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  Dedication


  To say that I’m pleased at the way Pandora and her merry band have been received would be a serious understatement. I’m so thankful to each and every one of you readers that helped make Crimson Night the success that it’s been. So from the bottom of my heart, thank you.


  All Hallows Night


  Secrets and truths, lies and red herrings… which is which? That’s what Pandora’s trying to figure out. Ever since the death of her best and probably only friend—at her own hands, no less—she’s not sure who to trust. The Priest is dead. The Gray Man is… she’s not even sure what. Luc, well… Luc is Luc.


  The Order has sent her deep into the heart of Mexico to investigate a potential zombie uprising. She arrives at the start of the Día de los Muertos festival—a celebration for the dead—and immediately things don’t feel right to her. For one, bodies (the living kind) keep disappearing. They’re not being kidnapped—no, if only things were that simple. They’re literally there one second, gone the next, and she’s not sure what to make of it. On top of that, mums are floating all over the place. Is that merely symbolism associated with the festival, or is it a hint of something far more sinister?


  In this explosive sequel to Crimson Night, the USA Today bestseller, an old ally returns and a shocking truth is revealed. One that will turn her investigation into the Order’s duplicity on its head and make Pandora question everything she ever thought she knew…
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  “You’ve changed,” Luc murmured. His back was toward me as he sat on the edge of my bed, his nude body flexing, the sheen of sweat making his skin gleam as he shifted around.


  I sat up and clutched the sheet to my chest. I looked at my hands and I didn’t see long fingers or red, painted nails. I saw the hands that had ended the life of a friend. Probably my only friend.


  I shuddered, balling them up and turning my face to the side, because if I let myself think too long on it, I’d drown in the memory.


  I doubt Luc had meant for me to hear him. He didn’t even seem to be aware he’d said it; he just kept staring out of my bedroom window with a haunted look in his glacial blue eyes.


  Beams of sunlight caressed his shoulder-length blond hair. He looked like a golden Adonis sitting that way, awash in a liquid yellow wreath of midday sun. I wanted to touch him, run my fingers through his hair once more, and lose the hated memories in the heated press of his body.


  But I couldn’t.


  I threw the sheets off the bed and walked toward the pile of clothes on my floor and snatched up my jeans. I yanked them on, not even bothering to do up the button before I was yanking my shirt over my head.


  He flicked a glance at my legs as I finally buttoned up my pants. “Where are you going?” he asked almost accusingly.


  “If you haven’t noticed, we’re in Mexico. I’m going exploring.”


  He made as if to stand. “Let me go with—”


  I held up my hand. In the week since—my heart stuttered—the incident, Luc and I had gone through a role reversal of sorts. I wasn’t trying to be nasty to him. Honestly. But I could hardly stand to look at him. Aside from sex, I wanted nothing to do with him.


  None of what I’d done was his fault, and deep in my soul I knew that, but that didn’t make the pain easier, the anger and hatred any less sharp or severe, nor did it change the fact that, right or wrong, I blamed him for what’d happened.


  At least parts of it anyway. He hadn’t told me the whole truth when I’d woken up. He’d said most of the children had survived—at least in that I thought I’d done one redeemable thing, that I’d gotten there in time to avert the slaying of innocents. The pain of losing Kemen had been buffered by the knowledge that he’d have been proud his death hadn’t been in vain.


  But it’d all been a lie. The wholesale slaughter that’d gone down that night was being called legendary within monster circles.


  The Order had sent their emissaries to spin whatever story they were going to spin to the humans. So far it seemed to be working; authorities were barking up the wrong tree, looking for a very ordinary, very human teenage cult of five or six boys who might or might not believe themselves to be vampires. It all sounded ridiculous to me. How could a small band of boys, mortal boys at that, bag and tag that many children and not get caught at some point, somewhere? The logic didn’t pan out. But if there was one thing I understood about human nature, it was that there always had to be a scapegoat. Something or someone for them to direct their hate at. And those kids the Order had dreamed up were now wearing the scarlet letter.


  Humans were dumb creatures if they were willing to buy that shit, but then again, I’d fallen prey to pretty lies too, so who was I to cast stones, right?


  Because Luc hadn’t just lied to me about what really went down that night, he’d helped put down most of those children. I’ve not been able to ask him why, mostly because I’m afraid he might give me a legitimate reason to make me hate him less. And right now, hating him is the only thing keeping me semi-sane.


  “No, you stay.”


  His brows dipped and his jaw clenched.


  “I’m gonna study the town, hear what the locals have to say about the killings, and then go see Grace.” With each sentence I spoke, the room grew more and more tense. “Alone.”


  He narrowed his eyes. I could feel his anger; it was almost like a shock of electrical current traveling my flesh, raising the fine hairs on my arms.


  “Do you honestly think it’s wise for you to see Grace alone? Have you forgotten that you nearly killed her the last time you saw her?”


  I curled my fingers into fists and turned my face aside, wishing like hell I hadn’t told him about that little incident.


  “Damn you, Pandora,” he snarled. “Why are you shutting me out? Do you blame me? Do you think it’s my fault?” He poked his chest. “Don’t forget who fucking pulled the wool over our eyes.” He stressed the word. “I won’t take the blame and I won’t”—he stood up, shoving his face into mine—“take your shit either. If you don’t want me around, fine.”


  It was on the tip of my tongue to ask him why he killed those kids. I wished to God that Vyxen had never told me, but that bitch loved making me squirm. It was what got her off; for whatever reason, she hated my guts. I couldn’t say the feeling wasn’t intensely mutual, but whatever… The damage was done. She’d told me and now I couldn’t forget it or pretend it away.


  He stalked to the bathroom, pulled on his boxer briefs, then traced out of my room, leaving a faint scent of sulfur behind.


  I couldn’t be upset at him for his flash of temper. Demon or no, Luc was partly right.


  I closed my eyes and clutched my head.


  But he was wrong too. I didn’t just blame him. I blamed myself as well. If I’d been smart enough, if I’d read the clues… everything would have been different.


  A slithering, like the sensuous coiling of a snake’s body, moved down my spine. I knew what it was. The foreign intruder inside me, it was my third soul. Pestilence, demon bastard that he was, fed off my misery. I wasn’t used to him. Wasn’t sure I ever would be.


  He was yet another memento I carried with me from that fateful night. As if the guilt and pain weren’t enough, I now had to walk around with a tangible presence inside me constantly reminding me of what I’d done wrong.


  You see, I was born with two souls. One demonic, one human. I am Nephilim, the creation of a mating between a fallen angel and the daughter of man.


  You could never call my life easy. But I’d grown used to my demonic soul, Lust. We’d created a kind of sick, symbiotic relationship. Lust was as vital to me as breathing. But this new thing, this new soul… it was a twisted perversion that haunted my dreams, my waking hours, with visions of death and violence, sickness and pain. I hated it but didn’t know how to rid myself of it.


  Once, it was a problem I would have gone to my human liaison, Grace, for. But Grace had proven herself to be a coldhearted bitch who cared nothing for bonds of friendship or love. She’d deceived me, deceived my family. All along, we’d trusted her, felt she was working alongside us Nephilim to better humanity, when in truth she was more a devil than I’d ever be.


  I opened my eyes and stalked to the door. I needed to get away. I wanted to leave, disappear, and never come back. A hard lump wedged tight in my throat. Grabbing my worn, black felt Stetson from the hook on the wall, I smashed it on my head.


  I could never leave. And I couldn’t pretend that night hadn’t happened.


  Luc was right, I had changed.
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  I’d meant to ask around town, see if any of the locals knew of or had heard about any recent or strange deaths, but I was a stranger to them. A gringa (white face), they wouldn’t trust me enough to answer me.


  Part of Lust’s glamour was that I could turn myself into the walking embodiment of anybody’s deepest desire, but doing so also required that I had sex recently. A sort of tit for tat kind of arrangement.


  But since that night and the possession of my third soul, Lust wasn’t working so well for me anymore. My desire for sex was practically nil. Luc was the first person I’d slept with since waking from my semi-coma, and even that had left me empty and cold.


  I knew I should be a lot more worried than I actually was—I dunno, maybe Lust was still in shock after our stint in Hell. Meeting Wrath had done things to Lust, screwed with her head. She was like a whimpering, terrified dog tucking tail and hiding in a corner, and there wasn’t much I could do to bring her out.


  So I had to do this sleuthing thing the good old-fashioned way. Being as old as I am, you get a feeling for people. The outer shell might be different, but the inside was always the same. If I wanted to find what I was looking for, I had to go someplace designed to loosen tongues and get men talking. Get a man drunk enough and he’ll tell you anything you want to know.


  Opening the door to the first dive I found in town, I entered and stood just inside as my eyes slowly adjusted to the dim lighting.


  Taking off my Stetson, I wiped my brow and then headed for the bar where I leaned against the chipped and pitted wood. I lifted my finger and ordered a beer. A second later, the paunchy bartender with moles all over his face slid a cold bottle at me. I lazily sipped on my Corona, eyeing what few customers there were at this hour.


  This place was your typical townie dive. Floors tacky with food and drink, a battered billiard table sat to the back. It was dark save for the few red jalapeno Christmas lights strung along the corners of the ceiling. The walls were covered in posters of half-nude women draped around the necks of grinning luchadores.


  There were no windows in this building. Everything was designed in such a way as to get a man deep into his cups without realizing how much time had passed. But I knew it was nearly dusk.


  I had an hour before I needed to meet with Grace. I took another long pull on the bottle, swallowing the bitter drink with a grimace. If only I had the power to slow time down, meeting Grace was something I’d put off as long as I possibly could.


  “De verdad, lo ve con mis ojos, Juan.”


  The excited whisper of the gangly man sitting with his back toward me at the table nearest the door snagged my attention. He leaned closer to his ruddy-complected friend and bobbed his head up and down, shaggy black hair dancing around his face with his furious gesture.


  “Tu si eres loco, Antonio. Él no está muerto. Hable con Eduardo ayer.” The one called Juan snorted as if he’d heard a funny story and started chugging his brew.


  I grabbed my hat and nonchalantly sidled closer. I pretended to study my nails as I sat down at one of the empty tables. The hard, torn plastic of the chair cut into the backs of my thighs, but I ignored it as I continued to listen.


  My Spanish is exceptional. There’d been a period in my life—about three hundred years ago, give or take—when I’d seriously considered planting roots and settling down. I’d bought hundreds of acres of land in the interior of Mexico. I could speak with barely the trace of an accent and I could understand it even better.


  Skinny had apparently stumbled across the dead body of an acquaintance. Tubby didn’t believe him.


  Antonio slammed his palm down on the table. “No soy mentiroso,” he snarled between clenched teeth as he vehemently denied that he was lying.


  “Como puedes estar cierto? Tú me acabas decir que la cara estaba desfigurada.” Juan snorted again and chuckled.


  Tubby was drilling him about being certain, especially because Skinny apparently mentioned the face being disfigured, so the possibility of facial recognition would be slim. I shifted around on my seat and took another sip of my drink, barely even tasting it.


  A disfigured corpse was one of the hallmarks of a zombie-style killing. But I’d never overlook the possibility of it being a human killer either. Sometimes you can’t always blame a monster for what goes wrong in this world.


  Though my family and I run a carnival, which is why we’re supposedly here in Mexico in the first place, the truth is Nephilim hunt down Others. Creatures of the dark. Vampires, shifters, zombies, and some you’ve probably never heard of. Before leaving our last assignment, Grace had told me of a possible zombie uprising (pun intended).


  But she’s lied to me before. My last assignment had been nothing but a red herring meant to distract me from the truth. What that truth actually was, I’m still not even sure. But I will find out. Even if finding out means I have to plead ignorance to her deception.


  Antonio smirked, wearing the pleased look of a man who knew his next statement would make a believer of his skeptical friend. “Un cicatriz, aquí”—he pointed to the tip of his index finger and traced a jagged line to the crook of his elbow—“hasta aquí.” He lifted a brow, waiting in the expectant silence.


  Except for the telltale curling of Juan’s fingers around the neck of his beer bottle, it almost seemed as if he hadn’t heard Antonio.


  But I could tell the mention of the dead man’s childhood scar had unnerved him. The rich hue of his copper skin turned almost white around his mouth, and the muscle in his right cheek started twitching.


  “Dios mío!” Juan gasped, hurtling the chair he sat on to the floor as he shoved to his feet and ran out the door.


  Antonio’s lips twitched with the ghost of a smile, then he laid down some cash, tipped his hat toward the barkeep, and followed his friend.


  I licked my lips and waited a moment for the room to quiet down. The men’s sudden departure had turned the tiny bar into a buzz of disjointed conversations.


  The whispered voices wondered about the men and what they’d been talking about, but none of them seemed clued in to the body. I likely wasn’t gonna learn much more.


  I stood, rolled my shoulders until the bones popped, and gave a satisfied sigh as if I hadn’t a care in the world. I winked at the barkeep, a surly old man with pockmarked cheeks, and smiled.


  For a second I could have sworn I’d felt the swirl of Lust coming to attention.


  I could tell he wanted me, could see the flush of sweat on his skin and the throbbing pulse at the side of his neck.


  I waited for Lust to get demanding and bossy as she usually did when confronted with prey. Fill my head with visions of me walking up to the man, grabbing his sweat-stained shirt, and dragging him behind the club for a quickie.


  My brows lowered.


  Granted, I’d just had sex with Luc, but sex was sex, and for Lust that was everything. Nothing existed for her outside her need for it.


  Yet aside from the initial twitch of a reaction she’d had, she was silent.


  Unnerved, I dropped some cash on the table and jogged outside, leaning against a pillar of wood for support. It smelled like sewage, droppings, and piss. I didn’t care. I took in long, greedy gulps of air and fought to quiet the sudden trembling of my hands.


  What in the hell was wrong with me?


  Why should I care that Lust no longer seemed to control my every word and thought? I was more in control and yet—I closed my eyes, aware of the alien presence inside me—I was far from all right.


  “Estas bien, gringa?”


  “Hmm?” I mumbled, opening my eyes to see a small child, no older than eight or nine, staring up at me with large, wide eyes. He shoved a greasy hank of hair out of his face. He was far too skinny. The pants he wore were a size too small; knobby knees protruded from jagged holes at the knees of his pants.


  I wondered where his parents were, then realized he was probably one of the many orphaned children living in the streets.


  He looked genuinely worried, and suddenly I remembered another little face. Brianna. At least there’d been one child saved that night. Maybe it was my memories of her and not him, but a reluctant grin tugged at the corners of my lips. Reaching into my pocket, I grabbed a hundred-peso note, roughly eight American dollars, and handed it to him.


  “I’m fine,” I told him in Spanish, but he didn’t look at me. Rather, he stared at the bank note as if he were afraid it might disappear. He swallowed hard, then began to back up slowly.


  “Go,” I muttered and flicked my wrist.


  He needed no other prompting and quickly disappeared inside the maze of shacks and alleyways.


  I took one last steadying breath. It was time to meet Grace.


  The sun had long since set, and the night rang with the sounds of locusts and nesting birds. I walked slowly, my hands shoved deep into my pockets, and kept within shadow.


  I moved down back alleys for several blocks with nothing but rats and stray dogs for company. I caught a few sets of eyes studying me. Some with curiosity, others with malicious intent. I was a lone, beautiful woman. Clearly not a local. Easy prey.


  Or so they thought.


  But I walked with a sense of confidence and eventually the hard gazes disappeared.


  Many times I have no idea where Grace plans to meet up, but she and I have met in Mexico for many decades now. I hardly paid attention to my surroundings, letting instinct guide me.


  Light, glowing a buttery copper color, caught my eye. I snarled as my anger flared to a violent pitch. Not a hundred yards in front of me sat a mud-thatched shack. Inside, Grace waited for me.


  Now that I was here, I wasn’t sure I could do this. Pretend she hadn’t betrayed me. Betrayed us.


  I stopped walking, staring at the light like a moth trapped in the deadly glow of flame.


  I was a veritable weapons cache. There was a razor fan tucked between my boobs, a flip knife down each snakeskin boot. Two nine mils were strapped to my back, and the hairpin that was holding my hair up wasn’t a pin at all, but rather an ice pick.


  Was I plotting to destroy Grace? It would seem so. And maybe subconsciously it’s why I’d come down here so loaded, but revenge wasn’t a luxury I had at the moment. The minutes were ticking by, and then a dark silhouette moved behind her closed curtains. Grace was pacing, probably wondering where the hell I was. But I just couldn’t move.


  Frozen with indecision, I might have remained there forever if the heavy press of eyes hadn’t just drilled a hole through my consciousness, snapping me out of my trancelike state.


  Narrowing my eyes, I turned in the direction of the hot gaze and caught a flash of black that wasn’t shadow.


  The sun was so low there was hardly any natural light left in the town, but my heart was thumping like a rabbit on crack because deep down in the darkest corners of my mind, I could swear that build and shape could only belong to one person.


  With a growl, I ran toward it. Hurriedly I moved down the narrow alleyways of a shantytown, the shacks stacked one against the other against the other, scraping my knuckles and face raw as I’d take a turn into a rusty nail or roughened termite-riddled wood But the amorphous shape was always just out of reach, leading me on a long and dizzying path so that I’d completely lost my bearing because I was too focused on catching up.


  “Hey!” I finally panted at it after what felt like hours. “Stop running.”


  Heads poked out their houses, staring at me with quizzically raised brows and worried gleams in their inky eyes. I ignored them.


  The blur didn’t listen and a fire like I’d never felt before zipped down my spine, blurring my vision. “I said stop!” I roared. It was mindless and crazy-sounding, but I was mindless and crazy.


  I wasn’t thinking straight, that much was obvious. But what I didn’t notice, and I probably should have, was that the second I screamed, frost burned my skin.


  A powerful something barreled into me, knocking the air from my lungs and shoving me to the dirt. Otherworldly power ran like a shock of electricity against my flesh before a hand clamped itself over my mouth.


  Panic clawed at my throat, turned my blurry vision hazy, made my fangs lengthen and my claws unfurl.


  “Shut the hell up,” the voice hissed in my ear. “Get your fucking panic under control or so help me, I’ll cut your head off.”


  The voice literally made my brain feel about to short-circuit, and I blinked, breathing heavily, feeling as stupid as I’d ever felt in my life because there was no way in hell that what I was hearing, who I was hearing, was really…


  “Billy?” I mumbled around a half sob of surprise. I couldn’t see his face—he was obscured within the voluminous folds of his hoodie sweater—but that voice. That voice would haunt me forever.


  And this time Lust didn’t just twitch, she roared.


  My body went from hot to molten. My skin was so sensitive that I was unbelievably aware of his form on my body. Anywhere we touched. His pelvis grinding into mine, his knee between my thighs, his breath brushing against my neckline.


  “Good,” he rumbled, and damn if I didn’t want to yank the black sweater off him immediately. “I’ve halted time, but it won’t last. When you screamed, your demon came out.”


  “Lust?” I couldn’t believe the breathy quality of my voice, because I should want to rip his hands off, gouge his eyes out, and saw his tongue in two for making me believe he’d died. For making me hurt and ache and need and want. But the emotion working through me wasn’t hate, it was desire and more. So much more.


  My body tingled, shivered, and my back teeth clacked.


  “Look over my shoulder,” he whispered, his breath hot in my ear. “You see the boy?”


  I looked and spied a small head, four, maybe five years old. He was leaning out of his doorway with eyes grown wide. Hovering before him was a puke-green mist. I nodded.


  “You see the miasma in front of him?”


  I nodded again, unable to trust my voice not to give me away again. Now that Lust was dominating my thoughts, Pestilence wasn’t nearly as loud or powerful as earlier. It felt good, right, to have control of my body, to feel it again the way it once was. I strummed my finger down the length of his muscular back, wanting to weep from the exquisite torture of having him back in my arms.


  “That’s Pestilence,” he said. “Before I can release time, you have to suck that demon spawn back inside you. If you don’t, the outbreak will level this village.”


  I felt the cold of time stood still, looked at the faces all frozen, all staring down at me. I kept expecting them to blink or breathe, but they didn’t move. Just stared at me with horror in their flat gazes. I should care more than I did. Only a few days ago I would have cared, but I had changed. The only thought drilling away at me was… just how powerful was he? How was Billy doing this?


  “Billy?” I said his name like a prayer and then laughed, because absolutely nothing was making sense. I’d seen Billy die in hell, seen his body shatter into a bolt of white light; he’d been taken from me. My death priest had been violently killed in front of me, funny how I still claimed the bastard, even though he’d tried many times to kill me himself. Stabbing me, punching me in the temple until I’d blacked out, I couldn’t trust the man as far as I could throw him. Even though he was currently covered in a shadowy hoodie, it didn’t matter because I was as attuned to his soul as I was to Lust.


  This man was my obsession and possibly even my destruction, but none of that mattered because he was here. With me right now, and I desperately needed answers.


  “Suck it back into you, Pandora, I can’t hang on much longer.” He said it through gritted teeth, and it was the thread of annoyed desperation in his scratchy voice that finally brought me to my senses.


  I’d not taken the time to learn how to properly use Pestilence; Lust and I had grown together over two millennia. This other demon was new to me, but if the mechanics were the same, then focusing on drawing the power back into me should do it.


  Looking back at the fog, I mentally called it back to me. Not because I wanted it back—I wanted it out of me—but I needed to talk with Billy, and not while all his attention was focused on saving those around us.


  I was shocked when the fog curled back toward me, moving in a slow helix undulation, mostly because everything was still frozen and a part of me had expected this not to work.


  Lust quieted almost the second the fog rolled through my body once more. Nostrils flaring as Pestilence’s oily infection ran through my system once again, I could only nod when the last of it sank like a thorny barb into my brain.


  Pestilence hissed, roiling and spitting its displeasure at being contained yet again. For many nights I’d seen visions and nightmares of what the demon had done in its previous form, the utter anarchy it delighted in creating.


  There was a shudder in the air, like the snap of a taut rubber band being let go, and I knew without looking that time was back as it should be.


  His hand was covering my mouth and again I felt something prickly against my flesh. My body was humming, blood singing with untold masses of energy as power rolled between us. Obscuring us from the prying eyes of witnesses.


  I’d felt this level of electrifying power before, and I couldn’t deny my confusion. Things just weren’t adding up.


  Billy’s face was masked by deep shadow, but his body was as firm and strong as I remembered it. His smell saturated my senses. I wanted a visual cue that what I was sensing was really him, but he wasn’t giving it to me. Why was he so covered? What in the hell was going on?


  “We don’t have much time. You have to make that meeting with Grace.” His hand finally moved, but he made no move to get off me, not that I cared. I wanted him all over me. Lust was in heat again and this was an itch only my death priest could quench.


  “How do you know about my meeting? What’s going on here?”


  He shook his head. “We don’t have much time. I’ve been watching you, demon.”


  I mean, I was all for a little Peeping Tom action, especially when it was Billy watching me, but it hadn’t exactly sounded like he’d been happy to do it. “Jeez, Billy.” I slammed his chest with my fist, wanting to hurt him even a little, because as tough as I sometimes pretended to be, that idiot had just hurt me. “I thought you were dead, you ass. The least you can do is be nicer. And my name is Pandora!” I bit out through clenched teeth.


  “Shut up and listen to me,” he growled. “You’re already late, you have no idea what’s going on, and the truth goes much deeper than you think. You got me?”


  It sat in my gut like a raging river of bile to have him order me around, but I wouldn’t deny that curiosity more than anything else kept my questions at bay.


  For now.


  I narrowed my eyes.


  “Pandora.” The way he said my name, soft and with a hint of a growl, like he was confused and exasperated all at once, made my heart thump harder.


  “What do you know? You sound like you know something. Tell me, Billy.”


  My lashes fluttered. I wished I could help the way my body reacted to him, wished I could stop it, make it go away. It would be so much easier. But this man who was created for the express purpose of ending not only my life, but anyone else like me, had a way of getting under my skin and making me want things in a way that bordered on lunacy.


  “You need to go,” he finally said.


  “Why’d you come to me, Billy?” I gripped his shoulders, digging into them with my nails. My hair was probably coated in mud and other things, my clothes were definitely ripped, and I just didn’t give a damn. I could lay like this, with him, forever.


  For the first time in days I felt like me again, like I could think and reason and breathe. The world was still in chaos around me, but my beacon had returned and maybe, just maybe, I could figure things out.


  He shook his head, but no words left his lips.


  I wanted to toss his hoodie back, wanted to run my fingers through his silver spikes. Wanted to drown in his taste, his essence. Lust purred inside me; she wanted the same things. We’d claimed this man as ours long ago, he was the only thing we’d ever agreed on.


  “Are you letting me walk away from you again?” I whispered, leaning up a little so my mouth grazed the corner of his covered cheek.


  I knew it wasn’t in my head that his muscles trembled on top of me. That his voice had grown more hoarse as he said, “We have to talk.”


  “Then talk to me now.”


  “Pandora, we play a dangerous game. One wrong move and it’s over. Do you understand me?”


  I nodded but continued to gently rub my body along his; the movements built tension and friction between my thighs and I couldn’t stop the moan that rolled down my tongue. His fingers drove deeper into the muscle of my arms. They’d bruise tonight. I didn’t care.


  “I don’t understand anything.” I shook my head and ran my nose along the length of his covered-up neck. Somehow he must have spelled the sweater not to move an inch, because no matter how I moved or touched him, the damn thing didn’t shift. “I don’t understand how you survived. I don’t understand why you keep just letting me walk away; I don’t understand how come there are no eyes watching us anymore. How you froze time. What are you doing to me, Billy? Why do you keep coming to me? Are you going to kill me?”


  His fingers curled even harder, making me hiss with pleasure and pain. “If I wanted to kill you, I would have. Many times. You have to know the truth.”


  “Then tell me.”


  “Not now. We don’t have time. Look in that book.”


  I frowned. “What book? You’ve seen my trailer—I have thousands.”


  “The one Grace’s assistant gave you about me.” I could almost picture the amusement flickering in his dull brown eyes. I wasn’t even surprised that he knew. Billy had always seemed to be ten steps ahead of me. So rather than pretend I didn’t know what he was talking about, I shrugged.


  “There’s nothing in that damn thing. A bunch of useless crap. The lines were all blacked out.”


  “Not that one. The poems. Read it.”


  I felt the pressure of his body shift, sensed he was seconds away from getting up. Panicked, I wrapped my legs around his waist like steel bands.


  “You tell me we have to talk and now you’re leaving. Wait for me, talk to me after I’m done with her. What’s so important about those stupid poems? It’s Middle English scribbles. I’ve read the damn thing, none of it makes sense.”


  He looked up and then growled. “If I keep us hidden too much longer, whoever’s tailing you will know.”


  I shivered because I’d not sensed any eyes on me, not even his.


  “Who? The Order?”


  “I’m not sure yet, but don’t worry about it. There’s so much”—he paused and I sensed his anger in the words—“so much you don’t know. I’ve got to go.”


  “No! Not yet. You’ve got to tell me what’s going on here… You’ve got to give me something.”


  Then his fingers were trailing hot along my cheek, feathering down my neck, and I couldn’t stop myself from trembling, from whispering his name.


  “I’ll find you again,” he mumbled vehemently. “Read the book.”


  Then just like that, he was gone. My arms were empty and the streets were buzzing with noise again. Previously empty doorways were full of people, and they were all staring down at me lying on my back in the middle of the filthy, flea-infested dirt road, and the eyes that were always watching me were back.


  With a snarl, I stood and dusted my backside. But I only smeared the mud worse. I didn’t even bother with my hair.


  Knowing the night wouldn’t keep my secrets, I didn’t say his name again. There was something in the way he’d kept us hidden that let me know Billy’s secrets, whatever they were, ran as deep as mine. I wasn’t sure if we’d just formed an uneasy alliance or if he was still plotting to destroy me. But where he was concerned, my personal safety had always been a back-burner issue.


  Thanks to Grace’s betrayal, I’d learned to listen to my gut. If I had, maybe I wouldn’t be possessed by Pestilence now, and for damn sure Kemen would still be alive. Something inside me screamed to trust Billy, and it wasn’t because he’d really given me any outward signs that I should. But then again, maybe it was just Lust coloring my better judgment.


  With a snarl, I hid inside the deepest slice of shadow and traced to Grace’s, leaving nothing but the scent of sulfur in my wake.


  ***


  Sitting in Grace’s one-bedroom adobe ten minutes later, I had to apply every bit of acting skill I had as I waited for the old bat to come out of the bathroom. Her new assistant had led me to a worn, overstuffed leather chair.


  I sometimes wondered what had happened to Mary (Grace’s previous assistant), She’d been so scared of me when I’d first met her, but she was also the one who’d given me that book of Middle English poems that Billy insisted I now read.


  I was in the middle of a giant effing conspiracy, and I hated with the heat of a thousand burning fires that I was too stupid to just figure it out. Grace was a rotten seed, the Order was nothing but a bunch of murderous bastards, Billy was still alive, Luc hated my guts I was sure, Kemen was dead…


  I swallowed hard because that one still made me want to curl into a ball and cry.


  “Pandora!” Grace’s shrill voice sliced through my thoughts. She walked out of the bedroom, closing the door behind her, and opened her frail-looking arms to me.


  Once, I would have run to her. Hugged her with every ounce of love left in me. There used to be a time when I’d thought myself more human than demon, because of her. Because of the lies she’d spoon-fed me and made me believe.


  But I knew the opposite to be true now. I wasn’t human. Not really. I never would be. She’d played me for a fool, and all I wanted to do was shove my claws through her chest and rip her heart out. Make her hurt in the same way she’d hurt me.


  Lucky for her, Billy had gotten to me first. Made me see I needed to focus and put petty things like revenge off, at least for a while.


  Plastering a smile on my face, I stood. “Grace.” I forced warmth into her name and walked to her side, where I grabbed a hold of her elbow and helped guide her to the chair I’d been previously occupying. “It’s so good to see you.” I smiled.


  Why hadn’t I noticed the shifty look in her pale blue eyes before? Or the way her pulse increased by a notch, booming like a bullet’s ricochet in my ears?


  But even as I asked it, I knew the answer. I’d seen it happen in a million different ways in a million different people. Because when you wanted to believe something, you would. I wasn’t fooled anymore, though I wondered what she would think if she realized the shoe was now on the other foot?


  How she must have mocked me to my back, thought me a stupid idiot. I’d heard her tape recording—it’d been sent to me by the Gray Man—her laughing into the line, calling me a fool desperate to believe she actually loved me.


  I smiled wider, exposing the full length of my fangs, and experienced a cheap thrill when her eyes widened slightly.


  “Always good to see you,” I said, acting the part of the loving adopted daughter I’d once foolishly thought I was. “I’m sorry I’m late. I was scouting the village and heard rumors that I was trying to follow up on, lost track of time.”


  Grace cleared her throat and sat. Her smile wasn’t as wide as I usually remembered it. Her skin was definitely more yellow-looking. An obvious sign of a failing liver. Grace was old and would probably die of natural causes soon. But only if I let her. I hadn’t decided yet.


  She lifted a hand. “Much better furnishings this time, no?”


  She referred, of course, to her previous digs. The place Mary had decorated. It’d been a hideous amalgam of Christmas and gaudy Liberace rolled into one. This small adobe structure wasn’t much to look at on the outside, but inside it was clean. The floors were a sandy-hued tile, the walls stucco, and there were exposed wooden planks in the ceiling. Traditional woven tapestries decorated the walls in a colorful burst of pinks, teals and oranges, and extremely fat beeswax candles lit the sparsely decorated room. There was just the couch I sat on, the leather chair Grace sat on, and one floor rug.


  “Better,” I agreed. I’d always been of the less-is-more variety.


  “Aye.” She nodded, but I sensed she wasn’t altogether here. She was more distracted than normal, and I’m sure I knew why.


  I wasn’t supposed to have survived my night in Hell. And I probably wouldn’t have if Billy hadn’t been there. I saw that night so differently now, when at the time I’d been confused as to whether he meant to kill me himself or rescue me.


  The last place in the world I wanted to be was here now. I wanted to talk to Billy, wanted to figure this impossible situation out, which meant I had to be perfect.


  “Grace, you’re distracted.” I smiled sympathetically. “What’s the matter?”


  Her eyes jerked back to my face and she shook her head. “You always were good at reading me.”


  I shrugged and wondered if she knew that the night I’d returned from Hell I’d hovered over her bed with a knife in my hand, ready to slit her from neck to sternum. “You’re like the mom I never had, Grace. I just worry about you.”


  “That’s nice.”


  “Sooo…,” I drawled when another ten minutes passed. What was up with Grace? She was definitely not on it tonight; it had to be more than just the fact that I’d survived her betrayal. No, she was definitely off her game. “Where’s you’re assistant? Shouldn’t she be bringing my files? You told us to come to Mexico. Something to do with zombies, right?”


  Jerking as if she’d been slapped, Grace rubbed her forehead with the back of her liver-spotted hand. “I gave Lupe the night off. But you’re right.” She nodded. “I am distracted and not just about the case.”


  Feigning interest, my brows twitched. “Oh? What’s the matter?”


  Her smile was weak, never reaching her eyes. “Just a phone call I got before you arrived.” She swished her hand.


  When you live as long as I have, you come to learn tells pretty well. Most of them, believe it or not, are fairly universal across distance and language barriers. Grimaces for bad smells. Eyes widening for a lie. Swallowing compulsively from nerves.


  She was moistening her lips and swallowing hard. An obvious sign that she was nervous about something. Very nervous.


  I can’t deny that got my curiosity burning. Very few things had ever made Grace this way. She was the quintessential example of cool under fire.


  “My documents are over there.” She pointed a gnarled finger at the pitifully tiny kitchen counter. “Next to the hot plate. Can you grab them?”


  I quickly retrieved the papers and started thumbing through them. Same routine as all the other times before. “So what’s up, Grace?”


  “Zombie hive has activated for some reason. We’ve kept an eye on this part of the region for a while, suspecting that perhaps the hive might be planning something.”


  You might hear hive and feel a little confused. Point in fact, zombies are not the mindless killers books have made them out to be. They do have a pack mentality, but they only attack when ordered by their creator or, as they refer to her, their queen. Of all the paranormal baddies in the world, zombies were pretty all right by me. They liked to eat brains and mostly kept to themselves. But if you didn’t bother them, they usually wouldn’t bother you. Unless of course you were dinner and well… then all bets were off.


  But knowing that, I couldn’t help but think of the conversation I’d heard back in the bar. True, zombies ate humans for food, but they didn’t usually go around leaving disfigured corpses in their wake. If they were gonna eat ya, trust me, there’d be nothing left. Sort of like lions in the wild, they didn’t kill for fun.


  I flipped through the pictures of bodies, most of them with limbs missing and heads cracked open, brains oozing out of them, reminding me a little of a mealy watermelon, except more putrid-looking.


  I’d seen worse.


  Lifting a brow, I flipped to a particularly gruesome image of a desiccated corpse, maybe in his fifties. I had to judge that strictly off the liver marks on his hands. His head was gone—there was only a neck, a torso, two arms, and one leg. None of it attached, however. The rib cavity had been cracked open and two of the ribs had clearly been gnawed on.


  “Lovely.” I slipped the picture back into the folder. “They’re getting a little sloppy though, aren’t they? Not usually their style.”


  “Mm.” Grace nodded and smoothed her silvery-white flyaways.


  She obviously wasn’t in the mood to make small talk, and honestly, neither was I. This was straining the limits of my patience. “Orders?”


  Shaking her head, her gaze turned back to me. What was making her so damned distracted? Stretching my senses, I listened for the not so obvious. Last time I’d been to one of Grace’s safe houses, I’d failed to note the portal to Hell she kept hidden in her bedroom. Clues like that would have spared Kemen his life, would have made me realize who my true enemy was.


  I wasn’t making that same mistake again.


  It was a common misconception that the entrance to Hell was coated in fire. Not true. Hell was cold. Bitterly, brutally cold. The type of cold that sank into your lungs like a parasite and froze you from the inside out.


  I’d experienced that type of cold only once in my life, but ever since Pestilence infected me, my body was acting weird. Because the next time I’d come across the portal, I’d felt nothing. Not a buzz or flicker of awareness. That same nothing was what I was feeling now. I got the feeling that I could no longer sense it because Pestilence had been a full-blooded lower-caste demon who wouldn’t register Hell as anything other than home, permanently nullifying my ability to feel for it.


  Jutting my jaw, I realized I should have asked Luc to attach the infrared. We’d discovered that pure-blooded demons—Lower Caste and High Caste, or LCDs and HCDs—and the Nephilim transmitted color on a different spectrum and that tiny black box had also picked up an anomalous marker when I’d walked into Grace’s home. In hindsight we figured out that what it had actually picked up was the gateway.


  If I hadn’t been so freaking determined to get away from Luc this afternoon, I might have thought this through sooner rather than later.


  “Aye.” She nodded and then shook herself like a dog coming back to its senses. “The zombies. Hives rarely stay put in any one place too long, it’s how they have successfully managed to remain hidden in big towns. But the circumference of their movements has been fairly consistent. The very final picture is an aerial shot of the Sierra Madre range.”


  Yanking the picture out, I studied the overhead and widespread shot of rugged peaks and winding valleys dotted over with shrubs and trees.


  “They are somewhere within the red circle.” Her fingers fluttered in the direction of the picture.


  “Grace, our carnival is parked at least a day’s travel from this area.” My impatience was clearly evident.


  Her look was bland as she said, “Dora, you know Mexico like the back of your hand. It is nothing for you to work the carnival at night and search out the network of caves during the day.”


  My nostrils flared at the implication. “Alone? That’s what you’re saying, right?”


  Did she think I had stupid tattooed on my head? Did she really think for a second that I would just blindly walk into another trap? Clearly Grace wasn’t as smart as I’d originally thought her to be.


  “I don’t think so,” I finished, tossing myself back and shaking my head. “I barely got out of the last assignment alive, or have you forgotten?”


  She licked her front teeth and the meaning glimmering behind her eyes was completely closed off to me. Grace was shielding herself in a way she never had before. Maybe she wasn’t naïve after all.


  I don’t know—obviously at this point I was a feather tossed about in choppy winds. Questioning everything, having no definitive answers for anything. Story of my life these last two weeks.


  “I’ve forgotten nothing,” she muttered. “Take someone with you then, anyone you trust. I don’t care, just find that hive.”


  And there was a “but” in there, I sensed it, felt the word dancing on her tongue… but it never came out, which left me feeling sort of like I was standing on tiptoe at the top of a sheer drop, a hundred miles up in the air, that sort of breathless anticipation of possibility. I shook my head.


  “That it?”


  She nodded. “For now.” Rubbing her skull, she winced and huddled so far into the recliner that she was in danger of disappearing within its overstuffed folds. Grace was a hundred pounds soaking wet, if that. And today she was looking more lethargic and just plain old and human than she normally did.


  She sighed. “Once you find them, come back to me, let me know where, and you’ll get the next set of orders.”


  “And the bodies littering the town? You telling me that has something to do with our zombies? ’Cause last I checked, those rotten corpses weren’t exactly known for their speed. If they really are in the ranges, how are they making it all the way out here without anyone detecting them?”


  Damn, wasn’t that the crap Grace should have been thinking of already? It wasn’t passing the common-sense test. Zombies were almost indestructible, mainly because it didn’t matter what you did to their bodies, they still moved on. They didn’t need to breathe or even take a dump to survive. They were a lot like roaches that way. A nuclear holocaust would probably not be enough to snuff the bastards out.


  She cocked her head. “Dora?”


  My name was an obvious question and there was a wealth of meaning hidden in that one word. A million different questions, none of which I had answers for. Her eyes held an edge of freneticism to them. Gray, bushy brows lowered over a set of blue eyes that gleamed just as intelligently today as they had thirty years ago. Bird chest puffing in and out, Grace appeared to be struggling with something.


  Lifting a brow, I waited for her to finish her thought.


  Her smile was grim as she said, “I’m glad you’re okay. You know that, right?”


  I snorted. “Yup. Sure, I know that, Grace.” And with that lie echoing between us, I stood and slid the manila envelope behind my back so that it poked out of the top of my jeans. Patting my shirt back into place, I nodded.


  “Guess I’ll call you?”


  “Aye. Godspeed.”


  It took everything I possessed not to spit in her face, and invoking God’s name while addressing me… She was more blasphemous than I could, or would, ever be. I didn’t look back, I didn’t hug her good-bye, and if she suspected why, I really didn’t give a damn either.


  Grace’s days were numbered.


  She would die and I was the hand of judgment. Grace loved quoting her Bible verses, and as I walked out the door, I muttered one under my breath. Not just words, but a promise to myself, to her, to Kemen.


  “And I looked, and behold a pale horse: and his name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed with him.”
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  Last Friday we’d set up the carnival. We weren’t that far outside Mexico City, fifty miles or so, which meant we had a nice, steady stream of prey not only from the local village but from the big city as well, but this crowd of about five hundred was nothing compared to the crowd we’d get on the first and second.


  In two days it’d be November. Halloween wasn’t a big deal in this part of the world, but Día de Los Muertos was. Already I’d seen about twenty banners nailed to the sides of businesses proclaiming the holiday and activities and events planned around it.


  One of them was the parade we’d been hosting every year for the past seven. This year Vyxen was in charge of ceremonies. I couldn’t wait to see what she had planned. And yes, I am being sarcastic.


  Shoving my hands into my pockets, I felt oddly hungry.


  My kind really doesn’t need to eat, at least not food, to survive. We’re each inhabited by one of the seven deadly sins. Some of us, like myself, carry around extra demons, but in order to survive, we have to frequently feed whatever major demon possesses us. In my case, Lust. Which means my form of “food” is usually sex. Without it, I grow weaker than a mortal and easy prey for any of my hundreds of enemies out there.


  So it was strange that my stomach was grumbling. I’ve gone days at a stretch without actual food before and usually only eat because I’m craving something, as opposed to feeling I might die of starvation. I’m not quite there yet, but I felt strangely compelled to get something.


  Stomach rumbling, I followed the heady scent trail of roasted meat to the nearest outdoor food vendor. A large group of guys and one girl were laughing and hanging out by the bar area, shoveling homemade tacos into their mouths. The griddle snapped with steak grease. The cook was an elderly woman flipping tortillas with one hand while stirring her meat-and-veggie concoction with the other. Her movements were brisk and efficient and she was clearly ambidextrous.


  My mouth was literally watering, which felt good.


  I smiled because I hadn’t felt this sort of anticipation for anything in the past but sex. The novelty intrigued me.


  Holding up two fingers to the young girl standing in front of a tray of fresh lettuce, radishes, crema, and cheese, I placed my order. She couldn’t have been more than fourteen, fifteen tops. Her cheeks were flushed a bright red from the heat emanating off the griddle and her liquid black hair was pulled back into a tight bun. She wiped her brow with the back of her hand and nodded at me, and her eyes instantly caught my attention.


  One was brown and the other green. It’s both rare and beautiful. And for a second I was so tempted to pretend I really am normal and can just enjoy tacos for dinner and not worry about freaking zombies, or prophecies, or Hell, or even that damn Billy.


  I was entranced by her speedy movements, how she shoveled a perfect scoop of meat, then slapped on my garnishes, and in probably less than a minute was sliding my plate to me. It was a Monday night—in the States she’d be at home, finishing up homework, getting ready for school the next day, or more than likely talking to her BFF on the phone and gossiping about boys.


  But things move differently here—it’s a juxtaposition I’ve always enjoyed.


  I wasn’t looking to find a “date” tonight, so I made sure to go to the farthest end of the makeshift countertop before I took a seat. The first bite was an explosion of crunchy brown steak, caramelized onions, and pungent garlic. Somewhere in there I even tasted a faint hint of chili pepper, a staple in this part of the world.


  The cook’s brow was total concentration as she flipped and stirred; her lined brown skin and arthritis-crippled fingers didn’t seem to slow her down one bit. She had the reflexes of a woman half her age, and somewhere in the middle of my maudlin thoughts I got shoved into from behind, causing the delicious meat cocooned in my tortilla wrapper to spill down the front of my white shirt.


  Snarling, an explosion of fury consumed me. I didn’t think or reason; I was a creature of “feel.” I grabbed the wrist of the culprit and felt Pestilence slink excitedly through me, felt the frosty shock of the demon exiting me and entering the man. And if I hadn’t been lost to the anger, I would have realized just what I was doing.


  The second my conscience caught up to my reflexes, I jerked my hand back, horrified at my actions, waiting to see the boils and pus appear, to smell the stench of rotting flesh. To witness the horrors of pestilence gone mad.


  But the man standing in front of me only blinked with a dazed expression on his strangely familiar face. His bronze skin was coated in sweat, and his pupils were very dilated. The black nearly overwhelmed the brown irises, but he wasn’t reacting like he’d just been envenomed by my poison, more like he was already in the grips of some other hell.


  Then two things happened simultaneously. The part of my brain that kept thinking I’d seen his bloated face before realized I hadn’t been experiencing a weird case of déjà vu; no, this was Tubby from the bar and Skinny was nowhere to be seen. And as I registered this, he stumbled so hard that he backed into the group of guys at the other end of the counter.


  Beers and food were spilled, and Tubby got shoved back violently that he tripped over his booted foot, falling into a brackish puddle of water in an ungraceful heap.


  My heart was hammering in my throat because I felt like I was outside myself, stunned as I watched this scene unfold. I’d touched that man, poured Pestilence into him. Apart from looking dazed, he wasn’t really responsive. So was he infected or wasn’t he? And if he was, was the man who pushed him?


  Licking my lips as the magnitude of what I’d just done slapped me in the face, I whipped my neck back and forth between Tubby and the guy who’d pushed him, looking like some broken marionette doll as I tried to figure out whether I’d just caused the start of the bubonic plague two point oh.


  The guy who did the pushing was laughing and tossing his arms around the girl with him. Tubby, however, was still just sitting there, his mouth opening and closing, and then he started moaning gibberish.


  “Crap,” I bit out as I knelt beside him. Whether he was infected or not, I couldn’t leave him there. Something was definitely not right.


  “Hey,” I snapped at him. From this distance, I could smell his rancid sweat and the stench of decay offended my nostrils. It was a sweet, sour, putrid kind of odor. Kind of like a mix between almonds and ten-day-old beef melt. He smelled like a corpse, but he definitely wasn’t dead and I already knew he wasn’t zombie, at least not yet, anyway. But he’d been around something that left a mark on him.


  He didn’t even turn in my direction. The group of people only now seemed to be aware that something was very off about the situation. No longer laughing, they stared in wide-eyed shock at the two of us. I could feel the weighted press of their gazes as they tried to figure it all out.


  “You.” I turned to the guy who’d shoved him.


  A flare of panic flickered through his green eyes. “I didn’t mean to hurt him, I swear. I thought he was drunk,” he stuttered in Spanish.


  Tubby was leaning his entire body weight on me now, heaving and panting, his breaths choppy and painful to hear.


  I might look small, but I’m plenty strong. Even so, the weight of him pressing into my thighs made them tingle with restricted blood flow.


  I shook my head as the pusher started trying to back out of there. “You stay here,” I growled. He couldn’t go anywhere—I had to monitor him and make sure that what I’d poured into Tubby couldn’t transfer to him just with touch.


  I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination, but his skin was definitely starting to look shinier, and it definitely felt clammier. My heart sank. I hoped I was wrong.


  He didn’t answer, just grabbed his girlfriend’s hand and tried to beat a path out of there.


  “Damn it all to hell,” I muttered under my breath, completely unsure what I should do. Leave Tubby and race after the other guy, or stay here and lose him, potentially allowing a ticking time bomb to move out and infect others?


