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I Hear Voices





Prologue
I hear voices and see dead people. No, I’m not nuts. I’m psychic. It’s a family thing. I worked for a psychic hotline called Picas Moon. My specialty was Tarot Card readings. For only $. a minute, you got to chat with me, a real live, genuine, authentic, certified psychic. I even had a nice little certificate hanging on the wall of my cubicle that stated that fact. Want to know the future, need to connect with the spirit world or find the love of your life?

Give me your Visa or Master Card numbers and I was yours for as long as you needed me or until your money ran out. It was a nice gig.

Until Madam Celeste called me into her office on Christmas Eve and instead of getting that nice bonus check I was expecting, I was laid off. Me? I was the only genuine psychic she had. The rest were delusional quacks, flat out liars and phony, no talent hacks. Okay, the delusional quacks were Madam Celeste’s daughters, and of course, they kept their jobs. Family is family no matter how incredibly awful their advice was. I foresaw a lawsuit in their immediate future.

Since I’m an authentic psychic I should have seen it coming, right? It doesn’t work that way. I can’t predict my future. My life is basically a crap 	shoot just like everyone else’s and sometimes you roll snake eyes.

On Christmas morning, I got hit with more bad news. My Aunt Sophie, another authentic psychic, had tracked me down and offered me my old job back. The one where I did séances that scammed grieving relatives out of their hard earned money. I hated every minute of it.

The only reason I stayed as long as I did was to protect my grandmother from Uncle Dante, the devil incarnate, who locked her in the basement and threatened to kill her if I didn’t do the séances. But it was Aunt Sophie, his older sister that scared the piss out of me. She dabbled in the black arts and was known to have summoned a demon or two. When Granny Annabel died, I made my escape and never looked back.

What was Aunt Sophie’s ultimatum? If I wasn’t back at the family compound in Seattle by New Year’s Day, she would turn my life into a living hell. She could and she did. My family members are not the nicest people in the world. In fact, most of them are scam artists, thieves or worse.

After Aunt Sophie put the word out, finding another psychic gig was nigh-on impossible.

Because of the sucky economy, I couldn’t even get a job at a local burger joint. Trying to get the State of Arizona to fork over unemployment benefits was even harder. The minute I mentioned I was a psychic it was over.

Out of desperation to prove to the clerk that I really was a genuine psychic I blurted out, “Your boyfriend, Mark, is cheating on you with your best friend, Martha.” The poor thing burst into tears and fled her window.

The nice security guard escorted me to a tiny waiting room and promised a supervisor would speak to me shortly. Was that shorthand for the police were coming? I hoped not.

Bored out of my mind, I flipped through an old Arizona Highways magazine and an article about Montezuma’s gold caught my attention. Gold! I could really use some of that Aztec gold about now.

Seems back in the early fifteenth century Cortez overran the great Aztec empire. To keep the greedy bastard from taking all his loot, Montezuma packed up his gold and with a small army guarding it, sent it north into what is now the canyon country of southern Utah. There, so the legend tells, his king’s treasure is still hidden.

The story got even more interesting. In , Freddy Crystal, an Indiana Jones type, showed up in Kanab, Utah and convinced the town folk that he had a four centuries old map that would lead them to the long-lost treasure. He must have given one hell of a speech to get those hard working farmers to dig for gold, because gold fever hit with a vengeance.

Kanab’s elected mayor and city council were the first all petticoat government of that time. The

women decided it was plain foolishness to share the treasure with the outside world and fines were levied for even uttering the word “treasure.” The ladies organized the treasure hunt like generals commanding an army. Each morning Kanab would empty and each night the deserted streets would fill up again.

Since the town was the most inaccessible city in the United States, it was easy to keep their secret. This went on for two years and lucky for me, they never found the treasure.

I gasped as a series of images flashed across my mind. An emerald eye set in a large gold amulet.

Flickering torches revealed stucco warriors and a map etched into a stone. A dark malevolence guarded an eerily lit cavern filled with baskets of gold.

The visions were abruptly replaced by the image of a large, heavily muscled man with dark hair and silver eyes that seemed to glow with an inner fire. His Hollywood good looks were marred by a scar across his right cheek. Somehow I knew he was an obnoxious, know-it- all prick, who would stop at nothing to achieve his goals.

If he thought he could keep me from finding the gold, he was sadly mistaken. My eyes snapped open when Granny Annabel stated calmly, “He’s the one.”

I glared at her gypsy-like apparition. Granny always reminded me of an Italian Betty White. She refused to pass over until I accepted my destiny

and found a strong man to protect me. Don’t get me wrong. I love her and most of her advice is dead on the money but I didn’t need help finding a man nor did I want to become a demon slayer. “Sure he is. Just like the cop, the bouncer and Madame Celeste’s bodyguard were.”

“Beware of the Serpent,” she intoned and vanished.

Beware of the Serpent? What kind of mystical crap was that? I glanced down at the magazine and gold fever sank its claws into me. Okay, the fact that I was about to be evicted from my apartment, my car repossessed and the only thing in my refrigerator was some moldy cheese had a little to do with it. I mean finding the gold had to be easier than prying a check out of the state’s unemployment office. Right?

Zelda Dragos, psychic treasure hunter, had a nice ring to it. Maybe I should get some business cards made up.





Chapter One
I borrowed my neighbor’s newspaper for the want ads and nearly choked on my coffee. The gold medallion that would lead me to Montezuma’s lost treasure was on display at the Phoenix Art Museum.

I let out a triumphant whoop and did a little happy dance. My crappy luck was finally changing.

Friday, the museum was sponsoring a big gala event to show off the Aztec artifacts found at the lost city of El Dorado. The Mexican government had kindly arranged to display the pieces for a sizeable donation. For only twenty dollars, the general public could tour the exhibit today. Damn, there went my gas money.

The newspaper article heralding the event also had a one page story complete with a color photo on Derek Sloan, the know-it-all prick in my vision.

This modern day tomb raider was the one who had discovered the fabled lost city. He was furious with the Mexican government for confiscating the gold he had recovered. Recovered? Looted was more like it.

The gullible reporter actually believed Sloan’s story that he had the proper documents and the local Commandant had exceeded his jurisdiction when he appropriated the artifacts.

I figured the Commandant had about thirty million reasons to snag the loot. The reporter speculated that Sloan was attending the gala to air his grievances with the Mexican government.

Me? I knew he was here to get his gold back, one way or another. Couldn’t really blame him but I needed that medallion. My little inner voice was screaming blue bloody murder that if I didn’t stop Sloan now, I would never find the gold.

The thought of spending another twelve weeks at the unemployment office, filling out form after form, made me shudder. The beige, cinder block building reeked of sweat and despair. The temperature always hovered at degrees. All the wheezing air conditioner did was push warm air around the packed waiting room. Add in the horde of flies that dive bombed you incessantly, the ear-shattering wails of bored children and the place could double as hell.

Desperate times called for desperate measures.

There was only one way to stop him. I had to steal the medallion before Sloan pulled his own heist and to keep him off my back, I needed to get him locked up. A little time at Sheriff Joe’s tent city would do him wonders. Just the thought of the Tomb Raider being forced to wear that awful pink underwear and zebra striped overalls made me smile.

The one person who could help me out of this mess was my Uncle Aldo. I was eight years old when my parents died in a car accident and he

raised me the best way he knew how. I mean dealing with a kid who could see dead people had to be seriously freaky. But he took it all in stride and loved me unconditionally. I have to admit his idea of proper schooling was a bit unique but the Dragos Clan isn’t exactly law abiding.

To be blunt we’re thieves. My father had been recruited by Uncle Aldo and once he married my mom, he had changed his name to Dragos. It’s a clan requirement.

My uncle had been a gifted thief until arthritis crippled his hands. He taught me all he knew and two days before I was to become El Gato, the most wanted cat burglar in Europe, Aunt Sophie, my mother’s sister, showed up. Some snitch in the family had told her about my rather awesome psychic gifts. The evil bitch forced Uncle Aldo to retire and took me to Seattle to learn the other family business.

After I made my escape, Uncle Aldo moved to Sun City, Arizona where the old ladies are hot to trot. His pool has seen more action than Hugh Hefner’s.

Calling Uncle Aldo, I explained the situation, told him what I needed and asked for his help.

“Si, Zelda, of course I will help you,” he replied in his heavy Italian accent. “It will be good to sharpen my skills and make fools of la Polizia.”

“Grazie, uncle, I’ll see you at noon.”

When I quit the family business, I borrowed one of Uncle Dante’s special effect computers which

made unbelievably real holographic images. You never knew when you might need a diversion. Like pulling a heist at a crowded, heavily guarded museum. A realistic Montezuma appearing out of thin air with smoke and sound effects should do the trick. But first, I had to do a little recon.

 

Forking over my last twenty dollars to a bloated old woman with Yoda-like eyes at the box office; I trailed after the way too perky guide as she chirped on and on about the mysterious Aztecs and their blood thirsty ways. Her incessant giggling made me want to smack her upside the head. What the hell was funny about human sacrifices?

 

I quickly ditched the tour by ducking behind a large potted plant. How had that twit landed a job when I couldn’t even get hired as a dish washer?

Fate was an evil, twisted bitch.

My attention was drawn to two hulking, armed security guards escorting a big guy wearing a Fedora around the exhibits. Aw c’mon a Fedora?

Did the dude really think he was Indiana Jones? I strolled closer for a better look. Yep, it was the Tomb Raider. His silver eyes swept over my size body, lingered for a minute on the cleavage exposed by my turquoise tank top and immediately dismissed me.

Guess I wasn’t his type. Men like him were more into the Barbie doll bimbos who wore a size zero and have breast implants bigger than their IQ.

Dating a guy like him would be like dating my Uncle Dante, who had slaughtered his first and second wives just for looking at another man. I wasn’t into merciless predators who’d sell their own mother if there was a profit to be made.

The Tomb Raider’s nervous escorts kept fingering their guns. I couldn’t really blame them, he had menacing down to an art form.

Sloan’s square chin was covered by several days’ growth of bristly black beard. His ebony hair brushed the collar of a horribly loud orange Hawaiian shirt. The man had to be color blind. I mean, my God, who buys something with big yellow parrots on it?

My eyes skimmed down Sloan’s khaki shorts to his long, very muscular legs. Hoo boy, the guy was ripped. Made you want to lick him all over.

I smacked myself in the forehead. What the hell was wrong with me? Okay, it’d been awhile since I had a date. A depressed sigh broke from me.

So long in fact that I had probably forgotten how to kiss properly, but I certainly wouldn’t mind using him for some practice. Too bad I had to get Indiana Jones arrested.

Shaking off my sudden longing for a little romance, I hurried over to the display with my medallion in it. I held my hands an inch above the case, opened my psychic eye and reached out.

A flurry of images scrolled across my mind. A small metal sign with Hieroglyphic Canyon etched on it. The ominous Superstitious Mountains loomed

over a large Saguaro cacti covered in white flowers. One large spine pointed down a rocky path.

A large, callused hand touched my arm.

“Ma’am, you okay?”

Ma’am? I was barely thirty. I opened my eyes and blinked. A garish Hawaiian shirt filled my vision. Crap. It was Indy. Tilting my head up, I met his suspicious gaze and pasted an adoring smile on my face. “I appreciate your concern, sugar. Dinner would certainly make me feel better.” I stroked a hand down his massive chest. “Much, much better.”

A dark brow shot up incredulously and his mouth tightened. “Some other time, sweetheart.”

I grinned as Sloan beat a hasty retreat. This was going to be fun.

My dapper Uncle Aldo gave me a slight nod as he squired two beaming elderly women around the displays. His ivory cane was a work of art. It contained a super duper spy camera equipped with a scanner that would pick up the frequency range of the museum’s security system. It also had a cool electromagnetic pulse feature that fried all electronic devices. With one press of a button, the alarm systems, cameras, lights and cell phones would be put out of commission, permanently. I loved technology.

I watched the security guards hustle Sloan out of the building and dump him next to a battered

old silver Hummer. Hmmph. The car matched his eyes. Was he that vain?

A feral smile twisting his mouth, Sloan got in his Hummer and drove off. Guess he had done his surveillance, too.

The psychic image of a black clad figure entering the darkened museum flashed across my mind. The sneaky bastard planned on hitting it tonight. The Indiana Jones wannabe was going to be in for a nasty surprise. Hope he had a good lawyer.

 

A short time later, I adjusted my way too tight borrowed maid’s uniform. Who knew I could still squeeze into a size ? I know I had put on a little weight. Okay, who was I kidding? Twenty or so pounds were a lot but working for Aunt Sophie had driven me to chocolate. I’ll freely admit I’m a chocoholic but it was the only thing that kept me sane.

 

The downside of my sanity was the ugly brown shirt squashed my breasts and I was afraid if I breathed too deeply the buttons would pop off. But hey, I could actually say I still wore a size .

Kinda.

Pushing the maid’s cart down the hallway to room , I inserted the pass key Uncle Aldo had made me and slipped inside Sloan’s hotel room.

Whoa! The room was fit for royalty. The elegant sitting room had a terrific view of the city and double doors opened onto an enormous balcony

complete with comfy lounge chairs. The opulent bedroom was a playboy’s wet dream with a bed big enough for an orgy. He’d better enjoy it now. The Tomb Raider’s next accommodation would be a six by eight cell with a metal toilet.

Pulling on my latex gloves, I planted schematics of the hotel and museum’s security system in his luggage, stuffed burglary tools under the bed and hid a radio frequency jamming gun in the air duct.

Once Uncle Aldo liberated the million dollar diamond necklace from the penthouse safe, I’d call the police with an anonymous tip about where they could find the stolen loot. Yep, room .

I passed the wet bar and a plate of warm chocolate chip cookies drew me like a magnet. The Hilton did know how to treat its customers. I grabbed one and took a bite. Omigod! Could you have an orgasm from chocolate? I took another bite. Ooooh yeah.

No sense in leaving them. I mean, guys weren’t into chocolate, right? Stuffing the cookie in my mouth, I grabbed the plate, opened the door and stepped into the hallway.

The elevator doors dinged and Sloan strolled out. Holy shit! Talk about bad timing. I sucked in a deep calming breath. It’ll be okay. All he’ll see is an overweight Hispanic looking maid doing her job.

Setting the plate of cookies on the cart, I pushed it calmly down the hallway.

His cocky stride had me gritting my teeth.

Macho creep.

Sloan’s cold silver eyes zeroed in on the plate of cookies as he walked towards me. They were mine and there was no way he was getting his grimy paws on them.

The top button on my shirt suddenly shot off like it had been propelled by a rocket launcher. I watched in horror as it smacked him right between the eyes. Omigod!

Sloan stopped dead and stared at me. “Helping yourself to my cookies, sweetheart?”

His sweetheart sounded more like a cuss word than an endearment.

When I didn’t respond he added, “Do you know you have my chocolate on your mouth?”

His chocolate? I quickly swiped at my lips. “Muy bien, senor.” I winced, my Mexican accent really sucked.

Sloan’s gaze narrowed. “Do I know you?”

“No comprende, senor.”

“Those eyes, I’ve seen them before.”

My pale violet eyes were a bit unique. “No comprende,” I repeated, pushing the cart faster.

Another button rocketed off and whacked him in the nose. Sloan’s gaze settled on my ample cleavage. “What were you doing in my room, Angel?”

Oh shit, I should have never worn that tank top. The angel shaped birthmark on my upper right breast was unforgettable and marked me as a demon slayer. “No hablas Ingles.”

“The hell you don’t.” He grabbed for me.

I shoved the plate of cookies in his face. He wanted them. He got ‘em.

Sloan growled like a rabid pit bull and lunged at me.

I ducked under his outstretched arms, slammed the cart into him and ran for my life.

“You little bitch. You’re after the gold, too!”

“Ya think?” One glance at the chocolate smeared predator on my ass and I went to plan B.

Yanking the fire alarm, I dropped a smoke bomb and hauled ass down the stairs.

I was wheezing like a stranded guppy when I finally made it to the parking lot. Twelve flights of stairs in less than five minutes had to be a record.

Sirens wailing, several fire trucks and cop cars squealed to a stop in the front drive. A large crowd of panicked people poured out of the front doors.

I’d say my diversion was a success.

My calf muscles protesting loudly, I hobbled over to my gold Sonata and climbed in.

The door to the staircase flew open and the enraged Tomb Raider barreled out.

I waved all friendly like at him and started the engine.

He mouthed, I will find you.

Flipping him the bird, I mouthed back, not a chance.

His fists clenched, Sloan sprinted towards me.

Wow! That sucker could really run.

I gunned it and roared out of the parking lot.

Ha! I showed him. A smug look at the rear view

mirror had me groaning. He was writing my license plate number down.

Grabbing my cell phone, I dialed —. The line rang and rang and rang. To my horror an automated voice answered, “You have reached —. All the lines are busy. If you have a life threatening emergency, please stay on the line.”

Good God, — had an answering machine.

Were the budget cuts that bad?

My cell phone snapped, crackled and went dead. Crap. I glanced over at the passenger seat and sure enough, there sat Granny Annabel still decked out like a gypsy.

“You’re messin’ up our plan!”

“Aldo was arrested.”

My stomach clenched in horror. “That’s not possible.”

“Derek recognized Aldo at the museum. He called his detective friend and told him that your uncle was the famous El Gato. They put… What is the word?”

I rubbed my suddenly aching head. “A tail?”

“Si, la Polizia was waiting for him when he left the penthouse.”

“That skunk is so going down.”

“Derek is a clever man, bambina. He will make you a good husband.”

“Husband!? Are you nuts! I’m not his type.”

“I do not like your tone.”

“He’s a predator just like Uncle Dante.”

“Derek knows how to protect his woman.”

“I am not nor will I ever be his woman,” I hissed through gritted teeth.

Granny Annabel gave me the evil eye. “You doubt me?”

“Yes.”

“Then do as you wish but fate will not be denied.” She vanished.

Fate will not be denied? What a bunch of hooey.

My cell phone sprang to life with a wonky ring.

“Hello?”

A sexy, deep timbered voice asked, “Zelda Dragos?”

The hair on the back of my neck literally stood up. “Derek Sloan, how did you get my number?”

He laughed a not very nice kinda laugh. “I have resources.”

“Like your detective friend?”

“Very good. Maybe you do have some psychic abilities.”

The slimy, conniving Tomb Raider had investigated me? “What do you want?”

“A meeting.”

I laughed, genuinely amused. “Not happening.”

There was a steely edge to his voice when he promised, “I will find you.”

“Does your detective friend know you’re planning on robbing the museum tonight?”

His breath hissed out. “Don’t get in my way, sweetheart. You won’t like the consequences.”

“Neither will you.” I disconnected and hit speed dial. As soon as my favorite cousin, Sebastian, answered I quickly filled him in on the situation.

“Don’t worry I’ll have Aldo out in an hour, luv.”

Utter relief filled me. Sebastian could hack any computer and was an expert at making criminal records permanently vanish. His release documents were a work of art. “Thanks, I owe you one. What’s with the English accent?”

“I’m impersonating John Seymour, the Duke of Somerset.”

“Hasn’t he been dead for like two hundred years?”

“My mark doesn’t know that.”

Horns honked and brakes squealed. I shot a worried look at my rear view mirror. A half a block back a silver Hummer weaved in and out of traffic.

I could sense an almost palpable fury emanating from Sloan. His predatory instincts had taken over and he wouldn’t stop until he had caught his prey. Me. Guess he wasn’t used to women running from him.

I swerved around a Lexus and shot down a side street.

The Hummer followed, barely missing a city bus. Betcha he was still pissed about the cookies. I would be.

“I’ll call you back, Sebastian, gotta ditch a moron with a death wish.”

“You need help? I can be there in eight hours.”

Sebastian had a protective streak a mile wide and always treated me like his little sister. “Nah, I can handle him. Just get Uncle Aldo out of the country.”

“Be careful, luv.”

“I always am. Ciao.” I disconnected.

I took a hard right, sped down an alley and squealed into a parking lot of a large shopping mall. Hiding between two oversized trucks, I opened my psychic eye. Well hell. Sloan’s Blackberry had an application used by the CIA to track cell phones. Wonder if I could borrow it?

An image flashed across my mind and a wicked laugh broke from me. My favorite client, Deborah Kline, was at the mall and she owed me a big favor.

I had tracked down her ex-husband and used my special effects computer to scare the living bejeesus out of him. Within two days the slimy bastard had sent her the three hundred thousand dollars he owed in back child support. Digging her business card out of my purse, I called her and asked for her help.

“I would be delighted,” Deborah replied.

“He’s in that silver Hummer heading towards you.”

“Don’t worry I’ll take care of your stalker ex-boyfriend.”

“You’re the best.” Okay, I might have stretched the truth a tiny bit but Sloan had gotten Uncle Aldo arrested.

Deborah’s brand spanking new white Cadillac suddenly shot out from a parking space. She missed the front bumper of the Hummer by a scant inch and crawled slowly down the aisle.

The Tomb Raider honked impatiently at her.

Deborah drove even slower.

Sloan laid on the horn and yelled, “Get the hell out of the way, you old bat.”

The Cadillac came to a complete stop. Deborah stepped out of her car and walked up to the Hummer.

Sloan leaned out the driver’s window. “What the fuck is your problem, Granny?”

Now he had gone and done it. Granny was in disguise and had a bit of temper.

Deborah yanked a can of mace out of her purse and let Sloan have it right in the kisser.

The Tomb Raider yowled and rubbed frantically at his face.

She smiled up at him. “You’ve got a nasty mouth on you, son.” She put the mace back in her purse and calmly walked back to her car.

“That’s tellin’ him,” I giggled. Deborah might look sweet and helpless but she’d been a top homicide detective until she retired and became a bounty hunter. She always got her man.

I pulled out of my parking space, gave Deborah a thumbs up, and headed for the exit.

A loudly cursing Sloan poured a bottle of water over his face. I honked as I drove away and yelled, “Way to go, numb nuts.”

The Tomb Raider yelled back, “Run little girl.

Run as far and fast as you can. The gold is mine.”

“Finders, keepers,” I shouted. Okay, riling him up even more probably wasn’t a good idea.

I pulled up at a stop sign and eyed the landscaping truck next to me. Perfect. They were heading to Nogales. Sometimes being psychic rocked. I rolled the window down and tossed my cell phone in their trailer.

With his burning, watering eyes, it would be difficult for Sloan to even drive and I bet it would take him about an hour to realize he was following the wrong car. By the time he made it back to Phoenix, the medallion would be mine.

Granny’s disembodied voice hissed, “How can you treat your man that way?”

“Sloan’s not my man and it was easy.”

“The fates have chosen him for you. They will not be denied.”

“Omigod! You are so full of it. Sloan dates women who would make that model Twiggy look fat. I’m not his type.”

“Men like large-breasted women.”

“Okay, I’ll agree with that, but my little voice says Sloan prefers bimbos without an original thought in their heads.”

With a blast of arctic air, Granny Annabel appeared in the back seat. “He is built like a stallion and he knows how to fuck.”

My granny was using the F word!?

“You need an experienced man, one who knows how to pleasure a woman.”

The image of his cock popped into my mind.

Damn, that sucker was big! No. No. No. She wouldn’t get to me that easily. “He’s got a big dick, so what? I want a man who will respect me, treat me as an equal and be my best friend.”

“Friends? Bah! You need passion and fire.”

“Like you had with Grandpa Frederic? He broke your heart and took every penny you had. So, I think I’ll pass.”

Granny grabbed her chest dramatically and cried, “You hateful child, I raised you better than that.”

“Uncle Aldo raised me,” I retorted.

The temperature in the car suddenly became sub-arctic and ice formed on the windshield.

“La famiglia is more important than gold,”

Granny Annabel snapped.

A snow flurries erupted in my car.

Crap! I could barely see out the windshield.

“I’m sorry, okay? Can we lose the blizzard?”

“I want your promise that you will allow Derek to court you.”

Like that was going to happen. In a desperate kamikaze move, I cut across two lanes of traffic.

Ignoring the squealing tires, blaring horns and profane curses, I pulled into the parking lot of a grocery store and skidded to a stop.

My teeth chattering, I cried, “You win! If he asks me out on a date, I’ll go.” The chances of that happening were zero.

Someone knocked on the driver’s window.

I rolled it down and peered up at the big, brawny motorcycle cop. “I’m having a bit of a problem with my air-conditioner, sir.”

The cop lowered his sunglasses and surveyed the snow coating my seats in utter amazement.

“I’ll say. You should get that looked at.”

“Yes, sir. Right away, sir.”

With a disbelieving shake of his head, the officer climbed back on his motorcycle and rode off.

“Derek will give you many fine babies.”

A slightly hysterical laugh broke from me.

“Whoopdee-do, I’m all atwitter in anticipation.”

“You will be,” Granny Annabel answered and vanished.

The sooner I got the Tomb Raider out of my life, the happier I would be.





Chapter Two
Since the apartment manager had stuck the eviction notice on my door a week ago, I had been moving my stuff to Uncle Aldo’s safe house. A good thief always had one. The quaint redbrick house in downtown historic Glendale was rent free and had a freezer full of food.

Moving in with a friend was out of the question.

I never made any. After Uncle Dante killed my one and only boyfriend, it was just too dangerous. I hated freeloading off my uncle, but it was better than living on the street or going back to a life of crime. Besides, he’d get his cut of the gold and finally be able to buy that villa on the French Riviera he has always wanted.

I had less than a day to tweak my Montezuma’s revenge holographic program and find a proper disguise. I knew that rat bastard had told his detective friend about me and my photo would soon be plastered all over their most wanted list.

You’d think the Phoenix Police Department would show a little gratitude. I had found that missing three year old girl for them and just in the nick of time, too. The sicko pervert had been five minutes away from killing her.

Of course, the fact that her father was Dixon Deeter the head of the notorious Dirty Dozen biker

gang hadn’t won me any brownie points. Or when out of misplaced gratitude Dixon had made me an honorary member of the pack complete with a swell skull tattoo on my butt. The suspicious jerks followed me around for weeks. Hey, I was legit.

The minute I walked through the door, the phone rang. My stomach knotted in alarm. It couldn’t be Sloan, could it? I hesitantly picked it up. “Hello?”

My uncle’s worried voice asked, “Va bene, Zelda?”

“I’m okay. How are you doing?”

“Bene. Bene. Sebastian arranged my release and I’m on my way to the airport. You cannot go after the gold alone. It is too dangerous. I will send Sebastian or Fabian to assist you.”

Fabian, my prissy cousin, had lived with us for a year while his parents were in a Russian prison.

That man couldn’t walk past a mirror without admiring himself. And dig for treasure? It would muss his suit. “No! I don’t need his help. I can do this and Derek Sloan won’t be a problem much longer.”

“He is a dangerous man, bella.”

“If I can handle Uncle Dante, I can handle Sloan.”

“You have always been a stubborn child.”

“I need to find the gold, Uncle Aldo. I can’t… I won’t go back to Seattle and Aunt Sophie’s house of horrors.”

He let out a long sigh. “Si, evil resides there.

Be careful.”

“I always am.”

My uncle chided, “Always?”

Sometimes I did have the tendency to be a bit of a risk taker but it always worked out in the end.

Okay, there were a few times where Uncle Aldo had to ride to the rescue, but I had learned from my mistakes. “I promise I will not take any unnecessary risks.”

“If I do not hear from you every day, I will send Fabian.”

“I’ll call you. Please, I’m begging you, do not send Fabian.”

There was amusement in my uncle’s voice when he conceded, “As you wish, bella. I love you.”

“I love you, too, Uncle. Be safe.” I disconnected before he could change his mind. The last thing I needed was that prissy prima donna mucking things up.

 

I stared at my image in the full length mirror and grinned. Even Uncle Aldo wouldn’t recognize me. My short spiky black hair was covered by a long blonde wig. The brown contacts disguised my violet eyes and the low cut black velvet dress enhanced my girls, while camouflaging my not so perfect curves. I looked hot. Picking up my silver evening bag, I sauntered out the front door, knowing that gold was mine.

 

The Phoenix Art Museum was a mad house. Who knew there were so many limos in Phoenix? The dizzying flashes of the photographer’s cameras mingled with the twinkling fairy lights draped over the trees. Ancient Aztec stone statues stood like sentinels at the entrance.

I paused in the shadows and watched the rich and not so famous stroll into the museum and hand the suited guards their invitations. Good thing I was a skilled pickpocket. All I needed was the right mark.

A silver-haired woman stumbled out of her limo, snapped something at her driver and staggered up the walkway. Kinda early to be that drunk, and what kind of idiot wears a white fur coat in Phoenix when it’s already hitting degrees? A pretentious society matron with more money than sense, that’s who. I had found my mark.

I stepped out of the shadows and bumped into her. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t see you.”

She hissed like a cat and tottered unsteadily on her six inch heels “How dare you touch me?”

Her breath stank of whiskey. “Do you need help inside, ma’am?”

“No! Get away from me.”

Yikes. Her face didn’t move. She kinda reminded me of Joan Rivers with the whole eyebrows in the middle of her forehead thing.

She pointed a dagger-like nail at me. “Get away from me. Now!”

“Yes, ma’am.” I hurried inside and handed the guard my invitation.

Pausing at a display of snake frescos, I watched the society bitch wobble up to the guards. She opened her purse and surprise! Her invitation had mysteriously vanished.

The slender female guard politely informed her, “I’m sorry, ma’am, but without an invitation, I can’t allow you in.”

Spewing a litany of foul curses, the woman hauled off and smacked the poor girl upside the head with her purse. The other guard, a big, burly dude, stepped up and got the same treatment.

I looked around and grinned. Everyone in the museum was watching the society bitch’s screaming hissy fit in open-mouthed horror. The photographers were having a field day, snapping dozens of shots of her meltdown. Her feral cat imitation would be plastered all over the morning newspapers and hey who knows, she might even make the evening news, too.

A carefully orchestrated distraction is a good thief’s best tool. After quickly planting my holographic projectors, sound discs and smoke bombs; I turned and watched the show.

A bean pole of a police officer helped the guards wrestle the society bitch to the ground.

Ouch! For such a skinny thing, she had a kick like a mule. The pissed-off cop clapped the cuffs on.

“You’re under arrest for assault and disturbing the peace.”

The society bitch hissed at him, “Do you know who I am?”

The cop dragged her to her feet and answered, “Yes, ma’am. You’re the same woman we arrested for drunk and disorderly at Tarbells last week.”

“I’m going to sue you, the museum and the city for defamation and wrongful arrest.”

“Do what you have to, ma’am.”

“Police brutality,” she screamed at the top of her lungs and spat in his face.

The officer calmly wiped off his face, yanked her out the door and stuffed her in the backseat of his patrol car.

A night in jail would do her a world of good.

Walking casually around the exhibits I made my way over to the medallion. Another ten minutes and it was mine.

The hairs on the back of my neck suddenly stood up. I turned and my heart stuttered in shock.

Derek Sloan walked in wearing a thousand dollar suit that showed off his muscular body to perfection. An anorexic blonde bimbo clung to his arm.

I eyed her “fuck me” shoes and barely there dress and shook my head. She kinda looked like that hooker I saw strutting her wares on Van Buren.

He couldn’t be that hard up, could he?

“No comment,” Sloan growled at a reporter and towed the bimbo over to the first exhibit, a well endowed stone statue.

The blonde twittered, “Is that a penis?”

Sloan slanted an annoyed look at the statue.

“Yes, it is.”

“I bet it’s not as big as yours, honey balls.”

Honey balls? I grabbed a glass of champagne off a serving tray and took a healthy gulp. How in the hell had he made it back in time?

The Tomb Raider’s steely eyes constantly scanned the crowd. Ha! He’d never recognize me.

Or would he? His gaze swept over me briefly before moving on. Nope. I was safe.

Sloan stiffened, his head snapped around and his eyes zeroed in on my breasts.

Crap! My birthmark was showing through the makeup.

Implacable resolve stamped on his face, Sloan glided towards me with the fluid grace of a predator who was about to make lunch out of his prey.

The blonde bimbo grabbed his arm. “Hey!

Where are you going?”

Without replying, the Tomb Raider shook her off like a pesky fly.

It was time to get the party going. Hiding behind a group of gossiping women, I pulled out the remote and hit the first two buttons.

The lights dimmed dramatically and with a theatrical puff of smoke, the Aztec Emperor Montezuma hovered in the center of the gallery. He wore nothing but a gold breech cloth and a headdress with three foot blue feather plumes.

Montezuma pointed his six foot bronze sword at the

stunned crowd and roared, “Death comes on wings to he who dares to steal my treasure. Whoever enters the treasure tomb disturbs the rest of a God. The Guardians of the dead will protect my gold.”

I hit another button.

An eerie moaning like a chorus of lost souls wailing a dirge echoed around the room. With demented shrieks, a dozen skeletal warriors jumped out of the darkness with blood encrusted swords.

Several women and a couple of men screamed.

“It’s the Rock,” a woman cried and started clapping.

Montezuma

waved

his

sword

around

menacingly. “Who among you dares to take my treasure?”

“Great special effects,” a man called, clapping, too.

Soon everyone in the museum was clapping loudly.

Huh. Not quite the reaction I was expecting.

A hard hand clamped around my elbow. “The Rock? Are you fucking kidding me?”

“So I think Dwayne Johnson’s hot. Sue me.” I jabbed my stun gun in Sloan’s stomach and triggered it.

Grunting in pain, he convulsed violently and crashed to the floor.

I slid the remote into his breast pocket and patted his face. “Nice playing with you, numb nuts.”

“Bitch,” he hissed through clenched teeth, his limbs still twitched spasmodically.

“Sticks and stones.” Pulling on latex gloves, I slid the night vision goggles on and triggered my uncle’s electromagnetic pulse device. Inky blackness fell.

The crowd milled around uneasily.

Several people asked, “Is the show over?”

I quickly walked over to the case, used a glass cutter and removed the medallion.

A woman behind me asked, “Why haven’t the lights come back on?”

“Dammit my cell phone won’t work,” a male voice complained.

At the exit, I glanced back and groaned. The Tomb Raider was already on his feet. He had the constitution of a contrary jackass.

I walked over to my car and slid inside with a grin. A big jackass who had been out maneuvered by little ole’ me and there was nothing he could do to stop me from taking the gold.





Chapter Three
The Superstition Mountains are a , foot high bastion of ghosts and legends. The tales of the Lost Dutchman’s mine and Peralta’s gold have lured many into the deep canyons and rocky spires.

Those who dare enter the sacred grounds of the Apache Thunder God to hunt for the legendary gold usually found death instead.

Hundreds of men have vanished in this desert wilderness only a short drive from Phoenix. They were later found with their bodies mutilated and their heads cut off. Was the Thunder God responsible? Do Apache warriors still guard the gold? Or did gold fever make crazy men out of ordinary folks. Only the dead know. To this day hikers still find skeletal remains of the unlucky treasure hunters who got lost and ran out of water.

Me? I was heading into the heart of the sacred grounds. Was I worried about the Apache Thunder God? You betcha. The spirit world is real. I should know.

Some say the Lost Dutchman’s mine lies within the shadows of the forbidding rock called Weaver’s Needle. Would I search for it? Hell, no. Poor Ted North was the last psychic treasure hunter who tried. He had been found a week later half-dead and mad as a hatter.

The sun seeped over the mountains turning the morning sky from lavender to pink. It was a good five mile hike to Hieroglyphic Canyon and I wanted to get an early start before it hit a friggin’

degrees. But, hey, it’s a dry heat.

A hot wind rose with the sun. A newspaper tumbled across the parking lot and slapped against my legs. I picked it up. Emblazoned in bold print across the front page the headline exclaimed; Priceless Artifact Stolen. The Mexican government is outraged that the museum allowed a brazen thief to snatch the medallion in front of hundreds of witness.

Outraged? They were a bunch of thieves themselves and besides, it’s not like I’m going to keep the medallion forever. As soon as I find the gold, I’ll return it.

I searched the paper and snorted. The society bitch’s arrest merited two measly lines on the society page. The snooty reporter wanted to know if Margie Goldberg’s arrest for drunk and disorderly had aided the thief. Uh, yeah, it certainly had. I stuffed the paper into a trash can, shouldered my backpack and started down the path for fame and glory.

 

The path to fame and glory sucked big time.

 

Heat waves shimmered off the sweltering rocks and added to the feeling of being baked alive. My chocolate had melted an hour ago and the water in

my canteen was actually hot. Even the poor cactus looked wilted.

Using the edge of my camouflage t-shirt to wipe the sweat out of my eyes, I checked my map again and groaned. Hieroglyphic Canyon was another friggin’ mile down this rocky obstacle course called a path. Where were Granny Annabel and her arctic freeze when I needed them?

My satellite phone chirped loudly and the hair on the back of my neck sprang to attention. How in the hell had the Tomb Raider gotten this number?

The image of Sloan decked out like a commando, face paint and all, firing a rocket launcher at what had to be a convoy of terrorists’

vehicles flashed across my mind.

I yanked the phone out of my backpack and gasped, “You work for the CIA!?”

There was a long silence. “You’ve been out in the sun too long, sweetheart.”

“You’re the only man I know who makes sweetheart sound like a cuss word.”

He dropped his voice an octave and purred, “How about I call you ‘Angel’ instead?”

I shivered as a shocking heat clenched my lower muscles. Omigod, he was actually trying to seduce me.

“First thing I want to do to you, Angel, is strip you bare. Then I’m gonna spread your hot, naked body across my bed like a banquet and eat you until you scream.”

Hoo boy! He was definitely a pro at seduction.

Shaking off the urge to yell, ‘take me I’m yours,’ I snorted rudely instead. “Nice try asshole.

Does the Logar Province in Afghanistan ring a bell?”

With a low, aggressive growl, he snapped, “Let’s get one thing straight, Zelda, that gold is mine.”

“And how exactly do you plan on finding it, Derek? Got a CIA psychic on tap?” I swatted at a bee buzzing around my head.

“No, you’re gonna find it for me.” His voice was lethally matter-of-fact.

I laughed. “Not a chance. Hell will freeze over before I’d work with you.”

A mini blizzard sprang up around me.

“Oh for God’s sake give it a rest.”

I could sense his puzzlement before he added, “You’ll do exactly what I say if you want your uncle out of jail.”

“Ha! My uncle is no longer in the country. So, good luck with that.” I hung up.

The blizzard got worse.

I reveled in the cold breeze. “Thanks Granny.”

The blizzard stopped and the unforgiving sun immediately seared my already sunburned skin.

Granny Annabel’s disembodied voice echoed eerily off the steep walled canyon. “You have roused the hunter in Derek. He will not stop until you are his. Accept your fate.”

“You don’t get it, do you? He doesn’t want me.

He wants the gold.”

“Only true love will bring you what you seek.”

I rolled my eyes. “Stop already with the mystical crap.”

“He is your destiny.”

“Destiny, my ass.” The satellite phone chirped again. I stabbed the answer button and snarled, “Stay the hell away from me or I’ll do more than stun you.”

“You try that little stunt again and I’ll put you over my knee.”

“The big, scary CIA agent’s gonna spank me.

Gosh, I’m trembling in my boots.”

Derek laughed. It was a masculine, mocking taunt. “When I’m done with you, you will be screaming my name and begging for more.”

I stared at the phone in disbelief. Did he really think I was that hard up? Okay I was, but a girl had to have some self respect. “Sorry, sugar, but you’re not my type.”

“I’m exactly your type, Angel, and one night in my bed will prove it.”

