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			For my love, David, without whom it just wouldn’t be worth it.

			And for my guys, Taylor and Joshua, who make me laugh, cry, scream, and smile, usually at the same time.

		

	


	
		
			Glossary

			Aguane—Etruscan elemental water spirits, always female

			Aitás—Etruscan Underworld

			Arus—Magical power inherent in the races of Etruscan descent

			Candelas—Tiny, glowing Etruscan sprites

			Cimmerians—Warriors from Cimmeria, a shadowy land between the planes of existence. Have legendary strength and bravery. Don’t feel pain, heat, or cold, and they lose their humanity over years of fighting. Live longer than humans; burned by the sun.

			Enu—Humans of magical Etruscan descent

			Eteri—Etruscan for foreigner, used to describe regular humans

			Fata—Elemental beings of magical Etruscan descent

			Folletta—Etruscan fairy

			Gianes—Female wood elves

			Involuti—Founding gods of the Etruscans, those from whom all other Etruscan deities were descended

			Lauru—Etruscan sprites who love to clean

			Linchetto (pl. linchetti)—Etruscan Fata, a night elf

			Lucani—Etruscan werewolves

			Salbinelli—Etruscan satyr 

			Strega (pl. streghe)—Etruscan witch

			Versipellis—Literally “skin shifter;” shapeshifters including Etruscan Lucani (wolves), Norse Berkserkir (bears), and French loup garou (wolves)

		

	


	
		
			Prologue

			The third blow from the iron hammer sent Caligo to the ground.

			His face hit first, of course, and he spat blood until it pooled on the blacktop beside him. He thought about getting up, but really, why bother? He’d just end up back there again.

			Three blows from the pissed-off Roman God of Volcanoes and Blacksmiths were two more than enough to convince Cal that no woman was worth the beating.

			Not even Venus.

			“Not so pretty now, is he, babe?” Vulcan shook his head, the girly black curls he was so proud of quivering around his ruddy face. “I don’t know why you continue to bed these inferior humans. They’re weak. And you know they can’t satisfy your needs.”

			Cal couldn’t help himself. “Maybe because she knows your dick is no bigger than my thu—”

			Vulcan stepped on Cal’s neck, effectively cutting off his air supply and his voice with one dainty Italian loafer. “Let’s go home, babe. I’m sick of this crap.”

			“Oh, fine.” Venus sighed. “I’m bored now anyway.”

			The Roman Goddess of Love and Beauty flung flame-red hair over her shoulder and barely glanced down at Cal as she stepped over him to take Vulcan’s arm.

			Her heel landed mere centimeters from Cal’s nose.

			He remembered those shoes. She’d worn them the last time they’d fucked. He probably still had the indentations in his thighs from where she’d dug them in, screaming his name as she came.

			As Cal watched the deities walk away, Venus turned, her little black dress swinging around her ass, to give him a wink and a little wave.

			To which he replied with a time-honored one-finger salute. Bitch.

			As the couple disappeared down the deserted alley off South Street in Philadelphia, Cal dragged himself to the nearest wall and leaned against it, wiping blood from his chin and his left ear. The ringing in his head sounded like the extended buzz of a heavy-metal guitar, and his face throbbed, though he felt no pain. Probably gonna have a few new scars to add to the collection.

			He shook his head, which just made him dizzy, and began assessing the damage. “When are you going to learn, asshole?”

			He’d asked himself the question before. But here he was again, wounded and pissed off because he’d gone out of his way to help a pretty woman who obviously hadn’t needed his help.

			Fucking goddesses. Never a good idea.

			As he cataloged the various bruises, cuts, and broken bones, he considered making the trek back to his car on Bainbridge but he figured someone would call the cops at the first sight of him.

			Here seemed as good as any place to die. And if, by some miracle, he didn’t die, this was the last fucking time he ever took a job for a deity.

			They screwed you over every damn time.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 1

			Dying was so beneath her.

			Of course, she hadn’t done much living lately, so if he caught her now… Well, that would just suck. Because she’d recently decided it was time to change her ways. Get out more. Live a little. Get laid.

			How pitiful was it that she couldn’t remember the last time she’d had sex? Or if it had even been any good.

			Pretty freaking pitiful.

			Thesan, Etruscan Goddess of the Dawn, Lady of the Golden Light, was sick of being a pretty, useless deity. Much less a pretty, useless one usually just called Tessa.

			For centuries… millennia… she’d brought light and beauty to the world. She’d guided the sun into the morning sky. She’d seen the rise and fall of empires. Gods had lusted after her. She’d worn out her share of mortal men in her bed.

			She’d been worshipped by millions. Okay, maybe millions was stretching it just a bit. Still, she’d had a following, people who’d adored her and who’d worshipped her.

			Now she was being chased by a crazed god intent on consuming her powers and leaving what was left of her soul to rot for all eternity in the dreary Etruscan Underworld of Aitás.

			That totally sucked.

			So did this. Her lungs heaved as she ran through a dark forest, the night sky black. No moon shone above. No stars twinkled. No reflected sunlight gave her even a hint of power.

			Her legs shook like wet noodles, threatening to collapse at any moment. The underbrush swiped at her calves, and tree limbs caught at her hair, yanking and pulling.

			Peering over her shoulder, she saw a dark shape weaving through the trees behind her. Her heart hurt as it pounded in her chest. Her bare feet bled and ached as she stumbled along.

			Oh, she knew she really wasn’t running. She was actually asleep in her lonely bed in her home in the quiet hills of eastern Pennsylvania. She knew that because she’d had the same dream for the past three weeks.

			Charun, that blackhearted bastard, was taunting her like a high school bully picking on a weaker kid. But Charun’s intent wasn’t to merely frighten her, though the bastard did get a kick out of it.

