
        
            
                
            
        

    
  Howler’s Night Blurb:


  The Priest was back. Her home was safe. And Pandora had even managed to secure a powerful ally in the Zombie Queen. But in one fell swoop none of it mattered. She’s been abducted by a secret organization known only as the Triad, and they’re conducting experiments, treating her like a lab rat: cutting her open, dissecting her, and keeping her hostage. And she’s slowly going mad. Her demons are asleep, and no one knows where to find her. She’s completely isolated, and the Triad mean to break her. But for what purpose? And to what end?


  Desperate to get back to her life and the people she loves Pandora manages a miraculous escape... Or has she? All she knows is she's woken up in the woods, alone and terrified and with no memories of who she really is.


  Only one thought keeps hammering away at her. The prophecy. A legend, that states Pandora is the key to unlocking Armageddon. The truth of who she is, of what the Triad has made her become, has been sealed in her memory banks. And if she can just remember, she knows she can stop whatever they've got planned.


  And I looked, and behold a pale horse: and his name that sat on him was Death, and Hell followed with him...


  Howler’s Night


  Copyright 2014 Marie Hall


  Cover Art by Damonza


  Formatted by Author’s HQ


  www.MarieHallWrites.blogspot.com



  Want to know about more works? Make sure to sign up for my newsletter!


  This is a work of fiction. All characters, places and events are from the author’s imagination and should not be confused with fact. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, events or places is purely coincidental.


  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher, Marie Hall, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in the context of reviews.


  This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this ebook with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. Thank you for respecting the hard work of all people involved with the creation of this ebook.


  Applications should be addressed in the first instance, in writing, to Marie Hall.


  Unauthorized or restricted use in relation to this publication may result in civil proceedings and/or criminal prosecution.


  The author and illustrator have asserted their respective rights under the Copyright Designs and Patent Acts 1988 (as amended) to be identified as the author of this book and illustrator of the artwork.


  Published in 2014 by Marie Hall, Honolulu, Hawaii, United States of America


  Table of Contents


  Act I



  Chapter 1



  Chapter 2



  Chapter 3



  Chapter 4



  Chapter 5



  Chapter 6



  Chapter 7



  Chapter 8



  Chapter 9



  Chapter 10



  Act II



  Chapter 11



  Chapter 12



  Chapter 13



  Chapter 14



  Chapter 15



  Chapter 16



  Chapter 17



  Chapter 18



  Chapter 19



  Chapter 20



  Chapter 21



  Chapter 22



  Chapter 23



  Chapter 24



  Act III



  Red Rain, Book 4



  Forbidden



  About Marie Hall



  Marie Hall Books



  Sneak Peek: Forbidden



  Act I


  Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing…


  ~Edgar Allen Poe


  Chapter 1


  Pandora


  



  Glass shattered and an explosion rocked the world around me. I was thrown into the air, Asher ripped from my arms. Light flashed and chaos—God, it reigned.


  Screams, so many screams. Something sharp bit into my skin, and I felt the hot warmth of blood flowing from my cheek. I must have fallen off the bed—into a lamp? I blinked because my brain literally felt like scrambled eggs.


  And then a shadow covered me. But it didn’t belong to my priest. Claws sliced through my shoulder blades.


  “We’ve found her!”


  Someone released a blood-curdling scream, and I was shocked to realize that someone was me. The claws gripped tighter, and I convulsed because the pain was unbelievable. My demons were silent, almost whimpering within me.


  I was so freaking disoriented, my ears ringing and my eyes blinking, looking at the world and unable to believe what I was seeing.


  Somehow there was a giant gaping hole through Kemen’s trailer, and I’d been blasted through it. My cheek wasn’t pressed into a lamp like I’d thought, but a sharp stick. The bookshelf I’d so lovingly set up was now crushing my left leg, and when I tried to wiggle my foot, I realized with a howl that it was broken.


  “Pandora!” Asher screamed, and I saw his shadow racing to me, but something was very wrong with him.


  His arm hung useless by his side, and I realized in horror that it was attached by only a thread of skin. His left cheek was blown open, exposing the red meat of muscle underneath. I shook my head.


  This wasn’t real. None of this was happening. I’d just been in bed with Asher and we were going to make love—it was finally happening. And then it wasn’t, and now I didn’t know what was happening.


  Claws tore into my shoulders before tossing me over a hard, impossibly thick shoulder covered in a coarse jacket.


  Whimpering, tears sliding from the corners of my eyes, I could do nothing but hold on as the creature ran through the swamp with me draped over its back. Every time its feet pounded the wet ground I was jostled, slamming into it’s hard-as- concrete muscles. Groaning, I shoved at the back, trying to yank the jacket off, only to realize it wasn’t a jacket but amber-hued fur.


  “Oh God,” I sobbed and reached out for Asher, who was now on the ground, having been tackled by two more giant beasts of fur and muscle.


  And that’s the last thing I remembered before a fist rammed into my skull, crushing it on impact.


  ~*~


  The green blinking lights were the first thing I noticed when I opened my eyes. The next was a horrible metallic buzzing, as if from a dying florescent lamp. The third…


  The third thing was the worst. A scream of horror stuck in my throat. Not because I was strapped down on a gurney, or even because I had a ball gag fastened to my mouth. But because I was naked, and I was open.


  From my chest cavity to the bottom of my stomach, I’d been cracked open like a watermelon.


  Help! Oh my, God! Help!


  Tears rained down my cheeks, because I could only say the words in my head. No one would be coming for me. No knight to rescue me. I was alone and lost, tucked away only God knew where.


  “Good, she’s awake. Now the testing may commence.” A disembodied voice spoke over loud speakers hard wired into the room. I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman, but it didn’t matter.


  Nothing mattered except stopping them from doing whatever they were about to do to me.


  I shook my head and tried to fight my restraints, kicked my feet and lashed out with my arms. But the moment I moved, an electric shock pierced my chest, as if someone had inserted a cattle prod directly into my heart.


  I bucked, writhing from the agony of it. My eyes grew larger when I saw my heart. The actual, beating organ. It was exposed, just like the rest of me, and wires hung from every inch of it.


  Something started beeping, and then hard, painful hands shoved me down onto the cold metal table, and a light so bright it was like the sun was turned directly in my face.


  I couldn’t see anymore. I whimpered. I moaned, trying to plead, to beg them to stop. But they couldn’t make sense of my words, and what would it have mattered if they had? I knew these were the kinds of people who would never stop.


  The last thing I remembered was my priest. He’d been holding me and we were going to….


  I screamed when they took a knife to me. Screamed until my throat went raw, and still I went on.


  I should have passed out. Why wasn’t I passing out?


  “Pass me the clippers,” a male voice said.


  The sound was so methodical, so normal, as if he were doing nothing more than cleaning his nails or eating lunch.


  “If you’re worried, demon, that we mean you harm,” that same male voice whispered to me as casually as could be, “then, you’d be right.”


  Then something sharp, metal, and as hot as a Hell furnace sank into my gut. The pain ate me alive, fractured my soul, and my demons were gone. I was empty. So empty. So cold.


  I was nothing.


  And finally, finally the blessed darkness took me.


  ~*~


  I came to I had no idea how much later. There were no windows to tell time by. Two shifters were dragging me down a long, gray hall. I’d counted the number of rooms in this cold, dank hellhole the first night I’d woken up from my drug-laced stupor. Thirty eight-by-eight barred cells, fifteen on either side. Some empty, but most containing one naked person, huddled in on themselves lying on the cold, cement floor.


  Men, women, and kids, humans and freaks. We were all there.


  The echoes of their footsteps throbbed like the shrill ringing of a jackhammer in my sensitive skull. I hissed with each step, the stitches in my body pulling and tugging, oozing blood.


  I whimpered painfully.


  My guards must have heard me, because their fingers dug in deeper. One snorted at my intake of breath, and I knew he liked the sound of my pain. I clenched my molars, determined not to give him the satisfaction of hearing it anymore.


  A terrified pair of moss green eyes looked at me through a cell door. They belonged to a black girl with a shaved head. She looked young, maybe seventeen. She held the bars with fingers whose nails had been worn down to the bloody quicks. Her gaze was hollow and vacant.


  But I didn’t get a chance to study her further. A fist connected with my temple, and I passed out again.


  ~*~


  Time blended, became fluid. I could have been there three days or three years, I didn’t know. My cell was always dark; the only light I ever saw came from above when I was on the table. When they were cutting me open, studying me.


  The doctor always talked to me, asked me weird questions.


  What is the color of a raindrop?


  Blue.


  Soothing touch on my brow.


  What are the numbers of pi?


  Who cares.


  Soothing touch on my brow.


  Did Cleopatra really take that many lovers?


  Yes.


  Soothing touch on my brow.


  Who is the Gray Man?


  I don’t know.


  Fire pouring through my veins. Screaming until my throat bled.


  Did I know of a death priest named Asher?


  No.


  Pulses of lightening zapping straight into my heart. Jerking and shaking with seizures.


  What did I think when I saw Wrath?


  Hate.


  Being ripped apart from the inside out. Blacking out from the infinite pain.


  Waking up in my cell, naked, bloody, and broken.


  Ya-el, Ya-el, Ya-el. My name chanted at me all day and night, funneled through the speakers hidden in my room.


  Food was shoved through the bars. Congealed meat and moldy rice. I pushed it away.


  Crawling to the edge of my bed, too weak to lie on top of the cot, I curled into myself and scratched at the cement with a bloody nail. Nothing but lines and squiggles. I was alone. There were no voices inside me, only darkness, only pain.


  As the days passed and the questions were repeated, my answers began to change.


  What is the color of a raindrop?


  Blue?


  Nothing.


  What are the numbers of pi?


  Infinite.


  Nothing.


  Did Cleopatra really take that many lovers?


  I don’t know.


  Nothing.


  Who is the Gray Man?


  Nooo.


  Fire.


  Who is Asher?


  Nobody.


  Lightening.


  What did I think when I saw Wrath?


  Dangerous.


  No pain.


  Ya-el. Ya-el. Ya-el.


  Everyone was evil. They were all after me. I was a demon. I was bad. I should die. But I wasn’t ready to die. I loved him.


  More time passed. I started to grow cold. I was forgetting things. I was covered in scars. The world was so dark.


  What is the color of a raindrop?


  Red.


  Soft caress.


  What are the numbers of pi?


  3.14159…


  He made me stop and gave me a smile. I liked that smile. It was the first one I’d seen in forever.


  Who is the Gray Man?


  My tongue locked. I would die from this pain, I was so weak. I could hardly remember who this Gray Man was, but I knew I had to protect him. I said nothing.


  When it was over, blood poured from my nose and mouth.


  Who is Asher?


  I looked at him, and he knew I would say nothing. His eyes turned dark, displeased, and I knew what was coming. I wanted it, wanted this to be over. And as the shifters slashed at me with their claws, I cried and remembered him. My dark lover. The beat of my heart. He would understand and accept my sacrifice. I would never give him up.


  Never.


  I could barely breathe when the beating stopped.


  My eyes were swollen; I couldn’t see. There wasn’t a part of me that didn’t hurt. I was an exposed nerve, a throbbing wound.


  “What did you think when you saw Wrath?”


  “Beauty.”


  I was broken.


  When they took me back to my room, I prayed for death. The green-eyed woman looked at me. They’d moved her cell. She was right across from me now.


  Half her face had been melted off recently. Too bad, she’d once been so pretty.


  I laughed when I glanced down at myself. I was Frankenstein’s bride. I was scars and grooves. I wrapped my arms around myself and laughed and cried, cried and laughed.


  “Under. Your. Bed.” Her voice was scratchy, but it snapped me out of the insanity.


  I wanted to ask her what she was talking about, but she crawled away and hid in shadow.


  I debated whether I had the strength to move. But I guess I did, because I slid forward. The blood seeping from my scrapes helped, but by the time I made it to the bed, my arms were trembling, my hands shaking.


  I laid with my face pressed against the floor, staring beneath the bed, and saw a small leather-bound book. It might have taken five minutes or five hours—I couldn’t tell—but eventually I worked the book over to me.


  When I flipped it open, it was empty. Nothing but blank pages.


  Except for the last one.


  No one ever escapes. Not you. Not me. No one. I’ve spelled the book so that when it’s time it will arrive at the side of the one who needs it most. This is your goodbye.


  ~Hannah


  I guess there was nothing else to say.


  Chapter 2


  Asher


  



  It had been eleven months, three weeks, six days, and twenty hours since I’d seen Pandora last. Except when I closed my eyes. Then I saw her every night, and it was always the same: she was reaching out to me with a look of terror in her eyes, and I was stuck. Unable to move and screaming at her until my throat was so raw it bled, but the nightmare always ended the same.


  The monsters took her from me. I am a death priest, a being of such awesome power that with one breath I can bring life or death. And what was happening was all so foreign I didn’t know how to handle it.


  All I remembered was my arm hanging by just a string of tendon. And then a choir of roars from the carnival as the Nephilim raced from their trailers with wide eyes, coming at me because it must have been me. I was the interloper, the death priest whose sole mission in life was to bring the demons down.


  I’d been tagged by Bubba, and then Cash, each of them with eyes glowing and licking their lips, the taste of their desire to end me so tangible in the air that I knew I would have no choice but to fight to the death.


  To hell with preserving their pathetic lives. The only reason I’d let them live was Pandora; she was the only thing that meant anything to me.


  But she wasn’t there, and the madness, the old hate, came surging back, and I would have killed them all. Would have leveled the lot of them, but Luc had grabbed me, and there’d been a look in his eyes.


  One I could scarcely describe.


  The look had been full of wrath, of fury, but buried deep inside was the anguish of what we’d lost.


  I wasn’t exactly sure how to classify what he and Pandora had, and while a part of me hated it, for a second I’d been thankful to see it, to see the spark of his humanity, because it reminded me of Pandora’s.


  That look had brought me down off the ledge. That look had also quelled his people.


  Luc had vowed vengeance, and at first I’d believed him. Stupid, I know. But I’d just known we’d find her and bring her back, and that anyone involved in taking her from us would pay.


  But with each day that passed, the madness flirted with me, growing stronger and stronger, until I was pacing back and forth in our trailer looking for some clue, for something I might have missed nearly a year ago. I knew the odds of finding anything at this point weren’t good, but I was desperate.


  The room was dark and the night long, but I didn’t need light. I was a master of the darkness. It was how I created my Gray Man; he was a manipulation of the dark matter in the universe.


  He worked beside me, a silent, semi-sentient shadow who desired only to do my bidding.


  “You take the left, I the right,” I ordered him.


  He didn’t bow or dip his head, but he glided off, hovering over the floor like a black wave.


  I stood in the room, staring at the gaping hole in the wall. Memories clawed at my mind—me holding her, the explosion, and the utter chaos of noise and light. Then dragging my broken body out from under the wreckage only to be set upon by shifters. I’d been disoriented from the blast, unaware that I’d taken a direct hit until I’d tried to punch one of them and my arm refused to obey.


  I’d managed to get away from them just long enough to see Pandora in their clutches, see her panicked gaze and hear her anguished cries. My little demon had never looked so scared, and I’d been too useless to help.


  By the time the shock had worn off, they were all gone, even the ones I’d put down. Luc had packed up and moved the group twenty-five miles deeper into the swamp. He’d bucked me when I told him I was moving the trailer, telling me it was nothing but scraps, good only to build a fire with. And even though I’d known he was right, I also knew that the devastation of losing this trailer would undo her.


  Kemen had been her world; this trailer was a shrine to him, her way of clinging to a love she’d so rarely known in life. So I’d kept the thing, and worked on repairing it during my down time.


  I closed my eyes and inhaled the marshy, swampy air, letting the calling clicks of the cicadas ease my strained nerves.


  If she were dead, I’d know it. I’ve loved Pandora for centuries, learning her, watching over her. Becoming one with her soul.


  I rubbed my heart.


  The scent of sulfur filled the room. It was a dark, smoky scent that all demons inherently possessed.


  Though Pandora had never smelled of the stench of Hell to me.


  Luc’s grizzled voice sounded from behind my shoulder. “You know you’ve missed nothing.”


  I worked my jaw, watching as the gray man floated painstakingly over every inch of the room.


  Slowly I turned, so that our chests practically bumped. “I should kill you for sounding so defeated.”


  I still didn’t like him, but I’d learned to tolerate him.


  His nostrils flared as my fists clenched.


  We were bombs, our fuses so short it would take nothing for one of us to explode.


  Maybe it was the ghost of Pandora so close to the surface, but his tension faded, and then he was taking a giant step back, and then another, until he was out of my space and sitting on a corner of the bed.


  Spreading his legs, he flicked his wrist around. “Fuck,” he growled. “Fuck.”


  The more crushed he sounded, the more he disgusted me. Snarling, I swatted the emotion away. “We can’t sit here and do nothing. I will find her, with or without you.”


  His gaze shifted to mine. “We’ve searched through every network of shifter conclaves out there. No one has a clue what we’re talking about.”


  Leaning against the wall, I chuckled. “Yeah, and we can take the word of monsters. Especially ones with a tight familial bond. If you’re not with me, Luc, you’re against me. So which is it?”


  “I have a responsibility to my family, Priest.” He scrubbed his jaw and then rubbed his palms down his jeans. “It’s not like she’s the first we’ve lost. She sure as hell won’t be the last.”


  “Screw you!” I gripped the edge of the beaten up wooden dresser, because what I really wanted to do was cram my fist down his throat and rip his heart out. “You can’t tell me that one year is all Pandora means to you.”


  “Of course not!” He shot to his feet, licking his fangs a few times before he got his heavy breathing under control. “You think I like this?” He pounded one fist into the other. “Think I don’t want to kick my own ass for even saying this? But she’d understand. She’d even tell me to do it. I know her. Look, we’re not safe here. We need to go deeper into hiding. Staying in one place this long is a bad idea, and you damn well know it. Maybe once we regroup we can—”


  I laughed. “You make me sick. All of you make me sick. She’d fight. She is fighting. My woman is not dead, and the fact that you would walk away and let her continue to endure this torment…”


  The anger inside me was a living, breathing thing full of fire and brimstone and righteous fury. Gathering the shadows to me, I squeezed my hand that now rippled with the sensuous slither of the night and wrapped it around his neck like a snake’s coil.


  Gasping, fangs pulling back, Luc glared at me. But he didn’t try to fight it. Maybe deep down he even wanted it. Wanted me to end his miserable, pathetic existence.


  It was a mercy I would not give him.


  I relaxed my hand, and the shadow rescinded. “No, you don’t get out of this so easily. You’re going to suffer. You get to dream about her. About the things they’re doing to her. How she’s probably locked away in a room crying out for you, holding on to the hope that you’ll find her. You know as well as I do that if this had been you, she’d have done everything in her power to find you and she would never stop. Never.”


  Luc’s jaw clenched, but he refused to look at me. “I know,” he said so softly that if I were human I’d not have heard it. “And that’s why she won’t survive.” His jaw clenched hard enough to make the veins in his neck throb.


  I hated him for saying it, for even thinking it. Love wasn’t a weakness. It was strength. One that no demon could ever possibly understand, except for mine. She’d known it to be true; it’s why I would never quit on her. Because she would never have quit on me.


  “I’m staying.”


  “I figured you’d say as much.” Luc got up, but this time when he did, he moved like an old man, like the weight of the world was on his shoulders. “We’re rolling out now. You can keep this trailer.”


  I shook my head, unable to speak. No wonder Pandora was always so sad. If even the ones she loved most were so willing to give up on her, it could come as no surprise that she was willing to believe it of me.


  He stood with his back to me, before saying, “If you do find her…”


  I wanted to tell him I’d never bring her back here, never let her be with those who’d so quickly discarded her, but Pandora would never allow it. For reasons beyond me, she’d always loved the ones she shouldn’t.


  He traced without finishing his thought.


  The gray man stood and turned toward me. He’d found nothing.


  Luc was right. The trail was dead. But he was wrong to give up, and I wouldn’t stop searching until I’d breathed my last. I knew she could handle herself. She was a born fighter. But my gut told me she’d been taken by the Triad, and there were things that could break even the strongest of us.


  “Pandora.” I whispered her name with all the passion within me. “I’m not going away. I’m not giving up. But you have to help me. Help me find you.”


  Exhaustion laid claim to me. Once I’d called the gray man back inside me, my power pulsed beneath my skin and I attempted something I’d not attempted before.


  Mainly because the amount of power required to do it wouldn’t just leak energy, it would create an explosion that would leave me weak and vulnerable until I could recharge. I’d never had a moment’s peace within the confines of this group, and they’d never left me alone. As if they felt I was somehow in on all this and were just waiting for me to slip up.


  But now that the Nephilim were leaving, I wouldn’t have to worry about anyone coming in and doing my weakened body harm.


  Lying down on our bed, I closed my eyes and slipped into a trance, shedding my metaphysical body until I floated free of myself. I was nothing but a soul and a conscience, moving above the clouds as I searched for the pulse of her life. But I had to get higher than the clouds; I had to move above the world. Beyond Earth, into space.


  I could only locate someone if I knew them so well it would be like searching for my own soul.


  Because I had to feel them. Had to know their taste, their scent, the way they thought. Only then could I call to their spirit.


  And as I thought these things, I brought my little demon to mind. The taste of her strawberry lips, the honey of her skin, the warmth of her light. Her love of children and the down and out. Pandora was a band of dark glimmering onyx with a golden thread of light at its center that pulsed brighter than the sun.


  As my mind filled with thoughts of her, I stopped floating, stopped moving, and called her to me. If I knew her half as well as I thought I did, then I would find her. I just had to wait. I stared at the North American mass, waiting to see her.


  I waited and I waited, until finally I knew she would not come to me that night.


  But I was determined, and regardless of how this drained me, I would come back the moment I could. I would find Pandora, even if I had to burn the world down to do it.


  Chapter 3


  Pandora


  



  What is time?


  Day and night, perhaps?


  Light and shadow?


  But when those don’t exist for you, time begins to feel like a myth. Because there is no beginning, no middle, no end. There just is.


  For me, time was never ending, unceasing, and cruel.


  I was broken.


  A body, a shell, full of nothing. There were no more thoughts. I’d purged myself of them so long ago—hours, days, years. I didn’t know how long I’d been there. It no longer even mattered.


  The man in the white lab coat stared at me, his look concerned, mine empty. Because they had stripped me of life, of soul, of everything.


  I wasn’t sure which parts of me were real and which were just imagined. But I guess in the end that didn’t really matter either.


  Maybe I did kill Kemen. Maybe I didn’t. Maybe there was a death priest who loved me, but probably not. I could barely even recall my former life. Always I had one memory I clung to that let me know at least one part of me was real: Luc stabbing me.


  It’d been real and visceral. A tangible memory because of the scar. I was so grateful to him for it now. Grateful I’d goaded him into doing it. Grateful his demon came out to permanently mark me.


  Because at least that I knew was real.


  “Talk to me, Pandora. The tests are done, and you’ve passed admirably. Aren’t you excited to leave?”


  I wondered that I’d never taken the time to learn his name. I cocked my head. He had a mustache.


  When had he started growing one?


  I blinked. His hair was thinning. He looked like he’d lost a little weight too, and his skin was a healthy tan. Maybe he was running?


  He repeated my name sharply.


  I jumped, and the manacles on my wrist jangled. “What?”


  His lips thinned. “They said you were strong enough for this, but seeing you now, I have my doubts.”


  I didn’t like failing him. It bothered me. I scratched at the white dress they’d put me in. No more black, they’d said. Black was for devils. I wasn’t a devil. I was something else entirely. But they hadn’t told me what yet.


  I couldn’t remember what he’d asked me.


  “Are you ready?” he asked, and then I remembered.


  I nodded. “For what?”


  “To leave.”


  “Oh.” I tapped my broken nails on the metal desk. The walls were so barren. This place held no life. Everything was dead. Just like me. “I guess so.”


  I vaguely recalled a moment of sheer terror when the thought of leaving had left me breathless with fear, with the secret knowledge that they’d done something to me that would make me dangerous to those I loved. It seemed silly now of course. I loved no one. The doctor was smiling. His eyes were so blue behind the glasses.


  “This will all just be a dream. You will remember none of this. I think you’re strong enough, just”—he swiped at my cheek with his thumb—“go East.”


  “Why did you take me?” I asked him the one thing I’d always wanted to know.


  The girl across the cell died the other day. The one with the melted face. I saw them drag her out. Her head had flopped lifelessly. She’d told me no one ever left alive. It was why she’d given me the journal. So that I could write it all down. To remember, so that my loved ones would know my ultimate fate.


  But I didn’t like remembering, because I didn’t know what was real and what they were feeding me. So I’d written it all down, the truths and the maybe lies; I didn’t know why. But it was the only driving compulsion left to me, writing it all down. Like something inside me knew it could be important even if I wasn’t really sure how that could be. Then last night the journal disappeared from my cell. I knew the guards hadn’t found it, so it made sense to me that I was coming to the end of my journey here.


  “To make you strong, Pandora. We cleaned you out and made you new. Don’t you feel like new?” His smile was nice. There was a big gap between his two front teeth.


  “I guess so.” I shrugged when he frowned. “Yes?”


  He agreed. “Yes, you are. And tonight we will make you like new.”


  “Why can’t I remember you?”


  “Because you can’t.”


  “Will I see you again?” I’m not sure why it was bothering me. Very little did anymore. I felt so empty and numb, as if my soul had been shot through with Novocain. I knew I used to care about things, but this—this weightlessness of being unemotional—it was freeing.


  I didn’t wonder. I didn’t love. I didn’t feel.


  I simply was.


  “No. We will never see each other again, but I have one final question to ask of you, Pandora.”


  “What?”


  “Who is Asher?”


  “A dream.”


  “He will find you. He will tell you things that aren’t true. You have to forget him, Pandora. Let him die, and then you can be truly free.”


  I nodded. They kept telling me this, and I thought it sounded good. I didn’t really remember the death priest, but he was a death priest. I wasn’t sure why I’d brought him into my life. Priests kill Nephilim.


  I was really stupid in my other life.


  “Okay,” I said.


  His smile was huge. “Exactly right, my dear.” He got up to leave.


  “Wait.” I held my hand out to him.


  “Yes?” He stared at my outstretched fingers quizzically.


  “What will you do to me tonight? Will it hurt?”


  “All the best things do.” With a nod of his head, he turned and walked out of the holding room.


  I sat there forgotten, staring at the blank wall and wondering if I could count to a million in my head before they came to get me.


  I got to twenty-three thousand, nine-hundred and fourteen before two men in white lab coats finally came.


  I didn’t fight them when they took me to the torture room. Or even when they strapped me down to the table.


  The doctor was back, and he wasn’t smiling anymore. “Close your eyes, Pandora. This is probably going to hurt. A lot.”


  I closed my eyes, and then something sharp and horrible stabbed straight through my heart, and I screamed as the fires of Hell consumed me, as the souls that’d been stripped from me were shoved back in. But not just Lust and Pestilence—there were more. So many more, and I couldn’t stop screaming…


  ~*~


  Asher


  



  This time when I floated above the Earth, I saw a band of black that glittered with a streak of gold deep in the heart of the Catskill Mountains, but my excitement was tempered by the knowledge that something was wrong with her colors.


  There was a slick, oily sheen to her that hadn’t been there before. Something dark and oppressive, something menacing, marred her, and I worried that whatever I’d find, it wouldn’t be Pandora at all.


  Chapter 4


  Pandora


  



  I stared at the sky above me. I was dressed in a white dress. My feet were bare.


  I had no idea where I was. I’d woken up in a pile of dirt and leaves, with brambles pushing into my cheek. My muscles snapped and popped, and when I moved, I felt the cold steel of metal on my wrists.


  Lifting them up to my face, I stared wide-eyed at the manacles. My skin was bloody and bruised. Blinking, I tried to remember what was going on, what had happened to me.


  But as I sat there thinking, my heart began to race because something was very, very wrong. I felt it viscerally, deep in my soul.


  Biting my lip, I stared around at the empty forest, straining my ears to listen for any signs of life. I heard chirping, the song of crickets and insects… it was all so normal.


  So why did it feel like a mirage?


  I wet my lips as my pulse raced out of control.


  “Red rain. Red rain.” I moaned the nonsensical words over and over. I couldn’t understand why, but I felt that if I didn’t say the words I would burst.


  A squirrel scampered up a tree, and I screamed. I didn’t know why I’d screamed, but the scratching of its claws on wood and the brushing of its tail as it wrapped its little body up the trunk felt like torture. My ears were ringing, my head pounding, and my pulse thundering.


  Jumping to my feet, I knew I had to get away from there. Away from the ghosts that were clawing at my back, trying desperately to remind me of hazy, murky things I didn’t want to remember.


  I didn’t know where I was or why I was there…


  “Why are you here?” My voice sounded uneven and scratchy to my own ears. “Why are you here? Why? Why, Pa…paaa…” I trailed off and choked back a sob because I couldn’t even remember my name.


  I thought it started with a P. But maybe I was wrong. Maybe it started with a Y.


  “Oh, God, help me.” I covered my lips with cold fingertips, cast one last frantic look around the woods, and then I did what I’d wanted to do since the moment I’d opened my eyes.


  I ran.


  At first I headed east. It felt vital that I should somehow, but even as I thought it, I balked because there were two sides to me now. One didn’t seem to question why going east was so important, and another screamed at me not to listen to the compulsion and go west.


  That still voice grew progressively louder, and though I cringed when I did an about face, I followed the instinct that’d guided me for many lifetimes and headed west instead.


  I ran and ran and ran. Spots danced in my vision, and the call of the earth around me was ear-splittingly loud. The banging of a woodpecker sounded like an explosion. The sawing of my breath raced through my lungs like fire, my skin hurt, my skull throbbed, and every step I took was so much pain.


  I didn’t know how long I ran. But eventually I saw a break in the trees, and I followed the well-worn path straight to a blacktop road.


  Roads led to freedom.


  There was something back in the woods, something malevolent and twisted. I felt it clinging to me like wet leeches, and the further I moved away from it the easier it got to breathe. So I kept moving.


  The road was empty. I kept hoping for a car, a truck, anything, so I could hitch a ride, but no one came.


  This was the highway to Hell.


  I stopped running the moment I thought that. Staring down at my feet, I saw they were bloody and raw. But it barely fazed me; it was just more pain. The manacles on my wrists seemed to mock me; there was a story there. I knew there was, but I didn’t know what it was. The more I tried to find it, the emptier my head became. I saw nothing but shadow and darkness when I tried to think, so I stopped thinking.


  The loud chirp of a bird finally tore me from my thoughts. I must have stood there dazed for hours because the sky was gray, and it could be nighttime, or it could be rain.


  I sniffed.


  What was rain? Was it red? That seemed to make sense.


  I could hardly remember. But I smelled the minerals in the air, and I thought that maybe that was rain.


  Until a wet drop landed on my nose. And then another. And then another. Until it wasn’t just drops, but a sheet of water pouring down on me from the heavens. Lightning flashed and thunder clapped, and I should have been scared, but I couldn’t stop laughing.


  I held my hands up, tipped my chin forward, and soaked it in, and smiled.


  Only once I began to shiver did I remember that I couldn’t stop, that I had to keep going, had to get away.


  The sky was a deep shade of navy blue when I finally spied my first glimpse of humanity in the form of a blinking neon roadside bar sign that read The Twilight House.


  I didn’t stop to consider whether I should go in looking as I did. I was shivering, I was cold, and I was soaked. The bar wasn’t much of a building, really more of a powder blue wood-paneled shack with a rusted tin roof. The entire structure looked worn, except for the neon sign. In fact, it seemed to beckon me inside.


  I knew that idea was bizarre, but I swear each flash of light called to my soul, and the panic that’d spread like a riled hornets nest when I’d woken up started to calm.


  With trembling fingers, I lifted my hand, gazing around at the gravel lot full of black motorcycles. I was driven solely by instinct at that point. Normally I would never go someplace where I didn’t know what I was walking into, but as broken as I felt, I still trusted that gentle whisper inside me enough to push open the door. The second I did, it almost felt like I’d stepped into an alternate dimension.


  The inside of the place was dimly lit, as these hole-in-the-wall places generally tended to be. There wasn’t much in the way of décor, just metal tables lined up along the wall, two pool tables to the side, a dart board on the wall, and a bar to the front that gleamed silver. A group of men crowded around the pool tables.


  Several heads whipped up when I walked in and stared at me with flat, black eyes. My skin prickled as I sensed power rippling like hot asphalt beneath their flesh.


  The scent of predators blasted over me, and I shivered. All the males, and even the few females, wore the same odor; it was a mix of damp earth, sex, and musk. I realized it was a pheromone they were leaking, and I knew—though I didn’t know how—that none of them were human.


  Just like I wasn’t human.


  That reality should have come as a shock to me, but it didn’t. Whatever malaise had gripped me back in the woods seemed to be slowly fading. I could now remember my name—it was Ya-El.


  I looked at the people in the bar. They wore the skins of humans. They were toned and in varying shades of black—from light tan to darkest ebony, with cat-like eyes that ranged from emerald green to icy blue. Their features bore a feline aesthetic. Each of them had long, shaggy dreds that hung past their shoulders in differing shades of red and brown. With broad foreheads and wide jaws, I couldn’t call them ugly. They were unusual, yes, but alluring and hypnotic as well.


  I wrapped my arms around myself and tiptoed toward the bar.


  I could feel their eyes on my back as I sat. Behind the bar stood a man who stared at me with a hard, penetrating look in his unnatural, tri-colored eyes of green and blue and red right around the pupils. His features were bold and angular and his skin as pale as my own; he looked nothing like the other patrons. He wasn’t dressed in leathers and chaps like the rest of them were. Instead he wore charcoal gray suit pants and a vest with a snow white tie in a Windsor knot. His short brown hair lay in casual spikes, and something inside of me twitched, like some force or entity that shared my space was undulating slowly awake.


  But just as quickly as it happened it disappeared, and I scratched the back of my neck, swiftly glancing down at my bare feet and trying to ignore the fact that my body tingled all over.


  The image of his clothes tried to jog a memory loose—of a man I once knew wearing something similar. I blinked as my palms grew moist and my pulse hammered. I couldn’t remember the name of the man or even see a clear picture of his face because it was hidden in deep shadow. The only thing my mind could latch onto was deep brown eyes. But when I tried to study the memory, it blinked in and out of focus like crappy cable on an antennaed TV.


  The man ran a dishrag across a glass tumbler and lifted a brow as if asking me a silent question.


  “What’s your name, girl?” he asked after another five seconds of awkward silence, and I could hear the gravel of years of hard living echoing behind it. I cocked my head because with his smooth skin and clear eyes he didn’t look much older than me. I wondered who he was. It bothered me that I didn’t know, but I thought maybe he was keeping his identity muted from me.


  If he could do that, that meant he was very powerful. Even so, I sensed no threat of violence from him.


  “I’m not a girl.” My words were automatic.


  He chuckled, and I shivered because it suddenly felt like I’d stepped into an arctic blast. I exhaled a white curl of steam.


  “How would you know?”


  I froze and narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean?”


  He set the glass down and planted his palms on the metal bar. “Didn’t mean nuthin’.”


  But I knew he meant something, even if he wasn’t staring at me, even if he seemed perfectly normal and bored by the entire conversation. I felt the truth ringing behind the mundane.


  “What’ll you have?”


  I hadn’t even looked at the menu. Surprisingly, I wasn’t hungry. I shrugged.


  “C’mon, darlin’.” He gave me a wide grin that again caused the blood in my veins to turn to slush. “Think real hard. You gotta have a favorite.”


  I pounded my fist down so hard I felt the metal yield beneath my hand. “What. Do. You. Know?”


  He had answers. And I had nothing but a million questions I needed answers to, and I knew he knew it.


  “Girl”—he leaned forward and I was blasted with a wave of power so intense that if I hadn’t been sitting I would have fallen to my knees—“you couldn’t handle what I know.”


  I grabbed my chest as my breathing hitched. I was running on nothing but adrenaline at that point, but I knew that whatever he was, I couldn’t take him. Then he grinned, and I was so confused that all I could do was frown and stare at him warily, feeling a lot like a mouse in the sights of coiled rattler.


  “Tell you what.” His twang was thick but soothing, and I liked the sound of his scratchy drawl. “You just sit there and think a spell. I got payin’ customers to tend to.”


  Then he snapped the rag across his shoulder and sauntered off, and I could finally breathe normally. Not in the mood to be bothered anymore, I rested my face on my fists and stared absentmindedly at the chalkboard menu in front of me. So many thoughts tumbled against one another in my mind.


  But the only one I could seem to focus on was why I didn’t smell any food.


  It was weird—the place billed itself as a diner of sorts from the outside, and yet nothing about it looked like one. It definitely reminded me of a bar, but though Windsor knot guy was drying a cup, I’d yet to see anyone actually order a drink.


  I felt the press of his eyes on me every now and then, but I didn’t return the look. The adrenaline from before had started to wear off, I was so tired, and the sound of light rainfall hitting the tin roof became white noise that lulled me into something like a trance.


  It probably wasn’t safe to pass out there, but I had nothing on me. In fact, if they wanted to throw me out, they probably could. I was riffraff, and most places didn’t have time for people like me.


  My eyelids were just beginning to droop when the front door was thrown open, letting in a blast of cold air. I didn’t turn around, but all the fine hairs on my arms and the back of my neck stood on edge.


  The buzzing of talk ceased, and I tightened my jaw. I was at war with myself; curiosity made me want to turn, but again that small voice inside me screamed, telling me not to look because I smelled a scent I vaguely recognized—sandalwood and the musk of darkest night.


  It was a smell I craved with every molecule that lived and breathed inside me. But I kept still and closed my eyes. Then a large, warm hand clamped down on my shoulder and a man’s voice whispered in my ear.


  “I’ve found you, little demon.”


  And for a split second I couldn’t describe the overwhelming feeling of joy that ignited through my blood, the desire to wrap my arms around his neck and breathe in his smell, tell him I needed him.


  I couldn’t even remember his name, but I knew him. I slowly lifted my hand, ready to caress the side of his bristled jaw. The man looked tired. There were shadows under his eyes, but a fire burned deep inside them too. He wore a small smile, and I could swear he seemed happy to see me.


  I opened my mouth, ready to whisper the words trapped in my soul. But I should have heeded that voice that told me not to turn and look, because the second I touched his skin and felt the shivers take him, my mind went blank and only one word slipped from my tongue.


  “Kill.”


  ~*~


  Asher


  



  Finally my demon was back within arm’s reach, and the muscles in my thighs and back couldn’t stop twitching with the desire to hold her, to assure myself that after nearly a year, she was here with me again.


  Once I’d spotted her last night, it’d taken me hours to pinpoint her location because she’d been on the move. But I did, and it was hard for me to accept that this was reality and not some nightmare I was bound to wake up from.


  But each second that passed assured me this was the real thing.


  Pandora was a little worse for wear maybe—her feet were muddy, and cuffs shackled her wrists—but it could have been so, so much worse. I knew she’d heal. I leaned in and whispered to her that I’d found her. My heart was so heavy it felt like it would burst.


  I had followed this woman around the world for centuries, always keeping an eye on her, knowing deep in my dark heart that she belonged to me. And no matter the time or distance that separated us, I would always find her. Pandora was mine and I was hers.


  Finally she turned to look at me, and I wanted to touch her, but I didn’t know what they’d done to her. I still sensed the wrongness that laced her essence. But she was smiling up at me and reaching out to caress the side of my face, and I forgot my caution.


  Only she had the power to make me do that.


  But then a flicker of inky black flashed through her eyes, and the smile she wore died.


  “Pandora?” I turned my palms up, taking a hesitant step back. I’d been around predators long enough to know when one was about to strike. Normally the challenge spurred my killer instinct, but not with her. Never with her.


  There was murder in my woman’s eyes.


  “Kill,” she hissed.


  Then, so fast I could hardly track it, her skin rippled, turning a demonic shade of gray. Her lavender eyes glowed like they’d sucked up all the light in the place.


  I felt the eyes of the people behind us turn to look. I knew who they were; I’d known the moment I’d stepped into this place.


  They wouldn’t bother us, but the proprietor might. Pandora might not know it, but she’d stepped straight into a hornet’s nest.


  “Little demon.” I shook my head slowly, cautiously. I’d sensed her hesitance. She hadn’t attacked yet, but her breathing kept building, and a growl rumbled in her throat.


  Only once before had I seen her like this—when she’d killed Kemen. She’d loved him; in fact, Kem was probably the only being on the planet she’d truly loved, and she’d had no problem ripping his head off his neck.


  I doubted even her regard for me would make her stop if she lost control of the beast.


  From the corner of my eye, I saw the suited owner step around the bar and come up slowly behind her.


  Her nostrils flared, as though she’d caught wind of him.


  “Look at me.” I kept my voice calm. “That’s right, little demon, just at me. Only me.” As I spoke, I moved ever so slowly toward her.


  I didn’t have time to tell the suit to get away. If I lost my focus for even a second she’d rip my throat out. But I’d be damned if I let the bastard lay a hand on her.


  The growls were growing louder. I stopped moving.


  All the fine hairs on the back of my neck tingled.


  “Hell,” was all I could say before she was on me, tackling me to the ground. We flew into an empty table, scattering the chairs like pinballs.


  Rolling her over as carefully as I could while she hissed and bucked, I grabbed her wrists and slammed them down on the floor. “Pandora, wake up!”


  Hard hands curled into my shoulder, attempting to tug me off her.


  “Let go,” I growled to the faceless stranger and focused my attention solely on her.


  But that brief lapse in concentration cost me. Her elongated claws shredded through my shirt and latched into my chest, driving like hot spikes through my flesh. Clenching my teeth, I yanked her hands out and slammed them down on the concrete again.


  “Pandora, please,” I grunted. “Don’t make me do this.”


  But her face was contorted, and she screamed at me, bucking her hips up as she attempted to throw me. My chest bled profusely, staining the front of my gray shirt a dark, viscous red. Her dress was drenched in my blood.


  The hands attempted to grab me again, but I jerked my head to the side, connecting with someone’s temple.


  “Leave us the hell alone!”


  I heard the angry buzzing of voices, but I couldn’t focus on it. My only thought and concern was for her.


  Only once before had she ever lost her head like this, and it’d taken something more than brute strength to get her to wake up.


  Taking a gamble, I released her wrists and kissed her.


  But unlike last time, Pandora didn’t snap out of the haze. Her teeth latched onto my lips, and she bit down so hard they split. I snapped my head back and licked the blood off.


  I had no choice now.


  Squeezing my eyes shut, I called the shadows to me, gathering them from every corner of the place until they were a tight coil of energy in my palm.


  “I’m sorry,” I mumbled, knowing the darkness would take her and drag her under into a spell that would disorient and blind her, draining her energy and making her feel phantom waves of pain. It was the least painful weapon in my arsenal, but even so, I knew it would hurt like a mother.


  I blasted the shadow into her temple.


  She screamed and grabbed her head as the shadow washed through her. Pandora curled into a tight ball of writhing agony on the floor.


  I was breathing heavier than normal when I finally glanced up to stare into the cold, hard eyes of Death himself.


  Chapter 5


  “Well.” Death shrugged and gave me a huge grin. “That’s one way to put your old lady down.”


  Swiping a hard fist across my mouth, I swallowed the bitter taste of my still leaking blood, and snarled. “You get away from her.”


  “Easy, there Haus.” He held up his hands. “Ain’t nobody gonna meet their maker tonight. Are they boys?”


  The shifty eyes of were-panthers turned in my direction.


  Of all the places Pandora could have holed up, it made me sick that she’d come here. How could she have walked in here? How did she not know where she was going? She was smart—I knew the skills she had, her ability to sense danger—and yet she’d blithely sauntered in.


  It made me question all over again what they’d done to her.


  Taking a deep breath, I hefted her weight into my arms. She screamed the moment I touched her. I grimaced at the sound and headed for the door, biting down on my tongue to keep from grunting as the wounds in my chest stretched. In her demon form she weighed twice what she normally did.


  I didn’t know what I was going to do with her, or how I was going to get through to her, but I would. She’d attacked me tonight. It didn’t make sense, but now I knew why her colors were distorted. She’d been altered. My demon didn’t even recognize me.


  As I made my way out, still sorting through what my next move would be, a burly, dark-skinned panther dressed in chaps and wearing a cut with a reaper and a sickle patch on it crossed his thick arms and glowered at me.


  In no mood to deal with any sort of a pissing contest, I shook my head. “You might want to rethink what you’re doing.”


  “Aw, c’mon, Priest.” Death’s gravelly voice silently mocked my name. “Damien doesn’t mean nuthin’ by it.” He clapped his hand on my shoulder.


  I knew we were outgunned. With a healthy Pandora we could have taken them—all except Death. But it’s hard to kill what’s already dead.


  “So you know who I am, so what?” I lifted a brow when he didn’t answer me. “You can’t stop us from leaving. I’m taking my woman, and there’s nothing you can do—”


  He snorted. “Well, we both know that’s not true. But lookie here, killer, I ain’t in the mood to slaughter tonight. What I do want—” He tipped his chin toward Pandora, who was now whimpering and shivering. I hugged her close, hating that she was in such pain because of me.


  “Over my dead body.”


  Laughing, he shrugged as if to say, “that can be arranged.” But I wasn’t in a laughing mood.


  “Let us go.”


  “Priest, whoever you are”—he slowly meandered between the tables toward a curtained off section—“trust me that you’re gonna want to hear what I have to say. Follow me.” He crooked his finger, and without looking back, walked behind the black curtain.


  I glanced around the diner; all the eyes still watched us. Not menacingly, but I had no doubt that if I didn’t do what their master said, their instincts would quickly take over.


  More worried for Pandora’s safety than my own, I clenched my jaw and headed toward Death. I wasn’t sure what to expect when I got back there. Whips and chains and a million other types of torture devices? Death was legendary for his macabre forms of art.


  But all I saw was a well-stocked kitchen pantry with a cot shoved against the back wall. The room was cool, almost too cool to sleep in comfortably, but he gestured for me to lay Pandora down on the bed.


  I didn’t move.


  Sighing, he lifted a brow and stabbed his finger at the cot again. “Listen, bub, if I wanted to kill your sweetheart, I would have. But her death’s not in the cards, least not yet anyway.”


  “You saying I can trust you?” I let him hear the disbelief on my tongue.


  Shrugging, he gave me a sly grin. “C’mon, Priest, you and me play the same game. Should I trust you?”


  It was my turn to smile, and I let my fire flicker through my eyes.


  “That’s what I thought. Look”—he held up his hands—“call this a ‘the enemy of my enemy is a friend’ kind of thing.”


  I hated to admit that she was getting heavy, but while she was in this form holding her was making my biceps tremble. Keeping my eye on the entity that was as old as time itself, I moved to the foot of the bed and sat down with her still in my arms.


  She moaned when I jostled her, and it was all I could do to continue murmuring in her ear that regardless of the pain she was now enduring she was actually safe. I only had her in a mild state of delusion, just enough to keep her beast subdued.


  Death leaned against a crate labeled “perishables” and crossed his heels.


  “Talk then,” I snapped. My emotions were too close to the surface for anything nicer. Pandora’s silky hair had fallen into her eyes, and I pushed it back. She moaned, but this time it didn’t sound quite as pain-filled, and the sound of it caused my skin to prickle.


  “You do know the second she wakes up she’ll be wanting to rip your head off again, right?”


  “Figured as much.” I didn’t look at him. In my excitement when I’d entered the diner and found her, I’d failed to note the alabaster paleness of her skin, and the faint pink scar lines peeking out from the neck of her dress.


  “Priest, you understand what’s happening, don’t you?”


  Finally I turned to him. He was looking at me with truth in his eyes, and I took a minute to process the fact that Death knew. I could see it looking back at me. He knew the prophecy. But just how much he knew was another question. I already knew almost all of it, but if there was something I didn’t, I was all ears.


  “Tell me.”


  His Cheshire grin grew wider. “Still don’t trust me, eh? Well”—he shrugged—“that’s fine. Guess I would be none too trusting were I in your shoes either. You and the girl, you’re fated. Two sides.” He held up two fingers. “Both sides wanting you and her. But the Triad got ahold of her first, and now they think they got the king in check.”


  “We talking chess here?” I brushed my fingers along the delicate skin under her arm. She was stirring; I hadn’t infected her with enough darkness to keep her down very long. I didn’t want to pump anymore of that venom into her, but I knew if I didn’t we’d be right back where we started.


  “Of course”—he spread his arms wide—“isn’t that what life is?”


  “A game of chance?”


  He looked affronted. “Do you know nothing of the game?”