“You egotistical, conceited ass I wouldn’t sleep with you if you were the last man on Earth.”

“Care to place a bet on that?”

With a furious growl, I disconnected and swatted at another bee. That’s when the hum of thousands of bees caught my attention. I glanced up at the ledge I was using to block the sun and jumped back. Holy shit! That was one big, freakin’

hive and the little buggers were a bit riled up.

Putting out calming psychic vibes, I inched away.

A movement at the mouth of the canyon drew my attention. A large form appeared in the shimmering heat mirages dancing across the brittle desert.

Squinting against the glaring sun, I peered at the man walking out of the translucent waves. How in the hell was he tracking me?

Sloan looked huge, invincible as he sauntered down the path after me with his Fedora set at a cocky angle.

I eyed his neon green shirt decorated with bright red flowers. The rescue people wouldn’t have any problems spotting him from the air.

He gave me a friendly wave.

I gave him the one finger salute.

Derek grinned and increased his pace.

My temper flared to life. Grabbing a rock, I hurled it at the bee hive and scored a direct hit.

It hit the ground with a loud splat and thousands of angry bees poured out.

“Oh shit!” I ran for it and put every ounce of psychic power I had into calming the bees chasing me.

Sloan’s bellow of fury was music to my ears. I threw a quick glance over my shoulder and watched him sprint in the opposite direction with a horde of pissed-off bees on his tail.

Laughing with glee, I failed to notice a small boulder in my path, tripped over it and did a nice face plant on the ground. Ignoring the pain in my knees and jaw, I shot to my feet and raced down 	the path; while swatting madly at the bees stinging me.

Super cold air blasted over me and the bees’

frozen little bodies dropped to the ground.

Gasping for air, I stumbled to a stop and wheezed, “Thanks Granny Annabel.”

“You are an evil girl.”

“I know. It was a stupid move but that man makes me nuts.”

“He brings out your fire.”

I eyed her Indiana Jones outfit complete with whip and nodded. “He sure does.”

Sloan’s furious curses echoed down the canyon and guilt roiled through me. If he was stung too many times, he might not be able to hike back to his car. I didn’t want his death on my conscience. I took a deep breath and asked, “Can you help the jackass, too?”

“Si, bella, he is la famiglia.” She vanished.

Ten sweaty minutes later, I found the cacti in my vision. The spine pointed down a narrow path littered with boulder sized rocks. Standing in its meager shade, I gulped down an energy bar and several mouthfuls of hot water. My energy level was flagging big time. Now I knew why so many people never made it out.

Granny Annabel popped in. “You should wait for your man. This place is full of angry spirits.”

“Omigod! That rat bastard’s still following me?”

“Of course, bella, he is not easily defeated,”

she commented, floating after me.

“Your little ice show didn’t freak him out?”

“No, he is most eager to find you.”

“Yeah, I just bet he is.” The Tomb Raider probably wanted to strangle the life out of me.

Adjusting my backpack I headed down the path and a cold chill skittered down my spine. This place was definitely haunted.

Ancient hieroglyphics covered the white canyon walls. My unease grew as I sloshed through small pools of brackish water.

Granny Annabel suddenly commanded, “Stop!”

I froze and watched a rattlesnake slither away.

“Thanks.”

Crumbling adobe walls caught my attention. I walked closer to get a better look and every nerve in my body went on red alert. Dozens of bloody backpacks littered the interior. I crossed myself and backed away.

“The dead cannot rest until their souls are freed,” Granny announced.

Seriously freaked out I cautiously surveyed the area. “Whoever murdered them has to be human.”

“The evil one serves the Thunder God.”

The satellite phone chirped and I instinctively answered it.

Derek barked, “Are you out of your tiny little mind?”

“Probably. Gotta go, something wicked this way comes.” I disconnected and studied the area.

If I was a mass murderer, where would I hide?

A weird silence fell as if everything had been stilled, silenced by an ungodly, destructive hand.

Oh crap. Was it the Thunder God or something else?

I opened my psychic eye and felt a dark brooding stained by time and ancient blood.

Whatever it was, it was moving this way.

The hieroglyphics began to shift and transform into strange shadows which cavorted around the canyon like ritual dancers. I rubbed my eyes and looked again. Crap they were still there. My gaze settled on the inky darkness concealed behind a half dead tree. The blackened limbs reached out like sinister thorny fingers.

The satellite phone chirped again, again and again. My fingers tightened around it. “It’s not real. It’s an illusion. It’s gotta be an illusion.”

“What’s going on, Angel?” Sloan’s commanding tone steadied my nerves.

My voice shook, “Not sure. I triggered something.”

“You talkin’ woo-woo stuff?”

A paralyzing fear suddenly engulfed me in the raw edges of a nightmare. A hideous creature shimmered into existence and moved towards me with sharp reptilian fangs. My breath came in rasping shudders. “This is bad. This is really bad.”

“If you believe it to be real, it will become real,” Granny Annabel admonished as she floated beside me.

Sloan snapped, “What kind of drugs are you taking Zelda?”

For a moment, the impossible horror of the situation almost overwhelmed me. Then I got mad.

Drugs? He thought I was taking drugs? “You’re such a dick head.” I disconnected and stuffed the phone in my backpack.

Now I knew why Ted North went nuts. This place was enough to scare the bejeesus out of anyone.

Granny huffed, “You should show your man more respect.”

I totally lost it and yelled, “Can we do this later? Like when I’m not in immediate danger of losing my mind?!”

“What you seek is in the cavern.”

“Was that so hard?”

“I want you to be happy.”

A hysterical laugh broke from me. “With the Tomb Raider?”

Out of nowhere, all the terror from those who had died here slammed into me and it took every shred of will power I had to control it. I could do this. If I could go toe-to-toe with Uncle Dante, I could bitch slap the Thunder God. Yanking a flashlight out of my backpack, I forced my reluctant feet to move.

Dozens of rotting corpses rose up in front of me. Maggots oozed from the bloody flesh. “Aw c’mon. Is that the best you got?”

Hundreds of maggots boiled from the decaying flesh and swarmed towards me.

“Ewww. Now that’s just gross.”

“Bella!”

“What?” A faint, never ending moan seemed to whisper in my ear, run.

A blast of arctic air hit me in the face. “If you fail, Sophie wins and she will force you back to Seattle.”

The illusions vanished. That bitch would never win and the Thunder God was trying to delay me.

The question was why? Taking a determined breath, I turned my flashlight on and stepped into the airless cavern.

Claw-like roots pierced the sand covered floor as if something old and evil was trying to escape from the bowels of hell.

I eased off my backpack, pulled out the silver cross Uncle Aldo had gotten me from the Pope himself and hung it around my neck. It would ward off most demon attacks but would it work on an Apache god?

Nervously wiping the sweat out of my eyes, I carefully examined the cavern and shuddered at the screaming skulls lining the walls. “Omigod!

They were his trophies.”

“You should have waited for your man.”

“He’d probably pee his pants and run screaming.”

“A predator does not run. He strikes.”

“Okey-dokey then.”

Something glowed in the dark. I put my light on it and whooped in relief. Gotcha! A pink, heart shaped stone with incandescent white markings sat on top of a flat boulder. I picked it up and flinched as several images flashed across my mind.

A neon sign cast a red glow over ancient dust covered stucco warriors. An elderly man with yellowing parchment skin and wearing a molting black wig stroked one and laughed gleefully. The Best Whore House in Vegas was embroidered on his blue silk robe. Who would have thought the next clue would be in a brothel?

“You have a visitor,” Granny Annabel whispered in my ear.

“Derek?” My eyes popped open and I took a hasty step back.

A muscular Apache warrior wearing a breech cloth and war paint stood blocking the cavern entrance.

“Yaateeh,” I called, quickly stuffing the stone in my backpack. Okay it was Navajo for hello but I didn’t know any Apache.

“You have trespassed on sacred grounds,” the warrior snarled in perfect English.

“My bad, I’ll leave.” My gaze zeroed in on the big ass knife clenched in his right hand. “Or not.”

He walked towards me, coiled menace in every step. “Return the sacred stone.”

I scuttled around the boulder. Whooeee! He stunk to high heavens. I guess running around killing treasure hunters didn’t leave much time for baths.

I whispered to Granny Annabel, “I need a snowy distraction.”

The temperature dropped dramatically and a blizzard erupted.

The warrior shouted, “What manner of magic is this?”

“My kind,” I answered and swung my backpack as hard as I could. With a loud thwack, the pack connected with his face and the warrior toppled over like a pole-axed steer.

“Run,” Granny Annabel screamed.

And I did. I ran for what seemed like an eternity. The sizzling sun beat down on me and my fear fueled sprint became a stumbling jog. My leg muscles began to quiver violently and sweat poured down my face, soaking my already soggy t-shirt.

Winded, I staggered to a stop as the world spun dizzily around me. “Gotta rest.”

A cold breeze swirled around me.

“Thanks.” My knees buckled and I hit the ground.

“You need water.”

My mouth did feel like the Sahara desert.

Unscrewing my canteen I quickly drained it. I had

two bottles of water in my pack but I didn’t dare drink them yet.

A frightening war cry echoed down the canyon.

That murdering bastard wasn’t adding me to his collection of skulls. Drawing on my waning strength, I crawled behind a boulder, eased my stun gun out and waited.

“Call your man or that monster will kill you.”

With a groan, I dragged the phone out. I knew she was right. I was in no shape to outrun or outfight that Apache killing machine. Even if I was lucky enough to get him with the stun gun, I would never make it back to the car.

I punched last call and when Sloan answered, I babbled, “I don’t do drugs and I’m not hallucinating. I need your help. There’s an Apache warrior after me and he’s got a big ass knife.”

There was a long pause before he asked somewhat incredulously, “An Apache warrior?”

“Yep, with war paint, too, and he’s killed a lot of people.”

“Okay, stay put, I’ll be right there.”

“How do you know where I’m at?”

“I put a tracker on you.”

“A tracker?! You low down, sneaky, skunk.”

“You want my help, Angel?”

A shudder shook me as another war cry sounded. He was getting closer. “Yeah, I really do.

I like my head where it’s at.”

Sloan blew out a long breath and muttered, “Civilians.”

“Be careful. He’s got a really big knife.”

“I’m always careful,” Derek retorted and the line disconnected.

He probably thought I was loony tunes.

A stone skittered down the path.

I froze.

“I know you’re there, little rabbit,” the warrior called. “I can smell you.”

I sniffed my underarms and grimaced. My deodorant had definitely failed but it wasn’t that bad.

A shadow darted across the canyon and I tightened my grip on the stun gun. I’d only get one chance to zap him. Nerves jangling I peeked around the boulder. Where did he go?

An arrow whizzed past my head and buried itself by my toes. “Holy cow!”

I looked up and screamed like a little girl. The murdering bastard stood on a narrow ledge about fifty feet above me.

He notched another arrow in his bow and leveled it at me. “I will gut you and feed your entrails to the buzzards.”

A sharp crack sounded.

A second later, the warrior jerked violently and staggered off balance. His teeth bared in a fierce snarl, the Apache straightened and raised his bow again.

Two more gunshots reverberated off the canyon walls.

The warrior toppled from the ledge, bounced off some rocks and rolled to a stop at my feet. For a long moment, I stood frozen in horrified disbelief, watching the blood flow from dozens of nasty wounds and pool around his body.

Was he dead? He kinda looked dead. Could you be dead with your eyes open? Yeah, I think you could. I didn’t feel his spirit but my brain was pretty well fried. I guess I should check to make sure. I reluctantly leaned down and pressed my fingers to his carotid artery.

His hate-filled eyes suddenly focused on me and he raised the knife clenched in his fist.

A shriek broke from me and I instinctively jammed the stun gun against his groin and lit him up.

The Apache convulsed violently and the knife fell from his hand.

“Feed my entrails to the buzzards, will ya?” I let him have it again, watching in satisfaction as he thrashed around and moaned.

“I think his nuts are fried, Angel.” Derek kicked the knife away, flipped the still twitching Apache over and clamped a pair of handcuffs on.

I collapsed in the shade and shook. “Why are you carrying handcuffs?”

“A Boy Scout’s always prepared.” The Tomb Raider quickly reached over snagged my stun gun and stashed it in his backpack.

Exhausted, sunburned and really pissed off, I shot him a killing glare. “You were never a Boy Scout and give it back.”

He raised an inquiring eyebrow. “Do I look stupid?”

Like the big, CIA spy was afraid of little ole’

me? Okay, I would stun him the first chance I got.

“I need it for protection.”

“I’m your protection.”

“Oh pleeze.” I scrambled to my feet and advanced on him. “Give it back.”

Derek regarded me with all the tenderness of a vulture contemplating lunch. “You really think you can take me on and win?”

“You mean in hand to hand combat? No, but I can win using this.” I tapped my head.

The ass threw back his head and roared with laughter. “I can find you any time, any place, Angel, and if I want to tie you up, you won’t be able to stop me. You might even like it.”

As if. “Gee. Let me think. I gave you the slip at the hotel, that shopping center parking lot and at the museum. The only reason you caught up with me today was because of that blood thirsty Apache.”

He fingered a welt on his face. “I’ll admit you’re a slippery little thing.”

He had no idea. I made Houdini look like an amateur.

Sloan leaned down until we were nose to nose.

“From now on, Angel, we’re joined at the hip and you will behave yourself.”

“Or what? You’ll beat me up?”

He brushed his mouth over mine and whispered in my ear, “One night in my bed and you’ll do anything I want.”

I rolled my eyes. “Wow! That’s one hell of an ego you’ve got there, Don Juan.” I jerked my thumb at the still bleeding Apache. “You gonna let him bleed to death?”

Sloan straightened and examined the warrior.

“I’m thinking about it.” He picked up my backpack and started pawing through it. He took out the stone map. “Is this why he was chasing you?”

“Yeah, he got a tad bit cranky when I took his sacred stone.”

“What makes you think that whack job killed a lot of people?”

I pointed at the twenty or so angry spirits surrounding the fallen Apache. “Those dead guys over there and the shit load of skulls in the cavern.”

One dark brow cocked satirically. “Spirits, huh?

How many skulls did you see?”

I shrugged. “I really didn’t take the time to count them but he’s been a busy boy.”

He rummaged around some more in my pack.

“You didn’t bring enough water, Angel.”

“I wasn’t planning on being chased by a homicidal Apache, sugar.”

A shadow moved. Frowning, I glanced around Derek’s massive chest and gasped. “The Terminator’s making a run for it.”

“Dammit!” Sloan spun, grabbed a rock and hurled it.

Smack! It hit the Apache in the back of the head and he slammed face first into the rocky ground.

Derek pulled a length of rope out of his pack and efficiently tied the warrior’s feet.

Bet he was planning on using the rope on me, too, and that would be a big mistake. There wasn’t a restraint made that I couldn’t get out of.

The Tomb Raider pulled a satellite phone off his belt and punched a button. “Jake, I’ve got a bit of a situation here.”

My strength gone, I slid slowly down the canyon wall and leaned my head back. If I could just rest for a moment…





Chapter Four
The whump, whump, whump of a helicopter jerked me awake.

I looked up and watched two men in tactical gear rappel from a hovering Black Hawk helicopter.

Two paramedics and a rescue basket quickly followed them down.

I had to admit I was impressed with how fast Derek got things moving. The paramedics immediately started working on the dying Apache while the tactical guys hovered around Sloan and listened intently to what he had to say.

Too bad they couldn’t talk a little louder.

Whatever the Tomb Raider was babbling on about wasn’t making them very happy.

One man was bald, built like a tank and kept fingering his gun, like he really wanted to shoot something.

The other could be a poster boy for the Marines. Hoo ra! Chiseled features, hard body and killer stare. He pulled a map out of his vest pocket and spread it out on a boulder.

The bald guy jabbed a finger at the map. Derek nodded and gestured down the canyon.

Wonder if I could sneak away while they were busy?

I eased to my feet. The Tomb Raider’s predatory gaze locked on me and he shook his head in warning. I was kinda impressed. He had the air of ruthless authority down pat. Not that it worked on me.

He pointed to the ground. “Sit.”

“Woof. Woof.” I sat. My knees were still a bit rubbery. Okay, it worked on me.

“Keep it up and you’re gonna get that paddling you deserve.”

“Try it and I’ll fry your nuts, too.”

The tactical guys laughed.

Derek turned a sharp gaze on them and they immediately began checking their weapons.

“Show some respect, bella, ” Granny Annabel chided.

I glared at her ghostly figure. “Respect? Him? I don’t think so.”

Frowning, Derek strode over and squatted in front of me. He placed the back of his right hand against my forehead. “Who are you talking to?”

“My dead grandmother.” I pointed at her, enjoying Derek’s disbelief immensely. “Granny Annabel meet the jackass. Jackass meet my grandmother. She’s been haunting me for three very long years.”

“When did you start seeing things that aren’t there, Zelda?”

I shoved his hand away. “When I was eight and I think my grandmother deserves a thank you for saving your horny ass from the bees.”

Derek released an exasperated sigh and held up two fingers. “How many fingers?”

“Two. I might be a little overheated, but I’m psychic not insane.”

The Tomb Raider motioned to one of the paramedics. “Hank, I need you to check her over.”

“Sure boss.”

“Boss?” I eyed Hank. His baby face and curly blonde hair made look like he was barely twelve years old. “Is he a real paramedic?”

“Yes ma’am, I am.” He sat his equipment next to me and took my pulse.

“When did the CIA start recruiting children?”

“Zelda,” Sloan snapped in warning.

“I’m twenty-eight, ma’am.” He stuck a thermometer in my mouth.

“You must get carded a lot,” I mumbled.

Hank grinned. “Yes ma’am, I do.” He examined the welts on my face and arms. “Both of you run into a swarm of bees?”

Derek slanted me a hostile glare. “You could say that.”

Pinching the skin on my arm, Hank pulled out an IV kit. “Let’s get some fluids in you.”

I spit the thermometer out. “No needles.”

Derek stuck the thermometer back in my mouth. “You’re dehydrated.”

I promptly pulled it back out. “I’m fine.”

Hank popped the thermometer back in. “Heat exhaustion can kill you just as dead as a bullet in the chest.”

He had a point. I held out my arm, wincing when Hank slid the needle in and hung the IV bag on a root protruding from the canyon wall.

“You’ll feel better in no time.” He pulled the thermometer out, checked it and handed me a bottle of ice cold water. “Drink up.”

I pressed it against my face and groaned. It felt so good. “You got any chocolate in that bag?”

“Sorry ma’am but I don’t.” Hank grabbed his gear and went to help his partner with the Apache.

Derek took the water bottle from me, removed the cap and handed it back. “Drink it.”

Holding on to my temper by a mere thread, I took a mouthful and was about to spit it in his face when the cocky bastard smiled. Holy Jesus, it was the scariest thing I had ever seen. I quickly swallowed the water.

“Smart girl.”

“I hate, loathe and despise you.”

He winked at me. “No, you don’t.”

“Yeah, I really do,” I retorted.

He brushed the sweaty hair off my face.

“You’ve got spunk but you’re outclassed, Angel. Do what I tell you and we’ll get along just fine.”

Spunk? God, what a snot wad. I dumped the contents of the bottle over his head and watched in satisfaction as the water poured down the Tomb Raider’s face. “I think you’re suffering from heat exhaustion, sugar, because you’re definitely delusional.”

Derek’s hand clamped around the back of my neck and his mouth crushed mine in a fierce, hungry kiss.

Before I knew it, I was kissing him back and our tongues were tangling in an intimate dance.

Granny Annabel crowed, “I told you, he is your soul mate.”

The Marine hooted, “Way to go, boss.”

Reality came crashing back and I broke free.

“Gotta admit, you’re one hell of a kisser, sugar, but this seduction thing? It ain’t gonna work.”

An ominous laugh rumbled deep in Derek’s chest. “Oh, it’ll work all right.”

“You smug bastard.” I swung at him.

Sloan easily caught my hand and brought it up to his mouth for a lingering kiss. “Got a bit of a temper, don’t you?”

“You have no idea.” I yanked my hand free and rubbed it on my jeans.

A smile tugging at his mouth, Derek motioned to the tactical guys. They obediently trotted over.

“Tell them where you saw the skulls.”

“Why? They can’t go down there.”

The Marine snickered. “Beggin’ your pardon, ma’am, but we don’t believe in ghosts and ghoulies and things that go bump in the night.”

I examined the idiot from his military haircut, down his spotless uniform to his spit shined boots.

“Booyah! Sixty people have vanished in these mountains in the last year and I bet they all thought the same thing.”

“Zelda,” Derek warned.

“How attached are you to them?”

“Attached?”

“I’m only asking because if you send them down there without protection they won’t be coming back.”

The bald guy asked, “Protection? What kind of protection?”

I held out my cross. “You’ll need this, some salt to drive away demonic spirits and Granny’s help.”

Derek cocked an incredulous eyebrow. “Your dead grandmother’s help?”

“Did she or did she not freeze the bees attacking you?”

Sloan rubbed the back of his neck and shrugged. “Something did. It could have been some kind of a weird cold front.”

I rolled my eyes. “Right. It’s June. It’s Arizona and its degrees today.”

The Apache warrior convulsed and thrashed around violently.

The crowd of vengeful spirits that had gathered over his body fled in terror.

“Oh hell.” I could sense something really terrible heading our way.

“He comes,” Granny announced.

“No shit, Sherlock.” I cast a wary eye at the boiling black clouds building overhead. “I need my stun gun back, now.”

Derek snorted. “Not a chance”

“Your butt, sugar, but putting your men at risk?

Now that’s just plain stupid.”

The Tomb Raider’s mouth tightened into a hard line. “What are you talking about?”

A great crack of thunder shook the earth.

“You’re about to meet something that goes bump in the night.”

Uttering a terrifying war cry the Apache warrior broke his restraints and hurled the paramedics into the canyon wall. They crumpled to the ground and lay unmoving.

Immediately, Derek and his team piled on the warrior and fought to hold him down.

Leaping back, I tried to find a way around the rolling ball of kicking, punching men. I had to get to my stun gun.

Eerie green lightning lanced across the roiling clouds and great cracks of thunder shook the canyon.

In frustrated rage, I yelled. “If I had my stun gun I could zap the shit out of the demon and short circuit it’s power before it takes possession.”

The bald guy went flying and smacked face first into a boulder.

“But, oh no, your brain dead boss wouldn’t let me have it and it’s gonna get us killed.”

Without warning a sparking, crackling bolt of putrid green energy spewed from the warrior’s chest.

I flinched as dark magic crawled over me and held the cross out. “Go back to hell you bloody demon.”

The sickly green energy flared brightly and then vanished abruptly.

When my vision cleared, I noticed the men were scattered about like broken toys. “They better not be dead, you slimy piece of shit!”

My gaze locked on the Apache warrior. He stood poised like a snake, silent, still and watchful.

It might be his body but the Thunder God had definitely taken possession. Could this day get any worse?

His glowing green eyes surveyed me with seething hostility. “I will cut your still-beating heart from your chest and eat it.”

I sighed. Yeah, it could. “You’ve been watching way too many horror movies, puke breath.”

A startled yelp broke from me when a lightning bolt struck a dead tree several feet away.

The monster laughed.

“Yuck it up but I’m still sending you back to hell.”

“Your puny cross will not save you.” He sniffed the air. “I haven’t had a virgin’s heart in over a hundred years.”

I glared at him. Great. Just what I needed another blabbermouth.

He licked his lips. “After I’ve drained your virgin’s blood, I will feed your entrails…”

“Yeah. Yeah, I know. To the buzzards,” I inserted.

Lightning crackled like fiery snakes and the sky darkened to night. The wind swirled around me, whispering that death was ever near.

My breath left my lungs in an involuntary gasp.

God, I hated demons’ little games.

The Thunder God grinned, displaying needle sharp teeth with pieces of flesh wedged between them.

“Oh, ick.”

“Your skull I will use to piss in.”

Gods pissed? To my horror, I heard myself say, “Bring it on, asshole.”

A jewel encrusted knife appeared in the God’s hand and he glided towards me.

Holy Jesus, did I have a big mouth or what? I grabbed a bag of salt from my backpack. “Granny, I could use a little help here.”

Granny, the best demon slayer in the universe, appeared next to me. “Repeat after me. Tempore.

Cuidamn. Monstrata. Desopsuit de cruce!”

“Tempore. Cuidamn. Monstrata. Desopsuit de cruce!”

The Thunder God roared in fury and raised his knife.

I threw the salt in his face and yelled, “Tempore. Cuidamn. Monstrata. Desopsuit de cruce! Go back to hell, you freak!”

Incandescent red bolts arced and pulsed around him. With an unearthly howl, the Thunder God vanished.

The chaotic mass of black clouds dissipated and a blistering sun hung in the turquoise sky.

I did a happy dance. “I did it. I really did it.”

“He’ll be back,” Granny warned as she faded away.

“Fuck.” I grabbed my backpack.

“Going somewhere, Angel?”

I turned and all the men were upright, pale, battered and a bit shell-shocked.

“Still don’t believe in ghosts and ghoulies and things that go bump in the night?”

Derek prowled towards me. The grim set of his face was that of a roused predator. “Did you kill it?”

“No. It’ll be back.”

The bald guy shook his head in disbelief. “What are you?”

“I’m psychic. You can also think of me as your local demon and ghost buster.”

The Tomb Raider grabbed my backpack and started pulling out bags of salt. “How long do we have?”

I shrugged. “Depends on how bad I hurt it.”

Granny Annabel materialized next to me. “If we’re lucky, it will take an hour or more for the Thunder God to regain his power.”

All the men gaped at her in open-mouthed astonishment.

“Guys, this is my grandmother, Annabel Dragos.”

Almost in union the men responded, “Ma’am.”

Derek held out his hand. “Let me have the cross.”

I gave it to him. “You’re going after the skulls?

Why?”

“Evidence and I’m hoping your grandmother will accompany me.” He turned to her and gave her an ingratiating smile. “I could really use your help, ma’am.”

“Of course, you are la famiglia.”

A smile tugged at Derek’s mouth. “Family, huh?”

Crap! The last thing I needed was Granny babbling on about us being soul mates. “Best hurry and don’t forget to take the stun gun with you.”

The Tomb Raider grabbed the backpack and his rather dusty Fedora. “Ed, get the chopper back pronto and Hank—she ripped her IV out when she was fighting that demon.”

I glanced down at my bloody arm. Huh. I hadn’t even felt it.

Derek made a courtly gesture with his hat.

“After you, beautiful lady.”

Granny tittered giddily and floated down the canyon.

Omigod. I was in so much trouble. Granny was such a blabber mouth.

Hank drops his bag next to me. “Let’s have a look at your arm.” He cleaned the blood off and asked, “You’re really a ghost buster?”

“Kinda, I’m still in training, but Granny Annabel’s the real deal.”

He probed the cut gently. “You’ll need stitches.”

“Can’t you just put one of those butterfly bandages on it?”

“For now but you’ll need to get it stitched up at the ER.”

Thunder rumbled in the distance.

I opened my psychic eye and grunted in pain as a whirl of images and sensations hammered at my mind. A tendril of fear crawled along my gut. The Thunder God was on his way back and he was beyond pissed. I looked over at the bald guy. “Ed, right?”

“Yes ma’am.”

“You need to tell that chopper pilot to step on it.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He pulled a radio off his belt and called. “Whiskey Tango Niner Niner Charlie what’s your eta?”

“Fifteen minutes out,” a female voice answered.

Go figure. Derek actually had a woman on his team. Bet my last dollar, she was a skinny little blonde with a big rack.

I pulled out my satellite phone and called Derek.

“What?” His voice sounded a little strained.

“Those illusions are a bitch, aren’t they? Seeing things that aren’t there? Not knowing what’s real or what isn’t. Have you pissed your pants yet?

Screamed like a girly man?”

Derek snarled, “You’re a real riot. I have it under control.”

“Good. Got the skulls?”

“Yes,” he gritted.

“Then get your ass back here. The big, bad Thunder God rebooted his power supply and he’s coming for blood.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He disconnected.





Chapter Five
Thunder resounded across the blackened skies.

The jagged crown of the Superstition Mountains cast a menacing silhouette over the hovering Black Hawk helicopter.

His mouth a grim line, Derek dumped his backpack next to mine in the rescue basket.

I flinched as the trapped souls began to wail.

Their anguish was almost more than I could bear. I touched the backpack. “It’s okay. I promise I’ll find a way to free you.”

Sloan’s callused hand cupped my face. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you. That place is…”

“Haunted and scary as hell,” I finished.

He gave a jerky nod and motioned to the Crew Chief.

Up I went. Shit! Maybe I should have mentioned that I have a thing about heights.

The wind rose and the basket swayed wildly. I squeezed my eyes shut and hung on for dear life.

“Omigod! Omigod!”

A gloved hand patted my arm. “You can let go now, ma’am.”

Huh? I opened my eyes. I was inside the helicopter. Scrambling out of the basket, I threw my arms around the Crew Chief and gave him a big

hug. “Thank you. Thank you so much. I think I love you.”

Grinning, he patted me on the back. “Have a problem with heights?”

“Just a bit.”

He pointed to a seat. “Get belted in.”

“Yes sir.” I grabbed the backpacks, stuck them in a corner and quickly fastened the harness. We were gonna be in for a bumpy ride.

The Crew Chief lowered the cable.

Granny Annabel, wearing combat gear, popped in next to me. “You need to tell them to hurry.

There’s a devil’s wind coming.”

Crap! A devil’s wind was like a tornado only with wraiths. If Derek thought the canyon was bad, wait until he met the wraiths. He’d piss his pants and start screaming bloody blue murder. I released my harness and tapped the Crew Chief on the shoulder. “There’s a tornado coming.”

The Crew Chief looked at me like I was crazy.

“A tornado?”

Hank and his partner swung into helicopter and released their tether lines.

I grabbed Hank’s arm. “We have a demonic tornado coming. We need to get the rest of the men up now.”

The wind began to howl.

Hank tapped his earpiece and said something into his mike.

The Crew Chief quickly dropped two lines out the open bay door.

The Black Hawk suddenly shuddered and shook.

I looked out the window and saw Derek dangling just below the helicopter. The breath froze in my lungs as the wind spun him around and around.

His lips drawn back in a fierce snarl, Sloan fought his way into the Black Hawk.

A cannon-like blast of thunder split the air and a driving curtain of rain hit with stunning force.

I tumbled backward as the helicopter bucked wildly and got a bird’s eye view of the canyon before someone snagged my shirt and yanked me back from oblivion.

A savage rage etched into his face, Derek roughly dumped me on a seat and fastened my harness. “Don’t you fucking move.”

I gulped. “Not moving.”

Lightning crackled around the helicopter like hundreds of hungry snakes.

Derek and the Crew Chief hauled Ed and the Marine into the helicopter. Hank quickly closed the bay doors, shutting out the lashing rain.

The chopper spun and I caught a glimpse of the blood red whirlwind. Think. Think. There had to be a way to stop it.

“He wants the skulls back,” Granny Annabel said.

I smacked myself in the forehead. Geezus! I was such an idiot. “We free their souls and he loses all that power.”

“Si.”

The Black Hawk vibrated so badly, my teeth rattled. I unfastened my harness and smacked into the deck as the helicopter dropped violently.

Derek roared. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

“Saving our butts,” I roared back as I crawled over to the backpacks.

The Tomb Raider dropped down beside me.

“How?”

“We need to pour all the salt we have left on the skulls. Once we free the souls, his power source is gone.” I rooted around in my backpack. Crap, there was only one bag left. I turned a wrathful gaze on Derek. “Please tell me you didn’t use ten bags of salt?”

He shrugged. “It was the only thing that seemed to work.”

“One bag ain’t gonna cut it,” I hissed.

“Hank, do you still have that box of salt tablets?”

“Yes sir.” He dug it out of his medical kit and tossed the box to Derek.

He caught it and ripped it opened. “How much do we need?”

“All of it.” I emptied the bag of salt into Derek’s backpack and grimaced. It reeked of death.

Sloan crushed a dozen salt tablets over the blood stained skulls.

The rain stopped and the wind dropped.

All the men crowded in around us and hurriedly crushed more tablets.

I chanted, “Ostium, fluminis, sont. Fluminis zap.”

An eerie wailing filled the cockpit.

A mind blast of rage hit me and I doubled over in agony. “Shit.”

Derek wrapped a massive arm around me, pulled me onto his lap and stroked my face. “You okay, Angel?”

I sucked in a shuddering breath. “Yeah, the Thunder God’s a bit pissed.” Wrapping a hand around my cross dangling from Sloan’s neck, I snarled, “Ostium. Fluminis. Sont.”

Dozens of glowing lights erupted from the backpack, whizzed around us gleefully and vanished.

An unearthly howl rattled the Black Hawk.

As the devil’s whirlwind dissipated, a big Saguaro cactus flew out of the funnel cloud, slammed against the cockpit window and rolled over the top of the chopper.

Those damned wraiths! If they couldn’t bring us down one way, they’d find another.

The Black Hawk spun violently and warning alarms sounded in the cockpit. Stressed metal shrieked and groaned.

Derek clamped an arm around me and grabbed hold of the harness. Around and around we went until I thought I would hurl.

With a sudden, stunning stop, the helicopter smashed into the ground. Something slammed into my head and everything went black.

 

“Zelda? Zelda wake up,” Derek commanded, patting my face.

 

Little tiny hammers were banging at my temples. With a groan, I opened my eyes. “What happened?”

“The helicopter crashed.”

“Oh yeah. Now I remember.” I wiped at something tickling down my forehead. Huh. Blood.

Smoke billowed overhead. Frowning, I turned my head and saw that the helicopter was on fire. I bolted upright in horror and gasped as the world spun dizzily around me.

Derek grabbed me and carefully lowered me back to the hot, rocky ground. “I have a couple of Med Evac choppers coming in and I need to know if the Thunder God’s going to be a problem.”

“Granny?”

“I’m here, bella.”

I wiggled as a bunch of oven hot rocks dug into my backside. “Flip me over I’m done.”

Derek scowled and pulled me across his lap.

“The Thunder God?”

My grandmother had over-extended herself and I could barely hear her as a gentle arctic breeze blew over us. “Tell your man that he has two hours to get his people off the mountain.”

“Granny says we have two hours.” I swiped at the blood running into my right eye. “Everyone get out okay?”

“Yeah, my pilot’s pretty banged up and Sam’s got a busted arm but we were damned lucky.”

Sam must be the Marine. “Where’s my backpack?”

“It’s still in the helicopter.”

“What!” I shot up and cracked my head against Derek’s chin. “Ouch! Goddamnit that hurts!”

“Tell me about it,” Derek grumbled, rubbing his jaw.

I clutched my throbbing skull. Geezus, it felt like it was going to split in half. “Gotta get the stone,” I moaned, struggling to get my feet under me.

The Tomb Raider clamped me against his sweaty chest. “You’re not getting anywhere near that helicopter. It could blow any second now.”

“Listen to your man, bella.”

“But the treasure,” I wailed.

“You’re a smart girl, I’m sure you’ll figure something out,” Derek responded a bit too calmly.

What had Granny been telling him?

With a thunderous cracking boom the Black Hawk blew.

Sloan shielded me with his big body as pieces of burning debris rained down on us.

A thick column of black smoke rose high into the sky and dozens of brush fires erupted.

“I think we’d better call the Forest Service before we’re all a bit crispy fried.”

“They’re on their way.” Derek effortlessly picked me up. Okay, I was more than impressed.

Bet he could bench press five hundred pounds, too.

Not like I weighed anywhere close to that but wow!

He carried me over to a rocky overhang where Hank and his partner worked frantically on the injured pilot.

A little banged up? Blood soaked her platinum blonde hair and she made this awful rasping sound as she fought for breath. Derek sat me next to the Marine who cradled his broken arm. “Stay put.”

“Yes’um boss.”

Derek fixed an intimidating stare on me. “I mean it.”

One look at the heat waves quivered across the burning terrain like restless spirits and I sighed.

“Not going anywhere, boss.”

A convoy of helicopters appeared on the horizon.

I pointed. “The cavalry’s coming.”

“About fucking time.” Sloan jogged off to meet them.

My gaze fastened on the poor pilot as she moaned and thrashed around. I turned to Sam, “Where’s Ed?”

“He’s trying to clear a fire break,” the Marine answered, his face taut with pain.

A thrumming roar filled the air.

I looked up as a low flying Forest Service aerial tanker dropped its load. When the cascading waterfall stopped, the fires were out and Derek was sprawled face down on the ground.

A giggle escaped me as Sloan pushed himself upright. He was coated head to toe in thick, gooey, red mud.

Two Med-Evac choppers landed and teams of paramedics ran towards us with their rescue baskets.

A black Maricopa County Sheriff’s helicopter landed directly behind them. Wiping the mud off his face, Sloan went to meet the Deputies.

In the distance, thunder rumbled and growled.

Sam and I exchanged worried looks.

Hank took one glance at the building storm clouds and told the Med-Evac paramedics, “They’re all stable and we need to boogie now.”

The next thing I knew my head was wrapped in gaze, I was strapped in a basket and being carried to a waiting helicopter. “Really, I can walk.”

His arm in a sling, Sam patted my shoulder.

“No, you can’t.”

“But you get to walk.”

“I don’t have a head injury.”

“It’s just a really bad headache.”

“Headaches don’t bleed.”

He had a point. In the helicopter we went.

As we lifted off, I caught a brief glimpse of Derek, Ed and the deputies pulling skulls out of the wreckage.

Slashes of incandescent green danced across the towering black clouds.

“Sam, tell Derek that unless he wants to start picking pieces of fuselage out of his butt, they need to leave now.”

Sam nodded, tapped his ear piece and relayed my message.

 

A freaking command center had been set up in the parking lot of the Lost Dutchman’s park. I sure hoped they hadn’t towed my car off. The sooner I got the tracker removed, the sooner I could ditch the Tomb Raider.

 

The minute the helicopter touched down Sam and I were whisked inside a tent set up like an emergency room. They wheeled me behind a gauzy curtain and plopped me on a bed. “Thanks guys.”

“Our pleasure, ma’am,” the paramedics responded and left.

My eyes widened when a Patrick Dempsey clone walked in with a clipboard. He grinned at my startled expression. “Yeah, I look a bit like that actor.”

“A bit?”

The doctor held up a pen light and flashed it in my eyes. “Got a headache?”

“I was in a helicopter crash, what do you think?”

Flashing me a dimpled, Hollywood smile, he examined my head laceration. “A little dab of surgical glue should fix this. Derek wouldn’t want your pretty face scarred.”

Huh? Like he gave a shit. It was time for me to play the harmless, slightly ditzy patient. In other words, act like a bimbo. “Derek has been such a comfort. I don’t know what I’d done without him,”

I gushed.

Doctor Hollywood cleaned the blood off my face. “There’s nothing Derek can’t handle.”

Wanna bet? “Oh, don’t I know it. He’s such a take charge kinda guy.” The bossy prick.

“The Commander does expect his orders to be followed.”

Well, fuckadoodledoo, the jackass could bark all the orders he wanted but it didn’t mean I had to follow them. “He’s a hero. He pulled all of us from that burning helicopter and went back in for that poor pilot. Do you know how she’s doing?”

The doctor swabbed my forehead. “They took her directly to St Joseph’s Trauma Center.”

I let my voice tremble. “She isn’t going to die, is she?”

“No. She’s stable. They’re just concerned about the compound fracture in her left femur.”

Tears rolling down my cheeks, I latched onto to his arm and sobbed, “Are you sure? There was so much blood.”