			No, he was wearing her down, waiting for her to make a mistake so he could pinpoint her location. So far, she’d been able to keep her whereabouts a secret. But when he broke through her defenses, he’d send one of his demons to drag her down to Aitás. To him.

			The bastard couldn’t come himself. He was tied to Aitás by bindings even he couldn’t break. At least, not now.

			But if he found her, if he managed to accomplish what she thought he had planned, then soon, maybe, he would be able to break those bonds. And this world would suffer as the demons and the damned escaped with him.

			And she’d never get laid again. Damn it, she’d much rather go out with a literal bang than a figurative one.

			With a gasp, she broke free of the dream and sat straight up in her bed, blinking at the bright light even though it was… three o’clock in the morning, according to the clock on the bedside table.

			She’d left all the lamps blazing in her bedroom. An infomercial blared from the television, and the stereo on the nightstand blasted Puccini. None of it had been able to keep her awake. Probably because she could count on both hands the number of hours she’d slept in the past three weeks.

			Damn it, she needed help.

			Her nose wrinkled at the thought. She, a goddess, needed help. Wasn’t that a real kick in a perfectly fine ass?

			“Which won’t mean a damn thing if Charun gets hold of it,” she muttered to absolutely no one.

			Hell, if she survived Charun, she needed to get out of the house so someone could see her fine ass again. Playing the hermit didn’t suit her. She’d been one of the original party girls in her day, playing all night before hurrying off to meet the lovely sun each morning.

			But now she was a forgotten goddess, her main reason for being usurped by that bitch of a Roman goddess named Aurora—

			She took a deep breath. No, she couldn’t think about that. Those thoughts led to teeth gnashing and sore jaws.

			Still, she’d become a goddess without a true calling. What should she do with her never-ending life?

			Oh, she delivered a baby or ten or twenty every year. In addition to being a sun goddess, she also helped bring new life into the world, one of the more pleasurable aspects of her life.

			But that left her with a whole hell of a lot of time to fill. A girl could only do so much shopping and have so much sex before it all became so very… mundane.

			She wanted to be useful again. She wanted the remaining Etruscans, those who still followed the old ways, to remember that she even existed. And she most certainly did not want to be eaten by Charun.

			She needed help. And she knew just the person to help her find it.

			***

			“Hang tight… I’m coming. Just give me a minute.”

			The voice came from the second floor as Tessa stood in the entry hall of the small townhouse in Reading, Pennsylvania.

			In front of her, a stairway led along the right side of the house to the upper floors. To the left of the stairway, a hall led straight down the center of the house. To the far left, a doorway led into the front sitting room.

			Every inch of the place looked like it belonged to an inner-city Brady Bunch, from the ’80s-era paisley wallpaper to the colonial blue paint on the trim. Cream carpet covered every inch of the floor, and an umbrella stood next to the small half-round table in the entry.

			It all looked so normal, Tessa thought. So middle class.

			Until Salvatorus began to stomp down the stairs. Then what would have seemed completely normal to any eteri, any nonmagical human, made a complete left turn into mythology land.

			At four foot nothing, Sal had the fully developed upper body of a grown man. Wide shoulders, strong arms, nice pecs.

			His face was a true marvel of his Etruscan heritage, handsome and strong. And those brown eyes, so dark they looked almost black, held a knowing warmth that always made Tessa smile.

			As did the two shiny black horns sprouting from just above his forehead to peek through his glossy, black, curly hair. On any other man, those horns would have been enough to make a grown man choke on his own breath.

			On Sal, well, the goat legs stole the show.

			Beginning just below his belly button, those legs were covered with hide, a silky chestnut brown fur that was not a pair of pants. No, Sal had the actual legs of a goat.

			“Hey, sweetheart,” he said as he clomped down the stairs. “Haven’t seen you for a while. What’s up?”

			His deep Noo Yawk accent made her smile grow. But her fear must have shown in her eyes because Salvatorus’s gaze narrowed.

			“Are you hurt, Tessa?” He descended the rest of the steps on those small hooves so fast she worried for his safety. But he made it safely to the bottom, took her hand, and began to lead her through the house.

			“No.” Not yet, anyway. “I’m fine.”

			“Well, you let me be the judge of that.”

			Salvatorus led her to the kitchen at the very back of the house and pointed her toward a seat at the small table there. He didn’t speak, not right away, but set about making her hot chocolate, the rich scent of it making her stomach rumble.

			Tessa had been here many times before, mainly for parties. She did love a good party, and Salvatorus threw some of the best. But his home also served as a safe house for anyone of Etruscan descent, including those deities who needed his aid.

			She’d never sought aid from Salvatorus before. Really, a goddess who needed help? It sounded ridiculous.

			And yet, not so much now.

			Sliding into a straight-backed wooden chair, she let her gaze wander out the window over the sink and into the courtyard in the back. The August garden burst with color and fragrance that wafted in through the open window, enticing her to draw a deep breath. Roses, herbs, perennials, bushes, and trees bloomed and thrived in Sal’s garden, no bigger than twenty feet by twenty feet.

			It was beautiful, a testament to the sun’s nurturing power and Salvatorus’s skill.

			Tears bit at the corners of her eyes. She tried to blink them away before they fell, but one escaped and plopped right into the mug of hot chocolate that appeared in front of her.

			“All right, babe.” Salvatorus slid into the chair opposite her. “Spill. And I don’t mean tears.”

			She lifted her gaze to his. “Did you know Mlukukh has been missing? For more than a month.”

			If she’d surprised Salvatorus with her statement about another forgotten Etruscan goddess, he showed no sign of it. “No, I hadn’t heard. But then Mel has dropped off the face of the earth for years, sometimes decades. She’s always returned.”

			Tessa shook her head. “I don’t think she will this time. In fact, I’m pretty sure I know what happened to her.”

