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CHAPTER ONE







Rio de Janeiro in February is hotter than a
demon’s lair. I would know — I’d visited more than my fair share of
them. Stupid southern hemisphere. Even standing in the shade of a
colorful awning, I felt I might incinerate from the inside out. My
leather halter top clung to my skin, and I was way regretting my
customary choice of jeans. Even my katana had lost its usual kiss
of coolness. In its sheath across my back, it burned like a slice
of meteoric rock.

“Jesus,” I moaned, glancing over at Riley and
Quinn, my two best friends/business partners. Immortal or not, I
didn’t know if I could survive this heat.

Riley pointed at the gargantuan stone Jesus in the
hills above us, arms stretched wide over Party Central, South
America. “I’m here Zyan, my child,” he intoned. “Staring from on
high and laughing as you sweat.”

“Not funny,” Quinn panted, fanning
herself with a palm frond.

I squinted up at the Jesus statue. “He’s
mocking me.”

“You’re not going to start bitching
about your eternal damnation again, are you?” Riley grinned. “Such
a whiner.”

I punched him in the arm. “Seriously. I’ve
got to change clothes. I’m disintegrating into a flow of molten
lava.”

“Shopping!” Quinn clapped her hands
together under a sweat-dewed face, and both she and Riley turned to
me with hopeful looks.

I sighed. “Fine.”

Riley struck a pose, showing off his
incredibly well-toned caramel muscles. “Fashionable werewolf takes
Rio by storm!”

Quinn laughed, but I held up a finger.
“Just this once! We don’t have to meet our local contact for an
hour, so we can look really
quick.”

“You’re extra cranky when you’re
overheated,” Riley remarked.

“Don’t push it, wolf-boy.” I forced
myself to step out of the shade and head towards a row of shops on
the street ahead. Bright, prismatic and chaotic, the streets were a
tangle of jungle snakes unfurling their temptations.

An hour later, we were decked out in new
gear: Quinn and I in light cotton mini-dresses, mine black and hers
lavender, and Riley looking swanky in chino shorts and a crisp
short-sleeved oxford. I’d kept my boots (necessary) and my katana
(no question). At least my legs were uncovered now, and I had
breathable fabric. I fantasized for a moment about the cool, rainy
Seattle weather back home.

We made our way to the
Wicked Lizard to meet our potential
client. It had a dingy, faded vibrancy that couldn’t decide if it
was seedy or shabbily charming. Tucked away on one of the crooked
back streets, it was shoved haphazardly between the other
buildings. Music poured from within, and the second floor balcony
sagged over the entrance, dripping with some sort of flowering vine
that smelled of vanilla and childhood. Well, someone else’s
childhood.

I walked through the splintered turquoise
doorframe into the dim interior of the bar. For just a moment, I
closed my eyes in bliss as cool air from the ceiling fans wafted
over me and soaked into my skin. I sincerely hoped they had ice in
this place. At this point, I would’ve traded a decade of my life
for a cool drink.

The place was crawling with a variety of
supernaturals, scattered about at mismatched tables. As we made our
way to the back corner, we passed a group of shape shifters on the
left, tigers by the smell of them. They stared at Riley, sensing
his inner wolf, the frenetic tension between them palpable. Two
witches up at the bar turned to give Quinn a friendly nod, and she
waved, showing off by adding a bit of sparkle to her fingertips. I
also identified a djinn, a faery or two, and even a ghoul, sitting
by itself. Ghouls weren’t exactly the sociable type, so it was most
likely planning to make a meal of one of the other customers. What
I didn’t see, and would have almost zero chance of seeing outside
of Ireland, was a supe like me. No, I was rare. And it was
definitely better that way.

I slid into a booth, the wood worn smooth
from decades of use, and sat my katana next to me. Quinn slid in
beside me and Riley across. A waiter stopped by and we ordered a
round, margaritas for Quinn and Ri, a mojito for me. Martinis are
more my thing but, you know, when in Rome. Or Rio. A couple minutes
later three giant fishbowls were plunked down in front of us. I put
my hands around the frosty exterior and sighed. Quinn went right
for a big sip, getting salt all over her lips. A moment later I
followed suit. Rum, lime, mint and sweet relief from the heat.

“I’m glad to see you’re enjoying the
local beverages.”

I tensed, my hand instantly on my
katana. A man was standing at the end of our booth, a man that
hadn’t been standing there a moment before. Nor a man that had
walked across the room towards us. It wasn’t super speed either, a
vamp or something. Unfortunately, I had known plenty of those in my
life. Intimately, and much to my ruination. No, this man had
simply appeared.

“Mr. Cabrelle?” I asked. A fake name
of course, but most of my clients provided fake names. It didn’t
bother me; I could size them up when we met and decide if I should
take the job.

“Yes, Ms. Star I presume? Welcome to
Rio.” He said it as if he owned the place. Not the restaurant, but
the whole freaking city.

“Please, have a seat,” I said,
gesturing to the empty spot beside Riley.

As he sat down, I started my assessment.
Physically, he was unimposing. About five foot five, dark skin and
hair. He had an interesting scar on his cheek, almost a spiral
shape, and another on his forearm that looked similar. Either
someone liked to play with their knife, or he’d run into an
interesting supe. Maybe a spiteful pixie. It seemed their
style.

His eyes were another matter.

I’d seen the whole spectrum. Some people
said everything with their eyes, you could read them like open
books. Anxious, dangerous, shifty, sadistic. Others had that blank
echo. Either they had seen too much trauma in their life, or they
were psychopaths, empty and remorseless. But Mr. Cabrelle had eyes
you didn’t come across too often. Eyes with a perfectly practiced
message on the surface, covering something seriously dark within.
Like a cheerful goldfish pond, at the bottom of which hid a
blade-mouthed monster.

I leaned back in the booth. “So, tell us
about this job.”

My potential client leaned forward ever so
slightly, his hands clasped together loosely on the table. The
condensation from Riley’s margarita glass ran in a trickle towards
his fingers, but he either didn’t notice or didn’t care. “We’re
having a bit of a Nightmare problem.”

“Nightmares?” Confusion furrowed my
brow. I caught things and occasionally I killed things. I didn’t
help people with bad dreams.

Mr. Cabrelle’s lips turned up into something
that might have been a smile. “Not the kind that happen in your
head when you are asleep. Actual Nightmares, wild horse
spirits.”

Riley, Quinn and I exchanged a glance. Quinn
took a long pull on her margarita.

“The Nightmares roam the mountains of
Brazil, entrancing those who cross their path with visions of their
worst fears. Then they trample them and eat their flesh.” He said
this all quite pleasantly, as if describing a summer picnic.
“Usually they stay far away from big towns and cities, preferring
the wilderness to more populated areas. However, they’ve recently
begun to migrate and invade larger towns. Last week ten of them
were spotted a couple dozen miles from here. It seems they’re
moving this way.”