“Head injuries always bleed a lot.” The doctor pried my fingers off his arm and shot me a suspicious look.

Shit, my acting abilities were definitely on the fritz. I gave him a wobbly smile. “I’m sorry to be such a baby but blood makes me want to hurl and

there was so much of it. It drenched her hair and her face. The way that bone poked through her coverall.” I gagged and made nasty retching sounds.

He picked up a hypodermic needle. “Maybe I should sedate you.”

What!? “I thought you couldn’t sedate people with head injuries?”

“I’ll make an exception in your case.”

Amusement gleamed in his eyes as he picked up a vial, inserted a hypodermic needle and slowly drew down the fluid.

“Had a bit of a talk with Derek, huh?”

“Yeah, I did.”

I held up my hands. “I’ll be good.”

“Sloan said you were a smart girl.” He exchanged the needle for a silver tube and leaned over me. “This might sting a bit.”

Liquid fire spread across my forehead. Holy Mother of God! Sting a bit? “You’re a sadist, aren’t you?”

“It comes with the territory.” He covered my burning forehead with a large bandage. “All done.

Now that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“Just color me happy. Do I get a lollipop?”

The doctor laughed. “Sorry, all out.” He picked up a suture tray. “Let’s take a look at that arm.”

“My arm’s fine,” I protested, cringing back on the bed. “Hank already fixed it.”

The sadistic doctor glanced at my chart.

“Nope. It says right here you need stitches and a head x-ray.”

Who knew Hank was such a narc? “You brought an x-ray machine with you?”

“We’re a mobile trauma team and we’re set up to handle all sorts of disaster scenes.”

Rats! There went my chance of sneaking out of a busy emergency room.

The beast picked up the hypodermic needle and tapped it.

“I thought you weren’t going to sedate me?”

“This will deaden your arm so I can sew you up without a lot of screaming.”

“You should do stand-up comedy.”

He inserted the needle. “I have a weekly show at the Laugh Factory.”

Was he pulling my leg?

With an amazing dexterity, the sadistic Doctor Giggles quickly put five stitches in my left arm.

A pretty nurse stuck her head around the curtain. “Doctor McKenzie wants you to take a look at some x-ray films, sir.”

“I’ll be right there.” Flashing me a dazzling smile, the scummy creep quickly handcuffed me to the gurney.

I held my right arm up. “What’s this for?” Like I didn’t know.

“Commander Sloan wants to make sure you don’t wander off.”

“How far does he think I’ll get with a concussion?”

“He said you were a slippery little thing and I shouldn’t take any chances.” The doctor patted my shoulder. “I’ll be right back.”

And I would be long gone. I pulled a lock pick out of the nifty belt buckle Uncle Aldo had given me and quickly unlocked the cuffs. Easing the IV

needle out, I swung my legs over the bed and stood.

“Whoa!” I waited until everything stopped spinning and the funny black dots went away before peering around the curtain.

Doctor Giggles and another man in combat khaki were busily examining x-ray films of what had to be Sam’s arm. Yeow! That was a pretty nasty break. I snuck past them and peeked out of the tent.

Yippee! The coast was clear and thankfully my car hadn’t been towed. I staggered over to it and let out a growl of rage. That bastard had flattened all four of my tires. Like that would stop me. I eyed his Hummer and smiled. I’d never driven one before.

Retrieving my hide-a-key, I popped the trunk, got my emergency bag and tool kit. Uncle Aldo had made me a special electronic car key that would override any security system. With one push of a button, I was in Derek’s Hummer. I inserted the key and it started right up. Boy was he gonna be pissed.

Especially when he found the note I left him.

A black Maricopa County Sheriff’s helicopter landed on the far side of the parking lot. With a grin, I cranked up the AC and drove off.





Chapter Six
“You ungrateful child,” Granny Annabel chided, “your man risked his life for you and this is how you repay him?”

“Risked his life? When and where did this wonderful event happen? Cuz I think I missed it.”

“That Apache warrior would have killed you if he had not intervened.”

“Possibly, but at no time was Derek in any danger.”

Granny snapped, “He risked his life to pull you from the burning helicopter.”

“Wow and how did he manage to do that without getting his shirt singed or his hair mussed?”

Okay, I was being a cranky butt, but geez, she was like a broken record.

The temperature dropped fifty degrees. Great, I had pissed her off. I shot a cautious look at the passenger seat. Granny was back in her gypsy garb.

I always wondered where she got all those bracelets. Ghosts R Us?

“I insist you go back and apologize.”

“Apologize for what?”

“For stealing Derek’s cookies, shocking him with your stun gun and getting him attacked by a swarm of angry bees.”

I rubbed my throbbing head. “The jerk deserved it. Did you forget he had Uncle Aldo, your son, arrested?”

The temperature in the Hummer dropped another twenty degrees. “You owe him.”

“For putting a tracker on me like I was some migratory elk?”

“He saved your life.”

“And I saved his butt when I took down the Thunder God. So, we’re even.”

“You have not completed your training. Until you are powerful enough to defeat Sophie, you need a strong man…”

I turned up the radio to drown out her lecture.

The radio crackled and died abruptly. “For God’s sake, give it a rest. Aunt Sophie’s my problem and I will deal with her.” Sometime in the next fifty years.

Granny suddenly cried, “Derek’s very angry, bella.”

Rolling my eyes, I pulled onto the freeway and kicked it up to eighty. “So?”

An image abruptly formed in my mind.

Frustrated rage simmering in his eyes, Derek stormed out of the emergency medical tent. He spat a foul curse when he realized his Hummer was gone.

A grinning Ed followed him into the parking lot.

“Aw, she left you a note.”

Sloan’s furious gaze settled on the piece of purple paper flapping under the windshield wiper

blade of my Sonata. He snagged the note, read it and wadded it up.

“What did it say, boss?”

“Outclassed, my ass.”

Ed laughed. “She’s a feisty little thing and the only woman who hasn’t fallen all over herself trying to please you.”

Derek smiled. A menacing, you’re-so-going-to-die kinda smile. “That ‘feisty little thing’ is about to learn who’s boss.”

The bellow of an air horn snapped me back to the here and now. Shit! I swerved back in my lane, barely missing a tanker truck.

The truck driver flipped me the bird.

I waved at him and yelled, “Sorry.”

“You will be,” Derek’s cold voice announced from the speakers.

I just loved cars equipped with On Star. It made life so interesting. “Your Hummer pulls to the left.”

“Turn my Hummer around and get your ass back to the command center.”

“And if I don’t?”

“I’ll have you arrested for grand theft auto.”

“I’ll just bet you have the County Attorney in your pocket and you’ll get me released into your custody.”

“Something like that.”

“Gosh, I think I’ll have to pass.”

“Get ready to meet Phoenix’s finest.”

“Whoopdee-do,

I’m

all

atwitter

in

anticipation.”

“You might be able to outrun the cops but I can find you no matter where you go.”

“Gee, I’m surprised I don’t have my own satellite by now.”

“You do.”

I laughed. “Right. Like the U.S. government would just let you borrow one, when you needed it.”

“You have sixty seconds to get to the emergency lane before I disable the engine.”

“Good luck with that. I overrode your security system.”

There was a long pause then he snarled, “One of your uncle’s gadgets?”

“Yep.” I glanced in the rear view mirror and frowned. Was that a gang of bikers on my ass?

“Granny, does that look like the Dirty Dozen or the Pirates?”

“Dear God, that’s One-Eyed Jack.”

“Shit. Shit. Shit.” I sucked in a calming breath.

It’d be okay, there was no way they knew I was in this Hummer. Unless… I groaned. “Please tell me you didn’t broadcast my name across the police scanners?”

“It’s standard procedure,” Derek growled.

“Well your standard procedure is going to get me killed.”

“Nice try.”

Eight motley bikers encircled the Hummer like a pack of hungry wolves.

A cry of alarm tore from me as they started bashing out windows with crowbars and heavy chains.

“Pull over,” One-Eyed Jack shouted.

I floored it, darting across three lanes in a desperate attempt to lose them in the heavy traffic. “Sic’em Granny.”

She vanished. In the rear view mirror, I saw her materialize on the handlebars of Renegade’s Harley.

Renegade’s eyes bugged out, his bike wobbled dangerously before he slammed on the brakes and was rear ended by a Volkswagen.

Sloan demanded, “What’s going on?”

“My imaginary pack of bikers broke out your windows and are chasing me,” I answered, veering around an old lady in a Cadillac who was crawling along at a sedate twenty-five miles an hour.

“Give them a bad reading?”

“Har. Har. Their girlfriends wanted to know their futures and I told them.”

“Let me guess, unmarked graves in the desert?”

“You get a gold star.”

“The girlfriends turned the assholes in?”

“Yep, they handed Sheriff Joe a flash drive loaded with enough evidence to put the entire gang behind bars for the next four hundred years.”

“How did they find out about you, Angel?”

“One-Eyed Jack’s bitch had a change of heart,”

I answered, zigzagging around two slow moving semi-trucks.

“She’s dead?”

“Oh yeah, they’re still finding pieces of her.”

“You wouldn’t be in this mess if you stayed where I put you.”

“News flash, I’m not your trained hunting dog and I’m not letting you walk away with all the treasure.”

“I’ll give you ten percent of the gold.”

“Why that is mighty generous of you but I have to pass.”

One-Eyed Jack roared up to the shattered driver’s window and waved a . Magnum, Dirty Harry special at me. “Pull over, bitch.”

I shouted back, “You need a big gun to make up for your little dick, asshole?”

He cranked off a round.

I shrieked and flinched. To my utter amazement, the bullet hit the door frame, ricocheted off the metal and struck One-Eyed Jack in the shoulder.

His Hog careened wildly and crashed into the freeway wall. One-Eyed tumbled head over heels and was hit by the old lady in the Cadillac.

“Ouch! That had to hurt.”

Derek bellowed, “Do you have a death wish?”

“Stop yelling at me. I’ve got the headache from hell, every inch of my body hurts and I really need some chocolate,” I ended on a wail.

“I’ll buy you a fucking box of chocolate every fucking day; just don’t get dead on me.”

“Okay, but it’s gotta be Godiva.” Veering around a freaked out teenager in a Camaro, I heard a loud bang and the Hummer fishtailed wildly. “Oh God! Oh God!”

A big bear of a man with a bushy beard filled my side view mirror. I broke out in a cold sweat as Pirate John raised his shotgun and shot out my left rear tire.

The Hummer swerved violently from lane to lane. White knuckling the steering wheel, I fought desperately for control.

Horns blared, tires squealed and a series of loud crashes sounded behind me. I shot a quick glance at the rearview mirror. Freaked out motorists were crashing right and left as they tried to evade the gun wielding bikers.

Sparks flew like fireworks on the Fourth of July as the Hummer’s back tires shredded and the rims ground against the asphalt.

“Hold on. The police are three minutes out,”

Sloan growled.

“I’ll be dead by then.” The Hummer skidded left, struck the guardrail, bounced back and went into a spin.

“Turn into the skid,” Derek commanded.

I instinctively obeyed, hit guardrail again and flipped the Hummer. Metal shrieked like fingernails down a blackboard as the Hummer slid sideways

down the emergency lane and came to a stop next to a yield sign.

“Turn into the skid, he says. Great advice, if you wanna crash,” I grumbled and released the seatbelt. I fell against passenger’s side door and lay there for a moment as my head spun dizzily. God, I’d kill for some Advil.

The driver’s airbag deployed with a loud bang.

My eyes popped open in horror and I quickly threw my arms up in front of my face. Bam! The passenger side airbag deployed and white powder filled the air. “Sonvabitch, that stings!” I rubbed my burning arms and hacked up a lung. That stuff was awful.

The roar of Hogs had me scrambling for my bag. “Granny?”

She popped in wearing a police uniform. “I’ve taken out three of the perps.”

“Four down, four to go.” I pulled out a stun gun and a smoke bomb out of my backup bag.

Pirate John called, “I know you’re in there, pumpkin.” His hairy paw reached through the shattered window.

I nailed him with the stun gun.

His loud shrieks were music to my ears. “How’d you like that, pumpkin?”

“Smoke bomb now,” Granny Annabel cried.

Lobbing the smoke bomb out the driver’s window, I quickly crawled out of the rear window and ran like hell. Okay, it was more of a totter.

Those blasted black dots were back and I was still hacking.

Bullets raked the asphalt around me. “Freeze or the next one is in your head,” a gravelly voice shouted.

I staggered to a halt and raised my hands.

“Drop the stun gun”

I did.

“Turn around.”

Cautiously, I turned and groaned as Peg Leg Pete limped towards me. He was the worst of the bunch, a little rat-faced man with an explosive temper and a really big gun.

Looking around for any sign of Pirate John, my eyes bugged in disbelief. Holy cow! It looked like a scene from an apocalyptic disaster movie. Dozens of smashed vehicles littered the smoke filled freeway. Panicked people abandoned their cars and fled down the exit ramps.

Knowing Derek, he’d probably blame me for this mess. Okay, it kinda was my fault.

“You fucking bitch!” Peg Leg Pete backhanded me, rocking my head back. The freeway danced around me, my vision misted over and I hit the hot asphalt.

“You’re one dead bitch. I’m gonna gut shoot you. When you’re screamin’ real pretty, and beggin’ me to kill ya, then I’m gonna fuck ya.”

His pecker was history. Pushing myself into a sitting position, I motioned at the traffic cameras and the multitude of helicopters hovering

overhead. “You might want to rethink that decision. Cuz it’s not a real smart thing to do in front of all these cameras.”

Peg Leg looked up and jaw dropped. “Fuck.”

“Don’t you get it? We’re breaking news and the entire world is watching. And don’t forget all the people with cell phones who are downloading this to YouTube. Hey, it might even go viral.”

“I ain’t goin’ back to jail,” Peg Leg screamed and immediately shot the crap out of the traffic cameras. He reloaded and emptied an entire clip at the news helicopters.

Okay, he wasn’t the brightest bulb in the pack.

Not only were the helicopters way out of range, they had telephoto lenses. Wiping at the blood dripping down my chin, I snarled, “Granny, freeze his nuts off.”

“With great pleasure.” Granny Annabel grabbed his

balls

and

the

temperature

dropped

dramatically. Ice began to form on the roadway.

Peg Leg Pete screamed and did this funky chicken dance, while frantically trying to reload.

“I’m gonna kill ya! I’m gonna fucking kill ya!”

“Drop the gun or I’ll do the world a favor and have Granny neuter you.”

A Black Hawk helicopter suddenly swooped down and skimmed just above the wrecked vehicles. Derek’s commanding voice rang out, “Drop the gun!”

I glared up at the helicopter. “I’ve got it under control.”

Pirate John popped up from behind a black Escalade and unleashed a barrage of lead at the helicopter.

Okay, maybe not.

Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam! Bam! The Black Hawk’s machine gun turned the Escalade into scrap metal.

I hit the deck and covered my aching head.

What kind of idiot shoots at a fully armed military helicopter?

The gunfire stopped.

I popped my head up for a quick look. A dead idiot. I didn’t have to worry about Pirate John anymore. Nope. He was saying howdy to the devil about now.

Derek, heavily armed and dressed in a black tactical uniform, rappelled from Black Hawk and landed lightly on the roof of a smoldering semi-truck. Every inch of him screamed predator.

His merciless gaze locked on Peg Leg Pete’s bow-legged run for the exit ramp. Sloan pulled his pistol and fired one shot.

Peg Leg screamed and crumpled to the asphalt.

Damn, he had shot him in the good leg. Me? I’d turned his wooden leg into scrap lumber.

“Drop the gun,” Derek shouted.

“Fuck you,” the moron shrieked, firing wildly.

Bullets zinged over my head. The way this day was going, I’d be dead by midnight.

Unfazed by the barrage of lead, Sloan ducked behind a Buick and waited until Peg Leg ran out of

ammo. He yelled, “Last chance. Drop the fucking gun or you’re a dead man.”

“Save your breath,” I mumbled. “Numb Nuts isn’t gonna listen.”

Numb Nuts rammed another clip in.

Derek stood and fired.

Peg Leg’s head snapped back and he toppled over with a nice bullet hole between his eyes.

“I told you, your man would protect you,”

Granny crowed.

“You did.” Derek was downright lethal and determined to get that gold. He needed me to find it, and he would protect me until we found the mother lode. After that, I wasn’t quite sure what he would do. Probably dump me in the middle of the road and drive off.

The roar of a motorcycle engine brought my head around. A red Harley shot of the smoke and skidded to a stop next to me.

One look at the rider had me on my feet and backing away.

The guy was huge with bulging biceps and a shitload of tattoos covering his massive chest. His black vest had Hells Angels’ death head patches on it.

I had seen those tattoos before but where? My brain had done gone on holiday and damned if I could remember. I didn’t think he was one of Pirate John’s men but I couldn’t see Mister Muscles’ face through the tinted faceplate on his motorcycle helmet.

“Get on,” he growled.

Did he think I was stupid? “Look, if you don’t want to get shot by that big guy over there, you’ll leave. Right now. Shoo, go away.”

“Shoo? Give me a fucking break.”

The next thing I knew he had grabbed a fistful of my shirt and yanked me across his lap. “Hey! Let go of me.” I wriggled frantically against his iron grip.

“Hang on,” he said and gunned it, expertly weaving his Harley around the abandoned vehicles.

“Zelda,” Derek shouted.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him running towards me.

“Help me,” I shrieked as my head missed the bumper of a Mercedes by a scant inch. “He’s gonna kill me!”

The Black Hawk fired off a warning.

The burst of bullets chewed up the pavement in front of us.

Cursing, my kidnapper did a , shot behind a gasoline tanker and used the roiling smoke for cover as he sped away.

Faster and faster cars whizzed by inches from my face. I clung to the bastard’s leg and screamed bloody murder.

Granny appeared on the back of the motorcycle. “Don’t you know who he is?”

“Haven’t a clue.” I cried and bit his leg. Hard.

“Goddamnit Zelda, stop biting me,” Mister Muscles roared, zooming down the exit ramp.

“It’s Dixon Deeter.”

Oh shit! I had just bitten the leader of the Dirty Dozen. One of the most feared biker gangs in the known universe.

My stomach roiled and my head felt like it was going to explode. I pinched Dixon’s leg and yelled over the roaring motor, “If you don’t want me hurling all over your boot, Dixon, you’ll let me up.

Now!”

Dixon skidded to a stop by a city park and jerked me upright.

Too late. I hurled all over him and his motorcycle.

He pulled off his helmet and threw it on the ground. “I don’t fucking believe it.”

“I’ve got a head injury,” I wailed and promptly puked on his boots and the helmet.

Deeter inquired in an extremely polite tone, “Done yet?”

“Think so.”

He grabbed me and yanked my t-shirt right off.

“Hey! Give it back.”

“When I’m finished.”

I gaped in horror as he used my shirt to clean off his bike, his crotch and his boots.

“Here ya go,” Dixon said, holding out my puke encrusted shirt.

I backed away. “Ewww. You can keep it. All I want to know is why you’re doing this?”

He rubbed a hand over his shaved head and shrugged. “You’re my property. I protect what’s mine.”

I rolled my eyes. God, he kinda sounded like Derek. “About that… I know you made me an honorary member of the Dirty Dozen when I saved your daughter from that murderous pedophile but this is nuts. I’m not your property. You don’t owe me anything. Just leave me here. You have no idea what’s going on or what kind of trouble I’m in.”

“You took a gold medallion from the Phoenix Art Museum. You’re hoping it will lead you to Montezuma’s gold. Sloan also wants the gold and knows he needs your psychic woo-woo shit to find it. That about sum it up?”

I stared at him in opened mouth astonishment.

“Yeah, but… How in hell do you know that?”

His gray eyes surveyed me with a distinct lack of favor. “Sloan and I have butted heads before.

When he showed up in Phoenix, I wanted to know why.”

Wasn’t that just hunky dory? Two alpha males fighting over little ole’ me.

A news helicopter dropped down to hover just above the trees.

Omigod! The entire world was being treated to an up close and personal view of my flab. I should have let Peg Leg shoot me. Darting under the trees, I eyed the nearby women’s restroom. Could I make it before…

“Don’t make me chase you,” Dixon, the mind reader, growled. He wheeled his motorcycle in front of me. “Get on.”

“That’s a really bad idea. Just leave me here.

You’ll never out run them.”

“Get.”

“On.”

“The.”

“Fucking bike.”

“Yes, sir.” I crawled on behind him and hung on for dear life as he roared off.





Chapter Seven
Those damned news helicopters just kept on following us like a bunch of vultures. The thought of millions and millions of people gawking at my so—

not-ready-for-prime-time-body gave

me

the

heebie-jeebies.

Granny Annabel floated effortlessly alongside the motorcycle. “Your man is a fearless hero and he will find a way to rescue you.”

I snorted. “Right. Derek’s faster than a speeding bullet and able to leap tall buildings in a single bound. Oh wait. He’s not Superman, he’s a giant pain-in-my ass.”

Dixon eyed me warily in the side mirror. “How hard did you hit your head?”

“Gee, let me think. Did I get my brains scrambled when the helicopter crashed and burned real pretty? Or did it happen when I crashed Derek’s Hummer and the airbags deployed too late?

Or maybe it was when Peg Leg smacked me in the face? Or could it have been when I was kidnapped by a maniac on a motorcycle that dangled me over his lap like a sack of potatoes?”

“Watch your tone,” Dixon snarled.

“Or what? You’ll toss me off the motorcycle and shoot me?”

“No, I’ll give you to Buzzard. He likes women with curves.”

“Be still my heart. Wait a minute. Buzzard!?

Isn’t he the dude with all those funky Marlon Brando tattoos?”

“Yes.”

Wasn’t I the luckiest girl in the world? The scary guy with the serial killer eyes liked me and my curves. “Does he really think he’s Marlon Brando reincarnated?”

Dixon nodded. “He’s a good man to have in a knife fight.”

Color me happy, a serial killer with a knife fetish. I hissed at Granny, “Where the hell is Derek?”

“Look behind you,” Granny responded.

I glanced over my shoulder. Holy Jesus! Lights flashing, sirens screaming a parade of police cars were hot on our heels. My brains really were scrambled not to have noticed that three ring circus.

“I don’t see Derek.”

Granny pointed.

I squinted trying to ignore those funny black spots that kept popping in and out of my vision.

Sure enough here came Derek, doing Mach one on Peg Leg’s Harley. He blew by the patrol cars like they were standing still.

One look at Sloan’s deadly expression and I groaned. When he caught up to us, I was going to

catch holy hell for stealing and wrecking his car.

Dixon would be lucky not to end up dead.

Wearily, I leaned my aching head against Dixon’s back and prayed for a miracle.

A police officer jumped out and threw a spiked stop strip.

Yelping, I grabbed a hold of Dixon’s belt as he abruptly swerved around the stick, barreled up on the sidewalk and missed the pissed off cop by inches.

For a long moment, I stared at the butt of a handgun protruding from the waistband of Dixon’s jeans. I’ll be damned. There was my miracle.

Yanking the gun out, I pressed it to the back of his skull and yelled, “Pull over.”

The jerk just laughed. “The safety’s on sweetheart.”

I flipped it off. “Not any longer. Stop the fucking bike.”

“You won’t shoot me.”

“Wanna bet?”

He laughed harder. “No bullets.”

Shit! I checked and sure enough, the clip was missing.

“Derek’s gonna have his hands full with you.”

Huh?

Without warning, Dixon zoomed into a parking garage and skidded to a stop next to our doubles on a matching red Harley.

I gaped at my clone. Damn, she really looked like me. How sad was that?

“Give me your t-shirt,” Dixon ordered.

My clone peeled it off and dropped it on the pavement.

Yikes! Not only was she braless, but she had screaming skulls tattooed on what had to be double E breasts. Gotta be a biker thing. Cuz sexy, it wasn’t.

“Go,” Dixon said and they squealed out of the parking garage.

“You really think it’s gonna work?”

He backed us into the shadows. “Watch.”

Derek screamed past in hot pursuit with the cop cars right on his tail.

Cocking my head, I listened as the helicopters took the bait, too.

Animosity glittering in his eyes, Dixon held his hand out. “Give me my fucking gun.”

I quickly handed it to him and watched as he shoved the clip in.

“You point a gun at a man you’d better be prepared to use it.”

“I was.”

Dixon shot me a derisive look and shoved the gun in his waistband. “You’re not a killer, sweetheart.”

I bared my teeth in a snarl. “A few more days like this one and I will be.”

An unholy smile pulled at Dixon’s mouth. “Has he fucked you yet?”

“What?”

“It’s a simple question. Have you slept with Sloan?”

“It’s none of your damned business.”

“Oh but it is.”

This was getting way out of hand. Clutching my stomach, I groaned and slid off the motorcycle. “I don’t feel so good.”

Dixon quickly backed away. “You puke on me again and so help me God, I’ll…”

A gun cocked and Derek inquired blandly, “You’ll do what? Smack her around?”

“No.” Dixon raised his hands and turned to face Derek. “But I’d be happy to smack you around.”

“Lose the gun.”

Using two fingers, Dixon carefully removed it and set it on the ground.

“Get over here, Angel.”

Before I could move, Dixon stepped in front of me. “She’s my property and you’re not taking her anywhere.”

“How much do you want for her?”

The ass actually thought he could buy me?

“One hundred thousand and ten percent of any gold you find,” Dixon answered.

“No! No and no! This is the United Fucking States and it’s against the law to sell people.” The urge to sock Dixon was getting stronger by the second.

Derek cocked a mocking eyebrow. “Is it?”

“Biker’s law gives me the right to sell any female I own,” Dixon added.

With a growl of rage, I scooped the gun off the floor and pointed it at Dixon. “I’m not for sale.”

Frowning, Derek took a step towards me. “Be careful, Angel.”

Dixon whipped his head around. His gray eyes burned with the promise of retaliation. “A little quality time with Buzzard should cure your rebellious streak.”

My lack of chocolate was making me a tad bit homicidal and a whole lot stupid. I fired off a round, missing his boot by an inch. “Move away from the bike.”

“Zelda, put the gun down before you get hurt,”

Derek snapped, moving towards me.

“Stop!” I aimed the pistol at him. “After all the crap you’ve put me through, don’t think I won’t shoot you, too.”

Exasperation flashed in Derek’s eyes. “I saved your ass today and a little gratitude would be nice.”

“Gratitude!?” I winced, that had come out a bit shrill. “Okay, you did keep that Apache warrior from killing me.”

“You’re damned right I did.”

Dixon chortled, “Seriously, an Apache warrior?”

“Yes,” we both snapped in unison.

I waved the gun around. “And I saved you and your men from the Thunder God, twice.”

“I kept those two bikers from shooting you.”

“They wouldn’t have been shooting at me if you hadn’t broadcast my name all over the known universe.”

“She does have a point,” Dixon added.

Derek snarled, “Butt out. This doesn’t concern you.”

A low, aggressive growl broke from Dixon.

“Doesn’t it? She’s a member of the Dirty Dozen.”

A muscle in Derek’s jaw twitched. “Fifty thousand and one percent of the gold.”

“Here’s a thought, we split the gold,” I spat at Derek.

“Works for me,” Dixon commented.

The Tomb Raider snorted. “I’ll pay you twenty percent to help me find the gold, Angel, and not a dime more.”

“Fifty-Fifty or I rescind the offer.”

Derek countered, “Fifteen percent and I don’t throw your ass in jail.”

“Go to hell.” My finger tightened on the trigger and bam the gun fired.

The bullet zinged past Derek’s shoulder and hit a Prius, shattering a passenger side window. The car alarm shrieked and wailed.

“Whoops.”

Fury radiating from him, Derek roared, “Whoops?”

“What’s the big deal? You’re wearing body armor.”

“I’m gonna put you over my knee and you won’t be able to sit down for a week,” Derek growled, stalking towards me.

“Take another step and we’ll see how well your body armor works.”

“Go ahead,” Dixon prompted with a smile, “I’m curious myself.”

I backed towards the Harley. “I’m taking the motorcycle and if either of you try to stop me, I will shoot you.”

“You’re in no shape to drive,” Dixon snapped.

Like that was going to stop me.

Derek holstered his Glock and gave me an “I’m too sexy for my shirt” smile, “You won’t shoot me, Angel, we’re soul mates.”

Granny was such a blabbermouth. “We are not nor will we ever be soul mates.” I lowered the pistol. “How attached are you to your balls?”

Derek froze. “Calm down, Angel.”

With a startling quick movement, Dixon spun and knocked the gun out of my hand.

I staggered back, hit the Harley and it toppled over with a loud bang. “Ooops.”

His face a mask of rage, Dixon bellowed, “Ooops?”

“Sorry.”

“You will be,” Dixon grabbed my sore arm and I yelped.

Derek jammed his Glock into Dixon’s neck. “Let her go.”

Dixon slipped a leg under Derek’s and pulled and kicked simultaneously.

Sloan hit the ground hard and retaliated by kicking Dixon off his feet. The two men were immediately locked in a silent, gasping combat; rolling over and over on the garage floor, punching the shit out of each other.

Guess that took care of that problem. With any luck, they’d kill each other. I eyed the motorcycle and knew I would never be able to pick it up.

Weariness crept over me. I was sweaty, tired, and covered in blood and sand. All I wanted was a shower, something cold to drink, and a cool, dark place to lie down.

Silver-black whorls danced in my vision and I was having trouble focusing. It was as if I was moving in slow motion. I shook my head to clear it but only succeeded in making it throb worse.

Grabbing the t-shirt off the floor, I pulled it on and stumbled out of the parking garage.

A hot, arid wind blasted my sunburned skin.

Squinting against the glare, I looked around, trying to figure out where the hell I was. “Do you know where we are Granny?”

“I think we’re somewhere near the ballpark.”

Too far for me to walk home and I didn’t have any money for a taxi. The world suddenly tilted and spun dizzily around me. I grabbed a tree and fought to stay upright.

A jaunty red Miata squealed to a stop and my drop-dead gorgeous cousin, Fabian, jumped out.

Leave it to him to wear a white, two thousand dollar suit in this heat. He always made me feel frumpy. “What are you doing here?”

“Rescuing you, bella.”

“I don’t need rescuing. I’ve got it handled.”

Fabian raised an incredulous eyebrow as he examined me from head to toe. “I can see how well you are handling this, but I cannot disobey Uncle Aldo, he is the head of the family.”

“Sure you can. Just tell him you couldn’t find me.”

“Try not to get any blood on my jacket, bella.” His expression one of extreme distaste, Fabian picked me up gingerly and carried me over to the Miata.

I was seriously tempted to rub my bloody face all over his screaming white suit but I did need a ride. Glancing over his shoulder, I caught a glimpse of Derek and Dixon still pounding the crap out of each other. Wonder how long it would take them to realize I was gone?

Fabian dumped me in the seat, hurried around to driver’s side and jumped in.

“Couldn’t you have gotten a car with a roof and ice cold AC?”

“This is more my style,” Fabian responded as we tore off.

“Wouldn’t want to cramp your style but it’s Phoenix, it’s degrees today and did you not notice my terrific sunburn?”

He patted my leg. “I’ll get you some chocolate.”

“Bless you.” Sometimes family was the best. I leaned back against the seat and closed my eyes.

“Oh yeah, before I pass out, I’ve got a tracker in me. Did you bring your kit?”

“Of course, Zelda, I am a professional.”

“You’re a world famous supermodel.”

“I am Dragos,” he huffed indignantly.

“Sorry, I’ve had a really bad day.”

Fabian patted my knee again. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep you safe, bella.”

I let out a weary sigh. “I haven’t been safe since Aunt Sophie found me.”

Granny’s disembodied voice insisted, “Derek can and will protect you.”

My cousin gave a startled yelp when Granny Annabel suddenly materialized on my lap. “Dios Mio.”

Opening my eyes, I glared at her. “Derek, my knight in shining armor, will undoubtedly protect me but once he gets the gold, he’ll be long gone and I’ll still have to deal with Aunt Sophie.”

A ghostly hand stroked my face. “You’re the only one that can stop her, bella.”

“She scares the living shit out of me.”

Fabian laughed grimly. “She scares the living shit out of all of us.”

“You need Derek’s help to defeat her,” Granny insisted.

“Right. He can smite demons with one thrust of Excalibur, his magical sword.”

The temperature dropped twenty degrees. “He is a man of many talents.”

“Speaking of the talented guy, has he realized I’m gone yet?”

Granny nodded. “He knows. He can curse quite fluently in several languages.”

“I’ll bet. Did he kill Dixon?”

“No, they are la famiglia.”

“What! They can’t be related.”

“They are cousins.”

“Are you shitting me?”

Granny frowned in confusion. “Why would I shit on you?”

“Never mind. I’m just glad I got away from him.”

“Please, you must go back. Derek is the only one that can help you.”

My temper flared to life and I shouted, “Help me? You just don’t get it! He’s using me. All he cares about is finding the gold and if he has to bed me to get it, he will. That’s not love. It’s calculated seduction.”

Granny let out a heart rending sob and vanished.

“Like that’s gonna work,” I cried. The street spun crazily around me and everything went black.





Chapter Eight
I awoke in Aunt Sophie’s picture perfect, old-fashioned parlor. A place I had avoided like plague.

The hand crocheted doilies and portraits of smiling children lured her victims into a false sense of security.

Aunt Sophie, wearing her disguise of a sweet, harmless, gray haired grandmother, sat on her throne like chair and smiled benignly. “I’m so glad you dropped by for a visit.”

My heart pounding in my chest, I jumped to my feet. “What do you want?”

“I want you to come home, dear. Dante and I miss you so much.” Sophie lifted a silver tea pot.

“Would you like some of my special tea?”

“I think I’ll pass.”

She picked up a plate of cookies and held it out. “I made your favorite chocolate chip cookies.”

“Cut the act. It doesn’t work on me.”

An unwholesome Cheshire-cat smile curved her mouth. “Sit down dear we have a lot to discuss.”

“No. We don’t. There is nothing you can do or say to make me come back.”

Aunt Sophie picked up her tea cup and took a sip. “Are you sure you don’t want some? It’s my spicy Earl Grey.”

I grabbed the silver serving tray and hurled it at the wall. It made a satisfying crash as the tea sprayed out and ran down the wall. I stomped on the cookies. “I want you to leave me the hell alone. If you don’t, I can and will destroy you.”

Her eyes ice cold and cruel, my aunt clapped her hands. “Bravo, such a flair for the dramatic, but frankly my dear, you’re no match for me or Dante.”

“Wanna bet your life on it?”

Malevolence filled Aunt Sophie’s violet eyes and her face began to morph into something not quite human.

I backed away in horror as fangs sprouted from her mouth. “What big teeth you have, Auntie.”

“All the better to eat you with, my dear.”

I was so not Little Red Riding Hood. My aunt’s skin began to bubble and transform. “What are you?”

“Something more,” Sophie’s voice was a raspy hiss as she took on demonic form.

“If you believe this to be real, it will become real,” Granny Annabel’s voice echoed in my head.

Dammit, this was nothing but a dream. A dream Aunt Sophie controlled. Drawing on every ounce of power I had, I broke the mental link.

Her scream of rage reverberated in my head as I fought my way back to consciousness. My eyes popped open; I bolted upright with a terrified gasp and glanced around wildly.

Where the hell was I? The bedroom was right out of Better Homes and Gardens. The bed beneath me was massive with an enormous canopy and silky black sheets.

My eyes widened as I took in the luxury accommodations. Wow! The room had a log beamed ceiling, a beehive fireplace, a freakin’ wet bar and a large patio with a great view of some impressive red rocks. “Not Seattle,” I breathed in relief.

“No, Sedona,” Granny Annabel said and materialized next to me, wearing her gypsy garb.

I rubbed my aching head. “Aunt Sophie’s getting stronger.”

“No, she’s not, you are,” Granny stated firmly.

“My traitorous daughter could only access your mind because of the concussion but even injured, you were able to break her hold.”

“I think she sold her soul.”

Granny Annabel spat, “Crisito Santo, male deo ojo. The fool bound herself to Asmoday.”

“The big, scary serpent demon?”

“Si. He is the king of the Ninth Hell.”

“Wow, not good. Got any idea of how to destroy it?”

“Asmoday cannot be killed.”

“Can we at least send it back to hell?”

“With the proper tools, it can be done.”

“Okey-dokey, do we have the proper tools?”

“No.”

“Do we know where to get them?”

“The Vatican.”

“Oh. Great. You think the Pope is still pissed at me for spilling the sacramental wine all over him?”

“He is the Pope, he must forgive you,” Granny answered, a slight smile on her face.

I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.”

“I was pushing too hard,” Granny answered and her ghostly fingers stroked my hair. “I just want you to be safe.”

“Derek can’t defeat Sophie.”

Granny Annabel sighed. “No. Only you can. It is your destiny.”

Yippee-ki-yay. My destiny sucked. Sometimes I felt like a chunky Snow White battling the evil Queen who wanted to enslave her. But this wasn’t a fairy tale where Prince Charming rode to the rescue and we got to live happily ever after.

Nope. With my sucky luck, my fairy tale would have a gross, bloody ending. If Aunt Sophie won, I would be bound to her forever and I’d die before I let that happen.

I noticed Granny’s concerned frown and gave her a reassuring smile. “How long was I out?”

“Eight hours.”

“Omigod!” I swung my legs over the side of the bed. “I’ve got to get out of here! Derek probably has a tactical unit surrounding the place.”

“Your man has no idea where you are and he is sick with worry.”

I snorted. “The only thing he’s worried about is me finding the gold first.”

“Alone, neither of you will find Montezuma’s treasure.”

“Teamwork, huh?”

“It is the only way.”

Like that was going to happen. My left arm screamed in protest and I noticed the IV bag for the first time. “Who put in my IV?”

“Aldo called Doctor Rossi and he flew in from Las Vegas.”

“I thought the casinos banned him.”

“They did but he disguised himself as an old woman.”

“How did that work out for him?”

“Badly. The good doctor drank too much and relieved himself in the women’s restroom sink.”

“Bet that caused a stampede of freaked out women.”

“Worse, he did it in front of an off-duty cop.”

“Good God, I’m surprised she didn’t bounce him off the walls a few times.”

Granny laughed. “Too many witnesses.”

“Lucky him. Ever since his wife left him he’s been pulling some wild stunts.”

“Natasha damaged his pride.”

“She did more than that. Sebastian sprung him from lockup?”

“Of course.”

“Where’s Fabian?”

“Our peacock is preening at the pool.”

I rolled my eyes. “He does love to flaunt it.”

“Si and women keep flocking to him.”

“He’s not wearing that stupid nude Speedo is he?”

“The paramedics have been called twice for women fainting at his magnificence.”

The door suddenly burst open and Fabian shouted, “Bella, you’re awake!”

My eyes bugged as Fabian strutted in with a fully erect penis straining the material of his beige Speedo. “Omigod! You’ll poke out an eye with that thing.”

Flicking back his long black hair, Fabian flexed like a weight lifter before draping himself artistically along the couch. “I must please my fans.”

I noticed a dollar bill protruding from his waistband. “You’re not a friggin’ Chippendale dancer and you shouldn’t let women treat you that way. Have some self-respect.”

My cousin shrugged and kissed his fingertips.

“It’s amore. Sono innamorato”

Love my ass. “You’re such a man whore.”

Doctor Rossi hurried through the door and quickly shut it.

My jaw dropped. A dead critter perched precariously on top of the doctor’s shiny bald head.

A multitude of gold chains adorned his rather furry chest and a banana sized pecker tented his red Speedo.

