lumself. His breatlhing came m ragged
casps wlale he gently stroked her han with one hand.

She could hterally feel how much this meant to hun. How much bhss
she was grving lum by domg thus one sunple act.

Then with one feral growl he came m her mouth.



Xypher went temporanly blind as unnmagmed pleasure npped through
hun. He had to lean with both arms agamnst the bureau to keep from
faling. Starmg down, he saw Sumone look up at lnm wath a hmt of a
stule on her hps.

"Are you okay?"

"No," he smd rageedly. "I'm m ecstasy. I blew straght past okay the
nmunute you touched me."

Laugling, she rose up m front of lum, forcing hun to push away from
the bureau.

He gathered her mto Ins arms and lmd lus forehead agamst the crook
of her neck so that he could mhale the sweetness of her skun.

Smmone closed her eyves as she wrapped her arms around lus broad
shoulders and held lum close. He was o calm and gentle like tlus . . . a
complete reversal of the snarlmg beast who'd shoved her mto her car
and then threatened her life.

She felt Ins hands on her tlughs, hftng her skut to her waist. His
tongue toved with her skin as he dipped one hand under the elastic of
her panties to gently separate the folds of her body. The moment Ins
tmgers brushed her, she moaned and shrvered.

Clngmge to lum, she leaned her head back as lus fmgers swept and
teased. When he shd one mside her, it was all she could do to remam
standing.

He was extremely talented with tlus hands. Honestly, it'd been at
least a year since she'd been with a man. She'd forgotten how good tlus

felt.

"Come for me, Sunone.” Xypher wluspered m her ear. "I want to see
yvour pleasure.”

Thoze words zent her aver the edoe. Unable to stand it <he bit her o



and cried out. Still, he continued to stroke and tease until he'd wiung the
last bit of jov from her. Her breathing rageed, she wasn't sure how her
shaking legs were supportmge her.

"Thank yvou," he breathed m her ear.

"You don't have to thank me, Xypher."

"Trust me, for that, I do." He stroked her cheek with lus fingers. "No
one has ever talen mercy on me before. Why did you?"

"I know you're gomg to fmd thig hard to belheve, but for some reason
I don't understand, T actually like vou . . . most of the tune."

He shook lus head as it the mere thought were mcomprehensible.
"Well, you also love Jesse. Obviously yvour taste m men leaves a lot to
be deswed.”

"Obviously." She snuled at lum until her hall clock clumed the hour.
That jolted her back to reahty. "Now, if yvou don't nmund, T have a class
to teach mn less than an hour so I need yvou to get ready to come with
me."

He laughed deep m lus throat. "Lady, rnght now you could tell me to
throw myself under a bus to make you happy and I'd obhge you."

She jomed lus laughter. "Then it's a good thmg I don't use my
newfound powers for evil, huh?"

"For me, 1t 15." He kissed her on the tip of her nose before he pulled
lus pants up and zpped them. He paused at the door to look back at her
with a tender expression on lus face that absolutely seared her. "You
followmg?"

She nodded before she went with lum to the batlwoom.

"You know." he smd, mdicating the tub with lus thumb, "I'm not
bashful If yvou want to come m, feel free."”



Smone could stll taste lum on her hps as she considered lus
urvitation. Don't do it. You have a class to teach. But before she could
stop herself, she was m the bathroom with lum, watchmg as he strpped
hunself bare.

She let her breath out slowly at the sight of all that tavwny, muscular
skan. It made her salivate.

He flashed her a devilish snule before he got mto the tub. "You can
jom me anytune you want to."

And she did want to, that was the problem. "Tt's all nght, I actually
need yvou to hurry go that I won't be late.” She turned her back away
from the silhouette of hun aganst the curtam and brushed her teeth. As
she did so, a weird sensation went through her.

Agam she felt as if somethme were watchmge her. Rmsing her mouth,
she turned around. Xypher was busy showermg, and there was no one
else mn the room.

"What 15 happenig to me?"
"Sunone?" Xypher asked.

She raised her voice to respond. "Nothing I was just talling to
myself."

He leaned out of the shower to check on her. "You sure?”

"Yeah. I just. .. do vou have a feelng like we're bemg watched?"
"A feelng like how?"

She shrugged. "T don't know. It's like there's something else here."

He turned the water oft. Opemng the curtam, he reached for a towel.
As mce a picture as he made, her concern was such that she barely
noticed lus wet body and that saiwd it all for how creepy the sensation
was. He wrapped the towel around lus lean hips.



"When dd it start?"

"A couple days ago. It's ke sometluing 1s crawlmg over my sk, and

don't know what 1t 15." She let out a tired sigh. "Demons can't come
I don't | hat it 15." She let out a tired sigh. "D 't
out m daylight, right?"

"Daimons can't, but a demon can. They're just not as strong m the
dayhght."

"Oh, that sucks. What about you? Are you weaker?"
"Not Like a typical demon. It's good sometunes to be a hybnd god.”

Good for lum, but not for her samty. "Fine, then. Whatever it 15, it's
just watchmg me. It hasn't done anything so let's 1gnore 1t."

Xypher watched as she headed back to the bedroom. He followed
atter her, but he wasn't so quick to let it go. One thung he knew wluch
he hadn't mentioned was that when sometlhig watched someone, it was
seldom bemgn.

Rather, 1t was waiting to find the perfect tune to pounce.



NINE

After having seen her teach her students, Xypher was even more
unpressed with Sunone than he'd been before. "It's a good thing you're
not a demon."

"Why?"

He took her satchel and books as she lett the lab and carmed them for
her back to her office. "With vour knowledge of human anatomy, you
would be ternfyme . . . and deadly.”

She scoffed. "T'm harmless enough.”

"Yeah, not from what I saw. I seem to recall you threw that Daunon
to the ground and made lum feel it. Where did you learn to do that by
the way?"

"Self-defense classes. Tate msisted, and I agreed. If you're gomg to
do my job, yvou need to be able to handle yourself around overbearmg
creatures.”

He rolled lus eyes at her obvious smpe at hin. The strange thing was,
he didn't really nund it. He was growing accustomed to her teasme and
actually emjoved it. "You know . . . Come to thmk of it, there are a
couple of demons I'd likke to see you dissect.”

"It one of them 1z vour brother, I concur. He's a nasty ogre."

"You have no idea. Just be grateful vou weren't raised with Inm
lnockmg vou around. Bloodlettmg Mayhem should have been Ius
maddle name."



"Ouch, I'm sorry."

He shrugged. There was notling really to say. Kmaphas was a
demon. Causing pam to those around lum was lus nature.

She unlocked her office, led lum mside, then took the books from lus
hands and put them away. "You told me last mght that we were gomg to
sunmon somethige evil today. Not that T want to rush to my denmse or
anytling, but are we still on for that?"

"Nﬂ."
"No? Why? What happened?”

"The big evil showed up at your house last mght, and I fed it my
blood."

She passed a cluding look at lum. "T really wish vou'd stop jokmng
abut that before I never sleep agam."”

He probably should, teo, but for some reason he couldn't resist.
"Well, the blood wasn't the only thing he wanted. He also requested that
I do a favor for lum."

Fearful doubt was etched on her brow as she twmned toward hun.
"Requested?”

She was night to be fearful With Jaden one never knew when a
request from him could turn fatal. "Yeah, more like a request that can't
be refused.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. "And who 15 thus Godfather-like
character whose dubious request carmes such weight?"

"He's called by many epitaphs. Al-Baraka—the Broker. Kalotar—the
Summoner. Demon-Heart. Katadykann—the Dammed. But as far as
anyone knows, lus real name 15 Jaden."

oy

"And Jaden 15 a demon’



Xypher hedeed. "Not exactly sure.”

She cocked her head as if trying to sohve a puzzle no one had ever
solved before. "How do vou not know what he 157"

"Easy. Jaden 1sn't very trustmg or talkattve. We know how to
summon lum, and we know he draws powers from the prunary source
of the vniverse, but no one knows how he does it. Who, if anyone, he
answers to or where he comes from or vamshes to. He's a total
emgma.”

"T'm confused. Why would anyone summeon lnm, then?"

"Sunple. Jaden can and will do anythmg without conscience,
prejudice, or hesitation. And I do mean anything. If yvou're willng to
pay lus price and bear the consequences of the bargam, he can give you
any dream you've ever had, no matter how mpossible it may seem.”

Smnone scowled. "What 15 he? Satan?"

Xypher laughed evilly. "No. Lucifer deals with humans. Jaden barters
with the source for demomkyn."

i

"Demontkyn

"Demon kith and k. Humans and others can call hun, but if vou're
not demonspawn, he won't answer. That bemg saud, it takes both
human and demon blood to sunumon hum. Again, no one knows why."

She seemed to take that a lot better than he would have thought.
"And he dimls blood?"

Xypher nodded.
"So does that make lum a vampire?”

"He walks m dayheht. But, like a demon, he's wealker then. He seems

to have the powers of a god, but no followers. What would you call

hun?"



"T wouldn't call lnm anytlung that didn't make hun delinously happy.”
Kypher snuled. "See, I knew you were a wise woman."

Sunone wasn't so sure about that. This Jaden still sounded an awful
lot like the devil to her. The i1dea that he'd been ma her house and drank
Xypher's blood made her want to urvite a priest m to cleanse it. "So

1l

what's tlus favor we have to do for hum?
"See a woman on Royal Street who works m a doll shop.”
That lut her hike a blow m the stomach. "You mean Liza?"
Xypher was aghast. "You know her?"
Smone nodded. "She's a longtune friend of mme and Tate's. T met
her back when I was a kid. I love her store. It's really cool.”
"Can we go now?"

She checked her watch. "I have an aftermoon class so we should have

R

tune. Are you sure yvou're not going to hurt her?

"Yes. Jaden wants a necklace she has. That's it. Once he has the
necklace, he'll remove our bracelets."

Tprr

Sunone wasn't so sure about that. "And if Liza won't give it up?

"She's vour friend. You'll have to tall her out of it. Otherwise I wili
steal 1t."

Smone let out a sound of disgust. "You can't go around stealng
thmes, Xypher. That's wrong."

"And I can't tell JTaden no once the bargam 1z set. For whatever
reason, he wants tlus amulet. T pronmsed it to lum, and Jaden 1 one
creature you don't renege on. Trust me, neither of us would live long
enough to regret it. Why do vou thunk T didn't go to hun m the beginnme
to remove the bracelets? Taden 1s always a last resort.”
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that Liza won't get hurt."
"You have my word, Sunone. I won't hurt her."

Suone had a moment where she doubted lum, but she quickly
squelched it. Xypher had never been anything except honest with her
every step of the wayv. She would trust lum m tlus, but if he was
WIong . . .

Jaden would be the least of lus problems.
She grabbed her purse and led lum back to the hallway.

Xypher tried not to think about what the amulet could be that Jaden
would make such a bargamn to have it. Normally the demon wanting the
deal made an offering, and Jaden either accepted or rejected 1t.

For Jaden to pick the payment . . .

It set oft every alarm mside hun, but to have Ins powers completely
restored and to remove these bracelets made it worth it. At least he
hoped. For all he knew, the amulet could unleash the Atlantean
Destroyer, the Dunme, or any one of numerous disasters.

You should have asked for clarification.

Yeah, neght. Like Jaden would have answered. The entity answered
nothme. No one who valued thewr existence questioned lum.

Stmone got mto her car and wated for Xypher to jomn her. He was

bemg strangely quet, which concerned her. "What aren't you telling

me?"

"That we could be endmg the woild by domg tlns."
"Iz that humor?"
"God, I hope s0."

Not sure if she should encourage him or not, she drove over to Liza's
cshop. Since the road was closed thus tune of dav to traftic, she parled



on Toulouse, and they walked two blocks down Roval until they
reached the Dream Dolls Boutique. The picture window was filled with
the reproduction antique baby dolls and custom-made Barbies that Liza
designed.

Smone's foster mother had brought her here for Chnstmas the furst
yvear they'd adopted her and bought her the porcelam doll that she shll
kept on her dresser at home. Even now Sunone remembered the way
Liza had looked the day they fust met. Liza's haw had been dark back
then, her eves shinme with warmth and kindness.

"What a beawtifid Iittle girl you are. Pick out a doll, baby, and we'll
make its eyes look just like yours."

Liza had fed her cookies and tea wlule she made good on that
promuse. There for an afternoon, Sunone had felt hke the queen of the
umverse. It was a feelng Liza alwayvs managed to duphcate every tune
Sunone visited.

Stulng, she pushed open the teal-blue door and entered the store.

There was a yvoung woman with blond haw standmg belund the glass
counter that was filled with doll clothes and pieces.

"Hi, there.," Sumone greeted. "Is Liza around?"

Before the woman could respond, Sunone heard a happy ery from
the back room.

"Sunone, my cluna doll! How have you been?" Liza came out from
belund the curtam and approached her with a gant smile.

Smone hugged her close. "It's been too long smcee I was last here.”

"Don't I know it." Liza pulled back. She looked at Xypher, and the
stule faded from her face. "You're unnatural.” Her voice was barely a
wlusper when she said those words.

Svpher held s hands vp. "Th not here to ot von,”



Liza's eves darkened wiath suspicion as she stepped back and tumed
toward the gul belund the counter. "Beth? Why don't you take your
lnch break, sweetie?"

i

Beth looked up with a frown. "Tt's kind of early. You sure?
"Yes, please. I've got the store.”

Beth set down the doll sweater she'd been folding. "Okay. You want
me to brmg vou somethung back from the deh?”

"A clucken salad sandwich. Make sure to get the money out of the
recister.”

Beth snmled as she comphed. "One Liza special comung up. T'll see
you m a few."

Liza waited until the enl was gone before she spoke agam. For once,
there was all-out hostility i her eyes as she looked at Xypher. "You
reek of death.”

TpIF

Smone gaped. "How do yvou know he's died

"She's an oracle, like Julian," Xypher explamed. "She can sense the
fact that I defy normal existence.”

Liza nodded. "And you can't have what vou're here for. T won't let
you."

"If yvou know what I need, then you know why I need it. You also
know I can take it from vou, and there's notlung you can do to stop
i
me.

Stmone put herself between Xypher and Liza. "But I can and I won't
let vou hurt her.”

Tlus wasn't the tender Xypher who teased her. Tlus was the same
Xypher who'd shoved her mto her car. "Noble. Stupid, but noble." His
lethal caze went over her shoulder to Liza. "If T don't get 1t, Sunone 1s



the one who'll pay the price. Jaden samd so."”

Liza glared at lum. "Why would yvou make a deal with the dewil?" No
sooner had the words left her hps than her eves widened wath
understandmg.

"Exactly."
Smone scowled. "What?"
"Nothmg." they said i vmson.

Liza hesitated before she pulled the green amulet out from under her
shart and hfted it over her head. "My fanuly has protected tlus from ewil
for nine generations. I can't believe that after all tlus tune, I'm the one
who's handmg it over to a demon.” She closed her fingers around it.
"Do yvou know what tlus does?"

Mypher shook lus head.
"You put it over the heart of a god and 1t paralyzes lum . . . or her."
Xypher scowled at her words. "Why would Jaden want that?"

"He obviously has a god he wants to mumobihze. The question 1s
which one and why."

Yeah. That was the question. Depending on the god, that could put a
major 1ift in the vnrverse. "Will it affect demons?"

"WNo. Wlhich 15 a damn shame.”
"Why?" Sunone asked.

"Because there are four of them currently waiting for yvou outside my
store.”



TEN

Sunone turned around to look out the shop windows. Sure enough,
there were four men who appeared ready to ficht outside on the
sidewallz, starmg m. Though to be honest, they didn't look hike demons
to her. Tall and lean, they were rather handsome. Dressed m jeans and
leather jackets, they had sunglasses to slueld thew eves and didn't appear
any older than thew late twenties, early tharties.

"Maybe they're customers.”

Liza snorted. "For a doll store? Yes, I can just see them now . . . IT'll
take the frlly pink baby doll." She patted Sunone's shoulder. "No, hon.
Thev're not customers. They're demons bemg repelled by the salt T use
to keep the nftraft out of my shop.” She let out a long sigh before she
moved to her counter. She put on her classes, then pulled out a small
weapon that looked like a hand-sized crossbow. "You know how to use
thus?" she asked Xypher.

"Abzolutely."
"Good. Grve me back the amulet for satekeeping.”
He obliged without another word.

Liza put it around her neck. "Now, wait here a second. There's
somethme else you can use."”

Stmone was shocked. She'd known Liza was a Squuwe and a hitle
odd, but she was seemg a whole new side to the tiny woman. Liza was
fearless.



A second later, Liza returned wath a gold broadsword. "Tlus one's
easy to use. The pomnty end goes mto thew body."

"Thanks," he said dryly. "T'd hate to get that confused.”
"Yes, vou would, sweetie. Now, go kick some demon ass.”

Smone arched a brow at that. "You know, the police station 15 only a
couple of blocks down. Isn't thus dangerous? What if they see the fight?"

Xypher snorted. "They won't live long enough to call it m."
Stnone was horified by lus dry tone. "You can't kill them, Xypher."

"I won't have to. Demons will do 1t for me. Now, if yvou'll move
closer to the door, I've got some fighting to do."

Smone followed lum to the entrance and held her breath as he
walled out mto the street to face them.

The tallest demon moved forward. His brown haw was laced wath
blond lughlights. He had a goatee and crystal blue eyes. Dressed m a
pawr of jeans and a brown leather jacket, he'd look like just another guy
on the street to any casual observer. As would the other three. Like the
tall one, they were handsome and dressed the same as anyone you'd see
m public. Tt sent a clull down her spme to realize that such evil could
exist without drawing attention to itself.

How many tunes had she sat beside a demon and not known 1t?

Xypher swept the group with a look that said he didn't consider them
much of a threat. If only she could be so confident.

"Kaaphas." he greeted, surprsimg her with the fact that the tallest one
wag lug brother. Wow, without the boiing skin, the demon was rather
prme. "T see yvou fmally made some friends. You must have learned to
usge a toothbrush at last. You know it's the whole up and down, back
and forth that confuses people . . . or demons.”



One of the demons opened lus mouth and displayved two rows of
serrated teeth

Mypher curled lus lip. "You really should see a dentist about that. I
hear they can do wonders these days."

"Fall lum," Kaaphas snatled.

Mypher caught the fist one with an upper cut of the sword. It sheed
through lus stomach. But before he could withdraw it, one of the other
demons tackled hum to the ground.

Smone lussed as she saw Xypher Iut the sidewalk. "T can't watch tlus
and do nothme."

"You can't fight a demon, Sunone." Liza sad. "You've no idea how
strong they are. The best thing we can do as humans 1s stay out of it
and let them ficht. Don't become Xypher's wealness."

Liza's words renunded her of Acheron. She looked down at her wnst
where she still wore the leather band. "Actually, I think T can.”

Betore Liza could stop her, she ran out to the street and shoved the
demon away from Xypher. The moment she touched him, something
went through her like an electrical current. The demon went flying,
literally. He hat the buldmg so hard that it jarred loose the masonry.

"Holy crud.” she breathed, amazed at what she'd done. Acheron had
been night. She had superhuman powers.

"Sunone!"

She jertked around to see Kmaphas rushmg her. She caught lus arm
and flipped hum to the ground. Unfortunately, he didn't stay there. He
sprang to lus feet and delvered a staggermg luck to her nbs. Smnone
lussed from the pam of it

He bit her arm. then baclkhanded her. She tasted blood. All of a



sudden, Xypher was there. He caught Ins brother and slugged lum so
hard, the force of the blow htted Faiaphas off lus feet.

Smone felt so strange . . .

Her vision dinmed, and everytlung went hazy. Another demon came
at her, but to her, he appeared to be moving n slow motion. He started
to lut her. She dodged it, then elbowed lum hard m the back.

He spun around and sank hus teeth mto her arm.
She screamed as unbelievable pam tore through her.
"No!" Xypher shouted, ruslung to her side.

She couldn't really understand or see anytlung after that. Everytlung
wag a blur. She heard someone screanung out i pam, and the next thing
she knew she was m the doll shop agamn.