“And why have local supes not been
able to get this under control?” I was expensive, and it wasn’t
exactly a short hop from Seattle to Rio. Plus, I couldn’t envision
a lot of situations Mr. Cabrelle here couldn’t handle
himself.

“We’ve sent several hunting
expeditions into the mountains. I won’t lie to you. None have
returned.” He returned my inquisitive gaze with a placid one.
Friendly even.

He was hiding something.

“What makes you think they’re dead?”
Riley interjected. “Maybe they chickened out and fled.”

A muscle twitched in Mr. Cabrelle’s cheek.
“There were… remains. Just enough to identify our people.”

“I see.” I took a sip of my mojito,
watching his expression. “And you think the three of us will
succeed where dozens of your mercenaries have failed?”

“Your reputation as a supernatural
bounty hunter is among the highest in the world,” Mr. Cabrelle
said. “Or am I wrong?”

I smiled, honey and danger. But before I
could open my mouth to respond, movement across the bar caught my
eye. A tall, muscular shape shifter was bee-lining towards our
table. All across the room, eyes turned to watch him. Power rolled
off his skin, sending a faint vibration through the air. He didn’t
slow until he was a breath from the table, as if he’d walk right
through it, but at the last moment he came to a graceful stop.

“Sorry I’m late,” he drawled with a
deep Irish lilt.

“Please, pull up a chair,” Mr.
Cabrelle said.

The stranger grabbed a chair and turned it
around backwards before folding himself into it, his arms crossed
over the back. He ran a hand through thick, ale-colored hair. Riley
shot him a flirty look, and Quinn started to twirl a piece of her
long, blonde hair around her finger. The shifter smiled broadly
around the table, and I could swear I heard their hearts flutter.
Good grief.

“Would you care to introduce me to
your associate, Mr. Cabrelle?” I wasn’t overly fond of surprises,
and he hadn’t mentioned that anyone else was coming.

Mr. Cabrelle opened his mouth, but the
shifter beat him to it. “I’m Donovan McGregor. You must be Zyan
Star.” His accent caused a pang of homesickness. He extended a hand
across the table, which I ignored.

I cast him a stare colder than the ice at
the bottom of my glass. “And you are joining us because…?”

“I’m here to help you bag the
Nightmares,” Donovan said. His jade-colored eyes bored into mine in
a way that border-lined on indecent. Talk about eyes that were
windows…his hid nothing, and what they spoke of was velvety and
raw. “Not that you need help.”

“No, I don’t,” I snapped.

He grinned even more broadly.

“Let me explain,” Mr. Cabrelle said,
raising a hand. “My employer wishes to handle this Nightmare
problem with utmost haste. Carnival starts tomorrow, you see, and
we can’t have innocent tourists at risk. Therefore, he has hired
two bounty hunters with exceptional reputations to do the
job.”

“Your employer?” I glanced over at
Donovan, who seemed unsurprised. “When we spoke by phone, I
mentioned that I always meet with potential clients in person
before taking on a job. Meaning, not just a face to face with their
assistant.”

“And you shall meet him, Ms. Star,
rest assured.”

I tapped purple nails on the table. “It is
also standard to inform a bounty hunter of any third parties
involved in a job. It is highly unorthodox to bring in two
hunters.”

“We meant no offense, Ms. Star…” Mr.
Cabrelle began in a very unapologetic tone.

“What other meaning can I infer? Your
employer doesn’t trust me to do my job without the assistance of
some second-rate bounty hunter, and doesn’t care to mention any of
this ahead of time?”

“Wait a second,” Donovan protested.
“I’m the best bounty hunter in Europe, hands down. Maybe even the
world.”

“Really? How come I’ve never heard of
you?” I had heard of Donovan
McGregor, but I wasn’t going to give either of them the
satisfaction of knowing it.

Donovan smirked. “You’re lying.”

My stomach tightened. “Whatever you need to
tell yourself to feed that inferno of an ego, go right ahead.”

“Oh, I
have the big ego? That’s rich.”

“Ms. Star, I’m sure we can work this
out…” Mr. Cabrelle began.

“No. We can’t.” I stared across the
table at Mr. Cabrelle. “I don’t like surprises. I don’t like
deception. And I work with my team, and no one else.” Picking up my
glass, I drained the rest of my drink. “Let’s go,” I said to Riley
and Quinn.

“I’m afraid I can’t let you leave,”
Mr. Cabrelle said in a crackling calm voice, the still of gathering
storm clouds before lightning strikes.

“And how exactly are you going to stop
us?” I inquired casually, hand on my katana. Quinn’s magic prickled
over us, and Riley’s eyes went the yellow of a harvest moon, his
veins popping out along his skin.

Mr. Cabrelle smiled, the monster came to the
surface of his eyes, and everything around us went black.












CHAPTER TWO







There was a rush and crush of darkness and
something that sounded like wings beating. Not the feathery kind,
but the heavy, leathery wings of a bat. My head spun as if I’d been
thrown into a hurricane. Heat, ice and the smell of earth pressed
in around me. Then everything stopped, and light returned.

I was standing in some sort of cave… no, a temple.
Both, actually. Stalactites dripped from the ceiling, and carved
stone pillars rose up from the floor. A set of rough stairs led up
to an expansive dais. Flickering lanterns hung from the walls at
intervals. As my eyes adjusted, I could see that Riley and Quinn
stood beside me. Donovan, too. He looked as shocked as I felt. So,
he wasn’t in on this.

Mr. Cabrelle stood before us, or rather the
true form of the creature called Mr. Cabrelle. He still resembled
something roughly humanoid. Huge chocolatey velvet wings hovered
behind him, and patches of purplish scales dotted his skin. His
eyes were the same though, only now I could see the monster on the
outside. Was he some sort of demon spawn? I hadn’t sensed anything
like that when we first met. But he clearly had magic at his
command, deep and ancient magic. The feel of it still shivered over
my skin as if I’d walked through dirty cobwebs.

He caught me watching him. “Ms. Star, Mr.
McGregor, allow me to introduce my employer, Raoul Cabrera.” With
his hand he swept my attention up the stairs, to the back of the
dais, where a tall man sat on a chair. A throne really, of yellowed
bones and sharp teeth. I almost snorted. Cliché much?

Unfortunately, clichés aside, we were in
super deep shit.

Raoul Cabrera was basically the supernatural
overlord of Brazil, and a good portion of the rest of South
America. Rumor had it he was half demon and half faery, just about
the nastiest combination of supes I could imagine. Both cruel,
spiteful races, with crazy mad magical skills and an arsenal of
other unpleasant talents. One major badass motherfucker, this guy.
No wonder he’d used a front to hire me. Never in a million years
would I have come otherwise.

“Welcome to my underground palace,”
Raoul said. His voice sounded pleasant, oddly melodic and not at
all like the voice of a sadistic supernatural mafia don. “I trust
Belphegor had the opportunity to explain our dilemma?”

So, Belphegor was his real name. It sounded
familiar… but no, it couldn’t be what I was thinking. At least I
seriously hoped not. “Briefly,” I said, holding my katana tensely
in one hand.