“How are you feeling, Zelda?”

“Okay. Holy cow is that a…” I took a closer look at the old guy’s Speedo and clamped a hand over my eyes. Omigod! It was a banana! I was traumatized for life and did he really think women wouldn’t notice?

A hot, moist hand touched my face. “Are you in pain?”

I flinched away from his hand. No tellin’ where it had been. “I’m fine. Really. I should be going.”

Throwing back the sheet, I hopped out of bed and gasped as my vision swam. I crashed to the floor, knocking over the IV stand.

“We can see how well you are doing,” Fabian groused, picking me off the floor he stuffed me back in bed and righted the stand.

That’s when I realized I was butt ass naked! I jerked the sheet up to my neck. “What happened to my clothes?”

“I threw those bloody rags away,” Fabian announced in disgust.

Doctor Rossi gave me a stern look. “You must rest for the next forty-eight hours.”

“Forty-eight hours! But… I can’t wait that long.

I need…”

“To rest,” Granny Annabel stated firmly as she faded away.

“Derek’s out there looking for me.”

“Have no fear, bella, if he shows up, I will handle him,” Fabian said dismissively.

I slumped against the pillow with a groan. The fool really believed that. “I’d feel a whole lot safer with a stun gun or a Taser.”

Fabian opened the night stand drawer. “Your stun gun and Taser are right here.” With a flourish he picked up a plate of cookies off the wet bar.

“And for my most favorite cousin, I brought you chocolate chip cookies made by Henri’s own hands.”

Henri’s cookies were the best of the best.

“Bless you. I take back every mean thing I said about you.”

He held the plate just out of reach. “I am no longer a man whore?”

“No, you are the best cousin ever. Now give me the freakin’ cookies.”

“No cookies,” Doctor Rossi commanded as he took the plate away from Fabian and set it back on the counter.

I let out a wail “No cookies! That’s just mean.”

“No solid food until tomorrow,” the rather hairy doctor answered.

“But…”

“You did vomit all over Dixon,” Granny commented in my head.

She had a point and my stomach was still a bit queasy. “Okay, no cookies. Could my most favorite cousin in the entire world loan me a t-shirt to sleep in?”

Fabian cocked an impertinent eyebrow at me.

“Women should always sleep in the nude.”

If I was a size zero, which I wasn’t, I might think about it. I gave him the evil eye and in my best mean mother voice commanded, “Shirt. Now.”

“You’ll never catch a man this way,” Fabian grumbled as he walked over to the dresser, pulled a black t-shirt out and handed it to me. “Happy?”

“Very and I’m hunting for gold, not a man.” I hurriedly pulled the shirt on.

Granny insisted, “You need to rest. What are the chances of Derek looking for you in a luxury resort?”

Slim. “As long as we keep a low profile for the next couple of days, it should be safe.” I shot Fabian a look. “Low profile means no more strutting around in that Speedo.”

“You wound me, bella. I would never do anything to harm family.”

“And Rome was just fluke?”

Fabian’s lower lip jutted out. “She was a goddess. How could I resist her?”

“She was an Interpol agent who was using you to get to Uncle Aldo.”

Assuming a haughty pose, Fabian huffed, “But she didn’t succeed. Please excuse me, I must call my agent.” He flounced out.

“Look at me,” Doctor Rossi commanded.

Very reluctantly, I obeyed. The poor guy was squirming uncomfortably as he flashed a pen light in my eyes. That banana had to jabbing things that shouldn’t be jabbed.

The good doctor expertly removed my IV then handed me a couple of pills and a glass of water.

“These will help the pain. Get some sleep and I will check on you later.”

I downed the pills like a good little girl.

“Thanks and could you uh… Wear some pants next time?”

Doctor Rossi glanced down at his banana and a flush stained his cheeks. “I am an old fool who wished to reclaim some of my youth.” With a slight bow, he picked up his medical bag and left.

“Men are strange creatures,” Granny Annabel stated.

“No kidding. Rossi has been the family doctor for what? The last thirty years?”

“He delivered Sebastian so more like thirty-two years.”

“Outside of his gambling he’s always been immaculately groomed and every inch the professional, but today? Wowzer! Fabian’s definitely a bad influence on him.”

“As he said, he’s an old fool.”

A wave of weariness swept over me and my eyes drifted shut. “Could I get you to pop in on Derek and see how close he is to finding me?”

“Si, bella, sleep now.”

And I did.

My psychic senses abruptly went on red alert and I snapped awake. Someone was in the room.

The bed dipped slightly and the next thing I knew a naked female body was on top of me.

I gasped in horror and the sick bitch shoved her tongue down my throat. Ewww! I twisted, brought my knees up and kicked her off the bed.

“You’re not Fabian,” the sick bitch cried.

“Ding, ding, fucking ding.” I scrambled off the bed and hit the light switch.

A bony bimbo with long, greasy black hair and tiny, puckered boobs jumped to her feet and bared her teeth in a snarl. “You whoring slut, Fabian’s mine! He’s the father of my children!”

I was so not in the mood to deal with another one of Fabian’s psychotic fans. Taking a deep, calming breath, I pasted a pleasant smile on my sore mouth and asked, “How many kids do you have? I’d love to see some pictures.”

She blinked at me in confusion. “I don’t have any pictures with me.”

What a surprise. “Granny Annabel is here and she would love to see the little cuties. Why don’t you run home and fetch them?” Fabian might be a man whore, but he was a very careful man whore and always used protection. Couldn’t have it rotting off now could he?

“I’m not leaving without my husband.” The nut case held out her left hand and pointed to a large diamond set in a gaudy silver wedding ring. “Elvis married us at the Viva Las Vegas wedding chapel.”

Yep, she was definitely loony tunes and off her meds. The stone was a cheap Cubic Zirconia and the band had turned her finger a rather pretty green. “Congratulations. Sounds like a real classy 	wedding and that ring. Wow, I’m so impressed, but Fabian’s not here. So, why don’t you leave me your phone number and I’ll have him call you.”

She opened the closet door and peered inside.

“Do you think I’m stupid?”

“Oh hell no, sweetie. I think you’re a bit psychotic but in a good way.” I kept a safe distance from her.

“I’ll have you know I’m taking my medication.”

She looked under the bed.

Did she really think Fabian could actually fit under there? “All of them?”

“You want to fuck him, don’t you?”

“Believe me, I have no intentions of fucking my cousin and sweetie, you really need to leave.”

“I won’t let you destroy my family,” the nut case shrieked and launched herself at me.

I side-stepped her lunge and winced as she slammed face first into the wall. A brawler she wasn’t. “Look, I’ve had a really bad day and you need to leave.”

“You’re the one that’s leaving.” The psychotic bitch grabbed my plate of cookies.

“Put the cookies down. Now or I will hurt you,”

I snarled.

“Fabian’s my soul mate. My one true love and you can’t have him,” the crazy woman cried and hurled the plate at me.

The plate smacked me in the face and my precious cookies rained down on the carpet. I literally saw red. “You sick, twisted bitch.” I drew

my right arm back and punched her hard in the face.

The bimbo’s nose made a funny crunching noise and blood spewed down her chin.

“You… You broke my nose.”

I rubbed my throbbing knuckles. “You put your nasty tongue down my throat.”

The connecting door banged open and a naked Fabian charged in with a fire place poker in one hand. “Who is this, bella?”

“The mother of your children,” I answered, grabbing the stun gun out of the drawer.

He gaped at the naked woman in astonishment.

“Bambini?! What bambini?”

“My love, I’m here,” she cried, rushing towards Fabian. “I thought I would never find you. I need you. The children need you.”

Fabian pushed her away. “Who are you?”

“I’m Amanda, your wife.”

“You know, the one you married in Las Vegas.

Elvis was there,” I prompted.

“I did not marry this woman.”

The psycho bitch squealed in outrage, “She drugged you. Made you forget. Send the whore away.”

Fabian backed away cautiously. “Zelda is no whore. You must leave.”

Her face a mask of fury, the bimbo screamed at me. “You filthy slut! He’s mine. I’ll never let him go.”

Enough was enough. My patience had done run out and her caterwauling was making my head pound. I jabbed her in the shoulder with the stun gun and lit her up.

Convulsing violently she collapsed to the floor and moaned pathetically.

Someone banged on the door. “Police! Open up!”

“Low profile, huh?”

Fabian shrugged and opened the door.

A female police officer gaped in opened mouth disbelief at all the tanned, male perfection on display.

Fabian’s cock rose to the occasion.

Just kill me now. I walked into the bathroom, grabbed a towel and handed it to my cousin.

“Cover yourself.”

Two long, torturous hours later, the police were still there. I think Officer Jensen had called just about every female officer in the state and it was party time.

The man whore was in his element and loving every second of it. Even Doctor Rossi had joined the fun.

Low profile, my ass. I wouldn’t be surprised if Derek’s Black Hawk was now hovering overhead.

Picking up my new burner cell phone, I stepped out on the patio and called Uncle Aldo.

“Buon giorno.”

“I pleaded with you not to send Fabian and yet here he is.”

“You were in obvious danger and Fabian was close by.”

“I’ll admit I’m a little banged up, but I had it under control.”

“Bella,” Uncle Aldo chided.

“Okay, I needed the help but how long do you think it’ll take Sloan to figure out where I am?”

“Not long,” Derek answered.

I gaped in horror as he stepped out of the shadows. A barbarian conqueror dressed in black and bristling with weapons.

He snagged my cell phone. “She’ll call you back.” Derek snapped the phone shut and stuck it in his pocket.

“What took you so long? A blind nun could have found me by now.”

With a surprising, tender look in his eyes, Derek tilted my face up and gently stroked my bruises. “I had some loose ends to tie up.”

“Your cousin, Dixon, being one of them?”

“Know about that, huh?

“Granny filled me in.”

“Dixon’s still a bit pissed that I got him arrested for gun running. Now every chance he gets he tries to meddle in my affairs.”

Laughter sounded from my bedroom.

“Your cousin is a piece of work,” Derek said.

“Naked again?”

“Yup.” He bent his head until his mouth just brushed my lips. “Miss me?”

“Like the plague.”

Sloan chuckled and his mouth devoured mine in a hot, heady, intoxicating kiss.

Wowzer! The man could kiss. Every nerve in my body was doing the Tango.

Derek drove his tongue into my mouth as his hand cupped my mound and ground against my clit.

Whooeee! Don’t stop! Don’t ever stop. Pleasure raced through my body as his lips kissed a hungry path down my neck.

Music suddenly blared from the bedroom jarring me out of my temporary insanity. What the hell was I doing? I pushed against his chest.

“Relax, Angel, you want this.” Derek’s teeth nipped and tugged at my right nipple through my t-shirt.

A shudder shook me. I did. I really did but I had to stop the Tomb Raider now. In my heart, I knew if he made love to me, I’d be his forever and I couldn’t risk that. Not only would Aunt Sophie take great delight in killing him, once he got the gold, I’d never see him again.

Derek thrust a long finger deep inside me again and again and again. “You’re so wet, so tight.” He stiffened and his finger suddenly became a medical probe. “Too fucking tight. My God, you are a virgin!

Just like they said.”

The ecstasy roaring through me fizzled out at the utter horror in his voice. “Gee golly mister, it’s not contagious.”

“I don’t do virgins.” His voice was hard, implacable. “I like women who know the score and don’t expect happily ever after.

I flinched. That was cold. “Then you might want to remove that finger you have lodged inside me.”

He jerked his hand away like I had cooties.

Why did it feel like I had just been kicked in the stomach? I knew this would end badly. I gave myself a mental head smack. Because I was a total idiot; for a few fleeting seconds I had truly believed Derek really wanted me. How dumb was that? “Don’t worry, sugar, I wasn’t expecting a wedding ring.”

“It’s nothing personal, Angel.”

“Neither is this.” Sucking in a lungful of air, I screamed bloody blue murder. I couldn’t let a whole roomful of cops go to waste. Now could I?

The Tomb Raider clamped a hand over my mouth. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

“Escaping,” I mumbled against his hand.

His heavily muscled arms clamped around me.

“There’s no escape for you, Angel. You’re mine until I say otherwise.”

“I’ll never be yours,” I muttered as a tear rolled down my cheek. I was as bad as psycho bitch, wanting something I could never have.

Dozens of pistols cocked. “Police! Let her go,”

Officer Jensen commanded.

With a growl, Derek released me and raised his hands. “I’m a federal officer and this woman is my prisoner.”

Officer Jensen snorted, “You kiss and fondle all your prisoners?”

“It is as I told you. This is the man that beat her,” Fabian said.

Derek shot him a savage look. “I did not beat her.”

I let out a heart-rending sob. “He won’t leave me alone. He follows me everywhere. He killed my cat and threatened my family.”

“Hands behind your neck and get on your knees,” Officer Jensen growled.

“You’re tap dancing on my last nerve, Angel,”

Derek snarled and dropped to his knees.

“It’s my gold,” I hissed and jumped back when his hand shot out.

An instant later dozens of Taser electrodes turned him into a pin cushion. A guttural groan tore from him as the charges violently shook him. Derek collapsed to the tiled patio, gave a final twitch and seemed to stop breathing.

“Omigod! You killed him,” I cried.

Fabian grabbed me and dragged me away. “You need to leave before they realize he’s telling the truth.”

At the patio doors, I looked back. The officers had cuffed Derek and were removing his weapons.

“Goodbye numb nuts,” I muttered under my breath.

Derek opened pain filled eyes and mouthed, I will find you.

I mouthed back, not a chance.

Ed stepped out of the shadows and commanded, “Federal agent drop your weapons.”

I had been wondering where they were. Wait a minute. There was no tactical team it was just Ed.

What was up with that?

Fabian shouted, “Do not believe him. They are members of the Mexican drug cartel.”

Officer Jensen yelled into her radio, “We need backup now.” Her fellow officers trained their guns on the heavily armed Ed and lo and behold, we had a Mexican standoff.

One twitchy trigger finger and it would be a blood bath. “We’ve got to stop this before someone gets hurt.”

My cousin yanked me into Doctor Rossi’s suite.

“I will deal with them.”

“You? I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

“My actions brought them here.”

“That’s true, but…”

He opened up the closet and pulled out the good doctor’s old woman disguise complete with wig and fake boobs. “Hurry, get dressed. I will delay them as long as I can.”

“I won’t go off and leave you behind. You have no idea of what Derek’s capable of.”

Fabian puffed up. “I am Dragos and la Polizia has met his match.”

I rolled my eyes. Here was a prime example of testosterone at its finest. His pride wouldn’t let him back down. “Fine but don’t expect me to visit you in jail.”

“There isn’t a jail made that I cannot break out of,” my cousin answered arrogantly.

“Okey-dokey smokey, I’ll leave you to it.”

Fabian grabbed a set of keys off the dresser and handed them to me. “It’s the black Porsche by the office.

I leaned up and kissed his cheek. “Be careful.”

My cousin smiled down at me. “He will wish he had never met the Dragos clan.”

“I think he already does.”

“Hurry.” Whipping off his towel, Fabian strutted to the patio door and shouted, “I have no weapons.”

Peeking out the window, I took in all the stunned looks and laughed. He had certainly gotten everyone’s attention. I quickly dressed, stuffed my feet into a pair of oversized white orthotics and calmly shuffled out the front door.

To my surprise, no one stopped me. It made me wonder what had happened to Derek’s tactical team. Had the CIA cut him off? I climbed into the Porsche and headed for Phoenix. I needed to pick up the medallion and my tool kit.





Chapter Nine
A good thief is a master of strategy. Uncle Aldo’s skillful tactics included commissioning a variety of realistic face masks to be used when things went badly and you needed to evade la Polizia. Like I did now.

I stared at the reflection in my compact mirror and grinned. An elderly woman complete with wrinkles, age spots and sagging jowls stared back at me. The only downside was the mask itched like crazy.

My stress level dropped considerably when there had been no roadblocks at the entrance to Sky Harbor Airport or extra security milling around the terminals. Either the Sedona Police Department still had Derek in custody or he was on his own.

Without the CIA resources, he would never find me.

Bummer.

The uniformed Sky Cap pushed my wheelchair through security and delivered me to the checkin desk. Opening my psychic eye, I mentally scanned the area. Yee-ha! There was absolutely no sign of Derek or his crew.

Granny Annabel popped in on the counter, wearing a fight attendant uniform. “You evil, evil child, they almost killed your man.”

“Hey! I had nothing to do with that and Derek is not nor will he ever be my man. The dude hates virgins and your grand plan for happily ever after just went up in smoke.”

“Are you all right, ma’am?”

I looked up at the concerned, slightly twitchy flight attendant. Hopefully she thought I was a senile old bat and talking to myself. “I forgot to take my medication. Could you be a dear and fetch me some water?”

“Of course I will but I think you’ll be more comfortable in the VIP lounge with your sister.”

“Honey, you don’t have to go to all that trouble.” Wait a minute. Did she say my sister?

“No trouble at all.” The flight attendant grabbed my wheelchair and suddenly we were zooming down a restricted corridor like it was the Grand Prix.

Whoa! “What’s the hurry, honey?”

“I have a deadline,” she panted, shoving my chair into a plush lounge area complete with a buffet table and a staggering choice of beverages.

A deadline?! What the hell was going on?

The flight attendant quickly shut the door and propelled me towards the dining tables.

I did a double take at the woman chowing down on a plate loaded with goodies. We could pass for twins and we were even wearing the identical outfit right down to our white orthopedic shoes.

What were the odds of that happening?

The old woman looked up, eyed my disguise and winked.

I stared back in fascinated horror. Was this some kind of horrible joke? The woman had an enormous black mole on her upper lip with two long black hairs protruding outwards like antennas.

Ewww! It kinda reminded me of a big black roach.

The stressed-out flight attendant wheeled me over to the table. “I found your sister.”

“About time,” Roach Lady responded.

What the hell was going on? My appetite died a sudden death at the food stuck in her rather snarly teeth. I patted the flight attendant’s hand. “We’re not related honey, but I can see how you would make that mistake.”

The old woman snorted, “Forgot to take your meds again, didn’t ya?”

The flight attendant handed me a bottle of water. “Here you go. Do you have your pills in your purse?”

“Yes, but I don’t know her.” I made a big production of looking for the pills in my cavernous purse.

“Don’t worry missy, it’s just her dementia.

Remember? My name’s Maude,” the old woman said and shoveled another forkful of food in her mouth.

The two black hairs quivered madly as she chewed.

Dementia!? This was obviously some kind of con but who was conning who? “Yes, now I remember.

I’m Zelda and you’re Maude,” I responded in my quavering, slightly confused old lady’s voice. I

watched in disbelief as she kept stuffing food in her mouth at an alarming rate.

“I’ll leave you two to get reacquainted and I’ll be back in about fifteen minutes to pre-board you.” The flight attendant smiled brightly and fled.

Coward. “Who the hell are you?”

“Like I said I’m your sister Maude. Bet you forgot about your six kids, too?”

Someone had gone to a lot of trouble to set this up but who? I’d play her little game for now. “I was never blessed with children.”

Maude cackled madly and bits of food flew across the table. “Blessed? Ain’t you a funny one?

My brats always got their hand out. Ma I need twenty bucks. Ma I need bail money. They’re nothin’ but a bunch of worthless, lazy bastards.”

“It must be difficult.” I glanced around. Maybe this was this one of those reality shows where they pranked people.

“Difficult she says,” Maude cackled again and pieces of masticated ham spewed from her mouth.

“My Tom robbed a bank and do you think he’d give me some of the money? Hell no, so I turned him in and got the reward. I mean, I’m entitled to that reward money, ain’t I? The kids ain’t helping me out. I have bills and my measly social security check ain’t getting me to Vegas for a bit of fun.”

She winked again. “If ya know what I mean?”

Dear God, she was either for real or the best actress I had ever met. Where in the world had they found her? Was this Derek’s revenge for

getting him arrested or was someone else behind the masquerade?

Maude stuck her hand in her mouth and popped out a partial plate with two yellowed teeth. “This stupid piece of crap has never fit properly.” She dunked it in her glass of water. “Ain’t ya hungry?

These are some mighty fine vittles.”

“No, I had a big breakfast before I left.” Where was a Taser when you needed one? I edged my wheelchair back from the table. Taking the bus to Vegas was starting to look really appealing.

The flight attendant entered the room with a dazzling smile. “You ladies ready for Vegas?”

“Yes. Now, please.” I wheeled my chair over to her.

“Now, hang on a dang minute. I’m her caretaker, so I should board first,” Maude growled and expertly maneuvered her wheelchair over to the door.

“Okey-dokey then but don’t forget your teeth.”

A manic donkey bray broke from Maude.

“You’re a funny one all right.” She wheeled back, plucked her teeth from the glass and tucked them in her purse. “Make sure she doesn’t wander off now.”

“I’ll lock the door,” the flight attendant said.

“Good idea.” Maude bumped her wheelchair into the flight attendant’s leg. “Well, what ya waitin’ for missy? Let’s go.”

With an eye roll, ‘Missy’ wheeled her out the door.

A few seconds later I heard the door lock. Like that was going to stop me.

Granny Annabel materialized next to me.

“What a strange woman.”

“Ya think?”

The hair on the back of my neck suddenly stood at attention. “Derek’s here, isn’t he?”

Granny shrugged. “Doctor Rossi sang like a pigeon.”

“Canary,” I automatically corrected her.

Granny threw up her hands in disgust. “English bah! Linguassio volgare!”

My face itched like crazy and it was all I could do to keep from ripping the mask off. “Doctor Rossi couldn’t have known about Vegas.”

“The doctor said you kept babbling on about Las Vegas and some stucco warrior in a brothel.”

Wonderful! My heat exhaustion had turned me into a big mouthed, Chatty Kathy. “Does Derek know I’m disguised as an old lady?”

“He knows.”

“Yeah, but does he know about my twin?”

Granny Annabel vanished.

Dammit! I jumped out of the wheelchair, pulled a lock pick out of a hidden pocket in my purse and quickly picked the lock. I cautiously cracked the door open and peeped out.

The

flight

attendant

shoved

Maude’s

wheelchair into the waiting room, spun around dashed down the corridor like the devil himself was after her. Someone had really spooked her.

I sidled up to a fake palm tree and took a cautious look around.

His face harsh, stony and unyielding, Derek stalked across the waiting room and came to a stop in front of Maude. “You’re under arrest, Zelda.”

“The name’s Maude, young fella and who the hell are you?”

His mouth a hard line, Sloan grabbed her purse and looked inside. “Cut the act and that mole is ridiculous.”

Maude let out an ear piercing scream. “Help!

Police! He’s taking my money.”

As a group of concerned onlookers gathered around them, Derek pulled out a badge and ID and held it up. “Homeland Security, Granny’s wanted for smuggling explosives.”

“She ain’t no terrorist,” somebody shouted from the crowd.

A woman yelled, “What’s next? You gonna strip her and do a cavity search?”

And ta-da! Maude miraculously transformed into a befuddled elderly woman. Big alligator tears rolled down her face as she sobbed hysterically, “Who are you? Why do you have my purse? Give it back. Where’s my son?” She wildly surveyed the growing crowd. “Charlie! Charlie? Where are you?”

Wonder how long it’ll take Sloan to realize he’s got the wrong granny?

Derek gently patted her shoulder and leaned down to whisper something in her ear.

Maude flinched and glanced over her shoulder.

The Tomb Raider’s predatory gaze locked on the corridor where I stood sorta hidden behind the palm tree.

Crap. I turned to run and crashed into a rock hard body. My apology died on my lips as I looked up at Dixon’s hard, chiseled features. Could this day get any worse?

He grabbed my right arm and hustled me through a door marked employees only. “Are you deliberately trying to blow my gig?”

“You set this up!?”

“Well,

it

wasn’t

your

fucking

Fairy

Godmother.” He dragged me down a long hallway.

“Why?”

He laughed. “Derek’s always charmed women into doing what he wants. Until he met you and you’re driving him nuts.”

“Oh.” I eyed his battered face. “Not revenge, huh?”

Dixon shrugged. “Some. I like taking things from Derek.”

“Some kinda family feud?”

“You could say that.” He unlocked another door, pushed me inside a small storage room and pulled an orange jumpsuit off a shelf. “Put this on.”

“Okay.” I took the jumpsuit. “Could you turn around?”

He snorted and yanked off my wig. “Not likely sweetheart. Strip.”

I carefully peeled off the itchy mask and dropped it in my purse. With a nervous glance at his mocking smile, I slowly unbuttoned my granny dress.

“A bit shy, huh? No need for that. I’ve decided we need to get better acquainted.”

Better acquainted? That sounded a bit ominous.

A gasp of horror broke from me when the big, bad biker suddenly produced a huge buck knife and with one stroke cut my dress in half. It pooled around my feet. “Are you nuts?”

“The cameras will be coming back on line in five minutes. Tic tock.” Dixon quickly cut off my padded body suit and his appreciative gaze roamed over my black lace bra and panties. “You’ve lost weight.”

“Ummm… Thanks?” Totally freaked out, I hurriedly pulled the jumpsuit on.

Dixon dropped a baseball cap on my head and opened the door. “Let’s go.”

“So, what’s the plan?”

“I get you to Vegas, you find the treasure and I become a very rich man.” He hurried me over to a golf cart and practically threw me inside.

“And Derek?”

“He can find his own gold.” Dixon put the cart in gear and sped down the service road.

I glanced over my shoulder when I heard Derek shout, “Dammit Dixon, stop or I’ll shoot!”

One look at the Glock Sloan had pointed at us and I dropped to the floor. “Think he’ll shoot at us?

He looks really pissed.”

“Nah, he can’t take the chance he’ll hit you or one of the airplanes.” Dixon whipped around a long, train-like baggage cart and shot down the tarmac to a waiting Bombardier Learjet with its ramp down.

“You have a Learjet?”

He shot me an amused look. “I travel a lot.” He brought the cart to a skidding halt, grabbed me and half-carried, half-dragged me up the ramp.

I caught a fleeting glimpse of Derek racing after us in the wildly snaking baggage cart which spewed luggage right and left.

Throwing me in a seat, Dixon secured the cabin door and commanded the tattooed pilot, “Go!”

The airplane accelerated rapidly, “We’re cleared for takeoff, boss.”

“Good. Fasten your seatbelt, sweetheart, we might be in for a bumpy ride.”

Glancing out the window, I saw Sloan was close to cutting us off with his baggage train. Was he nuts? I didn’t want to die in a big ball of fire.

The jet lifted off and we zoomed over Derek, barely missing decapitating him by a scant foot.

Dixon’s cell phone rang and he answered it with a smug grin. “You snooze, you lose. Fuck you, too, asshole. You never paid for her and I protect what’s mine.”

I could hear Derek’s rather profane curses.

“Nah, the mistake was yours. Once Zelda finds the gold, I’ll be a very rich man.” Dixon laughed at Derek’s response. “And the bonus is I get to pop her cherry.”

I stared at him in horror. Pop my cherry!?

Dixon held the phone away from his ear for a moment as Derek swore furiously. “I had her Aunt Sophie investigated and it seems she sold her soul to Asmoday. That particular demon is big into virgin sacrifice.” He gave me a meaningful look.

Dear God, did the entire world know I was a virgin? Was it stamped on my forehead?

Dixon’s grin got bigger. “I also got intel that dear Aunt Sophie put a million dollar bounty on Zelda’s head. Yeah, a million dollars and she has to be unharmed and get this, still a virgin to collect.”

I opened my psychic eyes and reached out.

“Granny I need you.”

She appeared next to me. “What’s wrong?”

“Can you find out if Aunt Sophie put a bounty on me?”

She nodded and vanished.

Dixon groused into the phone. “She’s talkin’ to herself again.” He listened for a minute. “A ghost, huh? Go figure. Nice chattin’ with you but I’ve got a cherry to pick. You might have a thing about virgins but I don’t. I kinda like the thought of being her first.” Chuckling, he closed his cell phone and stood.

I looked around frantically. Was there a parachute on this jet, cuz I was ready to jump!

The big, bad biker noticed my panic-filled expression. “Don’t worry, sweetheart, I’ll make it good for you.”

“Gosh, I’m a bit… Overwhelmed at your utterly romantic offer. Could I think about it for a year or two?”

“No.” Dixon leaned down until we were nose to nose. He placed a massive hand on each arm rest, effectively trapping me in my seat. “It’s an easy fix for a really big problem.” His lips caressed mine.

“Relax. You’re about to join the mile high club.”

Hallefrickinlujah!

My

dream

had

been

answered. Not! I shoved against his powerful chest.

“What about your wife?

“Sarah? What about her?”

“Don’t you think she’ll be hurt, betrayed and angry?”

“Nope, she divorced me six months after Amy was taken. She blamed me for the entire fiasco.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. How’s Amy doing?”

Dixon gave me a derisive look. “You’re stalling.”

Of course I was. The psychic women in my family were cursed. We were forever bound to whoever took our virginity. “Yeah, so? I don’t want to join the mile high club and I don’t want my cherry popped.”

“You’d rather be sacrificed to a demon?”

“Well no but…” His kiss was commanding, very thorough and left me cold. I jabbed him in the neck

with my handy-dandy tranquillizer ring. I had been saving it for Derek but this was an emergency.

He grabbed his neck. “What did you do?”

“No means no, asshole.”

Dixon roared, “What did you do?”

“I gave you an injection of Hydroxyzene HCL.

It’s rather fast acting. Nighty-night.”

His eyes rolled back in his head and he toppled to the floor.

“You aren’t popping my cherry you cock-sucking, knuckle-dragging creep,” I muttered furiously as I searched him. “The only one picking my cherry is Derek and there’s little chance of that happening. So I die a virgin, big friggin’ deal.” I pulled a . caliber Smith & Wesson from his ankle holster and discovered a pair of handcuffs tucked in his back pocket. Where the hell was the knife?

That’s when I noticed a slight bulge between his shoulders and lifted up his shirt. Dixon was wearing a harness with a nice quick draw knife sheath. Very carefully, I pulled it out and examined the razor sharp blade. Nice workmanship and it was perfectly balanced.

Should I try it out? An evil grin curved my mouth. Why the hell not? With a flick of my wrist, I threw it and the knife impaled itself nicely in the far seat. Grinning, I stepped over Dixon and doing as much damage as I could, I yanked the knife out of the very expensive Corinthian leather seat.

Okay, I’m a bitch, sue me.

I tapped Dixon on the shoulder. “You don’t mind if I keep the knife, do ya?”

The big, bad biker began to snore like a grizzly bear in heat.

“No? Gosh, I’ll treasure it always.” I dropped the knife in the purse along with the cuffs.

Now all I had to do was commandeer the aircraft. Hiding the gun behind my back, I let out a blood curdling scream and shrieked, “Help! Please help me.”

The cockpit door remained firmly closed.

Well, hell, guess Dixon had a lot of screaming women on his airplane. What a surprise. Stripping down to my underwear, I tucked the gun in my waistband.

I took a step and it fell out, smacking the lecherous biker in the head. “Oh Crap! Sorry.”

Dixon didn’t even grunt, he just kept on snoring.

Picking up the gun, I stuffed it in the back of my panties, walked over to the cockpit door and banged frantically. “Please! I think he had a heart attack.”

The door was immediately flung open. The pilot took one look at Dixon and pulled a Glock from a side holster. His creepy, hot-eyed gaze roved over me and settled on my clunky orthopedic shoes.

I giggled madly. “He thinks old lady shoes are sexy.”

The pilot snorted. “What happened?”

Letting the tears roll down my cheeks, I did my best hysterical, ditzy female act. “We were just getting to the good part. And… And he grabbed his chest and collapsed. I think it’s a heart attack. My dad died from something called the widow maker and I can’t do that again. I mean, I really, really hate funerals. Can you help him? I think we need to get him to a hospital. Should I call —?”

The pilot gave me a suspicious look, bent down and checked Dixon’s pulse. “I don’t think it’s a heart attack.”

“Really?” I kicked him hard in the face. His head snapped back and he slumped to the floor, stunned. “Me either.” Quickly cuffing the men together, I retrieved the Glock and backed away as Dixon moaned and thrashed around. Omigod! He shouldn’t be waking up this fast.

The pilot erupted to his feet and took a swing at me. His fist missed me by a good foot as he was jerked backwards by two hundred pounds of dead weight.

“You fucking bitch,” the pilot yelled, lunging wildly at me. His face red with effort, he tried to pull Dixon’s limp body down the aisle, but his legs kept getting caught on the seats.

“Ya know, if you break the boss’s legs, he’s gonna be pissed.”

“There’s nowhere for you to run, you fucking cunt. Get these cuffs off me now and I might let you live!”

I pointed the Glock at him. “Is that nice? I think you should apologize. I’d really hate to have to shoot ya.”

He bared his teeth in a snarl. “What did you do to the boss?”

“He wouldn’t take no for an answer, so I put him to sleep.”

“He’s gonna fucking kill ya.”

“Doubtful. I have something he wants.”

He surveyed me from head to toe and sneered.

“He gets all the pussy he needs. You ain’t that special, bitch.”

“Oh, but I am.” Keeping the gun trained on him, I grabbed my jumpsuit and purse.

“You’re fucking nuts.”

I shrugged. “Some people think I am. Can’t imagine where they get that idea from. Oh, by the way, I need to borrow your airplane for a bit.”

Alarm flared in his eyes. “Have you ever flown a Bombardier Learjet before?”

“Nope but how hard can it be?” At his horrified expression, I hurriedly shut and locked the cockpit door.

The pilot shouted some very creative profanities.

That man really needed his mouth washed out.

I quickly dressed and climbed into the pilot’s chair.

“Ouch!” I had forgotten the stupid gun. I wriggled, jiggled and shimmied frantically until the gun slid down my leg and clunked to the floor. I

dumped it in my purse, sat down and tried to ignore the pilot’s vulgar threats.

One look at the control console and I groaned.

Complicated didn’t even begin to describe it. This wasn’t the friggin’ space shuttle and did I really need all this crap?

Good thing Uncle Aldo insisted on me getting a pilot’s license. I was instrument rated but I hadn’t finished my multi-engine course yet. On the bright side, I had managed to get twenty hours of flight simulator training on the Learjet. The downside was it had been over a year ago and my memory was a bit spotty.

Panic knotted my stomach. If I could just find the flight manual, I might be able to land this bird without crashing. I quickly checked the storage compartments. Shit, nothing but porn magazines, condoms and a bottle of expensive whiskey. Maybe if I asked the pilot nicely, he would agree to help me.

The cockpit door shuddered from a massive blow. “Let me in, you fucking bitch!”

Nope, that option was definitely out.





Chapter Ten
“Granny Annabel I need your help!”

Still wearing her flight attendant’s outfit, she materialized in the co-pilot’s chair and looked around in alarm. “Are you sure this is a wise move?

You crashed in your flight simulator training.”

The cockpit door shook violently.

I wasn’t the best pilot in the world but there was no need for her to rub it in. “It was either hijack the airplane or become a member of the mile high club.”

Granny wrapped cold, slightly slimy fingers around my arm. “You must lose your virginity or you will die.”

Horror roiled my stomach. “My God, Aunt Sophie actually plans on sacrificing me?”

“Asmoday gave her a week to bring you to him.”

“That explains the million dollar bounty. What happens if she fails?”

“She dies.”

“Then we make sure she fails.”

“Perhaps it is best if you allow Dixon to make love to you. He is hung like a stallion.”

I rolled my eyes. “I thought the fates had decreed Derek was the one and only for me?”

Gangster’s Paradise suddenly blared from my purse. Was this someone’s idea of a joke? Cuz the Valley of the Shadow of Death was looming large in my future. I reached in and pulled out my cell phone. “Hello?”

Derek’s voice was a gravelly growl. “Did he touch you?”

My pride shredded, I snapped, “Dixon’s quite the lover and you know what? He doesn’t give a rat’s ass about my inexperience.”

“Don’t play games with me, Angel.” The cold menace in his voice sent a chill down my back.

“Is this some kind of territorial shit? Cuz I don’t belong to you.”

“You’re mine until I say otherwise.”

Say what?! “I think your tiny little brain got fried when they tased you.”

Sloan roared, “Did he touch you?”

Omigod! He was dead serious. Where in the hell had this possessiveness come from? He’d made it pretty damned clear, he didn’t want me. Maybe he was afraid Dixon would beat him to the gold. Would he actually kill his cousin for the treasure? Did I want to be responsible for him hurting or killing his cousin? No, I didn’t. “He kissed me. No big deal, okay?”

“That’s it?” Was there a trace of relief in his voice?

“Yeah and why do you care? I have virgin cooties, remember?”

“Put him on the phone,” Derek snarled.

“Sorry, I can’t. He’s taking a nap.” I disconnected.

Gangster Paradise sounded again . I let it ring.

“Derek is quite an accomplished pilot,” Granny announced.

“Why am I not surprised?” I answered the phone, “You a fly boy, sugar?”

The cockpit door shook violently. “You’re a dead woman. Do ya hear me?”

Derek demanded, “Who is that?”

“The pilot. He’s a bit angry at being locked out of the cockpit.”

“My God, you commandeered the aircraft!?”

“Surprised?”

“You don’t know how to fly a Learjet.”

“True, but how hard can it be?”

His voice was a low growl. “Angel.”

“I have a pilot’s license.”

“For a single engine Cessna.”

My temper flared and I snapped, “I’ve had over twenty hours of simulator training on the Learjet and I only crashed once.”

“Not funny.”

Granny Annabel warned, “He’s trying to pry the door open.”

“Sic ’em, Granny.”

She vanished and ten seconds later the pilot started shrieking, “Stay away from me. Oh God! Oh God! Stay away. What are you?”

“I am death,” Granny answered in a monstrous voice.

There was a loud thump and the screaming stopped.

Derek inquired grimly, “Did she kill him?”

“If he had a bad heart, maybe, but mostly likely he just fainted. Granny can morph into some pretty damned scary creatures. Believe me I know.

Every time I had a date with someone she consider unsuitable, she’d pop in and scare the living bejeesus out of them.”

“Good to know. Let’s get this bird on the ground. I need you to input these coordinates into the navigation system.”

“Hold on.” I looked over the console. Where the heck was the navigation system?

“It’s on your left,” Derek, the mind reader, said.

“Oh! Right. It’s been awhile.”

A very anxious Granny appeared in the co-pilot’s seat. “Dixon’s awake.”

“What! He can’t be.”

The cockpit door crashed open to reveal a woozy Dixon. He dropped the handcuffs in my lap.

“The next time you cuff someone, sweetheart, you need to make sure they don’t have the key.”

I gulped at the rage simmering in his gray eyes.

“I’m not apologizing. I have the right to defend myself.”

“Do you now? We’ll discuss your punishment later.” He sat down in the co-pilot’s chair, right on top of Granny and held out his hand. “Give me the phone.”

Granny Annabel materialized on his lap. “You will not harm my granddaughter.”

Dixon stared at her for a long moment. “Lady, I’ll do whatever I want. Now get the fuck off my lap.”

Granny let out an indignant huff and vanished.

Color me surprised. She hadn’t even tried to freeze his nuts off. Oh wait. He needed them to service me.

“The phone,” Dixon commanded.

I handed it to him.

“Her price just went up to a million dollars,”

Dixon said calmly before disconnecting. “I want my gun and knife back.”

When I hesitated, he roared, “Now!”

“I have them in my purse.”

“Give me your fucking purse.”

“Yes, sir.” I quickly gave it to him, watching warily as he reclaimed his property and the Glock.

Granny hovered anxiously in the doorway.

