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  Chapter 1


  
    

  


  
    The moon hung low, a bloody slash of color against the deepest ink of night. There were no stars to be seen. Clouds, thick and a shade lighter than the sky, moved at a lazy crawl, casting long malevolent shadows against the backdrop of the Black Hills Forest. Trees, their skeletal branches extended to the sky in prayerful worship, swayed from a strong breeze. The wind was chilly, nipping at my nose with a frost bitten kiss.
  


  
    

  


  
    The only light for miles came off the neon pulse of carnival rides. The blues and yellows, red and greens, bled into the shadow, casting a sickly pallor on everything it touched.

  


  
    

  


  
    I inhaled the night, taking the rich scents of pine, earth, and the grease soaked stench of carnival fare, deep into my lungs. I leaned against the metal fence, waiting, watching. The Ferris wheel I ran sat empty for the moment, but I knew it was a matter of time before I started seeing some action.

  


  
    

  


  
    Guys thought they were so slick: Hey, doll, let’s go ride the Ferris wheel. See I’m a sensitive kind of man. Isn’t the night pretty, oh what...I don’t know how my hand found your tit. But since it’s there, how ‘bout we make out?

  


  
    

  


  
    So pathetic, it made me want to gag. Worst part of it was, night after night I saw each and every insipid girl fall for that tacky ploy. You’d think they’d have figured it out by now. Unfortunately I just ran the ride, too bad I couldn’t give the girls half a brain while I was at it. Humans disgusted me in so many ways. Or maybe I was too old and forgot what it was like to be young.

  


  
    

  


  
    The cold seeped deep into my body, chilling my blood but doing nothing to bank the restless heat of Lust crowding my bones. I hadn’t sated the beast in over two nights, I needed to feed her. Luc—my boss—often told me I was too picky for my own good. Maybe he was right. But then again I was a creature of habit. I hadn’t suffered much more than the occasional headache and malaise from waiting for my perfect prey in over five thousand years. If it ain’t broke, why fix it?

  


  
    

  


  
    The night rang with the cacophonous pitch of rides and the thrilling screams and laughter of riders. Some type of heavy metal played over the loudspeaker, too loud for me to tell who it was. Knowing Luc, it was probably something creepy and mood setting, a-la Black Sabbath. 

  


  
    

  


  
    I watched the scene with cold detachment, not paying much attention to the women or children. I wasn’t into that sorta thing. I preferred my prey young, muscular, and full of testosterone.
  


  
     

  


  
    Crowds clamored, running from one ride to another. Lovers held hands, staring wordless into each other’s eyes, never suspecting or knowing that for some, this would be their final night.

  


  
    

  


  
    This was Carnival Diabolique; the world’s greatest traveling show. People came in droves to see the hottest gig in town. We weren’t your typical carnies—greasy, fat, out of touch with the world. Our men were beautiful and the women so sweet, just looking at us gave you a toothache. This place was a Goth’s wet dream. We played dress up for the crowd and had a little bit of everything—from Cyber, to Trash, to Death Rocker.
  


  
       

  


  
    I preferred the romanticism of Victorian myself. Black corset top, black elegant rider bustle skirt with red satin threading up the sides, vintage stockings and boots, right down to the Lolita style top hat. In this get-up I’d have made Marilyn Manson a very happy man indeed.

  


  
    

  


  
    Diabolique was Luc’s brainchild. Years ago, none of us could have imagined how popular and mainstream ‘dark’ would become. There’d been a time to admit you dabbled in darkness meant a swift and excruciating death. Dancing with the Devil was a strict no-no. Now, to be cool meant embracing every dark thought and deed and making it your own. Funny how things change.

  


  
    

  


  
    Luc had pounced on this new subculture with a vengeance. There was nothing we missed. We were perfect. Against all odds we’d carved an exclusive niche for ourselves, each year growing in popularity.
  


  
     

  


  
    This place was no theatrical display of talent, it was as genuine as it got. Not a surprise really, considering we were the monsters that went bump in the night.
  


  
      

  


  
    Some people came because they liked to pretend they had a clue what it was like to live dark and bad. Seriously. I will never understand the appeal. I think if I’d had a choice I would have liked the ignorance and not the knowledge of knowing just how bad, bad really was.

  


  
    

  


  
    Others came because they were curious. It wasn’t everyday that you found a carnival run by modelesque beauties that catered almost exclusively to a certain type of clientele. You wanted drink. It was here. Strippers? We had them too. Narcotics? The best money could buy.

  


  
    

  


  
    How did we get away with all this?

  


  
    

  


  
    Let’s just say we had our ways.  After thousands of years, my kind had perfected the art of stealth. If we didn’t want you to know something, you wouldn’t.

  


  
    

  


  
    I’m sure it’s obvious by now this carnival is a front. For some, this will be a night of fun, with no regrets and little memory of it. For others deemed worthy, well, they might wish they’d not been chosen for that dubious honor.
  


  
     

  


  
    I was nice. I played with my pets, then sent them along their merry way. I didn’t kill if I didn’t have to. But some—I glanced at our Master of Ceremonies, Bubba, walking up to the big top platform—were not so nice.

  


  
    

  


  
    “Two please.” 

  


  
    

  


  
    I turned and stared at a man trying to push two ticket stubs into my hands. He had his arm draped protectively around a petite little thing. With her big blue eyes and corn silk hair she reminded me oddly of a pixie. Fragile, too delicate to toy with, and a complete waste of my time. The man on the other hand was a different matter entirely.

  


  
    

  


  
    I took the tickets and as my fingers grazed his, a jolt of electricity passed from him to me. That hot current shivered down my spine and made me burn, tightening things low in my belly. He jumped and I smiled. I knew he’d felt it too.

  


  
    

  


  
    Mine. Lust undulated through my body, coming alive like a caged lioness restless to be set loose. She paced back and forth, screaming, clawing for release.
  


  
     

  


  
    Soon, I told her.

  


  
    

  


  
    Her soul bristled inside me like a rattler coiled for the strike. She hated to wait. As demons often do, she craved instant gratification.
  


  
     

  


  
    Within this shell, this body, beats one heart and two souls. Me—Pandora—and the demon—Lust. Desire, need, sex they feed her, make her stronger. The way I learned to control her was to feed her frequently, every two or three days usually kept her sated and contented.
  


  
     

  


  
    I’d just had sex yesterday, but something about this man had Lust wiggling around like a girl with her first crush.  

  


  
    

  


  
    I let my gaze slide slowly up the long length of his muscled frame.
  


  
     

  


  
    Of course, I couldn’t honestly say I blamed her. He was delicious.

  


  
    

  


  
    Trite as it sounds, clichéd as the phrase is, I knew in that moment that it was a hundred percent true. It was like the world stopped. Took a collective breath and held it. My vision narrowed down to nothing but him.
  


  
     

  


  
    He was dressed in jeans, tattered and scuffed at the knees. The material hugged his legs to perfection. White, button down shirt opened at the collar gave me a peek of smooth, flawless skin. No hair on the chest. Good. I hated chest hair.
  


  
     

  


  
    His lips were firm, sensual. The kind of mouth that made a good girl want to go bad. Or a bad girl go badder. I licked my lips, taking a small step closer and poured out a little of my magick, or glamour as some called it. It wasn’t much. Or dangerous. A minor thrall. One, that if he thought of later, might make him wonder what it was about me that made him unable to look away.
  


  
     

  


  
    He narrowed his eyes, his long, slightly hawkish nose flared. My heart pounded. Did he sense it? If he did I was screwed. I preferred my prey willing and pliant beneath my touch. His needs and satisfaction as important as my own. Unlike most of my kind I didn’t delight in force. But Lust needed to be fed and what she wanted was him.
  


  
     

  


  
    I wouldn’t rape him. I could. I had the power to make him want me to the point that he’d be willing to sell his soul for a taste of me. I was not a good person. Never pretended to be. But there were some lines even I wouldn’t cross. That was one of them.

  


  
    

  


  
    I stepped closer. He smelled of sandalwood and man. Adrenaline surged through me, my skin prickled and my nipples puckered.   

  


  
    

  


  
    He didn’t move.
  


  
     

  


  
    I wished I could see his hair color, I’d always had a thing for brunettes, but he had it covered with a ball cap.

  


  
    

  


  
    Everything about him stood out, except his eyes. Brown. That was it. Just brown. No flecks of color inside of it. No unusual iris. It was about as humdrum brown as you could get. I’d even call it boring. Except that after years of seeing nothing but the unusual, the usual made my pulse hammer. Heat coiled like a sling between my thighs, making me wet and needy. I bit down on my lip and his eyes honed in like a missile to target.
  


  
       

  


  
    Lust grew more impatient. Demanded I walk my fingers up his chest, touch him in some way. Any way. Just so long as I branded him as hers.
  


  
     

  


  
    I shoved the thought away. I was in charge here. Not Lust.
  


  
     

  


  
    “Billy...” The girl hanging onto his arm shook him hard.

  


  
    

  


  
    Billy?

  


  
    

  


  
    That name just seemed so wrong. I didn’t know him from Adam, but he definitely didn’t seem like a Billy. Maybe more like a Thor. My lips twitched. 

  


  
    

  


  
    God of Thunder. 

  


  
    

  


  
    Yes, please. 

  


  
    

  


  
    “C’mon, Billy, I want to ride the Ferris wheel before it gets much later.” I had to fight the urge to snarl at the sound of her saccharine sweet Southern drawl. What was he doing with her? After several thousand years I'd prided myself on reading others pretty well, and something just wasn't adding up here.

  


  
    

  


  
    She was too sweet. Too good. And while the "Billy" facade seemed to imply corn fed country, the eyes were the true window of the soul and his screamed: Warning! Danger! Brown eyes needed a woman with fire. A woman who knew how to handle a man like him. 

  


  
    

  


  
    A woman like me. 

  


  
    

  


  
    Billy glanced down at her and smiled. A secret, private thing hinting at possession. Carnal and raw. But also tempered with something softer. Gentle.

  


  
    

  


  
    Men never looked at me like that. With lust yes. But that, whatever that was...never.

  


  
    

  


  
    It wasn’t normal for my kind to want what he’d shown her. I touched the thick scar on my chest barely concealed by the curls of my streaked hair. The scar was tangible proof of that.

  


  
    

  


  
    “You’re right, Belle.”

  


  
    

  


  
    He shot me a look, his eyes filled with barely disguised hate.

  


  
    

  


  
    Call me stupid, every alarm in my brain was warning me all was not what it seemed, and yet, my pulse continued to thrum with heat and need. 

  


  
    

  


  
    But no matter how thick that need got, Billy didn't bat a lash. In fact, he seemed oblivious. Which was odd, the need Lust exuded was akin to a pheromone no mortal could resist.  I’d seen it work thousands of times before, why not now? 

  


  
    

  


  
    Belle growled, her big blue eyes moving from Billy to myself and back again with annoyance. “Are you gonna let us ride or what?” she snapped at me.

  


  
    

  


  
    I couldn’t believe this. Was I really going to have to admit defeat? This had never happened to me before in my life.

  


  
    

  


  
    He lifted a brow, as if in challenge.
  


  
     

  


  
    What the hell was wrong with me? With Lust? Was she sick?
  


  
     

  


  
    You know how when a parent tells a child no, suddenly it makes the desire to do exactly that even stronger? That’s how I felt right now.

  


  
    

  


  
    He was telling me no. And now I wanted him even more.

  


  
    

  


  
    For the first time in my life I contemplated breaking my own rule. But my rules were the only thing that kept me sane. Kept me feeling not so dark, not so inhuman. I wouldn’t do it. Not even for him.

  


  
    

  


  
    I spread my arm, standing to the side and allowed them to pass.
  


  
     

  


  
    Lust raged inside me, the echo of her discontent scraped my nerves raw and my head throbbed with white hot pain. I grabbed my skull, pressing against my temple to try and ease the pain.

  


  
    

  


  
    Billy hugged Belle tight to his side, almost protectively, and pushed past me to take a seat on the ride.

  


  
    

  


  
    I watched him and Belle watched me.

  


  
    

  


  
    I didn’t care.

  


  
    

  


  
    He intrigued me. Very little did anymore. Who was he? What was he? I hadn’t sensed him as anything other than human, but there was no way. No human male could resist Lust.
  


  
     

  


  
    The pain in my head started to slowly subside.

  


  
    

  


  
    There was something very curious about Billy. Maybe I should have been scared. That would have been the sane reaction. Instead, for the first time in centuries, I didn’t want a man because Lust demanded it.
  


  
     

  


  
    I wanted this man because I demanded it.

  


  Chapter 2


  



  “Come one, come all, to the big top of the damned.” Bubba, six-foot-eight of luscious sex-turned flesh, twirled his black top hat with a flourish. “See sights beyond imagination.” He pointed his polished cane at the red and white stripped tent flap. “Take a ride on the wild side.”  



  That rich, velvety voice of his oozed sexual charm and those mundane blue eyes twinkled with mirth. Nordic good looks and a body that would have made Michelangelo weep. Big arms, big chest, big legs. The man was just big and uber hot. Which was why Luc had made him Master of Ceremonies, he could draw a crowd like no other. 



  The hair, the voice, that gorgeous smile...all Bubba, but the eyes...total sham. His real eyes were a red so deep they could almost pass for black and a dead giveaway that he was something other than human.



  He simpered. He batted his long lashes at the ladies and men crowding around his platform, salivating with their need to get closer to him. In short, he made love to them. It was another type of glamour, and he was the best at it. Probably because of all of us, he had the most wicked of appetites. 



  It was Bubba that brought those of us with the more carnal cravings, our bait. That voice wasn’t simply a call to sex, that was a call to obey. 



  Any who entered were prey. They’d be wined, dined, charmed their pretty little socks off and before the night was through, they’d all be dead. But let me state for the record, there is honor among thieves. 



  We were careful. We didn’t kill indiscriminately. Anything good, anything filled with light, was not ours for the taking. We liked to think of our sessions as clean up for the betterment of the human race. Not that we ever got thank you cards in the mail for it—a point, many more feral than myself liked to point out to Luc. But their cries fell on deaf ears. For better or worse, the nephilim had turned over a new leaf. 



  Long ago we’d killed arbitrarily, not caring who or what, so long as we fed the beast. But since our...let’s call it conversion, we’ve stuck to the rules. Only kill those who’d in some way inflect unimaginable horror on others.



  You’d think that would keep the menu sparse, but you’d be surprised how much evil is out there. We were well fed.  



  A tall brunette, dressed to the nines in a barely there strapless dress and stiletto shoes, reached out to Bubba with a hand drowning in diamonds. Coal rimmed green eyes batted at him, drawing his attention exclusively to her like the good cougar on the prowl that she was.  



  Bubba smiled. He grabbed her hand, planting a kiss on the knuckle. She’d been tagged. Her nights of swindling were over.



  Bubba. Dear, dear Bubba. My misogynistic pervert. 



  Okay, so maybe misogynistic was too harsh. He loved the ladies. He liked their look, he liked their scent, but more than anything he liked them chopped into dainty little ribbons of fleshy goodness.



  Wonder if Ms. Gold Digger would have been so quick to thrust herself at him if she knew. Somehow, I doubt it.



  I turned away from him. I couldn’t look. As a brother in sin, I loved him, but what he did turned my stomach. I know he was as helpless to the demon as I was and in so many ways I was grateful that lust was my only vice.



  “Look at him pour on that farm boy routine.” The deep, barrel-chested voice belonged to none other than my boss. I nodded as his arms slid around my waist. He smelled of sex and absinthe. I didn’t need to ask to know he’d already sampled the night’s wares, his beast was sated. He came to me because even if we fed, Lust was a determined demon and when we could have sex, we’d take it. 



  But to call our relationship anything other than sometimes volatile and always complicated was an understatement.  



  He knew me and I knew him. We knew what it was to be controlled by Lust, but we weren’t bound to each other beyond meeting our physical demands. If Luc wanted to screw half the tri-state area, it was no concern of mine. Maybe once, several thousand years ago, it had mattered. But those days were far behind me. If you’d ask him, I’m sure he’d be as quick to tell you as I would, that what we have certainly isn’t love. History had proven that.



  He leaned down, his shoulder length hair brushed against my bare shoulders as he nipped with his too sharp teeth at my ear. “Pandora, I’ve lost you again.” His voice had grown soft and husky with that perfect blend of man and beast. “Face me, woman.”



  I shook my head. “Now, Luc,” I said with a hint of laughter, “you know better than to ask me that. One look at you and I’ll turn into some buxom playboy pinup floozy.”



  And that was the secret of my power. Of how I got any man I wanted. When Lust tagged you, she’d turn me into whatever her prey wanted. Blond, brunette, Asian, Hispanic, didn’t matter...I could do it all.



  He chuckled. “And what’s wrong with that?”



  I choose to ignore that comment. That bastard would like nothing more then for me to turn into Marilyn Monroe meets Pamela Anderson: thin, busty, and babaliciously blonde. But I wasn’t turning. Not while I had my riders behind me. 



  I tried to bury the nasty thought that I also didn’t want to turn because I was still royally peeved I hadn’t figured out Billy.



  “Oh I see,” Luc came to stand beside me, “you’ve tagged yourself a live one.” He laughed, but the sound wasn’t exactly pleasant.



  Again, I ignored him. My prey was my business. I didn’t bother him about his. 



  The ride was coming to an end. I walked toward the controls, the entire time watching them. Their heads were bent. Belle wore a smile that said very clearly Billy was gonna score tonight. That wasn’t what bothered me though. It was the look of hunger, need, reflected on his face that made me tremble. 



  And when they kissed, I swear it was magic. I closed my eyes, for a second feeling as if it were his lips pressed to my own, his hot tongue sweeping my mouth. My heart hammered. Lust screamed at me, banging at the walls of her cage. 



  She wanted to be fed and she wanted to be fed now. Luc’s gaze was fixed on my face. I felt it like a hot brand.



  “I know that look.”



  “What look?” I glanced at him from the corner of my eye, making sure not to make contact.



  His jaw clicked. “You want him.”



  I shrugged. “He wants her.”



  “Then take him.”



  I planted my hands on my hips and turned to him, pouring as much of my anger into my gaze as possible. “I don’t do that. Unlike the rest of you heathens, I’ve got rules.”



  “Rules are meant to be broken, Pandora.”



  The ride was done. I slammed the button, lifting the bar lap and growled at him. “That’s where you and I are different, Luc. You don’t get me now, you never will.”



  I felt him. I tried not to look. I tried to ignore him. Pretend Billy didn’t exist. But I felt the brush of wind sweep against my arm as he walked past me. Then he looked at me. Stopped and studied me.



  I heard Luc inhale, saw Belle turn with a question in her eyes, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t have ripped my gaze from his if the world was burning down around us.



  In that moment, in that second, I felt a connection to something I’d never known before. I saw me in his eyes. Pandora. Not a reflection of lust, but me, and he was drinking it up.



  I shivered.



  “Billy?” Belle’s voice finally cut through the spell.



  “Coming,” he muttered and when he finally turned, all I could do was take a shaky breath and lean against my booth on knees that felt suddenly too wobbly to hold me up.



  “What the hell was that?” Luc snarled, glancing over his shoulder.



  I shook my head, still smelling sandalwood everywhere. I had no idea. I rubbed goose bumps on my arm that refused to go down.



  “You know what, Pandora...just,” he clenched his jaw, “whatever.” 



  I watched him go. His feelings were hurt. He tried to pretend he didn’t have them. They all did. They all pretended to be hard. Bad. Evil. But that’s where I’m different. I’m tired of pretending. 



  I should go after him. 



  I should do lots of things.



  But I stayed where I was. Riders came and went. My antipathy growing stronger and stronger, knowing Billy had probably left already. Why was I so intrigued by him?



  I hated to admit this, but I kept looking out into the crowd, hoping for one more glimpse. A sighting. My lips twitched. 



  He was just a man. Another pretty face in a sea of plenty. Surely there was someone else out there who’d make both Lust and myself perk up with delicious anticipation. But the thought was a lie and I knew it. No one else had ever intrigued me like that. And for someone as old as me, that’s beyond amazing.



  An hour later I finally had to admit defeat. He wasn’t coming back. It was late and the crowd was starting to thin out. The goose bumps were still there, I was feeling scratchy, uncomfortable in my skin. I scratched my arms, trying to exercise the feeling of tiny ants crawling all over me.



  It was Lust.



  Billy had made her come alive and now she needed feeding. I could try to ignore it. Say screw it and go to bed. But I’ve tried that before. Let’s just say it wasn’t pretty. Think P.M.S. a million fold. She could turn me into a raging hormonal wench, better for everyone if I just did the dirty now.



  I sighed, hung the sign on my wheel saying it was closed and headed to Bubba’s tent.



  He was standing outside, leaning against one of the poles, a half smoked cigarette dangling from his mouth. Red eyes the shade of fresh blood glanced at me. Obviously he’d gotten his fix. I shuddered at the thought.



  “Dora?”



  I wrapped my arms around myself. “Hey.” 



  Ugh, I so didn’t want to do this. Didn’t want to step one foot inside the den of iniquity. I wasn’t a slut, though Lust forced it on me. I tried a couple hundred years ago to stop cold turkey. Stop feeding her. Stop having sex. 



  Yeah, let’s just say lots of legends cropped up about monsters that went bump in the night after that experiment. 



  “You hungry?”



  He wasn’t asking about food. 



  I nodded. Feeling like a junkie going to her dealer. Knowing the drugs were killing her, but unable to stop the all-consuming need for more.



  “It’s in your eyes, Dora.”



  I glanced to my right.



  “I hate this.”



  He snorted and flicked his cigarette on the ground, grinding it under his boot. “Got something in there that might cheer you up.”



  “I doubt it.”



  He grinned. “Has ol’ Bubba ever steered you wrong before?”



  My heart thumped thinking maybe, just maybe Billy was inside. I bit my lip, Lust stretched like a lazy cat curling up from a nap.



  “Vampire.”



  Anger sizzled hot and quick. I hated vampires. We all did. Blood thirsty maggots. They needed killing. Cold hard violence, always a razor’s edge below the surface came roaring to life. Lust was pissed this wasn’t Billy, pissed she had to screw something so repugnant, but that would make the killing all the more sweeter.



  I smiled and Bubba nodded, holding open the tent flap.



  I stepped over and around the pile of bodies bumping fuzzies around me—a roman orgy at its finest. Tonight I wanted blood, violence. I wanted to shake Billy from my head. 



  For the vampire it was just a matter of the wrong place at the wrong time.



  The vamp was a pitiful whelp of a boy who’d been sired not long out of his teens. The tent’s red lights added shadow to hollows, made his face appear gaunt and skeletal. 



  The stripper knew her role, one look at me and she was gone. 



  His black eyes grew wide when he saw me near. They filled with desire and heat. 



  “Hey, big boy,” I cooed, “wanna play?”



  Instantly I felt my body transform into his idea of perfection. Tall and waif thin, hooked nails and long fangs. 



  Ehh, to each their own. 



  He reached out for me and I grabbed his hand. “I know a private place.”



  He grinned and when he stood he grabbed my butt, squeezing hard.



  My stomach churned and bile rose in my throat the second he touched me. I hated this. Hated the slut Lust could force me to become. But I shoved it aside; I did this because I had no choice. I did this, because if I didn’t, the demon side of me would become dominant and kill any innocent unfortunate enough to step in its path.



  ~*~



  The vampire stared with sightless eyes. Its still beating heart held firm in my hand. After the sex, I’d lured him to a thicket of trees. I’d told him it was because I’d always fantasized about making love outdoors. Truth was I had to kill him away from prying eyes. I knew the game. I didn’t kill after sex often, but you didn’t live to be as old I am without learning the rules. The first and most important rule of the neph: Leave no evidence. 



  I threw his heart to the ground and stomped it underfoot. It looked and sounded a little like squishing a rotten tomato with your fist. The heart exploded in a crimson shower of blood and gore and then it was consumed by black flame, charring it instantly and turning it into a fine black powder. A strong breeze picked up the particles and carried it away.



  I dug a ditch with my bare hands. The damp earth sifted between my fingers like fine sand. What might have taken a human hours to do; I’d done in five minutes. With a hole suitable enough to bury a body in, I threw the vamp inside and kicked the dirt back over him until all that was left was a small lump of overturned dirt and debris. I ran my hand over the spot where he lay, pushing glamour into it so that if anyone passed by they’d get a vague sense of unease and scoot along. 



  Standing, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, feeling his blood smear. It made me gag. I needed to clean up. Get him off me. Forget this had happened. Or what had caused it to happen. One day shouldn’t have been enough to turn me so desperate. I couldn’t understand it and it worried me. 



  I was too lost to the thoughts in my head. I should have been more focused on my surroundings. By the time I figured that out, it was already too late. 



  The sharp whistle of metal flying through the air rang loud in my ears. I looked up, just in time to see a silver star rip into my upper shoulder. Shocked, I couldn’t move. Then I heard a loud thump and stood face to face with a pair of dull brown eyes.



  My heart tripped. “Billy?” 



  He snarled.



  “I knew you were dangerous.”



  “Shut up,” he growled, then a fist slammed into my temple and my world turned black.



  Chapter 3


  



  First thing I noticed was the metallic, too bitter taste in the back of my throat. When the bastard hit me I must have bitten my tongue, because it had the taste of old blood. I winced at the dull throb blooming in my temple. I tried to touch my head, but couldn’t. My wrists were bound and the way he’d tied them back stretched the wound in my shoulder. 



  Right now it was a tolerable ache, but it was one of those cuts that as the night progressed would begin to feel worse if I didn’t heal myself. There was only one way to do that. After the way he’d ambushed me, I didn’t think Billy would be up to the task.



  Or myself for that matter. Cute as he was, I was seriously torn between my desire to bed him or slit his throat. Right now, I was pulling more for the latter.



  I shifted and that’s when I realized the bastard had tied my ankles too.



  Well la-de-da, wasn’t he the smart one? I was really starting to hate cowpoke Billy. 



  Although he'd made a tactical error, trying to subdue me with a piece of rope was about as stupid as trying to stop a herd of angry elephants with trip wire. Nothin’ doin’, as Bubba would say.



  The stomp of booted feet and thud of books falling to the floor made me crack one eye open to look.



  I’d made one mistake tonight. I wasn’t about to make another. He wouldn’t know I’d roused until I was good and ready to let him know.



  The only light in the room came from the flicker of several lit candles. I was sitting in a chair, in the middle of a living room. I wiggled my toes. They sank into a soft blue and red patterned Turkish rug.



  Surely he hadn’t...



  I opened my eyes a little wider and glanced to my left. Dark, royal purple drapes hung from the small windows. Crosses of every shape and size covered an entire section of wall and a ratty, brown leather love seat sat catty-cornered at the wall nearest the door.



  That bastard.



  I clamped my jaw shut, taking deep breaths in and out, willing the frothing anger away. 



  This was my trailer. 



  My foot jerked in frustration. Where were my boots? If he’d ruined them, I’d kill him. No, maybe I’d kill him either way. 



  Those had been my favorite pair. It was hard to come by leather so well broken in, not to mention they made my legs look amazing.



  Yes, I was vain. So sue me.



  I grit my teeth, but uttered not a sound. For once Luc would have been proud. I was actually being patient, studious. Normally I’d snap first, ask questions later. I’m not sure why I wasn’t giving into instinct. Maybe I was curious. Then again, you know what they say about curiosity and the cat...



  Piss the curious cat off and get filleted. 



  Billy moved from one bookshelf to the other, yanking books out, throwing them to the floor as if they were little more than your everyday paperbacks. Dispensable. A dime a dozen. But they weren’t a dime a dozen. Some were first edition classics, given to me by the author’s themselves. Others had literally helped shape and define cultures.



  His finger grazed my leather bound Oedipus Rex. If he pulled that down, patience be damned, I’d gouge his eyeballs out. It’s not hard, a little squeeze in the right place and, pop, out they come.



  I seethed seeing him touch my things. 



  He lingered for a while longer, then seemed to think better of it and moved on. 



  Good boy. He’d live to see another day.



  “You’re awake.” That voice was like smooth-malt whiskey, deep and full-bodied. I shivered.



  “Excellent.”



  His back was to me. How had he known? I hadn’t made noise.  



  He finally seemed to settle on a book. He grabbed it and turned, still not looking at me, he traced the gold lettering on the front cover. 



  I narrowed my eyes. “I see you found my home. Mind telling me how?” I tried, but failed, to keep the dripping anger from my tone.



  Those plain eyes of his flicked to my face. His was an unreadable mask as he studied me. Then he shrugged. “I’ve been watching you.”



  “How long?”



  He opened the book and flipped through a couple of pages.



  My nostrils flared. Anger settled like a hot coal in my gut. He was ignoring me. People had done far less and I’d hurt them far worse. 



  Darn me and my philanthropic ways. I’d let him go, and this is how he repaid me. I pushed glamour into my hands, filling my wrists with heat where the rope touched. I’d cut through this thing and then wrap it around his neck, see how he liked it. 



  “I wouldn’t if I was you,” he finally said, looking up from the book and slamming it shut. He moved toward me with the careless grace of a jungle cat, before I could even blink he was upon me. His heat invading mine, his face hovering inches above me. 



  There was anger...and something else, something I had no name for, glittering in those eyes. He placed his hands on either side of my chair and turned me around. I cringed. That rug had cost a small fortune. 



  “You tear it you buy it,” I hissed.



  His eyes crinkled at the corners. He wasn’t as young as I’d initially assumed him to be. Up close like this I could see the lines and wrinkles of age. Earlier I’d assumed him a fresh-faced college grad, now he reminded me much more of the hot college professor all the girls gossiped about. 



  He was still wearing the ball cap and I had a sick feeling I now knew why.



  I’d assumed him human. But no human, even one as strong as a tank, could have gotten through the wards of my trailer, or for that matter masked the fact that he’d been following me. 



  My heart thudded... 



  “Don’t push me. You’re lucky you’re still alive.” His lip curled. “Nephilim.”



  ...and then it sank to my knees. 



  Oh this was bad. 



  He pushed away from me, making the chair rock back from the force of it. The pain in my head and shoulder that had become slightly tolerable exploded back to life in a rush of stomach churning queasiness. I squeezed my eyes shut; biting down until I felt my teeth would shatter from the pressure and counted to ten, waiting for the worst of it to pass before I dared open my eyes again.



  He sat on the love seat, his long lean frame settling in like someone who’d done this a million times before. Which made me wonder, had he? Just how long had Billy been watching me?



  Dangit. Dangit. Dangit. I should have sensed this. Him. How had I wound up in this mess? 



  I could always feel the presence of something not quite normal; it was like an irritating buzz below the surface of my skin. But even now, with Billy right in front of me, I felt nothing. The only other time I failed to sense the presence of other beings was if they were equal to, or greater in strength than myself. Which was rare. I was about as high on the totem pole as they came. 



  I clenched my jaw. This was not good.



  Again he opened the book, flipping to the middle and read in silence. 



  My heart pounded. 



  Billy was Pontifex Mortus—meaning priest of death, the name had stuck to them back sometime during the medieval ages when our scholars spoke mostly Latin. The Pontifex Mortus are to us what a mongoose is to a cobra. B-A-D news.



  Several hundred years after we’d come into being, they’d been born. Their existence consisted of only one thing. Killing us. Aside from angels and high caste demon lords, we fear nothing so much as them. We aren’t sure how, or by whom, but the Pontifex Mortus—priests, we prefer to call them—have been given the necessary tools to wipe us out. It isn’t easy to kill one of us, but the right knowledge in the wrong hands, and we’re goners. 



  They’re shadow. Able to blend in. Hide among the general population. And it’s hard to say, with any type of certainty what they really are—humans with extrasensory perception and power, or something more—we don’t know. They have abilities and skills beyond that of mortals, but you can never seem to find anyone who knows for certain, because you never bump into a priest more than once. Since meeting one of them tends to turn you one hundred percent, grade-A dead. 



  So then how does the myth remain? How can we know priests exist and that they aren’t our version of the boogey man? Two reasons. Two things we know that will always remain a constant. A. You cannot fake that shade of hair. I don’t know who figured out that priests are silver, but any sighting has always confirmed it. 



  This is pretty laughable actually; since a priest sighting is about as trustworthy as an Elvis sighting. I eyed Billy. Though it didn’t feel so laughable anymore. Proof positive sat slouched on my couch and thumbing his nose at me.  



  And B. Because the sick bastards leave the same calling card at each and every scene.



  Revelations 21:8, scribbled onto a sheet of paper and tucked someplace on the body, in the body...and when I say “in”, yes, I mean in. I found a girl, two hundred years ago, with a yellowed, blood soaked sheaf of parchment rolled up and tucked inside her aortic valve. Just one of the many creative ways they have to let us know they’re watching. 



  And they call us sick. I say it’s the pot calling the kettle black. But what do I know?  



  Which was why the carnival had been so perfect. We’d stopped laying roots centuries ago. It was hard to kill what you couldn’t track. To know one had found us meant we’d made a mistake.



  My stomach turned sour.



  “Take off your hat?”



  He glanced at me, then smiled. It was cold and arrogant and made me want to rip it off, then feed it to Bubba for good measure.



  “Why not. We have nothing to hide between us. Isn’t that right, Pandora?” He was taunting me, trying to scare me. And it was working. But that didn’t mean I’d give him the satisfaction of knowing it.



  I narrowed my eyes. “Take it off.”



  He flipped the cap off, unveiling his hair. 



  Any lingering hope I’d had, died.  



  Silver. But this wasn’t the gray of aging humans. This stuff gleamed like poured metal frosted over in a snowy night.



  It was short and shaggy. Spiking up at odd angles and my hands itched to touch it. Blood rushed through my veins so hard and heavy I wondered if he could hear it. 



  Why was I still turned on by him?



  Freaking Lust. 



  “So I’m guessing your name’s not Billy.”



  He smiled, his eyes twinkled and for a split second it transformed him from a brooding Bruce Wayne kind of hot, to Batman. Way more beautiful and twice as deadly. My thighs tingled. 



  “And Belle?” What I was going for was righteous anger, what I got was sex-me-up breathy. 



  “None of your business,” he snapped.



  “Fine. Then answer my earlier question.”



  He lifted a brow.



  “How long?”



  “How long what?”



  These games were beginning to wear thin. So maybe he’d leveled the playing field now that I knew he was priest, but that didn’t mean I’d let him take me down without a fight. 



  “Pretty only gets you so far, Pontifex Mortus.” I poured as much venom into that name as he’d poured into nephilim.



  His nostrils flared.



  “Obviously you know what I am. You know these ropes won’t hold me worth crap if I don’t want them to.”



  “Is that a threat?” A muscle in his jaw ticked. 



  “You’re not the one trussed up like a Thanksgiving turkey, I am. Do I look threatening?” My smile was pure poison.



  He laughed. Literally threw his head back and gave one of those deep belly chuckles reserved for moments when someone is really tickled. The sound of it tightened things down low, made me squirm. Made me hate him more than I already did.



  Then he went serious. That stern look fixed back in place. It was creepy how quick he could do that. I’d seen others attempt it, but no one had done it with quite the same panache. It was a transformation so fast that it made you question your sanity.



  “Why do you have this?” He waved the book he’d been reading at me like one might brandish a sword. 



  “What?” I shook my head. “The Bible?”



  “Yes, the Bible, what’s it doing here?” His mouth set in a firm line, but I heard what he wasn’t asking. What he didn’t say was: What was the Bible doing in the home of a hell spawn? 



  “Over sixty percent of households have one, priest. Is it a crime?”



  “Yes!” He shot to his feet, murderous rage dripped from his tongue like venom. “You’re a demon.”



  I lifted a brow. “Half. Half demon, Priest. You gonna accuse me of something get it right.”



  “You,” he pointed at me, “are an abomination. What would you know about light?”



  Wow, insult the demon. How original. If Billy was looking for a reaction from me to justify his actions or to salve his conscience then he was screwed. I wasn’t taking the bait.



  “Again, I ask you...why is it here?” His shoulders heaved with his labored breathing. 



  Why oh why had I decided to park my trailer so far away from the safety of the pack? All this yelling would have had my demon hoard—as I’m sure death god here thought of them—running to my door.



  “Thou believest that there is one God; thou doest well; the devils also believe, and tremble. James 2:19,” I finally said.



  He looked as if I’d slapped him. 



  “What I read is my business,” I snapped.



  “Ye have heard that it was said of them of old time, thou shall not kill. Matthew 5:21.” His words were steel tempered in black velvet, they shivered down my spine. I licked my lips. “I saw you kill a man tonight. I saw you kill one in Austin. I saw you kill a girl in Venice.”  With each sentence he’d walked a little closer until now his face was back to within inches of mine. Sandalwood wrapped me up in its heady embrace. “Would you like me to go on?”



  His lips were a feather’s touch from mine. Jeez, he had nice lips. The kind you wanted to pull into your mouth and suck on. 



  Then it struck me what he’d said. Venice. The last time I’d been in Venice was three months ago. I was suddenly more than just a little scared and fear always made me angry. I hated weakness. Especially in myself. 



  “Don’t you dare judge me! You know nothing about me.” My chest grew tight, breathing became harder. I wanted to smack him and lick him all at the same time. How sick was I?



  He snorted. “Of course I do, Pandora.”



  The sound of my name rolling from his lips made me shiver.



  I narrowed my eyes and could feel the anger turning my normally ice-blue color a frosty swirling lavender. Anger. Lust. They were both two sides of the same emotion and my demon was feeding off of it.



  “Then kill me, Priest. End this. Go ahead.” 



  He stepped away from me, it almost appeared involuntary. 



  “You know me so well do you?”



  Again he wore that cold expression I was quickly learning to hate. 



  “You arrogant bastard,” I snarled, “you think you’re no different than me? Fool yourself if you want to. Judge me all you want, but you know it’s true. Go ahead, priest, kill me. And I promise to sit here like a good girl and take it.” I tilted my head to the side, my hair slid across my breasts. “But this offer is only good for the next minute. So you think about it real good, because I promise you, it will never be this easy again.”



  He stared at me as if I were something unexpected. An oddity he was both repulsed by and curious about. 



  “Why did you let us leave earlier?” he asked in a voice so low I almost hadn’t heard him say it.



  “I keep asking myself that same question.” I narrowed my eyes. “What do you think I am, Priest?” I don’t know why I asked that. 



  “Evil,” he said without skipping a beat. “You are pure sin.”



  Spoken like a true fanatic. He had no idea. I don’t know why, but it made me sad. 



  He was inching closer again. If he kept it up I was gonna show him just how evil I could be.  



  “That’s right.” Again, my answer seemed to surprise him. “I am. I kill. I screw indiscriminately. Is that what you want to hear?”



  His mouth contorted with disgust, as if hearing me say it only confirmed the monster he thought I was. “I should kill you.”



  Out of nowhere, a knife materialized in his hand. It hovered inches from my neck. 



  I pressed my neck into the tip of the blade. The cold steel seeped into my flesh and made me tremble. 



  “Then do it now, or stop wasting my time.” I looked up at him and the movement caused the sharp blade to nick me. It was a shallow cut, nothing dangerous, but it did make me bleed. A thin ribbon of crimson pooled on the silver.



  He looked at it and I could see the tension in the rigidity of his shoulders, the small tick under his right eye. He wanted to do it. So what was stopping him?



  I was taking a very calculated risk here. Did I really want to die? In the past, maybe...but not anymore, I knew who I was. Was secure in myself. My pulse hammered violently in my neck. I didn’t know him, but I also didn’t think he’d do it.



  It was a flicker in his eye. The way his body was so tense, so angry. Like he wanted to, but just couldn’t. Over the years I’d developed a few tricks, one was that I could read people and not just based off body language, but it was almost like feeling someone’s thoughts. Tasting their moods. Anger was spicy, lust decadent, fear greasy. Billy tasted like a chili pepper dipped in dark chocolate. 



  Very interesting. I licked my lips.



  Seconds seemed like hours. I stared at him, watching the lines of his muscle twitch from the strain of holding himself back. The minute was nearly up and with each passing second I knew not only wouldn’t he, but he couldn’t.



  Priest could have done it when I was outside with my back turned. 



  No, he wanted me alive. Of that I was sure. Why? I had no idea. But I was going to find out.



  He growled, threw the knife away, and walked off. The knife clattered when it hit the kitchen floor. I released the pent up breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. I wasn’t a gambler, but right now I felt like I’d just won the jackpot.



  He was at the door when I asked, “Where are my boots?”



  The cat was out of the bag, he knew who I was and I knew why he’d taken my shoes off. Every neph was born with the mark, either on their left or right ankle. Not all marks were similar. Mine was in the shape of a shredded moth’s wing on the inside of my right ankle. 



  He’d taken my shoes off to make certain I was neph.



  Stopping mid-stride, already halfway out the door he turned toward me and his lip curled. “See you around, neph.” 



  There was an unspoken promise in that sentence. This would only be the beginning of more. His eyes roamed my face and I licked my lips at the quiet intensity in that gaze. I’m not sure what happened between us. I couldn’t understand how a Pontifex Mortus, trained to kill neph’s at any and all costs would choose to walk away from a sacrifice that had looked willing. 



  But something had happened, and whatever it was, would forever alter the tenuous balance between good and evil.



  Chapter 4


  



  I was rubbing wrists grown raw from the abrasive scrape of rope, when the door opened. I half expected it to be Billy returned with a change of heart and a bigger knife, but instead it was Luc.



  He looked at my wrists, my face, then at my shoulder, which was caked with blood. Luc moved as only a demon could. It wasn’t a walk, but a thought. He wanted to be near me and from one second to the next, he was. 



  Kneeling, he drew my wrists into his warm hands and turned them over to expose the angry red abrasions marring the milky white of my skin. His shoulders grew tense and his breathing heavy. “Who did this?” 



  I licked my lips. 



  Luc watched me like a wolf stalking its prey. He’d turned down his glamour, sensitive to the fact that changing would have been too painful for me right now. He sniffed the air, then a rumble, similar to the guttural growl of a panther readying itself to strike, vibrated through his chest. His eyes narrowed. He pushed the hair away from my face none too gently and jerked me by the chin so that I faced light. 



  “Who did this to you, Ya-el?” A flicker of apprehension skated down my spine like black ice as I watched his eyes turn from blue to molten lavender. Thankfully, he wasn’t in the mood for sex, turning now would have hurt like a mother.



  “Pontifex Mortus,” I whispered. 



  He vanished in a plume of black smoke, leaving in his wake the faint scent of sulfur.



  My head, my shoulders, wrists, ankles...it all hurt. It was beginning to ache so bad now that it was making me sick. My head swam from the blood loss, but I had to clean myself up. I still smelled that vampire all over me. I stood and for a second the world swayed. 



  There was no way I could even walk the short distance to my bathroom without emptying the contents of my stomach. Swallowing down the bile, I pushed through the pain and dematerialized.



  Typically dematerializing feels like fading into a cold, wet mist. It’s painless, seamless. Like slipping into the velvet warm heat of bath water. Every part of your body breaking down into its basic form, free floating atoms made up of excited protons, electrons, neutrons and a pulsating nucleus. Energy in its purest form and multiplied by about a trillion. 



  But tonight it was neither painless, nor seamless. The second I misted I knew I shouldn’t have. I’d have screamed if I had lungs and a mouth to do it with.     



  It took me longer than normal to reform. If I didn’t do it right, if I didn’t grab every part of me that had misted, I’d forever be less than. Not a shade and not fully corporeal. Just...less than.



  Taking deep breaths, I focused around the nauseating pain throbbing at my temple until I’d gathered the last bit of myself. The final atom slid into me with the happy warmth of a devoted puppy.



  I gripped the sink with knuckles turning white from the strain of trying to hold myself upright. Sweat beaded across my brows, black hollows added shadows to my eyes. My skin, already porcelain fair, was now so pale that I could make out the small blue and green veins in my cheeks. Saying I looked bad was probably the understatement of the year.



  “Friggin' death priests’,” I grumbled beneath my breath.



  Quickly I turned on the faucet, warm tendrils of steam fogged the bottom half of the mirror. 



  I wet a rag, and cleaned myself up the best I could. The water was scalding and I hissed when the heat touched my wound. Standing was making everything worse. The headache was awful, like someone had taken a cleaver to my skull. I blinked, seeing stars swim before my eyes. The walls bulged, then sank in. The floor rocked beneath my feet and I groaned, feeling as if I was trapped in a house of horrors. 



  My stomach revolted and it was all I could do to throw myself upon the toilet before I upchucked everything I’d eaten today—which hadn’t been much, a hamburger with all the fixings. It’d been tasty going down, not so pretty coming up. The sight of it only made me gag the harder. I hugged the porcelain like my life depended on it, staying put until there was nothing left but the dry heaving. I flushed the toilet, but couldn’t seem to get my body to move.



  I groaned and squeezed my eyes shut, trying to block out the sights and smells.



  Clearly I had a concussion, maybe even some bleeding in the brain. Sitting still had helped, but moving was awful. Contrary to popular belief, demons could get hurt. And since I was only half demon, well that meant I could get hurt even worse.



  Short of being decapitated, we could heal all wounds. Even dismembered limbs. A fast or slow healing depended entirely upon the type of demon that possessed you. For Bubba, that meant being able to get to a food source—animal or otherwise. For me, well...I’m sure you get the picture. 



  After a few seconds, I was finally able to stand, feeling somewhat better now that my stomach was empty. 



  I washed my face again, gingerly applying the rag to the large purple bruise spreading across my temple. I brushed my teeth twice, and then gargled with mouthwash for good measure. 



  I sensed his presence the second before he materialized. 



  “Ya-el.” 



  Luc wrapped me in his arms, he smelled so good, like pine and aftershave. He was so warm, so safe. I leaned against him, letting him take the full weight of my body. 



  “You need to rest.”



  I closed my eyes, exhausted and upset. I said the first thing that popped into my head. “You know I hate that name. Don’t ever call me that.” 



  If he heard me, he didn’t acknowledge it. He swept me in his arms, one hand at my shoulder, the other beneath my legs. I groaned and buried my face in the curve of his neck.



  He was trembling as he walked toward my bedroom.



  I laid my fingers against his whiskered cheek. 



  He turned his face into my hand and laid a kiss against the tips of my fingers. I shuddered, and it wasn’t from pain. 



  The lavender was gone, the blue of his eyes filled with unspoken words. I knew what he was thinking. He’d let me down. I’d nearly died while he’d been caught up in Lust’s grip. 



  And again this is all part and parcel of the complicated relationship we share. Luc’s hurt me before. But age and time has softened him. He’s responsible, not the reckless and wild thing I remember from our youth. Now, he almost seemed to carry the weight of the world on his shoulders. Always thinking somehow everything’s his fault, especially as it pertains to me or any other neph under his care. I’d often teased him of being a martyr, but there was always some truth in teasing. If he was possessed by a second demon, I didn’t know it and he wouldn’t share it. I feared that one day his sense of justice would lead him to do something stupid...like get himself killed. 



  I wanted to kiss that torture from him.