  I’d never had this happen before. I didn’t know if Pestilence spread through contact, was airborne, or if it was self-contained within the object I touch. But the way Billy had demanded I suck it back in, I had a horrible feeling I wouldn’t be so lucky.


  “Don’t touch him!” I stood up and pointed at Tubby, who was now curled in the fetal position with half his face in the water.


  Several cell phones were out and if I had to guess, a call or two had already been placed to emergency services. This had turned into an effing cluster. At least one thing I knew, no one was even trying to come to his aid. They were all keeping a healthy distance from him. You wouldn’t need a sensitive nose like mine to smell the stench wafting off him.


  “You”—I pointed at the young woman who’d made my tacos—“watch him, please. Don’t let anyone touch him. Anyone,” I said, stressing it with a firm shake of my head.


  Swallowing hard, she agreed.


  This was one of the few times I wished I weren’t a technology hater, because a cell phone could have really come in handy. Then again, it’s not like I had a single number memorized. I cringed, realizing Luc might be right after all about it being time for me to fully embrace the twenty-first century.


  Pusher and girlfriend are gone, but I knew I couldn’t let them get far. Following their scent trail of spilled beer and greasy meat, I twisted and turned down crowded streets, making sure to keep a lock on Pestilence.


  I worried that it would take me too long to find them, or that I might not be able to find them at all. So I was stunned when less than five minutes later, I literally stumbled across their bodies. They were lying facedown in the red dirt road, huddled together right outside a closed gate that led to a graveyard of discarded metal, moaning and clutching their stomachs as they grunted and groaned with horrible, inhuman noises.


  Then the woman suddenly shot up and crawled on her hands and knees a little distance off, where she began heaving green chunks. The man was going into a seizure of sorts.


  While I tried to assess who was worse off, a pack of dogs with their ribs poking out and mangy-looking spots on their coats began to circle the two of them like sharks, sticking their black noses up in the air as they sniffed and whined with obvious interest.


  Even from here I smelled death. It was leeching out of their pores, sliding through the musk of their sweat. They’d be lucky to last another hour.


  Their skin was the dusky gray tone of people who’ve been sick for weeks, not just minutes. My eyesight at night isn’t the greatest, but they were right under a streetlight, and even from this distance I could tell their skin was dry as sunbaked clay.


  The dogs looked like they hadn’t eaten a proper meal in months, and I curled my nose at the thought of what was obviously on their minds.


  There was a feral gleam in the lead dog’s flat, black eyes, and I grabbed a rusted rebar rod and tossed it at him, striking the mutt in the back heel.


  It whirled and, with hackles raised, looked like it wanted to attack me now. Pack mentality had the rest of the group veering away from the bodies. They were now all working their way slowly and menacingly toward me.


  “Screw this.” Snarling, I exposed my fangs and curved my fingers, letting the devils inside me glow through my eyes.


  Animals have always had an uncanny ability to smell something rotten, because the second they caught a whiff of the nasty I actually am, they scurried for cover, knocking each other over in their haste to disappear.


  I never was an animal person.


  Both the guy and girl were in dire straits. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to see there was something majorly wrong with them. Because the woman was closest to me, I went to her first and grabbed her head, making sure Pestilence was tucked away where it should be. I doubted I could infect her twice, but it wasn’t a chance I wanted to take.


  “Mujer.” Woman, I said in Spanish. “Look at me.”


  Her lashes fluttered and I saw as she tipped her gaze upward that there was still a little lucidity left when her eyes widened and her mouth trembled. She remembered me from the stall.


  “Were you sick earlier today?” I asked her in Spanish.


  She dry heaved and clutched her stomach. Her lips were cracked and bleeding and her eyes fought not to roll into the back of her head. “No,” she finally croaked.


  “Dammit.” In my heart I’d known this infection happened to them because of me, but somewhere I must have still hoped I was wrong, because it felt like I’d just swallowed a ten-pound rock.


  I didn’t know how to control Pestilence. Really didn’t have a clue what to do to make this stop. A horrible idea kept pressing in on me—that I should just kill them now to prevent any type of plague from spreading, because I now knew it could definitely spread through touch.


  But I wasn’t heartless as I’d feared earlier that I’d become, because I desperately wanted to save them. This was my mess to clean up and no one else should suffer because of it.


  A powerful ripple moved through her abdomen, so hard that I saw it through the layer of her shirt, and then she was puking again. Bits of it splashed against my knee, making me cringe as the smell of bile blasted my nostrils.


  When Billy had tackled me, he’d told me to suck it back inside. I hadn’t thought it would work, but it had. Thing is, the fog hadn’t infected the person yet. Could I heal her by taking it out? Was it even possible at this point?


  The fluttering of panic beat at the pulse of my throat. Visions of bloated faces with their chest cavities exploded open rolled through my head. Red gore was everywhere, black blood caked stems of grass.


  And Pestilence was happy, he was showing me what was going to happen to these two if I didn’t kill them, and anywhere the bile of their bodies touched, the disease would spread. But even slitting their throats and spilling their blood would infect the land, causing this potential plague to spread.


  “No, no, no…” I shook my pounding head; this couldn’t be happening. I wasn’t going to have more death on my hands. They were already stained with too much blood.


  This village had only ever brought me good memories. I couldn’t destroy it; I just couldn’t allow this to happen.


  “Shut the hell up,” I snarled to the pest sharing my body. I’d learned through the years that Lust could always color my viewpoints with her own, but ultimately I was the one to make the final decision. My demons lived only for what made them happy; they could give a crap about me. Lust had lied to me before. She’d do whatever she had to to convince me to do things her way. Maybe that’s what Pestilence was doing too.


  My soul grew cold and I knew I’d just royally pissed him off. I laughed even through the pain of the frost burning down my veins. “I can take it out, can’t I?”


  Grabbing the woman’s hand, I brought it to my chest. She didn’t protest, in fact, she could barely move now. Her body was contorted on the ground, her head bent at an odd angle as the vomit coated her pale blue lips.


  The man wasn’t moving anymore either, except for his stomach, which had bloated to twice its normal size. The woman’s was grumbling now too. My vision of an eviscerated midsection was going to come true any minute.


  Ice floated through my blood, burned my flesh from the inside out. But I fought through Pestilence’s tantrum and called that dark power back into me.


  When I’m using Lust, I can tap into a person’s deepest, darkest corner of passion and manipulate it as I will. The mechanics here were pretty much the same. Closing my eyes, I attuned my senses to finding the demon spawn I’d unleashed.


  At first there was nothing but the humming whoosh of blood through her veins, but then the sensation of prickly tentacles crawled over me, made me break out in a wash of goose bumps. Swallowing my revulsion at its insidious touch, I imagined myself pulling it back into me like I was tugging on a long length of rope—one hand over the other, pulling it inward slowly but steadily.


  And the more I pulled, the more the pain inside my body intensified. The cold was turning my fingers numb, my feet felt like blocks of ice, and my teeth were chattering.


  Pestilence was not happy.


  “You… can’t… make… me… stop,” I stuttered at it until finally I knew I had pulled it all out of her. The fog of death now rolled through me. Opening my eyes, teeth clacking so hard I worried I’d break them soon, I looked at her. She was calm, color was slowly flooding her skin again, and her breathing was nice and even. Her eyes were still closed, but she would survive.


  Crawling over to the man who looked like he was on his last breath, I repeated the process. Five minutes later, with arms trembling and curls of frost feathering from between my lips, I clutched my own stomach and what little bit I’d managed to eat was now forcefully coming back up.


  Hands shaking, I stayed on my knees for a while. No one but Billy knew of my second possession. Luc had accused me of being different; little did he know how different I was. In the past I would have been able to ask Grace for guidance on this, or at least trusted her to tell me the truth. But that truth had been razed the second I’d fallen into Hell.


  Luc could barely stomach being around me. His temper flared any time I was near and I knew it was because I was pushing him away, but I just couldn’t ask him about this.


  I had no one to talk to, no one to help me understand this or even help me figure out if I could get rid of Pestilence.


  Lust was just a great big ball of nothing—she no longer really talked to me, and apart from her momentary excitement at seeing Billy, she’d gone dormant again.


  But none of that really mattered right now, because I still had to get back to Tubby. Vision blurry and slightly hazy, I got to my feet, standing still for a second as vertigo held me in a viselike grip. I’d taken most of Pestilence back into me, but the disease still permeated the vomit littering the grass.


  Using my very limited ability to ward, I passed my hand over the puddles and murmured a spell, my hands heating to molten levels as I shrouded the grass and the affected areas in death.


  Now nothing, not a human, not even a bug, would want to cross these dead zones. I’d done what I could for these guys, but just in case any asshole came their way and tried to mug them while they were still out, I placed a protective ward on them too. It wasn’t my best work and would be lucky to last an hour, but I really needed to get back to the market.


  Every step I took was excruciating. Each time I planted my leg, fire bolted up my sides, making me get a hell of a stitch under my ribs. I wrapped my arms around my chest and just focused on getting there.


  It took twice as long to get back as it had to find the couple, but when I finally returned to the marketplace, I immediately noticed the man was gone.


  “What happened?” I asked a stranger who made to move past me.


  She quirked a thin eyebrow in question.


  “The man who was lying there?” I pointed to the puddle of water. “Where’d he go?”


  I only hoped the paramedics hadn’t picked him up already. Just when I thought I’d staved off an apocalypse, things were taking a turn for the worse again.


  She just shook her head and shrugged, pointing to her ear buds before moving on.


  “Nice,” I sneered, hating the digital age all over again. People were slowly devolving into mindless creatures obsessed with self, too busy in their own heads to notice or give a damn about the world around them anymore.


  Anger propelling me, I forgot about the pain. Walking to the counter, I jerked my thumb over my shoulder. “What happened to the man?”


  The young girl whom I’d set to guard him looked up at me with a perplexed frown twisting her dark brows. “No man.”


  What. The. Hell?


  I was already irritated, my body was sore in a million different places, some of which I’d never even known could get sore before, and my patience was nothing but a delicate strand at this point. A stiff breeze would make me snap. Gritting my teeth and curling my hands into the countertop, I took a deep, calming breath.


  “I told you to watch him. Where did he go?”


  She just shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  The old cook looked up then.


  I licked my lips, willing my emotions to get under freaking control. “The man! He was dying. He was lying right there!”


  The old woman gently pulled the girl behind her back. She hissed; she didn’t say anything, just gave me a cold, furious look, and I figured the girl had to be either her granddaughter or daughter.


  Realizing I was making a spectacle of myself, I dropped my head to my chest, intending to take some calming breaths, when I noticed the meat stain on my shirt.


  I hadn’t imagined him. I wasn’t going crazy. I wasn’t. I couldn’t be.


  Narrowing my eyes, I held up my hand and nodded. “Fine, I’ll go, but I just have one question for you. Did you see me order food earlier?”


  The old woman didn’t answer, but the obviously frightened girl shook her head vehemently.


  Luc has a friggin’ lie detector for a nose; he can literally smell fact from fiction. But I’m not so bad at reading body language, and the absolute terror in her eyes told me she at least believed what she was saying.


  I hadn’t imagined those tacos, hadn’t imagined the man.


  Something had happened while I’d been with the couple, because I had a huge grease stain on my shirt. The proof was in the pudding. I wasn’t nuts.


  So if I wasn’t mad, then what was happening?


  That was a question I had absolutely no answer for. I spent the next two hours searching the streets, not only for Tubby, but for any other bodies that might have touched him. I went to the local clinic to see if he’d been taken there; I did everything I could possibly think to do to make sure sickness wouldn’t soon spread through the town.


  As absolutely, wildly impossible as it was to believe, the man was gone. If someone had picked him up, if someone had touched him, he would have left a trail of bodies in his wake. So either he’d gotten up and walked off, which I highly doubted, or I was starting to lose my mind.


  At this point, anything was possible.
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  Back at the carnival, I spied Luc coming out of the sex tent. The red glow of Bubba’s half-smoked cigarette added deep shadow to the hollows of his sexy-as-sin face, making him appear more the devil than ever.


  Both boys have had their fix for the night. Luc doesn’t notice me, and I contemplate whether to make my presence known or not. Judging from the heated whispering being exchanged, they wouldn’t have noticed me if I’d streaked past with a chained monkey on my back while singing “YMCA.”


  Thanks to my sharp demon senses, I can see the vein throbbing in the side of Luc’s neck, even from half a football field away.


  He’s pissed, that’s obvious. All of us at the carnival have experienced our boss’s brand of tough love. Growls and pissing and moaning, ranting that can last for days because maybe one of us tagged someone we shouldn’t have, or one of the other ten lust-possessed Nephilim had slept with his piece of tail for the night.


  For such a man-whore, Luc was crazy picky about who he’d take to bed. But Bubba’s demon didn’t just admire flesh the way Luc and I did—let’s just say the things he did made a serial killer look tame by comparison.


  Apart from his… taste for mortal flesh (ugh, did your stomach just turn? ’Cause mine totally did. I love Bubba, but he sorta freaks me out. Just sayin’…). He’s a fairly easygoing guy, but from the way his face is screwed up and the how he’s holding that cancer stick—practically fisting it in a white-knuckled grip—I know this isn’t just some run-of-the-mill proverbial hand-slap.


  There are two sides to Luc; most people only get to see his one face. But I’ve seen them both and I know that when Luc is really pissed, he doesn’t erupt, he goes frostbitten. His gesticulating hands and lip snarl lets me know he’s not at critical mass… yet.


  Which meant not my problem; of course, it really shouldn’t be my problem. Let’s just say that things between Luc and me can sometimes get very complicated. I was exhausted, I smelled, and all I wanted was to get this night off me. Realizing I really didn’t need to be subtle, I walked toward my trailer, in no mood to deal with Luc, this carnival, or anything else.


  I wasn’t sure if I was in shock, or what was going on with me, but I felt a little light-headed at the thought that Billy was actually alive. I’d seen him die. Seen him shatter. But then I saw that man at the marketplace too, I know he was there. I still smelled the stench of his blood all over me.


  I needed a shower, then I needed to read that book. I obviously missed something, and if it took me all night, I was going to figure out what it was.


  But no sooner had I determined that then Luc was knocking on my door. Actually, he wasn’t knocking, he was pounding incessantly. “Dora!”


  I think Jane Austen got it all wrong—it wasn’t a universal truth that a wealthy man was in want of a wife; no, the real truth was the more you resisted drama, the deeper it sucked you in. “Go away.”


  Maybe talking was the wrong idea; the scent of sulfur was thick seconds before his hands clamped onto my shoulders, twirling me about so fast that I actually experienced a flash of wooziness.


  Shoving his hands off me, I jumped back. “Don’t ever touch me like that again.”


  His eyes widened a fraction of an inch before the cold, hard mask was once again on his face. “What did you find out?”


  “Not a whole lot.” I rubbed the bridge of my nose as exhaustion rushed through the length of my body. “Grace gave me my marching orders, go get zombies. Num, num. But that’s not really what you came here to ask me, is it?”


  “There is a child missing.”


  “And since when did children become important to you?” I crossed my arms.


  That wasn’t fair of me and I knew it the second the words left my mouth. How could I explain to him what was inside me now, lived and breathed in me, this malevolent force that turned my days hellish and my evenings into nightmares? I was making a mess of everything, and I knew it, but I didn’t know how to stop this. I was a train wreck waiting to happen. There went the frost, the glassy stare in his eyes. I’d pushed him way too far, beyond his limits. It was easy to forget sometimes that Luc had a heart too. So often, he went out of his way not to show it, but I knew Luc. He and I didn’t just share bodies occasionally, once upon a time, a long time ago, I’d loved him. But somewhere along the way that love had shattered, maybe when he stabbed me, but I don’t even think it’s that, we were just growing apart. We were so different, and maybe he didn’t realize it yet. They say women mature faster, maybe it’s true. I don’t think he’s as ready to let go of us as I am.


  “What the hell does that mean?” he snarled.


  Hating myself, wanting to reassure him but too much of a wimp to do it, I just shook my head and pretended he hadn’t asked a question that demanded an answer, that this conversation wasn’t long overdue, and that I didn’t need to know why he’d killed all those children before I could look at him without contempt. But now so wasn’t the time to open that can of worms.


  “Who reported the child missing?”


  It wasn’t often that Luc would meet my gaze, because to do it while Lust was riding him meant I’d physically change to become his ideal of beauty, but I hated that he’d never wanted me for what I actually was but rather for something I wasn’t. Out of respect for me, he’d adopted a style of looking from the corner of his eye that would give us eye contact without forcing a change. But he wouldn’t even do that now.


  His eyes dropped to the ground, and he was studying my carpet as if it would reveal the mysteries of the universe.


  Why hadn’t I noticed how nice he looked tonight? His hair was washed, slicked back. And it was just long enough to be pulled back into a ponytail of sorts. With his slashing cheekbones and his square-cut jaw, Luc was the epitome of masculinity. Normally he dressed like he was going off to a board meeting, but tonight he was in jeans and a button-down shirt, and I won’t deny that it made my heart throb. Sometimes I missed what we should have been.


  “The mother,” he finally muttered. “She’s at the lost-and-found tent. There is no one else that I trust to go and speak with her.” He turned to go.


  I grabbed his wrist. “Luc?” I don’t know what I meant to say after that. I knew I was messing up, and it hurt me, more than he probably would ever imagine. Letting go of us, of this, it was killing me. But I couldn’t just pretend that I wasn’t disappointed in him. I couldn’t help what I was feeling, like he was partly to blame him for everything, and it was so irrational. And I was such a jerk. “Please?”


  Powerful fingers clamped onto the side of my neck. “Screw you.”


  Then he was gone, and all I could do was laugh, because if I didn’t laugh I would cry. And crying hurt way too much.
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  Rather than leave with Luc, I took a ten-minute break to shower and regroup. My life was quickly going to hell in a handbasket, but I didn’t have the luxury of time to lament that fact.


  The more Luc hurt, the more nasty he got. Luc didn’t hate me; in fact, my pulling away was probably killing him and the only way to defend himself against it was to act like a prick.


  I got it.


  I didn’t like it.


  But I got it.


  There was no time to eat or read that book that Billy told me to. All I had time for was to freshen up, brush my teeth, and toss on some fresh clothes. A low-slung pair of faded and ripped-at-the-knees jeans and a skull-and-crossbones black tee. I’d burn the other stuff when I got back to my trailer. I’d been vomited on—odds were good that if a mortal touched it, the plague would spread. With a sigh, I closed Kemen’s trailer door and headed to the lost-and-found tent.


  I’d been living mostly in his space since the morning I’d woken up from the coma. The stars winked from between breaks in the cloudy black sky. The breeze was much more balmy than it’d been in South Dakota just a few nights ago, but the air was still rich with the scent of carnival fried foods and sagebrush.


  Flipping aside the flap of the lost-and-found tent, I stepped inside.


  Like a sheep surrounded by wolves, the beautiful brown-skinned woman sat with a handkerchief to her eyes. Vyxen and Kane stood to either side of her. Vyxen—dressed in her customary acid-trip attire—stared at the woman with undisguised lust in her emerald-green eyes. Not for her body, no, Vyxen did not suffer from that demon. Vyxen’s demon wanted. Everything. Anything you possessed. She housed Envy, and right now the woman was in danger just being that close to her.


  Of all of us, Vyxen had the hardest time controlling her urges. I’ve asked Luc to get rid of her many times, but my cries always seem to fall on deaf ears. Kane, on the other hand—another one of us Lust demons—was looking at her with seduction clear in his lavender eyes.


  It always amazed me how mortals could see and not instantly feel the prick of wrong. We didn’t look human. Not really.


  Because no humans looked as flawless, as physically perfect, as we did. Nor did their eyes glow. Several hundred years ago, the glowing eyes meant we’d needed to stay deep in hiding. But now, thanks to the advent of movies and freaky contacts, nobody guessed we weren’t wearing props.


  “Kane, get your ass away from her. Vyxen, you too,” I growled.


  Kane just blew me a kiss and, with a final trail of his fingers along the woman’s upper arm, left the tent. Vyxen, however, never really listened to me. All she did was take a miniscule step back.


  “Pandora.” My name dripped like a silky slur from her tongue. Wrinkling her nose, she adjusted her cat-ears headband. “The woman, Juanita, was it?” She looked at the woman, her eyes a brightly glowing green.


  Juanita nodded. She looked so small, wearing probably her finest dress to come to the carnival. It was well tended, worn in spots and somewhat faded, but with the red mum pinned to her bodice, there was pride in what she wore. Her hair was freshly washed, and though there were wrinkles around her eyes that bespoke a woman who worked hard for what she had, the mere fact that she’d come here with her son let me know she was light. She’d come here to have fun and hang out with her boy.


  It lit a fire in my belly, made the demon inside me go wild. Walking up to them, I gave Vyxen a slight shove back and drilled her with a hard stare. I let my eyes do the talking, telling the hellcat that if she so much as laid a finger on Juanita, I’d gut her.


  Vyxen never backed down. Not with me. Not usually. But tonight, she must have sensed just how close I was to completely losing my shit, because with nostrils flared, she turned on her chunky, five-inch heels and left.


  Kneeling, I grabbed Juanita’s cold hand and made her look me in the eye. “Where is your son?” I asked in Spanish.


  There was only one other Neph still here, Cash. A tall, ginger-headed, golden-eyed pride demon. Dressed in fitted gray trousers and a dove-gray silk shirt, he was striking. And even though Juanita was clearly upset, she couldn’t seem to stop herself from glancing at him.


  But Cash would be no problem to her; all he needed was a good ego stroking to get him off. Which she was giving him plenty of.


  “Dora,” he said in a smooth seductive burr, “I’m going to take a break.”


  He really didn’t need a break. Cash’s Pride could sense the woman’s nervousness regarding his close proximity; he was giving me the space I needed to operate.


  A pride Nephilim is an extremely valuable and rare commodity to have in a Neph family, and one we’d been lucky to nab from my cousin Adam’s sister carnival back in the States.


  Juanita’s lower lip trembled and when she turned back to look at me, there was a helplessness in her eyes I’d grown all too accustomed to seeing lately.


  “I swear to you, we’ll find your boy. But you need to tell me where you saw him last.” I patted her hand.


  “We were grabbing some churros before going to see the acrobat show and I turned around for just a second”—her face scrunched up and her pain was like a fist in my heart—“it happened so fast. I called his name, over and over. Everyone was looking at me, but no one saw him. He was just gone.”


  Now I understood why Luc had been about to rip Bubba a new one. I shuddered, wondering the same thing now—wondering if the boy had been tagged by a glutton demon.


  But even as I wondered it, I discounted the notion almost immediately. As much as I’d been burned by trusting others, Bubba wouldn’t touch a child. None of us would.


  I’d even give Vyxen the benefit of the doubt on that one, and I’d seen that girl cut a teenage vampire’s heart out with satisfied glee. But a mortal who was so clearly light and not dark (That was how we gauged whether a human would become our late-night snack or not, and we never screwed with light. Ever. It was a Neph’s only hard-and-fast rule.) just wouldn’t be on the menu.


  “I know where the churro booth is. I’ll start there.”


  Fat tears dripped from her eyes and plopped off her nose. She swiped the back of her hand roughly across her face. “How do you think you can find him now? I’m terrified that he’s gone.”


  In the States we’d have just called the cops, left it in the hands of the boys in blue. But here in Mexico, cops weren’t exactly the first people you’d call in a case like this. Fact was there were a lot worse problems out there. One missing child wasn’t much of a priority in these parts. Bringing down meth labs and stopping cartels was. The job would fall to me and I’d be damned if I let anything happen to the little guy on my watch.


  I shook my head. “You leave that up to me. What’s the boy’s name, and most importantly, what does he look like?”


  “He’s wearing a Forty-niners shirt with tan shorts and blue running shoes. He’s got black hair and brown eyes and only comes to my chest in height. His name is Carlos.”


  She rocked forward at the sound of his name and began keening. I wrapped her in my arms and gave her a giant hug. “You stay here. I will find your son. I promise you.”


  Hands trembling upon her lips, all she could do was nod.


  Taking a deep breath, I left her and walked out. Luc and Cash were waiting for me just outside. They didn’t appear to be talking, and the second I exited, Cash nodded and walked back in.


  “Hey,” Luc said softly, and I got the sense that either his anger at me was snuffed out (for the moment) or he was ready to just move on.


  Whatever. So was I.


  I shook my head. “We gotta find that boy. You questioned everyone yet?”


  Licking his front teeth, he shoved his hands into his jean pockets and rocked forward on the balls of his feet. “Yeah. Everyone says the same thing. They didn’t see him.”


  “I saw you hand Bubba his ass earlier, can I assume it was about this?” Because if there was more going on here, I really needed to know now.


  Jaw working from side to side, he nodded. “I wondered. I wonder about everyone here now.”


  There were so many different meanings behind that sentence and I all I could do was snort. I wasn’t being sucked into this, not now. Carlos was my first priority.


  “Think it’s a zombie?” he asked me as a couple strolled past, completely oblivious to the turmoil inside the tent.


  Sometimes I really hated how ignorant humans were to the realities of the world they lived in. But then again, knowing too much was more of a curse than a blessing.


  “I think this isn’t going to turn into another situation like the last one. That’s what I think,” I said, referring to the incident in South Dakota when a girl had been taken and killed by a crazed group of vampires. Only later had I discovered the entire thing was an elaborate ruse set up by the Order to keep me unaware of the real truth happening right under my nose.


  He nodded. Luc hadn’t shaved today. There was a day’s growth on his face. I scraped my nails on the rough coarseness of it but didn’t speak. Sometimes there’s just too much to say and so you don’t say anything at all, even though it’s literally just below the surface.


  “Yeah.” He snorted and then turned his head so that I could no longer touch him. “I’ll send Vyxen and Stryker to scout the south end of the carnival. Lynx and Greta to the north. Corrine and Attica to the west. You and me got the east.”


  “You’re actually coming?”


  “Figured we’re the only ones not manning a station tonight. Is that a problem?”


  “Whatever, Luc. I’m not here to fight with you; you’re the boss. But we’re losing time just sitting here.”


  His look was intense, hard, and probing. I felt it to the depths of my black soul and wanted to cringe under the pressure of it. It wasn’t lust staring back at me, or even hate. It was the type of raw pain that left you breathless and aching.


  “Let’s go.” I turned on my heel, ready to find that boy.


  In less than two minutes he’d rounded up the posse, and after giving them instructions on where they were to scout, we were on our way.


  Carnival lights blinked and flashed, breaking through the darkness with glowing strands of neon blues and greens and purples and vivid reds. People were laughing and drinking and nothing about this felt wrong or off.


  Not like the last time when I’d felt the shiver of death move through the air.


  I frowned.


  “Dora, we need to talk.”


  “Luc, I couldn’t agree more,” I said as we stepped around a large buzzing electrical cable on the ground, “but this isn’t the time.”


  “Then when is?”


  I clenched my jaw. “Like when we’re not looking for a boy.”


  He shook his head. “That’s just another excuse for you, isn’t it?”


  I stopped then and planted my hands on my hips. “What is your issue? If this was all you wanted to do, then why in the hell did you come with me? We need to find the boy. I’m not going to—”


  “What?” he snapped, the tone of his voice so biting that it startled a group of teenage girls standing in the Ferris wheel line.


  The ride I was normally in charge of. But not tonight, thanks to that stupid meeting with Grace. Claudette was running the ride tonight, a wrath demon I didn’t know all that well.


  “Let him die!” And all the anger, all my hurt, it came tumbling out then. I couldn’t stop myself. I slapped his chest so hard the reverberations moved like a shockwave through my arm. “I know you don’t much care what happens to humans, but I do,” I gritted out, intending to walk away because I couldn’t believe I’d hit him. I’ve never in my life hit Luc; it hadn’t felt nearly as satisfying as I’d hoped either.


  His hand shot out and he yanked me back to him hard, his beautiful face contorted into one of barely leashed fury.


  “Who says I don’t?”


  Growling, I shoved him off me and turned, keeping my eyes peeled for a small boy in a red-and-gold shirt.


  “Tell me, Dora? Huh? Since you’re the authority on what I do and don’t feel, tell me how you know I don’t fucking care?”


  And I just couldn’t take it anymore. I couldn’t. I kept telling myself to let it go. To bow out of this one. Because all we kept doing was making the water under this bridge so impossibly deep we were both going to drown in it, but all my self-admonishments flew out the window.


  “You asshole,” I hissed. “You think I don’t know what you did to those kids the night Kemen died? You think I wouldn’t find out that not a one of them were saved? You killed them all. You lied to me. You’ve been lying to me, you keep lying to me. So who’s the bigger bastard here?”


  I was breathing so hard by this point that my vision was going blurry. He looked as if I’d slapped him. Startled. Shocked. Not the composed, cocky sonofabitch he usually was.


  I blinked because I wanted his frost. His fire. I wanted more shouts and screams, something to feed the beast inside me, but he was giving me nothing other than raw, visceral hurt.


  “Deny it, Luc, please.” My voice cracked a moment later. “Please tell me it’s not true.”


  Turning his face to the side, a visible ripple rolled through his shoulders. “I can’t,” he finally muttered and shoved past me.


  I tried to pretend like it didn’t bother me. Shoving my hands deep into my pockets, I cried out to Carlos. Over and over, yelling his name, getting strange glances from within the crowd, but no matter how many people we saw or how many little boys walked our way, there were none that were Carlos.


  Thirty minutes later, Luc turned to look at me. “The boy’s not here.”


  I didn’t want to concede defeat, but there was absolutely no boy fitting the description walking the carnival. I’d called his name multiple times, but it was hard to hear above the cacophony of music and chattering of brash humans.


  “We haven’t checked outside the carnival. I really think we should—”


  “Dora.” He gripped my face in warm hands and his touch brought both pleasure and pain. My lashes fluttered and my lips tugged downward and there was a cry building up in the back of my throat that had so much more to do with us than the boy. “He’s not here.”


  “But you don’t know that for sure.” I looked at him. Dead-on, square in the eyes. Because I needed the contact, needed to see Luc. It wasn’t easy letting go of a love I’d had for hundreds of years. As much as I knew Luc and I weren’t right for each other, a part of me would always need him.


  It was a sick, twisted connection we shared.


  “I do know that. Before I asked you to go to the tent, the mother handed me a jacket that belonged to Carlos. I smelled it. If he was here, I’d have caught his scent.” He swallowed hard and for just a second, his thumb traced my cheekbone.


  I shuddered.


  Luc’s sense of smell could rival that of any animal’s. If he said the boy’s scent wasn’t here, then there was no use arguing the point.


  Hanging my head, feeling the crushing weight of death all around me, I moaned. Suddenly everything came crashing down on me. Kemen’s death, Luc’s disgust, Grace’s deception, Pestilence’s awakening and Lust’s desertion… The burden of it all made me feel suddenly ten times heavier and utterly exhausted.


  He hugged me, wrapped his arms around me and pulled me in close, and I melted into his embrace, feeling the steady beat of his heart move in sync with my own. I dug my fingers into his back.


  “You weren’t ready yet, Dora,” he whispered into my hair, kissing my temple and rubbing soothing circles into my arms. “I’ve been so furious with you. Angry at you. You shouldn’t have gone back to work yet. You need to rest, you need—”


  Heat built up behind my eyes, and I laughed because I didn’t want to cry. “I don’t need more sleep. I just need the death to stop. You have no idea what’s going on with me.”


  “Because you won’t share. You won’t tell me shit. You just expect me to figure it out. I don’t know, Dora. Is it because I left you to do it on your own? Because I swear if I’d known what Grace was going to do…”


  Holding his wrists, I shook my head. “Luc, I wish that’s all it was. But it’s so much more.” I closed my eyes. I hadn’t told Luc about Hell, or Wrath, or so many other countless things that’d happened to me.


  And now there was just so much I didn’t even know where to start. “We have to go back and tell Juanita.”


  I inhaled deep as the knots in my stomach writhed and twisted in on themselves. I’d been so sure we’d be able to find the boy. Because fate, God, whatever couldn’t hate me this much. Surely at some point something had to work in my favor, but with each disappointment I was beginning to suspect that I’d become the running joke in some cosmic punch line.


  “Yeah, we should.” And just like that he was buttoned-up again, aloof and indifferent, and it was all so heartbreakingly familiar that I simply nodded and followed.


  I’d already told Luc I would be the one to break the news, and each step as we were walking up to the tent felt like I was marching toward a guillotine so that by the time I opened the flap I was pretty sure that had I eaten anything, I would have thrown it all up.


  Luc remained outside.


  Entering the tent, I looked around for Juanita and frowned when I noted her empty chair. “Cash, where’s the girl?” I pointed to the empty chair.


  Poking his head from behind a screened-off partition, he came out with a smile on his face that instantly died.


  “What the hell?” He looked from the empty chair to me as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “She was just here. I swear, Pandora. I stepped away for a second to itemize the jewelry.”


  “Wait a second.” I held up my hand as a nasty suspicion spread like rot through my gut. Visions of the man in the marketplace came suddenly into clear, haunting relief. “Where’d she go?”


  Shoving long fingers through his shockingly orange-red hair, he shook his head and ran up to the chair, waving his hand over it as if he could somehow magically make her appear. “I swear to you, she was just freaking here. Like literally less than ten seconds ago. I just now went back there—I would have heard her leaving.”


  And I knew he wasn’t lying; there was nothing more galling to a pride Neph than to not know everything, to not be fully, one hundred percent aware of everything around him.


  “Shit, shit, shit.” He panicked, eyes roaming from side to side as he and his demon commenced to have a freak-out of epic proportions.


  Grabbing his upper arm, I was able to twirl him around even though I was much smaller than him. My fear of having the situation escalate quickly out of control lent me strength. Yanking his chin in my direction until his nose was practically pressed against my own, I cocked my head.


  “You come the hell down, you hear me?”


  His nostrils flared, the gold of his eyes glowing like molten, poured metal. His demon beat just beneath the surface of his flesh.


  “She’s gone,” he whispered in a guttural growl of both man and nightmare.


  “Yes, I know. But you remember where you are and get yourself under control now. Before I make you.”


  The muscles in his jaw locked down tight and I could almost feel the strain of his body as he fought an invisible battle with his demon for dominance. Pride hated to lose at anything.


  But finally, finally, I could sense he’d turned a corner. Knowing it was safe to now give him his space, I dropped my hand and took a step back.


  “Cash, you may not believe me, but you did nothing wrong.”


  His eyes were still large. “She disappeared on—”


  “No.” I sliced my hand through the air. “Something’s happening here, but it’s not your fault. You hear me? Relax, man. Go play a couple of rounds of online poker and relax.”


  Clearing his throat and riffling his hair in an agitated manner, he marched to the back room and disappeared behind the flap. I didn’t move until I heard the scrape of a metal chair being pulled out and the click click clicking of a keyboard.


  Walking out, I looked at Luc. “Girl’s gone. We need to talk.”
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  We headed back to my trailer only after Luc had called off the rest of the search party. The moment I stepped inside Kemen’s space, I yanked off my jeans and shirt and tossed them to the floor.


  I wasn’t generally messy, but something about Kemen’s trailer almost demanded I be as sloppy as my best friend had been. Going to the bedroom, I crawled onto the bed, grabbed a pair of roll-up socks I’d kept tucked under the pillow, and yanked them on before turning to look at Luc.


  For most people being in the buff in front of an ex might be a strange thing. But Luc understood that my aversion to clothes ran deep. If I could get away with only ever wearing thongs and knee-high socks I’d probably never wear real clothes again.


  He leaned against the doorframe. “Getting comfortable, aren’t you?”


  I shrugged, running my fingers through my hair. “This isn’t the first time tonight someone’s disappeared on me.”


  Narrowing his eyes, he came to rest on the foot of my bed, crossing his leg in front of him. “What do you mean?”


  “After I met with Grace I got hungry, so I went to an outdoor market and bought some tacos.”


  He lifted a brow in surprise. Again, demons don’t often get hungry, but it wasn’t an earth-shattering confession either. “And?”


  I couldn’t just blurt out the pestilence thing, that would require a lot of backtracking which we’d do, just… not yet.


  “A guy bumped into me. I’d overhead that same guy in a bar earlier tonight, talking to someone about a friend of theirs that’d been found in the desert.”


  “You bumped into the same guy twice? This isn’t a big village, but still…”


  “I know.” I pursed my lips. “Coincidences aren’t something I really believe in anymore. But that wasn’t the strangest part. When he bumped into me at the stand, I pushed him back. I didn’t think anything of it, it was just reflex. He fell.”


  His eyes scrunched up. “Get to the point here.”


  This was where the story got a little tricky, but I gave it my best shot. “He didn’t look right. And then there was another couple that kind of had the same look. But the dude who knocked into me was on the ground and he was pretty much contained. The other two ran off and I chased after them.”


  “Why?”


  I could read him trying to connect the dots in my story and finding the pieces lacking. Giving half a story was so much harder than just telling the truth.


  “Because the way they were acting, I was afraid whatever was going on might spread if they got in contact with anyone else.”


  I waited with bated breath for him to call me out on this— Luc knew me like no one else in the world. Not to mention the fact that his nose is a lie detector, but I wasn’t lying. Just keeping certain parts of the story under wraps.


  He scratched his jaw, icy blue eyes shrewd with intelligence. “Okay.” He nodded and I almost breathed a sigh of relief when he accepted the story. “What happened then?”


  “I caught the couple, made sure they weren’t as sick as the guy in the marketplace had been, and once I was satisfied that they were good, I ran back to the stalls. Guy was gone.” I shrugged helplessly. “I thought I was losing my mind because nobody”—I waved my hands—“remembered him or me. Not even the girl I bought my dinner from.”


  “Gone?” He shook his head just slightly, toying with a loose thread on Kemen’s fluffy red thermal blanket. “Just like that?”


  I nodded, pressing my lips together. “Just like Juanita. There one second, gone the next. What do you think’s going on here?”


  Exhaling, shoulders slumping, he said, “I don’t have a damn clue. What does Grace want you to do?”


  “Go in search of some zombies in the Sierra Madres.”


  Squeezing his eyes shut, he ran his fingers across his brow bone. “Of course she does. Let me guess, by yourself? Because that’ll never happen again.”


  Was he implying he was wanted in on the action? Did I even want that anymore? Honestly, I wasn’t sure.


  “No.” I shook my head. “She said I can bring whoever I want.”


  “What?” His forehead scrunched. “That doesn’t sound like her.”


  “Yeah, well if you don’t think that sounds like her, then you should have seen how she was acting.” Dragging one of Kemen’s sweaters toward me with my foot, I slipped it over my head and inhaled the faint spiciness of his scent, which still lingered on it. I wasn’t cold. But it felt sort of like a hug when I did it, and right now I needed my Sandman’s arms around me.


  “How?” Tentatively he reached out, as if unsure whether to do it or not, before eventually tugging on the edge of the sweater.


  I could feel us falling into this push and pull all over again. Knowing you needed to cut something out of your life didn’t make it any easier. I wanted the friendship without the drama. But with Luc it was all or nothing. That’s how it’s always been with him.


  “I don’t know, not something I can really pinpoint and say this and that, but she was distracted and just… weird.” I gave a helpless shrug.


  “Last time we were crawling in vampires, this time people are disappearing.” He frowned, seeing but not seeing, obviously lost deep in thought. I chewed on my thumbnail, waiting on him to work through it. “That woman’s fears were real. I smelled her panic. But…” He rubbed his hands on his jeans, then stood and began to slowly pace back and forth.


  “What’s up?” I asked softly, because it wasn’t often that Luc got this worked up over one of my cases. Generally, unless it involved a Neph, he was totally hands-off. Until recently, anyway.


  “I dunno.” He twirled on his heel, pinning me with a hard blue stare. Unless we were gripped by Lust, our eye color wasn’t a glowing lavender but rather a cerulean blue. “I don’t know.” He grimaced. “Just this gut feeling I’ve got, thinking back on it. How do two people just disappear like that?”


  “Three.” I lifted my fingers because he wasn’t counting the guy at the taco stand. “But whatever it is, I’ve got this terrible feeling that somehow this might all be intertwined. Call it a hunch, but I believe the Order is screwing with us again.”


  “Yeah.” He rubbed his jaw. “Let the games begin.” Clapping the doorframe, he made as if to leave, then paused and turned to look at me.


  And there was a change in his look. A haunted aching filled his eyes and I swallowed hard.


  “That night, when you disappeared. I couldn’t find you, Dora.” His brows twitched. “I couldn’t find you. None of them would have survived anyway; I gave them the only mercy I could.”


  I sensed it was as close to the truth of what’d gone down that night as I would ever get from him.


  I searched his cold, beautiful face and whispered, “I’m sorry, Luc. For everything.”


  And for a second I could have sworn the hard shell cracked and that for an infinite moment in time he was as conflicted and unsure as I was. But it was so fleeting it made me question whether I’d seen it all.


  He grinned. “Yeah, I bet. Get some rest.”


  Then he was gone and I was alone, just me, Kemen’s sweater, and a head full of memories.


  ***


  By two in the morning, I figured out sleep wasn’t happening. And though I was supposed to be scouting for an elusive zombie hive, there was no way in hell I’d be doing that in the middle of the night.


  I might be strong, but I’m not stupid.


  So I traced to my trailer, just long enough to grab a vintage bottle of cabernet sauvignon and that ratty old book Billy had told me to read.


  Billy.


  Just the thought of him made my toes curl and a delicious heat spread through my middle. Where was he right now?


  Returning to Kemen’s home, I set the wine down on small end table and walked to the window, pushing aside the curtain as I stared out. The night was pitch-dark. We were a few miles outside the village, which meant we had no city lights to mar the splendor of the rugged, harsh beauty of the Mexican desert at night. Barrel cacti and dry sagebrush dotted the landscape. A full moon took up the center of the sky and a million stars winked back at me. And I felt completely alone and small.


  “Billy,” I murmured, leaning my head against the cool pane of glass and allowing myself one moment that was mine alone.


  One moment to remember his touch, the way he’d felt on me. How his hands had caressed my face. And yes, there was lust when I was around him.


  But when he’d died, I’d felt any semblance of humanity inside me bleed out. And though there’d been so many questions hammering in my skull—whether he’d meant to kill me that night or whether he’d been there to save me—I could never let him go. Out of one toxic relationship and into another, it seemed a curse I was doomed to repeat ad nauseam.


  I snorted. “You’re freaking sick, Pandora.”


  With a slight shake of my head, I walked back to the bed. Uncorking the bottle, I drank straight from it. I wasn’t even trying to play around tonight. The full-bodied red hit my empty stomach like a sledgehammer, but it felt good. Woke me up, gave me the focus I needed to tackle this coma-inducing medieval read.


  Cracking open the book, I greedily inhaled the musty scent of old pages and was just ready to flip to the beginning when a sheet of paper that hadn’t been in there before caught my eye.


  Grabbing it, I turned it over and my stomach bottomed out.


  This is an allegorical work—read between the lines, Dora.


  ~B


  I blinked. Billy had been in my room. Probably tonight. I wet my lips, refraining from tracing back there just to see if he was still around. The man moved like shadow and more than once he’d given me the slip with me only figuring out he’d been there well after the fact.


  Clutching the paper to my heart, I didn’t want to analyze why just seeing that B had made the warmth of a thousand flames move through me or why my skin shivered just from my thinking about him.


  I’d had these feelings only once before, but never with this type of intensity. Taking a second just to breathe, I started at the beginning.
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  At first it wasn’t easy deciphering the wording. People might assume English was just English, but that so wasn’t the case. In fact, if time travel really did exist and a modern person were plopped into Middle Ages Britain, the language wouldn’t even sound normal. You’d think the person speaking had to be from Mars, or at the very least the Orient, I’d be lucky to get through it without developing a headache.


  Not that I hadn’t lived through the period, I had, but trying to remember the rules was annoying, to say the least.


  Take for instance s was always an f, while an f was sometimes an f. Yes, confusing, and there was more. So much more. But eventually the brain does begin to make sense of the incomprehensible and thus, an hour later, I was able to casually read along.


  “The fields are dry, the dust gray and aged in spots. Bedlam ensues all around. Man is nothing more than the animals we share space with. And yet I thirst, hunger for more. Always more. Wanting and needing that which doth not matter. To taste it, to hold it. My stomach yearns… and this ache only grows. I beseech thee maiden faire, thine fields are fulsome, thine mere’s plentiful. Whither thou goest, so too go I… blah, blah, blah!” I snarled, finally tossing the book from my lap.


  This stuff had to be the most awful bedtime reading material ever. None of it made a fracking bit of sense. So a young boy is hungry, there’s war (possibly) and he’s obsessed with some maiden. Great. I just loved reading a journal written by a Middle Ages teenager.


  “Allegorical my ass, Billy,” I growled, realizing that I probably had an hour of sleep time left before I had to head out to the mountains.


  I had no clue if Luc planned to go with me or send someone else. Honestly, this was just a recon mission. Which meant it wasn’t dangerous and I really wouldn’t need a babysitter for it. But I didn’t want to be an idiot either—the Order had already proven they were more than up to the task of killing me. For all I knew, there was some nefarious plot about to go down the moment I stepped foot in the mountains.


  I’m a loner by nature, but it was that tendency that’d almost gotten me killed before. So I wouldn’t complain. Well, unless he sent Vyxen with me, then I’d probably squawk like a dying chicken about it.


  I closed my eyes and with half a bottle of red wine in me, I was just about to slip into the dreaming when an immediate sense of “something” made my internal watchdog go psycho.


  Hissing, I jumped from the bed with a long-handled knife gripped in one hand and squatted in a fighter’s stance.


  “Who’s there?”


  Everything was unnaturally silent in this place. Kemen had been a sloth demon, which meant he hadn’t liked any sounds disturbing his perpetual siestas. There were no metrical ticks of an alarm clock to be found in his trailer. This type of quiet felt immensely loud.


  I must have stood like that for a good minute before I realized that whatever it was I sensed is long gone.


  I frowned, knowing I’d never be able to sleep now, and walked out of the room and to the front door. Every trailer in this carnival was warded, meaning no one could enter unless I said they could enter.


  The only one who’d ever managed it was Billy.


  I yanked the front door open, sure I’d find him on the other side of it. But I didn’t—what I did find was a single red mum sitting on the trailer steps. I grabbed it and tossed it onto my kitchen table, locked the door, and returned to bed.


  Yeah, needless to say I was lucky to get a ten-minute power nap. I woke up to the sound of a klaxon banging through my head. Tossing my hands out wildly, I tried to slap at the alarm, completely confused as to where I was or what I’d been doing.


  Wiping at the thick stream of drool that’d somehow escaped my lips in the scant minutes I’d drifted off, I peered blearily through the dimly lit room.


  “Good, you’re awake.”


  Hearing that voice was like getting a direct caffeine injection into my veins. I was in instant heat, every nerve ending inside me pinging and bouncing in chaos and excitement.


  He shoved his phone back into his pocket and I can only guess the loud song had been courtesy of a ringtone.


  “Billy?” Yes, the Marilyn Monroe moan slipped from me; no, I didn’t mean to do it, but I couldn’t help the cheap thrill I got when his sexy-as-sin brown eyes went all melty for a fraction of a second.


  He wasn’t wearing the hood today, and I was shocked to note his silver hair was a thing of the past. His hair was the same brown as his eyes and longer than I remembered it. It curled softly along the nape of his neck and made my fingers itch to run through it. I nibbled on the corner of my lip.


  “Brown? Since when did you start dying it?”


  Death priests had one unique trait among them, the molten silver color of their hair. I knew it was Billy, but he looked different. Not bad, just… different. My heart raced.


  His grin was secretive and I knew he wouldn’t answer me. Someday I’m gonna make that man reveal all his secrets.