  I had no idea where he was going with this and didn’t care either. All I wanted was to get Pandora to safety and figure out a way to undo what’d been done to her.


  “There are players on the board. Bishops, knights, pawns, a king, rooks, and a queen. You and the demon, you’re the king and the queen. Everyone else on that board is either your ally, or trying to take you out.”


  “But there are two sets, so who’s the other king and queen?”


  He paused and cocked his head, the movement so alien that finally I could see beneath his façade of humanity to the monster that lived beneath.


  “You. And her.” He tipped his head. “You are both. Destiny says there are two paths you can walk. Allies, or rivals.”


  He knew more than I’d expected. I glanced down at Pandora, wondering if she could hear any of this. I’d not been able to tell her because of the geas I was under, but I wondered what she’d think when she discovered the truth about us.


  “If you know that, then you know which side I’ve chosen.”


  “Aye.” His country accent slipped for the briefest of moments, and it hit home that the man I was speaking with was as ancient as any demon bound in Hell. Death was eternal, the broker between the living and the dead, and until the very end of time, he would remain a constant.


  “But what side do you think she’s on?”


  My jaw clenched so hard my molars started to ache. “She wouldn’t. I know her.”


  His smile finally died, and once again the façade he wore wavered, just for a split second. Just long enough for me to see the slide of shadow brush against the bony mask of his true face.


  “Do you have any idea what they did to her?”


  Rage built in my blood like poison, everything I’d kept bottled down inside started to froth and bubble over at his words. I wanted to believe that she’d returned to me whole, that the Triad hadn’t stripped her from me so soon. A murderous rage unlike any I’d ever known descended like a veil over my vision.


  “The horrors of it are breathtaking.” He inhaled sharply, his shoulders almost sagging with euphoria.


  It was enough to make me forget who he was. I called the shadows and clenched my fists, wanting nothing more than to silence him forever. But all he did was look at me and chuckle, swatting at my power like he was swatting at a gnat.


  “C’mon, boy, manners.” He crossed his arms. “Don’t make me regret activating myself.”


  “Who are you?”


  His lip curled. “I’m Death.”


  “No, on the board. Who are you?”


  “Ah.” His tri-colored eyes twinkled. “You mean you want to know whether I’m white or black? Well, King, let’s let that be a surprise.”


  I felt like he was doing nothing but talking circles around me, telling me things I already knew. Pandora’s fingers curled into my wrist. I had only minutes until she woke.


  “What do you want with us?”


  Shrugging one shoulder, he shoved off the crate and stared down at me. “I want what everybody else wants. For my side to win.”


  Then he snapped his fingers and a large steel cage suddenly replaced the crate he’d been leaning on. There was a heavy padlock chained around the door of it. “Put your girl in there.”


  “I’m not giving you Pandora. You can just go to hell.”


  Snorting, he shook his head and undid the lock. “Considering I spend half my life there, I find that insult lacking, Priest.” He stepped back and gestured toward the opening. “Put her in there, or cause her more pain. Up to you.”


  Her eyes began to blink open, and though they were hazy and muddled, they still glowed the lavender of her aroused demon.


  I planted a hard kiss on her forehead, whispered a low apology beneath my breath, and then moved her into the cage, fixing the dress around her legs so that she remained covered. Death was locking the door when she finally roused.


  And just like before, she flung herself at me, screaming unholy fury as she shook the bars of her prison, attempting with all her might to get out to me.


  I stood in front of her, her clawing fingers just inches from my face, and vowed to kill everyone who’d done this to her.


  ~*~


  “Come get a drink.” Death gestured to me as we walked out of the pantry.


  The diner was empty now. I stopped and stared, hearing the faint rumbles of motorcycles riding away.


  Sniffing, he snapped a dishrag over his shoulder. “The cargo’s safe, and now it’s just us.”


  “You set this whole damn thing up, didn’t you?” I turned to him.


  “Well, I hate to brag, but”—he reached under the counter and pulled out a bottle of Jack and two tumblers—“yeah, we kind of did.”


  Scrubbing a hand over my jaw, I was still uneasy. I hated the thought of leaving Pandora alone back there, I didn’t know what the hell had been done to her. Her screaming sounded desperate and frenzied, and though I knew she didn’t give a damn about me right now, all I wanted was to be where she was.


  “It’s a fruitless, pointless effort now, Priest. Alls you can do is let time do its thing.”


  “How much time?” I snapped, snatching the drink from him and chugging it down in one hard swallow before slamming the glass onto the counter.


  Lifting a brow, he twirled the tumbler upside down and gazed at the hairline crack that’d appeared then whistled.


  “Got plenty more if you need to get it out, though maybe next time you could do it with something that’s not crystal.”


  The exhaustion of the past few months laced my shoulders, and I suddenly felt like the weight of the world rested on them. Hanging my head, I tapped my finger on the bar as each one of her cries ripped through my heart like a fiery arrow.


  “How’d you know?” I cleared my throat and turned to him. “How’d you know where to find her?”


  For the first time, Death looked more serious. “Just like you, King, I’ve been following the lass for several lifetimes.”


  My spine instantly went stiff, and a growl ripped from my throat. “You telling me that you saw her get taken?”


  Pouring us two more drinks, he slid one to me. “Saw her get taken, and I saw where she wound up.”


  I didn’t think, I just grabbed the drink and tossed it against the wall. “You fucking saw her get taken and you did nothing!” I jerked to my feet, clenching my fists, knowing it was fruitless to try and take him on, but not giving much of a damn.


  He didn’t even bat a lash. “It had to happen. It all had to happen. Luc stabbing her. You finding her. The book.”


  Feeling like a deflated balloon, I dropped into my seat. This wasn’t like me, erupting at the drop of a dime. But every yell and roar and whimper from the back had disrupted my equilibrium, and I couldn’t think straight with her like that. It killed me to be this helpless.


  “What book?” I latched onto the one thing I’d caught him say. “My book? She couldn’t decipher it yet.”


  He snorted. “Well, no fucking wonder, genius. Without the cypher she’s never going to. You ass, handing her your journal without the code makes it unreadable to almost everybody.”


  “But let me guess.” I drummed my fingers on the bar, wishing I had that drink back. “Not to you.”


  “Well.” He laughed, and as though he’d read my mind, he grabbed a glass, poured me another drink, and passed it over.


  I snatched it up and swallowed. It burnt going down. The buzz filtering through my blood helped quell some of the rage boiling inside me. Pandora’s screams had begun to lessen, and with that my sanity began to restore itself.


  For the first time, I noticed my hand shook.


  “You have chosen your side, King.”


  I looked up to catch Death looking down at my hands. He glanced at me.


  “That’s good, because she’s gonna need you to fight for her.”


  “Why do you care?” I asked, with no heat behind it. I was suddenly overwhelmed with exhaustion. The man sitting beside me seemed to have all the answers; everything I’d wanted to know he probably already did, but now that I was here, all I wanted was to close my eyes and sleep and try to forget this nightmare had ever happened. “Why does she matter to you?”


  “You know why. She’s the key.”


  “So the prophecy’s true?” I had my doubts about that, even though she’d tried to kill me. True prophecies were unalterable, and no matter what the Triad had done to her this past year, I still believed she’d remember who she really was, she’d remember me, and she wouldn’t release the deadly high caste lords into the world.


  He took a sip of his drink and stared off into space. “It can go either way. And if she steps out of line, I will kill her, and I will kill you.” His eyes met mine and held my stare for half a minute. “But I don’t want to do that.”


  “And why not?” I wasn’t scared of death, to some extent I dealt in it the same way Death did. My end would come someday. Pandora and I lived in a world that brimmed over with violence; that we’d survived as long as we had was a minor miracle.


  “Because if I do it means she’s unlocked the gates of Hell and Armageddon has begun.”


  Chapter 6


  “I know why I want her to understand my book, but why do you?” I asked slowly, choosing to ignore the comment about unlocking the Gates of Hell for a moment. Pandora will never do that. I’ll die before I let it happen.


  “You misunderstand me, Priest. I don’t give a rat’s ass if she ever deciphers your book. That’s between you and the girl—I don’t deal in love.” He said the word like it offended him. “What I speak of is something far different.”


  Narrowing my eyes, I took a sip from my refilled glass. It was impossible for me to get smashed, but I could get buzzed just enough to loosen my tongue. I didn’t think that was on Death’s agenda for me, and it seemed like the scythe wielder knew more about chess than I did.


  I chuckled and took another sip. “I’m not begging for it, Death. Either tell me or stop wasting my time.”


  “Call me Dean.” He tapped my glass with his.


  At my blank stare, he shrugged. “What?”


  “Nothing.” I swallowed the last of the Jack and then covered the glass with my hand when he attempted to pour more. “You’re just very humanized for a being that traditionally does the cowl and sickle shtick.”


  “Shtick.” He snorted. “Okay. I could say the same to you, death priest. Don’t you know you’re supposed to decapitate what’s back there, not bump fuzzies with it?”


  I shook my head, giving him a hard glare.


  “Anyway.” He waved his hand. “The book I’m referring to is the one Pandora wrote while in captivity.”


  “What?” I sat straight up. How did he know that? I could feel the anger trying to ride me again.


  “No.” He rolled his eyes. “I wasn’t in there, I didn’t actually see her do it.”


  I licked my front teeth. “Then how do you know—”


  “She did it? I sent Hannah there to make sure she got it.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” I rubbed the bridge of my nose with my thumb, because if he was saying what I thought he was saying, then he’d deliberately sent someone to—


  “Creatus, that’s the name of where she was held.”


  “You reading my mind?”


  He pinched his fingers together. “Maybe just a little.”


  “Don’t.”


  He shrugged in a way I was pretty sure didn’t mean he was sorry.


  “So what the hell is that place and how do you know about it?”


  He sighed and swallowed his drink, then poured another before tipping the bottle toward me. “You sure?”


  I shook my head.


  “Suit yourself. I know about it just like I know about everything else. I’m more than just Death, I’m a Fate. That means I read the lines of life. It’s how I know when one’s ready to end. It also means”—he inclined his head toward the back room—“I can read the future.”


  “So you know how this ends?”


  “Not really. Reading the future doesn’t mean shit. In fact, I hate dealing in what hasn’t happened because there are so many variables to take into account. For instance, I see your death in one. I see hers too, but in another I see you and her remaining partners in crime for many millennia more. Then there’s a third one where she…” He made a cutting motion across his throat and grinned. “Like I said, a million different factors. Only as the threads converge and the time draws nigh for the future to become the present can I make an absolute determination on how things will go.”


  “Makes sense. But you haven’t answered my question.”


  He shrugged. “Creatus is the Triad’s den of inequity. It’s where they take those things they deem significant. The one they have here in the Catskills ain’t their only one either. That network is extensive and vast, and woe to any caught in that spiderweb.”


  I knew they wanted Pandora—Grace had as much as told us that already. I shrugged. “Tell me something I don’t know.”


  “Okay, she’s the first one to ever walk out of there alive.”


  “Wait.” I held up my hand. “You sent someone in after her?”


  “Hannah. Level ten witch, yeah.” He scratched his jaw. “She had to be powerful enough to attract their attention. She was good people.”


  My eyes narrowed as my blood ran cold. I was a killer; death didn’t turn me squeamish, but I’d never talked about it in such blasé terms either. “You sent her there knowing she’d die?”


  “Yeah.” He sighed. “It was either her or her brother. I will never understand the vagaries of love. She could have opted out, but instead she chose to take his place. Whatever.” Dean shook his head slowly, and finally I could see the cold-hearted killer beneath the mask. Death meant nothing to him. “The plan was the same. Give her the journal, so that she could remember.”


  “Remember what?”


  “The truth. Your demon’s been brainwashed to within an inch of her life. The Triad wants you dead, boy, and they figured the easiest way to ensure it happened was to make your little spitfire the one to pull the trigger.”


  I didn’t look at anything in particular as I tapped my fingers absentmindedly on the countertop. The only person in the world I would ever let my guard down with is Pandora. “Why do they want me dead?”


  The list of reasons was long, I was sure. My soul was still not my own, I was a rogue Priest, I was in bed with the enemy… far too many reasons. But if he could help me narrow it down, it would help.


  “Cause you picked your side, King, and it wasn’t theirs.”


  “So the Triad is part of the Order, an enterprise built to defend humankind, and yet they’re actively trying to bring about the end of the world. Why?”


  I knew the answer to that question, what I wanted to know was if he knew the answer to that question. Just how much could I trust him?


  His smile was secretive. “Not gonna make it that easy on you, bub. Trust me, or don’t. But I’m only here to take a couple pawns off the board, nothing more.”


  “Then tell me something you can say.”


  His grin grew wide. “Ask me about her book.”


  “Where’s her book?”


  Dean punched me on the shoulder; I glanced down at the spot and shook my head. This guy had been among humans too long. He was completely off his rocker, but there was something about him I liked even though I knew he was about as docile and tame as a high caste demon lord.


  “Where she needs it most.”


  “And that is?”


  “Her cage, of course. You see, I just reset the game board, Priest. Checkmate.”


  ~*~


  Pandora


  



  I slowly came to myself, feeling as though I’d just had another black out. But this time, instead of the haze of half-remembered memories, I saw a picture in my mind of the man with brown eyes.


  My heart rate ratcheted up as I thought of him, and I grabbed my chest. The memory of it broke me out in a wash of need even while I felt a smothering sense of murderous rage.


  I bit down on my lip and covered my ears with my hands, trying to shake the strange images loose. Then I noticed a book. I stared at it, feeling as though I’d seen it before.


  It was a buff suede color, and some stenciling adorned the front. When I reached out to grab it, a miniature spark of lightning jumped from the stenciled words into the palm of my hand.


  Hissing, I yanked my hand back and hugged it tight to my chest. I turned my face aside, but after a minute I caught myself looking back at it.


  There was a compulsion burning inside me to open it.


  I rocked on my butt and stared at it, growing more and more mesmerized with each second that ticked by.


  Finally the curiosity was too much to bear, and I snatched it up, fully expecting to be shocked once again, but I wasn’t. With fingers that couldn’t seem to stop shaking, I cracked it open to the first page and started reading.


  All accounts in this story are true. I didn’t have much time to get it all down. They’re coming for me. Tonight it’s going to be electroshock therapy, and I’m not sure I can handle another session. I’m breaking, Luc, they’re breaking me…


  I know this is a long shot, the hope that maybe someone might actually find this journal, but the witch across from my cell said this journal will go to the one who needs it most, so I have to assume it’s you. Because the truth of what’s going to happen to our people after they kill me is something you’ll need to know. You need to warn the others what the Triad has planned…


  My God, I can’t believe this has really happened. I fought so hard, I thought I had time… thought we had time. I thought we’d figured it all out. But we were fooled, right to the very end.


  All I can say is I love Asher. I know why he did what he did when he stabbed me, and I forgive him. Luc, if you’re reading this, you have to tell him that because I know they will wipe all of this from my mind. I’ve seen them do it to others. Soon I’m going to be nothing but a shell, a vessel they will use to try and destroy everything I love. Forgive the Priest, Luc, you have to, you have no choice. Without him by our side we can never succeed.


  My God… I know it all now. It’s so much worse than what we thought, the truth of it all… it’s so much worse.


  My pulse was pounding so hard by the time I finished reading that I had to slam the book shut. I’d barely even begun, but already I felt something dark and malevolent slink through me. Something foreign and unpleasant, and deep down I knew all the answers were in that book.


  A book written by my hand.


  A journal I couldn’t remember ever penning.


  I gazed on in horror at it sitting undisturbed by my foot, staring at it like it was a wild animal ready to snatch me up in its deadly jaws and devour me whole.


  I knew I wasn’t going to like what I read inside, and that night I just didn’t have the energy to try.


  Chapter 7


  Asher


  



  She was asleep, tossing and turning and crying out in her dreams, flinging her arms wide, and begging them to stop.


  I sat on the cot and watched her with my heart trapped in my throat. I knew I couldn’t go to her. I’d tried earlier in the night, and the moment I’d opened the cage, she’d very nearly ripped my throat out with her claws.


  Pandora was damaged, and I couldn’t help but remember Luc’s words. Even though she was right here with me, it felt like she was dead because this woman before me was nothing like the one I’d known all my life.


  Dean had poked his head into the room hours earlier motioning for me and saying that maybe being back here with her was only making it worse, but I couldn’t leave. I still didn’t really trust him.


  It seemed no matter where I turned everyone wanted a piece of Pandora. Dean could be on our side for now, but who could say what would happen tomorrow, or the next day, or the day after that, when a new player entered the game, changing the rules all over again and turning a temporary ally into a merciless enemy?


  So I stayed back there with her, watching helplessly from the sidelines as she convulsed and screamed for them to stop cutting.


  At one point she’d jerked so hard she’d exposed an angry and deep scar in her thigh, and it’d been all I could do not to demand Dean tell me where Creatus was so that I could kill every single bastard in there.


  Not only had she not healed from the wounds, but she was covered in more scars than even I was. Scrubbing my jaw, I squeezed my eyes shut and laid back down on the bed. If she had to suffer, so would I.


  “You will never be alone again, little demon. Never again.”


  My whispered words seemed to enflame her rage as she slammed her body against the spelled cage over and over, reaching her arms out, desperately trying to get at me.


  The only good thing that’d happened when I’d entered the cage earlier was that I’d managed to swipe up her journal before being forced to lock her up again.


  Grabbing the book off the floor, I tugged on the chain attached to the dangling light bulb overhead. The power of strong magic rippled off the journal. It was benign magic, not meant to harm. There was a compulsion to read the book laced within its spell, which was probably Dean’s purpose in sending Hannah in there to begin with.


  I spent the rest of the night reading through the massive book. It was her story, but it was also our story. I blinked the heat from my eyes as I read her words to me, how she loved me, how she would never give me up, and that no matter how many times they cut her open she would fight like hell to protect my whereabouts.


  Then came the day when her demons were stripped from her and she rejoiced at the loss of Pestilence but losing Lust made her cry for days on end. How everyday they would pump her name through her cell—Ya-el, Ya-el, Ya-el—until she was sure that Pandora was gone, transposed by the demon within.


  Soon she began to speak of Wrath and how he must be saved from the tortures of Hell, how they must all be saved and bring the world into a new order of enlightment.


  It wasn’t easy reading her words, feeling the desperation in them, watching her letters become more and more paranoid as time went on. Reading how she was unable, at one point, to remember whether I was real, or if I was some double agent sent to kill her when her guard was down.


  Slowly but surely, her faith in me began to waver. Their indoctrination had completely taken hold, and by the end, the only words she could write were “Kill Asher” over and over. She cried out for Luc because he was the only true constant in her life, and the heart-shaped scar was the only thing saving the last of her sanity.


  Taking a small break, I glanced over at her. She was finally sleeping soundly, with a fist pressed up beneath her cheek, reminding me of a tortured angel.


  I knew this book would save her, but it could also hurt her. By the end of the journal, her brainwashing was so absolute that I feared reading these words would send her spiraling back into the lies.


  Flipping back through the book, I looked for the spot where their lies began to supplant her true memories and attempted to rip those pages out, but they wouldn’t budge.


  I couldn’t let her read those words; they were dangerous lies. Calling shadow to my palm, I tried to hide the final pages in impenetrable darkness, but the book’s spell was powerful and dumped the shadow off.


  It’d been years since I’d spell cast. I’d learned the art centuries ago when I’d hunted down a rogue neph who’d dabbled in it. Walking back into the bar, I nodded at Dean, who was sitting by the door chatting with a were-panther who had half his face tattooed with tribal bands.


  I still couldn’t fathom why Death would give us safe harbor, but I was also not fool enough to consider taking Pandora out of there as she was. Whatever cage Death had placed her in was powerful enough to withstand her attacks on it. At least in there I only had a handful of creatures to keep an eye on; on the outside I’d have a world to contend with.


  Grabbing a pen and pad of paper, I turned without acknowledging him and headed once again to the pantry. Sitting back down on the cot, I closed my eyes and attempted to recall the spell.


  I didn’t want to crack Hannah’s wards. It was a good spell that would eventually help Pandora weed through the lies in her head. What I wanted to do was force Hannah’s spell to recognize mine as friendly so that it would accept my shadow and not fight it.


  It took me an hour of penning the words until I created one that I felt would be strong enough to slip through the ward.


  Setting the pen aside, I brought the closed book to my lap, set my palm upon it, and took a calming breath, forcing all my fears, all my questions and anger, out. Spell casting was best done when the soul was at ease and the spirit calm.


  “Amicus sum, non hostem umbra tuas accipere.” I spoke the Latin words with power, pushing all my will and desire into them. The palm of my hand heated with a gentle warmth that flowed through me.


  Shoulders slumping with relief that the spell had opened itself to me, I smiled.


  “Damned impressive there, Priest.”


  I glanced up to note Dean standing just in front of me. It bothered me that I hadn’t heard him enter.


  “Hannah was as powerful a witch as they came.”


  Sighing, I leaned my head against the wall. “She was also human with human years. I’ve learned things in my life.”


  Snorting, he crossed his arms and turned toward Dora. “You think hiding those words from her is the right answer?”


  “What would you have me do? Feed her more of these lies?”


  His lips twisted. “Just curious, I guess.”


  “And if I hand her the lies, what happens?”


  He shrugged. “Don’t know. Ball is still in her court. In the end the decision is hers.”


  “So how am I supposed to get through to her?” I hated asking a stranger for advice, but in a case such as this, I didn’t have a clue what to do. My desperation to get her back as she’d been consumed me. Always a patient sort before, I found myself now at a crossroads emotionally.


  “You asking what I would do?”


  I flipped my hand out, silently acknowledging that I was.


  “Give her the book. All of it. Trust her instincts. She came here after all.”


  Snorting, I raised my brows.


  He nodded. “She was told to go east, Priest. She came west. Deep down that girl is fighting. She may not know it, but she is. How well do you think you know her?”


  “She’s the other half of my soul.”


  “Then make her remember that.”


  ~*~


  Pandora


  My Re-indoctrination


  Day 1


  



  I woke up to find the brown-eyed man staring at me, and instantly I was triggered. Roaring, I jumped to my feet and slammed into the bars.


  “Kill!” the demons inside me roared.


  But no matter how hard I hit the bars, they did not yield, and the man just stood there, looking at me.


  I slammed into the door. Over and over. I didn’t know how long I hit it, but I kept going, because I was compelled to grab him. To hurt him. To kill him.


  My mind was nothing but violence and chaos. The demons inside my head chanted, Maim. Torture. Kill. Maim. Torture. Kill.


  I reached through the bars, curling my claws at him, tasting my blood on my tongue from where I’d bitten down too hard.


  He never moved.


  I think I must have been going at it for hours before I finally exhausted myself. I slumped to my knees even as I continued to feebly reach out for him.


  “What’s your name?” he asked in a calm voice.


  I snarled, even though my energy was spent.


  “Your name!” he demanded, louder.


  “Ya-el.” I snapped my fangs at him.


  “What is your purpose?”


  “To kill. To maim. To hurt. To rage. To—”


  “No!” He grabbed the bars and rattled them. “Your name is Pandora.”


  “No.” I shook my head, wondering if I had the energy to rush and grab his fingers so that I could snap them off. My fingers curled into my knees.


  “Yes.” He shook his head.


  I’ve heard his voice before. It was dark and deep and seductive, and I wanted to hurt him, I wanted to kill him, I wanted to…touch him?


  I grabbed my chest.


  “Pandora. Say your name.”


  “No,” I growled.


  “Say your name!”


  “Ya-el.”


  “No. Pandora. Pandora. Pandora. That is your name.”


  “Liar.” I shook my head, clamping my hands over my ears. “Ya-el.”


  “Pandora.”


  “Ya-el.”


  “No.”


  We went back and forth for hours. Twice I rushed him, and twice he stepped just out of reach. As the room darkened and the sun set outside, I wrapped my arms around my legs.


  “My name is…Ya-el.”


  I expected to hear him yell out Pandora again, but instead something heavy dropped loudly by my foot. It was my journal; he’d slipped it into the cage.


  “Read your book.” Then he turned his back and walked out the door, and I screamed because he was gone and I couldn’t kill him.


  ~*~


  Day 7


  



  “What’s your name?” He was back again, and this time he held a plate of food and a cup.


  I wasn’t hungry. But I was thirsty. My throat was raw from screaming, my hair matted, my dress stained with dirt and blood.


  I coughed weakly. The fire of my hate still burned, but it grew weaker everyday.


  “Wat…er.” I coughed again.


  The brown-eyed man set the plate of fruit down on a box beside my cage and handed me the cup. I snatched it with desperate hands and drank it through the bars, dribbling most of it down the front of my dress. But it was cool, and it felt like healing waters on my abraded throat. He took the cup from my hand, and when his fingers grazed mine I made a weak swipe at him that he easily batted away.


  “What is your name?” he asked again.


  I was tired. My nights had been hounded by visions of death, of torture. Of me on a steel bed being ripped apart by evil hands, of fire flowing through my veins, and whispered words telling me dark and terrible secrets.


  I clenched the bars. “Ya-el. My name is Ya-el.”


  He reached out his hand toward me, as if he meant to touch me. I hissed and pulled back. He curled his hand by his thigh.


  The brown-eyed man said nothing, but I could see the sadness that lingered tight around his eyes. Shaking his head, he turned to leave.


  He was just about to walk out the door when a strange compulsion took me. “What is your name?” I asked him.


  His look was shocked when he turned to me. He didn’t come back to my side, but he slowly whispered, “Asher. My name is Asher.”


  ~*~


  Day 21


  



  I’m laying on my back staring up at the fog-filled sky of a freezing South Dakota afternoon and watching as the first snowflake of the season slides gracefully through the breeze, landing on the palm of my hand. I stare at it with impossible hope. Every snowflake is different, every one unique. If someone went out of their way to create a once-in-a-lifetime masterpiece of ice, then maybe I mattered too…


  ~*~


  Day 31


  “What’s your name?”


  I bowed my head and closed my eyes. “Pandora. My name is Pandora.”


  He said nothing. When I turned to look at him, I saw something different glimmering in his brown eyes.


  Hope.


  ~*~


  Day 47


  



  They’ve put a demon back inside me. But it’s not Lust. I don’t know who it is, but it tastes foul to my skin. The doctor looked at me and smiled. “Today we’re going to try something a little different,” he said. I smiled. I couldn’t believe I smiled, but I did. Because for just a second I believed that maybe the pain would be over. I had a demon back inside me, I felt somewhat whole. Maybe now they’d release me. Instead they’d laid me down on that table and a shifter had walked into the room wearing a strange- looking metal flack vest. I’d looked at the doctor with a question in my eyes. “All you need to do today, Pandora, is trace, that’s it.” I couldn’t believe it. They were letting me go. Really letting me go.


  But that wasn’t what they were doing at all. Because the second I shifted, became particles of me, the shifter with the vest grabbed me. Reached right into the mist of me and forced me back to myself, forced me to become human again. The touch of that metal burned the demon right out of me, and I didn’t stop screaming for hours…


  ~*~


  Day 52


  



  They’ve begun telling me things I know aren’t true. Things like I’m all alone. But I’m not alone. I have my family. I think. But if they cared, wouldn’t they have found me by now? They say that Asher isn’t who he says he is. I keep telling him that I didn’t know that man. But I do. I think. God, I’m so confused. The doctor asked me to tell him a memory. I told him about Kemen. I don’t know why I chose Kem, maybe because I miss him so much. But as I was talking, doc gave me a strange look and said that Kemen never actually existed. That he was just the product of my fractured mind. My need to feel loved. I think he’s lying. It couldn’t be true. I couldn’t have just imagined him, right? Luc, I think I’m going out of my mind. I remember him so vividly, my sloth. He was always yawning, always telling me that I was safe with him.


  Safe.


  I want that so badly. I hate how weak I feel. But they’ve stripped me of the demons. I don’t know how they can continue to hurt me the way they do without my ability to heal. I don’t know why I haven’t died yet, but they keep telling me it’s not time. I have a purpose. A mission. I’m supposed to save the world.


  I’m a demon, I should be stronger than I am. But every night all I can do is cry. I want my Priest to hold me one more time, I want to not be so scared to tell him how I feel. But maybe the doctor is right, maybe the Priest and Kem aren’t who I’ve created them to be. Maybe I really am sick.


  ~*~


  Day 56


  



  Asher was staring at me again. I felt his look like a brand. I tried to pretend like I didn’t, like my body wasn’t flaring to life under his gaze. He was the enemy, the deceiver. The liar. And yet…


  “Who are you, Pandora?”


  I shook my head. “Evil.” The single word dropped from my tongue.


  “Do you want to kill me?”


  “Yes.” Maybe?


  His eyes narrowed. I liked his eyes. I shouldn’t have liked his eyes. He was a villain. I was the savior. But I couldn’t seem to help myself. Last night I’d had a dream about him. A wicked dream.


  He was touching me all over and I was holding him, kissing him, running my tongue along his spine, and I liked it. God, I loved it. I woke up panting, clenching at my heart as my thighs trembled with want and need.


  He must have known, because he’d sat up on the cot and looked at me. Just looked at me with a raw, animal hunger burning in his eyes. I’d had to look away because I’d known if I continued looking he would have come in here with me and I would have hurt him. And for some reason, that idea bothered me.


  He held up his hands, and in them was something I hadn’t noticed before. It was a baby doll. She was beautiful, with faint pink stains on her porcelain skin. Her eyes were a cerulean blue, and she was dressed in a white sleeping gown. A riotous mass of golden curls framed her face.


  “What is this, Pandora?”


  I cocked my head, confused by his question. “A doll.”


  He shook his head. “It’s a child. Do you remember children?”


  Of course I remembered children. But I didn’t say anything. The doll was small, and skinny. Skinny enough that when he turned it sideways, he could slip it through the bars.


  It landed by my feet. I couldn’t tear my gaze away from it. Its rosebud lips were opened on a silent coo.


  “Pick it up,” he said, but I couldn’t.


  I was scared.


  My hands shook and my heart raced, and I scooted back on my butt, trying to kick it away from me. It was a doll, just a doll. It couldn’t hurt me.


  “Pick it up, little demon. It just wants to be loved.”


  “Love.” I whispered the word, and that was the impetus I needed to pick it up. At first I felt awkward, but as the minutes ticked by, I felt better, more comfortable holding it in my arms.


  I heard him talking to me, whispering comforting words, but my attention was solely on the doll. It was like my body knew what my mind couldn’t remember. I started rocking the baby and crooning to it, touching its cheek.


  Then a memory came, of a little girl dying of influenza. Of me rocking her under the stars and singing lullabies until she closed her eyes. My arms tightened. She’d been abandoned on the side of the road. My claws lengthened. Covered in sores, she’d barely been able to take decent breaths.


  I snapped, and with a muffled cry squeezed the doll until the porcelain head popped off in my hand. I ground the face into dust and whirled on Asher, snarling as the demons took me.


  His jaw clenched, and I knew he was unhappy. I jumped to my feet and rushed to the bars. “Kill you!” I screamed, and pounded futilely to get at him.


  Asher’s look was haunted as he turned on his heel and walked away from me.


  ~*~


  Day 61


  



  Is what we call love simply little more than lust disguised? I’ve lived with lust my entire life. I know what it feels like to need someone to the point that you can’t breath for want of him. But that is not love. That is obsession masked as something noble. Love is the cruelest myth of all...


  I remember writing those words and feeling how true they were, and then I met Asher and I thought I may have been wrong. But now I wonder. I know he’s still keeping secrets from me. He’s under a geas, someone holds a lien on his soul. I wonder why. The more I think about the enigma that is the death priest, the more I wonder what I really know about him at all. Every day doc tells me that Asher is out to get me. That he is not who I think he is.


  Truth is, I don’t really know what I think he is. He’s my obsession, my desire, or at least he was. But I’m beginning to think he fooled me just like doc says. Because if he really loved me like I thought he did, he would never stop searching for me, he would do whatever it took to find me. It’s what I would have done for him. But I’ve come to the conclusion that I’ve been abandoned by everyone. Which I guess is par for the course. I mean, who could really love something like me, right?


  I think I’m done with thinking about Asher. Every time I do, it hurts too much…


  ~*~


  Day 70


  



  He was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt today. Asher’s skin looked so pale, I hardly recognized him. Dark shadows sat under his eyes, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in years.


  I’d been reading my journal, and something wasn’t adding up. The doctor told me Asher was evil and cruel, that he’d abandoned me. That he’d left me to die, that that had been his plan all along. That I’d been nothing but a pawn in his game.


  And yet…


  “Pandora?” His voice was soft. So soft it made my heart ache.


  I wanted to touch him. I’d decided that the night before after I’d woken up from yet another dream. I’d scooted over on the floor of my cage and gazed at him throughout the night, watching as his chest rose and fell, wondering if the scars I kept dreaming about that lined every inch of his body were actually real, or if they were just my imagination playing tricks on me.


  I thought that maybe if he came in now I wouldn’t hurt him. I wanted to find out if he was real. Who had been lying to me? The doctor, or Asher?


  “Ash?”


  I didn’t know why I’d shortened his name that way, but when I did a visible tremor coursed through him and his eyes slammed shut.


  It took him a moment before he looked at me again. But there was no softness in his gaze now, only steely determination. I cocked my head.


  “It’s time to hold the baby.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t want to hold the baby. I’ll kill it.” Just like I’d killed the last nine he’d brought to me.


  “Come on, Pandora.” He gripped the cage, staring down at me. “You have to remember how much you love them. You’ve sacrificed yourself for them over and over, throughout the centuries. You have to remember that.”


  I swallowed hard because somewhere deep down inside I thought I did remember it. I remembered a little girl in South Dakota. I couldn’t recall her name anymore, but she was so pretty. Dressed in pink and smiling up at me.


  Then he was shoving another doll through my cage. I wrapped my arms around my knees and stared at it.


  I was so filthy, so dirty. I wanted a shower. I wanted out of this cage, but I didn’t trust myself yet. I could finally understand why Ash had put me in here. I was dangerous, not stable. I was so wrong in the head, and tears burned my eyes because this time the little doll wore a pink dress, and it had black curls, and she was chubby just like that little girl in my vision.


  I rocked back and forth.


  “Pick her up, Pandora. Save her like you did once before.”


  I whipped my head around and stared at him. He knew what I was thinking. The moment I thought it I realized why, because he’d been there too.


  “I want to love her,” I admitted shyly.


  “Then pick her up, little demon.” He knelt down until his face was inches from mine. My fingers twitched with the urge to swipe out at him, but now I knew it was wrong. I wasn’t well.


  I ignored the impulse and looked back down at the doll.


  “Come on, love. Pick her up.”


  Closing my eyes, I gently picked her up and shuddered as tears spilled down my cheeks. The rush of dark fire tingled through my fingertips. I bit down on my lip so hard it split beneath my teeth a second before I crushed the porcelain skull.


  Trembling, I dropped the doll as if I’d been burned and buried my face into my knees. A hand patted my back, and I froze, warring with my inner desires.


  “Ash.” I gritted my teeth. “You’ve got to release me. I can’t fight this.” I sank my claws into my thighs, wincing as the blood spilled down my hands. I didn’t want to hurt him. I really, really didn’t. But I wasn’t sure I’d ever be strong enough to fight the war inside me.


  “Little demon, I’ll never let you go. Not ever.”


  But he pulled his hand away, and I was sobbing so hard because I was relieved and tortured by my need of him.


  He was walking out the door, and I didn’t want him to go. I wiped my nose with the back of my hand. “You were there? That night with Breanna, you were there, weren’t you?”


  Clapping his hand against the doorframe, he nodded. “I was there. And her name was Brianna, and you saved her, Pandora. And I didn’t think it was possible to love you more than I did that night.”


  Then he was gone, and I was alone again.


  Chapter 8


  Asher


  



  “I need a living, breathing child.” I looked at Dean as he wiped down the metal counter after a busy midnight rush of shifters.


  Snorting, Dean riffled his fingers through his hair. “Yeah, lemme just get right on that there. Cause it’s not like she hasn’t killed about ten dolls already.”


  He rolled his eyes, and I pounded a dent into the table nearest me. I hadn’t slept in months, but Pandora was making progress. And while I could see it, it was so slow going that I was beginning to lose hope I’d ever be able to get her through this.


  “Do you think this is funny?” I snapped.


  “Just a little.” Death walked over and locked the door, leaning against it with a calculating look in his eyes. “Look, it’s not like I care one way or another what happens with the little filthy bastards, but I’m not stealing some kid just to help wake her up.”


  “Then ask someone!” I paced the length of the bar floor, wishing like hell that I could come up with a better idea than the one I had. But time was running out. Pandora and I couldn’t hide away in Death’s bar too much longer.


  There was a war brewing just outside those guarded doors. Dean had explained to me that as long as we remained ensconced within his bar nothing could get to us, which was turning out to be absolutely accurate. Death had many tricks up his Gucci sleeves, and while I was grateful, I was growing increasingly anxious.


  The Triad had already had months gearing up for their next attack on her, and remaining in seclusion so long would make us weaker, not stronger. But I couldn’t rush this either. It’d taken her a year to get to where she’d been. I couldn’t expect things to go much faster than they were.


  “I don’t do something for nuthin’.”


  I poured myself a drink and sat down. “You’ve kept us here.”


  “Ah, yeah.” His eyes glowed. “But that’s all part of the game. What you’re asking me goes beyond that. So tell me, Priest, what are you willing to give me in return?”


  I tossed back my drink and shook my head. “I’m no priest anymore. I cut ties.”


  “Yeah, but you’re still bound, and until you get your soul back, you are a Priest, whether you like it or not.”


  “She doesn’t know I’m still alive.”


  He chuckled. “A testament to your craftiness, no doubt. That, and the fact that your precious little demon didn’t rat you out in that prison. Allora tried damned hard to find you out.”


  Kicking out my leg, I shook my head slowly, feeling as if I were a fly that’d just landed in a spider’s web. I didn’t want Pandora to learn the truth about me. Ever.


  Thankfully, the geas kept my mouth shut, for now. But I knew that after she got better the first thing I’d have to do would be helping her search out the key to unlocking the cyphered text.


  “I’ll give you as much cash as you want.”


  “Pft.” He rolled his eyes. “As if I could be swayed by something so conventional.”


  “Then if you don’t want cash, what do you want?”


  Dropping down into the chair in front of me, he slipped his hands together and leaned forward. “Your soul.”


  I stared at him, ready for him to laugh it off like he so often did, ready to hear him say he’d been teasing. But the words never came.


  I tapped my finger on the table. “To kill me or own me?”


  “I don’t know.” He shrugged and flicked his wrist. “Maybe both. Really just depends on how useful you are to me.”


  I couldn’t believe I was seriously considering this. My gut told me that if I could get a real child into that cage with Pandora, her true instincts would kick in and she would progress much faster than she currently was. But I had no way of getting to a child—I knew no one with kids, no one I could ask to let me borrow one just for a night. And even if I had, who would have trusted me with their child?


  Not to mention I wouldn’t leave Pandora alone with Death. I didn’t trust Dean not to vanish with her. Helpful he might be, but the creature clearly had his own agenda in this game.


  “No. New deal.”


  “No deal.” He shook his head. “You ain’t got anything else I want. It’s that or nuthin, partner.”


  “You told me I was the King. I need to be here for her, to finish this game.”


  “That’s right.” He grinned, and I wanted to wipe the smug smirk off his face with my fist.


  “You take my soul and I belong to you.”


  “You got it now, Priest.” He banged his fist on the table. “And I won’t be nowhere near as careless as that idiot Allora.”


  Meaning I would never be able to sneak away from Death. Death was everywhere; it would be impossible for me to ever slip loose the way I had with Allora. Pandora and I would be separated eternally; the thought was like a shot of ice straight into my veins.


  “I need a kid.” There’d be no pleading for mercy with Dean, I knew it, but handing over my soul into Death’s keeping wasn’t a deal I was ready to make.


  “Look, buddy, you know the terms.” Dean stood. “It’s not personal, it’s just business. You keep doing what you’re doing, maybe it’ll work, and maybe it won’t. You want quicker results, you know where to find me.”


  I reached out my hand, latching onto his wrist firmly. “And if I do it, if I take the deal, how do you plan to take my soul when Allora still owns me?”


  He snapped his fingers. “I’ve got my ways, Priest, ways that don’t require killing the bitch either. Though, I certainly wouldn’t object to a little knife play.” He licked his lips. “Just know this, in the interest of fairness, I wouldn’t call your debt due until after the game’s end. You’d still have time with your girl.”


  With a wink, he disappeared into a back room, and I sat staring at a wall covered in dart tips wondering just how much I was willing to risk to get her back.


  ~*~


  Pandora


  Day 80


  



  My cage was littered with doll’s heads.


  Asher didn’t say anything as he walked out the door. I felt like I was disappointing him, and the thought of it made me want to cry.


  At night I ached for his body to touch mine. I felt Lust inside of me. I felt other things too. More than one. More than three. There were so many. But Lust was the only one I wanted to focus on, because she was familiar.


  But she was so different now too.


  She was quieter. She didn’t speak to me, but she lit up like a spark when the Priest came into the room.


  I did too.


  I remembered his touch. I remembered how I’d come in his arms when he’d barely touched me. My throat burned from crying so hard.


  I was so exhausted. I just wanted this to be over.


  I closed my eyes and wondered if I could just will myself to die.


  ~*~


  Asher


  



  “I’ll do it.” I didn’t look at Dean as I said it. “I’ll take the deal.”


  Death gave me a look that made my palms sweat.


  “It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Priest. An absolute pleasure.”


  Chapter 9


  Day 123


  



  “Little demon, wake up.”


  His gentle voice roused me. I opened my eyes, blinking until my vision adjusted to the darkness of the room. When it finally did, I let out a startled yip and scrabbled backward until my butt hit the cage behind me.


  “Take her away, Ash. Don’t bring her near me.”


  There was a small girl in front of him. Maybe two years old. Her skin was dusky hued and her eyes slitted like a cat’s, but there was an innocence to her chubby cheeks that instantly drew me in.


  Kneeling, Asher rubbed his palm up and down the little girl’s bicep. She’d dressed so beautifully, wearing a flowing gown of purest white that fell to her ankles. A plethora of colorful silken ribbons threaded through the tight locks of her hair. I couldn’t fail but note the powerful looking were-panther standing behind her.


  Half his face was tattooed with African tribal markers, and he was glaring at me with one golden eye, his other eye covered by a patch. His lips were curled back, and his massive arms crossed, but I could still see the echo of the girl’s cherubic features. He was surely her father.


  “You can do this, Pandora,” Asher whispered after a second.


  I felt Death’s presence in the corner of the room. He gazed on us impassively, as if he couldn’t care less that my track record with anything resembling the girl was fairly disturbing at this point.


  My mouth was dry when I shook my head.


  “I can’t. I can’t do this.” I banged my skull into the cage because this wasn’t a doll. This wasn’t something without a heart and feelings that didn’t care if I crushed it. This girl lived and breathed, and she looked as terrified as I felt.


  My heart broke at the sight of her shaking, clenched fists. What was wrong with this girl? Why wasn’t she running away? How could she be so brave in front of me? Couldn’t she tell what I was, the monster I’d become?


  Asher reached for the lock on the cage, and I cried out, holding out my hand. “Please. Don’t do this. I don’t want to hurt her.”


  His brown eyes were intense as they gazed at me, then he clenched them shut and sighed. “If you’re not ready, we don’t have to—”


  I screamed at the same time the little girl did. Death had traced over to her and run a claw down the length of her smooth bicep, splitting it open. The tattooed giant’s nostrils flared, but he said nothing.


  Wild with fury, I rushed to the cage door, ready to kill him, to kill them all. “Leave her alone!”


  But now it was Asher trying to wrestle the little girl away from Death, telling him that I wasn’t ready.


  “No. It’s now or never. A deal’s a deal, and I’ll keep my end of the bargain,” Death growled, and then with a firm yank, he snapped the lock off of the door and tossed the girl at me.


  The baby was shaking and wild with fear—I smelled the stench of it leaking off her. But she was so stoic in the face of it that she turned neither left nor right, just continued to gaze at me with eyes wide open and her rosebud lips trembling.


  The metallic waft of her blood tickled my nostrils. A haze descended over my vision. Images of violent deaths, of bodies bloated with disease. Pestilence had come alive inside me, and someone else too. Someone even more blood thirsty, even more malevolent. My mouth watered as the blood continued to tease me. My heart pumped harder.


  I wondered what her blood would taste like, what it would feel like sliding down my…


  Screaming, I jerked back to the present, to the reality that a little child was now crying, now sensing where my dark thoughts had taken me. I covered my eyes and turned my head, wanting to retch because I’d realized a horrible, insidious truth.


  I’d been infected by Gluttony. How did Bubba fight this? How could he resist it? My throat burned, and I wrapped my arms around myself. For so long I’d despised Bubba for what he was, for who he was. I’d been disgusted with his appetites, never realizing how hard he fought every day to control his baser instincts.


  Ice ran through my veins, and I felt the girl and I were no longer alone inside the cage. Then I heard a whimper and a roar as the cage slammed shut.


  Asher screamed.


  My eyes snapped open to stare at Death. His face was no longer so beautiful as I saw the truth behind the mask. His bones lifted into a macabre smile as he yanked the little girl against his body.


  “Hold the girl, or I kill her.”


  My gaze darted to the father. His hands clenched, and the agony burning in his eyes reflected back at me. But again, he did and said nothing.


  I shook my head, covering my mouth with a fist. “Let her go,” I murmured through my fingers.


  “In three…”


  His arm tightened around the girl’s neck. Now she was sobbing, clutching at Death’s arm banded around her.


  “Oh, baby,” I crooned. “Don’t cry. Don’t…shh. Shh.” I took a step closer.


  “…two…”


  “No. No. Nonononono.” I shook my head, fearing that either way this poor, beautiful child would never leave here alive, but knowing I couldn’t let it be by the cruel and merciless hands of Death.


  I snatched her from his arms just as he whispered, “One.”


  She was crying hard and trembling. Asher was kicking at the cage, damning Death to the fiery pits of Hell, and I was squeezing my eyes shut and praying to God that I wouldn’t hurt her.


  “Momma,” the little girl whimpered into my chest, and though I knew it wasn’t me she addressed, it was enough to help me reclaim my sanity.


  The madness dissipated, and this time when I sobbed, it was with joy. I wrapped my arms around her middle and hugged her tenderly, crooning as I rubbed her wounded arm and whispering that I would never, ever hurt her.


  Finally her shaking eased, and she wrapped her chubby little arms around my neck. Her hot tears landed on my flesh, her scent of baby powder and lavender banished the call of blood, and I sighed into her body, rocking her gently back and forth.


  “Welcome back, Pandora,” Death whispered. “It’s good to finally meet you.”


  ~*~


  After that incident, everything moved in a blur. The girl was whisked from my arms by her father, who gave Death an evil, murderous stare before storming out. Asher rushed to me, and when he wrapped me in his arms, I didn’t want to hurt him. I accepted his touch and melted into it, resting my forehead heavily against his arms.


  He didn’t kiss me, but his fingers strummed the side of my face and down my neck, as if he was trying to make sure I was okay.


  I didn’t want to leave his arms ever again, but eventually I did. “I need a shower, and something to drink.”


  He nodded and helped me to stand. My body was still running high on adrenaline. I felt jittery and unable to walk in a straight line. I didn’t question where he was leading me, I just followed him out of the back room and cringed as we headed straight into the bar.


  There were so many eyes watching us, and I realized that had I done anything to that girl the odds of Asher and I walking out of there alive would have been slim to none.


  I couldn’t find the child, and I could only hope that her father had taken her far, far away.


  Hanging my head so that I didn’t have to meet anyone’s stare, I sighed when Ash took me into another back room and locked the door behind us.


  Straight away I saw the shower and nodded when he pointed it out to me. “Shower’s there.”


  I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, because I was uncertain and shy. Nudity used to mean nothing to me, but I couldn’t do it now.


  “I need clothes.” I looked down at the tattered dress that had once been as white as the one the little girl wore, but that was now grimy and black in places.


  He tipped my chin up. “Don’t do that, little demon.”


  Slowly, I wrapped my fingers around his wrist and gently extricated my face from his grasp. “You can’t stay here.”


  “I’m not leaving you.” He stepped back, giving me some of the space I desperately needed.


  Fidgeting with a particularly large hole across my thigh, I shook my head. “Just not in the bathroom with me. You… you’ve got to go.”


  Instantly I scented the disappointment of my words moving through the room. Though a part of me still felt lost and confused, another part, a part that grew fuller and deeper with each passing day, was so attuned to his thoughts and emotions that I felt them as if they were my own.


  Tucking a dirty strand of hair behind my ear, I whispered, “I’m sorry.”