  His fingers dug into my back. He squeezed me in a tight hug, as if he never meant to let me go. 



  Pain and pleasure became one. My body was broken, but my hunger grew.



  “Share my body, Dora,” he said in a voice grown soft and unsure. He’d made the offer before and I’d turned him down. Was he worried I’d do the same again? 



  It wasn’t often I saw Luc like this and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. He was everything a true neph should be. I’d always been the freak, the outsider. The one talking about things like love and hope. He’d always been the one to correct me, warn me away from thinking like that. Love and hope didn’t exist in our world. It was a weakness we couldn’t afford. 



  He frowned and I could see some of that legendary control of his slipping. What was wrong with him? 



  He closed his eyes, turned his face to the side as if he didn’t want me to see something. He was shielding himself, and I didn’t like that. 



  I ran my fingers through the softness of his hair, tugging on it enough to force him to look at me. “Do not hide yourself from me. I would have truth between us.”



  The look in his face was so raw it was almost too painful to look upon. He shuddered, buried his face in my hair and inhaled my scent. “Let me take away this pain.”



  I wrapped my arms around his neck and let him see how much he meant to me. How much I wanted him, needed him. This had nothing to do with Lust. What I felt for Luc in that moment transcended something so carnal.  



  He kneeled on the bed with me still cradled in his arms. My body hurt, but it also tingled with the rising awareness that I was about to get the drug I needed. I might curse Lust, wish her dead, but she had her useful moments. Tit for tat. Give her sex and I’d be whole again. 



  Luc moved back, standing at the side of the bed as he started undressing. His fingers found the buttons of his shirt. He took his time with it, undoing one at a time, letting his hand linger before moving on. His gaze, hot with need, never swerved from my face. 



  After so many years together he knew what I liked, how I liked it. Sometimes watching a man undress was almost more exciting than the sex itself.  



  Lust stirred, like a lazy cat smelling something tasty in the air.



  Once done, he rolled the shirt over his shoulders, letting it spill behind him to the carpet. Heat crashed between my thighs. He was so beautiful. Long and lean. Every sinewy muscle in his chest and abdomen flexed as he reached for the zipper of his jeans. Again, he was excruciatingly slow, every movement a deliberate seduction that made me whimper with desire.



  Unzipped, I could see he’d gone commando tonight. 



  That golden, sun-kissed skin of his seemed to glow in the flickering flames of candlelight. His little brown nipples were hard. I wanted to draw them into my mouth and bite them, twist them, rake my nails across them until they flushed a bright pink. 



  His eyes were twin pools of liquid amethyst; his demon was fully awake and very aroused. So was Luc, judging by the hard bulge in his jeans.



  A sound, very much like a purr, fell from my lips.



  He pushed the jeans down, then kicked them to the side and stood before me in all his nude glory. I couldn’t have looked away if I’d wanted to. Clothed, we’re gorgeous, nude...we’re breathtaking.



  Luc crawled onto the bed on all fours and my pulse sped. He touched me and my back arched. My fingers bunched at the sheets and a cry, both of pain and unbearable desire, spilled from me.



  He found the zipper at the side of my corset.



  “Hurry,” I gasped, frantic with the need to feel him touch me, bare skin to bare skin.



  My nipples pebbled the second they touched cool air. I shifted, helping him to take the corset off. He threw the corset over his shoulder and groaned, his irises dilated with a hunger so intense it made my mouth water.



  He dropped down, taking one nipple into his mouth and pulled, hard. The velvet heat of his mouth made me cry out. I drew his head down harder, my nails scraping his scalp, mumbling things I couldn’t quite understand.



  One last, long lick and then he turned to my other nipple, giving it the same tender care. 



  “Luc, please...”



  “Please what?” his voice was a guttural growl. His eyes were cold, calculating. “What do you want, Pandora?”



  I moaned, squeezed my eyes shut against the delicious torture. “You. I want you.”



  “Look at me,” he demanded.



  I looked.



  “I want to watch every look, every shadow that crosses your face. When you come I want to see your eyes grow soft for me. I want you to scream my name.” His hands moved between us and he hooked his thumb under the band of my skirt. He yanked hard and it tore with a loud rip. 



  I gasped. 



  Luc leaned back, but his hot gaze never moved from mine. His eyes glittered like jewels and were filled with something both dark and possessive. But I knew he was still holding himself back, because I wasn’t transforming, when Luc was ready, I would no longer look like me. 



  Fear slammed through me like a fist to the gut. 



  Only once have I seen him this wild—my pulse thrummed violently, fear laced my nerves endings—and when it’d happened, I’d nearly died. Luc wasn’t just having sex, he was marking me. I was scared, lust was not. She roared to life, her desire pouring through me with the swiftness of wildfire. 



  Luc grabbed my thigh, pinning my leg to his waist, his eyes swirled. The purple and silver crashing and rolling like a turbulent sea. My scalp prickled. 



  Have you ever been outside in an electrical storm? Ever smelled that metallic scent of ozone and felt the raw shiver of air charged with millions of volts of pure power? 



  Well, Luc’s power felt like that. And that is not good. It meant he was losing control to the demon. 



  All the fine hairs on my body stood on end. I tried to look away, but he grabbed my chin.



  “No,” he growled, sharing his voice with another.  



  He ripped my skirt from top to bottom, not giving me time to shift, he yanked and when he did the last of his self-control vanished. 



  My muscles tensed. This was gonna hurt.



  His power fell on me with the force of a tsunami, my bones shifted, my skin stretched and pulled. Blonde hair tore through my head like hypodermic needles pushing from the inside out. 



  I screamed, bucked beneath him, clawed at his chest.



  He swallowed my screams with his lips. I heard whispers, but couldn’t make them out. I writhed, heaving for air that didn’t burn.



  Hands were on my face, eyes that were no longer so purple held my own. Words that had seemed jumbled, now began to make sense. “Breathebreathe...breathe. I’m sorry, Pandora. So sorry.”



  I blinked, his beautiful tanned face coming back into focus—the blackness in my skull washing slowly away. 



  “Pandora.” His voice shook. My name felt like a plea to understand he’d been lost and not to judge him for it.



  I took a deep breath and tried to focus, counting slowly to five before I trusted myself to speak. “Ssh.” I laid my finger to his lips, not willing to let him shoulder the weight of anymore guilt. “I’m okay now.”



  His lashes fluttered and his body covered mine, he wasn’t moving, just holding me like one would a treasure. Cradling me in his strong arms, his face turned from mine so that I couldn’t read the recrimination in his eyes.



  Something thick and wet and warm pressed against my chest and I knew if I looked that I’d see I had sliced him deep and that wetness was his blood. I licked my lips; my body still felt battered from the rush of that violent and swift change. Normally it didn’t hurt, but normally Luc was much more in control of himself then he’d been tonight.



  I hurt everywhere. I needed this sex now more than ever. No way could I hope to get any type of rest with not only the beating Billy had put me through, but now this change. Human Pandora didn’t want sex, demon Pandora did. 



  Demon won out.



  Gently, I sifted my fingers through Luc’s shoulder length blond hair, massaging his head with circular strokes until the tension eased from his body.



  I should be scared, but I sensed his fear of hurting me again would help keep him in check this time around.



  “Luc,” I whispered, “kiss me.”



  He groaned, still not looking at me. “How can you ask me that? How can you still trust me after what I just did?”



  I didn’t stop the massage, which seemed to help, because he shifted, looked at me with that familiar blue gaze. There was such need, such emotion. I wasn’t used to this, Luc was steadfast, his emotions never betraying how he truly felt. Frost bitten, I liked to call him. 



  He moved, wrapping his arms around my shoulders and holding me as close as could be without slipping into my skin. And yes, the act is possible given proper conditions. 



  “You were hurt...and I lost my head.” He shuddered.



  You might think it’s crazy, but Luc and I have never had a heart to heart. We were sexual partners, and we’d risked our bodies for the other on more than one occasion, but we never shared. 



  Well, let me rephrase that. 



  He’d never shared.



  I had tried once, many years ago. He’d stopped me, told me that talk like that could get a neph killed. I had to bury it, speak of it to one, not even to the night’s breeze. Everything had ears, danger was everywhere. This was a dog eat dog world, show any weakness and your enemy could, and would, exploit it. I hadn’t listened, and paid the price.



  He didn’t seem to want to say more, and honestly, I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear more. All I wanted from Luc in this moment was his body pressed to mine.



  I ran my finger up his spine, beginning to feel more myself with each minute that ticked past. And as the pain slipped away desire began to slowly take its place. 



  The feel of him pressed against my thigh made me more wet. He wasn’t as hard as he’d been since we started talking, a problem I rectified immediately. I shifted, my knee grazing that piece of velvet.



  He groaned and I smiled.



  I grabbed his face, turning him to me and nipped his chin.



  His nostrils flared and his body stirred.



  Luc grabbed my breasts, giving the nipples a tight squeeze. “Are you sure?” Desire was riding him but so was that thread of uncertainty.



  I wrapped my legs around his waist, opening myself, forcing his solid thickness against my wet core and pressed into him. He hissed. “Answer enough?”



  With a possessive growl, he slipped inside, pumping up and down. Moving in long, sure strokes.



  I gasped. I could feel the magick of our joining run like a heady intoxicant through my veins. It was fire and ice. It burned, but it felt so good. He sat up, still joined to me but freeing his hands. 



  I got my first good look at his chest and cried out at the angry lacerations of his shredded flesh. 



  “Oh, Luc,” I whispered, the apology heavy on my tongue. 



  He reached between our bodies, his thumb finding my center and he rubbed it while still keeping the pounding rhythm of sweat-slicked skin slapping skin.



  I forget everything but the pleasure of his touch after that. I closed my eyes and pumped him harder. My head thrashed from side to side as the climax built. Blood rushed through my heart, chest, head until I felt that I’d burst from it.



  My own power rushed back. It filled me, kissed my temple, my shoulder. The skin grew warm and it felt like gentle fingers piecing me back together. 



  “Open your eyes, Pandora.” Luc’s voice was strong, but not savage. He was himself.



  I opened my eyes and watched him watching me. There was something erotic and very intimate about that. About seeing a man’s body flex and pump against you.



  Then it came. That blinding, ripping orgasm that steals all the breath from your lungs so that all you can do is scream into the black void of nothingness and hope you can find your way back to sanity.



  After several seconds of labored breathing, I opened my eyes and returned his smile. The cuts on his chest were gone. I touched my shoulder and it was smooth, perfect again. 



  Luc stared at me for a second. It was thoughtful, full of hidden meaning. He traced the curve of my jaw. Then he blinked and his eyes were again shuttered, impersonal, distant.



  He stood. “Let me go clean myself. I’ll be back and then we’ll talk.”



  I watched him walk from my room. His exquisite rear flexing with each step and I bit my lip. My body was sated, I wasn’t horny. But when a man’s that easy on the eyes it’s a shame not to appreciate it.



  I rolled over, feeling like a contented kitten and grinned, stretching lazily before I too got up to walk into the bathroom and freshen up. I opened my dresser drawer, got out the first underwear I found—a black and purple see through thong—and slipped it on.



  What girl doesn’t like a piece of dental floss riding her cheeks, right? My one fatal flaw was that I never bought clothing for comfort.



  There are only two undergarments I ever buy. I have no use for bras. My breasts are an average B cup and as perky as an eighteen year olds. Some women don’t like the feel or look of bouncing tits, men do. Simple as that. 



  My dresser had six drawers. Three were stuffed with my sexy as sin underwear collection and the others with socks.  



  I don’t know why, but my toes always freeze. Seriously. I can handle any type of weather. Cold can never be cold enough and heat, no matter how high, would barely break me out into a sweat. But my feet can never seem to stay warm. 



  I grabbed a pair of black and white striped knee-high toe socks and put them on. I was crawling back into bed when Luc returned. 



  He wore a pair of black satin sleep pants and nothing else. One of the many he had tucked around here. He carried a plate with two sandwiches on it in one hand, and a glass of red wine in the other. 



  We didn’t live together. That would give the illusion of domesticity and whatever you might think about the neph, domestic we are not. 



  Though he was here often enough that it was easier to give him his own drawer.



  He sat down next to me. Handed me one sandwich and kept the other. I took the glass of wine and sat it on the end table. 



  I nibbled on the bread, but I wasn’t that hungry. I’m not sure what it was about Luc, for some people an after sex ciggy was an absolute must, for Luc, it was food. 



  He took several bites, staring straight ahead at the wall. I lifted my brow, but didn’t say a word. I lifted the slice of white bread and stared at the pinkish brown nest of roast beef, the odor reminding me of the chunks I’d left in the toilet bowl earlier. 



  My stomach somersaulted with the reminder. I wrinkled my nose, groaned, and sat the sandwich aside, grabbing the wine instead.



  After several more seconds of contemplative silence Luc finally turned to me and frowned. 



  “How did a priest of death find us, Pandora?”



  I crossed my legs at the ankle and leaned back against the headboard, my heart thudded fast picturing Billy as I’d last seen him. I had nothing to offer on that subject, I was as confused as Luc. I shrugged, taking a drink of the red wine. It was cool, spicy, and a sweet balm to the burn in my stomach. 



  “What did he do to you?”



  I recounted everything to the point where Billy had found me, then I paused. It had been nagging at me for some time but I finally voiced my thoughts. “You know, Billy aside—”



  Luc raised his brow. “Billy?” There was a chilly edge to his voice.  



  “Huh?” I raised my eyes from the glass of wine to him, not sure why he sounded so peeved and bristly. I waved it aside. “Priest whatever, aside from all that...what was a vampire doing here tonight?”



  He watched me for another tense moment and again I wondered what was wrong with him. He was acting all weird and moody and I didn’t like it. Finally he blew out a deep breath, as if attempting to gather his thoughts. 



  “Bubba and I wondered the same thing,” he said, sounding almost normal again. But there was still a betraying hint of anger quivering behind those words.



  I sipped on my wine, mulling it over. There was an unspoken hatred between all things parasites—our all encompassing way of grouping by name those things not quite human—and neph. 



  To understand why, you’d have to go way back in history. History bores me. I lived through it, so I rarely feel the need to revisit it. Let’s put it this way...what you think you know, you don’t. A vampire is not some blood sucking fiend who can bite someone, exchange blood and create more baby vamppies.



  That’s a romanticized version of the ugly truth. But, there is always some truth in myth. And I guess to understand the paras, you first have to understand their creators. 



  Here’s the shorthand account of what’s what in monster society. Everything starts with us, the demons. One day a group of angels in the heavens saw the daughters of man, they lusted after them, they mated, some were raped, some were willing, but in the end children were born from the union. The nephilim. My people.



  As punishment for their crimes the fallen angels were cast out of heaven. Once on Earth their names were changed to demon.



  The Father was so incensed by the depravation of his creation that he had them chained and thrown into the fiery pit. AKA Hell. 



  Though the demons had been cast out they were plenty powerful in their own right. Even chained, they still wished to rule Earth by Lucifer’s side—aka Satan—so they created minions or another name for them, lower caste demon—LCD for short—much the same way God created Eve from Adam. 



  The LCD’s are a little like us neph. We all have the same patriarchal lineage. But unlike us, the LCD have no humanity within them to battle the inherent evil that is a demon’s nature. They are pure bad and mindless little lackeys for their masters. 



  And now we’re back to where we started, the paras. In one form or another they are all the creation of the fallen ones that mortals petitioned power for.



  Who knows why the humans make the deal. Whatever the case might be, there is always a price to pay.



  Loss of will. 



  A demon cannot force you to sign on the proverbial dotted line. But once you do there’s no going back.



  It is with the LCD that the human’s make the trade. Their human souls for earthly power.



  Demons require total and absolute allegiance. You are no longer your own. Remember that song: signed, sealed, delivered, I’m yours, yeah something like that. 



  It’s the ultimate irony really. People crave power and total domination and what they wind up becoming is whipping posts for the homicidal, masochistic, sadistic perversions of a demon’s will.  



  So next time you think about dancing with the Devil... just an FYI, I wouldn’t. Can’t say I didn’t warn ya.



  Anyway, you become what you crave. That’s the stripped down, simplified version of it.



  You want beauty, wealth... the demons turns you vamp. You want power... shifter. Long life... zombie. 



  But of course it’s never what you expect. Vampires aren’t immortal, they drink blood but their canines aren’t much longer than a house cats. More often than not you’ll see a vamp feeding with a syringe or razor. They live long lives compared to mortals. Two, three hundred years, but they age. Slower than normal, but still age nonetheless. They’re strong, but nothing like us. 



  In short vamps have everything to fear from us and we have very little to fear from them. Which is why they usually make themselves scarce when we’re around. 



  I looked at Luc. He was bent at the waist, elbows resting on his knees looking out at nothing. 



  “Don’t you think that’s weird?” I finally said. “That makes vamp number three in less than a month?”



  He rubbed his jaw, sighed and sat back, pierced me with one of his frosty stares. I had to admit it was good to have edgy Luc back, moody guy weirded me out for reasons I couldn’t quite fathom.



  “Yeah, but they were all young. Kids with too much balls and little bite. Coincidence?”



  I didn’t believe that and neither did he. Coincidences got you killed. My weird-dar said vamps and now priest were somehow connected. Don’t press me to try and explain why, I couldn’t if I tried. It was a hunch. Nothing more.



  I growled, the synapses’ in my brain unable to find the connection between A and Z. 



  “What we need is to talk with Grace.”



  I cocked my head. “Hasn’t she contacted you yet? We’ve been here two days already.” 



  Luc threw his hands up, stood and stretched. “Not yet. Second she does I’ll let you know.”



  He was halfway out the bedroom when I asked, “By the way, did you see anyone else out there?”



  The feral gleam was back in his eyes the minute I mentioned it. “No, but if I find him, I’ll kill him.” 



  Then he was gone, scent of sulfur the only proof he’d ever been. He was pissed, moody, and frankly, I didn’t know how to deal with that. No doubt however that he was out there somewhere close, watching, maybe hoping Billy would return.



  I hated to admit it, so was I.



  For entirely different reasons.



  Chapter 5


  



  I shoved my hands into my pockets, watching the crowd through slitted eyes. A northerly wind had blown in, it was brutally cold tonight, but that didn’t seem to stop anyone. The carnival was in full swing, a macabre repeat of last night.



  On auto pilot, I watched rider after rider get on the big wheel, repeating the same old lines over and over. Be careful, don’t stick your hand out the sides, don’t swing the basket...blah, blah, blah. 



  Part of me kept hoping I’d catch a glimpse of Billy. Another part, was hoping he’d stay away. Permanently. Why was I so obsessed with him?



  After a sleepless night I’d come to one absolute conclusion. Billy had to die. He couldn’t be allowed to walk around, not while he knew where we were. How to find us. That was too dangerous. Not just for me, but my entire family.



  Even so, I couldn’t stand the thought of anyone else taking his life. I would have to be the one to do it.



  I huffed. How crappy was it that I’d finally found someone who intrigued me beyond sanity, only to realize I couldn’t keep him? 



  Sometimes my life really sucked.



  Billy was bad news gift wrapped in a gorgeous package. Last night he’d held a knife to my throat. That was proof enough that the big bad wolf wasn’t out there buying me roses and chocolate. More likely he was loading down that chiseled frame of his with all sorts of weapons meant to make a girl like me squeal. 



  I leaned against the fence, crossed my booted feet at the ankles and yes, sulked. Lust and I were in a foul mood. If the outside reflected the inside, then I was wearing a big fat sign that read: beware the dog. Last night I’d been all frills and sex, tonight I was in leather. 



  I wasn’t on the hunt. Lust had charged the juice last night with Luc and the vamp, and yet, it hadn’t been enough. Not nearly. She’d tagged Billy, whether the man wanted me or not didn’t matter to her. It was almost pathetic the way she wanted him. 



  I was keeping Lust’s more violent tendencies in check, but just barely. 



  “Hey, baby.” 



  I looked up.



  A kid, no older than seventeen, staggered up next to me. Alcohol strong on his breath, blue eyes glassy and riddled with bloodshot veins. He gave me a drunken leer, taking his time rolling his gaze up and down my body.



  “You’re looking pretty fine tonight.” He hiccupped and chuckled, one of those laughs only the severely drunk find funny. I lifted a brow, my fingers clenched convulsively at my side. “I got a sweet room in the mountains, real private like.” He smiled, touched my necklace and let it slide between his fingers.



  Anger foamed in my belly, spewed up my throat. I narrowed my eyes. “What are you thinking, Junior?” My voice was soft, but cold. He was too drunk to notice. If he touched me one more time I claimed no responsibility for my actions.



  “Wanna take a ride on the Wayne train?” He wiggled his eyebrows in a way that made me think of a Jim Henson puppet. “Promise you’ll love it.” He leaned in, his nose inches from my neck. Not quite touching, but almost there.



  I bared my teeth, revealing the baby fangs I normally kept hidden. They weren’t as sharp or as long as Luc’s, but they could be disconcerting. 



  The rancid smell of STD was all over him. It spikes the sweat sliding out the pores with a musty, rotted scent. Ridden by Lust, I’d screwed a sick stick before, but it was gross. I couldn’t get diseases, but if you’ve ever seen something like that, then you know what I mean.



  “How could I possibly resist when you ask me like that?” I sneered.



  He chuckled, so flippin' sure of himself.



  “But oh, what a pity, I have laundry to do tonight. Too bad.” I cocked my hip and gave him what I thought was a clear vibe to shove off.



  Wayne train had the nerve to grab me by said hips and push me further into the fence. He ground his erection against me, his hand trailing down my arm. “I always get what I want.” His fetid breath smacked me in the face.



  Do you ever have those moments when you’re so angry that you grow calm? Like the bands of a hurricane are swirling inside your body but you’re the eye? You’re danger incarnate, but you don’t look it?



  I smiled, shimmied my hands up his arms and pressed my breasts tight to his chest. “Ohh, when you put it like that—”



  His eyes zipped to the tops of my flattened breasts.



  I grabbed his face in a punishing grip. He squirmed, but was still too piss poor drunk to realize how much danger he was in. Almost made me feel sorry for the little maggot. Almost.



  I kissed him, mashing my mouth to his in such a way that it forced him to open up or be bruised. He whimpered and I felt a rising thrum of fear override his senses.



  I sucked his tongue into my mouth, his hands moved frantically all over my body, but not to draw me closer. He was trying to push me away. 



  Lust laughed. 



  Tongues are such a soft, delicate piece of tissue. So many nerve endings. Teased the right way tonguing can be a delicious experience. 



  I bit him, my fangs slicing deep. 



  He screamed, but the night was a cacophonous spill of noises. No one heard him. If I wanted to, I could kill him. I squeezed his arm, to the point right before a break. He moaned, and it reeked of the greasy, slimy stench of fear. If I kept it up he’d piss himself.



  Pathetic human, Lust snarled.



  Lucky for him, I had no intention of killing this night. I shoved him away, hard enough that he nearly tripped over his feet.



  I licked my lips, tasting his blood on them and spit. It’s not that I mind blood—most demons enjoy the taste of it on occasion—but when it’s riddled with disease it’s a little like trying to drink expired milk. 



  His eyes were wide, frantic. As if my kissing him had burned the alcohol right out of his system, he was hyper aware and holding on to his mouth like he feared it might fall off. Blood trickled down the sides of his chin. 



  Poor thing, he was in a load of proverbial poo now. Blood was a very bad accessory to be wearing in a place like this. Made all the baddies shiver and shake.



  Wayne train turned and ran.



  “Hey!” I cupped my mouth, “Where you going, baby? Thought you liked it rough.”



  He didn’t turn back and I laughed, really laughed. Of course Lust was acting petulant and demanding I go and finish him off. But I was sure Jr. had learned his lesson. No need for added violence. So I ignored her. 



  My neck prickled, tightened. Like someone’s hot gaze was boring a hole in my head. I turned and studied the blackness beyond my ride. The trees were thick with shadows, and danced with the wind. 



  I rubbed the back of my neck, patting the fine hairs down. I could see nothing, but I felt it. It wasn’t a feeling of danger, but it wasn’t exactly comforting either.



  Frowning, I walked to the game booth nearest me.



  The stall was empty. Kemen’s booth wasn’t one of the more active tents. Luc had set him up with the water-balloon game. But that wasn’t what kept the booth almost perpetually empty; it was the fact that there were no prizes to be had for the winner.



  Might seem like a crazy thing to do, but the truth was, we weren’t concerned with making money. Each member of this family had to contribute. For most it was a cakewalk. Bubba loved his time at the platform, Luc loved whatever it was that Luc did, us girls...well we just loved being the center of attention. 



  Kemen was different. His demon was sloth. In layman terms that meant he was lazy as hell and couldn’t be trusted with running an active booth. If he wasn’t sleeping, he was playing video games. On the one hand I envied the ease of that demon, on the other, I couldn’t imagine always being so tired I could barely bring myself to shave, let alone shower each day.



  He was a Captain Sparrow type with greasy hair and clothes that looked wrinkled, faded, and unwashed for who knows how long, but still very bangable. Or maybe that was just me.



  Kemen sat on a chair resting on its hind legs, hands clasped in his lap, chin on his chest, eyes closed and snoring louder than an electric band saw. I kicked his feet, knocking the chair down, making him jump and grab his chest. I grinned. He narrowed amber eyes, shoveling blunt fingers through his cropped brown hair.



  “Pandora,” he growled, “you scared the crap out of me.”



  Hair jutted out in odd angles around his head. He yawned, stretching arms high above his head and then groaned. 



  Gaw, just watching him was making me tired, probably why the humans tended to avoid his booth like the plague. I loved Kemen, but the man was a real downer.



  “You awake now, Rip Van Winkle, or do I need to go get a bucket of ice water and dump it on you?” 



  He smacked his lips. “Funny.”



  “Listen, spell me will ya? I gotta take a walk.”



  He stood, gave another long lion’s roar of a yawn and shook himself, as if he was trying to wake up, then nodded. 



  I eyed him. “Or do you think you’re awake enough to handle it? Hate to come back and find the humans dead because you passed out and pressed the wrong button.”



  “I swear you nettle me on purpose. You a wise ass like this with everyone else?”



  “Just you, baby.” I winked.



  “Don’t know why I put up with you.”



  “‘Cause you love me.” I batted my lashes at him and gave him my best cheeky smirk.



  He snorted, then walked off muttering under his breath.



  I laughed. Of all of us, Kemen was the sweetest. Sloth was lazy, not dangerous. He could kill, he was still part demon after all, but he’d take sleep over death any day of the week. 



  I was getting ready to head back into the woods when I was again overcome by the feeling that I was being watched.



  I looked and this time...I saw something.



  Chapter 6


  



  I narrowed my eyes knowing the shadow that danced outside the shelter of light wasn’t shadow at all. The familiar shiver of paras pulsed across my skin like static. The lump of darkness separated into three distinct shapes. 



  One moved forward, the others to the sides.  Like a lion on the hunt they circled their unsuspecting prey.



  The ebb and flow of life and death is as natural to me as breathing. Balance and counterbalance. And yet, there are two types of death. One that is preordained, set in ink and nothing and no one can change it. It is meant to be and it will happen, it doesn’t matter how many scenarios you run through they all lead to the same end result. 



  Then there’s the unnatural kind. Murder. Death before its time. Those you can change. This was one of those times. 



  The prey was a woman in her early twenties; not pretty, not ugly either. Average. Dispensable. Someone easily overlooked until it was too late. Mussed up brown hair, library chic glasses, gray sweater, a typical college student on the cusp of making a mark in the world.



  Like a ripple of water moving in reverse the circle tightened. The shadows almost within arm’s reach.



  She looked up, eyes wide, glancing around and nostrils flaring as if she could smell the danger, she huddled a little closer to the safety of people in front of her. She didn’t talk to them, so I knew she wasn’t part of that group. But there was strength in numbers and somewhere deep down she sensed the threat. 



  It always fascinated me how much like animals humans became when you stripped away the thin veneer of civility to expose their baser elements. 



  Her baggy, carefree style of dress said she wasn’t vain. The grayish pallor to her skin said she was more often indoors than out, likely studying as the bags under her eyes attested to. She fidgeted a lot; she wasn’t comfortable in crowds, which meant her friends had probably dragged her out here. 



  She had no darkness, she was light. Light doesn’t mean someone’s infallible, perfect, all that’s wholesome. I mean, whatever, that’s about as delusional as believing that once you get married he’ll change. Dream on. 



  What it does mean is that eight out of ten times light will choose good over wrong. Helping over hurting. We are not to harm light; she isn’t ours for the taking. The shadows knew that.



  She cocked her head, staring out into the darkness as if searching for that mysterious presence. I doubt she had a clue how close the shadows were, they’d stopped moving and were crouched low, hidden to all but those who knew where to look. 



  She shook her head and laughed with one of those don’t-be-ridiculous-there’s-nothing-out-there sounds. 



  Don’t move. I wanted to scream it at her, but it was too late. She stepped away from the group and the shadows snapped her up. No one noticed, or if they did, they thought it was some crazy prank. The shadows loped off into the veil of darkness beyond.



  I had one of two choices. Follow, or stay. 



  I growled. “Stupid conscious.” There was no choice.



  I ran at a somewhat fast pace. Enough to keep the shadowed shapes in view, but slow enough to not draw attention to myself. Expecting to bump into Billy at some point tonight I was a veritable weapons cache. I wasn’t stupid enough to believe he was through with me. Priests are like bloodhounds; once they’ve got your scent, the pursuit is relentless. 



  His behavior was unusual, not only leaving me the way he did, but not showing up tonight, all of which made him unpredictable and more dangerous. I’d have to keep alert. Last night Billy had gotten the jump on me, but I was no damsel in distress. I wouldn’t make that same mistake twice.



  Why then am I running after a pack of baddies, alone and in the middle of the night, doesn’t that scream TSTL? Have you ever lived to be five-thousand years old? Do you have any clue how long that actually is? I’m not saying I want to die, but I don’t fear death either. If it happens it happens, I’m not gonna stop living because a death priest thinks I should. Screw him and anybody else who feels that way. I was created; therefore I’m entitled to live it. That’s all I have to say about that.



  I passed the Tilt-a-Whirl, glancing at the ride, hoping to spot Vyxyn, but she wasn’t there.



  The shadows were getting away from me. Separating. One moving straight, the other to the left, the last to the right. I had no idea who had the girl. 



  I really hated when killers got smart. So annoying.



  It was a one in three chance; I followed door number three and veered to my right, keeping tucked within the safety of the trees. 



  Shadow was passing furtive glances over its shoulder. I still couldn’t make out what type of parasite this was, it was clothed in a long midnight blue robe-cowl combo. If I had to make a guess: vamp. Seemed like the type of thing the stylistic pompous idiots would get a kick out of.



  And if it was vamp, then this was worrying. Why were they getting so bold?  



  I didn’t dematerialize to follow, the sulfuric smell would have been a dead giveaway and stealth was key. I hugged the trees, moving only when he did, slipping between branches with the swift grace of a wraith on the hunt.



  The night was still, cold, as if the world held its collective breath. 



  Shadow paused, glanced around and then began a nonsensical path of distraction. Going left, right, in circles, turning around and backtracking, doing it so many times even I began to feel disoriented. This same pattern followed for at least a mile or two.  



  What in the world?



  I know what it was doing. Creating a false trail, that way if anyone came to investigate they’d see a bunch of shambling, aimless prints and nothing more. Since when had the vamps gotten this organized?



  Believe it or not, they’re generally loners. You don’t typically find one with another. So to see them working, moving as one, and hunting together is troubling.  



  I narrowed my eyes; two other shapes joined my shadow, presumably the same ones from before. I didn’t see the girl.



  That couldn’t be good. 



  They walked a bit further then stepped into a clearing with a large bonfire. Orange and yellow flames licked at the night. The wood crackled, spitting out glowing pieces of cinder.



  I kept myself tucked in the gloom and silhouette of the trees, studying the lay out, gathering Intel the best I could. 



  I scanned the field, the trees and saw no one else. Whatever this was, it only involved the three before me.   



  One of the bodies pulled back the cowl. It was a woman, springy mass of red curls bobbing around her head in the strong breeze that had suddenly kicked up out of nowhere. White eyes with cat irises studied the other two figures before her. 



  What a load of garbage those eyes were. Obviously contacts. Vamps loved to play up to the mythos. Truth was when you turned, nothing changed. If you were fat before you’d be fat now. If you had blue eyes, green, brown, didn’t matter, nothing changed. 



  I know I said if you asked for beauty you’d turn vamp, but just because you ask for something doesn’t mean you’re gonna get it. At least not the way you’d expect it. Demons take perverse pleasure in twisting the truth, but we always keep our word. If we tell you you’ll attract hoards of women, you will. It might not be because you’ve turned into Fabio with the long billowy hair, but because you’ve grown puss ridden from head to toe, but hey...you’re attracting hoards of women, right?  



  She said something, but the wind carried the words away before I could make it out, then one of the figures nodded and walked back into the woods. 



  I leaned over, pulled up the hem of my leather pants and reached into my boot, grabbing a switchblade I had tucked inside. 



  A small scurrying sound grabbed my attention. My heart thudded, I snapped the blade open, metal glinting like blue steel in the moonlight. I looked up, staring hard at the branches above me and spotted a squirrel.



  “Stupid animal.” I turned back toward the makeshift camp.



  The other vamp had thrown his hood back. A graying man, balding, maybe in his mid to late thirties, but looks could be deceiving. The only true way to tell a vamps age was by the iris. Somewhere around the hundred year mark the iris begins to turn a shade of red, the hue growing deeper and richer with age.



  He and the women were placing large flat stones before the fire, almost like an altar. What was this?



  This was occult stuff, not vamp. Vamps were more the drink ‘em and kill ‘em type. 



  I didn’t have to wait long to find out what was going on.



  The third vamp returned, towing the limp body of the girl. Her head flopped, her feet dragged, it was clear she was unconscious maybe even comatose if the smashed in nose, distorted face and sliced bottom lip had anything to say about it.



  The three grabbed the girl and placed her on the altar. One had her by the ankles, another by the wrists, the red head then walked around to the side of the girl and shucked off her robe. She was nude save for a Kopis she had belted at her waist—a wicked knife with at least a fifteen inch blade and curved at the center.



  Clearly red head was the leader, which meant if she went down the others would likely flee. I’d kill her first.



  I stretched my senses trying to feel that shiver of paras. Trying to make certain what I saw in front of me was all there was. I frowned. I felt the shiver all right, but my gut told me something was off. I didn’t know what it was and I didn’t have time to dwell on it longer. I just hoped whatever it was didn’t come back and bite me in the ass later. 



  Red head grabbed the blade and held it high over her head. The stance dramatic and theatrical. 



  The girl groaned.



  I threw the knife at the redhead but at the final second the bald vamp shifted to the side of the alter just enough for the blade to find him instead. His knees buckled and he crumpled to the ground.



  “Damnit.” I reached for another knife, but it was too late. Rather than run, which is what I would have expected the pathetic excuses for life forms should have done, the red head sank her blade into the girl’s chest.  



  The unholy scream shivered down my spine. I ran, the time for stealth was over. 



  The other robed vamp came at me, throwing its body into mine, dragging me to the ground with a strength belying the small frame. It punched me; its green eyes glowed with satisfaction. I rolled, still taking the punches to my face and chest, but was somehow able to hook my leg around the vamps waist and pin it beneath me. In the scuffle I’d lost my knife.



  Thankfully I had plenty more. 



  The red head rushed me.



  “Sick, perverted freaks,” I snarled, reaching into the leather at my cleavage and pulled out another blade. 



  She screamed, her nails clawing at my face. The body beneath me bucked. Does anyone have a clue how hard it is to fight sitting down? This was ridiculous. Angry, I tightened my thighs on the vamp below me and punched red. I didn’t have much momentum, thank God I was strong.



  It only diverted her attention for a second though. She shook her head and then dived at me again. This time though I was able to snap open the blade and bury it in her neck. Hot blood sprayed my face.



  She grabbed her neck, sick gurgling sounds fell from her lips.



  My eyes burned from the salt. I wiped at it, trying to clear my vision. My distraction almost cost me.



  The vamp beneath me shoved me and I had to put a hand out to steady myself, freeing it just enough that it could wrap its hand around my neck.



  I gasped for air. 



  I punched at its temple; knocking the hood back and revealing the baby smooth skin of an adolescent boy. Twelve, no older than thirteen.



  I reached into my other boot and grabbed my black razor fan, snapping it open. 



  In one fluid movement I sliced the fan through the kid’s neck. He blinked twice, hand on my throat relaxing. I took greedy gulps of sweet fresh air, ignoring the ache I felt in doing so. My stomach heaved and I looked away, I’d done what I had to do, regardless if I liked it or not.



  I reached for the blade at my back and then shoved it like a stake through the boy’s chest. He grabbed at the knife with blood soaked hands, fingers futilely trying to pull it out. I ground my jaw, and pushed it deeper. Until finally, I saw the light leave his eyes.



  The red head still twitched beside me. I yanked the knife out of her oozing throat and repeated the same process I’d done to the boy. After several seconds she too lay still. I cleaned my knives as best I could on the fallen leaves and shoved them back where they belonged.



   I pushed away from the bodies and stood. I had an hour before they reanimated. The only true way to kill a vamp was to take out its heart. I swallowed the bile lodged in my throat. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t take out the kid’s heart. But I knew someone who could.



  My legs shook as I walked toward the girl. She was still as death. I glanced at the bald vamp to see if there was any movement, there wasn’t. My aim had been true. 



  I returned my attention back to the girl. Her gray sweater was no more. It was black in the light of the moon. I grabbed her by the shoulders and she moaned. It was a small sound, whispery thin. 



  I pulled her off the altar which only made her whimper worse. I was sorry to cause her pain, but no one deserved to die this way. I would not let her die alone.



  I hugged her to my chest and sat.



  She gripped my hand, blue eyes alive and shimmering with pain. “Pl...please.”



  “Ssh.” I shook my head, rubbing her mangled cheek in a soothing gesture. Her cheek shifted like the skin sat on sand instead of bone. “Don’t talk. Ssh.”



  Her chest heaved, every breath labored. Awful to hear. I rocked with her, humming under my breath, wishing I had the type of glamour to bring peace in death, but demons don’t do peace. We’re vengeance, destruction, wrath, fury; in us you’ll find no rest. 



  “Pl...mom,” she gasped, “dad, sis...” She closed her eyes. Her grip on my hand loosened, her breathing came slower and slower. “Lo...ve.” With that final word, she gave up the ghost. 



  I hung my head. I’ve never cried, don’t know if I can’t or I won’t, but if I’d had any tears I think I could have then.



  My skin prickled with static. Forced to drop the girl I swiveled, reached for my knife and two things happened at once.



  First, a cloaked figure stabbed both my arms—a vamp I hadn’t seen before and flippin' should have sensed.



  And second, I heard a metallic whiz of a knife whistle through the air before it buried itself in the figure before me. The vamp crumpled to the ground. The hilt of a knife poked from its back.



  I rolled the body over and found a needle clutched in his hand, droplets of blood rolling off the tip. I frowned, and looked at my arm. One had clearly been sliced by a knife, but the other hadn’t been stabbed as I’d first assumed, he’d tried to use that needle on me.



  I snatched up the needle and crushed it in the palm of my hand. Why had the vamp run the risk of death for a sample of my blood? 



  I peered into the forest, trying to scout for the source of the knife. The eerie sounds of hooting owls and rustling leaves made me shiver. I dematerialized, jumping from tree to tree searching and watching, but whoever had thrown the knife was long gone.



  Chapter 7


  



  Holding onto my arm, I squeezed tight to stem the blood and ported back to the carnival. My Ferris wheel sat empty. Kemen leaned against the fence, head resting on his fist with eyes half closed.



  “Kemen,” I snapped, more from the burn of the wound than any true anger.



  He took one look at me and then was by my side, moving faster than I’d ever seen him move before. “Is that?” He pointed at my face; at the blood I was sure was a muddy brown color by now.



  “Not all mine.” I shrugged off his grip on my elbow.



  “Let me take a look at that, Pandora.” His liquid amber eyes pleaded, he licked his lips, Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. He was always nervous around blood. So un-demon like. 



  “It’s fine.” I hugged my arm to my chest, not wanting to be touched and have Lust stir to life. I wanted to think, not rut like some wild animal. 



  “Here.” He grabbed the hem of his shirt and yanked, tearing a long strip out of the bottom and handed me the cloth. “At least tie that around it.”



  I grabbed it, neon green stenciling of Ozzy standing out in bold relief as I wrapped it around my arm in a tight pressure hold. “Thanks,” I said between clenched teeth, sucking in a breath against the sharp pain. “Where’s Luc?”



  Kemen hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Last I saw him he was walking the perimeter with a piece of tail on his arm.”



  Stupid vamp must have cut a vein, because within seconds the swath was soaked clear through and blood was seeping down my arm. In another five minutes, the vein would mend so that the bleeding stopped, but I couldn’t walk around looking like some axe murderers latest victim.   



  “I don’t care if he’s got his little friend hanging out, you tell him to come here or I’ll snap it off,” I said, walking toward the gears where I kept a first aid kit stashed.



  He grabbed my shoulder and turned me to face him. “Pandora, what’s wrong?”



  “Nothing.” I shook my head. 



  He cocked his brow. “This is not, nothing.” There was genuine concern in his voice.



  I dabbed at the blood with a cotton swab soaked in a saline cleaning solution, the seepage was already beginning to slow.  It touched me to hear him worry. I was a big girl and this really was nothing, but it was still nice to be fretted over. Made a girl feel special.



  I pressed my hand to his chest and very gently said, “I really need to speak with Luc.”



  A muscle in his jaw ticked, I could tell he wanted to say more, but finally his shoulders slumped and he gave a swift nod, then vanished.



  I hung up a sign on the fence: Ferris ride down for repairs, so I wouldn’t be bothered and finished cleaning up.    



  I removed the bandage, noticing that the blood was now clotting and grabbed gauze dressing and then reached for the tape. All I had was two almost empty spools of green and pink tape with smiley faces on them.



  “Ugh, you’ve got to be kidding me,” I groaned, remembering the inordinate amount of pleasure Luc had taken when he’d bought it for me over a year ago. Each and every awful method of torture ran through my head and I vowed to take revenge as I taped it on.



  I smelled the faint odor of sulfur. I turned. Luc’s zipper was undone; his shirt half open, clearly Kemen had taken my words at face value. I smiled; I do so love that lazy sloth.



  His eyes were huge with worry until they settled over the bandage on my arm and his lips quirked.



  I narrowed my eyes. “You laugh and I’ll cut your tongue out.”



  He licked his lips in a lazy, half taunting way—calling my bluff. “So what was so urgent that you made Kemen haul my ass out the tent with threat of pain to my...” 



  “I followed a pack of vamps tonight...”



  He went from sexual teasing to ferocious predator between the span of a breath. “You what?” he asked, voice nearly a scream. “Alone!” 



  “Down kitty, you’re frothing at the mouth.”



  Luc grabbed my shoulders, shaking me forcefully. “What were you thinking?” He didn’t give me time to answer. “You weren’t, that’s what.”



  I flicked his hands off me. “Spare me your lectures, Luc, we have bigger fish to fry. The vamps killed a girl.”



  He finally seemed to be hearing me, his agitated jerky movements stopped and his lips thinned. “How many?” He’d gone frost bitten. Face shuttered and breathing those slow, deep breaths that meant he was on the verge of turning homicidal. 



  I licked my lips. If he hadn’t liked what I’d said, then he was really not gonna like this. “There were four.”



  He narrowed his eyes, planted his hand on the fence over my shoulder, leaned in and sniffed me, his nose running along my hair. I really hated that nose of his. He was a walking lie detector, able to scent out a lie—or an omission—through the pheromones a body secreted. Yeah, seriously.



  “Did you kill them all?”



  Hmm, to tell the truth or not to tell the truth, that is the question.  



  “Dora,” he said low, and I could hear him growing impatient.



  “Three,” I finally admitted, though reluctantly.



  “What happened to the fourth vamp?” His voice was silky, deadly.



  Hair the shade of liquid gold framed his head like a halo, eyes the color of purest indigo stared back at me through a face carved for sin. He pressed his heated body along the length of mine. Every hard line trembling with suppressed rage. As mad as he clearly was I could still feel his thickness growing against my thigh. He looked like some avenging angel. But this angel had fangs that wouldn’t hesitate to rip someone’s throat out. Namely mine. 



  “It’s dead,” I whispered.



  “Who...killed...it...Pandora?” He ran his sharp teeth along the curve of my ear, warm breath fanning my neck, making me shiver. I was as turned on as I was scared.



  I debated how best to put it. 



  He grabbed my bandaged arm, thumb digging into the wound that had finally begun to close. I felt a rush of heat and knew he’d torn me open again.



  “That bloody hurt. You bastard.”



  “I will not ask again.” 



  I twisted my lips, wanting to spite him, but knowing it served no purpose other than my own greedy need to make him beg for it. “I don’t know, okay. I don’t have a clue.”



  He cocked his head to the side, hand relaxing. “What do you mean you don’t know?”



  “Would you like me to spell it out for you? I D-o-n-’t know. Clear enough?”



  Luc snarled, and I laughed, which startled him. I’m sure he’d been expecting me to pounce, not giggle. 



  “You know, you’re really cute when you show me your fangs. Show me again,” I teased him, running my hands up his bare chest.



  “You’re sick, you know that, right?” He shook his head, mouth tilting at the corner.



  I breathed a small sigh of relief, my joke cutting through the thick fog of tension. I don’t mind admitting, having Luc’s entire focus fixed on you is creepy and not in a creepy cool kinda way either. 



  He combed his fingers through his hair, shoulders slumping. He looked tired and I wasn’t sure if it was this situation, the carnival, or something else. I wasn’t going to ask either.



  “The bodies still out there?”



  I nodded. “I’ve got the clearing warded so no one stumbles across it.”



  “Did you cut out the hearts yet?”



  I thought about the kid and swallowed hard. Someday I will deal with all the things I’ve done and maybe even mourn the necessity of it. I wasn’t usually squeamish, but his death had unnerved me. What could have made a thirteen-year-old boy choose the life he’d chosen? A real waste of a promising life. “No.”



  Luc hooked my chin. “What’s wrong?” His voice was soft, soothing. 



  I moved away from him, turned my back and hugged my arms to my chest, feeling cold inside. There wasn’t much humanity left in me, I was more demon than human, but I cherished what little bit there was. I knew Luc didn’t want me to admit to having feelings, but I did. So what if it made me weaker than the others? Or less neph than I should be? Maybe I didn’t want to embrace my darkness the way the others did, and I knew that if I cut the kid’s heart out I’d step completely over the gray line I’d always towed. I couldn’t bear the thought of giving up that last piece of me.



  He slipped his arms around my waist, resting his head on my shoulder. “Dora, you can tell me.”



  I closed my eyes and no longer cared what he or anybody else thought. “I can’t do it.” I turned and shoved him away, more mad at myself than him. “I can’t do it and I won’t, so don’t ask.”