  “Slumming it today I see,” I said, eyeing the scuffed-up jeans and black Guns N’ Roses T-shirt he wore.


  Billy usually dressed a little more professor nerdy and less rocker slum, but I liked this look. A lot.


  A hot little rumble tore from deep inside me; it was Lust purring to life. Billy was her obsession, her catnip.


  He was mine too.


  His nostrils flared and his brow quirked. “Hoochie looks good on you.” He smirked, crossing his muscular arms across his impressively carved chest.


  My heart totally went pitter-patter because he’d never flirted with me before. Maybe I was finally starting to get under the man’s skin.


  “Oh, you mean the fact that I sleep naked. In my trailer.” I trailed a hand between the vee of my breasts, thrilled when his hawklike gaze followed the movement. His body was suddenly tense and I got the sense that I was playing with a lit powder keg.


  “This is Kemen’s trailer, not yours.” Listening to the gruff rasp of his deep voice first thing in the morning was almost as good as a morning O.


  Almost.


  “Oh yeah, that’s right, you’re following me.” Snorting, I slowly disentangled myself from Kemen’s overstuffed quilts and made a show of yawning and stretching, making sure that each movement showed off my body to his thoroughly hot and appraising eye. “You’re such a stalker.” I grinned, walking into the bathroom and slamming the door on him.


  My stomach tingled when suddenly he appeared right behind me and his fingers were digging into my shoulders so hard it bordered on pain. I moaned, leaning my head back against his powerful chest, knowing if he really wanted to he could slip those fingers up my neck and crush me.


  But that was part of the appeal of playing with a tiger. The knowledge that you toyed with something wild and dangerous and thoroughly unpredictable that could end you at any moment.


  His strong thighs brushed against my ass, and his hands marked a fiery trail across my collarbone and down my biceps before stopping just at the swell of my breasts. His breathing was steady but deep. Each inhalation flexed against my back like a sensual caress and I couldn’t think. If he wanted to throw me against the wall and bang the soul out of me, I wouldn’t fight him.


  “Look at me,” he murmured against the shell of my ear.


  It was an effort to open my eyes, because all I wanted to do was drown in this sensory overload. My lashes fluttered open and the fire in his eyes stirred the embers of lust already raging inside me.


  I gripped the sink. For weeks now Billy and I had been skating around our physical awareness of each other, only ever getting close enough to feel the spark before he then tried to incapacitate me.


  And no, I’m not kidding. Wish I was. Billy knew where I stood. I’d never been able to figure out where he did though.


  My jaw clenched; my nipples were painful, tight buds. My center was aching. “Billy, what do you want?”


  Pleasure and pain. Pain and pleasure. It was what he did, how he interacted with me. He’d given me pleasure, now I braced for the pain.


  But it wasn’t coming.


  Brown eyes devoured me, memorized me. His hand moved lower, inching slowly, slowly down to my stomach. Anywhere he touched it was like fire. I burned. I ached.


  More moans rumbled through my throat. Lust was screaming and clawing, showing more passion than she had in weeks. Nails gouged the porcelain sink. I couldn’t touch Billy. If I did, if I even laid one finger on him, the demon in me would flip. I’d lose my head and nothing would do until I claimed him.


  I whimpered, shuddering as his large palm framed my flat belly. His mint-tinged breath nipped at my ear.


  “Demon, you just don’t know,” he murmured and then dipped his head into my hair and sniffed me.


  My legs were shaking so hard if he dropped his arms I’d fall. My head was spinning, my thoughts a scrambled mess of want and need, and desire tipped with an animalistic yearning to claim, to mate. To possess.


  And when his lips brushed against the vein of my neck, I almost came undone. Everything inside me buzzed and pitched. My body felt like a million excited neurons rubbing and shoving against one another. I was a giant nerve. Exposed and raw.


  Then he nipped me. It wasn’t even a hard bite, but it was enough.


  I screamed as my entire being became one throbbing, spiraling helix of pleasure that bloomed one right on top of the other, cresting like a wave, and I was going to shatter into a million fragments of myself. Lost in this pleasure.


  But he was there and he was murmuring things I couldn’t understand, rubbing my arms, and then I did hear him. He was telling me to come back, and I opened my eyes.


  And then it dawned on me that I’d probably had the best orgasm of my life and he’d never even gotten to second base.


  Mortified, slightly humiliated, I shoved him back hard. My legs were still quaking, and my stomach was a feathery, fluttery mess.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” I snapped and pointed at the door.


  His eyes narrowed and I hated that I missed his warmth, his arms around me. I suddenly felt cold and exposed. I crossed my arms over my chest.


  “You enjoyed every minute of it.”


  I could lie, but what was the point? Lust was supremely satisfied, purring and undulating in waves inside me, rubbing her soul against mine like a cat curling between her human’s legs.


  Squeezing my eyes shut, I pointed to the door again. “I gotta get ready. Leave so I can do what I need to do.”


  In seconds the air felt cooler, less tangible. He was gone and I dropped my head, years of fatigue crashing down on me. From the moment I’d tagged Billy as mine, this was all I’d ever wanted, for him to hold me, want me, desire me as I desired him. But Billy was an enigma to me. Much as I wanted—needed—him, his mysteries went so deep I couldn’t trust him.


  Hands shaking, I splashed water on my face, quickly brushed my teeth, and didn’t overthink it when, instead of grabbing the tattered jeans and shirt I’d been planning on wearing, I grabbed my hip-hugging leather pants and royal-purple belly shirt. Not because the combination of black and purple made my eyes really pop.


  That wasn’t it all.


  I also didn’t overthink it when I draped the necklace with the silver pendant A over my neck. I’d taken to wearing it recently and if he laughed, he could just blow me. I so wasn’t in the mood for anybody’s crap today.


  I expected he’d be gone like he usually was. Billy was generally only good for a quickie before leaving me high and dry. But not today.


  He was sitting on my bed, reading that stupid book of Middle Ages poems and looking more delicious than he had just seconds ago. His hair was mussed, and there was an adorable lock slipping over his right eye that he kept shoving out of his face every couple of seconds.


  I couldn’t help but remember the feeling of his hands scraping my nerves raw or the heavy fluttering of bats’ wings banging in my belly.


  “You done staring?” he finally asked, looking back at me with those same dull brown eyes that had haunted me from the moment we’d first met.


  I lifted a brow when he did the same, taking a leisurely sweep of my body from head to toe. Yes, I’d also put on a little lip-gloss and maybe slipped a ruby-encrusted skull-and-crossbones barrette into my hair. His lips twitched. I notched my chin higher. I so wasn’t going to explain myself to him.


  “So let me guess, we don’t have much time to talk? That it? Ready for you to disappear whenever you are,” I snapped. I was totally being waspish and I knew it, but that’s what happens when I don’t get more than ten minutes of sleep before getting a pity orgasm from the man of my darkest masochistic desires.


  Scratching his bristly jaw, he smirked. “The game has changed, Pandora.”


  “What exactly does that mean?” I asked, trying to temper the wild fluttering of my heart that started at the sound of my name dropping from his sexy-as-sin lips. “And since when do you call me by my given name? It’s always been ‘demon’ with us,” I spit out, more hurt than I cared to admit.


  I crossed my arms.


  The silence was long and heavy. Luc would probably show up soon, ready to give me my marching orders for the day. If he found Billy in my room, “losing his shit” would take on new meaning.


  Having seen both fight, I was pretty sure they’d kill each other.


  He sighed and suddenly I sensed the games were gone. Shoulders dropping just slightly, he looked at me and there was a wealth of meaning in it. And as old as I am, as good as I believe myself to be when it comes to reading the truth of people, I doubted every single thing my eyes were seeing.


  Because my heart was saying that what’d just happened back in that bathroom hadn’t been another one of his games, but real. That he wasn’t my enemy. That he’d never been my enemy.


  But my head was screaming not to believe it. Even Lust was reminding me that we’d fallen for it once before and Luc had nearly killed me. My fingers flew to the heart-shaped scar on my chest.


  My ears rang from the sonorous silence.


  “You tried to kill me.” I didn’t mean to say it. There’d been no thought to wear my heart on my sleeve and let him see just how much his betrayal had destroyed me that night.


  He shook his head. “No.”


  I really wished he’d give me a reason for that no, but no was all I got. I cannot even begin to describe what it felt like to be one hundred percent in the gaze of a killing priest.


  I swallowed, feeling the beat of my heart throbbing in the side of my neck with each breath as the world around me narrowed into tight focus. It was just me, him, and nothing else.


  The moment was infinite and absolute, full and yet as fragile as a spider’s web. I should look away from him; I should do lots of things. But we were playing a game of chicken and neither one of us was blinking.


  “You died.” And this time I knew he could hear my heart behind the words.


  In a fraction of a second I was enveloped in powerful arms. He’d moved so fast I hadn’t even had time to jump out of the way. His heat, his scent, it filled up every broken, bloody space inside me.


  “Pandora, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”


  I swear when I lifted my hands it was to push him away, but my brain and my hands worked completely opposed to one another, because what I wound up doing was crushing my fingers into the thin fabric of his T-shirt and burying my nose in his chest. Shuddering out soundless tears.


  I’d sworn after crying for Kemen that would be it, there would be no more. But I’d kept Billy locked away. I’d shoved him so deep down inside me that I hadn’t looked and I hadn’t prodded the festering sore. I’d ignored it, willed it away. Pretended he’d never existed and I would survive this.


  But he was here now and it was like losing him all over again, watching as his body exploded into a thousand slivers of pure white light.


  His hands were gentle on my back and he didn’t pull away even as my tears soaked his shirt. He let me cry and I realized I needed to do it.


  Then his lips were back in my hair and I was so confused, because he was kissing me and whispering to me that he was here now and he’d never leave again.


  The dam had burst and I couldn’t stop until it was all gone.


  Finally, what felt like hours later, he framed my face and his eyes devoured me. “It was the only way.” His thumb played with my cheekbone and I shuddered into that touch.


  “I don’t trust you.” I said that, but I was clinging to him like a baby monkey on its mother’s back.


  “Did you read the book?” His minty-smelling lips were so close to mine that I felt the whisper of breath move against me like a gentle caress.


  Nodding, I sniffed a final time. “It doesn’t make sense. Why can’t you just tell me what it means?”


  His lips thinned. “You’re going to figure this out, and you’re going to free me.”


  My brows lowered. “Free you?” Was that all this was? His way of keeping me close enough so that I’d free him?


  I shoved him back, pushing all my power into it. But he refused to release me, and instead the push carried us both to the bed. Twisting so that he took the full brunt of our fall, he shook his head.


  “Little demon.” He chuckled. But this time it didn’t sound like a slur, more of an endearment. His hands framed my face and all I could think about was the fact that our hips were perfectly aligned and there was something thick and rigid poking into my thigh.


  I clenched my teeth, still royally pissed and just as equally turned on.


  Lust was a real bitch sometimes.


  “I can’t tell you about the book. In fact, there’s a lot I can’t tell you.”


  “Can’t or won’t?” I hissed with narrowed eyes.


  “Can’t.” His mouth kept opening and closing as if he wanted desperately to tell me something. Judging by the way his throat worked, he was waging an internal battle with himself before he finally sighed. “Can’t, princess.”


  “Princess?” I curled my nose and lips. “Why are you acting like this, Billy? Why?” And just then the necklace I’d tucked inside my shirt slipped free and the dangling A swung between us like a blazing sign that read: Yes, I’m completely obsessed with you.


  Swallowing, he grabbed the pendant and just looked at it for a moment. Shame crept like hot fingers across my cheeks. I’d found that necklace the night outside the club when I’d accidentally stabbed him with my stiletto.


  Okay, maybe not so accidentally, but startling a demon (even a half-breed) was a surefire way of getting a boot in your ass. Or in my case, a sexy black heel embedded in your chest.


  His gorgeous lips twitched. “I should have known it was you. I looked for that thing the next day, never could find it.”


  Pulling it out of his hands, I patted it back inside my shirt. “Finders keepers; nine tenths of the law. Look it up, Priest.” I lifted a brow in case he had any ideas of taking it back.


  “No.” His fingers grazed the spot where I’d tucked the pendant away. “I like seeing you wear what’s mine.”


  “What does the A stand for?” I had my suspicions, had had them for some time, but now that he was here and obviously in a sharing mood, I had to know.


  “My real name.”


  I had to admit for as hard as he was, the man was as comfortable as any cushion. I wiggled my hips and couldn’t help but grin when he moaned in return.


  “You keep that up, and I won’t be such a gentleman.” His words were sharp.


  “Who said I want you to be?”


  There was a fire that danced in his eyes just then. And I blinked because it was the first time I’d ever witnessed it. Or then again… an inexplicable sense of déjà vu suddenly hit me, a feeling that I’d seen it before.


  But the moment was gone before I could really figure it out.


  “Fine.” I leaned down until our lips just barely brushed against each other. “Then what is your name?”


  His hands continued to slide down my waist, maneuvering dangerously close to my backside, making me tingle in all the right places.


  “Asher.”


  “I knew it,” I whispered, wondering if in some cosmic way whether Asher/Billy/my death priest (whatever) and I had been destined from the start of time.


  It was scary and all-consuming, and as much as I didn’t want it to, I couldn’t seem to help but believe it was true.


  His smile was indulgent and warmed me to my toes.


  “What should I call you then?” I asked.


  Then his hand was sliding over me and I curled into it, moaning and desperately ravenous. There were still so many questions, but none of them seemed terribly important at the moment.


  “Pandora…” His voice had grown husky, and just as I was sure he was going to claim me, mark me, I smelled sulfur.


  “Shit!” I shoved my hands on his chest and jumped off just seconds before Luc appeared.
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  Luc wasn’t happy.


  And that was a serious understatement.


  “What the fuck is going on here!” He shoved his hand in the direction of Billy, but his stink eye was all for me.


  Growling, Billy shot to his feet and made as if to come to me. But that didn’t happen, because the moment he moved, Luc was on him. His forearm was pressed into Billy’s throat and he had him pinned against Kemen’s wimpy trailer wall.


  “Hey!” I screamed, slapping at his chest, but Luc’s face was shifting, morphing into the stuff of nightmares. His skin flashed a dark gray as fangs began to drop and lengthen.


  Billy didn’t look at all terrified to be held in place by a barely checked Nephilim. No, the idiot laughed. “What you gonna do, demon?” He spat and then as quick as only a death priest could move, there was a massive Bowie knife in his hand, which was suddenly pressed against Luc’s throat.


  This was a pissing contest for the ages and I wasn’t putting up with it.


  “Tuck it away, boys,” I growled, wrapping my arms around Luc’s middle and forcibly prying him from Billy.


  If he’d really wanted to resist, there was no way in hell I could have yanked Luc off. Visibly shaking with fury, Luc let me hold him and I fluttered my fingers up and down his chest, humming in the back of my throat to get him to put the demon to bed.


  Billy’s eyes narrowed. “That was quite a hello.”


  “You motherfu—”


  “Enough!” I spun Luc around and yanked his face to mine. “Stop. You can’t just go killing my guests, Luc.”


  “Guest!” He jerked his hand at Billy. “He’s a fucking death priest, Dora. Do you get that?” He stabbed at his head with his pointer finger.


  A growl rumbled from behind me.


  God, I had horrible taste in men. Why oh why was I always so attracted to alphas? Surely a beta would be so much easier to deal with.


  “I’m not your enemy here.” Billy spoke up from behind me.


  Luc’s nostrils flared and I knew he was scenting the room, both for the veracity in Billy’s words, but to also see just how far we’d gone. His eyes went glacial, so clearly he must have picked up on the unmistakable musk of my sexual excitement.


  I expected an eruption, a full-blown assault on my person (Luc wasn’t the most levelheaded when in the grip of his demon). Shielding my eyes, I didn’t look at him head-on. Even though it was fury that’d brought out the beast, he was Lust, which meant he’d screw me ten ways to Sunday if I so much as encouraged him.


  He must have known what I was about, because instead of the explosion, he gripped my wrists, bringing my palms to his face. And we stood like that for a solid minute, him with his eyes closed, my hands on his cheeks as he inhaled deeply in and out.


  The next time he opened his eyes, they were as blue as a summer sky. “Why is he here?” he asked, and though I could still hear the fury, I knew he’d gotten himself under control.


  I told you demons don’t handle surprises well.


  Standing to the side of me, Billy glanced at my hands with a clenched jaw before saying, “I’m here because I have information.”


  Luc snorted, pulling away from me as if my touch suddenly burned. But just as I was about to back into Billy’s chest, his arm snaked out and he dug his fingers into my waist, making me grimace at the sudden shock of pain.


  “And we’re supposed to trust you?” Luc laughed, and the sound chilled the blood in my veins.


  Billy’s stance was wide and he was flipping his knife from hand to hand, reminding me of the smug bastard I’d met the first night, the death priest who’d clocked me in the temple and tied me up.


  Let’s just say our first meeting had been far from cordial.


  “I don’t give a flying fuck if you trust me. I’m not doing it for you.” The priest’s voice was deep and solid and sure, and it did things to my insides no mere voice had a right to do.


  “Then who are you doing it for?”


  Billy’s eyes shot to my face and I’d be a liar if I said his gaze didn’t feel like a brand on my soul. Luc’s growl let me know he’d noticed it too. His fingers dug in harder. That was so gonna bruise.


  “She’s not yours.” Luc’s words were steel dipped in poison.


  “Hey!” I swatted at his hand, stepping away from both of them. “I don’t belong to anybody, you got me? So stop this pissing contest and just tell us why you’re here, Billy.”


  If my words bothered him, he never let on.


  “There’s a lot more to what’s going down than what either of you might think. A. Lot. More.”


  “Then enlighten us.” Luc crossed his arms, causing his biceps to flex. Even dressed in a silk shirt and tie, the man oozed scary sensuality. His hair was pulled back again and he looked freshly shaven.


  Had he freshened up just to come see me? I frowned. His black loafers were definitely not desert-worthy shoes, so I seriously doubted he meant to be my tagalong in the Sierras today.


  Billy glanced at me sidelong. “You want answers, figure them out.”


  “Billy, wait.” I reached for him because I didn’t want him to leave. Not yet. Maybe not ever.


  Something white and hot flashed through Luc’s eyes before he clamped down on the emotion and I knew I’d hurt him. I was always hurting him; it was how things were with us. Toxic.


  “It’s Asher,” Billy murmured and then traced his knuckles against my cheek, and I shuddered into his touch. “And I told you, I’m not going anywhere.”


  “You better tell us what’s going on. Now,” Luc ordered.


  Billy laughed. “I’m not scared of you, Neph. Not by a long shot.”


  Sensing they were about a second away from violently destroying Kemen’s trailer, I jumped between them, holding out my hands.


  “Seriously, enough. Asher”—I stuttered over the name, still wanting to call him Billy—“you came here. Why?”


  The click of his jaw working from side to side sounded louder than gunshot in the sudden quiet.


  “We have a destiny, you and I, Pandora. What’s going down, it’s because of you.”


  “Going down?” I whispered.


  Luc’s lips snarled. “Destiny?”


  I whipped around. “Luc, for pity’s sake, can you just focus on what matters, please?”


  The muscle in his cheek twitched.


  Eyes narrowed, Asher walked to me and even though I knew I was just a pawn in this testosterone-fueled game, I didn’t stop him from draping his arm across my shoulders. They were the dogs and I was their fire hydrant.


  Nice.


  Swatting at his hand, I let my baby fangs show. Something I tried hard to keep hidden since they were a clear giveaway to my true identity.


  “I swear, if you guys can’t get your shit together, I’m gonna leave and you’ll never find me. I’ve got places to be and I don’t feel like dealing with this. From either one of you.” I eyed them both.


  Asher’s answer was a swift, dimple-cheeked smile, and yeah, I was pretty sure a couple of my brain cells just fried. I hadn’t known he had a dimple, but then, I couldn’t remember him ever really smiling either.


  “You’re a death priest. Your only job in this world is killing Neph. You will not harm her.” Luc’s voice had grown guttural.


  “I would never.”


  “But you did.” He snarled. “I was the one who found her after your beat-downs. Me.” He slapped his chest and it was moments like these that made me think perhaps I was a fool to believe he didn’t actually care for me.


  At some point our relationship had grown twisted and distorted and bloated with so much pain and hurt that for a while it’d been easy to believe it was gone. But I heard it now. I saw it flickering in his cold eyes and my heart clenched.


  I knew he loved me, and in many ways I still loved him. But our love would kill us—I was as sure of that as I was that I never wanted Billy out of my life again.


  “I had to do what I did to make sure no one knew whose side I was really on.”


  “Yeah, right. Great answer.” Luc snorted.


  Billy rubbed my arm in slow circles and I don’t think he was doing it so much for me as for himself. “Everything I did I did to protect her.”


  “I don’t understand you, Billy—”


  His brow rose.


  “Asher,” I said, correcting myself. “You stabbed me, you tricked me. How was any of that to protect me?”


  “Did you ever really doubt me, Dora?” He turned me so that I was now looking him square in the face and it was just us again. “I knew what you were capable of, how you could heal. You felt the eyes everywhere. We were always watched—it was the only way.”


  He was right. The entire time in South Dakota I’d known I was being watched, but I’d actually thought it was him. I frowned. “Who do you work for?”


  Licking his lips, he sighed. “The book… You’ve got to read the book.”


  “Book?” Luc snarled and I jumped, because I’d almost forgotten he was with us. “What book?” His eyes rolled to mine and I had to quickly look away because I sensed his Lust roiling just beneath the surface.


  “Jeez.” I groaned and then marched over to the bed and flipped him said book. “That. Grace’s assistant Mary gave it to me the night she disappeared.”


  “Nice. Thanks for telling me.” His tone dripped contempt. Luc riffled quickly through the pages. “What is this shit?”


  “Poems, written by some kid in the Middle Ages.”


  Luc snorted. “Priest, you’re this close to me killing you.” He tossed the book back onto the bed.


  I wasn’t overly fond of him threatening my priest, even though I was one hundred percent certain Asher could fend for himself. “It’s an allegorical work.”


  “There’s also a cypher code,” Asher said.


  “Cypher code?” I twirled on him. “We can’t decrypt that, not without the key.”


  “Pandora, listen to me.” He planted his hands on my shoulders. “I’ll give you as much information as I can, but some of this you’ll have to figure out yourself.”


  “Why?”


  Luc’s smile was vicious and then he gave a throaty chuckle. “You can’t tell us, can you? Ah, how ironic, the priest isn’t as all powerful as he’d like us to believe.”


  Now Asher looked annoyed.


  “What are you talking about?”


  I couldn’t make heads or tails of this and since Luc was looking like the cat who just ate the canary, I was more than a little annoyed that he wasn’t sharing.


  “I mean…” He rolled his eyes to me and this time I wasn’t quick enough to look away, so his power slammed into me like a giant tsunami, snatching my breath and making me change instantly.


  I transformed from my usual raven-haired, willowy Goth self to Luc’s blond bombshell, complete with enormous boobs, enviably slim waist, and mile-long bronzed legs. Beside me Asher growled, yanking me roughly to his side.


  Luc smirked; the bastard had done it on purpose. My shirt rode up so high on my belly thanks to my freakishly large boobs that I felt practically naked.


  “…that the priest is under an enchantment. He can’t talk, Dora, because somebody, and likely the person is a powerful sorcerer— At the very least, am I right, Priest?” His lips twitched before he turned his gaze back to me. “Owns his soul. Very interesting, isn’t it?”


  My brows dipped and I looked at Asher, and when he didn’t try to deny it, I knew Luc was absolutely right. “You really were trying to protect me, weren’t you?”


  Asher’s gaze softened when he looked at me, and I knew he was telling me the truth. I felt it deep in the depths of my cold, black soul. Asher had never been my enemy. He held my gaze a moment longer, and I felt my body shift and transform back to my natural form.


  “Then how are you here? Whoever owns you, they’ll know where you are. They’ll come looking.” My eyes immediately shot to the window. I was suddenly on edge and expecting to see the boogieman’s face pressed to the glass.


  “That’s why I died in Hell.”
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  Needless to say, Luc refused to join me on my quest to the Sierra Madres after that. After Asher’s confession, Luc had swiftly turned on his heel and slammed out of my room. Now it was just Asher and I combing through the sparse mountain range, looking for the trail that would lead us to the zombie hive.


  “Feels like old times.” I hip-bumped him when he got close to me.


  His smiles were coming more freely now. I liked it.


  Like really liked it.


  A. Whole. Freaking. Lot.


  The man had a way of getting under my skin. The way the ends of his hair clung to his neck, how his bronzed skin almost gleamed in the midday sun. Dressed in those sexy-as-sin jeans that hugged his massive thighs and muscular waist. I had to blow out a breath to get Lust to chill the hell out.


  She was writhing and purring and making me want to jump him right here, right now. To toss him down on the packed red sand and have my wicked, wicked way with him. Didn’t matter that we were currently walking through hell on earth, full of scorpions and rattlers and every other kind of nasty killing machine out there.


  I hadn’t felt this carefree, this… happy… in a long, long time.


  That word stopped my daydreams cold. It was like a slap of icy water in the face and made me halt. We were searching for a zombie hive. Reputedly one that’d already killed several mortals. What I should be doing was keeping my head on a swivel, not glued on Asher’s ass, which looked amazing in those jeans.


  As if sensing that’d I’d stopped walking, he turned and looked at me. A hot breeze blew across the desert sands, slapping tiny grains against my cheeks and scraping them raw.


  “What’s the matter?” he asked, back at my side in a nanosecond. The sun was beating down on my brow, and I knew I’d looked better. And I hated that when he got so close to me, his unique scent completely overwhelmed me— a musk of man, danger, and cool silk sheets. Lust was salivating. Pestilence was in hiding, though I still felt his oily stickiness clinging deep, deep down inside. He wasn’t sure what to think of my sudden obsession with the priest. It both confused and disgusted him.


  Lust was in full control and she had been ever since the death priest showed up in my room.


  Disgusted with my inability to focus, I shoved him back. Regardless of the combustible heat I felt, I was still angry with him.


  “Nothing.”


  Brown eyes licked at my face for a brief yet all-encompassing second, making me feel itchy in my own skin. Sighing, he looked at the dead landscape and then pointed to a small shadowy shelf of red rock in the distance.


  “C’mon, we need to take a break. Hot as hell out here.”


  Grabbing my hand, he lifted a brow, waiting for me to trace us over. I’d discovered that Asher couldn’t move as I did. He could move fast, ridiculously fast, but he couldn’t actually trace, which was just a fancy word for breaking down my body into its simplest and most basic form, free-floating molecules, and traveling across distances in the blink of an eye. In that form, anything I could hold or carry, I could also trace. Unfortunately, I couldn’t do it for long—the concentration it required to make sure I kept all my bits and pieces together was exhausting.


  Snapping my fangs at him, I broke down, then wrapped my molecules around him like a hug and dragged him with me. His laughter echoed all around us.


  The moment we arrived, I gathered myself and frowned at him. “What are you doing, Asher?”


  I kicked at a large gray rock with the toe of my boot. A five-inch scorpion drew up on its hind legs and curled its tail at me in a defensive posture before quickly scuttling off. Sitting cross-legged, I stared at the deadly beauty of the harsh landscape, my ears ringing hollowly with the sounds of Hell and the cries of the damned as the memories of that night flooded me all over again.


  The brush of his hand on my overheated forearm brought me back to the present.


  “I’m here helping you. You know that.”


  Rolling my eyes, I tucked my knees to my chest and shook my head. “You know exactly what I mean. You broke into my trailer. Again.” I eyed him sideways, hating that all I wanted to do was run my fingers along the scruff of his jaw, claim his lips, and burn this whole damn world down with the strength of my passion.


  His lips twitched. “Made you orgasm too—don’t forget that.”


  My cheeks flamed and I shot to my feet. I really didn’t want to leave the shadowy cove. While it felt like eighty in here, outside it was a hundred plus and even though it couldn’t bake me permanently, it was about as comfortable as taking a dip in a volcanic hot spring.


  “That’s exactly what I’m talking about. First time we met, you tried to kill me.” I tapped my head where he’d very nearly caved my skull in. Had I been mortal, the strength of that blow would have killed me instantly. “Then you call me all these names and you—”


  Standing, he grabbed my shaking hands and clamped them to his chest so that I could feel the steady beat of his heart. And once again the world spun out of focus and all I could concentrate on was the breath we shared and the richness of his eyes that I’d once found to be so dull.


  They weren’t dull at all. They were warm and full and staring at me with the type of intensity no one had ever had when looking at me before.


  “I never shift.” The words spilled from my lips before I had time to censor my thoughts. “You look at me like that, and I never shift.”


  Dragging a length of my hair through his hand, he shook his head. “I could tell you the truth of that night, if you really want me to.”


  “I want something, Asher. I want some goddamn truth for once. I don’t want to walk in the dark anymore. I want to know…” I took a deep breath. “Can I trust you?”


  Because this was so much more than me trusting him not to shank me when I wasn’t looking. As impossible as it might be for anyone to believe, the truth of it is demons feel. We don’t like to feel because if we allowed the emotions in, they would consume us. Literally burn us up like a moth’s wings in flames.


  Maybe that’s why we all bore a moth’s wings marking. To remind us to stay cold, to never let go. Because if we let someone under our skin, into our heart, that person owned us. Mind and soul.


  It would be nothing for Asher to ruin me. I was one kiss away from being consumed.


  His warm palm slowly slid up the length of my neck before wrapping around my throat in a gentle hold that could turn deadly in an instant. I stood there and let him, knowing if he squeezed I wouldn’t fight.


  I’d lived so long, done so much wrong, hurt those I loved most, it wouldn’t be much of a loss to this world to not have me in it.


  But he didn’t squeeze; his touch was a tender caress that almost made me want to cry.


  “I told you that night in the trailer that I’d been following you. And I have. Pandora, I’ve followed you most of your life.”


  The confession wasn’t one I’d expected at all. My mouth dropped open. “Wh…what?”


  “In all this world, there are only ever five priests. And all we do is find you and destroy you.” His words rang with the conviction of one who believed in the truth of his words. “I’ve killed so many.”


  I swallowed hard, heart thrumming in my chest. But even though there was fear, I took a step closer. I’ve always liked dancing with fire.


  Wetting my lips, my nervous system jolted when those formidable eyes of his zoomed into the motion and I knew I wasn’t crazy. Asher wanted me with the same type of madness that I needed him.


  “But every time I looked at you, you confused me. When I discovered why, I was so far gone, I’d become a traitor to my own kind. I was never going to let anything hurt you.”


  My ears rang as I crawled through my extensive memory banks, trying to find him. To place him, fix him at a certain point in my life, but he was never there. I shivered to think that all along, a death priest had known of me and I’d never realized it.


  “Why’d you stab me that night?”


  It was hard to concentrate when his thumb kept gently fluttering against the hollow of my neck.


  “Because if I hadn’t done that, if I hadn’t distracted the eyes, they would have killed you.”


  I frowned. “The eyes? I always thought that was you.”


  His smile was beautiful, wide and guileless, and I couldn’t help but trace the dimple in his cheek. After all this time, I couldn’t believe that I could freely touch him like this. That not only would he let me, but judging by the way his lashes dipped and his body trembled, I knew he liked it.


  “I need to show you something, but I need you to understand and not ask too many questions when I do. Because I can’t explain it all. But it’s time you learned certain things.”


  Nibbling the corner of my lip, I nodded.


  Dropping his hands, he stepped back and I ached for his touch. But curiosity kept me rooted to the spot.


  His eyes raked over me, demanded I not turn away. I couldn’t have even if I wanted to. Because they were swirling now, no longer just brown, but flickering, glowing with the red embers of banked coals.


  And then there was fire dancing within them and I gasped, because I knew those eyes. I’d seen them many times.


  The air became so thick I could barely breathe it in. My skin tingled as massive electrical sparks crashed into the cove.


  Asher was so still, so focused, and I had to look away because there was a presence beside him.


  A shadowy residue that stretched and grew, forming arms and legs. Seconds later, the Gray Man stood before me.


  I must have been in shock, because I couldn’t talk. My brain was desperately trying to figure it out, to see how I could have missed the obvious.


  Finally my synapses fired and I pointed. “Gray Man!”


  Then the power was sucked back into Asher and the charge of ozone was gone. The air was still hot, but sweet, and I drank it in.


  “Tell me how that’s possible?” I demanded.


  Of all the supernatural creatures in the world, the priests were legendary. Not just because they were demon killers, but because so little was known of them. They were our version of the boogieman, and I just happened to have one in my corner.


  Maybe.


  If he could be believed. But it was hard breaking a millennia worth of indoctrination. I hugged my arms to my chest.


  Holding his hands up, possibly to calm me, or maybe because he thought I might go demon on him, he talked toward me like one would an enraged momma bear. The fire in his eyes was gone, now they were the same mesmerizing brown I remembered.


  Images flashed through my head—of me, practically disemboweled on the roof of an abandoned building with no chance of escaping the vampires in pursuit; of the Gray Man carrying me to safety; in Hell, completely shocked after witnessing Billy’s death and enthralled by Wrath to the point that I could do nothing to save myself; the Gray Man’s arms wrapped so gently around me, so tightly, and I remembered that at the time he’d felt so much more solid that I’d remembered him ever being; the night in Grace’s room with my dagger poised above her heart and the Gray Man talking me off the ledge before I destroyed any chance of fully uncovering the truth.


  I shook my head, blinking back into focus. “Oh my God.”


  “I’ve never left you, Pandora.”


  “What is that thing?” He’d better not lie to me either, because I’d leave the bastard to fry out here by himself. I didn’t care that on more than one occasion GM had saved my ass.


  I hated lies, hated that everyone around me only ever gave me half-truths. He had one chance at redemption or I was gone, and I didn’t care how many times he found me, he’d never catch me. Not if I didn’t want him to.


  Scratching the back of his head, he turned to stare out at the still, empty desert. “I’m gonna tell you everything I can, up to a certain point. There are things I simply can’t tell you. Much as I wish I could.”


  “But if you know and you can, you’ll tell me?” I pressed because it was important to me. I understood if he was under a geas so that he couldn’t speak that was one thing, but if he could, he’d better damn well speak up.


  “I vow it. But you’re not going to like most of what I say.”


  “I don’t care if I like it—if it’s the truth, I have a right to know.”


  Squeezing his eyes shut, he yanked me by the wrist and pulled me down with him, forcing me to sit on his lap. It wasn’t the most comfortable of positions, but I sensed he needed to touch me, that in some way it soothed him.


  I wasn’t your average demon; I liked touch. In fact, I craved it. You might think a lust Nephilim gets touch all the time. But sex and touch (the soul-deep kind that you only get to experience rarely, and only if you’re lucky) are two different things. It was why I’d clung to Kemen the way I had, because he’d always touched me like he loved me.


  Asher’s hand slid under my shirt and I was no longer just hot, I was feverish. My skin, my nerves, every fiber of me was fully aware of him. Our breaths synchronized and I closed my eyes and let Asher wash through me.


  His mouth was right by my ear as he said, “Priests have gifts. Most of us. It’s why we become what we do. We’re not made, we’re chosen.”


  Rough fingers worked the clasp of my bra. I went totally still.


  “Is the Gray Man yours?”


  “Yes, but no one knows it, because I have another. And it was that one I showed them. I don’t know why I kept that ability hidden, but long before I realized my true destiny, something within me knew to tuck him away.”


  “What is he exactly?” My breath hitched when my clasp snapped open.


  “It’s called flashing. The Gray Man is a projection.”


  I wet my lips. “But he’s powerful.”


  Asher laughed and the sound vibrated through my chest. I’m pretty sure I moaned. This was the best foreplay I’d ever had.


  His hands slid sideways, drawing the bra open so that we were now bare skin to bare skin.


  “He’s nothing compared to me, Pandora. He’s just an extension. But he was also instrumental in keeping whatever was tailing you busy. I have to be careful because of who I am. Because of who owns me, my true intentions had to always be disguised.”


  I sucked in a sharp breath when he blew on the shell of my ear.


  “Who… who owns you?”


  Sharp teeth caught my earlobe and tugged on it gently. I moaned. Couldn’t help it. I was so turned on I could barely see straight.


  “Can’t,” he murmured, before pressing a lingering, wet kiss on the side of my neck just as his palms grazed the swells of my breasts.


  I was going to combust—my skin shivered with the heat of my lust and I knew my eyes were swirling.


  “Priest, you’re playing with fire.” I gripped his steely forearms, digging my nails in.


  He hissed, but I didn’t think it was because it hurt. Pressing his forehead to my head, he inhaled deeply as if savoring my scent, drawing it deep inside him.


  “Do you want me to stop?” His whispered breath fanned my hair.


  “Yes.” I squeezed tighter when his hands began loosening. “No.”


  He chuckled. “Can’t be both ways, little demon.”


  I moaned. “God, I hate you.”


  Planting a quick kiss on my head, he withdrew his hands from my shirt and instead laced them around my middle. For a while neither of us spoke, and I knew I should be looking for a posse of the shambling dead, but I was choosing to be selfish. Choosing a moment to myself.


  “Can I ask you one thing?” I asked when my pulse finally returned to normal.


  “Yes.”


  I smiled; I liked how willing he was to speak with me. To tell me whatever I wanted to know. Knowing that what I was about to say would expose the truest intentions of my heart, possibly giving him the ammo he needed against me, I decided to take the leap.


  Because the one argument I’d always had with Luc was that at some point we had to decide whether to deny our humanity or use the heart we were born with. I was using my heart.


  Twisting in his lap so that I was now straddling him, I locked my gaze with his and bared my insecurities. “Is it my Lust?”


  And I knew he understood the question—it had nothing at all to do with sex. Sex was just sex. Two bodies colliding for a finite moment in time, it was pleasure that soon faded and meant absolutely nothing other than temporarily satisfying an unquenchable craving.


  He didn’t move his hands from around my waist, didn’t lift them up to my face and frame it, but I swear I felt the power of his eyes move through me like a deliberate caress.


  “I first saw you six hundred and sixty-seven years and twenty-three days ago. My orders were to find you, to kill you on sight. I never questioned it, never. I was a machine, built for one purpose. To eradicate the darkness. To snuff it out.”


  I tried to focus on something other than the fact he’d just told me that he’d first seen me in 1347 AD. Luc would have flipped out if he’d known that for years a death priest had known not only my location, but the location of our family. Our band. That might have been enough for him to cast me out.


  But I wasn’t scared. I should be.


  “But when I saw you, nothing made sense. I would have killed you without a second thought if you’d been…” His hot gaze burned straight through me.


  “Screwing around?” I offered.


  When his nostrils flared, my pulse quivered with excitement, with fear. Because there was no doubt my priest was a predator, a lethal killer more than capable of taking me down. The coils of his power… his energy… was raw and magnificent as it scraped against my sensitized flesh.


  I lived around alphas, around men who barked and pissed and could rip a monster apart with just their teeth. But Asher was so much more than all of them.


  My body hummed.


  “Yes. But you weren’t doing that.” His eyes turned distant. “It was the height of the plague, and there was a little girl covered in sores. Bleeding out, close to death, and you were kneeling beside her, holding her hand, telling her it would be all right. I couldn’t make sense of you.”


  I couldn’t recall the memory. Mostly because I remembered the plague, remembered the streets littered with bodies—the smell of death and decay was everywhere. My family had refused to enter the city gates. None of us could catch human diseases, but it hadn’t mattered, because most Nephilim refused to own up to their humanity. Humans were little better than a food source, what did it matter to them if a few thousand died?


  But it had mattered to me, and every night I’d walk the streets, determined to be a friend to the abandoned ones, because no one should have to die alone. It’s not how they came in, and it wasn’t how they should go out.


  He tipped my chin up when I glanced down.


  “And that’s it? That was the catalyst to become my stalker?”


  The dimple reappeared. “Stalker.” He snorted. “You intrigued me. Confounded me. I followed you to learn you, and the more I learned, the more confused I became. The more convinced I was that your death meant something to them. A lot more than the mere fact you were Nephilim.”


  “Why?”


  His jaw clenched.


  “Can’t?” I whispered.


  “No, I can’t. But the truth is I don’t know everything there is to know about you. About why they want you out.”


  “If you found me so easily, then how come someone else hasn’t?” I shivered with the sudden icy thought of another set of eyes bearing down on me.


  He rubbed my arms, completely in tune with my emotions.


  “I didn’t find you easily. It took me almost a year to track you down. Once I did, I kept you hidden. I threw my people off your scent.”


  “Why would you do that for me? I am Nephilim, Asher. I do sex it up with anything I can. Whenever I can. I’m not good.”


  His eyes flickered and his hands tightened just slightly. “You are who you were born to be, but you’re also more, and I saw that goodness in you.”


  “Good?” I laughed. “I’ve never been called good. And since coming back from Hell, I feel more evil than ever.”


  “Pestilence.” He nodded gravely. “I tried to stop you, but I couldn’t reach you in time.”


  “I don’t know how to stop him. When I get angry, or depressed, he’s… stronger.” I shrugged and rolled my wrists.


  “Have you felt him since you’ve been with me?”


  Funny he should ask that question, because I had been very curious as to that demon’s absence. “Not really. I know he’s still in me, but he’s silent. Are you doing that?”


  “I can mute him. A little. Just enough to help you learn to tame him. He’s no different than your Lust. You just have to learn to control him.”


  “I did a piss-poor job of it in the market.”


  “What happened in the market?”


  Well, obviously he wasn’t always following me.


  “I’m not really sure.” I grimaced. “I was eating and a man bumped into me and Pestilence just poured into him.”


  “He startled you?”


  I picked at my thumbnail.


  Grabbing my fingers, he threaded his through mine. “We’ll work on that. What happened to the man?”


  I wonder if he realized he’d said we?


  “He was sick already when I found him. But then he bumped into someone else and transferred Pestilence to him, and I had to follow the other guy because he was running and had grabbed another girl and I knew a plague would spread if I didn’t stop them. The first guy was collapsed on the ground. I told everyone to stay away from him and not to touch him. I’m pretty sure they weren’t planning to anyway.”


  His eyes narrowed. “Then what?”


  “I grabbed the couple that ran off, transferred the plague back inside me, but when I returned for the first guy, he was gone. Same thing happened last night.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  The sun was suddenly obscured by clouds, blotting out the brightness and instantly cooling the interior of the cove.


  “A mom lost her child at our carnival. I looked for him, so did my family, but we never found him. When we returned to let the mom know, she was gone too. Then late last night I heard someone outside my trailer. When I went to investigate, there was a red mum on my steps. Any idea what all that means?”


  His brows were furrowed and I couldn’t help myself anymore, I brushed my fingers along the soft curls at the nape of his neck. Sighing, he leaned into my touch. I was crazy curious why his hair was brown all of a sudden and hoped he planned to solve that mystery for me at some point.


  “We’re hunting zombies—are mums significant to them?” he asked me.


  I sighed. “I don’t know. I can’t trust the Order. For all I know, this is just another one of Grace’s elaborate ruses.”


  He cleared his throat in such a way as to get me instantly suspicious.


  “What?”


  “This is the part where you’re not going to like what I say.”


  My blood ran cold. My fingers stilled in his hair. “Spit it out.”


  “Pandora, I’m working with Grace. I have been for the past six months.”


  [image: 1ch10]



  A fury like I’ve rarely known consumed me. “What?” I roared with a voice that was part demon. Shoving him off me, fangs extending, I glared at him. “You bastard!”


  “Pandora, listen to me. It’s not what you think.”


  I couldn’t sit with him. Couldn’t even look at him.


  Grace had betrayed me. Betrayed us all. Because of her machinations, I’d lost the only true friend I’d ever had.


  I knew my eyes were glowing; I’d fallen for his lies. For what I’d thought were truths. I’d shown him my soul and he’d trampled it. And as much as I wanted to end him, I needed to get away.


  Pivoting on my heel, I ran, ready to trace out of there when I was tackled violently to the ground.


  “Get off me!” I screamed, kicking and punching, lashing out at him. “You gonna kill me now? That it? There were no zombies here, you guys set me up.” I laughed, the sound hollow and empty, just like me.


  “Listen to me.” He shook me and I was reminded of all the times we’d been in similar positions.


  “What?” I hissed. “I’m done listening to your lies. Go ahead, Priest, break my bones, kill me. Whatever. I was stupid enough to walk into this trap. I deserve to die.”


  Jamming his face as close to mine as he could get without smashing our noses together, his face contorted into a violent mask and Lust hissed.


  The bitch still wanted him.


  “I’ve had a million opportunities to end you. What I told you back in that cave was true. You want to know why you don’t change when I look at you? Because I want you. I want to be inside you, I want to kill anyone and anything that harms you. I hate Luc. Hate that you let that bastard touch you, use you.”


  His words spurred my fury but also my lust. My legs widened as heat built between them.


  “And I swear by all that’s holy that if I ever see another prick inside you, I’ll end them. Luc. A human. A demon. You’re mine.”


  My eyes widened and my throat was dry and parched. Because he was claiming me like a demon would.


  I laughed. “You’re a fool if you think I would ever allow myself to be claimed. You don’t know me at all.”


  “Oh, I know you, little demon.” His eyes turned soft and I hated that I was whimpering like a dog in heat, thrusting my breasts up into his hard chest and asking without words that he quench my thirst. “I know who you really are. I’ve seen inside your soul.” His hands were gentle now, his touch soothing, his fingers moving like a crawling tide down the line of my flat stomach.


  I was full-on porn-star panting now. Asher and I, we weren’t of this world, we weren’t even from this time. We were drifters moving through it but always outside it. Every immortal was.


  I vividly remembered a world where women had no choices, where if a man saw her and wanted her, he took her. And I should hate that now—I had choices, I was independent. A fierce, modern warrior woman who wouldn’t be told what to do, who to take into myself. Who I’d fuck.


  But even as I told myself all this, that primal cavewoman in me couldn’t deny the attraction, the thrill of being claimed and possessed. Not owned, but taken. Marked. My body burned.


  “Why are you working with Grace?” I panted, trying so hard not to let him see the conflict burning in my brain.


  He was rubbing his cheek against mine, and the touch only enflamed me more. He sprawled out on top of me so that every bit of him was pressing against every bit of me, so that the thick ridge of his cock was right at the juncture of my thighs. I groaned and couldn’t stop myself from rocking up.


  Lust was as excited as I was, but it would be a lie to say that she was making me do this. Asher was a powder keg ready to explode. He was violent and dangerous, but so was I. I wrapped my legs around his hips and squeezed to the point that if he’d been mortal, I’d have crushed him.


  Hissing, he clenched his eyes shut and I couldn’t keep from rubbing harder, causing the friction between us to increase exponentially.


  “Because Billy needed to die.” He groaned and now he was actively thrusting against me.


  We were fully clothed—this shouldn’t be so erotic. Shouldn’t be bringing me to the threshold. But my hunger for him knew no bounds.


  “So the ring? Hell?” I clamped his shoulders as my vision began to swirl.


  “It was the only way to make them believe I’d died.”


  My mouth widened as the coiling heat tightened to the point of almost pain. He grunted, and his eyes were watching me. Studying me. Memorizing me.


  “Kemen?”


  Clamping his teeth together, he shook his head. “I didn’t know he was going to be there… Grace hadn’t told me that night.”


  I narrowed my eyes because I heard the words he wasn’t saying. “But you know something about it now, don’t you?”


  His growling nod rushed through me like fire.


  The tingling rush of a pending orgasm spread through me. I tossed my head back, exposing my throat fully to him. “The recording?”


  “All. Part. Of. Her. Plan. Little demon—” He hissed. “You need to talk to her.”


  “Yes. Yes. Go, Asher. Go.”