  “I’ll be back with some clothes,” Asher said in a monotone, and then he turned on his heel and walked away.


  ~*~


  Asher


  



  I was finally able to beg some clothes from one of the panthers’ old ladies. She was an older woman, frozen in her form in her mid-forties, but she and Pandora were about the same size.


  I looked at the leathers and grimaced, sensing this would be the last thing Pandora would want to wear, but it wasn’t like we had many options. Not bothering to knock on the door, I entered and was just about to set the clothes down on the sink when a pale flash of white caught my eye.


  Dora had the curtain closed, and she was sitting with her legs crossed in front of her, leaning her head on her knees. But I could see through the fluttering sliver of cloth and undulation of steam beneath her. From her neck all the way down to the backs of her thighs, she was covered in thick, puckered scars.


  She looked like someone who’d been flogged and stitched back together, only to then have the process repeated ad nauseam. Bile flooded the back of my throat as anger beat a raw and furious rhythm inside me.


  Her spine stiffened, and I knew she’d sensed me. I cloaked myself in shadow a split second before she turned. Her intelligent eyes seemed to target my position, but I knew she couldn’t see me.


  After a minute, her shoulders relaxed and she turned back around. I couldn’t trace as she could. If I opened the door, she’d hear me for sure. So I took a seat on the bench outside and dropped my gaze to the floor.


  Several minutes ticked by before she whispered, “I’m coming out now. If you care for me at all, you’ll look away.”


  I opened my mouth, ready to defend myself but knowing I couldn’t. So I squeezed my eyes shut when she turned the water off, and even after she’d dried and dressed and left the room, I sat where I was, wondering what in the hell we should do now.


  Pandora could think properly now, but she was still far from whole. It was the dead of night when I finally walked out of there, heading to my cot in the pantry.


  She was back inside her cage, curled up in a ball, and the sight of that hurt worse than even when she’d tried to attack me. I didn’t stop to consider whether she’d want me to move her or not. I just rushed into that cage and scooped her up.


  Her eyes opened instantly, and she gazed at me warily. “Where are you taking me?”


  “To the bed,” I snapped.


  She wet her lips but didn’t say anything for a while. There was only room enough for one on the cot, so I laid her down on it before stooping to take a seat on the floor beside her.


  And I listened to her breathing and watched as the shadows slid along the walls from the rotation of the moon.


  She finally spoke after nearly an hour of silence. “Ash?”


  Just as Pandora was raw, so was I. I didn’t know how to act around her anymore, what to do to make her see I’d never hurt her. If I turned, I’d take her back in my arms, and I wasn’t sure whether she’d want me to or not.


  “What?”


  After taking several deep breaths, as though starting and then stopping herself from talking, she finally asked, “Where is Luc?”


  My eyes slipped shut, and I hung my head. I didn’t know what to tell her. I knew what I wanted to say, that the bastard had abandoned her. That he’d stopped searching, stopped believing in her, but I knew those words would crush her.


  “They got orders, little demon.”


  “Okay.”


  She jostled around on the cot for a minute, rustling the sheets, and just when I was sure she’d rolled over and gone to sleep, she spoke my name again.


  I scrubbed my jaw and murmured, “Yes?”


  “What do we do now?”


  Not looking at her was like a slow torture. Damning my desire, I turned around only to find her eyes had been boring into the back of my skull.


  They were no longer cool blue as they’d once been. Only when ridden by Lust had her eyes swirled the lovely lavender I remembered. An icy blue had been her natural color, but now they were darker, somewhere between black and gray, like a twilit sky.


  “What do you think we should do?”


  I asked her because I didn’t have a clue myself. What I wanted to do was rain death on Creatus, but I wasn’t sure that vengeance would serve us well. Even if I took down that hell hole, there were others. The problem wasn’t the prison, the problem was the prophecy and the Triad.


  She didn’t answer the question. Instead she slowly reached out her hand to me, and I was afraid to even blink or move, terrified she would stop. When her delicate palm cupped my cheek, I couldn’t prevent the desperate moan that spilled from my throat.


  “They lied, didn’t they?”


  I knew immediately what she meant. “Pandora, you know me. I chose my side.”


  If I closed my eyes now, I would still be able to recall her features—the smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose, how her bottom lip was just a tiny bit fuller than her top. Her heart-shaped face and the delicate structure of her jaw line and cheekbones. The way her eyes were spaced just a little bit wider than most, and how they would sparkle whenever I was around.


  “They’ve changed me, Ash. Forever. I’m never going to be the same.”


  I held her steady gaze. “Do you love me?”


  She didn’t answer, and my soul was crushed by the weight of what they’d taken from me.


  I was just about to turn my face aside when her lips found mine. I waited for the pain to come, but instead she ran her tongue along the seam of my mouth, and I opened up to her with a greedy growl.


  Shuffling to my knees, I sat up and cupped the back of her neck in my palm. With one word, this demon could have slain me. She could have ruined me, destroyed me, but it wouldn’t have mattered, because she owned me. All of me.


  Pandora was just as desperate in her touch as I was. Her nails clawed at the back of my skull as her tongue twined with my own. I licked and suckled the sweet honey off her lips, body shaking desperately with my need to do more.


  My cock grew heavy and painful as my blood rushed violently south. I hadn’t held her in over a year, hadn’t touched her. Her scent had left our trailer, and apart from a few items that’d belonged to her, the memory of her had been nearly eradicated from my life.


  I was like a dead man being reborn. This woman, this demon, who’d been crafted just for me, was knitting me back together again, making me whole. The depths of my need for her was almost frightening.


  Reluctantly she pulled back, but her hands still framed my face. My body was in pain for want of her. I wanted to sink into her slick warmth and lose myself in her, but I knew she was not yet ready.


  In fact, that she might never be.


  She pressed her forehead to mine before shaking her head slowly. “Priest?” Her lips feathered across mine.


  I rubbed her back with my thumb. “Demon?”


  “I do love you.”


  Chapter 10


  Pandora


  



  I hadn’t been able to sleep last night. I didn’t want to leave this oasis. True, Death wasn’t much of a roommate—some nights I could hear screams and shrills coming from the other rooms that didn’t sound at all like pleasure. But for Asher and me this place was safe in a way we hadn’t been for years.


  After that kiss I hadn’t been able to sleep. And as much as my body yearned for his, the scars of what I’d suffered ran too deep for me to do more than we’d done. I still wasn’t sure I was one hundred percent okay to leave, but I also knew hiding wasn’t the answer.


  So he’d lain down, and I’d crawled on top of him, and we’d held hands throughout the night, not talking much, both of us lost in our solitary thoughts.


  “Asher, what did Death mean when he said he kept his deals?”


  Now that the adrenaline of the night had worn off, those words kept echoing through my skull. The violence Death had shown when he’d forced the poor girl to come to me had reeked of desperation, and it’d struck me as bizarre then and even more so now the longer I thought on it.


  I knew I’d struck a nerve with Asher the moment I asked, because he turned away from me.


  My entire body stilled. “Priest?” I rolled his face back to mine. “What did you do?”


  Sighing, he gazed up at the ceiling. “You don’t want to know.”


  “That’s not an answer.”


  He licked his front teeth. “You weren’t progressing as you should have, little demon.”


  His fingers tickled my skin just where my back met my ass, and I became aware of the hard curves of his body. My skin tingled. Swatting his hand off me, I growled, “What did you do?”


  This time when he looked at me, he didn’t fidget. “I needed a child. A living, breathing child. One that would force your instinct to break through what they’d done.”


  “What. Did. You. Do?”


  “I gave him my soul.”


  I slapped him, slapped him so hard my wrist throbbed. The violence that seemed always to beat just below the surface came to life, and I shook my head. “Why?”


  He grabbed my hands before I could slap him again, and his words shivered with anger as he glared at me. “Because I wasn’t going to let them have you. I won’t share you, Pandora. Ever. You’re mine. All mine.”


  His declaration made me tremble even as my fury built. “But your soul is owned, he couldn’t—”


  “Yes, he can.” He wrapped my arms behind my back, imprisoning me in his strong grip. “It’s done, it’s over, it can’t be undone. So we’re not talking about this anymore.”


  “Like hell we aren’t.” I shoved my knee between his thighs, making him grunt and double over, but he still didn’t release me. “What is he going to do to you? That’s Death, Asher. Death!”


  I couldn’t lose him, not now. Not ever. I’d just come back to myself, I’d just woken up from this nightmare, and now he’d told me this. My demons screamed inside me. Lust. Gluttony. Pestilence. And others.


  Roaring to life and clawing at me, shredding my insides to ribbons.


  “Dammit to hell, Pandora,” he grunted. “Get control of yourself.” Then his lips were on mine again, and I hungered, craved more.


  Whimpering, I yanked my arms out of his, stronger now in my altered form, but I didn’t want to hurt him anymore. Asher was my rock, my anchor. Without him I was lost, and I couldn’t lose him. I just couldn’t.


  The kiss was violent and full of fury and teeth and bites that were just this side of pain. When he pulled back, he was rubbing at my cheeks. “Don’t cry, little demon, you’ll shatter me.”


  “I hate you.” I slapped his chest. “I hate you so much.” And then I slapped him again.


  This time he let me.


  ~*~


  Asher


  



  When morning dawned, neither one of us spoke about what’d been said during the night. It couldn’t be changed, and there was no point.


  I pinched her ass as she finally got off me, then I froze as she gave me the first smile I’d seen from her in over a year.


  It wasn’t much of one, just a twitch of her lips, but she rolled her eyes. “Do that again and I’ll snap your balls off.”


  “Yeah.” I cupped myself. “But it would be worth it.”


  Shaking her head as if I was the dumbest thing on earth, she sauntered off toward the bathroom.


  Sitting up, I shoved my fingers through my hair. I knew what we’d have to do now, where we’d have to go.


  It didn’t take me long to clean up and dress. When I walked out, Dean stood behind the counter. The man clearly had nothing but suits in his closet.


  “So you’re finally leaving the nest, eh?” He rubbed at a spot on the already polished counter.


  Taking a seat in front of him, I reached for the plate of turkey sandwiches beside him. Having lived there for the past four months, I knew the morning rabble would soon arrive.


  I took a bite, swallowed, and then nodded. “It’s time.”


  “It sure as hell is. But ya know”—he leaned forward and cast a quick glance over his shoulder at the bathroom behind him—“she still ain’t totally right. Keep an eye on that girl. There are many paths still.”


  “Yeah.” I nodded, devouring the rest of the sandwich in three large bites.


  Pandora walked out, gave me a shy smile, and then slipped back into the pantry. I was just about to head back toward her when Dean grabbed my hand.


  “You sure you want her to read your journal?”


  I narrowed my eyes. “Weren’t you the one who told me to trust her instincts? She knows I sold my soul to you. What does it matter now if she knows who made me?”


  Pulling back his hand, he shrugged. “Hey, I’m all about honesty. ‘Specially in my line of work, but I will tell you this: sometimes the truth is a bitch.”


  Uneasy and still very unsure about what I was planning, I couldn’t really figure a way around it either. If Pandora discovered the truth from someone else, it could go bad. If she learned it from me, it could go worse. Problem was, I couldn’t read the future to tell which way to go. All I had was my gut and my belief that in the end she would realize that who’d crafted me hadn’t determined what I’d become.


  I’d broken away from expectation just as she had. If anyone could understand that, I would hope it would be her.


  “Priest.” Death’s voice stopped me and made me turn.


  There was a strange glow in his amber eyes. “Don’t know why I’m telling you this, but I think maybe I like you, so I’m gonna share a future.”


  “What?”


  The only thing I was interested in hearing was that Pandora would be safe. The rest didn’t matter.


  “You make the right choices”—he dipped his head—“and it won’t be you coming to live with me.”


  Muscles rigid, I clenched my fists. “Not Pandora. You can’t have her.”


  His lips stretched thin. “Be well, Priest. I will see you again.”


  ~*~


  Pandora


  



  We were outside, staring at the space where the bar had once been. As if by magic, the moment we stepped outside, the building and all inside of it had vanished. Simply winked out of existence.


  Unnerved, I rubbed a hand down my arm, smoothing out the goose bumps.


  “You okay?” Asher glanced at me side-eyed.


  I nodded and then shrugged. It was creeping closer to dawn, and I felt exposed and paranoid that there were monsters hiding in the shadows, ready to bear down on us.


  He grabbed my hand. “I’m not going to let anyone else hurt you, little demon.”


  Narrowing my eyes, I squeezed his fingers. “That’s not what scares me anymore, Priest.”


  “Then what does?”


  I swallowed hard and admitted the truth of my fear. “What I’ll do if they try.”


  His touch was brief, just a flutter of fingers along my cheekbone, but immediately I felt more centered and less frazzled.


  “I believe in you, and so should you. You’re better than you give yourself credit for.”


  I swallowed the lump in my throat then cleared it hard twice. There was a time for talking and a time for doing, and now wasn’t the time for shooting the breeze.


  “What’s the plan, Ash?”


  “We find Grace, and then we go get you that key.”


  I glanced down at his feet, gently moving out of his arms. “I heard you talking to Death, Asher. I’m not gonna like what’s in that book, am I?”


  His jaw clicked, and then without any warning, his dark wings flared open. His look was intense as he said, “No, little demon, you’re not.”


  Act II


  



  Peace is a journey of one thousand miles and it must be taken one step at a time.


  ~Lyndon B. Johnson


  Chapter 11


  Pandora


  



  It took us several days of hard searching, following one cold lead after another from some of Grace’s previous contacts. We hit Kentucky, Virginia, Arizona, and Texas before we finally stumbled upon a promising lead.


  It seemed the previous darling of the Order had gone into deep hiding in a nowhereville town called Truth and Consequences, New Mexico.


  I cast Asher a dubious look when he glided us gently to the ground. Disentangling my body from his arms the moment his feet landed and dusting the dirt off my pants, I glanced at the desertscape. Nothing but saguaro cactus, tumbleweeds, red dirt, and patches of dead, yellowed grass stretched for miles in every direction.


  “You think she’s actually here?” He tucked his wings away.


  I’d had it with the chaps Asher had given me days ago. I’d made him take me to my trailer first to change into my own clothes. Clothes that would help me remember better what it meant to be me.


  But as I’d stared at the gaudy rows of clothing, I hadn’t felt comfortable grabbing any of it. In the end, I’d settled for pulling on one of Kem’s oversized Pantera t-shirts and a pair of baggy jeans ripped at the knees and just below my crotch. I hadn’t been ready to go all-out goth chick again.


  Kneeling on the ground, I picked up the red dirt and let it sift between my fingers. “I don’t know. It’s possible. She hated the cold, and you’d be hard-pressed to find many signs of life out here.”


  Truth and Consequences could only boast a few thousand residents, of which Grace was not one. I knew because we’d peeked inside all eight-hundred-odd houses. We were now on the outskirts of town, but something about this place felt right.


  I lifted a brow, turning to him. “If you were old, infirm, and hiding from a bunch of murdering bastards, where would you go?”


  Ash stared straight ahead to the jagged peaks of the blue-hued mountains off in the distance. “That would probably be a good place to start.”


  “Yeah.” I stood. “I think so too.”


  Grabbing his hand, I traced us along the side of the range, stopping only when I spotted something far out of the ordinary.


  Tucked deep into the range was a large cave. But that wasn’t what caught my eye.


  No, instead it was the obviously fake grass planted around its entrance, the pink flamingos parked on either side of it, and the floor mat that read “Come inside and die.” Wavering faintly around the entrance like an asphalt mirage was a ward.


  Wards could do many things. Keep everyone out, or only keep certain people out. Grace’s ward was clearly designed to allow friendlies to peer through it to the truth beneath. More than likely she’d formed some sort of illusion that would cause the actual entrance of her home to look like nothing other than rock face to those not allowed.


  Chuckling under my breath, I turned to Asher, who was already looking at me.


  “That’s her,” we said together.


  There was no knocker with which to announce ourselves, but that wasn’t a problem. The second we stepped onto the mat, we were surrounded by a swarm of faces I immediately recognized.


  I tensed.


  “Just breathe, Pandora,” Asher whispered into my ear. “If you need to go, we’ll go.”


  I grabbed his hand, holding tight to it. I’d been around other people for days, but not for socializing. This would be a true test of control for me.


  He kissed my temple. “Focus on breathing just like I taught you.”


  I nodded, but had no time to speak as my brother Adam from our sister carnival finally reached our side.


  Though not a brother by blood—he was a Greed demon and I Lust—we’d formed a bond decades ago. His hair was short and brown, his eyes the same starry blue I remembered, and his look cold enough to force even the bravest of mortals into pissing themselves. Standing to either side of him were his children, Cain (over six feet of solid muscle with eyes and hair as dark as onyx, but the same good looks as his father) and Abel (a slighter thinner, yet no less impressive version of his older brother).


  They were berserkers, a very rare and prized result of a Nephilim successfully mating with a mortal woman. Most berserkers died in their first year from the complications of demon DNA screwing around with their frail human markers.


  “Auntie P!” Abel said, rushing up to me and wrapping me tight in his thick-as-tree-trunk arms.


  I released an oomph of surprise. “Last time I saw you”—I eased out of his arms, ribcage still twinging from being squeezed so tight—“you were a skinny beanpole covered in zits.”


  He snorted. “Haven’t looked like that in a while.”


  His sweet disposition hadn’t changed one bit though, and that, more than anything, helped ease my nerves. I patted his cheek, wondering at how my nephew could still remain so positive and sweet even after the horrors of the things we’d seen on a daily basis.


  I turned to Cain, expecting him to just nod at me as he usually did. He’d always been more intense and less sociable than Able. But he surprised me.


  “God, I’m glad you’re okay. Grace told us what happened.” He kissed my cheek and gently patted my back. “I told Pop that black streak tracing toward us had to be you.”


  My brows dipped, and I shook my head. “Where’s the real Cain?”


  Chuckling, he jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Cain met a girl and chilled out some.”


  “Oh.”


  But then Adam walked straight up to me, and a wet sheen glimmered in his unnatural blue gaze. “Dora.”


  Just one word, my name, but it encompassed a wealth of meaning. Shuddering, I fell into his arms and buried my face into his broad chest. Adam wasn’t one for showing emotion, so I knew what this cost him. But just as I’d suffered, so had he. He, more than most, understood my nightmare.


  Asher’s touch on my lower back helped me remember we were still standing outside in the sweltering heat. Clearing my throat, I stepped back, pretending to dust off my shirt, and glanced at the cave entrance.


  “How’s Grace?”


  Adam licked his front teeth, sighed, and then turned toward the cave. We all followed suit.


  “She had a stroke six months back. She’s doing better now, but I doubt she’ll live out the year.”


  “I want to see her.”


  Adam hunched over as we entered the cave. “She wants to see you too.” He looked at Ash. “Both of you.”


  The blast of cool air was a relief from the baking heat. I couldn’t imagine what had possessed Grace to live in a cave, but the farther I walked into it, the more I could see the appeal.


  The walls of the home had been chiseled down until they were nearly smooth, exposing veins of metallic zagging lines that winked from the glow of strategically placed wall sconces.


  Electricity was actually running through this place, resulting in a vaguely pinkish-reddish gleam on the natural stone. I touched the walls—no moisture. Everything was nice and dry, not your typical musty, damp cave.


  The rooms were well lit and ventilated. Nothing about this place screamed lair or dungeon; it was just a nice home that happened to be built underground.


  At a guess I’d say Grace had commissioned the building of this place decades earlier, more than likely in secret, and as a hideout should circumstances ever require it. I was impressed once again by her foresight. Grace hadn’t risen to her position in the Order by happenstance.


  Finally we broke free of the tunnel into an inviting cavern set up as a living room. It wasn’t overly large, but it felt more than comfortable for the five us to walk through. The room had Mexican throw rugs on the floor, an overstuffed leather couch, a pair of love seats, and Grace’s familiar recliner tucked away in the corner.


  Adam gestured us forward. “She’s back in her room.”


  Ash threaded our fingers together, and I let him. Maybe he was remembering Grace’s and my past. To be honest, it wasn’t far from my mind either.


  It seemed like forever ago that I’d thought she’d betrayed me into killing Kem. I knew the truth of it now, but it was still shaky footing between us.


  When I entered her room, it took me a moment to realize the feeble and decrepit woman lying prone on the bed had once been my vivacious handler.


  Asher stepped in close to me, and I leaned into his touch, needing it more than I’d realized.


  Her hair had been snow white for years already, but now it was patchy and stringy. Most of it had fallen out. Her loose skin was a dull yellow peppered with liver spots, big and bold across her hands and the sides of her scrawny neck.


  There wasn’t much to her now, mainly skin and bones. The white gown she wore draped like a funeral shroud across her skeletal frame. But I couldn’t hide my twitch of discomfort when I got to her face.


  Half of it drooped, like someone had taken a marker to it and injected acid straight down the center. Her left eye, the left corner of her mouth, and even her left nostril sagged a good inch and a half lower than the opposite side.


  The only similarity I saw between this Grace and the one I used to know was the keen blue of her eyes.


  “Dora.” Her voice was stronger than I would have imagined possible. She held out a quivering hand to me.


  Taking a deep breath, I eased myself off Asher and walked slowly to her side. “Grace,” I said as I took her hand and rubbed it gently.


  Her thin skin felt as fragile as rice paper.


  Sighing, she rolled her head to the side. “Leave us be, boyos,” she said, eyeing the four males behind us.


  Adam, Cain, and Abel left immediately. Asher seemed a little more reluctant though. He stood by the door, staring between the two of us.


  Only the right side of Grace’s face lifted into a grin. “She won’t hurt me, Priest. There be nothing here to take.”


  She laughed, but it soon morphed into a booming chest cough that was painful to hear. I helped sit her up and rubbed her back soothingly until the worst of it passed. I caught a sharp whiff of eucalyptus oil and the faint odor of mold. It was a scent firmly associated with the elderly. Adam was right; Grace wouldn’t have much longer for this world.


  Groaning, she shook her hand and motioned for the glass of water sitting on her end table.


  Handing it to her, I nodded at Ash. “I’m okay.”


  “You sure?” His hot gaze roamed my face.


  “Aye. Aye. She’s sure.” Grace shooed him out, and finally, but still clearly reluctantly, he turned and left. “That boy is sprung for you, demon girl.”


  Against all odds, not only did I grin, but I chuckled. I’d forgotten how much I’d enjoyed Grace’s sharp wit. “And who in the world taught you that word?”


  “Well, I do live with a bunch of teenaged hotheads. I hear things.” She took one final sip from her cup and then handed it back to me with a grimace.


  I helped settle her back against the pillows. A small moan spilled from her lips.


  “Does this hurt?”


  “It all hurts now, lass. I’ve not got much longer. I think we both know that, aye?”


  She didn’t seem saddened by the prospect, so much as realistic. I shrugged. I didn’t want to think about the finality of death—I’d already seen too much in my life. I patted her cheek. “So what’s my task, beelzebub?”


  She chortled loudly, which resulted in yet another coughing fit. This time she refused to let me sit her up. Several minutes passed before she got her breath back.


  “Don’t make me laugh,” she wheezed.


  My lips twitched. “Sorry. I couldn’t help myself.”


  “Beelzebub, indeed.” Huffing, she rearranged the pleats of her nightdress and then sighed. “It’s good to see ya again, girl.”


  I dropped my eyes. This felt too much like goodbye, and I’d never really been good at that.


  “Okay then, no more of that mopey crap. You want to know what I know, I’m sure. I sent my cabana boys out to run some errands while I was laid up in this bed.”


  My brows twitched. “Cabana boys?”


  “Cain and Abel. Lord help me but those boys are sexy. There might be snow on the roof, girl, but there’s still a fire in the furnace.”


  This time it was me cackling. “Grace, I can’t believe you said that.”


  She shrugged, but her lips did an odd little twitch that I knew meant she’d managed to amuse herself.


  “Open the drawer and pull out the folder.”


  Reaching over, I pulled open the end table drawer. Inside was a familiar manila folder. “This feels like old times.”


  She sighed. “Well, it’s my parting gift to you.”


  “What is it?” I flipped the envelope around to the front side.


  “Open it up.”


  When I did, I saw only one sheet of paper. It was a print out of a picture of two gorgeous willows twisting out of the side of a massive gray boulder.


  I read the words printed beneath the photo. “The legend of the kissing tree.” I looked at her. “What is this?”


  “That, m’dear, is where you’ll find Asher’s key.”


  My fingers went numb. A part of me wanted to tear out of there and trace to wherever those trees were to find the key. Another part of me wanted to burn the picture and pretend I’d never seen it, never even heard of this kissing tree.


  “How’d you find this? Even Ash didn’t know where the key was hidden.”


  “There are powerful forces at play here, Dora. Very powerful. I was visited by a man you probably know.”


  The way she said it told me immediately to whom she referred. “Death.”


  “The one and only Grim Reaper, aye.” She nodded, gave a slight cough, and took a deep, wheezing breath before giving me a weak smile.


  “When? When did he come here?” I clutched the sheet to my chest.


  “About three months ago. Told me to look into a place called Camelot, Massachusetts, where the willows kiss.”


  “Why would he do that?” I wasn’t really asking Grace, but it bothered me how much of a pawn I felt like lately. Kidnapped, tortured, mind perverted and twisted, and then taken in by a being who’d never in my memory taken sides in the fate of humanity. And yet here he was guiding us all every step of the way.


  She shrugged. “I canna say. Only, I suspect he may be working for the other side.”


  “And what side might that be?” I drummed my fingers on my thigh.


  Grace pointed a finger toward the ceiling and gave me a pointed look.


  My eyes widened. “No.”


  She closed her eyes for a second. “Meh, it’s just a guess, as I said.”


  “So say he is working for”—I cleared my throat, trembling at the very thought of it—“Him, then by coming here and telling you this—”


  “I suspect that yes”—she turned to me—“he intends for you to find the key.”


  I crushed the sheet in my fist. “Then I should leave?”


  Rolling her neck from one side to the other very gently, she nodded. “Aye, but give it a night at least, lass. Rest here, eat, sleep. I’m sure you’re tired.”


  I was tired, exhausted really. But I wasn’t going to tell her that, because closing my eyes didn’t help. The nights were the worst, that’s when the memories came crashing in. That’s when the half-forgotten memories of that lost year haunted me.


  Her finger was a tender glide along my jawline. “You do not look well, demon girl.”


  Dropping my eyelids, I held her hand and shook my head. I was afraid that if I opened my mouth I’d cry, so instead I just sat there hunched over her hand, silent and remembering.


  “What did they do to you?”


  “Oh, Grace.” I hiccupped and then sniffed as one hot tear after another burned a trail down my face.


  “I sense great evil in you now, lass.” Her words weren’t sharp or cruel, and yet they pricked my heart like a barb.


  “I’m not the same.” I shook my head. “I don’t think I ever can be.”


  “I suspect I know what they’ve done. They did it once before.”


  I stilled as my gaze shot to hers. “What do you mean?”


  “Before my stroke, I stumbled across a book I’d kept in my library for ages. I’d never read it before, but why would I have? It was a book of alchemy. Just nonsense, or so I thought.”


  I shook my head. “What was it?”


  She wet her cracked lips. Wanting to give her more relief than that, I reached for the glass of water, but she held up a hand.


  “It hurts too much to swallow now, lass.”


  “Then you don’t drink, but you still need to wet your throat.” And so saying, I yanked a small strip off of the end of her gown and dipped it in water.


  She gave me a befuddled look, but didn’t argue when I pressed the soaked rag to her lips. She sighed into the touch and softly suckled on it for a moment.


  “Thank ye.”


  I nodded.


  Taking a deep breath, she continued her story. “It was a hidden text. About the prophecy.”


  My heart gave a painful lurch. There was still so much about this prophecy that we didn’t know. “And? Was it anything new? Anything that could help?”


  Her eyes were sad. “I learned a lot, yes. Back in the sixteen hundreds they found another Nephilim called Aquilla. She looked remarkably like you, and like you, she was also a Lust neph. The Triad took her, they vivisected her, studied her organs while she lay strapped to the stone slab—”


  A wave of sickness washed over me, and I grabbed hold of my stomach as I breathed through the violent onslaught.


  Grace didn’t speak as I dry heaved on the bed, suddenly so grateful I’d not eaten a thing during my four months with Ash.


  Her words brought the images back in bold strokes of vivid color. The feel of hot steel as they’d shoved it through my heart, how my blood had literally churned through my veins. The way they’d opened me up, pulled out my insides and then dipped me in ice until I screamed and cried and pleaded with them to let me go, that I’d give them anything, tell them anything, as long as they just let me go.


  I shuddered.


  She picked up where she left off, offering me no sympathy, for which I was grateful. I was able to hold my pride together because she hadn’t tried to console me with pointless platitudes. Nothing could make it better, or make it go away.


  “Anyway.” She waved her hand. “They tortured her for a year. In that time, they’d stripped her of her demon.”


  “Why?” I swallowed the bile still thick on my tongue. “To what purpose?”


  She shook her head. “As far as I could decipher, they needed to strip her bare to rebuild her. After a year, they let her loose.”


  Something was wrong with the story. “So why have I never heard of Aquilla? Or why hasn’t any of my family, for that matter? If she was around back in the sixteen hundreds, shouldn’t there at least have been rumors of Armageddon?”


  Grace held my gaze for a second before dropping hers. “Because it didn’t take, lass. Aquilla went mad, turning on her captors. She brutally slaughtered them, very nearly wiping out the Order herself.”


  “Wait.” I held up my hand. “You all know how to stop us—it’s not hard with the right knowledge—so why didn’t they—”


  “She was too powerful. Not only had they given her Lust back, but they’d envenomed her with the other six deadly sins.”


  My heart literally skipped a beat. I grabbed my chest as the slithering undulations of extra souls inside me swirled suddenly to life.


  “As they’ve done with you. Haven’t they, Dora?”


  “Why did they do that? Why?” My last “why” trembled, and I had to bite down on my tongue to keep from losing my composure. I reminded myself over and over that Grace was merely the messenger, not the one who’d done this to me, not the one I wanted to kill.


  “Because rather than wait for the prophecy to manifest, they made it happen. Just like they made you happen.”


  I shook my head. “But what if it really is me, Grace? What if this is my destiny? I’m not dead. It took. What if John of Smyrna was right?”


  “No.” Her pencil thin brows lifted high on her forehead.


  “How do you know?” I snarled, clutching the comforter in my fists as the panic and fear began to manifest as more.


  “John of Smyrna is a myth, lass. A legend. He did not exist, and he never wrote that prophecy.”


  “What?” I hissed, feeling as though my thundering pulse would make my eardrums explode.


  “The author wrote it. He wrote it all. John of Smyrna was a fabrication of the Triad, a way to get top level Order members to fall in with their vision. The Order is exactly who we’ve always thought they were. We’ve been duped, we’ve all been lied to.”


  My mouth tasted like cotton. “What’s the Triad, Grace? Who are they?”


  Her blue eyes shone with tears. “They’re demons, lass. High caste lords, and they’ve infiltrated us.”


  “But…but.” I tried to shake the shock loose, but it wasn’t really helping. “But the lords are all locked in Hell.”


  “Aye. Which means they have a middle man. A human who was once mortal.”


  Rubbing my mouth with the back of my hand, I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I mean I could. Demons were conniving bastards with silky tongues. They would lie, cheat, steal, and whore—anything it took to get their way. Whoever this man was, they’d probably offered him power, wealth, fame, infamy, whatever he wanted, and in return they owned his soul. Making him their puppet, their whipping post bitch, to do their every bidding, all of it leading toward one inevitable conclusion: their release from Hell and the start of the end of days.


  “So there is no prophecy?” I mumbled.


  “None,” she said firmly. “That means you have a choice, love. This is not destiny. There is will, and you must decide which path you’re on.”


  I squeezed my eyes shut. The hope that’d blossomed inside me just now was so painful, it twisted my gut into agonizing knots. “But I’m sick, Grace. The voices inside of me, there are so many, and they keep growing louder. I don’t know if I can ignore them.”


  Her grip was strong when she latched onto my hand. “Aquilla.”


  I cocked my head. “What?”


  “Do you know how she died?”


  Of course I didn’t. So rather than ask, I waited.


  “They took them back out. All of them. They strapped her down, and they took the demons out until she became mortal again. That’s how they killed her.”


  It was like someone had just sucker punched me. I could only stare at her wide-eyed and slack-jawed as the possibility of what she was saying opened up before me.


  A world in which I no longer had to battle who I was. A world in which the scariest thing I’d have to deal with would be the eventuality of death at the hands of disease, or age, or some mass murderer. All of which was preferable to the life I knew now.


  “I’ll do it.” I nodded quickly. “I’ll do it. I’ll go back, I’ll fix this.”


  But instead of smiling, she gave me a hard, long look. “But, Dora, think about what you’re saying. Do you realize what you’d be giving up?”


  I shot up off the bed. “I’m a monster, Grace. Look at me.” And in a fit of agony, I yanked Kem’s shirt up over my head, showing her the twisted, macabre creature they’d turned me into.


  She flinched as if I’d slapped her, and I stepped forward, pounding a finger against my temple.


  “I can’t live with this. I can’t. I just can’t. Where’s the book, Grace? I want to read it.”


  She swallowed hard and shook her head. “I don’t know. One morning I went to grab it, and it just…vanished.”


  I wasn’t sure what I might have said after that, but there was a gentle tap on the door and Abel stuck his head inside. The moment he saw me, he dropped his eyes to the floor, cleared his throat, and, with cheeks gone crimson red, whispered, “Dinner’s ready.”


  Chapter 12


  Asher


  



  Pandora was quiet when she came down to dinner. I kept casting glances at her; it killed me that Grace had kicked me out of the room. Because with one look at my little demon, I could see that whatever they’d been talking about back there had affected her greatly.


  Even Grace wouldn’t look at me. Abel had wheeled her down in a chair, and she sat at the foot of the table, barely picking at her food.


  “You should eat something.” I jerked my head at Pandora’s empty plate.


  Finally she looked up at me, but there was a hollowness to her eyes that worried me. “I’m not hungry.”


  “Fine.” I nodded, set my spoon down, and then grabbed the bottle of dry red wine beside me and poured her a drink. “Then drink this.” I nudged it across to her. “It’s red, your favorite.”


  Her shoulders drooped just a little, and she gave me a small tilt of her lips. It wasn’t much, but I knew she was trying. “Thanks.”


  I’d heard a woman singing in the kitchen for over an hour and suspected our meal of lentil soup and crusty bread was courtesy of a mortal keeping Grace’s home. But Cain had barred the door, and I’d not bothered trying to prove my theory.


  “Well, if you’re not going to drink it,” Adam drawled and reached for the cup just as Pandora did.


  Typical Greed move, but their fingers tipped the stemmed glass over, and the crystal shattered the instant it hit the carved wooden dining room table.


  Muttering under his breath, Adam went to pick up the shards of glass then hissed and drew his hand back.


  A large drop of blood welled on the tip of his thumb.


  And the room went silent.


  Pandora’s eyes jerked to his thumb and instantly I felt the tension rolling off her.


  “Dora?” I murmured low.


  Cain, who sat next to me, went stiff, his hands clenching the silverware until his knuckles turned white.


  Abel, who was sitting beside Dora, wouldn’t take his eyes off the back of her head.


  I slowly got to my feet. “Pandora,” I said again, this time louder. She didn’t stir.


  Adam pulled his thumb toward him, but she latched onto his wrist, and a strange purr rolled through her chest.


  Just then Adam’s blue eyes blazed like hottest flame. His demon was coming alive, and that only seemed to spur Pandora on. Her lips curled into a macabre smile, and she whispered one word.


  “Mine.”


  Then it was chaos. I jumped onto the table as Adam attempted to grab her and shove her face down onto the floor.


  But Dora was nothing but a blur of shadow. In one swift move, she’d clenched her fingers around Adam’s thick neck, digging her claws into the sides and drawing blood as she slammed him down violently on the ground.


  I yanked on her arm just as Cain and Abel reached my side. She shrugged me off like I was nothing, causing me to stumble into the table forcefully. Pandora moved so fast I literally lost track of her. One second she’d been kneeling on Adam’s sternum, the next she was grabbing hold of Cain between the legs, squeezing hard enough to make him roar, then tossing him against the wall.


  Abel and I tackled her from behind at the same time, but she twisted away from us, moving like a snake, always one step out of our grasp. Then a flat palm shoved into my chest, and I was thrown back.


  I jumped immediately to my feet, but she now had Abel, and in a move I’d never seen her use before, she flipped over his shoulder, latching her claws onto either side of his head the moment she landed.


  I knew immediately what she was doing. She was going to decapitate him. I wouldn’t reach her side in time, so I called the gray man to me. Then, closing my eyes, I willed him to pick up the butter knife and stab her with it.


  The gray man shoved it straight through her hand.


  I yanked her into my arms the second she screamed. She stared at her bloody hand in shock and then trembled as her gaze turned to the three men slowly coming to at her feet.


  “Oh my God,” she gasped and covered her mouth with her hands. “Oh my God, I’m so, I’m…sorry.”


  No one had a chance to respond because she traced away from us, the scent of sulfur thick in the air.


  I whirled on a stunned-looking Grace who said, “She can be triggered. Your demon, Adam, it triggered hers.”


  “Fuck,” he groaned and rubbed his head. “I feel like I just took a hammer to the head. What the hell did they do to her?”


  “I should have realized that.” Grace looked at me, “I’m sorry, Ash.”


  I had no idea what she was apologizing for. I clenched my jaw and swatted her words away. Pandora wasn’t a lost cause, and I refused to let anyone convince me otherwise.


  “Where did she go?” Grace asked no one in particular.


  Adam, Cain, and Abel were growling. The boys’ bodies had thickened and turned twice as muscular as before. That she’d had the power to do that… I shook my head, shoving that thought away.


  “Some place she’ll feel safe and alone. She won’t go far.”


  “How do you know?” Adam growled, and then scowled as he pulled bloody fingers away from his scalp.


  “Because I know. What do you have like that here, Grace?”


  Her hand was shaking as she said, “The springs. Natural springs about half a mile beneath us.”


  I turned and pointed. “Which way?”


  “Straight ahead and to your left,” Abel said. “And if you see her, tell her I don’t think I’ll be forgiving her for this one unless she springs for a box of chocolate chip cookies.” He rubbed his neck, which was already starting to blossom a dark purple color.


  “We’ll need a room too, something far in the back, more cave-like, where she won’t feel so exposed.”


  Cain was wincing and holding onto his genitals. “Take mine. I’m sleeping in Flint’s anyway.”


  “Thanks,” I said, and then went in search of Pandora. This problem was becoming almost more than I could handle alone. As much as I didn’t want to think it, the time might have come to consider bringing Luc and her hoard back into the picture.


  I found Pandora almost twenty minutes later. I felt the smack of the heat wafting off the spring the moment I stepped inside the hulled-out room.


  Pandora’s clothes were scattered on the floor, along with the long-handled silver butter knife. She was fully immersed in the large spring, sitting on the bottom with her head tipped forward and her legs crossed Indian style.


  Sighing, exhausted, but unwilling to leave her alone, I stripped off my clothes and joined her. The calm waters with curls of steam rolling off the surface was almost too hot to bear.


  But I grit my teeth and did it anyway.


  The waters were deepest at the center, where they came almost to my chin. Scooting back, I headed for the makeshift bench that’d been chiseled out of the wall itself and sat. She finally kicked to the surface, taking a deep breath when she came up. I wasn’t trying to look, but even so I could see all the scars that lined her once- flawless body. I curled my fingers on my lap and looked away because staring at them only made me want to do something stupid and violent.


  “You need to leave me alone, Ash.”


  I lifted a brow. “No.”


  Flicking water my way, she moved to the opposite side of the spring and sat down. Her breasts floated enticingly, and I hated that my cock suddenly stood to attention at the sight of them. This wasn’t the time, but my body always seemed to have other ideas when she was around.


  “You saw what I did back there. I almost killed them. I would have killed Abel.” She stared at her hand.


  The spot where the Gray Man had stabbed her was now smooth. So she was clearly still capable of healing. Whatever they’d done to her at Creatus had to have been done with spelled knives, just like the one Luc had used on her centuries ago.


  “But you didn’t.”


  “Because you stabbed me!” She pounded her fist into her seat, causing the water to bubble up to the surface. “How is it that I can think, and feel, and know that it’s not right and not want to do it, and yet I still couldn’t stop from snapping? There’s no excuse for this, Asher. None.”


  “And I’m not making one,” I barked.


  Her eyes widened, because up until now I’d been nothing but patient, but my patience was wearing thin. I wasn’t a saint, and I refused to let that place drive her insane anymore.


  “But you have to stop pissing and moaning about what you can’t change and fucking realize that you are different, Dora. You are. But you can fight it. You did fight it, so stop flagellating yourself about it.”


  Her mouth snapped shut, and she glared unholy fire at me. But she didn’t say anything, and I blew out a breath because I knew my risky gamble had paid off. The last thing I wanted was to send her deeper into her killing rage, but staying where she was, that wouldn’t help either. And deep down I think she knew that.


  “You can’t live that way.”


  She turned her face to the side.


  “You ever wonder how I got my scars, little demon?”


  I could sense her curiosity in the way her fingers began to twirl through the water. “How?” she finally said.


  I hated talking about my scars, about how I’d gotten them. I’d never told another soul why I had them, but I would tell her.


  “I got them because of you.”


  “What?” Her brows formed a question mark, and I knew I had her full attention.


  There was still a lot I couldn’t tell her, but this wasn’t one of those things. Leaning my head back, I stared sightlessly at the red rock above me.


  “I was sent to kill you. It took me months, but I finally found you.”


  The waters swished around me as she moved in closer.


  “I remember you telling me that.”


  “I finally found you, and you were holding that little girl. Holding her and whispering that she wasn’t alone. You intrigued me. So rather than kill you, I followed you around. When that little girl breathed her last, I saw you bury her. But what impressed me most was that you read her last rites. I wondered why. Why would a demon do such a thing?”


  Her thigh slipped against mine as she sat down beside me.


  “So I followed you the next day, and the day after that. And every day I told myself, I would finally do it, rid the world of more demon scum. It was my sovereign right and duty as a priest of the Lord to end you.”


  For a while I stopped speaking, just allowing myself to remember Pandora as she’d been then. There’d been no purple streak in her hair back then. It’d been black and silky and had fallen to below her ass. Even the hideous clothing of the day had done nothing to hide the lush, feminine curves of her body.


  “God, I wanted you,” I groaned as my cock grew even harder. “And I hated you for it.”


  “But you didn’t know me.”


  I turned my face so that I could look at her. “You were a Lust demon. A born siren built to ensnare men. It’s what I kept telling myself. All around you, I saw your family acting as they should. Luc screwing around and fucking any woman he deemed worthy. Vyxyn and Kane and Bubba, all of them, rotten to the core. But I wasn’t sent to kill them. So even as I hated them and hated you, I couldn’t seem to make myself do it. And each night when I went and reported back to my master that I’d not yet found you and the lie sat hot and heavy on my tongue, I’d go back to my room afterward and cut myself as penance to my Lord.”


  She wrapped her fingers around my face, and I moaned, so desperate for more of her touch.


  “You’re covered with scars, Ash.”


  My jaw clicked from one side to the other. “I didn’t stop cutting until I realized I’d never be able to do it. The day I was visited by a seer.”


  Her hands dropped, and I clenched my jaw. We were headed into dangerous territory. I needed to be careful what I said to her, but I also was tired of keeping secrets.


  She shook her head. “Why? What did she tell you?”


  “The truth. About you. About me. About who it was I actually worked for. About our fate.”


  “I thought you didn’t believe in destiny.”


  My lips twitched. “I believe in choices, little demon. In will. But I also believe that sometimes there is something even greater out there than what you dreamed possible.”


  “So she told you to love me, and that’s that.” She clapped her hands together.


  I smirked. “I already loved you. I didn’t like you for making me feel it, but you were different, and now so was I. And it finally made sense why.”


  “I wish you would tell me why.”


  “It’s in the book.”


  She licked her lips. I remembered what that honeyed tongue of hers tasted like, and I was hungry for more.


  “Grace told me where your key is.”


  My grin was half-hearted at best. “I knew coming here was the right choice. I suspected she’d have learned something by now.”


  She nodded, looking straight ahead as though lost in thought.


  “Dora, I think we should go find Luc first.”


  She frowned. “No. It’s time I learned the truth, Ash, all of it.”


  “Yeah.” I scrubbed my jaw. “I figured you’d say that.”


  Chapter 13


  Pandora


  



  Fire.


  My body is convulsing and foam is seeping from my cracked and bloody lips.


  Ya-el. Ya-el. Ya-el.


  My eyes roll to the back of my skull as their hands reach inside my cracked rib cage.


  “Look at me.”


  It takes everything I have to look. The leather wraps on my wrists have rubbed me raw. My skin is oozing and torn, revealing the meat below. But I barely feel it. I stare on in horror as the man in the white lab coat smiles and yanks my heart out, massaging it gently and caressing it.


  “This, Ya-el, this is the seat of power.”


  His black gloves are covered in my gore as he slowly rotates my heart. The red organ beats powerfully in his hand.


  Drool slides down the corner of my mouth as I cough and hack, knowing it’s impossible that I’m still alive. How can they do this to me?


  “Show it a little love”—he glides his finger along the smooth muscle—“and it’ll do anything for you. But wound it”—swiping up a pen knife, he nicks the left ventricle and I scream—“and it’ll never be the same again.”


  I slammed my hands over my ears and screamed from the depths of my soul, raging and kicking out at the heavy weight bearing down on me.


  “Pandora!” Asher’s voice penetrated through my fog. “Wake up. It’s just a dream, wake up.”


  Still stuck somewhere between awake and the haze, I punched out wildly, connecting with his jaw hard enough to make his teeth snap together.


  There was a low growl, and then his hands grabbed mine and pinned them powerfully above my head.


  My heart raced so hard and fast I swore it was going to jump out of my chest. The ragged sound of our breathing was the only thing I heard.


  Slowly, slowly the dream peeled back, replaced by a vision of his warm brown eyes staring down at me. A lock of hair had slipped over his right eye, and he looked more exhausted than I felt.


  The heavy lines shading his eyes were what finally released me from the perpetual nightmares that plague my sleep.


  “We’re in a bedroom. It’s just you and me,” he whispered softly. “Nothing here can hurt you.”


  His body was warm. He was sitting with his knees spread on either side of me, and I could see the contours of his muscular chest and arms flexing as he held me still.


  I nodded and took in a jerky, shuddery breath.


  “You hear me, little demon? You’re safe. I’m going to let you go now.”


  I bit my lip and glanced to the side as his hands carefully eased off me.


  The bedside clock read just barely three in the morning.


  “I’m sorry, Ash.” I closed my eyes and rubbed my pounding skull. My heart still didn’t beat normally; it was running sprints inside me.


  “It’s fine.”


  It was not fine. I was not fine. Far from it. But I remembered what he’d told me at the spring earlier and I knew he’d snap at me again if I said it, so I pinched my mouth shut and nodded, pretending like I’d accepted his words for what they were.


  Absolution. That I was forgiven.


  But his words meant nothing to me when I couldn’t even forgive myself.


  Rolling onto his back, he draped an arm over his eyes. I didn’t even know what to say to him. He’d never asked me what’d happened there, and I didn’t know whether that meant he didn’t care (which I doubted—no one sane would continue to put up with my crap if they didn’t care… that at least I could recognize as the truth now) or he just didn’t want me to revisit it.


  Truth was, I didn’t want to talk about it. With anyone. But I also wished there was someone in the world who understood me enough to know. And he was the only someone I wanted it to be.


  Sitting up and thoroughly disgusted with myself, I knew there’d be no more sleep for me that night. Anytime I closed my eyes it was always the same old crap anyway.


  I shoved my fingers through my hair, and the scars across my chest and thighs stretched the tight skin.


  I wasn’t sure how long I’d sat there before I realized Asher wasn’t asleep. His large, warm palm gently rubbed my back.


  It felt so good and so awful at the same time. I scooted forward, out of reach. All I wanted was for Ash to touch me, to hold me, but accepting that touch was like a little bit of torture.


  Not because I wanted to hurt him anymore. I didn’t. But I knew I couldn’t give him what he needed either. I was so damaged. I had nothing inside of me to give.


  I felt the mattress shift, and though I desperately wanted him to stay in the room with me, I bit my tongue. I’d put him through hell, and I couldn’t say I blamed him for leaving. Deep down I’d expected this anyway.


  In theory, loving something broken sounded easy enough. Love would heal all wounds, would make things better, would give the other person the strength to get up and dust themselves off and become whole again.