  He studied me, face an unreadable mask. I couldn’t tell if he was angry, disappointed, or otherwise. “Can you guide us to the clearing?”



  I clipped my head.



  “Okay.” He nodded. “I’ll grab some of the others and meet you back here in ten minutes.”



  My heart twisted, grateful that he wouldn’t try to pry the truth from me. I suspected he already knew it in some way, but I valued the respect he’d shown in not pursuing it further.



  “I have to make a phone call first.”



  “Grace?” I asked.



  He nodded. “We can’t wait on her any longer, we need whatever Intel she’s got, don’t you think?”



  He really didn’t need to ask my permission, it was a courtesy for him to even do so. I was only second in command, he was Big Boss Man, but I nodded anyway. 



  “Yeah, if she doesn’t already know, then I think this would interest her.”



  He started misting.



  “Oh and, Luc,” I said softly, “thanks.”



  He vanished. If he heard, he never said.



  Returning exactly ten minutes later with Vyxyn and Bubba in tow, Luc ushered me to his side. I quickly discarded the bandage and tape. The wound was semi-closed, no longer bleeding and fact was, I’d rather walk around with an open sore than have to stare at those awful smiling faces another second. 



  “Yeah,” I asked when I got close enough. He pulled me aside so we had a little privacy.



  “Talked to Grace, day after tomorrow she wants to meet up. She asked for you, I said yes.”



  “Luc, you know I hate the city.”



  Demons have a natural aversion to confining spaces. Maybe it has something to do with the thought of being locked in the dark, or maybe with the curse we’re all destined to face, whatever it is, any metropolitan area always feels like its crashing down on me. Choking me and hemming me in. I can handle my trailer, that’s home. It’s safe. Warm. But a city built up with skyscrapers and closed in shops...that made me break out in a cold sweat thinking about it.



  He shoved his hands down his pockets. “Yeah, but I have a carnival to run. Be more than happy to trade responsibilities with you.” 



  I snorted. “Dream on.”



  He shrugged. “Fact is, Dora, I trust you more than the others.” 



  And it really was as simple as that. I rolled my eyes.



  “On the upside you’ll get to visit with Grace, it’ll do you good.”



  I sighed. “Yeah, I guess. I just wish she’d pick a different meeting spot. You’d think after all these years working together she’d know by now...”



  “Blah, blah, blah.” Vyxyn sauntered up, tucking a strand of her bright bubblegum pink hair behind her ear. She drummed her lacquered pink nails on her hip. It was hard to say what caught the eye more, her fluffy cat ears headband or her Alice in Wonderland meets circus clown on acid attire. She was a visual kei, a meld of punk and goth with a Japanese flair. “You two harpies done yappin’ yet? Or can I get back to my ride? Because I swear if my prey gets away before I’m done, I’ll kill one or both of you.” She snapped her gum.



  Vyxyn meant it too. Her demon was Envy. She was doomed to covet what she didn’t have. For Luc and I, it was our power over the family. Vyxyn didn’t like anybody, not us, not anybody. She was a loner with brain’s enough to know she wouldn’t survive on her own, so she’d joined the family. Not out of loyalty but more so out of a sense of preservation. 



  To trust her was a mistake. She was the kind that to turn your back would wind you up on the floor, knife sticking out of your chest while she sat on you pilfering everything, right down to the last stitch of clothing. 



  “Shut it, Vyxyn,” Luc snarled, “we’ll leave when I say we’ll leave.”



  Her green eyes grew wide, started to swirl. 



  I smiled. 



  “What's your problem?” she snapped, clearly not happy.



  Would it be terribly naughty of me to goad her on? I smirked, wanting to so bad. 



  Her nostrils flared, heavily mascara’d eyes narrowing into slits of unadultered rage. 



  “And just where were you earlier? I ran past your station and you weren’t there.” It hadn’t been her break time, I know, I made the schedule.



  She said nothing.



  Bubba punched her in the head. She stumbled. It’d been a love tap, if he’d wanted to hurt her, trust me, he could have ripped her head clean off with one of his blows. “Answer her,” he said, with his perfectly accented country boy twang. 



  I really wish I knew why the big brute had adopted that crazy accent. But Bubba’s was a mind better left unexplored.



  Vyxyn’s eyes were no longer simply green, they were sun warmed emerald with bands of jade throughout. She flexed her fist, staring at a calmly leering Bubba. She ground her jaw and took a step toward him. Vyxyn might try to flex on him, but I bet my soul she’d say nothing. Very few of us dared to confront him. 



  In so many ways I hurt for Bubba, for that self-imposed exile of his, but in another more selfish way, I’m grateful to never get too close. He’s an enigma I’m content to leave alone.



  She turned the force of her anger back on me. “None of your business,” she spat.



  I crossed my arms, my capacity for kindness nearing its breaking point. “Where Kemen?” I said, never taking my gaze off Vyxyn.



  She rolled her eyes. “He begged off with a case of the lazies, you want I can go get him. One can only hope he’ll pass out long enough to let a vamp get through and...”



  If looks could kill then she’d be dead. My blood boiled, made me hot and jittery and...demonic. I wasn’t turning into a bat with wings, but I could feel my nails growing, sharpening into claws, my eyes swirling, my skin bristling with power. Lust could be a vengeful whore when she wanted to.  



  Luc must have noticed, because he grabbed my elbow and looked at her. “Enough!” he roared. “Pandora, you lead the way. Bubba, you take the rear, watch that our kitten doesn’t try anything stupid.”



  I took a deep breath, turned from Vyxyn to Luc, focusing on his hand brushing up and down my arm in a soothing rhythm and shoved the demon back down into shadow. Now was not the time to lose it.



  “My pleasure,” Bubba said, lips rolling into a startling smile, the type that makes your heart thump and your knees weak. 



  I shivered, disturbed by it to the point that if I’d been offered a choice of sleep with Bubba or take a dip in acid...I’d have chosen acid.



  Chapter 8 


  



  It’d been two days since that night. I took deep fortifying breaths in and out, trying to ignore the blare of car horns and frenetic rush of pedestrians trying to get inside and away from the sudden spill of rain. Keeping an eye always on the scene before me and yet at the same time trying to block out as much as possible. 



  The day was gray, cloudy, and wet and with a cold nip in the air, threatening to sleet before nightfall. 



  Any sane person would be in bed, reading a book drinking a glass of wine and vegging out. Instead I was wading through grimy puddles of water and glaring at anyone stupid enough to stare in my direction overly long.



  I hadn’t had sex in three days. Wanna talk about raging PMS, I’m your girl. I was itchy, achy, and in a generally foul mood. 



  We’d buried the vamps. I’d ported the girl a hundred miles due east and dumped her on the side of the road so she’d be discovered. Luc and everyone else had voted to bury her, but after hearing her death bed confession, the thought of forcing her parents to forever hold out the vain hope that their daughter was alive and safe and might one day return, seemed beyond cruel. They might never thank me for it, but I’d given them the best option I could. The finality of knowing.



  I’d come back to find Bubba cutting out the hearts. All but one that is. I don’t know if Vyxyn had sensed my abhorrence to touch the boy, or if she simply took perverse pleasure in doing something society found taboo, but she’d sat on the boy’s chest and carved out his heart with the glee of a woman on the verge of orgasm. There were times, like then, that I questioned if Vyxyn wasn’t rogue. 



  I’d never heard of rogue willingly joining a family unit—Vyxyn had of her own free will—but I didn’t trust her. Neither did Luc. Still, we couldn’t turn a fellow neph down. After all this time with little contact between outside bands there was simply no way of knowing how many of us there were left. I really only knew of one other band and it belonged to my brother, but his carnival wasn’t full of neph, it was full of other creatures entirely. If I could, I’d send her to him. But that would be too cruel to them, even for a demon.



  Though I might have to tolerate her, I didn’t like it.    



  My stomach lurched, the memory of the dissected boy had been enough to make me sick and beg off from working the past two nights, thus cutting me off from prey. Not only have I not had sex, but Billy still hadn’t shown up. Which was really beginning to torque me off. What kind of game was he playing?



  I rubbed my nose, furiously trying to scrub the moodiness away before I met up with Grace. I needed a clear head and thinking about the soap opera my life had become wasn’t helping.  



  Rounding the block, I left behind the shop quarter and entered the brownstone historic housing district. The houses were gingerbread style, one home planted aside the next in a long, neat, and orderly row. Cars lined both sides of the street. Situated every hundred yards or so sat a small fenced in tree, if it’d been sunny I’ve no doubt kids would have been out playing hopscotch, jumping rope, or in general making pests of themselves. 



  I wrapped my trench coat tighter around my slim body, not chilled from the rain, but annoyed by it. 



  A gray shape darted across the street as it ran inside one of the several identical brownstones and disappeared into the safety of a warm house. Lucky bastard. 



  My mood was further spoiled by the fact that I couldn’t port now and chance the risk of humans spotting me. I had to walk or ride, and since I have a serious aversion to cars, walking it was. 



  I wiggled my toes in their steel-toed biker boots and snarled. My feet were freakin’ freezing. 



  I looked at the scrap of paper in my hand. 666 Elm Street. Cute, right? Yeah I’d thought so too when I’d first read the address. Grace is sweet as sugar, but don’t let her demeanor or age fool you, she takes sadistic pleasure in goading me, though I’m sure she’d deny it.



  One more block and I’d be there. 



  I’d never met with her in this place before. Typically we met in safe zones and never the same building twice. Areas with high traffic and higher visibility, a place where if lives were threatened rescue could come. Not for me. For her.



  Grace was a prominent member of The Order of Light. An organization tasked with the divine purpose of not only recording history, but affecting peace and change. I know, I know, it sounds so trite, but I happen to know firsthand that this group means what they say.



  That’s not to say they don’t have a dark history, most any group does, but they’ve changed for the better.



  They’ve donated millions of dollars to needy programs, helped mandate water and agriculture regulations in impoverished nations. But as I’m sure you’ve already suspected that’s not all they do. Their true task is in keeping balance and restoring order. Up until the time of the neph conversion, roughly six hundred years ago, give or take, they were historians of the truth and nothing more. 



  But times changed. Paras were growing bolder, stronger, to the detriment of the humans themselves and millennia’s of sameness changed seemingly overnight.



  The order was no longer content to sit back and watch. Paras were growing and multiplying. Where before there’d been few, now it seemed an explosion of them were cropping up, everywhere. They were coming out, killing, showing the world that something strange dwelt below the surface.



  That’s where all the bloody legends and myths of vamps and shifters started. Too many people had begun asking too many questions. 



  The order could no longer stand back and watch, they decided to be proactive. Over the years the order has learned not only the strengths of each subset of monsters, but our weaknesses. They’d developed tools, weapons capable of destroying us. 



  The order decided they would start engaging us baddies and wipe us out. The only exception being if we agreed to change and fight on the side of truth, we were to be left alone.



  Well you can imagine how that little chat went. The paras laughed, scoffed, no way could a bunch of silly humans take us out. They’d quickly proved us very, very wrong. 



  If the war had been fair, if the order had fought us hand to hand, out in open field, I doubt we’d be where we are today. They knew they couldn’t take us down like that. Back then we had no name for the style of fighting they’d engaged us in; today it’s known as guerilla tactics. Ambush. 



  Hundreds of years of war and the near extermination of the paras made us believers. 



  Luc had quickly decided being free was not nearly as important as keeping his family safe. Many of us despised him for that choice—Vyxyn for one—for forcing us to be accountable to humans. But it was that, or die. And to be honest I never minded turning over a new leaf the way other members of my band did. 



  I was tired of the life I’d been leading. Yes, I’d prefer to be accountable to me and only me, but then again it’s not such a bad gig to think I’m finally doing some good in this world.



  Whoever accepted the task of fighting with the order received a liaison, a middle man who speaks for us and them. We’ve been through eight. 



  Now Grace is our liaison. I’d never tell her to her face, but I think in her I’ve found a kindred soul. She is in a word, remarkable. For years the order had killed and terrorized paras. They’d become, in essence, the schoolyard bully. Submit, or be killed, becoming almost totalitarian in their beliefs. 



  In stepped Grace, a jumpstart newbie with radical ideas. Somewhere along the way the order forgot their mission, to protect and serve the people, she’d said. They’d grown drunk with power, becoming little better than those they’d killed. She’d suggested they turn to a promotion of peace between the species. Killing only if justified, not simply for the sake of killing. Watching and recording history, but also there to keep a balance between good and evil. 



  The ruling body of the order had agreed, it was time to call a ceasefire. There weren’t many paras left, stragglers, a few here and there, but nothing major enough to cause concern. Groups we could easily take care of if they grew out of hand.



  Grace had helped usher in a new era of peace. It could still be dicey at times, but a million times better than what it used to be.  



  It sometimes still amazed me how a group of humans were able to make us toe the line of social and ethical responsibility. Just goes to show you how far grit and determination can get you even in the face of certain defeat.



  It’s not like the order live long lives, they don’t have super powers. They had a few weapons and a library so vast it would make conspiracy theorists weep to try and get their greedy paws on it. 



  Made me wonder if they knew about the priests’. A thrill of excitement shot through me at the thought. I could potentially discover who Billy was and inevitably find his weakness. I’d have to ask Grace; maybe she’d take pity on a poor sap. I hurried my steps.



  I stopped walking and turned to stare over my shoulder, again feeling eyes watching me. I’d mistakenly thought the night I’d killed the vamps that it had been them watching me, but it hadn’t stopped.



  I searched blackened windows, shadows dancing in alleyways and saw nothing, felt nothing. But being a predator myself, I recognized the pattern. I was the prey, I was being stalked and I had a pretty good idea who was doing it.



  Tired of it, I flipped the one finger salute, moving it in a slow arc from side to side. “You see this,” I hissed, “you can’t scare me. Come out and fight me like a man.”



  I can’t be sure, but I think I heard a faint trace of laughter.



  Chapter 9


  



  I frowned, stared at the sheet of paper wadded in my hand and then at the brick stone house. This was interesting.



  What had Grace been doing since last we’d met?



  A welcome mat with pretty painted birds, flower boxes lining the windows, a flag hung from a flag pole; it all looked so very domestic and cozy, out of place for the type of people we were. Or maybe I didn’t know Grace as well as I thought I did. I’d never have pegged her for the patriotic sort.



  “This is 666 Elm St.?” I walked up the steps, gazed up and down the street and shrugged. I shoved the paper in my pocket ready to knock when a gold and wooden placard resting next to the doorbell caught my eye.



  It read: Proverbs 25:17. I bit the inside of my cheek, fighting back the laughter. Any doubts I’d had that this was the wrong address fled. Only Grace would do something so obviously intended to insult. That crazy wench had probably put that out just for me. Picturing her tiptoe out the door, wearing nothing but a Mumu and an evil smile, and I couldn’t hold it in anymore. 



  I laughed, and I forgot the rain, forgot the dead bodies, or my godforsaken existence and gave myself up over to the moment. 



  The door swung open.



  It took me a second to regain my composure. A girl, in her early twenties, mousy, unexceptional, except for the dove colored almond shaped eyes—which were at the moment staring at me like I’d sprouted a second head—stood by the door. I looked over the kid’s shoulder.



  “Yes,” she asked, her voice dulcet but wary.



  I turned my gaze to her ashen face, noting the small worry lines pinching her brow. I smiled, trying to put her at ease. “I’m here for Grace.”



  She yelped, the vein in her neck hammering gunfire quick. 



  My smile faltered, confused by her reaction. What had I done? I thought that had been a perfectly polite way to ask for someone.



  “Sweet Mother of Mary,” she whispered, pointing to my mouth. “Ye’ve got fangs.” The Irish brogue grew thick with agitation. 



   Ahh. I forgot. I don’t often deal with mortals; those I do are either bespelled or close to death so that a little thing like fangs doesn’t get much in the way. I rounded my hands so they looked like hooks and said in my best big bad wolf impression, “The better to eat you with, my dear.”



  To this day, I’m still not sure why I did that. I think I actually got nervous by the wee little lass.



  Her face grew stark, pale and bloodless. After a second she found her tongue and screamed, then slammed the door shut.



  I blinked. Umm...



  The door opened again, this time it was Grace. She was hunched over, hanging onto the frame for support with one hand and swiping her cane at the poor girl’s behind with the other. “Get ye gone, lass. If ye canna keep yer wits about ye, then ye’re of nae use ta me.”



  Poor girl, first me, now Grace. I’m not sure which one of the two of us she saw as the bigger monster. Dracula’s bride, or the crazy old biddie swinging her cane like a machete.



  Grace turned rheumy blue eyes on me, leaned all of her ninety pounds on the cane and gestured for me to come inside. “Useless,” she muttered, “Order sent her ta take care of me, can ye imagine? Spineless guppy.” This she said loud enough, so that wherever the girl was she’d have no choice but to hear.



  I smirked. 



  “Come, come, before you let in all the rain and ruin me decor, fool girl.” Grace grabbed me by the elbow and pulled me in. It amazed me that a pound woman should be so strong. But then again this was Grace, and she wasn’t like anyone else. “Sit on the divan; I don’t care if ye get that wet.”



  “Oh gee, thanks, you sure know how to make a girl feel special.”



  “Don’t ye be sassin’ me, girl, or I’ll be givin’ ye a good thwackin’ too.” She shook her cane, threatening to pop me if I didn’t behave.



  Her accent was thick; clearly she’d been having a spat with the house girl long before I’d gotten here. Grace was usually the epitome of culture and decorum and when calm there was barely a trace of the Gaelic. I’d have given anything to be a fly on the wall; Grace’s tempers were legendary for their ferocity.



  “I think she’s scared of me.” I jerked my chin.



  Grace chuckled, the sound pleasant. “Aye, I’m sure she is. Anyone with any sense would be.”



  I glanced at her. “You’re not.”



  “Ehh.” She shook her head. “All sense left me with age. Sit. Sit.” She pointed.



  I sat on the overstuffed burgundy divan that had seen better days, stuffing popped out the seams of the cushion. But in relation to the rest of the house it was tame by comparison. The living room looked as if angels, flowers and Christmas had come and thrown up all over everything.



  The couch and recliner were an off putting shade of eggplant, red, green, blue, and gold. A lit fireplace, logs crackling, sat off to my left. Atop the mantle were several angel figurines in varying shapes and sizes. Vases full of roses and lilies sat atop ivory doilies on cherry wood end tables at either side of the furniture. A large, fake green plant—looked like a palm maybe—was parked next to the door leading into the kitchen. Wound through the stems was a twinkling strand of Christmas lights. A burnished gold chandelier with crystal danglers caught the light of the flame, a rainbow of color spun around the room.



  This was a chaotic, frightful clash of color. 



  “What do ye think of me house?” Grace asked, voice low. 



  She sat on the recliner, four foot five inch frame looking dwarfed by the size of the massive chair. Her feet dangled a good two inches off the ground. My lips quirked, but I said nothing.



  “Mary decorated, isn’t it lovely?” Delicate lines of her face twisted into an indignant sneer. 



  I snorted and she smirked. “Aye, I thought you’d say that.”



  “I have to say, I’m surprised to find you in a house. Is this a permanent arrangement?”



  She shrugged. “I’m too old to sleep in hotels anymore. Anything other than me bed wrecks havoc on me bones. Besides,” she took a deep breath, “the carnival’s going tae be stayin’ put for a while.” 



  I frowned, that had sounded ominous and like a clear segue way to more important matters. I shrugged my coat off, sat it aside, then crossed my legs. “So, old bat, I’m here, let’s talk.”



  Grace’s eyes twinkled. “I’ve missed you, lass. Good to see you again.”



  I smiled. The love I felt from Grace was more than any my true mother had ever shown me. Seeing her was a little like coming home. We never spoke of love, but I felt it all the same. 



  “Well now,” she took a deep breath, “down to business. You tell me what you know and I’ll tell you what I know.”



  “Vamps are crawling everywhere. We’ve killed seven in the past four days.”



  “Mmm,” she shook her head, but didn’t seem at all surprised. 



  I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my thighs. “You knew that, didn’t you?”



  She expelled a deep breath, shoulders sagging. “Yes, I knew. I’d hoped you’d tell me something different, but I’d heard activity was rising.” She reached over, grabbed an envelope I hadn’t noticed sitting on the end table earlier and handed it to me. 



  I stood, grabbed, and opened it. A photo fell into my hand. The picture was of a club, the word Sanguinary buzzing red from the light of the neon. If it hadn’t been for the line of people trailing out the door I probably wouldn’t have pegged it as a club at all. It looked more like a meat-packing or textile building. Metal frame, large body; standard packing mill type of place. 



  “Call me dense, Grace, but what’s this?” I looked at her.



  Face void of emotion she said, “That, dearie, is a Vampire club.”



  “Actors or the real deal?” There’s always been a subculture of humans who acted the part of vamp. I personally don’t understand the fascination humans have for the mosquitoes, probably had something to do with the romanticized stories of beyond gorgeous baddies who could make all your dreams come true with a little nibble. 



  Hey, I’ve read Anne Rice too. Lestat... two words: So. Hot. 



  But that’s why it’s called fiction. Lestat doesn’t exist. 



  “Aye, the real deal.” 



   I tried to decide if she was yanking my leg. Grace was one for jokes, but on the other hand she never teased about anything so serious. “Are you screwing with me?”



  “Would I do that?”



  I lifted a brow.



  She smiled. “Aye, I would. But not this time.”



  I fidgeted, anger beginning to foam in my belly. “What the hell, Grace? If you’d asked me two weeks ago I’d say the vamps were nearly extinct. But now I see them coming on our turf and this picture—” I shook it, “this... this is bad.”



  She nodded. “I know.”



  “Are they growing in number again?” 



  “We can’t be sure.” She shrugged. “This could be a few, or many. We need to find out so we can decide on a course of action.”



  “Okay. So,” I dragged out the ‘o’, “do you want us to go in there and kill them? What’s the deal?”



  “No.” One word, but it spoke volumes. 



  I couldn’t believe it. I studied her; she patted a gray strand of hair back into her bun, looking at me with equal frankness. 



  “That’s right, I said no,” she said, as if reading my mind. 



  “None of them? What...” My thoughts trailed off. This really didn’t make sense. Since when did we—parasite killers—not kill? 



  I shivered, then frowned. In a millisecond the room felt as if the temperature had dropped to thirty degrees below freezing. It was cold. I mean, bone deep cold. The type of cold you’d expect to feel if you walked naked through the frozen tundra in the middle of December. I never get cold, except for my feet, which felt like blocks of ice at the moment. Another bout of chill wracked me and when I exhaled a small wisp of frost curled like a sinuous snake through the air.



  I was unprepared for the ferocity of that life sucking numbness. My heart thumped a frenetic pace, wild and crazy, out of control. My body flooded with adrenaline, sending it into a hyper arousal state of flight or fight. 



  I squeezed the cushion, feeling as if my heart were going to explode from my chest. Black spots danced inside my head, I was going to pass out. I tried to control my breathing; I couldn’t hear anything except the rapid beat of my pulse rushing through my ears.



  Then as quick as it came, it was gone. I was fine.



  I jerked, looked at Grace who was still speaking as if nothing had happened. One look at my face and she stopped. “Pandora?”



  “Did you feel that?” I asked, jumping to my feet and started pacing back and forth with the need to burn off the adrenaline coursing like hot acid down my legs. 



  She looked around, confusion written all over her face. “What?”



  Simply thinking about the cold made me shiver all over again. I hugged my arms to my chest. “You can’t tell me you didn’t feel that. It was freezing.”



  Her eyes narrowed then widened. “Probably that bloody Mary screwin’ with me thermostat again.” She turned, mouth open as if she meant to scream at the girl.



  I laid my hand on her shoulder. “No, don’t bother. It wasn’t her.”



  “Are you sure?” She was still studying me, eyes full of worry.



  “That was no thermostat problem.” I shook my head, wondering what had happened to me and if I’d imagined it, but quickly dismissed that notion. There was no way I could imagine cold, I’ve never experienced anything like that before in my life and I hoped never to experience it again. I sat, foot bouncing rhythmically on the beige carpet as I worried my bottom lip. I thought several minutes had passed, but Grace hadn’t seemed to skip a beat. 



  Almost like the world around me had stopped, while I’d kept moving. Weird I know, but it was the only way I could hope to explain it.



  Grace looked at my leg, my face. I gestured for her to continue. I needed to focus on the here and now. Grace had no clue what I was talking about, so she wasn’t much help. Maybe later when I had more time to myself I could chew on this, but not now. Now was about the mission, nothing else.



  “I’m fine, Grace, really. Now, what were you saying about Sanguinary?”



  She looked as if she wanted to say more, but nodded. “Sanguinary, right. Well, you need to get inside the club.”



  “A vampire club. You want me to go inside a vampire club?” I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “Grace, you can’t ask me to enter a place like that and play nice.”



  “Well, you’re just gonna have to put the old hatred aside and think of the better good, Pandora. A casualty of war is one thing, but you cannot bring attention to yourself. You must fly below the radar; no one inside can suspect you’re anything other than human.”



  I snorted. “Yeah, like that’s gonna be possible. Have you taken a good look at me lately?”



  “Use your glamour; I don’t care what it takes, but figure out a way.” Her words were sharp and brooked no argument. That age-roughened voice still had a lot of bite left in it when she wanted it to.



  “Grace, you know that’s not how my glamour works. I become what my prey wants me to become.”



  She narrowed her eyes. “Then find the sickest bastard in there and make yerself ugly!” Her bird chest rose and fell swiftly with the force of her vehemence.



  I twisted my lips, razor sharp anger filling my bones. “Don’t push me,” I said softly.



  She shook her head, rubbed her temple and sighed. “Forgive me. It’s not you I’m angry at. This whole situation has got me nerves on edge.” Again her accent slipped, she must really be a mess to vacillate this way. 



  Anger gone, I studied the frail woman sitting before me. She looked as if she’d aged ten years since last I saw her a year ago. Her skin was papery thin, revealing long green and blue veins along her neck and cheeks. Where before she’d had a liver spot or two, now she seemed covered in them from neck to hands. Something was happening, something big. She knew and she wasn’t sharing. My gut told me this was more than a simple case of vamps run wild.



  “You’re keeping something from me.”



  She smiled, but it lacked humor. “Aye, you’ve always known me too well to try and deny it. I’ve been twisted in knots and praying to the good Lord that it ain’t so, but me fears keep me up at night, Pandora.”



  I leaned back and crossed my arms over my chest. If I let her, she’d ramble on and talk circles around me for hours. “Spit it.”



  She steepled her fingers, rubbing them together, she took a deep breath as if for strength and finally said, “We believe the vamps are being led by a rogue.”



  I swallowed, feeling like the floor beneath me swayed.



  I could tell by the nervous flutter of her throat that there was more, and judging by the gleam in her eyes, I wasn’t sure I’d want to hear the rest.



  “Pandora, I hate tae ask you this, but has anyone inside your family been acting peculiar lately?”



  This time it felt like the floor had opened up and swallowed me. “What are you saying, Grace? You think it’s one of us?”



  She spread her hands in an I’m-so-sorry gesture; worry lines carved a path around her mouth and brows. “It’s a question, Dora, nothing more.”



  “You can’t know that for sure. You can’t,” I mumbled, there was no way. 



  The order was fallible, they had to be.



  She licked pale lips. “You’re right, dear, we cannot state it as fact. But our scouts have heard terrible rumors and that’s why we need you to go and do this. That’s why it took me so long to call you and set a date. I tried on me own to get verification,” she shrugged, “but humans can only do so much. We havena’ your skill with glamour.”



  I felt like I’d just swallowed a bucket of writhing, slimy maggots. My stomach churned, bile rose up my throat and settled on the back of my tongue. It was bad enough that they suspected a rogue neph—we hated killing our kind—but that it might be one of mine. I shuddered. 



  I might hate Vyxyn, might wish her ill ten ways to Sunday, but to turn on your own family and lead a pack of vermin was beyond belief. I couldn’t believe it, not even from her. But I had to know for sure.



  “Yes,” I nodded, “yes, Grace, you can trust me.”



  She closed her eyes, as if hearing me say it relieved her of a heavy burden. “Speak of this to no one, until we know who we can trust and who we can’t, it must be kept between us.”



  I shook my head. “No. No way. I can’t keep this from Luc.”



  She pinned me with a glacial stare. 



  But on this, I would not budge. She couldn’t honestly expect me to do this on my own without any help whatsoever. I might be strong, but I wasn’t wonder woman. I needed back up. I set my jaw and glowered at her.



  “Do you honestly believe in him enough to defy my orders?”



  I gave one swift, quick nod. Luc and I have a complicated relationship, there were parts of me that might never trust him fully, but when it came to the well-being of his family, I had no doubt the man would move heaven and earth to keep it safe. That’s how he was. “No doubt in my mind.”



  She shrugged. “Then there’s no use in me trying to talk you out of it, but mind you, Pandora, no one else.” She wagged her finger at me.



  I spread my hands and smiled. Knowing I had Luc behind me alleviated much of my doubt. “Fine.”



  “Well then.” Grace patted down her floral patterned skirt. “If there’s nothing else...”



  “Actually.” I bit my thumb nail, I’d debated for days whether or not to bring this up with Grace, but finally reasoned that any help I might get to rid me of my pest would be worth sharing it, even though my gut screamed at me to keep Billy to myself. I ignored it, my obsession with the man would not blind me to what needed to be done. 



  “Yes,” she prompted.



  “I have a priest problem.”



  She went still, face impassive. I could usually read Grace’s moods as if they were my own, but this time she gave nothing away. 



  “What do ye mean?” I had to strain to hear her ask it.



  Suddenly I wished I hadn’t said anything. Not because of her reaction but because of mine. My palms were sweating; my heart was thumping so fast it felt like I was on speed. Billy was my problem, not hers. I shouldn’t have said anything. I should have listened to my gut and said nothing. 



  “Nothing, never mind,” I waved my hand, “forget I said it.”



  “Have you seen him?”



  I bit my bottom lip and nodded, fighting back the stomach churning urge to protect the thing trying to kill me.



  “You saw him and lived?”



  I said nothing, feeling like I had a watermelon trapped in my throat.



  “What was his name?”



  “I don’t know.” The lie was out my mouth before I even had time to formulate it. I doubted Billy was his real name, but if it was a well known alias, I wouldn’t give it away either.



  She narrowed her eyes, studying me hard, as if searching me for hidden clues or lies. But I knew how to bluff with the best of them. I gave her wide innocent eyes that screamed: trust me, don’t you trust me? Grace was as human as the rest of them and she fell prey to the charm.



  She nodded, apparently satisfied and I had to bite back my sigh of relief. 



  “You know,” she shook her hand, “we’ve catalogued the priests’—”



  What I wanted to say was: “I bloody knew it!” what I wound up saying was, “Oh really?”



  “Mmm. Yes.” She pounded her cane on the floor. “Mary!” she trilled, her voice going harpy screech loud. “Come here, girl.”



  Color bloomed in Grace’s cheeks; blue eyes twinkled with excitement when she turned back around to face me. “I knew someday this would come in handy. I told Geoffrey when he made it, not to throw it away and I’m so glad I had the foresight to keep it.”



  I had no idea what she was talking about, but her excitement was contagious. “What?”



  “A talisman.” She frowned, brows thinning into white slashes as she looked over her shoulder at the still empty doorway. “How many times do I have to call for service around here? Get yer lily white rear over here, Mary.” She stamped her cane down in such a fit of anger that I was surprised she didn’t tear a chunk out of the carpet. 



  I heard a crash of dishes in the kitchen, then saw Mary white as a sheet racing out the door, nearly tripping over herself to get to Grace.



  “Sorry, Ma’am, I didn’t hear ya.” 



  “I’m older than ye and I can hear better. I’ll send ye back to the order I will.”



  Tears squeezed out the corners of the large gray eyes. “I’m sorry, Ma’am, don’t send me back. Please.” She squeezed her hands together. “Find it in yer heart tae forgive me. What can I do to make it better, Miss Grace?”



  Grace grabbed her skull, growling. “Oh stop with the wheedlin’, girl, so unbecomin’.”



  I hid my smile behind my hand. I didn’t envy the girl. There wasn’t enough money in the world to tempt me to work for Grace. I wondered if Mary had done something deserving of this kind of torment. Grace’s anger was legendary. Though normally it was a cold anger, not this blow-up-in-your-face-scream-and-holler, kind of thing.



  “Go to me locker,” Grace said, “and bring me the talisman.”



  “Which one, Ma’am?” If Mary had been a boy her Adam’s apple would have been bobbing furiously.



  “The only one I’ve got ye idiotic chit!” 



  I didn’t think it was possible, but Mary’s eyes grew even wider, she turned on her heels and ran.



  Grace sighed.



  “Not that I have much room to speak here, but don’t you think you’re being a tad hard on the girl?”



  She gave a weak, slightly self-conscious chuckle. “Aye. Probably. I’m trying my hardest to get her to leave, seems the worse I am the more she wants to stay. I dunna understand young people these days. Makes no fool sense.”



  I shrugged. “She likes you.”



  “Aye, and I wish she wouldn’t. It’s like the order’s telling me I’m too old to take care of myself, bloody bastards. Well I won’t die yet.” She pounded her cane for emphasis. “Even if they think I should.”



  I smiled. 



  Mary returned moments later, carrying a black velvet pouch. She handed it to Grace then proceeded to bow obsequiously the entire way back into the kitchen.



  I snorted and Grace eyed me evilly. “You try livin’ with one of those, see how you like it. Judgin’ me,” she muttered beneath her breath and then tossed me the tiny sack. “There.” 



  I started to open it.



  “No.” It was a one word command. “Do not open it now. I don’t want you accidentally triggering a catastrophe atop our heads.”



  “What is it, Grace?”



  “A ring.”



  “How do I use it?”



  “You’ll know, it’s easy enough to figure out. There’s only one word of caution.”



  I felt the hard lump, trying to imagine how such a small thing could bring dark, dangerous, and seductive to his knees. An image of Billy on his knees before me, made me squirm. Mmm...



  “Are you listening?” Grace snapped her fingers, irritation written all over her face.



  I gave my best innocent smile. “Say that again, would you?”



  She rolled her eyes. “Between you and Mary, I don’t know who’s worse.” 



  I laughed. 



  “I said, do not open it in front of anyone but the priest. Humans must not see this kind of power.” 



  “What’s it do?” 



  Grace gave her best cat that snared the canary grin. “Let’s just say, it’s hell on a person.” 



  Chapter 10


  



  It had stopped raining. Which should have made me giddy, but each step I took made me feel like I was walking to the gallows. I’ve done that, once actually, but that’s neither here nor there. I digress.



  The bloody ring was biting into my foot, I’d shoved it down my boot after leaving Grace’s house, scared witless to have it accidentally go off. She hadn’t told me what it would do and until I could study it further, I really didn’t want to use it.  



  I belted the coat tighter around my waist, feeling as if I couldn’t get warm enough. I know it’s probably some sort of psychosomatic episode I’m experiencing now, but no matter how often I kept repeating it to myself, I still feel the chill leeching all the warmth from me. 



  Scanning the sidewalk, which was now completely deserted—the sun having set long ago—I growled. I was hungry. For food and sex. I felt like a woman starved. 



  All that doom and gloom can really bring a girl down. I needed something to ease my body, give me room to think and focus without the constant driving itch in the backdrop of my mind.



  I glanced around; all the windows in the housing district were closed or black. I stepped into the deep shadow of an alleyway and ported myself to another alley several blocks down. I’d passed the fifties themed diner on my way to Grace’s earlier. It was the only place that at this time of night should still have humans.



  I made sure there was no one around before I reformed and stepped out from behind the green dumpster, patting my frizz down the best I could. You should always look your best, especially when tempting a man to your proverbial bed. Though honestly, unless you’re morbidly obese, ugly as homemade soap, and covered in warts, most any man would do you under the right circumstances. Ever heard of beer goggles? ‘Nuff said. 



  The echoing tin of steel kicked across pavement snagged my attention. I looked up in time to see a lone man headed in my direction, walking with head bent toward the parking lot. 



  Lust stirred.



  You know I rag on men for wanting to screw whatever comes their way, but Lust’s no different. This guy wasn’t even hot. He was short, thick around the middle and sporting a wicked receding hair line. 



  He looked up, key in hand and standing next to his blue Ford Mustang, as if sensing himself being watched. 



  I licked my lips, heart beating a tiny bit faster. 



  Go get him—Lust whispered viciously—take him, screw him, kill him, I don’t care, just make him ours. I gripped the trash bin so hard I actually warped the metal.



  I couldn’t understand my reluctance. 



  He opened the door.



  I locked my jaw, squeezed my eyes shut for a second and took a deep breath. Every nerve in my body taut, stretched. My bones were sharp and brittle, poking at my insides, rubbing me raw. Even the blood streaming through my veins felt like poison to my skin. I itched—one of those itches that no matter how much you dig at yourself you still can’t seem to satisfy it with mere nails and friction.



  I wanted Billy, not this man. He was the one I wanted to taste, screw; convinced that if I could I’d scratch the itch he started. Once, and my obsession would be gone. In retrospect it’s probably why I keep holding out on sex. Any longer though and I’d turn feral, without Luc or someone else around to keep me in check, that would be a very bad thing.



  I huffed a lank of hair out of my eye. Billy wasn’t here. He was.



  Like a rodent standing on its hind legs, the man studied the darkness of the night. Little black eyes looked in my direction. I knew he couldn’t see me, even though he looked right at me. 



  Lust screamed.



  “I’ll go get your meat, if you just shut up,” I snarled under my breath. I stepped into the dim light and plastered on a smile.



  He froze with one leg already in the car. I glided toward him with the practiced ease of a Geisha, pushing glamour into my body, my face, snaring him hook, line, and sinker as I walked closer and closer, siphoning the information from his brain that I needed to make him fully mine. It was black as pitch out, light coming only from the flicker of a streetlamp in the corner and the faint blue glow of moonlight nearly obscured from the rise of buildings around us.



  I shifted, my body grew soft as clay, molding itself into his vision of loveliness, knowing by the time I reached him, he wouldn’t have a clue I hadn’t always looked this way. 



  My legs grew Amazonian long, my bust, surprisingly enough, stayed the same size. But my butt, wow, like two juicy melons, I patted my rear and that’s when I noticed my skin. I was black. I touched my hair. It’d twisted into tight, short sleek spirals. 



  “Hi.” Wide, innocent smile. “I’m so lost,” I said, voice a kittenish blend of Southern Belle and sex bomb.



  He licked his lips, pushed his glasses higher up his flat nose and gulped hard. No doubt he rarely had this happen to him, if at all. He reminded me of the classic nerd. Content to play with gizmos and gadgets on the weekends instead of girls, not because he didn’t like them, but because they rarely liked him. At least I’d give him a story to take back to his band of brothers, not that they’d believe him. 



  I touched the belt of my coat, untied it and slowly ran my hand across the mounds of my breast. His pupils dilated, zooming in to my chest, he was sweating profusely. I scented the air, he was clean. No STD’s, which meant no sick stick. It could have been worse I suppose.



  “I was lookin’ for Belle St.,” I ran my fingers through my hair and shrugged. 



  He gawked at me, as if he couldn’t believe this was really happening. I wanted to growl at him, fist his white buttoned down shirt in my hands and drag him back to the alley and get it over with. But no sense in scaring the prey. 



  I grinned wider and gave my best air headed giggle, which nauseated me to no end. “Look, I really need help. A lone girl,” I rolled my eyes, planting my hands on my hips and cocked it out, “out alone in the city in the middle of the night, is not good. I’ll pay you anythin’ if you’ll just help me.” I licked my bottom lip in a slow, seductive motion, making my intentions very clear.



  He shook his head as if to free himself from a thrall—no, I didn’t have him in one, but I’m really good at what I do—and said, “You’re not some two bit hooker are you? My friends sent you, didn’t they?” He narrowed his eyes and I could read the anger and humiliation in them. 



  I sauntered up, grabbed his tacky polyester brown tie between my fingers and gave it a gentle, but firm tug. No more games, I needed this and I wanted to go home. The sooner, the better.



  “You caught me,” I simpered—gag—, “you’re friends did send me. You gonna send me away just ‘cause of that?” I leaned in, blew on his ear and trailed my finger up his chest, resting it at the hollow of his throat and gave it a little nudge, delighted to feel his Adam’s apple roll. 



  I stepped in as close as I possibly could, pressing my thighs against his, feeling a very hard, but average, lump against the front of his jeans. 



  He shuddered. “I...I guess not.”



  I nipped his earlobe and every muscle in his body sagged against mine. He grabbed me by the waist, rested his head on my shoulder. 



  “I...I don’t even know your name.”



  “Aww, that’s cute.” I wrinkled my nose, but didn’t give him my name. There’s power in a name, never give it away for nothing. And for a demon that was especially true.



  I grabbed his hand, helped him close the car door and guided him slowly toward the alleyway.



  In a day and age when STD’s are so rampant you’d think he’d have asked me about that, he hadn’t. He’d looked at me and said, “I’ve never done this before.”



  I didn’t have to ask him to clarify. I smiled. “Well, Shug, this is gonna be the best night of your life.”



  Exactly two minutes later—sigh—he was mumbling an apology.



  “I’m sorry, I didn’t know I’d be so close. I’m sorry.” He was bent over, big fat, pasty white butt poking up in the air as he gathered his discarded coat and tie from off the water slicked pavement. I shook my head, looking everywhere but at him. Not because I was embarrassed, no, rather I didn’t want the image of all that pasty flabbiness forever burned into my retinas.  



  “Goodnight, I’m humiliated,” he whispered so low, an average person wouldn’t have caught it. Thank goodness he’d pulled his pants up by the time I turned to look at him. His face was flaming red, his eyes wide and frantic as he tightened his belt.



  I got up off the ground, he’d wanted me doggie style. Normally a position I loved, though tonight...I shuddered, those quick thrusts had felt like someone jabbing me with a stick. It was criminal the way he used that thing.



  The second I straightened out, I knew I shouldn’t have. His eyes locked onto my still exposed breasts. I couldn’t find my friggin' shirt. He’d thrown it, heavens only knew where. Now, I’m not shy about nudity, but I’d be a sight if caught by the cops. Last thing I needed was to be thrown into the slammer for being a hooker. I could escape, but Luc would have a field day with it. So didn’t want to go there.



  “So umm,” he shoved blunt fingers through his cropped hair, “can we ever...”



  Sometimes it’s easier to kill them. “Look, kid,” I said, dropping the breezy twang, “get lost.”



  He frowned, looking like I’d whipped the puppy. Lust stirred, in as foul a mood as I felt. Although Lust wasn’t being so nice, my head swam with visions of nerd sprawled on the ground, my claws digging at his penis until I ripped it free and could throw it away so no other girl had to suffer through that. Didn’t I tell you Lust was mean?  



  I however, didn’t want to play the demon’s game tonight. All I wanted now was to cut my losses, go home and sleep it off. This night had sucked the big one.



  “But I thought...”



  I rolled my eyes, anger buzzing through my veins like an angry hornet’s nest, and walked back toward the dumpster, scanning the ground for my missing shirt. “Listen, it was fun and all that, but I really gotta go. Don’t call me, I’ll call you and all that jazz.” I finger waved, dismissing him.



  From the corner of my eye I saw him scuttle off and breathed a weary, bone deep sigh and shifted back to my normal form. I hated being mean, but to stay around me another second with a dissatisfied Lust was probably not a good idea.



  I curled my lips, still not able to find my stupid shirt and decided it wasn’t even worth it. I wasn’t going to dig through the trash bin for it. Forget it. I turned, bent to retrieve my trench coat when I heard him return.



  “What now?” I groaned. Then I felt the cold press of a blade against my spine a second before I smelled the familiar scent of sandalwood. I went still, not daring to breath or move.



  “Was it good?” A hard voice whispered in my ear and then an even harder body pressed against my own, pinning me to the brick wall. The knife no longer between us.



  I shivered, recognizing the voice I’d been dying to hear ever since the night he’d stepped into my crazy world. My heart twisted painfully in my chest, slid to my knees. I turned—half expecting him to try and punch me for my audacity—and stared into a pair of brown eyes, that were at the moment sparking with rage. 



   My breasts smashed against the hard muscle of his chest, my nipples tightened into painful peaks, stabbing him through the thin layer of cotton he wore.



  His delectable mouth was turned into a tight sneer, disgust clear on his arrogant face. I licked my lips, his eyes glued to the movement. My skin tingled, flushed with need and desire so hard it was nearly pain.



  Billy planted his hand over my head, his body moving off mine enough to give him room to study me. It was a long, slow perusal, whatever thoughts went on behind those lidded eyes of his I couldn’t tell. But wherever his gaze touched, it was like being branded with heat. He stopped for a second to study my zipper that was still unzipped, as if trying to determine if I was commando. 



  I was.



  Then his eyes hit my navel, my breasts, and lingered, for a long, hot second. It didn’t take a neph possessed by Lust to figure out that look, then he glanced at my face and the heat was gone. All that remained was a killing frost.



  In that moment, in that second, I didn’t care if Billy slapped me, screwed me, or gutted me, all I wanted was his hands on my body any way I could take it. 



  “You disgust me.” His voice was cool silk, deep and throaty. Made my knees weak and my temper flare, banking the fire spreading through my blood.



  I shoved him. Hard. He leered that arrogant look of his that made me want to scream. I nearly ripped the sleeves off my coat as I shoved my arms through them, then belted it shut. 



  “Ohh, as if that hurts?” I snapped back at him. “Do you think I give a crap what you think?”



  He bit his bottom lip and I swear, I almost came. I bit back a groan, hating him, hating myself and wishing like Dante's inferno there were some way I could reach into my boot, grab the ring, and stick it on him without alerting him to the fact.



  “If you didn’t care, neph, then why throw the coat around yourself like it was a shield?”



  I narrowed my eyes, planting my hands on my hips. “Don’t call me that.” Was all I could think to say.



  The knife was back in his hands before I could even blink. What the heck? Where had it come from? It was like he was pulling stuff from air. He toyed with the tip, staring at it and not at me, for a long enough second that I debated whether or not to go for the ring.



  “Why are you following me?” I should have gone for the ring, but my curiosity had, yet again, overridden any commonsense I had.



  He looked at me then, letting me feel the full weight of all his anger. It pressed in on me like a tangible thing, made me feel like I couldn’t take a deep enough breathe to satisfy my need for oxygen. He said nothing.



  I fisted my hands, taking a step closer. I’d expected him to back off, but he didn’t. Billy was an immovable wall of muscle and hard steel. Panic fluttered moth-like wings in my throat; I fought the need to retreat from the burning, deep chocolate gaze of his.



  “If you think your little knife display is gonna scare me, think again. I’m not some blushing maiden who can’t handle her weapons.” Double entendre intended, thank you very much. 



  His lip curled and my breath caught. “I should kill you.”



  I rolled my eyes. “Yawn. I’ve heard that before, now haven’t I?” 