His voice a purr of menace, Dixon added, “You’re payin’ for ripping up my seat, too.”

“Yes, sir.”

Dixon disengaged the auto pilot and put the aircraft into a sharp dive.

As I watched the altimeter drop rapidly from twenty thousand feet to two thousand, I noticed Dixon’s eyelids were drooping. “Dixon? You awake?”

His head dropped to his chest. “Dixon!?”

The jet rolled over and plunged towards the jagged mountains below.

“Holy Mary Mother of God!” I grabbed the yoke and pulled back. “C’mon. C’mon.” The jet leveled out, barely missing the mountain top. “Granny where’s my cell phone?”

“In his lap.” The cell phone levitated up and over to me.

Using one hand, I flipped it open and pushed last call.

Derek demanded, “What happened?”

“Dixon went back to sleep.”

“What did you drug him with?”

“Hydroxyzene HCL.”

“You continually surprise me, Angel.”

Thud! Feathers exploded across the windshield.

“Fuck! A duck!”

Thud.

Thud.

Thud.

Splat!

Feathers and blood flew in every direction and the cockpit window cracked badly.

“Omigod! It’ a flock of geese!”

The control panel suddenly lit up with warning lights.

“Shit! I have a fire in engine two.”

“Shut off the Gen/Bat Master switch,” Derek calmly responded.

“Check. It’s off.”

“Shut off the fuel valve.”

“Off.”

“Shut off the fuel pump.”

I looked frantically at the console. “Shit!

Where’s the fuel pump control?”

“On your right.”

“Kay, done.”

“Cabin heat off.”

“Okay, it’s off,” I responded, flipping a switch.

“What’s your air speed?”

“ knots and dropping.”

“Get the nose down and increase your speed.”

“Copy, nose down.”

“Altitude?”

I took one look at how close the desert floor was and started hyperventilating. “Omigod!

Omigod!”

Derek barked, “Give me your fucking altitude.”

Okay, I was a little freaked out but that was no reason for him to be so nasty. “Four hundred feet.”

“Come about ten degrees north and you should see a highway,” Derek instructed.

I pushed on the left rudder and brought the jet around ten degrees. “Got it but there are too many cars to land.”

“I’m taking care of that.”

Several police cars, lights flashing raced down the highway. I was seriously impressed.

“Extend the flaps eight degrees.”

“Copy.” I pushed the lever to eight degrees.

“Air speed?”

“ knots.”

“You need to drop your airspeed to knots for landing.”

“Okay.”

“Wheels down.”

“Crap, where’s the freakin’ button?”

“On the center console,” Derek responded testily.

“Got it. Wheels down and locked.” The aircraft shuddered, groaned and flames licked at the windshield.

“Flaps at degrees.”

“Done.” I lined up with the roadway. A hysterical laugh escaped from me. I could see the freaked out faces of the drivers as they swerved wildly off the highway.

“Keep it together, Angel,” Derek snapped.

“Easy for you to say, you’re not thirty seconds away from being flamed broiled,” I snapped back.

Dixon shook his head and sat up. “Fuck a duck!”

“No, geese.”

The jet skimmed over the top of a semi-truck.

Derek demanded, “Are you in the glide slope?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Deploy spoilers.”

“Deployed.” The jet began to shake violently.

The jet’s tires hit the pavement with a teeth rattling jerk. “I’m down.”

The big, bad biker let out horrified gasp as we careened down the highway. “Good God woman, you trying to kill us?”

“You try seeing out that friggin’ blood covered, smashed all to hell windshield.”

“Shut up Dixon,” Derek commanded. “Thrust levers in reverse, Angel. Your speed should be knots.”

Dixon knocked my hand out of the way, slammed the reverse levers back and hit the brakes.

The jet veered sharply to the left. “Shit! Watch out for the car!”

“I see it,” Dixon snarled and smoothly brought the aircraft back to the center of roadway. The wing missed the car by a scant inch.

“The pilot is trying to get the hatch open,”

Granny warned.

“Crap!” I scrambled out of my seat.

Dixon yelled, “Where the hell are you going?”

“Your idiot pilot is trying to open the hatch.”

“Stand down, Jackson,” he bellowed. “Grab the fire extinguisher we’ve got a fire in engine two.”

Granny materialized by the pilot. “”You heard your boss. Get the fire extinguisher.”

Jackson screamed like a little girl, heaved the door open and jumped.

Through the billowing black smoke, I caught a fleeting glimpse of him rolling down the highway.

Ouch! That had to hurt.

The jet skidded to a stop.

One look at the animosity on Dixon’s face, I slung my purse over my shoulder and bolted down the ramp.

“Dammit, Zelda, don’t make me chase you.”

I increased my speed praying the sedative would slow him down. “Leave me the hell alone.”

“Not a chance,” he shouted furiously. “When I’m done with you, you’re gonna be one obedient little girl.”

“Fat chance,” I yelled and glanced over my shoulder. Shit! He was gaining on me.

Two cops appeared out of the smoke and tackled Dixon.

They hit the pavement hard and rolled over and over in a tangle of arms and legs.

To my utter amazement, Dixon made Jackie Chan look like an amateur. The officers were no match for his ferocity or skill.

Three large, burly cops joined the fray and succeeded in dragging the big, bad biker to the ground. They piled on top of him and lit him up with a stun gun.

If he ever caught me, I was so dead.

The hair on the back of my neck stood at attention. Derek. I scanned the skies. There. A tiny black dot on the eastern horizon morphed into Black Hawk helicopter. The Genghis Khan wannabe hadn’t wasted any time coming after me. I fled into the desert.

Gangster’s Paradise blared from my purse. I yanked out my cell phone and snarled, “What?”

Derek answered, “Do you really think you can outrun a helicopter?”

“I can try.”

“Angel, we don’t even need binoculars to spot you in that neon orange jumpsuit. If you’re thinking of waiting until dark to make your escape, think again. That jumpsuit is florescent.”

I looked around frantically for a hiding place.

Crap! Nothing but flat, sandy desert dotted with a few scrubby Palo Verde trees and cactus. In the distance, wind scoured mountains rose sharply from the desert floor.

The helicopter hovered overhead, whipping the sand into a mini dust storm.

I caught a brief glimpse of Derek grinning like a hyena as the chopper dropped lower and lower.

The jerk was sand blasting me on purpose. I flipped him the bird and kept walking.

“You really don’t want me to chase you down, now do you?”

A wave of weariness swept over me. No, I didn’t. Sweat slithered down my face, I was covered in sand and the relentless sun was giving me one hell of a headache.

“Come and get me, sugar.” I disconnected and ambled over to a rusty telephone junction box shaded by a scraggly tree. Making sure it was free of critters I sat and watched the helicopter land.

Derek jumped out wearing his black tactical jumpsuit and as usual, was armed to the teeth.

What? Did he think I was going to attack him?

Okay, I was. His cocky walk had me gritting my teeth. I really, really wanted to hurt him.

Hank climbed out the helicopter with his gear.

His bald head glistening in the sun, Ed trailed after him.

I hunched my shoulders, allowed my weariness to show and tried to be the picture of defeat.

Believe me it wasn’t that much of a stretch.

The relentless CIA agent came to a halt a good six feet away and surveyed me intently. “Whatever you’re planning, it isn’t going to work.”

What a suspicious bastard! I allowed tears to run down my cheek and sobbed, “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t. It’s too much. I’m tired of being bullied and chased. I’ll give you the gold. Please, just leave me and my family alone.”

The suspicious bastard crossed his arms and commented drily, “A bit overplayed but the tears are a nice touch.”

I glared at him.

A nasty little predator’s smile curved his mouth. “That’s more like it.”

“Go fuck yourself.”

Derek’s smile got bigger. “Toss me your purse.”

“You want it, come and get it. Or is the big, bad CIA agent afraid of little ole’ me?”

Sloan laughed, genuinely amused. “You need a keeper.”

“Applying for the job?”

“I am the only one capable of handling you.”

“Prove it.” I’ll admit it’s really stupid to taunt a predator but I needed him closer. I triggered my tranquillizer ring into the ready position.

Derek’s scary index suddenly shot off the charts. “Let me see your hands.”

I held them out. “See? No guns, knives or brass knuckles.”

“Is that the ring you used on Dixon?”

I automatically glanced at my right hand and in that instant, he pounced. “Eeep!”

Hard hands spun me around and the next thing I knew I was wrapped in a Derek straitjacket. “Slick move.”

His breath warmed my left ear. “Thanks.

Subduing bad guys is my specialty.”

“I’m not a bad guy,” I retorted.

“Taking things that don’t belong to you, makes you a bad guy.”

“I’m going to return the medallion.”

“And my car?”

“That’s entirely your fault. If you hadn’t flattened my tires, I would have never had to borrow it.”

“Blaming the victim?”

“You have never been a victim. Oh wait. That’s not entirely correct. The Mexican government did rob you blind.”

“And you’re going to help me get that gold, too.”

“Like hell.”

Effortlessly, he held me immobile as he removed the ring and examined it. “Aldo make this?”

“No, I borrowed it from Aunt Sophie.”

“Do you think I’m stupid or careless enough to let you to use this on me?”

Tilting my head, I smiled up at him sweetly.

“Dixon never saw it coming.”

The steel bands of his arms tightened and Derek’s merciless mouth swooped down, devouring mine in a hot, possessive kiss.

Every nerve in my body started doing the Cha-Cha. Yes. Yes. Yes. More. More. More.

He lifted his head and murmured against my lips. “I accept the job.”

Dazed, I repeated, “Job?”

“As your keeper.”

I squawked, “What?”

His eyes were oh so amused. “Having a psychic at my beck and call will be handy.”

“Handy!?”

Derek’s sinful mouth took mine in series of a slow, intoxicating kisses. Omigod, he made my bones melt and want that fairy tale of happily ever after.

A thunderous explosion shook the ground.

Sloan raised his head, surveyed the fireball rising high into the air and sighed. “Dixon was right fond of that jet.”

“I’m a dead woman.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll protect you,” Derek commented with a grin.

“Hallefrickinlujah and who is going to protect you from Dixon? Granny?”

“I won’t need her help. Once I’ve fucked you senseless, he won’t touch you.”

“Who said romance was dead.”

Derek cocked an arrogant eyebrow. “Romance has nothing to do with this.”

“Obviously.”

“You have a problem and I’m going to fix it.”

“You know, I think I’ll take my chances with Asmoday.”

He gave me a hard shake. “That’s not an option.”

“Okay, how about I find my own cherry popper?

I’m sure in Vegas I can find a guy who would be willing to help me with my problem.”

“Are you deliberately trying to piss me off?”

“You’re the one who said you didn’t do virgins, remember?”

“No one touches you but me.”

“Guess I’ll remain a virgin then. I’m not into pity fucks.”

Exasperation flashed in Derek’s eyes. “Not even to save your life?”

“Wrong thing to say, asshole.”

Ed and Hank laughed.

Without taking his gaze off me, Derek growled, “Something funny?”

Ed quickly answered, “No, sir.”

“Sorry boss but seeing you and Zelda going toe-to-toe is funnier than hell. You scare the living shit out of most people,” Hank added.

“I’m not most people.”

“No, you’re a sticky-fingered, unruly brat that needs a firm hand,” Derek responded.

“Now you’ve done gone and hurt my feelings.”

Gangster’s Paradise erupted in Derek’s pocket.

How in the hell had he programmed that ring tone in my phone?

Shifting his grip the prick answered his cell phone. “Sloan. Okay, I’ll be right there.” He slid his phone back in his pocket. “Hank’s going to check you over.”

“I’m fine.”

“Are you?” Derek ran a gentle hand over my bruised face. “You’re running on adrenaline alone and you’re heading for a crash.”

“Like you care.”

“I take care of what’s mine.”

He pushed me down on the phone junction box.

“I expect you to sit here quietly and let Hank check you over.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Ed’s going to shoot you with his tranquillizer gun.”

I turned my attention to Ed. “You would really shoot me?”

He nodded solemnly. “Yes ma’am I would.”

“Prick.”

Sloan’s hand clamped around the back of my neck and he growled. “Behave Zelda, or I’ll put you over my knee.”

The beast would, too. “Sorry Ed, but dealing with a bunch of testosterone challenged men has made me a bit cranky.”

“Yes, ma’am, I can see how it would.”

I winced when Derek tightened his grip.

“You’re pushing it.”

“Just saying.”

Hank pulled out a blood pressure cuff and eyed me warily. “Ma’am?”

“Sure, go ahead.”

He wrapped the cuff around my arm and pumped it up.

Derek tilted my head up. “I need to have a word with Dixon and I want you to be sitting right here when I come back.”

“Yes, sir.”

He dropped a hard kiss on my mouth and strode off.

“Twenty says the boss hits him,” Hank said.

Ed watched him stride over to where a dozen officers stood around a patrol car. “Not a chance with all the cops around.”

Both men pulled their weapons and jumped back like scalded cats when I grabbed my purse.

“Relax guys; I’m just going for my wallet. I want in on the action, too.” I pulled out a twenty. “See?”

“Real easy now, hand me your purse,” Ed instructed, his tranquillizer gun pointed at my chest.

Giving him my best, I wouldn’t hurt a fly look, I carefully handed it to him. “A bit on the twitchy side, aren’t you?”

“No ma’am, the boss said you took down Dixon.”

“Yeah, so what?”

Ed snorted in disbelief. “So what?”

“No man, woman, cop, or felon has ever taken Dixon down, including the boss and believe me he’s tried, repeatedly,” Hank added.

“Really?” That brightened my rather dismal day. “Guys always tend to underestimate me. Just ask your boss.”

“The Commander won’t make that mistake again,” Ed stated confidently.

“Probably not.” God, I hated smart guys. They made my job so much more difficult. I handed Hank the twenty. “I think Derek will hit him, too.”

Hank took the money and gave me a bottle of water. “You’re still a bit dehydrated. Try not to dump it over the boss’s head this time.”

“Spoilsport.” I twisted the cap off, took a swallow and watched the show.

Derek opened the back door of the patrol car where a thoroughly pissed Dixon sat, leaned in and punched his cousin hard in the face.

Dixon swung around and kicked Derek in the chest, knocking him back into the cops standing behind him.

His teeth bared in a snarl, Derek yanked Dixon out of the patrol car and hit him again. The police officers charged in and separated them.

My radar went on red alert. Opening my psychic eye, I reached out searching for the cause.

The image of the beat all-to-hell pilot formed in my mind. Giggling insanely, he crawled along an old tumbleweed filled irrigation ditch. He was close but where? Oh shit! He was right behind me.

The pilot erupted to his feet, raised a pistol and aimed it at my back.

“Watch out,” I shouted, ramming my shoulder into Hank and slamming him to the ground.

A sharp, stabbing pain suddenly exploded in my right butt cheek. My body immediately went numb.

The ungrateful jerk had tranquillized me. Holy Mary Mother of God, I couldn’t move! “Granny!”

“Die you fucking bitch,” the pilot screamed and opened fire.

Bullets whizzed over my head.

Hank jumped on top of me and more gunshots rang out.

Through the ringing in my ears, I heard a frantic Ed say, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry Granny Annabel, I thought she was trying to escape.”

“She saved your lives,” Granny answered in a monstrous voice.

Holy crap, she was using her scary voice.

Derek bellowed, “What in the hell happened here?”

Then again so was nasty CIA agent. Hands lifted me and I could make out the fuzzy outline of Derek’s furious face. “This had better not be her blood.”

“No, sir, it’s mine,” Hank hastily answered.

“It’s just a flesh wound, sir.”

“Bella must be closely guarded while she sleeps” Granny commanded.

“I’ll keep her safe,” Derek responded, cradling me against his chest.

Aw. How sweet. The world faded to black.





Chapter Eleven
Hot. Why was it so friggin’ hot? Was the air-conditioner broken again? What was that awful wailing? Geezus, it sounded like someone was strangling a bunch of cats. My neighbor’s choice of music had always sucked but wow! This was way beyond creepy. It was as if…. Crap!

I pried my eyes open and realized I was lying on a hard stony floor. Waking up like this was never a good thing. Pushing myself into a sitting position, I looked around.

An immense cavern lit by flaming torches stretched out before me. Strange contorted rocks reared from the floor. Some seemed to writhe in nameless agony, while others clawed at the air as if to escape some unspeakable horror.

A jolt of raw fear shook me. Oh dear God! I’d been dropped into the Cavern of the Damned!

“Dammit Aunt Sophie, I don’t have time for you and your stupid games.”

A raspy hiss of a voice answered, “It’s not a game. My master summoned you.”

I bolted to my feet and spun to face her. “This is nothing but another dream.”

“Is it?”

She stepped into the light and I frowned.

Something was seriously wrong with Aunt Sophie.

For one thing she was way too tall and her red silk robe barely disguised an oddly bulky body. My aunt’s facial bone structure was more than a bit off and her skin didn’t seem to quite fit. “You’re not Aunt Sophie.”

The creature laughed and the skin sagged obscenely. “She said you were a smart girl.”

Cold horror knotted my stomach. It was wearing my aunt’s skin. Please, please don’t let it be the serpent king of the Ninth Hell. My voice came out as a squeak, “Asmoday?”

“Correct.” He slid closer.

Omigod! Omigod! Omigod! It’s him. It’s him.

Keep it together. Keep it together. Fuck it! I let out a mental shriek, “Granny! I need help. ”

“The old one cannot help you.”

Holy Mother of God, he was reading my mind.

Asmoday cocked his head. “That holy one cannot help you either. You are alone.”

“Good to know,” I babbled. “What did you do to Aunt Sophie?”

“Do you care?”

“Ah… Not really just curious.”

“Curiosity can be fatal.”

“Okey-dokey then, forget I asked.” I backed away as the smell of rotting flesh hit me. Whooeee!

I guess they didn’t have water in the Ninth Hell.

The demon smiled, revealing two long curved fangs. “You find my scent unappealing?”

“I’m not into dead things.”

“Your aunt likes the taste of death.” A long red, forked tongue slid suggestively over his borrowed flesh.

Nausea rose in my throat. Oh God, had she actually fucked that thing? “Aunt Sophie’s stomach is a bit stronger than mine. She’ll do just about anyone or anything to get the power she craves.”

“True and the foolish female failed to read the fine print in our contract.”

I looked around desperately for a way out. If I just had a shit load of salt and a blessed cross, I might live another hour. “She actually signed a contract?”

“In blood and it clearly stated that I am to be obeyed in all things.”

A hysterical laugh bubbled from me. “My aunt’s not really good at following orders. She likes doing things her way.”

“I soon discovered that fact.” Asmoday licked his lips obscenely. “Her punishment was most delicious.”

“Is she dead?”

“No, that would have been too merciful.”

Asmoday gestured.

Horrific screams filled the cavern and an instant later, my aunt appeared.

Every nerve in my body twanged with shock and denial. She had been skinned alive. Blood oozed from her exposed muscles and her breasts hung in long, meaty strips.

I flinched when I noticed her torn and bleeding crotch. It looked like something had tried to chew it off.

“Not chewed, she was raped by a thousand demons,” Asmoday corrected with a creepy relish as he ripped off a hunk of her breast and ate it.

Aunt Sophie shrieked in agony, collapsed to her knees and pleaded, “Please master, I’ll do anything you want.”

“Yes, you will.” With a flick of his fingers, my aunt vanished.

Amoday turned his attention to me and licked his lips again. “Such a pure soul. I shall enjoy eating it.”

Drawing on every ounce of power I had, I shouted, “Tempore. Cuidamn. Monstrata. Desopsuit de cruce! Go back to hell you fiend.”

For a fleeting instant, a bolt of pure light danced around Asmoday and then sputtered out.

The demon laughed, an awful sound that send chills slithering down my spine. “You have no power here, human.”

Maybe not, but I wasn’t going down without a fight. What was the phrase Granny said to use as a last resort? Crap why couldn’t I remember it?

The demon slid closer and closer.

C’mon,

c’mon,

Miraculum

something,

something.

Granny whispered in my head, “Miraculum sepulcrum ibidem solus novem.”

That was it! I yelled, “Miraculum sepulcrum ibidem solus novem!”

Pure, burning white energy crackled wildly around the cavern and slammed into Asmoday. The demon howled in fury and the next thing I knew I was flying through the air.

I landed hard on a bloodstained sacrificial platform. Thousands of skulls and bones littered the floor. My heart knocked erratically in my chest as I frantically scrambled to my feet. “Miraculum sepulcrum ibidem solus novem!”

A few sparks of energy danced around me and Derek’s voice echoed in my mind. “Come back to me, Angel.”

“Don’t you think I’m trying,” I cried.

“Focus on me. On my touch,” he commanded.

“There is no escape for you, bitch,” Amoday roared. “I’m going to rape you until you are nothing but a bleeding mass of flesh begging for death.”

Dry heaves wracked my stomach. I’d kill myself before I let that happen.

The bones around the platform transformed into skeletal warriors, jaws clacking madly they charged me.

“Holy Jesus!” I was trapped. “Granny! ”

“Focus on me!” Derek shouted in my head and his ghostly mouth closed over mine in a long, voracious kiss.

For a fleeting second I was safe in his arms until a blinding pain exploded in my back.

Screaming in agony, I collapsed on the platform

and the horde of skeletal warriors swarmed over me, biting at my breasts, their bony fingers digging into my crotch. “Nooooo!”

“It’s not real, Angel, but I am. ” A callused palm slid across my right breast and tweaked the nipple, sending pleasure cascading over me. “Feel my touch.” A hot mouth closed over my nipple, suckling it. My body bowed as flames licked through my blood. “Know that I’ll keep you safe but you have to wake up. Now!”

I latched onto his voice, focused on his touch, and the kisses Derek rained over my face.

“That’s it, come back to me. ”

The cavern abruptly vanished and I was locked in Derek’s arms. “Are you real?”

“Yes.” He slowly, thoroughly ravaged my mouth. “Very real.”

Wrapping my arms around his neck, I sobbed, “Don’t let me go. Please, don’t let me go.”

“I’ll never let you go. Shhhh, it’s okay.” His large hands gently stroked my back as I shook uncontrollably. “You’re safe now.”

“Asmoday skinned Aunt Sophie alive,” I cried, shuddering in remembrance.

Derek wiped away my tears. “What did the bitch expect when she sold him her soul? Happily ever after?”

“Power is her happily ever after but I don’t think she was expecting to be raped like that.”

Another tremor shook me.

His hands kneaded my shoulders. “It won’t happen to you.”

“You promise?”

“After tonight Asmoday will never touch you again.” He stroked my face tenderly.

The terrible fear drained away and I relaxed in his arms. I knew what I had to do. “How did you know I was in trouble?”

“Granny and the screaming was a dead giveaway.”

I smacked his shoulder. “I wasn’t screaming.”

Derek placed a gentle kiss on my mouth.

“Yeah, you were and don’t ever do that again, unless I’m pounding into your hot, tight pussy.

Then you can scream all you want.”

I glared at him. “Like that’s going to happen.”

His powerful hands cupped my breasts. “Are you going to let Asmoday have another go at you?”

I stiffened in shock at the sensation of bare skin on bare skin. “Holy hell I’m naked!”

Derek grinned. “We both are.”

“Why are we naked?”

“Your underwear had way too many gadgets in them and it’s easier to have sex when you’re naked.”

Planting my hands against his shoulder, I shoved with all my strength and the jerk just tightened his grip. “Let go of me.”

A fierce, hungry light filled his eyes. “I promised you I wouldn’t.”

Damn, he had me there.

Derek looked me square in the eye and asked, “So, are we going to do it?”

“You haven’t a romantic bone in your body.”

“No, but I’m dynamite in bed.”

“God, your ego is unbelievable.”

“I’ll protect you with my life,” the big, bad CIA agent stated, every inch a warrior.

For a long moment, I stared into Derek’s compelling silver eyes and knew he would lay his life down for me. In my profession, it sure beat the hell out of roses and candlelight.

Derek’s lips consumed mine and his tongue exploded every inch of my mouth.

God the man could kiss. In my heart, I knew Granny was right. He was the one for me and once he made love to me, I would be his for all eternity.

A fact he was well aware of and planned on exploiting. If he thought I was going to roll over and play dead, he was seriously mistaken.

“I’ll bring you chocolate every day,” Derek added.

“You’re such a sweet talker,” I said and kissed him.

The next thing I knew I was flat on my back and Derek was straddling me. “Buckle up Angel, it’s gonna be a hard, fast ride.”

“What’s the rush?”

“I’m not letting that monster take you again.”

His hands skimmed over me, exploring my curves and igniting a fire in my belly.

“Oh dear God, don’t ever stop,” I gasped as my Tomb Raider used his tongue and teeth to lave and nip my nipples.

“I won’t.” Derek’s fingers slid erotically down my stomach and my breath hitched as his penis teased my clitoris, rubbing back and forth.

Asmoday furious bellow sounded in my mind and I flinched. “Get out of my head, you smelly snake.”

My warrior snarled, “Asmoday?”

“Yes.”

“Hold on this might hurt a bit.” Gripping my hips, he anchored me and buried himself deep inside me.

I shoved at his chest. “Holy Mother of God!

Hurt a bit? That gargantuan cock doesn’t fit. Get off me.”

Derek held very still and hissed through gritted teeth, “The first time always hurts.”

“Ya think?” It felt like I had been impaled on a flagpole, a very large flagpole. I could feel him hard and thick inside me. I wiggled my hips experimentally and gasped as the delicious slide of his flesh sent pleasure sizzling through me. “You know, I think I could get used to this.”

“You’re killing me, Angel. You’re so fucking tight; you fit me like a glove.” Derek’s mouth locked on mine, consuming, dominating. He flexed his hips, stroking me with long, hard thrusts.

My body caught fire and I writhed like a wanton beneath him.

“That’s it, Angel, let go.”

His mouth was addictive. Fire raged through my body as he thrust harder, going deeper, stretching me in the ultimate act of possession.

My breathing was frantic mix of gasps, pants and pleading mewls.

“I knew you’d be a wild cat in bed.”

I grabbed a handful of his hair and tugged.

“You’re such a liar. You never wanted to bed me.”

“The hell I didn’t.” Derek plunged into me again and again. “You’re a…fever in my blood.” His fingers deftly tormented my clit.

My fingernails dug into his strong, corded back as he drove me mad with a voracious sexual need.

“Oh God! Oh God!”

Derek’s testicles slapped against my hot, aching skin as he thrust deeper and deeper until we were one.

I wrapped my legs around him, drawing him even deeper. Framing Derek’s face with my hands, I kissed him, claiming him as my own.

His kiss was hot, heady, intoxicating.

The pressure inside me built and built until a vortex of dizzying bliss rocketed through me.

His body bowed, Derek shouted in release and slumped over me. “Is he gone?”

“The creepy demon?”

“Yeah.”

Cautiously I opened my mind and reached out, searching for the serpent king.

Aunt Sophie’s screams suddenly echoed in my head and the Asmoday bellowed, “This is not over.”

“Not until I send you back to hell, ” I yelled back.

“Do not provoke him, ” Granny Annabel whispered urgently.

Derek cock suddenly surged back into me, thrusting forward with a rhythm that stole all reason. “Stay with me Angel.”

I arched on a strangled gasp. “Not leaving.”

His lips caressed and sampled my breasts as each relentless thrust filled me, claimed me.

“You’re mine.”

The flames grew and blossomed, sweeping me into a maelstrom of need. “Yes, oh yes.”

“Forever,” Derek snarled, his every touch, twisted the coil of arousal tighter and tighter. His forceful thrusts burned into me like a brand.

“Mine,” he growled again.

Sweat slicked my body as my hips rose to the next plunge of his body. “You sure?”

The muscles in his back bunched beneath my hands and he drove into me harder and harder.

“Yes.”

“Okay.” I covered his mouth with searing, open mouth kisses.

Asmoday hissed in fury and vanished from my mind.

“We can stop now, he’s gone.”

“Not on your life,” Derek growled as his hands cupped my bottom, lifting me to take him deeper.

My senses imploded into a million shards of ecstasy and a scream dragged from my throat.

Derek shuddered in release, threw back his head and roared, “Mine.”

Wrapped in his arms, I struggled to get my breath back. “Wow! That was…truly wonderful. Can you die from sex?”

“No, but it’d be a hell of a way to go,” Derek murmured against my neck.

My eyelids grew heavy and I drifted off to a peaceful sleep.

Gangster’s Paradise shocked me awake . “Who is it?”

“Dunno,” Derek said, grabbing the cell phone off the lamp table. “Sloan. Okay, I’ll be right there.” He rolled out of bed.

Dragging myself upright, I rubbed the sleep out of my eyes. “What’s wrong?”

Derek pulled on a pair of jeans. “Someone breached our security system. It’s either your family riding to the rescue or bounty hunters.”

I opened my mind and reached out. Crap. It was Fabian. “I’ll talk to them.”

“I’m not letting you anywhere near your family until we find the gold.” Hard fingers suddenly manacled my right wrist and I was abruptly cuffed to the metal headboard.

Anguish twisted my chest. After I had given Derek my heart, he still considered me nothing but

a tool. God, I was such a fool. “You really don’t want to do this.”

“Yeah, I do. I don’t have you tamed yet and I’m tired of chasing you. This way I know you’ll be here when I get back,” he answered, shoving his feet into a pair of boots.

“Tamed!? I’m not a fractious filly you’re breaking to the saddle.”

“Until you learn whose boss, I’m keeping a tight rein on you.”

“Yippee-ki-yay! Ride ‘em cowboy.”

His lips twitched. “I will ride you hard and often.”

“Well, this filly has the bit between her teeth and you’re in for one hell of a ride, cowboy,” I snarled.

Derek dropped a hard kiss on my mouth. “I wouldn’t have it any other way, Angel.”

My foot lashed out.

He caught it a scant inch from his balls. “Nice try.”

An explosion shook the room and Derek’s face hardened. “If that’s your cousin out there, I’m going to mess up that pretty face of his.”

“That would be a mistake on your part. The Dragos clan makes for really bad enemies.”

Punching a code into the gun safe, Derek pulled out his Glock and checked the clip. “I’m family now, Angel.”

I snorted. “Like hell, family doesn’t chain you to the bed. All I am to you is a way to get the treasure.”

Derek examined me, like a scientist studying an interesting but odd specimen. “Are you angling for a ring, Angel?”

I gaped at him in astonishment. Marriage!? Had he gone off the deep end? Okay, he was the man of my dreams but Prince Charming he wasn’t. “Why in the hell would I want to marry you?”

“Because you’re in love with me,” the jerk answered.

Horror bubbled up in me. There was no way for him to know that. Was there? “You’re delusional. I keep running from you, remember?”

“Liar. We’ll have a little heart-to-heart when I get back.” Derek opened the door and his hot-eyed gaze slid over my nude body. “Damn, but you’ve got a great pair of tits.”

My temper flared to life. “I’m not a damned hooker and that’s not a compliment.”

“I guess you don’t want to hear how hot your pussy is either?”

I grabbed the clock off the nightstand and hurled it at him.

With a laugh, he quickly shut the door and the clock bounced off of it.

“Go fuck yourself,” I shouted as my dreams of a grand romance vanished.

“I’d rather fuck you,” Derek called as he locked me in.





Chapter Twelve
Did the moron really think a locked door or handcuffs would hold me for long? With a grim smile, I pulled the earring from my left ear. Numb nuts had forgotten to remove all my jewelry. A mistake he probably wouldn’t make again. Derek’s learning curve was truly scary.

With one twist of the earring, I had my lock pick. It took another ten seconds to free myself. I shot to my feet and immediately clamped my legs together. Lordy, did I have to pee. Sprinting to the bathroom, I took care of business and a shriek broke from me as I saw myself in the mirror.

Bed head didn’t even begin to describe the awful condition of my hair. Add in the raccoon eyes, battered face and badly bruised body and there wasn’t a doubt in my mind. It had been a pity fuck.

Grabbing a wash cloth, I took care of the raccoon effect and hastily washed off my sticky thighs. A sudden thought hit me. Had he worn a condom? I had no friggin’ clue. Derek was a man whore like Fabian and with my luck, I’d end up with herpes or some other sexually transmitted disease. Thank God I didn’t have to worry about pregnancy. Good ole’ Aunt Sophie had forcibly taken care of that little problem just before I had 	escaped. The bitch didn’t want me breeding and now I knew why.

I grabbed the man whore’s comb and hurriedly fixed my hair. At least I didn’t look like an escapee from the local skid row now.

A tube of lipstick caught my attention and I picked it up. The label read, Fuck Me Red.

Something clenched in my chest at the thought of Derek with other women. He didn’t strike me as a one woman kinda man and I would never be anything more to him than a convenient tool.

Pulling the cap off the lipstick, I wrote in big letters across the mirror, ‘ Thanks for the pity fuck but the gold is still mine.’

“If he hadn’t taken your virginity, you would be dead now,” Granny Annabel’s disembodied voice echoed eerily off the bathroom walls.

“Derek saved me because he needs me to find the gold.” I wiped angrily at the tears rolling down my cheeks. When had I become such a wuss?

“He truly cares for you,” Granny said.

“Really? Maybe I want the man in my life to love me,” I snapped. Storming into the bedroom, I pulled open a dresser drawer and helped myself to a t-shirt.

“It will come with time.”

“Will it?” I shoved my feet into those ugly orthopedic shoes.

“Your spirits are now bound together and only death can break the mating bond.”

“Yeah, he’ll probably shoot me himself when he discovers exactly what the bond means.” The thought of his little, okay not so little, pecker not rising to the occasion with any other woman but me brought a smile to my face. It was the ultimate payback.

It was karma.

It was justice.

God, I’d love to see Derek’s face when he found out he was now a one woman man; whether he liked it or not.

On second thought, gloating wasn’t really a good idea. Running away as fast as I could was a better one.

I picked the door lock.

“If you run, he will follow,” Granny Annabel warned.

“I know.” I stepped into the hallway.

“Going somewhere Angel?”

I jumped about a foot.

Derek leaned casually against the wall, cleaning his nails with a big, ass knife. I swallowed hard at the fury burning in his eyes.

“Shouldn’t you be out searching for bad guys to kill and maim?”

A nasty little smile curled his mouth. “The explosion was a diversion to draw me away.”

“Oh. Didn’t work, huh?” My increasing nervousness amused him.

“I’m not a fucking rookie.” He slid the knife into a sheath at his waist.

Shit! I could sense Fabian creeping down the hallway behind him. I couldn’t let my dumb ass cousin get the crap beat out of him.

The conniving bastard held out his hand. “Give me the lock pick.”

“No.”

A muscle in his cheek jerked. “No?”

I stubbornly shook my head and pointed to my mouth. “Read my lips. No.”

Derek straightened, taking deadly to whole new level as he repeated, “No?”

“You heard me. You’re not my boss or my boyfriend or my husband. You don’t have the right to tell what I can or cannot do.”

“You don’t get it, do you? You belong to me now and you will do exactly what I say.”

“Get a dog. They fetch, heel and roll over on command.” I poked him the chest. “I don’t.”

“How many times do I have to save your life before you show me some fucking gratitude?”

“Okey-dokey, thank bunches for saving my life again, oh snarly one.” I jabbed him in the chest.

“Now you can show me some fucking gratitude for saving you and your men from the Apache Thunder God, by letting me go.”

Derek’s hand clamped around the back of my neck and he growled, “Not happening. Ever. You’re mine.”

“Wrong answer.”

Derek grunted in pain, staggered and dropped to the floor like a pole-axed steer.

Fabian towered over his body, a menacing figure in head-to-toe black.

I gaped at him in stunned surprise. My God, he could give Derek a run for his money with all the weapons he had strapped on. This was a side of my cousin I had never seen before.

“You didn’t have to hit him that hard,” I growled, bending down to check on my Tomb Raider.

“Yes, I did.” Fabian grabbed my arm and dragged me away.

“His head is bleeding,” I protested, trying to break free.

“Trust me, he has a hard head. We must leave now, bella,” my cousin answered. Suddenly the macho male, he tossed me over his shoulder and strode off down the hallway.

Color me impressed. He carried me effortlessly.

I had lost a few pounds but wow! Maybe he could hold his own with Derek. I thought about it for about thirty seconds and shook my head. Nah, he’d get his butt kicked.

That brought up another question. How in the hell had the prissy man whore morphed into a take charge James Bond type? Which one was the real Fabian? I pinched his neck hard. “Lucy, you’ve got some ’splaining to do.”

“Behave,” Fabian hissed and smacked my bottom.

Where was a stun gun when you needed one?

“Hit me again and you’ll be missing a photo shoot or two.”

“Do you want me to leave you with la Polizia?”

He cracked the door open and took a quick look around the outside of Derek’s fortified safe house.

Yeah I really did but that would only lead to heartache and humiliation. “No.”

“Then be quiet.” Fabian jogged across the lawn with me bouncing up and down on his shoulder like a jiggly bag of potatoes.

An alarm sounded and flood lights sprang on.

I wiggled frantically. “For God’s sake, put me down.”

My cousin totally ignored me and broke into a run.

Ed burst out of the house in hot pursuit.

I jabbed Fabian in the back. “Got a flash bang or smoke bomb?”

“Belt. Left side.”

I yanked a canister off his belt, pulled the pin and tossed it as we crashed through the shrubbery.

Bam!

A thick cloud of billowing white smoke obscured us from view.

Fabian adroitly ran down a rocky hillside at breakneck speed.

I clung to his neck in amazement. “Omigod!

You’re like Zorro!”

My cousin chuckled. “Zorro? I discreetly retrieve things for Uncle Aldo but there is no sword play involved.”

“Zelda, if you don’t want your cousin’s pretty face permanently disfigured, you’ll get your ass back here,” Derek bellowed, from somewhere behind us.

Damn. He did have a hard head. “Maybe you should leave me. He’s really pissed.”

My cousin skidded to a stop next to a bright red dune buggy and dumped me in the passenger seat.

“Don’t be silly, bella. Buckle up.”

Yanking a grenade off his belt, Fabian pulled the pin and hurled it at Derek.

“Don’t kill him,” I cried in horror.

“It is only a flash bang, bella,” Fabian admonished as he jumped in the driver’s seat.

A blinding flash of light was followed rapidly by a thunderous cracking boom.

The Tomb Raider’s furious voice suddenly filled the silence. “Goddamnit, Zelda!”

Temporarily blinded, I sighed in relief and heard the motor roar to life.

“You are truly smitten,” Fabian groused.

“Si, it is amore. Sono innamorato”

The dune buggy bounced wildly over the rough terrain.

Blinking the spots out of my eyes, I glanced over at Fabian. His night vision goggles gave him an almost alien appearance. “What’s the plan?”

“I get you back to Las Vegas; we retrieve the stucco warrior and continue the search for the gold.”

We? Oh, hell no. “I’m doing this on my own.”

“No, you are not.”

The last thing I needed was another bossy male telling me what to do. “Don’t you have another shoot coming up in Rome?”

“Si, I will cancel it.”

I could hear the disappointment in his voice.

“Isn’t Tessa going to be there?”

“It makes no difference.”

What a liar. Tessa, also a super model, had been Fabian’s one great love until his man whore ways drove her away. I knew he had planned on wooing her back on the photo shoot. “There’s no need for you to make that kind of sacrifice.

Sebastian can back me up.”

“True but Uncle Aldo doesn’t want you left unguarded.”

“I’ve got Granny Annabel for protection.”

“Si, but…” Granny materialized on the itty-bitty hood. “Dios Mio!”

“Go to Rome. I will keep bella safe,” Granny reassured him.