  And then his teeth were locked on the side of my throat and that was all it took before I was fracturing into a thousand particles of bliss.


  Never in my life had I experienced an orgasm like that one. It took me a full minute to stop shuddering against him.


  His chuckle was self-satisfied as he stared between us. “I can’t believe we just did that.”


  The evidence of his arousal was stained all over the front of his jeans.


  I laughed. “Fully clothed, no less. Priest, you’re going to get me killed.”


  His thumbs traced my cheeks. “So soft,” he murmured, and the post-coital tenderness I’d never gotten with another, not even Luc, made me self-conscious and suddenly unsure.


  “Never be ashamed of what we do. For years I stood by and let you do what you had to, but this thing between us—I know you feel it.”


  He was right.


  “I need a lot of sex.”


  His grin was wolfish as he said, “I can assure you, that won’t be a problem.”


  Stomach fluttering, I snorted. “Fine, you bastard. I promise not to sex up anyone else if you vow to do the same. My demon has grown rather fond of you. I’m pretty sure she’d have no problem ripping of any hand that dares to touch you.”


  “You’ll get no arguments from me there.”


  Narrowing my eyes, I tangled my fingers in his soft hair. “Plan to ever clue me in about this?”


  I still wasn’t sure what to believe where Asher was concerned, but for now it was just nice to live in this moment.


  Propping himself up on an elbow, he lifted his brows. “When I died in Hell, my organization deactivated me.”


  He didn’t say anything else but it was easy enough to put two and two together. “So are you a natural brunette, Priest?”


  Nipping at the finger that I let linger around the corner of his mouth, he growled. “I can dye it silver if you really miss it.”


  “Nah.” I wrinkled my nose. “I think you’re kinda hot just like this.”


  But I hadn’t forgotten what he’d said; it bothered me that I’d still managed to have that orgasm even after hearing that Kemen’s death was somehow part of Grace’s master plan. Demons could never be accused of being innocents, but that’s what Kemen had always been to me—the hot, scruffy teenage brother who was a total slob but whom you couldn’t help but love.


  As if sensing my shifting mood, he cocked his head. “What’s the matter?”


  Rolling my eyes, I shrugged. “Nothing.” Confused, aggravated, I turned my head to the side, and that’s when I noticed that the ever-darkening sky wasn’t because of clouds pregnant with rain but rather a wake of vultures. “What in the hell?”


  Asher caught what I was looking at before frowning and following my gaze. “I think we might have found our zombies.”


  Standing, he held out his hand for me. I took it and was instantly back on my feet. After dusting off my ass and taking the time to get a few twigs and some brush out of my hair, he led me toward the living black funnel.


  The vultures that were feeding on the ground scattered, but they still circled heavily in the sky.


  It was easy enough to figure out what they’d been feeding on.


  Three bodies were lined up in a neat row.


  And my heart slammed in my chest. Not because their eyeballs had been picked out or that their stomachs were open with chunks of bowel and intestines draping out.


  But because I recognized them.


  There was a man, a woman, and a small child.


  I squeezed Asher’s fingers. “I know them.”


  He turned to me. The hot breeze carried the stench of rotten meat. I started to walk closer, but Asher tugged me back.


  “They don’t smell like zombies, Ash. I’m fine.”


  His jaw set, but he reluctantly released my hand. Narrowing my eyes, I studied the face of the man I’d seen in the bar. He was also the man from the taco stand. And beside him, half her face ripped off, was Juanita. Her fingers were clutched tight to a smaller figure which I knew had to be Carlos since he was wearing a Forty-niners shirt. Kneeling, I stirred the dirt beside the small one’s body.


  The vultures hadn’t picked at him much. His body was the best preserved of the three, so it was easy enough to spot the multiple bite marks down both arms, his legs, and on his neck.


  “They slaughtered them.”


  It was a myth that a zombie bite would instantly infect the host and turn them into zombies too. That was a story born straight out of Hollyweird’s strange imagination. Zombies, the real ones, were more similar to what you see in voodoo.


  They were dead, that much was true, but they could only be brought back by a queen. Each zombie hive operated similarly to bee culture with the queen being at the epicenter, her workers keeping order within the hive, and her drones doing whatever task she handed them.


  Nothing is ever done without the queen’s knowledge. For the most part zombies kept to themselves and rarely stepped out of line. They were Switzerland in monster society, aligned to no one side, ensuring that war never came to their doors.


  “I don’t get it.” I dusted my hands, staring at the boy. He couldn’t have been more than ten. Maybe even nine. “Why has the hive suddenly gone rogue like this?”


  Asher’s hand gripped my shoulder. “We need to report this.”


  I rolled my eyes. “To Grace you mean? You know I’m still not sure what to think of that.” I glanced at him over my shoulder.


  But Asher wasn’t looking at me. His jaw was clamped so tight I could practically hear his molars grinding, and he was looking at the layout of the land with hard eyes.


  “I want you to go home now. Get back to the carnival and stay there. I’ll come find you.”


  I cocked my head. “That’s not how this thing is gonna work, Asher.” Standing, I tapped his chest until he looked at me. “You hear me? I’m not running from this like some coward.”


  His nostrils flared. “I’ve seen the messes you get yourself in, and I’d rather know you’re safe. Please,” he finally grunted.


  And even though I knew he was coming from an honest place, I also knew that if I let him dictate to me now, things would only get worse later. “If you’re serious about being with me.”


  “You know I am,” he ground out.


  I touched his chest. “Then respect me as a peer and a fighter. You know what I can do. I’m not going to do anything stupid, I vow it. But don’t you dare try to coddle me or we’ll have problems, you and me.”


  “Being with you isn’t going to be easy, is it?”


  I laughed. “Did you honestly think it would be?”


  “I’d hoped.”


  “I’ll go back, but it’s because I want to and I know it’s the right thing to do. I can’t stomach Grace right now—I have to digest all this.”


  “And you should.”


  “Yeah.” I tucked my thumbs in my jean loops. “I want to bury the bodies.”


  “Okay.”


  I was surprised that there was no pushback. Luc would have given me a withering look, telling me in so many words how weak I was that I cared. But Asher didn’t. He helped me dig three graves, and when we covered them back up with dirt, he murmured something below his breath.


  I’m not sure what, a benediction maybe? He was a priest after all, even if he was the most unconventional one known to mankind.


  “What are you going to tell Grace?” I asked after I finished placing the final stone to mark their graves. “She sent me here to find a hive. Seems like we’ve found something. What more is there to know?”


  Pulling me into his arms, he nodded. “Yeah, but you’re smart and intuitive, and it can’t be a coincidence that the same humans who disappeared suddenly showed up here.”


  “Asher, how can you be so sure that Grace isn’t part of this giant conspiracy? You say it all as planned, but—”


  His finger was gentle when he placed it against my lips.


  “Deep down you know I’m telling the truth, that Grace is on our side. It’s why I didn’t let you kill her that night. She is the only one standing between us and Armageddon.”


  I shivered. No demon liked to even think of the end of days. Let’s just say things weren’t going to turn out so good for us.


  “Do you think the Order is setting me up again?”


  “Yeah.” His eyes were hard and dangerous, and I was suddenly so grateful that he was on my side. Asher wasn’t an enemy you ever wanted to have. “I do. We’re going to get to the bottom of this, and then we’re going to kill anyone involved.”
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  I didn’t particularly enjoy leaving Asher alone in the desert. I’d offered to trace him to Grace’s (much as I hadn’t wanted to be anywhere near her), but he’d sworn he’d have no problem getting to her.


  Fact was he was a big boy. Asher had gotten along without me just fine in the past, he’d do it now.


  I shed the dusty layers of my clothes the second I got in the bedroom. I shucked off my jeans and tossed my used-to-be black, now mostly reddish-brown tank top onto the floor. Dusk was fast approaching. I’d be manning my Ferris wheel tonight, which was exactly what I needed, some freaking normalcy for once.


  I smelled the sulfur a split second before a hard hand slammed down on the bathroom doorknob.


  Closing my eyes, I waited for Luc to bark or snap or do something. But as the silence stretched tighter than a rubber band, I knew he was waiting for me to give him an explanation.


  “Luc, please. I have to shower.”


  “You look fine to me.” He wasn’t paying me a compliment, trust me.


  Turning, pressing my back against the door, I lifted a brow. Luc had seen me naked more times than I could count, plus this body had never been much of a turn-on for him.


  “I smell his stench all over you.” His nostrils flared. “Surprised to see you back.”


  “Did you think he was taking me out there to slit my throat?”


  Lips thinning, he just continued to give me the evil eye.


  “Well, I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I don’t have time for your crap tonight, Luc. I just can’t deal right now.”


  He laughed, the sound dripping disgust. “But you sure as hell have enough time for him, don’t you?”


  “What’s the matter, Luc?” I hissed. “Don’t like it that someone else is actually paying attention to me? Actually giving me what I need?”


  “I can give you what you need. I always have!” His blue eyes began to swirl with bands of deepest lavender.


  Flinching, I averted my gaze, in no mood to be sucked into his game. Not tonight. Not again.


  “No, Luc, all I ever wanted from you was to admit even just once that you loved me.”


  “Love.” He scoffed, shoving away from the door, and the air was no longer so charged or electrical. Having Luc’s eyes focused solely on you was like being trapped in the snare of an advancing predator that was ready to rip out your throat. “He loves you, oh how sweet. Why don’t you go tattoo his name on your ass while you’re at it?”


  “Dammit, Luc!” I shoved him so hard he bounced against the mattress. Any other person would have fallen unceremoniously onto it. But not Luc, not mister cold, suave, and heartless. Somehow he’d managed to defy gravity so as not to appear foolish. “I never said he loved me, I said I only ever wanted you to give me that. It’s what I offered you, my bleeding, broken, shriveled-up heart on a platter. I wanted you and you almost killed me. Why? Why can’t you just let go of that demon pride and show me the truth?”


  “You want to know the truth?” He snarled and then he was on me, pressing into my space again, hard body pinning me against the door as he breathed heavily.


  My heart was a jagged, tearing thing trying to rip out of my chest. I sensed his wildness, his demon clamoring for release. But it wouldn’t have been for sex. Once, Luc had almost killed me.


  The night I’d confessed my love to him. He’d taken my words and stomped on them, then stabbed me with a spelled knife that had forever left its mark on me. I now bore a jagged scar in the shape of a twisted heart on my breast, a silent reminder that I could never open myself up to another again.


  Never allow my humanity to control me.


  It was why what I was doing with Asher scared me to death. I wouldn’t survive it again.


  A grinding rumble vibrated through my chest. I sensed Luc trying to gain control of himself, so I didn’t move, didn’t stir. Anything would unleash that wildness in him, and even though I sometimes hated Luc, a part of me would never stop loving him. He was my first.


  And Asher would destroy him if he ever harmed me. So I let Luc breathe me in, let him do whatever it was that he needed to do to get himself contained. Cold. Detached.


  A minute passed.


  Then two.


  On the third, he slowly released me, taking steady steps back until ten feet separated us.


  Luc was about as beautiful a male as they came. Blond-haired, blue-eyed, with a five-o’clock shadow on his normally polished face. His eyes were bright, as if he’d been drinking himself into a stupor for hours, though of course we couldn’t get drunk.


  “What did you learn out there?”


  And just like that, we were back to where we always were—him denying that he ever felt a thing, me disgusted. At him, at myself, at the whole damn situation.


  Flicking at a stray thread on the cuff of his white silk shirt, he was once again cold and immaculate.


  I banged my head on the door and chuckled softly. Fine, he wanted to play that game? Whatever.


  “I found three bodies out there. They were the ones missing from yesterday.”


  “Juanita and Carlos?” His tone was cordial, sophisticated and almost polite, were it not for the slight growl in it.


  “Yes. And the man at the taco stand.”


  He licked his canine, then started pacing. “They were obviously planted there by the Order.”


  “That’s what Asher thinks too.”


  His eyes narrowed. “Who’s Asher?”


  “The priest, that’s his real name. It’s not Billy.”


  He was so still I could visibly make out the throbbing of his pulse in his neck. “What else did you learn about your priest?”


  From now on there’d be nothing but transparency between Luc and me, because I was done keeping secrets. In order for us to figure this thing out, to learn what the Order was really up to, there had to be trust. So I would share anything that mattered to the case.


  “He’s working with Grace.”


  Frozen. He’d gone completely cold. His eyes. His body. Luc wasn’t just pissed, he was volcanic. “He’s working with Grace? Do I need to remind you how that ended for you? For Kemen?”


  I flinched. Didn’t matter that I’d thought the same exact thing, because Luc was saying it to hurt me. “Low blow, Luc.”


  “Someone needs to wake you up. What the hell are you thinking? Do you honestly think you can trust him? He’s a death priest,” he bit out.


  “He says Grace is still on our side, that they’re working together against somebody.” God, that sounded lame even to me. I rubbed my temples.


  It was crazy that I was buying this. But I was, one hundred and ten percent. It wasn’t Asher’s words that had convinced me, because anyone can lie.


  But a touch, a caress. That doesn’t lie. It never does. I’m skilled at the art of seduction, at doing and saying one thing while thinking another. And I would know if he was lying.


  Yes, maybe I’m saying all this right now to force myself to believe it. But there was so much more than wanting his body. For once it wasn’t Lust driving this bus.


  “He says, huh? Well, that’s just great.” Luc snorted. “Glad to know that’s all it takes these days. Tell me, Dora, how long did you make him wait before giving it to him?”


  My hand was on his face before I even had time to think. Scarlet throbbed on his cheek and he just stood there, still and silent as death, staring at the carpet.


  I covered my mouth with my still-aching hand and shook my head. “Don’t you ever imagine yourself above me.” I literally vibrated with anger. It was one thing to have another breed of Nephilim mock me for the demon I was slave to, it was another to have one of my own turn his nose up at me.


  Glacial blue eyes rolled toward me. “You have ten minutes to change. Lilith took the night off—you’re taking the fortune-teller booth.”


  “Luc, wait.” I grabbed his hand, wanting to make things right. He’d had no right to talk to me as he had, but I should never have slapped him. He was my boss, my mentor, and once upon a time, a friend.


  Sliding his hand out of mine, he turned and traced away without saying another word.


  This thing with Asher was so new, so scary, and Luc was my compass. And yes, the compass was cracked and broken, but it’d always pointed to true north. Now the dial was spinning and I wasn’t sure what to do.


  I took a two-minute shower, dressed in my most garish, sparkly red mermaid dress, and applied an obscene amount of makeup to my face to heighten the mystique. Then I grabbed a lady’s top hat with a black lace veil and silky gloves that rolled up to my elbows and started for the door with barely a minute to spare.


  Touching the wood of the frame lovingly, I glanced back at the bed. “Sandman, I sure miss you tonight.”


  And for just a second, I could have sworn I heard the rumble of his snore. It was enough.


  ***


  His eyes were old, his face weather hardened. The man sat across from me at the two-top fortune-teller’s table, wetting his lips and drumming his fingers nervously. I wasn’t a mind reader or seer.


  But all Neph are intuitive, some more than others. Lilith was by far and away the best at it, and I hated having to take up the mantle. I didn’t suck at this gig, but it was my least favorite in Diabolique. Mainly because humans came to me to fix their problems, and it was easy to bullshit my way through when all they wanted was sex or drugs or something else vain and stupid.


  It really bothered me though when they came to me with the stench of desperation, not for worldly gain, but to simply figure out a solution for how to survive.


  “My crops.” His aged voice trembled. “It is all my grandson has to survive on. I am an old man; my time comes any day now. But my grandson is only thirteen. Last year our crops failed and this year the cabbage and beans both are disease riddled. Please, Madam Mariposa (which meant Madam Butterfly in Spanish), please tell me this nightmare is going to end soon. We will not survive another failed year.”


  I swallowed and took a deep breath, remembering to sit up straight, shoulders back, and stared deep into his eyes. Lilith was always in character, always on. She’d told me once that an air of confidence was what sold it. What kept the crowds clamoring night after night to her red-lit tent.


  But Lilith was also a Greed demon and those sapphire-eyed freaks took their job of gain very, very seriously. This wasn’t just a job for me. It’s why I hated doing this crap, because every time I got a client like Mr. Moreno, I wanted to make the impossible possible.


  Pursing my painted, ruby-red lips, I grabbed his hand and squeezed. I tilted my chin haughtily and spoke an octave lower than my normal range. “Arquimedes.”


  His crinkled eyes grew huge and his breathing hitched; the pounding of his heart was a turbulent bump bump in my ears. No, I didn’t know him and hadn’t known what his name actually was until Lilith’s assistant—Greta (an Envy demon with mad pickpocketing skills)—had whispered it in my ear just seconds before the man sat.


  “The ground is angry.” I was totally winging it here. “You’ve planted atop an ancient burial site…”


  It was so easy to sell superstition in this part of the world. It pricked my conscience that I was gaming this poor man. But this was part of the deal—make them buy what you were selling.


  “I did not know that. Dios mío, what do I do?”


  “An offering of blood.”


  His hands shook and I backed off just a little bit. I didn’t want to give the poor man a heart attack. Just then, the candy-cane-striped flap fluttered from a stiff breeze. He jumped, grabbing his chest.


  “Not much, just a prick of your thumb over the worst of the blight and they will be satisfied.”


  Rubbing a leathery hand (evidence of years of hard labor) over his shock of gray hair, he emitted a sound that was a mix of sob and joy.


  Screw this. I knew for Luc and Lilith and all the rest this job was just about the bottom line, how much money we could make, but I’ve never been into lies.


  “Look into my eyes,” I commanded him.


  Instantly his entire body went rigid as his eyes became tranced. Thanks to Asher’s and my recent sexcapades, Lust was firmly in the dominant position inside me. I poured my will against his. Cracking into a mortal mind was no harder than slicing through a watermelon. Being Lust, my natural ability to peer into someone’s soul is generally to discover their most wicked desires and exploit them to my own ends.


  But tonight, I wasn’t in search of sex. I was in need of information.


  “Where do you live?”


  “On the windward side of the kissing ladies,” he answered in a robotic tone.


  I knew exactly where he was talking about. It was a craggy mountain range about thirty miles away that in silhouette almost appeared to be two women kissing. Knowing just how far he’d come for help only made me more determined to do what I was planning.


  Narrowing my eyes, I snarled, filling him with panic, with fear and terror. Not because I wanted him to have nightmares, but because I was about to wipe his memory clean. However, I was not as skilled at is as Bubba or some of my other peers were. Sometimes the memories I implanted fragmented. If that happened with Mr. Moreno, I wanted him so terrified that he wouldn’t dare to tread too deeply into this dream.


  The key to living an open and free life is to leave no footprints behind.


  “You will forget I ever asked you that, you will go home, and you will prick your thumb. Rest easy, Viejo.” Old man.


  When I released his hand, he sat back and wiped his brow with a twitchy hand. Then a jubilant smile tipped the edges of his lips and it was easy to see the handsome man he must have once been before time and the sun had beaten him down. Grabbing my hand, he came around to my side and kissed the back of it reverently.


  “Gracias, Señora, gracias.”


  I tipped my head at his gratefulness and then watched as he walked out with a bounce in his step that hadn’t been there before.


  “Greta!” I called the second he was gone.


  She poked her dark head inside. Greta was as beautiful as the next Nephilim, with olive-toned skin and raven-black hair, piercing blue eyes and a lush mouth that man or beast would covet.


  “I need a break.” I stood and yanked the hat off my head, shooting the pins that’d held it in place in every direction. Walking over to the fog machine, I turned it off and switched the brass chandelier to high, which immediately brightened the gaudy interior. Lilith was all about the drama.


  The tent was a menagerie of clichéd sophistication, from its oriental throw rugs to its red gauzy drapings undulating gently from strategically placed fans. There was even a crystal ball with an antique silver holder that I’d refused to bring out because I found it all impossibly stupid.


  “Dora,” she hissed, “you’ve barely just started. You’re only an hour in and the line is fecking long.”


  Pinning her with a smothering glare, I shrugged. “All I’m asking for is ten GD minutes. Can you just freaking give me that? Okay?”


  She snarled, showing me her baby fangs.


  “I hope you don’t think I’ll be intimidated by that?”


  “You know I can’t stop you, you’re the boss, but Luc’s the big boss and he’ll be—”


  “You just let me handle Luc. Watch the crowd, tell them the madam needed to recharge with a quick orgy.”


  “Ugh.” Her voice dripped contempt. Funny how most Neph looked down on a lust demon when we each had our vices. Talk about living in glass houses. “You know I can’t tell them that.”


  “Then tell them whatever you need to.” I yanked off my gloves, tossed them onto the center of the table, and with a parting withering stare, traced to Mr. Moreno’s farm.


  The night was rich with the sound of hooting owls and chirping crickets. Silver stars dusted the navy-teal sky, and I took a moment to develop a mental picture. I could see why he was so desperate to save this legacy for his grandson.


  A small white farmhouse that looked old but was still well maintained sat before an expansive field that should have been overflowing with cabbage and corn and beans, but most of the plants were as wasted as he’d said.


  It wasn’t easy walking in heels through the fallow soil—I probably should have left them back at the carnival. Reaching a row of large, green-petaled plants I knelt and touched a cabbage sprout. It was rotting, visibly molding, and the leaves were full of enormous holes.


  I knew immediately what it was. Mr. Moreno’s patch was infected with cabbage white butterflies, which only attacked brassica. But if this was infected, then I didn’t doubt the rest of the garden had similar problems, as everything looked sickly.


  Butterflies were such beautiful bugs, and it wasn’t so much them as their pupae that were destroying everything. The laid eggs hatched into ravenous little caterpillars that couldn’t care less about a man’s livelihood or a grandson’s hope of continuing the family legacy.


  Curling my nose, I stabbed my hand through the soil and hummed, concentrating on driving all the power within me into my hand, transforming it into a glowing rod of mass destruction for the tiny bastard colony wreaking havoc on his crops.


  Heat sizzled from my fingertips, and shot through the ground so that it in the night you could visibly see the red glow of death spread up and down each row.


  There was nothing I could do for what had already sprouted, but at the very least I’d save the seeds that hadn’t yet bloomed, and that should hopefully be enough to keep him afloat through the year.


  The moment I returned to the tent, Greta was shoveling people through so that I had no chance of escaping again. It went on throughout the night, and deep into it, so that by the time it was nearly over I was exhausted and spent. Thankfully no one else came in for anything other than selfish wants and needs, and those I could easily ignore.


  There were maybe two hours max before sunrise, just enough time to catch a catnap before the fun started all over again. Not to mention that the Día de Los Muertos festival parade was tomorrow, and thanks to Vyxen, I was heading the decoration department.


  She really did hate me.


  I was just unfurling my exhausted self from the chair when Greta walked in. Damn woman didn’t look nearly as exhausted as I did. Her fire-orange gown looked just as pressed and tidy as it had at the start of the night.


  I hated her immensely for it.


  “What?” I snapped, rubbing the bridge of my nose.


  “We have one more. She’s waiting outside.”


  “Are you freaking kidding me? It’s damn near sunrise—send her away.” I waved my hand, ready and willing to trace the hell back to my trailer.


  “You know that’s not how this goes. You stay until the last customer.”


  Snapping my fangs at her backside as she walked out, I snarled, “You know I hate you, right?”


  The sound of her laughter echoed behind her.


  Immediately another body came in, but the way it moved had me instantly on edge. Gripping my armrests, I leaned forward.


  The figure was swaddled in a dark poncho and moving not just in shadow, but with it, if that even made any sense—like she and the shadow weren’t separate entities but part of the same whole.


  Then she sat and shoved her cowl back and I knew immediately who this was.


  “You,” I hissed.


  It was the old woman who’d been flipping tacos the night Tubby had disappeared on me. Her face was exactly as I remembered it. Sun-browned to a leathery finish, deep hooded eyes crisscrossed with deep grooves and wrinkles, a squat nose and a flabby-looking jaw. She wasn’t a big woman, but she had a presence about her that demanded attention.


  “What do you want?” Because I seriously doubted she was here to have me read her future.


  But the woman didn’t even blink, just continued to give me a chilly, almost vacant stare. And for the first time all day I felt Pestilence quirk up, unfurling as if from a long sleep to study the woman before me.


  Lust didn’t care one way or another and ceded her position to Pest readily, which set my teeth on edge because I still wasn’t sure how to control that bastard.


  “You gonna talk?” I snapped. “Or just stare at me like a dumb mute?”


  It wasn’t often that a mortal unnerved me the way she was. In fact, I couldn’t remember another time when I wanted to tap my foot in frustration. Quirking a brow, I forced my nerves to calm down. With Pestilence so suddenly perky, I knew I couldn’t afford to let my emotions rule.


  “Look, if you’ve got nothing to ask, then I suggest you go. Carnival’s already closed.”


  Like a viper striking, she latched onto my hand, almost crushing my fingers in hers, and yanked me closer. Her strength was immense and the suddenly overpowering sweet scent of raw almonds flooded my nose, making me want to gag in response.


  I hissed, baring my fangs.


  Her black eyes snared mine and just as I was about to go balls-to-the-wall nuts on her, a whisper fluttered in my head.


  On high alert and with nerves jangling, I forced my body to still and not react. That’s when the indecipherable fluttering became more distinct.


  War is upon you…


  That’s all the voice said, over and over again. “War is upon you? Are you telling me this? Is that you in my head?”


  But the woman didn’t blink or release me.


  War is upon you. War is upon you. WAR IS UPON YOU!


  The final shriek had me jumping out of the chair, my claws sharpening as I growled and Pestilence’s slimy soul chortled that he wanted to sink his poison into her. My fingertips rushed with the tingling and I was trying to pull away, because as angry as I was, I didn’t want to infect her.


  But my emotions were too chaotic and Pestilence too insistent. Before I could stop myself, I was pumping that poison into her.


  Finally she released me and I knew I was going to have to take that out of her, but she calmly and deliberately reached beneath her poncho and extracted one small red mum and set it on the table.


  “What is that?” I demanded. “Was that you the other night? Who are you?”


  I snarled at her as she turned for the door flap, but no way in hell was she leaving here, not with the Black Death riding her.


  Latching onto her shoulder, I twirled her around. Matte black eyes stared back at me, but that wasn’t because of me. The woman not only didn’t reek of disease, but Pestilence felt just as clueless as I did.


  Suddenly the world around us erupted in screams and groans—some of it literally coming from right outside my tent. In the split second I turned to look, the old woman vanished.


  It only took me a second to realize I had a lot more pressing matters to attend to than the fact that yet again someone had vanished right before me.


  “Screw this,” I muttered, kicking off my shoes. I took off anything that would hinder my ability to fight should I need to. Grabbing hold of the hem of the gown, I ripped the fabric up to my knees and tossed it to the ground.


  Then I walked out, right into bedlam.
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  I really couldn’t believe what I was seeing. It was like one of those out-of-body experiences where you’re right in the thick of the action, but outside it at the same time.


  There were humans screaming and running, bumping into each other in their haste to get away from creatures that were the stuff of nightmares.


  Rotted corpses moving at speeds that defied logic were jumping them, ripping into them, and swallowing chunks of flesh in their frenzied need to feed.


  But it wasn’t just humans who were set upon. Zombies were not only mauling my brothers and sisters, they were inflicting grim damage. We’re not invincible—tougher to kill, sure—but you could definitely do it if you knew how.


  Luc was at the head of the pack, a whirling dervish of grace and deadly skill as he slashed and hacked at a group of five that surrounded him like a pack of rabid dogs.


  Apart from a few scratches on his bare neck and torso, he didn’t appear to be in any sort of imminent danger.


  My gaze roved around the grounds and I spotted Bubba, Vyxen, Rhage, Cash, Claudette, and Stryker; all of them were out and fighting, some using crowbars and mallets, but most were using our God-given abilities of razor-sharp claws and super agility to strike while keeping out of the way of their hungry maws. Anyone working the carnival was clearly already in the fray and they were battling fiercely. Throw in the fact that Vyxen’s cat ears were nowhere to be seen and I’d never seen Envy so concentrated and terrifying-looking, I knew this was no one’s idea of a prank.


  Sometimes when things are at their worst, life has a way of feeling like it slows to a complete stop. When your child dies in your arms, when your spouse looks you dead in the eye and tells you it’s over, those moments create an indelible mark, an imprint that never leaves. They stain you eternally.


  I saw Stryker shove his fingers deep into the necks of two zombies, ripping their heads off. Vyxen rolled across the back of a lone female who was missing one arm and had her neck already half severed before kicking out her wedge-heeled boot and tripping the monster long enough that she could tackle it to the ground and gain the leverage she needed to finish the decapitation.


  Luc moved like liquid silk, hitting the undead so fast they never even saw what was coming. Bubba had a giant mallet prop and was smashing in head after head after head, covering himself in gore and ichor. There were humans, not many of them left at this hour, but a few just huddled within whatever shadow they could find, trying in vain to turn themselves invisible. A child whimpered, turning his little face into his mother’s breast as she gazed on with horror that the impossible was real.


  Blinking, I began to realize that I should do something, should move. But when the enemy descends on a camp that should be impenetrable, a certain level of shock keeps you rooted. This shouldn’t be happening. I saw it, but my brain was having a helluva time recognizing it as fact.


  Until I spotted something that made my blood run cold.


  I wasn’t sure who was on the ground, but it was one of mine being feasted on by a group of twenty, if not more, and a red haze of fury poured through, me snapping me instantly into action.


  My demon screamed. There was no thought, no reason other than to kill and hurt and make that which hurt us bleed… bleed… bleed!


  Pestilence filled me, stretched me. My claws became daggers, my teeth sickles. I embraced death and jumped the zombies, scattering them like bowling pins with the ferocity of my surprise attack.


  Only one remained, the one straddling her, making a feast of the severed end of her neck, slurping at her veins like they were straws. Shoving my claws through its middle in punishing strokes, I hissed at it. Now aware of my presence, it turned. It was a woman with half her face ripped off, displaying the bone beneath. Her breath whistled through the exposed cartilage of her nose, and with a roar, she sprang at me.


  We crashed on the ground, rolling over each other in our desire to gain top position. Around me I became aware of the movement of my brothers and sisters joining in this fight, helping to keep the horde at bay.


  With a grunt, I flipped her over and when I had her pinned, I drove my hands through her neck. Her fingers clawed and scraped at me. She was chomping her teeth in a mindless mania to feed her habit.


  “You will die.” My voice was guttural, full of fire and brimstone. I had my prey and I wanted to toy with her, kill her slowly, but there were too many. Already I felt the putrid breath of another over my shoulder.


  Grabbing her head, I yanked it off her body. She convulsed and flopped like a chicken recently decapitated.


  I didn’t have a moment to breathe or even relax as another zombie grabbed my wrist, and before I knew what was happening, its teeth were sinking in.


  I screamed from the fiery pain of blunt teeth ripping through my flesh. Blood bubbled out as it chewed through an artery.


  Grabbing it by the neck, I flipped it over my shoulder. Not easy to do from a squatting position, but fury lent my beast power. I fought so damn hard to contain Pestilence—he was screaming, shredding my soul with his claws to join in the fracas, but there were still humans present and until they were contained, I refused to let him play. My teeth clacked from the arctic cold building deep inside my bones as he slinked and slithered through me angrily.


  The zombie still had its teeth in me. Grunting, I reached down my bra and yanked out the katana fan blade I always kept tucked there. It popped open with a zing and I drove it straight through the bloody bitch’s neck.


  The head was still clamped on and I realized I was actually sweating. The novelty of it made my stomach churn with the first waves of anxiety. I didn’t feel right and it had nothing at all to do with my ravaged wrist.


  Zombies aren’t at all like popular mythos would suggest. Even cutting off one’s head or driving a stake through its brain couldn’t kill it. Nothing could but fire. They were just easier to contain when the head and body weren’t attached.


  Stumbling back into a tent, I braced myself against a support pole, then shoved the zombie head onto my knee so I could finally gain the leverage I need to pry its jaw open.


  It hissed and growled, snapping with fury as it once again tried to get back at me. Panting, I tossed it to the ground and then hugged my lacerated wrist to my breast. The thick spread of blood coated the front of my dress and its warmth was oddly soothing. I was shivering now from the bone-deep cold and grimaced when I moved my arm and realized my ulna and radial bones were crushed. I could feel their sandpapery bits gouging at my muscle from the inside.


  “Oh shit,” I murmured when I saw another zombie fast approaching. This body was definitely better preserved than the others; in fact, it looked fresh. As in just a few hours, no more than a day, fresh.


  My fan was still on the ground. I never did that, was never so sloppy. But my head was spinning like a top and every breath was like icy flames licking at me with each ragged inhalation.


  I wasn’t going to reach it in time. This was going to hurt like a mother.


  But just before it barreled into me, a massive body shoved it to the ground. Red glowing eyes highlighted the rugged, frightening beauty of Bubba before he tore into the zombie’s back. Not with his hands, but his mouth.


  I squeezed my eyes shut but was unable to block out the chilling sound of slurping and the slippery wet noise of ripping flesh. I didn’t want to know what he was doing, but I knew. I knew. He was using his demon. Bubba was eating the zombie, and then I was bending over, dry heaving and gagging. It seemed to go on forever, the sounds of his violence, and eventually I shuddered, gasping for a breath that didn’t hurt. Pestilence was violent and furious—he wanted out too. But it wasn’t just that demon making me sick; something was swimming through my bloodstream. Something toxic and vile, moving through me like a poison-tipped tentacle.


  My head swam as I tried to rise, my arms shaking so violently that I ripped a section of tent off in my hands. I fell forward, unable to put my arms out to block the ground that was a second away from smacking me in the face. Strong hands yanked me up by the hair, making me cry out. Then I was hugged tight to a barrel chest that was covered in ichor.


  “Dora,” Bubba huffed. “You okay?”


  His twang was sharp and full-bodied. Bubba was a big blond-headed Norse throwback. If he was feeling exhausted from this battle then I knew it was bad.


  I shook my head, the dizziness passing finally. Two gulps of air later, I managed to squeeze out, “I’m fine. Bubba, you gotta get these humans out of here. Round them up.”


  I felt Pestilence smile.


  Bubba’s eyes glowed like flame. Covered in blood and gore as he was, I almost felt like I was in the arms of the devil himself. I had to remind myself that he was my brother, my friend. Bubba would never hurt me, but his was the one deadly sin I’d always hated.


  I had to keep reminding myself it wasn’t his fault—he didn’t do what he did because he liked it. But I still couldn’t keep myself from averting my eyes, even knowing the second I did it he’d read the thoughts going through my head. But there was no time to make him feel better about it.


  Screwing up whatever dregs of courage I still had, I forced myself to look at him. “You have the best glamour of us all. Scrub their minds and get them the hell out of here before the Order figures out what happened tonight.”


  The pain in his eyes was instant and squeezed my heart in a vise. Bubba was an outcast—he knew it, he’d always known it—but I was one of the few that tried never to let on to that fact. He swallowed hard. The jig was up; in his heart I was the same as the rest of them now. And I hated that, but I had no time to make this right.


  “All right, Dora.” Dropping his arms, he made to leave, and I stumbled for a second at the loss of his strength.


  “Where’s Luc?” I asked, needing to get to him so we could work out a solution together.


  “Last I saw, he was at the dart booth.” Then without a backward glance, Bubba left me, grabbing up what few humans remained like they were nothing but ragdolls and tossing them over his shoulder.


  I didn’t have another moment to breathe because suddenly a mass of zombies was headed my way. It would have been nicer to fight with Luc at my back, but if wishes were fishes…


  My left wrist was useless, but I refused to go down without a fight. I’d been in worse scrapes in my life. Grabbing the long-handled knife from out of the sheath tucked into the garter at my thigh, I snarled.


  “Come get me, bitches!”


  And they came, God did they come. These zombies weren’t stupid either, they didn’t attack one at a time like a vampire would, they came at me like a wall of decay, drowning me in the stench of their disease-riddled flesh.


  My blade swung with satisfying thunks, ripping into thigh and chest muscle. But as good of a fighter as I was, seven to one wasn’t great odds for anyone. I’d only managed to put two down before the remaining five had me pinned to the ground and their teeth were all over me.


  Pestilence must have realized what was happening because he didn’t give me any more time to try to work my way out of it, he just possessed me.


  Turned me into a ticking death bomb.


  I didn’t even fight him—I was too exhausted to even try. My heartbeats were weak, fluttery things in my chest. I was outside myself, watching as I raked dripping claws through them, biting anything that came too close to my face.


  Pestilence was zealous, sinking gallons of poison into them. I knew it wouldn’t work—his venom didn’t work on zombies, they were already dead.


  But I was wrong.


  Because the bodies before me were starting to moan and writhe. Their limbs, their torsos, and even their heads began to glow a murky green as their guts all started to bloat and expand.


  And then there was a loud explosion that made my ears bleed. But unlike Lust where feeding her powers made her stronger, Pestilence had sunk all of himself into the act of blowing up the zombie horde around us.


  He shoved me back to consciousness and I screamed as the pain that’d been blessedly numb before now barreled back into focus. My breath were choppy, my body convulsing. Icy needles were stabbing through my brain and then I felt a pair of hands clamp onto my ankle, and without a word of warning something ripped a huge chunk out of me.


  It was like being branded by lightning.


  I had nothing left and there was so much blackness and I wouldn’t stop it because I couldn’t.


  Flopping like a dead fish, I prepared myself for death’s blow; never in my life would I have imagined that my end would come at the usually docile hands of a zombie.


  What a cliché.


  But the zombie that’d ripped into my ankle turned and disappeared back into the thick of the crowd, clutching her fleshy prize in her hand.


  I was far from safe. As two more descended on me, I smiled. Because death didn’t have to be terrifying; it was only scary if you let it be. Soon I’d be wherever Kemen was, and as long as he was with me, I’d be okay.


  “See you soon, Sandman,” I whispered.


  A roar rolled like thunder and then I saw not one but two figures punch their way through to me. Luc moved like a death god, delivering blows to anything that blocked his way to me.


  And to his left was my death priest.


  He was glorious, parting the dead like the Red Sea, moving so quickly that I couldn’t see his blows, only the aftermath of one zombie after another being sliced straight down the middle and convulsing violently.


  The air was thick and dark and prickled with raw power, and I knew the Gray Man was battling too, and I wanted to tell them thank you, but I was cold. So damn cold.


  Lust was a coward and useless. Pestilence too tired to be of any use. And I felt more human than I’d ever felt in my life.


  There might have been more bites done to me before they got there, I don’t know. I was beyond pain; I was drifting on a sea of nothingness. Strong arms hugged me tight, and then feathered kisses whispered across my bloody brow before my priest’s deep voice told me, “Everything’s okay, little demon. You’re okay. You’re okay.”


  I was rocked to sleep by that lullaby.


  I came to later to find a pensive Luc sitting beside me and a warm body cradling me close. Frowning, still feeling horribly jittery, I turned to look and sighed when Asher’s arms squeezed just slightly.


  Somehow I was back in Kemen’s trailer, on his bed and being held by two impossibly powerful, angry men. Luc refused to even look at me, but his hand kept rubbing gently through my hair.


  Asher must have sensed the shift in my breathing; he cocked his head and then a slow smile spread across his pensive face. “You’re awake,” he murmured against my lips.


  “I don’t feel good,” I reluctantly admitted, clutching my stomach, which was still rolling and topsy-turvy.


  Luc growled, jerking his head in Asher’s direction. “She’d be a hell of a lot better if you’d just let me feed her!”


  By feed her, he didn’t mean food. Asher narrowed his eyes because he clearly understood the implication as well. “Then she can take from me.”


  “God, will you two just shut up?” I squeezed my eyes closed, fighting nausea. “Go mark circles outside if you need to. I don’t want to have sex with either of you right now. What I do want is a toilet though.” I moaned as the bile churned straight up my throat. I didn’t even get a moment to warn them.


  But as if sensing what was a second away from happening, Asher rushed me to the bathroom just in time, holding my hair back as I upchucked green slime. It wasn’t pretty and I just wanted him to go. I kept swatting at his arm pitifully, but he insisted on staying.


  By the time I was through, I was ingloriously hugging the porcelain and wishing I’d died instead.


  “It’s okay, little demon,” Asher crooned, rubbing my back. “Just get it out.”


  “Go away,” I moaned, hating how understanding and nice he was being. Why couldn’t he grasp the concept of personal space?


  “You heard the lady,” Luc drawled, and I only just now realized he was blocking the door, his big arms crossed over his broad chest as he glared daggers at my priest.


  “Ugh.” I turned my face aside as my stomach clamped down tight. “Both of you. Don’t watch this.” That was all I had time to say before another powerful surge of glop expelled from my body.


  Tears crashed out the corners of my eyes as my entire body rebelled against me. I couldn’t remember feeling this bad, ever.


  “She isn’t healing,” Asher growled in frustration. “Why isn’t she healing?”


  I doubted he was asking me.


  “Don’t tell me you didn’t fucking do this, Priest!” Luc snarled, his bulky body shoulder-bumping Asher hard enough to make him stumble back.


  A vicious snarl ripped from my priest, and I couldn’t believe these assholes were doing this while I was practically dying in front of them. The humiliation and anger all blended and I found just enough strength to snap at them. “Get the hell out of my house, both of you, now!”


  But my threat lost something when once again I was kissing the porcelain throne.


  At least they actually listened. Both of them disappeared and I was free to throw up in peace.


  I had no idea how long I was in there, but it seemed like my entire long life flashed in front of my eyes before I was done.


  Pathetically weak and smelling of vile things, I dragged myself into the shower, bringing the toothpaste and toothbrush with me.


  I screamed when the first drop of hot water washed over me, only just now noticing that Asher was right. I wasn’t healing at all. My wrist was useless, I had gouges (literally hunks of flesh) gone, exposing the red muscle beneath.


  Remembering the zombie that’d made a snack of my ankle, I looked, and you’d think after everything else I’d just seen that a small, crescent-shaped bite wouldn’t be the tipping point. But it was. Frustrated, angry, confused, and scared, I tipped my head back and howled from the depths of my very soul.


  My door was slammed open and the curtains torn off. Luc was there and the demon who didn’t care was wrapping me up in his arms, trying so hard not to cause me more pain. But there wasn’t a spot on me that wasn’t hurting.


  For the longest time he didn’t say anything, and everything hurt so bad all I wanted to do was curl up in a ball and let the blessed darkness take me. It would be nothing to pass out now. I could literally will myself down Alice’s rabbit hole if I wanted, I was that much of a mess.


  But I’d always been weak for any shred of kindness he’d shown me.


  Holding on to his head, I rubbed his hair and hummed under my breath, giving him whatever strength I had left in me. I could feel the trembles of his muscles jumping in his back like Mexican beans. He didn’t say anything, just buried his face in my neck and let me hold him, let himself become vulnerable for just a moment, and that more than anything lent me strength.


  “Luc, what happened tonight?” I whispered after several silent minutes.


  This time when he pulled back, I noticed that while he wasn’t as savaged as I was, he was covered in scrapes and cuts. But unlike mine, his were actively healing. I saw the skin sealing, saw the wounds closing up like some invisible Band-Aid had been stretched across them, turning the angry red flesh sun-kissed and golden once more.


  Grabbing my palm, he splayed it open, playing with the webbing between each digit, eyes distracted and thoughtful.


  “You know about as much as I do,” he finally said, turning frosty blue eyes my way. His demon was fully under control and I couldn’t help but breathe a relieved sigh.


  “Well.” I chuckled weakly, skin tingling when he planted my palm against his heartbeat. “We’re screwed, because I don’t know crap.”


  Squeezing his eyes shut as if reliving some horror, he moaned. “I have never in my life witnessed a zombie hive do what they did tonight.” Fingers feathering my hair behind my ear, he grabbed the back of my neck until our eyes locked. “They killed Lynx tonight.”


  I sucked my bottom lip into my mouth, biting down on it hard. Lynx was a Wrath demon. She’d had a violent sense of justice, right and wrong, black and white. Unyielding and often unemotional, she saw the world with eyes that judged worthy or unworthy and felt no qualms about squashing out the darkness.


  But regardless of her not always having been the easiest Nephilim to get along with, I’d liked the iron butterfly, named so because of how dichotomous her appearance versus her personality really was.


  Lynx had often appeared fragile and delicate. She’d been a slip of a girl with long black hair and ivory-pale skin. Coming only to my chest, she’d been the shortest of us and was often disregarded by those we hunted down as not quite demon enough to be worth their time.


  But she’d fought like a Valkyrie in battle.


  I sniffed. “Our numbers are dropping like flies. Not like we have many to lose.” Our carnival was run by thirty-one Neph. Thirty now, I guess. A tall order for such a few.


  Losing one was bad enough, but losing two in so many weeks was turning into a cluster of the highest order. You have to realize that Nephilim are much tougher than we might appear. Kemen had been over a thousand years old when he’d died, Lynx close to eight hundred. We weren’t young bucks fresh out of diapers who didn’t have a clue how to handle the darkness around us.


  Luc stood then, his hands dropping to his zipper as he kicked off his expensive Italian loafers.


  “What are you doing?” I hadn’t been lying when I’d said I didn’t want sex. I felt like shit and yeah, sex might make it all better. But Lust and I weren’t exactly chummy at the moment; I wanted nothing to do with her. That cowardly bitch had now twice abandoned me when I could have used her strength in battle.


  Apparently Lust was more the make love, not war type.


  Luc was as nude as the day he’d been born when he crawled into the tub with me, and I might have fought harder if I hadn’t wanted friendly arms around me so badly.


  Maneuvering in the stupidly small tub until I was on his lap, he wrapped me up and rested his head against my chest.


  And as that hot water soaked through me, I closed my eyes and wondered if he realized that even a year ago if he’d done this I would have belonged heart and soul to him only.


  Running my fingers through his wet hair, I held as tightly to him as he held me. We didn’t say sorry for how things had gone down for us lately. That just wasn’t what we did. Well, it wasn’t what he did anyway.


  The beat of his heart against mine, the way his breath shuddered in and out of him, this was Luc speaking as loudly as he ever would. I closed my eyes and was close to drifting off again when he finally said, “The priest and I killed the final surge of them—they’re all gone.”


  “And the people?”


  “Bubba wiped their memories. Most of them were injured, but we couldn’t fix that.” He pushed a wet strand of hair away from the corner of my mouth, his lips tight. “I made it right this time, Dora.”


  I knew he was referencing the slaughter he’d committed in South Dakota after he’d thought me dead, a topic we had to at some point discuss.


  I nodded.


  “Kane and Bubba are burning the corpses.”


  “You sure there aren’t any more?” I shuddered, wondering if the memory of the walking dead would ever truly leave me or become just another nightmare in the chapter of my life.


  He nodded. “I may not like that priest of yours, but he’s deadly. I smelled no more of them around. Whether the queen sent them or the Order, this wasn’t meant to be anything other than a warning.”


  I laughed. “Meanwhile, I look like maggot food and Lynx is dead. Why is the Order doing this to us?” Because I was almost one hundred percent positive that even if the queen was in on this, it wasn’t her doing only. The Order wanted me dead, the question was why? What was so damn valuable about one lust Nephilim?


  Shaking his head, he cradled my own and it was such a tender gesture that I couldn’t help but respond. Closing my eyes, I took deep meditative breaths.


  What we were doing wasn’t sex, but his touch was making my rioting insides at least feel halfway normal again. Sighing, I pressed my cheek to his shoulder, inhaling the crisp scent of absinthe and Luc, a smell unique only to him.


  “A zombie tore my mark off,” I whispered, the second my missing mark came to mind. I didn’t say it to startle him or shock him, but I must have.


  Pushing me back, he stared at my face with startled eyes. “What? Let me see.”