			Salvatorus’s eyelids lifted. “And that is…?”

			She took a deep breath before leaving it out on a sigh. “I think Charun had her snatched and taken to Aitás where he consumed her powers and left her shell to rot in the underworld.”

			Now Salvatorus’s eyes narrowed. “And you know this how?”

			“Because he told me. He told me that’s what he’s going to do to me as well.”

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			Okay, maybe she should have gotten a second opinion.

			Looking around her, she saw nothing but trees. Huge old pines and oaks that looked ominous in the fast-falling dusk.

			Behind her, she barely saw the deer trail that passed for a lane. She’d had to leave her car almost half a mile back on that lane, afraid her little Mini Cooper would get stuck in a rut, especially when rain began to pour from the sky in sheets.

			Her soaking wet clothes clung to her skin, chilling her to the bone.

			Just freaking perfect.

			Tessa really didn’t want to be here. But she had few choices left to her.

			It royally pissed her off that she’d been reduced to begging for help of any kind, but especially from a man. She’d taken care of herself for as long as she could remember.

			And she’d done a damn good job of it so far, if she did say so herself. Still, death was such an unappealing option.

			Sal said she needed this man, Caligo, to protect her.

			Grimacing, she wondered what parent would saddle their child with a name that meant “darkness” in Latin. Probably more of an affectation than a calling, if you asked her—

			“Oh, Uni’s ass,” she muttered to herself. “Yes, I’m stalling. So who cares?”

			Nobody, really. Except Charun. He’d be very happy if she stalled long enough for him to catch her.

			So just do it.

			Taking a deep breath, she lifted her hand and knocked on the door, which was surprisingly sturdy beneath her knuckles. She placed her hand flat on the surface and let her senses sink into the metal—and felt steel laced with iron bars and a healthy coating of magic.

			Since she was in the middle of nowhere northern Berks County at an abandoned-looking shack, that combination of strength and protective magic proved she was in the right place. As did the runes worked into the graffiti covering the walls of the structure.

			To anyone not of Etruscan descent—and really, what good was anyone who wasn’t—the runes would look like random lines and curves. But Tessa recognized an intricate Etruscan spell of protection alongside an ancient Egyptian curse and a Norse hex.

			She was fairly sure she saw a few spells of Sumerian and Celtic origin as well, but it’d been a while since… well, better just leave it at it’d been a while.

			“Suck it up, Tessa.” She straightened her back. “You need him.”

			After another deep breath, she knocked again, this time loud enough to echo in the surrounding woods. This part of Pennsylvania still had a few dark corners, and this man had found one of the darkest.

			Damn it all, was he ignoring her? Dead drunk? Or just dead? Salvatorus had told her all three were distinct possibilities.

			She sighed and glanced up at the sky, gray and nearly black. It would be dark soon, and she really didn’t want to be alone and unprotected out here after the sun went down. She’d be practically powerless. A shiver ran up her spine.

			Where the hell was this guy?

			Pressing her ear against the door, she listened. Nothing. Not a sound except for the ping of rain off the metal roof.

			Great. She’d finally decided to get help, and the man had the audacity not to be home.

			A steady stream of water dripped down her back, and when she shook her head, water flew from her hair. Well, damn it, she wasn’t going to stand in the rain and wait for him.

			Putting her hand on the doorknob, she felt the pulse of magic guarding the house through carefully set wards. They were such an odd mix of spells, none of which had the power to keep her out.

			She was a goddess, after all.

			Turning the iron knob, she pushed open the heavy door and tentatively stuck her head into the building.

			Forcing a smile, she called out, “Hello. Anyone home?”

			She couldn’t decide if she was relieved no one responded or frustrated. Maybe a little of both.

			With a sigh, she slipped through the door, feeling the tingle of Caligo’s wards as they slid off her without effect, and closed it tightly behind her.

			Surely this protector to whom Salvatorus had sent her wouldn’t be upset that she’d taken refuge in his home. She presented no threat to him. And not many men could resist her when she turned on the charm.

			Moving further into the room, she noted that this future protector of hers wasn’t much of a decorator. He had a couch, a coffee table, and a cabinet holding a flat-screen TV in the front part of the house.

			A kitchenette with apartment-sized appliances ran along the side of the house. The two open doors at the rear led to a bathroom and a bedroom.

			She yawned, catching herself off guard, and shivered as her wet hair dripped water down her front and onto the floor. In the bathroom, she found a clean towel and dried her hair as much as she could, sighing at her reflection.

			“Gods, I look like a drowned cat. I’ll probably scare the guy away.”

			Although, as she looked down at herself, she knew she’d be a shoo-in to win a wet T-shirt contest. Her purple silk top conformed to each and every curve. So did her denim shorts, but they were a bit more uncomfortable at the moment.

			Another yawn had her shaking her head as she moved back into the front room. Damn, she was tired.

			Sinking onto the surprisingly comfortable couch, she laid her head back on the cushion. Just for a second. She couldn’t let herself fall asleep. Charun—

			Her eyes closed and darkness descended.

			***

			Cal realized someone had gotten through his wards the second he put his hand on the doorknob of his home. He felt the disturbance in the wards like a shiver running up his spine.

			Well, fuck. He didn’t need this shit.

			Closing his eyes, he put his ear to the door and could just make out the rhythmic sound of breathing. Someone was sleeping in his house.

			Cal shook his head. Who the fuck would be stupid enough to break through his wards and then fall asleep waiting for him to get home?

			Obviously someone who didn’t know him.

			Well, they were about to get up close and personal. Pulling the knife from his pants pocket, he got ready to fight.

			Turning the knob a quarter inch at a time so it wouldn’t squeak, he pushed open the door. When no one started shooting at him or screaming, he stuck his head through the opening.