  He stepped into me and I couldn’t breathe. It was as if he’d taken up all the space around us, his presence the only thing I was aware of. His big hands were on my jacket, he shoved it open. I gasped the second the cold air touched my nipples. The pleasure of hot and cold played like a symphony on my sensitized flesh. Liquid heat crashed between my thighs and Lust didn’t simply wake up, she roared to life. 



  A rumble vibrated through his throat. Somehow, I wound up with my back pressed against the brick face again, my wrists pinned above my head by one of his large hands. “Is this what you like?” he snarled.



  My heart pounded, my pulse thrummed with crystal resonance. I wanted to wrap one of my legs around his waist and beg him to take the fever away, but I couldn’t move. Every hard line of his body was pressed against mine. My head swam with visions of his beautiful lips working between my legs, my hands running through his hair. I whimpered. Lust was going to eat me alive. I writhed, which only made things worse. My whole body grew enflamed, engulfed by desire. My brain was muddied by thoughts of him, sex, and nothing else. 



  The man made me feel like a slut. What was worse, he was right. Lust loved it. “I hate you.” My words dripped like venom from my tongue, I wiggled my toes, trying to figure out a way to push him off me and get to the ring. 



  He laughed and the sound of it shivered down my spine in an erotic caress. I moaned, closed my eyes and arched into him, feeling the brush of something thick, long and hard against my thigh. 



  He traced his nose along the long length of my neck much like Luc does, except this wasn’t to scent out a lie, this touch burned. Made the demon slither and slink through my skin, crawl with malevolent intent to harm and possess.



  “I hate you, Priest,” I snapped, my voice echoing with the sound of another. My fingers twitched as my nails grew long and longer still, extending out into claws as the anger gripped me. But his hold on my wrists was absolute and crushing. I couldn’t move them.  



  I jerked, but he slammed me back hard. “Don’t move,” he growled.



  Power pulsed through my veins; my body bristled with the need to take action. But as mine grew, so did his. 



  Then the knife was in his hand again, this time it was a dagger. I’m not into knife play, but the way he trailed it down my throat and across my chest was almost as good as a caress. I twitched, every nerve ending raw and exposed. Then the knife traced the thick scar above my chest. I gasped and suddenly this wasn’t fun. This wasn’t good. 



  Billy stared at the scar, not with lust or pity, but with curiosity, as if he were trying to figure out what or who had made it, done it. I ground my molars until they ached, vulnerable and exposed. 



  “Why are you doing this?” I asked, voice barely above a whisper. His actions weren’t making any sense. He was a walking contradiction of lust and death and other things I couldn’t name. 



  He looked at me then. “My reasons are my own.” Sexual attraction was gone, replaced by cold hard and deadly intent.  



  I swallowed. “Let me go.”  



  His lips twitched. “You know I can’t do that.”



  “I know that twice now I’ve seen you. I also know that both times you haven’t even tried to kill me.”



  He narrowed his eyes and I felt the air charge, thicken with the promise of violence. My skin tingled, but I didn’t stop, too angry to care.



  “You’ve been following me. Either A. you get some kind of sick jollies out of toying with me, or B. you have no intention of killing me. So which is it, Billy the Kid?” I spat, mocking the name I knew wasn’t really his. I heaved for air.



  The second the words left my mouth I knew I’d pushed him too far. I felt the cold shiver of displaced air against my cheek a second before he stabbed me. I screamed as the blade sank deep between my collarbone, snapping it with a muffled pop. My stomach churned. 



  He shoved his face close, his nose pressed to mine. The mint of his breath tickled my lips as he said, “It would be a grave mistake for you to ever underestimate me again.”



  Then he pulled the knife out and blood poured from the wound. He shoved away from me and I hissed as pain lanced through the left side of my chest. He stood there, bloody knife gripped in his hand, looking like some avenging angel of death. I had two choices, stand here and die, or do something about it.



  He advanced. 



  I knelt and frantically yanked on the sack in my boot, my left arm was useless, my fingers numb and cold. I couldn’t get it. Panic nearly consumed me. 



  A shiver of parasite pulsed across my skin like magnetic flame. But this wasn’t a low buzz of frequency, this was off the charts haywire crazy. Billy blocked my view of whatever it was that had suddenly materialized behind us, all I could make out was a twirl of gray. My heart thumped. I shot to my feet, saw Billy turn, a look flashed across his face so fast I barely had time to register it. Then in a blink, he was gone. Vanished into the night.



  What could make a priest run that way, was all I had time to think before I saw it too.



  Chapter 11


  



  I can’t describe the thing and hope to do it justice, but here’s my best attempt at it. It was gray. From head to foot. It was shadow, but wasn’t. It almost seemed to suck all light out of the night, and yet it didn’t glow. A dense mass of matter that’s separate but somehow connected to everything around it.  



  It moved with the careless grace of wind and thought. And even as I could feel the shivering pulse of para, I could also feel the immense power that dwarfed me by comparison. It was an oxymoron that totally and completely scared me.



  It didn’t walk exactly, but glided with a strange, yet seductive allure. I blinked, fighting the thrall. What was this thing?



  I didn’t want to find out. I ported. Or at least I tried to. But it was like the air had grown so dense it was an iron cage I couldn’t dematerialize through. I was stuck and contemplated attacking the thing to try and throw if off balance. 



  Adrenaline is such an amazing high. It can make people strong enough to lift cars, bend steel, and run like the wind. In my case however, it helped me focus and see what was really happening outside of my fear.



  The gray blob—for lack of better word—was definitely a tangible presence, it was also somehow muted. I could feel the enormous power roll off it like hot mist, but it felt...wrong. Half substance and half...something else.



  Though this mass hemmed me in like a cornered rat in a science experiment, I didn’t actually sense threat of violence from it. I bit my bottom lip, stood my ground and hoped against hope I was right.



  The closer it drew to me, the more it began to take shape. The mass tightened, pushed in some places, out in others, until I saw what resembled a head, arms, a long body and then it stood before me. A gray robed figure with two red dots staring out of a black void where a face should be. 



  “Peace, I bring you,” he said, ephemeral voice like a haunting melody echoing on the breeze. 



  My heart thudded violently. Call me dumb, but I wasn’t feeling exactly peaceful at the moment.



  He—and I use that word loosely, since I really have no clue what it is—stood there, and I kind of got the sense that it really was trying to put me at ease. I put on a brave face, notched my chin and stepped away from the wall. 



  The scent of sandalwood still very strong around me. Billy hadn’t left, he was close. I could almost feel the sights of a gun trained on my skull. The thought covered me in goose bumps. I glanced up at the metal railings on the sides of the buildings trying to spot his shadow, while still keeping aware of the thing before me.



  “Trust no one,” he said with that same lyrical quality.



  “What?” I snapped, irritated and tired and rubbed my forehead. My wound had already begun sealing, but the bone still ached, not fully mended yet. 



  He shook his hooded head and this time I was able to glimpse something, a flash of orange colored haze. Like the glow that shines off flames, it flickered so fast I wasn’t sure if I’d seen it all. What freaked me out worse was that even through the glow, I could see no form. This was moving, breathing, thinking shadow.



  “Who are you?” I asked. I’d never seen anything like this before. For that matter, what was it? It wasn’t human and though it pulsed like a parasite, I know for a fact it wasn’t one of those either. This...thing, was an entity unto itself.  



  “I am the Gray Man.” 



  When he said it, I swear I the ground beneath my feet rumbled. “What are you?”



  “I am order. Nothing more. Nothing less.”



  I shook my head; it was all Greek to me. For an ancient, sometimes I feel really stupid. How come I’d never seen him before? For that matter, why hadn’t I ever heard of him before? I frowned. 



  “You tell me to trust no one, can I trust you?” 



  “Friends you think you know, you don’t. Enemies you think you have, you don’t. Trust no one.”



  Dread, like a ball of grease, settled in the pit of my stomach. Who was this? Why was he telling me this? Who, or what, had sent him?



  “Who do you work for?” I stalked forward. “Who sent you?”



  “Tell no one about me. Speak to no one about me. When you think of me, think only of the Gray Man.” His tone was insistent, sharp and menacing. I blinked, trying to understand the reason for the warning. “If you do, I’ll know.” 



  The threat hung hot and heavy in the air and then violent magick rushed around me. It squeezed my throat, choked the air from my lungs. I gasped, clawing at my neck, trying to shove the dark spell away. I dropped to my knees, desperately trying to breathe in oxygen grown as dense as water.



  Just when I was sure I would black out, it was over. I jerked; dragging in the sweet fresh air like it might soon run out. I coughed and wheezed and stared at the thing in dumbfounded horror.



  It’d been choking me and it hadn’t even touched me.  



  He stepped back, blending into shadow, form beginning to grow distorted and fuzzy. “I will be in touch,” he said, voice echoing in the hollow silence of night and then he was gone. 



  I shivered, coughed weakly and rubbed my arms. I needed to leave. Now. I took one last look around and this time was able to port away.



  Chapter 12


  



  “Pandora,” Luc nearly tore the door off my trailer as he rushed inside. His hair was wild, sticking up around his head as if he’d been running his hands through it half the night. He looked an awful mess, face haggard, clothes wrinkled. “Where were you? I called Grace to see if you were still there, she said you’d left already.”



  “So?” I shrugged, slid my jacket off and walked over to the floor length mirror hanging behind the door of my bedroom, pulled my hair to the side and studied the area where Billy had stabbed me. The skin was flawless, smooth, save for a small brown birthmark. The bone however, was another story. It was sticking up at an odd angle. Dammit. It had set wrong. I was going to have to rebreak it. I was tired and so didn’t want to deal with this right now.



  I studied my neck, half expecting to see a visible purple bruise from where the Gray Man had choked me, but there was nothing.  



  “So!” He marched behind me. “That was four hours ago.”



  I twirled on him and smacked his outstretched hand away. “I’m in no mood for one of your crazy fits of temper. I don’t know what’s going on with you, Luc, and honestly I don’t care. I just had the night from hell...”



  He narrowed his ice blue eyes. 



  “I’m tired, I stink, and all I want is a hot shower and to go to bed.” 



  That wasn’t the truth, not really. I wanted to talk, have diarrhea of the mouth and tell everything, share everything. But looking at Luc now, I wasn’t sure about anything anymore.



  He was still the same Luc, still a pest and a nuisance, but...he had changed. I’d been noticing a difference these past few days. Was Grace right? Could I even trust him? Should I?



  I took a deep breath; this was all too fresh, too new. I needed time to think, to decide what I could and couldn’t share. 



  A muscle ticked in his jaw. “You’re not...hurt?” he asked, voice stilted and full of suppressed fury.



  I held my arms out at my sides, wincing only a little when I moved the left one. I really needed to reset it before too much more time passed. “Do I look hurt?”



  He looked at me, eyes settling on my breasts, the room quickened with the rush of his response. He stepped closer to me and trailed his finger along the curve of my breast. I hissed as Lust stirred. 



  Luc’s gaze turned soft, molten. 



  “No,” I said forcefully, stepping out of reach. Lust may not have liked it, but I’d already fed her tonight. I didn’t want sex, not with Luc, not with anybody.



  He closed his eyes, as if trying to compose his thoughts. I glanced down at his pants, his body was only at half-mast, he’d obviously sampled the night’s wares. He’d be fine. 



  “Did Grace say anything?” I finally asked, shifting topics.



  He cleared his throat, rubbed his whiskered jaw. “Just that she was worried about you and she’d like you to call her when you got some time.”



  “Did it sound important?”



  He shrugged. “Not really.”



  “Fine. Thanks. I’ll call her tomorrow.” I nodded, then jerked my chin in the direction of the door. “Listen, if you don’t mind, Luc, I’m tired.”



  I turned back around and unzipped my leather pants. Luc was already forgotten in the clutter of my mind. 



  There were so many things that’d happened today. Who was this Gray Man? Why did he tell me to trust no one? Echoing almost the exact same sentiments that Grace had shared earlier. What was going on? I wanted answers, where to start looking was the question. 



  “Pandora...” I looked over my shoulder.  Luc had his arms crossed over his chest, studying me as if he knew I was keeping secrets. Finally after several tense seconds he shook his head. “Nothing. Never mind.”



   I smiled weakly. “Tomorrow, promise. I’ll bring doughnuts and coffee and we can catch up on the latest gossip,” I said, hoping to lighten his mood.



  “Sometimes you really disgust me,” he said, lip curling, then he turned on his heels and was gone.



  “Join the club,” I muttered, reached into my closet and pulled out a leather paddle—yes, I do like to play the Dom sometimes—and sat on the edge of my bed, wondering what I’d done to piss off the men in my life. 



  So they hated me, big deal. 



  I sighed, wishing for a moment I was gay, it had to be easier with women. Fingers clammy, I shoved the paddle in my mouth, bit down hard, grabbed my left wrist and yanked until I heard the bone snap.



  Sweat rolled down my face, my back. I screamed, the sound muted by the leather and squeezed my eyes shut until the terrible pain dulled down. I spit out the paddle, reached under the side of my bed and pulled out a brace I keep tucked away for moments like these and secured my arm to my side for the ten minutes it would take to heal.



  Needing to think about something other than the vomit inducing throb in my shoulder, I started to piece together the events of the past few days.



  A. I meet a death priest, who oddly enough still seemed reluctant to kill me. Many times now I’ve had opportunities to do him in. But every time I get around Billy all I ever seem to be focused on is getting that man’s clothes off and having my dirty, dirty way with him. It’s almost like I’m under some sort of a thrall now that I think about it. Is he spelling me? Is that why I can’t bring myself to give up his name to Grace? And yet, here I still stand. Sure he’d given me a concussion the size of Texas the first night we’d met, and tonight he’d stabbed me, but they weren’t killing blows. As a priest he knew that.



  Therefore, the only logical explanation I have is that he has a plan of his own. No doubt in my mind he meant to kill me, eventually. He’s a death dealer, that’s what they do. But there’s more to this game than simply chasing me down, and even though I’d accused him of getting off on the fear, thinking about it now, that didn’t feel like his style. 



  I sighed, remembering I’d meant to ask Grace for access to the library. In all the Grace/Mary drama, I’d forgotten. When I called her tomorrow I’d have to ask. I needed clues, something had to be there.



  I shook my head, flexing my shoulder a little to see where it stood. Few more minutes and then I could take a bath.



  I sighed, wanting sleep but unable to calm the constant thoughts and worries nagging me. The night I’d killed all those vamps in the clearing, someone or something, had killed the fourth. I’d have sworn it was Billy, but now...I wasn’t sure about anything. I’d gone back many times, trying to get a fix on the place, maybe find a clue inadvertently left behind, but whoever it was, left nothing. Which made me wonder, had the knife been meant for me and not the vamp at all? It was a possibility I didn’t like.   



  I still felt like he might be the one stalking me, and yet...that question led me straight to another. B. Who the hell was the Gray Man? 



  I’ve lived a long life, you’d think somewhere between the stone age and the bronze age, iron age, modern age...whatever age, I’d have heard something, somewhere, at some point. 



  He said trust no one. So why should I trust him? I’d point blank asked him and he’d neither confirmed nor denied that I could or couldn’t. 



  I licked my lips, a headache burgeoning on the horizon. I glanced at the clock next to my bed, already past one in the morning. 



  I flexed my arm, it twinged, but it would heal nicely without the use of the brace now. I undid the Velcro, tossed the brace to the ground and stalked toward my bathroom. I turned on the faucet for a long, hot soak in my ivory clawed foot tub and undressed the rest of the way.



  I know what you’re wondering. How in the heck do I have a claw footed bathtub in my trailer. To some extent we all have a little magick. Not much. Not the way witches do. But we can ward things, hide things with our glamour. And with a little extra practice, we can even distort the dimensions of reality. 



  In all the nights’ confusion, I’d forgotten about the ring. The bag fell on the tile with a woomph sound when I pulled my boot off. I picked it up, held it tight in my hand and considered opening it, then dismissed the idea almost immediately. I didn’t want it anywhere near my bath water; I had no way of knowing how it worked and didn’t particularly relish the thought of getting electrocuted by ignorance. 



  But thinking of that inevitably led my thoughts back to where I’d begun. I poured lavender scented bath beads into the tub, slipped in and let loose a giant ahh of relief as the oils sank into tired, achy muscle.     



  C. Grace. The Vamp club. The cold. 



  Grace had set up shop. Why? I know what she told me, because she was old and though I didn’t trust the Gray Man as far as I could throw him, I hated to admit his words were eating me up like a slow leeching cancer of doubt. 



  Was she telling the truth? Or was she still keeping secrets? And why had I grown so cold that for a second, I’d sworn it was killing me?  



  D. Sanguinary, that was the real kicker. That ate at my craw. Since when had vamps grown so bold as to actually set up shop in the middle of town and not even try to hide the fact they were doing it? 



  I flicked at the water, staring out the skylight at the star studded sky, aggravation building. 



  Part of me wanted to say screw it, mow through the vamps and learn by threat of pain what they were up to, but another part—the sane side of me—knew torture could only take you so far. Something was changing. Much as I hated to believe it, I was beginning to think there was a purpose to the vamps madness. 



  And if that was true, then there had to be a leader to guide them. 



  I closed my eyes, gritted my teeth and tried to cook up any excuse I could that would absolve it being one of my people. But all roads led to the same inevitable conclusion. Only something more powerful, more strong than a vamp, could ever truly hope to guide them on to whatever type of end game they had plotted.



  Just the thought of it made me want to scream and rip my hair out. 



  I didn’t want to believe anyone I knew could be capable of this. Grace did say that the order wasn’t sure. Maybe it was a neph, fine, I could deal with that as long as the neph wasn’t one of mine. 



  But what if it was? 



  I growled and sat there thinking so long, the water finally started turning cold.



  Temper hot, I jumped out, grabbed a towel and the tiny black sack and stalked back into my bedroom. Water soaked the carpet beneath my feet. 



  Dropping the towel, I snatched up a pair of socks and underwear, dressed, then took the sack over to my bed and sat down cross-legged.



  My heart pounded as I slowly pulled open the drawstring and peeked inside. I’m not sure what I expected, but by the way Grace had carried on, I thought it would be more than a simple band with a tiny stone.



  I frowned, tipped the sack and pulled out the ring. The band was a dull gold, a little nicked and grooved around the edges, as if it’d been scrapped continuously over a rough surface for a couple of years. I studied the stone; it was a vitreous reddish-purple. I’d seen this color before; it was precious and uber rare. Sometimes called bixbite, but more commonly known as red beryl.  



  “Hmm...” I cocked my head, a thread of memory trying to worm its way to the surface. There was something about beryl that nagged at me. I gripped the ring, scooted off the bed and ran to my bookshelf.



  I scanned my shelf, looking for the title I wanted. I’d read something about this stone before. Some magical quality it was said to possess. 



  I yanked my copy of: Occultism & Parapsychology Encyclopedia, off the shelf and sat down on my couch. It was dark. Which normally isn’t a big deal for me, I can see fine in the dark, but I was hunting for clues, any advantage I could give myself, I’d take.



  I turned on the floor lamp, scooted back and flipped the book open to the glossary section searching for an entry on Beryl. Once I found it, I turned to the page and began reading.



  “Beryl, a gemstone, also known as precious, or semi-precious stone is a highly attractive and valuable piece of mineral...blah, blah, blah, I already know this.” I turned the page, scanning for one thing in particular. “It is said to preserve weeded love and to be a good medium for magical visions.”



  I stabbed the page with my finger many times, feeling like I’d finally stumbled across something, but what? It clearly was not being used for love in this case. Magical visions? Maybe. But how could a vision help me kill a priest?



  I frowned and looked at the ring still in the palm of my hand. I held it up, the glassy surface turning a lighter shade of red, almost pink under the lamp. I squinted, seeing something I’d missed earlier. Blowing on it, thinking maybe the squiggle was dust, I realized the squiggly lines were inside the stone, not outside.



  It was a circle. 



  No, that wasn’t right.  



  I turned the ring up and on its side so the light caught it at just the right angle. It nearly glowed when the light touched it and I could finally make out what was inside. It was a snake, eating its tail. I’ve always thought the symbol somewhat ominous, even though its meaning implies security. The circular snake is an ancient symbol of rebirth and protection against evil.



  As I rolled it between my fingers I noticed a faint line of black script along the inside of the band. 



  “Manes ab manes; pulvis ab pulvis.” Latin for ashes to ashes, dust to dust.



  The second the words were out of my mouth the ring, which had been cool to the touch, began to grow warm in my hand. Startled, I threw it to the floor, eyes wide and pulse racing, hoping I hadn’t triggered the power by accident.



  After a few tense seconds, that’d felt more like hours, the ring quieted and was once again, a ring.



  I licked my lips and cautiously approached the talisman. I tapped it, like one would to test the heat of a stove, but when it failed to bite back I figured it was probably safe enough to pick it back up again.



  This thing was powerful and deadly. And I was pretty sure I now knew how to use it, I gripped it tight in my palm.



  Could I really bring myself to use it on him? That was another matter entirely.



  Chapter 13


  



  I munched on a Krispy Kreme glazed doughnut, the only one worth eating if you’re going to eat a doughnut in my not so humble opinion, and studied a glowering Luc. 



  “You’re not telling me something.”



  I gave him wide innocent eyes, which didn’t fool him for a moment I’m sure. I’d decided to tell him everything Grace had shared, but nothing more. No Gray Man, no Billy. Those were mine. “You callin’ me a liar?”



   He pushed back his chair and walked into his kitchen, grabbed the pot of coffee and brought it back to the table. He poured himself a mug full. Luc drank his black, me, I’m a cream and sugar kind of girl, a fact he always rags on me about.



  “If the shoe fits.” He eyed me evilly over the rim of his cup, then took a long, slow drag of the bitter brew.



  I’d met him at his trailer, just like I’d promised last night. Yeah, it was five in the morning, the sun hadn’t come up and maybe that was why he was cranky, but hey, not my fault he’d gone back to whoring after he’d left my place. I hadn’t slept much last night, the talk between Grace and I, Gray Man and I, Billy and I...heck, pick your poison, left my thoughts jumbled and more confused than ever. 



  I’d gone for a walk around my trailer, not far, within earshot of the carnival, trying to work out the puzzle, but it hadn’t helped. Finally, I’d given it up as a lost cause, ported myself to Winston-Salem—home of the original Krispy Kreme, ‘cause if you’re gonna buy them you ought to get the best—picked up three boxes and then knocked, very loudly, on my boss’ door.



  He’d scowled, swore he was gonna rip me a new one, but eventually my feminine wiles won him over, that and the smell of deep fried fat. He’d devoured three doughnuts before I’d even set them down. He’s such a pig, but I guess you know that already. Wine incident ring any bells? 



  Luc’s house is sterile, and by that I mean the man is seriously into the whole concept of feng shui. Less is more. Objects placed in certain areas for optimum health benefits and all that other mumbo jumbo crap. That stuff is so freakin’ ridiculous, moving your couch next to the window instead of the door isn’t gonna help you not catch a cold come fall. But whatever, not my house.  



  The only thing to take away from the feng-shuiness of it in my opinion, was his love of technology. He and Kemen had taken to it like a fish to water. Everywhere I looked Luc had his gadgets, cell phone, computers, television, stereo—now that I could understand, personally I lived and breathed music, but the rest held little appeal to me. 



  I leaned back, sucked the sugar off of each of my fingers while still maintaining eye contact with him, and sighed. 



  I wasn’t lying, not exactly. I was keeping things. Though I was only running at half speed at the moment, one thing had become glaringly obvious this morning, regardless of my emphatic denial that Luc was not in any way, shape, or form involved, I really couldn’t know that for certain.



  And I until I found out otherwise, everyone was suspicious. 



  “Listen, trust me or not, what I told you is the truth.”



  He licked his fangs. “Yeah, I’m sure that’s true, it’s what you’re not telling me that makes me wonder.”



  I shrugged.



  He rolled his eyes, shoved his fingers through his long blond hair, then growled. “So she suspects someone among us is playing both sides. I can’t believe this, Dora.”



  “I know.” I took a sip of my coffee, it was creamy and sweet and delicious. The caffeine didn’t affect us the way it did humans, but Luc and I have developed a taste for the stuff anyway. “I thought that too first time she told me.”



  “It doesn’t make any kind of sense,” he snarled, “so we have to infiltrate this club and what...stand by and play patty cake with the mosquitoes?”



  “I have to gather as much Intel as I can. The first trip is Recon only.”



  “I don’t like this.” He shook his head. “Something feels wrong.”



  I muttered a low agreement.



  “I’ll send Bubba with you.”



  “No,” I said a little too forcefully, looking up from my mug, “Grace said no one should know. Hell, I had to fight to get her to agree for me to talk with you.”



  Open mouth, insert foot. I wanted to groan.



  “What?” he all but growled, standing so fast he knocked the chair down. “She suspects me?” He honestly and sincerely looked stupefied, which I must say, helped calm some of my own fears. “Please tell me that’s not why you’re keeping secrets from me, Pandora.”



  I bit the inside of my cheek.



  He narrowed his eyes, slammed his coffee mug down on the table—sloshing half the contents onto the wood—then pinned his arms on my chair and shoved his face into mine.  



  “I’m going to pretend I didn’t see that look of guilt flash across your face.” His voice blended with another, his eyes started to swirl an angry purple. 



  Luc was wearing nothing but a pair of silk boxer briefs this morning. His hair was tousled, eyes a little puffy, breathtakingly gorgeous. Last night had left me very dissatisfied. I bit my bottom lip and slipped my sandal off, then dragged my foot along his muscled calf. His breath caught and I purred at the sensation of his coarse hairs tickling my toes. 



  “Pandora, don’t think screwing me is gonna get you out of answering my question.” There was anger in his words, but the husky baritone of his voice said he was not as unaffected as he might pretend to be.  



  I ran my hands across the washboard expanse of his abdomen and when I got to his nipples I took them both between my fingers and rolled them. 



  He hissed and laid his forehead against mine, taking short, choppy breaths. I grabbed his face and forced him to look at me. 



  “There are times,” I said, “when I don’t know who I can trust.” He stiffened. “But I do know this—” I caressed his cheek, then trailed my thumb against the seam of his lips; he opened his mouth and took my finger into his warm heat. He sucked, bit, and nibbled, pulling things down low in my body and making me squirm with need. “I can always count on you to teach me the hard lessons and save me from myself.”



  Knowledge filled his face. Luc fell to his knees, then pulled me into a fierce hug, my cheek rested against his chest and I could feel the rapid beat of his heart like a steady drum against my ear.  



  “Pandora, you can trust me. You can. I would never hurt you.”



  But he had. And he knew it. 



  ~*~



  Two hours later—now that’s more like it—I rolled over and watched him settle comfortably in beside me on his large four poster bed, balancing a plate of doughnuts on his lap. I’m not sure how to define what Luc and I just did. We didn’t screw, that would imply something hard and swift and all about meeting the needs of our demons, but could things like us make love? It had felt that way. Slow and lingering, methodical, touching and kissing. No words of worship or awe, but a deliberate feast of touch and taste.



  “You want?” He offered me the last doughnut on the plate.



  I wrinkled my nose. “No thanks, two’s enough for me.” I patted my belly. We couldn’t get fat, but I was still strict about what I ate. 



  “Suit yourself.” He shoveled the final doughnut in his mouth, chewed, swallowed then sat back with a satisfied sigh. His belly bulged slightly.



  I smiled. “You look very pleased with yourself.”



  He gave a lazy nod. “I am. But...”



  Oh great.



  “I still want to know what you’re keeping from me.”



  I knew it. I’d hoped sex would take his mind off this. What could have possibly possessed me to believe that? Stupidity. “Luc, please—”



  “Don’t, Pandora.” He flicked his wrist. “Just don’t. I’m not going to force you to tell me. You do whatever you think is best. I trust your judgment.”



  I squeezed my eyes shut. “You really know how to make a person feel like crap—”



  “Why?” He rolled on his side, cradled his head on his hand. There was anger and bitterness in his gaze, maybe even a touch of disappointment. “Because after all this time you still can’t trust me enough to let me know what went down.”



  That wasn’t fair. I had my reasons. He might not understand them, but I couldn’t forget the feeling of those phantom fingers squeezing the life out of me. Or the echoing words of trust no one constantly beating at my skull. 



  “I told you everything that happened at Grace’s.”



  He eyed me coolly. “No you didn’t.”



  I’d set the ring on my nightstand, not daring to wear it for fear that someone would see it and maybe recognize what it was. He was right, I hadn’t. 



  “And the fact that you phrased it that way lets me know something happened outside of Grace’s. Didn’t it?”



  Ugh, we’d just had two of the greatest hours of sex and here he was grilling me like I was some common criminal. And men say we’re difficult.



  “It was that priest. Wasn’t it, Pandora?” A vein throbbed at his temple. I could feel his power beginning to ride the air between us, it made my skin tingle. 



  I patted the fine hairs at the back of my neck down and glared at him. 



  “Yeah, whatever. Protect him; you’ve gotten real good at that these past few days.” He rolled off the bed, snatched up his boxers and stomped out the door.



  Shocked, my mouth parted into a tiny O. I watched him go, wondering yet again what was wrong with Luc. He’d never been like this before. If he’d been anyone else I’d call it jealousy, but Luc wasn’t anyone else and I knew it to be impossible.



  I touched the scar above my chest. The only mar on my otherwise perfect skin. The only flaw that would never heal. 



  Once, long ago I thought I’d been in love with him. I’d told Luc, confessed my feelings; he’d looked at me as if I were an abomination. A detestable and foul creature. He’d flung me away. I shivered thinking about that night. About the hatred and rage I’d seen grow in his eyes to a malevolent level. He’d twisted into a creature straight out of a kid’s worst nightmare. 



  Sometimes, not often, but sometimes, something can happen that triggers our demon to take us over completely. No longer half human, we become the creature. 



  I pressed my palm against my chest, feeling the rigid thickness of the scar and trembled remembering what he’d become. A black and shiny thing of scales and claws, long, sharp fangs glistening silver with spittle.  



  To this day I still can’t understand why he’d done what he’d done. Or what I’d said that had made him turn. Luc had never harmed me before, or since. 



  My memories of that long ago night in the horse stable are vague and half formed. The only thing I can recall with any type of clarity is him hovering over me, legs straddling my chest as he’d carved a jagged heart in my flesh with a spelled knife. 



  I’d nearly bled out, passing in and out of consciousness. One second there’d be darkness, nothing; the next I’d hear garbled nonsense and feel blood soaked hands running over my cheeks. A body rocking me back and forth and hot wetness splashing my face.



  Unlike most of our family now, Luc and I hadn’t grown up alone. We’d been born in the same small village ten miles south of what would someday become ancient Babylon. When those around us died, we’d lived on and been together for most of it. We’ve seen the world around us change while we remained the same. We’d learned, lived, and loved together. Or so I’d thought, until the night I’d spilled the secrets of my heart.



  I’d survived, but I’ve never been the same. Something died in me that night, a part of my soul. Because I knew my hero didn’t exist. I was a freak amongst freaks and would forever be an outsider in a world that hated me.



  It’d taken me over a thousand years to even come within earshot of Luc again. But no matter where I ran, he’d found me. He always found me. Those had been the worst years of my life. The bitter loneliness of no one to confide in, to trust in. In the end I’d returned, not because I was desperate for his love, no...he’d killed that, but because there was safety in numbers. Gradually I’d learned to trust Luc, to an extent, but never completely. Never again. 



  I’d been so lost to the pain I’m still not sure why I didn’t go through with the suicide attempt. But I’d grown strong, found a place deep inside, locked all the pain away and went about my life as if it never happened. 



  It may not be the best way to deal with things, sweep them under the proverbial rug, but you try seeing half the stuff I’ve seen and tell me you’d do it any differently. Sometimes pretending the monster’s not there is the only way to hang onto your sanity. Ignorance is bliss, as they say. Even the illusion of it.



  I got up and got dressed.



  My knight in shining armor died a long time ago. I accept death and destruction. Do I like it? No. Will I ever grow fond of it? I hope not. But each day I grow more and more jaded.



  I zipped up my corset top, walked out into the living room, ignoring a brooding Luc and grabbed the last two boxes of doughnuts. I slipped on my sandals and then walked out the door. 



  Still, for all that, Luc taught me a valuable lesson that night. 



  Love doesn’t exist. 



  And I’m not talking about Agape love. The love of a parent for a child, I’ve witnessed that. Seen a mother—human or animal—lay down her life in exchange for her offspring’s. But Eros love. The love a man has for his mate. How can imperfect beings grasp such a profound concept as that? Every day I witness hearts getting broken, lies being told, by both men and women. 



  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 cannot breathe for want of him. But that is not love. That is obsession masked as something noble.   



  Love is the cruelest myth of all.



  Chapter 14


  



  It was a typical gray and gloomy day in the Black Hills, though for once, no wind. That was almost a minor miracle in this place. 



  I was tempted to head back to my trailer, try and take a nap and then maybe call Grace a little later, but honestly, I had no desire to be alone. I didn’t think, but headed where my feet guided me, which just so happened to be our version of the chow hall. It was a large, nondescript, army green tent set several hundred yards behind the carnival proper. 



  I walked inside, dropped my cold box of doughnuts onto the nearest bench with a loud thud. Several heads turned in my direction.



  Bubba got up, mug of something in his hand—you never know what it is with him, coffee, cocoa, blood—and nodded at the box. “What’s that?” he asked, voice sleep roughened, yet no less sexy.



  His eyes were blood shot, his skin pinched. He looked ashen; clearly I wasn’t the only one suffering from a case of insomnia. Bubba yawned while scratching the back of his head, looking at me curiously, as if wondering why I stared at him so long. I couldn’t help but wonder where he’d been that he should look so bad. 



  “Doughnuts, whoever wants can have,” I finally said with an indifferent shrug.



  He flicked open the box, grabbed two, placed one in his mouth, then grabbed another. I shook my head; we should be the fattest people on Earth. 



  I grabbed a foam cup, poured some hot water into it, grabbed a tea bag—all they had left was Earl Gray, not my favorite, but I could force it down when I had to—then I stalked over to one of the empty benches and sat.



  My head was pounding, felt like someone had taken a blunt object to it and kept pounding away at the base of my skull. I groaned, steeping the tea and tried to ignore the chatter around me. 



  I felt movement beside me. I glanced up to find Vyxyn sitting down. 



  “What do you want?” I growled, rubbing a circle at my temple.



  She sat a Tupperware bowl down on the table, popped open the plastic seal and proceeded to pretend like I hadn’t even talked. In the dim twilight of morning her hair looked an even more absurd shade, more like a cotton candy pink. She had on no makeup and wore a pair of Hello Kitty flannel pants and sweater top. She began eating. 



  I wrinkled my nose when I caught a whiff of the food, my stomach complained violently. “That smells like rotten fish.” I held my cup up to my nose to try and mask the odor with the lemony zest of the tea.



  “It’s called seaweed salad.”



  I eyed the stuff. It was green, slimy, and smelled even worse that it looked. I ushered her away. “Well get it away from me, makes me feel like I’m gonna yak.”



  She rolled her eyes. “You’re such a baby, Pandora. If anyone’s gonna move, it’s not gonna be me.”



  In that moment I hated her. All I’d wanted was peace and solitude, why had she come and sat down next to me? To make me more miserable? Actually, now that I thought about it, that was probably why exactly. 



  I snarled and scooted to the far end of the bench, all the other tables were taken up, or I’d have moved to a different one completely.



  Vyxyn laughed, curled a long length of slime around her fork and made a giant show of slowly dropping it into her mouth with a happy sigh as she chewed. “Mmm...mmm,” she said, “sure you don’t want some?”



  Bubba, Stryker, and a few others came and sat down on either side of us, sparing me the sudden urge to snap my fangs at the wench. 



  “That stuff reeks,” Bubba said a few seconds later and pinched his nose shut. “I think you oughta take it out back and put it out of its misery.”



  I chuckled, raised my brows and pinned Vyxyn with an I-told-you-so look. She twisted her mouth. 



  “I’ll have you know I got this stuff at Neo’s. A five star restaurant, I might add.” She said it as if we should be envious of her.



  Bubba’s brows gathered. “How much money you pay for that garbage? Why I’ll go to one of our dumpsters out back and pull out some slop for ya if you’re hard up for turd salad. I’ll only charge half a what they do. What you say?” He grinned, and Stryker elbowed him in the rib, laughing as if he’d never heard anything funnier. 



  I sipped on my tea, but the biting banter between Vyx and Bubba was only making my headache worse. It had been a bad idea to come here. 



  When I left, no one noticed or tried to stop me. I still didn’t want to be alone though, Luc was out of the question, the tent was a no go, there was only one person I hadn’t seen. Before I left the tent, I checked to see if there were any leftover doughnuts. One. I grabbed it with a napkin then walked toward Kemen’s place.



  It was one of those silver bullet looking trailers, a little rusted around the undercarriage, he rarely got up the energy to keep up with the maintenance. I knocked on the door. No response.



  I peeked inside. “Kemen,” I called, “you here?”



  I heard a faucet running.



  It was dark inside. He’d hung several thick blankets over the windows to keep out almost any trace of light. I swatted at the flying dust motes when I stepped inside. His living room was a sea of clothes; it cluttered the floor so you could barely make out the tan carpet. His table might as well have been a giant waste bin. It was riddled with empty pizza boxes and cans of beer. 



  By the lack of smell, I knew the laundry was clean, just not folded. He’d thrown away any food before it had a chance to rot and stink up the place. But that was the extent of his cleaning. My lips twitched, poor thing, maybe I’d help him organize before I left. 



  I took a deep breath, already feeling some of the tension creep out of my body. There was something about being around Kemen that soothed me. He wasn’t like the other demons and it was a nice change of pace.



  The faucet turned off, then Kemen stepped out of the bathroom. “Pandora.” He sounded startled. He ran his hand through his hair in a nervous gesture. “What are you doing here?”



  I kicked a pile of clothes to the side, cutting a path to the couch. “I...” I frowned. “Well, I’m not sure. First I was at Luc’s, then I went to the mess hall, and now,” I shrugged, “I’m here.”



  “You can’t sleep can you?” he asked, knowledge evident in his liquid amber gaze.



  My shoulders slumped. “Guilty as charged.” 



  He smiled, eyeing the bundle in my hand. “What’s that?”



  I held it up before me. “Peace offering?”



  He ushered me toward him. “C’mon.” Then he headed into the bedroom, which again, aside from the bed itself, was a veritable pig sty. 



  I handed him the doughnut. He polished it off in three bites. I crawled onto the bed, glancing at the floor around me. Instead of clothes, it was books that littered the carpet. 



  Things like: Journey of Souls. Tackling the Afterlife. So, you’re dead; now what? Gods and mythology. Major Gods of the Ancient World. 



  I frowned, picked up a thick book, never realizing Kemen liked to read and also a little wigged out by the titles. “What’s all this, Kemen?” I asked, waving a copy of The study of Hubris as it relates to Gods, under his nose. “I never knew you to be a religious sorta guy.” 



  He took the book from my hand and tossed it back to the floor. “Don’t you ever wonder about that stuff? What happens after we kick the big one?”



  I hugged my arms to my chest, rubbing my hands up and down. “I try never to think about it.” I looked at him, and saw in his face the raw truth of the pain we all grappled with. Could a thing who’d never had a choice to be good or evil, someday find peace? I shook my head. “No, I never think about it. I never want to know.”



  He swallowed hard and closed his eyes. I wasn’t going to ask him if he’d ever contemplated suicide. We all have at some point. Life isn’t fair, it isn’t perfect, but it’s all that’s guaranteed. I’d respect Kemen’s decision to decide for himself; but it would never mean I’d stop caring. I grabbed his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. 



  He looked at me then, gave a lopsided, half-hearted grin and shook his head. “Of course, Pandora, I know that. I just wonder.” 



  He stared at the wall over my head and I couldn’t stand it. Not from him. “Would you like me to grab my guitar?”



  I don’t know why, I don’t think I’m a particularly good singer, but he’d always loved listening to me. Especially when mired in an existential crises. 



  “That’d be nice,” he said.



  I nodded, ported back to my house, grabbed my guitar and rejoined him a second later. I grabbed the chair from under his computer desk, sat down and started to tune it. “Any requests,” I asked, around the pick in my mouth.



  “Three Libras?”



  “Ahh yes,” I nodded, taking the guitar pick out of my mouth and gave him a wide grin, “the depressing angst of A Perfect Circle, just what we need to hear on this fine morning.”



  He snorted and I started playing. The song wasn’t really designed for an acoustic, but I made it work.



  Kemen laced his fingers behind his head and closed his eyes, a semi-formed smile on his lips. His chest rose and fell, his breathing grew longer and more steady. Sloth began to work its magick on me. I had to fight to finish the song, my eyelids felt so heavy, my eyes full of grit and painful to blink. 



  I’m sure my voice warbled at the end, but somehow I managed to finish. I set the guitar aside and hung my head, pretty sure I could fall asleep right there on the chair.



  Kemen cracked an eye open, then patted the bed. “I got room,” he said.



  I smiled, because I knew with him this wouldn’t turn into an invitation for more, Kemen understood me in a way others couldn’t. I crawled onto the bed; we shifted around for a bit until we got comfortable.



  I laid my head on his big chest, soothed by the sound of his beating heart and slow and steady breathing. He played lazily with my hair and I smiled, snuggling in deeper and inhaling the masculine cool scent of his body. 



  “Sandman,” I whispered, almost too tired to speak, “I think I love you.”



  My cheek vibrated with the rumble of his laughter. “Sleep now, Pandora. I’ll keep you safe.”



  I sighed, and tucked myself deeper into his body, my foot played along the length of his calf.



  He pressed a gentle kiss on the crown of my head and I slept.



  Chapter 15


  



  I woke up to the sound of revelers and the roar of rides. It was darker than a mausoleum and it took me a second to remember where I was. I blinked, turned to look at the clock beside the strange bed. The red number nine blinked back at me almost mockingly.



  “Friggin’ hell,” I growled, shot up off the bed and ported to my room. I hadn’t meant to sleep this long. I’d needed to call Grace and ask for entry into the library. Now that would have to wait until tomorrow. 



  Ugh! I hated oversleeping, it always made me feel one step behind and completely unsettled. I grabbed my most eye catching dress. It was a black, gauzy silk with silver threading throughout. It almost looked like winking diamonds in the right lighting. I pulled the dress on, loving the way it hugged my curves in just the right places. It had spaghetti straps and was cut low in both the front and the back, but the skirt flared out at around mid-calf. I liked to call it high-class hoochie. I raced to my closet, pulled out my favorite pair of midnight indigo stilettos with a four-inch heel, and slipped them on. 



  When I’d seen them in the store I knew I had to have them, they were felt and covered in baby skulls, so cute, and a perfect match for the black and purple streaks of my hair. 



  I walked to the mirror, ran the brush through my hair until it was a glossy sheen of perfection and then made my way toward my ride. When I got there, I found Kemen covering for me. 



  “You’re awake,” he said, then his eyes grew wide and he gave a wolf howl.



  I snorted and patted his hand. “You should have woken me up.”



  “You looked too peaceful, Pandora. You push yourself too hard. Good to rest sometimes.”



  “So says the sloth.” I winked and grinned to show him I meant nothing by it. He meant well, no point in quibbling over it. 



  “So where you goin’ anyway?” He gestured toward my dress. “I know you’re not wearing that just to run this ride.” He paused, then his eyes lit with devilish glee. “Don’t tell me it’s for me. I’m flattered.”



  Chuckling, I shook my head. “You wish, Casanova.”



  “Can’t fault a man for trying.”



  I smiled, took ticket stubs from several pairs of hands and reveled in the attention of both men and women. Ignoring the catcalls from a band of teenage boys, I leaned against my booth after I started the ride. 



  “I’m headed downtown, got some errands to run.”



  Errands meaning Sanguinary, I needed to find out what was going on and it seemed like the logical place to start.



  He yawned, covered his mouth with his fist. “Want company?” he finally asked.



  “Baby, no insult, but I doubt you could hang with me tonight.” I blew him an air kiss.



  “You’re probably right.” He grinned. “I’ve got stuff of my own to do anyway.”



  “Wow, Kemen is actually gonna do stuff and not sleep. Will wonders never cease?”



  “I might be Sloth, but I’ve got a life too.”



  “Yeah, where you going?” 



  He frowned. The happy mood immediately gone, his eyes had grown haunted and distant, whatever he was thinking it wasn’t pleasant. Remembering those books in his trailer, I grabbed his hand and gave it a firm squeeze. “Kemen, if you ever, ever need to talk, I’m here for you, babe.”



  He heaved a huge sigh and shook his head, the smile was back, but it lacked the warmth of earlier. “I know. Take it easy, and look me up if you ever need to sleep again.”



  I hugged him. I’m not usually one for shows of emotion, but I felt he needed it. He looked surprised, then pleased, and hugged me back. 



  “Take it easy, pest,” he said, and then he returned to his empty booth, plunked himself down on the chair and closed his eyes.



  ~*~



  My heels echoed sharply on the streets of downtown, I’d made a quick pit stop at a local library to find out if I could map quest Sanguinary. It’d been closed, but I could see inside the building so I’d been able to port myself in, turn on enough juice to operate a computer—I might not like modern day technology, but I do know how to use it should the need arise. I really didn’t expect to have any luck, figuring that surely they’d hide the address of their club and make it so that only those in the know could find it. But I’d been wrong.



  I ground my jaw, trying to count away the burn of anger churning in my belly. I needed a calm head tonight. I wasn’t here to kill, I kept reminding myself.



  Walking down the district was surreal, almost like stepping into a clichéd Hollywood slasher flick. If the streetlamps weren’t burnt out, they were flickering a sickly yellow color. It’d been raining off and on for days now, so the streets were dank, potholes full of brackish water. Several of the buildings I passed were rundown and empty, the windows broken out by vandals or children with too much time on their hands. Even the billboard signs were in a desperate state of disrepair.



  The stores that were open were your typical trashy dives. Strip clubs, X-rated theater, questionable bookstores and erotica shops, lights low and wares obvious. This street made me think of Vegas. Definitely could have held its own in sin city. Lust purred, completely in her element.



  You’d think on such a cold day, it wouldn’t be busy. But it was. This street hummed with life, most headed in the same direction as myself. Humans mostly, though an occasional Vamp or two among the lot. Those I recognized by the tell-tell pulse. The unfortunate women draped on their arms were dressed to the nines in short black dresses, long hair down and garish “screw me” red lipstick standing out brighter than a neon sign.  



  I patted my dress, knowing I’d chosen right. Thick smog slithered through the street like a python on the prowl, wrapping foggy tendrils around my legs. I did tell you the vamps were theatrical didn’t I? I wouldn’t put it past them to have hidden fog machines placed at spaced intervals along the way. I rolled my eyes, but pressed on.



  I kept to the shadows, waiting for the perfect prey. The men who passed me were all into big, buxom and blonde and the disguise I wanted was something forgettable, yet attractive enough to get me inside. 