Beside me, Quinn bumped her hip lightly
against mine, an attempt to get me to remind my manners. Especially
since a dozen guards flanked Raoul on each side of the dais. Too
bad I had no manners. “That was before whisking us away without
permission,” I said. “Otherwise known as abduction.”

Raoul’s dark eyes caught mine. Strange
swirls of color moved within them, both pretty and frightening.
Much like the rest of him. “You came down here to work a job for
me, no?”

“I came down here under the mistaken
impression that he — ” I jabbed a finger towards Belphegor — “was
my client, but he’s not. I also wasn’t told another bounty hunter
had been thrown into the mix. Color me insulted.” I smiled, showing
all my pretty teeth. Like a jaguar.

“I can’t exactly let it be known that
I’m hiring outside help, now can I?” Raoul leaned back in his
throne and made a gesture with his hand. A moment later a small boy
scurried up, carrying a golden dish filled with something that
looked like green beetles. The boy wore nothing but a loincloth and
scars covered him head to foot. Scars made by a knife, some old,
some new. A bubble of fury formed in my stomach. Raoul lazily
popped a few of the beetles in his mouth and crunched noisily
before continuing. “Everyone knows me, and I have a reputation to
uphold.”

“We’re still not clear on that point,”
Donovan interjected before I could open my mouth. Quick on the
draw, this one. He cast a look over at Belphegor. “Why exactly do
you need our help when you have things like that in your
employ?”

Belphegor made a small hissing sound, which
his boss ignored. “Let’s just say I don’t want my name connected
with this Nightmare situation. I needed to hire someone not from
around here. Someone who can be discrete.”

“Discrete is not exactly my thing,” I
said, tucking a strand of burgundy hair behind my ear.

“It will be if I pay you enough,”
Raoul responded smoothly. “Or, I can hold one of your friends here
until you get back.” His eyes wandered over to the servant boy with
his multitude of cut marks, as if admiring his handiwork. “We’ll
have so much fun while you’re gone.”

I took a deep breath, imagining planting the
point of my katana right between his eyes. But I wasn’t in the
position to do anything rash. Not at the risk of Riley and Quinn’s
lives. I was deep underground with one of the most powerful supes
in the world, a winged demon creature, and at least two dozen
bodyguards. Undoubtedly more lurked in the shadows. No, the odds
were not in my favor. My revenge would have to wait. And revenge
there would be — no one threatened to torture my friends without
consequences.

I flashed Raoul another smile. “I suppose
that won’t be necessary.”

Raoul nodded, a smug look on his face. I
tensed, my fingers twitching along the hilt of my katana.

“What else can you tell us about these
Nightmares?” Riley asked, shooting me a quick glance that told me
to keep my cool.

“Yeah, what kills them?” Donovan
chimed in.

“They are non-corporeal most of the
time. Except for when they’re feeding.” Raoul paused, presumably to
let the gross factor of that sink in. “It’s when they’ve taken
solid form that you must kill them. Dismemberment is best, then
they must be salted and burned. Oh,” he added. “And don’t look them
in the eyes. They’ll torture you with your worst fears before they
rend the flesh from your bones. Few can withstand the magic in
their gaze.”

“They sound like real charmers,” I
said, rolling back on the heels of my boots.

Raoul tossed his head back and laughed. “I
like your spirit. Your reputation does not disappoint.”

“I never fail,” I said. “Which brings
me to this second bounty hunter you’ve hired.”

“Can’t take a little competition, Ms.
Star?” Raoul asked.

“I work best with my team and my team
alone.”

“You’re not pushing me out of this
one, darling,” Donovan drawled. “I can handle some
horses.”

“Listen, I can’t be babysitting extra
people while I’m on a job. If you get your ass killed, I am not
responsible. I will feel zero guilt, do you hear me?” I stared him
down hard, and he just grinned back at me.

“Don’t worry about me, gorgeous. I can
handle myself.”

Raoul looked back and forth between the two
of us with a bored expression, crunching more of his beetles. “Are
you very much finished? The clock is ticking. Carnival starts
tomorrow.” When we turned our attention back to him, he continued.
“I’ll be sending Belphegor and a few of my men as insurance, to
make sure you don’t flee the moment you leave the palace.”

“Again, you insult me, Mr. Cabrera.
The Nightmares don’t worry me.” Though I was rather annoyed the winged psycho was coming
with us. I looked to Quinn and Riley and they nodded in agreement.
“We’ll get the job done.”

“If you survive, I’ll wire your
payment when you return with the horses’ manes. Remember, burn the
rest.” Raoul’s tone was dismissive; the conversation had ended.
“Belphegor?” He made an impatient gesture with his hand.

This time we had at least a moment’s
forewarning before everything went obsidian and we were squashed
through space again. Sweet, clean air told me we had reached our
destination. It improved my mood immeasurably to be above ground
again. As my vision came back in spots, I saw we were standing on a
mountain ridge, the sun beginning to set on the horizon. A sea of
trees spread out below us. A few miles off, the sparkling swath of
Rio stretched out along the coast, golden and alive. The stone
Jesus stood peacefully over the city, surrounded by wisps of clouds
painted pink as the sun fell.

A shrill shriek cut through the sky, making
us all jump. Well, except for Belphegor. He simply smirked. “A
jungle bird.”

I noted that five of Raoul’s goons had come
with us. Five men couldn’t take on me, Riley and Quinn, plus I
imagined Donovan to be fairly good in a fight. Belphegor was a
tricky one, though. And if he was what I thought he might be… I’d
have to be careful. A trait I rarely aspired to.

“So, how are we going to find these
things?” Riley asked, voicing the thought that had just run through
my head. We seemed to be in the middle of nowhere.

I turned to Belphegor. “Did you take us to
this specific spot for a reason?”

“This is where they were last sighted,
earlier this morning.” He glared at me, swishing his forked tail
back and forth.

“But they could be miles from here by
now,” Donovan groaned, eager to get the hunt underway, as was
I.

“I can track them,” Quinn said. “With
a spell.”

“I’m not sure using magic is the best
idea in this case,” Belphegor said.

“Why not?” I asked. “There’s something
you’re not telling us. Again.”

He pressed his lips into a thin line.
“You’ll just have to take my word for it.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fat chance of that, you
little winged monkey.”

His eyes flashed and he surged towards me,
but I had my blade up in an instant. It sang hungrily in my
hands.

“Don’t even. Your boss isn’t going to
be too happy if you hurt me. He needs us, for whatever reasons.” I
turned my blade so it caught the sun and bounced it off at
different angles.

Raoul’s minions had stepped forward, but at
the mention of their employer’s displeasure, they backed up. “Let’s
get to work, shall we? There’s no time for a pissing match. Mine’s
bigger anyways.” I glanced down at my sword with a small smile.

“Later,” Belphegor hissed.

My smile widened. “I look forward to it.
Greatly.”