			And spotted his very own Goldilocks passed out on his couch.

			Didn’t she know the real ending of Goldilocks and the three bears? Goldi became dinner. But what a meal she’d make.

			Easing through the door, he closed it behind him without a sound.

			The female continued to sleep, her long, wavy strawberry-gold hair spread along the ugly-ass plaid cushions and framing a too-pretty face.

			Too pretty to be completely human.

			Sharp cheekbones, small round nose, and uptilted eyes in a heart-shaped face. Hair the color of the sun and full lips begging to be licked and sucked and…

			Maybe that last one was just him projecting. It’d been a while since he’d gotten laid. He’d had to lie low after that last job, which hadn’t been a job at all. Venus, that bitch— Hell. He needed to get over that one.

			Rubbing the back of his neck, he contemplated his unexpected guest. Had to be an immortal of some sort, which would make sense of how she’d gotten through his wards.

			Not one of the Greeks; she was too fair. Maybe one of the Romans, but he knew most of those by sight. Etruscan? Yeah, he’d have to go with Etruscan.

			She should know better than to let her guard down and fall asleep in a strange man’s house.

			What the hell was she doing here?

			Stalking to the couch on silent feet, he watched for any sign that she was waking up, but she was out cold. Or she was a damn good actress.

			He reached out and nudged her shoulder. No movement, nothing.

			Was she injured?

			Come to think of it, she looked… wet. Soaking wet, actually. Must have gotten caught in the rain.

			That still didn’t explain what she was doing here making a mess of his couch. Whatever it was, it probably wasn’t good. Damn deities always brought trouble with them. And he was sick and fucking tired of trouble.

			Well, this little Goldilocks was about to find out what happened when the bear got home.

			Bending, he picked her up and turned toward the bed in the back corner of the one-room shack. She didn’t wake, and he barely registered the load. Hell, she couldn’t weigh more than one hundred ten pounds soaking wet, which she was.

			Wonder what she looks like naked and standing in the shower?

			Well, what do you know? His libido still worked.

			At the bed, he dropped her on the mattress. She didn’t move, didn’t groan.

			Shit. What the hell was wrong with her? And how the hell long was he going to have to wait to talk to her?

			Standing over her in the perpetual twilight of his cabin, he studied her, trying not to notice how damn pretty she was, but he couldn’t deny it. Her pale skin gleamed, and her hair shone almost copper against the dark sheets on his bed. She was too bright, too beautiful for his place.

			What the hell could this little bauble be on the run from that would force her to come to him?

			Oh, he knew there were ugly things out there, monsters in the shadows, in the dark. Hell, he was one of them, though he could be bought for a price.

			Had she come to pay for his services? What was she willing to pay? Maybe a little sex to go along with the gold?

			She wasn’t his usual type. Of course, the last one had been, and look how that had ended up. But something about Goldilocks made his libido, among other things, sit up and take notice.

			She was small, only five two, maybe five three. And skinny, all tiny bones and features. He liked women with more meat on their bones. More like Amazons. He was six two and two ten, his body honed by constant training, constant vigilance, and constant violence. He liked his women to be able to keep up with him, not look like they’d faint from his weight on top of them.

			He’d never been attracted to fey little blondes.

			Still, since he wasn’t exactly sure what she was, he wasn’t going to take any chances ’cause he was that kind of guy. Careful. Meticulous. And a prick, if you listened to a few of the women he’d been involved with.

			Yeah, yeah, tell it to the choir. He’d learned not to make promises to women. He almost always ended up breaking them.

			And he certainly never trusted women. You never knew what secrets they were hiding. To that end, he stripped her naked—just to make sure she didn’t have any weapons stashed on her, of course. Besides, her clothes were wet, and he didn’t want her to ruin his mattress.

			Uh-huh.

			The scrap of denim she wore as shorts fell in a tiny pile on the floor. Her bright purple T-shirt followed, but not before he’d rubbed the material between his fingers. It had the texture of silk and caught on the rough skin of his hands.

			She wasn’t wearing a bra, and her underwear consisted of little more than two strings and a triangle of satin.

			His heart wanted to race but he refused to allow it. This wasn’t a seduction. Maybe she’d come to hurt him. Mercenaries couldn’t be too careful.

			He grabbed the ropes he kept under the bed. A few slipknots later, he’d tied her arms and legs to the four corners of the bed frame.

			Spread-eagle on his mattress, pretty little Goldilocks gave him a raging hard-on. Small but lush, her body curved in all the right places. Her breasts sat high and firm; her arms and legs were long and sleek; and her sex—

			Hell, he didn’t know where to look first.

			After last month’s fiasco in Philadelphia and—more to the point—the cause of it, he’d figured a naked woman would leave him as frigid as a few hours in a deep freeze.

			He still couldn’t believe he’d been duped by that Roman bitch, Venus. Goddess of Love and Beauty, his ass. She’d been smart enough not to use tears on him when she’d begged him to protect her from the big bad blacksmith god. No, she’d played the strong but wronged heroine to Vulcan’s evil rapist.

			What Venus had failed to mention was the fact that she’d slept with Vulcan to steal his magic hammer. She wanted to use that hammer to off Mercury, who’d told her to take a flying leap when she’d tried to seduce him.

			Vulcan had gone easy on Cal. The coma had only lasted two days. And Cal was back to full strength now. But the fact that this little piece stirred his desire made him uneasy.

			Getting a clean towel, he pulled the only chair in the house to the side of the bed and watched her chest rise and fall at a steady pace, her breasts quivering slightly with the movement.

			Shaking his head, he lifted his gaze to her face before he did something really stupid. Like touch her. That would be really stupid.

			He noted color returning to her cheeks. Good. She should come around soon.