  It took the disentangling of limbs to free my leg and show him.


  His fingers were like moth’s wings as he brushed tenderly along the tear mark.


  “Luc.” I stilled his hand because my body was beginning to tingle in response and regardless of how I felt for Luc, I’d made Asher a vow. “The zombie seem determined. Not like the rest of the killers around us. It took my leg and ripped, then it ran off.”


  “What the hell is going on here, Dora?” His frustration mirrored my own and I shrugged helplessly.


  “God, I wish I knew. I know the Order has their hands deep in this shit, but why? It’s killing me that I can’t figure it out!”


  Feeling fatigued again, I pressed my hand to my forehead. “I need to clean up and get back to bed. I feel like crap.”


  “Dora?” His voice was a whisper, a question. I knew immediately what he was asking and I shook my head.


  “Not tonight.”


  His jaw clamped shut, but he didn’t argue. Helping me to stand, he turned me directly into the spray and gently—dare I even think it… reverently… rubbed soap all over me. Cleaning me off.


  I melted into his touch, wishing so many things were different, that we hadn’t gone beyond the point of fixing it, but we had. My heart, my soul, yearned for Asher.


  Turning off the nozzle, he scooped me up and I knew I should walk. It would be painful, but I could. I just didn’t want to. I wanted to revel in his kindness, in the all-too-brief moments still left to our dying relationship.


  Laying me on the bed, he pulled the covers up over me, tucking them beneath my chin like I was a child. “I’m going to go make sure Bubba and Kane are good. I’ll tell Vyxen to swing by.”


  “Ugh,” I groaned. “You don’t have to. Anyone but her.”


  “Dora, I trust her.”


  And those words, the way his eyes stared at me so stoically and intensely, told me everything I needed to know. Luc and Vyxen were seeing each other. Maybe not seriously, it was probably just a casual affair, but it was a red-hot poker to my heart.


  I chuckled and shrugged, because I knew I’d be a hypocrite if I cast stones about it. “Fine. Send her over, but tell her to stay the hell out of my bedroom.”


  Nodding, he turned and walked into the bathroom, got dressed, and was just ready to trace out when I asked him the one question that’d been bothering me since he showed up in my room.


  “Luc, where did Asher go?”


  “Grace’s.” He cleared his throat, looked down at the carpet and then back at me with ice in his eyes. “Said he’d be back tonight.”
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  The chills returned the moment he left, and with a vengeance too. Teeth chattering so hard I thought I might actually turn into a human Popsicle, I snatched up Kemen’s oversized sweater and attempted to put it on.


  Only having one good hand was bad enough, trying to actually shove that mangled-up thing through a sleeve just about had me passing out. Gasping for breath on the pillow, I stared at the ceiling, feeling weak and pathetic.


  Sex would speed up the process, but even without it, I should be healed already. Not only was I not healed, the wounds were raw and wet looking and seemed worse by the minute.


  Heart racing like a rabbit on crack, I grabbed my chest as dark spots danced in and out of my vision.


  I had no underwear on, no socks on my completely frozen feet, and a sweater three times too large for me only halfway on. I’d definitely looked better. But already the magic of Kemen’s warm scent of patchouli and dreams was soothing my frazzled nerves.


  “Damn zombies,” I hissed, grumpy at this forced confinement. The more alone I was, the more my mind kept racing.


  Zombies, creatures that had pretty much always taken a hard-line stance on not ruffling feathers, had descended on our carnival in a murderous stampede, running roughshod not only over humans but also the Neph.


  I’d had no idea they were as powerful as they were either. That they could kill one of us. I shuddered, squeezing my eyes shut. It wasn’t easy to kill a Neph; it required an extreme amount of violence and force because you had to twist our heads off, then stab us through the heart. Demons were the toughest SOBs on the block, but tonight, I hadn’t felt so tough.


  The moment those teeth had chowed down on me, it’d felt like not only were they sucking out my life’s blood but my strength right along with it. I’ve been disemboweled, shot up, stabbed (through the heart, no less), lit on fire (that was really not fun, the scent of burnt hair was probably worse than the rest of it), hung—hell, I’ve even been racked. And nothing, nothing had felt like this.


  I was covered in open wounds that refused to heal, my blood felt like flowing lava in my veins, and I couldn’t get warm enough.


  I don’t mind dying; I fully expect someday it’ll happen to me. What I don’t want to do though is suffer through it.


  Granted, only a little was truly known of zombies. They were such a secretive bunch, but something about this whole damn night just wasn’t making sense. What would cause a zombie hive to suddenly go active the way there were?


  And what the hell had been up with the ones in the carnival tonight? They’d looked like mangled chew toys. The few zombies I’d ever seen had been much better preserved than that. These guys were straight out of a horror movie, splattered in gore and piss and reeking of all sorts of nasty.


  I shifted in the bed and shuddered when the open wound on my ankle rubbed the sheet. Why had that zombie taken my mark?


  All Neph were born with the mark of heritage, a shredded moth’s wing. We didn’t all have it in the same place; mine had been on my ankle.


  Once, I’d hated that birthmark. Hated that it marked me as an abomination against humanity. But through the ages I’d learned that that marking was as much a part of me as Lust was. That moth’s wing had been my constant reminder to be more than what I’d been born, to try to reach for better. When my demon side would rage, I’d look at that thing to remind me that there was more to me than rage and hate and evil.


  Now it was gone and I couldn’t even begin to fathom why. That zombie hadn’t eaten it. It’d taken its bauble and run.


  “Why?” I growled.


  But thinking about this shit was making my head ache. My butt was going to sleep and my back was twinging. But there was no way I’d be rolling over. The constant aching throb in my wrist had me wishing narcotics worked on my kind.


  I’d dump a pound of crack down my throat right now if it would work… anything so I wouldn’t have to feel this.


  Kemen would tell me to breathe. That the only way to escape the pain was to accept it, not fight it, to breathe through it and forget it.


  That demon had been too smart for his own good.


  Taking two deep breaths, I thought about Asher and couldn’t keep from chuckling even though it made my sides ache. That man was always coming to my damn rescue; it was actually beginning to get really annoying. And I would be so much more ticked off about it if he hadn’t looked like some delicious, swoon-worthy god bearing down on the undead the way he had.


  I toyed with the loose threads in Kemen’s quilt. The man had been terrible at home maintenance, preferring sleep over home improvements any day.


  “Oh, Kem.” I sighed, wishing my greasy-haired Jack Sparrow was back. “I miss you so much.”


  “Blah, blah, blah.” Vyxen’s green eyes swirled with thinly veiled hostility. Her stench of sulfur permeated the room when she traced in. Hand making the universal symbol of my being a nag, she yanked a chair over to the bed and gave me sneer. “You done feeling sorry for yourself t? Not like you’re the only one to get dinged up, ever.”


  Dressed in neon-green tights, wearing a cotton-candy-blue wig, and sporting her perpetual cat ears, the Visual Kai knew how to make an entrance. She’d clearly had a chance to shower and change before coming here.


  God, I hated her.


  I squeezed my eyes shut, totally being dramatic about it as I tossed my good hand over my eyes. “Anyone ever tell you that green and yellow clash? ’Cause they totally do. Take that acid-trip shirt off before I go blind.”


  I laughed when her face turned a bright shade of red.


  “What-the-fuck-ever.” She stared at her hot-pink, round-tipped nails. “Oh Kemen, oh Kemen, come save me. You’re so pathetic.”


  I hated Luc. And clearly he hated me. Why he would stick his cock into this black hole of gross was a great mystery to me.


  “Yeah, you can go now. Thanks. Tell Luc I don’t need a babysitter.” I rolled my head to the side, biting down on the inside of my cheek so as not to let her glimpse my grimace. Hot tears gathered in the corners of my eyes.


  Memo to me: stop moving.


  She laughed and the sound was as evil and nasty as she was. “You know the more you say you don’t want me here, the more I wanna stay, right?”


  Vyxen was an Envy demon. Living in a constant state of perpetual jealousy had to be a real bitch, and if she were anyone else, I might have cared. Her? I just hoped she suffered. A lot.


  Turning back to her slowly, I narrowed my eyes.


  Her rosebud lips quivered and then she was laughing uproariously like I’d just given her the best punch line in the world. “You look awful!”


  I hadn’t looked in a mirror since coming back to the trailer because I hadn’t wanted to see my face. I figured if the rest of me was this mangled, I shouldn’t look; I’d spare myself a few bad dreams.


  “What exactly do you want, Vyx? ’Cause we both know you wouldn’t be here unless you really wanted to be. Luc’s never had that type of control over you.”


  Her jade-green eyes swirled with fury. “You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”


  With anyone else I would have sworn that’d sounded an awful lot like her coming to his defense. But I couldn’t believe it, not with her.


  “Oh really?” I snorted. “Yeah, you’re a regular girl scout.”


  In a flash her face was inches from mine, and there was a menacing vibration snarling from her throat. “You never got him. Never understood him. You just took and took and took, trying to fashion him in your own damn image. Don’t you dare talk to me about Luc.”


  Now I was hot, and I finally I felt the stir of the demon inside me, not Lust, but Pestilence. He loved a good catfight. My nails elongated—one wrong word and I’d be dragging them down the kitten’s face.


  “What, you think screwing him for a week or two suddenly means he’ll be sending you a box of roses? Wake up! Luc’s not built that way, so if that’s your dream, then tough break, sister, it ain’t happening.”


  Her lips spread into a wide, satisfied smile. “Is that what he told you, a week or two? Try two years.”


  “What?” I shot up in bed, almost screaming when my wounds scraped against the sheets. Sweat peppered my brow. “You’re lying,” I hissed through clenched teeth.


  Shaking her head, disgust etched into every line of her face, she rolled her eyes. “Now who needs to wake up? I let him play with you because he always came crawling back to me. You know what the best part about all of this was, Dora?”


  I couldn’t even speak—my head was a shamble of pain, hurt, and white-hot rage.


  Obviously taking my silence to mean she was cleared to continue twisting the blade, she smiled. “That you didn’t know. That he didn’t love you enough,” she spat out, “to ever tell you about me.” Almond-shaped eyes narrowed to thin slits. “I’ve been screwing his brains out for years, and every time he comes, he screams my name.” She tapped her chest.


  My stomach was churning again, but this time it had nothing to do with bites and everything to do with Luc.


  For so long I’d always felt partly responsible for the way our relationship had soured. But obviously I’d been the only one to ever actually consider it a relationship. Truth of the matter was, Luc and I had been having problems for much longer than two years—try a thousand, if not more.


  But always in the back of my mind was the possibility that one day he’d open himself to me. So even though our demons demanded we take sex from others, I’d always done it knowing the partner with me meant nothing. I’d never had sex with the same male twice because my heart had always yearned for Luc to set things right.


  To know he’d shacked up with Vyxen… Not only was she my biggest rival in this whole stupid place, she was freaking VYXEN! If he’d wanted to hurt me, or get back at me, that would be the way to do it.


  “It just kills you, doesn’t it?” I whispered so low no mortal would have heard it.


  “What?” Her nose curled as she slowly straightened.


  As much as I wanted to rise above it, to not let her words cut me, I could only take so much nasty.


  “That you’re not me.”


  When the bands in her eyes swirled hard, I knew I’d gotten to her, so I dug in deeper. “It must suck, always wanting what you can’t have. Luc didn’t keep you secret to hurt me.” I laughed, the sound full of dripping contempt. “He kept you secret because you aren’t me.”


  Nostrils flaring, her fingers curled into fists and I was drunk on that pain. Lust was loving this. Finally the whore was waking up and I laughed.


  “You think I give a fuck who he screws? Luc means nothing to me, you hear me? Nothing. Screw him all you want, make him shout your name…” My fingers began to radiate with the warmth of Pestilence’s energy.


  The demon was feeding off my pain, sick bastard. Both my demons were awake and some small yet sane part of me realized this was probably not going to end well for either Vyxen or myself. But I just couldn’t keep from digging the knife in deeper. For years Vyxen had gotten off on hurting me, and now it was my turn.


  If I hadn’t already been feeling like crap and in so much pain, I would never have done this, but the demons were awake and my anger was making this pain go away, and I was so drunk on it. I grinned at her blank, empty stare.


  “And when you touch him, make sure to drag those claws of yours down his back until he bleeds, ’cause that’s how he really likes it—a little dirty and a whole lot raunchy.”


  “You bitch,” she snarled and my body buzzed like a living tuning rod, the gathering energy of Pestilence’s power was building like a sealed steam valve, even Lust was joining in on this, her heat throbbing through my pores.


  The pheromones Lust gave off that caused anything living to notice me forced Vyxen’s eyes to stay glued to mine. Her breathing was ragged and heavy and I could sense that she was completely enthralled. My entire body began to glow green, just like it had when the zombies attacked.


  “What the hell is happening to you?” Her eyes widened in shock.


  “Power, Vyxen—raw, visceral power. You don’t know who you’re screwing with, little girl, so don’t even try.”


  Her eyes no longer glowed, they sparked, and I knew the second her crazy mind decided to take what was mine.


  “Vyxen, don’t!” I screamed the instant she clamped her hands to my arms, sucking my energy dry.


  But it was too late, and the only thing to do now was to ride out the aftermath.


  [image: 1ch14]



  Like an invisible hammer had plowed into her midsection, Vyxen was thrown back against the bathroom wall with so much force she punched right through it, leaving a giant gaping hole in her wake.


  I shot up from the bed, running to her without a moment’s hesitation. I hated her, but now that the fog of demon energy had extinguished itself, I knew I should never have allowed myself to get as worked up as I had. Hate her or not, Vyxen was part of my family.


  She was sprawled in my tub, legs dangling over the edge as she stared up at the ceiling with a dazed expression.


  “Vyx, talk to me.” I grabbed her by the shoulders and slapped her cheeks a couple of times before she finally was able to focus her gaze on me.


  “What just happened?”


  “I had a power surge and you took a direct hit.”


  Gone was the uptight snob; Vyxen was visibly shaking and clearly still a little perplexed by how she’d wound up in my bathtub with bits of plaster and slivers of wood all over her and the floor.


  “Why’d you touch me?” I asked her.


  “Because I want what you have,” she said softly, and this time there was no malice or hate behind it. She was stating a simple truth. “I’ve always wanted what you have.”


  “Why do you hate me so much?”


  Her dark brows gathered, that ugly blue wig she’d worn had fallen off her head, revealing the nut-brown elfin cut that actually made her long face look ten times more striking.


  “Who said I hate you?” There was such a stark honesty in her gaze that the shame of what I’d done hit me like a ten-ton weight smack in the chest.


  A loudly clearing throat made me turn on my heel. Luc was in the doorway, eyes wide and peering around the bathroom that looked as if it’d just been nuked.


  “What happened?” he asked, but then the moment his eyes landed on me, he stuttered, “Dora… What…? You’re healed.”


  “What?” Standing, heart throbbing so hard in my chest I could taste it beating on the back of my tongue, I walked over to the mirror and couldn’t believe it. Just seconds before Vyxen had grabbed me, I’d been a bubonic-plague poster child. I ran my hands over my throat and then shoved the sweater up. My breasts, stomach, nothing… All smooth, perfect skin met my gaze. Twisting around, I gaped at my bottom.


  Brushing my fingers across it, I shook my head. “I don’t know what just happened.”


  Luc was helping a still-shaky Vyxen from the tub. She clung to him like a wet, helpless kitten.


  “She glowed green.” Vyxen pointed at me.


  “Glowed green?” Luc had his arm wrapped around her waist, helping her to regain her equilibrium.


  Then I remembered I was royally pissed with him. My jaw jutted out. “What are you doing here?”


  His nostrils flared. “I heard the explosion and came as fast as I could. Why were you glowing green, does it have something to do with the bite?”


  He knew I was pissed. Luc knew me. It didn’t matter how long he’d been screwing Vyx, in many ways he was a soul mate to me. We’d grown up together, seen the world together; he was the other half of me in many ways.


  Yeah, smug prick was always hot and bothered about the secrets I kept. Well this was a doozy he’d been keeping from me. Raw and upset, I blurted it out.


  “No, it’s from when I went to Hell. I was possessed by Pestilence. That’s what you sucked into yourself, Vyxen.”


  “Pestilence?” His voice went low and he had the nerve to look upset that I hadn’t told him.


  I swatted at a cloud of plaster that floated past my nose. Dammit, I was going to have my hands full cleaning this trailer. I’d so wanted to preserve it exactly as Kemen had left it, but that was next to impossible now. Freaking Vyxen and her need to always take.


  Lifting a brow, I crossed my arms, breathing a sigh when it didn’t hurt. “What do you want me to say, Luc, huh?”


  “You never told me about Pestilence. Is that why you’ve been so…” His eyes shot almost guiltily to Vyxen before his words drifted off.


  “Don’t worry, Vyxy gave me all the gory details. Your secret’s out. Hope you two have a great life. Don’t forget to send me a wedding invitation.”


  It really didn’t matter to me that Vyxen was currently in his arms, and that neither one of us was even taking her into consideration. The cat would live, which was a lot more than I could say for my relationship with Luc. Far as I was concerned, we were officially over.


  “Don’t do this here. Not right now,” he said, the thick burr in his voice a clear warning. “We have to talk you and me. But in private.”


  His hand tightened on her waist and all I felt in that moment was a giant wave of disgust. “No, we don’t. Far as I’m concerned, who you screw is your business and who I screw is mine. You and me, we aren’t.” Tossing my hands up, I shook my head. Wow, it’d been so much easier to say than I thought it would be.


  He flinched. The rough-and-tumble exterior cracked for just a split second, and from the corner of my eye I saw Vyxen’s hand creep up his chest, patting it like she had a right to. Like it would help him, heal him. Stop him from tearing the roof off my trailer because I knew that’s what he wanted to do.


  “You need to go, Luc, right now. And take your kitten with you.”


  His eyes shivered with threads of Lust and I quickly turned my face to the floor. Never again. Not from him. Ever.


  “I’ll be back.” His voice was full of grit and gravel.


  “Don’t bother.” I stood there, a towering presence of rage and righteous fury, until they traced, until I knew I was alone, and then I collapsed onto the edge of the bed as the truth began to finally sink its way into my brain.


  I gripped the edge of the bed and visions played in my mind, memories of him and me. And looking back, I couldn’t even try to pinpoint when it’d all gone to hell. Luc and I made me think of the analogy where if you sit a frog in lukewarm pot of water and slowly crank the stove up, it would never realize that all it needed to do was jump out to prevent itself from getting killed. Because the change happened so gradually, it never even saw it coming until it was much too late to do anything about it.


  My life, who I was, and everything I did, I did for the sake of the only family I knew. For the Neph that I loved.


  I sniffed, fighting the betraying heat welling behind my eyelids. But as much as I loved my band, I wasn’t sure any of them felt a tenth for me of what I felt for them. Kemen, maybe. And he’d been the only one. Bubba was the next closest, but we weren’t all that close and after what I’d done to him tonight, probably not at all anymore. The only thing I knew about the Norseman was that he loved to listen to country music cranked up as high as he could get it on his days off while he glugged beer after beer, shooting at rusted-out tin cans.


  Who he really was, why he’d adopted such an unusual Southern drawl for a Neph who’d been born during the day of the Vikings, was a complete and total mystery to me. Lilith, Kane, Stryker, even Vyxen—I didn’t really know any of them.


  The only one I’d ever known fully was Luc.


  Or so I’d thought.


  How could he keep her a secret from me?


  I grabbed my stomach.


  Thinking about them, about Luc, was no good for my sanity. I wasn’t wasting another minute of my life on him. Determined, I stood and went in search of a broom and dustpan.


  Fifteen minutes later, I’d managed to clean up the worst of the damage. Now it was just a giant hole in the wall instead of a hole and a war zone.


  “Pandora?” That warm scratchy inflection washed through me, making my lashes flutter with want and need.


  Twirling, I tackled Asher to the ground. I wrapped my arms around his neck and just breathed him in.


  “Whoa, what’s the matter? I leave for a few hours and come back to find you healed and your home practically destroyed.” His hand glided up and down my spine, making me shudder and lean farther into his touch.


  “I just need you to hold me for a second, Ash,” I murmured against his neck, brushing my lips against his soft skin.


  He sighed and shook his head, then after a bit he widened his legs so that he was cradling me.


  After a few more minutes, he kissed my brow. “The not knowing is killing me. Was this a zombie attack?”


  “No.” I sighed and reluctantly got back to my feet, helping him up too. “Did you know?”


  He gave me a blank stare. “Know what?”


  “About Luc and Vyxen?”


  His face scrunched into a grimace. “What about them, Pandora? I’m walking blind here.”


  It was probably not very cool to ask my new boy toy/boyfriend/sex toy (ugh, labels… I really hate them) about my old flame, but Asher knew he wasn’t gonna get easy when he chose me.


  “That they’ve been screwing like bunnies for the past two years.”


  “Really? You’re asking me that?” He looked seriously insulted and it so wasn’t what I wanted to do. “Do you think I give a shit what those two have been up to?” His lip pulled back and my heartbeat ratcheted up.


  I shouldn’t be so turned on right now, but there was no denying the sudden flashes of heat sizzling through my blood.


  The man made wicked sexy.


  Grabbing his hands before he tried to walk off on me, I tugged him back to my side. “No lies with you. Ever. You hear me? Luc and I screwed us up from the very beginning. I don’t ever want to do that with you.”


  His jaw was still clenched tight and I knew I was pushing all his alpha caveman buttons right now, but we had to clear the air now before the ghost of relationships past killed us.


  “Ash, I like you. More than is sane, more than I probably should. But I’m terrified. Because the last time I trusted my whole heart and soul to someone, they didn’t just break it, they mangled it.”


  Finally I seemed to have gotten through to him. Brushing his thumb across my cheek, he positioned me so that we were directly facing each other.


  “Little demon…”


  My heart totally melts every time he calls me that, just sayin’…


  “I meant everything I said in that cave today. My feelings for you have only grown through the years and each time I saw your capacity for love and kindness, I knew I was lost. I am lost. Your safety, your heart”—he pressed his palm to my breast—“it means everything to me. Everything.”


  “Stalking shouldn’t be such a turn-on for me. I’m seriously disturbed in the head.” I laughed to break the tension because my stomach was completely flipping over on itself right now.


  No one, and I mean literally no one, had ever shared themselves like this with me before. It was terrifying and highly addictive.


  He chuckled. “It’s not like I was constantly spying on you. In fact, I only saw you naked once and that was an accident.” Then his hand, which had been holding my face, dipped to my breast and his eyes were liquid as he said, “But once was enough to memorize every swell and indentation. The cute mole kissing the nape of your neck. Those rosy tips of your nipples and the graceful lines of your long, athletic legs.”


  I gulped, breath growing heavy from the pressure of his hand on me. Wishing like hell I wasn’t wearing this sweater right now.


  “But I won’t share you. I’m not built that way.”


  “How are you built?”


  “I have found the paradox—that if you love until it hurts, there can be no more hurt, only love.”


  I smiled. “Mother Teresa.”


  His hand slid across my shoulders and down my arms. “That is how I’m built. There will only ever be one for me. I’ll worship you, I’ll give you all of me, little demon, I’ll even kill for you. But only if you can do the same.”


  The blood was rushing like a tsunami wave through my ear canals, booming so loud I could barely hear my own thoughts.


  “The entire world is stacked against us.” I shook my head. “Your people, the Order, Hell, LCD, Nephilim. If you think Luc was pissed, just wait till you see what’ll happen when I introduce you to my family.”


  Sliding his fingers through mine, his thumb rubbed the webbing between my own. “When you introduce me?”


  Lips twitching, I rolled my eyes. “You didn’t answer me. You’re a death priest, Ash, there will be death threats and lots of them.”


  “Yeah, and if I can’t handle a few measly Nephilim, what kind of priest am I?”


  It’s not like we weren’t touching already, but I needed more. Tugging his hand, I pulled him down onto the bed and crawled under the sheets, dragging him along with me. Sitting up, I pulled Kemen’s sweater off and turned to him, completely naked. It’s not like he hadn’t seen me before, but this felt like the first time to me.


  I was blushing as his hot gaze scoured my body.


  “You’re so damn beautiful,” he whispered and the fact that he wasn’t actually touching me but just looking at me like he wanted to eat me whole was such a freaking turn-on.


  “Your turn.” I nibbled my lip and jerked my chin at him.


  He didn’t ask me why, or what I had planned. Asher stood and I wet my lips as my blood pressure soared. If I were human, I’d have been in full-on cardiac arrest.


  Holding my gaze as if daring me to flinch or turn away, he stripped. He took off his shirt and I gasped.


  Asher had a beautiful body—broad shouldered with hard ropes of muscles flexing on his chest and abs. His skin was tanned and toned. His waist tapered into a vee at his hips and there was a dark treasure trail that begged the eyes to follow it down.


  But that wasn’t what made me gasp. I’d known Ash would be a hard body, and sexy as he was, he was by far not the prettiest man I’d ever seen. After all, I was surrounded by a freakish pack of bangable alpha males.


  No, it was the crisscrossing of faint white lines drawn all over him. Anywhere clothes would cover the marks.


  Scooting forward, I tentatively reached out to trace one. “You’re covered in scars.”


  He didn’t flinch when I drew my finger down a line that ran from his nipple to his belly button. When his eyes closed at my touch and with the way his skin pebbled, I realized he actually liked it.


  The amount of damage that would have needed to be inflicted to leave these scars would have been severe. Hating that he’d ever felt this kind of pain, I kissed it. Starting at the very top, right by his nipple, I kissed and worked my way slowly and gently down the long line. By the time I was done, he was panting and staring at me with need.


  “The rest,” I demanded.


  Again, he said nothing. Just grabbed the button of his jeans and undid it. They slid down his legs and if I hadn’t been sitting already, I might have stumbled back unceremoniously.


  His legs were tight, the muscles clearly delineated. There was a light brown dusting of leg hair; even the thatch surrounding his cock was dark. A pretty lame joke popped into my head just then—“So, you’re a real brunette then, huh?” Thankfully I never actually said it.


  Probably because I was completely absorbed by the fact that my straightlaced death priest had a Prince Albert piercing on his thick appendage.


  It was an effort, but I finally forced my eyes from there, only to note that even his legs were covered in scars. In fact, apart from his neck, face, and arms, he was full of them.


  “Asher.” I circled his leg with my arms and pressed a kiss to his inner thigh. “What is all this? Don’t priests heal?”


  When I looked at his face I saw the anguish reflected there. Not wanting him to think for one second that I didn’t like him just the way he was, I continued to lightly stroke him.


  “Ahh.” He slowly expelled a long breath, then moved so that he could rejoin me back in the bed. “Little Demon, there are some wounds that will never heal.”


  Lying down, I pulled him beside me and he immediately crossed his legs over mine.


  “I think you’re beautiful,” I whispered.


  His lips twisted. “I don’t disgust you?”


  Toying with the end of one of his dark curls, I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s possible.”


  Then I kicked off the sheets and stretched out with my arms above my head. “Your turn, look at me. All of me.”


  “You don’t need to do this. I showed myself to you, knowing I’m nothing like what you’re used to.”


  “You’re right, you’re nothing like Luc or any other male Neph in this place.” Total transparency—Asher would never get anything less than the truth from me. “And that’s what intrigues me so much.” I ran my finger down the bridge of his nose. “First time I met you, I fell for your eyes. Because they were warm and brown. Not lavender, not jade or sapphire or glowing like molten rubies… but because they were so perfect it literally took my breath. And when I saw you die”—I closed my eyes—“a part of me died too. Asher, from the moment we’ve met, you’re all I’ve wanted.”


  His lashes fluttered and a deep sigh escaped him. He sat up. It was his turn to look. Every bed partner I’d ever taken, I’d transformed into whatever vision of sex they wanted so I was always perfect for them. There was no fear of not measuring up, of having them witness my flaws.


  That my breasts, while perky, weren’t very large. That my stomach, while flat and toned, had the tiniest bump at the bottom. That there was a dimple in both my butt cheeks, and that I too bore a horrible scar—I was terrified and had to close my eyes when his fingers traced the jagged edges of the heart.


  He spent a long time tracing it, learning it, before doing to it as I’d done to him and kissing its very center.


  I hissed and almost died when a dry sobbing sound escaped my lips. Gentle fingers stroked my jaw.


  “Some wounds never heal,” I whispered back at him.


  “This one will, little demon. This one will.”


  And it was in that moment, in that room, that I allowed myself to fall in love again.
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  “Asher, I want to tell you something and I don’t want to make you angry,” I whispered sometime later. We were done exploring the nuances and intricacies of one another’s bodies and were just simply holding on to each other.


  “What?” He rubbed a strand of my hair through his fingers.


  A sick, twisty feeling ate me up and I wasn’t sure whether I should say this to him, because I wasn’t sure if he’d understand where I was coming from, but I decided to trust my instincts.


  “I don’t want to have sex with you. At least not yet.”


  His lips thinned and I smiled, wiggling my finger over them until he relaxed them. “Why?”


  “Because I think I realized something tonight, why I healed. I control two demons now, and I only need to use one to heal myself. I’ve depended on Lust to feed me for so long that sex became pointless and meaningless. It’s not even fun anymore.”


  “But you don’t want it to be like that with us?”


  I liked how well he got me.


  I nodded. “When we do do it, I don’t want it to be because I’m leaking pheromones that make you crazy, or because she needs to be fed.”


  He laughed, and I was ready to slap him, but he grabbed my finger and gave it a hard nip. “I’m immune to your pheromones, Pandora. I can’t be entranced by a Nephilim, any Nephilim.”


  “But—”


  “That’s not the point, is it?” He finished for me.


  “No.”


  Moonlight sliced through the narrow glass window, casting a silvery beam of light like a sword down his body.


  “No,” I whispered again and traced the light with my finger, across the grooved muscles of his stomach. “Because when I do finally do it, I want you to know it’s because I’m making love and not having sex.”


  The end of that sentence was so hard for me to say out loud that I barely managed to squeak it out. Rolling over on top of me, he latched his fingers through mine and his weight wasn’t unpleasant. His scent wrapped me up in a velvety hug and the man was seriously making me reconsider my stance on the whole temporary-celibacy thing.


  “Then we wait.”


  It was like the world took a collective breath and held it. Literally no sound stirred, no hum of a ceiling fan, no chirping of locusts, no dripping of a leaky faucet. Nothing but us in this space, in this dark room, locking blue eyes to brown.


  The fear that I’d shoved away back in the desert came volleying back.


  What if I was all wrong? What if Asher was better at deception than I’d given him credit for? What if this was still some elaborate ruse? But then why would he tell me about working with Grace? Why set himself up this way? Put himself in such danger? Live with me inside a carnival full of monsters that would like nothing more than to claim the death of a priest as their own?


  What if—


  “Stop.” His deep voice commanded and my pulse fluttered into my throat.


  I shook my head when his hands clamped tight to my face.


  “Little demon, your thoughts are so close to the surface. Don’t you believe me yet? Have I given you any cause to doubt me?”


  Grabbing his thumb, I closed my eyes. “Fool me once, Ash. I want so badly for all this to be true.”


  His lips hovered so close, so impossibly close, that it would be nothing, nothing at all, to lean forward and claim them. To meld us together until I could no longer tell where he began and I ended, to make us one. But there were still so many questions, so much that needed to be explained, and until I was absolutely sure, I would wait.


  “What happened in Hell that night?” I sighed, because I needed to know. I was tired of guessing, of wondering, of reliving the moment I’d seen him shatter in front of me.


  Nuzzling my neck one final time, he moved off but didn’t let me go. He turned me so that now I was spooned against him, against his rigid thickness. I sighed, melting into his touch.


  “I can’t tell you why I was there,” he began, “but you should know I was simply a catalyst. If it hadn’t been me, it would have been something else. No matter what, you were going to Hell that night.”


  I wrapped his arm tighter around me. Holding Asher was like holding the ultimate blankie. I felt absolutely safe from the monsters, ironic considering I could be harboring the enemy.


  “Grace manufactured a way to make sure I could follow you into Hell, a way that would guarantee my people would know I’d followed you in. I had no idea just how close you’d come to dying that night, or how powerful Wrath would be against you. We’d hoped that your own demonic nature would help prevent complete enthrallment.”


  I shuddered when I thought about the father of all nightmares, the beautiful, naked man chained to the stones of Hell. Not as sexy as it might sound.


  “I tried to resist him, but if you hadn’t thrown yourself on me, I doubt I would have made it out of there. I thought you were trying to kill me,” I murmured.


  “No, never.” He rubbed my bottom lip. “I was working my way to you when I saw Pestilence hopping your way. You were overrun and I didn’t think I’d get there in time.”


  His arms banded almost painfully tightly, as if he too fought the terrors of that night.


  “Then I saw my chance to kill myself off.” He emphasized the word kill. “If I could have warned you, I would have, but I doubt you would have trusted me then. You didn’t trust much of what I said.”


  “And yet I still totally lusted after your ass, so yeah, go figure. Clearly I’m wrong in so many ways.” I giggled and he pressed a quick, almost chaste, kiss to my ear.


  “I had to make my people think I’d died that night. It’s why I created the Gray Man.”


  I rolled over to face him. “You created him? You weren’t born with him?”


  “No. He’s my secret and the only way I could safely get you out of Hell without alerting anyone that it was really me.”


  I frowned. “But you’re here now. Wouldn’t it be a simple matter of coming to find you?”


  “That’s not how we work. When one of us dies, we’re immediately replaced. Life moves on.”


  “Just like that?” I snapped my fingers. “I can’t even imagine that ever happening with my family. They’d scour the earth until they found me.”


  He snorted. “I don’t doubt that. Thing of it is, it was in their best interest that I die. Even if they did look for priests’ bodies, they would never have looked for mine.”


  “Why?”


  Frustration mounted in his eyes, and he gave the tip of my hair a gentle tug.


  “Read the book. Everything I can’t tell you—it’s in there. Crack the code.”


  “Ash…” I rolled my eyes. “That book doesn’t make any sense, and if you say it’s written partially in cypher, I need the key anyway.”


  “Grace wants to have a meeting with you. A real one this time.”


  I closed my eyes. “I don’t know, Ash. I believe what you told me, but I can’t just let go of this pain either. It’s like being told the guy the cops claimed killed your brother and is now on death row isn’t actually the real killer. I’ve fixated on her for so long that I don’t know how to just shut this off.”


  “I hate to tell you this, but you’re going to have to. I can swear to you that if you don’t meet with her, the Order will keep you running in circles that will only wind up getting us killed.”


  “Us? No, you mean me. You’re too smart to—”


  “I meant exactly what I said.” His words grew thick. “I told you, I’m here now. Where you go, I go.”


  And while that was a totally swoon-worthy response, I hated that he’d do that. I shoved him hard enough to make him glare at me.


  “Don’t you dare act stupid.”


  “I could say the same to you! Do you have any idea how awful it’s been seeing you nearly killed on my watch? Down in that cave—”


  I glared. “Where’d you go that night? When I turned around you were gone and I was running for my life. I thought you had my back.”


  I didn’t mean for the hurt to leak out, but I guess I was still sort of salty about him ditching me the way he had.


  “I had my eye on you the entire time, and if you’d just done what I’d told you to do and kept your head down, that would have never happened. Do you realize how close I came that night to killing Chaos? I almost had her.” He shook his head, and disgust scrawled a tight line across his forehead.


  “I thought you bailed, that you were behind everything.”


  His eyes flashed for a split second, and then he was running his fingers though my hair and giving it a couple of hard yanks.


  “Hey,” I snapped.


  “Demons, you drive me crazy. Did you honestly think I’d help you out as many times as I did only to betray you in the end? That’s not a priest’s way.”


  “Nothing about you is common, Ash. Nothing. And let’s not forget the multiple times you hurt me.”


  Kissing my knuckles, he nodded. “Touché, but in my defense, it was always to protect you.”


  “Which I didn’t know at the time. Why were you at Grace’s so long today?”


  He cleared his throat and the playful teasing of just seconds ago was replaced by a serious gleam in his eye.


  “After the cave this morning, the positions of the bodies and the way they were found, it disturbed me. It didn’t feel natural.”


  “Nothing about their deaths was natural, Priest.”


  He rolled his eyes. “Obviously, but even though a priest’s job is primarily to put down you sinfully gorgeous creatures—”


  I snorted.


  “We do occasionally come across others. Why display them that way, in the middle of a desert, where no one would happen upon them except us?”


  “Because that’s how the Order designed it.”


  “Bingo.” He snapped his fingers.


  “Wait. What?” I crooked a brow, completely confused. “Why is that a shock, we were talking about that at the cave, but now you’re acting like it’s some sort of revelation.”


  “Think about it, Pandora. The Order designed it that way. But zombies don’t belong to the Order.”


  I gasped, feeling so stupid that I hadn’t made the connection earlier. Excitement bubbled through me. “A zombie takes its cue from its queen.”


  “Exactly. Grace and I talked it over and we’re absolutely positive that whatever is out in that desert, it’s not sanctioned by the hive. And I had a second hunch, to go back and check on those graves we’d dug for them earlier. They were empty.”


  “Empty? Again? Zombies don’t come back that way.”


  His look said that he knew it too.


  I scratched my jaw. “So if it’s not hive sanctioned and zombies are reanimating at will now, what in the hell is going on?”


  “That’s what we’re trying to figure out.”


  “Okay, so fine.” I shrugged. “Why did you go back to her tonight?”


  “To get you this.” Rolling onto his side, he reached for his jeans and quickly dug something out of his pocket, then opened his palm in the slice of moonlight so that I could see the vial in his hand. “Those bites on you, they weren’t normal.”


  “Normal is so subjective at this point.” I laughed.


  His dimple flashed at me and I couldn’t help but rub my finger over it.


  “You weren’t healing. There are ways, as you know”—he glanced at my chest—“of making sure that damage inflicted to an immortal lingers. But if you can get the antidote in time, the damage can be reversed.”


  He smoothed a hand over my wrist where the worst of the damage had been.


  “I can’t believe you were able to heal yourself—those bites were spelled.”


  I nodded. “You’re telling me. I had no idea that Pestilence could do half the things he’s done, but maybe since his power is all about death and decay, he was able to counteract the zombie’s poison?”


  He shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe. This is all new territory for me.”


  “So what is this thing?” I tapped the vial.


  “It’s a brew, cast by a level-ten witch.”


  I whistled. Level ten was no joke and not someone you ever wanted to muck around with. Back in the day when humans used to burn the brides of Satan at the stake, these were the ladies they thought they were killing. What humans never realized was that all they were burning were other humans. A witch, even the lowliest one, cannot be found if she doesn’t want to be.


  “And just how does Grace afford to keep a level ten on payroll?”


  “There’s a lot about her you don’t know.”


  “Then tell me.”


  Grabbing my hand, he pressed a warm kiss to my palm. “They aren’t my stories to tell. But you should talk with her.”


  “I’ll take that under advisement.”


  “You’re exhausting,” he said, but I knew he was teasing thanks to his mile-wide grin.


  “And you love it.”


  “I do.”


  My toes curled and I really had no idea what to say after that. I wasn’t sure that was really a declaration of love, but it’d been something.


  “So what’d the witch brew?” I asked with a voice gone slightly breathy.


  He nodded, instantly recognizing my desire to not dwell on that particular subject.


  “One drop will negate the effects of any hex permanently.”


  I took the unassuming vial from him and peered at it. Often it was the most benign that was also the most powerful. “You know, Ash, thinking about it now, no one other than myself and Lynx were injured. Luc had scratches and even a few bites, but I saw them heal. I was the only one who couldn’t.”


  His brows dipped. “Are you sure about that?”


  “Pretty positive.”


  “Lynx was butchered, and they were ready to do it to me too and…” My words trailed off as the obvious punched me in the face. “That attack was for me.”


  “What?”


  “Right before it happened, I was visited by an old woman who screamed at me something like ‘war is coming for you.’”


  “And you think she was a zombie, warning you of the attack seconds before it happened? Why would she do that? You don’t warn an enemy of an attack, that’s counterintuitive to the mission.”


  Now that he put it that way… I waved my arms in a defeated gesture.


  “But you might be right. In fact, I’d wager everything on it. The Order wants you dead.”


  “Just like your people did. Why? Why are our paths so entwined?”


  “Read the book.”


  “Argh!” I punched him on the shoulder, not hard, more of a frustrated love tap, but still. “If you tell me to read that book one more time, I’ll scream. I’ve read it at least thirty times by now.”


  “Look, you frustrating woman, I had to do a lot to get Mary to give you that book. Don’t let my sacrifice be in vain.”


  “You gave Mary the book? I thought…”


  “What?” His full lips twitched. “That the Order, out of the kindness of their hearts, would hand you, on a silver platter, anything that belonged to them?”


  “Priest, you’re toeing the line here. I’ve killed for less.”


  “Saucy wench,” he growled and then nudged me with his knee right in my ass.


  I swatted at him. “I think you like getting me angry.”


  “Mmm.” He nodded, tracing the lines of my jaw. “I like everything about you, little demon. Everything.”


  He had the cutest habit of repeating things for emphasis. Some people might see it as annoying, but not me. It totally made my heart leap and spin and crave to hear it always.


  “What’s on the agenda for tomorrow, or I guess it would be better to say today.” He glanced out the window. It was well past five in the morning; sunrise was less than an hour away at this point.


  “Día de los Muertos.”


  Nodding, he tossed an arm over his eyes. Deciding all I wanted to do now was sleep, I opened up a drawer in the nightstand to tuck the vial into it.


  “That spell works only once, so it’s not a perfect solution,” he said, “but now that we know you can use Pestilence to counteract those bites, consider saving it for when you really need it.”


  I snorted. “You know the last time I got a gift from Grace, it sent me straight to Hell.”


  Shaking his head, he chuckled. “Are you ever going to trust me?”


  “Don’t hold your breath.”


  “And yet you still let me share your bed.”


  Snapping the drawer shut, I draped my arms across his chest. “It’s because you’re so darn pretty, but the second you screw me over, I’ll kill you.”


  “I don’t doubt that, little demon. Not for a second.” His hand felt nice as it rubbed down my hair.


  In my heart I’ve always wondered if my need for love would someday get me killed. Hugging tight to an instrument of death is about as stupid as it gets, and yet I’d never slept better.
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  The village was electric and buzzing when I walked down its streets the next night. Today was the start of the much-anticipated Día de los Muertos festival. The air was saturated with the spicy aromas of mole, tamales, and the bread of the dead.


  Women and children, even a few men, were busy at work in the many graveyards, decorating and painting tombstones as elaborate shrines to their dead. Mexico was refreshing to me, the way they viewed death, not as something to fear, but as an inevitable fate that came to us all. Rather than be upset by it, they celebrated it, singing frolicking tunes as they strummed their guitars. The songs sounded happy and upbeat, but if you could understand the language, you’d recognize these weren’t love songs, they were death songs.


  Some were funny, some more serious, but all of it done with an air of reverence and respect.


  Several years ago, my family had begun a tradition of hosting a parade, one the villagers had taken to almost immediately. It was our own spin on things and a way to encourage the locals to come and stop by our carnival for even greater theatrics. Everything was themed, and we were all in costume. It was a lot of fun and for a celebration that honored both pagan and Christian influences, pretty much fit right in.


  I’d smeared my face with a thick coating of white, painted on a black skull and then drawn intricate roses and vines through it. I’d pulled out my simplest black lace gown (straight from the Victorian era) with the thirty smoky-gray pearl buttons that went straight up my back to my neck. Every inch of me was covered, either in paint or in lace. With my long black hair hanging loose, I could have passed for La Llorona’s sister.


  The cement-block pathways bisecting the city square had been transformed into gardens of art. Images were drawn everywhere of saints and crucifixes, skulls, and other symbols of death. It was all macabrely beautiful.


  My black granny boots clicked clacked across the hard tile as I headed toward the Mercado and the start of our Mardi Gras inspired parade.


  Every year we designed five floats, bringing in mariachi bands from all parts of the region. We’d set up booths full of food and the best tequilas and Mezcal. All our paperwork was in order and bribes had been made to make sure that this night and the next went off without a hitch.


  Asher had disappeared before I’d even woken this morning. I knew he was headed to Grace. Right before falling asleep, he’d asked me again to go with him, but for now I was content to have him as my middle man.


  Plus I was still royally confused and needed time to think through things without His Hotness constantly touching me, or looking at me and making me forget every bit of common sense I’d ever been born with.


  I was an old Neph, not because I was brighter than most, but because in a lot of ways I was lucky and had always had an uncanny ability to understand what was real and what was fake.


  It was part of what was bothering me so much about Grace. Never once had I pegged her as false—it’s why her betrayal had been so painful. But if Asher was right and Grace was actually not against me, then that would mean my instincts had been right all along. Which would also mean my instinct concerning my priest was spot-on.


  Shaking my head, I growled at the convoluted mess my thoughts were becoming. Regardless if Grace was actually for me, there was still the issue that she’d ensured I kill Kemen.


  Man, I was in a crappy mood. It would have been nice if the weather had mirrored it, but no, the sky was a beautiful, perfect blue, the type you might see in a painting. I wanted to stew and get my hate on and just allow myself to sulk, but the electric mood made that next to impossible.


  For a second I caught a glimpse of Vyxen as she ran behind a stall, looking flustered and aggravated, red-faced as she barked at Bubba before running off again.


  Discovering Luc had been making the nasty with Vyxen for so long might have devastated me in the past, but now with Asher…


  I could see it had needed to happen. It needed to be someone else who finally drove that spike through us, because neither one of us was ever going to work up cojones enough to get it done. And now that it was, it was like someone had taken the weight of the world off my shoulders. I was Atlas and I was free.


  I reluctantly smiled.


  “What you smiling for, Dora?” Bubba’s country twang hijacked my thoughts as I neared his stand.


  Glancing up, I noticed the big brute standing behind a cinnamon-toasted-almond stand. Dressed in a black mariachi suit with red-and-gold lapels and the skull face paint paired with his ruby-red eyes, he was stunning and immediately forced mortals to wonder whether those eyes could possibly be real.


  “Because it’s a nice day, that a crime?”


  “Couldn’t convince me of that after last night. You and Luc ever figure out what the hell all that was about?”


  Luc had decided after our stint in South Dakota to not let slip too many details of what’d gone down that night. The family knew Kemen had died and they knew I’d been sucked into some giant Molech conspiracy/vampire ring.


  What they didn’t know was that the Order had sabotaged us. Demons aren’t the most even-keeled on a good day; if they learned the organization we’d trusted to have our back had basically stabbed a giant knife in it, they’d flip, turn wild and rabid for blood and vengeance. And until we knew for sure just how deep the betrayal went, whether it was middle-management rank or went all the way up to the top brass, we weren’t taking the chance that the Order would decide to stop being secretive about their plans and just send monsters en masse to snuff us out for daring to blink at them wrong.


  The Order might give us our marching orders, but everyone involved knew they held us by a leash only because we allowed it. Centuries ago, we’d been at war with the Order, and while they might know how to kill us, we knew how to kill them too.


  Resting my hip against the stall, I shook my head. “Still no clue. We’re following up with Grace to try to see what, if anything, she might know. You burn all the bodies?”


  “Yeah.” He poured a fifty-pound bag of raw almonds into the kettle and flipped the switch to begin the roasting process.


  “How many humans died?”


  “None.”


  My brows dipped. Kneeling, he rummaged around for something heavy, yanking sacks of ground cinnamon and sugar out with a grunt before depositing them on the counter.


  “I don’t understand, I thought I saw them getting—”


  Flipping open a pocketknife, he ripped down the burlap. “Yeah, there were a few in the mix. At first I assumed they were getting hell like we were, but after I rounded up the humans and tranced them, I noticed that apart from a couple of scratches and scrapes, they’d been pretty much left alone.” Glittering red eyes drilled me. “The hive was clearly after us.”