  I heard the club before I ever saw it. The music blared loud enough that the vibrations traveled up the soles of my heels. The haunting, eerily lyrical strain of Type-O Negative filled the alleyway like a siren’s wail. How the cops weren’t here already, as this had to be a serious sound violation, was beyond me. 



  I scanned the tops of the buildings. I didn’t feel the presence of eyes watching me. How sick is it that in the past few days I’d grown, if not comforted by it, at least accepting of it? It almost felt a little strange not to feel that hot gaze boring down on me.  



  Finally, I saw the club. Well, the line that rolled into the club at least. I still hadn’t found the right disguise; I couldn’t afford to draw any attention to myself. So I settled against a store front and waited. I wanted to get inside, but I could screw everything up if I jumped the gun. This time, patience was the better part of valor, much as I hated to admit it.



  Several minutes passed as I studied the people, looking like some mindless ant colony the way they all trailed toward the club. I continued siphoning information, but none of it worked. These were mostly frat boys out for a good time and all with the same taste. Skinny, cute, tall, willowy, attractive...you see the trend here.



  Then it changed. Tall, athletic, gorgeous, male. Gay. 



  I watched the group of men, laughing, joking around and all projecting lusty thoughts that had nothing to do with women and everything to do with their own sex. They were coifed, good looking, each in their own way. Might have been fun if I’d had more time, I don’t often change myself into a man, but I can. It’s an erotic ride, let me tell you, but again what they wanted was too good looking. So I ignored them and continued my search. 



  Finally, I found him. He walked with a mixed group of both men and women, but a little outside of them. His head was bent, hands shoved deep into his sports jacket. He was tall, dark, and possibly Hispanic by the tone of his skin. Attractive, but not knock out hot. He wore glasses, but it gave him a sexy Clark Kent vibe. I licked my lips and tagged him as mine. Maybe if I had time later, I’d even feed the beast. Not that I needed to, she was well fed, but he looked like he might be fun.



  I became what he wanted, his shameful, dirty little secret. Thankfully I’d worn a dress that could stretch, because I needed the room.



  My hips flared out, my breasts grew obscenely large and yet nicely proportioned to my figure. My thighs expanded, tight and firm, but much bigger. My waist grew fuller, curvier. I wasn’t fat, but I wasn’t slim. I’d become Rubenesque, a voluptuous size sixteen beauty.



  I stepped away from the shadow and pushed my glamour at him hard. He looked up almost immediately. The brown of his eyes flamed with sexual arousal. I purred and beckoned him toward me.



  “Hey, uh guys,” I heard him say, “I’ll catch up with you later.”



  “Aww, Adrian.” A fawnish looking girl, petite brunette, cute, grabbed a hold of his arm. “You’re not leaving are you? You promised me you’d dance.”



  He licked his lips, Adrian looked my way again. I rested my leg on the wall behind me and pretended to study my nails, secure in the knowledge that I owned him already. I smiled.



  He extricated himself from her. “I will, I just...ugh, forgot something in the car.”



  I’ve never understood why it is that people can’t be proud of what they like. Who cares what society says is and isn’t acceptable. So what if I was a little larger than your average girl, I was still hot. I wasn’t gonna hold it against Adrian, but I did pity him. 



  The girl pouted prettily. “I’ll wait for you.”



  He gave a weak smile. “Yeah, sure. See you inside.” He waved the group off, once he was sure they were far enough away, he approached me.



  I looked up, giving him my best come hither smile. 



  The pulse point in his neck kicked into overdrive. I trailed my finger along the curve of his jaw. “Hi.”



  He fidgeted nervously with his hair. “You umm...” He was so unsure of himself; it was cute in a pathetic sort of way. 



  I stepped into him, smelling the woodsy musk of his aftershave. I licked my bottom lip. “Yes?” I asked, hoping to prompt him to speed things up.



  His mouth parted, his throat worked hard, as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t get it out.



  I kissed him. Gentle, a press of lips, then a flick of my tongue. He moaned, mouth opening slightly wider so I could slip inside. He tasted of mint and candy, I writhed on him, which only heightened his desire. His biceps bunched as he squeezed my arms tighter. The rough brick bit in my back. His hands enveloped my breasts. I reached between our bodies and rubbed along the seam of his pants. The thick bulge made me sigh. 



  And though it was nice and even Lust could appreciate the effort, it lacked the heat I felt with either Luc or Billy. I growled, angry I still couldn’t stop thinking about him, and pulled away sharply.



  Adrian’s sighs filled the space between us. His eyes were liquid pools of need. He chuckled, he’d clearly liked what I’d done and yet he kept darting glances around the street, at the passing couples and groups looking our way. Their thoughts visibly scrawled across their faces. What was such a hot piece of man meat doing with a fat something like me?



  Anger coiled like a hot sling through my gut. There was no way I could break years worth of indoctrination overnight. I didn’t have that kind of time. And I needed to get inside the club. At our present rate I doubted Adrian would ever offer to take me inside the club. He was a creeper, a man who indulged in his fantasies in the safety of shadow, but would never want to be seen with me in public. 



  Well too freaking bad. I was about to blow his cover big time. 



  I wrapped my arm around his neck, forcing him to look me in the eye and slammed him with my will. “Take me to the club,” I whispered, leaning in close and then nipped at his ear.



  He trembled, looking terrified, but excited. “But I can’t...”



  I bit a little harder. He jerked, then moaned. “Take me to the club,” I said again.



  “Yes,” he said in the distinct monotone of one under a thrall. I hated doing this, but honestly what a bastard, I wondered how many poor girls’ hearts he’d broken before. Payback was a cruel mistress and Pandora was her name.



  Chapter 16


  



  Once inside, and simply out of spite, I made Adrian introduce me to his friends as the best orgasm he’d ever had. They’d looked on in horror. Especially the little one with the crush. I’d winked at her and said a few cheeseburgers and fries and he’d be her man, then I’d grabbed Adrian drilled him with another mind bending kiss and dragged him to the floor.



  The club was packed, all three floors of it. Every single molecule of space seemed to be taken up. Dancers bumped into us. I stepped on something sticky. I’m not sure what it was and really didn’t want to look, hoping it was liquor and not bodily fluid. But with the way everyone was bumping and grinding, I wouldn’t be in the least bit surprised.



  I slapped at Adrian’s hand attempting to snake down the front of my dress. He frowned, still deep in the throes of thrall. 



  “Get a room,” someone cat called. 



  I plastered on a tight smile, aggravation riding me hard and turned toward Adrian. “Now, now, play nice. You don’t want to make mama mad, trust me.” I tweaked his nose. The man was entirely too touchy feely. I’d liked him earlier, until he’d pissed me off. Now he was a nuisance I was trying my best to ignore while I studied the room. 



  There were many vamps, all in varying ages and power. Some recently turned, others long in the tooth. The urge to pounce on one and rip its heart out scraped my nerves raw.



  Adrian dug his fingers into my waist and rode my bootylicious backside with his crotch. “Oh, baby, I want to lather you up with baby oil and tap this juicy thing all night long.” 



  Eww. Seriously? Juicy? There are so many adjectives I could use to describe booty, juicy wasn’t one of them. “I bet you say that to all the girls.” I gave my best air-headed I’m-such-a-lucky-girl giggle.



  “But now I really mean it,” he said, leaning his head on my shoulder and nuzzling my neck. 



  It probably wasn’t nice of me to leave him thralled so long, but I never pretended to be a girl scout. He was going to hate himself come morning. Was it wrong that I was seriously enjoying this?



  I turned and draped my arms over his shoulder. “Mmm, really, and maybe if you’re a good boy I’ll let you tie me up and spank me.”



  His pupils dilated. You can always peg the S&M junkies, takes one to know one I suppose.



  “Can I shove a gag ball in your mouth?” His words came out in a heated rush, his skin grew flush. 



  “Sure, doll, whatever you want,” I said dryly. Now that I was turned I could keep this form up on my own for a few hours. I needed to scout out the place without leech boy groping me every point five seconds. 



  “Hey, baby, I’m so thirsty. Would you mind going to the bar and getting me a drink?”



  “Sure,” he agreed quickly, only wanting to please me, “what would you like?”



  “Sex on the beach,” I said, delighting in his quick intake of breath and just to be doubly mean, I pulled him in for a rough, searing kiss. The kind that said you’re-so-gonna-nail-me-tonight, except poor Adrian was gonna have a serious case of blue balls. This was one girl he wouldn’t be bangin’. Oh boo hoo, what a shame. I giggled nastily, watching him wind his way through the throng of people toward the bar.



  Once he was gone I shook my head and made off in the opposite direction.



  I walked up the flight of steps that led to the second landing of the club. It was the same as the first. Dance floor, disco ball, pulsing black light and bodies dancing and gyrating, and yes, some were even screwing, right there out in the open without an ounce of shame. To the side, deep in the back, was a table with several heads bent down, either giving blow jobs or snorting coke. I couldn’t be certain which.



  Sanguinary looked to be little more than a modern day Club 54.



  I frowned. This couldn’t be it. The vamps wouldn’t have tempted fate simply because they wanted a hot venue to shake their buns in. It made no sense. I turned and walked up the third flight of stairs, but when I got there it was the same thing. 



  Vamps walking about selecting prey from the throng and taking them into private booths for a game of blood play. Aside from that, they were the consummate hosts. Drinking a little blood, fondling and cooing, then sending the prey along their merry way, none the wiser that they’d donated a baggie of blood to the first national bank of parasite.



  What the hell? I had to be missing something.



  I walked to the railing and stared down at the first floor. Adrian was carrying a drink and calling out loudly, looking lost and confused. I really needed to break him from the thrall, but a little while longer wasn’t gonna kill him. 



  I closed my eyes and focused, not on the music but on the ‘feel’ of the place. 



  Waves of excitement emanated from the clubbers. I heard the pounding rhythm of feet and bodies, felt the electric slide of para press against my skin and then...I strained harder...something else. 



  I struggled to feel it over the thrum of the cacophony. It was one of those sensations that could easily be overlooked if you weren’t aware it was there. It was like trying to hear a butterfly take off. 



  I licked my lips, stood on tiptoe and leaned as far over the railing as I could and as I focused sound spilled away from my consciousness. Out slipped the music, the noise of chatter, the beat of dancers. I could feel it, could sense it with every fiber of my being and yet, I couldn’t place it.



  I gripped the rail, stomach burning with impotent rage. Dammit. Something was wrong. I couldn’t simply ‘feel’ it; I could taste it like bitter bile on the back of my tongue. Sanguinary was too perfect, too clean. Every gut instinct in me screamed this was illusion. A clever ruse meant to keep questing minds at bay.



  I studied the club from top to bottom one last time and then shook my head. Whatever I was looking for, whatever the truth was, it wasn’t here. That I knew.



  Grinding my jaw, I made my way down the winding stairs as fast as my four inch heels would allow and headed toward the exit. It was well past two in the morning, my muscles ached and my eyes burned from the smoke. All I wanted now was the comfort of my bed and maybe the presence of a warm body in it.



  Grace was gonna be pissed, I was as useless as one of her humans. I could sense the danger, but what good was that when you couldn’t see it in time to stop yourself from being ripped apart by it?



  I headed out the front door of the club and paused. Adrian called my name. Shoot, I’d forgotten to break him from the thrall. It wasn’t like keeping him thralled for so long was dangerous. I likened it to getting piss poor, sloppy drunk. You’d wake up with a ferocious hangover the next morning and little to no memory of the night before. But I’d toyed with him long enough. I could be vindictive, but I wasn’t cruel.



  I was getting ready to go back inside when something outside caught my eye and made me forget all about poor Adrian.



  Walking down the nearly deserted sidewalk was a big-eyed, beautiful girl, no more than five or six. She was dressed all in pink, from her shiny patent leather shoes, to the bows in her glossy black hair.



  She looked up with an adoring and trusting smile into the face of a handsome man walking by her side. He smiled back at her, patted the crown of her head, glanced around the street then headed toward the rear of the club and disappeared.



  I frowned, a creepy vibe of ick lurched through my stomach. It wasn’t what the guy had done, but it was the way he’d smiled that made me run. You know weird when you see it and that went way beyond.



  I bumped into several late night stragglers, ignoring the outraged protests as I stealthily ran toward where I’d last seen them. There weren’t many people outside at this time of night, but what there was thinned out the farther I drew away from the main entrance. The club was a massive structure and it took me a while to even get to the edge of the building. Running like this was wasting valuable time. I desperately wanted to port, but knew I couldn’t do it and keep up my disguise.



  I grit my teeth, heart hammering with the fear that I might lose them. Then I got to the edge and I glanced around, looking for any signs of movement in the oppressive black veil. Finally, I saw them.



  They were so deep in shadow that I couldn’t make out much more than a small figure walking alongside a larger one. The large shape kept looking around and behind his shoulder, then they stopped and the man knocked on the door, the sound loud and repetitious in my ears.



  Tap. Tap. Taptaptap. Tap. 



  Heavily rusted hinges reverberated through the empty street. A large steel doorway cracked open. Misty blue fog escaped through the darkened slit. A mumble of words were exchanged, I closed my eyes and tried to make it out.



  “...Mo...sac...”



  I couldn’t hear anything here. I growled, crouched down on hands and knees and crawled toward them, trying to hide my broader body the best I could and still keep silent. A dark head poked out the door and goose bumps rode my skin. I stopped, heart pounding violently in my chest and willed the vamp not to look at me. I didn’t dare breathe when it turned my way. 



  Satisfied, it nodded. I took a deep breath, the muscles in my thighs trembled with adrenaline. 



  “Did you bring it?” he asked the taller shape. 



  “Yes.” The man’s voice was cultured and eloquent but with a thread of dark intent laced throughout, it reminded me of the late Vincent Price. 



  A formerly dormant Lust perked up and I mentally hissed at her. 



  Then the tall man grabbed the girl’s arm and walked her out from behind him. The pale blue light highlighted the worry lining her chubby face. 



  “Good,” the figure inside the building said, barely suppressed excitement dangling in the air from that one word. 



  I shivered and licked my lips. 



  “Come.” He opened the door wider, stood to the side and ushered them in.



  “I want to go home,” the little girl said, voice warbling with the first threads of anxiety. “I want my Momma and Daddy.”



  “Ssh, angel.” The tall man patted her head again. “You’ll be home before you know it.” Then he pulled her into his arms and carried her inside.



  Sometimes you know something’s wrong. Like seeing a lone man walking a park, staring too intently at a playground when he’s got no dog and no kid and has no business being there? That’s what this was. 



  I shook with rage, feeling that child’s fear as if it were my own. 



  Lust might care less what happened to the girl, not me. I brimmed with the sudden and violent urge to kill. My body twisted and morphed. My nails grew, fire crawled up my face settling in my eyes until they burned and I knew they were turning molten.



  “No.” My voice echoed with a guttural snarl.



  I scrabbled to my feet, desperate to get inside before they bolted the door shut. I was almost there, within an inch of shoving it open and yanking the girl out. So focused on what was before me, I didn’t see the figure that jumped out of the shadow until it was too late. 



  It slammed into me with such force I fell to the ground, scraping the skin off at my knees and face. Enraged, I roared. The need for violence rode me hard so that I didn’t think, but simply reacted. I hooked my arm around its neck, pinning it to the ground, then I yanked off one of my stiletto pumps and slammed it down with every ounce of strength I had in me.



  It grunted and I smiled, licking my lips as I watched the crimson bloom spread over a pale shirt like blood on fresh snow. 



  “Pretty,” I heard Lust murmur as I reached out to try and touch it, then it punched me. I bared my fangs and punched back. I was more demon than human now. I caught the jaw and heard an oomph. I slammed my palm into the nose and felt it crumple. 



  It growled, grabbed my forearms and rolled over me, laying its long body along mine. I wrenched my hand free and tried to yank out the shoe still poking out of its chest.



  “Neph.” 



  I heard it like a distant memory. I tried to figure out who it was, but Lust was more in control than I was. 



  Then it sat on me, grabbed my hands and slammed them over and over onto the concrete. I howled, bucking and grunting. 



  I screamed, “Get off. Get off.”



  “Listen to me. Listen.”



  “No.” I tossed my head from side to side, jerking and shoving, kneeing the bastard in the liver. 



  There was a muffled grunt. “Don’t make me do this,” it said, squeezing harder. 



  Lust didn’t like being restrained, she yowled and a new surge of strength filled my bones. I head butted it, grinning at the bone jarring impact.



  “Demons,” it hissed, then slapped me. The blow ricocheted through my jaw with the force of a lightning strike. Pain exploded in my brain as my teeth sank deep into the soft flesh of my cheek. Blood pooled on my tongue. The ferocity of the attack spurred my demon on.



  I laughed. The sound crazed and half insane.



  “Woman,” it barked, “you’re gonna ruin everything.” It shook me. “I won’t let that happen, you hear me?” Knees squeezed my waist tighter.



  My ribs protested, I gasped for air. A red haze crossed my line of vision as madness yawned. I yanked my wrist out of its grasp and was able to grab a hold of the neck and start squeezing. 



  It grabbed my hand and slammed it back down, but not before I’d managed to hook my finger around something cold and pull it free. 



  There was a growl, followed by a terse, “Pandora.” Then the hands moved off my wrists, cupped the back of my head and brought me to a supine position. Lips slammed against mine. At first I fought it and bit down, raked my nails down the cheeks. A rumble vibrated through its throat and the spill of that sound shivered down my spine.



  Desire built like a coil, tightening in on itself until it strained against the pressure of wanting to snap. The madness started to roll away, slowly at first, like a ball gaining momentum down a hill. I gripped strong shoulders, bunching bloody fabric in my fingers. Frantic hands grabbed the side of my face and the kiss deepened. I moaned, opened my mouth wider and accepted the tongue that dueled with my own.  I tasted blood, but it wasn’t mine.



  My nipples hardened, my legs grew wet with need. Desperate for more, I raked my claws down its back until I heard a hiss. But the kiss didn’t stop. Instead it grew more feverish and frenzied.



  I held onto that hard frame like a woman half dead crawling slowly out of the darkness and back to the light. I sighed, I whimpered, drowning in the glorious sensation of a man who smelled of...sandalwood. 



  Billy.



  I jerked, as if someone had thrown a bucket of ice water on my face. My blood ran cold, then I pushed him off me and jumped to my feet. He was covered in blood, his face looked worse than mine the first night we’d met, but his eyes glittered with a feral light. 



  “What are you doing here?” I snapped, my pulse beating so fast I felt my heart might explode from the shock.



  “You stabbed me,” he said, voice low and menacing, ignoring my question. 



  I narrowed my eyes and glanced at his chest, shocked to see my pretty shoe poking out of it. It didn’t look real, more like a movie prop. But as I thought it, I grew increasingly aware of the cold blacktop against my naked foot. Vaguely the memory of Lust stabbing him came back and with it an overriding anger.



  I hated being startled, demons don’t handle it well. 



  I planted my aching hands on my hips, wondering what he’d done to them and glowered back. “Doesn’t feel good does it?” 



  He spit, and it was crimson streaked. 



  I smiled, emotions still zooming a mile a millisecond. “I want my shoe back.”



  He snarled, grabbed the hilt and yanked it out, then threw it at my feet.



  I stooped to pick it up when the metallic glint of metal caught my eye. It was a chain with a silver medallion. I scooped it and my shoe up, wrapped the necklace around my wrist and studied the blood soaked heel. I wiped it off, then noticed it’d snapped in half, the other piece of it probably still inside him. 



  “Serves you right. I hope it punctured a lung,” I muttered. First my boots, which I still hadn’t found, and now this. Mad as a polecat, I stomped toward the door. It was barred shut and without the password I had no way inside that wouldn’t compromise the mission.



  My chest ached thinking about the little girl and in a moment of supreme frustration I slammed my fist into the brick wall, then ported to the woods around my trailer and screamed into the night.



  Chapter 17


  



  Early the next morning, before the sun had even begun to rise—sporting a monster headache—I put on three layers of wool socks, got dressed, poured myself a thermos of coffee, grabbed a granola bar and stuffed them into my book bag, then headed out toward the solitude of the mountain.



  I wanted to think, and the unspoiled beauty of nature always helped ground me. I took a path I hadn’t used before, wanting to explore and exert myself.



  The day was blistery cold, the smell of snow hung heavy in the air. Stinging slaps of wind buffeted my cheeks; I brushed the hair out of my face and walked.



  I hiked with no destination in mind other than to get as far away from camp as I could. I’d toyed with the idea of porting to Rome or the Valley of the Kings in Egypt, my two favorite spots in the world, but it would take too long and I had to call Grace, and hopefully make it to the library at some point today. 



  I slipped on a loose sheet of gravel and had to latch onto the branch of a pine tree poking up out of a large gray slab of stone.



  I curled my lip, wiped the sticky sap off on my pant leg then turned to study the layout of my surroundings. Several clicks to my right perched a rocky outcropping of large, smooth boulders. An ideal place to sit, drink and think. I moved. If I was lucky I might even get there in time to watch the sun rise.



  I tightened my hold on my book bag and jogged. Reveling in the wild thrill of feeling muscles bunch and gather, the wind rushing through my ears, my heart beating steadily in my chest and the scent of grass and damp earth all around me. Moments like these helped remind me why living was worth it.



  Finally I found the perfect spot. I stopped, threw my bag atop the ten foot boulder—it landed with a heavy thud—and I jumped up, landing with the grace like reflex of a cat. Ten feet is about my jumping limit. 



  I stretched my arms high above my head and smiled, sucking in air and looked out at the black silhouette of trees and outcroppings on the cusp of dawn.



  Vivid streaks of purple and orange slashed through the blue canopy of night. Gray wispy clouds rolled lazily by, bringing with them the promise of snow I’d smelled. Aside from the constant sound of wind, the world was silent. No birds, no bugs, no animals. Only me and the dawn. 



  Tension drained from my body, leaving me exhausted, but more alert than being confined in my home with nothing but books and music to keep me company. I sat down, pulled my thermos and granola out and ate. 



  No matter how much I tried, I couldn’t stop thinking about the little girl. What’d happened to her? Why had Billy stopped me from going inside and rescuing her? Was he part of this? Was that why he hadn’t killed me yet? Because his plan was bigger than me?



  And speaking of Billy, my stomach dived, how had his kiss broken me from going feral? Not even Luc could drive the demon out of me with a simple kiss. 



  Butterflies crowded my insides. To call the kiss simple was wrong. It had been heart pounding and primal. I wanted him with a ferocity that was frankly, terrifying. 



  Something cold and wet touched the tip of my nose. I looked up and saw the first flakes of snow. I held out my hand, watching as one landed and then melted on my palm. Was it really true that each flake was different? Each as unique as a fingerprint?



  I don’t know why, but the thought comforted me. If someone went out of their way to take such a simple thing as a snowflake and make it the only one of its kind, then maybe I mattered too.



  I sighed, took a final sip of coffee, polished off the bar and then set the thermos and wrapper aside.



  The stone I sat on was colder than steel in the morning, but the wool socks were doing the trick, I felt fine. Invigorated even. Maybe I’d start sleeping outdoors for a while. 



  I laid down, crossed my arms behind my head and closed my eyes. Snow kissed my skin. Imagining that this peaceful moment, and not the death threats, not the craziness of vamps and neph’s and conspiracies, was my life.



  I don’t know how long I laid like that, I think I may have even snoozed off for a second, when I heard a twig snap and a gentle voice whisper, “Pandora.” 



  I opened my eyes, to find Luc sitting next to me, blond hair whipping in the strong breeze. Blue eyes filled with worry. He traced my cheek with his finger, beautiful full lips pulled down in a tight frown. He’d obviously been following me. Made me wonder how long, since last night, this morning?



  “What’s wrong?” he asked.



  I let him touch me for a second, enjoying the feel of that gentle caress more than I should. I leaned into his hand wishing we could go back to a time when things hadn’t become so complicated. My heart twisted. But nobody can turn back the hands of time.



  I sat up, grabbed a barrette out of my pocket, caught my hair into a makeshift ponytail and then pulled my knees to my chest before I answered him.



  “I went to the club last night,” I said, resting my chin on my knees.



  Luc sat back on his booted heels, looking like he wanted to say more, finally he sighed. “Yeah? And?”



  I shook my head. “It’s a façade.”



  He frowned. “What? Weren’t there vamps there?”



  “Yes. Like a swarm of ants all over the place. But they weren’t doing anything aside from drinking a little blood and partying it up.” I shrugged. “Whatever’s going on, whatever the order thinks might be happening, isn’t going down there. I searched, there was nothing.”



  He rubbed his stubbled jaw. “That doesn’t make sense. The order has never screwed up before.”



  I twisted my lips, the frustration that had gnawed away at me all night coming sharply back into focus. “I know. But I did see something else.” A picture of the tall man formed in my mind and I shuddered, creeped out as much now as I’d been then. 



  “What?” he asked, snapping me from my thoughts.



  I threw my hands up and growled. “A man walking down the street with a kid. It’s a gut feeling, Luc, but it just felt wrong. What was a man doing with a child at that time of night in that part of town?”



  He ground his jaw. “Child molester?”



  I wish I could say I detected anger, or even shock in his voice, but I didn’t. There was curiosity and nothing more. And had I not seen that little girl with my own two eyes, I probably would feel like him. When you’re as old as us, nothing shocks us much. We’ve seen it all. A million times and then some. Evil exists. Sad, but true. 



  “Yeah, maybe.” I shrugged, stomach churning with bitter anger at Billy. “I thought of that too, but I think it might be more than that. He dragged the kid to the back of the club, did some knock and then walked inside. I’m thinking that’s the secret of Sanguinary, not the club itself, but what’s behind it.”



  He snarled. “So what, you think the vamps are peddling kids?”



  I pinched the bridge of my nose, the pain in my skull beginning to hammer away at my sinuses. “I heard one of the guys say something like Mo and Sac.” I grimaced, and clamped my jaw tight. “I don’t have the first freaking clue.”



  “So is that it?” He shook his head. “You didn’t see anything else? Another neph maybe, what about that?”



  “No.” 



  He sighed. “But just because you didn’t see one doesn’t mean it wasn’t there,” he said, mimicking what Grace would say.



  I rubbed my forehead. “Where was Vyxyn last night?”



  “Here.” His mouth thinned. 



  “All night?”



  “Yeah.” He took a deep breath. “I told Bubba to keep an eye on her, report back to me if he saw her leave her post for anything other than her break. I personally kept an eye out on the rest of the family. We were all here, all night. None of us,” he stressed, “left.”



  I frowned. “You didn’t tell Bubba anything, did you?”



  Luc gave me a drool expression. “Give me some credit here, Pandora. Besides, don’t just assume it’s her. I know she’s the obvious—” 



  Now it was my turn to return his stare. “I’m not stupid. I know that. But something’s not right about Vyx. I’ve told you that for years, it would be incredibly stupid of me to overlook her just because she so obviously fits the bill.”



  “I think you’re head hunting. I think your bias toward Vyx is screwing with your ability to see anything outside of her,” he snapped. “Grace only said she thought one of us might be responsible, not that we were.” 



  I gritted my teeth. “I’m not even going to justify that stupidity with an answer. If you don’t know me by now, Luc, than you never will.”  



  He crossed his arms, a long, bitter silence stretched between us.



  I rubbed my cheek. I didn’t want to fight with him. Not today. Seemed like it was all we did anymore. “I’m going back.”



  “When?”



  “Tonight.” His jaw worked from side to side, I could tell he didn’t like it, didn’t want me going out alone again. I licked my lips and said very softly, “It might be nice if you came with me this time.”



  He turned his face to the side, wouldn’t look at me, wouldn’t let me see the truth in his eyes. “No.” The word was low, harsh. 



  My gut knotted up and I knew why. I knew this man better than I knew myself. This rejection had nothing to do with keeping up appearances—pretending we weren’t looking for a potential rogue inside the family—and everything to do with our past. 



  “Why?” Anger mixed with hurt. “You can’t or you won’t, Luc, which is it?”



  He glared at me, eyes growing darker. “You know why I won’t.”



  “No, I don’t,” I snapped, “why don’t you enlighten me?” Luc had no problem sharing my body, touching me, talking to me, using me, so long as our interactions only ever stayed within carnival confines. 



  “Pandora—” 



  “No.” I held up my hand to silence him. “Forget I asked. I don’t know what I was thinking. Of course you won’t join me, you never do. Why should Luc ever have to put his body on the line when he’s got Pandora to do the dirty work?” I trembled with rage.



  He shot to his feet. “That’s not fair and you know it.”



  “No!” I jumped up. “Well what else am I supposed to think when you know very well I can’t take anyone else with me out there? I’m knee deep and you don’t seem to give a crap.”



  He pounced on me, grabbed my arms and shook me. “Don’t you ever say that.”



  “Why not? It’s true.”



  His nostrils flared. “Never speak those words to me again, Pandora.” 



  I curled my lip and shoved him back; we stared at each other for several tense seconds, the air charged with angry, unspoken words.



  Finally I said, “You know what, forget I ever asked.” 



  I snatched up my belongings and ported, not wanting to be near him another second. But he grabbed a hold of my hand before I’d faded completely, his molecules wrapped around mine and I wound up dragging him with me.



  I materialized back in my trailer, threw my items to the ground then whirled on him and screamed. “Just leave me the hell alone. I don’t want to talk about it, this, or you, anymore. Just go away!”



  “No.” He stomped after me, grabbing my elbow as I walked through my bedroom door and jerked me back around. “I’m not gonna go away. I think it’s time we talked this out.”



  “Why? So you can yet again be an unfeeling, unemotional bastard?” I rolled my eyes. “No thanks.” I slapped his hand off, then threw myself down on the bed face first and squeezed my eyes shut, hoping he’d take the hint and leave me alone. Porting wouldn’t do, he’d follow me again, so I waited, but Luc rarely does what I want him to.



  “What’s this?” he asked, holding the ring in his hand as he studied it.



  I almost groaned, I should have hidden it. I sat to my knees and snatched it out of his hand. I opened my nightstand drawer and threw it inside, then slammed it shut. “Nothing,” I muttered.



  “That didn’t look like nothing. What was that thing, Pandora?”



  I refused to answer him. I owed him nothing. 



  “What. Was. It?” He dropped onto the bed and with each word crawled toward me, forcing me to back up until I was pressed against the headboard and couldn’t move anymore. 



  I rubbed the bridge of my nose. So much for a peaceful morning. What was happening between us? Granted, things had never been cozy and perfect, but this was ridiculous. 



  “Grace gave it to me, okay,” I huffed, trying in my own way to extend an olive branch. I didn’t want to fight with Luc, contrary to the events of the past few days. Hell, I preferred being ignored over this any day of the week.



  “Is it a weapon?”



  Most people would have assumed it was little more than a harmless bauble. Of course Luc wasn’t most people. Sometimes I hated his intuition.



  “Yes,” I hissed, not liking where this topic would eventually lead.



  “Then why aren’t you wearing it?”



  I squeezed my lips shut, anger beginning to rear its ugly head.



  “Have you gotten it through your thick skull yet, or are you just stupid? That man, Billy,” he sneered, “is out to kill you. He doesn’t want to bang you, he doesn’t want to buy you roses and whisper sweet nothings to you. He wants to rip your head off and stick it on a pike.”    You could have heard a pin drop in the ensuing silence. Every word like a stab through my heart, until I no longer burned with anger, my blood froze with it. “How dare you?”



  He gave me a cruel smile of fangs and teeth. “I dare much, especially when it involves something of mine.”



  “Get off your bloody high horse,” I snapped, “you had your chance and burned that bridge a long time ago. I’m not yours.” I yanked my shirt up, exposing my scar as if it were a weapon. “I may bear your mark, but it doesn’t make me yours.”



  He touched the scar with trembling fingers, anguish written in his gaze for a split second, then it turned hot with rage. “You gonna lord this over me forever?”



  “Ha!” I laughed, and the sound of it was wild. “Lord it over you. That’s rich. You nearly killed me,” I screamed. “What did I ever do to you except love you?” I took in a stuttery breath, pulling my shirt down and moving away from him. “Why do you do this to me? Why?” My words trembled, my heart ached.



  There was a lengthy pause. “You know why.”



  I looked away, hating my weakness. “You should have let me go,” I whispered, swallowing hard. “You should have let me die.”



  He gave me a disgusted snarl. “Are you ever gonna let it go? Give me your trust back?”



  I laughed bitterly. “Trust...that died in me a long time ago.” I didn’t want to talk about this anymore. I didn’t want to expose myself to him like this ever again. 



  Even now, even after all this time Luc still couldn’t be honest with me. He spoke in riddles, in complex circles, expecting me to figure everything out. Well, sometimes a woman didn’t want to guess. Sometimes what she needed was to hear those words spoken out loud. I was tired of fighting, of pretending I didn’t feel things when I felt too much.



  He always warned me, keep your thoughts in check, hide your emotions. Fine, I got that. But what I could never understand and would never understand was why, even in the privacy of my home, he couldn’t for once, admit he felt things other than anger or hatred? It didn’t make you weak, it made you human. And maybe that was the true great divide between us. 



  I cupped his cheek. He groaned, leaned into me, then pulled me tight to him. His hands ran down my back, holding me as if he’d never let me go. 



  I nuzzled his cheek. I couldn’t help it. I wanted the comfort. This was the man I used to love, the man I thought I could never live without. A part of me would always be his. But that part was no longer enough. I needed more than he could give. 



  “Sometimes,” I whispered, curling my finger through the soft thickness of his hair, “there is such a thing as too much water under the bridge.”



  He pulled back and this time he let me see his pain. 



  I shook my head. “But this has nothing to do with Billy, Luc.”



  There wasn’t anger, or even violence, but a bottomless pit of sadness that threatened to steal the breath from my lungs. “It has everything to do with him,” he said, then ported.



  I plopped onto my bed, empty and hollow inside, glanced at the drawer holding the ring and wondered was he right? What was I doing where Billy was concerned?



  I reached into the neck of my shirt and pulled out the necklace I’d worn to sleep last night and stared at the medallion with an “A” etched in black.



  Luc was right, the man was a death bringer. A being that stood against everything I was. A thing, that if given the opportunity would hunt my kind to extinction and still, I couldn’t stop thinking about him. Wanting to see him. 



  The kiss. My lashes fluttered, body growing tight with need, stomach somersaulting with the thought of his lips pressed to my own. 



  My hand shook as I touched my finger to a mouth that prickled thinking about it. This wasn’t like me. This desperate, urgent need to be with him. Even with Luc it’d been different. I knew I’d loved him, but it’d been deep, sure. Billy was wild, crazy passion that rivaled anything I’ve ever felt even when fully gripped by Lust. I was afraid my obsession—and it was that—would very likely kill me.



  It was nothing he did. The guy had stabbed me, contused me and yet I refused to share him with anybody. Grace asked, Luc asked, but I couldn’t. Billy was mine. His violence, his lust, it was mine to keep. Guard. Protect.



  I dropped my head into my hands. I needed to call Grace. I needed to find out anything I could about the priests’. If I was thralled I wanted it off before it killed me. 



  I ported to Kemen’s trailer and knocked.



  “Yeah,” he called, voice muffled.



  I opened the door and stepped inside. “Kem?”



  “Over here.”



  I looked to my left, he was on the floor playing a video game, clothes looking like a miniature hill piled around him. He paused his game and glanced up. 



  “I need to use the phone. Could I?”



  “Sure.” He jerked his chin. “It’s in the bedroom on the desk.”



  “Thanks.” I headed back, picked up the phone and dialed Grace’s cell.



  She picked up on the third ring.



  “Aye,” she said, voice harried with exasperation.



  “Grace, it’s me.”



  “Dora?” I could almost picture her sitting forward with eager anticipation. “What news?”



  I told her everything, sans Billy, of course. 



  “That is worrisome.” She paused and I knew she was biting her bottom lip; it was her habit when thinking.



  “Listen.” My mouth felt suddenly dry, my tongue twice its size. 



  “Aye?” she asked after a minute.



  I licked my lips; I really needed to read those files, if she said no I was screwed. I crossed my fingers. “Could I possibly gain access to the orders library?”



  I held my breath for what felt like an eternity before she finally said in a hushed tone, “I’m sorry, lass, but I canna do that. No one but the order allowed inside.”



  It was like someone had sucker punched me in the gut. What was I going to do now?



  “Dora. Dora?” Grace said in agitation, after I’d failed to answer her. 



  “I’m here.”



  She blew out a deep breath. “I can see this is bothering you and I might get flayed alive for doing it, but if you tell me which records you want, I’ll send Mary to get them.”



  It wasn’t ideal, I’d wanted to browse the library at my leisure, but this was better than nothing. Relief flooded me. “I need anything you’ve got on the priests and...” I thought about the Gray Man, the desire to find out anything about him was almost more than my desire for Billy, but then I remembered the cold fingers on my neck and the warning to speak of him to no one.



  “Was there something else, Pandora?” Grace prompted.



  I bit my tongue. It wasn’t worth it. “No. That’s it.”



  “You sure?” she pressed, as if sensing I lied, but I shook my head. “That’s it.”



  “Okay then, meet me here at ten tonight, before you head to the club. I’ll have it ready for you.”



  “Thanks.” We hung up and a heavy burden lifted off me. I dragged my weary body back into Kemen’s living room. He was still playing his shoot ‘em up game.



  I sat down next to him, resting my head on his shoulder and sighed.



  He looked at me. “Wanna talk about it?”



  “Not really.”



  “Okay.” 



  He shut off his game and turned the channel to local news, I listened for a bit, hearing some weather man spout off nonsense about more snow. No really? I could have predicted that. What a moron. 



  “I didn’t mean to listen, but I heard you mention something about a priest,” he said quietly. I rolled my gaze up to his face. “Is one after you?”



  “Kemen.” I patted his thigh. “I’m sorry you heard that, but I really don’t want to talk about this.”



  He gave me a soft smile. “I’m sorry, it’s your business. I won’t pry.” He patted his knee. “Wanna lay down?”



  “Yes,” I said it in a breathless rush, “oh God, all I wanna do is sleep.” Sleep and forget, at least for a little while. 



  He leaned back, resting on a pile of clothes and I settled my head against his lap. He played with my hair and just as I was at the point of totally losing myself to the numbing void of oblivion I saw something on the screen that made my heart clench.



  It was the face of the little girl, yellow banner under the picture that said: Missing. Then the picture pulled back, replaced by the crying image of a Mom and Dad pleading for their daughter’s safe return.



  I buried my face in Kemen’s thighs and cursed the eyes that couldn’t shed tears.



  Chapter 18


  



  I was headed back to Sanguinary, but I had no plans to party. This time it was all about finding out what was going on behind the club and try to figure out some way to get inside. I wore nothing flashy. Black on black and form fitting. I pulled my hair back, then tucked it under a plain black baseball cap.



  I twirled and studied my reflection to see if the plethora of knives and weapons I had strapped to my body were obvious. But aside from a few dips and grooves that could easily pass as wrinkles in my clothing, I looked perfectly harmless. 



  I glanced at the silver necklace on my nightstand. 



  After Luc had discovered the ring, I decided leaving it unattended wasn’t the wisest choice. I still couldn’t bring myself to wear it on my finger. But I had to figure out a way to keep it on me. So I’d threaded it onto the silver necklace. The gold ring looked odd next to the silver medallion.



  I grabbed it and slipped it on, tucking it under my shirt. The medallion and ring settled against my breast and my pulse raced at the mere thought that this necklace might be Billy’s. What was the A? Was it a clue? Was this necklace even his? I’d found it after our fight and assumed it was, but was it really? 



  I had to know. The need to get to Grace’s and get my hands on whatever files the order had on the priests made me antsy. 



  I was zipping up my boot when I smelled sulfur. I still hadn’t forgiven him. “What?”



  “Here.” Luc shoved something small and hard into my hand. “Wear this.”



  I opened my hand and stared at a black earpiece the size of my pinky nail and a short snake like wire attached to a flat small box with an on/off switch on its side. “You asking me to wear a wire?”



  “I’m not asking, I’m telling.” Then he took a deep breath and gave me a weak smile, as if trying to take some of the sting out of his words. “Listen, Dora, I wish I could be there. Believe me or not, but I just can’t and you’re gonna have to trust me on this.”



  I crossed my arms. “Whatever, Luc. You know I don’t wear bras, so what do you expect me to do? Shove the wire up my ass? Not happening.”



  He rubbed his brow and groaned. “You’re still angry.”



  “Hmm.” I tapped my foot. “What would give you that idea?” Was he serious? Did the man really think he could say the things he’d said to me and a few hours later I’d be all happy because he decided to throw me a scrap of kindness? Judging by the plea in his ice blue eyes, apparently so.



  “I want to help you and this is the only way I know how without compromising the orders directives.” 



  “Fine, whatever.” I huffed a stray tendril of hair out of my eyes. “Put it on. But I don’t know how you think it’s gonna help. Maybe if a bad guy tries to kill me I can rip it off and throw it at him. That’ll stop him.”



   He took a deep breath, as if trying to quell his rising temper. Personally, I was ready for another all out brawl. Bring it on, baby.



  “This,” he said, picking up the wire, “is laced with heat sensors; it can detect anyone’s body heat. I’ll be able to let you know if someone tries to sneak up on you.” 



  Well, there was that. Though I hated to concede the point, this might help after all. My parasite detector only worked on anyone less powerful than myself, and any advantage was a good one. “Can you see what I see?”



  He shook his head. “Infrared imaging only.”



  “But if I’m in a crowd, how’s that gonna help me? All you’ll see is fuzzy red dots everywhere.”



  “Paras, even more powerful ones, transmit at a cooler frequency. We’re almost entirely blue.”



  “I didn’t know that. How come I didn’t know that? When did you find that out?” I asked disgruntled, why hadn’t he bothered to share that information with me before?



  He jerked his chin, indicating I should lift my shirt up. He paused for a second, looking at the necklace and ring. I knew he had questions, but he didn’t ask. He pushed the necklace aside, pressed the wire to the bottom of my breast so that it molded against the curve and quickly taped it on.



  “Kemen, and I have been tinkering around with the idea for a while. We used night vision goggles with an IR filter and noticed some heat differences so figured we were probably on the right path. But goggles are too obvious.” He lifted my breast and bent down so that his nose was mere inches from it and tugged on the wire. 



  Believe it or not, getting your boob handled like it’s little more than a nuisance isn’t much of a turn on.



  Obviously satisfied with the placement, he jerked his chin in the direction of my jeans. “Pull your pants down.”



  I unzipped and pulled them down to my knees. He taped the box to the inside of my thigh then switched it on. “So,” he continued, “Kemen and I came up with the concept of masking the infrared in wire. This is the prototype. But I’ve tested it out. It works. It’s not perfect, has some glitches, but for what you’re gonna do tonight, it’s good enough.” He gave the wire one last tug, then patted my breast with a satisfied nod.



  My lips twisted. “If you were anyone else, I’d accuse you of copping a feel.”



  “I was.” He winked, then he grabbed the necklace again, finger lingering for a moment on the medallion. He cleared his throat. “Okay, now the receiver.”



  I handed him the earpiece. He shoved it inside my canal as far as it could go. I frowned. It felt strange, but not unpleasant. I looked at the mirror and turned my face to the side. It was like it wasn’t even in there, I couldn’t see a thing. 



  “You can hear me and I you,” he said.



  “How are you going to hear me with this? Don’t these things need antennas?”



  “Pandora,” he said with a twirl of his lips, “leave technology to the experts.” He tweaked my nose.



  I’m not kidding. He freakin’ tweaked my nose. Condescending, chauvinist pig. I wanted to bite his finger off.



  He cupped my cheek. “Be safe out there tonight.” Lengthy pause. “And come home.”



  I wasn’t sure what to say. I guess in his own way, he was apologizing. I grabbed his hand, squeezed it and then stepped back. “I’ll do my best.”



  ~*~



  I brushed my hands down my pants, glanced both ways to make certain no humans were around to watch me appear as if from nothing, then stepped out of the alleyway a block from Grace’s house. I ran with hurried steps to her front door.



  It was dark enough out that I’d decided I probably wouldn’t get caught if I’d ported. I was fifteen minutes early, but I wanted to get a jump on the club and it opened its doors at ten. I doubted Grace would mind my showing up a few minutes ahead of schedule. 



  “Testing. Testing. One. Two. Testing...” The teeny voice reverberated through my skull and set my teeth on edge. 



  “If you don’t shut up, I will personally rip your tongue out when I get back home tonight.”



  He laughed. “Told you it would work.”



  “Jerk.” 



  It was quiet again and I could almost picture Luc scrawled out on his bed wearing nothing but a pleased smirk. 



  Then I thought of something I probably should have remembered much sooner. I was going to Grace’s to get a book on priests and bloody Big Brother could hear every word I said. I cursed myself every kind of fool. Oh well, I was gonna have to figure out a way to speak without giving my secret away. How to stop Grace from doing it was the x-factor. 



  I ran even faster when I finally caught sight of the flag. I bounded up the steps and was getting ready to knock when I heard a scream of outrage. 



  “What do ye mean he hasn’t taken the bait?”



  Pause.



  I placed my ear against the door, the words grew low and muffled, but I was able to make it out. 



  “Now ye listen to me, I don’t care what ye have to do to make this happen, but ye will make it happen. If ye don’t...”



  The door was suddenly flung open. Startled, I yelped and jerked back swiftly, trying not to appear as guilty as I felt.



  “What were ye doin?” Mary asked, a suspicious glint in her gray eyes.



  “I’m here for the...ah, package.”



  “Package,” the tiny voice in my head questioned. “You didn’t tell me about a pit stop at Grace’s.”  



  She stared at me for a long second. I shoved my hands down my pocket, trying my best to ignore my vexation at getting caught by her. Luc snarled that he was going to kill me when I got back if I didn’t answer him now. 



  I plastered on my best smile, going for innocence and naiveté. “Well, you gonna let me in or what?”



  The static in my head died down. Let him stew, served him right.



  Mary didn’t seem to want to budge, as a matter of fact her attitude turned downright hostile. She gripped the door, her mouth set into a hard slash. My smile slipped and I cocked my head, aggravation burning a hot line through me. I lifted my brow and let her know that she had a second to move before I made her do it. 



  “If I were you, Mary,” Grace said, “I’d move away from the door.”



  The girl finally stepped back, but her rigid posture screamed she wasn’t happy about it.



  I walked in, glared at her, then turned toward Grace. “Sorry, I got here early. But I wanted to make it to the club before it opened.”



  The earpiece buzzed. “I think when you get home I’m going to tie you down to the bed and swat you for keeping more secrets from me.”



  I coughed, cleared my throat. Grace gave me a questioning look. I patted my chest. “Just a prick in my throat,” I said with a stiff smile.



  “Well, okay...” Confusion still evident on her face as she gestured me toward the kitchen where she stood.



  My ears rang with a peal of laughter I was determined to ignore. 



  Grace’s normally neat bun had come loose and wisps of curls framed her face in a gray halo. She looked about as frazzled as I’d ever seen her. 



  “You look awful, Grace. You okay?”