			He pressed the towel against her forehead, then her cheeks. Her skin glistened as if she was warm. He glanced at the thermometer on the wall by the door. Nearly eighty-five in here. Not that he could feel it, but she definitely could.

			Folding the towel over his fingers, he swiped at her throat, then between her breasts. As his gaze continued down to the pale gold hair trimmed tight to her mound, his brain short-circuited.

			Shit, that’s not good.

			With an effort, he dragged his gaze back up to her face. Minutes ticked by as he stroked her cheek with the soft terry cloth, careful not to let his skin touch hers, and watched for any sign of her regaining consciousness. But her eyelids didn’t flutter; her breathing pattern didn’t change; and her lips didn’t move.

			She barely made a sound, and he found himself watching her chest for each slight rise. That, of course, meant he was back to staring at her breasts. Full, round, beautiful.

			When he lifted his hand to cup her, they felt great, too. Soft and female and… everything he’d been missing all his life.

			Shit. When had he become such a sap?

			His grip tightened for a second, and she arched into his touch, as if encouraging him. He was probably just reading too much into an involuntary movement, but damn, he really wanted to believe she liked his touch.

			Her breast fit in his palm perfectly, and when he rubbed his thumb over the dusky pink nipple, it tightened into a firm point. His cock gave a hard throb against the confines of his pants, and he lifted his free hand to her other breast.

			It’d been way too long since he’d gotten laid if just her breasts in his hands brought him this close to coming. There was a warning in there, but he ignored it and continued to knead her, treating her more gently than anything he’d ever held in his life.

			Why? Hell if he knew.

			He released her breasts and brushed his fingers against the pale skin just below her chin. Her pulse beat strong, and her skin felt… warm.

			He pulled his hands back as if she’d burned him. That couldn’t be right. He hadn’t felt heat or cold since he’d been a teenager. Couldn’t remember the warmth of hot water or the brush of a cool breeze on a fall night.

			But he swore he felt the heat of her skin against his.

			How was that possible?

			He was Cimmerian, one of the legendary warriors immortalized by that bastard Homer in The Odyssey. Their existence had been a closely guarded secret until that fucking Greek had outed them. Good old Homer. Between Atlantis and the Cimmerians, the ancient Greek historian really knew how to fuck up history.

			Yeah, they were born in the mist and shadow between the planes of existence, in the land they called Cimmeria. The Cimmerians’ strength and resistance to pain were legendary. Their bravery was unquestioned and their ability to fight until they died a useful skill for those who bought their aid.

			What no one knew was that Cimmerians felt no pain, no heat, no cold. The lack of sensation made them fierce warriors, the kind of men most humans or immortals wanted at their backs if they were in serious trouble.

			The only problem? After years of battle, the lack of physical sensation bled any and all humanity from the Cimmerians. Conversations usually ended in fights to proclaim dominance. Sex became nothing more than a release. Mates were for procreation, not affection.

			Emotion of any kind made you weak, according to Cimmerian thought.

			Still… if he and his visitor were both naked and he spread his body over hers, would he feel that warmth all over? Would he want to?

			He took a deep breath… and put his hands on her cheeks.

			Holy shit.

			He drew in a sharp breath at the pure bliss that lit up his nerve endings and zipped through his body like a lightning strike.

			He ripped his hands away. This changed everything.

			No. Hell, no.

			He was crazy. He had to be. What he was feeling was some aberration or a trick. An illusion. But as he stared at her body, he couldn’t quite seem to care.

			Her skin was completely free of tan lines or imperfections, sun-kissed peach except for her nipples. Those were a ruddy raspberry, puckered and erect. He wanted to bend down and take them in his mouth. Lick them, nip them, suckle until she arched into him.

			But first, he had to know if what he’d felt had been real or imagined. He lifted one hand… and stopped centimeters above the indentation of her navel.

			Idiot. Just touch her.

			Slowly, he laid his hand flat on her stomach to find her skin as soft as… Well, hell, he didn’t know what to compare it to. Or the heat of her body as it soaked into his skin.

			He sucked in a deep, almost painful breath. God… damn, that felt incredible. Even though it shouldn’t be possible.

			Well, fuck that. Possible, impossible, who the hell cared? Every nerve ending in his body had suddenly fired to life.

			He’d never realized how much he didn’t feel until this very moment. And now he wanted to revel in it.

			He put his other hand next to the first and closed his eyes, blocking out every other distraction except the feel of her. His body tensed, his balls tightening to the point of pain, and his cock hardened with a fierce throb.

			Who the hell was she?

			Fuck it, he didn’t care.

			Sliding his hands up and over her ribs, he felt each bone covered by warm satin skin. So delicate, so easily harmed. Sliding further, he let his hands touch the underside of her breasts. Soft and smooth, her skin warmed even more as he brushed his thumbs back and forth.

			Had he ever taken the time to caress a woman there? Why would he have bothered?

			Why are you bothering now?

			He stuffed his internal censor back into its box and took the full weight of her breasts in his hands. They weren’t huge, but they filled his palms, her nipples pebbling even more as he ran his thumbs over them. So warm, so tight.

			He had to taste her.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 3

			Tessa struggled out of a much-needed sleep because she felt someone close.

			Someone desired her. Ached for her so badly that his need brushed against her senses like a cat rubbing against her leg and begging for a caress.

			How long had it been since someone had truly needed her?

			She took a deep breath, her eyes still closed, and caught the scent of a male. Oh my, he smelled good. No, he smelled wonderful—a little sweat, a little spice, a whole lot turned on.

			He wanted her. She felt his desire like a blanket of heat on her skin.

			Forcing her lids to open, she found herself staring into moonlight-gray eyes, half hidden beneath midnight-black bangs.