  But that was shit.


  Just a fairy tale we told ourselves to keep us strong enough to keep trying. The truth was loving something like me meant lots of sleepless nights, broken hearts, and eventually the reality that no matter how much you tried and what you did, it would never be enough to break through the damage that’d been done. And that was when our saviors left us to drown in our own misery. It wasn’t their fault, and it wasn’t our fault either.


  Life was a cold-hearted, merciless bitch, and sometimes there wasn’t a happy ending.


  But then I heard a sound I’d not heard in so long. The tuning of an acoustic guitar string. Gasping, I glanced up.


  I’d noticed the polished guitar when we’d first walked into Cain’s room that night. For a moment, my fingers had itched to pick it up, but Ash had looked so tired that I’d ignored it and joined him in bed.


  He was sitting on the edge of the bed now with his head bowed. Our cave was pitch black, but I could easily make him out.


  His eyes were closed, and every cell in my body tensed up as I heard him sing to me for the first time.


  Asher’s voice was low and throaty with the hint of a delicious burr behind it. The song was heartachingly lovely. The lyrics were ones I’d never heard before. The words wove a picture of a couple, one of them crying and broken and the other saying they’d never let go. How there were shadows, but I’d never be alone. Close my eyes, I’d be all right, nothing could hurt me, because we were safe and sound.


  My throat tightened up as the crescendo rose and his strumming took on a more frantic pace.


  Who was this man? Why would he do this for me? Why did he care so much? So big, so beautiful, so strong, and yet so vulnerable with me.


  Luc had never shown me this, countless lovers down the centuries had never shown me this. When we’d first met, I could never have imagined that we’d be here someday, that I’d need him the way I did or that he’d need me right back.


  I was so silent, afraid to breathe, to even move for fear that he’d stop. I’d never known Asher could sing, or that he could play. I never wanted this song to end, never wanted to wake up from this moment.


  I wanted to freeze time, suspend us in it, and never leave there. We still had to face so many worries, so many problems, like the possibility of what was in that book.


  Who Asher was really, and what decision I’d ultimately make. Would I give into this darkness or could the impossible happen? Could I overcome this evil? Was I strong enough?


  In that moment, I wanted to be. I wanted to be everything for him. I wanted to make his sacrifice not be in vain. But more than anything, I wanted my priest to hold me.


  My eyes shimmered when the final strain of the song hung suspended between us. He didn’t move, but I did.


  It was time to make a choice. That’s what Grace had told me—that I could choose which path to take. I didn’t know what the final outcome of my story would be, but I was at a crossroads, and for tonight my path was clear.


  I got up to my knees, crawled forward, and plucked the guitar from his lax hands.


  Tonight I would be strong. Tonight I would believe that we were safe. That what existed outside these walls wasn’t for us, because it was just me and my Asher.


  Tipping his chin up with the tip of my finger, I waited until his warm brown eyes looked at me.


  I’d covered up completely when I’d exited the spring, so ashamed of my scars, of what they’d done to me. Grabbing hold of the hem of my shirt, I slid it off me and tossed it to the floor.


  His breathing ratcheted up a notch, but he didn’t reach for me. Asher still slept in the nude, and I bit my bottom lip when I saw his cock spring to life.


  I could do this.


  I could.


  Lust shuddered deep inside of me. For so long all she’d wanted was this man, only him. I’d never thought it was possible for a demon to love, but she did. She loved him as I did. Tonight wouldn’t be sex, because this was Ash. It would be so much more than something as base as that.


  I got to my feet, yanked my sleeping pants off, and tossed those away too. My body trembled; my stomach was a twisted mess as I stood before him, completely bared.


  I refused to look down at my feet as his eyes traced the hideous lines that would forever mark me. Tension breathed between us, an exquisite friction of mounting desire tempered by something deeper and fuller—something that’d been crafted by time and pain and learning that there could never be anyone for me but him.


  Kneeling back down on the bed, my palms were slick as I grabbed his hand and tugged him to me. All of this I did silently, but we didn’t need words. We were so far beyond that—he knew me, really knew me. And I knew him.


  He needed to know this was okay, I was okay. I could see it in the tightness of his shoulders and the way his jaw clenched. Even as I sensed his need, I felt his fear.


  Fear that I’d reject him, that I’d turn him away as I had so many times already.


  Lifting his hand, I rolled each finger down until only his pointer remained extended. The muscles in his chest trembled.


  Pulling his hand toward me, I guided his finger to the worst of my scars. The one that ran from the base of my neck to the tip of my pubis.


  “They cracked me open fifty-two times,” I whispered, and he shuddered, but he didn’t pull away.


  Every muscle in my back clenched as he felt the mottled indentations of my flesh, of the skin that was now rough and smooth and stretched so tight that at times it was painful to even breathe.


  “He held my heart in his hand five times.” I placed his palm flat against my chest. “Can you feel it beat?”


  We breathed, and looked at one another. He said nothing, but his palm twitched when my heart lurched. I knew what he was thinking; I could read him like a book.


  Asher had branded me, made me his. He’d claimed me, and someone else had held my heart in the palm of his hand. Asher’d failed me.


  That’s what he thought.


  But Asher had found me, and he was fighting like hell to bring me back. I shook my head. “It wasn’t your fault, Priest.”


  His jaw clenched, but he didn’t move closer.


  I didn’t know whether I was doing the right thing, but I knew if I didn’t tell him this tonight, then I’d never tell him, and just like with Luc, the chasm between us would grow so large that we’d never be able to find our way back to each other.


  I dragged his palm across my left breast, moaning as the rough callouses scratched my peaked nipple. My skin instantly went awash with goose bumps, and Lust writhed inside me.


  He didn’t make me frantic or manic; he wanted this to last, just as I did.


  “They told me you were a lie, Ash. That nothing could ever love me. That I was unpure.”


  “They lied,” he growled, and finally he took the lead. Pushing gently on my shoulder until I lay down, he settled on top of me.


  His cock nestled between my thighs, and I closed my eyes. I’d have let him do anything he wanted to me that night.


  It wasn’t easy for me to feel this exposed. Where once I’d reveled in my skin, I no longer felt so confidant. I called on Lust’s power to change, concealing the scars from his gaze, becoming the woman he remembered from before.


  The one with smooth alabaster skin and a heart-shaped scar above her breast.


  He shook his head and swished his fingers over my body as though it was nothing more than a mirage he could brush away. “You asked me once why you never change with me, little demon. Don’t start now. I loved you as you were then. I love you more as you are now.”


  I sucked in a sharp breath at his words. “I don’t want you to see me and only see that, Ash. I think it would kill me.”


  His lips were gentle as he softly pressed them to mine. “Change.”


  I did, and though I still burned with shame, I was also relieved that even after all this Asher wanted me for who I truly was. I’d never been wanted like that before.


  He started by leaning over and kissing the tip of the scar on my neck. But he didn’t stop there. He followed the trail all the way, slowly nipping and licking his way down.


  I didn’t try to stop the tears from coursing down my cheeks. I shuddered into his touch, my body going languid and liquid in his arms as he touched and teased me. His fingers were firm and tender, running down my ribs, and he didn’t wince with disgust when he touched my flaws.


  He worshipped them, worshipped me. There would be no rushing Ash tonight, and I was so glad. Tomorrow could wait; we had right now, and I wasn’t leaving him.


  Dragging my fingers through his hair, I sighed as his mouth began to tease its way up my calf, my thigh, and then to the very center of me.


  Lust and I purred as I wrapped my thighs around his back, writhing on the sheets as he devoured me with his tongue and lips. My body was a single nerve, and it was exposed—every flick, ever dip of his head made me cry out in agony and ecstasy.


  “Come for me, little demon,” he whispered, breathing cool air against my warm center, and I moaned, rocking on him as he plunged his fingers deep inside me.


  I was safe.


  Safe with my priest.


  A war raged outside our doors, and it was calling to us. I knew we couldn’t outrun it, but it was just him and me now, and I cried out his name, clawing at his back as I fractured into a thousand particles of bliss in his arms.


  I laughed when I opened my eyes, feeling such joy and peace. So treasured.


  He crawled back up to me and kissed me. I tasted myself on him as he slipped his tongue along the crease of my lips, gently coaxing me to open up.


  But I already had—all of me, it was his. Broken and bruised and shattered, but his touch told me he loved me anyway, wanted me anyway.


  Wrapping my arms around his neck, I ran my tongue along his, growling deep in my throat as my hunger grew. I didn’t think I’d ever get enough of Ash. I felt the hard press of his cock nudge my slick heat. I tilted my hips up.


  “You’re so wet, so perfect, my little demon.” His fingers feathered along the top of my cheekbone.


  “I’m only perfect to you, Priest.”


  He nuzzled the side of my neck, and I couldn’t stop my moaning, my wiggling, my moving of our bodies together so that we could finally join, finally become one. After so long, we were here. We’d gone through hell and back and still we’d found each other.


  “Isn’t that enough, Pandora?”


  He looked me in the eyes, and I spiraled into his warm gaze. The eyes were the truest window of the soul, and when I read that journal, I would remember his eyes, the way they looked at me in this moment like there was nothing else in his world, nothing better, nothing greater than me. This was my priest, not whoever was in that book. I would fight like hell to remember that.


  “Yes, Ash. It is enough.”


  Then he sank into me, and I bit down on his shoulder from the pleasure that sang through my blood. Where before there’d been fire and fear, now there was this—us—and I felt it, the truth of who us was.


  Asher and I were two opposing forces—magnets, meant to repel the other. He’d been sent to end me, I was built to end the world, and yet no matter what fate threw our way, we always found our way back to each other.


  His thrusts became deeper, fuller, and his scent of sandalwood… it covered me like a blanket. I knew who I was in his arms.


  I wasn’t a demon.


  I wasn’t a monster.


  I was Pandora, a woman loved by this man. I was valuable. I was worthy—more than a vessel, more than prophecy—and Asher wasn’t here to kill me, he was here to heal me, to remind me that no matter what you’d been crafted to be, there were choices, free will.


  That was us.


  I felt my eyes begin to glow, felt Lust coming fully awake. He leaned back and smiled down on me.


  “There you are, little demon. There you are.”


  Then he rocked deep into me one final time, and I felt him jerk, felt him tremble.


  “Come, Ash, come with me.”


  He claimed my lips, and we crested the wave of that little death together.


  I was limp in his arms afterward and only opened my eyes when he kissed my nose.


  “Now we sleep, Pandora.”


  And then his beautiful black wings withdrew from his back, and they were so large they brushed the walls. Rolling me over with him gently, he cradled me in against their velvety softness, wrapping me up in a living blanket, and he was right.


  Now I did sleep.


  Chapter 14


  Asher


  



  It took two days of travel to get to the kissing trees. Weary from flying for the past nine hours straight, I eagerly dropped to the ground, placing Pandora gently on her feet.


  She patted my cheek.


  She’d been touching me more lately, and been more receptive to my touches too. We’d not slept together again, but I knew that night in the cave had done more for her than the final two months locked in Death’s cage.


  The shadows in her eyes weren’t quite so pronounced. And her smiles were coming easier. I knew the demons inside her still lurked, but everyday she grew stronger, and that gave me the strength to keep at it.


  “You look tired.” Her fingers brushed my brows.


  “I’m okay.” I nipped her pinky, unwilling to let on just how exhausted I really was. But more than exhausted, I was anxious.


  My journal didn’t contain anything life altering; I’d told her as best I could what I was, who I’d been, but there were some things in there I’d not been able to tell her. It was those things that weighed heavily on my mind.


  “What does the key look like?” she asked as she began walking up to the trees.


  I riffled my fingers through my hair. “It’s a scroll of parchment I’d tucked into a bronze cylinder.”


  She paused and glanced over her shoulder at me.


  Even her choice of clothing was changing. Today she wore tight black leather pants that looked painted on, a flowing turquoise top with an image of a Dia de Los Muertos skull on it, and a pair of black suede pumps. She’d looked at me shyly when she’d walked out of the shop wearing them this morning, and I’d smiled remembering how much things had changed for us in Mexico.


  It was a much more feminine and soft look than I was used to from her, but it was much better than the overly large t-shirts and baggy jeans she’d taken to wearing for a while.


  Her hair spilled in soft waves around her face, and I couldn’t help but hope that the outside was a reflection of what was happening on the inside, that she was softening, mellowing, that maybe this nightmare was coming closer to an end. It would never fully go away—the worst spiritual scars never did—but the sharp edges could go blunt, the knife-edge of pain could dull.


  When I reached her side, she jerked her chin toward the trees.


  They were monolithic, and the bark was an unnatural dark, grayish-brown color. The trunks were thick at the bottom, becoming more slender as they wrapped tightly around each other in a helix of twists leading up toward the tops, which seemed to be leaning in, as if in a kiss.


  “This is a strange place to hide the key.”


  I didn’t answer her, too busy noting the lack of bird song, or any other signs of life. My body tensed.


  “Something feel strange about this place to you, Pandora?” I whispered into her ear, pretending to nudge her swan neck as if ready to give her an amorous embrace. I glanced from the corners of my eyes around the acres of forest behind us; something was amiss.


  We were in Massachusetts, the sky was gray, the trees were close to the shoreline of the bluish-gray bay. The gentle lapping of water on smooth river stone and the slightly briny scent in the air made it all seem very bucolic. But I didn’t like it. It felt too affected, too perfect.


  Her eyes narrowed as she gazed around. In the last few months, I’d noticed how much sharper Pandora’s senses were; the additional souls had obviously heightened all her abilities, and I found I trusted her judgment more now than even my own.


  Slipping her hands into her pockets, she gave me an imperceptible shrug and then laughed and swatted at my shoulder playfully. “You’ve just got a bad case of stage fright, babe.”


  But her eyes told me differently. Something, or someone, else was definitely here, and her words had been for their benefit, not mine.


  Nodding, I scrubbed at my jaw and grinned back at her. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”


  “I always am.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder, slipping so seamlessly into the role she played that had I been anyone else I would have sworn this wasn’t the same woman, would have sworn the horrors she’d seen had been nothing more than my nightmares intruding on reality. It was almost painful for me to see her this way, knowing it wasn’t real.


  Ignoring the eyes I felt watching our every move, I wrapped my arm around her waist and yanked her toward me, kissing her forehead hard.


  She stayed in my arms for a second, as if understanding how shaken I was, before gently patting my shoulder. “It’s okay, Ash.”


  And those words, those were for me.


  Realizing the game was on, I stepped away and walked up to the tree, touching the first one and feeling only a curl of power behind it. But when I ran my palm along the line of the second one, I immediately felt the undulating wave of dark power twisting through its fibrous trunk.


  “Where do you think it is?” she asked.


  Whether the eyes around us belonged to friend or foe, one thing was certain: they knew what this tree was and why we were there. It was why they’d taken such pains to keep themselves hidden—to remove any trace of tracks and to leave no imprint of their having ever been there.


  They could just be watchers, or they could be more. The only thing we could do was keep our knowledge of their existence to ourselves and go on with our mission.


  I shook my head. “Touch the wood.”


  When she did, I leaned over her and pointed at the spot on the tree where it radiated strongest.


  “I feel it.” She closed her eyes. “Did you bind the key this way?”


  “No.” I glanced up and down the tree; there were no notches in the wood, but that didn’t mean the key hadn’t been spelled into the trunk somehow. I recognized the signature of power; it was my maker’s. “But the one who did it wanted to make damned sure that I never found it.”


  Kneeling, she pressed her ear against the trunk and ran her hands around the base of it. “It’s buried beneath.”


  “I think you’re right.”


  Stepping back, I pointed to the ground. “Ladies first.”


  She snorted, but her eyes twinkled. “I see how it is, chauvinistic pig. Afraid to get a little dirt on your hands?”


  Grabbing her twirling finger, I flicked at her very human-looking nail. “I’m not the one with claws. I saw what you did to that vampire in South Dakota.”


  “Well.” She grinned and immediately her nails gave way to claws, which she curled menacingly in my face. “There is that.”


  I swatted her on the ass, then leaned against the tree, crossing my arms as she shoved her hands through the soil like a hot knife through butter. She ripped up chunks of rock and soil, tossing them aside like they were nothing.


  She didn’t even breathe heavily.


  Pandora was so much stronger now. I’d been the more powerful when we’d met, but I wasn’t anymore. She was a beast, amazing, more than super human. She was a machine.


  In less than two minutes, she’d dug more than six feet down. A second later she laughed.


  “Well, lookie here.”


  Bending over, I leaned in to help her out. Taking my hand, she hopped out and smiled at me with cheeks smudged with dirt. She flashed the cylinder in my face. “I got it.”


  I slipped my hand over hers with palms grown clammy. “What if I asked you not to? Does it matter, Pandora, who I was?”


  She glanced down at the cylinder and then back at me. She repeated the motion once more before slowly unfurling her fingers and holding it out to me.


  “If you ask me not to, I won’t.”


  But then she’d never know the truth, and I knew all about her. The good, the bad, and the ugly. Could I expect her to want any less?


  I nodded. “You need to kn—”


  The words weren’t even out of my mouth when the powerful and violent thrust of a blade slipped between my bottom ribs.


  Pandora screamed when I stumbled back a step. Wrapping her in my arms, I shielded her body as best I could from any more surprise attacks and yanked out the three-inch blade. I hissed as my muscles clenched from the white-hot flare of pain that tore down my side. It would heal.


  “Pandora, we’re—”


  “Oh, it’s too late for warnings, Asher.” A sultry, feminine voice rang out from the brush to our left.


  I recognized the voice immediately and glared at the woman who’d once been my associate.


  Dahlia was tall for a woman, almost six feet, and waif thin, with sharp angular features and striking silver hair cut to her chin. Dressed in a forest-green robe, she shoved the cowl off her head and gave us a cruel grin.


  Materializing beside her was Axel—a barrel-chested, squat man who barely came to Dahlia’s chest, with silver hair that fell past his shoulders. His features were hard and cold, his nose bulbous and large, his lips thin and small on his otherwise rotund features. In all the years I’d known him, he’d always worn a split beard that he braided with gold metal beads from his chin down to his waist. Strapped to his back were two broad swords that he wielded like a reaper with its scythe—deadly and accurate.


  Beside him came Ari, olive skinned with deep-set green eyes, a silver Mohawk down the center of his shaved head, and dressed only in dyed green leather skins that molded to his slim physique. He looked much younger than the rest of us, but was actually the oldest. His skin had the youthful fullness of a teen. Of all of them, he was the one you should never underestimate.


  “Wow, three against one. Didn’t know this was gonna be a party. I’d have dressed up if you’d only sent me an invitation,” Pandora said, before glancing at me. “I like our odds.”


  Dahlia snorted, and with a flick of her wrists, four more knives materialized out of thin air before us. Two of them were the kind of three-inch blade I’d been stabbed with, but the other two were easily twice their length and breadth. Those two were crossed in front of Pandora in an X formation, a clear sign that Dahlia meant to decapitate her.


  Calling the sword of Veritas to me—an eight-foot broadsword that licked with curls of flame and always struck true—I held it out before me, tense and ready to battle.


  Pandora, however, still had her legs and arms crossed, and her gaze slowly moved among the three of them. Her look was chilling and made all the fine hairs on my arms stand up.


  None of the three seemed to be aware of the murder that gleamed in my lover’s eyes.


  “Put that toy away before ye hurt yerself.” Axel’s brogue was thick with laughter. “Traitor.” He spat by my foot, glaring at me hotly.


  “In bed with a demon.” Ari’s mellifluous voice was full of disgust. “You will not take the key.”


  Only Axel grinned. He’d always been the more gregarious of the bunch, laughing in battle, in sex, in life. It was his way, and today, he’d laugh in death. I’d make sure of that.


  “Two against the three of us. Ye stand no chance. Bow down to us, traitor. Beg for mercy, and perhaps Allora will grant it.”


  I gripped the hilt of my sword tighter. None of them knew of my ability to flash; it’d been a talent I’d kept hidden, knowing—or maybe even suspecting—that someday the element of surprise would do me well.


  Pantomiming a loud yawn, Pandora eased off the tree, placing her slender neck so close to the crossed blades that my heart gave a lurch remembering a time she’d done something very similar with me.


  Pandora seemed unfazed that she was currently staring down three death priests in their prime.


  “And why do you want my lover’s key?” She arched a delicate brow.


  Dahlia hissed as if slapped. “You will choke on your bile as I steal your heart, abomination.”


  Pandora’s shoulders tensed. It was such a quick movement, and even I only noticed it because I knew her well. Her full lips still wore a smirk, and she was doing a damn good job of getting under their skin through her apparent lack of fear.


  That little movement, that clear sign of her distaste for that term, almost brought a smile to my face. Everyday I could see her becoming her old self, and it was a beautiful thing to behold.


  All three of the priests were bristling. Axel now had his axes gripped in his fists, and Ari held a deep black bow notched with a golden arrow.


  Every weapon they used, even my own, had been blessed by Allora to be deadly and accurate. As strong as Pandora was now, I wasn’t sure of our odds. Priests had been created to destroy her, but she was so much more than she’d ever been. My only hope was that Allora had underestimated her.


  When Axel and Ari broke away, both heading toward me, I knew they had.


  Calling the shadow to me, I formed the Gray Man. The air became dense and heavy and popped with static and charged bolts of energy.


  Axel’s eyes widened, and a rumbling growl tore form his throat. “That was you!” He roared it, screaming his fury as the reality of what had really butchered Jezeel stared back at him with glowing red eyes.


  “She got too close. I had no choice.” I let them hear my smirk, let them see my disdain for our fallen brethren who’d very nearly taken Pandora from me when she’d stumbled upon her true location.


  The very one I’d mercilessly taken down.


  Ari’s chin notched higher, his hawk-like nose flaring as he said, “You’ve the devil in you, Asher.”


  Beside me I heard the battle raging between Pandora and Dahlia, and I forced myself not to look, not to join in, because if I gave either of them even an inch they’d own me.


  “So do you,” I bit out, and then there were no more words.


  Axel had tossed an axe at my head, it whistled past my ear, barely grazing my flesh. I gave the gray man free will and sent him to take on Ari, distracting the other priest just long enough for me to handle Axel.


  The caveman threw his head back. “Ye always were a slippery one.” He held his hand out to receive the axe that’d magically returned to his waiting palm. “But I was always stronger.”


  A war cry rent the air, and then he rushed me, swinging his axes in tandem, creating a whirling dervish of rhythm and motion. I thrust the blade, parrying his blows left and right, right and left, whirling behind him and slamming the hilt into his left temple, only to have him shake his head, squat, and flip me over onto my back.


  Black spots danced in my vision as his smiling face leaned over me. “Now you will die.”


  As he lifted his boot, I knew what he would do. He was readying his signature death blow, preparing to drop the ball of his boot into the center of my sternum while swinging his blades across my neck.


  But I had always been faster than him.


  Waiting until the moment he’d committed, I rolled out of the way. His boot clipped my rib where I’d been stabbed, and I grunted as the hot wash of blood immediately seeped through my shirt.


  Jackknifing to my feet, I turned on him, and in one smooth motion rammed Veritas through his belly, slicing and cauterizing his wound at the same time so that there was very little blood as his insides spilled to his feet.


  His upper lip pulled back as he stumbled against the trunk of the kissing tree. “Ye fink bastard!” he yelled.


  Gathering momentum for a true decapitation, I whirled, raising my sword above my head. Just as I was about to drop my blow, an arrow sliced through my shoulder blade, embedding itself into the tree just above Axel’s laughing eyes. His hands overflowed with his insides as he attempted to push them back in before his wound healed over.


  Roaring, I turned to Ari, who now had another arrow notched and aimed square between my eyes. “Put it down, Asher, and your death will be merciful.”


  “Screw that,” Axel growled. “The man deserves no mercy.”


  Quickly I glanced over to where Pandora had been, but I could see neither her nor Dahlia. A large stain of blood coated the grass where they’d been, but off in the distance I could hear the clang of steel and the grunts of hard battle.


  “I will not die on my knees.” I snarled, and lifted my sword in my good hand, calling the gray man to me.


  He floated above the ground, the light in his eyes a little dimmer than it had been. Ari’s arrows were dipped in ichor and deadly—it seemed—even to flash.


  Axel’s arms were suddenly wrapped around my middle, squeezing like a python and cutting off my oxygen. Tapping into the deepest source of my power, I pulled every inch of dark matter to me until my body hummed like a live wire, until I was nothing but living, breathing, killing energy, and in one explosive blast of will, I sent it rushing outward.


  The blast knocked them both flat on their asses, giving me just enough time to maneuver away from the tree and toward more open ground. The gray man took my back, and together we fought. The ichor running through my blood would wear off in a few hours, but I didn’t have that long. So long as it tainted my body, I could not heal.


  My right arm hung limp and useless by my side as my left one burned from parrying bolts coming at me like flashes of lightning. Then I felt the shudder of energy at my back as Axel snicked his axe through the Gray Man’s form, obliterating my flash. I no longer had the energy to create a new one.


  Sweat coated my body, my vision blurred from the toxin racing through me, and now my back was exposed.


  The sickening crunch of blade meeting bone made me writhe in agony as Axel’s axe sank deep into my bicep.


  Veritas dropped from my suddenly limp wrist.


  “And now”—Axel laughed—“you die.”


  A shrill scream like an animal dying exploded through the woods, and my heart ached because I’d never know if Pandora made it out of there alive. I could only hope I’d bought her enough time to escape.


  A black coiled band of dark shadow suddenly manifested before us. From the corner of my eye, I could see Axel raise his axe, could see Ari release the arrow he’d aimed at my neck.


  I lifted my chin high, ready to meet my death, when the darkness enveloped me. It was shadow, but it was more. It was strength, it was pure energy, it was cold and heat, atoms that bounced and rubbed excitedly against me.


  From the very wellspring of the universe, Pandora drew a power so dense no light could enter and no light could escape. There was no sound, nothing to tease my senses, to let me know which way was up or down.


  An event horizon.


  This was a black hole, and it was contained within a vehicle. A person.


  My lover.


  The moment I realized that, she shifted. The shadows pulled away from me, and I inhaled a greedy gulp of briny sea air, dropping to my knees from the aftershock of being released from that energy.


  Axel and Ari were also on their knees, clutching their necks and staring at Pandora with wide, frantic eyes.


  Their weapons lay useless by their feet.


  But this was not Pandora, this was Ya-el. This was a demon. Her skin was black and coated in blood, her claws long and curled. She wore no clothing and was covered only by the long length of obsidian hair that fell down her back. The scars still covered her body.


  Her head turned, and she looked down at me, her eyes fully black. She was gone. Whatever thrall she had Axel and Ari in, they still couldn’t move.


  She blinked, and for a split second, I could see the lavender eyes, could see the woman trapped inside the beast. But then that too was gone and she whispered one word to me.


  “Ash…er.”


  In that one word I heard her. Pandora was there, and as long as she was there, I could reach her.


  “Come down, little demon.” I reached out a hand to her, remaining stoic even as my skin stretched the wound open again.


  The black in her eyes wavered between lavender and twilight. I nodded, clutching onto my aching ribs.


  “You did good. You did great.”


  I whispered it over and over to her. Axel and Ari could not be left to live; they had her scent now and would never stop looking until they’d killed her. But I didn’t want Pandora doing it in this form; I wanted her rational. Wanted her driven not by an instinct for blood and violence but by intellect. Because if she killed as Pandora it wouldn’t haunt her, but each death she made in this form would only fuel the souls inside her, would only make her dark hunger worse and send her spiraling down into a madness I could never crack.


  Her body shuddered, trembled, and the colors on her skin began to blur, to shift from black, to gray, to something even lighter still.


  “Come back to me, Pandora.” I made my way slowly to my feet, ready to take her in my arms.


  But her hold on the men must have slipped because I barely had time to register the snick of the bow’s release, or hear the nearly silent whistle of an arrow slicing through the air.


  Her eyes were rimmed in inky black again like a chameleon’s, her flesh colored instantly, and with a roar she snatched the arrow an inch away from my throat and snapped it in half between her fingers. Then she was nothing but mist.


  “Pandora!” I screamed, rushing up to her, desperate to get her back, but she swirled around the men like a raging sandstorm, whipping up rocks and sticks in her wake.


  I ignored the countless slashes against my arms and face as I leaned into the storm, trying to get at her. The men were screaming, and even as she whipped around them I saw the black sands of her body slip through Axel’s lips. His body began to shake and gasp and tremble, and a terrible, unholy sound exploded from his lips an instant before I was showered in blood, flesh, and gore.


  Wiping my eyes with the back of my hands, I screamed again. “Pandora, stop. Don’t do this. Not like this. Not like this!”


  But she didn’t hear me. She slipped inside of Ari, and two seconds later he’d exploded too.


  When the storm of her rage had finally died, the devastation was more horrific than any I’d ever seen before. Not because I hadn’t seen death, but because for once I saw her evil.


  The waters lapping the shore were dirty brown and red.


  Birds circled in the air, crying and calling out as they came and landed on trees, snapping up bits of flesh dangling from broken limbs.


  And then I heard a choking, crying sound. Pandora was back, crawling out of the puddles of their blood. Her hair clung to her forehead and she was covered in blood.


  She was staring at the ground in horror, shaking her head, and moaning.


  “Oh no.” She moved her hand over the spots where they’d been. “Oh no. Oh my God, what have I done? Oh noooooo.”


  Her last “no” nearly shattered my heart.


  Swallowing the bile stuck on my tongue, I couldn’t move. I saw her, but I couldn’t get the image of what she’d done out of my head either.


  Covering her face with her hands, she dropped to her knees and moaned then clutched her stomach before quickly scrabbling away into the bushes. The sounds of loud retching made me close my eyes.


  And I knew what I had to do.


  Sometimes it’s only after the darkness that we can fully appreciate the light.


  Running to her, I knelt and rubbed her back until it’d passed. She didn’t even wave me away. She simply shuddered and stared down at the ground with a hollow and empty look.


  “They’re winning,” she whispered.


  “No.” I wanted to yank her around, but my arms were almost useless. So I nudged her. “Look at me, Pandora.”


  Her eyes slowly came up to mine, and I could see she was broken. Covered in the blood of her enemies, with her dark hair plastered to her face and shoulders, I could see the shadows killing her light. They were trying their damnedest to take her, and I wouldn’t let them.


  “Whatever life gives you, even if it hurts, be strong. Stand up, and be bold. ‘Strong walls shake,’ Pandora, ‘but they never collapse.’”


  Her lower lip trembled, and her eyes filled with more tears. “Orebela Gbenga,” she whispered.


  I nodded, giving her a small smile. Pandora had always loved her quotes, I wasn’t surprised she’d caught the vague reference. The ice ice in my own soul started to thaw as I saw her true self begin to slowly emerge again. She’d had a setback, but we could get through this. She could get through this.


  I had to believe that, because to believe anything else was unacceptable.


  I let her cry on my good shoulder for a minute more before I wiped her eyes with my thumbs. “We need to get you dressed and cleaned up. We’re going to find Luc.”


  She bit the corner of her lip but didn’t argue with me. “I need to get this blood off me, Ash.”


  Making my way gingerly to my feet, I helped her to stand and led her to the water. She sank into the cool depths with a loud sigh before slipping her head under.


  Going back to the kissing tree, I used the last of my reserves to cloak the ground in a mirage of normalcy. This was a national park; tourists would come, and the last thing I wanted was to stir up fears of a mass murderer on the loose.


  Once done, body feeling lethargic and beyond the point of exhaustion, I dragged my sorry carcass around the forest looking for a specific plant.


  Once I found what I was looking for, I yanked up a handful before going back to her.


  She was out of the water now and scrubbing her legs down with rocks. The blood was gone, but she still seemed frantic in her cleaning.


  Taking a seat beside her on a worn shelf of driftwood, I gently eased the rock out of her hand.


  “I’m not clean yet, Priest.”


  Chucking the stone into the lapping waves, I shook my head. “You’re as physically clean as you can get, Pandora. Here.” I handed her the plant.


  She sniffed before taking it from me. “Wild mint?”


  I pointed to my lips.


  “Oh,” she said softly before snapping off a handful and slipping it into her mouth, chewing thoughtfully.


  I didn’t talk to her as she cleaned up; truthfully, I didn’t have a clue what to say. I wasn’t upset that she’d killed them, I wasn’t even upset that they’d died as they had. Allora wasn’t done with us; more would take their place. But Pandora had permanently marked her soul with darkness.


  I didn’t know where the point of no return was—this was all virgin territory for me. She’d not snapped yet, becoming fully demonized, but what if the next time did it, or the time after that? It could be next week or twenty thousand years from now. I just didn’t have a clue, and not knowing ate at my soul like a cancer.


  Spitting out the mint, she stood slowly to her feet.


  It was hard forcing myself off that seat, but I draped an arm around her shoulders, and she eased stiffly into my arms.


  “Do you still have the key?” I asked. We’d fought so hard for it, it would be pointless now to go away empty handed.


  “I hid it. Let me go get it real qui—” She was just about to head off when she looked straight ahead and gasped, clutching onto my shirt with terrified fingers.


  Pandora wasn’t prone to excitement; that something could startle her that way set my pulse thundering. I turned my gaze from her to what’d caught hers and sucked in a sharp breath at the stunning woman standing beside the tree.


  Her skin was as pale as ivory and her eyes as blue as frost. A silky mane of snow- white hair fell in gentle waves past her hips. She was dressed in white armor with detailing that looked like feathers pressed into the bodice, and metal cuffs ran from her wrists up her arms, stopping just at her shoulders. A split skirt of white slid down to her ankles, highlighting the roman sandals running up to the tops of her calves. In her hand she held a staff topped with a gold crescent moon that glowed a faint, luminescent blue.


  But what had made Pandora gasp wasn’t any of that; it was the downy, snow- white wings extending from her back.


  The shudders wracking her body picked up in intensity. A demon feared nothing more than an angel.


  I hugged her as tight as I could, never taking my eyes off the woman before us. She cocked her head. There was an alien-like, almost mechanical movement to it, as if doing so was foreign to her.


  As I knew it was.


  Blinking, she stared at the ground, then at us, shifting her gaze back and forth for several tense breathless seconds that felt more like minutes.


  I clenched my jaw and snarled as she extended her staff, which now glowed hotly. Shielding Pandora behind me, I awaited our fate, recognizing instantly that I’d never really expected to walk away from this trap.


  The priests hadn’t gotten us, so she had come to clean up the mess.


  But before the bolt of her radiance could incinerate us, Dean materialized and latched his skeletal hand around her throat with a gleeful smirk. His Armani steel- gray suit was just as pristine and wrinkle free as it’d been back in the bar. Not a hair on his head was out of place, and though the woman beneath him was powerful enough to topple a city, we all knew who was stronger.


  Then, reaching his other bony fist into the woman’s abdomen, he yanked and pulled out a glowing, spherical blue undulation of energy.


  I frowned, perplexed, when Dean drove that ball through his own chest. The pores of his skin radiated a blue light before slowly dying out.


  “You’re mine now, priest.” Dean chuckled and then, in a bright flash of radiant, white light, disappeared, taking the woman with him.


  I dropped to my knees, sucking in a sharp breath as a wash of energy foreign to me steamrolled through my veins.


  Pandora’s hands were gentle on my shoulders as she forced me to look at her. The ichor that’d tainted my blood was burning away under the onslaught of Death’s power merging with my own.


  I shook my head, gulping in huge lungfuls of air, shaking violently from the transference of so much raw, untapped power.


  “Baby, what’s wrong? Are you okay?” Her words were frantic, her hands soft as she ran them up and down my arms, which were now visibly healing.


  I coughed and then shook my head, leaned into her cool touch, and nodded. “I’m fine.”


  “Ash, wh-who was that?” I could still hear the strain of nerves in her voice.


  “Not an angel, little demon.”


  “What?” She blinked and then glanced over to the spot where the woman had been. “How do you know? How do—”


  The geas had been lifted, my tongue was free, my thoughts centered and my own. Dean had placed no such injunction over me, I could speak without impunity, but the story I had to tell was too long, and I wasn’t sure I could find the words to tell it.


  I wrapped my fingers around her wildly waving hand and shook my head. “Grab the key, Pandora, and let’s get out of here. All your answers are in that book.”


  Clenching her jaw, she gave me a long and penetrating look. Then in an act that could have been symbolic or merely desperate, she grabbed my face between her hands and slammed a kiss onto my lips.


  It was slightly painful, but I wasn’t going to tell her to stop.


  “I’ll trust you, Ash, because ‘strong walls shake, but they never collapse.’ Right?”


  “That’s right, little demon. We won’t collapse.”


  I desperately wanted to believe that was true.


  Chapter 15


  Pandora


  



  I made him take me to a hotel.


  With the way I’d been acting lately, I agreed completely that it was high time to find my family. Maybe if I was around them I could learn to control these devils living inside me.


  I shuddered when I remembered Ash at the kissing tree, talking me down. I’d been so close, so much more Pandora than Ya-el. I’d been so relieved, so grateful to be coming out of it, that my focus had wavered just long enough for the one with the bow to take aim at Ash. And at just the thought of any more harm coming to him, of them trying to kill him, I’d felt murderous. Righteous. Vengeful.


  Wrath had surged to the front, taking hold of Pandora and drowning her out in its fury to make that suffer which would dare to hurt the priest.


  I could hear Asher pacing the length of the bedroom outside the bathroom door. I was sitting in the tub, with the water to full heat.


  This wasn’t the best of hotels. We were in St. Louis, staying in a seedy part of town. Earlier I’d spied a prostitute and her pimp raging on the corner. Off in the distance I heard the echo of gunfire, but I felt safe enough here.


  At least no monsters were banging down our doors, and maybe the water tank couldn’t decide whether to stay hot or cold, but that didn’t matter either.


  Because while I understood that we needed to find Luc and that all signs were pointing to Poteet, Texas, as their current home, I wasn’t ready to go to them.


  I wrapped my arms around my chest. It’d been three days since I’d gotten the key, and I’d still not worked up the nerve to read the book. Doing so would require me to trace back to Kem’s trailer, to grab that book and finally unravel the mystery inside of it.


  But to be honest, I was a little scared of what I might read. Which sucked because Ash really knew me. He’d seen what I’d done the other night, and still the bastard stayed with me.


  I didn’t know why, I really didn’t understand it. I think he wanted to save me from myself, but I’m beginning to fear that’s just not going to be possible. That night in the cave I’d been so hopeful, so sure we could fight this thing together, and for a while it’d seemed that way, until I’d totally lost my head.


  I’d told Ash that we’d go find Luc and the gang, but not until I’d read the book. Not until I’d given myself time to digest what was inside, until I’d had time to make sure that no matter what I read in there, he and I could work through it.


  I was a freaking masochist, because as much as I wanted to pull away from Ash, I also knew that if he didn’t leave me, I’d never leave him. I needed him like I needed to breathe.


  Though after what I’d done, I wasn’t sure he felt the same for me anymore. It’s hard to even look Ash in the eyes now, because I saw his face after I did it. I saw the look of horror, of shock, that’d drawn down like a veil over his features.


  I was a monster. A devil. I should have been destroyed, just like he’d been trained to do.


  Hiccupping, I let the water sluice down my body, still feeling dirty even after sitting in there for over thirty minutes.


  There was a knock at the door, and then his muffled voice called my name.


  I could ignore him and pretend like I’d not heard. I shut off the tap.


  “What, Ash?” I said it softly, leaning my head against my arm. I smelled like soap and blood. I still smelled it all over me, no matter how many showers I took, I just couldn’t get the smell off.


  I scratched at my arm.


  “You know you can’t stay in there forever. Eventually you need to come out.”


  I nodded silently.


  He sighed, and I heard the scratch of his body as he dragged his frame down the door, resting on the other side of it.


  “So we’re at an impasse, then?”


  I shrugged. “What do you want me to do, Ash, huh? You want me to go back out there and get triggered by something else and lose my shit all over again and have you look at me like…” I swallowed the words and squeezed my eyes shut, hating my weakness, hating that I cared so much what he thought of me. Why couldn’t I be more like Luc, who didn’t give a damn about anything or anyone?


  I mean, hell, he’d ditched me to save his precious little carnival. Yeah, it was bothering me more than I’d let on. At night, when I wasn’t dreaming about being dissected like a living lab rat, I dreamed about him bailing. About him laughing in my face and telling me to fuck off because I’d gotten what I deserved.


  I was so confused. On the one hand, being with my family could help. Or it might make me want to kill them all for leaving me as they had.


  The curtain was tossed aside, and Asher stared down at me with hard eyes. “You want to talk, then let’s fucking talk.”


  I sighed, realizing I’d pushed him too far again, but I was tired of saying I was sorry, because it was starting to become nothing but words.


  “‘Bout what?”


  Plopping down onto the toilet seat next to the tub, he glared. “Don’t pretend like you don’t know.”


  I shrugged.


  “No.” He shoved a finger in my face. “No, I don’t accept that. You want to rail and piss and moan, then do it.” He pounded his fist. “You tell me exactly what’s going on, but you stop locking me out, you hear me? I won’t take this shit anymore, Pandora, I won’t, I’ll—”


  “You’ll what!” I snapped, shooting to my feet. “You’ll leave me?” I laughed, but the sound was bitter to my ears. “Good. Do that. It’s about time. I told you to leave me a long time ago.”


  He was up and in my face in seconds, and rather than feeling terror, I felt something else entirely. My skin prickled, Lust woke up as if from a long slumber, and Ash’s nostrils flared.


  Then he was shoving my hands into the slick wall above my head, and he was in my space, breathing my air, slamming his lips over mine as he ground his erection against my naked thighs.


  “You want me to leave?” he growled.


  “Yes,” I panted, wrapping my leg around his thigh.


  “Really?” He released one of my hands, only to slip his calloused palm over my breast and roughly roll one of my nipples between his fingers.


  “Oh, yes. Yes.” I moaned, and I’m pretty sure I was totally losing my train of thought. That rat bastard was playing my body like a violin.


  His teeth clamped down sharply on my ear lobe, and the pain and pleasure, it was almost more than I could bear. With a sharp growl, I tore free of his grasp on my other hand and reached for his zipper, then quickly reversed positions, so I was the one pinning him against the tiled wall.


  Slipping him free of his jeans, I mounted him quickly. This was wild and animalistic. We grunted as we moved on each other. I was clawing at his arms, at his chest, both pushing him away and dragging him closer.


  Asher wasn’t patient with me like he’d been the first time. He rammed deep inside me, filling me up, and it was fire and brimstone and so amazing that I came in just another two thrusts, crying out his name as he rocked me with him.


  The moment it was over, I blinked and then laughed when his lips stretched into a slight smile.


  “If you just wanted sex, Pandora”—he tweaked my nose—“you only needed to say so.”


  Wrapping my arms around his neck, breathing easily because the tension of just moments ago was gone, I buried my nose into his still-clothed chest.


  After cleaning us up quickly, he pulled me once more against his body, and his fingers idly strummed my back. “So now are you going to tell me what’s going on?”


  “When is enough enough, Ash?”


  He didn’t say anything, and I was grateful that at least he didn’t try to fill my head with lies. I knew I was pushing him too far, knew that had he been anyone else they would have left me already, and knew that when he did I’d have nothing.


  He kissed the top of my head, then he shook his own.


  And that helpless gesture just about broke my heart. I had to try. Faced with the reality of what I was doing, I knew I had to try harder. Will myself back to health, to sanity and reason.


  I clutched at his shirt as he tried to move out of the stall. “I want to go get Kem’s trailer, Ash, and then I want to go find Luc.”


  Shoving blunt fingers through his thick, brown hair, he nodded. “Fine. We’ll do that.”


  He was walking away from me, and it hurt. I’d pushed him to this, I was killing us, only I could save us.


  “Hey.”


  He glanced back at me with a question in his eyes.


  “No more.”


  His brows furrowed. “No more, what?”


  “I choose you, Ash. Us. Give me another chance to show you that I can fight this.”


  His mouth tipped into a half smile, but then he left and didn’t say a word, and like a junkie faced with the stark reality of his actions, I trembled with the realization that it might already be too late.


  ~*~


  We’d had to backtrack a fair bit to get to where we’d hidden Kem’s trailer over a year ago. I’d expected the swampy marshland of Florida to have rotted it out by now, but Asher had not only kept it going, he’d improved it after the grenade the shifters had tossed into it.


  Everything purred like a kitten when he started it up. Asher had told me he’d drive the truck while I sat in the back and read the book.


  I wasn’t exactly thrilled at the prospect of reading it, but I’d also realized how selfish I was being by putting it off. The book was a huge source of anxiety for Ash. I needed either to read it and put him out of his misery or throw it away and never think about it again, and he needed the absolution of knowing one way or another.


  So there I sat on the bed where my world had turned upside down over a year ago and, lulled by the gentle motion of the trailer moving over open road, stared down at the book in my lap.


  Asher had used a very complex substitution cipher when he’d created his key. Letters were replaced with other letters at random, so A could become Y, and B could become D, but he’d also randomly dumped other letters using pi as his numeric reference. But the key then went on to explain that since the code written inside the text was long enough that frequency analysis could be used to crack it, he would place the remaining letters in a Caesar box, writing the letters down a column to reveal the phrase.


  I was impressed by the craftiness and ingenuity of it while at the same time horrified at the amount of work I’d have to do just to read the first page.


  I worked all through the night, never stopping to drink, or pee, or even to ask him if we were there yet when he pulled the truck off the side of the road and crashed into bed with me, exhausted and asleep within seconds of his head touching the pillow.


  The sun was cresting the horizon and splaying pink and peach washes of color through the room when I finally got into a good rhythm. But I wasn’t reading any of what I was writing.


  Though my heart pounded when my name appeared, and other words like Lust and Aquilla stood out in bold relief. But I shut my brain down and just worked, hand moving like a blur across my previously empty journal as I rearranged the words, transforming them from simple medieval sonnets into darker, deeper, and more sinister thoughts.


  He’d shifted out of the bed around six in the morning, flitting his fingers across my cheek in a silken caress before getting back into the driver’s seat.


  It was another seven hours before I was finally done.


  I stared at the binder in my hand, rubbed my throbbing wrist, and knew it was now or never.


  Opening to the first page, I began to read.


  Chapter 16


  Pandora


  Asher’s Journal, Entry 1


  



  I write these words down because to speak them would kill me, but I know the time will come when you will need to know these truths, though I do not wish to share them. Even as I write this, I struggle with the knowledge that what I’m about to do is a breach of everything I’ve ever held to be true. To understand me, Pandora, we must start at the beginning, with the day I met her…


  ~*~


  Entry 2


  



  I was born a mortal during the reign of Charlemagne. I can no longer remember my true name, but I remember my occupation. I was a Catholic priest. But I was ambitious and I was smart; in no time I’d risen beyond priest, monsignor, bishop, and even archbishop, to cardinal. I was a young cardinal, but I had friends in high places, and I exploited my position for power. My lust for influence was only supplanted by my zeal for righteousness, or my version of it anyway. One night I was called to Rome to visit Pope Stephen IV. I was thrilled and not a little nervous, as the call came during the dead of night. Everything was done under a heavy veil of secrecy. I remember vividly that no one talked or even cleared their throat as I padded silently down the marble halls to his holiness.


  I was led into his private chambers, and there we spoke. He told me he’d noticed my works and the level of prestige I brought to the papacy. I drank in his words as though they were the elixir of life, expecting nothing more than his gratitude, when the conversation began to take on a different tone.


  That was the night I learned of a budding organization, his brainchild that he’d named The Order. That was also the night I discovered that I lived in a world with monsters that came straight from Hell.


  Dropping a damask curtain hung up behind him, he revealed a steel cage, and beside it stood a man with a wild shock of silver hair, who I would later learn was named Ari. Inside the cage was the most beautiful creature I’d ever beheld.


  A woman with flowing locks of red hair that looked as though she’d dyed it in the juices of pomegranates, so rich it had been. Her hair had been plaited high on her head, and she was dressed in the garbs of gypsies, exposing the lines of her thighs and the ample shape of her breasts.


  I lusted for her, and so ashamed was I by my visceral reaction that I instantly decried her as the scarlet lady. Stephen was pleased by my pronouncement. That was when he asked me if I wanted to be baptized in the blood of the lamb.


  The woman inside the cage had screamed then, reaching her jeweled hand through the bars with nails like claws. Her eyes had struck me dumb because in an instant they’d gone from a normal gray to a glowing lavender.


  The demon pleaded with me to spare her, begging me to let her return to her family, that she meant us no harm, but Ari notched one of his bows and shot it through her throat, so that the only thing we could hear after that was her choking on her own blood.


  I knew then that I’d been crafted for the express purpose of ending everything like her. I nodded my willingness to the Pope, and that was when she appeared.