A few feet away, Quinn said, “I’ve got a
lock on them.”

“I told you no magic!” Belphegor
growled.

Quinn tossed her head. “I’m not tromping
around in the jungle all night. Unless you want to fess up to
whatever you’re hiding, we’re doing this our way.”

Belphegor’s face twisted in surprise. People
often underestimated Quinn with her sweet face and long blonde
hair. Which she fully used to her advantage. No, I wasn’t the only
blade-tongued female in this group.

“Nice job. Lead the way,” Riley
said.

Quinn started along the ridge heading west,
a glowing ball of blue light floating before her as a lantern. It
was dim enough that we now needed it, as the sun sang its final
song and melted into the ocean. Riley fell in behind her, and I let
Belphegor and his mercs go next. I’d take up the rear — I wasn’t
letting those guys behind me. As I started moving, though, I
realized I’d forgotten about Donovan, who stepped in line next to
me.

“She’s a sassy one,” he remarked,
nodding towards Quinn.

“You’ve got no idea,” I
said.

“Have you been working with them
long?”

“A couple years.”

“Where did you meet?”

I looked over at Donovan. His eyes were
intensely green, even in the low light. Maybe a bit of his inner
animal was showing through. “Listen. I’m not telling you my life
story, okay? You aren’t even supposed to be here. This whole gig
has gone to hell.”

He seemed completely unperturbed. “Surely
the great Zyan Star can roll with the punches? You must have had
asshole employers before.”

“Yes, but I draw the line at abduction
by flying demon things and threats to my friends. And I tend to
steer clear from underworld crime bosses.”

He cocked his head to the side and studied
me. “You don’t exactly have a reputation for being a law-abiding
citizen yourself.”

“I bend and break when needed, but
even I have morals. Raoul is a scumbag. Did you see that kid? Plus,
he runs pixie prostitution rings, a hellhound fighting circuit, all
sorts of stuff. He’s very….unsavory.”

Donovan shook his head from side to side.
“You’re a bit of a surprise, Zyan. I’ve been hearing stories about
you for years and you’re not exactly what I expected.”

“And what did you expect?” I shot him
a questioning look.

“A heartless bitch. More or
less.”

I shrugged. “Not far off. But wow. A real
charmer you are. You must hit it big with the ladies.”

He shot me a smile that had probably melted
a few dozen hearts. “Yes, most of the time.”

“Humble, too.” I laughed. “So that’s
your secret? Extreme candidness and excessive bravado?”

“Pretty much. But I wasn’t insulting
you. I admire a tough chick. I was just trying to say that I’m
intrigued — there’s a lot more to you than meets the eye.” He
glanced over at me. “And while we’re on the subject of extreme
candidness, I think we should get together for some amazing sex
after killing these Nightmares and putting Raoul in his
place.”

Adrenaline spiked through my torso, but I
managed to keep my breathing normal after only the barest of
hitches.

He continued. “Because getting revenge on
Raoul is definitely part of the plan, right?”

A guy who loved revenge as much as I did.
Maybe this tag-along wasn’t so bad after all. “Yes,” I said. “It’s
absolutely part of the plan.”

Donovan grinned and I found myself grinning
back.

“We’re getting close!” Quinn called
from up ahead. She paused, and her head whipped left to right.
Beside her, Riley went rigid. “Actually, they’re coming towards us.
Really fast!”

Full darkness had fallen. I scanned
the inky night ahead. We were still up on the ridge, so our view
was unobstructed. As far as I could see, nothing headed our way.
But I could feel something, a sensation of otherness that ghosted over my skin and raised
the hairs along my arms. Donovan let out a low growl, his eyes
going molten jade.

The night erupted around us.












CHAPTER THREE







Unearthly shrieks split
the air as a herd of horses materialized. Well, materialized being
a relative term. Wisps and streaks of glowing silver; wraiths in
the night. Their eyes glowed fuchsia, and their bodies left smears
of light like shooting stars, both beautiful and disorienting. Only
two things about them had any solidity: their teeth and their
hooves. Sparks flew up off the mountain where their feet touched
the ground.

A Nightmare lunged for my face, its teeth snapping
together near my cheek. I jerked my head to the side, going into a
spin. My katana flashed in the moonlight. The horse spirit
disappeared in a swirl of light, my sword catching nothing but air.
A moment later as I landed in a crouch, it reappeared. Quick and
deadly, it darted in again. My blade kissed the sky once more. But
even with my super speed, I only grazed the tail-end of the thing
as it whipped around. It let out a cry, taunting me as it
disappeared from view once again.

A horrible human screaming rent the air. One
of Raoul’s men had sunken to his knees, clawing at his eyes. A
Nightmare hovered above him, its gaze hypnotic. The man didn’t seem
able to look away. One of the other men stepped towards him, but a
barked order from Belphegor pulled him up short. A moment later
three horses appeared on each side of the fallen man, and they
descended like piranhas. His screams cut off abruptly, followed by
the sound of tearing flesh and snapping bones. It was over in half
a moment.

Donovan and I exchanged a grim look, though
he had shifted into a panther, and we ran towards the others. “Form
a circle!” I yelled.

We made a small ring, backs to the inside.
Riley had already changed to wolf form, his brown coat sprayed with
blood that looked black in the moonlight — he must have gotten a
nip in on one of the nags. Quinn’s hands glowed with balls of light
which crackled when they touched one another. Raoul’s remaining
four men each had small machine guns of some sort. Only Belphegor
seemed unarmed, though I was betting he had plenty of tricks up his
sleeve.

They came at us all at once again, a bigger
circle around our smaller one. Screams, teeth and eyes first,
emerging from nothingness, followed by their silvery bodies.

“Close your eyes!” Quinn
yelled.

It went against all my instincts, but I
squeezed them shut, before the Nightmares could lock gazes with me.
My other senses kicked in. The taste of adrenaline on my tongue,
the smell of blood and terror in the air, an electric hum of magic,
a burning along my arm as teeth connected with skin. I swung my
katana before me. Minor vibrations ran up the blade as I struck one
of the Nightmares, but they were so quick, materializing in and
out, that I hadn’t gotten in a lethal hit yet. Behind me, I could
hear the firecracker blasts of Quinn’s magic, but I couldn’t tell
if they were hitting the enemy or just the rocks around us. The
rhythmic popping of the machine guns punched the night, the sound
buzzing along my jawbone. Donovan and Riley’s growls intermingled
with the bloody orchestra, but I didn’t hear anything that sounded
like they were having better luck than I was. How much longer could
we keep this up?

My brain was working through alternate
solutions when across the night came a high whistle, musical and
sweet. All at once, the Nightmares vanished. Not only did the
sounds of battle cease, but the magical tension in the air abruptly
cleared. My eyes flew open. Everything looked eerily peaceful, from
the rolling tops of the trees to the sparkling stretch of the
bay.