			Those bangs nearly reached the tip of a slightly crooked nose that’d been broken at least once in his life. Possibly more than once, if the scar on his left cheekbone and the one under the cleft in his chin were any indication of the life he’d led.

			She followed the line of his jaw back up to his ear, noting that the rest of his hair wasn’t as long but clipped tight to his head. She lifted her hands to brush the bangs out of his eyes—and realized he’d tied her to the bed.

			She glanced down.

			Naked.

			Hmm.

			Closing her eyes for a second, she took stock. She wasn’t injured. But sweet Mother Goddess, she was horny as hell.

			She ached. For him.

			At the second she realized what she was feeling, her lungs constricted and her lips parted to try and draw in more air. Her nipples tightened into unbearable points of heat and her sex moistened, making her ready.

			The man watched her through slitted eyes, his expression unreadable. But his labored breathing told her he was just as aroused.

			Then he bent and took her nipple in his mouth.

			Her gasp echoed in the room as his warm mouth closed over her, and she strained against the ropes as her back arched. His tongue flicked the sensitive tip, slicked around it. Then he pulled back so he could nip at the tip with his teeth.

			Not hard, but a moan broke from her throat at the exquisite pleasure that coursed through her.

			Closer, he needed to be closer.

			She needed him to suck her into his mouth and draw on her, maybe bite her harder. Just a little harder. But he only licked at her, the warm air and his rough tongue making her nipple harden almost to the point of pain.

			Then he did bite her, and she arched her back off the bed with a short cry.

			“More. More.”

			The sharp shock of his teeth made her muscles clench and ache, but his hands squeezed her breasts gently. Almost tenderly, his fingers stroked and caressed. Teased. But it wasn’t enough to give her any ease.

			Damn him, she wanted him closer. Needed him closer. She wanted to pull his head down to her and force him to take her breast further into his mouth, but the ropes held her back.

			And he knew exactly how to torment her.

			He lapped at one and then the other nipple. Back and forth, he licked and nipped until she thought she might actually cry from frustration.

			“Gods, please…”

			He lifted his head and stared down at her, a question in those stormy eyes. “Please what?”

			“Please don’t stop.”

			He continued to stare, his expression showing no emotion, his hands idle. And her sanity began to return.

			What the hell was going on? And why did he kiss her body with such care?

			Then he dipped his head and sucked her nipple into his mouth again, pulling the flesh into the warm, wet cavern and rolling the tip with his tongue, and all questions evaporated into thin air.

			Oh, Blessed Mother Goddess, that felt absolutely divine. Who would have guessed that a man who looked as hard, as rough as he did would have such soft lips? And really, at the moment, who cared? As long as he kept using them on her body, which he did.

			His large hands kneaded as he suckled her and then pressed her breasts together until they touched. With his tongue, he licked at the seam where flesh met flesh and then released her breasts to press kisses to her sternum and below.

			He dragged his hands down her sides as his lips laid a trail straight to the hair on her mound. But before she gathered the breath to gasp, he pulled away and stood.

			She moaned. She couldn’t help it. The bastard was teasing her.

			Had she fallen so far that she couldn’t entice a man into bed with her?

			Then again, maybe she wasn’t as far gone as she’d thought when she saw him rip his T-shirt over his head and unbutton and unzip his black pants.

			He was commando under there, his erection a thick, ruddy shaft jutting straight out from his groin. Thick as a broomstick and longer than her hand. Her mouth dried at the sight.

			The man was absolutely beautiful.

			She let her gaze make a leisurely path up his body, lingering on the washboard abs and the flexing pecs before meeting his gaze.

			A smile curved her lips, and his gaze narrowed.

			Good, she wanted him to wonder. And to want.

			Because she wanted him with a ferocity she’d worry about later. Right now, she just wanted him to take her.

			He must have read her mind—or maybe the scent of her arousal was enough—because he crawled onto the bed beside her. He loomed over her for several seconds, his eyes traveling the length of her body before he moved first one knee then the other between her legs.

			Her lungs struggled to draw in enough air, and her hands lifted again before being caught by the ropes.

			Sitting back on his heels between her spread legs, he stared into her eyes as he lifted his right hand and set it on her left thigh. Then he did the same with his left hand on her right thigh. Heat shot up her spine and his hands clenched as if he’d had the same reaction.

			Good. She wanted to know that the man she desired lusted after her as well. It would definitely make him easier to manage. But she’d worry about that later.

			Right now, she wanted to enjoy the anticipation and the promise of lust in his eyes.

			After a few seconds, his fingers began to knead her thighs as they had her breasts. The feeling was so luxurious that she let her head fall back onto the pillow.

			How long had it been since someone had caressed her?

			Way too damn long.

			As his hands stroked down to her knees and back up, he moved closer to her sex each time. She was soaking wet for him. She wanted him to know it, to touch her. She arched her hips… and he pulled his hands down to her knees.

			Damn him. She bit back a groan and settled back onto the bed. He rewarded her by smoothing his hands back up to her hips, his thumbs finally grazing through her curls and brushing against the lips of her sex, sending tingles shooting into her womb.

			She bit her tongue on a moan, not wanting to give him any cause to pull away. And felt his thumbs begin to part her.

			“You’re wet.” His voice vibrated through her skin and into her soul as he placed one hand fully over her mound. “I can smell your desire. Is this why you’re here?”

			She shook her head, straining against the ropes, wanting to force him to touch her as she needed.

			He removed his hands, and she nearly screamed in frustration. She opened her eyes and found herself staring into his as he planted his fists next to her head and bent over her. His knees brushed high on the inside of her thighs, crowding her and forcing her to try to open her legs even further, over the protest of the ropes.

			“Did you come for sex?” he asked. “You must need it bad if you trekked all the way out here. But I can’t believe you couldn’t crook your little finger and have any man you wanted. So I gotta wonder what the hell you’re doing here.”