  Allora, the angel in white.


  ~*~


  It must have been hours that I’d sat there reading, because the room was dark again and Asher was standing by the foot of our bed. He was debating whether to come to the bed with me or not.


  I crossed my legs and patted the spot beside me. He didn’t say anything for the longest time.


  “How far have you gotten?”


  “To the Lust demon in the cage.”


  Nodding, he took off his clothes then crawled over to me, laying his head in my lap. He wrapped his arm around my waist and buried his nose against my skin, breathing me in.


  I ran my fingers through his hair and didn’t start to read again until his breathing turned long and even.


  ~*~


  Entry 3


  



  Dressed in battle armor and with flowing white locks, she immediately captivated me with her beauty. Compared to the demon, she was all that was holy and lovely. A fierce and terrifying woman, her words shook the air like thunder.


  “Do you wish to be a servant of the Lord from now until the end of eternity?”


  I was consumed with passion for her, for the righteousness of the vision she’d revealed to me, by my desire to be the Lord’s emissary, fighting the hoards of Satan and sending them back to their fiery and eternal seat of judgment.


  I nodded my consent, and that was when Allora sliced through her wrist with her own nail. My gaze flicked to those around me. To the still screaming harlot, to Ari, and to the Pope. But if none of them told me this was wrong, then it must be right.


  So I took her hand, and I brought it to my lips, and I drank. That was the night of my rebirth. The transformation from man to death priest was not an easy one. Only the best of mortal kind can attain it. Only the brightest, the strongest, the bravest.


  Those were Allora’s words, and many years later I discovered how true they were. She’d tried down the centuries to create a whole host of us, but for whatever reason, only seven priests could exist at a time.


  Which was fine. We were strong, terrifying. We were Gods among men.


  Allora taught me to fight, she gave me the sword of Veritas. The training was rigorous, and as the years progressed, my love for her knew no bounds. She was all to me; she was my world, and I thought I was hers too.


  Allora taught me carnal desire, she taught me to fight, she taught me to hate. In time I began to hear rumors of a council known only as the Triad. I did not know what it was, and neither did any of my compatriots.


  We only knew death and bloodshed. Violence followed in our wake, and we reveled in it.


  I was the most brutal of them, taking delight in ripping the heads off those bastard Nephilim bodies, cursing them ten times to Dante’s lowest pit of Hell, hating them all. So superior and smug in my calling.


  I had the blood of angels coursing through my veins.


  And then Allora came to me. We stood upon misty Scottish moors, and she whispered to me of a prophecy and of how there would be one who’d come to destroy us all.


  I was filled with indignation, filled with fury at the thought of it. But when I asked her who it was, she could only shrug and tell me that the prophecy hadn’t yet revealed who, only that she was coming.


  That was the first night I ever began to question her will. For how could there be a prophecy of nothing? She didn’t speak again about that night for many years. So long in fact, that I’d very nearly forgotten it.


  My days and nights consisted of slaughtering anything and anyone like you. And I did so with gleeful abandon.


  Then one day she came to me, and I was given a name of a demon I must kill. Her name was Ya-el.


  It took me months to track you down, so good were you at eluding me. Even then I think I began to develop feelings of pride for you, at your skills, your instincts. You were a worthy match for me.


  And when I finally tracked you down, all I can remember was that time paused, as if you were a memory skipping through reality. The wind died down, colors were sharper, smells richer. Your skin so pale, your hair so dark, and your lips like a ruby red apple. You were more beautiful than Allora, than even the glittering stars shining in the heavens, and when you smiled, it wasn’t capricious or sinister, it was real, and it stole my breath.


  You stood beneath the twilight, and you held that little girl, and though there were no tears, I felt your soul ringing through the lullaby you sang her. I was so close to you that night, little demon, I’m surprised you did not sense me. I was the shadow just behind you, I had my blade pointed at your heart, and I would have thrust it through you had you not administered the girl her last rites.


  “May the Lord who frees you from sin save you and raise you up.”


  How often had I spoken those words in the past and yet I’d never felt them so keenly as I did that night alone with you beneath the stars with a dying infant in your arms.


  When I returned next to Allora, she was beside herself with fury that I’d not found you yet. I warred with myself, wanting desperately to tell her everything, as I’d always done. But also struggling with the knowledge that perhaps you were not as soulless, as evil, as I’d been led to believe.


  For nights after that I watched you. But my obsession took me to dark, dark places. I battled with what you were, and who I was. Battled with my need to do my duty while equally desirous of learning why you were so important to my mistress.


  At first I learned nothing of any value, nothing that mattered, and I was beginning to suspect that your lustful charms were the cause of what was wrecking havoc with my sanity.


  My curiosity had begun to turn to hate. Hate that you’d made me falter, hate that you’d made me break my vows to my Lord.


  I cut myself for years, for every time I saw you and did not end you. For every time your laughter made my lips twitch. For the times when I saw you in bed with Luc and he touched you and I hated that you let him. For the shadows that crawled through your gaze afterward.


  My violence was unparalleled in those days. I touched no one within your family. Some part of me felt they were an extension of you and so therefore off limits to me, but anyone else unfortunate enough to cross my path was fair game.


  Then one day Allora came to me and told me that they’d finally learned the identity behind the prophecy and her name was Aquilla.


  I did not stay to hear anymore of what she had to say; it did not matter. My purpose was clear: go to Greece and end its life, no matter the cost to me.


  That was the night I finally learned the truth of the Triad, of the prophecy, and most especially of my mistress Allora...


  ~*~


  His eyes opened somewhere around the six o’clock mark. But instead of getting up and driving us off as he had the day before, he tightened his arm around me.


  “I love you, Pandora.” His whispered confession made me smile.


  “I love you too.”


  His touch was gentle as he traced my bottom lip. “Where are you now?”


  “I’m about to discover who Allora is. But I have to say, Ash, with the way you were going on, I really thought it would be so much worse than this.” My lips twitched, but he didn’t return my smile.


  Instead he rolled over, got up, and walked into the bathroom.


  I frowned at the closed door and looked back down at the book in my lap. Apparently the worst was yet to come. But I really thought he was over reacting. I’d expected his past to be tainted, considering who he was. But all things considered, I wasn’t surprised by any of this. It was just standard priest procedure as far as I could tell.


  When he walked out of the bathroom, he came back to me, still nude as he’d been during the night, and instead of saying a word, he plucked the book from my lap, settled himself on top of me, and proceeded to give me one of the best orgasms of my life.


  A solid two hours passed before we finally broke apart. I ran my fingers through his hair. “You okay now? Can I finish?”


  “Finish it, Pandora.” He sighed. “But today I’m not going anywhere.”


  ~*~


  Entry 4


  



  Aquilla was bathed in blood, plowing through the bodies of the Order as if they were nothing—as if each member of our unit didn’t know exactly how to end the beast, how to kill it. As if they were nothing more than laymen.


  But she was powerful, more powerful than I could have imagined. I was outside looking in, trying desperately to get inside, but wards had been placed around the dungeon so that even I could not enter. I hissed each time I tried to cross the trail of demon blood warding the gates.


  I could not understand how I, an angel’s emissary, could not overcome a bit of demon blood, and yet each time I placed my finger upon it, my flesh sizzled and burned. Hissing, I snatched it back to my chest, yelling at those inside to let me in. But they couldn’t hear me. They were tying the demon down, and they held a device in their hands.


  A large, handheld machine cast from iron. I’d never seen such a contraption before, but now I could say it looked like some sort of suctioning device.


  They placed it upon her chest, and she screamed with a sound I’ve never heard before or since. Her body writhed and shuddered, the force of her movements sending shock waves through the stone beneath my feet.


  I gazed on in horror as I saw them pumping what looked to be bluish orbs of light from her body.


  “Those are souls. Demon souls,” a small voice whispered beside me.


  I glanced down to see a young girl, no more than eight or nine years old, standing beside me. Where had she come from? I’d never even felt her presence until she’d spoken up. I whirled on the child, who I knew was much more than a child.


  Her eyes were entirely opaque and ringed in blue. Her blond hair was smashed down upon her head and coated in mud, and twigs poked out of it. She was dressed in a dirty gown with holes covering her from head to toe.


  I recalled then that I’d seen that girl earlier in the evening, sitting outside of the castle walls, mumbling incoherently to herself, laughing and cackling, telling tales no one could understand. And yet here she was, gazing up at me.


  “Who are you?”


  She smiled, revealing rows of blackened teeth. “Who we are does not matter. But who you are, does. You are Asher the priest.”


  I narrowed my eyes, extracting my blade, ready to do I didn’t know what to her. She held up her hand.


  “You know we speak the truth. Do you not want to know it, Priest?”


  I clenched my jaw then opened my mouth to tell her no, but said “yes” instead.


  “You and she, you are fated. One path for good, one path for evil.” She cocked her head slowly. “Which side shall you choose?”


  “What are you talking about? Who is she?”


  “Ya-el.”


  I clutched my chest, glancing quickly around, terrified that any should hear of my weakness. My shame. “How do you know that name?” I snapped. “Speak!” I lifted her chin with the tip of my sword.


  She effortlessly shoved it out of her face and laughed. “Do you not know who you really are, Priest? The atrocities you’ve committed in the name of your Lord?” She stepped in closer to me, her frail body bristling with so much energy and power I knew it was not she speaking to me, but someone through her. Someone powerful enough to break through her splintered mind.


  Tipping her head back, she cackled, and the sound ran like ice water through my veins. “You are no angel, Priest. You never were. The blood that runs through your veins belongs to Greed. That is why you cannot cross this ward.” She pointed to the blood, for that was the true blood of angels.


  “No.” I shook my head. “Allora is—”


  “Greed’s emissary.” Her stained teeth repulsed me, and I cringed away from the miniature and macabre features. “Why do you think you’ve only ever killed Lust, Wrath, or Envy?” She lifted a finger with a sharp-tipped nail. “Answer me, priest!”


  My eyes widened. “I haven’t.”


  “You have, for that is your true enemy. Not demons. Not nephilim. But the Triad, the high caste demon lords. Greed, Gluttony, Sloth, and Pride will do everything in their power to prevent a shift in control, even if it means killing their only chance for release.” She held up her fingers and ticked one off with each name she spoke. “Lust. Wrath. Envy. For it is they who truly govern the Order. That is why you were sent here, that is why you are to kill the nephilim. Because only Lust’s line bears the marker to open the Gates of Hell.”


  “Shut up!” I shoved the blade against her jugular, only just shy of piercing, and still the child did not flinch.


  She smacked my hand away, and I let her because it all was starting to make a sick, perverted sort of sense. I ran through my memories, looking for any moment I could have killed anyone not possessed by Lust, Wrath, or Envy, but I couldn’t find a one. Nor could I think of a moment when any of my partners had.


  My hand shook as the sword clattered to the stone at my feet. “What is going on? Why do they want Pandora?”


  She smirked. “So that she can release them. They will infect her as they have Aquilla. They will turn her, and in turn she will unchain the three of them.”


  “So then I should kill her? I should do what Allora has bid me—”


  Her hand found my face so fast it snapped my jaw back. I grabbed my throbbing cheek, staring at her in fury and rage. But she stood proud and unflinching, and I became sick as I realized that not only had I not been the Lord’s emissary, but that I’d signed my soul to a devil.


  “What have I done?” I muttered to myself.


  “Hubris, man of Adam. That is what you have done. Your arrogant pride blinded you to the truth of that night.”


  I shook my head. “Then help me to undo this.”


  She laughed. “We cannot. You exist to serve your master now. But you can achieve redemption, should you wish it.”


  “Tell me how.”


  “Choose the right side.”


  “And what side might that be?”


  “You already know it. She will need you to be strong for the horrors that come.”


  “But I am still owned by Allora.”


  “Then you do for us what you did for her. You protect Ya-el, who shall be renamed Pandora. It is too late for Aquilla. Do not allow them to do to her what they did to this one. For we fear that Pandora will be much stronger, but her heart is also much more yielding. She is not afraid to love, and love is a power stronger than any other in the universe. It is only through that love that this curse can be overcome.”


  I shook my head. “I cannot protect a demon.”


  “You are a demon, Asher. What you believed you knew about the world was skewed and tainted by the high caste lord’s thirst for power.”


  “And how do I know that you are not one of them too?” I snarled. “I’ve been fooled before.”


  She smiled. “You don’t. But isn’t that what faith’s all about?”


  “What if I told you I do not believe any of this?”


  “We know you do, Asher. We sense the discord in you. It is why we came to you instead of the others. For you desire that demon and we shall grant her to you. She will want only you, thirst only for you, live only for you, and in return you will keep the gates sealed.”


  “No.” I shook my head, even as my soul trembled, as my mouth watered. To have her look at me, to want me as I wanted her. To have her know me… could I do that to her? “Not without choice.”


  “Does it matter in the end, Priest?”


  My fists clenched as I warred with my desires. “It matters,” I gritted out. But though I said the words, I fear my flesh was weak.


  But the girl had only laughed, and then she’d blinked and looked at me strangely, and the light of intellect was gone. Then she began babbling in a tongue I could not comprehend…


  ~*~


  I tossed the journal away and grabbed the book, flipping to the end, desperate to see that I’d translated it wrong. That somewhere in there it showed my emotions hadn’t been manipulated, that I was still my own woman. But the shaking in my hands and the dryness of my mouth spoke volumes. I hadn’t translated it wrong; there was nothing else to read. This was where the book ended. I threw it across the floor and stared at Asher in horror.


  “Pandora, wait.”


  “What did you do to me, Ash?”


  I ran my fingers across my skin where he’d been touching me, suddenly needing to get away from him, from this trailer, from what I’d just read in that book. Was everything I felt a lie? Nowhere in there had it said that I hadn’t been cursed.


  “Pandora, stop. It didn’t—”


  But I couldn’t stand to hear another word. Without looking back at him, I traced from the room.


  Chapter 17


  Pandora


  



  I was sitting between the branches of a massive redwood tree staring out at the forest floor below me, trying desperately to forget the words I’d read.


  He’d never said whether the angel, or demon, or whatever the hell that thing had been, had cursed me to love him.


  Was it possible that none of what I felt for him was real? That once again I was being influenced by the will of another? I jumped to my feet and paced back and forth on the branch, running my fingers through my hair.


  “And what does it matter if you are?” I growled. “I can’t change these feelings, can’t undo them. Do I want to?” I twirled around. “Yes!”


  Because without will, all of it was a lie. Everything I felt, everything he’d done for me. Did it matter now? Was it real? Was any of this real?


  Was my life still not my own?


  And as if the weather sensed my mood, the gray clouds opened up, and I was covered in rain. I buried my face in the trunk of the tree, lost and terrified, scared to return back to that trailer, and damning Asher to Hell because I wanted to. Everyone wanted a piece of me, and I was so tired of giving it to them.


  I didn’t want Luc.


  I didn’t want Grace.


  And I didn’t want Asher.


  But I shook as my mind screamed it for the lie it was; I did want him. Desperately. The memory came to me of the time I’d first seen him at my ride: the immediate shock, the immediate sense that I’d needed him, wanted him. The feeling so intense, so demanding, one I’d never known before, and yet I hadn’t questioned it either. Because it’d felt so real.


  The way I’d protected him, shielded him from Luc’s scrutiny, from Grace’s mechanizations. I’d put my safety on the line time and time again because of my overwhelming need for him.


  And for what?


  For something that wasn’t even real. I closed my eyes, and a dry sob tore from my throat. This betrayal was so much worse than Grace’s, than even being stolen and broken by the Triad, because my hope, my faith, anything good in me, hinged on my surety of Ash. That in all the world, I’d found one truth and I’d clung to it for all I’d been worth, so desperate for that truth.


  “So you’ve been cursed to love another. My, my, that’s a fate worse than death.” A smooth, deep drawl had me whirling around, dropping into an immediate crouch, and hissing.


  “Oh, sorry.” Death held up his hands. “Demons hate to be surprised.” He winked and then glanced up, frowning as if glaring at the rain.


  Immediately it stopped. I didn’t want to attribute it to him, but yeah…


  “Why are you here?” I shoved a lock of my wet hair behind my ear.


  Licking his front teeth, he ran his palm over a section of the tree branch until curls of steam rose from it. Then, nodding, he took a seat. It was more than just a little bizarre to see a man dressed in a suit and Gucci loafers swinging his feet back and forth over a hundred feet above the ground.


  “I came to have a little chat. So how are you really, demon girl?”


  I hugged my arms to my chest. “How the hell do you think I am?”


  “Well, you look pretty pissed.” He twitched a brow. “Do I got the gist of it ‘bout right?”


  “I don’t suppose that if I opt not to answer you’ll just go away.”


  His grin was broad, showing an expanse of straight white teeth. “Nope. The only way I’ll leave is if you talk to me.”


  I rolled my eyes, swiping my palms roughly against my burning eyes. I hadn’t cried, mainly because I think I’d tapped that well days ago. “I’m so sick of feeling this way.”


  “What way?”


  “God, you’re useless.” I plopped down against the trunk of the tree. I hadn’t dressed. I was naked as a jaybird sitting in front of a fully dressed Death, and I was so beyond caring at this point that all I could do was shake my head.


  He chuckled. “I never said I’d be good at this, but you need to talk this out, and unfortunately I drew the short straw.”


  I couldn’t help it, I chuckled. It was an ugly sound, but it did loosen up some of the tension inside me. “Well gee, thanks for pricking my pride. Love knowing no one out there gives a damn.”


  He snorted. “Never said we didn’t give a damn, only that I’m not good at this. I’m obviously here, short fry.” He spread his arms wide, staring at the vast sea of trees. “Couldn’t have found a more remote location though. I swear, you girls and your emotions.”


  I laughed again. It was just easy to do around him. I couldn’t understand the creature. He thoroughly confused me, and yet I sensed no danger from him.


  For now.


  His lips tipped upward. “So talk, demon. I haven’t got all day.”


  Giving him a hard glare, I shrugged. “I don’t know what you expect me to say.”


  “Okay, well here, lemme try.” Taking a deep breath, he hunched his shoulders and then began to speak in a high falsetto. “Dean, Asher’s been lying to me all along. He forced me to love him by making that deal with those monsters; my feelings have never been my own. I’ve been used by everything on God’s green earth, and I’m just so tired of feeling so betrayed.” He ended on a high-pitched wail.


  I kicked my foot out, shoving the ball of it against his shoulder hard enough that he had to grip the branch to keep from falling off.


  “I do not talk like that.”


  Snorting, he rubbed his shoulder. “You pack a wallop, little bit. But how’d I do?”


  Slightly embarrassed by the way he’d put it, I spread my hands wide, not wanting to admit he’d gotten the gist of it right.


  He took a deep breath, and stared off into the distance. “A flood comes in and completely covers a woman’s home. She sittin’ on the roof and cries out to God, ‘Please help me.’ Then an hour later, a boat comes by, and a man calls out, ‘You need help?’ And she answers, ‘No, I’m waiting on God to save me.’ Another hour goes by, the floodwaters are even higher now, and she cries out to God, ‘Please help me.’ Another boat comes, and the driver calls out, ‘You need help?’ And she says, ‘No, I’m waiting on God to save me.’ Another hour, and more water. It’s up to her chin now. She’s not gonna make it. Same story, she denies rescue, and of course she dies. When she goes through the pearly gates, she meets Peter, and she tells him how sad she is that God never answered her prayer. He looks at her and says, ‘You idiot, he sent you three boats.’”


  Unimpressed by his story, I gave him a droll look. “What exactly are you telling me? That God sent Asher to me?”


  “Well, of course not. You’re a demon.” He tossed up his hands, giving me a warm half-smirk. “What I am trying to tell you is that someone out there sent you that boat. You see, sometimes a parent can see what the child can’t. And when they give you help, or tell you not to do something, it’s not because they’re stripping you of will. It’s because they understand that if you stick your hand in that fire you’ll get burned.”


  “What the hell are you getting at, Dean? I have no parents.”


  He sighed, his eyes going wide, and I sensed his impatience with me. “Try to focus. I don’t think I can get much clearer than I’ve been.”


  “Actually, you can.” I thinned my lips. “You can start by cutting out all the parables and just getting down to brass tacks. Who’s my ‘parent?’” I finger quoted.


  His grin was mysterious, and I knew I was about to get a second helping of balderdash.


  “There are forces that move the players on the board. Forces you’ll never meet, you’ll never speak with, but who know every move you’ll ever make.”


  Rubbing my temple, I gave him a cross-eyed glare. “You’re giving me such a raging headache. Again, what are you talking about?”


  Blowing out a heavy breath, he gave me an astounded look. “Unevolved lower life forms”.


  I chuckled at his obvious and rather weak attempt at insulting me. “I’m over five- thousand years old.”


  His lip curled. “Nascent being, listen to me well. There are forces at work here. Forces of chaos and of order. One fights to bring about the end. The other to stave it off. When you were taken, when you were reborn as you now are, chaos won a solid victory. And now it is order trying to make you as you were.”


  I narrowed my eyes. “Which side do you work for?”


  He slowly curled his lips, and it warmed me to my toes. “Finally you ask a proper question. I work for neither and both.”


  “Ah.” I lifted my brows; the nonsense was starting to make some sort of sense. “So you’re a mercenary. Selling yourself to the highest bidder?”


  Shifting, he gave me a proud look, like a teacher smiling down at his student. “Now you get it.”


  “So you’re here for order?”


  “For now.”


  “So who exactly are order and chaos? Demons and Angels? God and Lucifer?”


  He scratched the side of his jaw. “It’s a little more complicated than that. You are a demon, Pandora. To expect heaven to come to your rescue—never think it. In the end, the prophecy holds true: all demons will burn. But when that fate ultimately happens—that we can control. That we can manipulate.”


  “So who is it?”


  He shrugged. “Even I’m not sure.”


  I would say I was shocked, but I wasn’t really. The ancient war between Heaven and Hell went far beyond me. It’d been going on long before the dawn of civilization and didn’t seem like it would end anytime soon.


  “You see, you’re just one game. But there are many different chess boards in play.”


  Again, not surprised. I didn’t think Hell would hinge all its hopes and dreams on my wee shoulders. “So how many are we talking?”


  “Oh.” He wrinkled his nose. “Several hundred thousand, give or take a million.”


  My eyes did widen at that. “That many, huh?”


  Jeez, made me feel sort of insignificant in the grand scheme of things.


  He flicked at my big toe. I scooted my foot back to my side, glaring at him. “And how involved are you in all those sets?”


  “Actively. Oh, I’m not just here.” He pointed down at the ground. “I’m over there, and over there, and over there.” He pointed all over the place. “And I will stop all of you, unless, of course, chaos gains the upper hand again. Then I’ll actively pursue your deaths.”


  “That’s very encouraging. No really, thanks for being such a shit, Death. Warms me all over.”


  He laughed. “Figured you’d appreciate a little honesty in your life, demon girl.”


  “Yeah.” I waved a hand. “Cause I sure as hell don’t get much of it now.”


  “Well hey, you know what’s what.”


  “No, actually I don’t.”


  His look was bland. “Are we really back to this?” Rubbing the bridge of his nose, he shook his head. “Asher is the boat, Dora. Can I call you Dora? You don’t mind, right?”


  I waved my hand. “Whatever.”


  His smile was broad. “Good, cause I kind of feel like we’re mates now.”


  “Yeah, mates.” I snorted. “One who’ll chop off my head when given the chance. Glad I’ve got you in my corner there, champ.”


  “Don’t forget the bathing in your entrails part. That’s always my favorite part of the whole deal.”


  I might have laughed, except his eyes had taken on an excited gleam and a visible tremor had rippled down his shoulders.


  I swallowed hard. Death was psychotic and really not altogether there, and yet I liked the freak. Though I never wanted to meet him in a dark alley. Even Lust shuddered inside me at the thought.


  “Oh, not to worry. You’re not my type.” Dean patted my kneecap. At some point he’d scooted closer to me. “I’d break you, demon girl. I prefer my bed partners a little more wicked.” His smile was nothing but sharp teeth.


  Slapping his hand off me, I rolled my eyes. “You’re good on a girl’s ego.”


  “I aim to please.” He patted his stomach. “Now, about the whole Asher being a boat thing. Not sure if you caught that the first time.”


  “Yeah, I caught that.” I scraped at a rough patch of bark on the tree. “But isn’t the whole point of love that you choose your partner?”


  “I wouldn’t know a damn thing about love, but having seen it through the years, I’d say it’s a pretty powerful emotion. It can make fools of men and heroes of worms. What’s your point?”


  It was my turn to give him a wide-eyed stare. “My point is that without the choice to love him, it’s not real.”


  He blew a raspberry. “That’s trifling human nonsense. ‘Will.’” He flitted his fingers. “Will is overrated. So what. How do you feel about him?”


  “I hate him,” I snapped, then covered my foot with the other and wiggled my toes together.


  “You’re such a terrible liar. Even now I hear your heart pounding, scent your lust for him, your blood, your need.”


  “That is both disgusting and creepy.”


  “Then stop shoving out those pheromones, demon.” He batted his hand as if the smell of it were repulsive to him.


  “But my feelings were manipulated so that I’d feel it.”


  He shrugged. “So says you.”


  I cocked my head, pulse pounding. “Are you implying I’m not?”


  Again he shrugged. “How would I know?”


  “Who else was pulling straws? Tell them to come next time,” I huffed. “You suck at this.”


  “Hey. I wasn’t too happy ‘bout this either, but it is what it is. Riddle me this, Dora. Did he or did he not work over four months to bring you out of that madness?”


  I frowned, clamping my lips shut.


  “No words. Okay, how ‘bout this. Did he or did he not keep searching when everyone else had left you?”


  I turned my face to the side, stomach churning with butterfly wings.


  “Luc left. Just… ditched you. Bailed. Took off. He didn’t get a new assignment like he claimed. He bailed, Dora.”


  The words didn’t hurt me like they once might have. I mean they still twinged—I wasn’t without heart after all (even if I am part demon)—but I had expected it. Luc was who he was: a sometimes heartless bastard more concerned with the collective than the single Neph.


  I shrugged. “I didn’t really think he’d bailed for honorable reasons.”


  “Well, I didn’t say they weren’t honorable.”


  “Speaking to you is really not fun, Dean. Just putting it out there.”


  He chuckled. “That’s what they all tell me. I’ll never understand it—I think I’m a pretty affable guy.”


  “If you say so.”


  He looked at me for a second, as if waiting for an answer. I puckered my lips and picked at my fingernail. “So tell me more about Asher.”


  “He…” His mouth opened and then he took in a deep breath before wagging a finger in my face. “You see, you do care. Admit it.”


  “No, because I’m still not convinced that I would have fallen for him if it weren’t for chaos or order or whoever the hell meddled with my heart. And I’ll never be okay with that.”


  “Well, hell, demon girl.” He sounded exasperated. “Then take him out of the picture. If Asher isn’t real, would you have survived this? Would you be here with me now, talking to me now?”


  My brows lowered.


  “Well? Would you?”


  Life without Asher. Never meeting him at the carnival. But no, really it would have been long before that. Long before I’d ever even known he’d existed, when Greed’s emissary had set her sights on taking me out. What if she’d given the order to execute to Axel, or Ari? Neither of those males had made my soul tremble, neither of those males would have seen me and stayed their hand as I rocked a dying infant into her eternal slumber.


  Neither of them would have taken the time to know me, to learn me, to find me not evil but fascinating. To work always in shadow, never revealing themselves to me until they could no longer protect me in secret. None of them would have entered those tunnels below Sanguinary with me, would have made sure to keep an eye on me. None of them would have traveled with me to Hell, would have died to keep me safe there, would have brought me back to the land of the living. Would have done whatever it took to see me protected, even going so far as making me believe I’d been betrayed because he’d known we’d needed Grace’s involvement, needed Kemen’s sacrifice. And neither of them would have found me in the Twilight House and taken months out of their lives to attempt to undo the damage that’d been done to me.


  None of them could have held me like he did. Could have loved me like he does. None of them.


  And though the Triad had tried damned hard to make me forget him, to make me kill him, it’d only been because of my love for the priest that my instincts had kicked in, that the small shred of good left in me had recognized how wrong that was.


  Asher had saved me.


  My gaze traveled slowly to Dean’s face. His tricolored red, blue, and green eyes were intense as he smiled. “Boat, meet Pandora.”


  “Could I have survived without him?”


  “You’d have been burning in Hell centuries ago.”


  And I knew that was true. Separate, we were strong, but together… together Asher and I were indomitable. Deep down, I’d always known that.


  “I love him.”


  “Whew.” He wiped his brow. “I was worried I’d have to be out here another two hours at least. Then go find him, and whatever you do, make sure you don’t make me switch sides.”


  Laughing, I gave him a sharp salute, ready to trace off to find him, but Dean gripped my elbow.


  I looked down at his hand.


  “And, Dora.”


  “Hm?”


  His grin was mischievous. “You were never compelled to love him.”


  Anger. Indignation. Shock. And then finally a grudging recognition that Dean had played me for a fool. “You know, you could have just told me that at the very beginning. Then I could have been out of your hair an hour ago.”


  “Yeah, but where would the fun have been in that?” He winked.


  “Then you owe me one final answer.”


  “Maybe.”


  “You own Ash’s soul now. That woman at the tree, that was Allora.” I wasn’t going to ask him if I was right because I knew the insufferable bastard would claim that was my one answer. Besides, I knew that’s who it’d been.


  “Your point?”


  I notched my chin. “Ash is mine. I want his soul back.”


  He tossed his head back and laughed. “Well now, everything under the sun’s negotiable, demon girl. But that’s not really a question.”


  I shook my head. “You say he’s my boat, and yet you take him from me. Will I get him back?”


  His eyes glowed. They were really quite pretty in a macabre sort of way. “If he hadn’t signed his soul over to me that day in the bar, Allora would have found him and killed him. But I owned the deed.”


  Masterful move. I had to admit it. Death was proving to be an adroit and almost frightening ally. “So you thought a step ahead?”


  “Actually, I think about fifty steps ahead. But yes, if Asher had denied me my claim, your priest would even now be dead.”


  “Can I get him back?”


  He held up three fingers. “That’s three questions, Dora. Play well.” And so saying, he vanished.


  Sighing with exasperation, but also feeling more at peace than I had in months, I returned to Asher. Somehow, someway, I’d get his soul back.


  He was still lying on the bed, where I’d left him. His arm was thrown over his eyes, his body exposed to me. Every scar, every sculpted plane of him, exposed to my greedy gaze.


  I grinned when I thought it. No wonder he’d pursued me as he had. The demon imp, but it only made me want him more. Love him more.


  For so long, everyone I’d ever loved had betrayed me, hurt me, and for so long I kept expecting it to happen even with him. Even when time and time again he’d proven otherwise.


  It wouldn’t be easy to break bad habits, but trust had finally been earned.


  “Priest,” I whispered.


  He shot up in bed, and I knew from the look in his eyes that he’d had no idea I’d returned. I was stronger now, much, much stronger. But I knew it didn’t matter to him. Because Ash had only ever wanted me for who I was.


  With a heart rupturing from joy, I crawled over to him and straddled his thighs.


  His muscles popped, his hands shook, but he didn’t touch me back.


  “Why didn’t you finish the book?”


  He didn’t ask me to clarify; he knew immediately what I was asking. His voice was raw as he said, “Because I didn’t know, little demon. She never told me, and I didn’t know. And I could have hidden it from you. I wanted to, but you deserved to know the truth. The whole truth, so I—”


  I placed a finger over his mouth. “It doesn’t matter.”


  His entire frame stilled. “It doesn’t?”


  I smiled and traced his stubbled jaw. “Even if they did, I’d still choose you.”


  Jaw clenching, he gently pushed my hand aside. “Yeah, but we’ll never know, will we? And someday I’ll wonder why you’re really with me, and I’m afraid that—”


  “You insufferable man.” I silenced his words with a kiss, only coming up when my man was completely dazed beneath me. “I do know, Ash.”


  Slowly, as if he was afraid to startle me, he slid his fingers against my hips and tugged me firmly atop his groin, making us both moan in delicious anticipation.


  “How?”


  “Because when Dean asked me if it mattered, I said no?”


  “Dean?”


  I smiled. “Yeah, Jack the Ripper himself paid me a visit, and do you know what he told me after I said that?”


  He shook his head.


  “Fate. Death. Whoever came to you that night, they never did it. I chose you, Ash. And I still do. Always you.”


  A wild, choking sound spilled from his chest, and then he tugged me to him, and that’s when we sealed our permanent vow.


  Chapter 18


  Pandora


  



  Once we’d crested the horizon, the soaring and familiar peak of Bubba’s tent taunted me. I fidgeted with my top. We were less than five hundred yards away from the carnival. The sky was just turning a shade of lavender, and in less than an hour the carnival I’d sworn would never run again would be up and hopping with mortals.


  Life had moved on for my family.


  Ash grabbed my nervous hand and squeezed it gently as he pulled the truck into an empty lot across the street.


  Poteet wasn’t a very large town. In fact, it was pretty small. As were most of the places we stopped. The grass was yellowed and weathered from draught. Opening the window a crack, I almost choked on the hot, dry Texas air and immediately felt a wash of sweat on my brow.


  Cars were lined up for miles in every direction, full of people ready to be entertained by the best show in town.


  “I can’t do this.” I squeezed his thumb. “What if I kill them?”


  Asher chuckled, patted my cheek, and simply shook his head. “They’re your family, Pandora. You won’t kill them.”


  “You don’t know that,” I whispered, staring out the window at the already glowing neon lights, my gaze shooting immediately to the lone white trailer parked behind the rides: Luc’s office, where more than likely the bastard sat, tallying totals from the night before.


  “Hey.” He nudged my jaw until I turned to face him. “I know you. And you got this. You’re stronger, little demon, ten times stronger than you were.”


  I breathed in his words. They were a soothing balm to my tormented mind, easing my nerves. Grasping his hand, I planted his palm firmly against my cheek, wishing there were some way to crawl inside his skin and be as brave and bold as he always thought me.


  “Priest, I love you more than life itself.”


  The words were coming so much easier now. Not that I hadn’t always felt them, but Ash and I had come through hell and back, and sometimes when that happened a couple could drift, like Luc and I had.


  But other times it only caused the bond to grow tighter, stronger.


  “‘Strong walls shake.’” His deep voice pulled at my soul.


  Smiling, I placed a kiss on my thumb and then pressed it to his lips. “‘But they never collapse.’”


  “You’re here to learn how to control the demons that now live inside you, Pandora. Each one of them walks through this place. They are your friends, your brothers and sisters.”


  “Even Vyx?” I snorted. “I don’t think I’d call her a sister. More like a frenemy.”


  He shrugged. “Whatever works. But they can teach you what I can’t. They can help you to focus and harness your powers. And then—”


  “We go burn Creatus to the ground,” I said with gleeful delight.


  His brown eyes gleamed. “Send them straight to Hell.”


  Taking two deep breaths, and pressing a flat hand to my belly, I nodded. “Okay, I’m ready. I can do this.”


  “Yes.” He threaded his fingers through mine. “We can.”


  Walking through the fairgrounds felt a little like a dream. I wasn’t sure what had me so on edge, but I didn’t want anyone to know I was there until I was ready for them to know. So each time I saw a familiar face walk out of a trailer or bend over to tinker on some electrical equipment, I’d turn my face into Ash’s shoulder.


  He always seemed to know exactly what I needed. He’d never tell me I was okay, or that I was overreacting, he’d simply rub my shoulder until I nodded, brave enough to keep walking through.


  I was wearing a pair of sunglasses and baseball cap I’d found crammed between the mattress and wall of Kem’s trailer. I mean, as far as disguises went, it wasn’t the most inventive. I could have changed my appearance, but I didn’t want to mess around with my demons too much. Not even Lust, who I knew like the back of my hand.


  I didn’t want to deal with any of them until I learned how to control all of them.


  I licked my lips as we neared Luc’s office. I stared at the lights glowing inside, feeling a lot like a moth caught in the glow of a campfire, unable to turn away even as the dread of falling into that light consumed me.


  “We can come back tomorrow, Pandora, if you need to,” Ash whispered, toying with the shell of my ear with one hand while rubbing my lower spine with the other.


  And even though I’d just decided not to play around with my demons, Lust perked right up, coming awake like a slumbering kitten ready to be fed her catnip.


  She’d been quiet for so long that I’d feared she’d suffered irreparable damage, but Asher was bringing her to life just as he was me.


  The man was our catnip.


  “As much as I would love to shove you up against the wall and have my wicked, wicked way with you right now”—I nipped the line of his jaw, making him hiss and break out in a wash of goose bumps along his forearms—“if I don’t do this now, I never will.”


  He groaned, rubbing his erection against me. For the past few nights, we’d been like rabbits, going at it whenever we could. And sometimes we hadn’t even stopped driving to do it.


  It’d made the ride extremely memorable, to say the least.


  I grinned. “Don’t worry, man meat, I’ll make you come long time.” I planted a kiss squarely on his lips.


  Swatting my ass, he growled, then took a giant step away from me and adjusted himself. He failed at hiding anything—the man had some serious girth.


  And should any of the numerous Lust demons in this place get any ideas, I would murder them.


  Not even joking.


  We were there, standing just outside Luc’s doors. I inhaled, planted my foot onto the first step, and then jumped off like I’d been burned.


  “Nope. Nope. I can’t do this. I can’t. I won’t.” I twirled, flinging my hands into the air. “We’ll come back tomorrow, I’ll do this la—”


  I smelled sulfur a second before a hard and very familiar voice growled, “And just where the fuck do you think you’re going?”


  My tongue felt like it’d suddenly swollen to twice its size as I slowly turned on my heel, almost in a daze, to face Luc.


  His eyes were flinty blue, his hair longer than it’d been last time I’d been around. It was tied up in a knot behind his head, and he wore a Viking-style beard. I couldn’t remember him ever looking so slummy.


  But more than that, he was clenching his fists, his entire body vibrating with the pulse, the beat of his energy. His body was so stiff, so tense, that I knew he was working like hell to keep himself in check.


  Words fled me.


  There was nothing in my head.


  The anger.


  Gone.


  The pain.


  Gone.


  The familiarity he and I had always shared.


  Gone.


  Gone.


  Gone.


  I reached for Ash’s hand. Luc’s gaze flicked to that movement like a snake striking, and before I had time to brace myself, to even know what was about to happen, he yanked my hand into his, hissed at Ash, and then traced us away.


  Disoriented, and shocked by the suddenness of it all, I blinked, taking a solid minute to figure out we were in his trailer and something was banging on the door.


  Ash’s voice roared from the outside, threatening to rip Luc limb from limb if he didn’t return me. “Luc, you can trigger her, you dick! Let her go, you don’t understand!”


  But Luc was giving me a look I’d seen only once before. His skin was gray and his claws long, and I knew he wasn’t listening to Ash’s warnings.


  Then he traced us away again.


  I spiraled through the wind, sailing on the breeze of time, clinging to him, but not scared. The next time we settled, we stood atop a snowy mountain cap. The sky was a reddish orange streak, the clouds nothing but fluffy blots. There was nothing there but us, the mountains, and miles of craggy, hilly countryside. I had no idea where we were. It could have been Alaska, Russia, or, hell, it could even have been one of the poles. I had no idea, and Luc didn’t seem to care.


  A powerful gust of wind knocked into me, forcing me to take a step back. The air up there was incredibly thin; my head grew dizzy from the lack of oxygen.


  “What are you doing, Luc?” I yelled above the wind.


  But he wasn’t talking, he was holding me, squeezing so tight I felt my ribs might crack.


  His nose was in my hair, slowly tracing down the length of my neck. The gesture was so familiar, so warm, that for a moment it was easy to embrace him back; to remember what we’d felt like.


  But then he was pushing me down onto the snow, lying on top of me and kissing me, ramming his lips to mine, whispering one word beneath his breath in the tremulous and guttural voice of man and demon.


  “Dor…ra.”


  I slammed my palm against his shoulder as the arctic cold bit into my skin. I wouldn’t freeze, but I didn’t want to be here. Not like this.


  “Get off me!” I bucked my hips, attempting to shove him away, but he was completely overtaken by Lust. I was stronger; I could make him, but it was important to me that he do it himself.


  That for once he respected my choice.


  Then I felt the slam of his will brush against mine, and I knew he was trying to change me, turn me into his blond bimbo. And I can’t explain what happened to me. Lust didn’t just blink her eyes open, she came awake with a vengeance.


  Growling, I gripped his arms, and in one swift move, rolled him over, slamming him into the ice and snow.


  His eyes widened as the reality of what was happening began to fully penetrate his thick skull. Not only was I not changing, but now I was stronger.


  “No more!” I snapped. “You hear me, Luc? Never again. I am Pandora. Me.” I touched my left breast, the one he’d scarred over a millennia ago.


  His nostrils flared, and for a second I could see the man beneath the beast, could see the desire mingled with something else, that strange, indecipherable emotion he’d always tried so hard to keep hidden from me.


  But instead of it making him soft, it only seemed to make him angry, and this time when he pushed his will against me, it was like being blasted into a wall. It was so powerful it just about knocked me back.


  “You prick,” I snarled, and shoving my fist into his throat, I let Lust take me. I let him feel the power of it, the enormity of her will, and with a hard grunt, I shoved it through him like steel blades.


  With a jerk, he roared as his body began to shift, began to take up the only form I’d ever want again. His hair shortened and turned brown, his eyes became the same color. His face lengthened, became less harsh and more symmetrical, more aquiline.


  My heart lurched to see Asher staring back at me, knowing it wasn’t really him. My fingers curled into his shirt.


  “How does it feel?” I asked.


  Glaring hotly at me, he stuck his jaw out. “I don’t care,” he muttered, more in charge of his faculties now that my demon had conquered his. “Want you anyway you come.”


  Those words made me jerk, made me twitch, because that’s exactly what Asher would say, not what Luc would say. Luc would never have admitted to wanting me, would never have admitted to needing me. The sentiment was so far beneath him.


  And yet he was breathing heavy, his erection pressed firmly into the seat of my pants, and I could tell he meant every word.


  “You don’t care? You don’t care that I only crave this.” I touched the bristled jaw just like I would Ash’s, my heart thumping harder in my chest as reality and fantasy blurred. Lust was still alive inside me, and she was confused by her arousal, confused by her need of a man who did not smell like her catnip but who spoke in the same words as her lover.


  He nipped my finger, and I hissed.


  “Need you.”


  My breathing became shuddery. “You left me, Luc. Left me to rot in the prison.”


  “No.” He shook his head. “You were dead.”


  My eyes snapped open, and I punched his chest. “I wasn’t dead! I wasn’t dead!”


  With a violent shudder, he sat up and clutched me to him.


  “Dora, my Dora.” He ran his calloused palm down the back of my skull. His touch was so similar, so familiar. His smell like sandalwood. But he wasn’t my Ash, because my Ash had stayed.


  My Ash had never given up. He’d held on to hope, he’d fought to bring me back. My Ash loved me.


  Sniffing, I pulled away from Luc’s touch. “You aren’t him, Luc. You can never be him. What he did for me…” I stuttered and turned my face to the side. “I owe him everything.”


  Those softly spoken words seemed to penetrate where force had not. And the only word that could describe what he looked like was “devastated.”


  For the first time ever, Luc showed me what he’d never dared to show me before.


  “Pandora, I…” He grimaced, and the words seemed to be ripped from inside him. “…love you.”


  There was such entreaty in his eyes and earnestness to his words that I knew he did not lie, that these words were one hundred percent true. And once upon a time it would have been all I needed. I would have razed an entire kingdom to hear him say them, to admit what I’d always felt had to be true even though he’d denied it so often and with such fervor that at times I’d doubted even my own conviction.


  But I’d changed. I’d been reformed, forged in a crucible of fire and pain, and come out a different woman. I was no longer his and no longer conflicted about who I was.


  I did not need Luc’s love to feel whole, not anymore. I was exactly who I’d always wanted to be.


  I was at peace.


  I crawled off him and shook my head.


  He crawled on his knees back to me. “Say something, Dora.”


  “Why now?”


  It was really the only thing I had left to say. Because the truth was that even the answer didn’t really matter. When I stared at my heart, it no longer felt so raw or fractured; it no longer hurt when I was around him. My heart was whole, and it was full.


  “Because you thought I’d died? Because you saw a ghost, one you thought you’d never see again, and now you have a chance to say everything you’ve always kept bottled up?” My smile was sad, but soft. “It’s too late, Luc, you’re way too late.”


  A visible shudder rippled through him. “I saw you standing outside my office and I thought it was a vision, thought it was a dream, because I knew you were dead. I knew you were. I no longer felt you, Dora. Your soul and mine, always beating in tandem, it was gone.” He palmed his chest. “You needed me, and I left you, but I thought you were dead. If I’d known. God, Dora, if I’d known…”


  He’d been a lover. A friend. And for a time, he’d been my world. And though the intensity of what there’d been was no longer there, he would always be my Luc.


  Stepping into the cradle of his arms, I framed his face, and brushed my nose against his, breathing him in as I let him breathe me in.


  At first he seemed reluctant to hold me, but after a moment, he rocked me in his arms, and I rubbed the back of his head, humming a gentle lullaby.


  And when the warmth of his tears brushed the side of my neck, I pretended I didn’t feel it. I just rocked with him and whispered that I was all right, and so was he, and no matter what he was my brother. He would always be my family and I loved him.


  “No matter what, Luc.” And with those words I forgave him for giving up on me, forgave him for the years of pain I’d felt, because I could see now I’d always demanded more from him than Luc could give.


  Turning haggard eyes rimmed in red toward me, he nodded. And on that cliff, sheltered within his arms and buffeted by winds pregnant with the scent of frost, I closed that chapter of my life.


  Chapter 19


  Pandora


  



  The moment I returned us to the carnival, I headed directly for Luc’s trailer, expecting to find Asher there waiting on the steps, but he wasn’t. Instead I saw Vyxyn.


  She also looked different from when I’d seen her last.


  Her hair fell in graceful soft-pink waves down to the base of her spine. Dressed in a sheer bubblegum-pink corset gown that flowed around her ankles, she reminded me a little bit of Glinda the good witch. Her makeup was no longer bold and glaringly bright, and her nude eye shadow sparkled, bringing out the brilliant greens of her eyes.


  She was staring at me with her hands covering her mouth and as still as a statue. Only her eyes moved, and they looked me up and down over and over again as if unable to believe what she was seeing.


  “Dora?” she squeaked, then glanced at Luc, who stood just to my left, as if for confirmation. “So it’s true. You’re back?”


  I did not expect to see the tears glimmering on her cheeks or hear the strain in her voice. And I really did not expect her to suddenly rush me, grabbing me in her slim arms and squeezing me as she did.


  I sensed Luc back away, sensed him slinking off to corners unknown, and I was fine with it. I was actually okay, and the relief of that made me bold enough to hug Vyx back.


  “Vyx.” I smiled and then kissed her cheek, chuckling because for just a second I’d felt her soften under my touch, but then, as if remembering who I was and who she was, she shoved me back.


  “Yeah, yeah, let’s not get all wimpy about this, whatever.” She rubbed her cheek, as if scrubbing my kiss off. “So the bitch is back, eh?”


  My lips curled. “In the flesh.”


  Rolling her eyes, she crossed her arms. “I didn’t miss you.”


  “Me either.”


  Her nostrils flared, and she slapped a palm against her eye as if wiping up tears. But I would allow her her dignity.


  My, how times had changed.


  When Envy stopped hating me, I’ll never really know, but it was sure nice to see things coming to a truce. Kem would have been proud of us.


  Then I was yanked away from her, held tight in the strong arms of my Bubba. His country twang was thick and pronounced as he whooped and hollered, twirling me around like I was a rag doll.


  “Pandora.” His voice was scratchy and full of gravel when he kissed my cheek. “I’ve missed you like holy hell. I knew you weren’t dead. Not our Dora.” He chucked my jaw, and I laughed. “Too strong to ever let them take you down.”


  I wrapped my arms around his thick chest and knew that the first moment he and I had some quiet time, I’d apologize to him. I owed him that.


  “I love you too, Bubba.”


  Snorting, looking flushed with embarrassment and maybe even a little bit of pride, he patted my head. “You and your silly words, girl.”


  He’d told me he loved me too, just in his own way.


  After that I was embraced by countless arms, kissed until my skin felt chapped, and, though demons never spoke of love (except for yours truly), I felt the magnitude of that emotion envelop me as I reconnected with those I’d thought I’d never see again.


  And when it was all over and everyone had gone to their assigned stations for the night, I turned to find only two men standing behind me.


  Luc.


  And Ash.