“What was that?” Donovan part grunted,
part growled as he morphed back into human form and went to collect
the clothes he’d shed. He was completely nude. Not that I should
care, I’d seen a million shifters naked before. Just kind of a
shifter thing. Although he did have an amazing…

“Someone called them off,” Quinn said
breathlessly.

I spun on Belphegor. “I knew you weren’t
telling us something! You’re going to start talking right now, or
I’m pausing our little mission to tear you limb from limb.”

His eyes narrowed. “Enough of your idle
threats — ”

A flash, and his severed arm fell to the
ground, his blood dripping from my katana. Golden colored and
thick, similar to ambrosia.

Belphegor bellowed and lunged forward, but
Riley grabbed him from behind. “I don’t think so, asshole,” he
growled, his eyes all wolf.

I stared at the winged man, my gaze arctic.
“My threats are never idle, Belphegor. It would do you well to
remember that. Now start talking.”

He continued to scream, startling some
jungle birds in the forest. He was being rather dramatic. With
whatever magic he had he could heal himself pretty quickly.

“Okay, well if you’re not going to be
reasonable — ” I raised my katana again, this time to the side,
aiming for his left leg.

“Bitch,” he hissed, spitting on the
ground in front of me.

Donovan stepped forward, shifter power
roiling off his skin. I raised a hand. “I don’t need you defending
my honor. I am a bitch.” I
stared into Belphegor’s eyes. “Spit it out.”

“It’s his mistress,” he mumbled
between moans, trying to stop the bleeding from the stump of his
arm with the fingers of the other hand.

“Excuse me?”

“Well, former mistress. Raoul’s. He
broke up with her. She didn’t take it well.”

I stared at him for a moment before laughter
bubbled up from my chest. “No kidding! Sicking a bunch of
flesh-eating spirit horses on him? I like her style.”

“She’s extremely dangerous,” he said
with a look that disapproved of my joviality at the situation.
“She’s an obeah priestess.”

“Obeah?” I echoed.

“A form of magic practiced in the
Caribbean and other places around the world,” Quinn said. “She’s
basically a witch. They’re very powerful, especially if they get
involved in darker, ancient magic.”

“So if we stop this obeah priestess,
we stop the Nightmares?” I asked.

“Yes,” Belphegor responded.

“Why didn’t Raoul just say so to begin
with?”

“He didn’t want this linked back to
him. It makes him look bad to have some angry woman tearing apart
his defenses. Makes him look weak.”

“It makes him look weak to get his ass
kicked by a woman?” I rolled my eyes. “Don’t make me cut off
another limb.”

Belphegor had the decency to flinch.

“So, what next?” Riley asked. “Do we
track down this witch?”

“Yes. Let’s find her and see what her
side of the story is,” I said.

Belphegor narrowed his eyes. “If you cross
Raoul…”

“Shut up and start
walking.”

“Actually, I think I may have another
way,” Quinn said. “I can send out a message to her, sort of a
magical flare signal, and she’ll come right to us.”

“Do we really want to do that?” Riley
asked. “It throws away the element of surprise.”

“Yes, but it’s efficient,” Donovan
said. “We don’t have a lot of time until Carnival.”

“Agreed,” I said. I nodded to
Quinn.

She raised her eyes to the stars and after a
moment’s silence, a small tremor pulsed through the air around her.
A tingle of magic brushed across my cheek. “Now we wait,” she
said.

A couple minutes passed. Raoul’s men paced
nervously, keeping as far away from me as possible. They were
definitely contemplating ditching Belphegor and getting the heck
out of dodge.

“Let me ask you something,” Donovan
said.

I looked up at him, my silence all the
permission he needed.

“You have heard of me, haven’t you?” He grinned
devilishly, arms crossed over his chest.

“Oh, Jesus. You’ve really got no end
to your ego.”

“You’re avoiding the
question.”

“No, I hadn’t heard of
you.”

“You’re a rather good liar, but not
quite good enough.”

I sighed. “Listen — ”

“Would you two quit flirting? I’d kind
of like to hear if these horses come sneaking up on us again,”
Riley said.

“We’re not flirting. At least I’m
not,” I said.

Riley made a harrumph sound.

“I’m definitely flirting,” Donovan
said with a wink in my direction.

“Both of you zip it,” Quinn whispered.
“Something is coming.”

The air began to shimmer, and the ridge
trembled as if something giant was burrowing its way towards us.
Raoul’s men cried out in alarm, and one went running into the
forest. A moment later, something flashed in the night behind him
and he screamed. The night tightened around us, squeezing, as if
all the air were being sucked out of the sky. Someone had a flare
for drama.

To my left, a Nightmare appeared in a swirl
of silver and then disappeared again. On the other side of the
group, another one did the same. They were taunting us. In and out,
in and out, a flash of mane here, a glistening hoof there. Each
time appearing closer and closer, tightening the noose. Raoul’s two
remaining men were shaking and murmuring prayers into the night.
One sent a spray of bullets out into the night; a swarm of noisy
fireflies.

A Nightmare appeared and grabbed one of the
men by the collar. It dragged him out into the darkness, his
screams echoing. Another darted in and swiped at Quinn, who shot a
blast of light at it. Then another lunged forward, snatching the
arm of the man next to her in its teeth before disappearing again.
His body flew up into the sky, his arms and legs thrashing, and
then suddenly he separated into a dozen pieces as the horses
swarmed in about him. A fine mist of blood drifted down over
us.

“We want to help you!” I yelled. “We
want our revenge on Raoul, too!”

No response. Silence stretched over the
ridge for a moment.

Then they attacked all at once, from every
angle, a blur of silver. Their screams drove like nails into my
brain. I closed my eyes and extended my other senses. My katana
sang with liquid fury. I was beginning to catch the rhythm of their
deadly dance, and quickened my moves to match them. This time, I
could feel my blade connecting. Blood scented the air, and my heart
thrilled with battle. We could still win this, even if the witch
didn’t want to play fair.

A scream cut the night. Quinn.

My eyes flew open without thinking and the
Nightmare’s eyes were there, waiting for me, hovering inches from
my face. This one’s eyes were glowing orbs of azure, swirling,
sucking me into their depths. Everything else fell away but those
eyes. The bluest of blues. That blue at the edge of morning, just
before the sun breaks over the horizon. And I didn’t see the horse
anymore, but another pair of blue eyes, the eyes that had been my
undoing almost two centuries ago. The blue eyes responsible for my
immortality, but also my damnation.

His face, the face I had once loved, hung
before me. “It’s your own fault,” he said in that melodic voice of
his. “You were so naïve. So dumb. Just a stupid girl.”

Physical pain, a spear of ice in my
stomach. It spread, cold and numb, outwards from my center. A
familiar feeling, anytime I thought of him. And I knew who I’d see next.

It came in flashes after that, my
nightmare.

Moorlands. A dead tree. Long red hair,
flaming in the night. Gray eyes, a cool kiss. Sleep, hunger, agony.
But no more broken heart. Sweet emptiness. For a little while at
least.