			His eyes were such a pure gray, more silver than blue. Mesmerizing.

			“I need you,” she panted. “I need you… to protect me.”

			He smiled, but it was not kind. “Yeah, well, who’s gonna protect you from me?”

			Hell, she didn’t want anyone to protect her from him. She wanted him to ravage her. For hours. She hadn’t had a man in her bed for ages. She felt like she’d been on the run for years, not weeks. Ages had passed since she’d been able to sleep or had known whom to trust.

			She trusted Salvatorus, and he’d sent her here.

			To this man.

			“I don’t need protection from you,” she said. “Right now, I just need you to take me.”

			His eyebrows lifted but he didn’t move. “Take you where, babe? Where’re we going?”

			She looked him straight in the eyes to be sure he did not misunderstand her. “Do me. Right now. Fuck me. Please.”

			***

			Cal shuddered, and the bed shook with him.

			He’d never expected her to be so blunt. She was too damn preciously beautiful to have a mouth like that. But that word, that one word coming from those lips made his cock throb and his muscles ache with the need to shove inside her, to get so far inside her that she’d forget she’d ever had anyone else.

			He wanted her to wrap her legs around his waist and her arms around his shoulders, to sink her nails into his back as he rode her hard and satisfied this raging lust. And to make her come, hot and wet around him, until she screamed and passed out. He must be fucking nuts.

			He must have knocked his head sometime in the past few hours. That would explain his insane need to have her and mark her in some way as his. Because that’s exactly what he wanted.

			Well, he could have her, but he wouldn’t be keeping her.

			With his eyes trained on hers, he lowered his hips until he could brush the tip of his cock against the soft hair on her mound, then further down, against the satin-soft lips of her sex.

			Her eyelids fluttered closed and her soft moan made his arms shake as he held his body above hers. He did it again, this time letting his cock slip between her lips and rubbing her moisture all over the head.

			God, he could feel the warmth of it, so fucking beautiful it nearly made him cry out. But that would be showing emotion, and this had nothing to do with emotion.

			So he reared back and thrust into her. Not brutally hard. Just with enough force to sink deep, almost to his balls. Slick heat enfolded him, milked him.

			She cried out, though not in pain. No, she ground against him, wrapping her hands around what little slack there was in the ropes and using them to angle herself to him.

			On his arms above her, he forced himself to watch her face, to watch every expression. The relief, the ecstasy, the frustration.

			He figured if she looked up, she’d see the same expression on his face. And that was probably not a good thing. With his cock lodged inside her sex, he lowered onto his elbows and shoved his face at her neck. Nipping at the soft flesh beneath her ear, he flexed his hips and pulled out, one centimeter at a time, letting the drag of flesh on flesh tighten his balls.

			God, she was hot and he could feel that heat. No other woman he’d fucked had ever made him feel like this.

			But this didn’t feel like fucking. This felt more… reverential. That was a dangerous path.

			But it was going to be fun while it lasted.

			At the point where he’d nearly slipped free of her body, he shoved back in, making sure to catch her clit at a good angle. He must have done okay, because she gasped, her warm breath brushing his ear and raising the hair all over his body.

			Damn, being this close to her was a revelation of all the sensations he thought he’d lost forever. And he was determined to enjoy the full extent of every one.

			Removing his teeth from her neck, where he could see the beginning of a bruise, he rubbed his nose against the skin under her ear on his next retreat, breathing in her scent, fresh and clean, like clear air at the first touch of the sun. Something he hadn’t experienced in almost a century but remembered for its purity.

			Obviously this woman wasn’t untouched, but there was something about her, something pure. Something he wanted. Something he needed.

			And that was so totally bad.

			This time, he shoved in a little harder and immediately cursed himself for it, though she seemed to enjoy it, if her breathy moan was any indication. Lifting his head, he finally let himself kiss her full on the mouth. He wanted to taste her and needed to penetrate her again. To conquer her.

			Her tongue slid along his, his hips hammering faster now, his tongue halfway down her throat. Her mouth was just as warm as the rest of her, even more so, and his cock twitched, warning him he was about to come. He froze, not wanting to, but she broke away and pressed her lips to his ear.

			“Do it,” she whispered. “Come on, harder. I need to come and so do you.”

			Her rough-edged words flicked a switch in his brain, allowing his body to take over the rest of the ride. His hips pulled back before he slammed into her again and again. Her moans fueled his lust, and he made a small adjustment to the angle of his thrust until she cried out and clenched around him.

			Her orgasm cut the last thread of control he had on his sanity, and he released into her with a cry and a sense that he’d finally found home.

			Now that really scared the shit out of him.

			***

			The man fell all over Tessa like he’d passed out.

			Breathing heavily in her ear, he lay on top of her, his heavy body providing a curious sense of safety. Which was great, considering why she was here.

			The problem was going to be the sex. It had been good. Maybe too damn good. How was she going to keep her hands off him?

			Then again… She tugged on the ropes. That might be the easy part.

			Convincing him to be her savior was going to be more difficult. According to Salvatorus, Caligo wouldn’t want to help her.

			Something about a deal gone wrong. Though Salvatorus hadn’t elaborated, the probability that Cal had been screwed, possibly by someone she knew, was a very real possibility.

			Still, he was a mercenary, a man who could be bought for a price. Hopefully, he’d want more of what she could give him. She didn’t mean only the sex, but that definitely wouldn’t be a hardship. She hadn’t felt this level of lust in centuries.

			Lying silently, she felt his cock still twitching inside her, pulsing his seed into her.

			After that great orgasm, she felt more rested than she had in… Well, she couldn’t remember how long. She wanted to close her eyes and sleep, at least for a little while, but they needed to talk.