"Oh, no." Liza was wlhunperng. "No, no, no. What are we gomg to
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do

Xypher couldn't breathe as he saw the bite marks on her skin. Unlike
a Damnon, who couldn't convert humans mto vampires, the gallu could.
Because he was part demon, he was mmmune from thewr infected saliva.

Sunone wasn't.

Somethme hit the window, shattermg it. "What's the matter, Xypher?
You tired of playing with us?"

He rose to attack, but Liza pulled hun back.
"Sumone needs us. Leave them be.”

That was easier said than done, but m the end, he complied. Killmg
Emaphas could wat. Sunone couldn't. Not to mention that so long as
she was down, he couldn't go outside wathout lkalling them both.

He raked an angryv hand through lis haw as he tred to thnk of
somethine to save her. Dammnut, if he'd st been able to cet to Jaden



with the amulet, this wouldn't have been a problem. Sumone would have
been free to lnve her life wathout hun, and he'd be off to lill Satara.

Now she could very well end up a gallu zombie, and it'd be all lus
fault. "What can we do?"

Liza pulled a cell phone from her pocket. "I'm caling Acheron. If
anyone has a solution . . "

"Maybe I should call JTaden."

"No!" Liza said, her eves snappmng fury at lum. "I refuse to have that
creature here. He's more a threat than the gallu are, and I'm not willing
to pay lus prices."

She was nght.

Xypher nodded. "Call the Atlantean and I'll call JTesse." In the event
thev failed to save her, Sumone would want Jesse here, and Jesse would
want to be with her. The only reason the ghost wasn't here already was
because he didn't likke attending Smnone's claszes. Bemge dead, he didn't
like hearmg about autopsies or seemg other decedents.

Xypher pulled Sunone's phone out of her pocket and called her
house. As soon as the answermmg machme picked up, he spoke as calmly
as possible. "Jesse, 1t's Xypher. I thmk . . " He couldn't bear to say it,
but he had no choice. "Sunone's ht. Bad. You need to come to Liza's
store mmediately."

The ghost was there before he could hang up.

Tesse's face paled as he saw her lving on the floor, wnthme mn pam.
"What the hell happened?”

"Demon attacl."”
Tesse's eves flared as he ran for Xypher's throat.

Xypher caught lum and threw ham to the ground. "Don't push it, boy.



I'm m the mood to sertously mutilate someone, and smce I can't reach
my brother, vou nught prove a worthy substitute.”

"Don't," Sunone gasped, reaching out to touch Xypher's lee. "Please,
don't hurt lnm "

All Ius anger fled. The last thing he wanted was to hurt her m any
way.

They both leaned over her.

"T'm here, Sun." Jesse said, lus eyes tearmng. "You're gomg to be
okay. You hear me?"

She stared at hum i disbelief. "T can see the auras you tall about,
Jesse. Yours 15 wlate. It's beautiful . . . like you."

Jesse smuffed. "Remember, stay away from the heht. Go left, Sun.
Left at the light. I'll be right here waitting for you to mun away from it."

"She's not dyimg, Jesse." Xypher swallowed as pamn lut hun hard.
Dymg would be easier. Kmder. "She's tirnmg mto a demon.”

"What?!"
"You heard me."
Tesse growled m a voice that was almost demonic. "Do somethung!"

"Don't you think I would if T could? I wouldn't wish tlus on my
worst . . . Oh, hell, yeah I would, but I'd never wish it on Sunone."

Smone shivered on the floor. "Why am I so cold?"
The demon blood was mfecting hers, lowermg her heartbeat . . .

Mypher took her arm m lus hand and rubbed her skin, tryme to warm
her. "Tust breathe slowly. Don't take any deep breaths." At least he
hoped that was true.

Suddenly, he felt a presence behmd hun It was one of absolute
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Acheron.

Xypher looked over hus shoulder to see hum standing there, watching
them. "I hope you have somethme to say that I want to hear."”

Acheron snorted. "Tromcally no one ever wants to hear what I have
to say about anything. They usually argue with me to the pomt I want to
put them through a wall. Hopefully vou won't be so dense."”

"T'm not m the mood, Acheron. Tell me what to do to save her."”

Acheron moved forward to kneel on one lknee beside Jesse. His
swirlng silver eyes glowed m the dun heht. "How do you feel?" he
asled her.

Sunone's teeth chattered mcessantly. "Sick."

He glanced up at Liza who was standing off to the side. "You nunght
want to get a bucket or sometlung in case she hanls.”

She went to tind one.
"Is that all vou're gome to do?" Xypher growled.
Acheron shrugged. "You want the good news or the bad?"

Anger tore through Inm so ferociously that he wanted to shce open
the Atlantean's threat. "Don't play that came with me, Acheron. Tell me
what I need to know."

He was unfazed by Xypher's threat. "Nice tone. We should rent you
out to record Halloween albums."

Xypher had to force hunself not to attack.
"Relax," Acheron said quietly. "She's not really converting."

Was he msane? Of course she was convertme. She was pale and
trembling. Her brow was damp with sweat . . . "Look at her! She's not
exactly bakmg coolaes.”



"Yeah, but thus 150't a himan mutating, either.”

Cold dread went through Xypher. If she wasn't mutating, then what
was happemmg to her? "What do you mean?"
Acheron danced over to Jesse. "Haven't yvou noticed that she's not
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like other women? That strange things are attracted to her?
Sunone moaned shehtly.

"T'm not strange."” Jesse smd defensrvely. "But, veah. She has always
known things. Seen things that she shouldn't have. We just thought she
was psycluc.”

Acheron shook his head. "No. She was always much more than
that."

"Acheron." Xypher mterrupted. "Tell me what's gomg on."

Acheron took a deep breath before he answered. "She's half demon,
Xypher. Like yvou."

Xypher's jaw dropped at Ius words. Tt wasn't possible . . .

"The hell she 1s." Jesse said, his voice breaking. "There's nothmg
demomc about her."

Acheron held her wist up so that Xypher could see the demon bite.
"Smell her blood, and vou'll know the truth. There's no mustaking that
scent.”

Still, Xypher refused to believe it. "How could she be demon and not
know it?"

"Her parents were protecting her from the truth." Acheron pulled oft
the bracelet that he'd grven her. "Tlus 15 notlhung but sumple leather. The
whole reason I gave it to her was to let her think that her powers were
commg from somethme other than herself. The truth is, she's as
powertul as any demon you'll ever meet.”



"Why didn't you tell us that yesterday?"

"Because her father gave up lus hife to keep her roots a secret from
evervone, mcluding her. To make sure that she was ludden from all the
people and creatures who would use her or threaten her. Who am I to
undo such a sacnfice?”

e

"ypher?” Sumone breathed. "T'm scared.”

Acheron took her other hand. "Don't be. Your powers are bemg
unlocked. That's all that's happenme. I know it hurts and it's frightening
and shockmg. But don't fight it. Just take deep breaths, and let the
power flow through you."

That only made Xypher angner. "It's easy for you to say. You have
no idea what she's gomg through.”

Acheron gave a bitter laugh. "Yeah, unhke vou, I know exactly how
she feels. T was human when my god powers were unlocked. Trust me,
it wasn't pretty, and neither will thug be."

That took the anger out of hum. "What can I do?"

"Don't leave her alone. She's gomg to need someone to show her
how to use her demon senses. You grew up with vour powers, but you
know how they differ from normal human functionality. You're the best
teacher she could have."

Xypher cursed at the thought of having someone be dependent on
hun. He wasn't reliable. He didn't know how to function that way. It
scared hmn that he nught corrupt her or harm her because of lus own
ienorance. She needed a better teacher than lum. All he knew was pan
and betrayal How to use lus powers to harm others. That wasn't
Sunone. She was landness.

How could an anumal like hun teach her what she needed to know?

But he would never adnut that to amsvone.



"T have my own agenda here, Acheron. I can't be tied down to her."

"You have three weeks to aclueve it. For once, Xypher, thunk of
someone other than yourself."

He curled Ius lip at Acheron's words. He was thmking of someone
else, but again, he'd never adomt that out loud. "Thmking of someone
else 15 what got me danmed. It's a nustake I don't want to repeat.”

Those silver eyes burned with an ancient wisdom. "You know
sometunes it's by repeatmg our nustakes that we realize what went
wrong the fuwst tune. Knowmg that, we're able to fix the nustake and
maove past it.”

Xypher scoffed at that. "Right, and the defuution of basic stupidity 1s
to keep domg the same thing over and over agam wlule expecting a
ditferent result. I'm not stupd.”

"T didn't say to keep domg it." Acheron glanced down to Xypher's
arm where lus vow was branded. "Move forward with purpose.
Exanune what went wrong and correct that one nustale."

Why did everytlung keep conung back to that one phrase?

Move forward with purpose . . .

"Help her, Xypher. Right now she needs you more than you need to
lall Satara." And with that, he vamshed.

Mypher sat on the floor with Ash's words rmging m lus head. There
was truth there, but the need for vengeance was so strong . . .

Then he remembered the way Sunone had touched lum earher that
mormme when she'd taken mercy on lus pam. She'd asked for notlung
from him mn retumn.

Nothine.

Xypher cathered her m lus arms and held her close. "I'm here for



you, Sunone."”

Smone could barely understand those words as her body contuued
to burn. Everytlung around her felt amphfied. The colors, the scents, the
sounds . . .

She experienced the world m a whole new way.

"How's she domg?" Liza's voice seemed to come from a long way
away'.

Type O positive. That's what Liza's blood tvpe was. She also had a
sheght murmr m her heart.

And Jesse . . .
She knew lus wealmeszes, too. She could smell and taste them, and a

tmy part of her wanted to exploit those weaknesses. That scared her
more than anythine else. "What does it mean to be a demon, Xypher?"

"You're not a demon."

She hfted her arm and stared at her hand. Tt looked likke her hand and
vet che felt as if she could crush steel with it. Could she? "I feel so
powerful "

"Tt's an dlusion.”

Was 1t? It seemed real enough. The thought had barely completed
itself betore she felt her stomach heave. She grabbed the pal from Liza
and emptied the contents of her stomach mto 1t.

When she was fuushed, she no longer felt so strong. She felt weak
and worthless. "I want to go home."

Mypher nodded. He paused to look at Liza. "Can I have the amwulet
back? I still have to hand it over to Jaden or he'll have my ass.”

The reluctance showed in her eves as she removed it one more tune.
"T hope tlus 1sn't a nustake."



"We, too." he concmred.

After puttmg 1t 1 lus pocket, Xypher pulled Smmone agamst lus chest,
and the next thing she knew, she was home, mn her bed. He was still
beside her. "You should rest.”

"Will you hold me?"

Xypher wanted to curse the tenderness those words stured mside
hum. He should ignore her and lus conscience.

If only he could.

Instead, he lay down beside her on the bed and pulled her close. "Get
some rest."”

She smugeled aganst lum before she closed her eyves and did what he
sugeested. Tt didn't take her long to fall mto a deep, restful sleep.

Lying here with her hke tlus, he almost felt human. How ndiculous
was that? They were two demons now lymg together. He glanced at the
photo of her parents and wondered what had brought them together that
thev'd tried to live an average human hte.

In the picture, they looked like any other fanuly. No one would ever
have guessed the secret they lud.

It was a secret that nught vet cost thew daughter her life.



ELEVEN

At dusk, Xypher paced the small condo, wondering it he was making a
nustake by stayme with Sunone. For all he knew, lus presence here was
an even greater threat to her than leavmg would be.

He felt the awr sturing an mstant before Jaden appeared. Hig unholy
eves were a particularly vibrant shade of green and brown.

"You have it." It was a statement of fact, as if he could sense the
amulet.

Xypher pulled it out of lus pocket and held it m lus hand. No larger
than the size of a quarter, it looked like a piece of green turquoise with
delicate silver scrollwork around it. Tt seemed so harmless. It was hard
to wunagine tlus object brmemg down a god, but then, salt was a
completely mmocuous substance wlile bemg powerful enough to ward
off an army of demons. "T have it."

Taden extended one hand and waited.
Xypher dropped the amulet mnto Ins palm.

Taking a deep breath, Jaden closed lus hand and held it reverently.
When he opened Ius eves, they were bloodred. "Thank you."

The gold bracelet fell open and hat the floor at Xypher's feet. "How
did you do that?"

He scoffed. "As if I'd explam the source of my powers to you,
demon. MMerely be grateful that vou have fulfilled vour part of the
barcam.”



Xypher could feel lus powers growmge with each word Jaden spoke.
Tlis was what he needed. What he had to have.

Leamme lus head back, Xypher laughed. For the fiwst tune
centiries, he felt hke the god he was. And wath those powers came
sudden clanty.

"You knew about Sunone's parentage . . "

Jaden shrugged. "Of cowrse I did. Who do you think her father
bargamned with for her protection? I took lus soul m exchange for
bmding her powers from her and the rest of the world.”

A shuver went down lus spme. "You betrayed lum by allowmg her to
be converted.”

Red hcked the mises of Jaden's eves as he glared at hum. "I betrayed
nothing. She exposed herselt. By bemg bitten, she undid her father's
bargain. I told her father at the tune the drawbacks of my shield. He
never thought she'd come mto contact with other demeons."”

Poor bastard. He should have known Ilus daughter would tmd
nuschief.

Then agam, had it not been for Xypher, her secret would have been
safe forever. He had no one to blame for her cwrent situation except
himself and he hated hunself for lus part m her conversion.
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"What of her mother?" he asked Jaden. "Was she a demon, too?
"She was houman.”

That batfled hun. Humans and demons seldom ever mteracted m
anvtlung other than a combative situation that almost always resulted m

the death of the human. "How did they end up together?"

Jaden placed the amulet m lus pocket. "Simone's mother was an
unfortunate nustake. Palackas, Sunone's father, was a bound demon



who stumbled across her one mght while he was carrying out an order
for lus master. One thung led to another . . . He mserted part A mto slot
B. and he fell m love with her, but as to be expected, lus master refused
to release hum. Rather than come to me, he ran for freedom to be with
her. His master called out the hounds to hunt lum down, and either
retirn him or kall him. They hunted lum for yvears until they found lus
scent here in New Orleans. Because Sunone's mother and brother held
the scent of the father, they found them and lulled them mstead of lum
by accident.”

"Why did Sunone lrve?"

"Unlike her brother who mhented all of lus mother's humanty, she
had her father's demon genes m her. Enough that her blood held its own
unique scent apart from her father's. The Skili weren't authonzed to slay
anyone except her father and so she was spared.”

"But they lulled her mother and brother.”

Taden snorted. "Have yvou ever met a Skih? Just because they look
human doesn't mean they have a bram. They're dogs. All they smell 15
blood and genetics. They thought the two of them were her father.
Palackas's master was pleased since he thought thewr deaths would bring
Palackas home agam."

But 1t hadn't. The poor man must have been lost after thewr deaths
and stricken not only with giief but guidt. And fear that Ins daughter
would soon jom lus wife and son.

The Skih were an ehte tracking force that was sent out to destroy any
demon who violated thew laws. Part human, part bloodhound, they had
no will of ther own. All they did was track and lill. If Palackas hadn't
known why Simone had escaped, he'd have been ternfied of the Skih
fimding her next.

"Did her father know why they didn't lall her?"



"He didn't ask."
"You mean you didn't tell humn."

Jaden sluugeed nonchalantly. "He sununoned me for a bargam. Who
am I to dissuade a demon when he offers me lus soul?” He gave Xypher
a pomted look.

Mypher cursed as he remembered the bargam he, lnmself, had made
with the demon lord.

"My father lalled lnmself."

Xypher turned at the sound of Smmone's quuet voice. She stood m the
doorway belund lum, holding on to it with a giip so tight he could see
her knuckles turning wlute. Her wan face worried lum.

Taden took no mercy on her. "He killed lumself to protect you, cluld,
and to appease lus master. Even if he'd gone back to Ius master at that
pomt, lus master would have ordered lus execution. He'd been gone too
long from lus bndmes. Plus there was still the matter of you to worry
over. The last thing your father wanted was for you to be captured and
turned mto a slave, too. So he took lus fate mto lus own hands and used
lus hife force to seal our bargam."”

"You bastard!" Sumone ran at him.
Xypher caught her to lus side and held her m place. "Don't, Sumone."
"He let my tather die!"”

Xypher could feel the angwmsh of her cry, but it changed nothing,
"You can't attack hun, Sumone. He'll lall you."

One corner of Jaden's mouth quuked up. "And I'll enjoy every
minute of your dymng."

She lunged agamn. "You're a monster.”

"T can be. But I prefer the term . . . "broker." "



Growling, she fought agamst Xypher's hold. "Get out!"”
Jaden tsked. "And to thunk I've always heard how wonderful

Southern hospitality 15. Guess that's only for humans." His eyes faded
back to their normal color. "Our bargam 1s met, Xypher."”

Jaden tapped lus shoulder twice with lus fist, gave a short, mocking
bow, and vamshed.

Sunone turned on hun. "Why didn't yvou let me scratch lus eyves out?”

"Because he would have npped yvour head off before vou got near
lum. "

She shook her head mn disbehef. "You're a god. How powerful can he
be m comparison?”

"Powerful enough to kil me and you with notlhing more than a

thought."

Smone paused as she reahized he wasn't lkuddme "I don't
understand.”

"The wrverse has order, Sunone. At the end of the day, we all
answer to someone, Wlile gods are all-powerful, we have hnntations. A
creature lilke Jaden can kill us and absorb our powers for lumself.”

"Then why doesn't he?"

"My euess 15 he, too, has mutations on what he can and can't do."

"Set by whom?"

"That's the question, 1sn't 1t? I don't know the answer, and I don't
know anyone who does.”

She wiped at the corner of her eve as she left hum to look at the
photographs of her fanuly on her mantel. "Do you think my father knew
and understood what he was domg when he sunmmoned Jaden?"
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fact that he's our bogeyman, Jaden usually explams the drawbacks of a
bargain to those who make it. T may not hke him, but as a rule, he 15 faw
and mpartial . . . even when he's bemg mtolerant."”

Smone tumed to face hum. "He didn't tell vou about the amulet and
what 1t dud."

She had a pomt. Jaden had ludden that knowledge from lum. "No, he
chdn't, which tells me it must be unportant to hum on a personal level. "

Smone barely heard those words. Honestly, she dudn't care about
Jaden and lus desires or wants. What mattered was the fact that her

tanuly had died.
And he'd played a part m 1t.
I'm a demon . . .

Those words kept chasme themselves around m her head. How could
this have happened? How could she not have known? Suspected
somethmg . . .

"There's a special fire inside you, angel,” her father had once said.
"One day you'll understand it."

Was this what he'd meant?

She looked at Xypher, needmg answers she doubted she'd ever have.
"Why would my father have lulled lumself? Wouldn't he have been
better off protecting me wlule alre?"

"T'm sure he was thking of the fact that he hadn't been able to
protect yvour mother or brother."

"I needed my father!"

Xypher flinched. The pamn mn her voice tore through hum. He'd never
wanted to comfort anyone before, but right now, he'd gve anytlhung to
ease the angwish he saw m her hazel eves.



He gathered her m lus arms and held her close. "T know."

She shook her head agamst lus chest. "Do vou know how hurt T was
that Jesse came to me and not my family? Over the vears I've seen
hundreds of ghosts. But never my mother or father. Never my brother.

I

Didn't they love me enough to at least zay good-bye?

His cut tightened m sympathy for her pam. "Of course they did,
Sunone. How could they not? Your father died to protect yvou. That is
real, true love."

"Then why haven't they ever come to me?"
"I don't know. I don't. Maybe they couldn't."
"Because they dudn't care.”

"T'm sure that's not 1t."

Smmone wanted to believe that, but it was hard. And m all these
yvears, she'd never shared that with anyoene. She'd always kept it bottled
up where it mcmerated her soul. Squeezing her eves shut, she forced
herself to stop these thoughts. They were counterproductrve.

What was done was done.