  His gaze was hungry as he studied me, his need profound, and I felt it reach out to me. Lust responded; she would not be ignored, and she would not be denied. I kept my emotions in lock with the other demons inside me, but Lust had other ideas.


  I held out my hand to Ash, and he took it.


  He never asked me where I’d been with Luc, and he didn’t look hurt, or angry. He trusted me completely, as I did him.


  I felt Luc’s eyes drill into me as I walked off with my Priest to Kem’s trailer. I didn’t look back, because I was right where I belonged.


  Later that night, I rolled off him, nipping at his jaw. He wrapped his wings around me, and I played with their velvety softness. I chuckled. “You know…”


  “What?” He dug a finger into my hip when I wouldn’t stop laughing. “Don’t you know guys don’t like to be laughed at right after sex? Makes us all freaked out.”


  Snorting, I swatted his finger away. “You’re such a nerd, priest. As if I’d laugh at that thing. All big, and veiny, and with the most delicious piercing at it’s tip.” I licked my lips and then sighed when he rocked a very hard erection between my thighs. “Round three already?” I nipped his jaw again.


  “Got a lot of time to make up for, little demon. Years of blue balls.”


  Laughing, I rolled my eyes. “I was actually thinking this was my favorite part of sex with you.”


  “What? The dessert?”


  “No, the sexy wings you wrap me up in afterwards. You, priest, are such a dude.”


  He shrugged. “You’re stuck with me now, woman.”


  “Mm.” I sighed when he rocked against me again, and it was another twenty minutes before my priest was finally sated.


  Not that I minded. Lust may have had a little something to do with keeping him so firm for so long, but there had to be perks to the job, right?


  Sighing, he rolled over, dragging me on top of his chest, and this time I knew there’d be no more fooling around. He’d not slept much in months, and I worried for him. So I ran my fingers through his hair and made sure not to do anything to keep him from that much-needed sleep.


  “How’d your talk go?” His voice rumbled through my chest.


  Running my finger along the scars lining his chest, I sighed. “Well, Luc shocked the hell out of me. Told me he loved me.”


  He didn’t say anything for a minute. “I could have told you that, Pandora. Don’t know why it would shock you.”


  I sighed. “I don’t know. I guess it was just the whole sharing thing. He’s never done that with me before.”


  We were silent so long after that I figured it was a hint to stop talking about it, so I laid my head on his chest and played my foot along his.


  “I know you love me.” He said it slowly.


  Jerking back, I gave him an incredulous look. “I hope you don’t doubt it?”


  He shrugged and then gave me a slow smile. “Not anymore.”


  “Good.” I nipped at the corner of his lips. “Because I distinctly remember a man telling me that there could only ever be one woman for him and that he’d do all manner of vile, wicked things for me, so long as I could do the same for him. Do you honestly think I’d risk something this good for something that toxic?”


  “Demon.” His voice was a scratchy burr.


  I winked, giving him my sauciest grin. “Really. Give me a little more credit than that.”


  That was when he proceeded to tickle me mercilessly. Not long after that, we fell asleep together, me cradled in his wings, him in my arms. Together we slept the sleep of the dead.


  The next morning found me right back at the carnival but unsure of my position in the fold now I waited underneath the chow tent with Ash sitting silently beside me, knowing everyone was due to arrive for breakfast any moment.


  We had important matters to discuss.


  I tapped my fingers on the table, which he quickly covered up. He hated when I fidgeted.


  “If you don’t think you can tell them, I can.”


  I glanced at him. “I’ll be fine. I mean, if you’re implying that I can’t, I can. I just don’t really want to have this conversation.”


  He shrugged and nodded, clearly agreeing with me. We’d discussed matters this morning as the sun had risen and it’d just been us. The first entry in my journal mentioned a plan the Triad had in store for my family. I’d hesitantly broached the topic with him.


  Ash hadn’t looked surprised when I’d revealed what that cryptic statement had meant; in fact, I suspected he’d known what would happen all along.


  Which, again, didn’t surprise me. My priest had made it his mission to learn all he could about me and the prophecy; his knowledge of future plans would serve us well, and I was suddenly so glad the greedy bastard was on my side.


  And now that he was no longer under a geas, it was so much easier to learn what needed learning.


  I huffed out a breath. “They’re taking forever.”


  Chuckling, he kissed my brow and scooted back on the bench, making to get up. “Give them time, little demon. Demons aren’t exactly known for being early risers.”


  Showing him my fangs, I slapped his ass as he walked off. “Get me coffee.”


  He didn’t acknowledge me, merely shook his head and laughed. I sighed like a lovesick fool watching him go. He was dressed in dark blue jeans and a Grateful Dead T-shirt. That finely sculpted body would have looked good in anything, but he knew I had a thing for bad boys, and he was pretty much perfection.


  Catnip… Lust’s monosyllabic voice whispered inside my head, and I chuckled.


  Today he’d picked out my clothing, and while I still wasn’t totally comfortable in the tight, blood-red leather pants and white crop top with a bedazzled skull on it, I had to admit they did look good on me. The man obviously had a taste for high-class trash.


  What can I say, I’d groomed him well.


  At first the trickle of neph was slow. Cash and Kane came in together, heading directly for the heaping platters of fried pork fat. Vyx came a short time later, with Corriene, Greta, Claudette, and many more faces I vaguely knew, along with a few I wasn’t familiar with.


  At some point Luc had beefed up our numbers again, which was good. We needed as many of us as possible if we had any hope of bringing the Triad down.


  Everyone greeted me in some way, either with a soft wave, a verbal hello, or a gentle pat on the shoulder.


  I spotted Ash by the coffee stand talking animatedly with Luc, who was glaring hotly at him. I wasn’t sure what they were saying and really didn’t care. If Ash wanted me to know, he’d tell me; otherwise I’d just assume it was Luc being his wonderful, prickly self.


  With a roll of his eyes and shake of his head, Ash turned on his heel and headed back to me. And like the good man meat he was, he held two cups of coffee.


  Sitting next to me, he slid over one of the cups. “That man is a real prick sometimes, Pandora. How the hell did you do it for so long?”


  Snorting, I shrugged. “It’s called low self-esteem.”


  His brows dipped at that, and I could see he was none too happy with my words. But I didn’t give him a chance to chastise me for it. “Did you tell him I want the floor?”


  “Yeah.” He took a sip of his drink. “He said you get five minutes.”


  I laughed. “Then I guess I’d better not waste my time.” I took two quick gulps of that hot and horribly bitter coffee—Kem had always been in charge of making the brew when he’d been alive, and no one had been better at creating the perfect cup of Joe—and then slammed the cup down on the table, got up, and walked to the center of the tent.


  Bubba was the first to glance up at me. He held a pitcher of blood in his hands, and for the first time ever, it did not repulse me.


  “Yo!” I cried out, holding up my hands until all eyes turned my way. “So for those of you who don’t know me, the name’s Pandora.”


  A few of the faces stared around quizzically, but the majority of them chuckled, and someone from the back yelled, “So the prodigal has returned.”


  “Kane!” I yelled, knowing it was him by the shivery thread of laughter in his words. “I heard that.”


  That simple exchange broke the ice, and I knew I had everyone’s attention when all forks and cups had been put down.


  Luc still stood by the coffee stand, arms crossed, and stared at me. But I sensed no anger from him, at least not for me anyway. Every so often I’d catch him tossing Ash the evil eye, but that was just par for the course with those two. I doubted they’d ever become friends.


  “So, um.” Now that the time had arrived, I was nervous, more so than I’d let on to Asher. Rubbing my clammy hands together, I shoved out a quick breath. “I have news, and I… um…”


  Good grief, my stomach was a knotted mess. Wetting my lips, I struggled to find the right words to say. But once again Asher saved me from myself. He came to stand directly beside me.


  I remembered the first time we’d come out to my family over a year ago. The reception then had been a far cry from what it was today. The faces looking at him were no longer full of hostility and distrust but rather curiosity, and everyone, it seemed, knew him now. And if they didn’t like him, at least they accepted that where I went, so did he. I doubted we’d be singing “Kumbaya” anytime soon though.


  Clapping a hand to my shoulder, he spoke loudly. “It might help if you guys asked some questions first.”


  Cash was the first to talk. His Pride probably demanded he be the first to speak his piece.


  Standing, he looked directly at me. His shock of orange-reddish hair was clipped short, causing the natural golden irises of his eyes to pop electrifyingly in his rugged Irish features.


  “I’m sure I speak for us all when I say that I’m glad you’re home.” He spread his arms wide, and everyone gave a nod of assent. “But what we want to know is who took you and where they are.”


  His eyes glowed like molten metal when he finished.


  Rubbing along Ash’s strong body, I lifted my chin. “The answer to that is complex. But you’re right, it’s time you all learned the truth of who we’ve really been working for. The short answer is that I was abducted by the Triad and taken to Creatus, a prison where they can”—I cleared my throat—“work in secret on their projects.”


  “And where are they?” someone else called out. The voice sounded familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it as several voices all began to clamor at once, trying to gain my attention.


  It took far longer than the five minutes Luc had allotted us to get through the story. There were gasps, several growls, a swear or two, and finally deep silence as those around me began to comprehend just how deep the conspiracy ran.


  “So Creatus,” Bubba drawled. “It’s run by the Triad?”


  “Yes,” Asher said.


  Claudette, one of only two Wrath demons there, stood. “Explain this to me again, just so that it’s clear in my head. You’re telling us that the governing body of the order is actually a triad of high caste lords?”


  I nodded. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. So far as Grace can figure, only top-level personnel even knows that. Lust, Wrath, and Envy. That is the Triad.”


  Bubba’s frown was deep. He looked around at the faces of friends and family. “And the rest of us, the demons that live inside us, we’re your enemy?”


  This time Asher stepped forward, shielding me somewhat as he shook his head vehemently. “No. That’s not what this is. There are no enemies here. We are family. She”—he pointed to me—“is your sister. What the high lords do can never change that.”


  Vyxyn and Kane both shook their heads.


  Kane stood before Vyxyn could and glared hotly at us all.


  “I am Greed, you are Lust.” He pointed to me. “Your kind is out to kill mine, or at least that’s what you’re telling me.”


  Suddenly there was an eruption of voices as everyone tried to speak above everyone else, some of them coming to my defense, others claiming they no longer knew who to trust.


  “Stop, listen,” I said in an even, authoritative voice, but no one did. They were angry and they were scared, and if we didn’t get the rabble under control soon we’d have a full scale demon showdown on our hands.


  “Enough!” Asher’s voice was a booming sound full of power that instantly quelled the excited chatter of angry voices. “How many times do I have to tell you all that it isn’t about taking sides? Today it’s the Triad. Tomorrow it could be a Quadrangle. There is just no way to know. What none of you understand is that the fight is for the HCD alone. Pandora and I have come to you because there is more to this story than just picking sides.”


  Bubba stood, but he was more in control of his emotions this time. “How can you say that to us? What if our demons decide to activate us too, force us to take sides? What then?”


  “They can’t.” Ash shook his head, balling his fists.


  “Yeah, but how do you know?” For the first time since we’d started this conversation Luc finally spoke up, coming slowly toward the front of the tent. “It’s not such an unreasonable question to ask. We know so little of our fathers. How do you know, Priest, that this family won’t implode because of this?” His keen blue eyes gleamed like hard, glittering diamonds.


  Asher tossed me a quick look, and I knew what he was about to do. He would reveal who he really was to them. Twining our fingers together, I gave him a small nod of affirmation.


  Inhaling, he said, “Because I’m a demon too.”


  There were cries of shock and even some that sounded like fury. This time I stepped in front of him.


  “It’s true. The priests do not descend from angels, as we’d once believed. The blood that runs through their veins belongs to none other than Lord Greed himself.”


  “Exactly.” Ash nodded. “In the hundreds of years since I’d learned the true identity of the Triad, my feelings for Pandora have never wavered. Greed may be against the Triad, but his will doesn’t influence my own and neither will any of your other demons’.”


  Kane’s eyes went wide, his brows twitching. He was obviously noting the differences between himself and Asher.


  Asher had wings, Kane didn’t. Kane’s eyes glowed, Asher’s didn’t. Kane was a slave to his needs, Asher wasn’t.


  I answered his unspoken questions.


  “The priests were not created from the lusts of the flesh, but from the transference of power. Asher has learned a lot about this false prophecy, and we would all do well to take the time to just shut up and listen and stop running so damned scared, because I swear to you that’s exactly what they want. They want us in chaos.”


  The rustle of a warm Texas breeze blew through the tent, and, hot as it was, it seemed to help cool some of the tempers. Everyone but Vyxyn took their seats again.


  “Then if you are to open the Gates of Hell like you said, Pandora,” Vyxyn said, wrapping her arms around herself, “why did they take you? They must have done something to you. Changed you in some way. What did they do?”


  Finally we got to the point in the story that I’d been dreading telling. Silence descended like a heavy cloak around the assemblage. I opened and closed my mouth several times, willing the words to come out, but all I could do was shake my head. They already hadn’t liked what I’d told them, and that was nothing to the rest of this story.


  I hadn’t expected my family to take the news as they had. Honestly, I’d thought they’d realize that we were as free now as they’d believed they’d been just an hour ago. That the Lords were at odds with one another certainly had nothing to do with us, but convincing them of that was another matter entirely.


  Everything hinged on my family remaining a strong unit. Without them to back us up, Asher and I didn’t stand a chance of bringing Creatus down.


  I kept hoping for Asher to take the lead. I know that made me all sorts of a wimp, but I really didn’t want to tell them what’d been done to me by the man in the white lab coat.


  Now, several months removed from that prison, my memories were becoming sharper, more focused. I remembered their brainwashing, the things they’d done to me. The way the doctor had tried his damnedest to erase all knowledge of him from my memory banks. He still wasn’t a fully formed image, but I could never forget that cold, dead voice of his.


  Asher rubbed my back. “It’s okay,” he whispered beneath his breath, and I knew he wanted me to do this. Asher wouldn’t rush me to tell it, but he would make me cowboy up.


  Closing my eyes, I muttered, “They envenomed me.”


  “What do you mean ‘envenomed?’” Luc asked.


  Wetting my lips, I looked at the enraptured crowd of neph. My family. My friends.


  “I mean they cracked me open, they stole my souls, and then when I was clean”—I laughed bitterly—“they pumped me full of every sin.”


  Luc’s brows dipped. “You mean to say…”


  Angry, I clenched my fists and nodded, and then I plowed through the rest of it before I could lose my nerve. “But it’s more than that. Not only am I possessed by each of the great sins, but I was crafted to become a devourer of souls.”


  At their flinty, stony silence, I forced myself to make it perfectly clear what I meant because I had no intention of repeating this again.


  “I am the newest incarnation of Legion, and if I willed it, I could suck you all dry. To open the gates, I need souls. Lots of souls, and that’s how they plan for me to do it, through the claiming of all of you.”


  Chapter 20


  Pandora


  



  Everyone did exactly what I’d expected them to do after that pronouncement. They got up and vanished.


  Well, almost everyone.


  I sat at the table, staring at my now cold cup of coffee, and waited for Luc, Vyxyn, and Bubba to say whatever was on their minds. Being the highest-ranking members of the family, I doubted they were here to console me so much as to see whether I’d come back from the dead only to destroy them.


  Asher stood just beyond the tent flaps, giving me some sort of privacy. More likely he expected someone to try and do something stupid, like, oh say, bring the demon bitch down, and he was out there to ensure they didn’t. Either way, I was grateful for the time with just my family.


  “Well, say something,” I finally said, clutching my paper cup so hard coffee sloshed up the sides.


  Vyxyn’s gaze was cold and assessing. “You can’t drop a bomb like that, Dora, and expect us to be cool with this.”


  I shrugged. “Look, it is what it is. I can’t change it.”


  “So why’d you come back here then?” Bubba, who was sitting closest to me, drawled. He’d been chugging pint after pint of blood for the past ten minutes; clearly he was bracing himself for more bad news.


  Thankfully, there was no more to give.


  I shook my head. “Isn’t it obvious?”


  “Not really.” Luc scratched his jaw. “You know how important this family is to me. Not even for you, Dora, will I let it topple.”


  I snorted. “Oh, I got that message loud and clear, cap.” I saluted him and then said, “Look, do you really think I would come strolling in here, warn you all that I’m a Legion in the making, and then… what?” I shrugged and tapped my temple. “Think, guys. Do you honestly believe I’m so naïve? If I was gonna take you all, I sure as hell wouldn’t have warned you.”


  “Then why are you here?” Vyxyn tapped a ruby-red nail on the picnic bench.


  “Because I need help, and you all are the only ones I trust enough to ask for it.”


  I expected them to scoff, or laugh at me and tell me to go find help elsewhere. I mean our conversation from earlier hadn’t exactly gone as I’d hoped. Not to mention there was the whole “I want to suck your souls” confession. But I didn’t, and I hope they understood that.


  They didn’t laugh at me.


  Bubba ran a hand across his mature blond beard, which had been braided into a style reminiscent of his Viking roots. His blond hair was twisted into a tight knot behind his head, highlighting his slashing, Nordic cheekbones and blood-red eyes.


  So funny how everyone looked the same and yet looked so different. Vyxyn was totally altered—more real, less showy. Everything about her was soft, almost ethereal. Luc, who’d always been so clean cut and put together, was once again wearing torn-up jeans and a ringer tee.


  In some ways I felt like I no longer really knew any of them.


  It was Luc who finally asked. “What kind of help?”


  Clenching my jaw, I flicked at the top of the paper cup, set to destroy the pathetic thing soon if I didn’t stop fidgeting.


  “I feel too full. Too overwhelmed with power. Asher has helped me to control it, as much as he’s able. But he wasn’t raised with a living demon inside him, and he doesn’t understand how to contain and control each one. You all do. I can control Lust, I know her. But I don’t know the rest of them, and when I get angry, things go…” I squeezed my eyes shut.


  “You turn into the big green monster?” Vyxyn laughed at her poorly timed joke.


  Bubba glowered at her.


  Full pink lips twisting into a small pout, she sighed. “Dude, get a sense a humor.” Crossing her arms, she eyed me. “And how can we trust that if we help you, you won’t go all apeshit and suck us dry? Cause I ain’t signing up for that.”


  I wasn’t sure. But there was no way I’d admit that to them. I felt stronger—much, much stronger—than I’d been since being driven from Creatus, and I hadn’t lost my head since the day of the priest’s surprise attack.


  “Because I won’t. Because I love you guys.”


  Everyone but Luc grimaced at those words.


  I couldn’t really make out what Luc was thinking though, not the way I used to. Granted, it’d only been a year, and for creatures like us, a year was nothing more than a drop in the bucket of time.


  But that year might as well have been a thousand for the two of us.


  “Luc?”


  Slapping his hands against his pants, he shrugged. “Do whatever, Dora. If they’re fine with it, then so am I.”


  Then he got up, and I barely recognized the slouching man walking away from us. I glanced at both Bubba and Vyx with a silent question.


  “He didn’t mean nuthin’ by it, Dora.” Bubba gently tapped the crown of my head. His habit had always been to give it a rub, like I was a good dog, but after what I’d told him this morning, I couldn’t say I blamed his skittishness about touching me now.


  It might take some time, but I’d make them trust me again. I had to.


  “So long as you vow not to use your woo woo on us, I think I might be okay with it. It’ll take some convincing with everyone else, but I think, yeah…” He nodded. “I think I can get the others to agree that we’re stronger with you than without you, at the very least.”


  I turned to Vyx. “Well?”


  She shrugged. “If Bubba’s in, so am I.”


  Relieved almost beyond belief, I slumped my shoulders as the breath I’d not realized I’d been holding eased from me.


  Getting up, Bubba looked down at me. “Dress in your most provocative outfit tonight, Dora, and you and me go in first. If you pass, then I’ll give you to the others.”


  I nodded, but he’d already walked off. I stared at his broad shoulders until they disappeared behind the flap.


  “I wanna know everything.”


  I whirled around. “This Envy talking, or Vyxyn?”


  Her lips thinned. “Both. Hell, I don’t know. But it was kind of a shit storm earlier, and I know you didn’t really get a chance to tell us everything. Everyone’s still pretty much digesting the fact that you can suck us dry.”


  I laughed.


  “What?” She glowered. “You think that’s funny? I haven’t forgotten what touching you that day did to me. My fucking demon went dormant for a week after that.”


  “Of course I don’t think it’s funny. Well, sort of.” I rushed my words when her eyes began to swirl with bands of jade. “What I mean is, I can’t believe we’re actually able to talk without the threat of ripping each other’s heads off.”


  Her eyes slowly returned to their normal color before she sighed. “Dora, things changed when you left. I don’t think any of us realized just what you’d done for this family. I know I sure as hell didn’t.”


  I looked at the spot where Luc had been sitting earlier. “What happened with you and Luc?”


  Her eyes took on a faraway look. “He didn’t want me. He never did. And I didn’t want him either. I just wanted—”


  “What I had,” I said.


  She gave me an unapologetic shrug. “Does that surprise you?”


  “Not really.” I brushed my fingers across the uneven surface of the bench. “Don’t even think about Asher.” My lips twitched.


  She snorted. “Even I have standards. Besides, I think that priest would gut me if I ever tried.”


  Chuckling, I nodded. “He probably would.”


  After a while, she said, “Nothing was the same without you. Grace disappeared, and the Order gave us a new contact. Some shit head named Max who Luc made Bubba liason with.”


  “Oh jeez.” I laughed. “Bubba? What was he thinking?” I couldn’t help but imagine what the red-eyed devil would do to anyone he came into contact with. “Poor Max.”


  She snickered. “Yeah, little douche wet himself about three or four times before Luc realized that pair wouldn’t work out.”


  “So you’re still taking orders, killing monsters?”


  “Nah.” She twisted her lips. “Not really. They’ve just got us running random, setting down the carnival in these out-of-the-way weird places. It’s like everyone’s got their heads up their asses, and they don’t know up from down. It’s all wrong.”


  Her green eyes pierced me.


  “I couldn’t help but notice how different Luc is now.”


  She sniffed. “Losing his shit took on a new definition when they took you, Dora. And when we couldn’t find you, it was like something inside him died. And what you see now”—she pointed to the empty spot beside her—“that’s who he is. I hate it.”


  I’d closed things off with Luc romantically, but that didn’t mean that I enjoyed hearing this either. It bothered me, yes, but there was also nothing I could do for him right now. Right now the best thing I could do was focus on getting better, stronger. Now was the time to focus on me. When this was all over, then I could try and figure out how to help him.


  “So why haven’t you left?”


  “And go where?” She held up a hand. “All I kept thinking about while you were gone was how much stronger than me you were and how easy it’d been for them to get at you. I might be Envy, but I’m not stupid. I didn’t stand a chance out there alone.”


  “You know, I never thought you were stupid. Just incredibly annoying.”


  Sticking her tongue out at me, she kicked my shin underneath the table.


  We laughed for a second, then eased into a comfortable silence. If she and I could make this work, then anything was possible.


  “So why’d they pump you full of us, Dora? I know there’s more than what you told us. And how the hell did they do that when only Lust, Envy, and Wrath run the Triad?”


  I blew out a long raspberry. “I have no idea. They used a device on me, stuck it straight into my chest cavity. When they turned it on, I was flooded with souls. Each power, each soul, is so distinct and violent, sometimes it feels like my head is going to burst. I can control it pretty well during the day, but at night”—I twisted my lips—“at night it gets me.”


  “That why you’re still parked so far away with just the priest for company?”


  “Yeah.” I nodded. “I feel safe with him, but I don’t trust myself around others just yet. And as to why”—I straightened my shoulders—“it’s so I can open the Gates of Hell.”


  She whistled. “Dayum. Whoo.” Shaking her head, she tucked a long piece of hair behind her ear. “And here I always wanted to be you. I can finally say my envy of you is cured.”


  I slapped her shoulder. “Thanks a lot.”


  Her brows dipped. “So how come you’re not like some raving idiot trying to snap off heads and stuff? To be honest, I couldn’t even sense anything else inside you. You’re like a great big blank.”


  “It’s because I’ve locked it down. But trust me, Vyx, it’s all in there.”


  She got to her feet and brushed her hands down her backside, dusting her dress off. “One more thing. We help you control these demons, then what? I know you have a plan after that.”


  “Then we go and tear those walls down.”


  “Fight a war? For you?” Her lips twitched. “I don’t think I like you that much.”


  “Ha. Trust me, you don’t want me to open those gates, so yes, you’ll help me fight this war.”


  “But bringing that prison down”—she shrugged—“it’s just a place, Dora. It’s not the Triad. What will that do?”


  I didn’t tell her about reversing what’d been done to me, about yanking the demons back out, about possibly even committing suicide by doing it. I just didn’t know what pulling it all out of me would do, but what I did know was that without the key, there could be no war.


  “It’s a strike against the heart of the dragon, and that”—I got up, tossed my destroyed coffee cup into the garbage bin, and headed toward the flap—“will be more than enough.”


  ~*~


  Asher


  



  “I don’t know what to wear.” Pandora stared mournfully into the closet.


  She was coated in a fine sheen of sweat, and her black hair tumbled sexily down to the tip of her backside. Her nipples poked straight out, and it was on the tip of my tongue to tell her to stay just as she was.


  “What do you mean you don’t know what to wear?” I joined her, staring at the pile upon pile of clothing and shoes. I gestured at the floor. “You have an entire store in here.”


  Pouting, she twirled on me. “I don’t have a clue what Bubba has got planned. He said sexy, but I don’t even know what sexy is anymore. Does he mean slut it up? Or jazz-lounge-singer sexy or goth-chick sexy or triple-X-rated sexy—” She ticked off the list on her fingers.


  My lips twitched as I stared back at the rumpled sheets of our bed, remembering the way she’d writhed and moaned on top of me, clawing at my shoulders and back for hours.


  “You could always just plop a couple pasties on these.” I cupped her breasts and gave them a squeeze, which made her jump and swat my hands away.


  She laughed. “You are so not helping, and if you do that to me again, I swear I’ll toss you down on those sheets and make you beg for it.”


  I was never going to get tired of our banter, of her sex play, of any of her really. Chuckling, I riffled my fingers through my hair. Even from this distance, I could hear the crunchy rock music rolling through the fairgrounds.


  Soon the gates would open, and Pandora would need to be there. As much as I teased that I preferred her naked, I’d gut anybody if they dared to lay their slimy gaze upon her.


  “Just pick something, demon. Everything you have is sexy.” I plopped down onto the edge of the bed and watched as she dropped to her knees, tossing one dress after another over her shoulder, digging frantically into the pile for something she’d find suitable.


  I knew what she was doing. She was nervous and she wanted them to trust her, she wanted them to believe in her as I did. So much so that even dressing herself was becoming a grand spectacle.


  “Stop.”


  She didn’t stop, just kept tossing dresses around haphazardly. When a silky red one dropped into my lap, I sighed. “Pandora, stop now!”


  Finally she stopped. Finally she turned around. Her eyes were narrowed, and she was glaring at me. My little demon and her ugly temper.


  God I loved her.


  I lifted a brow. “You need to relax. Take a deep breath and realize that whatever you wear will be fine.”


  Her shoulders slumped, and all the fire rushed off her. Flinging herself backward into another pile of clothes, she shook her head. “This is important to me, Ash. To us.”


  “Babe, I know. Trust me.” I twirled the dress in my hand and then flung it at her.


  She batted it away, giving a small chuckle. “I am acting a little crazy, aren’t I?”


  “A little?” I agreed.


  “All right, all right.” She snatched up a pump with a wicked looking heel and waved it in front of her face. “Don’t forget how dangerous I can be with these bad boys. So stop being so useless, and help me pick something out.”


  I tossed up my hands. “Woman, you drive me nuts.”


  She shrugged. “Hurry, Ash, I’ve got to be there in like fifteen minutes. I have a feeling Bubba’s gonna put me in his tent tonight.”


  “What? In the big top?”


  She nodded.


  When I glanced down at the pile of clothes again, I spied something that immediately brought a grin to my face.


  “Stand up.”


  Getting up slowly and with a confused frown on her face, she looked at me. “Okay?”


  “I don’t know about you, but when I think of a big top I always think of”—leaning over, I picked up an outfit that could have come straight out of a Halloween catalog—“a sexy court jester.”


  “What? Really?” Her nose wrinkled as she reached for it.


  The costume had a black-and-white cinched bodice with joker triangles along the front, and thick black and ruby-red bands down the back. The design was off the shoulders and flared out around the hips, but it ended just below her ass.


  I flicked the poufy black lace beneath it. “I remember buying you something like this once.”


  Rolling her eyes, she yanked the dress off the hanger and slipped it on. If I hadn’t already known just how pressed for time we were, I’d have plucked her up, dropped her onto the bed, and proceeded to take it off her again very slowly.


  I rubbed my jaw.


  Her eyes glowed. “You like?”


  There wasn’t much room in my head for anything other than a one word answer.


  “Well, my dirty little priest, you haven’t even seen the best part yet.”


  Making easy work of cinching the corset tight, she then turned and flounced toward the dresser. The poufy bottom showed a peekaboo flash of ass with each step she took.


  Suddenly I was regretting my decision, but then she turned and showed me what she’d pulled out of the dresser, and all the blood rushed to my groin.


  Plopping down onto a corner of the bed, I watched as she slipped on the sheerest black thong I’d ever seen. Then she took a seat on a chair, lifted her left leg high, and allowed the sock in her hand to unroll.


  Never taking her eyes off me, she smirked as she eased the thigh highs on first one leg, then the other. They ended just at mid-thigh. Black and white, they had tiny bells tied at the tops that rang as she moved.


  My mouth watered. My pulse thundered.


  Standing, and wearing a pride-filled smirk, she bent over, giving me a flash of what lay beneath, and my breathing became twice as hard. She snatched up a pair of white-and-black checkered heels that had a good four-inch heel and slipped them on, but the best part about them was the way they laced around her delicate ankles.


  “I changed my mind,” I said in a voice grown gruff. “Take it off.”


  Laughing, she waltzed over to me and laid a hand on my rapidly beating heart. “You jealous?”


  Banding my arms around her waist, I growled, and the sound of it covered her in a wash of goose bumps.


  “Oh, Asher.” She leaned up on her toes, even though we were pretty much eye level now, and nipped at my nose. “This is just a little window shopping. They can look, but they can never touch.”


  Wanting to make damn sure she understood that, I slipped my hand down the front of her top, popping one of her breasts free and palming it in my hand. She moaned, and the sound of it drove me wild.


  “Mine,” I said, and it was a primitive form of claiming, but I wasn’t playing any games with this woman. Not anymore.


  “Always, Greed, always yours,” she moaned.


  ~*~


  We just barely made it to the big top in time. Bubba was already outside, dressed in his top hat and coat tails, brandishing his cane at the spell-bound audience. I’d seen the routine a thousand times, but tonight I was nervous because I had no idea what Gluttony had planned for my demon.


  Pandora patted my chest. “Relax, big boy. I’m gonna be fine. But I’d be worried about everyone else if I was you.”


  She glanced at the audience, and a definite gleam of anxiety flashed in her stormy eyes.


  Breathing out harshly, I nodded. “I’m sorry. You don’t need me back here stressing you out.”


  Bubba’s eyes looked around the crowd and then lit up when he finally spied Pandora. I knew the time had come for her first test.


  Rubbing her back as we made our way toward the big man, I whispered, “I’ll be in the back.”


  She hip bumped me. “Protecting me as always. I get it. But don’t freak out about what might happen, okay? I don’t expect this to be easy, whatever it is.”


  “That’s code for don’t interfere, Ash,” I grumped. “I get it.”


  Chuckling, she shook her head. “Give me a word.”


  “What?”


  She paused as an obviously over-excited human male rushed ahead of her to tear through the tent flaps.


  “A word you want me to use if I think it’s too much. Our safe word.”


  I twirled her around. “And you’ll use it? If you can’t take it, you’ll use it?”


  “Of course. I swear.” She placed her hand on my shoulder.


  Bubba joined us then. “Gotta get inside before things get too rowdy.”


  She looked at me expectantly, and I knew the word for us. “Truth.”


  Her smile was soft. “Okay then.” And with a gentle kiss on my cheek, she walked into the tent.


  Bubba was about to join her when he pressed his hand to my chest, stalling me. “I want you to know that what you see will probably be uncomfortable. But that girl is about the only real friend I’ve ever had, and I’ll do anything to help her get well, so you need to trust me.”


  I clenched my jaw, shoving my hands into my jeans. “And if I don’t? If I think you’re pushing her too far?”


  “Then I’ll fight to keep you out.”


  Eyes narrowing, I said beneath my breath, “You know you’re no match for me.”


  “So be it.”


  Neither of us was willing to break eye contact first; predators are wired that way. It was Pandora shoving her head out of the tent and giving us both the evil eye that finally broke us apart.


  “Boys, boys, if you don’t mind, it’s time to train.”


  Chapter 21


  Pandora


  



  Bubba had us sequestered in a hidden back room in the tent. Well, it wasn’t really a room, more like thick blankets that stretched out from four corners, creating a sort of private inner sanctum. This was likely where Bubba brought his night’s trophies.


  This wasn’t at all a traditional big top. There were no rows of seats waiting to be filled or animals parading about.


  There were floor mats and pillows and lots and lots of naked, writhing bodies.


  He eyed me up and down. “Great costume.”


  I chuckled, rubbing my arm. “Thanks. My boy toy picked it out.”


  Come to think of it, he really had done a good job. Bubba and I could have been twins in our getups. With his blond good looks and my dark allure, we were like the ying and yang of smexitimes.


  Mood music, some sort of throaty jazz number, only heightened the sounds of moans and groans that filtered through this den of sexual excess.


  “So what do I do, Bubba?”


  “First I need to know how strong your demon is.” He rubbed my bare arm. “I don’t feel it. I need to feel it.”


  I swallowed. I’d kept these little bastards locked down, and I was almost afraid to tap into the wellspring again. But I knew that without opening up, I’d never be able to get beyond where I was.


  Reminding myself that I was there to learn, I closed my eyes and blossomed, fingernails digging into my palms and leaving crescent moon shapes behind as I vibrated from the immediate surge of unfamiliar power.


  I was bathed in the rich scent of blood and flesh. Visions flashed through my mind, images of men and woman heeding my call, thralled by the Pied Piper as they came, falling to their knees before me and offering themselves.


  Drunk with desire, I laughed, but the sound was instantly cut off by a vicious slap against my cheek.


  Hissing, I opened my eyes, only to stare at Bubba, whose eyes were now a heated, glowing red. His fangs had dropped, and he was staring at me with both wonder and astonishment.


  Snapped instantly back to reality, I shoved Gluttony down into the deepest, darkest reaches of my soul and hugged my arms.


  It took Bubba a moment to blink himself back to normalcy. “Damn, you’re strong.” He scrubbed his jaw, blinked a few more times, and then nodded. “Holy hell, Dora, what’d they do to you?”


  Feeling as though I’d just run a marathon, I shook my head. “Can you help me, Bubba?”


  Taking a final deep breath and a large step back, he nodded. “I can, but it ain’t gonna be easy. I’ve had years to learn to control this.”


  “I’ll have a night.” I tried not to let the defeated sound out, but it came anyway. He tipped my chin up.


  “Yeah, but you’re strong. And you can shield, which is half the battle right there.”


  “I learned to do it last year because of Pestilence.”


  His brows lifted high on his forehead, and I realized no one other than Luc and Ash had had any clue about my second possession. I waved a hand. “Long story. Anyway, yes, I had to learn to control something foreign to me. I know how to keep them out—when I’m calm. What I don’t know is how to block them when I’m not.”


  “That’s just it.” He tapped my temple. “It’s like a pressure release valve. You release a little steam at a time, and it’s fine. But you hold that steam in—”


  “And eventually it explodes.”


  He nodded. “Exactly.”


  “So I give in?”


  “No.” He shook his head. “Not completely. Not like me. I only got one demon, so I can nurture him, give him what he needs. But if you give into one, you’ll be forced to give into seven, and that would drive you loco.”


  I chuckled. “Something like that.”


  “All right.” He walked toward one of the sheets, fisting it in his hands. “Now we can do this out there, or we can do this in here. It’s up to you. Whatever makes you most comfortable.”


  I knew Ash was waiting out there, and I could only imagine what he was seeing. My not-so-puritanical man meat was probably pissed, angry, and aroused as all get out. Not the greatest of combinations when it came to him.


  “In here. And I want Ash back here too.”


  “Dora.” He lifted a brow. “You sure about that? He may not like what he sees.”


  I nodded. “In here, Bubba. This is who I am now. He knows that.”


  He was just about to head out when I called his name once more.


  “And Bubs.”


  “Yeah?”


  Walking over to him, I wrapped my tiny arms around his thick chest and rested my ear over his heart. “I’m sorry for last year. I’ve judged you unfairly; it’s never been your fault that you are who you are. And now that I know what this feels like, I just wanted to say I’m proud of how strong you are.”


  Letting go of the blanket, he hugged me back. “I’ve lived with those looks all my life, Dora. And in some ways I’ve grown used to them. It’s easy to hate what you don’t understand.”


  I sighed into the kiss he planted on top of my head. Never again would I be disturbed by his touch.


  He returned a moment later not only with Ash in tow, but with a woman and a man as well, both walking in a drunken, happy haze.


  The woman was a light shade of black, and her hair hung in tight spirals down to her shoulders. She was slim, attractive, and dressed in designer everything, from her tight fitting jeans, to her flowing top, to the quality burgundy-wine ostrich boots on her feet.


  The man was taller than her by a good four or five inches and was white, with a shaved head and piercing green eyes. Athletic and toned, the dark A-shirt he wore showed off his sculpted arms and flat abs. He wore a pair of jeans that looked painted on and a huge belt buckle that proclaimed him a rodeo champ at some point.


  Something about the girl made me look back at her again. She was different, not mortal. But I couldn’t place what she was either. Not vampire, not shifter. I pulled in a breath. There was musk on her, something rich and even slightly alluring.


  “Which one do you want, Dora?” Bubba asked.


  I shook my head, clearing my mind of those strange thoughts. I knew I didn’t want the woman. I’d never been into women, but at the same time, I worried what Ash would think if I went for the man. I know what I would think if he went for the girl.


  I’d find her and kill her later.


  Better for the man if I let him be.


  “What exactly are you gonna have me doing, Bubs?” I wiped my mouth as Gluttony slowly came to life inside me.


  The humans stood idly by, never blinking or really doing much of anything except for taking an occasional breath. Bubba had placed them under heavy sedation.


  “You’re going to learn to release a little steam, girl. Now, man or woman?”


  I felt Asher’s eyes drilling into my face, but I didn’t dare look at him. With a sigh, I pointed. “The woman.”


  Bubba gave the man a shove toward the exit then turned around and nodded. “I’m going to release my thrall on her. When I do, she’ll wake up. It’ll be up to you then to get her back under and make her give you what you need.”


  My lip curled. I wasn’t sure I could do this. I mean, I knew that everyone Bubba tagged was kind of rotten to the core, so I didn’t really feel bad for them for being in there. But at the same time I had zero desire to kill tonight either.


  “And how do I do that?”


  “You will it.” He smiled. “You feel it in here”—he touched his heart—“and she will feel that draw, that pull to you. She’ll want you as badly as you want her.”


  “But I don’t want her.”


  “Not her body, Dora, her essence.”


  I jerked my gaze to his face. “I won’t have to eat her?”


  He gave me a droll look. “What the hell do you think I do in here?”


  I grimaced. “Well, I thought…I mean the rumors were…” I let my words trail off pitifully, a little embarrassed by what I had thought he’d done.


  “Flesh is highly overrated. Tastes like cat meat.”


  I really had nothing to say to that. “Oookay then.”


  He flashed me his pearly whites. “The true need, the true desire, it rests in the blood. Make her want it, and then you can sate your beast.”


  I frowned. “So that’s it? That’s all Gluttony gives you, a desire for blood? No super cool badass powers, no nothing?”


  I mean, at least with Lust I could change my form. That was sort of cool.


  He chuckled. “Oh, he can do much more. But before he can, you have to feed him.”


  My eyes widened. Finally, the good stuff. “What can he do?”


  Lifting his hand, he pointed it at the woman and slowly fisted it, just as I’d seen Ash do when he was drawing his shadows.


  The woman never blinked as her skin began to shine in shades of red. She didn’t utter a sound as she started sweating blood. It stained her face, her chest, her pants. My eyes widened.


  “You can call it?”


  His smile was wide. “You can drain a mortal before they even know what’s hit them. Now.” He clapped his hands on my shoulders, turning me around to face my girl. “Your turn.”


  He didn’t move, snap his fingers, or say open sesame, but from one second to the next, suddenly the girl was wide awake and blinking confusedly at me, at him, at Ash. Then she glanced down at herself.


  I knew the second her brain realized what was taking place. Because she was looking at her chest, and a guttural gasp escaped her.


  Bubba’s warm breath whispered against my ear. “Get control of her, Dora.”


  But suddenly it wasn’t only the girl staring at the blood. I was too. Gluttony was alive in me, and he was hungry. Ravenous.


  Each breath she took caused her shirt to move up and down rhythmically, and almost hypnotically I was drawn to the stains on it, to the slide of red sweat still pouring down the base of her throat.


  My pulse pounded, a driving beat of my blood rushing through my veins, throbbing in my temples. My body was so desperate for a taste of it. I took a step forward, and the girl was so terrified she didn’t move, just stood there like a frightened deer as it watched a truck barrel down on it.


  Blood.


  The word shivered down my spine. Not my own, and yet I embraced my desire for it.


  Images bombarded my mind. Pools and pools of dark, viscous blood. I was naked, bathing in it, drinking it in, laughing with intoxication as it slid warm and wet down my parched throat.


  And then I felt the tremble of Pandora pushing away Gluttony’s excitement. Because this was wrong, debauched. It wasn’t me. It wasn’t.


  But even as I denied it, the jackhammer beat of my excited heart showed me what a liar I was. Because we did want this—we wanted it more than life itself.


  I was curling my nose, even as I stepped in closer. Even as I grinned in her terrified face.


  I could feel my nails lengthening, becoming stronger, sharper. My flesh shivered, and I knew if I looked I’d see my skin turning a shade of gray.


  Breathing heavy, feeling ravenous, I wet my lips, and she screamed.


  Turning on her heel, she made to run away, but Asher blocked her escape, crossing his arms and glaring at her. She lifted a hand, as if to claw at his face, but then Bubba flicked his fingers.


  Immediately she stopped moving, sagging against the air as though resting upon something.


  “What happened?” he snapped.


  I shook my head, still feeling a little dazed by the power of my need. “Dammit.” I clenched my fists. “This is too hard. I can’t do this, I can’t.” I squeezed my eyes shut and rubbed my brows.


  I didn’t even know how to drink blood, and now that the girl wasn’t looking at me, now that I couldn’t breath in the ambrosia of the sweet, sweet nectar flowing through her veins, I felt sick.


  I shoved Gluttony down into a dark place and wanted to retch at the memory of what I’d been thinking, what I’d hungered for.


  Hugging my arms to my waist, I shook my head.


  “Dora, yes, you have to.”


  I whirled on Bubba. “I don’t know how to do this, I don’t know how. I can sex up anything, but this…” I tossed up my hands.


  His touch on my bicep was warm. “The dark hunger gets easier, I swear.”


  I swallowed hard. “How do you do this? I see her and I want her, but my mind is screaming at me not to do it.”


  He shook his head. “It’s because you see her as an innocent.”


  “No, I don’t,” I said. “I know she’s not light. I feel it all through her.”


  “Yes, but”—grabbing my hand, he slid his fingers through mine—“knowing and seeing are two different things. Your emotions are at a war with one another. The demon and Pandora must learn to co-exist.” Lifting our twined hands, he nodded at Asher, indicating for him to turn the girl around.


  Again her gaze was little more than a drug-laced stupor, and my spine went rigid.


  “Relax.” He rubbed my back until the worst of the tension was gone. “Now, I’m gonna help you do it. Just follow my lead. Bring him out now, Dora.”


  Squeezing my eyes shut, I threw open the proverbial shutters, letting that demon in again, letting it slink and slither through me, sharing my space, my body. And once again I was hungry.


  “Now,” he breathed into my ear, “when I let her go, you read her like you do your sex partners.”


  “Just the same?” I whimpered, because my skin felt stretched too tight; it tingled with want and desire. A cloud of red blurred my vision and the thump, thump, thump of her beating heart rang out like a song, calling me closer.


  “Just the same,” he whispered.


  Her eyes shot wide; the terror was back. And for just a second the doubt came flooding in, but then I searched her, driving my will through her brain like a spear.


  “That’s right. Just like that, Pandora. Do you see it?”


  All I saw was darkness, thick clouds of overwhelming black that obscured my vision completely.


  “I don’t see it.”


  “Look harder. There in the corner of her soul. Do you see the box?”


  This time when I looked, I did see it. A small black box. The seed of her dark twisted soul.


  “Crack it open.” Bubba’s voice was even and soothing.


  I nodded even as my metaphysical body moved toward her secrets.


  To try and describe what was happening wasn’t easy. I was outside of my body, even as I was looking through my eyes. I could see her breathing. It wasn’t as hard and heavy as before. But she was blinking. I didn’t quite have her totally enthralled, but I was getting close. She was bobbing from side to side on her feet, like a lure in calm waters.


  Moving from side to side, but still aware. Still knowing that something else was inside her. Something foreign, something slightly sinister.


  My will picked up her box.


  “See who she really is, Pandora. See what she’s done.”


  The box was smooth, flat on all four sides, and could fit into the palm of my hand. As far as sins went, there didn’t seem to be much in there, and yet I could feel the heaviness of it. The weight of it.


  Open.


  The scene unfurled like a slowly blossoming flower to the first rays of the morning sun.


  She stood inside a building. A night club.


  The flashing neon lights highlighted the sharp planes and smooth coffee gleam of her skin. She was dressed in the very same outfit she wore now. She was sitting at a table, laughing and running her hands down a man’s thigh.


  He was dark skinned, with a shaved head and a diamond stud in his ear. He was buying her drinks, and she let him. They talked for hours, all while she rubbed her hand along his obvious erection.


  Then she leaned into him, whispering something in his ear.


  A flashing pulse of light highlighted the glint of sexual excitement in his dark brown eyes. Nodding, he helped guide her out of the booth. They headed toward a bathroom.


  When they got there, they locked the door. Immediately she was on him, freeing him from his pants and sucking him into her mouth.


  His eyes were closed, his hands palming the back of her head. It was full on porn mode, but I knew it couldn’t just be the sex in a shit hole that’d caused Bubba to tag her.


  I was just about to ask him, when I saw for myself.


  The man was writhing, and at first I thought it was ecstasy. Her fingers gripped his thighs so hard her knuckles had turned pale, and he was no longer just writhing. He was pushing her away, pushing her off him, but she wouldn’t budge.


  She was sucking hard, pulling long and slow, and at first I wasn’t sure if I was really seeing what I was seeing.


  The man was aging before my eyes. His skin was turning dull and weathered, his eyes rheumy, and still she sucked, dragging from his cock like he was the sweetest dessert she’d ever had.


  A minute later she pulled off him, wiping down her mouth and watching as he crumpled to dust at her feet.


  “Succubus.” Sirens, they drew their vitality and youth from the seed of men.


  I felt Bubba’s nod brush against my hair. “Tonight. That male was her first.”


  The girl’s eyes widened, but still she did not move.


  “Now take the memory trapped inside that box and bind her with it, Pandora. Wrap it like a silken scarf around her soul.”


  Gathering the memory in my hands, I rearranged and wove them together, twisting them until they became thick and strong like a rope. I could feel my body trembling, feel as sweat began to coat my brow and slide down my neck from working in a way I never had before.


  Then I felt the brush of Bubba’s power slide along mine. Not much, but just enough to help me to relax, just enough to make that rope glimmer. And then together we wrapped the girl in the chains of her evil. And the next time I glanced at her I could see a small, satisfied little smile touching the corners of her lips.


  “That is the thrall,” Bubba said. “Now the rest is easy. Call her to you.”


  Pulling my will out of her body, I studied the girl, no longer seeing the innocence of a young, beautiful face, but the monster she truly was.


  “Come to me.” I crooked a finger and grinned when she took her first step. “Stop,” I said once she’d gotten to within a foot of us. “Now what?”


  “With your fangs”—Bubba dropped our intertwined hands and stepped back— “you prick her finger.”


  I frowned, feeling the hunger beating at me like a ravenous beast. Gluttony wanted more than a mere drop of blood.


  He shook his head as if sensing my thoughts. “He only needs a drop. He will take more, he will always take more, but to control him, you merely need to feed him one, single, solitary drop.” He held up a finger.