  I scratched my jaw. “That doesn’t make a damn bit of sense.”


  Planting his hands on the counter, he nodded. “I buried Lynx behind the old water well. Thought you should know.”


  “Thanks.” I tapped the wood and was just getting ready to turn when a muscular forearm was draped over my shoulder.


  Asher’s fingers toyed on the sleeve of my gown. “Hot, little demon,” he whispered in my ear, making my heart and stomach jolt because he was a death priest and he was all over me. I immediately jumped and wrapped my arms around his neck, running on the pure instinctual need to protect him from a Neph’s blind hatred of death priests.


  Asher laughed and rubbed my back. “Pandora, relax.”


  That’s when I remembered he no longer had the silver hair. With just that one change, you’d never know he was anything other than human. Death priests, I’d learned, emitted no tingling wavelength like the rest of us monsters.


  All monster kind broadcast a sort of low-wave frequency of power that was like a beacon to anyone who could pick up on it. But not the priests—it was part of what made them so dangerous. If you didn’t know the predator was around, you had no chance in hell of protecting yourself against it.


  Nothing about Asher screamed anything other than pathetic human. He was dressed in dark slacks, a gray shirt, and a crimson-red tie. Honestly, he looked like he belonged in a boardroom, not in the middle of a dusty town square.


  Giving him angry eyes, I swatted his chest and then turned back to a frowning Bubba, who was eyeing me, then Asher, then me again.


  “And you are?” The menacing growl in his tone was hard to miss.


  Sticking out his hand, Asher showed his dimple. Bubba stared at the hand like he wasn’t sure whether to eat it or just ignore it.


  Recognizing Bubba had no intention of taking it, Asher curled his fingers back to his side. “Asher.”


  “He’s my…”


  “I’m her sex toy,” he said, finishing my sentence with a mischievous smirk.


  I swallowed a laugh.


  “Oh, one of those, eh?” Bubba snorted, then twitched his brows at me in such a way as if to imply poor fool. “Just stay out of my way, mortal. I promise you don’t want to be anywhere near me. I’ve not been fed today.”


  Asher’s lips twitched and I couldn’t believe Bubba said that to him, but then again, he probably assumed I had my mortal tranced and ready to fulfill my every smutty desire and that once I was done, he’d have no memory of our time together.


  Grabbing Asher by the wrist, I yanked him away from Bubba’s booth and waved an apologetic good-bye. I hissed at him the moment we were out of earshot.


  “I don’t think you should go around trying to make friends with my family, Ash. They don’t know you, and if they”—I leaned in close and whispered beneath my breath—“were to ever find out who you really are, things would not end well.”


  “For any of them.” He glowered over his shoulder at the Norseman and I smacked his arm. “What?” He looked back at me.


  “Don’t threaten my family.”


  “They started it.”


  I laughed. “God, you’re such an ass. I don’t remember you being so—”


  Snatching the finger I was wagging under his nose, he gently nipped the tip until I had to remind myself to breathe and not let my eyes go all freaky glowy lavender in the midst of this crowd. It was one thing to let the demon out within the confines of a carnival where everyone’s minds were scrubbed upon exiting, quite another to do it in a location where keeping our secret under wraps was much harder. Bubba was so lucky that his eye color never changed.


  “What? Sexy? Divine? Mysterious?”


  He stepped into me, and the air that’d been so balmy a mere second ago now felt stifling and hot and charged with volts of pure, raw lust.


  “Or how about…” He dragged his hands down my arms until he could thread his fingers through mine. “Yours.”


  His lips were less than an inch from mine. He was bending over me, staring at me like he was dying of thirst and I was his water. I gulped, completely lost to the moment.


  “Get a room.” Vyxen’s voice was like the grating of nails on a chalkboard, setting my teeth instantly on edge.


  Her hands were on Asher’s shoulder and she shoved him harder than necessary.


  Today she wasn’t dressed like an anime cartoon on acid, instead she wore a creamy lace dress that fell to her knees and looked almost moth ridden, but done in such a way as to be ghoul-sexy instead of ghoul-scary. She also wasn’t wearing a wig or seven-inch heels, rather she wore a large red rose tucked into her ear and her face was the painted skull of everyone else, but done in a type of stained-glass mosaic. She looked gorgeous.


  “Who are you?” She asked the same question Bubba had, but instead of it dripping scorn, there was a purr in it. She stepped in close, almost knocking me out with the overpowering scent of orange-blossom perfume she’d obviously bathed herself in. Batting fake eyelashes at him, she pursed her lips, full-on giving him the green-light signal that she’d be up for a little game of slap and tickle. She’d completely forgotten all about me.


  But when she reached out to yank on the end of his tie, I couldn’t stop my reaction. “Touch him and you die,” I whispered ever so sweetly.


  As if hearing me finally made her aware of my presence, Vyxen slowly turned her head. “Oh, Pandora, so I see we’re right back to where we started? But you know I know things about you now, things that…” She scrunched her nose, gave Asher droopy sex eyes (which looked as ridiculous as it sounds), and then shrugged. “You really don’t want to make an enemy of me. Just saying, sweets.”


  She grabbed his tie then and yanked it hard. Visions of me slamming her to the ground as I let loose years of pent-up anger flooded me, and just as I was ready to pounce, Asher stepped in front of me and pulled his tie back from her.


  “I don’t think you’re hearing my woman…”


  Holy. Shit. He’d just marked me, out in the open. Claimed me. I was so shocked all I could do was stand there and blink like an idiot, but I was very much enjoying the show.


  “…touch me again, Envy, and I swear to you, you’ll regret it.”


  Her green eyes flashed. “How do you know what I am?” She hissed, then looked and pointed at me with a red-tipped nail. “You know the rules, whore, no talking to the mortals.”


  Grabbing her shoulders, Asher gave her a firm shake. “Who said I was human?” There was no dimple in his smile now, nothing but teeth and cruel intentions, and man did that get my blood humming. “Now step away.”


  Visibly rattled and clearly not sure how to handle the fact that Asher hadn’t acted the tiniest bit intimidated by her, Vyxen took a stutter-step back. “Get back to work!” She pointed and then twirled dramatically so that her dress flapped around her legs, heading directly and unerringly toward a corner booth, which if I had to guess, was where Luc was at.


  The kitten was gonna tattle on me.


  “Asher, what part of keeping yourself on the down-low do you not understand?” I whirled on him, refusing to let him know for even a second how much of a turn-on that’d been for me.


  His eyes narrowed as he brushed at his tie several times. “I will do a lot of things for you, Pandora, but letting Envy ever think she can talk to me or you that way goes beyond what I can tolerate.” His lips curled as he studied his tie like it’d been vomited on.


  I snickered. “God, I like you.”


  I could sit and banter with him all day, but there really was work to be done.


  He jogged to keep up with me as I headed to the graveyard. The culmination point of the parade was there, where there’d be dancing, drinking, and whatever other pleasures one might desire that weren’t necessarily lawful.


  “What’d you find out at Grace’s?” I asked as I walked through the white wrought-iron fence.


  “She wants us to head back to the desert tonight. She’s been hearing rumors that something big is planned. Wants us to check it out.”


  I snorted. “Fat chance in hell. That sounds a lot like what she told me last time too, and we both know how that turned out.”


  “It’s not the same; you know that. She’s on our side.”


  “So says you.”


  He sighed.


  Graveyards in this part of the world were very different from many others. Bodies were buried not only below ground, but above it in ornate cement blocks. Sepulchers ran about a mile out in every direction. It was actually really beautiful here. There were baskets of wine and cheese and bread already set down on my gravesite. Flower wreaths in the hundreds draped tombstones so that everything smelled fresh and clean.


  Every grave was painted a different color so that the effect dazzled the eyes. There was pink, turquoise, lemony yellow, and white with red trim. On and on it went in every direction, but something I noticed this time that I’d not noticed before was the profusion of red mums everywhere.


  Stopping, I snatched one up, staring at the hearty bloom in perplexity.


  “Pandora?”


  “Nothing. I…” Frowning, I blinked and then gave him a weak grin. “I don’t know, but I swear I’m either going crazy or something is weird about all these mums. I’m seeing them everywhere lately.”


  Looking around, he shrugged. “Why? They’re just flowers.”


  “Remember I told you about the one I found on my doorstep that night? And then yesterday right before my attack the old woman set a red mum right in front of me. This can’t be coincidence. Right?”


  Taking the bloom from my hand, he set it back down on the tomb. “Mums are the universal symbol for death. It could mean nothing or it could be a clue, but right now it’s just a flower.”


  “Yeah.” I rolled my eyes. “You’re right, just… Yeah.”


  Feeling kind of stupid, I tried to walk around him, but he wouldn’t let me.


  “Hey, we’ll keep a lookout. Why don’t you just hand over whatever responsibilities you have here to someone else, I vote Vyxen, and you and I go kill some zombies?”


  “You’ve got more of a sense of humor than I first gave you credit for. I used to think you had a giant stick up your ass.”


  “Funny.”


  Lips twitching, I shook my head. “Ash, I’m not gonna stop you from going there, but I don’t trust Grace as far as I can throw her. I just need time.”


  “Pandora.” He gripped my shoulders. “Do not forget the Order knows your every move. You’ve given Grace nothing to report back to them. If you don’t do your job, they’ll know we’re on to them. Right now we have the element of surprise. Don’t ruin it because of your…” He cleared his throat and thinned his lips, clearly not wanting to say what I knew was really on his mind.


  “History.” I finished his sentence and I was so damn angry that for a second I wanted to stab him with a stiletto all over again. But while my heart was stark-raving furious, my brain understood he was probably right.


  “You’re angry.”


  “What do you think?”


  “I think right now it’s easier for you to give in to your anger than it is to try to reason through the truth, because you want to hate her.”


  “Shut up, Asher, you don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.” I shoved past him, walking up to my grave. It was a small grave, no wider than three feet and about as long as my thigh. “And if I were smart, I’d be doing the same to you. You can’t just expect me to forget and move on—I’m not built that way.” Murmuring under my breath, I licked my front teeth but refused to look at him.


  There was a giant box of goodies one of the other Neph had set aside earlier this morning for me to unpack. I dropped to my knees, not caring if the grass stained my dress. My movements were stiff and jerky as I unloaded a giant box of dark chocolate, bricks of cheese, and several loaves of bread.


  “If you were human, I’d understand this, Pandora. Or at least I’d try, but we don’t have the luxury of time to figure things out,” he continued, and God, I wanted to rake my claws down his pretty-boy face.


  I slammed a wedge of cheese down, denting its side.


  “Hello,” he said.


  This time I made my actions deliberate so that he’d finally take the hint. I turned my face to the side. My heart was thrumming violently through my chest. My head understood what my heart obviously couldn’t. Yes, I might be a demon. But only part of me—the other part was most definitely human. I wasn’t wrong to feel as I did, wasn’t wrong to still want revenge, even if she’d actually been working with me. That wasn’t the point, the point was she’d lied to me and the end result was the death of Kemen and lots of innocent children. In what universe was that possibly okay?


  He snatched the bread out of my hand. “You planning to acknowledge this at some point tonight?”


  “No.” I yanked the bread back and slammed it down into the wicker basket, causing it to form a fissure down its yeasty middle.


  “Well too damn bad, because you just did.” He tugged the basket his way and held it away from me until I was forced to look at him.


  “Ash, give it back.” I held out my hand.


  “Not until you realize I’m not Luc or any other guy you’ve ever known in your life. You will not shut me out, you hear me? Being together means communicating and sometimes saying stuff that isn’t pleasant but that the other person needs to hear. I’m sorry about Kemen—as far as Nephilim went, I didn’t hate him.”


  I scoffed and tried to snatch my basket back, but he wouldn’t budge. “Ash, I’m tired, okay? Please, give it back.” I huffed because he was making sense, and how could you fight with someone when all they seemed to want was in your best interest? But he completely discombobulated me too, because I didn’t know how to do this. How to interact like a normal person should.


  I jutted out my jaw, and he tipped my chin up, careful not to smear the paint.


  “You know I’m right.”


  I didn’t say anything because I couldn’t. There was a betraying hint of heat gathering behind my eyeballs, making them ache and burn, and I was so not going to cry. I was sick of crying, of being this pathetic demon who couldn’t get her crap together, ever.


  “I’ll give you one more night, little demon. And then we go, together. And you will talk to Grace.”


  Clenching my fists, I squeezed my eyes shut and cursed the fact that the man was right. That I was acting like a big, fat baby about all this.


  At the end of the day, I’d been the one to take Kemen’s life, not Grace, not the Order. Me.


  “Fine!” I blew out a hard breath, glaring at him. “But you’re not coming with me to Grace. I have to talk to her myself and in my own way, and you just distract me.” I waved my fingers at him.


  His dimple poked out. “Deal.”


  “Now give me my basket and go away.” I snapped my fingers on my palm in an imperious gesture.


  He laughed. “I’ll give you the basket.”


  I sighed and this time it wasn’t anger causing my jaw to clench up tight, but laughter. Because Asher and I had just had our first official fight and the sky hadn’t fallen.


  Still upset, but curiously humbled by him, I tackled him to the ground. I wrapped my arms around him, surprising him enough that we fell together. But he twisted just in time to make sure not to land on me.


  “What is this?” he asked when I peppered his whisker free jaw with kisses. “You’re going to smear that stuff on me.”


  Sucking my lip between my teeth, I framed his face with my hands and we just stared at each other. I wanted to tell him thank you: thank you for standing up to me, thank you for not taking my shit, thank you for being there, and holding me, and forcing me to be better than I was. But I was still learning how to do it. While I’d always craved this level of intimacy, parts of me feared it too. Feared that someday I’d push him too far, drive him away, make him realize I was really nothing more than a lust demon who needed killing.


  His arms squeezed me tight. “Told you, little demon, you can’t scare me off.”


  “Sometimes I really don’t like you.”


  That damnable dimple peeked out. “I’m your favorite person—you just haven’t realized it yet.”


  Shoving off him, I shook my head because that wasn’t true at all. I did realize it. That’s why he scared me so much. Dusting off his shirt, he watched me for a second.


  But I had nothing else to say, so I started setting up my altar. After a second, he joined me. Grabbing short and long candles from the box, I lined the casket with them, propped up a couple of pictures of the Virgin Mary, and set a freestanding antique gold crucifix at its center. I then moved the basket to the foot of the cotton-candy-pink grave before tracing my fingers across the headstone.


  “Who did this grave belong to, Pandora?” His deep voice washed through me like healing waters. I was becoming addicted to the man.


  “Her name was Paz.”


  “Means peace, right?”


  I nodded and he squeezed the fingers of my other hand, which was resting on my thigh.


  “She died in eighteen sixty-three of consumption. She wasn’t even a year old.”


  Placing his hand above the one I had on the grave, he moved it so that we were both able to feel its scratchy texture rub against us.


  “Her grave looks remarkably well preserved. I remember your years in Mexico—that would have been around eighteen sixty-three, wouldn’t it?”


  I sniffed. “You’re such a stalker.”


  “Pandora.” He playfully swatted my hand before grabbing back on. “Read the damn book.”


  “Whatever. And yes, it was around that time. Influenza had hit the village hard, decimating the people. But Paz was so young that when she contracted it, it morphed and became twice as deadly to her. She didn’t stand a chance. Her family threw her out into the streets. Not an uncommon practice back then, sadly. I found her, and I held her until she died.”


  My lips thinned as the memory of that night came floating back, as vivid and bright as the day it’d happened. Me standing on the edge of a cliff, cooing and rocking the child as she’d coughed and struggled to breathe. I’d stood under the stars holding her because it seemed like a beautiful place to die.


  At the very end, Paz had curled her brown little fist around my finger and she hadn’t seemed to struggle, she’d simply let go.


  “How’d you know what her name was?”


  “I didn’t.” I shook my head and lovingly traced her grave once more. “I named her. Then I buried her and watched over the gravesite for years. A century later when this graveyard popped up, I transferred her remains over here and have been tending to it ever since.”


  “You’re remarkable, little demon.”


  He hadn’t said I love you or given me any promise of some fairy-tale future, but the words he’d said hit me harder than an actual declaration. I smiled and kissed his cheek. “I’ll go to the hive with you tomorrow. But I am going to talk to Luc first.”


  “You know I’ll support you no matter what. But maybe I’ll just join in on that meeting of the minds.”


  “You think he’ll burst a blood vessel when I tell him this?”


  He stood, then helped me to my feet. “At least ten.”


  “Well, I feel better being here tonight anyway. After what happened last night, I don’t want to leave and then find out after the fact that zombies set upon this crowd.”


  “Agreed.” He rubbed my arm. “Look.” He jerked his chin. “The mystery of the mums is solved.”


  I turned to look where he’d pointed and noticed a slim, young brunette dressed in a plain blue dress and wearing black shoes, standing across the street from us and holding an obscenely large wicker basket full of bright red mums.


  I shook my head because there was no way I was seeing what I was seeing. But I couldn’t deny the fact that that fresh-faced girl most definitely had one brown eye and one green eye.


  “Just flowers, see.”


  “No.” I shook his hand off and started across the street. “I know that girl. She was the girl at the taco stand that night.”


  He walked beside me. The moment we stepped onto the sidewalk, it was like trying to wade through a crush of migrating salmon. People were everywhere. The bands were playing all along the streets.


  There was chaos and noise and heads obscuring my line of sight. A group of giggling girls bumped into my back, giggling even harder when Asher smiled down at them, before running off with squealed delight.


  The dual-colored eyes were locked on me.


  “Which girl, Pandora?” he asked, looking around the crowd.


  I pointed to the scrap of blue I could still see between the crush of people. “Her.”


  “I don’t see her.” He frowned. “Which girl from the taco stand is this?”


  There were dancers and revelers everywhere, some drinking, others just trying to make their way to the graveyards to light their candles and set out their food. Asher was holding an arm out in front of us, trying to help clear the way, and I just couldn’t understand how we were suddenly swamped by humans.


  It was frustrating that for every step forward I made, I was shoved back two or three.


  “The one serving me that night, Ash. The one who looked at me like I was nuts when I asked her if she’d seen the man who disappeared.”


  Literally in the split second that I’d taken to turn and answer his question, she was gone. The girl in the blue dress with a basket of mums had vanished.


  I hissed, standing dumbfounded. Not only because the girl was gone, but the crowd that’d been bearing down like a wave had thinned out to a trickle.


  “Did you see where she went?” I asked in frustration.


  Rubbing his jaw, he glanced to his left and then to his right. “Now I see what you’re talking about when you say people are vanishing. And was it just me, or does the sudden lack of crowd disturb you?”


  I rolled my eyes. “Everything disturbs me, especially since stepping foot in Mexico. Nothing at all is going like it should. There is nothing I hate more than a mystery.” I tossed my hands in the air. “What do we do now?”


  “You bring us some paying customers, that’s what you do.” Luc’s voice growled from just behind me.


  I turned. Luc’s arms were crossed and he was dressed just as Bubba had been, but he was eyeing Asher like a man who wanted to kill something in a most violent and brutal manner.


  “Luc, I thought I saw something—”


  He chuckled. “I could give a crap what you think you saw. You work for me, don’t forget that. And you.” He turned to Asher. “You can just get the hell away from her.”


  Asher was practically vibrating, and I stepped in front of him. Last thing I wanted was a pissing match between these two out in public where everyone and their mother could see it.


  “Don’t think so, Lust.” Asher’s voice never wavered.


  Stepping between the two of them, I sighed. “Luc, I’m here and I don’t plan to leave tonight. But if I see something that I think can help our case,” I whispered, “then I’m going to follow up on it. And Asher stays with me. Period.” I hooked my arm behind Ash’s waist and my foot behind his. Just in case he had any kind of stupid ideas right now. Like tackling my boss to the pavement.


  Luc’s snarl was a vicious thing of fangs and animalistic wrath.


  “And one more thing.” I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t care who you sleep with, but you keep your mouth quiet about me and what I can do.”


  That finally made him turn from looking at Ash to me. “What are you talking about?”


  “Vyxen told me. So don’t try to deny it.”


  “I didn’t tell her shit.”


  I hated that it still made me feel like someone had jabbed a hot stick right through my heart when he didn’t deny sleeping with her. “That’s not what she says. So just keep your kitten on a leash.”


  I turned to go, but Luc yanked me around so hard it made my neck jerk.


  Latching onto the hand Luc had curled around my wrist, Asher murmured, “I will snap you in half if you ever touch her like that again. Let her go.”


  Luc carefully unfurled his hand from mine, deliberately slowly, and whatever he might have planned to say to me suddenly didn’t seem to matter. He turned and walked away.


  “Come on.” Asher pulled me to his side and lifted the hand that Luc had gripped, kissing the inside of it softly and making my knees weak.


  “Where are you taking me?” I asked when we walked behind a large office building.


  “To a roof so we can watch the streets like old times.”


  “Old times.” I snorted. “You do remember I’m immortal? Your definition of old and my definition are clearly polar opposites.”


  Laughing, he took me into a corner of shadow and wrapped his arm around me. “Hang on.”


  I didn’t really have time to question him, because the next thing I knew the air was thick and static charged, and the shadows we’d walked into now almost seemed to pulse around us.


  And then it got really weird.


  Wings shot from his back.


  These weren’t fairy wings either. They were honest to goodness angel wings, but instead of them being white, they gleamed like ink in moonlight.


  “Oh my God,” I gasped. “You’re an angel?”
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  The second we landed on the rooftop I jumped out of his arms. It all made sense, the flaming sword, his ability to be undetected around us, how fast he moved and his abilities to do things I’d never seen any other breed of monster do.


  He’d flown us up with one powerful surge of his massive wings, and my hands were shaking like someone had just shot me up with ten vials of adrenaline.


  “Angel and demon. A little cliché, don’t you think?” He chuckled, tucking his wings back into wherever he hid them.


  My fingers twitched as I recalled a long-forgotten memory of me gliding my hands down his back and thinking the fact that he had two large vertical ridges running down it was weird.


  “Are you saying you are or aren’t? ’Cause I don’t do angels—bad things happen when you guys fall.”


  “Relax, little demon. I’m no angel.” He walked over to where I was and I reluctantly let him drag me back to his side.


  “You’ve got wings.” If he wanted me to spell it out for him I would. Tapping my foot, I gave him a minute to answer before I forced it out of him. I wasn’t exactly sure I was strong enough to hold him down if he didn’t want me to, but I’d try anyway.


  “Read the—”


  “If you tell me to read that damn book one more time, I’ll cut your tongue out.” I snapped my fingers in his face.


  Swatting my hand away, he chuckled. “Anyone ever tell you have a temper?”


  “Oh no, never.” I widened my eyes. “You think I have an attitude now, keep toying with me, Priest.”


  Slapping my ass, he grinned when I just about jumped out of my skin. “Watch the south and east; I’ll keep my eyes on the north and west sides.”


  “Did you really just slap my ass? Really?” I rubbed my still-stinging cheek.


  “I seem to remember a certain demon who had way too much fun at my expense one night not too long ago. Turnabout is only fair.”


  He was of course referring to the “daddy” fetish incident. “You’re a jerk.” I sniffed but couldn’t keep from grunting when he tickled my ribs.


  Slapping him away, I pointed at the opposite end of the building. “Behave or you’re going to the corner. And what in the hell has gotten into you? You are so not the guy I knew.”


  It got quiet after a while, so I studied the street, keeping an eye out for the blue-dress girl.


  “Keep looking while I talk,” he said in a soft tone. “For years I’ve imagined what it would be like to actually meet you, Pandora. To meet you and not have you fear me, but to have you look at me the way I’ve looked at you for so long.”


  I gripped the railing, standing absolutely still.


  “But I always believed that day would never come, because unless certain things happened, I had never planned to reveal myself to you. The day I did, it was because a colleague of mine had learned of your whereabouts. For years I’d covered your tracks, but one of yours had gotten sloppy in Tennessee, got herself killed by a priest, and suddenly your location was once again known. Once I’d ascertained that the colleague hadn’t divulged it to anyone else, I had to take him out. That’s why I came at you with the amount of force I did. To throw off your scent again so that no one else could learn of you.”


  I turned in his direction. “You killed a priest?” I gasped. I’d felt eyes on me constantly back in South Dakota and never imagined for a second it was another priest.


  He nodded toward the street, which was once again swelling with a human tide. The parade was well under way now. The bands were playing, revelers were dancing and shouting, singing and fighting, all signs of an exceptionally run fiesta. Bubba’s almonds smelled divine, even from way up here, and my mouth watered for a taste. I was hungry again. Weird.


  “I told you not to look back. Pay attention, Pandora.”


  Grumbling, I turned. “You’re bossy.”


  He ignored that jab.


  “And I can’t tell you who I killed without revealing things. But my point is this, you have to understand that while I may seem like I’m coming on strong, for me this isn’t new. I’ve wanted to meet you for a very long time, little demon.”


  “Okay, that’s it.” I turned and burrowed my way into his arms because how could a girl not want to hug a man who’d basically just told her he felt exactly as she did? It was a scientific impossibility. (Look it up if you don’t believe me, I’m not lying.)


  He sighed, obviously realizing I was going to break all his rules. The sooner he accepted that, the better.


  “Ash, if you’re telling me this because of what I just said, I didn’t say it because I’m scared. Well, I am scared, but not because I don’t want it too. I’m scared because I want it too much. My life is a shit storm right now.”


  Tipping my chin up, his eyes caressed me. “That’s why I’m here.”


  “And are you going to leave when it’s over?” I swear I could feel the beat of my pulse on the back of my tongue as I waited for his response.


  “What do you think?”


  Then he kissed me and I gasped from the electric slide of velvet lips on my own. There was no tongue—we both knew what would happen if we went down that road—but he sucked and nibbled and worked me up to a frenzy of need anyway. It didn’t take much to make a lust demon get randy—just sayin’.


  “Your eyes are glowing,” he whispered when we finally came up for air.


  And I was just about to tell him I don’t know what when I spotted a flash of blue that immediately killed the need for banter.


  “Ash, look.” I pointed at the girl who was now on the other side of the road, staring up at me, still holding tight to her basket of mums.


  I made to trace after her, but he shook his head. “There are too many humans around.”


  Impatience and an all-encompassing sixth sense had me pleading. “You don’t understand. Any other time someone has vanished like this on me, the next time I’ve seen them, they were zombies. There mere fact that she’s there…” I gestured toward her but growled when I realized that once again the girl in blue had vanished.


  His eyes were piercing as he eyed the street below. “She’s gone.”


  “I should have gone after all.”


  “No. You shouldn’t have. For all you know, the Order is trying to lure you out into the open. We stay up here, we study, and then we formulate a plan.”


  Tapping his chest with my fist, I sighed. “That how you got to be such a lean mean killing machine?”


  His lip twitched. “Something like that.”


  We spotted the girl again, one more time after that. And just like last time, she once again vanished. This time she’d been walking through the graveyard before stopping at a tombstone, where she reached into her basket to get a mum to set on the grave.


  But unlike the last two times when I’d looked away before noticing her absence, she literally vanished in front of our eyes. There one minute, gone the next. Like a mirage on hot asphalt, she winked out of existence.


  The strangest part of it all was that no else seemed to notice or be startled by it. Even though the graveyard was full of people and thousands of candles were lit and she should have been seen, no one turned.


  The rest of the night was a wash. The parade went off without a hitch. Remembering the flower she’d laid down, I rushed to the graveyard once Asher and I came off the roof. The streets were littered with trash but empty of people.


  A balmy, nippy breeze rolled in from the east and I just knew that the grave the girl had placed the flower on belonged to Paz.


  I wasn’t surprised at all to find a waxy-petaled bloom on it. Grabbing it, I held it under Asher’s nose. “This is a message.”


  He nodded. “But of what, we’ll have to wait and see. Let’s go home, little demon, grab a few hours of sleep, and tomorrow we’ll start to work out way through all this. If that was a message—”


  “It is.” I nodded my head emphatically.


  Waving away my words, he shrugged. “She will find us. Worrying about it when we can’t do anything is pointless.”


  I hated to admit he was right.


  “Yeah, fine.” I tucked the flower behind my ear and then slipped my arm through his. “And don’t think I’ve forgotten about those sexy wings of yours. Know this, Priest, I’m gonna get to the bottom of you too.”


  Straight white teeth flashed at me. “I look forward to it.”


  Snorting, I gave less than a heartfelt chuckle. “Should I trace us?”


  “Or you know, I could just sweep you off your feet and fly us straight to heaven.”


  I laughed, wrapped my arms around him and clamped tight to his ear so that he hissed before I whispered, “Don’t tempt a demon, Priest, you’ll never win that war.”


  The second we got home, he passed out on the bed. While I was jealous of his ability to just zone out, I was wide awake, my mind buzzing with way too many thoughts and ideas.


  He moaned when I crawled out from under the sheets and attempted to latch back onto me. Biting my lip, I traced the curve of his jaw with my finger, still weirded out by the fact that I could. “I’m not going anywhere.”


  His dimple winked at me and my heart summersaulted. I quickly snatched the book of poems off the desk and then turned on a reading lamp.


  “That bother you?” I asked when he rolled over.


  “You’re reading the book, I’m not going to complain.” His deep voice made my nipples tingle. I was seriously nuts not to just bang this guy already, but prolonging the inevitable was only making it so much better.


  Of course, the flip side of that meant there was a distinct possibility he’d never live up the expectations created, but I somehow doubted that.


  “Go to sleep, Priest.” I sniffed but couldn’t help but grin at his soft chuckle. I stared at him until his breathing evened out. He really was beautiful. There was a light dusting of stubble on his jaw and I totally had a Pretty Woman moment. Touching my fingers to my lips I kissed them, then pressed them to his own mouth.


  He nipped them gently but was back asleep in seconds.


  As hard as it sometimes was to trust anyone, I knew, just knew in my heart of hearts that I could trust him. He was sleeping in my bed, nude, without a weapon in sight. Completely defenseless against me—in my world there could be no greater sign of trust than to become vulnerable. They say actions speak louder than words. In my years I’ve learned that saying is absolutely true.


  He kept demanding I read the book. He wanted me to learn him, understand and solve the mystery of why he’d been following me, tracking me… Well, then, I’d do what I must.


  “Okay, Priest,” I whispered, “speak to me.” Flipping the book open to page one, I read it intently, looking for any hint or clues of what I might have missed.


  Three hours later, eyes red and burning, head pounding as the sun began its gradual ascent across the sky, I snapped the book shut. I’d learned nothing, but I wasn’t defeated.


  Sliding down until my face was pressed against his shoulder, I rubbed against it once, yawned, and smiled when he wrapped me up in his strong arms.


  I would figure him out. It was only a matter of when.


  ***


  The hot sun blasted through the window. Asher hadn’t moved a muscle since I’d passed out. He must have been incredibly exhausted, and it was adorable the way his mouth was slightly parted. His familiar scent of sandalwood saturated my nostrils. He always smelled so good; it was one of the many things I liked about him. I was coated in his scent and knew I wasn’t going to be taking a shower this morning. I wanted his stamp on me, wanted the connection of him lingering all over.


  I didn’t care if my family figured out that I was breaking a demon’s cardinal rule. That I was falling in love with this amazing, terrifying, beautiful man who was still a mystery to me in so many ways.


  Clutching the sheet to my breasts, I traced my finger down the length of his spine, grinning when his lips curled and a rumbling moan spilled from his throat.


  “Come back to bed, little demon,” he murmured, tossing his strong arm across my lap to pull me closer. “There’s nowhere we have to be for hours yet. Enjoy the rare afternoon off.”


  I’d learned these past two nights that Asher ran extremely warm—he never slept under the sheets, which was fine by me because it meant my greedy gaze got to feast on him whenever I wanted to. He was pure grit and muscle, smooth and all hard lines, but with the kind of sloping grace reminiscent of a swimmer’s body. The only mar on him was the numerous scars, which I sorta liked.


  My heart fluttered and Lust purred. She could appreciate the sight of a man’s perfectly shaped ass. But as much as we wanted him, the frenetic need we’d felt the first time we’d seen him wasn’t obsessive.


  Threaded between the lust of our need were glistening, powerful strings of something much greater, deeper, and fuller.


  Those strings, while thin and seemingly insignificant, were ten times more powerful than the need of the flesh. Leaning over, I planted a kiss on his shoulder, delighted when his smooth muscle flexed tight beneath my touch.


  He moved like lightning; in less time than it took me to blink, he’d rolled over and had me caged in his arms, forcing me to rest my hands on the bed so as not to fall.


  “Where are you going, little demon?”


  He knew me so well. Transferring all my weight to one arm, I pushed hair out of his eyes, memorizing the silky feel of it before smiling. “Grace’s.”


  Burning intellect scraped me. “Don’t kill her.”


  I snorted. “I promised you I would go to her.”


  He nodded.


  “I need to do this. I won’t take long. And when I come back—”


  “We’ll make wild monkey love?”


  Choking with laughter, I dug my sharp teeth into my bottom lip. “You make trying to be an honest woman extremely difficult, Priest.”


  “That’s the plan. Wear you down until you have mercy on me.”


  Needing to touch him, I claimed his lips. It was a sweet, tender kiss full of the promise of me, of us. Of my ever-increasing desire for him. I also let him feel the truth—a truth I was nowhere near comfortable speaking into existence just yet.


  “Hurry back.” His lips danced across mine.


  I got up and walked to the closet, because if I stayed on that bed for one more second, all my good intentions would vanish like smoke.


  Pushing aside the few hangers still holding Kemen’s clothes, I grabbed a pair of jeans and a cream-colored belly shirt with a Día de los Muertos graphic skull on front. Sitting up in bed, Asher leaned against the headboard with his arms behind his head, watching me with hot eyes.


  My hands shook as I buttoned up my jeans. He smirked, licking his lips. His cock stood to glorious attention and I knew if I really wanted him, he’d deny no part of himself to me.


  But Asher let me put this off, not because he couldn’t force me to give in to our need. He could, at any moment. That was probably the biggest turn-on. He would never demand it of me, he was an alpha male all the way through but confident enough in who he was that waiting wasn’t an issue.


  Sweeping my fingers through my hair, I let it hang long and free today.


  “Little demon…” His voice was thick and gravelly.


  Applying a light sheen of nude lip-gloss, I twitched my brows for him to continue.


  “I’ll be waiting for your return. You be safe and guard my greatest treasure.”


  Slipping the tube of gloss into my pocket, I tried to pretend like what he’d just said hadn’t completely rattled me. “You’re going to follow me to Grace’s, aren’t you?”


  His smile was smug. “I’ll stay here, like I promised last night. But you’ll be guarded. The Order wants you dead, and as much as I trust Grace, I don’t trust them. Be careful who sees you.”


  “Who’s going to be guarding me?”


  “An old friend.”


  The air grew thick and oppressive, and then a gray shadow stepped forth. Eyes glowing like hellfire, the Gray Man stood silently by.


  Kissing my fingers, I blew my priest a kiss and then went to lay some demons to rest.
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  The sun was just cresting the red desert horizon when I traced into Grace’s bedroom.


  In sleep, Grace looked human. So frail. Her papery white skin was mottled with liver spots and bright blue veins. Her breath was ragged—sometimes she’d go so long without inhaling that I knew she wasn’t long for this world.


  I clenched my fists, rooted with indecision. The Gray Man walked up beside me and no longer did he seem like a frightening entity. This flash was an extension of my priest. I grabbed one shadowy hand.


  The Gray Man squeezed back and I felt Asher’s soul pulse through it, feeding me, giving me strength to quiet the compulsive demand of my demons to slaughter, kill, and torture.


  Pestilence hissed, Lust slithered, and I drew on Asher’s strength.


  “Wake up,” I snapped.


  The sharp command had her eyes widening. Grabbing her chest, her face transformed into a mask of terror—mouth gaping and eyes widening as she took in a deep, shaky breath.


  “Pandora?” Her hands trembled. But she quickly shook the sleep from her, scooting back until she was able to use the headboard to help her sit up. Soon the confusion turned to the sharp gaze of the woman I’d once loved like a mother. Eyes moving between me and the Gray Man, her keen brain fitted the pieces of the puzzle together. “Now you know.”


  “Not really.” I dipped my brows, keeping my feet firmly locked in place. “I know you and Ash are working together, but not why. Or how long you’ve been playing me.”


  Her silver hair hung like thin threads of cobwebs around her hunched shoulders.


  “The night you gave me that ring, you said it was hell on a person. Your words. Remember?”


  She didn’t bother denying it.


  “I would have died down there if it hadn’t been for Ash. Why send me to Hell? What did you have to gain? What is going on, Grace? And this time I want the truth or I’ll make good on what my priest stopped me from doing a few nights ago.”


  No surprise filtered through her gaze—the old bat had clearly been caught up on all the gory details.


  “There is a prophecy about you. One the Order is desperate to contain.”


  The tape recording Asher had left me the night I’d woken up from my coma had alluded to a prophecy. “What prophecy?”


  “That you’re the key to releasing Wrath.”


  My heart jerked at the memory of the inhumanly beautiful man tempting me to him. Calling me to heed, to obey. I’d come so close.


  “But I was only in Hell because of that ring—if you hadn’t given it to me, I would never have gone there.”


  “No, Dora.” Her eyes closed and she heaved a sigh. “You’ll not be in Hell when when you call him forth. The ring was a test, to see if you were strong enough to resist.”


  “I didn’t release him.” I widened my eyes.


  “I know. As does the Order. I’d hoped it would be enough to dissuade them of this course, but I’ve learned that test meant nothing to them.”


  A terrible suspicion took root. “Did you orchestrate that thing?”


  The way she nibbled on her lip and looked quickly away told me everything I needed to know.


  “Damn you!”


  Face scrunching up, she tossed up her hands. “It was the only way I knew to prove to them that you could be trusted.”


  God, she didn’t know. My heart was pounding so hard. If it hadn’t been for Asher throwing himself on me, I would very likely have gone to Wrath. I wonder if he’d told her that, if she knew that I’d been inches from unleashing that deadly sin. That truth was like bile on my tongue.


  “And Kemen? That was you. I heard the recording.”


  Inhaling deeply, she nodded. “Yes, lass, that was me.”


  If the Gray Man hadn’t been hanging on to my hand, I’d have jumped her right then and there. Rage roared through me, woke both my demons up until they hissed and spit right alongside me. “Why!”


  She held up her hands. “You may not believe me, but everything, and I mean everything I’m about to tell you is true, and I have the proof to back it up.”


  If I said a word, if I even blinked right now, I’d eviscerate her. So I waited for her to continue.


  “Kemen approached me about two nights before your group landed in South Dakota.”


  “I don’t believe you,” I said through clenched teeth.


  “Ye don’t have to, but like I said, I can prove it. He was tired of living, told me so. Said he wanted out.”


  “Shut up.” My eyes burned.


  She shook her head. “I told him to go home and sleep it off. But he kept coming back.” She pointed at the small dresser she had shoved against the wall beside me. “In there you’ll find a voice recorder—it’s him, he told me to give it to ya when ye’d finally learned da truf.”


  Her accent was thick and her voice shook. She was clearly frazzled, but whether because it was true or a lie, I’d soon find out. “God help you if you’re lying.”


  Turning on my heel, I yanked open the drawer and found the small black tape recorder.


  “The cassette’s in there, just click Play.”


  Giving her a final withering glare, I started it. The snapping crackle of static soon gave way to a voice I thought I’d never hear again.


  Pandora…


  I sobbed, the tears coming instantly and hard.


  If you’re hearing this, then you didn’t kill Grace and that’s good. He chuckled with that sultry drawl of his I’d always been a sucker for, slightly smoky mixed with the sluggish exhaustion of a sloth demon. I know you probably hate me right now and I’m sorry. I couldn’t tell you because you’d try to stop me.


  I hiccupped and bit my knuckle.


  For so long I’ve felt useless to the family, to Luc especially. I’ve never quite fit in and I think you know a thing about that yourself.


  I shook my head, trying to deny it but knowing he was right.


  I was going to end things someway, I had to. He sighed. I was never as strong as you, Dora. I’ve lived my life and I just couldn’t do it anymore. I need you to understand that because odds are really good that you’ll be the one to take my life.


  A horrible keening exploded from my throat and I rocked back on my heels. Tears fell so hard I could barely see.


  I’m sorry. Just know that I loved you, and that’s why it has to be you. This is the only way my death will mean something, if I can keep you safe. This is my final gift to you, Dora. Please don’t mourn me anymore.


  That’s how it ended and I wanted to deny it, wanted to scream that she’d somehow forced him to do it, forced him to say these words or that someone had impersonated him. But that had been my sandman and the only thing I could do was hurl the instrument across the room. It crashed against the wall, shattering into pieces.


  Needing a minute to gather myself, I raced to her bathroom and slammed the door shut, hands shaking as I covered my face and cried.


  It took me a while to get the tears under control. Realizing I couldn’t stay in here forever, I walked to the sink splashed cold water on my face, and when I felt more in control of myself, I walked back to Grace’s room.


  She’d not moved and she didn’t say anything about my obviously still-tear-stained face.


  “Talk.”


  Grace was smart enough not to ask me about what.


  “The moment I realized that Kemen would not be dissuaded, I explained to him what was going on with you but told him he had to keep it all to himself. He couldn’t let you in on any of it. I told him everything, Dora. How the vampires were a trap, how I was working with a priest, how if anyone discovered what I was about, they’d have killed me and killed your only chance to survive this.”


  “You expect me to believe you’re as powerful as all that? You’re a pawn in their game!”


  “Nay.” She shook her head. “I’ve not gotten to this place in life without having contingency plans for any eventuality. Do you honestly believe that I was fool enough to think for a moment an organization as powerful as the Order might not one day go beyond their bounds? Power breeds corruption—it’s the one constant you can depend on.”


  I closed my eyes, leaning against the wall. The Gray Man, who I’d even forgotten was still there, came and stood beside me. I wondered just how much Asher knew of what was going on? Could he see through the GM’s eyes? Hear what it heard?


  “I’m a powerful ally, and I always have been. As is the priest. He and I arranged for everything to happen as it did in South Dakota, to never let the Order know we knew. It had to happen as it did to keep you safe. As long as they believed I was in on the double cross and that there was a priest actively tailing you to end it, they wouldn’t come at you with guns blazing. Kemen understood that—it’s why he allowed himself to become the decoy. The Order was thrilled to learn of a rogue within your ranks. It was entirely fabricated of course.” She waved her hand. “But it gave me the access I needed to learn the truth of what was really going on. Or at least enough of it to begin making plans. What you heard on the tape recording that night was me in character. I would never dishonor the sacrifice your friend made. Never.”


  Her blue eyes pleaded with me to believe her and I had no choice. It would be folly to deny it when the truth was so blatant. It didn’t make it hurt any less, but at least now I understood why he’d been reading the books he’d had in his room that day and why he’d not fought me when I’d ripped his head off while in the grip of a full-on demon possession.


  “Why is the Order after me? What in the hell have I done to them?” I asked on a heavy sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose.


  “The prophecy. You are the key to the end of days.”


  My heart sank like a stone. All demons understood that someday we’d lose this war on humanity. The great and terrible war between heaven and hell will culminate in our ultimate destruction. It is a war we will not win and one we strive daily to stave off. It’s why the Neph work so hard to walk the fine line between light and death. To try to help tip the scales of justice in our favor for however long we can.


  But prophecy was another thing. There were very few actual prophets to have ever existed. And the only true way to judge whether the prophets were real or hoax was if their words came true. If the prophecies all eventually came to pass, the prophet was real. If even one foretelling was false, his entire body of work was discredited. But it was one of those hindsight things.


  “Who wrote the prophecy?”


  “His name was Josias of Smyrna.”


  An ancient—it wasn’t sounding good. Though I’d never heard of this particular prophet, it didn’t mean that within established circles he wasn’t well known. “Who is he? What is his body of work?”


  “The scrolls were discovered on papyrus sealed in clay jars on the Island of Patmos.”


  “That’s nowhere near Smyrna.”


  She shrugged. “The jars had clearly been moved. But the papyri had been excellently preserved. Ten years ago, the Order began reading through the scrolls. Most of it is nothing but a history of ancient Greece. Three months ago, they found the Josias prophecy. A nightmarish vision of demons unleashed, of a key, and a sketch of a woman’s face. Yours, Pandora.”


  Her eyes pierced mine.


  “Are you telling me he has no other body of work? That the Order is out to destroy me simply because of a drawing? Don’t forget that I lived back then. It’s entirely possible that whoever this Josiah is, he’d seen me.”


  I couldn’t believe that all this betrayal, all these lies and red herrings had been devised and based on one sketch. “Does it even call me the key?”


  “They haven’t let me read most of it. The scroll is now in the Triad’s hands, which is the ruling council of the Order. Pandora, whatever is on those scrolls has scared them enough that they’re on a witch hunt.”


  “But how am I supposed to release Wrath? He’s bound by chains of iron forged by the hands of Michael himself. If I even tried to release him from those, I’d suffer instant death. I’m a demon—those chains are as deadly to me as they are to an HCD.”


  Sick at heart, I rubbed my stomach. It made a perverse sense. Humans were a panicky bunch, it didn’t take much to make them react, and the mere whiff of Armageddon was sure to make the Order take drastic measures to ensure it didn’t happen on their watch.


  “Then why aren’t they just coming into our camp and blowing it up?”


  “Because while we have knowledge of how to kill you, at the end of the day we’re only human. But I promise you they’ll grow bolder with each unsuccessful attempt.”


  “Is that why a hive of zombies descended on us?”


  “When?” Her eyes narrowed shrewdly.


  “Night past. But, Grace, those zombies were unlike any I’ve ever seen. The bite nearly killed me. I couldn’t heal until I’d tapped into a second demon I now host.”


  “Second demon?” She sounded shocked, and I suddenly remembered I hadn’t told her about Pestilence. Backtracking, I got her up to speed about everything that’d gone down that night.


  I still wasn’t entirely sure I could trust Grace again. Regardless of the fact that in the end it did seem she’d been working not against me, but with me, she’d also burned bridges that would never be rebuilt.


  “What can you tell me about Asher? I know you know something—who is he? Who does he work for?”


  She chuckled, patting her white sleep dress down. “He told me you might try to ask. There are powers in this world, Pandora, that once unleashed cannot be contained again. Walls have ears, the breeze whispers our secrets. To expose him would end him. But I can give you a hint. A place to start at least.”


  The disappointment was instantly replaced by the excitement that I’d finally learn something. “What?”


  “Massachusetts. The place where rock meets tree.”


  That was vague at best, but I’d never jeopardize my priest. If that was all she could give me, then it would have to be enough. “I’m going to get to the bottom of all this. I vow it.” My conviction was absolute.


  “Have faith.”


  I scoffed.


  “Dora.” She reached out just as I turned to go. “Keep your eyes always open. You can trust Asher, and Luc. Use them both, for they are the only ones who would lay down their lives to protect you.”


  “Josias has me wrong.” I shook my head. “I am not the key. I’m going to prove that to the Order.”


  She nodded once. “It’s why both Asher and I broke faith. Take care of yourself, Dora.”


  “Do you really mean that?”


  “I always have, Nephilim. Kemen should never have happened—it wasn’t at all what I would have wanted, but it was his wish and he was old enough to decide that. So honor his sacrifice as he meant it to be. The Order plays a deadly game, but you are not alone.”


  “I want to believe you.” I’m sure she heard the but in there; I didn’t try to hide it.


  Her face grew morose as she stared out the window of her room. “Be wary of the hive, Dora. I’ve never seen zombies such as these.”