Surely Xypher was night and they would have come to her had they
been able. But there was stil that part of herself that doubted. That part
of her that felt as if no one had ever loved her.

At least Xypher was here.

Thew bracelets were cone. He could leave anytune he wanted to, but
so far he hadn't.

Her stomach jerked from her nerves and giet. She pulled back,
atrand of the sensation. "I still feel sick. How long 15 thus gome to last?"

"Untid vou get used to yvour powers. T ummagine."”
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could put her hands on. Something tangble. "I can hear your heartbeat.
Jesse 15 m Iug room with Glona, showing her how to play Atan. My
neichbor on the nght 1z fighting with lus wife over the phone, and my
newest one, the woman on the left, 1z hunary. How do I know all that?"

"Tt's your powers. You'll be able to sense other people m a way
you've never unagmed."

"Will T hear thew thoughts?"

He gave her a kind snule. "Only 1f they thmk out loud. But vou will
be able to sense the emotions people stiugole to lude. That will tell you
more about people than anytlung else.”

"Will tlhus massrve headache ever ease?”
"Eventually."

Nodding, she looked down and touched lus wrist where the bracelet
used to be. "You're free of me now."

"T know."
"Then why are you still here?"

Xypher hesitated. It was somethmg he wondered about lumself. But
he couldn't leave her. She was vulnerable and alone, and having been
there lnmself, he couldn't bring humself to abandon her. "You need
help."

"I can manage on my own. I always have."

"Tve no doubt you can. But you helped me when I needed it. I'm
retirnmg that favor."

Smone leaned her head agamst lus shoulder, truly grateful for lus
support. "Thank you, Xypher."

"No problem.”

She rubbed lus arm as the entire events of the dayv plaved out m her



mind. "Because I'm a demon now, 15 Jaden over me?"

"No. So long as vou own your soul and you don't barter it, no one
has power over you."

She pulled back to look at hum. "What if someone takes my soul?”

"No one can take yvour soul without your consent. Souls don't work
that way."

She was dad to know that. Bemg a demon was scary enough, the
idea of losmg her soul was even more terntying. God, she had g0 much
to learn. It was like bemg born all over agam. There was so much about
herself that she didn't understand.

She wanted to learn the depth of her powers and what part Jaden
played mn the universe.

"I have a question . . . If Jaden 1z so powertul, couldn't yvou make a
bargain with lum to kill Satara?"

Xypher brushed the haw back from her face. "Jaden doesn't work
that way. He won't actrvely do anythme. Rather, he provides the means
for each of us to carry out our deswes. It you need more power, he
fmds it. If you seek an amulet or device, then you call hun. As he would
say, he's a means to an end, not a lapdog.”
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"Why didn't yvou have hun open one of the portals to her, then?
"He refused me when I asked it of lum."
"Refused yvou? Why?"

"Smce Kalosis 1z controlled by the goddess Apollynm, I guess lus
powers wouldn't work there. But I don't know. It could be sometlung as
sunple as he didn't hke what I bartered with. Jaden can be extremely
capricious at tunes."

"That doesn't seem right."”



"Tell me about 1it." He looked around. "Now, I don't know about
you, but I'm hungry."

She snmled. "Fanushed." Suddenly that snule faded. "I'm not going to
be drnkmge blood now, am I?"

"I hope not. If yvou are, we're gomg to have to learn how to bleed
Jesse."

Jaden flashed back to the tree where he'd furst been summoned. As
expected, Kaiaphas was warting for hun.

"Greetngs, my lord." the demon sad, bowing.

Jaden would give lum kudos for knowmg when to erovel. But kudos
wouldn't save lus ass. "You attacked vour brother i the open today."”

"My nustress demanded 1it."

Taden shing hus hand out and pmned the worthless bastard to the tree.
"And by domg so, you undid a bargam I made. Do yvou know what that
malkes me?"

"No., my lord."”

"A har. And that 15 one thing I've never been." Jaden wanted blood
over what had happened today. Palackas had grven Ius ife m vam and
that sent Jaden to a level of pizsed off he didn't Like to function .

But it wasn't lus place to demand satisfaction over the demon's death.
Frustrated, he released Kmaphas and let lum fall back to the ground. "I
don't want yvour virgms. You can keep them."

"What then, my lord? Name yvour price and I will delver it to vou.”
"There's a Dinme m tlus town. Bimg me her heart.”
"Ts that all?"



"Trust me, it's enough.”
Eaiaphas blinked as Taden vamshed from lus sight . . .

A Dunme. That was easier said than done. Fust, they were brutal and
rmunored to be mvincible. He wasn't sure if he had the powers to even
look at one.

Licking Ius hps, he remembered lus ficht earlier that day. The
woman . . .

Her blood had held the Dinune m it. He was sure of it.

Perhaps if he delivered her heart to Jaden, that would suffice. After
all, wasn't one Dimme as good as another?

Yes.

Snappimg lus fingers, he went back to Kalosis to round up a sortie for
lus next attack. Sunone was a medical exanuner . . .

Smiling, he thought of one way to defuutely get her out of her house.



TWELVE

Simone was still trying to get her bearmgs as she moved back to her
bedroom. but it was hard. Everything seemed so amphfied now. Every
noise pierced her head. The hghts were meredibly bright, and she could
hear Xypher's heartbeat competng with hers. It was all very
disconcertmg.

Mypher was by her side, and she was holding on to hun. She needed
lus strong arm to steady herself. But the smell of lus skin was haunting.
It also made her hungry for a taste of hun m a way she'd never wanted
a man before. It was almost like there was another part of herself. One
that was braver, more seductrve . . .

More hunery.

"Smone!"

She looked up as Jesse came rumming mto the room through the wall.
"You're up! You're up!" He ran at her hke an exuberant puppy.

In the past when he did that, he'd run nght through her. Today, he
slammed mto her so hard, she stumbled.

"What the . . . 7"

Xypher gave her a look that was half amused, half evil "Bonus
round for your new powers. Now vou can bitch-slap lum when he gets
on vour nerves."

it

"I can touch Jesse?" She breathed the words, trying to fully



understand them.

Turnmg, she met Jesse's shocked gaze. In all these years, they'd
never been able to touch. Her hand trembling, she hifted it to place her
tmgers agamnst lus cold cheek.

It was solid.
Tesse was real to her. She could touch hum . . .

Tears welled m Ins eyes as he laid lus hand over hers. Gasping as her
own emotions overwhelned her, Suone pulled hum wto her arms and
held lum close. "I can touch yvou!”

Xypher crossed lus arms over lus chest as emotion pierced lus heart
like a kmte. He had no reason to be jealous of a punk kad chost and yet
the way she held onto lum . . .

He wanted to rip Jesse's head off.

"T wish I could have held you like thus when vou were httle,” Tesse
breathed. "All those tunes you cried, all I could do was watch and try to
cheer vou up by makmg faces."

"T know, Jesse. I know."

Xypher hated to adnut at, but it was actually toucling the way they
embraced each other, and he realized that the jealousy he felt wasn't
because another man was holding Sunone. It was the love the two of
them had for each other.

They were a fanuly.

Through tluck and thm. No matter what, these two had stood by
each other and would do so for eternity. There would never be betrayal.
No treachery. They only wanted to love and help one another.

No one had ever loved hum hke that. And they never would.

Not once had he been touched by a loving hand. Suddenly, he felt



ke an mtruder. Worse, he didn't feel worthy to witness somethmg thus
pristine.
Achmg mside, he tumed away and headed for the latchen.

Stmone felt the awr sturmng. She looked past Jesse to see Xypher
leaving the room. There was an aura of such sadness around hun that it
made her hurt for lum.

She pulled back from Jesse.
"Is something wrong?" Jesse asked.

"T'm not sure.” She let go of lus hand to follow Xypher and see what
had happened.

"3ypher?”

He paused by the counter to look at her. His handsome features were
stoic, but she could feel lus turmoil mside.

"Are you all nght?"
He nodded. "Fme. I just didn't want to watch the two of you
slobbermg all over each other. It was runing my appetite.”

If only she believed that. Now she understood what he'd meant
earlier about her powers. Such mcongruty between what she felt and
saw wag extremely disconcerting.

She moved closer to lum. "Why are yvou hurtmg mside?"

"Tm not hwt, I'm hungy. You really should learmn to tell the
ditference.” He mdicated the fridge over Ius shoulder with lus thumb.
"Ten't it lunchtune?"

She shook her head as she realized he was changing the subject.
Somethme had made lum uncomfortable, and rather than deal wath it, he
wanted food.

Fine. che could cope with that. But she wasn't fooled by his actions.



"T have some tuna salad left. We could make sandwiches."”
"That'll worl:."

Sunone pulled out the bread. "Why don't vou grab the tub out of the
fridge for me? It's m the clear contamer with the white lid."

Jesse jomed them wlule she counted out the shces of bread. "Did you
know Glona was studying to become a psychologist?”

SiF

Smone snuled. "Nope, how would I know that

"True, vou've been off domg stuft with Xypher . . . getting turned
mto a demon and all Glona's actually a really neat person once she
quits mocking nmy music."”

Suone was bemused by lus sudden change of heart toward Glona.
"T mock your music, too, Jesse."

"Yeah, but yvou'll also dance to it with me." He stiuck a Michael
Jackson pose. "'Tust beat it, beat it, beat it."" Without tlunkmg, he
bumped mto her.

"JTesse!" she sawd playfully, "T'm trymge to make lunch.”

"All nnght, but later, 'we gonna wake me up before you go go' and
'‘wallk like an Egyptian." "

Sunone groaned and snuled at the same tune.

Tesse blew her a kiss. "Now I'm off to see my woman." He dnfted to
the back of the house.

Sunone laughed at hum, especially smee Glona had now become lus
'woman.' "Jesse." she sad playfully. "You're not old enough to date,
boy!"

"T'm older than you. And at least I'm not datmg a cradle robber who
outdates me by countless centuries.” The disembodied voice echoed m
the latchen.



"But remember that now I can smack your head . . ."
"Poiwnt taken, now leave me alone. We're comparmg ectoplasm.”

She didn't want te touch that one with a thuty-foot cattle prod.
Shakme her head, she went back to makmg sandwiches.

Xypher handed her the tuna salad. "What's it like?"
"What?"

"To have someone who knows you that well? Someone you can
tease around with and share mside jokes. I've seen people do it m
dreams, but never up close betore. There's a warmth mside you
whenever Jesse's around. Even when he annoys you, it pleases you on
another level "

Smone paused to look up at lum. Poor Xypher, to have no idea what
triendship meant. "It's good. There's a lot to be smd for having people
around yvou who aren't trving to tear vou down. People who know how
to laugh and who aren't jealous. Unfortunately, those relationslups are
sometunes hard to find."

"Sometimes they're mpossible.”

She nodded. "People are comphcated. Emotions are complicated.
Explam to me how vou can both love and hate someone at the same
tune."

“di et Ama. "
She frowned. "What?"

"It's an ancient Latin poem written by Catullus. 'T Love and I Hate.'
It talks about that very thine. He wrote it for a woman he both adored
and despised.”

"Yeah, see? That's just wrong, isn't 1t? Shouldn't vou love or hate,
but not both at the same tune?"



"But you and Jesse don't hate each other."”

"No, we never have. And for that I'm grateful. It's not easy lvmg
with someone day m and day out without wanting to strangle them. But
Jesse, he never really annoys me." She sheed the sandwiches and put
them on plates.

Xypher watched the way her hands moved wlule she worked. There
was so much grace to her. So much beauty. He'd always been clumsy.
But not her.

As she reached for a bag of potato clups, her phone rang. She
clanced at it before she answered. "Hey, Tate. What's up?" She handed
the potato clups to Xypher. "All nght, we'll be nnght there." She shut the
phone.

"Another murder?” He didn't really have to ask smce he'd heard thew
discussion through the phone.

She nodded. "How many people will a Dinmme kill?"
"Honestly? She's been remarkably corcumspect.”
Stmone was aghast. "How can yvou say that? Tlus 1 the thard body."”

Xypher sliugged. "They were created to be mdiscrnmate lallers.
The tact that there're not bodies pihng up everywhere 15 a nuracle.”

"Are you sure it's a Dimme, then?"

"The cuy who died—I'd bet my hife on it. Glona . . . maybe, maybe
not.”

Smone considered that. If the Dunme hadn't lalled Gloria, then who
did? No, it had to be the same laller. She didn't want to even consider
the fact that there nught be more of them out there. "We need to get to
the latest victim. Grab the sandwiches and we'll eat them m the car."

He did, and they quckly grabbed thewr coats and left the house.



Sinone cursed as she reahzed she didn't have a car . . .
They'd left it on Toulouse when they'd gone to Liza's store.

She wag turmng toward Xypher when she caught something strange
on the wind. It was a hght musky scent . . . Unfamuliar to her. Liftmg
her head, she mhaled deeply trving to identify it, then crmged at what
she'd done. "I'm not part dog now, am I?"

Xypher laughed. "No, but your olfactory glands, like everytlung else,
are more sensttive. You can smell m a wider spectrum than you've ever
known before. For that reason, yvou nught want to avoid Bowbon
Street.”

"Thanks. There for a mumute, I was afraid I was gomg to tum nto
some lund of crotch-smffme hnatic.”

He sucked lus breath m sharply. "You know that's the quickest
hard-on I think I've ever gotten."

Sunone paused as she realized that she could actually feel that pamtul
heaviness m lus erom.

"Yes," he said, lus voice an octave deeper. "That's normal, too."

"T'm not sure I'm liking thus newtound me."

"Trust me, baby. You're gomeg to hike demon sex a whole lot more
than human. T can show you thmgs that will make your head spmn hke
Lmda Blan."

She gave lum an mdignant look. "That's not the way to get mto my
pants, Xypher. Ew! Bad unagery."

Before Xypher could answer, the scent mtensified. Smmone tumed to
see a tall, blond man m Ius early twenties commg toward them
Something about lus features remunded her of Dev from Sanctuary.

"Lycanthrope.” The word came out as a low growl.



Xypher nodded. "Demons have an unnatural dislike for each other. Tt
can be overcome, but it's not easy. Were-Hunters are an offshoot from
thew Damnon cousms, wlnch 15 why you're feelng that burst of
adrenalme that makes yvou want to attack lnm. It's yvour mstmet
providimg yvou with an extra boost m the event you have to fight.”

The man stopped as he caught sight of them. He cocked lus head as
if he could sense them the same way they could sense hum.

"Peltier?" Xypher called.
He came over to them slowly, sizmg them up with each step. "Eyle.
I'm thew youngest."

oy

Xypher narrowed lus caze on lum. "What are yvou domg here
"T was visiting a friend."

Xypher wasn't so sure about that. But then, suspicion was lus nuddle
name. "You're a Katagart m human form durmg davheht howrs . . . how
15 that—" He stopped as he understood.

The Katagaria were ammals who could take human form. Durning the
davhght, they, especially wlile they were as young as tlus whelp, were
relegated to thew amumal forms until the sun set.

Evle Peltier was more than what he seemed.

"It was mce meeting you, Kyle." Xypher said curtly. "Give Carson
our best."

"Will do.,” Kvle said before he headed across the street to where a

Ninja motorcyele waited. He hopped on and took off without looking
back.

"What aren't vou teling me?" Sumone asked.

"I'm not sure. It's a strange feelmg . . ." But he couldn't place it.
Truthfully, it felt hke the Dmume, but that didn't make sense. If the



Dinune was anythmg hke her gallu cousms, she'd be looking for a dark
place to rest durme daylight hours. Not out here m open housing and she
defuutely wouldn't be near a Katagan.

As soon as the Dimme caught that scent, she'd be runnme.
He shoolk lug head to clear it. He had to be magmme things.

Pushing those thoughts aside, he turmed to Smone. "Okay, I have all
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my powers mtact. I don't know where we're gomg, but you do, night’
frl’eq [
Good. He was about to show her how to transport through the

cosmos with her powers. Hopefully, they wouldn't end up m Alaska.
"Think of the place we're gome. Picture it perfectly m vour mund."”

She dud.

Xypher wrapped lus arms around her and closed Ins eves. An mstant
later, they were m the shadows of an allevway. He heard the police
talling among themselves, saw the photographer and Tate moving
around a covered body.

He danced around to make sure they wouldn't be seen before he
sohdified them.

A slow snule spread over her face. "Will I be able to do that on my
own?!"

"Most of it vou'll be able to do. But it will take a lot of practice. And
be careful domg it. Sometunes your clothes don't follow wath you."”

Her face paled. "That would be unbelievably bad."

"For vou, ves. For me? I'm all for skinny-flashing." He raked her
with a hot stare that actually lit her blood.

But she wouldn't let hun know that.

Grmnine wickedly, he handed her a sandwich, then headed toward



Tate who looked up at them from the body.
Tate frowned at then food. "Eatng at a crune scene?”

Grumacing at the blood spatter on the walls around them and the gore
on the street, she handed her sandwich back to Xypher. "T'm not."

Tate gaped. "Wow, vou're fmally squeanush. I never knew you had it
m you."

Smone was surprised, too. She'd always prided herself on not gettmg
sick at a crime scene. But the smell of dred blood was rank mn her

nostrils. The color of it was a deeper shade than normal It was almost

like she could taste the blood and that made her extremely queasy.
Xypher on the other hand appeared completely unatfected.
"So what do we have?" she asked, takmng deep breaths so that she
wouldn't undignify herself.

Tate let out a long, twred breath. "Well, lus head 1s nussme so I don't
think we have to worry about lum getting up and wallking around again.
Tlus 150t Sleepy Hollow."

Xypher trowned. "Sleepy Hollow?"

Smone shook her head. "A famous story about a headless horseman
who chased victuns."

"That's sick.”
Sunone arched a brow at hun. "This from a demon who's eatng at a

crune scene?”

"T'm hungry. You should be grateful I'm eatng the sandwich and not
chowme down on someone's blood. I can do that, you know."

"Yeah," Tate smd slowly. "Let's try to avoad frealang out any more
civil servants."”

Simone tried to focus. "What are the deets?"”



"We're not sure. It looks hke a fight of some lkind ensued and
obviously our guy here lost.”

Mypher moved around the scene wlule they spoke.

Smuone watched the way Xypher studied the blood patterns as if he
could picture the exact way the fight had played out. When he neared
the body, one of the officers shooed hun away.

She approached slowly. "What are vou thinking?"
"I want to see the body."

She went over and uncovered it, then flinched ag the smell lut her full
force. Damm, she was never gomg to get used to these new senses.

Xypher nodded before he fuushed off the sandwich. "It's what I

thought."

He was so nonchalant. The least he could do was share what he
knew. "Which 152"

"Trophy lall."

Smmone exchanged a puzzled look wath Tate. She didn't like the
sound of that mn the least. "What do you mean, "trophy lall'?"

"The body 15 a message from one demon clan to another. "Don't fuck
with us." "

Tate shool lus head m denial "Whoa, whoa, whoa, what are you
tallking about?"

Xypher mdicated the body with lus thumb. "You better autopsy hun
yourself, Tate, 'cause he 1sn't human and a regular human 15 gomg to
freak when they open up Ius body and find that lus mternal organs aren't
where and what thev're supposed to be. He's a Charonte . . ." He
olanced back at the body. "Or was a Charonte.”

Tate held his hands up m fiustration. "What the hell's a Charonte?”



"A. Demon," Xypher said as if he were tallkmg to an umbecile.
"Are you sure?" Tate asked.

"Yes. Galluo don't die hke that When a gallu demon dies, it
thismteerates like a Damnon. Damons dismtegrate hke a Dammon.
Humans who are lalled by gallu become zombielke creatures.” He
pomted back to the body under the tarp. "And Charontes die hke
humans. Thew bodies stay mtact for burial "

Tate scowled. "But how do vou know he's Charonte and not a
human?"

"His slan 1s blue."”
Tlus tune Tate scotfed out loud. "Humans turn blue when they die."
"Thew skin doesn't marble when 1t goes blue.”

That took some of the steam out of Tate. "I assumed it was body
pamt."