  She curled her nose. “Bloody order’s got me teeth on edge. When ye told me about the little girl I thought of a plan to try and get inside. Find out if that was an isolated incident or indicative of some grand conspiracy.”



  I perked up, so had Luc by the obvious lack of noise on the other end of the line. “Oh yeah?”



  “Mmm.” She nodded. “Many of us when we’re inducted into the order do so at young ages. I was ten when I sealed in.”



  I frowned. That seemed incredibly young to take on the huge responsibility of being a watcher. My doubt must have shown because she wagged her finger at me.



  “You’ve no idea how valuable the little ones are to us. They’re almost always overlooked and able to get in places adults cannot.”



  Made sense. But still... “What’d you do?”



  “We grabbed a girl child, twelve, but she looks much younger. More like eight. We’ve got scouts all over her, we set her out as bait. But no takers yet. We need to get inside there, Pandora.”



  I narrowed my eyes. What a perfect answer. Too perfect maybe? Had she known I was listening? Or was it really the truth and I was looking for trouble where there wasn’t any? 



  I clenched my jaw. The Gray Man had done his job well. I didn’t know who to trust anymore. Was Grace really telling me the truth, or had it been a brilliant rouse to throw me off the scent of what was real? My stomach churned. Was I losing my mind? It was beginning to feel that way. 



  “Well, anyway...” She flicked her wrist. “That’s not yer problem, it’s mine.” She turned and I followed. “I’ve got what you need. Here.” She grabbed a small, leather bound book off the kitchen table.



  It was thin. I mean twenty, thirty pages thin. I frowned. “Is this it?” After hundreds of years, this was all the order had about the priests? It was almost anti-climactic. I’d expected something thick and nearly full to bursting.



  “Aye. They’re an elusive lot. I do hope it can be of some help.”



  Curious, but running low on time, I forced myself to stuff the book into my back pocket. “Thanks.”



  She grabbed my hand. “Call me if you learn anything new. Understand?” 



  I nodded.



  “Or if you see—” She glanced over her shoulder at Mary who stood by the sink washing a plate with the slow, methodical movements of someone trying to pretend they weren’t listening when in fact they were. She leaned in to whisper in the ear without the piece in it. “You know who.”



  I wondered if Luc heard her. I hoped not.



  “What did she say?” I heard him ask. “See who? Pandora, don’t think I don’t know who she’s talking about.”



  “I will.” Lie. I wasn’t gonna tell another soul about him. Then I said my goodbyes and left, the second the door closed Luc grilled me.



  He growled. “What did she give you?”



  I smirked, very pleased with myself and liking the wire a little better, without it I would never have experienced the instant gratification of pissing him off. How fun. “Now, now, demon,” I purred, “a woman can’t spill all her secrets.”



  I headed back toward the alleyway. There was a long enough lull in our conversation that I thought the batteries had died, when he quietly said, “Pandora, I saw purple in there.”



  “What? Purple?” I asked, a second before what he meant dawned on me. “I thought you said paras were blue?”



  “Up ‘til now, that’s pretty much all I’ve ever seen.” He grew quiet. When Luc was nervous—and trust me he was—I was nervous. “Where was it?”



  “That’s what doesn’t make sense.”



  I stopped walking and looked over my shoulder, peering down the empty street. The rows of houses almost seeming like malevolent specters the way the empty black windows stared back at me. I shivered.



  “Put it this way,” Luc said, “you were a tower of blue in a sea of purple.”



  But I barely heard him as I turned and ran down the alley, because the eyes were back and they were watching me.



  Chapter 19


  



  When I’d ported I’d lost the eyes. I don’t know who kept following me and frankly, I didn’t care, so long as it stopped. 



  I crouched in shadows on the building adjacent to Sanguinary, watching the cluster of people gathering around the still closed doors. But I saw nothing out of the ordinary. No tall man. No kids. This plan of mine might very well turn dud if something didn’t happen soon. 



  “Where are you, Dora? I see you and black.” Luc sounded aggravated, I smiled.



  “Don’t get your panties in a wad. I’m on a roof, your thingys not broken.”



  He growled. 



  I loved picking on him, made my night so much more enjoyable. “You know,” I said, “this wire is quickly becoming my best friend. I never knew it could be so easy to get a rise out of you.”



  “I hate you.”



  I grinned. “Although...” 



  I leaned back on my heels, studying a straggler walking down the sidewalk. He was a smallish man, wearing a trench coat and ball cap tucked down tight on his head so that his face was hidden. 



  You can always tell the look of a person up to something. My heart thumped with excitement and I waited on bated breath, expecting to see him pluck some child out of the shadow at any moment. But when he entered the X-rated theater I knew it was probably some married husband of three, trying to hide his late night sexcapades from the ol’ ball and chain. 



  “Yeah,” Luc prompted.



  I pinched my nose, blowing out a disappointed breath. “Isn’t seeing nothing but purple inside Grace’s house sorta odd?”



  I could picture him shoving his fingers through his hair. “Yes.”



  “So is it fried, or what?”



  “You didn’t maybe see anything weird while you were there, did you?”



  I thought about it for a second. “Nah, nothing that I can think of. House maid, Mary, was channeling a bit of the wicked witch of the west, but...” I shrugged. “Wait. Were her and Grace purple too?”



  “No.” He paused, as if searching for the right words. “They were red, orange. Human. The purple happened about two seconds before you left. It was almost like creeping fog the way it rolled over their heat markers.”



  “So they’re definitely human.”



  He sighed. “Would seem so. Either that, or the wire really is fried.” He took a deep breath. “And there was no one else there?”



  “Not unless they were upstairs. I didn’t sense anyone else.”



  “Hmm.”



  I settled in and waited for something to happen. The wire fell silent, either Luc had fallen asleep or he was eating. Personally I was fine with that. 



  Figuring I had some time I grabbed the book with eager anticipation and flipped it open to the first page. It was difficult trying to decipher the chicken scratch; obviously the order hadn’t yet come into the twenty first century, preferring handwritten notes to press print.



  I sighed.



  Pontifex Mortus: An ancient sect of warriors trained in battle and skilled in every weapon known to man. They are highly efficient assassins, often times able to catch their prey unaware.



  I bitterly twisted my lips. I’d experienced that firsthand.



  A Priest’s killing is distinguishable by their use of the biblical passage, Rev 21:8. 



  My shoulders slumped. None of this was new. My excitement wavered with each sentence read. The order seemed to know even less than me. And they called themselves the watchers. I snorted.



  “I could do better than this,” I huffed.



  The book went on to speak about their appearance, height. I growled, aggravated. 



  Then I flipped the page and my stomach churned with a case of gut wrenching butterflies. 



  Names. Overtime we’ve gathered clues and insights, repetition of names and alias’. Which is which we haven’t a clue, likely guess these are the true names:



  Asher. Dahlia. Cain. Axel. Ari. Two remain, as yet, a mystery.



  I frowned. Dahlia was a female name. There was one Cain and three names beginning with A. I reached into my shirt and pulled out the necklace staring at the silver A inscribed on the medallion. So who was my Billy?



  I couldn’t picture him as an Axel or an Ari. Asher. I grinned, heart thumping forcefully. Maybe. 



  “Asher,” I said slowly, tasting the vowels of the name. My pulse hammered. Was that his name? I couldn’t explain it, but somehow it felt right.



  I turned the page and my jaw fell in shock. “No way.” I flipped page after page and it was all the same. Every page aside from the first two had been blacked out with marker.



  Stunned, I sat that way for a second shaking my head in disbelief. But after two more minutes of flipping back and forth I finally had to admit it was no hallucination.



  “What the hell did they do?” Angrily I snapped the book shut. Did Grace know what had been done to this book? Who’d done this and what were they trying to hide?



  “What?” Luc asked.



  I pinched the bridge of my nose and shoved it back into my pocket. There were ways to reveal hidden words, even under the thick stain of black marker. It was scientific and I didn’t quite understand the how of it, but I was going to figure out a way.  



  “Nothing,” I said, clenching my jaw.    



  Another ten minutes passed and still nothing happened. This was horrible. Maybe it was time I cut my losses; head back to my trailer and try again tomorrow, besides I was beginning to grow twitchy and I was already beyond aggravated. Two nights back to back in the city, I didn’t like it. I turned to go and stopped dead in my tracks as a dark shape stepped out of the shadows before me.



  I gasped, my heart jumped to my throat and I shivered at the hard glint inside Billy’s cool brown eyes. Or was it Asher? 



  “Dora?” Luc said. I swallowed hard, pulse racing out of control. “Are you okay? Answer me.”



  His hot gaze started at my feet and worked its way slowly up to my face. He was carrying a large pink box with a white ribbon tied around it. Somehow—call me crazy—I didn’t see Billy as the gift toting type. Was the man pulling a Joker on me? Was there some psychotic Jack-in-the-box inside with a miniature Uzi waiting for me to flip off the lid to trigger it? It was sick and perverted, and man I wish I’d thought of it first.



  He looked at my face now, a small smile on his, as if enjoying watching my suspicion. 



  I had no idea where the receiving end of the microphone was, so I squished my forearm along the length of the wire, hoping to cover it up when Billy spoke first.



  “Neph,” he said, the word curled off his tongue with a seductive burr. Heat suffused my body, made things tighten down low.



  “Pandora!” The earpiece buzzed with a loud crackle of static. “Is he there? Is that him? You’d better answer me. How come I didn’t see color? I’m gonna kill Kemen.”



  Well jeez, obviously I’d covered nothing. I dropped my arm. Luc was right, how had Billy gotten the jump on me again? Piece of crap infrared was fried. 



  He licked his lips, snagging my attention back to him. He looked mouthwateringly delicious tonight. Billy was dressed in black tailored slacks, a dove grey button down shirt, red satin tie and a black felt fedora. I frowned, hating to see all his glorious silver hair covered up that way. But I couldn’t deny the look was dark, dangerous, and uber yummy. So at odds with the delicate pink box in his hands. I licked my lips. 



  Here kitty, kitty. Come to, mama, Lust purred. 



  My pulse sped. “What’s the box for?” 



  “Dora...” Luc’s voice was cold with warning. 



  I shook my head; wire was so not my friend at the moment. 



  “You.” Billy held it out toward me.



  Okay, now it’s every girl’s fantasy to have a hot stud buy her a gift for no good reason, but this was Billy. Let’s get real. I eyed it, still expecting it to blow up in my face once I opened it.



  “What is it?”



  He smiled. When he’s snarling at me Billy is hot. But oh my God, when he smiles it feels like the world takes a giant breath and then blows it out with a stomach churning sigh. “Open it.”



  I snorted. “Do you think I was born yesterday?” Not that I didn’t want to open the box, I absolutely did. 



  “Pandora, listen to me...use that ring. Do you hear me? Don’t you let him trick you. I swear, if you don’t listen to me, he won’t have to kill you, I’ll do it myself.”



  Inwardly I seethed, but said nothing. 



  Billy narrowed his eyes and moved in closer, walking a slow circle around me. Did he know I was mic’d up? Could he tell? And if he could, how? 



  The book in my back pocket felt like it was burning a hole through me. I only hoped he didn’t grab it and try to read it. Awkward wouldn’t even begin to do it justice.



  His body heat pressed against my back like a warm blanket. I trembled, but not with fear. It was the excited agitation of prey caught in the cross fires of a predator and the exquisite unknown of certain death or escape.



  Then his breath was on my ear, the gift box pressed against my spine. I leaned into him. I couldn’t help it. “Get dressed,” he said, voice thick with gravel.



  “Huh?” I blinked. But I was dressed, what was he talking about? 



  He walked in front of me and thrust the box in my hands, simultaneously flipping off the lid. I dropped it, hissed and jumped back. I crouched on the balls of my feet and eyed it as if it were a cobra ready to sink its fangs into me. I had a knife in my hand. I hadn’t even realized I’d pulled one out. I hated surprises.



  It took me a second to realize aside from a ghastly pink dress folded neatly inside, there was nothing else. I frowned. “What is this?” I snarled.



  “Pandora,” Luc snapped, but I could hear the frenzy of his fear in my name.



  “I’m fine,” I said, without thinking and then shot my gaze toward Billy, nerves fluttering in my throat. His face was impassive, but there was a gleam of knowledge in his eyes.



  “Get dressed,” he said again.



  I stood and planted my hands on my hip, glowering at him. “You aren’t the boss of me. And I am not putting that,” I stressed with repugnance, pointing at the hideous dress, “on.”



  He licked his lips and I had to fight to remember why I was so mad at him when he looked so yummy and delicious. The man was wicked, no doubt about it. He crossed his large arms over his equally large chest and gave me a droll look. “You will.”



  I snorted. “We'll just see about that.” I dusted my hands off on my pants. “Why don’t you go get Belle to play dress up for you, I’m sure she wouldn’t mind.” 



  I’d meant to come off snarky, but it sounded more jealous than anything. I wanted to scream with frustration at my inability to remain detached where he was concerned.



  “Who?” He looked confused and my stomach flopped so violently to my knees my legs grew weak for a second. Was he serious?



  His dark brows drew into a sharp vee, then he waved his hand in dismissal once more in control of himself. “You’re gonna put that on and I’m gonna tell you why you’re gonna put that on,” he said.



  I lifted my brow. “Oh yes, you tell me why you think I would ever choose to willingly do anything you asked of me.”



  “Because I know how to get inside.” 



  Hot, pulsing excitement shivered down my spine. He knew how to get inside. How? When did he figure that out?



  “Dora,” Luc whispered excitedly, “this might be a ploy.”



  I rolled my eyes. No, really? I bit my tongue, I’d nearly blown my cover once, I wasn’t gonna do it again. Though Luc was beginning to aggravate. 



  “Why do you need me? If you know how to get inside, then get inside. I’m not going to help you.”



  He curled his lips. “I need you to get in there.”



  “That’s fantastic.” I laughed.



  “What?” he asked, face hard and expressionless.



  I took a deep breath, savoring the moment. “You’re begging me to help you.”



  “I’m not begging you.”



  For the life of me I couldn’t drop the smile. You wanna talk about irony with a capital I. “Admit it, Billy, you need me.” 



  A muscle in his jaw ticked, his gaze burned hot. But I had the upper hand and he knew it. 



  I sauntered up to him, trailed my finger along the rigid length of his shoulders and purred as his scent of sandalwood wrapped me up. “If you want my help, you’re gonna have to answer some of my questions first.”



  He bristled and I smiled wider, licking my fangs with perverse pleasure. 



  “Dora...” Luc wasn’t happy, I tuned him out. He wasn’t here. He didn’t come when I’d asked him to. I needed a way inside and Billy was offering me that. 



  Though I wasn’t completely helpless, because this time I had the ring, first sign of danger and I wouldn’t hesitate to use it. The heart might want what the heart wants, but I haven’t lived this long by being stupid. Reckless, sure. Stupid, never. 



  The riddle that was Billy was eating me up. What was his plan? What were his motives? Maybe if I was lucky, I’d learn something tonight. 



  I pressed my palm to his chest, then leaned in and hovered my lips a hair’s breadth from his. Every muscle in his body tensed up, I could feel the rush of his power seep through the thin material of his shirt. My arm grew warm where it touched him, tingled with the pulsation of it.



  His pupils dilated and then his fingers dug into my waist, snapping me tight to him so that I could feel the evidence of his arousal rest hard against me. I trembled, Lust invaded my body, thick and heavy and it was difficult to focus on anything other than my desire.



  “Pandora,” Luc said, and for once I was grateful for the interruption, it helped to ground me. “You’re starting to swirl with bands of red. Are you okay?” 



  Was he picking up on my arousal? I bit my bottom lip, Billy zeroed in on the movement and my pulse thudded hard. I had to talk with the priest without the stupid wire on.



  Our faces were so close, our lips nearly touching. If I stuck my tongue out I’d be able to trace the seam of his gorgeous mouth. 



  I planted my lips on his. He jerked, stiffened for a fraction of a second, then growled and dug in harder, making me squirm. I ran my hands up and down his back, feeling a slight bump on either side of his spine.



  His body strained against mine, his breathing heavy and full of need. The sound nearly made me come undone.



  “I’ll change,” I whispered into his mouth, then sucked his bottom lip into mine and gave it a quick nibble before letting him go. “But you owe me.”



  “Pandora, what are you doing? Woman, you’re killing me. You’re not going to help him are you?” Luc’s voice had grown guttural and vibrated with another’s. 



  I didn’t look back at Billy, simply picked up the box and sauntered deep into shadow. I wasn’t shy, I would have loved nothing more than to undress in front of him and watch Lust work her magick. But if there was any chance that he didn’t already know about the wire, I didn’t want him to learn it.



  I kicked off my shoes, unzipped my pants—making sure the book was still snug in the pocket—then shucked them off and folded them neatly. I didn’t want to leave the book here, but I didn’t have much choice. I carefully placed the folded jeans inside a vent unit and said a quick prayer that it would be here when I returned later.



  I felt his eyes on me, but this wasn’t the gaze that watched me like a lion stalking its next kill. This gaze was hot, promising dark wicked delights. 



  I yanked off my cap and pulled out the ponytail, mussing up my hair with my fingers so that it had a just-got-laid look to it.



  I glanced at Billy from the corner of my eye, then turned around, keeping my back to him. Which probably was a really stupid thing to do, considering I can never sense him creeping up on me and this could have been his plan all along. Lull me into believing the threat gone and then strike, but I didn’t think so. Billy had bigger plans. 



  That’s probably why I’m not really shocked by his seeking me out this way. Curious, yes. But not surprised, he’d had many chances to kill me and hasn’t. I’m not saying he won’t, don’t get me wrong. I’ve no doubt his cold black heart would love nothing more than to skewer my pretty little head on a pike with his trademark scroll wedged up my nasal cavity for all to see and admire.  



  Just not yet.  



  “Listen, Luc,” I whispered on a level human ears would barely be able to hear, “I’m gonna have to shut this off for a while.”



  “Don’t you dare!” I could almost picture him foaming at the mouth.



  “I’m sorry.” I shot a glance over my shoulder; Billy was still where I’d left him. “I’ll turn it back on when I can.”



  I pulled my shirt off, reached down and flicked the switch off, hearing Luc scream obscenities at me until the final second. I breathed a sigh of relief at the blessed silence. 



  Luc had never been here, so there was little fear of him porting to find me. We can only port to where we’ve been or what we can see. Bet the bastard was kicking himself now. Served him right.  



  I grabbed the dress and couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The sleeves were puffy, white lace at the seams and collar. A white smock overlay the pink, the skirt flared out and it was all cinched at the waist with a...you guessed it, large pink bow. 



  Was he serious?



  I snorted; did the man have a milkmaid fantasy or what? This was the most ridiculous outfit I’d ever seen. Shaking my head, I slipped it on. I felt absurd, especially when I found the Cinderella pink slippers, white thigh highs, and matching hair bows still in the box. 



  “Oh come on,” I growled under my breath. “He’s got to be screwing with me.”



  “No. I’m not.” 



  I jumped, twirled and stabbed my finger at his chest. “I hate it when you do that.”  



  He chuckled.



  Discombobulated and annoyed, I snarled. “What the devil are you, priest? How the hell are you always getting the jump on me?” I didn’t mean to say it, but it was really starting to get irritating.



  “Turn around,” he said, not bothering to answer. 



  I clenched my jaw, but did as he asked.



  He pushed my hair over my shoulder, then grabbed the zipper in the back of the dress and zipped me up. I wet my lips, nerves curling excited fingers through my stomach. 



  He wrapped both his arms around my waist and my heart seized like a current of electricity had been spilled through my veins. I groaned and dropped my chin to my chest, reminding myself to breath.



  He dragged the pink ribbon through his hand, the movement agonizingly slow, then he tied it and stepped back.



  I wanted to scream at him to grab me again, push my skirt up and screw me until I died from the unbearable pleasure. I closed my eyes and tried to count to ten, but he stopped me at three.



  “Put the shoes and hair stuff on.”



  My lips twitched. For all that he was hot; he was still such a man. Hair stuff. “Barrettes,” I corrected.



  He shrugged. “Put it on.”



  I glanced at the shoes. “Not that I don’t want to please you, ‘cause oh believe me I do,” I patted my chest and gave him a sarcastic smile, “but why can’t I forgo the fugly shoes and barrettes? I’m a woman, if you hadn’t noticed. If you have some little girl fantasy you’re trying to live out with me, you should know I don’t do that sorta thing. Pretty much where I draw the line.” I flipped my hair back over my shoulder for emphasis. 



  It was time I start to get some answers.



  If I bothered him, even a little, he didn’t show it. “Put them on. I’ll tell you why when we get inside the club.”



  “Wait.” I held up my hand. “There’s nothing in Sanguinary.”



  He gave me a tight-lipped grin, the type that said I didn’t know as much as I thought I did. I clenched my fists and started toward him. 



  “We don’t have much time, put it on, all of it, then we’ll talk.”



  “You’re sick, you know that,” I muttered and shoved my feet into the shoes, grabbed my hair, parted it down the middle and made pig tails. “There.” I held out my arms. “I must say, never would have pegged you for the pervert. Want me to call you Daddy now?”



  His lip curled as if he wasn’t sure what to make of me anymore. I set my jaw, crossed my arms below my breasts and shoved them up so that he knew regardless of what I was wearing I was still a woman, not a child. 



  He looked where I hoped he’d look, then he nodded as if to say, I know. “Follow me.” 



  Billy jumped off the roof. 



  “Show off,” I mumbled, peering over the edge. This building was at least thirty feet. No way I’d be able to jump straight down. But I could hop from balcony to balcony.



  I made easy work of it. The dress, though poofy, only came to my knees. I was on the final balcony when the urge to have a little “accidental” fun with my costume hit me. I bit my lip to stop the grin, grabbed the metal railing and hopped in such a way that the skirt flared out around me, exposing my sheer pink and black thong to him. I made a big theatrical show of pushing my billowy skirt back down, muttering low under my breath for good measure.



  Billy lifted a brow.



  “What?” I gave him my best innocent look.



  His eyes flicked down to my skirt.



  “Oh. Oops,” I giggled, having too much fun with this, “you caught that did you? If I’d known I was gonna be playing dolly for you tonight I’d have worn Hannah Montana underoos instead of the see through thong.” And with that enticing thought I then primly rearranged my bows and gave him a saucy wink. “Ready whenever you are, Daddy.”



  His lip curled and I laughed.



  Chapter 20


  



  I’m not sure what Billy did, but I felt a shiver of magick and somehow he parted the sea of people waiting to get inside the club without a spoken word. 



  A kid, with a wicked long green Mohawk and piercings through his brows, chin, and nose, cocked an eyebrow when he saw me. To others he was weird, but for him, I was the weird one. 



  I couldn’t help myself; I pointed at Billy’s back and said in a stage whisper, “He’s got a serious Dad fetish.” Then I shrugged.



  Billy turned with a growl, grabbed my hand and nearly yanked me off my feet. “Daddy says stop talking,” he said, and swatted my rear hard, so that even through the layers of fabric I still felt a hot tingle.



  I yelped, shocked. My cheek burned. I couldn’t believe he’d done that. But then I realized something even more disturbing, I wanted him to spank me again and this time without the clothes on. Just thinking about him working my backside with my black leather paddle made my nipples bead. 



  He gave me an evil grin as if he knew exactly what I was thinking. I snapped my fangs at him and he laughed.



  Once inside, Billy scanned the room for several seconds. I leaned in to try and be heard over the sound of the music. “What are you looking for?”



  “C’mon,” he said, jerking me forward and making a bee line straight through the crowd. He bumped into several people, but all of them reeked of alcohol and drugs and could have cared less. 



  He growled. “He’s in the john. We’re gonna have to wait.”



  I frowned. “He? What? Okay, enough.” I swatted his chest, snaring his attention. “I’ve been more than patient with you.” I tapped my slippered foot. “You either tell me what’s going on, or I hightail it out of here. You need me, I don’t need you, or have you forgotten that?”



  “You want inside the club don’t you? This is the way in?”



  Nice diversion, wasn’t gonna work though. I shook my head. “I think we’ve already established you have a supposed...” I did finger quotations, “way in. What’s your game, Priest? You’ve tried to kill me three times already; you think I’m stupid enough to believe you’re done with me?”



  He struck, so quick I didn’t even see his blur. His arm snaked around my waist and before I knew it I was smashed against his solid chest, our bodies swaying in time to a beat only we could hear.



  My heart thumped so loud in my ears I was sure he’d hear it even over the din of the crowd. For a moment I was speechless, lost to the feel of him, the sensation of his strong fingers running up and down my spine.



  If his intention had been to kill me, I wouldn’t have been able to stop him. Even in front of me, watching him, I hadn’t seen him strike until I was already in his arms. Neph move fast, but this... 



  “I scratched the crap out of your face last night and you’re already healed. Who the hell are you? What are you?” I whispered.   



  Billy traced my cheek. “I’m not your enemy.”



  I stopped dancing, alarm bells in my head clanging loud and obnoxious. “What are you doing to me? Why the games?” Angry, I shoved him back. “Don’t tell me you’re not my enemy. Of course you are, your kind has killed mine for centuries. You hunt my people and you expect me to believe you’re not my enemy. Ha.” I shook my head. “You see a girl and automatically assume I’m just gonna fall for your nice guy routine, well I’m not,” I said through clenched teeth, and yanked on his tie, dragging his face to mine.



  His eyes narrowed, my skin prickled with the rising thrum of our power. 



  “Let’s get one thing straight right now, you and me, I may want to screw you until I turn black and blue, but I don’t trust you worth anything, priest. So if you’ve got me thralled, might want to cook up another way to kill me, I’m not gonna let you take me down so easy.”



  He grinned and again I didn’t see him move, I was back in his arms, his hands exploring my back making a mockery of my words. Violence and lust warred within me, my need for his blood dwarfed only by my need to feel him inside me.



  “One day, you’ll know the truth,” he said, mint breath fanning my ear and raising goose bumps along my body. 



  “I know it already,” I moaned, clutching his back, wondering about the ridged bumps running vertical down it, “and one day, priest, I will kill you.” 



  The vibration of his laughter, rumbled through my chest, making me moan and writhe on his leg to try and stop the ache building between my thighs. 



  He could laugh all he wanted, but a demon always kept their word. I would kill him, even if the thought of it was killing off a piece of my soul. 



  Then he moved his hand across my shoulder and when he touched my breast, it was like flames shooting down my belly and settling in my aching center. I forgot everything in that moment, the vamps, the strange club inside a club, the fear, everything but him. I ached, burned for him. He cupped me, thumb flicking over my nipple and I grunted, on the verge of spilling over into the black death of orgasm.



  Then he traced his finger along the underside of my breast, feeling the wire.



  My stomach clenched. He said nothing. But I knew he’d felt it. Mouth dry, I watched as he continued to explore me with his hands. He traced the flare of my hip, my thigh, hiked up my skirt and when his fingers grazed my naked flesh I cried out, jerking against him. The sweet torture consumed me until I nearly wept from it. 



  His arm wrapped tighter around my waist. I nuzzled the side of his neck, enveloped in his familiar scent and dragged it deep into my lungs.



  He found the black box taped to the inside of my thigh. I stilled, growing cold and gave him a hard look, daring him to try and rip it off. 



  “Who’s listening? Who gave you this?” He clenched his jaw.



  It was nice, for once, to have the upper hand. I gave him a secretive smile, but said nothing. 



  A furtive movement caught our gazes at the same time. My eyes grew wide and I pointed at the tall man I’d seen walk down the alley yesterday. He was coming out of the bathroom, head low and cutting a path through the people with hurried footsteps, headed for the door.



  “I know him,” I hissed.  



  “C’mon,” he growled, nearly yanking my arm out its socket as we raced after the man. 



  “Hey!” I snapped, pulling myself free of his death grip, “need that arm, thank you very much.” 



  “Just keep up,” he muttered, shoving people aside, their disgruntled oaths ringing bitter in my ears. 



  The tall man’s head bobbed out of sight the minute he walked out the club. 



  “You take the left, I’ll take the right. Don’t let him get away,” Billy snarled, pointing in the direction I should go. 



  I didn’t stop to argue his orders, intrigued myself as to what the tall man was up to. I ran, eating up the blacktop as fast as my Cinderella flats would allow. But I didn’t find him. 



  I circled the length of the building before finally catching sight of Billy tucked behind several rows of empty beer crates, straddling a figure on the ground, hand at his neck.



  I knelt by his side, sucking in air. The tall man’s eyes were wide, bloodshot and filled with such panic I could taste the acrid bitterness on my tongue.



  I glanced from Billy, who looked like a pit bull ready to tear the man’s throat out, to the man and back again. 



  I licked my teeth. “So umm, not to seem lame here or anything, but now might be a good time to tell me what you got planned, oh wise one. Are we gonna kick his tail for breathing, talking, or just for the fun of it?”



  The man whimpered and I had to admit to being a little disgusted. This was the same man who’d dragged a helpless child into whatever godforsaken thing was going on down there. I didn’t feel the least bit sorry for him. Actually, I kind of hoped Billy would agree to a pummeling. I popped my knuckles, leering down at him. I might look pink and girly, but this demon was ready for some action. 



  “Work your magick,” Billy said, voice near a low rumble, never taking his eyes off the man.



  “What are you talking about?” I asked slowly, hoping he wasn’t asking me to do what I thought he was asking.



  He pinned me with a cold stare. “Do you want inside?”



  “Do you follow me around all the time, or do you have a crystal ball on you? How the hell do you know so much about me?” I ground my jaw, muscles ticking. 



  “Just do it.”



  In our exchange he must have let off some of the pressure on the man’s neck. He wiggled, fighting against Billy’s grip. Billy punched him in the face, blood squirted everywhere. I jumped back, not wanting to get my sparkly shoes dirty. Hey, they might be ugly, but Billy bought them for me. 



  He slammed the man’s head against the concrete and I heard a sick crunch. I winced, not in sympathy, but recalling how he’d had done the same to me last night. I touched the back of my head remembering the goose egg I’d sported several hours afterwards. 



  “Hurry up,” he snarled, “we’re too exposed out in the open.” 



  I rolled my eyes. “He’s human, priest, you split his head open like a melon. What am I supposed to get out of him now?”



  “He’ll survive.”



  I sighed, knelt and touched my finger to his sweat slickened forehead. The man moaned, eyelashes flickering open. I thralled him so that he couldn’t look away. 



  I grabbed his head to keep him still and pushed my glamour at him, trying to sift out whatever information I could through the pain addled brain.



  It was like trying to wade through swamp. All he could focus on was his pain. It was nearly impossible to find that secret place inside him where truth lay naked and exposed. 



  “Billy, you suck at finesse, you know that? You could have at least waited for me to turn before you bashed his brains in.”



  My lips quirked at the sound of his low chuckle. 



  I shoved my glamour at him harder, cutting through the muck of driving pain until finally, I found it. It sat like a little treasure trove in the corner of his mind, but unlike most prey, his was padlocked shut, dark and foreboding.



  Cold shivered down my spine, I licked my lips knowing I would not like what I found. When desire is this hidden, this buried, it’s because it’s so perverse it’s shameful. I steadied my nerves, then flung open the floodgates and almost retched when I saw it.



  The man whimpered, sweat poured freely down his face. “No, no, no,” he whispered.  



  I growled, anger riding me hard and my demon shrieked to life. My nails grew into sharp claws, piercing the man’s flesh. He tired to scream, but Billy cut off the sound by squeezing his vocal chords until all that came out was a muffled rasp.



  Now I knew why Billy had bought me this outfit. 



  “You sick pervert!” I hissed.



  Blue eyes, blazing with pain and fogged with fear, pleaded for mercy. But there would be none from me. Yesterday he’d intrigued me, today, I hated him.



  And my hate was Lust’s hate. She fed off my energy, growing darker, filling me fuller, gaining strength and stretching me wide. My breathing grew heavy. 



  Memories of a little girl, her skirt hiked up with a man’s leering face staring down at her as he thrust himself deep inside, over and over, ignoring her strangled pleas for mercy as she bled out, seared my mind. I screamed, lost to the vision, smelling the sweat and the musk of his body, the blood of my own.



  Take it, Demon. Take it. This is what you’re good for. This is all you’re good for... that was the night I’d first killed, the night I realized that as much as I wanted to be all human, sometimes the demon needed to come out too. I’d been ten.



  “Neph,” Billy’s voice was a gentle warning. 



  I hissed, and twirled on the voice. My eyes swirled with bands of lavender and deep purple. 



  “Pandora.”



  I blinked. That was me. I blinked again. I wasn’t in a marshy field. I was here. With him. With Billy.



  “Priest,” I whispered his name like a prayer. 



  “Yes.” He nodded. I trembled, his silky voice cutting through the memories like a swift blade.



  “Yes. Listen to me.” He was cool reason, pulling me back from the demonic abyss. “You can’t kill him, not now.”



  The muscle under my eye ticked as I fought to understand and regain control of myself. 



  With one hand still firmly pressed against the man’s throat, he reached up and cupped my cheek. I swallowed hard, taking a deep breath. After several seconds I was finally able to open my eyes.



  “You okay?” he asked softly.



  I nodded. “Yes.”



  “Can you do this?”



  I glanced at the man, who was clearly slipping into unconsciousness from Billy’s death grip on his neck. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, heart fluttering panicked wings in my chest. But I wouldn’t back down, not now. I had to get inside. Oh god, did I really want to? What the hell was down there? Did I want to know? Could I handle the truth?



  Billy gripped my shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Can you do this?” he asked again.



  With a deep breath, I nodded. “Yes.” Then smiled, attempting to put on a happy face. Grin and bear it, as they say. 



  He moved his hand and let me lean over the man. It took every ounce of courage I possessed to touch him. Not because I feared him, but because I wasn’t sure I trusted myself not to grab his balls, rip them off and shove it down his throat. Maybe later, if I had time I’d gift him to Bubba. One less bastard like this in the world would help me rest easier at night. 



  I shoved his eyelids open. His pupils were wide, but his breathing was easy. Billy had cut off his oxygen, but not done much damage otherwise. He’d have one helluva headache when he woke up, couple of stitches, but the bastard would live. At least for one more night. 



  His face was covered in his own gore, and it made it difficult to keep his eyes open. 



  “Dammit,” I growled, “he’s slippery.” I used the edge of my dress, to try and clean as much of the blood off, but it kept oozing. Head wounds don’t even have to be bad to bleed profusely. 



  “Here.” Billy scooted back, resting on the man’s thighs and patted the chest like one might pat an extra space on a couch. “Maybe you can get better leverage this way.”



  I sat, and even for me, using the dude like a chair was a bit bizarre. But then I thought about what he did to little girls and I wished I was my buxom size sixteen again so I could squish him. 



  Billy leaned around me, grabbed the eyelids and held them open. I peered into the doorway of the soul and sieved the information I needed.



  All at once I felt myself begin to shrink. My legs, my arms, my torso, even my face. I had to push chubby hands against his chest to hold myself upright. I turned, and instead of staring straight into Billy’s eyes, I had to look way up.



  “Okay, I’m ready,” I said in high pitched falsetto, the lisp coming naturally.



  Billy’s jaw clenched, but he didn’t look at me. He got up, offered me his hand and I clasped it tight, feeling suddenly very insecure and unsure. I hated this. I’ve never turned into a child before and prayed I’d never have to do it again.



  Before we left I gave the guy a swift kick in the groin with my tiny slippered foot, then dug in my heel for good measure. “Stupid sack of—”.



  “Don’t swear,” Billy said, turning me and walking toward the alley.



  I narrowed my eyes. “I may wook five, but don’t forget who you’re tawkin’ too.” Unfortunately the high-pitched voice, coupled with the fact that I said “w’s” instead of “l’s” made the threat more than absurd. 



  His lips twitched and I had the irrational urge to kick him in the shin. “You’re five,” he said patiently, grabbing my hand in his. I sighed and snuggled into his thigh. He looked down, a frown worrying his brow. “If you want this to look believable, try to act it.”



  We were nearly to the door. “Fine, but one last thing...” I pinched his butt and he nearly jumped out of his skin.



  “Don’t do that,” he snapped.



  “What?” I grinned. “You don’t wike it?” 



  He glared at me.



  I giggled. “Oh, I think I’m gonna enjoy dis.”  



  Billy knocked on the door. Pounded it more like, with the tap, tap, taptaptap, I’d heard tall man use yesterday.



  I straightened my face, and gripped Billy’s hand tighter. It wasn’t really much of a stretch to pretend nervousness, I was. My mouth had grown dry and my stomach roiled. 



  A bald head poked out; the shiver of parasite pulsed across my skin. I stared up at the scar-covered face peeking out from behind a red cowl and felt immediate sympathy for all the countless children who’d been in my position.



  “Molech. Sacrifice,” Billy said.



  What? My heart thudded violently. I shot a glance at him. Molech, as in the ancient god of sacrifice? As a girl in Edom I remembered the streets filled with obelisk statues of the half-man, half-bull idol. The granite stones usually a dark shade of brown from the countless children sacrificed upon it.



  I squeezed Billy’s hand until I nearly crushed the bone. This was supposed to be about a rogue neph, maybe even a widespread molestation ring, not about some antiquated god whose popularity had died out eons ago.



  “Cool it,” he whispered, smacking my hand.



  “Sorry.” I released some of the pressure.



  The vamp stepped aside and ushered us in.



  When I stepped inside, a rush of cool air lifted the skirt of my dress. I glanced at the large gaping hole that led into utter darkness. This was an underground cave, lit red by the soft glow of lamplight spaced at odd intervals.



  A crowd of maybe fifteen to twenty men and women, each holding onto a child’s hand, huddled inside the stone antechamber. None of the children screamed, but many of them cried softly for their parents and friends.



  My heart squeezed.  



  For a kid, this must have looked like the gateway to hell. I clenched my jaw, breathing growing harder and faster. Billy knelt and grabbed my face between his large hands. 



  “Relax,” he whispered. 



  “Why didn’t you warn me about this?” I snapped. 



  Some of the people turned, casting hard frowns at both Billy and myself. “Trying to calm her down,” he said



  A redhead with frizzy bangs laughed. She patted the dark hair of her charge, a little guy who snuggled his face into her neck seeking comfort. “Sometimes I find a firm hand can go a long way with the more...” she eyed me up and down, “rebellious ones.”



  I shook with the violent urge to scalp that mop top off her head. I smiled, licked my lips and tagged her. Redhead was dead. 



  Billy snapped his fingers.



  “What!” I hissed. 



  “Remember why we’re here.” He lifted a brow.



  “Oh, I remember all right. Don’t you worry about me.” I crossed my arms.



  The vamp who’d opened the door walked to the front of the group and held up his hands. An expectant hush spilled over the crowd. All eyes turned toward him, even the children’s. It was a minor thrall. Bubba was better, or maybe I was in the mood to be contrary.



  “Follow me,” he said, then turned and entered the yawning hole. 



  The people moved out, we followed, last to get in line. At the top of the staircase Billy scooped me up and held me in his arms. I frowned.



  “Not that I mind,” I whispered, “but what do you think you are doin’?”



  He rested his cheek against mine, his warm breath on my ear when he said in a voice audible to few, “As soon as we can, we’re going to separate from the herd.”



  I squirmed as he started down the flight of stairs. The squeal of rubber soled shoes on the wet metal the only sound around us. 



  It was quiet, and the deeper we walked the more eerie the hush. The procession felt somber, like marching toward a funeral. 



  I shifted in his arms again. It actually wasn’t comfortable being held like this. No wonder kids were always trying to squirm out of their parents arms. 



  “Stop moving.”



  “Your arm is making my thong slide up,” I hissed.



  His nose curled and I had to swallow my giggle. His look had been priceless, as if seeing a five-year-old face admit to wearing a thong was creepy.



  “What’s wrong, baby,” I nibbled on his ear, “don’t you find me sexy?” Oh man, that was about as inappropriate as it came, but honestly sometimes I couldn’t help myself.



  He growled and swung at my head with his free hand. I dipped, missing the blow by inches. I grabbed his hand, brought it to my mouth and bit down.



  If looks could kill, I’d be six feet under. 



  I shrugged and fluffed out my hair. “Don’t swing at me again.”



  Finally the stairs ended and we entered an even darker room. I could see fine, but most of the others were glancing around in wide-eyed dread.



  I looked around too, studying the layout, committing it to memory. Now that I knew my way inside, I’d be back.



  The vamp swung open another steel door and this time when he did the silence was shattered. The screams of children echoed like thunder down the hall. 



  And one other thing snared my attention, making my pulse hammer and my knees weak, the unmistakable odor of sulfur. A neph was here. I closed my eyes, hugging Billy’s neck. 



  I’d hoped Grace was wrong, but I could no longer deny the truth.



  Chapter 21


  



  Some of the kids around me started crying, others screamed and some simply stood in numb terror.



  The handlers dragged some, picked others up and any pretense of nicety was suddenly stripped away. The humans slapped, kicked, and boxed the ears of the kids unwilling to move forward.



  I trembled with rage and dug my claws into Billy’s shoulders, this close to losing my composure. He rubbed my back in a soothing gesture. I took a deep breath and clipped a hard nod, I was okay.



  We all walked inside. The vamp closed the door behind us, locking us inside with the screams. 



  Blue fog rolled around the dank, earthen floor and the room stretched for what seemed like miles on either side. Spaced, side by side, were large iron cages with beds of straw and one tiny body apiece inside.



  Some of the kids were screaming, several different dialects warring against each other, rattling the metal bars, voices grown hoarse from hours of abuse. Others stared with the blank look of utter hopelessness and some were curled on their sides, sucking their thumbs, mud streaked faces gazing out at nothing. 



  One thing disturbed me about the children—their ethnicity. Asian, African, Hispanic, European, and many if not most, looked native to their homeland. And if that was the case, then these kids came from all parts of the globe. The likelihood of the parents ever finding their kids again was slim to none. 



  I choked on my fury and looked away before I did something I’d regret.  



  The vamp shoved his glamour at us. The weak pulse of it slapped my face, I swatted it away. He was attempting to thrall the kids into quieting down. My lip curled exposing my fangs.



  Billy’s arms tightened. “Look above us. Do you see the beams?”



  I looked. “Yes.”



  “When I say go,” he patted my hair as if he were trying to soothe me, “you go. Got it?”



  I nodded. He set me down.



  The group started walking again and aside from the lone vamp guiding us, I didn’t see any others. This wasn’t it. Couldn’t be. This had to be a holding cell of some sort; the real action was still someplace else. 



  Little by little, Billy separated away from the pack. Walking slower and slower until we were several paces behind the rest of the group. 



  “Do you see anyone behind us?” he whispered.



  I scanned the darkness for any moving shapes, but I really didn’t need to, to know there was nothing there aside from the children. 



  “No.”



  “Then go.”



  I ported. The moment my feet touched the beams I heaved a heavy sigh of relief and turned to find Billy gazing out at the sea of cages. 



  “We need to follow them,” he said, the second he looked at me I shifted back to normal and shuddered. I wanted to wipe the memory of being a little girl from my mind. 



  Teasing Billy had been fun, but not enough to tempt me to ever do that again.



  He started running and I followed, jumping from beam to beam with balanced ease. Just as I caught sight of the group I was overcome by a powerful shiver of paras. The second I turned the corner there were several more vamps. They were grabbing the screaming children from out of the adult’s arms and dragging them away down separate paths. In all the confusion no one seemed to notice we’d gone missing. 



  I bit the inside of my cheek and crouched low.



  “Look,” Billy pointed straight ahead, “do you see that yellow light?”



  The vamp we’d been following turned and headed in the direction he’d pointed and I could make out the barest flicker of golden yellow.



  “Looks like flame,” I said.



  “I think so, that’s where we need to go.”



  We waited until the space cleared, then Billy hopped and I ported down. The heavy stench of sulfur clung to my clothes and hair. The further down the cave, the stronger the smell and my certainty grew that I was indeed tracking a rogue neph. Only a demon smelled of hell. 



  I hugged the damp stone. Billy peeked down the hall, then motioned for me to follow. Even here, walking inside the narrow confines of the hall, there were children. 



  The cages hung from the ceiling by metal hooks. They stared at us, eyes forlorn, hopeless. I tamped down my anger. It was one thing to have lab rats, but kids. Little beings who’d never had a chance to live. 



  I couldn’t take it. I turned my eyes, didn’t look. Tried not to hear the whimpered pleas or see the outstretched hands. If I looked at one more bruised face, saw one more bloody lip I’d never be able to press on, I’d have to turn back and free them all now and I couldn’t do it. I ran the risk of not only exposing myself, but making it impossible to eventually free them. I didn’t know how many vamps I was dealing with, I would come back for them. But only when I knew the odds and was better prepared.



  I jogged, keeping well within the safety of shadow. Finally the hall opened up into another large labyrinth of tunnels and forked roads. 



  Had we stumbled on a lair? 



  This place couldn’t have cropped up overnight. It was large, the tunnels smooth from years of being brushed up against. 



  The light grew brighter toward our left. We followed and soon heard the scuffle of booted feet. I crouched, out in the open like this there was little chance of us going unnoticed.



  Three hooded figures headed toward a row of cages in our direction. I shot Billy a glance and he nodded, held up his hand and three fingers and then ticked them down one by one. When he reached zero we both jumped to our feet.



  I kicked one of the figures and slammed my fist into the face of another. The one I punched growled and ran at me with his arms extended. I rolled out of his grasp and around his back. Then I grabbed his jaw and yanked his head forcefully to the side. His neck snapped instantly.



  He fell to the ground with a muffled thud. I turned. The last two lay at Billy’s feet, bodies unmoving. 



  “Oh my, two in the time it took me to do one. Be still my beating heart. Should I be scared or impressed?”



  He smirked. “Both.” He then started to pull the robe off one of the vamps. “Put on a robe,” he commanded.



  I did and then dragged the body of the nude vamp behind an empty cage; thankfully there weren’t many kids in this part of the cave. 



  Billy walked toward me, the bodies of the last two vamps draped on either shoulder. He dumped them off. “Let’s go.”



  We continued walking through the labyrinth that was beginning to grow thick with bodies and the rising chant of master, master resonating off the walls.



  It gave me chills to hear it. I curled in on myself the best I could, keeping my head low so no one could see me inside the robe and followed the noise.



  The hall opened up into a massive, domed chamber. Hundreds of torches, both in the rock face and wedged in the dirt, lit the room in a glow so bright it almost felt like you were stepping inside the fire.



  Against the far wall stood a statue of Molech—ancient god of human sacrifice. Above his head and carved deep into the rock was an inverted star with a goats head and demon’s horns set inside. A very well known symbol of demonology and occultism.



  I didn’t like this. This was worse than bad and the last thing I’d wanted to find.   



  The arms of the statue were carved of beaten metal and it glowed a deep orange. I swallowed the bile working its way up my throat. Placing a child on that amount of heat was tantamount to throwing someone in molten lava.



  The ground below was stained a dirty brown and I knew they’d already sacrificed many. I clenched my fists. How in the name of all that was holy had this been happening right under my nose? How could I have been so blind?   