  “Give me your finger,” I commanded the girl, and when she lifted her hand, I felt washed in a rush of electric power. My body hummed with the flood of Gluttony’s desire.


  Snatching her finger to my mouth, fangs already dropped and tongue desperate for that first taste of her, I pierced her flesh.


  She never cried out.


  “Your thrall is strong.” Bubba sounded proud, and I straightened my spine, feeling a gloating sense of satisfaction.


  I only needed one drop, but the euphoria of that first taste flooded my senses, and I growled as I felt the pulse of that warmth, of her life, of the man’s life, rush through me.


  Clenching her finger tighter into my mouth, I sucked, pulling at her, wondering if I could tap a vein.


  Something hard dug into my shoulders. I shrugged it off, rolling my tongue around the finger, wanting more. So much more.


  This wasn’t nearly enough. I needed more.


  Everything.


  It was sweet, and spicy, and with each pull of it I felt my insides curl with streams of white, hot light. Delirious with ecstasy, I grunted as once again something grabbed me.


  But this time it was harder, this time I felt a flare of pain rip through my skull.


  Snapping my jaws, I punched at whatever it was.


  Then I screamed as I was tossed to the floor, clawing and digging at the ground, desperate to get back to my meal.


  “I need it!” I screamed, shoving the hands off me.


  “Push it down!” Bubba grunted. “Down, Dora, you’ve had enough. Too much and you’ll be consumed with lust for it.”


  The words finally penetrated my brain, and I realized where I was. And it wasn’t just Bubba on me, but Ash too. He was holding my legs and breathing heavy. There was a red mark on his cheek.


  I curled my hand to my breast and shuddered even as the desire for her still held me tight in its grip.


  “You good? You okay now?” Bubba asked, his fingers digging into my shoulders.


  And I nodded jerkily, slowly coming to my senses enough to know that no matter how delicious it’d been, there wasn’t going to be anymore for me. At least not tonight.


  Not right now.


  He grinned. “You did good, girl.”


  “What?” I shook my head, clearing out the last of the cobwebs, slowly beginning to realize that the succubus was lying in a heap beside me, her normally café colored skin now blanched and waxy looking.


  Wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, I nodded that I was okay for him to release me.


  “Took me years to train myself not to kill them.”


  Rubbing the side of my head that now throbbed like a sonofagun, I gave a choked laugh. “I wanted to kill her. I would have killed her if you guys hadn’t stopped me.”


  Asher gave me his hand. His jaw was clenched tight, and if I had to guess I’d say my man wasn’t exactly thrilled by what he’d seen me do tonight.


  “Nah.” Bubba dusted his silk pants off. “If you’d really wanted to kill her, nothing could have pulled you off her.”


  I wiggled into Asher’s side, relieved when his heavy hand draped over my shoulder. It was hard for me sometimes, always expecting the other shoe to drop with us, expecting him to give me a withering look before casting me away. I slipped my hand beneath his shirt and sighed when he kissed the crown of my head.


  But I think I was finally beginning to believe that sometimes when a person told you “always” they might really mean it.


  “How do you feel?” Bubba gave me a tiny smirk.


  “How do I feel?” I shuddered, remembering the roll of that warmth, the slide of it moving all through me, filling me up, making me desperate for more. “Powerful.” I grinned.


  His ruby eyes gleamed. “Then call her blood.”


  “Just like that?” I snapped my fingers.


  “The demon’s been fed. You held up your end, now it’s his turn to show off.”


  Looking down at the bundle by my foot, I wasn’t sure how to start. Whether to just command it, to squeeze my hand as Bubba had done, or what, but as I was thinking these things, I began to feel music.


  Frowning, I held onto my chest, because the delicate strings of the song weren’t rolling through the air but beating inside my own blood.


  Squeezing my eyes shut, I strained to listen, to hear each dip, each wave of sound. And it flowed like a stream.


  It was ethereal and heartachingly lovely.


  And when it felt right, I whispered just one word: “come.”


  Bubba’s laughter startled me.


  The succubus was once more covered in a sheen of blood.


  Giving Asher a side-eyed glance, Bubba nodded. “She done good, Priest. She done real good.”


  But the sight of that blood made my mouth water, and I knew that at least for tonight, I was done playing with fire. Shoving the demon back down into the hole, I shuddered weakly into Asher’s side, feeling suddenly drained and exhausted.


  “I know she has,” Asher finally said, and his hand was warm and gentle as he glided it along the top of my bared shoulder, breaking me out in a need of another kind.


  I basked in his praise. “Thank you, Bubs.”


  “Anytime, girly.”


  Feeling as though a burden, a giant weight, had been lifted off my shoulder, I smiled at him. “I don’t think I’m completely in control of it yet, but it’s a start.”


  “And a damn good one at that.” He winked. “Make sure to feed it once every week or so, and Gluttony, at least, won’t be a problem for you.”


  “What do I do with her?” I glanced back down at the girl.


  She was a siren. Which in and of itself wasn’t inherently evil—I was all for sex. But she was a siren without control. Releasing her back into the world was probably not wise. But I’d leave Bubba to decide her fate.


  Her skin was slowly returning to a more normal shade. And she was beginning to whimper herself awake.


  “We could drag her back out if you’d like,” Asher said.


  But Bubba shook his head and began rolling his sleeves up. His eyes were glowing a brilliant ruby red, and I knew he meant to feed.


  “She gonna leave here alive?” I asked him, already knowing what his answer would be.


  One brow rose, and giving me a macabre smile full of nothing but fangs, he shook his head. “You saw what she did, what kind of demon would I be if I let her slip away.”


  Dropping to his knees beside her, Bubba dragged a clawed hand through her hair, and then, bending over, he inhaled deeply.


  And for a second I felt a prick of bitterness because I knew what that blood tasted like.


  “Come on, Pandora.” Asher gently guided me out. Digging my fingers into his shirt, I nodded, grateful all over again for my priest.


  We were halfway to our trailer when I heard her scream.


  Worrying my bottom lip, I almost turned back. Not that Bubba couldn’t handle himself, but…


  “Let him.” Asher’s words were for my ears only.


  Her screams blended in with the screams of riders all around. No one would be the wiser, no would know. Because we were good at what we did.


  “But why is he—”


  “Pandora, you did not see yourself as I did, as he did. Your need, your joy, it lit a spark in me. But in him.” He shook his head. “I think he was pushed beyond his limits, and besides, her fate isn’t worthy of our time.”


  “Oh, so bloodthirsty. Sexy.” I rawred at him, and then giggled when he smirked back.


  “So I got you all hot and bothered, eh?” I danced my fingers down his spine, until I got to his ass and could give it a firm squeeze.


  Growling, he lifted me into his arms, and when we reached the trailer, he took the steps two at a time and about knocked the door off its hinges when he yanked on it.


  “You have no idea.”


  I wiggled against the hardness pressing into my bottom and laughed. “Oh, I think I have an idea.”


  We were at the bed in seconds, and he was fast and furious, ripping the dress off me and pretty much ruining it, but I didn’t care. I wanted skin on skin, and I wanted it now.


  Lust was awake and hungry for her catnip.


  “But maybe next time”—a hot glint sparked in his brown eyes—“we can see if those fangs work on me.”


  My heart just about leapt out of my chest. “You want me to suck on you, Priest?”


  Nostrils flaring, he shoved me hard onto the mattress. I never did get my answer, but you can pretty much guess what happened after that.


  Chapter 22


  Asher


  



  I was just about to head back to our trailer, my arms loaded down with Pandora’s favorite breakfast foods, Krispy Kreme donuts and black coffee, when the familiar scent of Luc’s sulfur traced by my side.


  I gave him a questioning look.


  We’d been there three days already, and apart from the first day when he’d snatched Pandora away, we’d seen very little of him.


  “Bubba told me how she did.”


  I shrugged. “That a question or a statement?”


  I no longer wanted to rip the guy’s heart out. I didn’t like him, but I could tolerate him.


  He scrubbed a hand down his jaw. “Who’s she got tonight?”


  “Vyx said she’d take a go.”


  “No.” He shook his head violently, shoving long pieces of hair out of his eyes. “Tonight it’s Sloth.” And with those words he turned to go.


  I frowned. “That it? You leaving already? What the hell is this about, man?”


  I expected fire and brimstone from him, because that’s what Luc usually did. But when he turned back around, all I could see was lethargy and a man who’d given up on life.


  “You look like shit.”


  Not only did Luc look as bad as he had when we’d last been together, but in some ways I thought he might even be worse. And I wasn’t sure that it was only the loss of Dora causing it.


  His look was deadpan. “What do you want me to tell you, Priest? You want me to admit that you were right and I was wrong? Want to gloat about it? Shove it in my face? What?”


  I clenched my jaw. “If you think I’m trying to throw anything in your face, you’re wrong. I love her. That’s it. That’s all there is. But I’m here to fix this any way I can.”


  Bitter laughter spilled from his lips. “Whatever. Sloth at nine. Meet at my place. And don’t be fucking late.”


  ~*~


  “And he said Sloth?” She gave me an “are you serious” look.


  I nodded, watching as she demolished the final bit of sugary fried dough before bringing her fingers to her lips to lick them clean.


  Giving her a wicked grin, I snatched her finger, pulled it into my mouth, and flicked the sugar off it with my tongue before sucking on it briefly.


  Gray eyes rimmed in lavender never left mine as she moaned softly, and I couldn’t help but feel a satisfied chuckle that by some weird fluke of fate I was able to make a Lust demon as crazed for me as I was for her.


  Shivering when I finally released her, she chuckled. “I’m gonna pay you back for that later.”


  I snorted and crossed my ankles before leaning back on the pillows and dragging her soft body on top of mine.


  “So what’s the problem with Sloth?” I asked, attempting to get our thoughts back to things of a less carnal nature.


  “Kem was our only Sloth.”


  I didn’t know how I’d forgotten that, but somehow I had. “Actually they have another one. Her name’s Keltse.”


  “What?” She leaned up, giving me a surprised look.


  I sighed. So many things had happened while she’d been gone, sometimes it was easy—not to forget exactly—but not think about that year apart.


  “They got her a few months after you were taken.”


  “Why? I mean I loved my sandman, but as far as bulking up our numbers, what we want are fighters like Wrath and Pride.”


  I licked my front teeth. I’m not going to lie and say it wasn’t hard for me to talk about Luc. While I didn’t exactly hate the guy, he’d been Pandora’s lover for years. I wasn’t concerned she’d leave me for him; I’d definitely not been the cause of their rift. Maybe the catalyst for their break up, but one that’d been sprung into action years and years and years before she and I had come together.


  But I also knew how personally she took his well being, how much she placed everything on her shoulders where he was concerned.


  I played with her shoulder blade. “He wasn’t well when you left, Pandora.”


  Sighing, she rolled off me, staring at the wall in front of her. “That’s what Vyx told me too, but what exactly does that mean? He looks different and is acting weird, and except for that day on the mountain, he doesn’t act like Luc at all.”


  I shrugged, because I really had no answers. She was right, Luc wasn’t Luc.


  Her finger smoothed out the lines between my brows. “You’re actually worried about him, aren’t you?”


  I cringed. “No.”


  “Yes, you are.” She slapped my palm. “That hard-headed worm crawled under your skin too, didn’t he?”


  I grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Maybe.”


  She snorted, but the mirth quickly faded. “I’m worried about him too. Without his unwavering faith to guide this family, I don’t know what they’d do. If there’s one thing Luc’s done right in his life, it’s his dedication to the group.”


  I nodded as my thumb played along the ridges of her knuckles. “You think having us meet him at his place with Sloth might be some sort of a clue?”


  Shrugging, she wiggled her way back on top of me. “Maybe. Probably. But with Luc, it’s really hard to say. For all I know this could be his way of seeing how strong I am.”


  “How do you figure?”


  Her brows lifted. “Everyone here knows that if I had one weakness in this group it was Kem. I’m not sure how I feel about getting taught by some other Sloth that’s not him.”


  “No.” I rubbed her silken flesh, letting my fingers play along the paths of her scars. “I’m sure that’s not it. But maybe if we keep our eyes open tonight, we can figure out what’s really going on with the big man.”


  Nodding, she pressed her toes into my shin and scooted herself forward so that she could lay a kiss on me. “Now about that payback.”


  ~*~


  Pandora


  



  I hadn’t known exactly what to wear to this little shindig, so I’d put on some flannel jammies (not the sexiest of nightwear, but considering I was going to be in a trailer with Luc I wanted to make it clear I wasn’t there for sex), cause I was pretty sure whatever I did with Sloth would involve a bed, a pillow, and whole lot of snoring.


  Walking across several bundles of wires tapped down to the grass, I stared at the lonely looking RV trailer before us. Unlike most of my family, who decorated their trailers so it was as plain as day whose belonged to whom, Luc’s had no lawn chairs in front, no pink flamingos with flapping wings, no beer kegs, not even a picnic table with an ash tray on top. He’d owned his digs for over a decade, but the trailer looked like it’d just rolled off the lot tonight.


  The windows were dark, and so far as I could tell, no shadows moved around inside.


  “You think he’s even here?” I turned to Ash, then glanced at my wrist watch. “Nine o’clock on the button.” I frowned.


  His brows dipped as he gave the lot a thorough once over, searching the brush around us for any signs of life, or even for a trap. “I’m sure he is. He was pretty adamant about this.”


  A stiflingly hot Texas breeze blew hair into my face. Not that I needed lights to see by, but it would have been nice if Luc had at least left one on for us. I moved up the stairs and knocked loudly once I got to the door.


  After five seconds of silence, I knocked again, then tossed Asher a confused frown.


  Luc had moved his trailer far enough to the back of the fair grounds that there was very little sound to bother us, which meant he should have heard my knocking no problem.


  “Nothing.” I shrugged.


  Reaching around me, Ash was just about to pound his fist on the door when Luc’s scent of sulfur permeated the breeze.


  I twirled around and saw him walking up from behind us with a small, delicate pixie of a woman trailing behind him. Her silvery blond hair was long, hanging well past her ass, and also kind of snarled, as if she couldn’t be bothered to brush it.


  When I say she’s tiny, I’m totally not kidding either. She could easily be a size zero. Nothing but skin and bones. Not that we need to eat, but I doubt that girl’s ingested more than a handful of Ambiens in years. Her skin is so pale it’s almost bluish, which tells me she rarely leaves her trailer.


  That would definitely explain why I don’t recognize her; she’d not been among the faces to greet me the other day.


  With a small yawn that she smothered with her fist, she finally looked up at me. Her eyes were wide and luminescent, and my heart gave a little lurch at the familiar amber gaze. My throat clogged up as memories collided with reality, and in my head, I wasn’t seeing Keltse walking toward me, but Kemen.


  I clung to Ash’s shirt as Luc brushed past us. “You ready or what?”


  Unnerved by my reaction to the girl, I curled my lip at him. “We weren’t the ones who were late.”


  Rather than respond to me, Luc merely raised a brow and turned to face Ash. The steps leading up to his trailer weren’t very wide, which meant their chests were pretty much touching.


  Pissing matches could be so exhausting sometimes.


  “You stay out.” His voice was calm as he said it, but immediately I felt Asher tense up beneath my hand.


  “Why?” I asked, trying to diffuse the tension.


  “Because I said so.” Finally his cold blue eyes turned to me, and I sighed.


  I could fight this, or we could just go with it.


  Asher was the one to make the decision for us.


  “I’ll stay out here.”


  I frowned. “You sure, Priest? I really don’t mind—”


  He didn’t look back at Luc as he nodded. “I’m sure.” Then, after giving my wrist a kiss, he walked down the steps, quickly acknowledged Keltse—who gave him a wimpy wave of greeting—spread his wings, and, with a powerful downdraft, blasted himself into the air.


  I watched him sail toward a thick grove of hickory. And even though he was hidden within the branches, I could still feel his eyes on me. My priest hadn’t gone far, and I smiled.


  “He always such a fucking stalker?” Luc snarled.


  Determined not to let him bait me tonight, I gestured toward the door. “You gonna open up or what?”


  It took us less than a minute to move inside the trailer. At least in there I could see Luc. Nothing had changed, the inside of the place was a time capsule of sameness that immediately made me feel at home.


  He had a couch and two chairs facing a bookshelf full of crime and war books, a small kitchenette that he never used but which was always immaculately clean, and a narrow cot tucked away in his bedroom.


  Unlike most of us, Luc never manipulated space and matter to make the inside of his home any bigger than it had been designed to be. Luc was a minimalist in every sense of the word.


  But when the three of us walked into the bedroom, I finally saw just how different Luc had become.


  His room wasn’t just a mess. It was a war zone. Dirty clothes were strewn all about. And in place of the pristine and narrow cot I remembered, a large mattress lay on the floor. No box spring, no frame, just the mattress. There were no stains on the sheets, and when I sniffed I smelled laundry soap, but that was about the extent of cleanliness.


  Mingled in with his piles of clothing were panties, bras, and tassled garments of one variety or another. My brows shot up.


  Either he’d become a cross dresser when I’d disappeared, or he was having some serious orgy time. My vote was for the latter.


  Planting my hands on my hips, I turned to him, ready to ask him what the deal was, when I spied him ripping his shirt and jeans off.


  He’d never been one for boxers, and naked as a jay bird, he walked over to the mattress and took a sort of tumble onto it before rolling over onto his back and patting the bed beside him.


  “Come here, both of you.”


  “Right.” I chuckled, wondering if he’d kicked Asher out with the hopes of banging the not-so sexy twins.


  I was dressed like a grandma and Keltse was yawning like a half-roused lion.


  Glaring at me, as if reading my thoughts, he sighed. “I’m your victim tonight, Dora, so just get your ass over here and let’s start, okay?”


  His words were gruff and thoroughly confusing.


  “What?” I shot Keltse a look, at which she only shrugged and shuffled to the left side of the bed.


  She didn’t question what Luc was doing; in fact, she dropped down beside him, rolled onto her side, and in seconds had closed her eyes. Her chest slowly rose up and down.


  “Did she just fall asleep?” I growled, jerking my hand in her direction. “How the hell am I supposed to learn anything with Sloth, Luc?”


  A loud snore punctuated my statement, which only made me bulge my eyes and give him a-do-you-see-this look.


  Flopping an arm around her shoulder, he motioned for me to come to his other side.


  I didn’t really think Luc had an orgy on his mind after all when I spied just how flaccid his penis was.


  Now I knew why he’d kicked Ash out, but I still had a hard time understanding why he was willing to be my next guinea pig. Of course, if the point was just to help him sleep, then maybe that explained it.


  Luc looked like he hadn’t slept properly in months. Moved to sympathy for him, I rolled my eyes, toed my shoes off, and, grumping the entire way, moved around to the right side of the bed before sitting.


  “You gonna lie down or what?”


  Twisting on my butt, I thinned my lips. “What is this really about, Luc? Why did you yank me away from Vyx tonight? If you just needed to sleep, couldn’t you have cuddled into the growling chainsaw beside you?”


  Keltse was nothing like my Kem. My gawd, the way she was snoring was practically criminal. Even so, I felt the quickening of Rip Van Winkle begin to weave it’s somnolent magic through me as my eyes felt suddenly stiff and full of grit.


  Yawning now, Luc tugged on my shoulders until finally I gave in and lay down beside him, stiff as a board, trying not to touch him too much. Mostly because I wasn’t sure how much of my touch he’d even want at this point.


  To say things were weird between us would be an understatement.


  “Will you fucking relax?” He took my hand in his and shook it until I no longer fought his movements.


  “Luc, there are so many other demons I should be focusing on other than Sloth. I can contain him; in fact, he hasn’t been much help to me since I got him anyway.”


  Sighing, he wrapped his other arm around my shoulders so he was the hotdog in our bun. Which is a strange analogy, but really the only way I could describe it.


  “Without sleep, everything else goes to shit. It’s why I had to go searching for Keltse to begin with. My nights have been fucked lately,” he said softly, and when I heard the thread of pain behind his words, I instantly regretted my anxiety.


  This was Luc. Even though we’d broken things off, I still hoped that somewhere inside him he felt some sort of familial love for me.


  Sighing, I patted his chest. “I’m sorry, Luc. For everything.”


  His fingers began to massage my scalp, and it felt good. Not sexual, just nice. I closed my eyes.


  “It is what it is, Dora. Now just close your eyes and sleep.”


  I wasn’t sleepy.


  Like at all.


  And I was just about to tell him so when I felt a darkness tugging at me. And it was strong, a black abyss that was growing larger and larger and larger, growing so big that soon it would encapsulate everything it touched.


  And when it brushed my flesh, I found myself sucked into its void.


  My eyes slammed shut.


  Then they opened again, and that drugged stupor was gone. I was wide awake and looking around, but I recognized nothing. It was so dark in there I couldn’t even see my hands in front of my face.


  “Luc?” I cried. “Keltse! Where are you guys?”


  A golden flicker of light caught my eye; it was far off in the distance but moving rapidly toward me, gaining not only in speed but in strength until it was so close and so bright that I flinched and had to shield my eyes.


  “Pandora, right?”


  The voice was dulcet and so lovely that I immediately wanted to hear it again. The light was dim now, muted so that I could tolerate it, and what I saw made me gasp.


  It was Keltse, but she didn’t look anything like the girl in the trailer. Her silvery blond hair rolled in soft, sexy waves down her back. Her clothes were no longer ill fitting and baggy, but were woven particles of light that danced and swayed around her slim body as she moved.


  Her brown eyes were mesmerizing pools of liquid amber. Then she smiled, and I felt myself at ease, felt my lips lift into a smile of their own, and the black that’d surrounded us rolled away to reveal a sunny, bucolic day.


  Jay birds sang in thick oak branches overhead. Robins chirped, digging through roots for worms, and beautifully painted cardinals sat perched on a white picket fence warbling back and forth to one another. The only thing we needed now was a princess throwing her hands out wide and singing for her one true love with a choir of violins playing grandly behind her.


  An apple-scented breeze tickled my nose and played through my loose hair. Somehow I was no longer dressed in my granny jammies, but was now barefoot and wearing a cream-colored tunic cinched at my waist with a pine-green belt.


  “Where the hell am I?” I snapped, taking a step back into a semi-crouch as I waited to spy at least one thing I recognized.


  “This is Somnium.” Keltse lifted a delicately boned hand, wearing the proud smile of a happy parent. “The land of dreams. This is my home, and this is where we’ll train.”


  Still not totally comfortable, I stood a little straighter. “So I’m dreaming?”


  Her pink lips tipped up into an amused smirk. “You were fighting it, so I had to yank you under, but yes, you’re snoring out there.”


  I frowned. “Then where is Luc?”


  “Around.” She plucked up a daisy and began tearing off one petal after another.


  “He said I was supposed to train on him.”


  “And you will.” She let the petals scatter to the breeze. “But you can’t do anything until you learn to harness the power of sleep.”


  I laughed. “The power of sleep? Do you realize how lame that sounds?”


  Her lips twitched, and suddenly I was no longer in the grassy meadow full of fairy tale idiocy, but clinging for life at the edge of a volcanic crater as the burnt-orange and red magma bubbled and hissed below me. I was also naked, and the sharp, jagged lava rocks were ripping into my skin.


  I tried tracing away from there, but my body was as solid as any human’s. I couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. The stench of sulfur and thick ash made me gag and wheeze and cough violently.


  I didn’t know where Keltse had gone off to, but I had to get out of there. I took one step and winced as a sharp shard of rock shoved through the delicate flesh of my foot.


  And then I screamed when a droplet of lava sizzled through my thigh.


  I was about to cry out to Keltse, when suddenly I was back in the meadow and she was smiling up at me with her head cocked and her hair flowing. I wanted to throttle her.


  “You did that!” I snapped, taking a step forward and realizing that the pain that’d throbbed so violently in my thigh was gone.


  “Of course I did,” she said in a high-pitched spirited voice.


  Glaring, I dusted off the dress I was wearing again and grunted. I’d clearly underestimated the powers of the deadly sins. Again.


  A smug smile laced her full lips. “It is the distortion and manipulation of reality and dreams, but this demon is a powerful tool.”


  How stuck in my own world had I been that I’d never even thought to find out just how amazing the gifts we all shared were? I’d never once asked Kemen what he could do. I’d only ever crawled to him when I needed some sleep.


  Maybe if I’d taken the time to understand him more, made him see just how awesome and amazing he really was, maybe he wouldn’t have wanted to sacrifice his life as he had.


  It made me sad.


  “But how do you feed the demon?”


  “By making your prey sleep.” She smiled, brightly. “Of course the downside is that it makes you sleepy as hell too. It’s a constant battle not to get overwhelmed by your own gifts, but if you can learn to control Sloth, then you really don’t need to give into him as us Sloth-folk tend to do. You can feed him, Pandora, by simply siphoning off the dreams of others.”


  My lips curled. That could be useful indeed. In fact, that could be one of the most useful tricks under my belt.


  My lips twitched. “Very interesting. So how do I lull them to sleep?”


  She walked toward me and grabbed my hand as Bubba had done last night. Then, twining our fingers together, she pointed.


  A conduit of power flowed from her to me. Like sun reflected off hot asphalt, a shimmering mirage wavered before our eyes.


  And I didn’t even need to ask her whose mirage it was shimmering before us. I sensed the power that lived within it: sex and absinthe, fury, rage, and, threaded delicately behind it, love.


  “That’s Luc, isn’t it?”


  “Mmhmm.” She nodded excitedly. “That’s Luc’s soul. But in order for you to bring him in here, you must first release the demon.”


  I was getting the hang of plucking only one demon at a time out of the dark box I kept them trapped in.


  Lust of course had been a more permanent fixture in my life since getting together with Asher, but I could sense her curiosity as she shared space with the sleepy demon that’d crawled out of the box.


  Suddenly I felt lethargic, and it was all I could do not to yawn.


  “You can fight it,” Keltse assured me with a nod of her head. “You just need to feed it first.”


  And using movements very similar to what Bubba had shown me last night, she began to draw Luc’s soul toward us, as if she were pulling on an invisible rope. She willed it our way.


  The moment my hand brushed his soul, I felt the lethargy streaming from out of our fingers and into the heart of him.


  My eyes opened wide, and I laughed with relief. Luc did not fight the tug of sleep; he tumbled straight into it, and I sensed that I shared space inside his head.


  Not my physical body, but my mind. His head was a long hallway full of door after door after door.


  I frowned. How come I couldn’t see him? I thought I’d be shifting landscapes on him. “Where is he?”


  Keltse was no longer holding my hand. She had hers crossed behind her back and jerked her chin in the direction of the doors. “There is more to dreaming than making others see what you want them to see. And that is what I’m showing you now.”


  As far as teachers went, she was nowhere near as good as Bubba had been. But I was willing to be patient and see where she led.


  “These are Luc’s memories. Memories which he compartmentalizes. His entire life is sectioned off.”


  “By what? Years? Moments?” I looked back down the hall. The doors were blank, giving no hint or indication of what rested behind them.


  She shrugged. “It’s different for everyone. You can spend an eternity inside the mind of an ancient immortal.”


  The hallway seemed to flow on into eternity. Years and years and years worth of thoughts and ideas and deeds hid behind each door, and to say that I wasn’t crazy curious would be a blatant lie. I wondered about our nascent years together, and about the time I’d run away from him for over a thousand years, but mostly I couldn’t help wondering what’d happened to Luc while I’d been held captive.


  I licked my lips.


  “The power you can now wield, it’s very dangerous, Pandora.” Keltse walked around until she stood in front of me, her amber eyes luminescent in her face.


  “I know.” Even now my fingers curled with the need to go running down the hallway, to fling wide every door, and to peek into his life. Into his heart. Into what’d really made him tick.


  But then I felt a brush of something against my own mind. It was heavy and blanketing, and I cocked my head.


  “What is that? Inside my head? Is that you?”


  “No. It’s him. Just as you can see into his space, he, too, can see into yours.”


  Hissing, I jerked back, because I didn’t want Luc anywhere around what’d happened to me. Or what I felt when I was with Asher. That was private and my own.


  “If you want to prevent that, then you must shield your thoughts from him, which makes it about ten times harder to control the prey”


  “Are you shielding?” I asked.


  “Of course.” She smiled. “But I’ve also had a lifetime of practice.”


  “How do I shield?” I stared up at the gray ceiling, wondering what Luc was seeing inside my head, desperately wanting to shut him out of my missing year.


  “You throw up a wall.” And so saying, a heavy, steel wall blasted through the ground at our feet.


  Jumping back to avoid being crushed by it, I gave her a wide stare. “A little warning would have been nice.”


  Patting her dress down, she chuckled. “I’m not here to hurt you, Pandora. This is merely for training. If I were trying to kill you, believe me, you never would have left the lava pit.”


  I really didn’t like her teaching methods. But it wasn’t like I had many choices. What Sloth could do was absolutely invaluable, and I could definitely see how it would be a benefit in battle. So I clenched my teeth and pretended like her ways weren’t annoying the crap out of me.


  “How do I toss up a wall?” As I asked, I felt a buzzing growing louder in my skull. The buzz and pitch was small, but annoying. I rubbed my head.


  “You will it. Create it in here.” She pointed to her forehead. “And it will manifest up there.”


  Screwing my hands into fists, I tried to imagine a thick, gray, steel wall. It was easy enough to imagine it, but not so easy when it came to shoving it through my thoughts, blocking off my missing year from him.


  It was so strange feeling like I was inside of and outside of myself at the same time. I could see the wall I’d built, and see it was nowhere near as strong as Keltse’s had been. In fact there were definite weak spots along the top and bottom of it, but the center was solid.


  I couldn’t see Luc in my head, but I could feel the frenetic, almost angry, buzzing of his soul. I breathed a sigh of relief. I’d blocked him off.


  Turning my attention back to our lessons, I opened my eyes. This was like an M.C. Escher painting. All the doors were painted black, the hallway was a sickly bluish-gray, and every once in a while a flicker of light, like a bulb swinging on a pendulum, would highlight one door after another. “Luc’s head is kind of a mind-boggling place.”


  She shrugged. “This is pretty standard for most immortals. We live long lives; things have to get separated away, otherwise we’d go mad.” Her lips turned down into a soft frown.


  At first I didn’t think I’d be able to handle dealing with another Sloth demon. Kemen had been my one and only, and while no one could ever, ever take his place, she did remind me of him in a lot of ways.


  Just like Kem, she seemed sweet. Well, as sweet as a sleepy demon could be, anyway.


  “So I can alter his consciousness, make him believe what I want him to believe?”


  “Mmhmm.” She nodded, rubbing her arms.


  “How many people can I control at once? Does this thing have a broad range?”


  “For me, a couple dozen at a time. For you”—she flicked her wrist—“probably not. Maybe two. It takes eons of practice to learn to control this many minds. But you’re doing really well for your first time.”


  I scratched the back of my head as the buzzing grew in intensity. I doubted Luc could penetrate my wall. He wasn’t a Sloth demon, so even if my wall was all sorts of whack, he’d have to wait outside. But I was leery about sharing head space with him for too much longer. “One day to learn all this—seems impossible.”


  She smiled. “Well, you’re doing great. But you haven’t really tapped into this demon’s full potential yet. I mean, changing what someone sees is cool, but what’s even more fun is when you tap into memories.”


  Her brown eyes glowed.


  I lifted a brow, wondering now if Kem had ever tapped into any of mine. Man, the things my Sloth could do. It was amazing. I missed him everyday, but right now I wanted him back in the worst of ways.


  Sighing, I nodded. “I don’t want to screw with Luc’s thoughts.” I didn’t want him messing in mine, and neither did I want to mess in his. “Maybe it’s time I left.”


  Shaking her head, she pointed over my shoulder. “The reason Luc asked you here tonight wasn’t just for me to show you how to control Sloth. He told me to help you see a memory.”


  I looked to where she pointed and realized the hallway had shifted yet again. Now there weren’t hundreds of doors leading into infinity, but just one. And a sign hung from it.


  I read it out loud: “The truth.” I frowned. “He wants me to go in there?”


  I wasn’t exactly sure what I might see in there. But a million different ideas of what it could be floated around in my mind. I rolled my bottom lip between my teeth, getting excited and nervous all at once. “What’s in there, Keltse?”


  Her eyes were shaded as she stared at the door. “The missing year. I’ll wait out here.”


  Turning on my heel, I reached for the door handle, feeling all at once jittery and calm. Luc had never been one to manage his emotions well, so it didn’t surprise me that instead of telling me what was happening, he’d show me.


  I was just about to enter when I felt another wave of buzzing that momentarily threw off my equilibrium. Gripping the doorframe, I shook my head. The wall was holding; I still felt it there.


  “Luc’s going insane inside of me.”


  “The buzzing you mean?” she asked with lifted brow.


  “Yes.” I rubbed my temple again.


  “That’s not Luc.” She cast her eyes down to her feet, clutching her fingers together. It was a shy and awkward gesture and made my heart pang, missing my quirky Kemen all over again. “That’s Sloth trying to take you down again.”


  “Oh.” My brows shot up. I would have thought that with Luc in its thrall Sloth wouldn’t continue to pester me, just like Lust. Once she was fed, she was sated. But apparently I knew nothing of sin.


  Giving me a thumbs up, she took a giant step back, and I guessed it was time for me to do what I’d been brought there to do.


  The moment I stepped through, not only did Keltse disappear, but so did the door. I stood in a vast white nothingness. But soon the white gave way to a miasma of colors whirling around me, forming images so real and lifelike I would have sworn this couldn’t be just a memory.


  I could smell the burning ash of wood and cinder from the grenade blast. The stifling wet heat of that coastal Florida swamp coated the air around me.


  Twirling on my heels, I saw me.


  But not really me, the memory of me. Blood spilled from my temples, and I was feebly reaching a hand out, croaking Asher’s name. My trailer was a smoke pit, and Asher was screaming out to me.


  My heart pounded seeing the nightmare unfold from a spectator’s point of view. But then I saw something I’d never known had happened.


  Suddenly my spirit body was tossed into another scene. I was in Luc’s trailer, and he was disentangling himself from Vyxyn’s arms. He flipped open his blinds, and gazed in horror at the sight of my trailer.


  Then he traced, and I heard the call of his voice even though he was nothing but particles of atoms moving toward me at the speed of thought. He was a shadow, a blur of light, racing, racing to get to me.


  A shifter came out from behind a group of mangroves. And he was wearing a vest I knew all too well—a metal flack jacket that when our atoms bounced off them would force us to shift, would make us as weak as humans.


  I glanced to Luc, who was still blurring toward me. The shifter came at him on a diagonal, setting himself up to cut him off. Luc had been so close to me that night, just a few yards away, and I’d never even realized it.


  The shifter stepped out, claws at the ready.


  “Luc!” I called, forgetting for a second that this wasn’t real. Forgetting that all of this had already happened, that the claw extended toward him had already struck.


  Luc didn’t turn toward me, didn’t recognize the danger.


  How could he not? He, who could scent out anything amiss, who knew when the world around him wasn’t as it should be. How could he miss the hulking form of a shifter leering just before him?


  But he was screaming for me, and what I knew was inevitable finally happened. Luc smacked headlong into the shifter’s chest, forced back into his human form. Before he had a moment to recognize the danger, the blond-haired shifter was on him, shoving his claws through Luc’s middle.


  But Luc had been stronger than all of us, and in no time he’d managed to flip positions, gaining the upper hand, and with a deft flick of his wrists, he snapped the shifter’s neck. The body crumpled in a heap at his feet.


  He stood, blood staining his nude chest, and I saw what he had done. Saw that the short scuffle had been just long enough for them to vanish with me, just long enough for him to lose sight of me.


  Shifting back into mist, he scoured the grounds, his movements jerky and manic. For hours he’d searched; evening rolled into night and then into the murky twilight of dawn before finally he’d turned back to human form and, with a mighty roar, dropped to his knees and pounded his fists on the ground.


  Soon after, the scene shifted again, and this time it was him in his trailer, lying on his bed with his arms thrown over his face and countless women all around him. They were doing things with each other, tossing him flirty glances, trying to get him involved, but Luc was just staring off into space, unimpressed, uninspired, and dead to the world.


  The scene went from light to dark, then moved in rapid transition from dark to light, light to dark, and I knew I was fast forwarding through days, weeks, months.


  Always the same thing too. Him just lying lifeless, while all around him life moved on. But then it shifted again, and this time he wasn’t in our carnival. He was at Adam’s, and they were talking in Adam’s office. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but I saw the entreaty in Luc’s eyes and the understanding in Adam’s, and then, with a jerky flick of his wrist, Adam barked something.


  Keltse walked in. She didn’t look much different from how she did now. Her hair was still snarled and her clothes two sizes too large. Her skin was as pale as moonstone, making the blue veins behind it stand out in bold relief.


  She looked from one to the other with curiosity and even a hint of weariness in her luminescent amber eyes. Luc smiled his first smile in months then, and after a shake of hands with Adam, Luc stood, walked to her, and, taking her by the elbow, brought her back here.


  And no longer was I seeing him lying on his bed with countless, nameless women all around him. Now it was just him and Keltse.


  She’d lie down beside him, and just like I used to do with Kem, he’d wrap his arms around her, lay his head on her waist, and sleep.


  As the cycle of days went by, I saw him repeat the process countless times, and the only indication of the passage of time was how sloppy his appearance became. First it was the scruff, then it was the hair, and then finally the clothes.


  Things that’d once seemed to matter to Luc no longer did. He didn’t leave his self-imposed prison. Outside his window I’d see the glow of neon lights and know that someone had been running the show while he’d kept himself locked away.


  There’d be knocks on the door, shouts of his name, verbal threats from Bubba and Vyxyn that if he didn’t come out soon they’d leave him behind. But he never budged, and soon their cries stopped too.


  And off they’d move, from one town to the next, but Luc would never leave his trailer, never step foot outside. Only Keltse was allowed inside his inner sanctum.


  Knowing what I knew now, how Sloths could speak in dreams, I wondered if they had, wondered if he’d turned her into his newest confidant the way he had me eons ago.


  But those memories, at least, were sealed to me.


  The buzzing in my head started back up again. I sighed. I didn’t want to be gripped by Sloth for another minute. His pacings were growing stronger, and soon they’d break my concentration altogether.


  Ready to turn back, I stopped when I saw Luc break ritual.


  Instead of snuggling into Keltse, now he was walking toward a floor-length mirror that hadn’t been in his room before.


  Confused, because now that same mirror was materializing to the right of me, I watched as he pointed to it, looking at it with imploring blue eyes.


  “Come here, Pandora,” he said in a voice as clear as if he’d been standing beside me.


  Whirling around, because I was sure the real Luc was beside me, I saw him shake his head in the mirror.


  “I’m not out there, I’m in here. I’m sure you have lots of questions—”


  “Yes, like, for starters, why you brought me here to see this, Luc? I’m sorry you suffered, I really am, but—”


  “But you should know this is merely an imprint. A recorded message Keltse helped me program into this scene when the day came for you to come to me.”


  Shaking my head with the realization that I’d get no answers from him now for sure, I sidled closer to the mirror, taking my time to study his features.


  He looked much more grizzled in the imprint than he had even today. Stress lines circled his eyes and mouth. His hair hung well past his shoulders and looked like it hadn’t been washed for days.


  My heart squeezed seeing him this way.


  Lifting a hand, I traced the image inside it, seeing now with my own two eyes just how much my disappearance had made him suffer.


  Luc wasn’t talking, just looking at me. Or at least it felt like he was, as though he’d known I’d need time to take it all in.


  Taking a deep breath, he shook his head. “I’m sure if you’ve returned then I’ve tried to convince you of what I now feel, but if you’re seeing this then it also means that didn’t go as I’d planned. I couldn’t begin to explain how it felt knowing you were alive again.”


  He shuddered, and again I tried to trace the ripple of his image, but it was nothing but cool glass beneath my touch.


  “My brain keeps trying to convince my heart that you are dead, because if you weren’t, I’d have found you. We’d have found you.”


  The buzzing in my head came back sharply. I batted it away, not wanting to be distracted by Sloth now. Just a few more minutes and then I’d leave. It made my lips twitch realizing that he’d basically orchestrated this one-sided conversation between us, the bastard.


  Luc would never change, and I guess in the end, that was part of his appeal too.


  He lifted a hand, placing his palm flat on the glass. “If you are here though, then it means I was wrong, and I can never forgive myself for that. Pandora, you have to understand that all my life I’ve lived by rules meant to keep me alive, meant to keep us alive. But that doesn’t mean I don’t feel, don’t feel l…”


  The way his words trailed off, I was sure that was it. It was over. Reading between the lines, he’d told me once again everything he’d told me up on the mountain. He loved me. He was sorry.


  And somehow it was easier to accept it through the screen between us.


  Blowing out a deep breath, he shook his head. “Fact is, you made me stronger. A better me. Without you here, I’ve lost my way. I’m not good, and neither is anyone else around me, but, Dora, you, you were our compass. The needle that pointed due north. It was through your humanity that we could cling to the shreds of ours. I’m afraid that without you here to be my conscience, I’ll become what I once was. So I lock myself away from others, becoming more and more dead inside.”


  His blue eyes were so penetrating through the glass that I clutched my heart, feeling as though it might fracture, might break in two.


  “All I ask, Dora, is that you let me touch your hand one last time.”


  Lifting his hand, he placed it against the mirror and almost seemed to be waiting for me to do the same.


  It was weird, really weird. He was an image—he wouldn’t know if I had or hadn’t done it. I could turn around and walk out of there and he’d never know. But maybe this was more for me than him.


  Maybe this was an olive branch, his way of making sure that when I left here peace could once more exist between us. I wanted that. Desperately.


  My fingers twitched by my side, and I slowly lifted my hand to his, ready to give him the absolution he and I both needed.


  Closing my eyes, I touched my hand to his, and the glass that’d been so cool just moments before was now growing warm beneath my palm.


  Frowning, I tried to jerk my hand back, but I was stuck. My hand couldn’t move.


  “I’m sorry, Dora, but I just have to know.”


  My gaze jerked up to the image in the mirror. It wasn’t the mirror refusing to let me go, it was Luc himself.


  “Luc!” I snapped, shaking my head and trying to yank out of his grip. But in the dreaming I wasn’t as strong as I was outside. I could feel his strength, could feel his concentration, and the buzzing inside my head grew and grew and grew.


  And like in some Japanese horror movie, first his hands, then his legs, and finally his head stepped through the sheet of glass. And it wasn’t an image, but Luc himself standing before me.


  “It wasn’t Sloth buzzing in my head.” I chuckled, but it lacked humor. My lips were trembling at the depth of his betrayal, at what I knew he was about to do to me. “It was you. Keltse lied to me. Oh my God.” It was all I could think to say.


  He was going to crack me open, make me relive the agonies of what I’d seen and done. What’d happened to me.


  I screamed as he yanked me into his unyielding chest. “Dora, stop. It’s just me. Just your Luc.”


  “No. You can’t do this. You’re not Sloth, you can’t.”


  He nodded slowly, still gripping my hands so tight that I couldn’t budge, couldn’t move. “She trained me for months. If you came back, I had to know. I had to know, Dora. I have to know.”


  Then he slammed his lips to mine, and the kiss was brutal and rough. Tears spilled from my eyes as the buzzing that was him ripped through the fractured barrier of my steel wall and the memories flooded in.


  I trembled as he sucked them in, as he saw me strapped to the bed, saw them take cattle prods to my heart, saw them dip me in ice, burn me in flame, as they cut me open over and over and over. I felt blood leaking from my mouth.


  I’d bitten my tongue, struggling to get away from him.


  But his hold was unyielding, his grip brutal, and his fingers dug into my skull as he explored every second of the missing year.


  The doctor was staring down at me, whispering garbled words.


  “You will return.” He’d laughed. “You don’t know it yet, Pandora, but what plans we have for you.” His touch was gentle on my bruised cheek. “You think you’re in charge, think you can break this, but you never can, even when you think we’re not there. We’ll always be there.”


  The echo of his words pounded through my heart as my memories spun out of control. Me locked in the cage, Asher kneeling before me.


  The angry animal that had been me on the floor, snarling and spitting at him as I’d tried to eviscerate him with my claws. Shrieking at the top of my lungs that I hated him, that I would kill him, always kill him. That he would never stand a chance because I was unstoppable and he just didn’t know it yet.


  One memory after another ripped from me, colors bleeding and blending.


  Me in Asher’s arms, his gentle kiss on my brow, his whispered words that he’d never give up on me.


  His dark wings covering me, holding me as I cried. The screams in the middle of the night.


  The shadows in my priest’s eyes as he’d looked at me, the hopelessness that sometimes settled in his gaze.


  Then a smile. And another. Being pieced back together. Not whole, but no longer broken either.


  Love.


  Love.


  Love.


  Then Luc’s hold on me snapped, and he stumbled back, nearly falling into the mirror again, staring at me with horror and shaking his head. “No, Pandora, no.”


  Blood poured from his mouth.


  My memories had been raped from me, exposed to him. The tears couldn’t stop coming from both our eyes.


  I turned on my heel and ran back out of the room, out the door.


  “Pandora, wait!” Keltse’s voice called to me. “He made me, Dora. I’m so sorry, I’m so, so sorry.”


  I couldn’t stop. I had to get away, had to forget this’d ever happened. Had to forget the face of the man in the coat and the words that still echoed in my soul.


  “Oh God.” I was going to throw up.


  Running and running and running. Door after door after door, the hallway shifting and turning and becoming longer and longer and…


  “Get me out of here!” I screamed, then dropped down, huddling into myself and wrapping my arms around my body.


  A hand touched my back, and I shrieked. The darkness I worked so hard to keep locked away surged through my veins, stirred my blood, and blanketed my mind in rage. I didn’t think, didn’t stop to wonder, whether this was right or wrong. Sitting up, I shoved my claws through Keltse’s stomach.


  It was just a dream, but I wanted to end her, I wanted to kill her. My breathing was raw and animalistic, my skin crawling between pale and gray. I felt my eyes glow and knew I’d lose it soon. Sloth was alive inside of me, powerful from feeding off Luc, and if I said kill, he would.


  A fiery tingling ran through my fingertips still inside her as my nails scraped against the power of her soul. All I would have to do was give it a gentle tug and I could take her down. Could make her mine. Ours.


  Sloth laughed, the reverberations of his desire moving like a sonic wave all through me.


  Take her. Give her to me…


  Yes…give her to you…


  I laughed, and the sound that came out of me was awful. I was losing Pandora, she was slipping away from me, screaming as she fell. I could feel Ya-el—she’d never really gone away, she was still there—just waiting for Pandora to slip up.


  Keltse looked down at herself wide-eyed, and it was the whimper that spilled from her lips that snapped me out of the haze just long enough to yank my claws back out, shaking my head.


  What was I doing? Oh God. This had to stop. I didn’t want to kill her. Not like this. I didn’t want to lose myself. Not this way. I shoved Sloth away, slamming him down into the box with a will so fragile that had he fought me harder, had I not surprised him, I would have been his slave. His puppet.


  But I was Pandora, not Ya-el. “Not Ya-el. Never Ya-el,” I muttered incoherently.


  “You hurt me,” Keltse whispered as if she couldn’t believe what she was seeing.


  But I could see her wound healing, could see the blood returning to her face. Heartbreakingly familiar amber eyes turned to me.


  “How did you do that?” She rubbed her stomach in horror, looking between her healing wounds and me as if only just realizing the power I now wielded.


  I could have made her mine. Could have sucked her soul into me. And for a second I’d wanted it so desperately. Even now I could still taste the reverberations of my depraved desire.


  “Get me out of here.” I shook my head and scrabbled to my feet. I had to get away from her too. Unable to answer her question, only knowing I had to get away. Had to leave and leave now.


  “I’m so sorry,” she mumbled again. “I’ve never done this before, never. So sorry.”


  But her words fell on deaf ears. I clamped my hands to them and shook my head. I didn’t need words, I needed action. I needed my priest; I needed to remember who I was.


  Screaming, I was shoved out of the dream by a black bolt of Keltse’s power. In an instant I shot up from the bed, and without thinking, feeling only the fury of what he’d done to me, I grabbed the buck knife from Luc’s end table and shoved it through his gut, pinning him to the mattress.


  His eyes shot open, and a gurgling sound fell from his lips.


  Kneeling over him, I slapped his cheek, and then, just because I could, I slapped it again.


  “Never again, Luc. Don’t talk to me, don’t look at me. We’re over. Done. I hate you, and I hope you rot in Hell.”


  I ignored the crimson tears spilling from his eyes. Ignored his apology, ignored his whispered I love you. Tracing out of there, I went to Asher’s tree.


  And when he looked at me and asked me what was wrong, all I could do was shake my head and cry.