I knew what came after, the culmination of
my dream. Because the most terrible thing hadn’t happened yet. My
worst nightmare had yet to appear. Somewhere deep down in my dream,
a tiny sliver of myself fought to resurface in reality. But I was
deep, deep down in the waters of the Nightmare’s spell. Ocean deep.
Fighting was useless…

Power. More power than I had ever known.
Power to seek revenge. And revenge I wrought. Not the revenge I
wanted most, but others that had done me wrong paid. It wasn’t
enough, though. This energy, beautiful energy, it lived inside me
and it needed to stretch. And I was hungry.

The village lay before me, a white gem in
the rolling green. Sunlight painted everything in lemon tones. But
the only thing I could see, brighter than the sun, were the dozens
of glowing souls occupying the village. They pulsed and shone
before me, pure and bright. I wanted them. I raised my hands to the
sky…

“No!!” I screamed into the night. The
Nightmare hung before me, and in a blur my katana separated its
head from its body. Silence fell. My heart pulsed in my ears, my
breath coming in ragged gasps. And then I heard
footsteps.

A woman appeared before me. Tall, very tall,
with cocoa skin and sheets of blue-black hair to her waist. Her
face was all sharp angles and proud features, her eyes chocolate.
Not a warm chocolate. Cold, defiant, proud. She regarded me and I
regarded her. Her gaze traveled to the blood dripping from my
sword.

“No one has ever killed one of the
Nightmares before,” she said. Her voice matched her eyes, cool and
distant, but with a lilting accent. “And few have broken from their
spell once entranced.”

She circled me and I stood still, my body
ready to spring into action. But something told me to wait.

“You are very, very powerful. A witch,
like me. And like that one.” She paused in front of me,
uncomfortably close, and nodded towards Quinn. “Obeah,” she whispered in my ear.

“No,” I said, and it came out
strangled. “I’m not like you. I’m something different.”

She shrugged. “Magic runs in your veins.
Call it what you will.”

“I don’t use that part of me
anymore.”

“You just did,” she said.

I frowned. “Bad things happen when I use my
powers.”

She regarded me intently for a moment. “If
you want to take down Raoul, you’re going to need to use them.”

“Quinn can help with that part. I have
other tools,” I said, looking down at my blade.

“It may not be enough,” she
said.

“It will be,” I countered.

She thought about it a moment. “He hired you
to stop me?” Her gaze traveled around the group.

“I came down to discuss a potential
job offer. He kidnapped me when I declined, lied to us, and
threatened my friends. He didn’t bother mentioning you. What’s your
story?”

Her eyes were terrible for a moment, but
then her gaze regained its coolness. “The rumors about Raoul are
true, about him being part demon, part faery. His demon side is a
unique breed — he assimilates the powers of other supernaturals and
makes them his own. In a way, he’s a blend of most types of
supernatural beings. We were together for a brief period of time.”
She paused. “I have terrible taste in men.”

“I feel ya, sister,” I said with a
sigh.

“I should have known, but of course he
tried to take my powers, too. I ended it, but he sent his men after
me. They killed two of the children in my village to punish me. One
of them was my niece.” She shot a deadly look at Belphegor. “So I
called forth the Nightmares to protect myself and my family. And
for revenge, to be honest.”

“It seems we have a lot in common,” I
said. “I don’t even know your name.”

“Vitoria.”

“I think we’ll get along just fine,
Vitoria,” I said, the smile returning to my face. “Now, you ready
to go get that son of a bitch?”

“I have been for a long time,” she
hissed.

A strangled gasp cut through the air to my
left. Spinning, I saw that Belphegor had his hand around Quinn’s
throat.

“I told you not to cross Raoul,” he
said. His grip tightened, and she began to choke as he started to
dissipate into the air. He was about to do his little disappearing
act.

Riley and I lunged forward simultaneously,
but Quinn swung her fist back and knocked Belphegor between the
eyes with a glowing ball of magic. His grip loosened enough for her
to slip free as he vanished.

“What a jerkface,” she
sputtered.

“You really need to learn better
language, Quinn,” I said. “What a sneaky little fuck.”

“Raoul will know we’re coming now,”
Donovan said, a frown on his lips.

“Fine. That’ll give him time to get
good and scared.” I sheathed my sword and stared off towards the
city.

“Damn straight,” Riley
added.

Vitoria smiled. “We’d better start down the
mountain. It’ll be a long walk.”




















CHAPTER FOUR







The life and energy shimmering off the
streets of Rio was making my mouth water, and causing unpleasant
memories to reemerge. I’d done a good job suppressing those
memories the last century or so, but my run-in with the Nightmares
had brought them to the surface again, sharks circling the edges of
my psyche. And I needed to bring my A-game to this fight. It wasn’t
every day you faced a half-demon, half-faery like Raoul, even for
someone in my line of work.

Vitoria had said Raoul and his goons would be
watching the festival from his city apartment. Someone well-known
like him couldn’t miss Carnival. Plus, he probably thought we
wouldn’t attack him in broad daylight, in front of thousands of
witnesses. Unfortunately for Raoul, he was sadly mistaken.

“I’m counting a dozen on the balcony,”
said Donovan, without lowering the binoculars he was peering
through.

“Lemme look,” I said, butting my
shoulder against his and grabbing for them.

“What, you think I can’t count?” he
asked with a grin.

“She’s got control issues,” Riley
said, smirking.

“Shut up.” I squinted through the eye
holes. Raoul’s place was a lavish sandstone structure with a
sweeping balcony and fancy arched doorways. “Thirteen. You missed
one.”

I could feel Donovan roll his eyes. “Fine,
I’ll make sure I kill that one quickly to make up for my heinous
mistake.”

“Now you’re talking the way to a
girl’s heart,” I said, lowering the binoculars and flashing him a
smile.

Vitoria and Quinn came up the stairs behind
us onto the hotel balcony we were camped out on.

“Everything set with Team Magic?”
Riley asked them.

“Yes, we put our spells in place,”
Quinn said. “And Team Muscle?”

“Ready,” Donovan said.

I looked at Vitoria and she gave me a sharp
nod. Her face held a mixture of excitement and ferocity. I knew
what it felt like to crave revenge on someone you’d once loved, the
burn of it deep in your core. Maybe I’d get a chance to fulfill my
revenge fantasy at some point…but that was a story for another
day.

“Let’s roll,” I said.

We made our way down into the streets.
Bodies crammed every ounce of space. And I mean bodies in a sense
one doesn’t usually encounter in public. Women clad in nothing but
pasties and a thong, men in tiny loincloths. Sweaty, glistening
skin everywhere. A spectrum of color that would make a rainbow
envious, plus feathers and gems and sequins in every form and
fashion. Joy spiraled up into the sky with every move they took, a
city-wide dance of epic proportions that made the rest of humanity
seem halfway to the grave in comparison. It was making me
hungry.

When we hit the street corner adjacent to
Raoul’s lux apartment, we split up. Quinn, Riley and Donovan headed
down a side street while Vitoria and I kept straight ahead. A few
steps down the street Donovan turned and called, “Good luck,
Zyan!”