“Holy Jesus!” My eyes bugged out. We were heading straight for a cliff. “Look out!”

“I have it under control, bella,” Fabian grumbled.

My mouth hung open, terrified and gasping for breath as the dune buggy hurtled down an almost perpendicular hill.

Fabian expertly steered the buggy around huge boulders, barely missing trees and ploughed straight through a muddy stream, sending water cascading in every direction.

His laugh was the last straw. Wiping the mud off my face, I hauled off and punched him in the arm as hard as I could. “You jerk. Stop this damned thing! Now! I’m walking from here.”

My cousin rubbed his arm. “When did you lose your sense of adventure?”

“Right after I paid a visit to the Ninth Hell. Now let me out.”

Fabian glanced in the rearview mirror. “Your man is right behind us.”

“What!?” I twisted around in my seat and groaned.

A yellow Hummer bounced madly down the hill.

An almost palpable fury emanated from Sloan.

His predatory instincts had taken over and he wouldn’t stop until he had caught his prey. Me.

Fabian asked, “You still want me to stop?”

“No. Put the pedal to the metal.”

“That’s my fearless little warrior.” He shot the dune buggy down a narrow canyon.

Holy Mother of God! I jerked my right arm away from the door as the canyon walls whizzed by.

Fearless? More like scared shitless. Another inch or two and we’d be splattered all over the place.

Glancing over my shoulder, I watched as the Hummer came to a sudden, shuddering halt in the mouth of the canyon.

I laughed. Damn, what a shame. The big, bad CIA agent was stuck.

Derek climbed out the window and whacked the hell out of the hood with his Fedora.

“Temper. Temper.”

“I will find you, Angel,” Derek roared. I will find you, echoed over and over again through the canyon.

“Not a chance,” I shouted back, grinning as it echoed. Not a chance. Not a chance. Not a chance.

“Aw, young love,” Fabian quipped.

A breath of relief broke from me as we exited the canyon. In the distance lights beckoned. I pointed. “Vegas?”

“Si, I booked you into Sable’s. You definitely need her magic touch and a little pampering to make up for that barbarian manhandling you.”

Some spa time did sound heavenly. “I’m pretty sure he tagged me again.”

He patted a device on his belt. “Not a problem any longer.”

“Uncle Aldo new debugger?”

“Si.”

“He does make the best gadgets.”

Eyes glowed in the darkness.

“Cows! Look out for the cows!”

“I see them,” my cousin answered.

In a shower of dust and rocks, the dune buggy veered wildly, missing a cow by inches, blasted through a bush and bounced out onto a highway.

Horns blaring, a semi-truck barreled straight at us. At the last second Fabian swerved into the other lane.

I sucked in a shuddering breath and sagged against the seat. Why did I want the gold again? Oh yeah, no job, no money and to spite the Tomb Raider.





Chapter Thirteen
I woke up sprawled across a warm, masculine chest. My body was limp, sated and well loved. I rubbed my cheek against firm muscles. Yum. What a great way to wake up. I bet he tasted good, too.

I went to lick a nipple covered with a smattering of hair and froze in utter horror. Holy Jesus! What was I doing?

Who was he?

Where was I?

Had I lost my mind?

I took a quick peek at the man’s face. Phew! It was Derek.

Derek!

Holy Mother of God! How had he found me?

Shit. My brain had done gone on vacation. Think.

Think.

I remember Fabian taking me to Sable’s. My dear, sweet, jerk of a cousin failed to mention that she or was it he? Oh whatever, Sable turned out to be a flamboyant drag queen who would give RuPaul a run for his money.

I’ll admit Sable’s one hell of a miracle worker.

She covered me head-to-toe in this gooey green mineral stuff and my bruises had just faded away.

Rubbing my aching forehead, I struggled to make sense of my fuzzy memories. I know I got my hair and nails done.

Champagne. There had been lots and lots of champagne and I think a glass of wine or two.

Sable’s is definitely a party spa. To celebrate my escape from Asmoday and Derek, I had overindulged just a bit.

Okay, who was I kidding? I got blitzed out of my tiny little mind. What had I been thinking?

Obviously, not a whole hell of a lot or I wouldn’t be draped over Derek like a street whore.

I shifted as something hard poked my stomach.

Derek moved and it was now poking me in the crotch.

I went to grab the pesky thing and the image of a fat Elvis wearing a white jumpsuit flashed across my mind.

Whoa! Where had that come from? I concentrated and vaguely remembered standing in front of Elvis in a chapel. He had a bible in one hand and holy guacamole! Derek put a ring on my finger and said…

I gaped at the narrow gold ring on my left hand. “We’re… We’re…

“Married,” Derek supplied helpfully, obviously wide awake.

“The hell we are!”

My husband grabbed a paper off the end table and handed it to me. “We most definitely are.”

My eyes didn’t want to focus properly but, dammit, that was my signature on a marriage license. “Did you drug me?”

“Nope, didn’t have to. You are one frisky drunk; you couldn’t keep your hands to yourself.”

Images of me grabbing his butt and crotch danced through my head. I cringed in horror. I was never, ever drinking again.

“Why did you marry me?”

“Seemed like the right thing to do.”

My jaw dropped. “Are you kidding me? You don’t even like me.”

“Oh, I like you well enough.”

“Be still my heart. I don’t think I can handle such flattery.”

The big jerk just laughed. “You’re one of a kind, Angel.”

I doubted that he meant that in a good way.

“Gee, thanks. I’m outta here.”

Derek’s hard corded muscles tensed beneath me and his arm suddenly clamped around my waist, holding me in place. “Not a chance. You’re not leaving my side. We eat together, sleep together, shower together and shit together.”

Shit together? How utterly romantic, instead of Prince Charming I got stuck with Conan the Barbarian. I shoved at his chest. “I’m getting an annulment.”

“And leave me horny and hurting for all eternity? Not happening. I like sex regularly and I

know you will, too.” He trailed a seductive finger down my backside.

A jolt of electricity sizzled through me. “You know we’re mated?”

“Yes.” Derek suckled my right nipple and my thought process ground to a complete and utter stop as pleasure cascaded through me.

Trying desperately to ignore my growing arousal, I grabbed a handful of his thick black hair and yanked. “Stop it! When did you find…?” His finger circled my clit, rubbing it until I wanted to scream. I smacked at that naughty, naughty finger.

“Who told you that?”

“Granny Annabel.”

God, she was such a narc. “When…?” I gasped as two marauding fingers slid deep inside me while his thumb continued to lazily circle my clit.

He nuzzled my neck. “She told me when Asmoday had you.”

My eyes rolled back in my head as his fingers pumped into me hard and deep. I took a long, shuddering breath. “And you still had sex with me?”

“Yes.” His hot mouth consumed mine.

I broke the kiss. “Why?”

“You belong to me.” Derek flipped me over and his fingers were abruptly replaced by his thick cock.

He drove into me so deeply I climaxed. A scream tore from my throat as a mind melting cataclysm of sensation flooded me.

“You’re my mate. Say it.” Derek ground his hips in circles against my bottom, pumping into me with forceful strokes.

The bombardment of pleasure had me twisting beneath him. My breath came in fast, shallow pants. “Your… mate.”

His possessive hands were everywhere, stroking me, claiming me. “I’ll never let you go.”

A brain-melting climax hit me.

A scant second later, the Tomb Raider came deep inside me with a shout of pure triumph. “My mate!”

I was in so much trouble.

Derek slumped on top of me, his breath coming in ragged gasps. “You fit me perfectly. It’s almost as if you were made for me.”

“The Fates have brought you together,” Granny Annabel announced and got an eyeful of Derek’s hard warrior’s body. “It was destiny.”

I yanked wildly at the sheets. “Our bedroom is off limits.”

“I told you he knew how to fuck and was hung like a stallion.”

“You also said that about Dixon. You know when he had me on the jet?”

Derek let out a low rumbling growl. “You wanted her to have sex with Dixon?”

Granny shrugged and floated around the bed for a better look at Derek’s butt. “No, I wanted my stubborn granddaughter to stop running and face her destiny.”

“Destiny? Oh pleeze. I’m not a virgin anymore and after Asmoday skinned her, how can Aunt Sophie still be a threat?”

“She’s no longer human and she blames you for Asmoday torturing her.”

“Then I’ll hunt her down and kill her,” Derek stated calmly.

“You cannot. Only Zelda can destroy her,”

Granny answered, trailing her ghostly fingers across his rump.

Derek gave a startled jerk. “Granny Annabel, you are a wicked old woman.”

“Horny is more like it,” I added, frowning at her. “Get out of our bedroom. Now!”

With a huff, Granny vanished.

“How’d you find me anyway? Fabian disabled your trackers.”

“I don’t need a tracker to find you anymore.”

He kissed my neck. “With our mating bond, I can find you anytime, anyplace.”

That totally sucked.

“What’s the frown for? I’ll take good care of you.”

“I’m not a mindless doll, sugar. I don’t need to be taken care of.”

He raised an incredulous eyebrow. “Angel, you’re a trouble magnet. Someone is always trying to kill you.”

“That’s not true!”

“How many people have tried to kill you in the last two days?”

Damn male logic could only be counteracted by brilliant female logic. “You’re trying to turn this into some kind of big deal and its not.”

“Nine homicidal maniacs and two demons aren’t a big deal?”

Okay, it kinda was, so I smiled brightly and lied through my teeth. “It has never happened before.”

“I find that hard to believe. Why don’t I call your uncle and ask him.”

“No! That won’t be necessary.”

“I bet you drive every member of your family nuts with your crazy stunts.”

Had he been talking to Granny? Sucking in a determined breath, I tried again. “I can take care of myself.”

Derek snorted.

“I can! I don’t need a keeper; I want a partner, someone who will actually listen to me.”

“Angel, you’re a talented thief and one of the most resourceful women I’ve ever met. You’re always thinking, always plotting. You keep me on my toes and you never bore me. I like the fact that you aren’t intimidated easily and you don’t hesitate to voice your opinions. But you never enter enemy territory without the proper training, equipment and backup.”

“I had backup.”

“Granny can’t stop a bullet. You need me and my expertise.”

“Oh, right. You’re Superman and bullets bounce off your chest.”

“It’s not up for debate. You will do things my way.”

“Wanna bet?”

“Whether you like it or not, I’m in charge.”

Derek clamped a hand over my mouth before I could say anything. “I’ll listen to what you have to say but the final decision is mine. Except for the demons and woo-woo shit, then you have the final say. Fair?”

It was a really big concession from the ultimate alpha male. I nodded and Derek removed his hand.

“I want the option to renegotiate our agreement.”

The bossy jerk quickly shook my hand. “Deal.”

That’s when I noticed his battered knuckles and the new bruises on his face. “Omigod! What did you do to Fabian?”

“We came to an understanding.”

“Did

you

hurt

him?

What

kind

of

understanding?”

“He’s a bit banged up but there’s no permanent damage.” Derek grabbed my hands before I could smack the crap out of him. “I made it very clear that if he tries to take you from me again, I’ll kill him.”

I parroted incredulously, “Kill him?”

“Yes.”

“But… he’s family.”

“It doesn’t matter. You belong with me.”

I gave him the evil eye. “This possessive shit has to stop.”

That nasty little predator’s smile curved Derek’s mouth. “I don’t share well.”

“Hello? I was a virgin. I didn’t share at all.”

“True but your family needs to understand my position.”

A frustrated growl broke from me. “Where is he? I want to see him.”

“He’s safe. I’ll take you to him in a bit.”

Derek probably had my cousin chained spread-eagle to a wall. Opening my mind, I reached out and found Fabian. He was close by, furious but not seriously hurt.

“I’ve been thinking of offering Fabian a spot on my team. He has excellent combat skills and one hell of a cover.”

“News flash. My family makes the CIA look like incompetent boobs.”

“Do they now?”

I could almost see the wheels turning in Derek’s head. Why was he so determined to get his hands on my gold?

Placing a hand on my husband’s muscular thigh, I opened my psychic eye and concentrated.

The image of a gaunt man chained to a wall flashed across my mind. His name was… Caleb.

Caleb Stone and someone had almost beaten him to death. Only his iron determination kept him breathing and that was fading. He knew Derek was his only hope of survival. I felt some kind of animosity between them; a fierce rivalry and a weird kind of friendship.

Caleb had found the Scythain’s Tribal burial site and he was willing to die to keep its location from some creepy looking Taliban dude. I flinched as his agony became mine. The asshole was torturing him.

Another image spun into my mind. Derek, Ed and Sam decked out like Taliban fighters crawled down a rocky mountainside. Explosions suddenly lit up the night sky and bullets buzzed overhead like angry bees. Derek yelled, “Fall back. Fall back.”

Hoorah! Color me proud, my Derek was a highly decorated Naval Commander who had run Seal Team until he had retired.

No, not retired. He still held his Naval commission as a Reserve Officer. He had been granted special status to continue doing some covert operations. That status gave him access to all those nifty gadgets, weapons and helicopters.

Unfortunately, the military assets he had commandeered in Afghanistan had gotten blown all to hell in his attempt to rescue Caleb and his access had been cut off. Bummer.

Derek yanked my hand off his thigh. “Invading my privacy, Angel?”

“Caleb Stone’s alive.”

He stiffened and the predator inside him looked out at me with cold silver eyes. “Is he now?”

“A Taliban warlord named Abdul Hassan captured him.”

“Did Granny tell you that?”

Bristling, I snapped, “No, I made it all up for shits and giggles.”

“Not funny.”

“No it isn’t. Hassan has been torturing Caleb for the location of the Scythain’s Tribal burial site.”

“Damn, the rat bastard actually found it,”

Derek said, genuine respect in his voice.

A light bulb went off in my head. “You want my treasure to mount your own expedition.”

“It’s the archaeological find of the century and worth over a hundred million dollars.”

“Is your archaeologist gig for real or just a CIA cover?”

He gave me an unrepentant grin. “I have a Master’s degree in archaeology and I also have a Doctor of Philosophy in archaeology. My field work allows me to do the occasional odd job for the Navy or CIA.”

Hmmm. Kinda like Fabian doing the occasional odd jobs for Uncle Aldo. “So, it’s all about the fame and glory?”

Derek eyed me speculatively and smiled. The kinda of smile that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. “It’s how I make my living.”

“Nice try, but I know you tried to free Caleb and it went south. You want my treasure to finance another rescue mission, don’t you?”

My husband inclined his head in a mocking little salute. “I do but no more snooping through my mind.”

“It’s one way to get the truth.”

“Next time just ask.”

“Okay, I will but if you lie to me I’ll know.”

“My own personal lie detector, huh?”

“Yep.” I held out my hand. “Let me have your phone. Your friend is running out of time.”

The Tomb Raider rubbed at the bristly black beard darkening his jaw. “Your family can get him out?”

“Yes.”

He handed me his satellite phone. I called Sebastian and quickly filled him in.

“Hassan’s a nasty piece of work. Aunt Alex is in Kabul, I’ll have her put out some feelers. Now, let me talk to your husband.”

“Wow, news travels fast.”

“Sloan taped the wedding and emailed your drunken escapades to us.”

I pinched Derek’s leg, hard when he grinned and mouthed, bastard. “That bad, huh?”

“Bad doesn’t even begin to describe it. Uncle Aldo’s quite upset.”

“I can explain.”

“You can try. Now let me talk with your husband.”

I gave Derek the phone. “Sebastian wants to chat.”

“You harm one hair on Zelda’s head and you will answer to the family,” I heard my cousin snarl.

“Oh for God’s sake, he won’t hurt me,” I cried.

Derek snapped, “I’ll keep her safe and out of trouble.”

Sebastian actually had the nerve to laugh.

“Good luck with that. When she was fourteen she broke into a top secret installation and stole an experimental tank.”

Derek stared at me in horror. “That was you?

They scrambled my father’s squadron of fighter jets to take you out.”

“So? The tank had a stealth mode and I wasn’t in any real danger.” I yanked the phone out of my husband’s hand and hissed. “You seemed to enjoy your birthday gift, you ungrateful jerk. How many buildings did you blow up with it? Five? Ten?”

My husband took the phone back. “I’m surprised you didn’t pay me to take her off your hands.”

Testosterone was the bane of my life. I spotted my suitcase and scooted off the bed.

Derek barked, “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

“I’m going to take a shower,” I barked back, grabbed my suitcase and slammed the bathroom door.

A hot shower improved my disposition. A little makeup, a lot of jewelry and my special black burglary clothes equipped with all sorts of nifty gadgets and I was ready to take on Attila the Hun.

Attila opened the bathroom door and surveyed me from head-to-toe. “Geared up for battle?”

I eyed his Mister Happy also geared up for battle. “Not a chance, buster. What did you do with my stun guns?”

“I put them in the gun safe.”

“Don’t trust me?”

“I’m a cautious man, Angel.”

“How much is Sebastian charging you for rescuing your friend?”

“A flat ten percent of the Scythain’s find.”

“He’s feeling generous.”

Derek walked over and dropped a kiss on my mouth. “Well, I did take you off their hands.”

“You say the sweetest things, sugar. When do I get to meet your family?”

“Dixon’s the only family I have left.”

“And you left him rotting in Sheriff Joe’s tent city, stuck wearing that awful pink underwear?”

He laughed. “You bet your ass I did. I also made sure he was assigned to the chain gang.”

“So, he could escape, right?”

“Maybe. Go eat your breakfast while I shower.”

“Breakfast? It’s midnight.”

“It’s a new day.”

Yeah, it was. I asked hopefully, “French toast?”

“With bacon and chocolate syrup.”

Standing on my tippy toes, I gave him a thank you kiss. “My favorite. How’d you know?”

“You’re my wife; it’s my business to know.”

Whoa, he got that from my background check?

He was taking this marriage business seriously. I stroked his Mister Happy. “Maybe later buddy.”

“You’re killing me, Angel.”

“I do what I can.” I came to an abrupt stop and stared in amazement. A table had been set up with fine China, a pristine white table cloth, orange juice in champagne flutes and a single red rose in a vase.

My husband kissed my neck. “Romantic enough?”

Speechless, I nodded. Aw, he really was my Prince Charming.





Chapter Fourteen
Prince Charming Derek wasn’t. The big jerk expected me to stay behind while he retrieved the stucco warrior from The Best Whore House in Vegas.

“What happened to me never leaving your side?

You know the whole eat together, sleep together, crap together nonsense?”

Derek rubbed his forehead as if he had a sudden headache. “You’re not going. It’s too dangerous.”

“But I have you the big, bad Navy Seal and all that expertise to protect me.”

That earned me a killer glare. “No. End of discussion.”

Like hell it was. “You need me there to disable the security system and flash on the next clue.”

“I’m quite capable of disabling the alarm and picking a lock. I’ll bring the stucco warrior back and you can do your woo-woo shit.”

“It doesn’t work that way.” A big, fat lie but I had to give it a shot.

Derek cocked a disbelieving eyebrow. “Really?”

“Ask Fabian, he knows.” Being family and all, he should back up my story.

“Okay, I will.” He opened the bedroom door and gestured, “After you.”

My husband escorted me down the hallway to a steel door with a heavy metal bar and high tech security keypad.

If the big jerk made any attempt to lock me in his little jail, I’d geld him. I pointed to the metal bar securing the door. “A bit of overkill isn’t it?”

“Not with your family.” Blocking my view, Derek typed in a code and opened the door.

One hundred and eighty pounds of pissed-off male slammed into him.

“No Fabian!”

The two men rolled over and over on the floor, pounding the crap out of each other.

“Stop it!” I dodged a flying kick. “Stop it right now!”

Okay, shrieking like a fishwife wasn’t working.

Testosterone had definitely rotted their little pea brains. Neither of them paid the slightest bit of attention to me and both seemed equally determined to kill each other.

“If you don’t stop, I will stop you.”

A ruthless ferocity etched into their faces, Derek and Fabian kept on exchanging blows.

Obviously, the knuckle dragging Rambos didn’t believe me.

An elbow cracked me in the jaw, knocking me backwards against the wall. Owie! Goddamn. That did it. Play time was over. Flipping my tranquillizer ring to the ready position, I waited for an opening.

Fabian slammed a fist into Derek’s stomach.

Derek retaliated by twisting my cousin into a punishing headlock and putting him in a choke hold.

“You’re both getting a time out.” I darted forward nailed Derek in the shoulder and got Fabian in the thigh.

Derek let out a furious roar and released my cousin. “Dammit, Zelda!”

Glassy eyed, Fabian staggered, dropped to his knees and cast me a reproachful look. “Bella.” He hit the floor face first.

His teeth bared in a frightening snarl, my husband moved toward me in spasmodic jerks. “I’m gonna tan your hide.”

I backed up. “I did warn you but your listening ears weren’t on.”

Derek collapsed to the floor and struggled to rise, but his body refused to obey. “You…had no…

right to interfere.”

“What are you? Twelve? All that macho posturing doesn’t fly with me. No more fighting.

We’re family. We don’t kill or beat the holy hell out of each other. Wait, that’s not exactly true. If it’s Aunt Sophie or Uncle Dante please feel free to unleash your homicidal tendencies. ‘Kay?”

He dragged himself forward. “Not… kay. ”

“True, only I can kill Aunt Sophie but Uncle Dante, the murdering bastard is all yours. You can beat him, stab him or use him for target practice and I’ll cheer you on.”

His right hand clamped around my ankle. “Not leaving me,” Derek rasped.

Aw, the poor guy actually thought I was running away again. I’ll admit I had given it some serious consideration but with the mate bond and all, I wouldn’t get very far. Besides, I kinda liked having the big guy around.

I patted Derek’s cheek. “You were going to leave me behind, sugar. How does it feel? Knowing I’m the one getting that stucco warrior, while you’re stuck here napping? Nighty-night.” I pried his fingers off my ankle.

Okay, I’m a bitch but I was still pissed at him.

Maybe we could have make-up sex later. Lots and lots of make-up sex.

Granny Annabel popped in. “Bella, what have you done?”

“They were trying to kill each other so I stopped them.”

Granny examined Fabian’s face. “Dios Mio! His poor face.”

“He won’t be doing that photo shoot in Rome.”

I hurried into the bedroom. Using Uncle Aldo’s newest gizmo, I retrieved my stun gun from the safe and grabbed my bag of tricks.

“Are you sure this is wise?” Granny floated after me. “The bounty hunters have tracked you to Las Vegas.”

Plucking Derek’s car keys off the dresser, I hurried out the back door and climbed into Derek’s

scratched-all-to-hell Hummer. “I’ll be in and out in no time. What could possibly happen?”

Granny Annabel rolled her eyes. “You need to ask?”

“I am not a shit magnet.”

Ed walked out of the garage.

Okay, maybe I was. I waved all friendly like.

He automatically waved back.

I started the engine.

His eyes bugged and Ed sprinted for the Hummer. “Stop!”

“Not a chance.” I hit the gas and watched him in the rearview mirror. Throwing up his arms in frustration, Ed tore off into the house.

Too bad I couldn’t put him to sleep, too.

 

Las Vegas traffic sucked. It took me an hour to get to the Best Whore House and another ten minutes to find a place to park.

 

In the dim light, the garishly lit whore house stood out brightly, exposing every inch of its peeling paint and decaying exterior. The cracked sidewalk was covered with rotting garbage, beer bottles and urine. The stench made my eyes water.

Only the truly desperate or soused willingly enter that place.

Was I that desperate? My lips twisted in self-mockery. Oh yeah. If I chickened out now, I would never find the treasure.

I jumped about a foot when a rat the size of a small dog ran across my shoe. Suddenly, I regretted

my decision to leave Derek behind. The area gave me the willies and having an armed-to-the-teeth commando at my side seemed like a really good idea.

Boisterous shouts, rock music and wild, unrestrained laughter spilled out into the street from the graffiti covered bar next door. A hollowed-eyed drunk loitered in the open doorway and eyed me hungrily.

It was time to suck it up and grow a pair.

Yanking out my stun gun, I held it up and triggered it.

The drunk stared at the arcing electrical current for a moment and then ambled off down the sidewalk.

I watched him until he disappeared into the darkness.

Granny materialized next to me and looked around in horror. “Dios Mio. You should have obeyed your husband.”

My temper flared to life and I snapped, “I’m not a kid. I don’t need a daddy to tell me what I can and cannot do. I’m an adult and I make my own decisions. Got it?”

Granny Annabel vanished.

Shit. What was the matter with me? I’d turned into a bitch with a capital B. Opening my mind, I called, “Sorry.”

Two scantily clad women staggered out of The Best Whore House. One had bleached blonde hair with two inches of black roots showing and a

dragon tattoo crawling up the right side of her face.

Did men really find that sexy?

I focused my attention on the second woman and did a double take.

Her hair was a brilliant shade of pink and kinda reminded me of the cotton candy you got at the fair. She resembled a grotesquely made up Kewpie-doll. Two long pieces of toilet paper were stuck to her stilettos and fluttered behind her like well-trained dogs as she strutted down the sidewalk.

The women paused at the corner and flashed their double E not-so-perky breasts at the passing motorists.

I guess that was one way to attract a john or a cop.

Gangster’s Paradise suddenly blared from my bag. Dread knotting my stomach, I pulled out my satellite phone. It couldn’t be Derek, could it? God I hoped not. He was going to be beyond pissed.

“Hello?”

“Why was I not invited to your wedding, bella?”

Crap, Uncle Aldo. “It was one of those spur of the moment things.”

“I see and being drunk had nothing to do with the suddenness of the ceremony?”

Busted. “Ah…well…it kinda did.”

“Do you love him?”

“I do.” Damn if I could give him a good reason why. Derek was an overbearing, bossy prick who kissed like an angel. As much as I hated to admit it,

he had saved my life a bunch of times and he always showed up when I really needed him. Plus he had all those luscious muscles and clever, clever fingers. Hoo boy, I was getting hot just thinking about them.

“Does he love you?”

A good question and one I couldn’t answer, so I hedged, “He cares for me.”

“Your grandmother said without Sloan’s help, Asmoday would have taken your soul.”

“That’s true.”

“You are now mated?”

“We are.”

“Good. You need a strong man to control your impulsive behavior.”

“I’m not impulsive. I plan out my jobs meticulously. Why does every one treat me like a fluff brained idiot? I can take care of myself.”

“Bella your stunts are legendary,” Uncle Aldo scolded.

“I was a kid then. I’m a responsible adult now and I don’t do crazy anymore.”

Uncle Aldo let out a long sigh. “Where is Fabian? I have not been able to contact him.”

“He’s taking a nap.” I smacked myself in the forehead. God, I was such a blabbermouth.

“A nap?” The suspicion in my uncle’s voice had me cringing. “Did you help this nap along?”

“Who me?”

A fat businessman called from his spiffy, new black Cadillac, “Hey sweet cheeks, how much do you charge for a blow job?”

“Ten thousand dollars,” I yelled back. That should shut the idiot up.

The two hookers gave me the evil eye.

“Where are you bella?”

“I’m in Vegas.”

“For that price you’d better be able to suck chrome off a bumper,” the businessman shouted, waving a wad of money out the window.

Holy hell, he actually thought I was serious.

“Sorry, I’ve already got a date, buddy.”

The hookers stampeded over to him. “Hey lover, you can get the two of us for only fifty dollars.”

The fat idiot snarled, “I don’t want no diseased, skanky whore touching my Willie.”

With a snarl, Kewpie-doll launched herself through the window. “I’m gonna give you a blow job you’ll never forget.”

“Let go of my Willie,” the businessman shrieked and hit the gas.

I watched in amazement as the Cadillac careened wildly down the street with Kewpie-doll’s feet hanging out the window and the toilet paper flapping in the wind like two flags.

Her partner tottered after her yelling, “Stella!

Stelllla!”

Well that was something you didn’t see every day. All we needed now was a street car named Desire.

His voice full of concern, Uncle Aldo asked, “Bella? Are you there?”

The Cadillac barely made it a block before it slammed into a fire hydrant. A geyser of water shot twenty feet into the air.

Crap! It wouldn’t be long before the police showed up.

“Bella?”

“Everything’s great and gotta go.” I quickly disconnected, shoved the phone back in my bag and took a firm grip on my stun gun. Throwing a cautious glance around, I headed down the alley, praying I didn’t step on anything nasty.

Well, color me surprised. The back door to the whore house wasn’t locked. I pushed the door open and stepped inside. A colony of roaches scurried away. Oh ick!

My nose wrinkled in disgust. The place stunk of sex, sweat, stale booze and despair. Moans and groans sounded from the rooms. I crept silently down the hallway, avoiding the used condoms and beer cans. Why in God’s name hadn’t the health department shut this place down?

I paused at the door marked office and pulled out my lock pick. A simple twist and I was inside.

A badly stained puke green couch was pushed up against a battered desk. The walls were covered with photos of people in explicit sexual poses. I

twisted my head and examined one picture closer.

Whoa! Was that even possible? She had to be double jointed.

A cold prickling ran up my spine. Shadows danced around the room and I felt them. Something ancient, something tainted with evil. Ghostly voices whispered in my head, Take us. I turned.

A neon sign cast a red glow over ancient dust covered stucco warriors. All but one was a guardian of the underworld. Touch a guardian and death would soon follow. It was the perfect trap for those foolish enough to hunt for Montezuma’s gold.

Horror curled into me like a living thing. My God, if I hadn’t put Derek to sleep, he’d be dead now. In that terrible moment, I knew I couldn’t live without him. He was the other half of my soul.

Sucking in a calming breath, I walked over to the glass case and studied the warriors. I could sense the presence of death. It reached out with skeletal fingers, luring the unwary with promises of eternal life and great wealth. But the price was your soul.

Opening the case, I carefully plucked a stubby little warrior holding a shield from the case and tucked it in my bag.

A flutter of movement, a whisper of sound spun me around.

An elderly man with yellowing parchment skin and wearing a molting black wig watched me closely. The Best Whore House in Vegas was embroidered on his ratty, blue silk robe.

Where in the hell had he come from?

He held open his robe, exposing a skeletal body covered in open sores. “Like what you see?”

“Omigod! That’s… I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”

The old guy touched himself with pride. “I’ve got the biggest cock in Nevada.”

I grimaced. The old guy’s penis reminded me of a shriveled up, diseased carrot. “Really? You must be so proud.”

He laughed, exposing rotting teeth. “I’ll give you a ride, you’ll never forget.”

“Oh… my…um… I think I’ll have to pass.”

“Playing hard to get, huh?”

“The dolt thinks he’s Hugh Hefner and this is his playboy mansion,” Granny commented in my head.

“Really? He’s that delusional?”

“The fool touched the warriors and he believes their illusions.”

“Shit! A dead man walking.” I edged around the couch. “I’ll just be going.”

“Not without a kiss.”

I flinched backwards. Hugh’s breath smelled like he had been licking someone’s nasty butt.

“No!”

“C’mon baby, just one little kiss.” He licked his cracked and bleeding lips. “I can tongue fuck with the best of them.”

My stomach roiled in disgust. “I’m afraid I have to turn down your generous offer.” I darted for the door.

The old guy got there first.

What was he? Speedy Gonzales?

A red glow bled into his eyes. “I won’t take no for an answer.”

Yee-flippin’-haw, the demon wanted to come out and play. “Okay, one kiss.” I moved forward, jammed my stun gun into his chest and pulled the trigger.

The demon’s shrieks shattered all the glass in the office as it convulsed on the floor.

Yanking the door open, I sprinted down the hallway, burst out the back door and crashed into a mountain of a man.

“Gotcha, little girl,” the mountain rumbled as his massive hand closed around my left arm.

“Beg to differ.” I pressed the stun gun against groin and lit him up.

He bellowed like a stuck pig and dropped to his knees.

“You bitch,” another furious voice spat.

Great, he had a partner.

Granny commanded. “Duck!”

Instinctively I obeyed and a fist missed my head by a scant inch.

BOOM! The back door disintegrated.

I hit the deck.

The old guy stepped out of the doorway and chambered another round into his shotgun. “I want

my kiss,” he shrieked and fired again. The kick knocked him on his ass and the birdshot hit the mountain’s partner in the shoulder.

Cursing a blue streak, the guy drew his Glock and opened fire.

I dove behind a smelly dumpster as they exchanged gunfire. Bullets pinged off the metal.

Holy hell! I was a shit magnet.

Gangster Paradise echoed in my bag. I pulled it out and whispered, “Help!”

Derek snapped, “Where are you?”

“Don’t you know?”

“Zelda,” he growled in warning.

“Alley behind The Best Whore House.”

Another volley of bullets slammed into the dumpster and I cringed in terror.

“Is that gunfire?”

“Un-huh, could you hurry?”

“You’re not going to be able to sit down for a week,” Derek snarled and disconnected.

“Police! Drop your guns.”

Oh thank God!

“Drop it! Now,” a cop yelled.

“I want my kiss,” the old guy yelled and his shotgun boomed again.

A wild barrage of gunfire erupted in the alley.

That demon seemed real determined to kill his host.

A tomb-like silence fell.

In the distance, sirens began to wail.

I risked a peek around the dumpster.

The old guy lay unmoving in a pool of blood.

Guess he was joining Pirate John and Peg Leg Pete in hell.

My simple little mission had turned into a major cluster fuck.

To make it a complete FUBAR or as us civilians like to say, ‘fucked up beyond all recognition;’ the stupid bounty hunters had taken refuge behind an old piece of crap Plymouth.

“Toss your weapons out and put your hands over your head,” the cop commanded.

The bounty hunters responded with a hail of lead.

Testosterone raised its ugly head once again.

Did they want a one way trip to hell, too?

Shit! I flinched as bullets zinged crazily around me. The dumpster was rapidly turning into a sieve.

I had to get out of here.

Granny materialized next to me. “Wherever you go, disaster soon follows.”

I did a double take on her hooker outfit and hissed, “Can we save the lecture for later?

“I will distract them and you run as fast as you can.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

She vanished and a second later, I heard a thunderous roar.

The gunfire stopped abruptly.

In my mind, I saw Asmoday’s double standing in the alley, his teeth bared in a menacing snarl.

A voice cried, “Holy Mother of God, what is that!”

“Don’t know. Don’t care. Kill it,” another man shouted.

“Run,” Granny Annabel ordered.

“Color me gone.” I ran and thirty seconds later, all hell broke loose. Bullets whizzed past my head and I hit the deck.

My grandmother hissed, “Go!”

“I’m going. I’m going.” On my hands and knees, I crawled down the alley, wishing I had some body armor.

Two big, booted feet stepped in front of me.

My luck was truly phenomenal. I stared up at a tall, tattoo covered goon looming over me. Geeze, his face looked like a pin cushion with all those icky piercings. How did he shave or blow his nose?

The goon grinned, exposing gold teeth. “Well, lookie what we’ve got here.”

A second thug, wearing a purple Mohawk, stepped out of the inky darkness. “Looks like we hit the jackpot.”

Lucky me.

The goon yanked me to my feet and clamped a pair of handcuffs on. “Your aunt is right eager to get her hands on you.”

“I just bet she is.” Wonder if she had warned him about me being an escape artist?

They dragged me down the alley without searching me or my bag.

Idiots like these made my job so much easier.

Popping the cuffs off, I wrapped them around my knuckles, spun and punched the goon square in the nose.

“You fucking bitch!” He swung at me.

I ducked and the goon hit his partner right in the kisser. Mohawk’s head snapped back and down he went.

“I’m gonna beat you senseless,” the goon bellowed, lunging for me.

Side-stepping his lunge, I stuck my foot out and tripped him. Before he could get up, I zapped him with my stun gun.

Blood running down his face, Mohawk jumped to his feet and pulled out a big Bowie knife. “I’m gonna gut ya.”

The hair on the back of my neck stood up. The cavalry had arrived in the nick of time. “No. You won’t. Cuz if you take one step towards me with that toad sticker, my husband will kill you.”

Mohawk’s eyes bugged out as Derek, Ed and Fabian materialized out of the darkness. Each man had a menacing expression on their faces and a silenced Glock pistol pointed at his heart.

With an audible gulp, Mohawk dropped his knife and held his hands up. “Don’t shoot! I give up.”

Smart guy. You never bring a knife to a gun fight.

Derek stepped in front of me. “No one touches my wife.” He rammed a balled fist into Mohawk’s stomach.

The air ooofed out of him and he doubled over.

My husband finished him off with a karate chop to the back of his neck. “No one.”

I took a wary step back when Derek turned around. He had on his scary face. Not being a complete moron, I quickly babbled, “I promise, cross my heart and hope to die; I’ll never, ever tranquilize you again. But, if I hadn’t you’d be dead now. The stucco warriors were cursed.”

He cocked a disbelieving brow and held out his hand for my tranq ring. “Cursed?”

Granny Annabel materialized next to me. “She speaks the truth.”

Cupping my chin gently with his left hand, Derek admitted, “Your cousin and I were out of line. It won’t happen again.”

My jaw dropped. He was actually apologizing.

He dropped a kiss on my mouth. “We’re good now?”

I nodded. “Do you think you could get me some body armor? I’m getting shot at an awful lot.”

“I ordered you some right after the bikers tried to kill you.”

“Aw, you’re so sweet.”

Fabian shot me a disbelieving look. “Sweet?

Most women want diamonds.”

“I’m not most women.”

“You’re definitely one of a kind.” Eyes full of deadly resolve, Derek added, “From now on Angel, where I go, you go. You don’t leave my side for any reason and I still want that fucking ring.”

“Fine.” That’s when I noticed my hands were covered in stinky, alley goop. “Omigod! Is that poo?”

Ed pointed his flashlight at them. “No ma’am it’s mud.” He handed me his handkerchief.

“Thanks, Ed.” I gratefully wiped the crud off my hands.

Another volley of gunfire rang out.

“Only you could turn Las Vegas into a war zone,” Fabian grumbled.

“It’s not my fault.”

Ed snorted. “Wherever you go ma’am, trouble always follows.”

“You have no idea,” Fabian groused.

A bullet whizzed past our heads.

“Let’s get trouble out of here.” Planting a firm hand on my back, Derek hurried me down the alley.





Chapter Fifteen
The stucco warrior led us to Kanab, Utah. Yep, the place where in Freddy Crystal, an Indiana Jones type, had convinced the town folk that his four centuries old map would lead them to Montezuma’s lost treasure. Those poor farmers had dug for two long years and never found any trace of the gold. Hopefully, we’d have better luck.

Kanab is a pleasant, mid-size town geared to tourists and treasure hunters. Every business has treasure maps for sale and a directory of guides willing to take you deep into Johnson Canyon where the gold is supposedly hidden.

I wanted to explore some of the intriguing antique stores listed on the city’s website but Mister Bossy was in a hurry and would only stop for lunch and some gas.

Did my guys blend in with the other treasure hunters? Hell no. Even with their battered faces, Fabian and Derek were babe magnets. I mean, my God, who would have thought there would be so many women filling up their cars at the same time, at the same gas station? It looked like Grand Central station.

Not that I had anything to be jealous about.

Derek seemed more annoyed than interested and

once he gave them his scary face they all flocked over to Fabian.

My cousin promptly reverted to his role of the prissy, prima donna model. The fawning women were all dying to know what had happened to his poor face.

“It’s my chivalrous nature,” Fabian exclaimed, flicking back his long black hair.

Please God, don’t let him start stripping. Cuz if he does, Derek will shoot him.

Flexing his massive chest muscles, my cousin continued, “I’m a lover not a fighter but I could not allow that foul villain to take a lady’s purse.”

I fought back a giggle as he did a reenactment of his battle with the determined thief.