  The sobs that tore out of me didn’t make me feel better. This wasn’t a cleansing cry; this was the pain of knowing that Luc hadn’t and would never, ever change. He was still the same man who’d stabbed me through the heart with a spelled blade. Time hadn’t changed the fact that Luc was who he’d always been; it’d only been my belief that made he think he had.


  “Get me out of here, Ash.” I gave a hiccupping sob.


  His eyes darkened, became stormy, as he looked back at the trailer. But I wrapped my arms around his neck and shook my head.


  I didn’t want a war between me and my family. I didn’t want them to have to choose sides. I still needed to train.


  With a tender kiss on the side of my jaw, he spread his wings and carried me high into the clouds. And he never asked me why, or what’d happened back there, and I was so grateful to him for it.


  This was also the first night we didn’t make love, but sometimes being held and told just how beautiful and special and perfect you are is even better.


  ~*~


  “No!” I cried, kicking out against the restraints. I’d been deadened, couldn’t feel anything.


  But the words he’d just said, they couldn’t be true.


  “I would never do that!”


  The doctor’s smile was nothing but teeth, and I shuddered as he slipped his gloves on. “But, Pandora, you already have, my dear. You already have.”


  Something hard clamped down over my mouth, and I screamed as I fought valiantly to get away. Tears smothered my vision, obscuring who it was. I was stuck in the dream and terrified I’d never be able to find my way back out.


  “Pandora, little demon, shh. It’s just a dream, baby. Please wake up.”


  With a cry ripped from my soul, I sat up, draping my arms around his neck. We were back in our trailer, the lights were out, and the moon was heavy, spilling it’s golden wash through the miniature windows, casting just enough light to see how my skin was pebbled up.


  His touch was gentle on my back, and I buried my head in the crook of his shoulder, inhaling his familiar scent of sandalwood. I shuddered into his touch as the nightmare continued to breathe its heavy breaths down my spine.


  I hadn’t had a dream like that in months.


  So real.


  Where I could smell and taste my blood, feel the heat of pain and feel the cold of that steel slab. And his voice…


  I swallowed to keep from gagging.


  “Little demon.” His voice cracked, and I could hear the heaviness in it.


  Asher was so good to me. Too good. Sitting there on the bed, wrapped in his arms and wings, I couldn’t shake the heavy, depressive feeling that one day I was going to break his heart.


  “You have to tell me what’s the matter.”


  But every time he tried to pull away to stare at me, I only clamped my arms around him tighter, afraid that if I let him go for even a second I’d be lost, sucked down into the nightmare and no longer Pandora, no longer myself. I’d become the monster they’d created me to be.


  “We have to kill Creatus, Ash,” I whispered, my voice tiny and breathless.


  He nodded, still rubbing my back, still pulling me back to myself. I would die without him. I would be nothing.


  It’s not fair to put your hopes and dreams on someone else’s shoulders, it’s not fair to make them your savior. But Ash wasn’t my savior, Ash was my anchor. He was my compass, and I didn’t know what I’d do if I lost him.


  I think I would kill everything and everyone if they tried to separate us again.


  “We will, little demon. I vow it.”


  “But we don’t even know where it is,” I murmured, planting tiny little kisses along his collarbone. Just needing the constant contact, his touch.


  I felt him tremble beneath me, but his touch was still warm, still soothing.


  “We’ll find it,” he said. “We will, Pandora.”


  And it was almost like I could hear his thoughts, I was so attuned to him. He was wondering what’d happened back in that trailer, what demons Luc had unlocked.


  I wanted so desperately to tell him what’d happened, but I knew if I did he would kill Luc, and as much as I hated him, the family would never survive his loss. They might be operating the carnival without him, but he was the heart and soul of the place, and they all knew it.


  I squeezed my eyes shut, afraid to open them, afraid if I did that I’d see echoes of the doctor hiding in shadow, taunting me that he still owned me.


  But I refused to believe it. I’d come to Ash, to the carnival. I hadn’t gone east as he’d ordered me, I’d come home. To those I loved and who loved me back.


  I would be okay.


  I would.


  But as I took my priest’s lips and felt him slip deep inside me, I couldn’t stop the tears, couldn’t stop the fear that I was forgetting something vital, the repercussions of which would ruin me if I couldn’t remember it soon.


  And when we were done and my beautiful priest slept in my arms, I didn’t follow him. I gazed sightlessly at the shadows creeping up the walls, trying in vain to recall just what it could be.


  Chapter 23


  Pandora


  



  I didn’t see Luc all of the next day, and frankly I didn’t care if I ever did again. I’d made a decision last night: I would train, and then I would leave.


  This carnival held nothing for me anymore.


  “You need to focus!” Vyxyn snapped her fingers, giving me a hard glare as she lifted a brow.


  I shook my head. I’d been at this stupid Guess My Weight booth for the past hour. The carnival was still another fifteen minutes away from opening, and she was explaining just how to use Envy to my advantage. But she was right, I’d been losing focus for the past two hours.


  Asher rubbed my shoulder. “Just give her a minute, Vyxyn. It isn’t like she’s lived with this her entire life,” he snapped.


  Sighing, I squeezed the hand he rubbed me with. He was worried about me. I’d been out of it all day, more quiet, more withdrawn.


  I knew it worried him, but it was hard to smile when all I felt was a sick pit growing in my stomach.


  “It’s okay.” I shook my head. “I know I’m off today.”


  Her green eyes studied my face. “You do look pale. What the hell did Luc do to you last night, anyway?”


  Moving so that he could now sit on the table beside Vyx’s booth, Asher plopped down onto it, and I felt so guilty for the obvious exhaustion lacing his shoulders. I was the party pooper dragging them all down with me.


  “Don’t ask.” I sighed, pinched the bridge of my nose, and then rolled my neck. “I didn’t sleep good last night, and the thought of dealing with anymore of these demons makes me want to scream.”


  “Yeah.” Her jeweled gaze turned slightly sympathetic. “I bet. We heard you screaming last night. Sloth must have been a real bitch.”


  You have no idea…


  Unlike Bubba and Keltse who’d just dropped me into training from the get go, Vyxyn was trying her best to show me how she did what she did before I actually had to do the deed on live prey.


  Which was why Ash was here—he was my stand-in victim.


  The point, she said, to using Envy properly was to let the green-eyed monster take over. The demon could figure out anything about anything when it came to their prey.


  And unlike other demons that could be fed using others, this demon could only be fed using me.


  “We could always just do this tomorrow,” she said, though I could read a hard glint of exasperation in her eyes, and really, Vyxyn was being as kind as she was probably physically capable of being. The problem was with me.


  I didn’t want to do this, but knew I also had no choice. I refused to lose my head the way I had with the priests ever again, which meant I had to learn to control them.


  “No.” I shook my head, shoving hair out of my eyes. “I’m going to do this today.”


  Tossing Asher a worried frown, Vyxyn nibbled on her lip, then grabbed my hand and shook it. “Dora, if you let Envy in when you’re fully in control, it could be bad. She can turn the tables on you, and yeah, you really don’t want that. So you gotta be right here”—she touched our hands to my temple—“or this isn’t going to work.”


  “I can do it,” I repeated again, firmly.


  Shrugging, she motioned for Asher. “Fine, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”


  Asher walked back in front of me.


  Releasing my hand, Vyxyn stepped away. “There really is no mumbo-jumbo involved with Envy. She’s as straight forward as they come.” Her voice was soft, and soothing. “Want whatever he has and the rest will take care of itself.”


  My lips twitched as I stared at my priest.


  Dressed in scuffed-up jeans, a semi-loose-fitting royal-blue shirt with a picture of a Tardis emblazoned on it, and rockin’ a pair of black and white chucks. The shirt was actually Kem’s—I’d tossed it at Ash to be funny, but he’d put it on anyway, and have I ever mentioned how hot nerds can be? Because seriously. Dayum. The man was turning me on.


  Lust undulated through my bones whenever I looked at him. But it was Envy I was supposed to be here for.


  I shook my head.


  Envy, okay. What would Envy want?


  To lick his Adam’s apple.


  I frowned.


  To yank off his shirt and play with the delicious scars lining his body.


  My frowned tugged down harder.


  To rip those jeans off his body and suck on—


  Giving myself a mental slap, I realized it was Lust screaming at me. Envy was completely silent. Oh, she was there, but I could sense her having fun with my predicament.


  Come on, Envy, I practically pleaded, crooking a finger at her to get her to become the dominant of the two.


  Catnip, catnip, it’s time to play…


  I snorted. This was pointless, Lust was in complete control. Feeling my eyes begin to glow as she rode me hard, I almost murmured, “Envy who?”


  Asher’s brown eyes began to reflect his need as well, and as my pulse rate jumped, the air shivered with the tension of our mounting need as Lust riddled the air with her pheromones.


  “Ugh!” Vyxyn yanked me around by the shoulder. “Do you think this is a joke?”


  Chuckling, cause I just couldn’t help it anymore, I said, “I don’t think it’s a good idea to play this game with Asher. I don’t envy him. I just want to screw his brains out.”


  “Why, thank you.” He poked my ribs.


  Vyxyn’s green eyes swirled with glittering bands of jade and emerald as her anger grew.


  The Envy inside me could feel the pulse of the Envy blossoming inside her, so I knew what this should feel like, but I wasn’t kidding when I said I couldn’t do it with Ash. My desire for him pretty much overrode everything else.


  “You’re just going to have to wait until someone else comes along. I can’t do it with him.”


  “You two make me sick.” She wrinkled her nose, but her eyes still hadn’t stopped glowing, and I knew what her words really meant.


  “Hey.” I shoulder bumped her. “Someday your prince will come too.” Then I began to hum the show tune.


  Shoving me roughly on my shoulder until I stumbled, she stuck a finger in her mouth and pretended to gag. I laughed.


  “That is so revolting you make me want to smack you.”


  Finally able to relax some, I rested my weight against Ash’s chest, waiting for the live bait to come to us. The loudspeakers throughout the carnival were cranked up, blasting hard, crunchy rock through the fairgrounds.


  Night had fully descended, neon lights were all aglow, and the rush of the crowd was like a soothing lullaby to me. It would be hard to leave here, where everything was so familiar, almost comforting.


  For so many years, this life had been all I’d known, but there was no way Luc and I could ever work the same carnival again.


  Walking into her narrow booth, which held racks of stuffed dolls hanging from the rafters above, Vyxyn made quick work of rearranging the prizes into whatever order she deemed appropriate.


  Tonight she’d dressed in a cream-colored dress that fell to mid-thigh, with turquoise cowboy boots and a small, blue jean jacket. Her pink hair was pulled back into a soft ponytail that revealed antique silver stallion-shaped earrings in her ears.


  I think I finally figured out why she’d changed her look so drastically.


  The Tilt-A-Whirl ride she’d once run had rarely seen much action, something which Envy would have had a hard time swallowing, because, of course, she wanted everything.


  It seemed my psychotic little friend had realized that the key to getting what she wanted was to appeal to the masses. In no time, her booth was surrounded by a hoard of strapping rodeo hotties, leaning through her window and cat calling at her to guess their weight.


  Her lips tilted up into a sensual smirk, and then, giving me a small but meaningful glance, she turned back to them, played with the collars of their shirts and whispered all sorts of naughty little words in their ears.


  “You see how she keeps filching off them.” Asher’s voice was warm and filled with a reluctant thread of admiration.


  I shivered under his touch, hating to admit that the girl was flat-out amazing at what she did. She had every male around her booth so enthralled by her laughter and her coquettish, flirty glances that every last one of them failed to realize that as she teased and toyed with them she was reaching into their shirts and pulling out whatever she could find. At one point a man had leaned so far over that she’d held onto his shoulder and lightly brushed one hand down his neck while her other slipped the gold timepiece off his wrist.


  “She’s pretty badass, no doubt.” I grinned.


  Ash brushed his nose along the side of my neck. “She’s all right. I’ve seen much better though.”


  I elbowed him in the sternum. Lust was being entirely too perky, and if I didn’t squash her now I’d have a helluva time focusing when it was my turn.


  An hour passed, giving me ample time to study her movements, her mannerisms. Vyxyn was really just a master at the art of distraction, a lot like a talented magician, keeping their eyes where she wanted them while her hands busily plucked away elsewhere.


  What I found most intriguing though was that she held not just one or two men thralled, but dozens. Every one of the men crowded in front of her booth looked equally dazed and confused.


  It was mighty impressive, to say the least.


  With a wave and a glint in her bold green eyes, she slammed a closed sign down onto her countertop.


  “Come back in about ten minutes, boys.” She blew the roving band of men a kiss before sashaying out of the booth toward us. They left reluctantly, most of them several Benjamins lighter.


  “And that”—she crossed her arms, which were currently loaded down with stolen goods, and winked at me—“is how it’s done.”


  I smirked as the first wave of jealousy snaked through my bones. Finally Envy was getting into the game. “Easy.” I planted my hands on my hips. “I bet you anything I can top that.”


  Her nostrils flared, and I felt my eyes glowing just as hers were.


  “You wish, wench. Hundreds of years to one day, no contest.”


  Twirling in Ash’s arms, I gave him a punishing kiss. But he didn’t complain. He pinched my bottom then swatted me as I laughed and began to walk away.


  “Oh, little girl, you watch how a master plays this game,” I called over my shoulder.


  Vyxyn merely snorted.


  Tumbling fingers through my hair, I was suddenly glad I’d let Asher continue to dress me. The man had an eye for showcasing the goods.


  Dressed in tight leather pants, a very feminine frilly white top that highlighted my toned arms while also making my perky little size B’s look more like C’s, and crazy-high spiked black heels with golden pitchforks decorating the heels, I was pretty much a walking fantasy.


  Never looking back at them, I walked into the booth, snatched up the sign, and gave Envy the green light.


  The men descended like vultures. They grabbed at my hair and ran their fingers across the smooth satin of my flesh—I’d camo’d the scars in glamour. I gave them my prettiest, most vacant smile. The kind men, who weren’t serious about anything other than scoring, simply wanted.


  Envy listed in great detail the men she found most alluring, the ones she wanted most.


  Wide chest.


  Firm body.


  Red hair.


  Green eyes.


  Black hair.


  Blue eyes.


  Great smile.


  I could sense the moment she’d tagged the one she’d been searching for.


  He was dark skinned with an incredible smile and wide set, naturally green eyes. I crooked a finger toward him and nodded.


  “Come here, big boy,” I crooned.


  The other guys around him chuckled, but also seemed put out by my dismissal of them. Still, none of them went anywhere.


  The black cowboy, dressed in jeans, leather chaps, and a blue-and-white checkered shirt with pearl snaps, sidled up to me.


  My skin tingled as Envy pumped a chemical concoction through my pores. Not pheromones exactly—no scent or color accompanied it. But I recognized the moment the man inhaled it because his eyes grew a little hooded, his smile a little soft, and his body a little lax.


  It was like being hypnotized while completely awake, and there was just enough juice in it to keep him high as a kite. Pearl Snaps got the bulk of it, but I made sure to lean closer to the other men, trying to keep them enthralled the way Vyxyn had with hers.


  My heart fluttered as the moment of truth finally was upon me.


  Want his hands. Look at the rings.


  “So—he leaned on his elbow, resting his chin on his fist—“you want to guess my weight, little lady?”


  He wet his full lips, and my body thrummed like someone had just sent raw volts of electricity through me. The fine hairs on his forearms lifted up as power flowed from me. Had that been Lust or Envy?


  “Oh, I can guess.” I traced the flat knuckles of his left hand.


  Fighter.


  Trains at least an hour every night, during the day he rides broncos, occasionally steers.


  A flood of information poured through my mind.


  My smile wavered, unprepared for the violent wave of stats.


  Height: six foot one.


  Weight: one hundred ninty nine pounds and three quarters.


  Favorite food: sausage links.


  Favorite color: blue.


  Likes to read ancient literature and war games.


  Stash of porn hidden beneath his mattress.


  Married three times.


  Four kids.


  Different women.


  Take the rings…


  “You okay?” I heard him ask, but I could hardly blink, could hardly move.


  I was the computer and Envy was downloading too much information, cramming me so full my brain was going to burst.


  Born January 4th twenty-seven years ago.


  Small hospital.


  Waco, Texas.


  Mother: Pauline Brown.


  Father: Reginald Brown.


  Six siblings.


  TAKE THE RINGS!


  A hand clamped onto my shoulder.


  I screamed, hissed, and jumped back, knocking into the wall behind me so hard stuffed toys rained down around my head. My body shook from adrenaline and information overload.


  It took me a second to realize that the hand had belonged to Vyxyn and that now she had her back to me. No one was looking at me weird; she held them all in thrall, all of them smiling and laughing at her and forgetting about the freak who’d spaced out so badly she’d gone comatose. With a growl, I shoved Envy into the black box.


  Asher came into the booth then, gently pulling me out and hugging me close, keeping us veiled in his shadow as the world around us grew loud once more with the cacophonous pitch of carnival revelers.


  “You okay?”


  “Did I drool?” I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. “Cause I’m pretty sure I did.”


  His smile grew wide.


  I shivered. That had been one of the most singularly intense experiences of my life. How in the world did Vyxyn control that? It seemed impossible.


  “I don’t think I can do that again.”


  “You know you have to.” He touched my cheek. “This doesn’t work unless you learn how to control them.”


  “I hate you,” I grumped, swatting his fingers away.


  “No, you think I’m sexy.”


  His eyes twinkled, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.


  I laid my head on his shoulder. “Is it okay to say that I’m really so over this already?”


  Turning me around so that I could stare at the crowd that still clamored for her attention, he nodded. “Yup. But I’m not going to let you stop until you figure it out. You’re smart, Pandora. Do you realize that after tonight you will have learned to control four of the seven sins? That’s over half.”


  I opened my mouth, ready to deny it, and then quickly snapped it shut. “Wow.”


  “My badass woman.” He nipped at my earlobe.


  I thrilled at the pride evident in his tone.


  “Fine.” I gave him a teasing shove back and stuck my finger up in his face. “But so help me, if I drool on myself, you’d better not laugh.”


  He mimed zipping his lips.


  “That’s not a promise.”


  “I can’t help it if I chuckle. Even Zombie Pandora is hot, though.”


  “Gawd, you’re useless.”


  Then, with a pat on my bum, he nudged me back toward the booth.


  “Oh, and Pandora?”


  “Hm?”


  “You keep those fingers above your neckline or I’ll be snapping some humans in two.”


  “You greedy bastard.”


  And for just a second I could have sworn I saw his eyes glow.


  “Better believe it, little demon.”


  Chuckling to myself and shaking my head, I closed the door behind me. Without even a backward glance at those around her, Vyxyn turned, and with green eyes still glimmering, she gave me a cocky smirk.


  “Wasn’t so easy, was it, Lust?”


  “Shut your fat mouth.”


  Snorting, she pocketed several bills and jewels into her jacket. “Your problem? You’re relying on Lust too heavily. Sexing it up, showing the goods.”


  I snapped my teeth at her. Which scared her not at all. She’d clearly read my thoughts when I’d been preparing myself for a battle of wills with Envy. Oh, what a silly, vain woman I sometimes was.


  Laughing, she shrugged. “It’s true. You’re not here to learn how to control Lust, you’re here to learn how to control Envy. You see how I’ve got those boys salivating over me, hanging on my every word?”


  I glanced over her shoulder. She was right. They were still as enraptured by her backside as they’d been by her front. A posse of mindless man meat.


  Lust shivered inside me.


  I planted a hand on my hip. “Yes. So I shut off Lust. Got it.”


  “No. You don’t just shut her off, you trap her. Get rid of her. Only you and Envy can remain. And when the stream of data comes, you control the flow. Don’t let her shove it down your throat the way she did. Because she wants and wants and wants, she’ll learn every nuance, every facet of him, and she’ll drive you mad with it. The way to fix it is to focus on just one part of your victim. The eyes. The face. The jaw. The package.” She fluttered her fingers between her legs. “Or, maybe in your case, keep everything north of that.”


  I rolled my eyes. “I’m not that sex crazed, Vyx. I’m pretty sure I can keep things PG.”


  Her red lips parted into a sultry little smile. “So you think you got this now, or do we need another lesson in Humility 101?”


  With the teeniest of growls, I shoulder bumped her out of the way and, taking a very deep breath, released the green-eyed she-witch.


  Making certain this time to stuff Lust away.


  She did not like that at all.


  Taking a metaphysical claw, she scraped it down my heart, making me gasp in response and clutch at my chest.


  The bitch. I might starve her out the next week for that one.


  Her whimpers were the last thing I heard as I padlocked the box tight.


  Envy bristled inside me. I could tell she wasn’t happy at all with the way I’d handled her last time.


  Demons could be so annoying.


  You slow your roll, Envy, or I swear I’ll make you disappear again.


  I felt her shiver and knew she’d gotten the message loud and clear. I was in charge here. Period.


  Turning my face toward the not-so-thralled crowd, I put on a big smile. Thankfully I didn’t recognize a face in the bunch. It would have been awkward trying to keep Pearl Snaps under again after my last humiliating showing.


  Tall.


  Skinny.


  Built.


  Short.


  Average.


  Him.


  I could do average, sometimes average made it easier to focus. With a crook of my finger and a tinkling bell of laughter, I greeted him.


  “Hey there, cowboy, ready to play?”


  He had nice blue eyes, a friendly smile, and a dimple in his left cheek. He was also clearly light. Not one I could kill. But that wasn’t the point of tonight’s lesson. Relaxing, I leaned toward him and gave him a cheeky smirk.


  Already I could feel Envy trying to pump me full of information, but I snapped a proverbial gag into her mouth. I would not be drowned this time.


  Releasing my chemical concoction, I could see his muscles relax as he began to fall prey to my thrall. I wasn’t nearly as strong as Vyxyn; I couldn’t keep them all thralled at once, which may have been my problem last time. I’d tried to do too much.


  Men slowly began to move away, and I let them. My focus was solely for my prey.


  “So.” I leaned forward just a bit and tugged at his bolo tie, one of those really cheesy ones with a tiny scorpion trapped inside it. This was what I would pilfer. “You ready to play a game of chance?”


  His thin lips tipped into a huge smile as his Adam’s apple bobbed up and down.


  “You know I am. But I don’t think you can guess my weight.”


  The pressure of Envy pushing at my mind was almost more than I could withstand. But I was more prepared this time. I remembered the bloated feeling too much, and so I stemmed the tide as best I could.


  Okay, Envy, you want to play, you play by my rules. One thought at a time.


  He’s five foot seven. I felt the burst of her voice fill me with a rush of relief. The pressure also waned. Realizing I could play this game if I just made sure to set strict rules, I shook my head.


  “You think I can’t? You might just be surprised.” I allowed a Texas twang to creep into my voice.


  I could feel the man’s surrender then. With one word, I could make him mine, make him want me, but I wasn’t here for Lust, so I turned down my charms a little bit.


  Give me something else, I told her.


  He’s forty-nine, never been married.


  He was holding himself rigid, but I could see the twitching of his fingers; he wanted to touch me. Wanted me to touch him.


  With a flick of my finger on the tip of his round nose, I laughed. “If you win, and I lose, you get a prize. Got a special girl waiting for you back home?”


  I really didn’t care about his answer; I was giving Envy more time.


  Find me his weight, damn you!


  At a guess I’d say a buck eighty, maybe a buck eighty-five. But that wasn’t a definitive weight and the carnival would lose a prize. Which was no big deal, but then that also meant I’d fail my test, and that was a big deal.


  I could feel her skimming through the information. Doing a checklist of build, body type, what he wore, what he ate. She didn’t flood me with the thoughts though. It was more of an impression I got, and then finally…


  One hundred and seventy-nine pounds. Grab his tie! She practically screamed the command.


  Leaning forward until my lips grazed the side of his blond stubbled jaw, I clamped hold of his earlobe with my teeth, and while he was panting from the full-on porn session, I slipped a dagger beneath the black leather strap at his neck and claimed my prize.


  Mine. Mine. Mine. Mine. Mine.


  Envy gave a euphoric cry and very happily settled back into her little black box.


  “One hundred and seventy-nine.”


  Then yanking back and giving him a chipper wave, I turned around and opened my palm to Vyxyn.


  “Well, well, well, the bitch has skills.” That might as well have been a giant pat on the back coming from Vyxyn.


  Laughing, I tossed her the severed bolo tie and walked out of that booth with my head held high.


  ~*~


  Dark.


  Chaos.


  Madness.


  Trees.


  Lights.


  Grave stones.


  Two blackened and twisted tree stumps.


  Leaving.


  Five months…


  Five months…


  FIVE MONTHS.


  “Gonna kill them all…”


  Gasping, I sat up in bed and clutched at my chest. Asher rolled up with me.


  “I know where it is.”


  “What?” He shook his head.


  “Ash!” I jumped to my knees and hugged his neck. “I know where it is! Creatus, I know!”


  His eyes grew wide. “Are you sure?”


  The dream had been a map in my head, showing me everything, leading me directly to the compound.


  I kissed his cheek. “We have to go, Priest. We have to go now.”


  “But, Pandora.” He ran fingers through his hair. “You’re not trained up completely. You still have to learn Greed, Pride, and—”


  “No. I’m strong enough. I’ll keep them locked down. But we have to go now. I can do this, Ash, you have to believe me. We have to go now.”


  He still looked unsure, and I wanted to scream out in frustration. The dream was ebbing away, but still the memory remained sharp and focused.


  “What’s the rush? Can’t this wait until morning at least? I don’t feel comfortable with—”


  Adrenaline hummed through me. Getting off the bed, I walked to the closet and began putting on the first things I found. The dream had shown me something else too.


  “Ash, they were packing it up. I heard them speaking, heard one of them say five months. It’s been almost that long. We don’t have time to talk about this.”


  I was so sure of that, so convinced of it. Whatever Luc had cracked open last night, the memories were crisper, cleaner. This was the memory that’d eluded me. This. I knew it with every fiber of my being.


  Turning to him, I clasped my hands together, wearing only the pants I’d managed to pull up to my knees and a shirt only half draped over me.


  “Please, Ash. You have to believe me.”


  His muscles flexed as he rolled off his side of the bed and walked over to me. Moonlight kissed his abs and chest, and the hunger for him that never seemed to go away grew.


  He grabbed my arms, his calloused thumbs so gentle.


  “I do believe you, little demon. I always have.”


  “I love you.” I breathed the words, feeling as though it were vital, as though my life depended on me saying it. “You know that right? No matter what.”


  He still didn’t know about the machine, still didn’t know what I had planned, and if it all went wrong, if I didn’t return from this, I wanted him to know that right to the bloody, bitter end, I was his.


  His head cocked and something that looked a lot like fear passed through his eyes. “What aren’t you telling me?”


  I smiled, feeling sure in my motives, sure in what I had to do. He would try to stop me, and I just couldn’t let him.


  Rising up on tiptoe, I kissed his lips, throwing all my hunger, all my adoration, and all my love into it. Wanting him to feel my soul.


  His kiss was rough, hard, almost punishing, but laced beneath it I felt his undying love for me.


  My anchor, my strength, my Ash.


  “‘Strong walls shake,’” I whispered.


  His voice was gruff as he said, “‘But they never collapse.’”


  Hugging him hard, I nodded. “Let’s go kick some Triad ass.”


  Chapter 24


  Asher


  



  Pandora had been a woman possessed. It’d been all I could do to convince her to slow down just long enough to bring the entire family along.


  But she’d shaken her head, adamant that the group must remain small. Because there was a secret entrance, a way inside she’d learned while imprisoned, and a large group would compromise us all.


  My gut was screaming at me that this was wrong, that it was impossible after months of not knowing for her to suddenly wake up and remember it all as clear as crystal.


  But what did I know of brain trauma?


  Not much.


  I trusted Pandora with all my soul. So against my better judgment, I’d finally gotten her to agree to bringing along only one of each of the major deadly sins.


  I was still worried that she’d not had the opportunity to fully grasp and learn how to work Pride, Wrath, and Greed, but she’d sworn up and down she wouldn’t need them.


  Five hours later, Cash, myself, Bubba, Greta, Vyxyn, Kane, Keltse, and even Luc—because he’d given me no option in the matter—circled around Pandora as we made our way through dense underbrush deep in the heart of the Ozark mountains.


  Morning was just visible above the horizon when we finally broke through a thicket of trees and scrub. A giant gray structure stood like a sentinel about three hundred yards down the hill in front of us. It looked like an abandoned mill. All the windows were darkened, save for one that glowed like a beacon in the predawn light. Somewhere an owl hooted, and crickets began to chirp themselves awake.


  I glanced at her.


  Pandora was gazing at the structure with eyes as big as saucers and hugging her arms to herself. I knew she wasn’t cold, dressed as she was in black leather from head to toe. But she was terrified. I could read it in the fine tremors that snapped and popped along her cheekbones.


  Greta, a pale-skinned neph with unnaturally pale blue eyes and hair as dark as deepest shadow braided tightly to her head, wiped her palms down the front of her cinnamon-colored jeans.


  “I don’t like this, Luc.” She turned to him.


  Pandora hissed, bristling as though furious that Greta would speak to him like he was the leader of this operation.


  She’d said nothing to me, but I knew something had happened that night with Sloth. Something he’d done to her. I glared hotly at him.


  Luc wouldn’t look at either of us.


  “What do you sense?” he asked Greta.


  As a Wrath neph, she was probably the most skilled of fighters, able to turn anything, even a sheet of paper, into something lethal and deadly in her hands. I really wished Pandora could have had the opportunity to train with her.


  Glancing at Pride, Greta shrugged. “Cash, do you feel it too?”


  The red-haired neph nodded and then seemed to scent the air. Because the inherent nature of Pride meant he would suffer agonizing bouts of crippling fear if he were every wrong, Cash would never speak unless absolutely certain of his answer.


  “Yes.” His deep voice echoed loudly through the eerily silent woods.


  “Will somebody please tell me what’s going on?” Pandora snapped, knuckles turning white as she dug her nails into the branch in front of her.


  Sighing, Greta pointed to Creatus. “It’s empty, Dora.”


  “No.” Cash shook his head. “Not empty. There is life, but maybe only a soul or two. Nothing more.”


  Keltse sidled up to Luc’s side. He draped a hand over her shoulder absentmindedly, but his eyes were for Pandora alone.


  “Maybe we should go? Keep looking. We might be—”


  Pandora turned to me. “I’m not wrong, Ash. I know this place. This is it.”


  “But you said five—”


  She swiped a hand through the air. “But it’s not yet been five months. I’m going in. Whether any of you follow or not, doesn’t matter to me.”


  I gripped her by the elbow as she turned, feeling more furious with her now than I ever had before. “You will not go in there alone.”


  “I have to do this,” she gritted out, but her eyes were tearing up. “I have to. I’ve come this far. There might be a clue, something, someway.”


  Heaving a long-suffering sigh, Luc nodded. “She’s right, Asher. You know she’s right.”


  Exposing her fangs at him, Pandora turned her back to him. That made me want to punch Luc in the face all over again. I was going to find out what that bastard had done to her.


  Bubba finally spoke up, riffling fingers through his hair as he stared at the compound. “Cash, you sure about what you’re feeling?”


  The golden-eyed neph clipped his head hard once. “One, two souls tops.”


  Bubba cocked his head and shrugged at me. “Seems pretty straightforward to me, Priest. Dora’s right, we’ve come all the way out here. Let’s see what we can find inside.”


  Vyxyn nodded her agreement too. “Might as well make this trip be somewhat worth the time spent.”


  Maybe it was just me. Wrath, Envy, Greed, all of them, every last one of them, was looking at me like I was being overbearing and stupid. I didn’t trust any of the others, not really. They’d all lie, cheat, and steal to get what they needed or wanted.


  But I saw the entreaty in Pandora’s eyes and felt the certainty in my heart that if I said no, really said no, she wouldn’t do it. She wouldn’t go.


  And then she’d always wonder, always question what we’d missed.


  I couldn’t do that to her.


  I glowered at all of them. “Fine. Get in, get out. That’s it.”


  Every step we took toward the compound made me shake my head, filled my blood with adrenaline. Gritting my teeth, I knew this was a trap.


  Red lights dotted the overhang, winking in and out. As we walked across the lawns, I felt the eyes of cameras everywhere. Their electromagnetic pulse buzzed against my flesh like an angry hornets’ nest.


  “Sheeyet.” Kane rubbed the fine hairs on his arms and whispered, “Do not be afraid, our fate cannot be taken from us. It is a gift.”


  Vyxyn snickered, tossing Kane an evil grin. “Dante isn’t gonna save us from this trap, Greed.”


  “Eyes and ears open, all of you,” Luc said, staring straight ahead at the steel door that stood wide open before us.


  Pandora had stopped walking and now stood unmoving at the front of the pack. I cut a path through Kane, Bubba, and Luc, standing just to the side of her. A gentle breeze carried her scent to me. I grabbed her hand.


  “Pandora, this is a trap. You know it. We enter here and—”


  Her cold fingers brushed my jaw as her eyes silently pleaded for me to understand. “‘Strong walls,’ Ash. Look at us. We are mighty. Whatever they have in store behind these walls, we can handle it together.”


  Then, without a backward glance, she walked through the door. I had no choice but to follow. The others padded in silently too.


  Our footfalls echoed like gun cannon in my ears.


  Creatus was nothing but an empty shell full of rooms. The halls were littered with papers, doors had been flung wide open, chairs had been tossed to the floor. Filing cabinets stood open and empty.


  We broke off into groups, some going farther down the hall, others poking their heads through one room after another. I stuck with Pandora, kneeling when she did, gazing at the papers that’d been black inked and scattered haphazardly around us.


  Picking up a stack of them, she gazed sightlessly.


  “Ash.” Her voice quivered, and my heart broke.


  I’d wanted her to find her answers, I did. But I was grateful that for now there was nothing here.


  Pandora wasn’t yet strong enough. The nightmares of what’d been done here were still too fresh, too personal for her to be at the strength she needed to be to battle something as powerful as the Triad.


  With an angry curse, she tossed the sheets aside and moved down the hall with purpose, kicking open any doors that weren’t already open, growling and muttering like a woman possessed when she was met with one empty room after another.


  Nothing. Nothing. Nothing.


  We walked down the long hall until the rooms began to shift, no longer looking like offices, but more like prison cells. Heavy steel bars guarded empty rooms containing nothing but a cot and a toilet.


  My fury mounted as I saw for myself the conditions they’d kept her in.


  Blood stained the cement floors a dark brown in spots. Marks that looked like they’d been made by claws being dragged across them permanently gouged the floors. Pandora never looked right or left as she moved with purposeful strides to the cell all the way in the back.


  Along the way, her family had joined us, each of them tossing one another worried, concerned frowns.


  This had to be a trap. So where was it?


  Pandora stopped in front of the final cell with a blank stare. I stood beside her, unable to rip my gaze away from the scratches on the floor, from the blood that’d been painted not only on the cement but also onto the walls.


  She gripped the bars, and not knowing whether she planned to walk inside or not, I shook my head. “Don’t go in there, Pandora.”


  Her look was dead, and I couldn’t help but flinch, feeling it like a visceral blow to my gut.


  “They took everything.”


  And no longer was it her and I and her family. Now it was just Pandora and me. Forgetting about everyone else but her, I turned her toward me.


  “I know they did.”


  “No!” She shoved me back, and the tears were streaming now. I didn’t fight her rage; I gazed at her calmly, accepting her emotions, knowing they weren’t for me.


  “No, you don’t know. This was supposed to save me.”


  “What are you talking about?” Luc retorted.


  She pointed a finger at him, her entire body vibrated like a tuning fork as her face contorted with rage, but her eyes were still blue, still Pandora’s.


  “You can just go to hell,” she snarled and then slammed her palm into the bars, rattling them so powerfully that the walls cracked. “Now I’ll never get better. It’ll never go away.”


  “Dora, baby.” Bubba stepped forward, holding up his hands in a gesture of passivity. “We won’t stop looking. I vow it, girl.”


  Wiping at her nose, she shook her head. “It won’t work like that. They left us nothing. Nothing to trace. Nothing to follow. There isn’t a damn thing in here that’s gonna help now. They took the machine, the only thing that could have sucked these demons out of me. It’s all fucking gone!” She kicked the bars, and this time the wall didn’t just crack, it groaned.


  The halls echoed with the sounds of clapping hands. “Brava, Pandora. Brava.”


  As one unit, the demons around me hissed, crouching into fighter’s stances as a thinly built, middle-aged man with glasses seemed to materialize as if from shadow behind her.


  I was two steps from Pandora’s side. Just two steps. I should never have allowed that type of distance between us, should never have let up my guard for even an instant, because in the millisecond it took me to realize that, enormous bars dropped from the ceiling on either side of us.


  They penned the demons and I in while keeping Pandora out, alone with the strange man.


  “Pandora!” I screamed, rushing the bars, and then hissing the moment I touched them and dropping to my knees as the sensation of fire ripped up my arms. I should have seen the blood coating them, should have paid attention.


  “Angel’s blood!” Luc and Bubba both cried as they too jumped back, clutching their hands to their chest.


  Suddenly we were all huddling into the center, and Pandora was shaking her head, moaning long and low beneath her breath.


  “Not you. Not you. You said I’d never see you again.”


  “False memories.” He grinned as if letting her in on a secret. “Almost all of it. Aren’t I clever. Never saw this coming did you, nephilim?”


  “Pandora!” I wheezed through the unbearable agony that still burned through me. I didn’t know who the man was, but she did, and I could see the terror building in her gaze.


  All around me it was chaos as the nephilim imprisoned with me tried whatever they could to get out. Breathing through the agony of my scorched flesh, I shoved to my feet and gritted out, “I’m coming.”


  The little man laughed. “Actually, you’re not. None of you are.”


  I couldn’t sense a pulse of monster from him. In fact, when I scanned his body, he was nothing but a giant blank. Which meant he was more than a mere demon, or very, very human.


  Which would be impossible, because a human couldn’t get the drop on us the way he had.


  Pandora was shaking her head, taking miniscule steps back. Soon she’d brush against the cage.


  “Pandora, stop! Don’t!” I cried, and then shoved her away through the bars just as she was about to fall back on them. The moment my arms brushed the painted steel I grunted, clenching my hands into fists and willing my mind to breathe through the agony.


  She stumbled to her knees before him, and he glanced down at her with heavy lidded eyes and a softly smiling face.


  “Miss me much?” He grabbed her chin, and I was going to kill him. I would end him, gut him, rip his heart out and feed it to the wolves.


  “You leave her alone!” I roared, desperate to get to her.


  Pandora wasn’t moving. She was only shaking, and moaning.


  “Fight, Pandora! Fight him.”


  Finally the bastard looked at me. “But she won’t. She can’t. See, she’s done exactly what I instructed her to do.”


  “What the fuck are you talking about?” Luc grunted, and just like me he was on his knees, his hands bloodied, his breathing hard. “I saw you in her memories. Saw what you did, you fucking, no good—”


  He rolled his eyes. “Ah, Luc. And to think we almost choose you.” He snorted. “My lovely Pandora.”


  He patted her head, and through her whimper I could hear how much she didn’t want him to touch her. It killed me to see her so powerless; it was like watching her being raped right in front of me.


  I spat. “You’ll fucking die, you prick.”


  His smile was wide. “And she brought me a priest. One she swore she didn’t know. Tsk. Tsk. Tsk.” He wagged a finger under her nose. “You all will do very, very well.”


  “What are you talking about?” Pandora asked, but her words were nothing but a choked sound, as if speaking just that much was an effort of extreme will.


  He placed a finger next to his jaw, tapping it thoughtfully. “I find myself in a most curious dilemma. Normally I wouldn’t talk to those about to meet their end. It creates attachments and all sorts of other issues when it comes time to kill. You know.” He shrugged, and the perversity of him, the way he continued to touch her, it made me see red.


  Made me hate him with extreme prejudice.


  I clenched my jaw, and a whimper of sound rang out from behind me. It could have been Keltse, or Vyxyn. I didn’t know, and I didn’t care.


  “But this time, well”—he sucked in a breath—“this time I might just make an exception for you.” He smiled down at her. “Because you have been everything we dreamed you would be. So one time, Pandora, one time I will break my own rules. Ask whatever you want.”


  “Who are you?” I spat.


  His full bottom lip twitched. “What you actually mean to ask is what am I, right?” Smug arrogance glinted in the steel blue eyes. “Human. Completely. One hundred percent Homo sapien.”


  Shaking my head, I said, “Impossible. I would have sensed you.”


  “Actually, you wouldn’t have.”


  My blood ran cold as I recognized that thick country twang. Dean stepped out from behind shadow, leaning a hip against the wall and giving me a hard, malevolent grin. “Guess I jumped sides again, Priest.”


  “You traitor!”


  His left brow twitched, as if this were funny, as if he hadn’t just dropped a bomb on me. “Y’all just do your thing. I’m only here for the bread.”


  And then, closing his eyes, he smirked and looked for all the world as if Pandora’s life wasn’t collapsing down around our feet. Death had jumped ship, and my heart sank to my knees.


  But Pandora seemed not to care about that revelation; her eyes were only for the man. “It’s you, isn’t it? The one Grace told me about. You’re the inside the Order.”


  Pride glinted in his dark eyes when he looked at her. It made me sick, made me feel violent.


  “Why?” she asked. “Why’d you betray them?”


  He snorted. “Power. Why else? The chance at discovery. Do you know how long I’ve worked to create you, Pandora? You fought us like hell too. It’s probably why I’m just so damned proud right now.”


  “You shouldn’t be.” I was relieved to finally hear the fire come back to her voice. She was still kneeling, but her body was bristling; she was regaining her power. “I don’t work for you.”


  He frowned. “Are you sure about that?”


  First one knee came up, then her hands shoved her off the ground, and I could sense the rolling shift of power.


  Pandora was finally awake, unlocked from the stupor she’d been in only moments ago.


  “I’m going to kill you.” She said it softly, but it was the way she said it, with that empty, hollow sound, that turned my blood cold.


  The man’s laughter was chilling, echoing down the darkened, empty halls.


  “Oh but, my dear, you can’t.” And reaching into his slacks he pulled out a glass slide, like the type you’d use to look at a specimen under a microscope.


  My eyes widened at the same moment she hissed.


  There were murmurs behind me, and as one, we all recognized what he held in his hands.


  It was her mark. The strip of flesh that’d been torn from her during the zombie raid last year.


  His smile grew wide as he rocked the slide back and forth between thumb and forefinger.


  “I own you, Pandora.” Lifting his brows, he slipped the slide back into his pocket and nodded.


  That mark meant everything to a neph; it not only marked them as a people, it was almost an extension of their soul.


  My stomach bottomed out.


  “You leave them alone.” She pointed toward us.


  The wounds in my arms were already healing, and I had to figure out a way out of here. Dean gave me a side-long glance. The bastard knew exactly what I was thinking.


  His lips twitched before he once again settled back against the wall.


  “‘Leave them alone,’” the little man scoffed. “Why do you even think they’re here? Because of you. Because of the good little solider you are. Had a dream lately? Figured out where to find us?” He waved his fingers through the air. “Went west instead of east?” He nodded. “Oh yeah, we know everything. Planned it all down to the slightest little detail.”


  Everything inside of me stilled. Went instantly quiet. You could have heard a pin drop as we all held our collective breaths, listening in muted horror. Dean hadn’t just switched sides, he’d been working for the enemy the entire time.


  Stomach frothing with fury, I screamed at him. “You bastard!”


  Death only snickered.


  “No.” She shook her head. “I got better. Asher cured me.”


  He shrugged. “Did better than we’d expected him to, yes. But still, everything went according to plan, so we couldn’t be too upset.”


  “I’m not working for you.” Her voice trembled.


  “Of course you are.” He laughed like it was the dumbest thing he’d ever heard. “Pandora, you’ve been led this entire time. Why do you think we went through all the effort of brainwashing you only to let you go? Did you really think it would be that easy? We built a machine—you belong to us. It’s why we released you. You had to learn to control your gifts. There was only one place to learn it. With your family. Who you trusted.”


  “No.” She choked the word out and took a huge step back. “I would never do that. I would never betray them.”


  “But you did.” He turned his eyes toward us.


  I was numb, could hardly think or move. There was just too much to take in, to accept. How could I have missed this?


  “Big mistake, Asher. Huge.” Dean chuckled, once again reading my thoughts.


  “I’m going to end you, first chance I get.” My voice was a low, seething whisper.


  With a snort, he rolled his eyes.


  “Why do you think they’re here?” The small man said to Pandora. “For you. This is your final initiation. Now you are strong, powerful, a weapon. You can unlock the Gates of Hell. You only need to feed. One of each sin, there for the taking. And a priest for dessert. It’s all come together. Now”—the lilting ring to his voice grew deep and menacing—“do it.”


  With a scream, she slapped her palm onto the bar and wrapped her fingers down tight, knuckles going white as the scent of burnt flesh scorched my nostrils. She was shaking her head.


  “No. No. No,” she said, over and over.


  Getting to my feet, I covered her fingers with my own. “Pandora, you don’t have to do this. You are you. Remember who you are.”


  “Do. It!” The man’s mouth contorted into a frightening mask.


  She twirled around, as if controlled by an inhuman force. Now it was the front of her pressing up against the bars.


  “Let go of the cage, Pandora!” I roared, attempting to shove her back off them even as the flames licked at her flesh.


  Luc and Bubba stood beside me, shoving and kicking her away, but her strength was absolute. Bloody tears ran down her face as her body spasmed from the pain of her wounds and the words of the man.


  “Now! Take them now!”


  “No!” With a scream ripped from the bowels of her soul, she shoved away from the cage, landing in a heap on the floor.


  I ignored the aches of my wounds, my focus only for her. Steam curled up from her body as blood seeped from her pores.


  The man knelt beside her and shook his head. “Oh, Pandora, you should not have done that. I’d hoped to do this the nice way. But now that you’ve given me no other choice—”


  “I will never hurt my family,” she said, as the bloody tears continued to drip.


  He nodded almost sadly, as though he were terribly disappointed. And the pride that’d shined in his gaze when he’d seen her earlier was now gone as he said, “Red. Rain.”


  Her spine stiffened and her head snapped up. Her footsteps were slow and ponderous as she slowly made her way to her feet, slowly turned toward us.


  And the eyes staring back at me weren’t blue, or lavender. They were black as tar.


  There could be no doubt that who stared back at me wasn’t Pandora, but Ya-el.


  I saw her claws come out, saw her skin shift to gray. She would come for me first, and I didn’t have the strength to fight it.


  Not anymore.


  And just before her claws ripped through me, a hand shoved me to the ground. And when I looked up, her claws had reached through the cage and slammed into Luc.


  He gasped, seizing up as she lifted him high into the air, disemboweling him. Jerking, he slapped feebly at her hands, but she raised him even higher.


  I jumped to my feet and grabbed Luc, yanking him off her.


  Bubba and Kane helped as well.


  It took all of us to finally unhook him. The momentum ripped them apart, causing her to drop once more to her knees.


  And for just a split second I saw a vein of blue thread through the black of her eyes, saw her face crumple up into one of horror. And with a screech, she ran for the man, hooked her arm around his middle and, clinging tight to him, she twirled.


  The man was screaming, but she didn’t seem to notice.


  Our gazes touched, and I shuddered as I saw Pandora’s light dim.


  She said one word, a word only I could have understood. “Truth.”


  My soul trembled. Then she turned on her heel and vanished.


  And just like that, my Pandora was gone.


  Act III


  In the middle of the journey of our life I came to myself within a dark wood where the straight way was lost


  ~Dante Allighieri


  The end is only the beginning…


  ~*~


  Love my books? Want to know when the next Night book will be released? Make sure to sign up for my newsletter! And if you really want to get to know more about Night and all the characters inside it, come hang out at the Hatter's Harem, it’s my private FB page where I hang out and chat directly with readers.


  Stay tuned to read an excerpt of the upcoming Berserker Night Series spinoff, Forbidden!
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  The final Night Series book, Red Rain releases in December of 2014!
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  Curious about my berserkers? Forbidden, book 1 of the Night spinoff series releases in November of 2014!
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  Flint’s Diary # Entry 1


  3 years since the day I met him…


  



  When a butterfly flaps its wings in one part of the world, it can eventually cause a hurricane in another.


  My mother told me that, a long time ago.


  I laughed. How could a butterfly possibly do that?


  She held my face and stared deep into my eyes…


  “Because, Flint,” she said, “sometimes in life we do things. Things that don’t seem to matter at the time. But in truth, it’s just the beginning of the ripple effect.”


  I wonder if she knew?


  If she knew and was warning me? Because, looking back, it all started the next day.


  The day she died.


  I’ll never get to tell her, I finally understand… and I’m terrified about what my future holds…


  Flint DeLuca
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