"No, it's genetic pamt that he was bomn with and runs all the way
through Inus entire epidermal layer. Mr. Charonte obiviously strayed mto
the wrong place." He pomted up to the walls around them where blood
was splattered as Ingh as twenty feet from the ground. "I gve lum
credit, he fought well You can smell lus blood and those of lus
attackers."

"Plural?" Tate asked.

Xypher nodded. "Three of them. I'd say they ambushed hun and left
hun so that he'd be found and the rest of lus clan would see the body
and be atrmd. Or dependmng on what breed of Charonte, lus clan wall
attack and start an all-out war between them."

Tate let out a long breath before he clanced at Sunone. "Man, he's
like having one of those trackers from the Old West movies m the



thirties. What else do vou know, Tonto?"

"Well, let me tell you what I didn't know."
"And that 157"

"That there were any Charontes left m the human woild. Se comg
back to the trophy kill . . . Why? Wheo did the gallu want to see this?"

A clull went down Sunone's spme. "Maybe it's a message to us."

"No. They'd be terronzing us. Tlus"—he agam gestured to the large
amount of blood—"was over termtory." He looked back at Tate. "You
ouys have a Charonte clan lving here and now you have a gallu one.
And if somethme 1sn't done, New Oileans 15 about to get caught i the
crossfue.”

"And it's not even three yet." Tate said bitterly. "Makes me want to
oo home, crawl nto bed with my wafe, and just wait it out, doesn't t?"

"Not really,” Xypher said. "Makes me wish I'd been here to ficht 1t
out with them. I'd like to tear mto some gallu lude."

Sunone 1gnored that. "So we're lookung for a hungry Dunme and a
clan of Charontes."

"1"&5."

Even though she didn't hke the concept of it, Sunone nodded. "Any
idea where the Charontes nmght be hangmg out?"

"Ofthand, I'd say someplace not too far away."

Tate cocked his head. "Why would yvou say that?"

"Well, if you're gomg to send a message to someone, you don't leave
the message m a place where they won't see it. You put it somewhere
obvious." He looked around at the buildings swrounding them. "Wlich
means the Charontes would be near here."

Another chill crawled down Sunone's spine. "How dancerous are



these Charontes?"

Xypher shiugeed. "Depends on how sociahzed they've become and
how angry they are. Obviously, they've been ludmg here under your
noses without anyone knowme it."

Tate scofted. "Well, it 1z New Orleans. Lot of frealty slut happens
here."

An officer approached them. "We've looked everywhere for the poor
ouy's head. We thmk whoever killed lum mmust have taken it. You
thinking voodoo, Doc?"

"T'm thinking something, Sam. I'm done with the body. Wrap it up as
soon as you guys have what vou need and I'll funsh up at the lab."

"Okay."

Tate walked over to them. "Thanks for the help. I'm gomg to
fabricate paperwork as usual If vou guys come up with something else,
let me know."

Smone tined toward Xypher, who was pacmg around. The wind
wlupped at lus haw, draggmg it down mto lus eves. The demon mside
her was now even more attracted to lhum than the woman m her had
been. There was a new sensual side to her that hadn't been there before.

It allowed her to understand lum so much better. The power mside
her was hungry, but she didn't know for what. It was like a physical
ache.

As if he sensed her thoughts, he tiuned m her dwection. The mtensity
of lus gaze scorched her.

And it was then she smelled the same thing he did . . .

Before she could move, Xypher was there, moving faster than
anyone could see. "Your eves are red.” he wluspered, putting lumselt
between her and the officers who were stll nrvesticatme the scene.



She went cold at lus words., "What?"

"Your eves have changed. You need to recogmze when it happens so
that vou can prevent it."

"How bad do they look?"

He looked down at her. Instead of blue, lus mises were white., runmed
m red. "They look like tlus."
She crmged. "What can I do?"

His eves went back to blue. "Act like you have something i one eye,
and I'll wallz yvou away from the humans."

Bowmg her head, she closed her eyes and rubbed the night one. "I
don't like tlus, Xypher."

"I know. But vou'll get used to the physical cues and then you'll have
more control over the demon part of vourself.”

She winced at that. "I don't want to be a demon.”

"Neither did I, but we can't help who or what our fathers mpregnate,

can we?"

His words were harsh and they stung her. "My father loved my
mother," she sad defensively.

He scofted at her. "You've seen what the gallu look hke m thew
demon form. It makes yvou wonder what kind of woman could be
attracted to that."

Still Smnone wanted to defend her parents. She'd loved them
completely. "They met at a bar when my mom was m college.”
He frowned. "What?"

"That's what my mom told me once. She was working as a waitress
when my dad came m and they started tallang, "



Xypher paused as he remembered what Jaden had told lum about her
parents. "He must have been there scoping out lus victin. It's a wonder
he didn't kil vour mother wlule he was at 1t."

"My mother said it was love at first sight. As soon as she saw lum,
she knew he wag different from other men . . . It makes me wonder if
she ever knew exactly how different he was. Do vou thmk he told her
he was part demon?"

"T don't know., Smmone. You would think, but that was one hell of a
secret. I can easily see why he wouldn't tell her.”

So could she. For that matter, how would she ever tell someone what
she was? Who, other than Tate and Xypher, would ever beheve her?

He stopped her on the sidewallk. "Look at me."
"Are my eyes better?"
He nodded. "Tust stay on top of your emotions, and that'll help.”

She swallowed. He made that sound so much easier than it was. Dear
Lord, what it cshe did tlus durmg class? They'd never behieve it was
mstantaneous special effects. "I'm scared of tlus, Xypher. If anyone
fmds out I'm a demon, I'll loge everytlung "

He put lus hands on her arms and squeezed them comfortingly.
"You'll be okay. I pronuse. But can yvou mmagme the fear vour father
must have had when he decided to be with yvour mother? He had to
abandon everytluing and evervone he knew. To throw off lus shackles
like he did . . . That must have been strong love mdeed.”
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"What do you mean?

"Your father was a bound demon, Sunone, with a master he served.
When that happens, vour master owns you completely until you fulfill
whatever mdenture contract he holds over vou. If you escape that bond
before von fulfill that contract. it's a death zentence. Your father lnew



that and still he ran."”
"To be with my mother."

Mypher nodded. He couldn't magme what her father had been
thinking or what lind of contract he'd run from. Tt was . . .

He paused as a scent filled lus nostils. He mhaled deeply before lus
eves flashed to red.

"What 15 1t, Xypher?"

"Charonte."”



THIRTEEN

Sunone and Xypher tiined and there on the street belund them stood
three extremely tall, well-bult men. One was lean with jet-black haw
that was short i back, but longer in front where it fell over lus eyes.
The other two were aubum hawed and bwlt hke weight lifters. But for
the orangehke scent of thew skin and thewr strangely glowmge eves, they
would have appeared human.

The dark-hawed one drew closer. Adizafy . . . "he lussed dangerously
as he raked them with a hostile glare. "What brings you here?"

Smone leaned closer to Xypher. "Did he just msult us?"

"Depends on whether or not bemg called 'half-blood’ offends you."
He locked gazes with the Charonte. "I saw what the gallu did to one of
yvour people. T was looking for vou to find out why."

The Charonte moved closer to them with an mpressively lethal gat.

"Nedrx," the one on her left said n warnme. "We know notlung of
them or thew powers."

Nedix 1gnored lum as he drew closer to Sunone. Leamng down, he
took a deep breath m her harr.

Xypher shoved hum back.

Nedix's eves flashed dangerously as he refused to back off
"Katika?" he asked Xypher.
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Mednx went down on one knee before her.

Completely baffled by what had happened, Sunone looked to Xypher
for an explanation. "Katdia? What 15 that?"

The demon rose up. "You are lus owner."

Both of her brows shot up mn surpnse. She owned Xypher? In what
alternate viuverse would that ever happen? "I am?"

Xypher gave her a look of warmng not to say anythmge else before he
turned Ius attention back to Xedox. "Fierpol akati. We come without
war. Neither of us has an aliance with the gallu.”

Xedix scoffed. "No? You reek of our worst enenues. Greek and
callu. And vou expect me to believe that you mean vs no harm?"

The demon on Simone's nght stepped forward. "My brother les
dead. I say we lull the male to retaliate.”

Medrx cast a glare that was malevolent enough to be felt over lus
shoulder at the demon who had spoken. "You know the laws of our
people. He's owned by one who hasn't declared herselt our enemy."

"T will not serve a human-gallu mizah!"

Nednx threw Ius hand out and the demon came flying toward lum to
land m lus fist. "You have forgotten yvourself, Tyris. The female comes
to tall: peace, we will hsten. We may be brutal but we are not savage."
He looked back at Xypher before he released Tynis. "One war hke
move from you and, Katika or not, we will lall you."

Xypher folded Ius hands together and held them up to lus eyes for
the Charonte to see. "No war so long as my Katika 1zn't threatened.”

"Then we have an accord.” Xednx stepped aside and swung lus arm
out o that they could pass. "Preryal akati.”

o

Smmone scowled. "What does that mean’



"Peace 15 our journey, my lady." Xediix fell m behmd her. "If you'l
follow Tyris."

Tyris led them toward the budding on the left where a small door
opened on the other side of a Dumpster.

Smone blinked from the heavy darkness as they entered what
appeared to be the backstage area of a club. Everytlung back here was
pamted black, mcluding the floor. Gathered black curtamns separated the

area where they stood from a stage that had the sign CLUB VAMPYRE
hanging above it.

The wony wasn't lost on her. "Nice name."

Nednx's eyves flashed red m the dark. "I may not be human, my lady.
It doesn't mean I don't know sarcasm when I hear 1t."

"Sorry."

As Xednx led them to the other side of the curtam, Sumone gcasped.
There were at least two dozen more Charonte, and unhke Xednx and
lus two compamons, these looked hke demons. With horms coming out
of thewr heads, thew sk was a mynad of colors, usually two per
creature, that were marbled m such way as to actually be attractrve.
Thew eves ran from vellow to wlute to red or black. Likewise thew haw
colors ranged from black to brown or auburm. Large, brightly colored
wings jutted out of thew backs, grving them a strange angelic appearance
that was belied by thew fangs and battle-honed physiques.

Sunone stepped back and bumped mto Xypher, who appeared to find
what they were wallng mto totally copasetic. "I think T lett my keys
outside."

"Relax," Xypher said, wrapping lus arm around her waist to keep her
from runnme. "You're not the one mn danger."

it

"How you figure



He mdicated the group with a tit of lus chin. "By nature the Charonte
are an extremely matnarchal race. The males are always subservient to
temales, winch 1s why I told them vou were my owner. That's the world
they understand. And luckily for us, the males usually aren't as warring
m nature as thew females are."

"Really?"

He nodded. "Since there's no female present, I'm thinkinge we're
relatively safe. Unhke a female Charonte, the males will only attack
when ordered to or threatened.” One corer of lus mouth hfted. "Word
to the wise, don't threaten them. I'm good, but they senously outnumber
me rght now."

"Don't worry. I'm not about to taunt the entire pride m itz den."”
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Xypher released her. "Where 15 vour Katika?" he asked Xedrx.
Nednx crossed lus arms over lus chest. "We are without.”
"Did she die?"
He shook lus head. "We are Dilkomai."”
"Male warnors," Xypher wluspered m Sunone's ear so that she'd

understand.

"A few human years back our Katika was under attack. There was a
Greelk"—he spat the word out as if it were the most disgustng thing he
could imagime—"god who sought to release her from her captrity. She
sent us to protect her cluld and to fight the Greeks who wanted to harm
him. We came and we fought. Many of us died and before we few
survivors could return home, the portal closed, locking us here m tlus
realm."”

Tyns cwrded lus lip. "And now we're bemg assaulted by the callu
May they all burn and perish m the ashes of a dragon's scaly ass."



"Oookay," Sumone breathed, but she had to grve them credit, it was a
cood curse to give someone vou didn't hike. The umagery said it all.

"Why are the gallu attackmg you?" Xypher asked.
The males refused to answer.

Xypher shook Ius head at them. So. they knew. they just weren't
willimg to share it with lum. Perfect. Just perfect. "Let me trv tlus agamn.
What do yvou have that they want?"

The males moved to stand shoulder to shoulder with thew arms
crossed. A wufied wall of staunch maclusme.

Stmone shook her head at the sight. "Ts it just me or 15 anvone else
cetting a case of testosterone poisonimng?"

Xypher grimaced. "What?"

She held her hand out. "Loolk at them. Ready to fight to the death
rather than answer a sumple question . . . yvou know there's only one
thing I can think of that would make men, especially those who are
from a lughly matriarchal society, wiling to lay down thewr lves without
speaking. "

"And that would be?"
"A woman. "

Xypher paused as he reahized that she was nght. It would be the one
thing that they'd die to protect.

But who was 1t?
"Where's the female?" Xypher asked.
Xednx stepped forward to glare at them. "Get out!”

"Tt's all nght, Xednx." The voice was gentle and quet, and framed
with the most hiltng song-hke tone. "I'm not afrmd of them."



The male demons began parting as a tuxy figure pressed through thew
center.

When she fmally broke through, Sunone gasped at the fragle beauty
dressed m jeans and a large green sweater—it was the same woman
who'd moved mto a condo near hers a few weeks back.

Barely five feet tall, she looked like one of the cluna dolls Liza made.
Her slan and lips were so pale as to be lunmnescent. Long, silvery wlute
hawr flowed around her tny, vet voluptuous body. The only color she
had was her sibver-gray eyes that clowed agamst a tluck fringe of
jet-black lashes.

She couldn't look more harmless or beautiful

But the newly awakened demon powers mside Sumone sensed the
lethal capabihties of the tny woman.

This was the gallu Dunme.
"T'm called Ferryna."

Mypher put himselt between Sunone and the Dinune. "The gallu and
Charonte are vicious enenues. How 1s it they protect you?”

Eerryna held her hand out to Xednx who went down on one knee by
her side before he clasped it and held it acamst lus heart.

Warmth spread through Smmone as she realized that the two of them
were m love.

But that didn't change the fact that Kerryna had lalled Glora and
others—

"No, I didn't."

Smone blinked at Kerryna's soft words. "What?"

"T chdn't kall Glona. I've only killed two men smce I was freed, and I
assure vou, they both deserved what happened to them. Fven wvou



would have ended their lives.”

Xypher shook Ins head mn disbelief. "I'm really confused. I was there
when you broke out of vour cocoon mn Nevada."”

Eerryna nodded. "T remember vou and the god Sm and Ins woman,
Katra. The other god, Zakar, chased me for days on end until T was able
to fmally escape lum and Inde. He 15 a persistent beast. And it was hard.
I knew nothme of tlus world or its people and thew languages."

Xypher could understand. Parts of it eluded lum even with Ins god
powers and havmg been here to help Katra and Sm. "Why did you

come to New Orleans?"

She mdicated Sunone with a tilt of her head. "We are cousms. Her
tather was the brother to mume. It 1 my nature to need my fanuly with
me, but once I met her, I knew she wasn't ready to accept herself or
me. Her powers had been bound. Her scent ludden. She beheved herself
human and I thought it best to leave her with that delusion.”

"You know," Sunone said, steppmg around Xypher, "for an
mdiscrmmate kaller, she's remarkably lucid and thoughtful.”

Kerryna snuled. "Out of fear, my sisters and I were locked away so
tast that no one bothered to learn anything about us. Wlule we are bomn
of the gallu, we are not gallu. The goddess Ishtar gave us the aift of
compassion and understandme. I think she knew what was to happen
and wanted to make sure that we didn't destroy the world as our creator
mtended. That bemg said, should all of us be freed, I don't know what
will happen. Two of my sisters are not so kind or carmg. They do crave
blood above all thines."

XNednx stood up and draped a protective arm around her shoulders,
She lifted her hand to stroke lus forearm affectionately. He held her
back to lus front wlnle he glared Ius nustrust at them. "The callu want to
talze her and use her. That I won't allow."



Eerryna leaned back agamst hum. "They kill to draw me out.”

Smone siched. "You know, the more I learn about the gallu, the less
I hke them and the more I really hate sharing a genetic hink with them."

Eerryna nodded her agreement. "The males are hard to take at tunes.
Unlike the Charonte, they're dommeermng and cruel To them women
are only breeders or food.”

Stnone cast a meamngful look at Xypher over her shoulder.

He was completely vnrepentant. "T can't help it if T resemble them.
We're all creatures of our buth. But at least I histen from tune to tune."”

It was true. He did, and that made him senutolerable. She snuled up
at lum. "Well, what can I say? You are, after all, a god."”

The only clue she had that he was amwused was a very subtle
softenme around lus eyes. Not that she blamed lnm. When surrounded
by a warmor class of demons, it was probably good not to show any
land of humor.

Which remunded her of how maportant tlus was. "All nght, we shll
have the gallu out there lilhng mnocent people . . . and demons. How
do we stop t?"

Xednx rubbed lus cheek agamst Kerryna's hawr. "We've been trying
to fmd a way, but as of yet there's notlung we've thought of. So long as
we have Kerryna, they won't even discuss a truce.”

"T won't go back to them. All of the gallu are disgustme.” She looked
at Xypher and blushed beautifully. "No offense.”

"Tt's all nght. I'm used to msults." Xypher cast a glance at Sumone,
who sputtered.

"T don't nsult you . . . much.”

Xypher didn't respond. Instead he narrowed Ius eves at Xednx. "You



know, I just thought of sometlung . . . vou can open a bolt-hole down to
Kalosis."

Xedrx shook lus head. "We've tried. For some reason, we're not able
to doit."

Mypher tsked at the demon. "You're lyme, Xedrix. I smell it."

"We refuse to go back.” Tyns smd angnly as he stepped forward.
"We were slaves there. Xedix served as the Destrover's pet. She
treated lum like a sumpleton. I won't be at her mercy for another day. Tt
was a godsend that we escaped when we did. Better to die here as free
agents than to return to what we were."

Smmone scowled at Xypher. "The Destroyer?”

"An ancient Atlantean goddess named Apollynn. She was mprisoned
m Kalosis by her husband eleven thousand years ago."”

Simone wondered what the goddess had done to ment that sentence.
"Nice, and vou want to go visit her, huh?"

"No, I don't. I want to lall Satara.”

At the mention of Satara's name. more than half of the demons made
disgusted noises.

"Kall that bitch!"
"Feed her to the Destroyer."
"Bap out both thew throats."

Smone was mpressed by the venom. It appeared Satara and the
Destroyver could both benefit from a semmar on how to make frends
and mfluence people, or m tlus case, demons. "Wow, tlus Kalosis
sounds like a toval for Disney World. Sign me up for the next tap."

"I would, but apparently a nde down there's a lot harder to come by
than a spare Hannah Montana ticket m a nuddle school.”



Smone laughed. "Nice, tunely reference.”

"You can thank Jesse for it. He has a crush on Hannah." Xypher met
Xednx's gaze. "What will it talke for me to tallz one of you mto opening
that portal?”

"There's nothing."

Mypher looked at Kerrvna, and Sunone knew exactly what he was
thinking.

Xedix pulled her belund hun and stitfened.

"Don't worry," Xypher said. "I wasn't thinlung that. T would never
threaten vour woman. I was only considermg how wrong I was about
her."

Smone arched a brow. "Were you really?"

The oftense on lus face was deep. "Not you, too?"

"'m so1ry. You're nght, I know better. But the way you looked at
her . . . m my defense, it was spooky."”

Grmacing at her, Xypher turned Ius attention back to the Charonte.
"T know there has to be some way we can help each other. Think about
it. I need to get mside Kalosis.”

Xypher duplicated lus earther gesture of claspmg Ius hands together
and holdme them up. “Pieryol akati. "

Nedrx mchned us head to lnm before he repeated the words.

Xypher pulled her toward the door, but before they went far,
Eerryna stopped them.

"We are fanuly." she said softly to Sunone. She took the small red
stone necklace from around her neck and placed it m Sumone's palm. "Tf
you need me, take the crystal m your hand and call my name. T will
come mnmediately."



"Thank you."