  “Is there something you’re not telling me?”


  Licking her shriveled lips, she turned back to me. “Figure this out before we’re all dead.”


  Her words were still ringing in my ears when I returned to Kemen’s trailer, which felt more mine now than my actual one parked just a few rows over. I’d been fooled by Grace before, but this time I’d gone in there with proverbial guns blazing, ready to suss out any betraying hint of a lie. Not only did I not hear her heartbeat quicken or witness a telltale sheen of sweat coating her face, her voice had remained full of conviction.


  If she was lying, then I was a monkey’s uncle.


  The endless questions and what-ifs played like a revolving door in my mind. I wanted to see that damn scroll more than anything, wanted to know what in the hell was in Massachusetts that had to do with my priest.


  At least one question was answered, and that was why the Order so blatantly seemed to be coming after me.


  I wasn’t sure what to expect when I returned to my room, maybe a still-naked Asher. And if I had found that, I would have said “screw morals” and just taken him. Used his body to drive the thoughts away.


  What I did not expect was to see Asher sitting on a chair, dressed in the same business attire of the night before, and Luc sitting across from him on a stool, dressed in jeans and a sweater.


  Looking over my shoulder briefly, I thinned my lips. “Am I missing something here? What are you doing here, Luc? Last I checked, this was my trailer.”


  “No.” He glowered, keeping his predatory gaze on the priest, “This belonged to Kemen, and I want that trash”—he jerked his thumb at Asher—“out of here.”


  Having had about enough, I marched up to Luc and kicked him hard in the shin, hard enough that it would leave an ugly bruise.


  “What the fuck!” He jumped to his feet, glaring down at me.


  Shoving my finger in his face, I growled back. “I’ve had enough of this. The priest is my concern, and right now we have a lot bigger problems on our hands than your petty…” I wiggled my hands. “Whatever it is you’re feeling. So button it up, Luc, because you’re not going to like what I just found out.”


  He was breathing less hard now, and his mottled face began to return to his normal, healthy, golden color. “Don’t kick me again.” He sat back down and rubbed his shin.


  “Fine. Don’t threaten my guests.”


  “Fine.”


  Walking over to Ash, I sat on his lap, needing to feel his warmth on me. His fingers instantly brushed up and down my spine in a familiar gesture and I melted into that touch.


  Luc scrubbed his jaw, looking at the wall beside him. The confines of our trailers didn’t at all fit with the parameters of normal reality. We’d learned how to manipulate space centuries ago, it was how we could live in such small areas comfortably. We were able to shift inside dimensions of what should have been a tight space into a comfortable, roomy environment.


  Kemen’s trailer was a silver, bullet-style Airstream, pill-shaped on the outside, not big enough to have more than a tiny kitchenette and hide-a-bed with a bathroom that would only serve to handle the most basic of human needs, but this space was more like living in a comfortable two-story home.


  I hadn’t had the heart to take down any of Kemen’s décor. The man had been a bit of a geek, stapling posters all over the room of Einstein with tongue poking out and the periodic table, along with a couple of Dr. Who and TARDIS graphics. There were a couple of Deadhead prints up and one of a broad marijuana leaf with Bob Marley’s face beside it.


  It was Kemen and familiar, and I loved it all.


  Sighing, I drew on Ash’s quiet strength, just like I had at Grace’s.


  “What did she tell you?” Luc finally seemed under control.


  “That I’m destined to bring Wrath out of hiding.” My voice trembled just a little, even though I wasn’t willing to accept the predication as reality, it was terrifying to even think it.


  Asher’s fingers dug into my thighs. Brushing my hand over his, I glanced at him. “Did you know that?”


  “No.” He shook his head, tracing the curve of my cheek. “She hadn’t told me that.”


  “How does she know that?” Luc asked.


  “Apparently there’s some prophet.” I shook my head and proceeded to repeat verbatim the conversation I’d just had with her.


  “It doesn’t make sense.” Luc stood, pacing back and forth and brushing his fingers through his messy blond locks.


  He looked like hell today. Normally he was clean-shaven, but there was clearly evidence of two days’ growth of beard on him, and his eyes were bloodshot, like he’d been feasting on absinthe through the night and not between Vyxen’s thighs.


  Gah, that sounded totally snotty of me, didn’t it?


  “But the Order deciding all this based on some drawing”—he finger quoted—“feels premature at best.”


  I shrugged. Far as I was concerned, he was preaching to the choir.


  Asher cleared his throat. “Did she tell you anything else? Where the prophecy was located? With whom?”


  “Not just whom. It’s with the Triad.”


  “The Triad.” Luc growled, looking confused.


  Asher’s hands immediately stilled. “Shit,” he muttered.


  I frowned. “Am I missing out on something here?”


  “Yeah.” Asher stood, hanging on to my hand. “We need to get to the hive now. I’m pretty sure I know what’s going on.”


  “Wait!” Luc threw out his hand. “You’re going back to that desert?”


  “That’s what Grace told us to do,” I said, frowning because I was still totally confused about Asher’s reaction to my mentioning that name.


  “You’re not going alone. I’m coming with you.” Luc said it in such a way that I expected he was waiting for my denial of his offer.


  “Good.” Asher nodded. “Because we’ll need you.”


  Flinching as if completely confused by Asher’s reply, Luc said, “Give me a second to get Bubba up to speed on my duties for the day.”


  The minute Luc traced, I whirled on Ash. “You planning to explain what that was all about when I mentioned the Triad?”


  Grabbing my hand, he settled it on his rapidly beating heart.


  “Priest, are you nervous?” I whispered, because there was no way my dangerous killer could be right. His pupils hadn’t just dilated, and his pulse wasn’t racing, it was all in my head. It had to be.


  Cupping my cheek, he shook his head. “I’d be a fool to claim I wasn’t. Pandora, the Triad is no joke. I’m not surprised Grace couldn’t tell you much about them. Everything about that group is highly secretive and only known by a very few.”


  “Then how do you know what I obviously don’t? She said they were just the head of the Order.”


  He shook his head. “Pandora, since…” His nose curled as his lips pulled up. Sighing, he wrapped a strand of my hair around his finger and then sniffed it.


  I grabbed his hand. “Tell me.”


  “I can’t.” His jaw clenched. “Pandora, they’re bad. And they’re not human.”


  “What? The Order is comprised of—”


  “No.”


  “But Grace said—”


  “Doesn’t have the clearance to go that high. Little demon…” He grabbed my face, looking at me in such a way that I felt as if he were peering at my soul. “They won’t win.”


  I swallowed hard.


  Sulfur filled the room.


  “Let’s go,” Luc drawled.
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  We were lying side by side on the top of a cliff that overlooked a gulch several miles below. Scrub brush and sage dotted the red landscape. The sun was unmerciful this morning, bearing down on my back with the heat of licking flames, breaking me out in a wash of sweat, soaking me through in minutes.


  Luc had had the foresight to switch out of his sweatshirt and into an A-shirt. Asher’s boardroom clothes were pretty well ruined.


  “Look.” Ash pointed at a dark hole carved into the rock face about a mile above ground. “It’s there.”


  “The Order’s getting sloppy,” Luc drawled, swatting at a gnat buzzing around his face. “The trail of body parts leading us here was beyond obvious.”


  I curled my lip. “They think I’m stupid.”


  “No, they don’t.” Asher’s look was glacial. “They know you’ll recognize this as a trap. Because that isn’t the hive. That’s a decoy.”


  Glowering, Luc scooted forward until his head hung over the cliff as if he were trying to get a better look. “You sure, Priest?”


  Asher’s dimple poked out and I had to stifle the urge to dip my finger into it.


  “Very. Stay here, I’m going to investigate.” He glanced at Luc. “Guard your back.”


  “Against the knife you’re about to stab into it?” Luc drawled.


  “Let’s get one thing straight here, Neph.” Asher narrowed his eyes. “I refuse to be goaded by you anymore, but not because I’m scared of you. I hate you.”


  “Likewise.”


  “But,” Asher continued on as though Luc hadn’t spoken. “It’s not about that. It’s about keeping Pandora safe. Whatever I feel for you doesn’t matter. Whatever you think of me doesn’t matter. Only she does.”


  Leaning forward, Asher took my lips and I melted into his touch, sighing into his mouth. The kiss didn’t lasted nearly long enough, but my head swirled and buzzed all the same.


  Asher’s gaze was heavy as he studied me. “You hear anything, you fight just long enough to get free and then you leave. You hear me? I’ll be fine. You leave, little demon.”


  He didn’t give me even a moment to respond. Standing, he gathered darkness to him like iron shavings to a magnet until he was nothing but a tower of shadow amidst the radiance of sunlight. The shadow swirled and moved, disappearing off the edge of the cliff and melting into the darkness beneath.


  I smiled, realizing now how close Asher must have always been by my side. Hidden in plain sight.


  “Boy scout for real?” Luc scoffed.


  I shook my head. “Do you ever stop? Seriously? Has there ever been a moment that it went through your head that maybe enough is enough and you’ll leave it alone? Ever?”


  His face was cold. “What do you see in him, Dora?”


  “The list is too long for casual conversation, Luc. Can we just focus?”


  I studied the entrance of the cave, hoping at some point to witness that funnel of shadow slide into view, but all I saw was a lot of bouncing sagebrush. Obviously this was a decoy; more obvious was that we’d probably be set upon soon. I waited for the Order to make their next move.


  “What Vyxen told you,” Luc whispered. “It wasn’t true.”


  Glancing at him, I quirked my brow. “Which time?”


  “I wouldn’t rat you out, Dora. You and I might have some bad history, but you’re still my priority.”


  It was on the tip of my tongue to ask him why if I was his priority he’d been screwing around with Vyxen for so long, but then it suddenly dawned on me that it wasn’t the fact that Luc had sought comfort outside my arms that bothered me, it was the fact that his life was one giant blank for me. I’m not sure I’d ever really known him at all.


  “Right.” I nodded. “Whatever you say.”


  I was turning back to study the cave entrance when he grabbed my arm. “Dora, you have to talk to me. At some point you have to stop shutting me out.”


  “That’s rich.” I chuckled. “You want to know the truth? Then here it is in all its unvarnished glory. Do you love me?”


  His lips twisted.


  I shrugged. “Well, Luc? It’s a really simple question, requiring either a yes or a no. What’s it gonna be?”


  This time he was the one to turn around to stare at the entrance of the cave.


  I snorted. “You killed us, Luc, not me. You holding on so tight-fistedly to some stupid sense of ‘demons don’t show emotions.’ Demons can’t admit to having feelings, or needing, or wanting.” Rolling a little to my side, I bared my heart-shaped scar. “You might have marked me, but this is all you’ll ever get of my heart. One time, if you’d only said it once, my eyes would never have strayed. I would have accepted you sleeping around, doing whatever you needed to do to feed your demon, confident always in the thought that your heart was mine. But you never shared it with me. You gave me no hope. That’s why it’s Asher. Because he’s not afraid to show me. He’s a complete and total enigma, but he makes me feel treasured.”


  The entire time I’d been talking, Luc’s jaw had been grinding side to side. “I could have made you feel all those things,” he snapped.


  “Are you really so blind? You think killing a gaggle of innocent children because I disappeared was your way of proving your love? Or letting me walk headlong into danger was a way of showing me, or carving me up when all I asked was for you to reciprocate?”


  “You chose him!”


  Moved to pity, I framed Luc’s face. “Oh, Luc.”


  And I let him hear my pain, my wish that things had turned out differently. “You were the breath of my breath and the heart of my heart for so very long. You can’t just turn those things off overnight. I’ll always love you, and I hope that someday you’ll understand that. I needed more than you could give me and that’s not your fault. But I will always have your back.”


  His fingers grasped mine and a sheen of primal, raw anguish shone in his eyes. I averted my own, giving him some semblance of privacy, because I knew he wouldn’t want me to witness it.


  It took several minutes before he was able to speak, “You understand that once the family discovers we’re harboring a priest they will turn on you?”


  I gasped and turned to him. “Are you threatening me?”


  “As tempting as it would be to rid myself of him, I wouldn’t do that to you.”


  “Then they don’t need to ever find out. He doesn’t look like one, nor does he pulse like a monster does. So as far as I’m concerned, they’ll never figure it out unless you tell them.”


  Whatever else he might have said was lost at the sudden roaring grunt behind us. Then there were two, then three, and then a whole choir of grunts and groans coming from all directions.


  I was jerked away from Luc, pulse hammering, when the rabid eyes of a starving zombie leaned into me. Hands were all over, maggot-infested corpses tackled me to the ground. I was able to writhe and twist enough to keep their mouths off me.


  “Luc!” I screamed, glimpsing him through a break in putrid bodies, but he was also surrounded.


  Realizing I didn’t have time to worry about him, I twisted, telling Pestilence to wake the hell up. It was game on, and I wasn’t losing this time.


  Pestilence, unlike Lust, loved war. The tingling fury of his power juiced me up. His touch wouldn’t do shit against dead bodies, but fighting with him was like the equivalent of getting a speedball shot of testosterone straight into the vein.


  Aware that I had to prevent getting bit at all costs, I kicked out with my foot, shoving two bodies away and loosening the grip of the other three, getting them away from me just enough to scramble to my feet. Reaching into my back pocket, I grabbed my go-to weapon, the katana fan, and flicked it open.


  “Come get me, MFers,” I taunted.


  The five of them came at me all at once. Knowing I would have to be the aggressor to have any hope of keeping them on their heels and within the “safe zone,” I took just enough of a running start so that when I dropped to my knees, I was able to skid outside the reach of grabby arms. Now behind them, I hopped into a squat and sliced through their Achilles tendons.


  They didn’t grunt or groan like they were in pain, but the moment they took that first step, they dropped like scattered bowling pins. Dead or alive, you still needed that tendon to walk.


  Grinning, I blew them a kiss. “Slimy bastards.”


  After that, it was easy to pick them off one by one. They were still dangerous, but all I had to do was slide one over at a time, drive my blade down their neck, punt the head aside, and move on to the next until finally all bodies were secured.


  Luc had four of them down; his kills hadn’t been as clean as my own. Skulls were concave and oozing gray matter from the cracks. Luc was solid on his feet. His eyes flicked to me, and then, nodding, he grabbed the head of the final woman and ripped its head from its shoulder.


  “You all right? You get bit?” he asked me the second the threat had passed.


  “No.” I wiped my mouth, smearing rancid blood across it. Disgusted, I flipped up my shirt and wiped it off—no way was I licking my lips. Zombie ooze was the foulest stuff on Earth. “You?”


  “I’m fine, and this was way too easy, wasn’t it?”


  “Much.”


  Narrowing his eyes, he looked back at the cave, and for a second I knew he was wondering what might have happened to my priest. Sighing, he said, “Let’s go.” Rushing to me, he made to grab my arm.


  “We’re not leaving.”


  “Dammit, Pandora, you really gonna do this now? Asswipe told you to hightail it the hell out of here if something like this happened. Wouldn’t be surprised if he set this whole thing up.”


  A snappy retort was right on the tip of my tongue when I felt the prickle of sonar brush against me.


  “Dora, let’s—”


  “Shh.” I placed a finger against my lips. “Stop talking.”


  His brows twitched but he did stop to listen.


  Now that I was aware of the movement, I noticed the pitch wavering like the swell of a wave. Up and down, over and over again.


  “You feel that?” I looked at him.


  But I knew he did the second I saw him brush at the fine hairs on his arms, which were suddenly standing on edge.


  “Sounds like some sort of a frequency wave.”


  I nodded. “Yeah. Two guesses where it’s coming from, first guess doesn’t count.”


  We both turned toward the cave entrance across the gully.


  “I vote no.” He clamped his lips and crossed his arms in a way that made his biceps look twice as large.


  “I’m not leaving him. He wouldn’t leave me.”


  “I’ll follow you if you can explain how two sets of zombies got the jump on us without us noticing. I don’t trust him, Dora.”


  “You don’t have to, Luc, but I do. And I’m going.”


  Just as I was set to trace, he tried to grab my hand.


  “Don’t!” I jumped out of the way. “Don’t touch me. I’m hopped up on Pestilence—I’ll knock you down into the valley if you do.”


  Narrowing his eyes, he yanked my hand into his and I felt the power surge leap into him.


  But maybe because he’d been prepared for it, he was able to clench his teeth and hang on. The surge didn’t last long, but it was enough to break him out in a wash of sweat and turn his normally bronzed skin ashy.


  It actually felt good to release some of that adrenaline, helped me to feel not so wound tight as I normally did after a fight with Pest juicing me up. “You okay?” I touched his shoulder.


  Jerking his head, he muttered, “Hang on.”


  Then he traced us both to the cave.
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  “Shit!” He cried out and clapped hands over his ears.


  The vibrations in here were sonorous, moving through us with such force that I felt my insides quiver like jelly. Blood rushed immediately to my head.


  The smell of death was bad enough, but the thick crush of bodies rapidly running our way was even worse.


  The entrance of the cave wasn’t very wide. If he and I stood side by side, we’d easily be able to defend ourselves.


  “Nothing passes, you hear me,” he barked out.


  Those were the last words spoken before we were set upon. My fan wasn’t the greatest in such an enclosed space. Not the most practical of weapons—you needed room to flourish and brandish such a romantic piece of equipment. But with such limited space to move in, this job would require I get down and dirty.


  Pestilence pulsed through my body in waves, oozing through my pores in a green rolling mist. I was bone-deep cold as his power rushed through me, but each time I used him, I was better able to control my reaction to that violent level of freeze. Curving my fingers, I flexed my elongated black claws and puffed out a jet of white fog from my mouth. The thrum of the fight filled me, and with a final leer I got to work.


  It was easy enough to rip off their heads since most of their skin and muscle was already gone. What wasn’t easy was avoiding the bites.


  One of the cannibals latched onto my elbow as I was yanking its comrade’s head off.


  “Damn. It.” I growled when it ripped a chunk of meat out and swallowed my flesh with a slurpy sigh, then headed back in for more.


  This zombie was missing all the flesh on its jaw so that it looked like it was giving me a perpetual bloody smile. I was just reaching for it to rip its head off when another one—a teenage female wearing torn fishnet stockings and black Doc Martens—crawled over the body of an emaciated old man before wrapping its legs around my middle, forcing me back into the wall as it hooked its rotten arm across my throat. Smiling zombie licked its teeth with a tongue that flickered around like a serpent’s. The thing that struck me most about these undead wasn’t actually the smell or putrescent flesh, it was the cloudy blue eyes that hinted at no soul within.


  They were mindless killing machines; that more than anything bothered me. These zombies were so stereotypical as to be a cliché. But I had no more time to ponder it when Smiler wrapped his fingers around my wrist and jerked up. Shuddering, I jabbed my good elbow into chubby fishnet girl who was cutting off my air supply.


  Zombies were immune to pain—they were dead, they felt nothing. But the law of physics worked just as well on them as it did on the living. My jab was enough to force her to crawl higher up, giving me the leverage I needed to flip her over my shoulder.


  Gasping, I briefly touched my aching windpipe. Luc was dealing with his own horde while trying to maneuver his way back to me.


  “Dora, I’m coming.”


  “Just fight!” I huffed, sinking my claws into the neck of the smiler so that his teeth could no longer reach me. “I’m fine.” I yanked hard and it was nothing to separate the bottom jaw from the top; without the flesh and very little muscle left, even a human could have decapitated him.


  Luc spun around, slamming his palm down on the back of a zombie wearing a moth-riddled blue-jean jacket. The zombie fell hard to the ground. Planting his boot on the zombie’s neck to keep him immobile, Luc whipped a flip knife out of his pocket, and in one swift move, he severed the head of the female who was now suddenly on him.


  Ichor splashed everywhere and I swear, that smell is so much worse than the rest of the bodily fluids. A sharp burst of pain flared up the nerves of my arm. Grimacing, I flexed my fingers, and even while Luc should be focusing solely on the mass surrounding us, he kept flicking glances at me.


  I shook my head at him, knowing what he was thinking. I had this and I wasn’t going to let a bite stop me, even if my arm was currently tingling and the tips of my fingers were going numb from the toxin of that bite as it spread its way through my bloodstream. Sweating, I knew if I didn’t shift focus from my pain to the fight, I’d go into zombie shock again. Growling, I pushed off the wall. Barreling my body into a duo of them, I pinned one claw into a short brunette girl’s neck and the another into a man who looked sort of like a heavier version of Antonio Banderas.


  He especially was frantic with his need to get at me, snapping and hissing. His eyes weren’t nearly as cloudy or opaque as some of the others, and based off the faint odor of male cologne still on him, he was much fresher than the rest of them.


  Lust slithered inside me for a second when his head rolled; the demon obviously had a thing for Antonio. Who knew?


  As soon as I kicked him away from me, another took its place. This was really starting to feel like fighting an uphill, losing battle.


  “Asher!” I cried, wishing I knew where he was, if he was okay. We’d barely made any forward progress and if he wasn’t even in here, then maybe it was time to get the hell out of Dodge.


  I could have sworn I heard my name echo faintly in return. Heart racing with a sudden rush of adrenaline, I realized he was definitely still in here somewhere. I was a female Wolverine, slashing and clawing my way through zombie after zombie, almost on autopilot with my need to find the priest.


  I was at the point in the pain process where it was so unbearable that I was completely in shock about it. Finally Luc managed to work his way to me and we were once again side by side, moving slowly but inexorably farther in.


  He was breathing just as hard as I was, but we’d developed a system that was working. Luc, whether I wanted him to be or not, was definitely aware of the struggle my painfully shredded left arm was going through, so anything that came at us from the left, he managed. I felt bad that he was usually battling two or three to my one, but we were definitely moving faster.


  His blade was a constant swirling motion of deadly precision, and it made me proud to fight with him by my side. Luc hadn’t been in the field for so long that I’d always worried he might have gone soft, but the way he separated head after head after head from zombie bodies let me know the man had never stopped his training.


  My claws dripped with blood as I sank them in one neck after another, figuring out that because most of the bodies were so badly decomposed all I really had to do was make sure I got my nails in under the hyoid bone and pull up. Heads rolled in succession.


  We were almost at the end of the tunnel, which was now littered with bodies. The horde had definitely thinned out at this point and the ultrasonic vibrations were growing worse, setting my teeth on edge.


  “Shit,” Luc murmured, and I knew immediately he referred to the group of about ten zombies that were coming from around the bend. He looked at me, his breathing heavy and his clothing ripped and torn, hanging on him by threads. The hair he’d had pulled back earlier was now hanging free and loose around his face, the rubber band lost in the struggle back there somewhere.


  He stopped, hanging on to my elbow, and I’d die before I ever told him that the room was definitely spinning, my stomach was sour from all the smells around me, and I wasn’t too sure I could take another step without dumping Pestilence off into something.


  “I think they’re the last big bunch we’ll have to wade through—you think you can hang on?” His eyes looked worried and I shrugged, giving him a thumbs-up with my good hand.


  “I’ve got this, boss.”


  His raised brow told me he knew a bluff when he saw it, but at least he gave me my dignity and didn’t mention it.


  “One.” He started the count.


  The shuffle-step of the undead was practically upon us now.


  “Two.” I squeezed his fingers one final time before letting go.


  We never got to count to three—the group was upon us and they were hungry. Luc wrapped his arms around one and violently shoved it into three more, using it as a wall of sorts to push them back. That act helped me pull one toward me, giving me the element of surprise so that I could quickly and efficiently dispatch it.


  But though we’re strong, we’re not invincible. I stumbled when I took that man’s head off, landing on my butt in the very center of the killing ring. My body felt like a jagged block of ice, my vision was swimming, and I was definitely not doing good.


  With a roar, Luc slapped at a body bearing down on me. His skin was a dusky shade of gray as his demon surged violently to the surface—it was frothing and angry and all I could do was sit and stare as he twisted head after head off. Finally there was just one blond-haired female left. She was dressed in a green blouse and tan slacks and wearing only one shoe, and half her head was caved in. Attached to the lapel of her shirt was a wilted red mum. Luc sank his blade into her neck. She never gasped or muttered a grunt as he sawed off her head. The sound was sickening, the sight even more so—a wet tear that squished putrid blood under his claw tips.


  When he turned, I quickly shot my eyes to the ground and vibrated with the tension of knowing he was in full demon mode and I couldn’t have fought him right now if my life depended on it.


  My breathing and his were the only things I heard for several long minutes until finally I sensed his change, sensed he’d gotten himself under control once more.


  Luc’s hand was on my shoulder. “Dora?”


  “I’m good.” I sucked in two sharp breaths, not wanting to let him know just how bad I was hurting. We were close to the source of the vibration now. The frequency was so strong that my stomach revolted. If I’d eaten anything today, I would have been puking.


  He helped me to my feet, peering at me with a frown. “You’re bleeding.” He touched my arm where the bite wound was now bleeding profusely.


  “Just a scratch. Don’t worry about it.” I shrugged it from his grasp. Last thing he needed was to worry about me. Besides, we both knew I could heal myself if I could just dump out Pestilence. Thing was, I was hesitant to touch Luc right now because his skin was definitely sweaty and ashen-looking.


  “Well,” his deep voice said, “we’re here. Wherever here is anyway.” Ahead was a large room that glowed a muted yellowish color from the walls themselves. Black shadows danced on the walls—there were definitely more zombies back there.


  But I could also now hear the definite grunts of a man, my man, fighting by himself inside. I couldn’t see him, but I knew Asher was here. I wasn’t going to leave him, not now.


  “Dora, we need to get out of here, this place is overrun.”


  “We cleared this area, Luc.”


  “Yeah, for now. How many more do you think we can handle though?”


  I narrowed my eyes as I watched the shadows grow larger and larger upon the walls as the bodies drew closer. And just as I opened my mouth to respond to his question, I saw Ash.


  My priest was surrounded by a circle of twenty, if not thirty, zombies. The Gray Man stood beside him. The fiery blade was in Asher’s hand and he looked like a god of war the way he wielded it, snicking it through one neck after another after another.


  He must have sensed my presence, because he looked up for a split second and I saw a flash of anger and then resignation. “There’s a generator that’s making them go berserk. It’s in the second”—his blade arced over his head, leaving a trail of brilliant sparks in its wake as he sliced through two necks at once—“room to the left. Shut it down!”


  As if sensing my energy reserves were running on empty, Pestilence pumped just enough of his energy into me that I was able to shake off most of the malaise. It was odd to me that the demon I’d never wanted in the first place was becoming the one I depended on almost entirely now. Ever since Lust had come up against Wrath, she’d grown silent and dormant. In a strange juxtaposition, if it weren’t for Pestilence now, I’d likely have never survived the Order’s latest attempt to off me.


  Running, I made for the dark room that was a good twenty degrees cooler than the entry had been, ramming my claws through a nearly scalped female zombie as she came at me.


  Luc finished her off, twisting her head off right as I pulled my claws out. Another stream was headed our way.


  “Go.” Luc pointed to a darkened cove ahead of us. “I’ll hold them off. Shut that damn thing off.”


  I nodded just as the first zombie latched on to him, then more came and he was completely obscured form my sight. His grunts were the only thing letting me know he was still alive. I only hoped that whatever this generator was, shutting it off would also flip the off switch on the undead freaks.


  The cove wasn’t much of a room so much as a small carved-out section of rock. The buzzing was the worst here.


  Wincing, I grabbed my skull as every cell in my body rioted, crashing and sliding in chaotic movement against one another, threatening to rip my body apart. I must have stood there longer than I’d thought, because somehow Luc was now beside me. He was covered in so much ichor and gore that he was barely recognizable. I really hoped that blood wasn’t his.


  He was panting, but looking not much worse for wear. I grimaced as the sound waves pounded me over and over, battering my already bruised body so that I felt like whimpering like a whipped puppy.


  “Shut it off. We got to shut it off.” Luc slammed his hands on his ears. Blood slid down his nose as his eyes manically searched for the generator. “There.” He pointed just as I spotted it too.


  For a weapon of mass destruction, the thing was ridiculously small. It was round and black and no bigger than a marble.


  “How do I stop it?” I stepped inside the room, clinging to the rock with my claws as my body froze up, not wanting to take another step inside. The closer I got to it, the worse the pain was becoming. Grinding my molars, I swallowed my immediate gag reflex.


  Luc shook his head, then looking around, he yanked a jagged chunk of rock out of the wall and ran to the marble, where he slammed the rock over it. It fractured, and now the low-wave sound grew exponentially.


  I screamed. “We gotta destroy it. I’m ripping apart.”


  I wasn’t lying. My body was literally buzzing, my molecules threatening to burst apart at the seams.


  Wiping the blood off his upper lip, Luc lifted the rock, but I noticed his hands were shaking now. The power was getting to him too. The buzz kept growing louder and louder.


  Why was it growing louder? It shouldn’t be… it should be…


  “Luc, wait!” I yelled, trying to get my thoughts out. “It’s a sonic bomb, Luc. We need to make sure when we rupture it that the final pitch emitted is contained, otherwise we’ll blow apart.”


  Nodding, looking as bad as I felt, he pointed to the stack of bodies behind us. “Bring in as many as you can.”


  Running back out of the room, I picked up one of the nearest heads and ran back, repeating the process about five times until I had a circle of heads around the device. Tongues drew out of mouths as the zombies searched frantically for some way to get to us. Hanging on to the hair of one zombie as it chomped and groaned, I immediately got an idea to place the rheumy-eyed brunette directly on top of the device.


  “Give me your stone,” I demanded of Luc, holding the head as far from my body as possible.


  Blood was oozing thick and black from both his ears now. Grimacing, he tossed the rock at me. Walking to the generator, I slapped the zombie head with the rock.


  “Open your mouth, freak!”


  It snapped open, and I shoved its face forward so that its mouth was over the power source. It bit down. Then it started gasping and grunting as if trying to shove the foreign object out.


  “Hold on,” Luc murmured and then ran back out, bringing two zombie bodies with him a moment later. He dumped them on top of the head. The ring of zombies did help to mute the high-pitch frequency some. “Do it.” He leaned against the rock and gave me the thumbs-up.


  With any luck, this would be sufficient.


  I stepped on the on the back of one of the prone zombies and knew that I had a very narrow margin to swing with. There was just enough space between our puzzle pieces of bodies to get in a true hit on the head biting down on the bomb.


  Clamping down on my lips, I used every last dreg of energy I possessed to slam the rock down. It was a dead-on strike that smashed in the soft bones so that that final bit of inertia did the job for me.


  I heard the crack of the generator a split second before the explosion threw me against the wall. Air knocked out of me, I dropped to the ground like a stone and slammed my eyes shut as the blessed silence covered me.


  I came to a second later from the snap of a palm against my cheek.


  “Wake up!”


  Luc’s hard face swam in and out of focus. His face was smeared with blood and his fingers were digging into my shoulders.


  “What did I do?” I blinked, confused, trying to catch my bearings. I felt like someone had just plowed me over with a tank, making mincemeat of my insides. Every inch of me ached and my stomach was twisting.


  “Dora, damn you,” he snarled and then pulled me tight to his chest, hugging me so hard that I couldn’t breathe.


  I gasped and he quickly released me.


  “Pandora!” Asher’s deep voice washed through me like healing water, and I laughed when he tore me from Luc’s hands, then groaned as my insides spasmed. “You were supposed to go, little demon.”


  He smelled of blood and gore and his peppery warmth, and I shook my head, nuzzling his neck as his gentle fingers splayed against my back. “You knew I’d never leave you.” I traced his cheek, smiling when his dimple poked out.


  Asher turned to Luc. “You just destroyed the device the Triad developed to incite the zombies to a manic, frothing rage.”


  Luc shook his head. “Wasn’t me. Dora used a zombie head to detonate the explosion. And are you sure it was the Triad?”


  “There can be no doubt. The technology is too advanced for even the Order to dream up. And…” My priest’s lips twitched. “Of course she did.” His fingers were a gentle flutter moving against me. His eyes were tender as he turned to me.


  “I got bit,” I confessed, grimacing as the sickness swept through me like a frothy witch’s brew. At least I wasn’t so overwhelmed this time—only one bite. I was a walking venom lab. “I gotta dump it out.” I hissed when I shifted and bumped my elbow on his knee.


  “How do you do that?” His voice was strained with worry.


  “She’s got to pour Pestilence into someone to neutralize it.” Luc’s scratchy rasp drew Asher’s gaze. Resting against the rock face, he looked like a zombie himself, caked in blood and covered in bites and scrapes. But unlike mine, I could already see his wounds were healing.


  Asher grunted when I made to grab his hand. “Pandora…” Disheartened, he shook his head. “Unlike your Lust, Pestilence can…” His gaze moved toward Luc, and I could clearly read his indecision to say it out loud.


  Understanding immediately, I tipped my head at Luc. “Can you give us a second please?”


  Not looking happy about it, he pushed off the wall. “I’ll be out there gathering up the dead if you need me.”


  With one final glare in Ash’s direction, he walked out. Keeping my voice low so that Luc wouldn’t be tempted to eavesdrop, I said, “Lust doesn’t bother you. Why this?”


  Not wanting to leak an ounce of the poison into him, I kept the pest under firm lock and key, even though letting the venom stay in me was setting my teeth on edge. My bones ached, my tendons felt stretched to their max. I had to dump this or I’d be right back to where I’d been the night before, vomiting up bile and useless for the next few hours.


  The sharp angles of his face were set in harsh lines when he said, “Priests are immune to Nephilim dark arts, but we are not immune to either LCD or HCD. Caste powers can kill us.”


  Pestilence had been a lower caste demon when I’d killed him, instantly absorbing his powers as my own. It also explained why his powers seemed infinitely stronger than Lust’s.


  “Why can Luc handle it?” I asked.


  His thumb rubbed my cheek. I loved when he touched me. I loved that he not only wanted to but seemed to enjoy it as much as I did.


  He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe because he’s possessed by more than one demon, just like you.”


  While that might be true, I wasn’t entirely convinced. When Wrath had called to me, I’d felt like my soul was going to explode from my chest if I didn’t do as he said. And when Vyxen had grabbed me, I’d tossed her through a wall. She’d been shaky for a day afterward.


  It seemed to bother Luc, but not with the same force. Luc could take it—no one else could.


  “I hate that I can’t help you.” Hard lines formed around his eyes.


  Smoothing my fingers down them, I shook my head. “I know.”


  “Luc!” Asher snapped, still cradling me tight to his chest.


  The bite marks and scrapes on his body were gone by the time Luc reappeared. Lifting a brow, he glanced between us.


  “Luc.” I didn’t need to ask him to help me, he understood.


  Walking up to us, he pointed at the wall. “Give her to me, and you stand over there.”


  A fierce growl tore from Asher’s lips and his fingers dug into me as if he didn’t want to let me go, especially not to Luc.


  Patting his hand, I nodded. “He’s right, Ash. I don’t want any part of it touching you.”


  With an air of superiority, Luc snatched me from Ash’s arms and tucked me into his chest. His musk of Nephilim (a mix of sex and man) intoxicated me. He was pumping out a flood of pheromones.


  “Luc, turn it down.” I shuddered, feeling Lust begin to stir in response.


  That’s just what we needed, for Luc to get her primed and ready in front of Asher.


  “Now!” I snapped when he didn’t obey right away.


  Immediately the smell ratcheted down. Asher was glaring daggers at Luc and the prickle of his own energy washed through the small confines of the room.


  Deciding to just ignore the power play, I closed my eyes and called to Pestilence. The demon surged forward like a well-trained dog. It seemed the more I used his powers, the easier it was to contain and control him.


  Visualizing his power not as a metaphorical presence but a tangible one, I gathered the green fog to me like a cloak, wrapping myself up in it tighter and tighter. I felt the pulses of it building and gathering, condensing into a taut helix.


  Opening my eyes, I caught Asher’s hot gaze on me.


  “One.” Luc’s chest expanded. “Two.”


  “Three,” we cried in unison, then his hand clamped down on mine and I screamed as the magma heat of so much power drained from me into him.


  Head dropping to his chest, Luc sucked air through his nose. Skin turning gray and clammy, he still hung on until I’d drained the last drop of it.


  Free of the fire, I inhaled a sweet breath of air. Luc was on his hands and knees and gasping. Rubbing his back, I dropped my head to his shoulders.


  “Was it too much?”


  His lashes fluttered, but not before I noticed the unmistakable glow of lavender eyes. And now that I saw that, I realized his thigh muscles were quivering, his arm muscles flexing.


  Luc wasn’t in pain.


  Asher must have realized that at the same moment I did, because he ran to me and snatched me into his arms, clinging tight.


  A moaning chuckle echoed through the cave as Luc slowly unfurled to a standing position. “What’s the matter, Priest?”


  “Stay away from Pandora.” His hands curled into my biceps.


  “Sucks to share her, doesn’t it?” Luc snarled. “And you know I can’t stay away, because you’re not man enough to take it.”


  Asher punched him. Hard. And even though Luc’s jaw was now a fiery shade of ruby red, I knew my priest had held back. I felt it in the tenseness of his muscles, in the way he bristled beside me like a rattler coiled to strike. His jaw was clenched so tight his molars were grinding.


  Luc just laughed and rubbed his jaw. His eyes were a frosty glacial blue. “No matter what you do, or who you do, you’ll never be rid of me, Dora.” He was talking to me but looking at Asher. “I vow it.”


  And then turning, Luc traced out of there.
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  Asher and I traced to the chapel across the street from Grace’s adobe home. I needed to talk with her one last time, needed to understand what it was we’d found in that cave and how the Triad was connected to all of this. Who the Triad even was. Just as I made to step out of the shadow Ash had pulled around us, he tugged me gently back.


  “Ash?” I asked when he grabbed the arm that’d been bitten earlier but was now flawless, smooth skin again.


  Turning it, he dropped a kiss on my elbow. It bothered me that he was letting Luc get to him this way.


  “Luc wants what he can’t have,” I whispered, threading my fingers through his soft brown hair.


  A stoic, handsome face stared back at me.


  “You don’t have to worry about him.”


  “You two have a connection, little demon. One I do not share.”


  I could lie to him now and he’d accept it as truth, but that wasn’t the foundation I wanted to set for us.


  “You’re right.” I nodded. “We do. We have a past. And I did love him. Do love him.”


  Brown eyes flicked away. Grabbing his chin, I forced his gaze back to me.


  “He’s insane with jealousy. Not because he loves me. But because he can’t have me. He had a lifetime to claim me.”


  Moving into him so that he was forced to wrap his arms around me, I brushed my fingers on his chest, over the spot of his heart.


  “But the love I feel for Luc is more of the brotherly kind. I don’t want him, and if you walked out of my life, I swear to you he wouldn’t want me either. I’m sport for him, that’s all I’ve ever been.”


  Moving his hands up until he cradled the back of my head, he shook his own. “Nothing on this Earth could hurt me.” He lowered his head and the moment was fraught with tension as I felt him grapple with words he wasn’t sure whether to say. The air was charged like the delicate threads of a spider’s web ready to snap up unsuspecting prey. Inhaling deeply, he forced me to hold his gaze before he whispered, “Nothing but you.”


  Asher’s dichotomous nature compelled me in ways I didn’t even want to analyze. He was deadly to me. I was the moth to his flame, but even knowing the possibility of death breathed down my neck whenever he was around, his siren song was too hard to ignore.


  Leaning forward on tiptoe, I brushed my lips once, twice, three times, against his own until I finally felt him relax and sigh into me.


  “I’m drunk on you, Priest.”


  Dropping his forehead to mine, he breathed me in and I did the same.


  His shadow pulled away and he nodded. “Let’s go talk to Grace.”


  When I knocked on the door, there was no answer.


  Frowning, I turned to him. “You think she’s not home?”


  It was odd, because Grace was always home. She was too old to go out and about anymore. Stepping beside me, Ash knocked harder.


  Again, silence.


  A lone child playing with a soccer ball across the street stopped and stared at us.


  “Something’s wrong,” I murmured, curling my hand into his ruined silk shirt.


  Nodding, he tried the handle. It was locked. “Stand back.”


  Taking three steps back, I threaded my fingers together. The air popped and tightened a second before Asher slammed his body into the door. It slammed open with a boom.


  Papers were scattered everywhere. What little bit of furniture Grace had was ruined. The cushions were slit open and had stuffing popping out of them. The murals on her walls were slashed through and there was a definite smear of blood leading from the living room to the closed bedroom door.


  Something crashed in the bedroom.


  “Grace,” I cried, running for the room.


  Asher got there before me and we were both ready for whatever grisly sight met us. My claws had lengthened and I was fully expecting a charging hive of zombies to rain down on us the second he opened the door.


  Grace was gasping, slashing a blade through her assistant Lupe’s stomach. Lupe’s eyes were staring up at the ceiling, filmed over and blue. Just based on that I knew, she’d been dead many hours, maybe even days. Her red shirt was completely unbuttoned, exposing her pink-and-black bra. Her legs were arranged in such a way that it looked like her kneecaps had been blown out so they’d point in the wrong direction.


  Grace’s silver hair was dripping gore and coated in blood. Her white muumuu was sprayed a dark red. She reached her hand into Lupe’s gut and yanked on the entrails, dumping them around the body in an exhibitionist style.


  “What the hell did you do, Grace?” I growled, unable to believe that one tiny woman had been able to kill a human well in her prime.


  That’s when I heard the crash of glass in the bathroom. There was someone else here. Exposing my fangs, I was ready to rip her throat out.


  “Not what you think,” Grace huffed, wiping her brow with the back of her hand, streaking the blood so that it looked like a crimson rainbow on her cheek and forehead. “I’ve been made. Lupe double-crossed me.” She pointed with the blade at the body. “I didn’t realize it until I saw her bend over and noticed the mark of the Maltese cross and All-seeing Eye tattoo.”


  She closed her eyes and for the first time I scented fear on Grace—it was a thick, cloying stench in my nostrils.


  “I don’t know what she’s already given to the Triad, but Pandora, it is no longer safe for you here. You and your family need to get into hiding. Leave, run away.”


  I shook my head as the figure from the bathroom finally emerged. It was a blond-haired teenage boy who looked to be no older than seventeen, eighteen max. He was carrying a box overflowing with toiletries and other personal items of Grace’s. His nails were stained red.


  Likely he’d been the killer. Stopping, the boy pulled his gaze toward Grace and a glimmer of red rimmed his irises. He wasn’t much to look at, in fact he looked like he could be all of 150 pounds soaking wet. He was tall and lanky and you’d never think to look at him that he was as deadly as he truly was. His faded red shirt was riddled with holes around the collar, and his jeans were a size too large at the hips and too short for his out-of-control hormones, which were causing him to grow at an exponentially rapid rate. Likely what looked raggedy right now had fit him perfectly this morning.


  I could scent the musk of wildness thrumming through his veins—he was on the verge of his final metamorphosis, maybe a week away, two max, from becoming the stuff of nightmares and legend.


  I knew immediately what he was.


  Asher shielded me with his arm. A berserker, even one as insignificant-looking as this boy, could wreak serious havoc.


  “Thank you, Thanatos.” Grace nodded. “Grab my safe from underneath the kitchen. We leave in ten minutes.”


  Setting the box down gently, Thanatos never took his eyes off us as he backed slowly from the room.


  The second he left, I turned to her. “What’s going on, Grace? Aren’t the Triad part of the Order? Who’s the berserker, and why are you arranging Lupe that way?” I needed answers and she was leaving.


  Dropping the knife to the ground with a clatter, she looked once again like the aged woman she was. Grace had a manner about her that made people look beyond her age, until she dropped the mask and you realized she was well over eighty and as frail and human as any natural eighty-year-old actually was.


  “Dora, we haven’t much time.” She sat on the corner of the bed beside the body. “Thanatos and I will move to a safer location. The Triad knows I’ve double-crossed them. I’m no longer safe here. Once I get to shelter, I’ll reach out to you and help you in whatever way I can.”


  “Grace.” Asher dipped his head. “We found a generator in the hive you led us to. It had a sonic bomb set to detonate the moment we destroyed it.”


  Nodding, she took a shuddery breath. “I’m not surprised to hear it. The Triad is a nasty bunch. Dora, whatever they’ve found in those scrolls, they must be absolutely certain you are the key. They will come for you and they will not stop.”


  “Who’s the Triad?” I snapped, feeling like the grains of sands were quickly running out.


  Her rheumy eyes flicked to Asher. “We don’t know for sure. The Triad are three and it’s from them the Order takes their cue. I’ve suspected for some time that they are not human, nor are their intentions entirely honorable for the human race. It wasn’t until I’d heard rumors that they were coming for you that I realized I knew very little of the organization I’d worked with my entire life. That is why I sought out Asher.”


  I looked at Asher, who was working his jaw from side to side, his hand still locked on my elbow.


  Head buzzing, mind muddled, I felt slow and dumb, confused by everything.


  “I don’t believe for one second, Pandora, that you are who they think you are. But as certain of that as I am, I’m equally as certain that you are the key to unraveling this conspiracy.” She took a deep breath.


  “Why’d you kill her? Why like this?” I pointed to Lupe’s body.


  “It’s a message to them.” She spat on the corpse, then turned to me. “But that’s not important. Dora, she wasn’t worth saving. I discovered her communiqué—she was sharing everything with them. About you, about your family. Everything. When we killed her, Thanatos discovered this in her purse.”


  She grabbed a file from beneath the mattress and held it out to me. “I was going to drop it off for you, but since you’re here.”


  Thanatos came back in the room then. “We’re ready.”


  His voice did not match his body. Soon he’d come into his berserker form. All berserkers looked small for their age when born. To a human they were runts, incredibly little at birth. Undersized even. Until they hit maturation, when their bodies were flooded with the berserker virus, and they became a formidable opponent for any monster, including a Nephilim.


  But the beauty of a berserker was that they were one of our oldest and strongest allies within monster society, because a berserker could only be born from the mating of a pure-blooded Nephilim and a human.


  Leaning forward, I took the folder and went to tuck it beneath my arm. Gnarled but strong fingers grabbed me.


  “Read it, then burn it. Vow it, Dora.”


  Tingling with curiosity, I nodded.


  Sighing with relief, Grace pushed off the bed and held her arm out to Thanatos, who walked around me, still eyeing us hard though not with aggression.


  Something about the boy’s dark hair and deep-set eyes jangled a memory. I frowned. “Do you belong to Adam?”


  Adam was my cousin and ran our sister carnival in the Southland.


  He licked his canines and I knew they were probably aching. Thanatos was much closer to his change then I’d initially suspected. Up close, I could smell the bitter flood of adrenaline riding him. He was days, possibly even hours, from his transition.


  “Adam isn’t my sire, but I know him,” he said.


  Grace nodded. “That’s where we’re headed—I’ll also tell them to hunker down. Though I don’t believe that group is in any danger.”


  “Give him my regards.” I nodded. It’d been a long time since I’d last seen Adam, but time meant very little to an immortal.


  Stepping into me, Grace wrapped soft arms around my neck. She smelled of iron and Bengay. “Guard yourself, Dora. This war has only just begun.”


  Asher slid his arm around my waist. “You need to go, Grace, as do we. Trust me to keep her safe.”


  And as weird as it was, I did feel safe. Even though I knew we had threats coming at us from every side, I wasn’t scared.


  “Yes.” And just as she went to move away, I pulled her back.


  I couldn’t tell her I forgave her, couldn’t tell her I loved her. But I wouldn’t forget her sacrifice either, and maybe that was a start.


  Wiping at her cheek, she nodded. “Come, Thanatos.”


  Thanatos stepped in quickly, grabbing Grace’s elbow with one hand and her box of treasures with the other. Grace was a simple woman. The entire contents of her life didn’t even fill half of it.


  Walking out the door, I heard the gravel crunch as a car slid up to the front door. Without a backward wave, they got inside the rusted blue Toyota sedan and were gone in a peal of pebbles and dust.