  Vamps and humans, all dressed in robes, spilled into the room, circling the massive golden throne at its center and joined an already large mass of genuflected worshippers. The room trembled with the heartfelt cries of master. Growing louder each time they said it. 



  Something didn’t make sense to me though. Everything I remembered about the worship of Molech said sacrifices only happened on the night of a full moon. Tomorrow. Yet, it looked like something would happen tonight. 



  I jerked when a hand grabbed my arm. 



  “It’s me.” Billy spoke into my ear. 



  From somewhere behind me I heard the bleat of sheep.   



  “We need to move back, away from this crowd, we can’t be caught up in this.”



  I nodded and back peddled slowly so as not to draw attention to myself. I pushed a little glamour into my body, not enough to alert any of the vamps to me, but enough to go unnoticed. The worshippers hardly spared me a passing glance in their haste to get to their idol. 



  “Oh great god, Molech,” a deep voice rose above the noise of the chanting, “honor us with your presence. We bring you sacrifice...”



  “Yes,” the chanters said in unison.



  My skin prickled. Did these people have any clue who they were calling? Molech had been one of many names for Wrath. AKA Seven Deadly Sins. One of the seven high caste demon lords chained in hell.  



  I continued to back up, moving deeper into shadow and far enough away from the group that they couldn’t see me, but I could still see them.



  “...in exchange for power and honor,” said that same deep voice. 



  “Yes.” The hundreds of voices reverberated through the room and a cold chill swept down my spine.



  A robed figure walk toward the front of the group lifted up his hands to the statue and bowed many times.



  The ensuing silence was deafening, as if someone had stolen the life from the room. Then a deep, freezing cold swept through the place, causing the torches to flicker out, plunging everything into darkness. 



  I shoved my robe up, I needed to tell Luc. He needed to call Grace. We needed back up and we needed it now. I flicked on the box.



  “Pandora! Pandora!” he screamed into my ear and I winced. “Are you okay? Where were you? Are you okay?” he asked again.



  I couldn’t answer him for fear of exposing myself. 



  “Come to us, Molech. Hear the cries of your faithful.” And with those words the torches flared back to life, revealing a black robed figure sitting upon the throne.



  Muted cries of ooh’s and ahh echoed throughout the chamber. 



  “Molech?” Luc’s tone had gone from desperate anger to laced with something akin to worry. 



  I couldn’t get a fix on the sitting stranger, which meant it was either human—I doubted it—or something bigger and badder than me. 



  The worshippers jumped to their feet, started throwing their robes off and began clapping and singing loudly at the tops of their lungs. They danced nude. Holding hands and circling the statue of the ancient god.



  The cries of the sheep grew louder. I glanced to my right and saw a group of ten each carrying a bound lamb. I licked my lips.



  “Billy,” I said, turning to him, but he was gone. Where was he?



  “Pandora, answer me now. What's going on? My monitor is a nightmare of blue’s and red. Where are you?”



  “Luc, oh my God, I’m in over my head.”



  “Where are you?”



  I scooted out from my position behind the wall. “I’m in some underground cave behind the club. Listen, Luc, I think I’ve stumbled on a lair.”



  A cry, the likes of which I hadn’t heard in centuries, seared my skull. One of the lambs had been placed on the glowing arms. The room filled with the sick odor of burnt wool and sizzling skin. 



  “What was that?”



  Blood started seeping between the metal hands, humans and vamp alike ran toward the alter, throwing up their hands as they bathed in it. Pure, unmasked erotic pleasure scrawled on their faces. Then the vampires started grabbing the humans. They began slicing deep groves in their flesh, sucking on the blood like leeches. 



  “I don’t give a crap what Grace said, this is bigger than me, Luc. I can’t handle this on my own. We need backup.”



  I didn’t know where Billy had run off to and frankly I no longer cared. I had to leave. I had to grab more weapons, more muscle. 



  “Pandora, I see a band of blue laced with purple.”



  I snarled, as more bodies began pouring into the room from the hall behind me. “Where?”  And that was the final confirmation. We were dealing with a rogue. Very likely the figure on the throne. 



  “Somewhere ahead of you.”



  I looked but couldn’t see anything that stood out in the thick crush of the crowd. The black robed figure was obscured from my line of vision.



  Couples started pairing off, orgies were happening all around me. Some of the men and women screamed and I knew they weren’t willing partners.



  I started backtracking, increasing my glamour, knowing I took a risk of exposing myself by doing it. 



  “The children, Luc, the children. I have to get them out.”



  “Children? What children? Pandora, come back. We’ll sort this out, but you need to leave now.”



  “I know,” I said between clenched teeth, shoving bodies out of my way, trying in vain to ignore the terrified pleas of the children. Then I stopped and my blood ran cold.



  There she was. The little girl from last night. Her beautiful pink dress caked in blood and dirt, her chubby cheeks streaked with lines of dried tears. She stared at me, saying nothing, but her beautiful brown eyes glittered with hope that her hero might still save her.



  My breath trembled.



  “Pandora, get out,” Luc warned, “I see heat signals everywhere. It’s like a bloody hive down there. Get out!”



  I didn’t stop to think, I could no longer ignore this. I ran up to the cage, grabbed the door and pulled. I warped the metal in my haste to get her out of there.



  She jumped back. Ducked her head and started to cry.



  “Ssh, baby,” I cooed, “come to me. Come on, sweet girl.”



  She sniffled and wiped her nose off with her fist. I looked over my shoulder and saw no one. 



  “Pandora, please, you’re giving me a heart attack,” Luc pleaded.



  I ignored him. I wouldn’t leave her.



  “What’s your name, honey?”



  “Brianna,” she said around a hiccup, her teeny voice girlish soft. 



  “Brianna, I’m gonna take you back to your mommy, but I need you to come with me now.”



  My heart clenched when she put on a brave face and stepped into my arms. I hugged her tight, trying to ease the spasming muscles in her body. “Just relax, little one. I’m gonna take you home. Ssh.”



  I was so focused on her; I never saw the blade that tore through my midsection. Disemboweling me.



  Brianna screamed and I cried out, nearly dropping her as the pain exploded through my brain.



  “Pandora!” Luc yelled.



  I blocked everything out but my desperate desire to leave and save her.



  Quickly I set her down. Adrenaline began to burn through me. I turned and came face to face with the black robed figure. I grabbed the cloak’s arm and torqued it, snapping the bone at the elbow and shoulder. 



  It roared. Then it punched me in the gut and I gagged. Black spots swam in my vision.



  “Don’t hurt her,” Brianna cried.



  Every breath hurt. But I couldn’t let it touch her. I swept its legs out from under it. Knocking it to the ground. Then I kicked it in the thigh hard enough to feel the bone give way. It doubled over, howling.



  I ignored Luc. I ignored my pain. With one hand I grabbed the little girl. She hugged me around the neck. So tight it almost cut off my airway. 



  I ran on unsteady legs, holding my organs inside the best I could. The cloak started after me. I was never gonna make it out.



  Brianna cried, burying her face in my neck. 



  “Ssh, baby. Ssh, I’m gonna get you home.”



  I stumbled. Each step I took, each little movement jostled my insides. I had to bite down on my tongue to keep from screaming. I tasted blood and knew I’d bit through.



  I ran through the empty halls. I got lost and disoriented. The footsteps were gaining on me. 



  I squeezed my eyes shut. Sweat trickled down my back. I was gonna have to port. It was dangerous with me so injured.  But if I didn’t, we’d both die.



  I ported and it was like every cell in my body had been bathed in acid. I traveled the breeze, held onto Brianna with the last of my flagging strength and fought unconsciousness. I’d never be able to find her home. I wouldn’t make it. 



  Consciousness grew fuzzy. 



  There was a police station downtown. I headed in that direction, slipping in and out. I made it. But barely. I fell on the blacktop and had to roll to prevent myself from crushing Brianna’s tiny body.



  She screamed, her tiny hands scrabbling over my face in her panic. Porting was terrifying. Especially if you didn’t know it was coming. 



  I heaved, the air felt thick. I couldn’t take a good breath. I looked at her. “You’re safe. You’re safe.” It was like I’d run a fifty-mile marathon. Every muscle ached. Screamed at me. 



  After several seconds of me petting her hair, she finally calmed down.  



  We were in the alley behind the station. “Brianna, honey, do you think you can walk?” I asked, my voice a mere thread of sound. 



  She swallowed hard, and then gave a swift nod. 



  “This is the back of the police station, walk inside and tell them your name, they will call your mommy and daddy.”



  “No,” she cried, grabbing my hand and hugging it tight to her chest, “not without you.”



  I hissed, the sudden movement had caused me to jerk, blackness was seconds away. I was running on nothing but adrenaline now.



  “Listen, honey. I can’t walk. I can’t follow you inside. But I’ll watch you and make sure you get in okay.” I nodded, forcing her to look me in the eyes. 



  She took several quick breaths. I brushed hair out of her eyes. There was one last thing that needed to be done. 



  “Now come here and give me a hug,” I said in a hard whisper, body trembling.



  Her chubby arms wrapped around my neck and I took a deep breath, pulling as much glamour of out my fatigued body as I possibly could and sank it into her brain.



  “You will no longer remember what happened to you.” I rested my cheek against hers. “There was no torture, there were no bad guys. You were lost, but now you’re fine. You woke up in the woods, alone and scared, but safe. Safe. Always safe.” I kissed her and felt the tension drain from her body as my words rewrote her version of history.



  I’d always thought screwing with the mind was little more than rape, but in this situation it was the best I could do. She’d never remember what actually happened. There’d be nothing but a vague memory of darkness and fear, but little more. I could only hope she’d be strong enough not to dwell in that empty space of time.



  “Now go.” I patted her. She gave me a smile and it was beautiful, it warmed a part of me I’d thought long dead. Then she walked away. 



  I stayed, long enough to sense she’d gone inside. It took me a second to work up enough strength. I gritted my teeth and ported back to the rooftop where Billy had found me earlier.



  I screamed when I reappeared, the stench of my own sweat and blood making me nauseous. I coughed. The grate with my precious book inside, inches away. I lifted my arm, but it felt weighted down and too heavy. Inches might as well have been miles. 



  I rested my cheek against the cold concrete, my eyes refusing to stay open. “Luc,” I said weakly.



  “We’re coming, Pandora.”



  Who’s we, I wanted to ask, but my mouth wouldn’t move. Fuzzy. Everything had grown fuzzy. 



  Billy. He left me. Left me to die. 



  Then it was black. I don’t know how long I was out when I felt a pair of strong arms scoop me up and hug me tight. I tried to open my eyes, to speak, but there was so much pain. I moaned. 



  “Sleep, precious one.”



  “Billy?” I tried to shove the hands away, tried to move. But couldn’t. He’d set me up and now I was weak and exposed.



  “No,” he said, “not Billy.”



  There was gentle reassurance in his voice.



  “Sleep,” he said again.



  And this time I slid down into the liquid silk of his command.



  Chapter 22


  



  Someone was touching me. I tried to shove the hands away. No, I slurred, not sure if I’d spoken it, or thought it. I wanted to go back to the dream. To the place where there was no time, no fear, or pain, to the peaceful solitude of nothing.



  “Pandora, can you hear me?”



  The words echoed like a steel drum in my skull. I winced. 



  I can hear you.



  “I don’t think she can hear me.”



  Luc?



  “Who brought her here?” 



  Another voice. Deeper. More gritty. 



  Bubba? 



  “I don’t know, okay. I don’t know.” I could just picture Luc yanking on his hair in frustration.



  “Look at her, she’s a wreck.” Soft voice, gentle, soothing. Hands on my forehead. Cool scent of spice and man. Sleepy. So sleepy.



  Kemen. I smiled. 



  Sandman, come cuddle me.



  “Can you heal her?” Kemen asked.



  “Not like this.” Luc growled, I could picture him scrubbing a hand down his jaw in frustration.



  Too loud. I wanted sleep. Needed sleep. 



  Go away.



  “Where’s Vyxyn? I sent her with you guys.” Hands on my shoulder. “Pandora, wake up.” Luc again. I moaned. “Come on, Dora, wake the piss up. You need to heal. Open your eyes. Show me you’re there.”



  I cried out when he shook me, my lashes fluttered. Please stop shaking me. Go away.



  “Dammit,” he snapped. “I can’t heal her. Kemen, you’re gonna have to put her deep. If she can’t have sex then she’ll need to sleep.”



  A warm body pressed to mine. I sighed, and then groaned. Stomach hurt so bad.



  “Ssh, I got you.” Kemen rubbed my back. “Sandman’s got you, Dora.”



  Ke...men, then I was out again. 



  ~*~



  Bright light woke me. I frowned, where was I? I rolled over and grimaced as a sharp pain sluiced through my lower abdomen. A gentle snore sounded in my ear.



  Heart beating, I turned. Kemen had his arm draped over his face, mouth agape. 



  What the hell? I sat up and looked around. I was home. But how? Pulse thundering, I licked my lips as the memory of the night came back with choking clarity.



  Molech. The worshippers. Brianna. The knife. 



  “Oh my God.” I pulled the sheets down. I was naked, there was no blood. Someone had cleaned me off. There was a large, angry welt crossing the length of my abdomen. I traced the wide line, the wound so freshly mended it was almost clear. I could make out the lines of muscle; see the faint bump of organs still shifting back into place.



  I winced. 



  I dropped my head into my hands and tried to remember. It was there, like little flashes of memory but disjointed. A soft breeze fluttered the curtains in my bedroom and a small piece of paper flew off my nightstand. It was gray, rumpled. Odd, because I didn’t remember that sheet of paper. 



  I stood on rubbery legs, grabbing onto the nightstand for support until the room stopped spinning long enough that I could go grab the paper. I picked it up. There were two lines.



  Don’t trust anyone.



  ~G.M.



  I cocked my head. “G.M.?” My eyes widened. The Gray Man. What the hell? How’d he get into my trailer? I ambled to my window and peeked outside. It was a somber October morning, gray, overcast, and promising more rain. But there was neither sight nor sound of the Gray Man.



  When had he come? While Kemen and I had slept? Who exactly couldn’t I trust? Everybody? The Gray Man himself? What the hell?



  “Pandora?” 



  I twirled and my abs screamed in protest at the sudden movement. I crumpled the sheet in my hand. 



  “You’re awake.” Kemen rubbed the sleep from his eyes and yawned. “You okay?” he asked, voice rough with sleep.



  “Kemen, can you please go get Luc?” 



  He tunneled blunt fingers through his cropped hair and nodded. “Yeah sure.” He grabbed his black ribbed t-shirt and slipped it on. 



  “Hey,” I said, before he walked out.



  “Yeah?”



  “You come back too.”



  He frowned, looking both curious and confused. “Alright.”



  I walked slowly toward my bathroom.



  “And, Pandora...”



  I glanced at him. 



  “I’m glad you’re okay.”



  I wasn’t sure that was true, but I smiled anyway. “Me too, Kem.”



  I showered and ate, taking my time and trying not to move too fast or eat too much, even though I was starving. As I was slipping on a pair of socks there was a knock at my door. “Come in.”



  Luc and Kemen entered. Kemen had changed into a flannel sweater and black jeans, his hair looked scrubbed. Luc was in an old pair of tattered jeans and black leather jacket. The hard lines of his jaw more telling than words just how pissed he was. 



  I sighed. 



  “You turned off your mic, Pandora.”



  “Okay, I deserve that.” I held up my hands and sat on the edge of my couch. 



  “You could have died.” Luc gripped my shoulders and gave me a hard shake. My stomach burned from the abuse.



  I licked my teeth. First insult was free, but now he was starting to anger me.



  “That was my business.” I wasn’t even going to admit that in hindsight it was the dumbest thing I’d ever done. I’d slipped, trusted Billy too much when I shouldn’t have. I’d said I wouldn’t, but I had. Which convinced me more than ever that somehow he was thralling me. I was too smart to be so stupid. But I’d die before I admitted it to the glowering neph standing in front of me with balled fists.



  Luc’s eyes started to swirl. The room grew heavy, the air thick with the rise of his power. “You could have died and I would never have known.” His words were clipped and terse.



  “Luc,” Kemen drawled, clapping him on the shoulder, “ease off, man.”



  I shot Kemen a look and wondered what he knew. I’d slept with him the entire night. Had I muttered something in my sleep? Had Luc told him?



  I caressed Luc’s cheek. “I’m sorry,” I whispered. He blinked as I continued to pet him and mutter wordless nothings. Finally some of his power began to drain from the room.



  “We need to talk, Luc.”



  He narrowed his eyes. "You're right we do.” 



  I glanced at Kemen. “Alone. For just a second.”



  He nodded, looked at Luc then back at me. “You gonna be okay?” he asked me, and I knew he worried that Luc might snap.



  “She’ll be fine,” he said, never taking his eyes off my face. “Now go,” he all but snarled.



  I gave Kemen a weak smile. “Just stand outside for a second, Kem, I’ll call you when I’m ready.”



  He did not want to go, I could see it clearly in his face, but he listened and left anyway.



  I tugged on Luc’s hand forcing him to sit next to me. He sat, but snatched his hand out of mine and looked to the side.



  “I’m sorry, but there were things I needed to do and I couldn’t have you listening.”



  “He was there.” It wasn’t a question and I wasn’t going to pretend like it was. “He tried to kill you.”



  I couldn’t be sure it had been Billy, but I also couldn’t be sure it hadn’t. Only he had power enough to locate me. Vamps couldn’t draw the necessary amount of magic to be able to track a neph. So it left Billy, or the Rogue.



  Luc was visibly shaking. I touched his back and he jerked. “Don’t touch me right now, Pandora. I don’t trust myself,” he growled.



  I remembered that voice, that look of hate. I’d seen it the night he’d knifed me. I held up my hands in a placating manner and scooted back on the couch. “Not touching, see.”



  He took several deep breaths, swallowing hard. “He could have killed you,” he muttered again. Much as I appreciated the fact that Luc cared, there were bigger issues right now. I was fine. The kids were not. 



  I squeezed my eyes shut. “Luc, how much did you tell the others?”



  His nostrils flared. “Nothing.”



  I crossed my legs, to keep from bouncing them nervously. “Who did you send after me? I vaguely recall hearing you say something about that last night.”



  His jaw popped as he flexed it back and forth. Finally he muttered, “Vyxyn, Bubba, and Kemen.”



  I licked my lips, I wasn’t gonna rag on him for putting my safety above Grace’s orders, but it could have seriously compromised us. “And you told them what?”



  He stood, pacing back and forth in front of me. “I told them what they needed to know. That you and I were testing the prototype and you got caught.”



  His anger prickled my skin. I needed to remain calm to keep him calm. “But, Luc, I doubt they bought that. There’s very little that can bring down a neph unawares.”



  “Don’t you think I know that?” he snapped. “What else could I do? Your stupidity put me in a bind.”



  I could have reminded him that I’d asked him to tag along, but I doubted he’d appreciate the reminder. I took a calming breath, trying to understand his anger. He was right in some ways. I had been stupid. But there was no point in hashing out the obvious. It couldn’t be changed now, so why bother.



  “When did Vyxyn return last night?”



  He refused to look at me, or even answer. I gasped. “Where is she, Luc?”



  He rubbed his jaw. “She hasn’t come home yet.”



  “Okay, so where is she?” When he failed to answer I was overcome by a bad feeling. “Luc, you did see her before you sent her to me, right? They were here when you sent them to come find me? Please tell me you saw them.”



  Scrubbing his fist down his face, he muttered, “No. I was watching your monitor all night. By the time you flicked your wire back on and I saw the mass of blue’s and purple’s I called Kemen with orders to find and retrieve you.” 



  I squeezed my eyes shut, rubbing at the beginnings of a headache. “You need to call Grace. Luc, it’s bad.”



  That seemed to take some of the steam out of him. “I heard Molech.”



  I nodded. “Yes, but that’s not the half of it.” I recounted what I could remember, the orgies, the blood baths, and the kids. My voice cracked when I mentioned Brianna. He gave me an odd look.



  “That’s what nearly got you killed? Rescuing her?”



  I shouldn’t have been surprised that he’d ask such an insensitive question. As if because she was only human she wasn’t worth our time. I crossed my arms. “I’m not gonna argue with you about her. I’d do it again.” 



  He glared at me.



  “What about the mic, what happened last night?”



  “What?” He frowned. 



  “The IR detector. When I was stabbed, did you see the person that did it?”



  He sat and fiddled with his thumb ring. “No. My monitor went crazy right before it happened. Didn’t see a thing. It happened right after you left Grace’s house too.” 



  I frowned. So either he’d had technical difficulties or it was all somehow connected. Luc had told me yesterday it was only a prototype, prone to glitches. But then again, it was spot on with other things. “Did it happen before the priest got the jump on me?”



  His nostrils flared. “No.”



  I bit my bottom lip. Was I being completely naïve to believe it wasn’t him? It wasn’t adding up, and yet, he had ditched me. I sighed.



  I’ve always considered myself a decent judge of character, comes with the territory. I didn’t trust Billy, not really, yet he’d been helpful. He seemed as surprised by what we’d found down there as I had. Either he was the world’s best actor, or he hadn’t done it.



  “What about all that purple? Could it have been another glitch?”



  He looked at me, running his fingers through his hair. “You mean in Grace’s house?”



  I nodded.



  He shrugged, throwing his hands up in disgust. “I wish I knew.”



  I jerked my chin in the direction of the door. “Then maybe it’s time you get Kemen. We need to find out if anything we learned last night was accurate or nothing but smoke and mirrors.”



  The second Luc called out to him, Kemen stuck his head in the door. Made me wonder how close he’d been. “What’s up?” he asked, large frame filling the narrow space of my living room.



  He came and sat down next to me. Luc handed him the black box. “Take a look at this,” he said, “last night we got some crazy readings and I’m afraid it might have gone haywire.”



  Kemen popped open the black box, pulled a small screwdriver from out his back pocket and started fiddling around with the wires and knobby things inside.



  “Well,” he eyed it hard one last time, before turning to look at us, “on the surface everything looks okay. There’s no burn or rust damage, pieces are fitted tight where they should be.” He shrugged. “Won’t know if there’s something really wrong with it ‘til I can get it back to my shop and test the wiring, but right now, I’d say it’s fine. Why?”



  I glanced at Luc’s sullen demeanor. I didn’t want to give too much away, but we needed information. I scratched the back of my head. “Yesterday when I was at Grace’s, Luc saw purple everywhere.”



  Kemen frowned. “That true? How’d it look?”



  Luc walked into the kitchen, opened the fridge, pulled out the jug of OJ and poured himself a glass. “Anyone want?” he asked, we both shook our heads no. He took a long swig then finally said, “I don’t know, it was crazy. One second I see Pandora and two red marks, Grace and her assistant. The next this purple fog,” he shook his head, “for lack of a better word, rolled over the entire house, covering everything but Pandora herself.”



  “Hmm.” Kemen held up the box, narrowing his eyes into slits as if trying to somehow divine truth from it.



  “But that’s not all.” I licked my lips, palms starting to clam up. “Twice, someone got the drop on me...”



  Luc growled and poured himself another glass of juice.



  “...and there was nothing. Dead space. Black. How’s that possible? Shouldn’t paras transmit?”



  “Yes, they should. Unless...”



  Luc jogged back into the living room. “Unless what?”



  Kemen’s mouth turned down and he gave an embarrassed shrug. “You’re gonna think I’m full of it.”



  “Please—” I laid my hand on his arm. “Just tell us.” 



  He rolled his eyes. “Ah, okay. You know, Luc, I’ve been toying with the idea of I.R. for years, tweaking it until I developed the model I did today.”



  “Yes, right.” He nodded, sitting on the recliner with his elbows on his knees. “So what?”



  “I was out in the desert, testing out my ocular scopes and was having success, so I know it was working.”



  Luc waved him on impatiently. 



  “I saw Gabriel.”



  I pinched my nose. “As in archangel, Gabriel? Wings, flaming sword type?”



  He nodded. “One in the same.”



  “Flippin' awesome, dude.” I chuckled. It was probably uber blasphemous of me, but I’d always had an extreme fascination for the angels. They’re not your fluffy, pansy caricatures you see on TV, I’m not sure how that lie ever got spread. 



  Luc gave me a cross look which I ignored. 



  “How did you get away from him?” I asked.



  Kemen grinned. “I high-tailed it out of there before he caught me, but not before I saw that he didn’t transmit on I.R.” He swung his hand. “Zip. Zilch. Black space. Like what you said.”



  I thought about Billy and started laughing, which was a bad idea because the pain returned with a vengeance. I wheezed, holding onto my midsection. Luc touched my shoulder. I waved him off. “I’m okay.” I waited for the worst of it to pass before I said, “But seriously what caught me was no angel.”



  He shrugged. “Just telling you what I know. Anyway,” he stood, “if you guys don’t have any other questions I’m gonna go check this bad boy out, see if there’s anything wrong with it.”



  Luc slouched back in the seat, obviously unhappy.



  Kemen clapped the door and glanced over his shoulder. “We still got the night off right, boss? Because I’ll probably be tinkering with this thing well into the evening, see if I can’t work out some of the kinks.”



  I looked at Luc. 



  He saluted him. “Yeah, scram. Let me know if you find out anything.”



  “What the hell, Luc?” I said once Kemen left. “Who’d you give the night off to?”



  “Everyone.” He gripped the armrests and shoved to his feet. “I closed down the carnival. We’re done here.”



  It’s not often that I’m shocked, but I was then. “Excuse me?”



  His stare penetrated straight through me, made me shiver with its intensity. “Never again will I go through what happened last night. I’m coming with you. One way or another, this ends tonight. I’m gonna call Grace.” And just as he was set to step out my trailer a thought came to me.



  “Luc?”



  Foot in mid-step, he turned to look at me. “What?”



  “Who exactly found me last night? I want to thank them.”



  His jaw clicked once to the side. “I don’t know. We didn’t know where you were, we searched for hours. By the time we got back here you were already in your bed.”



  With that, he left.



  Chapter 23


  



  Later that night Luc and I were walking in silence toward Grace’s brownstone. I toyed with the crumpled wad of paper in my trench coat pocket, trying to understand what was going on around me. The Gray Man had warned me once again of trusting no one and yet he hadn’t said who, or why. This was all beginning to smack of one big mind screw. Somebody was throwing me red herrings, question was, who?



  And as if it weren’t already bad enough, Grace had refused to budge on her insistence that I work alone. Stating that the I.R. had detected the presence of a neph, therefore it was more important than ever that we keep a lid on things. 



  Problem was, and Luc had tried to explain it to her many times, the I.R. was far from trustworthy, Kemen hadn’t gotten back to us with any type of concrete data to state otherwise and none of it seemed to matter to her. So I’d come up with a backup solution.



  The second we got to within a hundred yards of Grace’s home I felt the eyes again.



  “Someone’s watching us,” Luc whispered, glancing over his shoulder.



  He was dressed entirely in black. As was I. Our long hair was pulled back and tucked under ball caps. We wore trench coats, not because it was cold, but to hide the swords we had strapped to our backs. Tonight we came to kill.



  “I know.” I rubbed the back of my neck, patting down the fine hairs. I jogged faster.



  “I’m going to check it out,” he said.



  For the briefest of moments my heart clenched. I wanted to tell him “no, don’t bother”, but it was time I let go. If it was Billy, then so be it. I clipped my head. 



  “I’ll meet you back in fifteen,” he said, then left.



  For the first time I breathed a sigh of relief. I was no longer in this alone. Now if only I could get Grace to commit to my plan, we’d be skatin’ pretty.



  I got to her home and bounded up the stairs, knocking on the door the second my feet touched the landing.



  Mary answered the door a moment later, swinging it wide, her expression harried and her eyes wide. I frowned, she looked awful. Her skin was tinged gray, her hair dull and greasy, as if she hadn’t washed today. This time there was no animosity in her; she stepped aside and let me in, never looking directly at me.



  “Do you need to speak with, Grace?” she asked, voice low.



  I nodded, words on the tip of my tongue to ask her what was wrong but she was gone before I could give them voice. 



  What was up with Mary? That hadn’t been like her at all. In fact, Mary had looked like a woman scared. Then I got my first good look around the place and saw half filled moving boxes everywhere. The angels on the mantel were gone, as were the drapes and books inside the bookshelves. 



  Like a tornado had ripped through the house, it was in a minor state of disarray. What was going on here?



  Grace’s grunts were followed by the swish of skirts and thumping of her cane as she slowly walked downstairs. Her skin was pale. She too looked changed. 



  “Grace, what's wrong?” I asked, by her side in seconds and helping her to sit.



  She accepted my help gratefully, leaning almost her entire weight on me. “After I talked with Luc,” she said, “I received word from the order that a major parasite disturbance has cropped up in Mexico. Bodies are being discovered at an alarming rate. Local police believe themselves on the hunt for a serial killer.”



  I cocked my head. “More vamps? Is this Molech ring spreading?”



  She closed her eyes and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “It doesn’t appear so. The bodies have been mangled, chunks taken from them. An arm here, a leg there, a nose, lips.”



  I winced. “Zombie?”



  The corners of her lip curled with disgust. “Aye. It would seem so.”



  “Okay wait,” I held up my hands, closing my eyes for a quick second, “does this have anything to do with the vamps?”



  “No.” She shook her head, her gray wispy curls danced around her face. “There’s no connection as of right now.”



  “Fine.” I swiped the air with my hand. “One problem at a time.”



  Grace gave me a worried smile. “Sadly, lass, I wish I could agree with ya. The order’s sending me to Acuna night after tomorrow. Mary has been packin’ all night.”



  I gave a short burst of stupefied laughter. “Do they not know we’re dealing with vamps running wild here? We can’t move on.”



  She shook her head. “You won’t. At least not until you’ve dealt with the vampire problem. You have things well under hand here. I’m no longer needed as liaison.”



  “Excuse me. Under control?” I threw my hands up in the air. “I. Do. Not...have things under control. Grace, we told you it’s a hive down there. I need back up.”



  She shook her head, mouth pinched with anger. “You cannot take any other neph with you, Pandora. It would compromise the mission. You said there was neph down there.”



  “No.” I shook my head adamantly. “I said we thought there might be. We’ve told you a million times the I.R. was running defective, to rely on any information we gathered off that is asinine.”



  She crossed her arms, bird chest beginning to rise and fall with the weight of her anger. 



  “I’m taking Luc,” I admitted, notching my chin in defiance.



  Grace stared at me; the look was hard and cold.



  “Without help I’m doing little more than committing suicide. A lone fighter, even a neph is useless against the might of numbers. I need help. Send me something. Give me something. Send members of the order. Anybody you trust, I don’t care. But I am asking you as a friend, because I cannot do this alone.” 



  And that was my last ace up the sleeve, plan B. Petition for help—not as the order’s brawn, but as one friend to another.



  “We have none to spare.” 



  I couldn’t believe my ears. Had she heard nothing of Luc’s report? “Grace, I didn’t just stumble onto a cult of few, I found the whole lair. Even I can’t promise I’d make it out of there a second time.”



  She slammed her hand down on her armrest in agitation. “We have bodies floating in lakes, zombies run amok.” She groaned. “Dear child, I wish it were otherwise. I wish I had an army of angels at my disposal, but I canna spare even one. And even if I tried, the order would overrule me. I am not even captain of my division; my power within the circle only goes so far.” Her eyes pleaded with me to understand.



  I shook my head, lost for words. Betrayed, upset; it didn’t even begin to describe how I felt. She reached for my hand, but I yanked it out of reach. “I should leave. I should leave you to clean up your own mess.”



  She took a deep breath. “To betray the order’s directives if to forfeit your life. Please, Pandora, don’t make me do that.”



  I snorted. “My life is forfeit either way.” The only reason I wouldn’t leave was those kids. Did no one care about them but me? 



  What the order was doing made no sense and what Grace did, less so. 



  “So what of my family?”



  She looked at the carpet, at the wall behind my head, at anything other than me. “We will give them a week to pack up.”



  I bit my bottom lip, hearing what she didn’t say. “And me?”



  Rheumy blue eyes held mine. “You stay until you are done,” she said, words ringing with finality. Irish brogue barely heard in the steadiness of that voice.



  I licked my teeth, strangely calm inside, though I knew it for the disbelief it was. Once I got over the shock, heaven help anybody who stepped in my path. “Then I guess I’d better finish this tonight.”



  The phone rang. She sighed, squeezed her eyes shut as it rang a second time, seeming to grow louder and more obnoxious with each subsequent ring.



  She stood to her feet, movements slow. “Please, Pandora, if it weren’t such...”



  “No. Don’t bother.” The phone seemed to scream this time. “You’d better answer that.” I turned and left, walked down the stairs, keeping my head low and hands shoved into my pocket.



  I’d been so sure and so wrong.



  Footsteps sounded behind me. I turned, expecting to find anything other than Mary running full speed at me, hugging the beige trench coat she wore tight to her slender frame. I jumped into a fighting stance and with the fluid movement of a trainer killer, grabbed one of many daggers strapped to my arm.



  She skidded to a halt, eyeing the weapon with large frightened eyes. She held up her hands. “Please, may I approach ye?”



  “What do you want?”



  She glanced over her shoulder. “I shouldn’t even be out here. Father be merciful,” she mumbled.



  I frowned, relaxing my grip on my weapon. 



  She licked her lips, opened her jacket and sank her hand deep into a hidden pocket.



  I tensed, holding up my knife. “Get your hand out of there.”



  Her skin turned a mottled shade of gray and white. “It’s a book. A book. Just a book,” she repeated, voice straining with nerves.



  I narrowed my eyes, but nodded for her to continue, wary for any sign of deceit.



  She pulled it out. Like the priests book I’d been given this one too was leather bound. She handed it to me. I took it.



  “I don’t know why I’m doing this.” She raised her eyes heavenward, crossed herself and then placed her thumb to her lip and kissed it. “Guard it with your life.” She swallowed hard, then turned swiftly on her heels and ran back.



  Stunned, I turned the book over. The stenciling was faded and small. “Castel Caudron.” 



  That was Anglo-Norman writing for: castle cauldron. An old English style of writing that faded sometime after the fifteenth century.



  Why had she given me this? I flipped through the book. Was this a clue? Some way to defeat the vamp swarm? 



  But with each turn of the page my heart sank lower and lower. It was a child’s book, a silly collection of poetry and sonnets depicting the life of a thirteenth century farm boy.



  I smelled sulfur.



  “What’s that?” Luc asked a second later, peering over my shoulder.



  I shrugged. “I don’t know. But we don’t have time to figure out this riddle either. She didn’t budge,” I said, closing the book.



  “Unbelievable,” he snarled. “It’s just us?” 



  I nodded, and started running, he followed. It was five ‘til ten.



  “Who was following us?” I finally asked, overcome by curiosity, hoping that maybe he had better luck than I’d had trying to figure out who it was.



  “Followed the trail for miles before it vanished.” He shrugged. “Whoever it was is long gone now.”



  I was aggravated but tried not to show it, he was right. Whoever that was wasn’t an issue at the moment, getting inside the club was. 



  I ported to the rooftop I’d been on yesterday and remembered the other book. Luc crouched on the roof’s edge looking like some gothic statue watching the streets below.



  I jogged to the vent and my stomach churned with relief when I spied my clothes and the book still tucked inside. I snatched it out.



  “I’ll be right back, Luc.”



  He looked over his shoulder. “Where you going?” 



  I jiggled the book Mary had given me at him, keeping the other one tucked behind the safety of my body. “I don’t know why she gave me this, but there must be a reason. I’m going to hide it.”



  He eyed me hard, as if trying to decide whether to believe me or not. Finally he clipped his head.



  I ported to my trailer, sailing on the breeze faster than I’d ever gone before. I took a second to gather myself after materializing, tamping down the vertigo before I trusted myself to walk.



  I shoved the books under my mattress and just as a precaution set a quick ward over it, and then I ported back to Luc. But even I wasn’t used to moving so fast, my molecules buzzed angrily, bouncing against one another so violently it was making my stomach roll. If I continued porting I’d puke. I had to stop.



  Spying an empty alleyway I jumped behind a dumpster a full block away from where Luc waited. I was still weak from the stabbing last night. Though the wound was no longer visible, my insides still ached and I felt at less than full speed.



  I leaned against the large metal garbage bin and greedily sucked in air, wiping my hand down my sweat slicked neck.



  Lungs still heaving and insides screaming I knew I couldn’t chance another port. I took two more breaths then started jogging, paying my surroundings little more than a cursory glance when I saw something that triggered a memory.



  Have you ever glanced at something without really looking at it? But then you do a double take and realize here was the clue you’d needed all along?



  A small white sign hung over the door of a nondescript building. Staring back at me was the image of a Chinese dragon and the black lettering of a single word: Neo.



  I ran, pumping my arms and legs with a burst of newfound adrenaline. 



  “I knew it,” I growled between clenched teeth. Vyxyn hadn’t returned last night and I bet I knew why. She must have been the black robed figure from last night. I’d broken its leg; she wouldn’t want to return until it had healed fully. She knew I’d know.



  Not even breathing heavy, I finally got to the building where Luc still crouched. I cupped my hands around my mouth and trilled a long birdsong.



  “Dora?” I heard his harsh whisper a second before he ported. 



  I turned on him. “It’s Vyxyn, Luc.”



  His brows gathered into a sharp vee. “What?”



  I gathered my glamour, wrapping my body tight in it. Like second skin, it clung to me. I was invisible to any I chose to be invisible to. The problem with using this much glamour is any parasite sensitive to the use of power would sense me, but stealth no longer mattered. I needed inside. After that, the walls would come tumbling down.



  Luc followed my lead and cloaked himself as well. He kept my pace. 



  “The other day I was at the chow hall when I overheard Vyxyn talk her nonsense. I didn’t think anything about it until I saw the sign.”



  “Sign?”



  I breezed past groups of people headed for the club, many of them turned, a startled look plastered on their faces as they felt me brush by them. But they couldn’t see me and I didn’t slow. 



  From the opposite end of the street a line formed behind Sanguinary. Some of the people held children, others didn’t. I gritted my teeth and ran with an extra burst of speed.



  My hope was to sneak inside with the group.



  “Neo,” I said, finally answering Luc’s question. “A restaurant one block from here. It’s her, Luc, without a doubt.”



  He didn’t speak again until we’d reached the door. It’d already opened and bodies were piling in. Children were screaming and trying to get away. Much more chaotic than last night. As if the kids themselves sensed the inherent danger of this full moon.



  I shoved more glamour down my body, thralling anyone who looked at me to not see me.



  My heart raced as I reached the door. I hugged the frame, and hunched, I did not want to expose myself until the door was secured and everyone was trapped inside. 



  The Vamp with the scarred face stopped talking; the hooded head turned my way and he narrowed blood red eyes. He was an elder and probably very good at sensing dark magick.



  “Who goes there?” he asked, voice deep and laced with the hint of a growl.



  I glanced at Luc and shook my head. He nodded. He wouldn’t attack until inside.



  I scooted past the vamp; all the while his dead eyes followed me. I knew he couldn’t see me, but he knew I was there.



  Luc entered next, but the Vamp was so intent on finding me he didn’t pay him any notice. When the last client entered, the Vamp swung the door shut; the metal rang with a shivering note of finality.



  The elder reached into his robe and pulled out a Smith and Wesson automatic then twirled on me. 



  “Come out and show yourself, Cheri,” he muttered with a slight trace of French-Cajun. “I promise I’ll make this painless.” The silky sweetness of his voice dripped with ironic intent.



  The children gasped as the adults threw themselves to the dirt floor. Panic swept the room.



  Luc and I revealed ourselves at the same moment. 



  “Neph,” he hissed, then shot at me, but missed by a hair’s breadth. The bullet ricocheted off the wall and I heard a man scream as he sat up clutching at his foot.



  Luc circled behind the Vamp who was trembling now. He shot again and again; one of the bullets grazed my cheek before I finally reached him. I grabbed his wrist and crushed it. He dropped the gun and his chest rose with what would probably have been a loud scream of warning, when Luc gripped his neck from behind and tore out his vocal box.



  The body collapsed to the ground. I sat on him, ripped my claws through his chest and tore his still beating heart out. I squeezed. Blood filled my nostrils, sprayed my face and eyes.



  I coughed, trying to wipe it off but only smeared it further. 



  As if watching the vamp die spurred the humans into their primal instinct to survive. They jumped up, pounding on the door.



  “Let us out,” a woman screamed. 



  Another man moaned, “I don’t want to die.”



  Anger whipped through my body with the speed of thought. My claws grew longer, sharper, Lust roared to life and demanded to be let loose. 



  “You ask for mercy,” I said, voice guttural and full of demon, “and yet you give none. None you shall receive.”



  My limbs reshaped, forming into something monstrous as I began to lose control. I advanced with slow, deliberate steps. Many started running down the stairs.



  “Pandora,” Luc said, at my side. I snarled. “Keep it in,” he warned. But I shoved it off. He hadn’t been here last night and for the first time in my life it felt good to let the demon take over. For the first time I didn’t want to fight it. I wanted to kill them all.



  The rest of the group followed downstairs, leaving the kids behind. Luc ran after them. Grunts and groans followed in his wake.



  I laughed.



  A child whimpered. A small sound and yet it was like slamming headlong into a tree. I blinked. Lust wanted blood. Yes, blood.



  No, another voice.



  I frowned.



  Blood! Screamed the demon, raking her claws down my sensitive innards. I clutched my stomach.



  The children. The children. The voice grew louder, the light overcame the darkness, and then a picture formed in my mind of a little girl in a pink dress. “Briana.” Her name was the anchor that brought me back. 



  “The kids,” I croaked, and the voice was my own. I licked my lips and looked at them, at their faces shiny with tears and I smiled. “It’s okay.”



  Several started to wail and shake like saplings in the wind. 



  “You’re safe now.” 



  But they did not trust me, not a single one. They’d seen who I really was and to them I was more the monster than the vamp had been. The older children hugged the younger ones to them and postured, warning me back.



  I couldn’t leave them unprotected and yet I couldn’t stay. I held up my hands and took five steps back. “I will not touch you, but please you must listen to me, those people that brought you were going to do terrible things to you, there are more kids downstairs and I have to save them, so I will need to leave you.”



  A child, looking no older than seven or eight asked, “Can we go home? Can we leave, please?”



  I shook my head. “I’m sorry, but no, you must stay here for now and I need you to do something for me. Can you do something for me?” I asked, my tone gentle and soothing, hoping to get them to trust me.



  The boy spoke up again, clearly the more brave of the pack. “What?” There was wariness tinged in the little voice, but not fear, as if he’d seen the worst of humanity before. 



  In some ways he reminded me of myself and I felt a growing affinity for the scrawny red head.



  “I need you to gather the children in a tight circle. I’m going to ward you, so no one can hurt you guys.”



  He cocked his head, as if mulling over my words. “How can we trust you? For all I know you’re just trying to make me think you’re nice so you can hurt us yourself.”



  “Pandora.” Luc touched my elbow, materializing beside me quiet as a stalking cat. 



  I nodded. We needed to go. Though I knew from personal experience how loud it was in the sacrifice room, someone might have heard and could be right now gathering troops to bring down the intruders.



  “Listen, kid...” I could tell this little guy was tough, probably grew up in the city and he’d likely respond better to a firm command then gentle cajoling. “You need to man up and trust your instinct. What does your gut tell you?”



  He notched his chin and the light of knowledge filled his big blue eyes. I breathed a sigh of relief. He gathered the children.



  “Pandora, hurry,” Luc whispered viciously.



  I growled. “I will not leave these kids without guard.”



  His anger punched at me like a fist. I ignored him and turned back around.



  Once the kids were in place I set a ward, taking longer than normal to make sure no one could penetrate through who meant them any harm. The silvery webbing of my magic settled around them like the pulsing light of jellyfish in deep waters.



  I nodded at the boy and he nodded back. 



  “You wasted valuable time,” Luc snarled and raced me down the stairs. I had to step over the twisted and mangled limbs of broken bodies. He’d killed them all and what’s more, I didn’t feel a thing.



  “You might be a heartless bastard but I’m not.”



  “You can’t save them all.” In less time than it had taken me yesterday, we were at the bottom of the stairs. He grabbed the latch and wrenched open the door, it swung in on silent hinges.



  “Maybe not,” I said, “but I’m damn well gonna try.”



  Chapter 24


  



  I raced ahead of him and glanced at the cages with every intention of ripping them open and pulling the kids out. I stopped and turned in a giant circle. Fear lodged in my throat like a greasy ball of wax.



  “Dora?”



  I looked at his confused expression. “The kids, Luc. They’re gone.” 



  The cages were empty. And no matter how far down I ran, it was the same, cage after cage, row after row. There wasn’t even a tingle or awareness of para close to me. 



  “They must all be gathered. Please, please,” I chanted, begging God to just this once hear the prayers of an abomination.



  Yesterday had been loud. The song of the worshippers had been so deafening it’d vibrated up the soles of my heels. Today it was as silent as creeping death. It gave me the chills. And unlike yesterday there was no golden light to follow; everywhere I looked it was pale misty blue. 



  I tried to recall the tunnels I’d taken through the convoluted maze to get to the large antechamber. I had to backtrack several times.



  “How big is this place?” Luc finally asked, glancing around.



  “Huge. Massive.” 



  We were in the room Billy and I had crouched on the beams, watching as the kids were yanked from out the arms of the adults. Where were the kids? Were we already too late?



  “Did you notice different routes into the chamber, or was there only one?” he asked.



  “Uh.” I squeezed my eyes shut, thinking. “Yes. A group had led a procession of sheep in from the sides.”



  “Okay.” He nodded. “Then it might be best if we split up here. You take the straight ahead and I’ll go left. Hopefully we can circle around and come at them from both sides. Pandora, whatever you do, do not engage until I give the signal.”



  I turned. He clapped my shoulder. I glanced at his hand, then at his solemn countenance. 



  “Keep to the shadows.” 



  I smiled softly at his use of our ancient battle cry. It’d been centuries since Luc and I had fought side by side, it felt good.



  “And you.” 



  I went north and ten paces in I smelled the sulfur, stronger than before, it almost seemed to coat my body with a sticky residue, clinging to my pores. I gagged at the stench of rotten eggs. This was different than yesterday. I frowned, fighting my nausea and began to wrap myself in glamour. I was getting close now.



  Ahead, I finally saw the entrance to the room. It was pitch black with thousands of shadowy figures standing unmoving inside.



  I crept in, keeping to the walls. The electric slide of parasites radiated up my arms and settled in my brain with an explosion of awareness. 



  Then the light spewed like a volcano, spearing the room with its red-hot intensity. The statue of Molech, red hands glowing and ready to accept its deadly offerings snared my eye. 



  Cries rang loud as red robed figures, both vamp and human, tore off their clothing and began to writhe and sing in exultation to their god. 



  The room looked as if it’d grown in dimension and proportion. As if by magic it was three times the size it’d been last night. At its center was a steel cage filled with children and more sheep, but what was odd was that not a single one—man or beast—uttered a sound. 