Eerryna hugged her close. "There 15 strength mside yvou, Sumone. Our
bloodhne was one of the strongest of the gallu. Never forget that."

"T'll remember."”

Eerryna patted her hand. "T will work on Xedrx for vou," she sad
softly to Xivpher. "If revenge 15 truly what vou want, I'll find some way
for you to have it."

With that, she left them and rejomed Xedix.

Smone turned to Xypher. "Not even dumertune and it's been an
mteresting day. I'm kind of afraid to see what the next hour will bring.
How about you?"

"Any mmute I'm not bemg beaten with a barbed wlap 15 a great one
11 11y opuuoen.”

Her stomach shrank at lus dryv tone and the remunder of the world
he'd left behund. If Xednx thought Ins was bad, he should try Xypher's.
"Do you really have to go back to that?"

"It I thought there was a way to avouwd it, believe me, I would. But
I've already been sentenced. And you can't run from a god."”

"What 1f T tallzed to Hades?"

He laughed. "Hades 1sn't comg to hsten to vou. All we can do 15 take
the tune I have and try to expel the gallu so that yvou'll be sate when I'm
cone."

When I'm gone . . .

Those words tore through her and brought a wave of pamn so severe
it actually took her breath. How could he have come to mean so much
to her so quckly?

And vet there was no denvine what she felt. She didn't want hun to



leave. Fver.
Daon't think about 1t.

She would find a way to settle tlus. A way for it to end without
costmg Xypher lus freedom. She had to.

The alternatrve was wholly unacceptable to her.



FOURTEEN

Sunone canceled her afternoon class. Between her powers, wlich were
still malkmg her dl, and all the chaos of attacking demons and her body
coing out of control without notice, she thought it nught be the safest
thmg for her students. The last thmg thev needed to see was thew
professor's eyes turn bright red.

Or worse, have one of them eaten by a gallu. The adnumstration
might take some issue with that.
So would the poor student.

In the meantime, she was learning certam thungs about herself and her
new powers. Xypher had moved the furniture around m her living room
go that he could show her specific moves to fight the gallu and make
them cry. Her favonte to date was gross, but Inghly effectrve.

Aad spat.
She scratched the back of her neck as she looked at the metal cup
she'd just destroyed. "I feel hke the ahen m the space movies."

Xypher gave her a hot once-over before he pressed hunself agamst
her and breathed m her ear. "Lucky for me, you're much better
looking."

She snuled at the compliment as her entire body heated from lus
touch.

"Oooo!" Jesse saud as he came skatmg sideways mto the room.
"a ameone moved fumitore. This 15 oreat!”



Betore Smone could speak, the Clash "Should T Stay or Should I
Go" started playmg. "Jesse . . "

He started dancing like a clucken. "Oh, ¢'mon, Sm. It's the Clash.
You gotta dance.” He took her hand and spun her about.

Lauglung, she shook her head and then jomed Ins famous Clucken
Neck Dance tlhung that they did, usually when no one else was around.

Glona squealed i delight before she jomed them.

Xypher stood back, watclung the three of them with a stern frown.
Never m all lus existence had he seen anvthme so strange. They went
from a clucken line dance to robots to sometlung that looked hke the
twist—it vou had some sort of spmal mpury. And then they began
do-si-domng. The song didn't last long before it went mto "Boys Don't
Cry, I Wanna Be a Cowboy."

Tesse pomted one finger and then another at lnm and pretended to
shoot lum as he sang to the song.

Xypher scratched lus cheek. "All of yvou have lost vour mund.”

L) {'”

Smone laughed. "C'mon, Ted." she said, uvsmg the name of the
cowboy m the song. "Dance with us."

"I have never m my entire, long existence danced.”

"And I've never been able to hear someone else's heartbeat from
three feet away unti today, either." She grabbed lus arms and tugged
hum toward the group. "Dance with me, Xypher. No one here will lau_ll
at you for it. Trust me, if we don't mock Jesse for lus lack of grace,
we'd never mock you."”

He felt completely ndiculous for all of ten seconds. But moving n
umson with Smone wlile her eyves sparkled made lum forget about the
fact he probably looked likze a jackass.



The music secued mto Tma Turner, "Better Be Good to Me."

"Monkey dance!” Jesse shouted.

Xypher exchanged a puzzled look with Glona, who was as lost as he
wWas.

" g , ,

Smone came to rest at lus side and showed hun how to raise one

hand at a tume m tune to the music. "Now shake your tal lLke a
monkey . . . It's a monkey dance."”

Xypher laughed, and for the first time m lus hfe, it wasn't bitter or
mocking. Tt was a  real.  honest-to-goodness, trom-
the-depth-of-lus-stomach laugh that warmed lnm from the mside out.
Dear gods, he was enjoymg humself. Really enjoymg hunself.

He'd never, ever done tlus before.

So thus was what real fun felt hke. No wonder people sought it out.
Fun was meredible.

Minutes and songs flew by as they just enjoyed bemg together, acting
completely stupid. Simone twirled around, laughing, then collapsed on
the couch.

"Oh, I'm gettmg old. T can't keep up."

Teszse and Glonia kept dancig wlile Xypher went to zit next to her on
the couch.

"You okay?"
She laughed. "Hot and sweaty. You?"
"Same. You guys do tlus a lot?"

She snmled as she watched Jesse and Glora dancmg together. "About
once a week. But we don't usually move the furniture fust.”

Xypher brushed a stray piece of han back trom her face, but the
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heat scorched lus grom.

Growlng at the ferocity of the sudden deswe, he leaned over and
captured her lips wath lus.

Stmone moaned softly at the taste of Xypher. Her heart raced even
taster ag she buned her hand m lus thick, black hawr and let the strands
twine themselves around her fmgers. His wluskers grazed her skn,
making her burn with need. Closme her eyves, she unagmed beme m bed
with lum . . . naked.

No sooner had that thought shot through her mund, than she was m
her bed with lum, completely bare.

"Oh, my God." she breathed, pulling back as a wave of dizziness
went through her.

With an evil ghnt m lus eves, Xypher laughed. "T thank T hke the fact
that vou don't have control over yvour powers. As long as you don't flash
us mto public naked, I'm good with 1t."

Pullng her sheet tight agamst her bare body, she squeaked m
mdignation. "I can't believe I just did tus."

on't be embarrassed.” He snueeled closer to her before he mbblec
"Don't L b 1." H ooled cl to her before 1 bbled
the corer of her mouth.

Sunone hesitated. Part of her wanted to bolt from the bed, but the
other part was absolutely eager for tlus. They'd been through so much
already. More than that, he'd touched her heart and hte m ways no man
ever had before.

Smling at hun, she placed her hand agamst lus wluskered cheek. His
blue eyves were begulmg. She saw the need and the heat of lus passion
there, but he wasn't puslung her. He was waiting to make sure it was
okay.

That alone broke her last bit of resistance.



She rolled mto lus arms and kissed hum.

Xypher trembled with the relief that tore through lnm at her actions.
She'd come to hum

Unable to stand it, he kissed her fiercely as he rolled to lus back and
draped her over Ius chest. He lussed at how good her breasts felt agamst
lus bare chest. At of the sensation of her naked legs shding agamst lus.

"Hey., Sun, what—"The words broke off mto a homfied shriek that
sounded more hle a httle gul than a teenage boy. Jesse ran through the
wall to escape.

"Next tune, knock," Xypher called after hum.
Tesze sad sometlung, but it was mutfled by the stereo.

Suone didn't let it faze her. She'd see to Jesse later. Raght now, she
only wanted to be with Xypher. There was sometlhmg about lum that
captrvated her.

Once more, he rolled over with her, pimung her to the bed. "You are
so beautiful," he growled, mpping at her lips before he bwied lus face
agamst her neck. He lassed a blazing trail over her skm to her breasts.

Smone arched her back and held lum close as she raked one hand
down lus back to feel lus muscles flex. She was absolutely dizzy from
the sensation of us lips on her flesh. From the warm, masculine scent of
his body.

He looked up from her breast before he moved lower, to her stomach
and then lower stll

Xypher took lus tune tastme her as he dipped lus nght hand to gently
probe the delicate folds of her body. She gasped and jerked m response.
Sunhing at that, he circled her, dehighting m how wet she already was.
Hiz own body was on fwe at the thought of takmg her. But he didn't
want this over that fast.



He wanted to savor her.

With that thought foremost m lus nund, he spread her legs wide
betore he moved lus hand away and ran lus tongue down her cleft.

Smone wlhimpered mn dehight as she buried her hand m Xypher's harr.
His tongue worked magic on her. She didn't know why but tlus was
somethme more than just sex. Somethme about bemg here with hum . . .

She needed tlus. It was hke he touched more than just her body. He
touched her heart. Her soul. And she wanted lum to feel the same way.

Xypher nuzzled her, lettng the scent of her body mark Ins. Grinding
lus teeth, he lmd lus head on her stomach and just enjoyed the sensation
of her hands m Ius haw. She was so gentle with lum. So sweet. He'd
never thought to touch another woman like tlus. To have her touch humn.

Tlus wag o much better than any dream he'd ever had. Here for a
moment, he could pretend he belonged to someone. That he mattered to
her. It was stupid, he knew. They were strangers. Jesse was her fanuly,
not lum. He'd be gone m a few weeks and she'd go on with her hfe
wlule he returned to hell.

But here for a moment, he was with her.

"Will you nuss me?"

could recall them.

As soon as the words left Ins lips, he wished he

"Of course I'll nuss you, Xypher. I don't want you to leave."”

Those words branded themselves mto Ins heart. Did she really mean
them? He wanted to beleve her. But Satara had made smular avowals.

She'd even told hun that she loved hun.

How could she have toyed with hun like that? But Smmone didn't
seem to be the type of woman who would ke about her feelngs. She
laughed guilelessly. Lived her htfe in the open.



Touchmg her was like touching the sun. Warm, bright. Soothing.

He rose up above her so that he could look down and stare mto her
eves. He could see forever in them. Shding aganst her body, he cupped
her face m lus hands and kissed the tip of her nose before he shd
himself nside her.

A groan escaped lus lips at how good she felt. Biting Ius hp, he drove
hunself deep mside her wlule staring mto those eves that were filled with
kmdness for hum.

And m that moment, he discovered a bhistermg truth. He'd sold lus
soul tor the wrong thine.

He should have sold it for Sumone's love. To be part of her world for
all tune . . .

It was g0 unfan that he'd met her now when he had no choice except
to leave. Sluvermg at the thought, he pressed lus cheek agamst hers and
histened to her short, sharp breaths as he quickened lus strokes.

Smone cradled Xypher to her as she let the strencth of lus body
carry her to the ultumate height of pleasure. Who would have ever
dreamed that a demon could be so tender? But he was. He held her as 1f
she were unspeakably precious. As if he were afrmd she'd breal.

The only part of her that was m jeopardy of that was her heart. She'd
lost evervone m her life who meant something to her.

Only Jesse had been a constant. And now she'd have to lose Xypher.
It wasn't nght.

She moaned as he drove lumself so deeply mto her body that 1t
touched her very soul. She hfted her lups, drawmg hun mn even deeper,
until she felt herself shppmng.

Screaming out, she came m a bright burst of release.



He laughed m trmumph before he moved even quicker agamst her,
And when he came, he growled lhke a wild anumal who'd been
temporanly tamed.

Stmone held hin agamst her m the darkness and hstened to the sound
of lus rageed 111¢1t1m1cr m her ear. "T won't let go of yvou without a fight,
Xypher. Hades can't have vou back. T won't let him."

Xypher winced at those words that cut mto lus heart. The fact that
she said them meant the world to lum. But he knew better than te put
stock m words wlaspered i a lover's arms. Such words were empty
more tunes than not.

Besides, words were easy. It was the domg that was hard. People
started down the road with good mtentions, but the moment the road
became rough or difficult, they'd abandon it. There was no reason to
beheve Sumone would be any different from anyone else.

He wasn't worth fighting for. All he could offer her was a broken
future.

But it was nice to pretend that he could put tath m her comviction.
That she would fight for him and not throw him to lus enenues . . .
"Xypher?"
He chd to her side and pulled her mto lus arms. "Yes?"
"Did vou love Satara?"

"T thought T did, but I realized too late that T have no understanding of
love. It's a human emotion.”

"My father felt it."
"He was an exception, as was your mother.”
She looked up at hun. "You don't beleve m love, do you?"

"T tlhunk it exists. T just don't think it will ever exist for me."



She sighed before she snugeled back down on top of lum. "What

happened to make vou hate Satara the way you do?"

He paused, lus hand i her hair, as unfettered pan tore through hum.
He'd never told a smegle soul what had happened, but as he lay here with
Sunone, the truth came pouring out before he could stop it. "I made a
bargain with Taden to accept her pumshment.”

"What?"

He let out a twred sigh. "I showed Satara how to wallk mto people's
dreams. T allowed her to use my powers and mampulate them."

"Why did you do that?"

"For the same reason you dance with Jesse. Dreams were the only
place where I could have emotions. Whenever Satara jomed me there, I
felt ike a man. And I thought I felt love for her. At the tune, I was
willmg to do anything to malke her happy."”

"But you didn't love her?"

He sank Ius hand m her haw and spread it out over lus chest. He
savored the cool, tickling sensation of it. "No. And she didn't love me,
either, even though she said she did. She was usmeg me and my powers
so that she could attack people and torture them wlule they were
helplessly asleep.”
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Smmone's heart sank at what he desenbed. "What

"That's the curse of the Skoti. If we wisit one person too much, we
can burn them out and either lill them or make them go msane. Satara
Was using my powers as a way to assassmate those she didn't hke."

Xypher drew m a sharp breath as he remembered that fateful day.
Satara had been dressed m red, her blond han flowme around her like
an angel as she ran to hun and threw herself mto lus arms.



"Xypher, help me, please . . ." Her eyes had sparkled with her tears.
He'd never seen her cry before.

"What's wrong?"

"Zeus and Hades are gomg to kill me. You can't let them "

"Eall you for what?"

"For the dreams vou taught me. They . . . they smd I was domg
something wrong, but the people I killed deserved it. You believe that,
don't you?"

"Of course.”

She'd snuled at hun then and Le'd been lost. "Please don't let me die,
Xypher. Ilove you. I'll abways love you."

(Gods, what a fool he'd been to beheve her.

Smone swallowed as the knot m her stomach tightened. She knew
what he'd done. "You summoned Jaden."

He nodded. "I gave lum my soul if he would make the other gods
beheve I was the one who'd tortured the humans. Satara had pronused
me that once I was dead, she'd come to Tartarus and feed me seeds
from the Destroyer's garden.”

Stmone frowned as she tried to understand. "Why eat seeds?"”

"They would have lalled me completely. Every facet of my bemg
would have been wiped out of existence.”

Sumone gasped at the horror of what he described. "Why would vou
want that?"

He took her hand and rubbed it down the scars that marred Inus chest.
"T didn't want to bleed for all etermty for somethmg I didn't do. I was
willmg to die for her and I wanted her to make sure that I didn't
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Smone winced at the pam she felt for hun. "She didn't carry out her
part of the bargam."

"No. Instead she came and laughed at me for bemng so stupid." His
eves flared red. "There for a tune, she'd even helped them to torture
me. I would stare at her, wanting a part of her flesh so badly that I
could taste at."

Sunone covered her mouth with her hand as bile rose m her throat.
"How could she do that?"

"She's a soulless bitch, and now you know why I can't go back to
hell without taking her with me. I'm not the only man she's fucked over,
but by the gods on Olympus I want to be the last.”

Yeah, now she understood, but the understanding didn't change the
fact that she didn't want hun hurt. Or worse, dead.

"T would #ever betray you hke that."

His gaze softened, but deep mside Ins eves, she saw the doubt that
tore at her.

How could she ever prove herself to a man who'd been so deeply
betrayed?

Smone lawd her head agamst the worst of the scars on lus chest and
took lus hand mto hers. Somehow she was going to prove it to lnm. He
wasn't gomg to be alone m tlus fight anymore.

"Satara deserves to pay for what she did." How could anyone, after
having been given so much, turn on the very person who gave it? It was
cruel bevond cruel

"Believe me, she will. If T have to descend mto hell and drag her out
by her throat."

Stmone shook her head at lnm. "There's the little ray of sunshme I



lnow so well. Ever out to cheer people up.”

"Well, it could be worse."

I

"How s0?

"T honestly don't know. But it's sometlung humans say so I thought 1t
would be appropnate.”

Sunone lavghed until she saw the writing on lus arm. "What 1 thug?"

He covered the hand she held there. "Tt's a renunder I wrote of why I
have to have Satara's blood. Why I can't @ive up my quest no matter the
temptation.”

Stmone tightened her hand over the words. How sad that he had
marked them there. And she wondered if there would ever be any way
to erase them and replace them with somethmg far kmder.

Stivker paused as he caught sight of lus sister at lus desk, writme
"What are vou domg?"

She jumped. then pulled a book down over her paper. "Writing a
letter."

"To whom

g
"It's personal.” She got up and sauntered over to lum. "I have good
news for vou. The gallu have found the Dmune."
Stryker hifted a smele brow m mterest. "Really?"
She nodded. "One Dunme could take out the Destroyer, ves?"
That was the theory. "We need her."”

"No . . ." Satara smd with an evil snule, "you need her. But there's
one small problem.”
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"Do vou remember when Dionysus almost opened the portal to
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Kalosis and Apollynu sent her Charonte out to stop lum?

Of course he did. Apollynu had been Inad that day. "They were sent
to keep Acheron from dying, but yes, I remember. What of 1t?"

"The Charonte didn't all die. Apparently a large number of them
survived and they're cuarding our Dinume. "

Strvker choked. "Charonte are guarding a Dunme? Is the world
commeg to an end and I nussed the memo? How the hell did that

happen?”

"'m not sure. But if someone . . ."—she gave lnm a meanmetul
look—"will loan me some of Ius Spatlha Dammons, I nucht be able to get
my hands on the Dimme. Then we can use her to lull my Xypher
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problem and your Destroyer problem. What do you tlunl:?

It sounded like a good idea, but also a nsky one. Wlhile Ins Spatlu
were lughly tramed and excelled at kulling, so were the Charonte. The
last thing he wanted was to deplete lus army. However, if he could lall
Apollynn and claum her powers as lug own, it would be worth losme a
few dozen soldiers.

"Very well, sister. You'll have vour pick of my soldiers. Just
remember that if you fail i tlas, 1t's all on vour head. I know nothung
about yvour plan."

"Don't worry, Stryvker. I'm not about to fal, and by tomorrow both
of our problems will be solved.”



FIFTEEN

Xypher came awalke to the oddest sensation of Ius existence. A woman
snugeled agamst lum. He lay there on Ius side m silence, just feeling her
agamst lus spme. Her nght arm was draped over lus waist, wlile her
thigh was nestled between Ins. Her cheek lay agamst lus shoulder and
her breath tickled lus skin.

He closed lus eyes, savormng every nuance of her agamst hun. Was
this what bemg human felt ike? Did human males take this for oranted?

How could thev? To have someone trust you enough to he
unconscious agamst you wlnle yvou did the same, and for both of you to
awaleen unharmed . . .

It was heaven.
Mo, Smone was heaven.

Why couldn't he have been born human? Born to this tume and place
o that he could stay with her. The fact that he couldn't was even more
cruel than the torture he'd endured m Tartarus. He wanted to crawl
mside her and stay there forever.

But it wasn't meant to be and all the dreammge i the world wouldn't
change the fact that once tlus reprieve ended, he'd be nght back mn hell
where memones of her would torture lum forever.

How would he be able to stand 1t?

His heart heavy, he carefully rolled over so as not to hurt her. She
wlmnmered m her zleen hefore cshe moved and smacled hun m the nose



with her elbow.

Ow! He rubbed the tip of lus nose and blmked back mvoluntary
tears.

"You're going to pay for that," he wluspered aganst her skin.

Pulling the covers back, he stared at her naked body. Her curves
were lush and full, her mpples shghtly puckered. Her lups were flared

and rounded, wlule her legs were parted just enough for lum to see that
she was still moist. It was the most unating sicht he'd ever beheld.