  “We need to go too.” Asher pulled me against his chest, gathering the shadow to us like second skin.


  I traced us out of there.


  Luc must have had a lookout waiting for our return. Not even ten seconds later, there was a bang at the door. Opening the door, Asher stepped to the side as Luc, Vyxen, and Kane barreled in.


  They all wore grim expressions and were armed to the teeth. Each one of them was scratched and torn open at the neck, legs, and stomach.


  “Zombies set in on us the second I got back. Someone planted another generator inside the electrical trailer. Took us fifteen goddamn minutes to find it. Bubba’s out back disposing of the evidence.” Luc snarled and wiped his jaw with his fist. “You okay?” He looked at me.


  The Triad wasn’t even trying to be secretive anymore.


  “I’m good, but maybe it’s time we gathered the family and brought them up to speed, Luc. We were at Grace’s and it’s bad.”


  Vyxen’s thin brows dipped, and Kane scrubbed blood-stained fingers through his dark hair, eyeing Luc with a venomous gaze.


  Wrapping my fingers around Vyx’s wrist, I bowed my head. Now wasn’t the time for our petty hatred to interfere with the safety of the family. “Gather everyone up, Vyx, tell them to meet at the chow tent. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes. Luc and I need a second.”


  She must have come to the same conclusion as I had, because for the first time in recent history there was no push back on this. Nodding, she grabbed Kane’s hand. “Let’s go, Lust boy.” They both traced, leaving the stench of sulfur in their wake.


  Crossing his arms, Luc waited for us to continue.


  Shrugging out of my top and jeans, I tossed them to the floor. I was tacky from the clotted blood of earlier and needed to get that stench of rot off me.


  “Don’t look at her ass,” Ash growled as I sailed between them, grabbing whatever I found first and heading to the shower.


  Luc snorted. Me, I could care less if he looked, not like Luc hadn’t already seen the goods, but it was sweet that Asher cared. Turning the water to high heat, I jumped in and slid the curtain shut.


  “Grace gave me a file,” I began, lathering some tropical-scented soap into my hair. “Asher, I set it down on the nightstand—can you please read it out loud?”


  I heard the thud of heavy feet walk away and then return. The silence was thick.


  “You plan to tell us what it is that’s in there?”


  Wiping soap away from my eyes, I peeked at them around the curtain.


  Asher was bent over the file, looking serious and intent as he tapped the sheet with his finger.


  “Basically proves the Triad’s behind this.” Mumbling under his breath as if reading to himself, he nodded. “Says here the zombies are genetically modified.”


  “Let me see that.” Luc snatched the file out of his hands, reading it for himself.


  Scrubbing my nails against my scalp, I stepped under the spray. “Is that all it says?” I asked, spitting some water out of my mouth. I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to get this putrid smell off me.


  Now instead of smelling just like death, I smelled like death mixed with coconut. It was a nauseating combination.


  The shower curtain was shoved back. Brown eyes swept down the length of my body before returning to my face. Asher looked as serious as I’d ever seen him. “Pandora, do you remember at any point having your blood drawn?”


  I frowned, shaking my head. “No, I was…” My words trailed off as I suddenly remembered the vampire who’d stabbed my arm with one hand and shoved a needle into me with the other. “Wait. I did. In South Dakota, the vampires. One of them drew some. I wasn’t sure why, but I was able to shatter the needle and nothing came of it.”


  Luc flipped the file on his hand. “Well, you must have had some drawn at some other point.”


  My heart started pounding furiously at the heat building between the two men.


  “What are you talking about?”


  “That’s why those fucking bites almost killed you!” Slamming the file down on the sink counter, Luc hung his head, heaving in breaths to calm himself.


  Thoroughly confused, I fluttered my hands. “What does that have to do with the zombies?”


  Reaching over, Asher turned off the water and handed me a towel. “The Triad used your blood to create a sort of super zombie venom that would only affect you—not only affect you, but eventually it should have killed you.”


  Luc growled, fingers clenching the sink with white-knuckled intensity.


  Finished drying, I dropped the towel at my feet and yanked my clothes on. “So this really is all about me?” Not like we didn’t already suspect it, even know it on some level, especially after all the talk of prophecy and being the key and whatnot. But one some level I’d hoped it wasn’t true, that maybe everyone was barking up the wrong tree about this. But when the incontrovertible truth was spelled out in black and white in front of you, it was impossible to deny it any longer.


  It made my stomach sink to the region of my knees.


  He nodded.


  “Sonofabitch,” I snarled.


  Hard fingers dug into my shoulders. “But you healed yourself. I don’t think they expected that.” Asher’s look was angry and glinted with a hint of fear. I rubbed his cheek, needing that contact, even if only briefly to settle my own raw nerves.


  “I’m going to kill those bastards, rip their heads from their necks and let Bubba feast on their bones.” Luc turned his back on us and I knew it wasn’t out of any gentlemanly sense of trying to preserve my modesty. He was angry and didn’t want me to see it.


  Grabbing a hairbrush, I hurriedly swiped the tangles out and had a sudden, almost violent epiphany. I laughed. “It should have killed me. They were brilliant. Lust was no match from that venom. Every time I tried to coax her out recently I’ve noticed she’s sluggish, depressed. She’s been like that since my return from Hell. They did something to her down there, because she’s definitely not the same. Pestilence saved my ass.”


  “Disease neutralizes disease.” Asher rubbed his chin with strong, blunt fingers. “If it hadn’t been for that…” He couldn’t finish the words as he swallowed thickly.


  Wrapping my arms around his waist, I kissed his chest, right over his heart. “Whoever created that serum didn’t count on that.”


  In the ensuing silence I realized something else, something just as big, if not bigger.


  “My mark was torn from me.” I held out my ankle, looking at the newly formed one. “In the last zombie attack.”


  Luc punched his fist through the mirror, shattering it and bloodying himself.


  Great, now how was I going to get ready in the mornings? If I left him in here too much longer I might not have a bathroom left.


  “Seven years bad luck, Luc, ugh.” I rolled my eyes but didn’t give him a chance to respond. “What do you think they’re planning to do with it?” Because it was now obvious to me that if they’d taken my blood to kill me, they planned to use my mark similarly. I wish I had a crystal ball about now.


  Dropping to the bed, Luc grabbed his head and rested his elbows on his knees. Asher nudged my shoulder, lifting his chin in Luc’s direction. “I’ll meet you guys at the tent,” he said.


  I took his fingers and gave them a gentle squeeze of appreciation. “I’ll be there in a second.”


  Brushing his knuckles across my cheek, he nodded. “Don’t take long, little demon. The sooner we leave, the better.”


  Calling his shadows, Asher disappeared from sight.


  Sighing, I walked toward Luc and took a seat, then grabbed his face. “Hey, you.”


  The blue of his eyes was liquid with pain, with self-loathing. For all the shit I always gave Luc, the one thing he was best at was his ability to care for his family. A threat against one was a threat against all.


  “Dora, those generators aren’t just sonic bombs, they’re also mind-control devices. Vyxen was able to figure out the undulating waves of the pitch were what whipped the zombies up into those homicidal frenzies. It’s how the Triad took control of them. How can we fight them?” His whisper was so low I wasn’t sure I’d been meant to hear it.


  “One at a time. Just like everything else. But, Luc…” I squeezed his hand. “Maybe it would be best if I just left.”


  His grip became painful, almost bone crunching. “Don’t even consider it. I’ll kill you myself first.”


  I clenched my jaw, ignoring the throbbing in my fingers. “But you would all be safer that way. I don’t think—”


  “Don’t think. That’s right, don’t think. We’re only safer until we’re not. What’s to stop them from finding some new scroll about Bubba, or Lilith, Vyxen, Kane, Corrine, huh?”


  I bit my lip.


  Opening his body to mine, he twisted on the bed so that his knee bumped mine. “We’re family—that’s the most important thing. They took Kemen, you know they did, they took Lynx, they don’t care who they have to kill to get to you. If you left, they’d come after us, all of us, to try to find out where you’d gone off to.”


  “But if I kept it secret and told no one—”


  “Stop!” He shook my shoulders. “Do you hear yourself? That way lies madness.”


  My lips twitched as I wondered if he realized he was quoting King Lear. Luc had never been a reader; maybe I’d rubbed off on him after all.


  “It doesn’t matter if we don’t know, they won’t care and they’d think we’re lying anyway. Demons lie, everyone knows that.”


  His blue eyes pierced mine; I swallowed hard as my stomach fluttered.


  I didn’t have a second to grasp what he was about before his lips were on mine. Hard, but not punishing. His fingers threaded through the ends of my still-wet hair and a moan of longing and need purred from his throat.


  His lips were as soft as velvet, moving against mine as if in prayer and worship, and I settled into his touch, pulled to him like a magnet. He tasted of licorice and mint and in his kiss I tasted his hunger, his need, but there was more. Something heavy and terribly sad. I tasted good-bye.


  “I love you, Luc.” I said it with a strong voice, resting my forehead on his, knowing he’d never say it back, but this time I’d felt it. “I always will.”


  Crushing me to his chest, he held me tight and I clutched his back for the last time.


  “We’re family and family always stays together,” he whispered, and it was a promise I sealed in my heart.
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  The faces staring back at the three of us weren’t just pissed. Oh no, that was too nice a word to describe the animosity rolling off them in waves.


  Never show a demon fear, because if they sense it for even a second, they’ll pounce and tear you to shreds. Regardless of the fact that this was family I’d known for eons, they weren’t happy that Luc and I had kept so much from them.


  Bubba narrowed his eyes at Asher. “So the Order’s betrayed us—you’re no human.” He scoffed and turned back to me and Luc. “So who the hell is that?”


  Everyone let Bubba be their mouthpiece, content to hang back and digest this sudden turn of events. Fine, I felt more comfortable talking with the big man over any of the others at this point anyway.


  Notching my chin higher, I said, “I’m beginning to suspect that what’s going down doesn’t have as much to do with the Order as it does with upper management. Grace has gone into hiding and suggested we immediately do the same. To be honest, I know very little of this Triad. In fact, I’ve never heard of them before now. All I do know is that the prophecy is leading them to believe that they have no choice but to silence me.”


  “Then let them have you. We’ve lost Kemen, now Lynx—I’m tired of burying my friends.” A normally quiet Envy Neph—Greta—had no problem piping up.


  The very last person in the world I’d ever expect to come to my defense hissed. “Shut your trap, Greta. We ditch Pandora now, what’s to say down the road you’re not next. You want us to bail on you too?” Vyxen narrowed glittering jade-green eyes.


  Greta fluttered her fingers across her white-blond hair but didn’t utter another word. My lips twitched when Vyxen refused to look back at me.


  “You’ve only answered half my question.” Bubba tapped his foot.


  Asher spared me having to make the declaration. Rather than shield my body with his as was his usual wont, he took a full step to the side. Asher understood that to show me any kind of physical support now would weaken me in the eyes of my brethren.


  “Understand that I am here for none of you other than Pandora herself.” His deep voice cast a spell over the throng. All eyes were glued to him as his large black wings unfolded from his shirt. Standing slightly behind him, I finally understood how he’d kept them hidden. A netting of magic, like a heat wave, shimmered down his back, exposing the vertical slits for a split second—the wings grew from within the slits. He flapped them once, startling everyone but Luc and me.


  I wasn’t aware Luc had ever seen his wings, but at some point he must have because he didn’t look the least bit surprised.


  Some gasped, others jumped to their feet. Claws came out and fangs were revealed. I jumped in front of Bubba to stop his attack.


  “Angel!” Furious voices spat.


  Shoving Bubba back so that he stumbled over his feet, I snarled at him. I might be smaller, I might look weaker, but I had three centuries worth more power than he did.


  My voice was guttural as I said, “He’s no angel—he’s a death priest. And I’ll kill anyone who makes an attempt on his life.”


  I scowled at all of them, letting the power of my demons spark through me. I leaked it in a tidal wave of fury.


  The weaker ones immediately curled in on themselves, knowing they were no match for me. Bubba and Kane alone stood like towers bearing down on me. I never broke eye contact.


  Luc snapped, “The Priest is a powerful ally. He’s been working with Grace for months now. We. Can. Trust. Him.” The way he enunciated each word, I knew it wasn’t easy for him to say.


  “You keep the fuck away from me,” Bubba hissed, red eyes gleaming like unholy fire at my priest.


  There wasn’t much more to say after that. Luc dispersed the crowd with orders to begin the takedown of the carnival. For the unforeseeable future, Carnival Diabolique was officially on hiatus.


  Bubba was the last to leave, tossing me an evil glare before marching off. Releasing the shaky breath I’d been holding the entire time, I dropped my head, finally free to let the adrenaline buildup have its way with me. My fingers shook so hard I had to grab a bench top to keep them still.


  Asher’s warm hand traced my lower back. I leaned into his touch, feeling immediately more at ease.


  “That went well,” he murmured with a chuckle in his voice.


  “You think?” I glanced sidelong at him. “Because I’m pretty sure Bubba’s gonna want you and me for his late-night snack.”


  He laughed. “Pandora, you demons are a violent, nasty bunch, but deep down”—he touched my chest, right over my heart, with his finger—“you all love one another fiercely. He’ll come around so long as I prove to him I’m worthy of you, never doubt it.”


  I scoffed. “I wish I was so sure.”


  Luc walked up to us, hands in his pockets. His blond hair was pulled back in his miniature ponytail, his face impassive. He wasn’t looking at me. Ever since the kiss in the room, things had been cordial but aloof. “We roll in an hour. Anything you can’t pack, we leave.”


  Then he too was gone.


  I had not one but two trailers to pack up. I wasn’t really packing anything up so much as securing it so that when we moved, the entire contents of our house didn’t crash down on me.


  Asher worked silently beside me. At one point, he indicated the hole in my bathroom wall.


  I snorted. “Hopefully the next place has an Ace Hardware. No time now.”


  Neither one of us talked much after that. So much had happened in just a matter of days that I needed a moment to process it all.


  I felt a lot like Luc did. Whoever this Triad was, I wasn’t sure we were any match for them. And leaving as we were was a start, but the demon in me was galled by the thought that we were tucking tail and running.


  That wasn’t what was actually happening, but to my demons it felt no different.


  Good on his word, Luc rolled us out of there an hour later. Fast as we worked, we still had to leave a few things behind. Like the tents and rides.


  Bubba glamoured everything so that no humans could come and mess with it, also so that the weather couldn’t rust or damage things. But that was the very best we could do in such a short amount of time.


  Asher drove ahead of me in my actual home, I pulled Kemen’s, and behind me were Luc and Vyx.


  I drove silently, at first intending to have nothing but silence and the tapping of my fingers on the wheel. But after a while the thoughts in my head began to get to me. Popping in a cassette tape, I listened to the sounds of Mozart for a while. But that was only making me feel more anxious and paranoid. So I swapped it out for Ride the Lightning by Metallica and felt a little better.


  The hard, crunchy riffs helped to take my mind off the depressing fact that because of some supposed prophecy written by an unheard-of quack, I was now on the run and forcing the rest of my family into hiding too.


  Along the way, we stopped at our many plots of land, depositing things at each one. Lightening our load with each stop, Luc’s thinking was that by not placing all our eggs in one basket, if one place got compromised, not everything would be lost.


  We drove all day and all night, and though sleep would have been nice, it wasn’t necessary for us. We stopped only for gas and to make the occasional drop-off. By the time we reached the Arizona border two days later, all we had left were our homes.


  Asher was concealing us in his shadow as best he could, but as strong as he was, even I recognized that he was stretching himself thin between thirty trucks and trailers. At the next stop, I got out.


  “Luc.” I gestured to him as we took turns refilling our tanks.


  Jogging over to me, he nodded his head. The skin under his eyes was dark and I knew he was tired. It made me wonder how long he’d gone without sex. In fact, all of us looked haggard and worse for wear.


  In ten minutes, I’d single-handedly managed to turn my family’s lives upside down. Didn’t exactly make me feel good about myself.


  “What’s the matter?” Blue eyes roamed my face.


  “Maybe we should trace to Florida from here. Ditch the trailers for now.” Years ago, Luc had acquired swampland. It was infested with mosquitos and gators and snakes, but that also meant that not many people, humans or otherwise, traipsed through there. It would be a good place to stay for a while. At least until we could decide where to go from there.


  He shook his head. “No. Asher and I talked, and we’ve decided that there’s a good chance the Triad’s got trackers with them. They know how we like to move. Best way to keep them off our scent is to travel like humans and not use our powers.”


  Luc wasn’t referring to hounds, but magic tracers—witches who could latch on to the energy field left behind whenever magic was used. “But Asher’s cloaking us in shadow.”


  Gazing up at the dawn sky, he nodded. “I know. But now that the sun’s coming up, we can’t keep traveling that like that anyway.”


  Rubbing at his eyes, he sighed.


  “We need to lighten our load even more then.”


  “I’m all ears.”


  Vyxen walked up to us. Glancing at me for a second, she shoved a yellow bag of M&M’s at Luc before getting back in their truck. Not only wasn’t she wearing her crazy wig today, but she was also wearing gray sweatpants and a gray work-out shirt. The green of her eyes had been muted and was normal-looking, and her brown hair was slicked down and tucked behind her ears in an elfin bob.


  If I hadn’t known her for who she was already, I would never have pegged her as Envy. Seeing her gave me an idea.


  “How many of us are paired off?”


  Narrowing his eyes, he nodded. “Buddy up. Good idea. That’ll kill half the load right there.”


  “’Bout a mile back there’s a range of mountains that would serve as a truck graveyard. When we can, if we can, we’ll come back for them.”


  Waving his finger in the air, he lifted his voice. “Listen up, everyone!”


  Those outside their trucks turned to him.


  “From here on out, we’re buddying up. I don’t care who with, but choose a partner. We’re going to drop our final load off. Now, if everyone’s gassed up, let’s get the hell out of Dodge.”


  The partnering-up commenced. I sensed Asher behind me.


  Smiling, I turned just as his arms wrapped around me. I rubbed his back as he leaned into me.


  “Admit it, you just missed me,” he whispered and there was a definite chuckle in his words.


  Kissing his cheek, I felt the press of several sets of eyes, but I didn’t care enough to hide my affection for him. “Absolutely, Priest.”


  “So which one are we keeping?”


  I loved how proprietary he was sometimes. Tugging at the tips of his hair brushing his neckline, I jerked my chin toward Kemen’s trailer. “That one.”


  “That one’s falling apart, Pandora. Wouldn’t you rather be with your books and music? I know how much you love that stuff.”


  My heart melted that he knew me that way. Getting gifts was great, but when your partner took the time to actually know you, to recognize what made you tick, those were the real gifts and something that could never be bought.


  “I’ll transfer over a few things. And I can fix Kemen’s trailer.” I fluttered my fingers over his plain black T-shirt.


  His knuckles brushed my cheek. “He really meant a lot to you, didn’t he?”


  “He was the only one who never demanded I be anything other than me. Kemen accepted me for who I was. He was my only real friend.”


  Kissing me tenderly, he whispered, “You’re not alone anymore, little demon.”


  The heat of those words rolled through me like molten silver, filling me from my head to my toes.


  “Moving out!” Luc cried, then got into his truck and started it up.


  “I guess that’s our cue.” I sighed because my butt was in no hurry to sit down for another twelve hours. “Hey.” I fisted his shirt as he started to move away. “Don’t shadow us anymore. If they do have tracers, we can’t afford to leave a scent.”


  “See you in a bit.” His dimple poked out.


  Have I mentioned lately how much I love that thing?


  An hour later we’d made our final, for real this time, deposit. Good to my word, I’d transferred my bookcase and shelves, along with my two acoustic guitars, to Kemen’s trailer. It made the living room much less roomy, but it was definitely beginning to feel more like home.


  Asher had offered to take over the driving, and I wasn’t about to argue. Curling up in the seat next to him, I allowed myself to become hypnotized by the road and desert landscape, by the blue of the morning sky and the red of canyon rock, how it glistened and gleamed when the sun struck a vein of metal inside it.


  “Priest?” I finally whispered.


  “Hmm?” He turned to me.


  “Do you think they’ll hate me for putting them in this situation?”


  His smile was warm. “Little demon, why are you desperate to hang the cares of the world across your shoulders?”


  I scowled. “I do not.”


  He nodded. “You do. You blame yourself for things you cannot change. Luc understands that truth; the others do too.”


  Roadkill that once must have been a deer but was now just a mealy mass of red stuff on the side of the road zoomed by my peripheral vision.


  “I don’t like that Bubba looked at me that way.” I sighed and shifted on my seat, butt completely numb after three days of nonstop driving. “I’m such a freaking softy. It’s my one fatal flaw.”


  Gripping my knee, he gave it a tender squeeze. “Every last one of them is as human as you, Pandora. The only difference is you’re the only one brave enough to accept it. They don’t hate you—if they did, you’d know it.”


  I laughed, rolling my eyes and sighing. “You’re so good at that.”


  “What?” He chuckled.


  “Letting me be me. Thanks for not making me feel like shit about it.”


  He snorted. “Nephilims—you are a crazy bunch.”


  But I wasn’t offended, because I knew Asher was only teasing me. Tucking my hair behind my ear, I closed my eyes and drifted off.


  I didn’t wake again until I felt the truck slow down.


  “We’re here,” he murmured.


  Rubbing the sleep from my eyes and realizing just how exhausted I must have been if I could actually fall asleep in that scrunched-up position, I yawned and looked around.


  Green moss dangled from fat tree limbs. Tall grass swayed, brushing against the side of the door as we slowly wound our way through the dirt trail to a clearing about five hundred yards back.


  The sun was sinking below the marshy horizon. Gators drifted like logs through the water, their glowing eyes reflecting back at me. A giant blue dragonfly with wings that easily spanned the length of my palm—looking like it’d stepped foot straight out of the Jurassic era—zipped by our windshield. Already I could see the haze of mosquitos buzzing about.


  “Home sweet home.” Even though we’d not been back here for sixty-something years, nothing looked like it’d changed. There was no civilization encroaching on this land; it was as wild and untamed as it must have been thousands of years ago.


  Thankfully our wards had held. The grass we’d cleared to make our glade was still as short as it’d been in the fifties. At the time, our family unit had only been twenty-five strong. In hindsight, it was a good thing we’d dumped our trucks. There was now more than enough room for us to park wagon-circle style.


  Getting out, I slammed the door, stretched my arms above my head, and lifted up on my toes, tingling with the sudden rush of blood to my extremities.


  “Kane, Lilith,” Luc barked, back in boss mode, “get some generators going; string up some lights.”


  “I’ll get the chow tent going too.” Corriene cracked her neck from side to side and then sauntered off, lifting the hatch of her trailer and pulling out a large bundle of nylon fabric.


  “Well, come on, dear.” I waggled my brows at Asher, who looked no worse for wear, even though we’d traveled almost half a week straight. “Let’s go play house.”


  “We don’t have to help set up?” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder.


  Luc caught my eyes and shook his head, almost as if he’d heard Ash. Which maybe he had—Asher hadn’t whispered.


  I headed for our trailer. “Priest, I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but you’re not exactly Mr. Popular at the moment. Don’t know if you knew that. Best if we just get inside now.”


  Asher pinched my ass hard and growled, “You’re hilarious.”


  Swatting his hand, I mock glared at him. He didn’t need to know that my insides were melting like wax and my heart was all fluttery and racy like a virgin walking through a football team’s locker room.


  I opened the door, pleased to note that aside from some of Kem’s clothes that’d slipped out of the hamper, everything was as I’d arranged it.


  Once in the living room, I pushed the coffee table aside, just enough to make room for my bookshelves. I was stacking the books when Asher called out to me.


  “Pandora, did you put this here?”


  Turning, I immediately noticed the large red mum in his hand. Narrowing my eyes, I stalked to him and snatched it out of his hands. “Where’d you find this?”


  Pointing to the small kitchen table, he said, “Just sitting in the middle. But I don’t remember seeing that earlier.”


  “It’s because it wasn’t there.” I rushed to the front door, blood hammering through my veins as I practically ripped it off its hinges.


  There was no one outside apart from my family. How had we been discovered already? We’d been so careful. The thought of telling Luc we’d already been discovered made me sick to my stomach.


  “There.” Asher pointed across my shoulder to the tall grass.


  I followed the arrow of his arm and immediately spotted a familiar face. It was the old taco-stand woman. Her beady brown eyes, so dark they were almost black, held mine without flinching. Saw grass rolled and waved around her, camouflaging her well. I knew no one else was aware of her; they were all moving around, doing their tasks as efficiently and routinely as they always did.


  God, what was wrong with us that an enemy could literally walk into our camp and no one noticed? Had we really become that careless about our safety?


  “Just you and me right now, Ash,” I whispered.


  Feeling his nod, I tossed the flower onto the stairs and marched over to the woman. But just as I got within striking distance, she flickered back. I ignored the sharp slashes of saw grass across my exposed flesh as I rushed to her.


  Asher touched my arm, grabbing my attention. Laying a finger across his lips, he jerked his head in the opposite direction. He nodded and I knew he was telling me he was going to help me set a trap, force the old woman to stop running or risk getting caught.


  I nodded and waited until I could no longer see him before moving on. Cicadas chirped and gators made rolling, rattling mating calls. The world was alive and vibrant. Animals had a sixth sense when it came to intrinsically understanding something dangerous was about.


  When the world was silent, I listened, and when it breathed and lived, I listened too. The animals weren’t silent or scared, which meant this woman wasn’t a threat. Making a decision, I stopped chasing her. “What do you want, old woman?” I called out, standing my ground in a swampy, marshy field that sucked at my boots.


  In an instant she was in front of me. She wore a dress of vibrant orange that fell to her knees. Her salt-and-pepper hair was long and silky, hanging free to her waist. Tucked behind her ear was a red mum. And though she was old, there was a regality to her that called people to notice her.


  Asher stepped out from behind her. He didn’t seem surprised by what I’d done. In fact, I’d bet anything he’d come to the same conclusion I had. The woman wasn’t a danger to us.


  Just as last time, she merely stared at me.


  All along, I’d been searching for the hive. It’d never occurred to me that the queen had been in my presence all along.


  “You’re the zombie queen, aren’t you?”


  Her lashes flickered and then she slowly shook her head.


  My eyes narrowed. “You’re not the queen?”


  My queen requests to see you. Again she spoke in my head, but now that I was prepared for it, it wasn’t as much of a shock as the first time.


  I pursed my lips, not realizing Asher had come back to me until his warm hand grasped my elbow. “You okay?”


  “The queen wants to see us.”


  It took him less than a second to digest what I was saying. His head whipped toward the old woman. “She knows the queen?”


  “Apparently so.”


  “Where is she?” He turned to the old woman. “Is she close?”


  It was eerie the way her head moved slowly in his direction. Her eyes were flat and her emotions unwavering. Slowly, she shook her head in the negative.


  Nibbling on the corner of my lip, I wasn’t sure what to do. A part of me really wanted to go, just to get to the bottom of the whole zombie angle. If I was meeting the queen, it was because she had something to tell me.


  Knowing now that the zombies I’d faced had been genetically modified by the Triad, I wondered what, if anything, the queen knew about it. On the other hand, I wasn’t exactly in the mood to face down another swarm.


  She means you no harm.


  The voice echoed through my skull like the tolling of church bells, loud and sure and clear.


  “She says we’ll be safe.” I turned to Asher, nibbling on my thumb.


  His jaw clenched and his finger traced the sensitive skin of my forearm, but he didn’t say anything. He was letting me make this decision. As much as I appreciated that, I still wanted some sort of input.


  “What do you think?”


  He pinched the bridge of his nose, and I wanted to wrap my arms around him. Asher was quickly becoming my safety blanket. I felt secure when I was with him. Even if I wasn’t really, just knowing the priest had my back went a long way toward keeping me at ease. I slipped my palm into the back pocket of his low-slung jeans and squeezed his ass.


  His dimple flashed at me as he said, “I think we don’t know anything that really matters at this point to aid us in our search. Without Grace, we no longer have an inside source to lead us. If the queen can give us something, then it doesn’t hurt to try.”


  “And if it’s a trap?”


  He laughed. “Then we run like hell. I won’t let them hurt you, little demon.”


  “I guess we should tell Luc then.”


  “I don’t.” He twisted his lips. “In most things, I’d say yes. But we just got here, your family is confused, and right now they don’t need their leader running off to God knows where.”


  I exhaled, stomach twisting. I had a partner this time. One I trusted implicitly to watch my back. I wasn’t alone. Not anymore.


  That revelation struck me like a Mack truck.


  Squaring my shoulders, I turned back to the old woman. A breeze kicked up then, bringing with it the briny scent of water and the sweet odor of raw almonds. I’d smelled the almonds in the carnival too, but it was odd to smell it out here.


  “We both go, or not at all,” I told her.


  She didn’t complain or say another word; instead, she held her hand out to mine.


  Hanging tight to Asher’s hand, I grabbed on.
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  We moved through reality in such a way that it felt ghostlike, moving at the speed of thought, ephemeral. Like I wasn’t wholly myself but just a spirit.


  Lights and sounds flashed around and through us, making me feel cold and jittery. When she finally stopped, I knew immediately we were back in Mexico.


  Asher’s eyes zoomed around the barren landscape with the gleam of a predator. The fine hairs on my arms stood on edge as my demons, in tune to my emotions, slithered to wakefulness.


  The old woman stepped to the side, drawing out her arm and pointing to a large red rock off in the distance.


  “There?” I asked, but she didn’t answer or move, just continued to point like a compass needle toward true north.


  The world slept and white clouds in the indigo sky practically gleamed from the full moon, which hung like a bright, silvery orb. A shooting star flared past.


  “What do you think, Priest? Is there treachery afoot?”


  He didn’t laugh at my dumb joke. “If I say run, Pandora, you’d better do it this time.”


  “Not a chance, Ash. So don’t even bother.”


  Growling, he tugged me forward. I tried but failed to hide my smile.


  Although, the second we walked into the cave I was no longer smiling. Both Ash and I took several sniffs of air. There was no smell of rot—this place smelled like walking into an almond factory must.


  It was strong, but not overpowering.


  Frowning, still clearly anxious, he kept ahead of me. It was so cute when he tried to protect me. I’d been alone for years. Being taken care of wasn’t something I was comfortable with, but I was learning to accept it.


  Wall torches lit almost like magic whenever we passed one, lighting our way. A cool breeze caused their flame to flicker. The anticipation of being set upon made every creak and groan seem ten times louder and far more threatening than a couple of pebbles skidding across the stone floor should.


  But there was nothing waiting for us at the end of the long tunnel. The pathway opened up into a medium-size room carved out of the rock, and standing in the middle of it was the girl with the blue dress from the other night.


  Except this time she wasn’t dressed in blue, tonight she wore a brilliant gown of white that appeared to be threaded through with gems at the hem. Her feet were bare and her hair was plaited in an intricate mass of braids. Her face was painted with the skull mask.


  “You’re the queen?” I gasped. The girl was young. Extraordinarily young to have to wear such a heavy mantle upon her slim shoulders.


  She inclined her head. “Demon and consort, you are most welcome here.”


  Her voice was strong and passionate, her English perfect. Keen eyes—one brown, one green—landed on me.


  “It wasn’t you, was it?” I asked without preamble or even acknowledgement of her greeting, excited because I knew I was about to get some desperately needed answers. “Did you know what the hive did?”


  Her chin inclined a fraction of an inch, and though her bearing was regal, she hadn’t been able to hide her quick flinch from me. “I barely escaped with my life.” She swallowed hard. “You must understand that as queen, I should have been able to save my hive. Lorena discovered the generators and was able to whisk me to safety.” Her eyes grew distant. “The men took my children and destroyed them.”


  As she talked, I saw three figures emerge from shadows. It was the man from the bar, Juanita, and the young boy.


  My skin crawled as I realized that they’d been very much dead last I’d seen them. Noticing my wide-eyed look, she nodded.


  “I was able to save them because you buried them with such love.”


  The three sets of eyes looked down at the ground. None of them were savaged as they’d last been; all three of them looked like real, solid flesh. Not dead at all. Their skin gleamed and their eyes were bright.


  I shook my head. “But I saw him disappear at the taco stand, and you denied ever seeing him.”


  Brilliant white teeth flashed at me. “I never denied it, I simply did not answer. I sensed the evil upon him, the touch of the Triad. I could not change him at the time; he was infected with something. So I took him. But before I had a chance to secure him, he vanished again. I believe the Triad returned for him. Whatever happened, he was next discovered dead among them.” She pointed at the other two.


  “What do you mean that because of burying them with love you were able to bring them back?”


  The flickering shadows of candlelight played across her macabre-looking face.


  “To reanimate that which was killed with evil would bring back a fractured, broken mind, one I cannot control. There must be love present in order for my powers to work at their height. You cared enough to see them buried properly and that was enough to heal them.”


  “What of the other zombies? They looked nothing like them,” I said, because these bodies in front of me looked fresh, not even dead. As did Lorena—none of them looked like horror-movie props.


  She shrugged. “As I said, to bring someone back who wasn’t buried with the proper reverence would cause the mind to be fractured, destroyed. That is what you saw. Some of them were mine.”


  I remembered the corpses that seemed as alive as myself— I’d wondered at the time at how different they were from the others.


  “But many were not.” She stopped talking as if taking a moment to regain her composure. “They were slain by evil hands and brought back with corrupt magic. I tried to warn you, but I couldn’t get too close. The eyes watch me constantly.”


  Licking my lips, I took a step closer. At this the zombies lifted their heads and circled their queen in a protective circle.


  Holding up her hand, she nodded. “It is okay, my children. You may relax.”


  The girl before me acted far more mature than her years.


  Making sure to keep a safe distance from her, I spread my arms. “Why are you telling me all this? I was sent here to kill you. You shouldn’t trust me.”


  “And yet I do.” She smiled. “I’ve been waiting a long time for you, Pandora. You must understand. Unlike other monsters of this world, I am completely mortal. I live the lifespan of a human.”


  “I had no idea.” As I’d mentioned before, zombies were a mystery to many of us, but certainly knowing a queen to be mortal would be a secret she’d desperately wish to keep concealed. So why was she telling me this?


  “And why should you?” she continued. “To be queen isn’t an easy job. It is why the hive is so loyal, going as far as to lay down their lives down for mine. They are strong where I am not. But within me”—she tapped her fist to her chest—“lies the beginning of my line. Our oral tradition means that in a sense, we are as immortal as you.”


  “So why have you been waiting for me? And if you know about the Triad, do you know about their prophecy concerning me?”


  She nodded, causing the mum in her hair to float gracefully to her feet. “Yes. I’ve heard of the prophecy. Once I determined that it was you they sought, I tried to gain access to you.”


  “How do you know so much?” Asher finally spoke up.


  Her eyes zeroed in on him immediately. “Because we too have a prophecy. It was taught to me by my mother and grandmother both.” She pointed to Lorena and I suddenly realized the old woman had to be her grandmother, but not only that, she was also a zombie now. So clearly a queen didn’t truly die, she simply became one of the next queen’s children when the succession passed on. It was a creepy thought.


  Pulse racing with anticipation, I leaned forward on balls of my feet, wanting to shake the truth out of her. “And?”


  “You are not alone in this fight, demon. My numbers are decimated right now, but once they recover, we shall be your right hand.”


  “Why? Because of your prophecy?” I was so sick of everything coming back to superstition, but in this, I couldn’t deny that having such a powerful ally wasn’t the best thing I’d heard in weeks.


  She inclined her head. “You are the key.”


  “Key to what?” I almost growled. “To releasing Wrath? How?”


  Asher’s palm pressed into the center of my back and I leaned into his touch.


  “The Triad is evil, it is why we never joined with the Order. Because of who controls them. You are the key to destroying the three.”


  I shook my head. “So now I’m going to destroy the Triad too? This just keeps getting better.”


  “Understand we all have a capacity for evil and good. The choices you make, those you align yourself with, that is the side that will win. You can bring about the end of ages or you can usher us into an era of peace.” She held out her hand. “Join me, demon, let us defeat the darkness.”


  “How are you so certain that I’m the right woman? How can you know for sure?”


  She shrugged and for a second I saw the flash of youth that betrayed her mortality. “Because I know you ingested Pestilence. You were born with Lust. You proved to me that night that you are the sin eater spoken of in our legends.”


  “Sin eater?” Asher’s lips turned down. It surprised me a little that he genuinely seemed shocked by that.


  I was constantly feeling a step behind in everything, but that he now seemed surprised worried me for reasons I couldn’t put my finger on.


  She reminded me of a bird in the way she stared at us—stutter-stop movements interspersed with blinks.


  “Did you know that to consume an LCD soul as you have would naturally make the host turn gradually insane?” she asked.


  She looked dead at me and I felt compelled to tell her the truth. “To be honest, I don’t know much about possession since this was my first time.”


  Her teeth looked sharp when she smiled. “But not your last. To become the key, you most become powerful. Incredibly so. By the time you are through, Pandora, you’ll be Legion. We start in Tennessee—it is their home.”


  Finally, a tangible clue. It wasn’t much, but it was enough.


  And this time when she extended her hand again, I took it. In that moment, I really believed it. That we’d be a shining beacon of good against the gates of Hell, that because I chose to fight for light, that fate and destiny would make it so, that even the angels would sing my praise.


  God, I was so naïve.
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  I was so exhausted by the time we exited that cave, like the weight of the world had come crashing down upon me, I moved into Asher’s arms. “Fly me home, Priest.”


  He didn’t object, simply took me into his strong arms and flew through the clouds. It might have been faster to trace, but I really just wanted to just be with him a little while longer.


  He gave me the silence I craved as his powerful wings glided us home.


  Asher was fast, but it still took him a few hours to get to our glade. When he did, the lights were out and the world fast asleep. Dawn approached soon.


  Crawling onto our bed, I watched as he stripped down for me. Strong fingers worked his shirt over his head, revealing the pack of muscles that gleamed bronze from a shaft of moonlight kissing them; the V shape of his waist led to strong, powerful thighs. His cock sprang free when he shoved his pants down, and that piercing almost seemed to cry out my name.


  My throat went dry and my pulse started hammering. The mattress dipped when he crawled to me, moving with the skill and grace of a stalking panther.


  “Priest?” I grabbed his face and inhaled his spicy warmth, letting it saturate my lungs and fill me from the top of my head to the tips of my toes.


  “Hmm?” His brown eyes swallowed me up. I shivered, because when Asher looked at me, he wasn’t just seeing me, he was absorbing me. Sucking me into his soul, opening himself up to me in a way I knew in my heart he’d never done with another and would never do again.


  The beat of our hearts moved in tandem.


  “I couldn’t possibly sleep.”


  I knew he was tired; he hadn’t slept in days now. We might be immortal, but we weren’t immune to the pull of the sandman.


  “What do you need from me, little demon?” He tenderly brushed at the curls framing my face.


  I smiled because he was always saying things like that, and I didn’t feel like they were just idle words that meant nothing. Asher meant every word he said. “No, it’s what I want to do for you. I want you to know me. Can I play you a song?”


  I waited with bated breath. I’d never really done this for anyone else. Only for Kemen, who’d, for whatever reason, seemed soothed by the warble of my voice. I didn’t exactly suck, but I wasn’t going to be playing in Central Park anytime soon either.


  “I would like that very much.” He smiled.


  I kissed the center of his chest, scooted off the bed, and jogged into the living room, returning a second later with one of the few treasures in this world I truly valued.


  Blowing out an anxious breath, I took a seat. “Don’t laugh at me.”


  “Can I tell you something?”


  I nodded at his serious tone. “Anything.”


  “The night you awoke from the coma, I watched you sing. Your voice was so haunted, so full of pain and hurt that it was a physical blow to me not to rush to your side. I’ve always hoped that someday you’d actually know I was around and would sing for me the same way I heard you sing that night.”


  Cheeks turning hot, I closed my eyes. “Priest, I…”


  But the words wouldn’t come, not as easily as they had with Luc. Because I’d been saying good-bye, and this wasn’t good-bye and I wasn’t sure I could trust my instincts. Not where this emotion was concerned.


  He nodded. “Me too.”


  Shivering, I couldn’t speak for a second. Because I had to let those unspoken words roll around, to fill every corner of my being, to understand that sometimes you just have to let go and be willing to believe in the impossible.


  It took barely any time to tune the strings, and then I played. I didn’t have a thought in my head of what I would play, but eventually my fingers seemed to settle on a song for me.


  “Cortez the Killer” by Neil Young, a lyrical recounting of Cortez’s crimes against Montezuma. It wasn’t a terribly romantic song. In fact, it was the opposite of it. But the mood it set was the one I was going for, a somber, spiritual tone that fit my needs right now.


  For his part, Asher just seemed pleased that I would trust him with this. Demons share only very rarely with one another and there usually has to be decades of trust built up between them; we never showed ourselves with an outsider. But nothing about Asher had ever felt like it was on the outside.


  From the moment I’d met him, I’d known him. Felt him move deep within me, fill the void that’d always existed in me. I’d craved his touch, his fire, and now he was mine and I never wanted to let him go.


  And as I sang the words, I held his gaze, and though I wanted to look away because it all seemed so overwhelmingly big, I knew that I had to show Asher all of me, hold nothing back. And when the last note died, I shuddered before gently laying my guitar down.


  Emotionally, physically drained.


  And then he was just there, and he was pulling me into his arms, and I didn’t fight him because he understood exactly what I needed even when I couldn’t say it. I clung and kissed his nude chest, so grateful that he’d found me. That I wasn’t ever going to be alone again.


  And when he began to take my clothes off, I didn’t argue. I watched as his sure fingers unzipped me, as he slowly worked them off my legs. He kissed my naked thigh, nipping and biting in a way that felt like a shot of adrenaline straight through me.


  His touch was loving and so tender. My skin prickled from his heat and Lust stirred, purring like a contented cat with a treat.


  “Sit up,” he directed.


  Smiling, I sat up and lifted my arms straight up. The pads of his thumbs licked at my skin like a trail of fire as he slipped the shirt off. Rolling my head back, I exposed my neck to him.


  “Lie back.”


  I didn’t know what my priest had planned, but it didn’t matter either. I’d do anything he wanted. Whatever it was he needed, there’d be no shyness from me. It’d been so long since I’d only wanted to please and not necessarily have to be pleased that my belly rolled with excitement like it was my first time all over again.


  And for someone as old as me, that’s a minor miracle.


  “You own me, little demon. Everything I am is yours.”


  He kissed me, and oh the kiss was divine. It was spiritual. A surrendering, and I knew our time had finally come.


  Flooded with peace, with the knowledge that this moment had been inevitable from the day he’d walked onto my ride, I smiled up at him.


  I know this won’t last, nothing good ever does. But for tonight… it was enough.


  ~*~
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  Sneak Peek at Howler’s Night


  One moment I was lying in bed, about to get it on with the man I was hopelessly in love with. The next thing I knew, the world exploded into madness. Glass shattered and the sound of an explosion rocked the night. I was thrown into the air, Asher ripped from my arms. Light flashed and chaos, God, it reigned.


  There were screams, so many screams. Something sharp bit into my skin and I felt the hot warmth of blood flowing from my cheek. I must have fallen off the bed… into a lamp? I blinked because literally my brain felt like scrambled eggs. I coughed and hacked as the sensation of something heavy pressed down, centered in the middle of my chest, like my lungs couldn’t inhale deep enough.


  And then a shadow covered me. But it didn’t belong to my priest. Claws sliced through my shoulder blades.


  “We’ve found her!”


  Someone screamed and I was shocked to realize that blood-curdling sound had come from me. The claws gripped tighter and I convulsed because the pain was unbelievable. My demons were silent, almost whimpering within me.


  I was so freaking disoriented—my ears were ringing and I was blinking, looking at the world and unable to believe what it was I was seeing.


  Somehow there was a giant gaping hole through Kemen’s trailer, and I’d been blasted through it. My cheek wasn’t pressed into a lamp like I’d thought, but against a sharp stick. The bookshelf I’d so lovingly set up was now crushing my left leg, and when I tried to wiggle my foot, I realized with a howl that it was broken.


  “Pandora!” Asher screamed and I could see his shadow racing to me, but something was very wrong with him.


  His arm was hanging useless by his side, and that’s when I realized it was barely hanging on by a thread of skin. His left cheek was blown open, exposing the red meat of muscle below. I shook my head.


  His eyes were glassy and he looked as disoriented as I felt, and that image chilled me to the marrow of my soul because nothing got the drop on a priest. Ever.


  This wasn’t real. None of this was happening. I’d just been in bed with Asher and we were going to make love, it was finally happening. And then it wasn’t, and now I didn’t know what was going on.


  The claws tossed me over a hard, impossibly thick shoulder covered in a coarse jacket.


  I whimpered and tears slid from the corners of my eyes as the body ran through the swamp with me draped over its back. I tried to move, to wiggle even, but a lethargy gripped me. My limbs refused to obey even my tiniest command. Every time the thing’s steps pounded the wet ground, I lifted up, only to then slam back into its hard-as-concrete muscles. Groaning, I shoved at its back, trying to yank the jacket off, only to realize it wasn’t a jacket but amber-hued fur.


  “Oh God,” I sobbed, reaching out for Asher, who was now on the ground, tackled by two more giant beasts of fur and muscle.


  And that’s the last thing I remembered before a fist rammed into my skull, crushing it on impact.


  ***


  The green blinking lights were the first thing I noticed when I squinted my eyes open. The next was a horrible metallic buzzing, as if from a dying florescent lamp. The third…


  The third thing was the worst. A scream of horror was trapped in my throat. Not because I was strapped down on a gurney, or even because I had a ball-gag shoved in my mouth. But because I was naked, and I was open.


  From my chest cavity to the bottom of my stomach, I’d been cracked open like a watermelon.


  Help! Oh my, God! Help!


  Tears rained down my eyes because the words had only been in my head. There’d be no one coming for me. No knight to rescue me. I was alone and lost, tucked away only God knew where.


  “Good, she’s awake. Now the testing may commence.” A disembodied voice spoke over loudspeakers wired into the room. I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman, but it didn’t matter.


  Nothing mattered except them not doing whatever they were about to do to me.


  No. No. I shook my head and tried to fight my restraints. I kicked out with my feet, then lashed out my arms. But the moment I moved it was like someone had inserted an electric cattle prod directly into my heart.


  I bucked, writhing from the agony of it. My eyes grew larger as I saw, SAW!, my heart. The actual beating organ. It was as exposed as the rest of me and there were wires attached all over it.


  There was a beeping sound, and then hard, merciless hands were shoving me down onto the cold metal table, and a light so bright it was like staring into the sun was turned directly in my face.


  I couldn’t see anymore. I whimpered. Moaned. Trying to plead, to beg them to stop. But they couldn’t make sense of my words, and what would it have mattered if they had? I knew these were the kinds of people who would never stop.


  The last thing I could remember was my priest—he’d been holding me and we were going to….


  I screamed when they took a knife to me. Screamed until my throat went raw, and still I went on.


  I should have passed out. Why wasn’t I passing out?


  “Pass me the clippers,” a male voice said.


  The sound was so methodical, so normal, as if he were doing nothing more than cleaning his nails. Eating lunch.


  “If you’re worried, demon, that we mean you harm,” that same male voice whispered to me as casually as can be, “then you’d be right.”


  Then something sharp, metal, and hot as a hell furnace sank into my gut. The pain ate me alive and fractured my soul. My demons were gone. I was empty. So empty. So cold.


  I was nothing.


  And finally, finally, the blessed darkness took me…


  ~*~


  If you’d like to know when the next book in this series comes out, make sure to sign up for my Newsletter!
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