Derek watched Fabian ducking and dodging a phantom fist in utter disgust and muttered, “I should have broken both his legs.”

While Mister Bossy was so nicely distracted, I snuck into the quaint gift store attached to the gas station and did a little browsing. They had a nice selection of crystals and some cool t-shirts.

The bell on the shop door dinged and Derek stomped in. “Time to go.”

What? Did he really think he could get away with his caveman tactics? I assumed my ‘I’m dumb as a rock persona,’ gave him a vacant smile and walked over to the cash register with my goodies.

“And you’re just in time to pay for these, snookums.”

A muscle twitched in his jaw. “I am, am I?”

“Yep, it’s what husbands do, snookums,” I explained as if I was talking to a rather dim two year-old child.

Derek leaned down and growled in my ear, “You call me snookums one more time and I’ll…”

“Kiss me senseless,” I finished with a grin.

“That’ll be one hundred and twenty-eight dollars,” the clerk said, ogling my husband’s fine body.

Slanting me a black look, Derek pulled out his wallet and paid the smitten clerk.

“I have a hankering for some expensive French perfume, too,” I added a bit too gleefully and grabbed the bag.

“I only agreed to buy you chocolate,” Derek answered, clamping a firm hand around the back of my neck, he ushered me out the door.

I waved at Fabian as he slid gracefully into Ed’s hummer. “True, so pay up.”

Opening the Hummer door, Mister Bossy tossed me inside and plunked a plastic bag in my lap.

“Lunch and chocolate.”

“Lunch?” I opened the bag. Inside were three pre-packaged ham sandwiches, a bag of chips, two cans of Coke and two chocolate bars. “Oh, yum, my favorite, two day old sandwiches with mustard and wilted lettuce.”

Derek climbed in and started the engine. “I want to get to the camp site before dark.”

“I don’t do camping.”

“You do now.”

Yippee-ki-yay! The sooner we found the gold, the sooner I could get back to civilization. Pulling out the stucco warrior, I opened my psychic eye and concentrated.

Images tumbled across my mind. A metal park service sign with Cave Lakes Canyon etched on it.

Two hundred foot red sandstone walls encircled three small lakes. I’ll be damned. The sneaky bastards hadn’t hidden the gold in the mountains. I focused on the lakes.

There, eighty feet below the surface was a tunnel. A carved turquoise and gold statue sat in a watery tomb. It was surrounded by a shit load of skeletons.

Grief, rage, hatred and a fierce desire for vengeance slammed into me. Voices shrieked insanely in my head and suddenly I couldn’t breathe.

Granny Annabel shouted in my head, “You must break the link.”

My breath came in choking gasps as I fought the mental invasion.

The Hummer skidded to an abrupt stop and Derek shook me violently. “Snap out of it Angel.”

The passenger door flew open and I heard Fabian demand, “What is wrong?”

“Ghosts,” I cried as thousands of angry Aztec spirits pressed down on me, smothering me. I thrashed about wildly trying to break free.

“Fight them, bella,” Fabian commanded urgently, his hands biting painfully into my legs.

Someone cracked me across the face and the screaming ghosts vanished. I sagged against a hard body and sucked in a greedy lungful of air.

“Omigod. Omigod.”

Derek wrapped his arms around me tightly and stroked my back. “It’s okay. It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

Trembling uncontrollably, I clung to him.

“There’s too many. Too many.”

My husband placed a gentle kiss on my forehead. “Too many what?”

“Ghosts. Really pissed off ghosts,” I gasped.

“The lakes are guarded by eight thousand angry Aztec spirits,” Granny added, her disembodied head protruded from the dash.

Ed echoed in disbelief as he peered around Derek. “Eight thousand? How do you get rid of them?”

“We exorcism them,” Granny answered.

My voice was a raspy croak. “Is it even possible?”

“It can be done. I must talk with Aldo.” She vanished.

“I never, ever want to do that again,” I said with a shudder.

Fabian growled, “You take too many risks.”

“How was I supposed to know there were eight thousand pissed off ghosts guarding the place?”

“You couldn’t. That’s why you cast a circle before you attempt any psychic scouting trips. You

are lucky Asmoday didn’t strike while you were that vulnerable,” my cousin snapped.

Derek grabbed the small stucco warrior and dropped it in his shirt pocket. “No more woo-woo shit until you have the proper safeguards set up.”

I turned and glared at Fabian. “Snitch.”

Fabian threw an exasperated look at Derek.

“Now you see why I came along.”

“Unfortunately.” Popping the top on a can of Coke, Derek handed it to me. “Drink up; it’ll help with the shock.”

I took it gratefully. My hand shaking visibly, I raised the can to my mouth and most of the Coke dribbled down the front of my shirt.

“You drive,” my husband instructed Fabian. He slid across the seat, pulled me into his lap and took the Coke can.

Fabian got into the driver’s seat and started the engine. “She needs a keeper.”

“Do not.”

Derek held the Coke to my mouth. “She’s got one.”

Alpha males were a pain-in-the-butt but sometimes it was nice to be taken care of. I obediently drank the Coke and snuggled against his chest. I could get used to this.

Derek rummaged around in my shopping bag and pulled out a black t-shirt. “XXL? You’re not that big.”

“Gee golly mister, such flattery is going to make me blush.”

“I like your curves,” my husband added quickly, not being a complete fool.

Fabian chortled, “Good save.”

Butt out, I mouthed to my cousin.

With an evil grin, he mouthed back, not a chance.

I gave him the one finger salute and turned my attention back to my ball and chain. “I got the shirt for you.”

“Me? Why?” The suspicious look on Derek’s face had me frowning. Hadn’t the poor guy ever gotten a gift just for the hell of it?

“Cuz it’ll show off that manly chest of yours.”

Not like the hideous purple and red shirt he wore now. “You’re not by any chance color blind, are you?”

“No.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “You don’t like my shirts?”

“They are a bit colorful.”

“I like them,” my husband stated firmly.

“They’re not white or khaki.”

Fabian laughed. “They also camouflage his weapons.”

I patted his waist. Hmmm. He was armed to the teeth and after all those years of wearing uniforms, he probably wanted to express his individuality.

Very colorfully.

Derek pulled out another t-shirt which proclaimed, ‘All Men Are Idiots and I Married The King.’ “You’re not wearing this.”

“But it’s funny.”

My husband hurled it out the window.

The t-shirt landed on the head of a big red bull.

It mooed frantically and spun around in circles trying to dislodge it.

“You just wasted ten bucks and traumatized that poor cow.”

“Do I look like I care?”

I met his hard gaze. “Nope, not a bit.”

He yanked out a neon yellow shirt with ‘I Don’t Have A License To Kill, I Have A Learner’s Permit’

stamped on the front. “Are you deliberately trying to piss me off?”

“Who? Me? Heaven forbid. I just figured if you were going to glow in the dark, I should, too.”

Out the window it went.

“You’re wasting our money.”

Irritation flared in Derek’s eyes. “Our money?”

Fabian choked back a laugh.

“I don’t remember signing a pre-nup,” I answered. “So what’s yours is mine.”

Exhaling a long breath, Derek reached into the bag and pulled out a lavender t-shirt covered in flowers. “This you can wear.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“It brings out your eyes.”

“You say the sweetest things,” I said and pulled off my sticky shirt.

Derek cut the tags off with his Bowie knife, pulled the t-shirt over my head and stated firmly, “Behave.”

I noticed the lines of stress etched in his face and ran a soothing finger over them. “Sorry, when I’m freaked out I turn into a motor mouth.”

“I’ve noticed.” My husband’s mouth closed over mine in a long voracious kiss. “Better?”

“Much better.” I laid my head against his shoulder. God, I was so tired.

Derek’s fingers stroked my back soothingly and my eyes drifted shut.

A shuddering bounce woke me. I blinked and looked up at the wind sculpted cliffs rising up around us.

Johnson Canyon was a symphony of color that dazzled the eye. Milk white monoliths stood like sentries next to towering mesas in ever changing shades of red which contrasted sharply with the turquoise sky.

“Are we there yet?”

“Yes ma’am, we are,” Derek replied.

Fabian brought the Hummer to a stop next to two new silver Airstream motor homes.

Ed parked his black Hummer next to us.

I eyed the Airstreams giddily. “This is our camp site?”

My husband nodded, “It is.”

“We’re actually staying in the Airstreams?”

“We are.”

I threw my arms around Derek’s neck and gave him a hot, open mouth kiss. “That’s my kind of camping.”

“It is our honeymoon.” Scooping me up, he opened the car door and carried me towards the first Airstream. “But don’t get used to this kind of accommodations; at most of my digs all we have are tents.”

“Tents, huh?” His last dig had been in the Mexican jungle. Oh ick! I got all itchy just thinking about the bugs, heat, creepy crawlies and no toilets or showers.

“I’m not leaving you behind, so don’t even bring it up.”

A warm glow formed in my chest. Derek wasn’t planning on dumping me once we found the gold.

The sensation of sudden overwhelming danger screamed through me like an electric shock. “Put me down.”

Frowning, Derek obeyed. “What’s wrong?”

My gaze settled on a metal sign with a large arrow pointing down the dirt road. It said, Caves Lake Canyon miles. “Holy hell, we’re gonna need a lot of salt.”

My husband barked, “Why?”

I pointed to the sign. “Caves Lakes are where those eight thousand angry Aztec warriors reside.”

“Dios Mio,” Fabian hissed. He quickly opened the back of the Hummer, ripped open a large box and tossed Derek a container of salt.

“Bring the whole box,” I said nervously as the skies darkened to charcoal gray, then black. “And where’s my bag of tricks?”

Derek grabbed it from the Hummer. “Here.”

I took it, pulled out two blessed crosses and handed them to Derek and Ed. “Put them on.”

They quickly complied. Derek jerked his head towards Fabian. “Does he have one?”

“Always,” my cousin answered as he poured the salt in a big circle.

The wind rose abruptly and blew the salt away.

Crap! “Everyone inside,” I yelled as ghostly figures appeared in the boiling clouds.

Derek opened the door and all hell broke loose.

Incandescent red lightning bolts arced across the sky and hurricane strength winds slammed us to the ground.

The motor home door banged shut.

“Give me your knife,” I screamed at Derek.

Without hesitation, my husband handed it to me. I met his calm gaze and mouthed, I love you.

Fierce satisfaction filled Derek’s eyes and he mouthed, I… A tree branch slammed into him.

Pieces of flying debris struck me in the face and the shrieks of thousands of tortured souls battered my ears.

Gritting my teeth, I sliced my arm open and used the blood to draw a pentagram on the motor home door.

Fabian grabbed Derek’s arm as he yanked the knife from my grip. “You want her to die?”

“No,” my husband growled.

Using my own blood I quickly drew a pentagram on each man’s chest and then on my own. I reached deep inside me and drew on every ounce

of power I had and yelled, “Tempore, qui corpus, monstrata est quaedam.”

Ribbons of dazzling energy shot from my hands and crackled around us, driving back the Aztec spirits. They weren’t going to hurt my family.

Gruesome skeletal faces screamed their fury and a choking, claustrophobic wave of rain pounded us.

The energy shield sparked and sputtered.

Derek’s hand clamped over my bleeding wrist and the sensation of drowning vanished. His strength joined with mine and the shield held.

Granny Annabel materialized in front of us and chanted, “Tempore est quaedam. Gallice material transferam.”

With an ear-shattering shriek, the spirits dematerialized.

The wind stopped.

The boiling black clouds dissipated revealing a turquoise sky.

My mind spongy with fatigue, I sagged against Derek. “Too close,” I croaked, my breath coming in ragged gasps.

“Damn straight.” Picking me up, my husband carried me inside the motor home and down a narrow hallway to the bathroom.

I heard Granny tell Fabian and Ed, “Line all the windows and doors with salt.”

Derek sat me on the toilet and wrapped a wash cloth around my still bleeding wrist. “Hold this while I get the first aid kit.”

I nodded wearily.

Granny Annabel popped in. “It is as I foretold.

Your mate bond has increased your strength. You are now more than a match for Sophie.”

“Demon Sophie?”

“Si.”

“Yippee,” I said. The sooner Sophie was forever rotting in hell, the happier I would be.

“Aldo has persuaded the Pope to loan us St.

Nicholas’s Icon and Charlemagne’s Sword.”

“I get the sword. It’ll permanently send Asmoday back to the Ninth Hell but what’s the Icon for?”

“It will allow us to free the Aztec warriors’

souls,” Granny answered.

“Gotcha but it might be a good idea to get a couple of really big mirrors and let the ghosts’ own reflections scare them back to their watery grave.

I’m tired of them trying to drown me on dry land.”

“A wise move; the spirits are very angry.”

Homicidal was more like it. “Did Uncle Aldo get the Vatican to provide him with holy water and blessed crosses?”

“He did. We should have everything in twelve hours.”

Derek walked back in with the first aid kit.

“Twelve hours is too long. I have some contacts that can get them here sooner.”

“I will let Aldo know,” Granny said and vanished.

My husband stuck his head out the door and bellowed, “Ed.”

A very soggy Ed hurried up with a container of salt in one hand. “Yes, sir?

“See if you can track Lanford down and tell him I’m calling in that favor he owes me.”

“Yes, sir.” He saluted sharply and marched off.

“Hoorah,” I muttered.

My Tomb Raider kneeled in front of me and growled, “You could use some military discipline.”

“In your dreams.”

“I’ve whipped a lot of sorry recruits into shape.” He cleaned the blood off my wrist and sprayed a disinfectant on the cut.

“You don’t bang your recruits do you?”

Derek grinned and wrapped a bandage around the laceration. “No, ma’am. I’m strictly a one woman man.”

“Good answer.” I pressed a gentle kiss on his battered cheek. “Confronted with things that go bump in the night, most men would pee their pants and run screaming in the opposite direction.”

“I’m not most men.” His mouth captured mine.

A hungry, out-of-control rush of need hit me.

Wrapping my arms around his neck, I kissed him back in a heated duel of tongues.

Derek’s big, callused hands stroked up my body to cup my breasts and his hot mouth closed around a nipple, sending shock waves cascading straight to my clit.

“Dios Mio,” Fabian chided. “You are like two bunnies. I would have never guessed you would be a screamer, bella. ”

A blush staining my cheeks, I stared at my cousin in horror. A screamer? Omigod! Was I that loud? “Go the hell away.”

My cousin held out his satellite phone. “Aldo wishes to speak with your husband.”

That couldn’t be good. “We’re busy, he’ll call him later.”

“Bella,” my uncle’s voice scolded from the phone.

A visibly frightened Granny Annabel popped into the bathroom. “Dante has tracked you to Kanab.”

Fear slammed into me and I could feel the color draining from my face. Battling the spirits had left me utterly drained and I was in no shape to fight him. Running was my only option. “Let me have your car keys. I‘ll lead him away.”

“Like hell,” Derek snapped. “I‘ll deal with him.”

“We will both deal with him,” Fabian corrected. “Dante has much to answer for.”

Looking up at Granny hovering just below the ceiling, I asked, “Is that little troll, Bruno, with him?”

“He is.”

“Shit!” I leaned my forehead against Derek’s chest. “We are so screwed.”

Derek tilted my head up. “Why?”

“Because Bruno is a powerful psychic,” Fabian answered for me.

“And since we just had one big ass psychic battle, Bruno knows exactly where we are.”

My husband smiled, one of his truly scary predator’s smiles. “Then we’ll set a trap for them.”





Chapter Sixteen
The sun slowly slid below the jagged edges of the mesa, casting an almost mystical glow over the shimmering red rock.

Voices whispered in the wind creating a wailing melody of death.

My body coiled with tension I cast a circle of salt around a card table loaded down by two big mirrors ripped from the bathroom walls. With a cautious look at the gathering clouds, I poured a second line of defense with what little holy water I had left.

I could still taste Derek’s fierce kiss on my lips and hear his stern command of, “No matter what, you don’t step out of that fucking circle.”

To ease the lines of worry creasing his forehead, I made a solemn vow that I wouldn’t step one foot out of the circle until he came for me. No matter what I heard or saw. Clinging to him, I had whispered, “Don’t get dead on me, sugar.” Derek the invincible just laughed and kissed me again.

Throwing a quick glance at the ledge where Ed lay hidden with a sniper’s rifle, I pulled out the piece of paper with the protection spell Uncle Aldo had gotten from the Pope himself. Color me impressed.

Taking a deep, calming breath, I fought down the jitters and chanted, “Tempore. Cuidamn.

Monstrata. Desopsuit de cruce, mirabilis visio!”

A clap of thunder resounded off the mesa and energy crackled wildly around me. Whoa! The Pope knew his stuff. The circle was set and the trap baited.

Right on cue, Bruno, a little troll of a man with a bulbous nose and a really bad comb-over, walked out of the shadows. The wind lifted his hair and it flapped like a flea ridden flag. The man was going bald. Did he really think the comb-over hid that fact?

His gaze slid over me with a sexual menace that was both frightening and repellent. “That won’t keep me out.”

No shit Sherlock. It’s to keep the nasty Aztec spirits who are coming to eat your ugly ass out. I stared at him with utter loathing. “If you’re a smart man, you’ll leave, now.”

A cold lustful gleam filled his eyes. “Dante said I could have you.”

I held up my left hand. “I’m married.”

He shrugged. “Not for long. Dante has your man.”

My stomach clenched in horror. “Granny?”

“He lies,” she responded in my head .

“I think Dante will find my husband is more than he can handle.”

On the mesa, a barrage of gunfire erupted.

Bruno laughed. “You think one man can take Dante down?”

“Without a doubt but you should be more worried about what’s going to happen to you.”

“You’re not strong enough to take me,” Bruno sneered. “If Granny Annabel makes an appearance, I will send her straight to hell.”

Shadows twisted, contorted and rippled.

“The only one going to hell is you,” I announced, absolutely, positively sure that at any second now all hell would break loose. When nothing happened, I looked around in disbelief. Aw, c’mon.

The shadows frolicked gleefully behind the little troll.

“Ha. Ha. You guys are a riot,” I muttered under my breath.

Bruno kept getting closer and closer and they still didn’t pounce. I bet the second I stepped out of the circle they would be all over me; trying to drown me, zapping me with lightning and blowing me into the next county.

A smirk on his ugly face, Bruno strutted toward me like a little banty rooster. “I’m gonna fuck you till you bleed.”

“No, you won’t,” I snarled, shifting into a combat stance; I pulled out the knife Derek had given me and pointed it at him. “Touch me and you’ll be dickless.”

The bastard started laughing.

Hundreds of skeletal limbs suddenly tore through the ground and wrapped bony fingers around his legs. Bruno’s laughter turned into a high pitched squeals of terror as he was dragged down into the shattered earth.

About friggin’ time. I shoved the knife back in its sheath.

Thousands of disembodied skulls flew out of the boiling black clouds and tore at Bruno’s exposed torso.

I flinched as his hot blood splattered over my face.

Bruno’s agonized screams mixed with the Aztec warrior’s banshee-like shrieks.

The shield sparked brightly as the vengeful wraiths tried to cross my circle.

Granny urgent voice cried, “Use the mirrors now.”

I quickly pulled the mirrors off the table propped one against my back and held the other in front of me.

Shrill keening wails broke from the spirits as the mirrors reflected their ghastly images back at them.

It was working!

Red coils of lightning danced wildly across the sky and slammed into my shields.

“The prayer,” Granny urged.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I prayed, “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie

down in green pastures; he leadeth me beside the still waters.”

The Aztec’s furious howls grew in volume.

I prayed louder. “He restoreth my soul; he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil; for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.”

The ground shuddered under my feet.

Grabbing my cross, I shouted, “Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies; thou anoinest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life; and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”

With a thunderous cracking boom an eerie silence fell.

The wind stopped.

I cracked open one eye. Had it worked?

Granny Annabel’s ghostly arms closed around me in a comforting hug. “You are safe, bella, they have been banished to the underworld.”

A shudder shook me. “And their souls?”

“Could not be saved.”

“Bruno…?” I wiped his blood off my face. “What happened to him?”

“His soul was taken, too.”

I dropped the mirrors and gaped in horrified disbelief. Thousands of skeletons littered the ground around me, along with gory pieces of Bruno.

Swallowing down the nausea rising in my throat, I turned to Granny Annabel. “The Pope doesn’t mess around.”

“The Holy One is a warrior in the battle against evil.”

“That old guy?”

“Age has nothing to do with it,” Granny huffed indignantly.

With a wince, I hurriedly added, “Sorry, I meant I couldn’t see his Holiness going toe-to-toe with a demon.”

“He has done so many times,” Granny sniffed, “as I have.”

“You’re the best demon slayer ever.”

Another volley of gunfire sounded.

Anxiety knotted my stomach as I stared up at the mesa. I had soaked my men in holy water, loaded them down with salt and reinforced the blood spell but had it been enough?

The gunfire stopped abruptly.

Was the battle over? Derek and Fabian were very good at the G.I. Joe stuff but Uncle Dante always traveled with a small army of well-trained goons. “Could you check on the guys?”

“Certainly.” She vanished.

Someone clapped loudly and a harsh voice congratulated, “Well done, you’ve come into your powers.”

I spun around.

Uncle Dante stood a few feet away, a tall scarecrow figure silhouetted by the setting sun.

My gaze settled on the gun pointed at my chest. “You gonna shoot me?”

Dante stepped into the fading light. His soulless slate-gray eyes stared coldly at me from a badly battered face. “Not unless it’s necessary. I want Montezuma’s treasure and you will find it for me.”

“Not a chance. I will never work for you again.”

He laughed. “You don’t have a choice. I have your husband.”

“He does not,” Granny inserted.

“Derek and Fabian are okay?”

“Si, they are both unharmed.”

Relief flooded me and I let my gaze rove over Uncle Dante. Something was off about him but what? “God, you’re such a liar.”

A growl rumbled deep in Dante chest. “Am I?”

I frowned. His lips hadn’t moved. My uncle’s normally immaculate black hair stood out wildly and his scalp seemed to slide about unnaturally.

“Derek’s fine and you got your ass handed to you.”

Uncle Dante carefully straightened his blood soaked suit. “The battle has not yet been won and your insolence will be punished.”

My unease grew. There was way too much blood on his suit

“Step out of the circle,” my uncle commanded.

I could feel his rage beating at me. “No and if I were you, I’d put the gun down.”

A merciless smile pulled at Dante’s mouth.

“Your sniper is dead.”

“Granny?”

“I will check.”

“Step out of the circle.”

A cold prickling ran up my spine and I warily surveyed the mounds of bones. Had something survived?

I opened my mind’s eye and the breath froze in my lungs. Holy Mother of God, that wasn’t Uncle Dante. It was Asmoday. “Don’t you ever get tired of wearing other people’s skin?”

A bellow of fury broke from Asmoday. “Step out of the circle or I will send you straight to hell.”

“If I leave the circle, I die.”

“You’re dead either way.” Asmoday raised the pistol and fired.

Something slammed into my chest and hurled me back on the table. It toppled over and I fell to the cold, cold earth. Struggling to breathe, a terrible roaring filled my ears and everything faded to black.





Chapter Seventeen
“Welcome to hell,” a raspy voice gloated.

Welcome to hell, welcome to hell echoed over and over again in my head, shocking me back to consciousness.

I shot upright, groaned and clamped a hand to my chest. Sonvabitch! Getting shot hurt like a mother.

My eyes widened in horror as an unending blackness stared back. Had I gone blind? The only sound was an eerie moaning, like a chorus of lost souls wailing a dirge.

A light flared in the darkness, then another and another and another until I could make out a vast cavern. Strange contorted rocks reared from the floor. Some seemed to writhe in nameless agony, while others clawed at the air as if to escape some unspeakable horror.

Shit! What was I doing back in the Cavern of Damned? I never left the circle. Was I dead? I didn’t feel dead. Then again, I had met some ghosts who didn’t know they were dead either. If I was dead, I shouldn’t feel any pain, right? I wiped blood off my cut lip. Or bleed?

I rubbed my throbbing chest. Man it hurt. It felt like I had been kicked by a mule. A very angry mule. I pulled up my t-shirt and examined the

bullet lodged in my borrowed vest. Nope. The bullet hadn’t killed me. “So, what the freak am I doing here?”

“My master sent you here,” Aunt Sophie hissed with glee.

I was absofuckinglutely screwed. Climbing to my feet, I watched as she slithered towards me.

My aunt’s demon side had definitely taken over. Her body had transformed into a creepy half-human, half-snake monstrosity with yellow puss oozing from what was left of her face.

“Do you have antibiotics in hell? Cuz it looks like you need a whole shit load.”

Aunt Sophie’s tailed flicked out, cracking me across the shoulders and throwing me into a boulder.

Owie! Goddamn, that smarted a bit. I pulled myself upright.

“You’re insolence will no longer be tolerated.”

“Sorry, no need to get all menopausal on me.”

Her tail whipped out again and the next thing I knew I was smacking face first into another boulder.

Who knew there were so many rocks in hell? I swiped at the blood running from my nose. “I said I was sorry, I just figured you don’t have any mirrors in hell and you’d want to do something about your pitiful face.”

Sophie let out a roar and charged me.

I bolted and yelled over my shoulder, “At least you don’t have to worry about all those wrinkles anymore.”

“Quit provoking her,” Granny Annabel whispered in my head.

I whispered back, “I figured if I get her mad enough she might do something stupid.”

“Like kill you?”

“Good point.”

“You must get to the sword.”

“Sword? What sword? I don’t see any swords.”

“The sword in the wall.”

I glanced around wildly. “Where?”

“To your left.”

Geeze Louise there was a sword buried in the wall. Silver light pulsed and danced around the hilt.

“Who would have thunk it? Oh wait! King Arthur!”

“Quickly, you must claim Excalibur before she kills you.”

Say what? “I think I’ve been hit in the head way too many times because it sure sounded like you said Excalibur.”

“I did.”

“Huh? Okey-dokey. Just checking.” Go figure.

Excalibur in hell not Avalon? What were the chances of that happening?

Granny snapped, “Focus!”

“Hey, no need to yell. The trip to this dimension has left me a bit muzzy headed and kinda freaked out.”

“Do you wish to spend eternity in this place?”

“God, no.”

“Then get it together or you will.”

I took in the stony, eternally flat otherness dotted with monuments to the dead and the cold fist of reality shattered my daze. I could die in this place.

“You ruined everything,” Aunt Sophie screamed behind me. A loud crack sounded.

I did a fast tuck and roll and Sophie’s tail missed me by a scant inch.

Ducking behind a convenient boulder, I yelled, “News flash you psychotic bitch, I’m not dying so you can become some big mucky muck in the demon world.”

“You ruined everything,” she screamed again.

“Everything!

“Gee, I think my give a damn button is busted.”

“I signed a covenant to deliver you to Asmoday.

A covenant! Do you know what that means?”

“You shouldn’t sign a contract when you can’t deliver the goods?”

“Oh I delivered a virgin but Asmoday was not pleased with the old nun. She died too quickly.”

“You are one sick bitch.”

“It is my duty to fulfill my master’s need.”

“And it’s my duty to kill you.”

Aunt Sophie’s babbled on insanely, “You destroyed everything I’ve been working for. All you had to do was remain a virgin. How hard was that?

It’s not like men were beating down your door.

Once Asmoday devoured your untainted soul, he promised me I would rule at his side.”

“What are you, stupid? Demons don’t keep their promises.”

“He would have,” Aunt Sophie screamed. “Now all he promises is endless suffering.”

“That’s why they call it hell,” I muttered and darted behind a stone statue of a knight in medieval armor. Wow, the workmanship was incredible. I looked around. There must be dozens of them. Lifelike, frozen in mid-stride, weapons held ready and their faces.

Holy Mother of God their faces. I had never seen such utter terror and their mouths were forever frozen in agonized screams.

Aunt Sophie hissed nearby. “Do you like Asmoday’s shrine to human foolishness?”

“Or maybe it’s a shrine to human bravery,” I answered, ducking behind another knight.

My aunt slid between two statues and a forked tongue flicked from her ruined mouth as if testing the air.

Oh crap! Before I could move, her tail suddenly slashed across my back, sending me tumbling head over heels into the wall. Dazed, I sucked in a painful breath and struggled to my feet. Thank God for Derek’s vest or that blow would have cut me in half.

I wobbled unsteadily and grabbed a hold of the sword for balance. I looked down. Oh ick! I was

standing on a human skeleton wearing armor. A sword was still clutched in one bony hand.

Dear God, the entire floor was covered with armored clad skeletal warriors. My jaw tightened with determination. I would not die in this place.

Excalibur pulsed brightly beneath my hand and power surged up my arm. Yikes. I tried to yank my hand away but it was locked around the hilt. A healing energy filled my body and suddenly I felt great.

“My master has found another use for you,”

Aunt Sophie raved madly. “I’m not allowed to kill you just yet, but I will. I most assuredly will.”

Buzzed on power, I slid the sword out of the wall and turned to face my psychotic aunt.

She gaped at me. “Only the pure of heart can wield Excalibur.”

“And your point is?”

“You’re a slut.”

I held up my left hand. “Hey, I married the man I slept with. Not like some people I know who will fuck anything. Be it man, woman or demon. Ya know, I’m kinda curious, does Asmoday have a penis or just a really big tongue?”

“You will find out soon enough.”

“No, I won’t.” I swung Excalibur in intricate dance of cuts and parries. “Cuz, I’m gonna cut his fucking head off.”

A croaking little laugh broke from Aunt Sophie.

“Do you think that pathetic sword will save you?”

“Pretty much. Uncle Aldo insisted that we all have combat training and if I say so myself, I’m pretty good with a sword.”

“Shall we put that to a test?” Her tail whipped towards me.

My training kicked in and with one swing of the magical blade, I severed it. I flinched as hot yellow-green blood sprayed over me. Oh ick!

My aunt’s shrieks of agonized fury reverberated off the cavern walls.

I back away slowly. Was she getting bigger? Oh hell, she was.

“Now you die.”

“I thought Asmoday needed me alive?”

Aunt Sophie hissed like an angry cat. “I’ve die a thousand deaths, what’s one more.” She drew herself up and pointed one ravaged hand at the grotesque graveyard. “Quod mox ut potuero, succinte transferam!”

The skeletal warriors rose to their feet and charged towards me with swords raised.

Holy crap!

In my head Granny Annabel whispered, “Dominus unus morsellus.”

I repeated her chant, “Dominus unus morsellus.”

Blue fire shot from Excalibur, hitting the first three warriors. A strange whooping wail escaped from them as they crumbled to dust.

“Their souls are now free.”

Their joy rolled over me with an almost orgasmic intensity . Wow! What a high. Then it hit me. This is was what I was meant to do. What I had been training for my entire life. I was a demon slayer just like Granny Annabel and my mother.

“Let’s free the rest of them.”

A shadow loomed behind me. I spun, ducked another warrior’s attempt to decapitate me.

Jaws clacking madly it swung at me again.

I blocked the blow, kicked it in the chest, knocking it back into the path of two other warriors. Like dominoes, they all toppled to the ground.

Blinding blue flames shot from Excalibur.

The instant it touched the skeletal warriors they turned into dust.

The remaining warriors encircled me. I deflected a sword thrust, parried another and ducked a third.

Aunt Sophie cackled madly. “There are too many for you to fight and they are going to chop you into tiny little pieces.”

Unfortunately, my aunt was one hundred percent correct. I was outnumbered a hundred to one. Out of sheer desperation, I drew on my power buzz and threw everything I had into the sword.

“Dominus unus morsellus.”

Blue fire spewing from Excalibur, I spun in a circle. The skeletal warriors disintegrated around me. Dizzily, I came to a stop and watched as

hundreds of blue orbs whizzed gleefully around me before vanishing through the cavern’s ceiling.

I did a little happy dance. Yee-flippin’-haw! I’m still alive. How incredible is that? My gaze fastened on the knights. “Will it work on the statues, too?”

“It will,” Granny answered.

I raised Excalibur and released a blast of blue flames.

The flames instantly vaporized the statues and dozens of blue orbs shot out of the cavern.

Pumping my fist, I did another happy dance. “I rock! Yes, I do. I’m a bad-ass demon slayer and freer of lost souls. Asmoday has met his match!”

My grandmother groaned.

A thunderous roar shook the cavern and an enormous boulder appeared out of nowhere, streaking towards me.

Or not! The demon king wanted to squash me like a bug. I ran to the left.

Like a heat seeking missile, it veered to the left.

I ran to the right.

The boulder turned to the right.

I zigzagged.

It zigzagged.

Horror clenched my stomach. The boulder menacing presence kept getting close and closer. A thick cloud of dust trailed in its wake. “What do I do? What do I do?”

“You die,” my aunt chortled.

A feral snarl pulled at my mouth. If I was going down, that bitch was going with me. Spinning around I sprinted towards the boulder and at the last instant, somersaulted out of range.

Using the dust to cloak me, I ran back at Aunt Sophie.

The boulder whooshed behind me.

My aunt’s eyes bugged when she saw the boulder hurtling towards her.

I dove over a rocky outcrop.

A loud boom sounded and debris rained down on me.

I took a quick peek round the outcrop and my jaw dropped. “Damn.” Instead of pieces of Aunt Sophie littering the area, shattered pieces of the boulder were scattered around.

My aunt brushed the dust off what was left of her clothing and speared me with a hate-filled gaze. “Now you die.”

Scrambling to my feet, I ran for my life. That would teach me to get cocky.

“There is no escape for you,” Aunt Sophie shouted.

“You have failed me yet again, Sophie,”

Asmoday disembodied voice growled.

“No master, I haven’t,” my aunt cried. “I haven’t. Please. I can and will get you the dagger and another virgin.”

“Do so or you’ll spend eternity in the pit.”

Ducking behind a pinnacle of stone, I surveyed the growing darkness uneasily. Was the big bad coming, too?

A long serpentine shadow slithered towards me.

Nope, just my nasty ass aunt.

“You ruined everything,” Sophie wailed, visibly frightened.

“Oh pleeze. Take responsibility for your own actions. If you hadn’t sold your soul to Asmoday, we wouldn’t be here.”

Fury contorted her face. “You little, self-righteous bitch, I’m going rip your traitorous heart from your chest and eat it.”

“Traitorous? Are you fucking kidding me? The only traitor here is you and Uncle Dante. Oh! By the way, he’s dead.”

“You lie!”

“You’re connected psychically. Can you sense him?”

“Noooooo!’ Her howl of grief and rage echoed around the cavern.

“He died at your master’s hand.”

“Your precious husband killed him and now he will know my pain.” Growing some really awesome fangs and claws, Aunt Sophie barreled towards me with eyes blazing red fire.

Did I have a big mouth or what? Gripping Excalibur tightly, I watched in horror as she kept getting bigger and bigger. “Granny? I could use some help.”

“You must strike her heart.”

Oh joy. That meant I had to get up close and personal with that monster. Running away as fast as I could seemed like a better alternative.

Granny’s calm presence filled me. “You can do this.”

My mouth went dry and my heart began to pound. “Yeah, nothing to it. How hard can it be to kill a two ton demon?”

Aunt Sophie’s neck elongated and needle sharp teeth snapped at me.

Pretty damned hard. Quickly rolling under her belly, I thrust Excalibur hard into her unprotected flesh and twisted it.

My aunt’s feral screams of agony reverberated off the walls.

Something wrapped itself around my waist and catapulted me across the cavern. I hit the rocky floor hard. Black spots dancing in front of my eyes, I reached for Excalibur but the sword wasn’t there.

Shit! Shit! Shit! Where did it go?

“Did you lose your precious little sword?” Her tail flicked back and forth like a cat’s.

Great, she could regenerate body parts.

Silver light pulsed in the darkness.

Excalibur! I ran for it.

Aunt Sophie pounced.

Like some crazy kamikaze Ninja, I somersaulted away from my aunt’s raking claws. That fucking tail latched onto my ankle, yanked me off my feet and dragged me back.

A massive hand closed around my neck and lifted me until I stared into the eyes of madness.

“There is no escape for you, my pretty.”

I pried frantically at her claws; she was slowly cutting off my air.

Puss dripped from Sophie’s horrific mouth.

“Shall I eat your legs first or your arms?”

Blackness filled my vision and I knew I was about to die. From somewhere deep inside me came an angry defiance. A fierce determination to live and an overwhelming need to kill the obscenity in front of me. My hand closed around the knife Derek had given me and I shoved it into her neck.

Aunt Sophie reared back with an astonished shriek and released me.

As I fell, I yanked the knife free.

With a furious growl, my aunt’s head whipped down.

Ducking the snapping teeth, I drove the knife into her heart.

Her eyes widened in shock. “It’s silver.”

“Yep and blessed by the Pope himself.” I backed away as my aunt’s skin began to bubble and blacken.

“Noooo! This can’t happen. It’s not possible.

Asmoday told me only your mother had the power to destroy me and if I wanted to live I had to kill her. So I did.”

Shock roiled over me in horrific waves. “You killed my parents.”

“I had no choice. Zina would have stopped me from becoming what I am.”

“A murdering bitch?”

“A necromancer capable of raising an army of the dead for Asmoday and the only one who can fulfill Zoroastian’s prophesy.”

I was almost afraid to ask. “What’s Zoroastian’s prophesy?”

“The dead shall walk the Earth and Asmoday will reign for a thousand years.”

Wouldn’t that be fun? “The dead won’t walk the Earth and Asmoday will never rule. Cuz you’re one dead bitch.”

“Asmoday’s never wrong. I can’t die by your hand,” Aunt Sophie spat.

Granny

Annabel’s

disembodied

voice

announced sadly, “He showed you what he wanted you to see. Zelda is the mirror image of her mother.”

“I killed the wrong one?” Aunt Sophie’s eyes filled with an odd fanatical light and she snapped, “A mistake I can easily correct.” Her tail whipped out, sending me flying backwards into a stone pinnacle. “You will spend eternity in hell.”

I climbed to my feet, fighting to stay conscious, fighting to move through the pain of a broken rib.

“No, I won’t but you will.”

With a thunderous roar, her great gaping maw snapped at me.

Teeth gritted against the pain, I sprinted insanely for Excalibur and grabbed the sword. The

minute my hand closed around the hilt, healing energy flowed through me and I spun around to face the demon. Oh ick! Her skin was liquefying and dripping off her in thick torrents of ooze.

“I’m melting,” my aunt squalled in horror.

“Make it stop. Make it stop. Please help me.”

“Help you? Sure.” With one swing of Excalibur, I chopped her head off.

Aunt Sophie’s body disintegrated into a puddle of slimy yellow ooze.

I glanced down at my shoes. Nope. No ruby red slippers, but the wicked witch was definitely dead.

“Ding fucking dong.”

“Come home to me, Angel,” Derek murmured in my head.

I might not be in Kansas anymore but home sounded damned good. I focused on Derek and said, “Cuidam dicitur autem morsellus. There’s no place like home.”

The stone in Excalibur’s hilt pulsed brightly and a cocoon of energy engulfed me.

“There’s no place like home.”





Chapter Eighteen
“There’s no place like home.” The cocoon vanished and I was standing back in my circle with Excalibur clasped firmly to my chest. A shudder of relief shook me. Hallefrickinlujah. I had made it.

“Angel!” It was a joyous cry of relief.

I spun around and met Derek’s gaze. His eyes were full of possessive pride, joy and love.

I stepped out of the circle. “Miss me, snookums?”

His mouth brushed over mine in a light caress.

“What do you think? You’re my heart, my soul and without you I could never have sex again.”

“Funny man.” I leaned in and nipped his lower lip. “I fought my way out of hell for you.”