The frown returned to her face before she grabbed at the sheet to
cover herself and rolled away to cocoon m it.

Xypher laughed. She was a cantankerous thing m the mormng. So
much for all her talkk about begnuung her day with a pwpose. More hke
she began her day with poutmg. Amused by that, he leaned down to
mbble the underside of her breast.

Smone came awake to small licks that caused her stomach to
contract and her body to melt. Openmg her eves, she saw Xypher
starmg up at her with a look so mtense that it stole her breath.

"What are vou domg?" she teased.

"T'm licking yvou," he said, before he drew one mpple deeper mto lus
mouth. "I couldn't be tlus close to you and not touch yvou. Besides, you
owe me for my latest shmer."

She rubbed at her eves. "Latest shmer?"

"My nose. You slapped me wlule vou were sleepme.”

"No I didn't."

"You're right. You actually slammed yvour elbow mto my nose."”

She brushed the haw back trom Inus eyes and touched lus nose where
she'd accidentally lut hun. "Oh, my goodness. I guess I'll have to kass 1t



and malze it all better.”

His look was wicked and warm as he crawled up her body. "I've got
another boo-boo for yvou to kiss."”

She looked between thew bodies to see lus erection. "Hommun, and
what a big boo-boo it 15, too."

Xypher kissed her, lus heart poundmge at the way she teased lum
without malice. He honestly loved the newness of it.

People were afraid of lum. They were angry at hun.

No one had ever laughed with hun or played with him.

And it was then he came to the most shocking conclusion of all.
He loved her.

Deep mside m a place where he never looked, he felt that love
blazmg. It burned and it ached, and 1t would do anytlung m the wmverse
and beyvond to keep her safe. The knowledee hfted hum up.

And terrfied him to the depth of lus soul

Mol The scream of demal ran all the way through lum. He didn't
want to love anyone. Love was for weak-munded fools.

Glancing at lus arm, he read the words he'd branded there . . .

It's @ tool used to manipulate and raan anyone who is stupid enough
to hold it.

Dan't be stupid.

Lave destroys.

He'd grven Ins love to Satara and she'd thrown it back m lus face and
then lashed hun for Ins foohshness. But Satara had never treated hum

like tlus. There had been no laughter. No tender touches. No
early-mormng blushes and kisses that warmed lum all the way to lus
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And m the horror of Ins realization over Sunone was the knowledge
that he'd never really loved Satara. He'd wanted to lknow love so badly
that he'd contorted the concept of it to fit a relationslup that it had no
part m.

Tlus tune love had come up behind lum and clubbed lum on the head
when he hadn't been expecting it. These emotions took him by surpnse,
thev weren't conjured by some mmer need he had.

When he'd met Sumone and thrown her mto her car, she'd been
nothmg more than a pawn.

Now she was lus world.

And there was notlung he wouldn't do for her. How the hell had that
happened? Yet there was no denymg it. The worthless demonspawn
who'd been wanted by none had given lus heart over to a human
misafy . . .

Suone moaned as she felt a sluft m Xypher's touch. It was tender
and sweet. Almost reluctant.

And at the same tune it was masterful. His hands roamed her body,
orving her pleasure and makmge her sigh.

Lifting lus hand, she kissed lus scarred knuckles. Then she took the
pad of lus foretinger into her mouth to gently suckle it.

Xypher rolled wath her, pulling her on top of lum. Smilmg, Sunone
straddled lus wmst and stared down at lum with an expression of
kmdness.

He'd never seen anythmg more beautiful or welcome. "Love me,
Sunone."

"What?"

"Walke love to me."



Smone nodded. There was somethme needful m Ius eyves. Something
that smd tlus meant more to lum than just a physical act. Wantmg to
make hin understand that she would never hurt ham, she kissed lus lips
softly as she shd herself onto lum.

Mypher threw lus head back as she slowly moved agamst Ius Iups. Tt
was an exquusite torture. Slow and steady. One so fierce that all he
could do was tremble.

He was helpless acamst lus woman and her culeless charms.

The hght cut across her body, makmg it glow. She leaned over hun,
letting the ends of her haw brush agamst Iug chest and stomach wlule she
rode hum ever so gently.

Biting lus hp, he hfted lus lups, doving himself mto her even deeper.
Needmg to feel as much of her as possible.

Sunone snuled at the beauty of Xypher. She ran her hand down lus
muscular chest, cuppmng and strolking the tawny flesh. She couldn't
imagine goimng back to her hfe without seemg Ius face every day. It

would kil her.

In no tune at all, she'd grown accustomed to lus bemg a permanent
fixture mn her Life.

She never wanted humn to leave.

Normally when someone was around her all the tune, she got untable
with them. Even Tate. But Xypher was hke Jesse. Even when he was
anmoyig, it was charmmnge and she didn't nund it m the least.

His eves searmg her, he toolk her hand mto lus and led it to his mouth
o that he could mp the side of her flesh. God, those lips were beautiful
Leamng forward, she ran her tongue over the stubble on lus clhun. Tt was
go rough and masculme. She loved the sensation of it prickling her skin.

Sovnher wrapped s arme around her and Lhfted us lups. meetine her



strokes.
The warmth of lus body and the feel of lus sl on hers—it was

more than she could stand. Starmg mto lus eyes, she came m a blinding
wlite moment of searmg peace.

Mypher laughed deep mn lus throat as he felt her chmax and watched
the pleasure play out across her features. He loved the way she felt m
lus armes, the way her brows drew together an mstant before she came.
And the sound of her contented purrs as her body spasmed agamnst lus.

Burying lus head against her shoulder, he gasped as he felt lus own
release fmally come. Grmding lumself agamst her, he held her close as
he released lumselt mside her.

She collapsed agamnst hun. He held her there, tracme hnes over her
back while her breath fell agamst lus mpple.

"That was a mce start to the day."
He lussed the top of her head. "Yes, it was."

Smone sighed contentedly, stretclung hke a newbom latten agamnst
hun. "Now I don't want to get up. I just want to stay here m vour arms
for the rest of the day . . . You thmk Jesse could teach my classes?"

He chuckled at the thought. "T think watchmg lum try could be lughly
entertamimng. "

"Well, I'd ask you to go do it, but that would defeat the purpose of
my staymg here . . . I wonder if I could retwe early and live on the
streets? What do you thmk?"

"Living on the street wouldn't work. Not enough prrvacy for what I
want to do with vou."

She snmled. "Very good pomt.”

Her alarm clock started blarng.



Xypher growled at the prereme sound. "Rip that out of the wall." He
flung lus hand out at it, but she quickly diverted lus blast.

"Don't vou dare. I love that alarm clock."
He snorted. "You get attached to the dammnedest thngs."

After rolling away from hun, Smone switched the clock off and
siled at the truth behind that statement. She really did get attached to
the oddest thmgs and Xypher had to be the strangest of all her
attachments.

He yvawned as she returned to bed. "You sure you want to go back to
teachmg today? We didn't make much progress yesterday on trauung
you to conceal yvour powers."

"Well, I'll have to nux with normal people eventually. Do yvou think
it'll be worsze today than yesterday?"

He brushed her hawr back from her shoulders. "Have vou learmed
yvour body's signals for changing?"”

"It's a wewrd burung belund my eyes betore they go wewd."

"Then you should be fme. When vou feel that, then you know to get
out of pubhic view as quickly as possible. If it happens m class, tell them
you have a stomach bug and you have to run to the bathroom.”

She wrinkled her nose at the thought. "That's gross.”
fr T - i i . - - . = = L
Well, then wear sunglasses and tell them you have an eyve mfection.

She mbbled the stubble along lus jawhne. "You know, that's not a
bad idea.”

"Of cowrse the glasses won't be much use when the homs pop out of
your head or the wings out of your back, but—"

She shrieked at the thought. "No they won't!"
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Lauglhmeg, she pushed lum back on the bed.
"That's it, I'm gomg to beat yvou down and make you sorry."
Xypher troze as he braced lnmself for her attack.

But mstead of her ghving lum pam, she tickled hun. Tt took lum
several seconds before he realized her mtent. By then she was pouting.

"You're not tickhsh. Well, that stinks." She sat back and crossed her
arms over her chest, Inding the breasts he loved to tease.

"T'm sorry." he said, trying to cheer her. "If 1it'll make you happy. I'll
pretend to be."

"No, it's okay. Can't have everythme, I suppose.” She paused at the
edge of the bed. "But you come darn close.”

"Close to what?"

"Bemg perfect. Only vou're more than that, Xypher. You're
wonderful.”

Mypher couldn't move as she lett lum to go to the bathroom. He
couldn't breathe as those words sank mto lus consciousness. She thinks
I'm wanderful . . .

No one had ever thought such a thing about lum before. Pam mn the
ass. Rude. Violent.

But wonderful . . .
That knowledge lut humn hke a punch m the eut.

As he started to get up, Jesse appeared m the doorway with a stemn
look on lus face. "What are yvour mtentions?"

"I was getting out of bed to shower and dress."”

Tesse's eves narrowed. "Not that. Toward my gul. You two have
been locked m here like two hormy bunnies all meht long, and before



you break Sunone's heart, I want to know if yvou mtend to do nght by
her. Or do I need to go recruat some demons to kick yvour ags?"

He'd like to see Jesse try—m fact he'd pay for that entertamment.
But wlile he was offended the chost would thmk that of lum, he would
expect no less from Jesse who was only trymg to protect Sumone.

"T would never hurt her, Jesse. Or yvou. But I can't stay here and vou
know it, so don't make me feel any worse about leaving than I already
do."

Jesse frowned at hum. "You really are decent up under all that
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bluster, aren't you?

"No. I'm stidl the same angry bastard who'd sell lus own mother's
heart to make Satara pay. Notlung has changed.”

"Except yvou love her."”

He had to bury the swpnise deep mside before he betrayed hunself.
He waszn't about to give that knowledge up to Jesse or anyone else. "I
don't know what you're tallking about.”

Jesse snorted. "Yes yvou do. I can sense it and you know I can.”

And he hated that. But there was nothme to be done for it. So he
narrowed lus gaze on Jesse. "Don't you dare tell Sumone."”

"Don't worry. It's not my place. But if T were vou, I'd let her know
before it's too late."

That was so much easier said than done. "What do you know about
it?"

"T'm a ghost, Xypher. I thought I had all the tune m the world to tell
the people around me how I felt about them and to buld my future. But
in one heartbeat, a cement truck dirver looked down to change lus radio
station, weaved mto my car, and m the blnk of an eye, I lost
evervtlime. "



He clanced away, but even so Xypher saw the pamn mn lus eyes. "The
last memory I have 15 my gulfriend holding me wlule the ram poured
down on us, nuxmg with my blood as it ran over her. She was telling me
that she loved me and begomeg me not to die. I didn't want to go.”

His voice broke from the emotions he was trying not to show, but
Xypher felt and saw them anyway. "There was so much I wanted to
say to her, but the wreck had crushed my wmdpipe and I couldn't make
a smgle word come out. I tried so hard to stay with her, but it wasn't
meant to be . . . I couldn't even hft my arm to touch her one last tune."

He locked gazes with 3{ypher. "So, veah, I have a Dbetter
understandmg of yvour situation than vou do. Been there, done it, and it
still aches deep mside me that I never once told Julie how much T loved
her. Three seconds was all it would have taken. Three seconds I wish to
God I had back. Thmnk about it." He vamshed ftrom the room.

Xypher sat m silence as he reahzed that for a kid, Jesse had a lot
more sense than he'd gven hun credit for. But the problem was, it
wasn't that sumple. What good would 1t do to tell Sumone he loved her
when he couldn't stay? It would only hurt her more and that was the last
thing he wanted to do.

No. It was best to keep lus love to lumself Locked mside him, it
would hurt only one person—hum. He preferred it that way.

Pushing lumself up from the bed. he went to jom her m the shower.

"You didn't dream agam last mght, did you?"

Mypher paused m lus shavme to look at Sumone m the nurror. "How
id vou know?"

"I was thmking of it wlule I was m the shower. I'm not sure why. but



I had a thought. Did you dream wlule vou were m Tartarus?"

"No. Hades toolk that from me so that I couldn't use it as a way to
escape my torture."”
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"Do you thank that's why you haven't dreamt here

He rnsed lus razor m the smk. "Taden retirned all my powers to me.
I should be able to dream without a problem."”

She paused by lis side. "Ihd you try to dream?”

How could he explam to her that he was iving the best dream of all
just by bemg here with her? "Not really."”

"Maybe that's it then. Maybe vou just need to try."

How he wished it were that sunple. There was sometlung more to the
fact he wasn't dreanmung, but he didn't want to thmk about it nght now.

All he wanted to focus on was her. Kissing her hand, he returned to
shaving.

Even though they were no longer jomed by the cutts, Xypher spent
the rest of the day with Smnone. He told humself that he'd go after
Satara tomorrow. He just wanted one more day with the woman who
made hun laugh.

A woman who thought he was wonderful . . .

Even Jesse and Gloria came out after the classes to hang with them
wlule they walked around the French Quarter and had dumer at the
Alpme Restaurant.

"Have you lived here vour entire hfe?" he asked as they wallked along
the shops on Royal Street, back toward her condo.

She snuled. "T have. Except for the tune I spent m the cluldren's
home after my father died.”

" ou don't speak much about vour foster parents.”



She hooked her arm m lus as they walked. "Carole and Dave. They
were wonderful people. They'd wanted then own lads, but Carole had
been unable to have any. Ongmally, they wanted to adopt a baby, but
fmally they gave up and decided to take m older cluldren. I was the
youngest of four they adopted.”
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"So you have siblings?

"Not really. My adopted siblings were out of the house by the tune I
came along. We exchange Chnstmas cards, but honestly we're barely
more than strangers. The only thmg we had mn common was the
O'Learys. And I do nuss them a lot. Any tune I was ever sad, Carole
used to take me down to Fifi Mahoney's to try on wigs and to play with
ther makeup. She had a snule that could light up an entire room.”

"Like yvours."
She paused to look up at hum. "You thmk s0?"
"Abzolutely."

Smone was warmed all the way through by lus comphment. They
walled on, arm m arm, jolang and teasing until they reached her condo.

"So what happened to vour foster parents?"

She took a deep breath at the sadness that question conjured. "They
died 1 a car wreck my fust yvear of college.”

"T'm really sorry."

"It's okay. It was a long tune ago, but it left me scarred for years. I
kept thankmg that T was cursed to lose everyone I ever cared about.”

She shook her head. "There for a tune, I'd even get up m the nuddle of
the meht just to make sure Jesse was still with me."

Xypher drew a sharp mtake of breath. And now he was gomg to have
to leave her, too . . .



No, he could never tell her he loved her. It would be cruel

Smone opened the gate to her condo, then paused as she saw
someone slumped over at the end of the small walkway. Rushmg
toward the person, she was stunned to find Kyle Peltier there. He had a
vicious wound m lus stomach. Blood was steadily pouring out of um.

Trembling, he reached up and grabbed Xypher's shurt. "The gallu are
attacking Kerryna m her condo. Help her. Please!"”

Xypher shot to Ius feet. "Get hun to Sanctuary.”
Smone swallowed. "What about you?"

"T have a fight to jom. Jesse, go with Sunone and make sure nothmg
happens to her. If she needs me, get me munedately."



SIXTEEN

Xypher went runmning toward Ferryna's condo. From the outside, 1t was
wdentical to Sumone's, except it had a small murror that dangled from the
lnocker—a muror that was desiened to keep the gallu out.

If only it'd worked.
He ran to the door and tried the knob.
It tumed.

Openmg the door, ready for battle, he was surprised to find the place
completely empty. He entered the house slowly, expecting an ambush.
With nothing but silence hummmg m Ius ears, he went room to room
looking for the Dunme.

Or her body.

There were no heartbeats m the place. But everywhere he looked
were the renmmants of battle. Furiuture was busted, shelves were on the
floor. It was obvious Kerryna and Kyle had put up a tremendous fight.

But the question was, why had she been here without Xedrix?

"Damn 1t," he breathed. They must have taken her wath them when

they lett.

Mypher went rushmg back to find Smnone strugehng to get an
unconscious Kvle mto her car. He took the whelp from her and swung
him up 1 lus arms before he flashed them to Sanctuary.

Carson came to lus feet with a stern scowl as he saw Kyle's bleeding



body. "What happened?”

"He was attacked." Xypher took Kyle mto the room where Carson
had tended lum when he'd been wounded.

"Thanks for gettng him here.”

"Anytune. Now if vou'll excuse me, I have some bad news to
deliver." '

Xypher turned to Sunone.

"What bad news?" she asked.

"T thunk they took Kerryna."

Her face pale, Suone staggered back from the shock. "The gallu?
Why?"

"To use her, I'm sure."”

"Does Xednx know?"

Xypher glanced back to Kyle's bleeding body. "I'm gomg to take a
wild cuess that he doesn't. I think Kyle mwust have been on watch duty.
We need to get to thew bar agam and tell Xedrix what's happened.”

She couldn't acree more. "All neht. Flashy thine conune up . . . no
Sl ildn't ag "All right. Flashy thing o
nausea thus tume. We hope."”

"Hang on." He looked at Jesse. "You, too. Glona, hold on to lum so
we don't get separated.”

The next thmg Sunone knew, they were at the club, wluch was
hoppme with college students and locals. They were all standing belund
the stage where Xednx had brought them m ongmally.

A band was playing loud, dark wave music.

Xypher took her hand and led her toward the dance floor. In the
crowd, it was mnpossible to distmgush the Charonte from the humans.
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picked up on them whenever they drew near one.

"Where's Xedix?" Xypher asked a tall, dark-hawred demon who was
serving drnnks.

"He's at the bar."

Xypher made lus way over to the area that was marked with neon
tubing and a hand-pamted sign on the muror with the club's logo of
vampire teeth with three drops of blood faling from the lips.

Medrx sat on one of the stools, watching the crowd and drmlung
absmthe. He tensed the moment he saw them approaching.

"What's up?"
Suone decided she'd take the heat for bemg the harbmger; as
Xypher had noted earler, smce she was female Xediix was less likely to

hwt her. "It's Kerryna. We found Eyle Peltier wounded. He said the
callu had taken her."

The glass m Xedix's hand shattered as lus eves glowed a termfymng
red. "What do vou mean she was taken?" He grabbed one of the
demons who was walkmg past and threw lun onto the bar.

The humans around them quckly took thewr dimks and moved away.

"Where 15 Kerryna?" Xedix demanded.

The Charonte paled. "Last I saw she said she wasn't feehng well. She
was headed upstaws to the office to he down. She said not to tell you.
She didn't want you to worry. Said she'd be back before you nussed
her."

Actual smoke came out of Xednx's nostils in a fnehtenme display of
anger. "Why did you leave her alone?"

"She was sick so she went with the bear upstaws. I only did what
yvour Katika told me to do."



opiIr

Xypher frowned. "How can she get siclk?

Nednx turned on him with a ferocious growl. "She's not sick. She's
pregnant with niy sum. "
Smone caped. This was bad.

Xedix shot off the stool, but before he could do anything, Xypher
arabbed lus arm.

"Take me with you to Kalosis."

Kedix scowled at hun. "Are you msane? Have you any idea what
Strvker would do to you if you showed up there?"

"T don't care.”

Nednx cocked his head m a questiomng manner. "Your vengeance

I

means that much to you?

Xypher locked gazes with Swunone before he answered. "My
vengeance means nothmg to me anymore. Send me m there and I'll get
Eerryna out for vou."

Nedix stepped back. "What are yvou saying?”

Xypher paused as he thought carefully about how much he wanted to
tell them. Tlus wasn't only about getting Kerryna back—tlus was about
protecting Simone. She meant more to hun than anything.

Even lus vengeance.

"T understand why vou won't stay with Kerryna m Kalosis. You
protect Sumone and I'll get Kerrvna out of there for yvou. I swear it."