I smiled. “Keep it for yourself. I don’t
need any.”

He blew me a kiss and jogged to catch up
with the other two.

“Someone has a crush,” Vitoria
said.

I shrugged and cracked my knuckles.

We walked right up to the front door of
Raoul’s apartment. Four huge guards stood at attention. Their eyes
tracked us as we approached, but they didn’t move a muscle, their
posture rigid. They looked human in appearance but I could smell a
hint of sulfur. Lower level demons with a simple glamour to
disguise their true appearance, which probably wasn’t too pretty.
The Carnival parade passed just feet from the door, a living river.
You couldn’t exactly have dudes with horns and spiked tails scaring
the tourists.

“Hello, boys,” I said. “We’re here to
see Raoul.”

They ignored us completely.

I turned to look at Vitoria. “Well that’s
rude, don’t you think?”

“Yes,” she said solemnly, though her
lips twisted up at the corners. “Very ungentlemanly
indeed.”

“I guess they need a lesson in proper
manners.”

I pulled my katana from its sheath, and in
two beats of my heart the two demons closest to me no longer had
hearts at all. The two closest to Vitoria were mere piles of ash
from a quick blast of magic. Behind us, the crowd continued their
merriment, none the wiser due to Quinn’s barrier glamour over the
building.

“Shall we?” I asked Vitoria. Without
waiting for an answer, I kicked the double doors wide
open.

A high-ceilinged room lined with pillars lay
beyond. The expanse of cream-colored marble floor felt slick
beneath my boots as I strode across. Half a dozen more demons stood
on either side of a staircase leading to the second floor. These
had no glamour, so the looks of surprise on their
scaled/warty/tusked faces was quite amusing. But within the space
of another breath, those looks changed from surprise to anger.

“What, we weren’t invited to the
party?” I called. “Tsk-tsk.”

They charged us, naturally, and we met them
head-on with blade and magic. I took a little longer with this
group, because hey, a girl’s gotta have fun, right? I even switched
my katana to my left hand to challenge myself a little. A few spins
and slices later, and we had another pile of blood and ashes.

“Raoul’s going to need to call in the
housekeeper early this week,” I said with a grin.

With a mutual nod of understanding, we
charged up the stairs. We reached the landing and I could hear
sounds of battle above us. I zipped super-speed the rest of the
way, emerging onto the sun-drenched balcony overlooking the parade
a moment later. Donovan, Riley and Quinn were already there, back
to back in the midst of a dozen demons. The clang of weapons mixed
with the snarl of Riley in wolf form. Donovan was still in human
shape.

“You started without me?” I cried in
outrage.

“Well, someone was taking their sweet
time downstairs,” Donovan called. “Probably talking a bunch of
smack and savoring the moment.”

“Touche,” I conceded, jumping into the
fray.

As I moved in a cyclone through the
fight, my eyes sought Raoul. I spotted him over in the corner,
surrounded by another cluster of demons. These demons were not the
lower level scum he’d placed downstairs — they were from the upper
ranks, probably 10th or even
11th level demons. Not a whole
lot of those got out from under Lucifer’s personal entourage, which
made me reevaluate just how much bad news Raoul really was. He had
to have major ties with the big guy to have Hell’s best as his
personal guards.

Vitoria wasn’t dissuaded at all. She
advanced on the cluster of demons surrounding Raoul, arms raised
overhead, lightning crackling from her fingertips. The space around
her shimmered and the herd of Nightmares materialized, flanking her
on each side. Spells began to fly between her and the upper level
demons, who all had their own magic. The balcony lit up with color
and chunks of marble and plaster as Raoul’s fancy place got blasted
all to hell in the cross-fire.

I darted in and out of the battle, making
quick work of the demons in my path. For a moment I fought back to
back with Donovan. The heat from his body washed into me, and I
could feel the buzz of shifter energy pouring off of him. “Why
haven’t you shifted?”

“Well, then I can’t talk to you,” he
said, and I could hear the smile in his voice.

“What exactly do you want to talk
about in a moment like this?” I plunged my blade into a demon’s
heart as it dove for my face and kicked it away from me.

“I was going to see if you’d
reconsidered my offer.”

“Your offer? Of what?”

“Mind-blowing sex. After the
battle.”

I didn’t answer for a moment as I spun and
took the head off another demon. My spin turned me around so I
faced Donovan. I shrugged. “I’ll think on it.”

“Drinks first? I know the best mojito
place in Rio.”

“Don’t push it,” I snarled, lunging
past him and spilling a pig-tailed demon’s intestines onto the
floor.

“I’m going to help Vitoria,” Quinn
called from a few feet away. She spun, shooting one last blast of
light at a nearby demon before dashing across the room.

“Be right there,” I said, stalking
towards the last couple demons on our side of the
balcony.

I dispatched one as Riley’s teeth took out
the throat of the other. Just as I turned to head for Raoul, a
piercing agony ripped through my chest. Falling to my knees, I
looked down, expecting to see a blade sticking through my heart.
Nothing. No blood, no blade. Through a buzz of pain, I heard
Donovan yell my name.

An odd wave of sensation rolled over
me. As if something was pulling, sucking, draining me… not my blood
exactly, but my essence. I
wondered vaguely if this is what my victims felt as I consumed
them. It would be an ironic and fitting end to me… but not today. I
wasn’t ready to die today, regardless of my sins. Especially not at
the hands of a douchebag like Raoul.

Something inside bucked against the hold
over me. I shoved it back with a blast of my own power, the power I
tried never to use. Twice now in the matter of a few hours I’d had
to call on that part of me, that deadly, wild force. This didn’t
bode well. But at the moment it was all I had. So I pushed with
everything in me, and felt Raoul withdraw. I rose shakily to my
feet.

His voice rang inside my head, though
he stood across the room behind his wall of demons.
What are you, Zyan Star? Something rare for my
collection.

Had he succeeded in taking some of my life
force? Vitoria hadn’t said whether he needed to kill someone to
complete the transfer of powers. I suppressed a shudder.

“Are you okay?” Donovan
asked.

“Yeah. Let’s kill that
bastard.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

We charged across the room and threw
ourselves into the last bastion of Raoul’s defenses. These demons
were a nasty bunch, not ones to play around with like the others. I
fleetingly wondered where that sneaky prick Belphegor had gone off
to, not like we didn’t have enough demons on our hands here. If
that’s even what he was… I wasn’t so sure anymore. We hadn’t heard
the last from him, however things ended today with Raoul.

Vitoria and Quinn had managed to blast three
of the upper level demons, but another four remained. We needed to
get their attention so Vitoria and Quinn could focus on Raoul.
Riley took a shot of magic in the side from one of the demons but
managed to leap up and latch himself onto its throat. As he rode
that one to the floor to finish the job, I engaged the two closest
to Vitoria, spinning and twisting back and forth. She nodded to me
and darted around them to Raoul. I kept them busy with little
slices here and there, nothing lethal yet, just a distraction.
Beyond my two opponents, I saw Vitoria and Raoul begin to circle
each other, death shining in their eyes. Whose death it would be
neither yet knew, but for certain one of them wasn’t walking out of
here. A hum of finality mixed with the haze of heat hovering in the
air.