Derek examined my bloody, battered face, torn clothing and the yellow gunk decorating my hair.

“Looks like my warrior princess kicked some demon butt.”

“I did.”

“You’re one of a kind, Angel.” He tugged me closer. “But next time you pay a visit to hell, I’m coming with you.”

A smile curved my mouth. “Will ya now? It’s a damn scary place.”

“Things that go bump in the night don’t scare me.” Derek gave me a long, tender kiss. “But if I lost you, I would lose the other half of my soul.”

Elation filled me. He really did love me. Now if I could only get him to say it out loud. “Aw, I have my very own Prince Charming. Who said romance was dead?”

Derek grinned and held out a smashed candy bar. “What’s romance without chocolate?”

I took the slightly gooey bar. It wasn’t Godiva but my man was definitely trying. “Next you’ll be telling me you’re a happily ever after kinda guy.”

He took my grubby hand and kissed it gallantly.

“I am now.”

“Bella!” Fabian burst out of the motor home with a grinning Ed hot on his heels.

“You survived hell,” my cousin cried and threw his arms around me.

“I’m a bit surprised myself.” I winced as Fabian crushed me in a bear hug

Growling, Derek pried me loose from Fabian.

“Can’t you see she’s injured?”

“It’s nice to have you back, ma’am,” Ed said, his concerned gaze roved over me.

“It’s not as bad as it looks.”

My cousin voiced his outrage. “Who did this?”

“Sophie. She kept whacking me with her tail.”

Fabian repeated in astonishment. “Sophie has a tail?”

“Had. Had a tail.” The events of the last couple of hours hit me with a vengeance. A tear rolled

down my cheek and I began to shake uncontrollably. Omigod, I had actually gone to hell and lived to tell about it. What were the odds of that happening? A zillion to one? I sucked in a horrified breath. Had I really killed Aunt Sophie? Or could Asmoday resurrect her? Would I have to kill her over and over again?

My husband’s big arms enfolded me in a comforting hug. “It’s okay. It’s just a little adrenaline crash. It’ll pass. You’re safe now.”

“Safe? I won’t be safe until that monster, Asmoday, is permanently imprisoned in the Ninth Hell.”

Derek stroked my back soothingly. “I have Charlemagne’s Sword. If that demon comes anywhere near you, I’ll chop his fucking head off.”

A hysterical giggle escaped me. “I chopped Aunt Sophie’s head off. It was so easy. One swing of Excalibur and bam! She’s a puddle of stinky ooze. Does that make me a bad person?”

Ed patted my shoulder awkwardly. “You did what was necessary to survive, ma’am.”

“She was trying to eat me,” I added with a shudder of remembrance.

Outrage and confusion crossed my cousin’s face. “Sophie’s a cannibal?”

“No, a big, fucking two ton demon,” I corrected.

“A demon that needed killing,” Derek snapped, his eyes burning with suppressed rage.

“More than you can ever know. She was truly evil and mad as a Hatter. It’s just… I’ve never…” I wiped at the tears.

“Killed anyone,” Fabian finished for me.

“Yes. I thought I wouldn’t have any regrets but…” I rubbed the front of Derek’s shirt. “I’m getting blood and demon gunk on you.”

“I don’t give a fuck about the blood or demon gunk or how that bitch died. All I care about is you’re alive and you’re home.”

I handed Excalibur to Fabian and wrapped my arms around Derek’s waist. I was home.

Granny Annabel materialized next to us. “I am so proud of you, bella. You have accepted your destiny.”

Sometimes destiny sucked. “It was great freeing all those souls but killing Sophie was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. I mean, she was your daughter and family.”

“That creature was not part of our family. My Sophie died the day she murdered your mother and father and became that demon’s spawn.”

Pain twisted my heart. “Why didn’t you tell me? I had the right to know.”

Derek kissed my forehead and his arms tightened around me. “She was trying to protect you.”

“Protect me?”

Granny’s ghostly hand touched my cheek. “I could not…would not risk losing you, too. Before I

told you the truth, you had to be strong enough to defeat her.”

Derek picked me up. “Let’s get you inside and I’ll give Hank a call.”

“Excalibur’s magic healed most of my injuries.”

My husband cocked an incredulous eyebrow. “A magic sword, huh? Hank’s still checking you out.”

Fabian chuckled, “Excalibur?” He held up the sword and his eyes bugged out. “Dios Mio! It is Excalibur!”

I looked over Derek’s shoulder. “It sure is.”

“How?”

“You know the whole sword in the stone thing?”

“You are joking?”

“No. Excalibur and a bunch of knights were trapped in the Ninth Hell for centuries.”

“Until you freed them,” Granny inserted proudly. “A feat many have tried and failed to accomplish.”

A murderous roar reverberated off the mesa.

Derek calmly surveyed the area. “Asmoday?”

I clung to him. “Yes. Guess he realized I escaped his realm and killed his minion.”

My husband’s eyes were hard and menacing.

“Don’t worry, Angel. I’m going to introduce him to the sharp, pointy end of Charlemagne’s Sword.”

Implacable resolve stamped on his face, Fabian raised Excalibur. “We’ll send him to hell permanently.”

“It will take Asmoday several days to rebuild his power,” Granny advised.

I leaned my head against Derek’s shoulder.

“Good. I need a bath. I reek of hell.”

Fabian quipped, “I wondered what that stench was.”

My husband kissed me gently. “You smell great to me.”

“You, my love, are a liar.”

Laughing, Derek carried me inside the motor home and down the hallway to the bathroom. “Do you want something to eat or drink?”

“A Coke would be great.

“Ed bring Zelda a Coke.”

“Yes, sir,” Ed hurried off.

My husband set me down on the toilet and gave Fabian a sharp glare. “Out.”

“There is something I must show you,” Fabian said, totally ignoring him.

Derek got in his face. “You can show her later, after she’s had time to catch her breath and clean up.”

“I think it is important bella knows now,”

Fabian growled poking my husband in the chest with his index finger. “Back off.”

Jumping to my feet, I wiggled between the two men and pointed to Aunt Sophie’s ring. “Didn’t we already have the testosterone talk?”

They both took a quick step back.

“Easy Angel.”

“You let her keep the ring?”

One look at their predatory expressions and I let the tears flow down my face and sobbed, “I just came back from hell and all I want hot shower and something cold to drink. Is that too much to ask?”

Ed squashed his bulk into the itty-bitty bathroom and handed me my Coke. “Here ya go ma’am.”

“Thanks Ed. You’re wonderful.” I sniffed loudly. “Not like some men I know.” Geezus, who would have thought three large men, would fit into this tiny room at the same time?

Fabian placed a gentle kiss on my bloody cheek. “Sorry, bella, it can wait. Come Ed there is still much to be done.”

“Thank you,” I sniffled, making a big production of wiping away my tears.

Derek quickly shut and locked the door. “Nicely done.”

“Why thank you, sugar. I’d do just about anything to get my shower and spend some time with my snookums.” I popped the top on the Coke and took a long drink. It was pure ambrosia.

Slanting me a black look, my husband turned the shower water on and started stripping.

I eyed Derek’s chest and flat abdomen rippling with muscles. Hoo boy! Definitely a twelve pack.

My gaze dropped and I swallowed hard. His erect penis jutted over heavy testicles. “I see Mister Happy wants to play.”

“He can play later.” Derek tugged my t-shirt off and examined the bullet lodged in the vest. A killing rage filled his eyes. “That bastard shot you.”

“He did.” I kissed him.

Derek kissed me back, took control and ravished my mouth. “That fucking demon is gonna regret hurting you.”

I stroked Mister Happy. “Oh he definitely will.”

A groan escaped my husband and his hand clamped over mine. “I need to check you over.”

“I’m okay. It’s just a bunch of bruises.”

His callused hand stroked over my badly bruised ribs. “You might have a couple of broken ribs.”

“Had,” I corrected and ran my finger over the tip of his penis.

Derek hissed. “I thought you wanted a shower.”

“I do but can’t we do both?” I needed his touch. I needed to feel the warmth of his body against mine. I needed to chase away the horrific memories of hell, of the needless suffering and my aunt’s part in all of it.

“Hell yes.” In record time, he had my clothes off and we were under the streaming hot water.

Holding my face up to the spray, I let it wash away the blood and demon gunk. It was pure bliss.

My husband poured shampoo into his hands and worked it into my scalp. Marriage definitely had its perks.

I slid my hands around to his nice, firm butt and kneaded it. “You’ve got a great ass.”

His large soapy hands caressed my breasts.

“And you’ve got a great pair of tits.”

“Be still my heart.”

Derek nipped at my neck. “You want poetry and pretty words?”

“No, I want you inside me now.”

The muscles of his hard torso flexed with a sinuous strength as he lifted me.

I wrapped my legs around his hips and his cock slid home. A moan tore from me at the delicious stretching feeling.

“Like that?” He thrust into me in a steady rhythm designed to make my nervous system short circuit.

“Ohhh yes.” Every touch, every kiss twisted the coil of arousal tighter and tighter until spikes of ecstasy roared through me.

His decadent tongue never stopped moving as Derek pounded into me with deep, strong strokes.

Multiple orgasms shook my body and I came apart in his arms.

Fabian banged on the bathroom door. “Bella’s injured yet you ravish her like some starving wolf?”

I could feel the color rising in my cheeks. Had I been screaming again? “I like being ravished.”

Derek kissed my nose. “And I like ravishing you.”

My cousin pounded on the door again. “Unlock this door. Now! I wish to see that my cousin is unharmed.”

“Get lost, you Italian gigolo,” Derek bellowed.

“Gigolo? The ravening beast calls me a gigolo?

Hank come talk some sense into your boss,” Fabian commanded.

“I’m gonna muck up that pretty face of his,”

Derek growled, pulling out of me.

I slid down his fine body. “Did you forget your promise to me, sugar?”

“No, ma’am, I haven’t.” His fists unclenched.

“No pounding the crap out of relatives. No matter how much they deserve it.”

“Good boy,” I said, petting Mister Happy.

“You’re killing me, Angel.”

His cock swelled in my hand. “It’s a great way to die.”

“I did tell you, you’d be screaming my name and begging for more.” Derek groaned as I ran my tongue along his hard length.

“It’s your turn to scream.” My mouth closed around him and I suckled the broad head of his penis.

A hesitant tap sounded on the door. “Boss?”

Derek hissed through gritted teeth. “Give us a minute, Hank.”

“Yes, sir.”

His hips bucked as I drew him into my mouth and explored him with my tongue.

Another knock.

“Boss? The Sheriff’s heading our way. There’s radio chatter about a big pile of bones, gunfire and bodies,” Ed advised.

With a moan, Derek pulled free of my mouth.

“Rain check?”

I glared at the door. “This is supposed to be my honeymoon.”

“How does two weeks in Maui sound?”

“Perfect. Just the two of us?”

“Yes ma’am.” His hot mouth moved over mine.

Granny Annabel popped into the bathroom and chided, “Children, there will be plenty of time for that later.”

I let out a long sigh. “Really? I find that hard to believe. I seem to be surrounded by demons, spirits and pesky relatives.”

“You must destroy the bones before the Sheriff arrives,” Granny instructed, floating around for a better look at my husband’s penis Derek quickly wrapped a towel around his hips.

“Can you stall him?”

An evil smile crossed Granny’s face. “With pleasure.” She vanished.

“Omigod, are you nuts?”

“No, I just want to spend time with my wife.”

Derek mouth closed over mine in a soul-rocking kiss.

A warm glow formed in my chest. He called me his wife.

Fabian banged on the door. “Don’t make me come in there.”

Derek roared, “Get away from the fucking door before I shoot you.”

My cousin laughed. “You do not have a gun.”

Derek pulled a Glock from under a towel and cocked it. “I’m always armed.”

I quickly grabbed his hand. “We’ll be out in a minute, Fabian, and I’ll need Excalibur.”

“Anything for you, bella.”

“C’mon, let’s get this wrapped up so we can spend a month in paradise.”

My husband dropped a quick kiss on my mouth.

“A month, huh?”

“At least.” Wrapping a towel around myself, I headed for the bedroom and some fresh clothing.

I came to an abrupt halt and stared at a twelve inch hand carved Aztec statue sitting on the dresser. It was the turquoise and gold statue from my vision. “How?”

“Granny Annabel had me retrieve it while you were in hell,” Fabian said from behind me.

“Wasn’t that a bit dangerous?”

“No,” Derek growled, “it wasn’t. Asmoday’s and Sophie’s attention was completely focused on you. He simply swam down and fetched it.”

“No Aztec booby traps?

Fabian gave Derek a shark-like smile and his grip tightened on Excalibur. “There were none, bella.”

“Evidently the Aztec thought eight thousand guardian spirits were enough protection,” Hank added from the doorway.

“And they’d be right.” I quickly took Excalibur from Fabian before he decided to stick the pointy

end in my husband. “I’m starving. Could I get you to fix me one of your wonderful Grinder subs?”

“Si, bella.” Shooting Derek a deadly look, he turned on his heel and left.

Hank’s professional gaze roamed over me.

“Geezus. Who beat the crap out of you?”

“My Aunt Sophie.” I sighed in relief as the sword’s magic flowed through me, taking away all my aches and pains.

“She hit you with her cane?”

“No. Her tail.” I grabbed some underwear from my bag.

“Right. She’s the one that became a demon.

You’ve got one weird ass family, ma’am.”

“Hank,” Derek growled in warning.

“He’s right, I do. Just wait until you meet the rest of them.”

“I live for the moment,” my husband quipped.

Hank’s eyes widen in astonishment as my bruises began disappearing right before his eyes.

“How?”

“Excalibur’s a magical sword.”

He touched a vanishing bruise on my shoulder.

“Trying to put me out of business, boss?”

“Nope, you’re an essential part of our team and the plan.”

I tugged up my slipping towel. “Plan? What plan?”

Derek grinned. “Dante and his band of terrorists were planning on releasing a hallucinogen at the Sun Dance Film Festival in Park City.”

“Oh and your team of…?”

“Homeland Security agents intercepted them outside of Kanab and during the firefight some of the hallucinogen was released.”

“This hallucinogen makes people see demons and spirits and things that go bump in the night?”

“Exactly and courtesy of your cousin, Sebastian, Dante and his gang of thugs now have ties to a Taliban group called Harakat Mujahidin,”

my husband added.

“Neat plan and it explains all the dead bodies you left littering the countryside.”

“That it does.”

“Since you don’t need my services, ma’am, I’ll let you get dressed,” Hank said and closed the door behind him.

“Alone at last,” I said and dropped my towel.

Fabian pounded on the door, “I have your sub, bella.”

Crap. That was quick. “Okay, thanks, I’ll be right out.”

 

Lights flashing and siren wailing, a patrol car skidded to a stop in front of the Airstream. The Sheriff bolted from the car with a gun in one hand and looked around wildly. I let the curtains drop and turned an accusing gaze on my husband. “You just had to sic Granny on him.”

 

He gave me an unrepentant grin. “I needed some time with my wife.”

An answering grin pulled at my mouth. “We do have to keep Mister Happy satisfied.”

“That we do.”

The Sheriff screamed, “Stay away from me!

Stay away from me!”

Rolling my eyes, I grabbed Excalibur and headed for the door. “You get to calm that poor guy down, sugar.”

Derek saluted me sharply. “Yes, ma’am.”

I couldn’t wait to see my husband’s face when he finally saw Granny in her big, scary monster form. I hurried down the steps and took a quick look.

Granny Annabel had taken on Asmoday’s true form. An enormous horned serpent with glittering red scales and a mouth full of awesome fangs.

Grinning, I watched Derek and Ed come to a complete stop and stare in utter disbelief.

Welcome to my world.

A hand on his blessed cross, Derek dropped the screaming Sheriff with a quick blow to the neck.

The air rippled around Asmoday and an instant later my grandmother stood there with an amused smile on her face. “This is so much fun.”

Ed sputtered in disbelief, “Fun?”

“Granny’s got a mean streak.”

With an indignant huff, Granny Annabel vanished.

Hank peered cautiously around the Hummer.

“Is it safe to come out?”

“Yes, Granny won’t hurt you.”

Ed glanced around warily. “You’re sure about that?”

“Yes. She just loves scaring the living bejeesus out of people.”

Fabian sauntered up. “Was she doing Asmoday again?”

“Yep.”

Derek wrapped a protective arm around me.

“That’s what Asmoday looks like?”

“Pretty scary, huh?”

“Geezus. He’s the size of a house,” Hank added.

“Sending the demon king back to the Ninth Hell won’t be easy.” I pointed Excalibur at the skeletal remains of the Aztec warriors. “Dominus unus morsellus vindolan.”

Blue flames danced over the bones and they crumbled to dust.

Turning to my husband, I asked, “Now what are we going to do with the Sheriff?”

“We give him the antidote,” Derek answered.

“We have a mystical antidote?”

Hank grinned and held up a vial. “One shot and they’re as good as new.”

I took the vial. “It’s B.”

“Yes, ma’am, and it works like magic.” Hank bent down and injected the sheriff as he began to regain consciousness.

“Do I get a Homeland Security badge, too?”

“You get anything you want, Angel,” Derek answered, his eyes full of love.

“Cool. I want the biggest box of Godiva chocolate you can find.”





Chapter Nineteen
The Fates must be laughing their asses off. The gold and turquoise statue of the Aztec moon goddess Coyotxauhqui led us right back to the Superstition Mountains. Go figure.

Now I got to add the Thunder God to my list of things to kill. Did the powers to be really think I didn’t have enough to do? I mean, c’mon, give me a fucking break. There was no way I could kill two demons at the same time.

I glared at Derek in the driver’s seat. “Where’s my chocolate?”

He patted my leg absently. “It’s coming.”

“By Carrier pigeon?” I closed my eyes and sighed. God, was I such a cranky butt.

Derek wrapped a big hand around my neck.

“It’s going to be okay.”

Was it? The thought of facing Asmoday again gave me the willies. If I didn’t get some chocolate soon, I was going to have a meltdown of biblical proportions.

The rising sun spilled over the jagged edge of the mountains revealing the trash covered parking lot of the Lost Dutchman’s Park. A semi-truck and Black Hawk helicopter waited for us.

Derek brought the Hummer to a stop by the semi.

I looked around the nearly empty lot. “What happened to my Sonata?”

“It’s in the impound lot,” my husband answered.

“Gee bailing it out is gonna cost you.”

“What makes you think I’m paying for it?”

“It’s what husbands do, snookums.”

Hank chortled, “Snookums?”

“Shut it,” Derek commanded.

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll get your car out of impound if you stop with the snookums crap.”

“Deal,” I said, grinning.

My husband pointed to a picnic table. “I want you to sit there and stay out of trouble.”

Fabian laughed. “That’s not possible.”

I gave him the one fingered salute.

“Angel,” Derek growled in warning. “Behave yourself and go sit down.”

“And if I don’t?”

“No chocolate.”

Shit! That was just mean. I gave him a sharp salute. “Yes, sir.”

Derek swatted my butt as I sashayed off.

“Brat.”

Perched on the table, I watched Derek, Ed, Hank and Fabian carry our special Vatican delivery of holy water grenades, blessed weapons, silver and salt bullets to the helicopter. We were going in loaded for big bad demons. Didn’t that sound like fun?

A FedEx van pulled to a stop and the driver hurried over with a large gold wrapped box.

Derek signed for it and brought me my special delivery. “The biggest box of Godiva chocolate money can buy, Angel.”

About fucking time. I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him. “It’s a truly wonderful wedding gift, sugar.”

“Only the best for you, my love.”

My jaw dropped. Derek had said the L word.

A hint of nervousness in his gaze, my husband said, “You stole my heart when…”

“Boss, we’ve got a problem,” Hank called from inside the semi.

Letting out a frustrated sigh, Derek yelled, “I’ll be right there.”

“We can talk later,” I reassured him.

“Wouldn’t bet on it.” Dropping a hard kiss on my mouth, he stalked over to the semi-truck.

“What’s so fucking important?”

“This,” Hank replied and Derek climbed into the truck.

Hopping back on the table, I tore the pretty gold wrapping off and opened the box of chocolate.

I let my eyes wander over the contents.

Decisions.

Decisions.

I grabbed my favorite roasted almond truffle and took a bite. My eyes rolled back in my head.

Omigod, orgasm by chocolate.

“I need to find a woman like you,” Fabian groused, throwing his backpack in the helicopter.

“Short and fat?”

Derek walked back and dropped a kiss on my head. “You’re not fat. You’re curvy.”

“Aw, you’re so sweet.”

“It is as I said. You are easily pleased,” Fabian said.

“So?”

My cousin plopped down next to me. “The women I date all want champagne, caviar and diamonds. You are happy with a bullet-proof vest and chocolate.”

“I like chocolate and people keep shooting at me.”

“You need to stop dating super models,” Derek added, plucking a chocolate from the box.

“I like beautiful women.”

“You like the Barbie doll type who wears a size zero and has breast implants bigger than her IQ,” I corrected.

Fabian thought about it for a moment and shrugged. “I will endeavor to find an ugly woman.”

“You do that.” I turned my attention to Derek.

“What’s the problem?”

“A safe and no combination.”

“Not a problem,” Fabian and I said in unison.

Color me freaked out. The safe contained an ancient manuscript and a vial of Lucifer’s blood.

The holy document gave us step by step instructions on how to close an entrance to the

underworld. The Apaches did call the Superstition Mountains the Devil’s playground. But, damn, an entrance to the nine hells?

“In exchange for the holy weapons Aldo had to promise the Pope we would close the entrance,”

Granny Annabel disembodied voice advised.

“We live to serve the Vatican,” I grumbled.

“What I want to know is how in the hell did they get a vial of Lucifer’s blood?”

Fabian shuddered. “No, you do not.”

“I have to agree with him,” Ed said.

“Better not to know,” Hank added.

“Let’s get a move on it, we’re wasting daylight,” Derek ordered and we all trooped over to the helicopter.

 

The morning sun cast a golden glow over the one thousand foot column of volcanic rock called Weaver’s Needle. The needle’s shadow would supposedly lead you right to the Lost Dutchman’s gold. What a bunch of hooey. The majority of the idiots who searched for the mine usually ended up dead or mad as a Hatter.

 

The hunt for the gold started way back in when Conquistador Francisco Coronado tramped across the southwest for four years searching for the fabled seven cities of gold, Cibola. What he and the other treasure hunters didn’t realize was there were no seven cities of gold. There were seven caverns of gold.

Aztlan, the Aztec’s legendry homeland, was located beneath the mountains in these caverns.

All I had to do was find the entrance.

The Black Hawk hovered alongside Weaver’s Needle.

“Ready to do your woo-woo stuff?” Derek asked over the headphones.

“You betcha.” Spreading the map across my lap, I opened my psychic eye and reached out. An icy devouring cold touched me and nightmare images of the people being slaughtered whirled through my brain. There. The entrance to the lost cities was at Painted Rock and only a short ten minute flight away.

Could the Black Hawk land there? Of course not, so the men rappelled down and I got to ride in that swell basket again.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I crawled into the basket of death and shrieked loudly as it began twirling madly in mid-air.

The guys laughed so hard I was sure they would pee their pants. Treasure hunting was so much fun.

“You can open your eyes now, Angel, you’re on the ground.”

“Then why is everything still spinning?”

Derek pried my fingers off the basket and lifted me out. “I could always teach you how to rappel.”

I smacked his chest. “Like hell you will.”

Laughter laced his voice, “Then you’re stuck with the basket.”

“You’re a sarcastic beast.”

My husband held out my box of chocolates.

“Am I?”

Okay, maybe not. Giving him a quick kiss, I grabbed the box and sat on a convenient rock and started chowing down.

The cactus spiked hills sweltered under the unforgiving sun. What little breeze there was felt like it came straight from hell. I wiped at the sweat slithering down my face and neck.

Twenty minutes later, all the supplies were on the ground and I had eaten my way through most of the chocolate.

Derek raised an incredulous eyebrow. “You ate the entire box?”

“They were melting,” I answered, feeling a tiny bit guilty at the lie. I had stuffed the remaining candy in the pockets of my Dockers. Hey, if I was going to face Asmoday again, I needed chocolate, lots and lots of chocolate. Melted or not.

He handed me my backpack. “Lead the way.”

Shimmering mirages danced across the rocks as we hiked along the mountain top.

Unease crawled up my spine. “You sense anything, Granny?”

“Something awaits us,” her disembodied voice replied.

“That’s what I was afraid of.”

Derek scanned the area. “Hostiles?”

I nodded. “It’s either the Thunder God or Asmoday. Everyone locked and loaded?”

“Yes ma’am,” they answered in unison.

 

Painted Rock turned out to be a large horseshoe shaped sandstone ridge covered with petroglyphs. One upraised section was stained with ancient blood. The screams of the men and women the Aztecs had sacrificed on this altar echoed through my mind. A shudder shook me. Their tortured souls were still trapped here.

 

My husband wrapped a comforting arm around me. “You okay?”

“I will be after I free all these souls.”

Fabian handed me Excalibur.

Since the sword was almost as tall as me and weighed about a ton, my muscle-bound cousin got to carry it. Okay, I played the girl card. Sue me.

I pointed it at the altar. “Dominus unus morsellus vindolan.”

Hundreds of glowing blue orbs streamed from the rock, whizzed around us joyfully and vanished into the sky.

The men stared in open-mouthed astonishment.

“Pretty awesome, huh?”

Hank gasped, “Those… Those were their souls?”

“Yep.”

Ed added, “How come we can see them this time?”

Granny Annabel popped in dressed like Annie Okley, complete with guns and cowboy hat. “This is a place of magic.”

A great crack of thunder shook the ground and a chaotic mass of storm clouds boiled across the sky.

“Gosh, you think the Thunder God is still pissed at me?”

A jagged fork of lightning struck the altar, sending shards of rocks flying in every direction.

I jumped about a foot. “I guess that’s a yes.”

Derek pulled Charlemagne’s sword from the sheath on his back. “We need to find that entrance.”

An ice cold wind tickled my back. I followed it over to a grotesquely twisted mesquite tree draped with a sickly yellow fungus “It’s here along with a nasty little booby trap.”

Fabian reached out a curious finger and I smacked it. “You touch that fungus and you’re dead within an hour. Anyone have a lighter?”

My hair suddenly stood straight up from my head and acting on instinct, I raised Excalibur in the nick of time. A bolt of lightning ricocheted off the sword and bam! The mesquite tree burst into flames. “Never mind.”

Slashes of incandescent green flashed angrily across the darkened sky.

“He comes,” Granny warned.

The rotting corpse of the Apache warrior lumbered clumsily towards us. A cloud of flies buzzed madly around his head.

We all took an involuntary step backwards when the stench hit us.

“Whooeee! I thought he stunk before but wow!

That’s just nasty.”

Ed turned an interesting shade of green. “Is it a zombie?”

“Who cares? Kill it,” Derek commanded and the men unleashed a hail of salt bullets.

“Tempore. Cuidamn. Monstrata. Desopsuit de cruce,” I shouted over the gunfire.

With an unearthly wail, the Apache warrior blew up, spewing putrefied flesh in every direction.

“Oh ick!” My stomach heaved and to my horror, I threw up all my wonderful chocolate.

Fabian, Ed and Hank quickly followed suit.

Derek looked at them in disgust and handed me his canteen. “Is it safe to cut the tree down?”

Rinsing my mouth out, I nodded. “Fire kills the fungus.”

With a few powerful sword strokes, Derek cut the tree down, exposing a bricked-up entrance. “A little C should take care of this.”

Lightning crackled like fiery snakes across the boiling clouds.

“Better hurry, sugar, we just slowed him down a bit.”

Setting the timer, Derek motioned us back.

I took cover behind a large boulder and thirty seconds later, there was a small boom. A cloud of dust billowed out and pieces of sandstone brick and mortar pelted us.

I took a quick peek and the breath froze in my lungs. The darkness inside the cavern was like a black thing crawling out to engulf us.

“Sugar, could you chuck one of those holy water grenades in there?”

“Yes ma’am.” Derek hurled the grenade.

BAM! Something inside shrieked in agony.

The men all looked at me.

“Nothing to worry about, probably a ghoul or a lower demon they left to guard the place.”

Hank crossed himself. “Is it dead?”

“I sure hope so.” Turning my flashlight on, I cautiously checked the narrow tunnel for booby traps.

Derek growled in my ear, “You hope so?”

“If it’s a lower level demon, it’s dead, but if it’s not, you might want to have another grenade ready.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

I stepped cautiously into the pitch black cavern and the men quickly filed in behind me.

Granny Annabel chanted, “Carutius fornicem ripam.”

A torch flared in the darkness, then another and another and another until I could make out a vast cavern.

“Thanks Granny.” I looked around in awe.

A huge drawing of Montezuma battling a Conquistador glowed eerily on one massive wall. On the other side of the cavern was an immense sandstone cliff dwelling.

Dozens of mummified warriors lay crumpled around an arched doorway. The echoes of a long ago battle swirled through my mind and I caught a few fleeting images of their desperate fight to save their families from demons.

“Holy Mary Mother of God!”

The men closed rank around me and Derek growled, “What’s wrong?”

“It was their idiot high priest who opened the doorway to the nine hells.” I cocked my head as another image flashed into my head. “The good news is he was the first one to get eaten.”

Derek glanced around warily. “And the bad news?”

“The demons are still here.”

“Fuck,” Ed spat.

“Get this on tape, Hank, in case we have to make a run for it,” my husband instructed.

“Yes, sir.” Pulling a video camera from his pack, Hank slowly panned it round the cavern and zoomed in on the desiccated remains.

I approached the warriors cautiously. You never knew when they’d jump up and take a swing at you.

Some of the fighters petrified features peeked out from Jaguar skulls and their mummified bodies were covered in rotted panther pelts. If they weren’t already dead, it kinda made you want to sic PETA on their asses.

The others wore feathered helmets with beaks opened in a defiant scream. Each warrior had a

death grip on a round wooden shield with a few tattered feathers still attached and a carved sword.

“Funky outfits.”

My Tomb Raider bent down and examined the bodies. “The Eagles and Jaguars were the elite warrior knights of the Aztec.”

“Get out of here? Like Knights of the Round Table?”

“Somewhat but the English knights didn’t sacrifice their captives.”

“No they just pillaged and raped.” I picked up a sword and fingered the still-sharp obsidian pieces embedded in the blades’ sides. “These pitiful weapons wouldn’t do much good against demons.”

“No, but they were fierce warriors who never backed down in battle. No matter what the odds were,” my husband added with touch of respect.

“Even big, tough Navy SEALS know when to retreat,” I retorted.

Ed snagged an obsidian blade. “All that macho pride got them was dead.”

I aimed my flashlight through the doorway. The beam reflected off of thousands of bones. “And their families slaughtered.”

Fabian kicked a rotted basket out of the way and stepped inside the pueblo. “The gold has to be here.

Every nerve in my body went on red alert and I turned.

A swirling green mist oozed from a crevice and slithered across the floor.

“He’s back.”

The men spun around and each tossed a grenade.

BOOM!

BOOM!

BOOM!

BOOM!

An obscene cackle echoed around the cavern and a Jaguar fighter rose up.

“Crap. I really hate when that happens.”

Derek threw me a tense glance. “It happens a lot?”

I tightened my grip on Excalibur. “More than I’d like.”

The mummified flesh of the warrior stretched and contorted.

“That can’t be good,” Hank gasped.

“Tempore. Cuidamn. Monstrata. Desopsuit de cruce,” I shouted and blue fire shot from Excalibur’s blade.

A writhing wall of green energy shot up, blocking Excalibur’s flames and the obscene power pulsed around the Jaguar fighter. In a blink of an eye, it grew ten feet.

“Dios Mio,” Fabian gasped.

The Thunder God’s burning emerald gaze focused on me. “Now you die.”

“You idiots keep saying that but I’m still here.”

Derek hissed, “Shut the fuck up.”

“Just saying.”

A thunderous cracking boom shook the cavern and Asmoday appeared in all his terrifying serpent glory. “The woman is mine.”

“You dare to challenge me,” the Thunder God cried and charged Asmoday with a huge obsidian sword.

Not the brightest move.

The King of the Ninth Hell opened his enormous mouth and with one chomp, ate him.

Gotta say I didn’t see that one coming.

Asmoday burped loudly and turned his attention to me. “You shall take your aunt’s place as my necromancer.”

“Never,” I spat.

A remorseless malevolence in his eyes, the demon king smiled. “An hour in the pit and you will do whatever I ask of you.”

Derek stepped in front of me and pointed Charlemagne’s sword at him. “You’re one dead snake.”

Asmoday bared his deadly fangs. “Foolish human, I cannot be killed.”

Something fluttered in the darkness above us.

I glanced up.

A monkey like face with glowing red eyes and curved fangs stared down at me.

“What in the hell is that?”

“That is a Hag Bat,” Asmoday answered. His tail flicked out, wrapped around my waist and flung me high into the air.

“Oh shittttt!”

The Hag Bat swooped down and caught me.

I screamed in agony as its claws dug deep into my flesh. Excalibur slipped from my hand and fell at Fabian’s feet.

“Angel,” Derek shouted and tossed a grenade at Asmoday.

BOOM!

Ed, Hank and Fabian opened fire, riddling the demon king with salt bullets.

With a howl of fury, Asmoday snapped his tail out and slammed the men into the wall.

The guys started hurling grenades like crazy.

BOOM!

BOOM!

BOOM!

BOOM!

“Granny,” I shrieked, trying to pry the claws out of my shoulders.

The Hag Bat’s great wings flapped mightily as it struggled to gain attitude, carrying me away from the battle.

The pain grew until all I wanted to do was let the swirling blackness take me.

“If you pass out, you will become Asmoday’s minion,” Granny whispered in my head.

“Never be that.” I could feel the blood running down my stomach as we flew further and further into the inky darkness.

Another series of explosions and gunfire reverberated off the cavern walls.

“Derek,” I gasped. “Gotta help him.”

“Your man is a warrior. You must survive or all is lost.”

“I will not die today.” My hands slick with blood, I managed to pull my dagger and stabbed the Hag in the heart.

The Hag screeched in pain and dropped me.

I smacked the ground hard and struggled up, trying to get my feet under me. Agony rolled over me and I collapsed against the cold earth, gasping for air. I held on to consciousness with a grim determination. I would not allow that monster to take my family from me.

Red eyes glowed in the darkness and I could hear whisperings in the shadows, like rats skittering behind walls.

“What are they?”

“Hungry,” Granny Annabel answered. “Get up.”

Fear sent a rush of adrenaline through me.

With a groan, I forced my screaming muscles to move and climbed to my feet.

Clumps of glowing yellow fungus provided some light and I quickly scanned the area. Contorted rocks reared up like giant monsters and faraway voices wailed in anguish.

“Holy Jesus! Is that…?”

“Si, it is the portal to the nine hells.”

I patted my pocket and sighed in relief. The vial of Lucifer’s blood was unbroken. “How close do I have to get to perform the rite?”

“You must toss the vial into the vortex.”

“That close, huh?” I pulled out a small bottle of holy water and poured it on my wounds. Gritting my teeth against the burning pain, I took a staggering step forward.

The glowing red eyes suddenly rushed towards me.

“Throw your grenades now,” Granny yelled.

Yanking the grenades off my belt, I hurled them in every direction.

BOOM!

BOOM!

BOOM!

BOOM!

Shrill shrieks sounded and the eyes vanished.

“Are they dead?”

“Si, but more Hags come.”

Crap. I slid my Glock from its holster and searched the darkness.

Six Hag Bats swooped down with claws extended.

Arms trembling, I brought my Glock up and opened fire. Grim satisfaction filled me as all but one fell. My gun clicked empty.

Sliding my hand into my left pocket all I came up with was a squishy chocolate. Shit! Where was my other clip?

Its enormous mouth opened in a hiss of fury the Hag Bat rushed towards me.

“Maybe this will sweeten you up.” I hurled the chocolate down its throat.

The Hag swallowed it, coughed and convulsed violently. With an ear shattering screech it just shriveled away.

Huh. Not quite the reaction I was expecting.

Another Hag landed and I tossed a dark chocolate down its gullet.

It screamed bloody blue murder, convulsed wildly and shriveled into a pile of dust.

Death by chocolate. Go figure. I pulled out a milk chocolate and popped it into my mouth. It sucked to be a demon.

Another round of explosions lit up the darkness and Asmoday bellowed in pain.

“We’ve got to lure that fucking demon away from them.”

“Close the entrance to the underworld and Asmoday will come.” Granny Annabel advised.

“They’re all still alive?”

“Si.”

Relief flooded me. “Okay, let’s get it done then.”

The closer I got to the rocks, the more I could feel the presence of death around me. It beckoned to me. I shuddered at the sensation of skeletal fingers brushing against my face.

“You are not alone,” Granny whispered in my mind. “I will always be with you.”

“Good to know, but not on my honeymoon, okay?”

“As you wish, bella.”

An eerie orange glow bathed the area.

Taking a deep breath, I stepped cautiously through the rocks.

A pulsating orange vortex hovered in mid-air.

I pulled out the manuscript and vial of Lucifer’s blood. God I hoped this worked. Hmmm. Let’s see.

“Miraculum sepulcrum viri dyde ond tela mistral.”

“Throw the vial now,” Granny commanded.

I did. It missed the vortex by a good two feet, bounced off a rock and rolled back to me. “Well, hell.”

A murderous roar sounded and the cavern floor shook as something the size of a T-Rex pounded towards me.

“Eeek! I think it’s working.”

“Throw the vial,” Granny’s disembodied voice shouted.

I marched up to the vortex, tossed the vial inside and chanted, “Monstrata dominus coenavit de gradali.”

The vortex winked out of existence and the eerie orange light began to fade.

That wasn’t too hard. I popped another chocolate into my mouth. Way better than morphine.

Asmoday shoved his head between the rocks and snapped madly at me.

“Aw, are we having a bad day?” I tossed a handful of chocolate down his gullet. “There’s nothing like a little chocolate to make things all better.”

A violent shudder shook the demon king. “What have you done?”

“I’m just trying to sweeten you up.”

Asmoday’s body glowed brightly and suddenly shrank down to the size of a garden snake. “What magic is this?”

“Godiva chocolate. It’s really powerful shit.”

The demon king clamped his itty-bitty jaws on my right boot and tugged viciously. Yeah, like that was going to work.

Derek burst through the rocks, did a double take on the snake.

“Asmoday?”

“Yep, courtesy of the miracle of chocolate.”

The snake doubled in size.

“Shit! Off with his head.”

With one swing of his sword, Derek decapitated Asmoday.

The ground rocked violently and the demon king vanished.

Granny’s

disembodied

voice

announced.

“Asmoday is back where he belongs.”

I blew out a long breath. “Thank God.”

Running a concerned gaze over me, Derek asked, “How badly are you hurt?”

“Nothing Excalibur can’t fix.” I stepped up to him and caressed his bloody face. “I could really use a kiss.”

Wrapping his arms carefully around me, my husband lowered his mouth to mine. “I love you, Angel.”

His long, gentle kiss touched my soul. “And I love you, sugar.”

My cousin shouted, “Bella! Derek! Where are you?”

“Over here,” I shouted back. “Are you ready to show the world your amazing discovery?”

“Our amazing discovery,” Derek corrected.

“And I think it can wait until we come back from Maui.”

I grinned up at him. “Two weeks in paradise sounds like heaven.”

“A month in paradise is even better,” he amended and his mouth closed over mind in a hot, intoxicating kiss.
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