  I fought to breathe against the excruciating crush of panic. 



  A black robe walked up to the cage. Was it the same person from yesterday? Was that Vyxyn?



  The black robe swung the door open and yanked out a lamb. Oh God, where was Luc? I scanned the room. 



  I couldn’t find him.



  The animal was unnaturally quiet, as if thralled. It didn’t utter a sound even as the black robe picked it up and slung it over its shoulder. The black robe turned and carried the lamb toward a gray slab of stone.



  Yells, chants, and whistles erupted. The thunderous volume vibrated the very rocks.



  In all the chaos another figure darted in, this one dressed in a red robe. It was wrapped in glamour so tight that no one else seemed to notice it. This time it yanked out three children. But these screamed. Cried and kicked, and in the tussle one of the kids managed to shimmy up the figures robe. I caught a flash of its naked ankle and the undeniable mark of nephilim.



  I couldn’t wait for Luc, not another second. I shoved through the group intoxicated by the promise of bloodshed. I screamed for Luc. But over the madness it didn’t matter. I doubted anyone heard or cared. To them I was another voice in a crowd.



  The red robe slapped one of the children’s faces, spinning the little girl around until she dropped to the ground. A scarlet trail leaked from her lip.



  “Oh, Luc!” I screamed. Then I saw him racing out of a tunnel toward the slab and the black robe.



  I kicked vamps out of my way. But still they pressed in on me. I wasn’t gonna make it in time. “Oh please, please don’t let this happen.”



  My panic began to give way to a burning anger and I could feel my claws sharpen, my eyes turn. 



  The red robe straddled one of the children. Jubilant screams and songs rose up around me. Eerie howls of glee shivered down my spine like cold, wet fingers. The air sizzled with the lust of both human and vamp. 



  I was almost there. I shoved two more people out of my way. The kids battled for their life. They bit and kicked at the red robe. Pounding small fists into the back of its head, even as the knife came crashing down into the body of the one it straddled.



  “No!” And something inside me snapped, Pandora was gone and in her place something wicked came.



  I swatted, clawed, and killed until finally I reached the robe. I pummeled my fist into its head, snapping its head back and unmasking the neph.



  I blinked. So shocked it startled the demon to silence. 



  “Pandora, please,” Kemen held up his hand, “this isn’t what it looks like.”



  “Pandora gone,” Lust growled, “you’re next.”



  I reached for the sword in my scabbard and pulled it free.



  Kemen stood, kicking at the children who screamed and cried, “Why did you hurt us? Why?”



  Something was wrong. I could sense it, feel it. I screamed at Lust to go away, but she was firmly in control.



  No. Stop. This is wrong, not Kemen. I tried to shake Lust’s grip, tried to regain control of my body, but I was too weak and she was too strong.



  Kemen didn’t even move, or try to defend himself. He stared at me with huge sad eyes as I skewered his belly with my blade. 



  Lust threw her head back and laughed, kicking him to the ground. She straddled his body, smearing his blood on her hands. 



  Noooooo! I shouted over and over until my throat grew hoarse, I could feel myself growing stronger, begin to take back control of my body.



  Lust sensed it and panicked as she started to lose dominion. Her panic spurred her on. She sharpened her claws and sank them deep into his chest. Ripping out his heart. He jerked, but was still alive. Hand covering the hole in his body as he tried to stem the flow of blood.



  “Pandora...” His voice was feeble, weak.



  Lust licked her lips. There were two souls inside my body. Pandora and Lust. And we were waging a war against each other. 



  I slapped at the demon, kicked her. Fighting my way out of the little black box of consciousness she’d trapped me in.



  She stood and poised the tip of her sword at the base of his throat.



  “Neph, don’t.” A new voice, a low growl. I knew that voice. It washed over me, slamming Lust with a wave of sexual desire. 



  “Bi...lly,” and for a fraction of time the voice was mine, but then Lust took control again and growled, “not stop us.”



  I grabbed a hold of Lust’s soul with my vaporous fingers and squeezed her. She hissed. “Pandora. Let go,” she huffed.



  No. You will not kill him. You will not.



  Then she slammed her awareness against mine and it was like having ten thousand bolts of electrical impulses run through my brain, frying cognizant thought and any control I’d had. I cried and jerked. My grip on her went slack for a second. That was all it took.



  She cackled and swung the blade at Kemen’s neck, loping it off.



  I shrieked, and pummeled her as I slipped into the madness of grief. Then a body slammed into me, arms wrapped around mine. Then another body, and another. 



  Little arms around my neck. Mouths on my calves biting and grinding. I grunted, trying to shake them off. 



  Clapping. 



  “Well played, neph, well played,” said a small bell like voice. A little Asian girl walked up to me, wide grin splitting her face. I drowned in her black liquid gaze, lost to the tumultuous swirl of silver dancing through them. 



  The discovery of shock hit my demon full in the face. The little girl was really a demon in disguise and I’d recognize the evil glint in her eyes any day. Her name was Chaos, second in command to Wrath.



  Lust’s fear raced through my body like venom pumping through blood. I’ve always had the awareness of sharing my body with another, but for the first time in my life I felt alone and abandoned. Lust had tucked tail and run. Hiding so deep in my consciousness I could no longer sense her.



  Chaos snapped her fingers and a shimmering net, its luminous strands nearly invisible, spread around us. The humans and vamps continued on in worship, not one glancing in our direction. It was like being suspended in a different plane of existence. A realm separate and yet part of present reality. 



  “Oh no,” was all I could say in that moment when the reality of my circumstances finally hit home. The kids crawling on me weren’t kids at all, but more demons. LCD’s to be exact. That was why I kept smelling sulfur, because this cavern was crawling with full blooded demons. How many of the kids I’d seen had actually been kids?



  Oh my God. Oh my God. OhmyGodohmyGod…



  The one on my back stopped moving, as if waiting for Chaos to give them some form of acknowledgement. 



  “Hello, sister,” Chaos spat. The “s” in sister flickered with the sibilant sound of a snakes tongue. She grabbed my chin, yanked my head down and pierced my flesh with her black-clawed hand. My blood trickled down her chubby fingers and she giggled.



  “Chaos,” I snarled, the horror of my mistake only just beginning to take root. Kemen hadn’t been killing children. He’d been killing LCD.



  Chaos was in a form I’d never see her use before. But Lust recognized her brethren. Of all Wraths creations, Chaos was top of the pecking order. 



  “It was you, wasn’t it?”



  She lifted a delicate brow. “Me?” But I could tell by her smirk she knew exactly what I was talking about.



  “You were the black robe yesterday. You were the one that stabbed me. That’s why I didn’t sense you. It was you.”



  She sighed, squeezing her hands together as if she’d discovered a juicy secret. “My how observant we are. I think you deserve a cookie for that.” She laughed, and the sound of it chilled my blood. 



  “The black robe today? He was a rouse. You were the one all along.” 



  Her lip curled. “Of course I was.” Then she clapped her hands, and the sound of it was thunder. “Have fun boys.”  



  The LCD on my back squealed, and as one they began attacking me. They wrapped their fingers in my hair. Pulled and tugged. Ripping out hair in chunks. Others grabbed a hold of my arms. My legs. They tried to force me to the ground. 



  “Dora,” Luc screamed, his fear sliced through me. 



  “Lu—” I tried to call back, but a hand shoved down my mouth. 



  Chaos gave a lazy smile as she licked my blood off each of her fingers with long strokes and moans of appreciation. She made no move to join the LCD upon me, as if to do so were beneath her dignity. 



  I bit down on the hand and the LCD howled. A fist connected with the back of my head. Fingers shoved their way into my eye sockets, threatening to gouge my eyes out.



  Now when I needed to call on the power of my demon, Lust wouldn’t respond. It was like she’d gone catatonic in Chaos’ presence.



  A set of sharp teeth clamped onto my neck and pierced the flesh. My heart slammed against my chest. They were going to kill me and Lust wouldn’t help me.



  I rolled, slamming my weight down on the demon attached to my neck. There was a muffled crunching sound and the mouth released me. I gasped, covering my neck as hot blood spurted with the rhythm of my beating pulse. 



  Then someone head butted me. Lights danced inside my vision. I grabbed a neck. More hands began to claw at my body. I choke slammed the one I held and shoved the others off me.



  Something pricked me from behind. I jumped to my feet, turning in time to see another LCD with a needle in one hand and vial of my blood in the other. He grinned.



  And in that instant it takes you to blink I remembered the vamp in the field also trying to take a vial of my blood. But where he’d been unsuccessful the LCD had triumphed. But I didn’t have time to think on it more.



  I reached for him. But another tiny body slammed against mine with the force of a freight train. It knocked the air out of me and flung me back to the ground. 



  I couldn’t stop this. I’d get one away from me only to have another take its place. 



  “No.” A man’s roar filled my head, I turned to look and spotted him out of the corner of my eye. It was Billy and he was shoving bodies away as he raced toward me.



  Hands on my leg. Shoving my pant legs up, reaching for my ankles. Teeth cutting into my thighs. Tongues licking my face.



  One of them squealed when my birthmark was revealed. He traced the flesh with the tip of his sharp nail, drawing blood. I kicked his teeth in and was able to shake him. 



  I slapped at them, tried to move. But I was pinned down. My efforts were growing weaker and more useless by the second. The strength of the LCD’s overwhelmed me. Even in child form, it was more than I could handle alone. 



  I was bleeding everywhere. It filled my nose. My eyes. My mouth.



  I continued to punch, but muscles were starting to tremble with fatigue.



  A large body slammed against mine. Covering me. Crushing me. 



  I saw silver hair and a dagger swing toward me. I was not going to die this way. I elbowed Billy and connected with his nose. The bone jarring impact freed my hand just enough so that I could reach down the front of my shirt.  



  “Pandora!” I barely heard Luc yell. 



  “Do it now,” Chaos ordered. I wasn’t sure who she was talking to and frankly right now I didn’t care. All I knew was that somehow I had to shake Billy off me.



  “I will not let you kill me, Priest.” I snatched the ring and slammed it against the side of his neck, reciting: dust to dust, ashes to ashes.



  “Don’t do it,” he snarled, slapping my hand hard enough that the ring fell to the ground.



  But it was too late. Red and pink flames shot out of the ring, a thin line at first. But it became larger, wider and thicker as it grew. It threaded between us, like a snake curling around prey and squeezing tight in an ever-contracting circle. 



  It licked at my body, singed the hairs on my head. My skin blistered. The LCD on me howled as the inferno devoured them.



  Chaos sang with laughter as she shed her skin, revealing her true form.



  “Pandora,” Luc yelled, but it was a whisper inside the netting Chaos had cast. Like the memories of a dream, it echoed faintly. 



  Shredded wings pulled from Chaos’ back. She grew ten feet tall, covered in green scales of iridescent brilliance. Her face a frightful distortion of beauty; the snout long and her breaths sounding like the squeal of a dying pig. Tusks curled from the bottom of her jaw. Red eyes glowed with satisfaction. She curled her black taloned hands around her mouth and yelled, “Father, take us home.”



  Luc was so close, screaming my name. Billy jumped to his feet, drew his knife up.



  The clap of thunder roared around me. Darkness rolled in, grabbed me with cold fingers and sucked me down into a hole that had suddenly opened up in the earth.



  Terror clamped my throat shut. My skin was on fire. I burned and tried to scream, but nothing came out. I lifted a hand, but saw only white bone. I looked at the rest of me and I was nothing but skeleton, then flesh reformed and the fire ate it again. It happened over and over.



  I flapped my arms, trying to grab hold of something. But it was a seemingly empty tunnel of black. I could see nothing beyond myself.



  Then hands tore at me. Moans shrieked in my ears. “No,” they wailed. “Please, we’ll be good.” The ghostly whisperings made me shiver.



  Then I saw light. Blinding orange light. And I could see the end of the tunnel. See the rocky ground that loomed larger and larger as my speed continued to pick up.



  Hands still grabbed at me. “Please, take us out of here. We’ll never do it again...” Unknown and haunting voices that I knew I’d always remember in my worst nightmares. 



  I couldn’t save myself, much less anybody else. Terror wedged tight in my throat, so that I couldn’t speak. Could barely breathe.



  Molten lava bubbled in shallow pools filled with writhing, bodiless souls. 



  I was in hell.



  Literally.  



  I had barely enough time to cover my face with my hands before I slammed into the ground. I landed on spires of razor sharp rock. I was flesh again and it pierced me. It cut through organs. Muscle. Tissue. 



  I screamed as my skin began to melt from the heat. I was bone again and free of the rock.  



  I trembled and tried to stand, but then fell to my knees and clutched my ribs that were flesh and then bone, flesh and then bone. Every time the skin melted it was a brand new agony, growing worse and worse each cycle.



  The clang of metal drew my attention. Billy and Chaos and the other LCD that had attacked me were to my far left. They were swarming him. Stabbing him. He was a blur of moving shadow as he fought back. 



  An LCD hopped toward me, leering with a face half eaten by maggots. 



  “Leave her, she belongs to the Master.” Chaos pointed to the tiny furry demon.



  “Ya-el.” The booming voice cut through the madness of voices and battle and made my heart stutter. It was the monster of night, death and vengeance. It was the demon Wrath. 



  I grabbed my head. His presence sank in like black mold taking over my body.



  I was bone, but now there was a heart beating inside my ribs. 



  “Ya-el,” he whispered again, “at last you are mine.” 



  Evil. Dark. Pure. That voice shivered down my spine with its soul sucking cold.



  I gasped, clutching my chest as my heart went into cardiac arrest. Finally Lust seemed to snap out of her catatonic state. She curled her soul around mine, sinking her claws into my already frayed and battered consciousness. For the first time I not only welcomed her, I sobbed with joy to feel her return. Like it or not, she was a part of me. A part more vital than I’d ever believed was possible.



  The feel of her was like a warm blanket on a cold night. I drew off that warmth and wrapped myself in it. I winced, fighting Wrath’s voice in my head. Fighting his insistence that I get up and follow him.



  But it was a physical rending to do it. I hadn’t even realized I was still moving forward, but now I could make out the vague outline of his body. He was large, masculine, completely alluring.  



  And that voice... “Ya-el.” I shivered. How could I continue to fight this when every instinct inside me wanted to obey?



  “Come to me beloved, Ya-el. My favorite. You were always my favorite.” That voice intoxicated me, like heroin it shot through my veins in a glorious rush of pure white ecstasy.   



  I curled my bony fingers into the ground, battling every instinct to get up and throw myself at him. 



  “Ya-el, do you not desire me?” His words were soft, tender. So very gentle. I bit my lip and whimpered. 



  Ya-el, my true name. There was power in a name. I remembered that. The last bit of sanity left in me whispered this was wrong. I tried to understand why, but he called me again and that voice fell silent.



  As if there were a thread connected from his body to mine, he dragged me closer and closer toward him. I groaned, writhing with the beginnings of desire.



  “Ya-el,” he shoved more of his power into his voice, wielding my name like a sword and cutting me in two. Like a thin sheet of ice, the last of my frail resistance snapped. 



  Oh yes, pleasure coursed through me. Lust flared to life, filled me a longing so profound it felt like a little death. “Anything,” I whispered.



  “Come,” he said with the seductive burr of a lover.



  I stepped toward him and heard the heavy clink of chains. Adrenaline rushed through me. I could no longer remember why I’d ever thought to resist him. He was glorious. Beautiful. Suddenly all I wanted was to please him. Feel him wrap me in his large arms and take me. Even knowing that taking would kill me, it no longer mattered. It was him and me. There was nothing else.



  He laughed and repeated my name, each time I stepped one foot closer.



  He was so beautiful.



  I moaned. Lust sighed.



  “It doesn’t hurt anymore,” he said, curling his full firm lips. His long black hair fell in waves down his nude back, gleaming differing shades of twilight in the hazy orange light. An overwhelming desire to run my fingers through it and wrap it around my body crowded my thoughts. My fingers curled. His green eyes flamed and in them I saw the beginning of time. The stars, the heavens, all creation.



  “Come to me.”



  I smiled. I wasn’t hurting anymore. It was okay. This was good. This was right.



  He was so beautiful. Too perfect, it was an almost physical pain to gaze upon him and yet I couldn’t look away. Because to do so would only make it hurt worse.



  The roped muscles of his body flexed as he leaned toward me. Thick steel chains bound him to the rock wall. I frowned, wanting to take the chains off. Free him, hold him and worship all that masculine splendor. 



  “A kiss,” he said, lips curving. 



  “Yes,” I said. I tried to think, to work up some emotion outside of this moment. But it was as if I’d never existed before this. My life was a blank. I should have been terrified. But I wasn’t. There was nothing but a hard certainty that I belonged here with Wrath. I lived for him. And I’d die for him. 



  “No!”



  I stopped, my left foot suspended mid-step.



  “She’s mine.” 



  The voice was so familiar. It tugged at me. At some hidden thought buried deep in the central core of my very soul. It pulled me back. Made me pause. 



  “Come to me,” Wrath roared. I blinked, frowned. An internal battle waged inside me, the obsessive need to obey and the tiny fluttering memory trying desperately to make itself known. I edged my foot forward.



  I was grabbed from behind and flung to the ground. The jarring impact snapped me violently back into the present. I screamed, writhing and bucking and able to turn my head to the side long enough for me to see who held me down with such force. Billy sat on my back with his hand pinned between my shoulder blades.



  “Get off,” I grunted.



  “Shut up,” he growled through clenched teeth.



  “Get him,” Wrath commanded.



  Then bodies were on top of us, dragging Billy off me. I jumped up only to have the furry, maggot faced LCD of earlier fling himself at me.



  He wrapped his claws around my neck, blood lust dripping from his eyes. But I was bone now, not flesh. I shoved my arms between us, broke his hold and slammed him to the ground. I punched through his chest. My fist sank through muscle, gristle and between the ribs as if he’d been made of sand. I grabbed his heart and ripped it out, throwing it away.



  He snapped at me. His fangs gnawing at my arm. I seized his head and twisted it off.



  Killing him in the style of a neph. But he wasn’t neph and I was unprepared for what happened next.



  “Pandora, no!” I barely heard Billy’s anguished cry. But it was already too late.



  The furry body exploded in a shower of blood and bits of gore. A black oily substance floated out and then slammed into me.



  I screamed, curled into a tight ball as dark madness consumed me. Hair tore through my skull. Muscle formed to bone. Veins ran with blood. Flesh knit itself to me.



  My brain ran with memories of something dark, something evil. A new presence lurked inside my mind. A canvas of bitter hate dwelt in a dark corner, infecting me with its poison. Memories, not my own, ran in a constant blur of motion.



  Distorted limbs and bloated bodies. Blood everywhere. Disease. Waste. Famine.



  In that moment, realization dawned. The LCD I’d just killed was Pestilence and it was his tainted soul consuming me. 



  I was dying. Lust screeched, battling for dominion against the foreign body invading us.



  I fell to my face. Tiny pebbles gouged my cheek and cut me open. Sweat bathed my body. I curled into the fetal position. The pain, like a living entity, ripped me apart from the inside out. I couldn’t think to move. To do anything other than moan.



  The cries and grunts of fighting went on around me. Why was I here? How had I gotten here? I needed to get away, but my body wouldn’t obey my command to move.



  “Ya-el.” Wrath again.



  I moaned, cupped my ears and rocked back and forth. “No,” I croaked with a voice I hardly recognized.



  The world tilted. My stomach heaved.



  “Ya-el...Come to me.”



  “Nugh,” I muttered nonsense, resistance slipped as the new monster inside demanded I obey the Master.



  Pestilence took hold of my limbs, Lust was losing ground. I hadn’t fed her in days and she was growing weak. Something wet leaked down my nose. 



  I started moving. Pestilence exerted his will, forcing me to use limbs unable to sustain my weight. I dragged myself, inch by bloody inch, my fingers split open and a bloody mess as I continued to scrape them along the rock.



  I bit my bottom lip. “God please,” my voice broke.



  “He won’t hear you down here,” Wrath mocked, derision filled laughter echoing around us. The screams of the tortured rose in crescendo at the sound of his voice. 



  “He doesn’t respond to dogs,” he spat. “You want me, Ya-el, inside of you. Admit it.”



  “No.” But even as I denied it my broken body responded to the black death of seduction in his voice. I whimpered, and turned my face away. He was too beautiful to gaze upon. Too perfect. My breasts were heavy, my thighs wet and even though every inch of me screamed in agony I knew if he touched me I’d let him take me and gladly die in his arms.



  Dancing fire caught my eye. Not the liquid heat of lava, but pure white light.



  It was Billy, wielding a sword of flame. He parried, thrusted, felling many demons. Then he twirled, brown eyes glittering with rage as he advanced on me.



  I urged my body to move but all I could manage was the slow crawl of death. 



  Everything happened so fast. Billy was upon me; face a cold mask of hatred. Sword lifted. 



  “Mine,” I heard Chaos screech.



  “Billy,” I croaked with a voice grown hoarse. Now I knew Luc had been right, Billy had meant to kill me all along. In that moment I knew how Kemen must have felt. I was too tired to fight, too tired to care. A small smile tipped the corner of my mouth as I waited for the blow that would finally end my wretched life. 



  The cold fingers of death shivered the air. I felt its presence like an electric current slide against my flesh. But it wasn’t my body death pricked.



  A flash of silver sliced through Billy’s chest. His eyes grew wide, as if shocked. He stared at the spike jutting from his stomach as a bloom of crimson began to spread against the white of his shirt.



  Those big brown eyes of his I’d always found so mesmerizing looked at me with inexpressible depth of sorrow. He mouthed something I couldn’t understand and then dropped to his knees.



  “Billy.”



  Then he disappeared in an explosion of color. 



  Fingers of light—pearl and gold—stretched the length of the room and snatched the darkness out.



  There were groans and howls of pain all around. 



  “No,” Wrath roared. “Not possible. He can’t...” 



  I jerked as the light touched me. The demons inside me shrieked, shrinking back. But the light sank in deep, stripped away the darkness and quieted their voices.



  I gasped; the pain in my body choked me. Was I dying?



  I could no longer hear Lust or Pestilence. For the first time it was totally quiet inside my head. I wanted to cry, but I laughed instead, swallowed in the warmth of that light. 



  Peace.



  Beautiful peace. 



  I smiled, even as the agony of my wounds slowly leeched the life from me. My heart thumped slowly.



  This was what Kemen had sought. Kemen, my beloved friend. “I’m...sorry.”



  Everything started to turn fuzzy.



  Thump. 



  Tired. So tired.



  Thump. 



  “Hang on.” Strong arms scooped me up. 



  My lashes fluttered and for a second I saw gray. “Gray...Ma...?”



  He touched my forehead and whispered words I could not understand. When he moved his hand the pain was gone. I was whole but now the pain was replaced by lethargy so deep I couldn’t resist its pull. I passed out.



  Something shoved hard against my shoulder. I cracked open an eye unsure how long I’d been out but had to squeeze it shut immediately as an overwhelming sensation of vertigo rushed through me. Was I floating?



  I groaned. So tired. Air rushed past me in an ear splitting whistle. Everything was still black and empty, but I was warm, cradled in strong arms.



  Who was holding me? I couldn’t remember.



  Sleep dragged me under again. Kemen’s smiling face danced behind my closed eyes. “Sandman.” I gave a happy sigh. “Is that you?”



  He touched my cheek. 



  “They weren’t children. LCD.”



  “I know.” The deep voice dragged me under, made it hard to think. But I had to tell him. He had to know.”



  “Thought...killed you. So sorry. So, so sorry.”



  “Sleep, my beauty.” 



  I snuggled in his arms. Eyelids weighted down. It’d been a dream. A bad dream. “Love you, Sloth.” 



  “I…do too.”



  I smiled at the love trembling in those words, he hadn’t said, but I’d heard it all the same. I would be all right now, because Kemen was holding me. All was right with the world, it’d been a dream. Just a very bad dream.



  Chapter 25


  



  Birds chirping. Bad taste in my mouth. I grabbed my head. Too much light. I winced and sat up. Where was I?



  Then my hand brushed something hard. I glanced down.



  I was on my bed, in my room. I licked my lips and picked up the small tape recorder. There was a note tapped to the front with one word scribbled on it: listen.



  It was signed G.M.



  I clenched my jaw until my molars ached. Instinctively I knew whatever this was, I wouldn’t like it. But curiosity... I clicked play.



  “I don’t give a bloody hell what ye have to do to bring Kemen to that club, ye do it.” 



  Sweat beaded on my brow. The voice was Grace.



  “Let me worry about Pandora, stupid chit believes anything I tell her. She sucks up me crumbs of love like a starving child. She is utterly blinded to me. Do not worry about her.”



  I gasped, hyperventilating, unable to believe my ears. It hadn’t been a dream. “Oh God.” I swallowed the bile.



  “I don’t effin' care how ye make it happen, ye just make it happen. She believes the neph is rogue, she’ll kill him, trust me on that.” 



  I covered my mouth with my hand.



  “Aye, she’s got the ring.” 



  I started shaking and fisted my hand into the blanket.



  Her terrible laughter pelted through the tiny speaker. “If she is the woman of prophecy, we’ll know tonight. If not she’s expendable.” 



  The loud buzz of static filled the room. The recording stopped. 



  I shoved my hand into my mouth to keep from screaming and ran to the bathroom. I turned on the shower to the coldest setting. Stripped off my clothes and sat down, swinging the curtains shut. I hugged my legs to my chest as I rocked. The water was like shards of ice as it touched my skin.



  A black bottomless pit of raw and awful grief welled up inside me. Sounds spilled through the room. Hopeless, empty moans. 



  Visions of that night filled my head with the awful agony of truth. 



  “Not a dream. Not a dream.” I couldn’t seem to say anything else. My brain was stuck in one gear, in that awful lonely place.



  I groaned, growing louder and louder. Heat crept into my eyes. “Kemen.” My voice was reed thin. I swallowed hard. My vision grew blurry.



  The dark void stretched long fingers throughout every part of me. It started in the pit of my stomach, ran up my arms and down my legs and then finally filled my head. It ate me like a slow leeching cancer. I rocked faster. 



  “Kemen. Kemen. Kemen!” I screamed the last, the sound of it more like a mournful wail. I threw myself forward and shook as sobs wracked my body.



  For the first time in my life, I cried.



  I don’t know how long I stayed that way, screaming and mumbling, drowning in her betrayal and the anguish of his loss before I smelled sulfur.



  “Pandora!” Luc threw back my curtains.



  I shook my head and sobbed. “Oh my God, Luc, oh my God, I killed him. Oh my God.” 



  He grabbed me, hugged me to his body. I clutched his shirt. “She lied to me. She lied to us. Oh God,” I moaned.



  Then I was on my bed. He was hugging me, fingers digging into my back. I didn’t let him go, just squeezed harder. His hands were on my face. He wiped away the tears, but still more came.



  “I killed him, Luc. She made me kill him.”



  “Dora, ssh.” He patted my face. “Kemen was rogue.”



  “No,” I yelled and hugged my arms to my chest. “She lied. She lied. It was LCD. He killed LCD, not children. She set us up. Play it.” I pointed to the recorder, then covered my eyes with my hands and rocked back and forth.



  I hiccupped, great sobbing stuttering breaths. Luc played the recording several more times, seeming as shocked as I’d been. But with each playback his anger grew and morphed. He looked at me. 



  Luc grabbed me by the back of my head. “She would have killed you. I’ll kill her,” he snarled, his anger stirring mine. “I’ll tear her limb from limb.” 



  “No.” I slammed my hand on his chest. “She’s mine. She betrayed me, betrayed my trust. She’s my kill.”



  A muscle worked furiously in his jaw. 



  “Luc, she’s mine. Do you hear me? Mine.” I brooked no argument, I would take none. Yes, Grace had betrayed us all, but she’d used me to do it. 



  He glanced away, eyes a dangerous shade of purple. I hugged his neck and kissed his cheek. His fingers dug into my waist. Mint of his warm breath fanning my neck, washed my skin with goose flesh.



  I was so cold inside, so empty. I needed his warmth. His touch. Something to let me know I was still alive even though every beat of my heart made me feel I was slowly dying.



  He nuzzled my neck. “She nearly killed you, Dora.”



  I trembled. His strong hands kneaded the stiff muscles in my back. I groaned and turned into him, pressing myself against his hard chest, greedily sucking up his warmth. 



  “I’m so cold,” I stuttered, squeezing his neck harder.



  He kissed my cheek. Then my nose. My closed eyelids. I moaned and he groaned. His lips touched mine. 



  I kissed him back. But the kiss was more than sex, or desire. It was the breath of life, of the knowledge that I was alive. Not whole. Not the same. But I lived. 



  My hands were frantic as I ripped his clothes off. He laid me down on the bed, mumbling incoherent words I couldn’t understand. Then he was inside me.



  I arched my back and for a second there wasn’t pain—or death, or anger, bitterness, or even the self-loathing of taking a life that mattered more to me than my own—there was only now and the pleasure Luc’s body could bring.



  His desire swept through me, raced down my skin with its fiery brushstroke, shifting my body into his Blonde bombshell. I wrapped my legs around his waist, matching his rhythm and groaning as I reached the peak of the spiral. Then I cried out, as the orgasm violently ripped through me. And for one glorious moment I forgot it all.



  Lust, who’d grown strangely dormant, roared to life, flexing her muscle. She stretched inside me and filled me up. She fed off Luc’s desire, purring with satisfaction. But there was something else now, something dark, and small, and twisted, and it too stirred.



  And with it, I came crashing back down to reality. My heart sped; the foreign darkness was a sour taste in my mind. 



  I grimaced, wanting to peel it off me. Fling it away. Luc stirred, sensing my agitation. He looked down at me. “Pandora?”



  I shook my head and slid out from under him. I wrapped my arms around my thighs and rested my head on my knees.



  “What’s wrong?” he asked, caressing my calf with his fingers.



  I stared at the wall in front of me remembering last night and the furry demon hopping toward me. 



  “I went to Hell, Luc.” I glanced at him.



  It was as if he’d become a wall of living stone. There was no betraying movement to hint that he’d even heard me. Finally he asked, “How?” His voice was flat, emotionless. As if we talked of the weather or things that didn’t matter. 



  “The ring.” I gave a bitter laugh. “She played me for a fool the whole time. The ring was spelled. It was never meant to kill him, it was meant to kill me.”



  He clenched his jaw and I knew what he was thinking, all the times he’d told me to use it on Billy. Guilt etched a line between his brows. 



  “Don’t blame yourself,” I said.



  “No.” He punctuated the word with a shake of his head. “I told you to use that a million times. I was so angry with you, Pandora. So angry that you kept choosing that priest over your safety. If I hadn’t...”



  “No.” I placed my finger over his lip. “I would have used it anyway. At some point I would have gotten brave enough to use it. I trusted her, Luc. The whole time I doubted everybody else, even you at times, but never really her. I’d question things, things she said or did, but I never believed it, not with her. I just kept thinking I was seeing things wrong. That the day her house felt ice cold it was me having a panic attack. Me trying to see ghosts where there were none, because she was Grace. She was my ally, my friend. She would never betray me. She loved me.” I snorted, disgust dripped off my tongue. “She was right, I sucked it all up and always came begging for more.”



  The pain of losing Kemen began to churn with a new thread of emotion inside my belly. Betrayal. 



  “What I can’t understand,” he said, rubbing his jaw as if trying to scrape the skin off, “is how perfect this worked out. It was as if they’d orchestrated this whole thing.”



  “The molestation ring.” I spat, repulsed by the new lows Grace had sunk to. “She set that up. She must have. It’s the only thing that makes sense. I wouldn’t have risked my life for anything else but innocent kids. She knew that.”



  He shook his head. “You honestly believe she fronted that entire thing? Those were real kids. You saw them.”



  Luc was still hanging on to the same thread I’d tried so hard to keep where Grace was concerned. Because the thought of her betraying us had seemed crazy, so far beyond the realm of possibility that it was unacceptable to even allow our minds to go there. But I was done being willfully ignorant. She’d tried to pit me against everybody, even Luc. 



  “Yeah, but only to make it more authentic. Casualties didn’t matter to her, this was never about cracking down on a vampire run molestation slash Molech worshipping ring. You and I both know the vamps were never smart enough, never organized enough to pull off something like that. The entire thing was a set up. To get me. She used my one weakness against me, the one thing I’d cross heaven and hell to try and save. Children. She took them there that first night, made me feel something, want to be the hero. But mixed in with those kids were LCD and somehow Kemen was smart enough to figure that out. That’s why he went there, to kill them, I just wish to God he would have told somebody. The whole damn thing was a set up.”



  My fingers were curled into tight balls by my side, the inside of my body so full of heat and fury that if I could have spit fire I’d be burning the place down. 



  “But how?” He grabbed the hairs on the side of his head and gave a hard tug. “You could have used that ring at any point, but you didn’t. Instead you waited until the night you saw Kem.”



  My stomach dipped. “I can hardly think clearly right now. I’m so upset.” My voice broke. I waited until I could trust myself to speak without crying again. “When I think about it, Luc, I’m not sure they cared whether I killed Kemen or not. I think all of this was about me. I think if I hadn’t told Grace about my priest problem she would have found some other reason for giving me the talisman, it just so happens I provided her with the perfect excuse.”



  “Fine, she was after you. That’s obvious in hindsight. But there’s more to this.” He shook his head. “On the tape she seemed as interested in the priest as she was in you. Why?”



  I shrugged. None of this made sense to me. 



  “What prophecy was she talking about? You survived, Pandora.” His blue eyes were twin pools of misery and confusion. “Are you that woman? Is this only the beginning? What else is gonna happen?”



  I twisted my lips. “I wish I knew.” 



  We sat wrapped in silence, each of us deep in our thoughts. I don’t know how much time passed, but when next I looked, sunlight had crept long golden fingers through my room chasing back the shadow of early morning.



  I jerked, surprised when I felt his hand trace the line of my jaw. “How did you get back home, Pandora? I searched the woods. I searched the club. Dora, how did you come back?”



  The Gray Man. I closed my eyes, remembering his strong arms. The white light. The screams of the damned behind us. Who was he? Who could enter Hell and not be harmed by it? 



  Only demons. And angels.



  But demons don’t do white light. And if the Gray Man was an angel, he was unlike anything I’d ever seen before. 



  I hung my head. “I prayed. I was dying. Wrath had me thralled.”



  His thumb traced the seam of my lips. “Did you escape on your own?”



  “No.”



  His mouth turned down. “Who brought you back?”



  Even though I was no longer in Hell, thinking about it filled me with dread. I shivered and looked at my hands remembering the bones they’d been. Remembering that last lingering look Billy had thrown me. My heart ached, my temples hurt. 



   “I don’t know," I finally whispered after a while. I wish I did, but I don’t know.”



  The Gray Man, whatever he was, was not an angel. He couldn’t be. So what was he?



  “Friend or foe?” Luc asked.



  I threw up my hands. 



  “So the order’s out to kill you. Someone rescued you, but you don’t know who. Where’s the priest?”



  I glanced at him. My heart lurched at the mere mention of Billy. Even now, I cared. Had he actually been there to kill me as I'd initially thought? I’d seen the violence in his eyes, his raised sword. And yet, he'd thrown himself atop me to keep from taking those last fateful steps toward Wrath.



  “Chaos stabbed him,” I said in monotone.



  “Is he dead?”



  I bit my bottom lip to keep from betraying the slight tremor coursing through it. “Probably.” Simply admitting that hurt so much I felt like I couldn't catch a breath. 



  I quickly switched topics. “What happened to the worshippers?” Now it was Luc’s turn to look uneasy. 



  He turned and dropped his head into his hand. “When you disappeared...I lost it.” 



  I rubbed his back.



  He grabbed my hand and placed it against his chest. “I killed anybody who crossed my path.”



  “The kids?” I managed to squeeze out.



  “Some died, Dora.” 



  I tried to pull my hand away.



  “No.” He grabbed me back. “Not by me. I didn’t touch them. I swear.” 



  I could read the sincerity in his panic stricken gaze. I’ve seen Luc lose himself to the monster before and for the first time in my life I could now say I have too. I frowned.



  “Please tell me you believe me.” He shook me softly.



  I’d lost my will to my demon because of blind rage, thinking I’d seen Kemen killing children. Losing all rational thought because of that. Luc must have felt something similar when he’d nearly killed me. 



  I cupped his chin and gave him a sad smile. Even in my rage I’d directed my anger solely at Kemen. I know I would never have touched the children. Neither would he.



  “I believe you, Luc.”



  His eyes closed and his shoulders sagged with relief. 



  “What happened to the rest of the LCD?”



  Haunted blue eyes held my own. “They ran. I followed and killed the ones I caught. Dumped them in the streets.” He clutched my fingers, holding them to his lips. “Dozens, Pandora. I couldn’t stop.”



  I scooted near him, laying my head on his shoulder. 



  “When I saw you with Kem, I figured he was our rogue. I called Bubba and Vyx on my cell. Then it was all madness, you disappeared and I went feral.” Muscles in his jaw flexed. “They found me in the streets. Bubba knocked me out, dragged me home.”



  “Oh my gosh, Luc, all those bodies,” I murmured, “the police will find them. How can we explain that away?”



  “Vyx helped...” His eyes flicked to my face then down at the carpet, “calm me.”



  I knew what he meant. I touched his cheek and let him read the truth in my face. It didn’t matter. I’d have done the same.



  He clipped his head. “I went out again this morning to look for you, retraced my steps.” He tucked a blonde strand of hair behind my ear. “The bodies were gone. All of ‘em. Humans and Vamp.”



  “What?” Confused, I pinched the bridge of my nose. “What happened to the kids?”



  “They were there. The ones that survived were still huddled together in the large cage. They didn’t even try to leave, Dora.”



  “Did you call the cops?”



  He nodded. “They’re down there now. It’s all over the news.”



  I rubbed my temples. “None of this makes sense to me. None of it. Why the kids? Why involve the vamps?” I rolled my neck from side to side, trying to work out the knot at the base of my skull. “Was this even about me?”



  “Why would you ask that? Of course it was? Grace tried to kill you.”



  I scooted off the bed and started pacing back and forth. Something about all of this kept nagging at me. “But why me? What makes me special? She didn’t seem to care if I lived or died, unless I was part of the prophecy. No.” I scratched my head. “This is bigger than vamps, and I suspect this new zombie infestation plays a part in all of this.” 



  He stood and ran his hand down his face. “I have a sick feeling that this is just the beginning.” He paused, studied me for a second and then licked his lips.



  I cocked my head. He was nervous about something. “What’s wrong, Luc?”



  He squared his shoulders. “Bubba brought Kem home last night.”



  Hearing that was like taking a punch to the gut. My mouth turned down.



  “We’re gonna prepare the body and have a funeral.” He gripped my shoulder, then turned and left. 



  I sank onto my bed and stared with unseeing eyes out the window. I didn’t move. I sat until the sun disappeared behind the thicket of trees.



  And as each minute, each hour ticked by I grew more and more upset. It gnawed away at me. Pestilence seemed to like the anger more than Lust. He goaded me, spurred me on. 



  Go kill her. He told me. Kill her. Look what she did to you. She doesn’t deserve to live.



  My breathing grew heavy. I jumped to my feet, got dressed and ported. My booted feet pounded the deserted sidewalk of downtown. And with each step my rage mounted, twisted into an ugly, horrible thing.



  I got to 666 Elm and snarled. I should have seen the clues. Trust no one. 



  I wrapped myself in glamour and ported inside. Silent, I moved up the stairs. The only sounds in the house were the constant tick tock of the wall clock. I maneuvered my way around the maze of boxes lining the upstairs hallway.



  There were four doors, all closed. It was cold up here. Freezing. I turned to look at the closed door on my left. The hairs on my arm stood up. When I breathed steam curled from my lips. 



  Then suddenly it all made sense. Pestilence knew what I had not. The cold I’d felt the first night I’d visited Grace was a portal. A doorway between this realm and Hell.



  She’d been the one slipping LCD into downtown. Grace had bought the home, not because she needed a soft bed to sleep on, but because she needed a safeguard for the gateway.



  And now because of the presence of Pestilence within me, the proximity of the portal no longer affected me. Did this mean I was more demon now than human? Angrily I shoved that thought away. I’d worry about that some other day. Not now. 



  I narrowed my eyes. Hanging from one of the doors was a purple and teal mumu. 



  Pestilence smirked. Blood. Blood. He coo’d.



  I licked my lips and pulled a knife out of my pocket. “Everywhere,” I trilled, finishing his song. He wanted blood and tonight I would grant his request.



  I opened the door with the mumu and a long slow grin spread across my face. There she lay, in the middle of the bed, one hand flung over eyes, the other clutching a rosary.



  I glided to the side of the bed. Blue liquid drops of moonlight kissed her temple and highlighted the gray strands of hair. 



  “You liar,” I hissed, loud enough that she should have woken up. 



  A gentle snore fell from parted lips.



  “Wake up and face me,” I said through clenched teeth. I wouldn’t kill her like some coward in her sleep. I was going to stick the knife through her heart and make her watch while I did it.



  “Wake up,” I yelled it this time, grabbed her shoulders and shook her violently. Her head lolled from side to side, but still her eyes didn’t open. 



  What was this? She was breathing. She was alive. 



  A crystalline pulse of power shivered down my spine. I twirled and saw a black blob of dancing shadow shape and form itself until it stood before me.



  “Pandora,” the Gray Man said, and I knew what he’d done.



  He’d placed her in a catatonic state.



  “Why?” I screamed, throwing my knife to the ground. “How dare you steal my revenge?” Tears blinded my eyes, I swiped them away. “You show me that tape and expect me not to come? Stay out of my life.”



  I was breathing so heavy I shook with it.



  “There is the prophecy to learn. You cannot kill her. Not yet. She has to believe that she’s failed and you know nothing. You must continue to work with her.” The deep timbre of his voice shivered across my flesh.



  “I could care less about some stupid prophecy. You think I owe you a thing just because you saved my life?” 



  He glided forward and as he moved the pressure in the room grew thick and heavy. It crushed me against the wall, so that it felt like unyielding hands pinning me by the waist. Paintings Grace hadn’t yet packed crashed down around us.



  “You should care. Don’t delude yourself into thinking that this has nothing to do with you. It has everything to do with you.” His words were vicious barbs.



  I tried to fight back, force my will against his. But he was too strong. “I don’t care anymore. She can kill me. I don’t care.”



  “No she can’t,” he growled, and again I saw a burning glow of amber burn bright within the hood. “I won’t let her kill you.”  



  I laughed and the sound was caustic to my ears. “For all I know you’re going to try to kill me too. Oh wait, you already tried once. Who are you?” I balled my hands into fists. “You’re no angel, I know that.”



  I could feel his anger; it lifted the fine hairs on my arms and the back of my neck.



  After a lengthy pause he finally said, “Who I am doesn’t matter. What I know does.”



  “What do you know? Tell me. Did you know she was going to make me turn against one of mine? Did you know the order planned this whole charade? Just what do you know?” 



  “We must learn about the prophecy. You will help me.”



  I chuckled. “Kill me, Gray Man. If you think threats will work, think again. I’m dead inside. I’ve got nothing left to lose.”



  He moved closer, so close his faceless body hovered inches from mine. I stared into a yawning chasm of shadow and twin dots of burning light. The power emanating from him rolled through the house like thunder.  



  “If you think losing that boy is the worst it can get, then you’re sorely mistaken.” The gravel quality of his voice rubbed against my body like sandpaper.



  My nostrils flared and what I felt then wasn’t hot anger, but the cold; the kind of cold anger that settles deep and burns brighter. “What do you mean?”



  He stepped back and I gasped as the pressure against my body finally eased. I rubbed my aching hips.



  “You’re smart. Figure it out.” 



  I bit the inside of my cheek, suppressing the urge to run over to Grace, straddle her and stab her through the heart until the hurt inside my own stopped.



  I swiped up my knife and walked away, not bothering to look back at him.



  There was only one person left in the world who’d I’d die for. And though it was only one, his was a life I would never gamble. It wasn’t worth it.



  I ported back to the carnival. The machines had been taken down already. Aside from a few winking trailer lights, it was dark. A blood red moon hung heavy in the sky.



  I kicked at a rock with the toe of my boot and watched it skip across the blades of grass. 



  I glanced at Luc’s trailer and looked away. I didn’t want to go there. I hugged my arms to my chest, never feeling as alone as I did right then. What was I gonna do?



  “Pandora?” Vyxyn’s soft voice cut through my melancholy. 



  Her hair was powder blue and caught up in a short ponytail. She was dressed in a Hello Kitty tank and shorts sleep set. She looked ready for bed. I wondered if she’d been looking out her window waiting for my return.



  “I know I always give you crap,” she said, “but mostly it was because I always thought you too weak.”



  I snorted and glanced away. Like that was a shock.



  She touched my shoulder. “I never thought you’d kill Kemen.” She said it with respect, and a touch of awe. As if she was seeing me for the first time. 



  “How dare you?” I slapped her hand away, lashing out at her with all my bottled frustration. “I loved him. I didn’t kill him for fun. Screw you.”



  I shoved past her and ran with no destination in mind. In Vyx’s own way she’d tried to show me respect, make an apology and any other time I would have been able to understand that. But not now. Not while my heart still bled and grieved for a man I’d never see, never hold again. 



  I’d loved Kemen. He’d been family in every sense of the word. Blood or not, I’d loved him. Everybody else had put up with him. But to me, he’d been special. Perfect. 



  I stopped, suddenly realizing where I was headed. I stood in front of his silver bullet trailer. My hand trembled as I pushed open his door.



  His clothes still lay in piles. Video games and equipment scattered all over the place. On the table sat the wire, it didn’t look like he’d even touched it after our talk yesterday.



  Had it only been yesterday morning since I’d last seen his smiling face?



  I walked over to one of the piles of clothes and grabbed a t-shirt, I pulled it on. It smelled like him. Deep and masculine, I breathed it in.



  I still felt him. So alive. In this place. All around. Everywhere I looked, I saw him. It helped.



  I moved to his bedroom. Lying on the carpet atop his pile of books was my guitar. I’d forgotten to take it home the other night.



  I grabbed it and sat down cross-legged on the bed. I started tuning, tightening the metal strings until they rang clean and pure.



  I plucked at the strings, following the melody where it led and I found myself back at the song I’d sang the night I’d first met the priest.



  My voice cracked, and many times I had to stop. But I forced myself to finish it, not because I wanted to play the part of the martyr. No, I did this for one reason.



  Because I couldn’t go to the funeral and this was my way of saying goodbye.



  The last note hung in the air like a delicate strand of spider silk. I hugged the guitar to me and the last tear I would cry for Kemen tracked slowly down my cheek.



  Grace had made the biggest mistake of her life screwing with me and someday she’d live to regret it. 



  “I love you, Sandman. I promise. I’ll make them all pay.”



  Epilogue


  



  Outside, shadow slinked. He gripped the base of the tree, watching her sing until the last vowel died on her tongue. He’d found her. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow; but someday he’d return. 



  This story was far from over.
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