A spell deflected off my blade but another
caught me in the shoulder, which burned like a motherfucker. The
demon that’d hit me leered, expecting instant retaliation, but
seeing an opening in the defenses of the other one, I spun and
lobbed his head from his shoulders. My back was now to the other
demon, and as he roared and charged me, I simply drove my katana
backwards into his gut, then wrenched upwards, feeling his
heartbeat vibrate my blade for just a moment before I twisted and
stilled it forever.

I turned to face the battle before me.
Vitoria and Raoul darted back and forth, shooting spells at one
another. This was her fight, her revenge, so I wouldn’t interfere
unless I had to. And I hoped I wouldn’t, because if anyone robbed
her of her vengeance they’d be next on the list. Donovan and Quinn
stood on either side of me, and Riley shifted back into human form.
Carnage littered the balcony around us: blood, demon parts, chunks
of the building. It was so pock-marked with holes I was surprised
the ceiling hadn’t caved in. Outside, the music of the festival
sounded inappropriately cheerful in comparison.

A cry cut over the music as Vitoria sank to
her knees. Raoul was sucking her powers, like he’d tried to do with
me. I started forward, but Quinn grabbed my shoulder. “Wait.”

“Quinn — ”

“Just wait!” she hissed.

From behind Raoul three Nightmares
materialized. His eyes widened as they beset him, teeth and hooves
and glowing eyes. Vitoria rose to her feet, her fist glowing pale
purple. She shoved it into his chest and his body rippled as if
turned to molten lava, lines of light cobwebbing into him. With an
expression of triumph she pulled back her arm, his heart held in
her hand. He disintegrated into a pile of golden ash.

Vitoria raised her arms above her head, her
face a picture of ecstasy as the golden dust that had been Raoul
swirled up and around her. Instead of floating away on the breeze,
it landed on her body, coating her skin. She started to glow as the
dust absorbed into her, and a wave of power pulsed off her like a
small nuclear explosion. With a sigh, she lowered her arms, licking
the last of the gold dust from her lips with a satisfied smile.

“Wait — did you just absorb all of
Raoul’s powers?” Riley asked, his tone disbelieving.

A look of mock innocence spread over
Vitoria’s face. “Oh — did I not mention that minor detail?”

“No, you left out that little gem,” I
said, my throat tight.

“Ah, well. What’s done is done. I took
what I was owed,” she said.

I ground my teeth together. She had played
us. I mean, I had wanted revenge on Raoul too, but I didn’t like
half-truths and games. “I suppose that’s one way to look at it,” I
said. We eyed each other warily. “As long as you don’t abuse those
powers like he did, we won’t have any problems.”

“Of course not, Zyan,” Vitoria purred.
“I wouldn’t want you on my bad side.”

Her words sounded innocent enough, but a
mocking lilt to her tone made me seriously doubt her sincerity. But
there wasn’t much I could do about it today. If she went back on
her word, then we’d just have to pay another visit to Rio.

“No, you don’t want me on your bad
side.” I stepped forward and offered her my hand. “Until we meet
again, priestess.”

“Until we meet again.” Her eyes
sparked, and flecks of gold stood out amongst the brown.

I turned and headed for the stairs, my crew
on my heels. When we reached the street, I headed south along the
parade. If I had to visit this hot hell-hole of a place and fight a
bunch of demons and Nightmares, I was damn well going to enjoy the
ocean before I left. A half-mile or so later when the surf rolled
up against the toes of my boots, I stopped.

“Do you think Vitoria’s going to
behave herself?” Riley asked.

I started to pull off my boots. “Not
sure.”

“I’d hate to think we stopped Raoul
just to put another even more powerful villain in his place. All
his powers plus her own? It’s a bit scary,” Quinn said.

My second boot came loose and I left them
both in the sand and waded into the waves. “Yeah, that’d be
shitty.”

“You don’t sound like you really
care,” Riley scoffed.

“I don’t care, at this particular moment.” The
water had reached chest level and I dove under, washing away the
scent of blood, sulfur and magic. I emerged a few moments later.
Riley and Quinn were watching me, and Donovan had pulled off his
shirt and was making his way into the water.

“Today’s battle has been fought and
won,” I said. “We’ll worry about tomorrow’s battles when they
come.”

Quinn shrugged and then splashed Riley in
the face right as a wave came by. “Hey!” he protested.

“I thought canines liked water,” Quinn
giggled.

He responded by dunking her all the way
under.

Donovan ignored their play-fight and waded
past them. He came to a stop directly in front of me, so close I
could feel the heat of his skin even with cool water separating us.
“And what about our battle? Do you surrender?”

I closed the distance between us and snaked
my hand around the back of his neck, pulling his face to mine. Our
lips met, hot and cool and tasting of the waves. After several
moments Riley yelled, “Get a room!” and we pulled back,
grinning.

“I never surrender,” I said, looking
up at Donovan with a smile. “But our battle can
continue.”




















Need more Zyan Star?

I knew what it felt like to
crave revenge on someone you’d once loved, the burn of it deep in
your core. Maybe I’d get a chance to fulfill my revenge fantasy at
some point…but that was a story for another day.






That story for another day starts with






MARTINIS WITH THE
DEVIL






The first full-length novel
in the Zyan Star Series, Martinis
will be out in early 2016. To read the first five
chapters on Wattpad, visit:

https://www.wattpad.com/user/aachamberlynn
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And if you enjoyed
Black Magic and Mojitos,
please leave a review on Amazon and Goodreads! It is greatly
appreciated.







Martinis with the
Devil takes place about five years
after Black Magic and
Mojitos.

A little aperitif…

 


I locked eyes with the angel. “So, what brings a
pretty boy like you to Noir? Somehow I don’t think it’s just
because you decided to take a walk on the wicked side and mingle
with the commoners.”

He tensed, standing up extra straight. “I’m here on
official business for the Holy Representative of Northwest
America.” His milky white skin seemed to glow as he said it.

“Uh-huh. And?”

“He wants to hire you for a job.” He
enunciated each word as it came out, as if I wouldn’t understand
him.

Which actually, I didn’t. “Come again, Wings?”

“My name is Eli,” he said, with a very angelic
glower.

“Of course it is,” I crooned. “So, Eli, I kind
of thought I just heard you say that the Holy Representative, that
is, the direct ambassador between Heaven and Earth, God’s right
hand man, all that’s pure and holy, etc., wants me, an eternally
damned soul sucker who’s technically within the Devil’s
jurisdiction, to work for him. Did I hear that right? Or did that
extra shot of pixie dust in my cocktail push me off the far edge of
crazy?”
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