The demon curled lus hp. "Strvker will never allow it. He'll lall yvou
the minute you show. The gallu want to use her, they won't give her up
without a war."

"Stryker 15 half human and half ¢od. His powers won't stand agamst

- —



Nednx's mocking laughter rang out. "You're halt Greek cod . . . Have
yvou any idea what Apollyim would do to you the muute that scent
crosses her nostrls? You won't make 1t a foot before she skewers you.
I'm the only one who stands a chance there. By the gods, I'm gomg to
take 1t."

Tesse cursed.

Smone tumed to glance at hun and he pomted over Xednx's
shoulder. There m the shadows, leanmg agamst the wall, was Kerryna
and she looked termble.

They rushed to her side.

Nednx picked her up m lus arms and cradled her close. "Are you all

Tprr

nght, me arita’

Kerryna gasped as if she were fighting a wave of severe nausea. She
cling to Xedrx while tears brimmed m her eves. "They've given me
Apena."

Nednx's face paled.
"What's that?" Sunone asked.
Xypher cursed. "It's a slow-actmg poison that's deadly to demons.”

"I have twelve howrs," Kerryna said, her voice brealang. "If T Lall
Xypher and the Destroyer, Satara will give me the antidote.”

Nedix looked up at Xypher. "You're one dead son of a bitch.”

"No!" Kerrvna snapped, cuppmg lus face and making hum look at
her. "We can't do tlus."

An angry muscle twitched mn Xedinx's neck. "T'm not gomg to let you
che. I don't care who I have to kil to save yvou. I will."

Stmone cleared her throat to get thew attention. "Can't we get the
antidote?"



Eerryna shook her head. "Satara has it all and she's cuarded by a
thousand Spatlu Daimons and gallu demons. It's hopeless. She wants
Xypher dead. His life 1 the only thung she'll trade the antidote for."

Sunone refused to beheve that. "There has to be another way."

Xypher turned to her as he remembered someone who not only was
connected to Apollynu and Satara, but one whe also owed lum a favor.
"T have an idea. Give me your phone."

Sumone chd.

He opened it and dialed Acheron who answered on the first e, "I
need a favor."

Acheron laughed. "Really?"
"But not from vou. I need to talk to Katra."

"Why?" There was no mussmg the ice m Acheron's tone. Not that
Xypher blamed lum. Katra was Acheron's daughter and he was sure the
Atlantean would do anything to protect her.

But nght now, they had a much more pressmg problem. "I need
someone who can walk mto Kalosis, kick Satara's ass. and save the hfe
of an nmocent . . . Dunme."

Acheron cursed. "You're not aslang much, are you?"

Xypher ground lus teeth before he uttered the word that called humn.
"Please, Acheron. Tlus isn't about me. It's about saving a mother and
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her unborm baby." He senously hoped that would work on Acheron's
CONSCIENCe.

"Where are you?"

oy

"Club Vampyre m the Warehouse District. Do yvou know the place?
"No. but I'll| be there shortly."
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me."

Shiftmg Kerryna to one side, Xedix reached over onto the wall and
pulled down the lever for a fire alarm. It rang out m a deatenme tone
that drowned out everything, even the music.

Every human i the club ran for the doors wlule the demons gathered
around Xedix.

"We're closed for the mght," Xednx ammounced to lus statf. "Tyns,
call the fire department and tell them a drunk customer pulled the switch
by nustake. Let's get tlus place cleared out.”

Wlle they waited for Acheron, Xednx took Kerryna to the bar and
set her on a stool.

"What are yvou planmmg?" Smnone asked Xypher. "And don't say
'nothme.' I've learmed to know yvou better than that."

He glanced to Kerryna before he answered. "I'm twed of seemg
umocent people get hurt. I'm gome to stop tlus once and for all.”

"And if vou can't?"
"T wll."

Smone felt a fissure m the aw an mstant before Acheron appeared
with an extremely tall, unbehevably beautiful blond woman who was
obviously pregnant. She must be the nmyysterious Katra.

The Charonte lussed as soon as they saw them, then fell to thew
knees.

Acheron looked around with one brow arched lugh. "Tlus was wholly
unexpected.” He scowled at Xypher. "Where did the Charonte come
from?"

Mednx rose slowly to stand before Acheron, but he made sure to
keep hus eves downcast. "Forgive us, akn, for our lack of vigilance. I



ask for no mercy for myself, but for my men. spare thew hives. They
only followed me and did as I told them. I'm the one vou should lill, not
them."

Katra gaped at the sight of the demons. "So tlus 15 what happened to
all of yvou. I'd wondered. Nice to see vou cuys agam. I'm glad you
survived. Have no idea why vou're m a club, but still glad yvou're all
here." She looked at Acheron and mdicated Xednx wath a tdt of her
chin. "Xedrix 15 of particular mterest to you."

I

"How s0?

"Well, one, he's yvour mother's favonte of all her demons, and two,
he's the older brother of yvour Sium."

Acheron frowned at her disclosure. "Really?"

Katra nodded.

Nednx looked every bit as puzzled as Acheron. "Smu?"

"Xaamara," Katra said quuetly.

Nednx's jaw went slack. "My sister lves?"

Katra snuled affectionately at the demon and nodded. "And 1s spoiled
absolutely rotten.”

Medrx's eves softened. "Bless vou, akn, for vowr lundness and
mercy. I have grieved for centuries over the fate of my smm sister.”

"Brace yvourselt," Acheron said m a deadpan tone. "Xirena lives with
us, teo.”

Eerryna put her hand m Xedrix's.

The demon seemed pleased by the news. "Then I can die happily,
akri, knowing they are abve. Thank yvou."”

Acheron rolled lus eyes. "I'm not gomng to kill yvou, Xedrnx. Smu
would torture me for etermty if T even considered it. By the way, how



did vou guys end up m a bar m New Orleans of all places?"

Kerryna laughed, then gimmaced as if a wave of pam lut her. "The
bear, Kyle Peltier, found them after they'd escaped from Kalosis. They
were trymg to eat a tourist, but Evyle stopped them before they'd lalled
hum and explamed that if they wanted to live here and not die, they'd
have to follow rules and make a home. He took lus own money and
wvested it m the bar and showed Xednx how to run it all. The two of
them are still partners.”

Katra narrowed her gaze on Kerryna. "I remember vou from Vegas.
You're the gallu Dimme who escaped.”

"And I you, goddess. I well remember yvou trymg to kill me."
"She's not evil, Kat," Xypher said quickly, stepping between them.
"She's been lnding out, trymg to fit into the world, too."

Smone moved forward. "And she's the one Satara poisoned. The
only antidote for it 15 m Kalosis with Satara. As an expectant mother
yvourself, vou can see why we can't let her die.”

[

Xypher nodded. "I was hoping you could help us.

Acheron met Katra's gaze. "You know I can't go m there without
endmg the world. You're on your own."”

Katra somled. "T know. I'll be nght back." She patted Xednx
atfectionately on the shoulder. "Don't worry, Xed. Kalosis 1s the one
place Satara and Stryker can't touch me. You know what my grandma
would do to them if they tried.”

Nedix nodded.
As she started to fade, Xypher stopped her.
"Wat, Kat. I want to go with you."

Eatra frowned at him. "You sure?”



Xypher nodded, then looked at Sunone. "I have to do tlus."

"T know." Simone said quietly. "I just wanted to tell vou somethmg
betore you left."

"What?"
"T love yvou."

Xypher couldn't breathe as those words lut hun like a physical blow,
He cupped her cheek m lus hand. "It's not possible.”

"Trust me, it 15, and you better come back here or I'm gomg to be
really upset at you."

He pressed lus cheek to hers and mhaled her precious scent. "Have
no fear." he wlnspered m her ear. "I will be back to pester you."

"You better."

Xypher did the hardest thmg he'd ever done m lus hfe. He moved
away from Siumone and jomed Kat. "Let's go."

Katra reached out and touched lus arm before she opened the portal
to Kalosis.

Xypher watched Sunone's beautitul face untl it dissolved wto
blackness.

Heartbroken, he blinked as they mateniahzed m what appeared to be
a aant hall of some sort. There were Daunons gathered all around as if
waiting for somethmg,

Or gomeone.

Eat turned to her left and it was there he saw a large throne. And m 1t
sat Stryker with Satara standing off to the side.

"You're not dead," Satara saud as she saw Xypher. "Pity."

Katra laughed at Satara's comment. "He's not gomg to die, cousin,



Grve me the antidote.”
"Oh, I can't do that," Satara said m a sumperng tone.
"Yes," Kat said, mockmge her, "you can."

"Nope. 'frard not." Satara pouted prettily. "I had an accident. It's all
cone."

Eat lifted one finely arched brow. "Have vou lost vour mmd? Do you
know what Xedrx will do to vou once I tell lum it's gone?"

"Nedrx? The demon? He's dead."”

"No he's not." Kat crossed her arms over her chest. Tlus game
agoravated her since she could tell Satara was lymg. She'd known good
and well that Xedrix was alive. "He's the father to Kerrvna's baby. You
couldn't have picked a worse enemy. Unlike Xypher, he can get i here
alone anytune he wants to and he will have the baclung of the Destroyer
when he tears your heart out. Guess I better go tell hun to sharpen Ins
claws."

Eat began to fade.

"Oh, wait, you mean this antidote?” Satara pulled a small vial out
from between her breasts. "I just remembered I had it."

"Oh, I'm sure."

Satara handed the wial off to a Daunon whoe brought it forward and
cave it to Iat. The vial was of clear glass wath a bright red hqud mside.

Eat assured Xypher it was the serum with a nod of her head.

Grateful Kerryna was taken care of, Xypher moved to stand m front
of Stryler's throne. "Wlule I'm here, I want a truce."

Satara blinked at Xypher's words as if she'd nusheard them. "What?"

"You heard me. I've come to terms with our past. And I want vou
out of my hife completely. No more demons, no more poisons. No more



bullshit. You leave me alone and I'll leave you alone.”

Satara appeared aghast. "Really?"

Strvker leaned over to speak to her. "I'd take tlus deal, Satara. I
doubt you'll find a better one elsewhere."”

Satara's eves narrowed suspiciously. "Why 15 this so maportant to
you?"

He knew better than to answer that question with the truth. That
would only hwt Simone. "It 1:0't and neither are yvou. I only have two
more weeks on earth. I'd like to enjoy them."”

"So that's 1t?" she asked.
"That's 1t."

Satara laughed bitterly. "And vou really expect me to beheve that
yvou'll just let me go about my hte wlule you go back to hell? In peace.
No harm, no foul?"

"Yeah."

She came oft the dais to approach lum with a sneer. "Do yvou thmnl T
was born vesterday? I know yvou better than that. You have no mtention
of seemg this met."

Mypher shook Ius head. "You don't know me at all. You never did. I
want peace and I want Sunone left alone."

She tapped her fingers agamst her upper arms before she spoke m a
low, lethal tone. "Then kil yvourself.”

It was Xypher's turn to bhink m disbelief of what he'd heard. "What?"

"You heard me, Xypher. If vou want peace and are willmg to bury
the hatchet, then do it. FKill yourself.”

"Satara!" Kat snapped angnly.
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know how to win 1t." She turned her attention back to Xypher. "So
what's 1t to be?"

Xypher stood there m silence as he considered her offer. "How do I
lnow you're not lymg?"

"I swear on the rver Styx that if vou kill yvourszelf, I'll never go near
Sunone agam. She'll be completely safe from me or any of the demons
and Daimons here i Kalosig. I'll even send her a buthday card every
year for good measure.”

Xypher looked at Kat, whose face was ashen.

"Dan't, " lug mmer voice ordered. But as he considered it more fully, it
made complete sense. He was gomg to die anyway. What difference
would two weeks really make? Other than grvme him more memornes of
Simone to torture lumself wath.

More tune to love her.
More tune for her to love hun.

No, it would be easiest on both of them to end it all now. Rip the
Band-Aid off and let the wound start to heal.

His heart breaking, he nodded. "It's done, then."
Eat caped. "You can't do tlhus, Xypher."
"Yes I can. It's the only way I can guarantee Sunone's safety.”

Satara paused at the side of a Daunon to draw a short sword from lus
wanst. Her walk was seductive as she neared hun. She angled the sword
at lus heart. "We have a bargain?"

He nodded.

Satara stabbed lum straight through the heart. "Sorry. T dudn't want
you to change your nund about dymng."

Xypher staceered baclk, caspme as the pam swept throueh him.



He sank to the ground.
Kat knelt by lus side. "Xypher?"

"Don't tell Sumone what I did. Let her go m peace . . . please. Tell
her 1t was quck."”

Eat held hun close, but hers wasn't the face he wanted. He wanted to
see Sunone one last time. But n domng tlug, he was protecting her and
that was all that mattered.

He glanced down to lus arm where Ius vow of vengeance was
written. The words dissolved wlale he struggled to breathe.

It was over now . . .

Eat watched as the heht went out of Xypher's eves and he expelled
lus last breath.

Satara snuled.

Eat curled her Lip at the smugness on Satara's face. "You selfish
batch.”

"Oh, shut up, Eat. You have what vou came for, now go."”

Eat stood to her full height, dwarting Satara. "One day, someone's
comg to erve vou exactly what vou deserve. I can't wait to see 1t."

And wath that, she retumed to the club.

Refusmg to look at Suone, Kat handed the antidote to Kerryna who
smuled her thanks before she drank it.

"Where's Xypher?"

That question from Sunone tore through her. I down't want to do
R

But she had no choice. Turnmg around, she felt ill. Smone's face
looked so hopetul—it was obvious she was expecting Xypher to appear



at any second.

Swallowmg the lump m her throat, she reached out and took
Sunone's hand mto hers. "He didn't malke it, sweetie. He went down m

the battle.”



SEVENTEEN

Sunone staggered back. No. It couldn't be. "That's not funny, Katra. I
don't hike to play those games."

"T wish I were playmg, but I'm not.”

Smone saw the look of horror and pity nuxed on the faces of those
around her and it snapped her back to when she was a cluld.

"The poor thing saw it all. Her mother and her brother died right
befare her eyes. 'l haunt her forever.”

It was the same expression they all had now— starmge at her hke she
was a frealt. And deep mside they were all grateful it was her and not
them. They wouldn't say it, they were too pohlite for that, but she knew
the truth.

Tesze held lus hand out. "Sunone, are you okay?"
How could she be okay? Xypher was dead.

She felt that burnmg m her eves that signaled they were changmg to
red. She wanted the blood of whoever had lalled hun. "Tell me what
happened.” she demanded. her voice a demonic growl

"I prommsed lum that I wouldn't. He wants you to live m peace and to
oo on with your hfe."

Go on with her hfe . . . She was twed of picking up the pieces and
COIg 011
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"Did he get lus vengeance agamst Satara



EKatra looked away sheepishly and suddenly Sumone had total clanty.

"So that's it, then. He chose vengeance and death over conung back
to me. At least he died happy. He got what he wanted."

Eat had to bite her tongue to keep from telling her the truth. But now
she understood why Xypher had asked her not to. If Sunmone knew he'd
orven up lus hfe to save hers, 1t'd kil her.

Just like 1t would lall Katra to lose her husband. To have lum
sacrifice humself for her would only hurt more and she would never
have peace from that gwlt and anger.

Smone looked to where Xednx stood beside Kerryna, holdng her
hand.

She would never touch Xypher agam. Drawing a ragged breath, she
turned toward Glona and Jesse. "I want to go home."

Acheron stepped forward. "T'll take yvou."
"Thank you."

He held lus hand out and she toolk it. The mstant she did, they were
all back m her house. No, not all of them. Xypher was nussmg.

"Is there anything I can do?" asked Ash.

She shook her head. "I should probably check on Kyle and see how
he's domg."

"We already did. He's fine. He'll be recovermg shortly and shouldn't
have any lasting damage other than a couple of scars.”

"That's good. I suppose that desenbes all of us, huh? Thank you for
bringing me home, Acheron.”

"You're welcome. My number 15 m your phone. If vou need me for
anythme, call "
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Then he was cone.

Jesse and Glona stood off to one side, watching her with a worred
EXPression.

"Tm all nght, cuys. Why don't you go and play records or
somethmg?"

Tesze swallowed. "You're scarmg me, Sunone."

She was scarmg herself. She hurt so bad mside that she couldn't even
cry. It was ag if she'd been gutted and there was notlung left except an
empty hole where her heart and soul had been.

Wanting to be alone, she pulled her coat off and dropped it on the
floor on her way to her room.

The bed was still rumpled from thew earher play.

She shoved that thought aside. If she didn't mean any more to Inm
than that, he certamnly didn't mean it to her. Her anger sunmering, she
snatched at a pillow to male the bed.

And it was then the scent of Xypher lut her hard. She hugged the
pillow to her chest and mhaled the warm masculme scent.

That was what shattered her nunbness. Grief and angmsh came
boiing up until she wanted to scream out m pamn.

Instead, she sank to her knees as racking tears assaulted her.
Xypher was gone.
"Damn you, vou bastard. Danm you!"

But the problem was, she didn't want lum dammed. The thought of
him m Tartarus bemg tortured . . .

It was more than she could stand.



Xypher stood m the center of a cell he knew even better than the back
of lus hand. Over the centuries, he'd counted every gram of sand. Had
saturated them all wath lus blood.

Now he was bacl

The chams came out of the ceiling and laced themselves around lus
wrists. For once he dudn't fight as they hfted lum from the ground. His
arms burned from the weight of Ius body.

But that pam was notlung compared to the one aching m Inus chest.
Sunone.

I'm pratecting her. He repeated those words over and over agam and
thev alone gave hun comfort. He would rather suffer eternal torment
than have her hurt.

It was worth it.
The door of lus cell opened.

Xypher braced hunself as he saw the god of the Underworld. Tall
and dak, Hades was dressed mn black. He cocked lus head to study hun
"T didn't thunk vou'd last a month out there. Looks hke I was nght.”

"T'm m no mood to tallz, Hades. Just start the torture.”

"Interesting. My prisoners so seldom beg me to hurt them. And to
thk, nght now, you could be m Sumone's arms and not hangme here
like so much meat."

"Leave her out of this."
"That, unfortunately, I can't do."

Fear gnpped Xypher's heart. "What do yvou mean?"

R ey marr Wxmslias T waalbr hotaxrmat Taaikke: T hoaseeibe  ooer 4 mela s



you has been one of my greatest pleasures. And now, just hke always,
you're pissme me off."

"T'm strung up here, waitmg to be beaten. Tell me, how mn the hell
could that possibly piss you off?"

"Because I have to let vou go, you bastard.”

Disbehef coursed through lum. "What?"

"The bargam I made with Kat . . . remember? I allow vou to be
human for a month and it withmn that month's tune vou find your
humanty, you're free. You selflessly sacnificed yourself for another.
And it didn't even take you a month. Dann you."

Xypher still couldn't beheve what he was hearmg,
The chamns uncoled so fast, he fell to the floor.

"Get out of here, Skotos. I can't hold you any more."

Sunone wag still rockmg m the center of her floor when her phone rang.
She looked at the number and saw it was Tate.
Drawmg a ragged breath, she cleared her throat and answered.
"There's another demon kall."
o rr

"Are you sure

"Absolutely. You know the doll . . . we're at the cormer of Rampart
and Esplanade.”

"T'll be neht there.” She hung up and died her eves before she went
to Jesse's room. She found lum and Glona necking on lus bed.

They broke apart as soon as they saw her.

"Um, we were just—"



"It's okay, Jesse. I'm meeting Tate and didn't want you to get
worried. I'll be back shortly."

"Are you sure about tlus? Don't you need some tune?"

"Life goes on, nght?" It was the one lesson she'd leamed. "Tt's not
ke I have a funeral to plan or anything. Besides, I can do with the
distraction.”" She shut the door and headed for her car.

You could use yaur demon powers.

Yeah, she could, but right now she didn't want to thank about that
part of herself. She wanted her hfe back the way it'd been before
Xypher had changed it. Most of all, she wanted to be free of the pam
lacerating her heart.

It dudn't take her long to reach the crime scene. The police hights were
olarmg m the darkness.

She got out and headed for Tate, who was standmg alone, starmg at
the covered body. "Don't you ever take a day off?"

"Not when the lull 1z tlus freaky." He looked past her shoulder.
"Where's—"

"He's gone. Let's leave it at that, okay?

Byv lus expression she could tell he was taken aback by the news, but
he didn't press it. "Tane Doe. Same exact wounds as Glona and our guy
m the Market who had gas that spontaneously combusted lum mto

flames. Want a closer look?"

"Like a screwdinver through my eye socket. Sure, let's have a
look-see.”

"Ooo, welcome back, Ms. Snark. I've nnssed you.”

Smone didn't comument as he uncovered the body and she took a
look at the poor woman. Tate was nght, and as she bent down, an



unnustakable trace odor lut her.
Emaphas.
The woman's body reeked of the demon.

She closed her eyves as they began to turn and forced herself to calm
down. So Xypher's brother had been the laller they were lookmg for all
thus tune.

Surely Xypher had smelled lum, too. Why hadn't he told her?

She rose slowly to her feet. "You're gomg to need the body to
spontaneously combust acam, Tate."

"Yeah . . . I need somethmg better than that."

Smone looked up above them. There was a house with an eave that
was loose.

That should do the tnck.

She moved Tate back with her arm an mstant before she used her
powers to dislodge it further.

It came crashing down on the body, decapitating it.
"Problem solved."

Tate caped at her. He held lus hand up. "I don't want to know what
you just did. My report 15 comphcated enough.”

Smone started to respond, but the sensation of bemg watched
returned to her. It crawled over her skun with a malicious mtent.

Tlus tune, because of her powers, she could pmpomt it. "You'll be
te, Tate."

She stepped back as the photographer came rumnmng to take more
pictures. Wlule Tate dealt with hun and the police officers, she shpped
away mto the darkness toward the source of her discomfort.



"Kaaphas," she called. "I know vou're there."

He appeared directly belund her, smffing her hawr. "You smell ke
cattle and demon. Have you any 1dea how provocatrve that 157"

"Great. I have demon pheromone. Just what I've always wanted."”

Emaphas laughed. "Xypher didn't tell you anythmng about your

tanuly, did he?"
"Nn. L

"Your father, Palackas, was one of the most brutal killers we've ever
known. Before he was enslaved, he was known to ravage entire villages,
laling women and cluldren and anyone who got m lus way."

"You're lymg!"

"No I'm not. Why do you thnk lus master was so deternuned to have
hum back? He was too dangerous to ever be unleashed.”

He was lying and she knew it. "My father wasn't hike that. He was a
cood man."

Emaphas grabbed her by the head and wluspered something she
couldn't understand.

In her mund, she saw her father as a young man. No, not a man. He
was a demon. His eves were red as fwe, lus teeth jageed and sharp, as
he stormed through an ancient village killme evervone he saw.

How could tlus be?

"I knew Palackas had spawned. I just wasn't sure it was you. You
smelled like yvour mother . . . but there was no scent of Palackas on
you."

"How do vou know what my mother smelled lilze?"

"T was there, Sumone. Don't you remember?”



She gasped as she went back to that mght. She was agam m the
backseat, looking out the window.

There were two men . . .

No, there was a thod. He'd leaned down and snatched her mother's
necklace from around her neck. Then he'd turned as if sensmg her.
Frozen, she couldn't move. All she could do was pray that the headrest
on the seat blocked her from lus view.

Then the police swens had pierced the aw.

The men m the store had scattered.

No, they had vamshed where they stood . . .
Unadulterated rage tore through her. "You bastard!"

He laughed. "Malke it look like a human death, mv master had said. If
Palackas wants to live like one, he can die like one. And so he did. I
lalled lus fanuly knowing he wouldn't Ive without them. A nughty
demon taken down by a smgle gunshot through Ins head . . . but you
know that, don't you? You tound lus body."

Shriekmg mn outrage, Sunone timed on lum and blasted lum wath one
of the energy bursts Xypher had shown her.

Emaphas dodged it and laughed. "You didn't really think such a puny
trick would work on me?" He slapped her hard. "You know why vour
mother never came to see vou after her death? I ate her soul, just as I
ate vour brother's. And now, I'm going to taste yours."

"Taste tlus." She head-butted hum n the hps, sphittme them open.

He staggered back. Letting the power she'd mhernted from her father
course through her, she scssor-licked lum. then punched him hard
enough m the gut to hft lum off lus teet.

Emaphas's skin started boldmg as those serrated fangs came out. He



dodged her next punch and kicked her m the side.

Liftng her by the neck, he threw her down on the ground. Out of
nothme, he mamfested a sword.

Stunone looked about for a weapon, a hmb . . . something.
There was notlung around.
"Try tlus."

She jerked to hear the deep voice mn her ear, and found a man there
who had one vridly green eve and one brown one. He was gorgeous
and he held a small sword out to her.

Not questionimng anything, she seized the sword. The moment her
hand touched the lult, a shunmer of power went through her entwe
body.

She heard wluspermg voices m numerous languages.
"Sunone." It was her father's voice.

"Daddy?"

"Close your eyes, little one. and we will emde you."

Trusting her father impheitly, she did as he said, and the moment she
was blind, she saw everytlung clearly.

Fien the wind was visible to the demon mside her.

Kmaphas advanced and she parried. The harder he ramned blows onto
her sword, the easier she could parry them and fight lum. The more she
deflected, the angrier Kaaphas became.

"You're gomg to beg me for mercy, just like yvour whore mother.”

She ground her teeth untl she heard her father agam m her ear.
"Anger 15 your enemy. Move forward not m anger, but with pupose.”

And the moment she did, her blade sang true. It deflected Kaiaphas's



thrusts and planted itself deep withm lus demon's heart.

"That 15 for my mother," she said, her eves tearmg. "And for my
baby brother whose future you took. Bum m hell, vou son of a bitch.”
She snatched her sword out of lus chest, twisting it as she did so.

An mstant later, he burst mto flames. His cries echoed out m the
darkness.

Suddenly, there was applause belund her.

Smone jerked around to see the man there who'd grven her the
sword. "Wheo are you?"

"Don't ask questions vou already know the answer to."
"You're Jaden."
He mclmed lus head to her n a mocking gesture.

She looked down at the sword that was unlike any she'd ever seen
betore. The black lult was tmged with red. Black roses and vines were
etched down the blade that curved ever so shightly. "Why did yvou bring
me thig?"

"T pronused yvour father peace. I told lnm that no demon would ever
hurt Ins last remamme cluld. As Xypher told you, I can't lall myself to
fulfill a bargam. I can only provide a means."

She held the sword out to lum, but he refused to take it.

"That belongs to your bloodlne, demomkyn. Guard it well A
demon's sword 15 the best protection from others of its kind. With it,
you can lill any demon who comes for you or one of yvours."

"Thank you."

He laughed. "Don't thank me. I do notlung that I haven't barcamed
for."

He started to fade.



"Taden, wart!"
He sohdified m front of her.

Smone tried to speak, but words wouldn't come. She wanted to ask
about Xypher and vet she couldn't.

"He gave lumself up for yvou.” Jaden said in a stoic tone.
"What?"

"It's what you wanted to know, 15 it not? Xypher allowed Satara to
lall him m exchange for her word that she would leave vou alone. He
cave up lus vengeance to keep vou safe."”

"No, he took lus vengeance."

Jaden placed a hand on her shoulder, and there m her nund, she saw
Xypher m Kalosis. She heard the words spoken clearly and she watched
as he died m Katra's arms.

"No!" she cried, unable to bear it. "You have to help hun "

"There's nothing I can do."

"You make deals. Xypher smd you have the power to do anytlung,
Anything."

"What are vou suggesting?"

"If you free Xypher from Tartarus, you can have my soul.”

"Do you understand the bargam you're making? Once I take your
soul from you, vou are the property of whoever I give that soul to. You
will be a bound demon, subject to the wlums of your master. No will of
yvour own. No future. Nothing.”

"T don't care. Xypher died for me. I can't have hun pumshed for
that."

"He died to keep yvou safe.”



"Tl be safe wlule I'm bound. He'll have what he wanted. Please,
Jaden. I can't Inve knowmng he's being tortured.”

"Very well." He handed her a dagger. "Open a vem, sister.”

Xypher flashed lumself mto Simone's bedroom, expectmng to fnd her
there.

It was empty.

Closmng Ins eves, he sensed for presences m the condo. There was no
Simone, but Jesse and Glona were m Jesse's room.

Without thinking, he flashed m there to fd the two chosts
completely naked on the bed. "Oh, gods, I'm blnd." He spun around to
orve them lus back.

"Don't you knock?" Jesse sard, until it must have dawned on lum that
Xypher was back. "Oh, my God, vou're dead.”

"Not as dead as you are, ghost-boy. Where's Sumone?"
"She went out on a call.”

"Where?"

"Didn't say. Call Tate and ask. His number's on the fridge."

Mypher left them to go to the kitchen where he quickly located Tate's
busmess card. Picking up her cordless phone, he dialed the number.

He answered on the second nng.

"Tate? It's Xypher. Where's Sunone?"

"She said yvou were gone."

"T was, but I'm back and I'm tryving to fmd her.”

"Well, she was here a second ago. I see her car across the street so



she must—"

Usimng lus powers to trace Tate's location, Xypher mamfested m front
of hmn before he could speak another word.

Tate looked around. "Damn, you're lucky no one saw you. Incoguto,
boy, m-cog-mto."

"T don't have tune for that. I need to find Sunone."
"Hey., Doc? Can yvou come here for a second.”

"I'll help vou look i a sec." he said to Xypher betore he went over to

the officer.
Xypher growled before he felt that nft m the anr.
Taden.

A bad feeling went through hin as he honed m on it and went to
search for him.

He rounded a corner and froze. No! That single word was branded
mto lns mmd as he saw Smmone on the ground.

Terntfied, he ran to her and gathered her up m Ius arms. But the
moment he touched her, he knew.

She was dead.

He glared up at Taden. "What have you done?"
"I chdn't do anything. She did."

"Don't you dare play that bullslut game with me. What bargamn was
struck between you?"

"She wanted you out of Tartarus.”
"You fuckmg bastard. I was already out of Tartarus."”
"T know."

7ot rrvewir anvd bl o1 made the deal?™



He shrugged. "T wanted to know how far she'd go."”

Impotent fury roded through him. TUnable to thmk, he lowered
Sunone to the ground and charged at JTaden.

Taden caught lum and swung him back, pmnme hun to the side of a
house. "You better think twice, demon, before you come at me." The
fury of hell burned deep m those dual-colored eves. Jaden's fangs
flashed as he spoke m sharp, chipped words. "Had Smone stayed alive,
you would have watched her die of old age, wlule you contnued to live
eternally 1 yvour current form. Is that what you wanted?”

Mypher blmked m disbelief. "What?"

Jaden shoved lum bacl, then released lum. He pulled a small s1al of a
wlute substance from the mside pocket of lus jacket. "She's free of her
human hife span now. She won't age and she won't die."

"But she's bound.”

Taden mclned lus head. "So she 15." He stared at her soul for a full
mimute before he held it out to Xypher.

"What's the price?"

"You two owe me a favor. One day, I'll be back to collect.” He
closed Xypher's hand over the vial, then vamshed.

Xypher couldn't breathe as he stared at her soul m lus hand. He
couldn't believe what JTaden had done for them.

Why?
It was so agast everything he knew about the demeon broker.

Dan't look a gift horse in the mouth. He knew what Jaden had
known, there was nothing m tlhus world or any other that he wouldn't
have done to free Sunone.

His heart poundme m jov, he toolk the vial to her hody and released



her soul.
She opened her eves and looked at hum. "Xypher?”

"Your worst nightimare has returned.”

Jaden took a moment to glance back at Xypher and Sumone, who held
on to each other with everytlung they had.

He remembered a tune when he'd done the same. "Whatever vou do,
don't betray each other."

The band on lus neck heated and pierced lum. Wmemg, he left them
and returned to lus master. The bhsterme wmds cut through lus body as
he stood, waiting.

"What did vou do?"
"My job."

A disembodied slash opened lus left cheek to the bone. Jaden cursed
at the pam of the wound.

"Worthless dog. You let the daughter of Palackas go?"

"T fulfilled a bargam that was struck m good fath.”

Another slash cut across lus torso so deep it forced lum to lus knees.
"Your compassion disgusts me."

"Yeah, well, you don't exactly thrill me, either." Jaden realized he
should have Lkept lus opuuon to hunself as he was thrown agamst the
wall.

"One day, dog, vou'll learn obedience.”

Jaden swallowed as Ins clothes were stipped from hum. He knew
what pumshment was to come and it was gomng to hurt hke hell



Yeah, Xypher and Sunone owed hun more than they could ever
dream.

Xypher siched as he collapsed agamst Sunone who was stll purrmge n
satisfaction.
"I like demon sex.,"” she said, rolling over to pin lum to the bed.
"I told you, you would."
She laughed, then kissed lum senseless. "Thank you, Xypher."
"For what?"
"For trymg to protect me."
"T'm not the one who bartered my soul for yvour treedom from hell."

"No. but yvou gave up your life to keep me safe. I thunk that makes us
even."”

He cupped her face m lus hands. "I love you, Smone. And I swear
with every part of me that yvou'll never doubt that.”

She took lus nght hand mto hers and lissed lus kouckles. "Don't
worry, I won't."

Smone snuled before she lay down over lum and held hum close.
Closmg her eves, she realhzed that XXypher had gven her much more
than just lus love. He'd given her a fanuly and taught her things about
herself she'd never known.

For the fust tune m her hfe, she had a real future to look forward to.

And a tanuly that would be with her no matter what.

Eead on for
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ACHERON

Comng Sununer 2008
from St. Martn's Press

June 23, 9327 BC

Acheron sat on the ralmg of lus balcony completely diunk as he
watched the elaborately dressed guests arrmving for the barthday party n
the palace below. His back was pressed agamst the bulding wlile Ins
legs were stretched out before hum m a precanous balance. He wasn't
sure how much he'd mbibed at thus pomt.

Unfortunately, it wasn't enough to kill lum. But if he were lucky, he
nught yet tumble from lus perch to the rocks a hundred feet below and
die hornbly there.

That would detuutely fuck up lus twin brother's buthday celebration.
For the fust tune m weeks, he laughed at the thought of Styxx droppmng
dead m front of the gathered nobles and digiutanes.

It would serve them nght.

"It's my buthday, toe," he shouted, knowing no one could hear hun
Even 1f they could, they wouldn't care.

Not even Artenus could be bothered to celebrate with hun. Why?



Because she was afraid someone would see them together . . .

Gods forbid.

Acheron turned lus head and winced as pamn tore through him. He
hated the fact that she alone could grve him so much angmish. So careful

he'd been to slueld humselt from the callousness of those around lham.
But Artenus. she cut hum on a level no one else could touch.

And like evervone else, she dudn't care how much she hurt lnm.

Then agam, he should be grateful. At least tlus vear he wasn't
celebrating the annrversary of hus buth m prson . . .
Or a stew.

Ever alone. Even when he was m a crowd, surrounded by people, he
was alone.

Truthfully, he was twed of it. No one wanted hum. The only reason
lus so-called fanuly cared whether he hved or died was because if he
died, then beloved Styxx died too.

"T've had enough."

Even though he was only one and twenty, he was as twed as an old
man. He'd Ived beyond Ins yvears and wanted no more pamn. No more
lonelmess.

It was tune to end it.

The voices he heard m lus head were louder now. They were calling
lum home . . .

Acheron stood up on the railing. The winds from below rushed up,
over lum, fanmng Iug haw out as he stared down at the black sea. He
dropped lus goblet and watched as it tumbled down below, vamshmg
from lus sight.

One step.



No pan.
Everything would end.

"It's tune." he breathed. There was no one here to stop lum tlus tune.
No Ryssa to pull him back. No father to tie lnm down and prevent it.
No Estes to call for a physician.

Freedom.
Closmg Ius eves, he let go and stepped off.

Fear and relief wlnpped through lhum. In a moment, he'd have lus
long sought atter peace.

Suddenly, somethme hard struck Ius stomach. Acheron gasped at the
pam. He opened Inus eves out of reflex.

Instead of fallimg, he was now nisme, away from the sea. The sound
of the waves crashmg agamst rocks was replaced by the heavy fluttermg
of mant wings. He turned to see a demon holding lum.

"Let me go!" he shouted, trying to free humself.

She didn't. Not until she'd returned lum to the balcony where he'd
been.

Acheron stageered back as she perched on the raling and watched
hun closely. She had long straight black haw that fell over skin that was
marbled with wlnte and red. Her eves clowed m the darkness, wlate
wises, surrounded by vivid red. Like her hawr, her wmgs and horns were

black.
"What are vou doing?" he asked, lus voice filled with venom.

"Alai should be more careful.” she wluspered kundly. "Had Xaamara
been a moment later, you would have died.”

"T wanted to die.”
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why, aknn?" She looked over her shoulder to where the people were still

arrving. "So many come to celebrate your human birth. "
"They don't come for me."
Xiamara frowned at lnm. "But vou are the prince. Hewr."
He laughed bitterly. "T'm hew to slut and prince of nothing.”
"Nay. You are Apostolos, son of Apollynm. Revered by all.”

"T am Acheron, son of no one. Revered only within the confines of a
bedroom."”

She stepped slowly down before lum. Her wmgs tucked themselves
around her body. "You don't remember yvour buth. T understand. I was
sent here by vour mother with her ot for yvou."”

He was trymg to follow her words, but Ins nund was too numbed by
diink. The demon was msane. She must have hun confused with
someone else. "My mother 15 dead.”

"The lnuman queen yves. But your real mother, the goddess Apollynm,
1 alive and wishes vou all of her love. I am her most faithful servant,
Xiamara, and I am here to protect vou as I've protected her."”

Acheron shook lus head. He was diunk. Halluematmg. Maybe he'd
already died.
"Get away from me."

The demon didn't. Before he could escape, she placed a small orb on
lus heart.

Acheron screamed out as pam tore through him. Never m lus hfe had
he felt anything hke tlus and grven the tortures they'd put hum through,
that smd much. It was hke there was poisonous fire m lus vems, nppmng
through hum

From the center of lus chest where the orb rested, lus skin changed



from tawny to blue . . .

And as the pam and color unfurled through lum, mnages and oices
screamed out, piercmg lus eardrums. Scents assaulted Ins nostials. Even
lus clothes burned agamst lus skin. He fell to the ground and curled up
mto a ball as every sense he had was assaed.

"You are the god Apostolos. Harbinger and son of Apollynm the
Destrover. Your will is the will of the universe. You are the final fate of

all .. ."

Acheron kept shalig Ins head in demal No. It couldn't be. "I am
nothme. I am nothung."”

The demeon lifted lus head. "Why are you not happy? You are a god
now."

Fury rode lum hard as he grabbed her. He didn't understand lus
powers or anytlung else that was happemng to hun, but all the years of
lus hte, all the degradations and horrors tore through hum. Those he let
travel from lus nund mto hers.

The demon cried out as she slung her head back. "Ni! Tlus was not
supposed to happen to you, akn. Not thus . . "

He grabbed her and forced her gaze to meet Ius. "It was bad enough
when they thought me the human son of a god. Can you umagine what
they'll do to me now? Tale these powers away from me."

"I cannot. They are yours by buthrght.”

Acheron fell back, bangmg lus head agamst the stone floor. "No!" he
shouted. "No! I don't want tlus. I only want to be left alone."”

Miamara tiied to embrace hun.

Acheron pushed her away. "I want notlhing from you. You've done
enough damage to me."



" Al i—"
"Out of my sight!”
Her eyes glowed wath reluctance. "Your will 15 my own." The orb

she'd held agamst hun appeared as a necklace about lus neck. "If you
need me, akai, call and I will come."

Acheron pressed lus hand agamst lug skull that ached and throbbed
with new voices and sensations. He felt as if he were gomg mad, and
perhaps he was.
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