			As if he’d read her mind, he sighed, his chest moving against hers, the dark hair on his pecs teasing her nipples. As he eased his hips back, his cock pulled free, and he sat back on his haunches.

			He stared into her eyes for several seconds before his gaze shifted to her left arm and then her right. Leaning forward, he released her arms from the ropes, which had begun to chafe. Then he got off the bed and released her legs.

			She lay there for a minute, rubbing her wrists and flexing her ankles. He watched her, his jaw clenching as he stood by the bed and then turned and tossed his shirt on the sheet next to her.

			“Put this on,” he said. “Then we’ll talk.”

			His tone brooked no dissension but at least he wasn’t kicking her out. Yet. “Can I use your bathroom?”

			He pointed to the wall to her right.

			Okay, not much of a talker. Sliding off the bed, she headed for the bathroom next door, feeling his gaze on her the whole way. The slickness of his essence between her thighs made her hips sway just a little more than usual.

			Closing the door behind her, she noticed there was no mirror in the utilitarian room, only a toilet, a sink, and a tiny shower stall. Guess there’d be no shower sex. And thinking about sex was not going to get her head together, which was part of the reason she’d stepped in here. She needed just a little distance to think.

			After she cleaned up a bit and washed her hands, she pulled the shirt on, shaking her head as it fell almost to her knees. She’d have to ask what he’d done with her clothes. Then she took a deep breath.

			She had to go back out there and convince him to help her. But fear rooted her feet to the floor. If he turned her away, she was dead.

			“Oh, just get out there and talk to him. It’s not like you haven’t just had sex with the guy.”

			And it wasn’t like she hadn’t had sex with lots of guys. Of course, she hadn’t needed any of them to save her, which was the real kick in the pants.

			How low she had fallen.

			Stepping out of the bathroom, she found him standing before the open front door. In this brutal August heat, he was wearing long pants but wasn’t sweating. She was used to the heat, but even her skin was slightly damp.

			He turned and she knew from his expression that the real interrogation was about to begin. And the Great Mother Goddess help her if she didn’t give him what he wanted.

			“Who are you?” His voice brooked no resistance. At any other time, she probably would have turned up her nose at him and told him to stuff his question. “And don’t give me any bullshit. I’m not in the mood.”

			Now, she couldn’t help but smile. She did so love men who didn’t screw around. Well, not with business, anyway.

			“My name’s Tessa.”

			“What the fuck do you want, Tessa? And if it’s anything other than sex, you’re outta luck.”

			Well, the sex had been amazing, but she did have more pressing issues.

			“It’s about a job.”

			He continued to stare at her. “What kind of job?”

			“One for which I would pay you a lot of money.” There, that was sure to get a response.

			But the man paused again. “To do what?”

			Okay, maybe this one was smarter than the average bear. “Keep me alive.”

			He made a sound that could have been a snort or a laugh. “Yeah, well, that’s easier said than done most times, ain’t it? What’s so special about you, babe?”

			Not much. That was both true and very misleading. “You are Caligo, correct? I need to know I’m talking to the right person.”

			Again the snort. “Probably not.”

			That was complete bullshit. This was definitely the man Salvatorus had told her she needed. And if Salvatorus said she needed him, then this was the man she wanted.

			“My name is Tessa. Salvatorus sent me here to seek protection he told me you’d provide.”

			“Huh.” The man’s mouth twisted in a smirk. “Now I know that’s not right because Salvatorus should know better than to send your kind to me.”

			“Special circumstances. Please, I need you.”

			Some emotion crossed his hard face, something she didn’t understand, so she pushed on.

			“My name is Thesan, but I go by Tessa now.” She paused, waiting to see if her name struck any chord at all with him, but his expression never changed.

			She sighed. So much for being a formerly beloved goddess. That and five bucks would get her a Starbucks mocha latte these days.

			“Your name’s supposed to ring a bell?” He crossed his arms over that deliciously perfect chest.

			She shook her head. “It’s okay. It’s been several thousand years since anyone worshipped me on a regular basis. Of course you wouldn’t know my name.”

			His gaze narrowed. “Worshipped you?”

			She stood a little taller and pointed her nose into the air. “Thesan, Goddess of the Dawn, at your service.”

			“Yeah, right,” he grunted. “Goddess my ass. The deities don’t live down here with the common people, babe. And the only Goddess of the Dawn I know is Aurora, and you ain’t her.”

			She held her smile though she had to grit her teeth to do it. “No, I am not Aurora, for which you should be grateful. She’s…” A worthless, ugly cow “…not worth talking about. And most of the Etruscan pantheon still lives in this time and place.”

			His gaze never faltered. “And that’s what you are? Etruscan?”

			She nodded, unsure if her affiliation would help or hinder her cause.

			He grunted again, but in response to what she couldn’t tell. “That still doesn’t explain why you need me for protection. Aren’t you deities supposed to be all powerful and shit like that?”

			Absently, she rubbed at a raw spot on her wrist from the ropes and saw his gaze arrow in on it. “Not really. I was never all powerful, but I very much enjoyed what I did.”

			And then that bubble-headed, Barbie-doll bitch Aurora took my job and—

			Okay, deep breath. No need to hash all that out again. It’d been centuries. She should be over it. Really.

			“When the Roman pantheon usurped our roles, some of us became… obsolete.” She truly hated that word. “There’s only one sun, after all, and, well…” She forced a smile. “Anyway, I retained my midwifery duties, but over the years, some of us have become mostly… forgotten.” And that really sucked. “Some of us still serve the magical races of the Etruscans, the Enu and the Fata. But mostly,” she shrugged, hating the hollow feeling her chest, “we merely exist.”

			Was that pity she saw in his eyes? Damn him, that’s not what she wanted. Her back straightened, but he spoke before she could say anything else.

			“That still doesn’t explain why you need me.”

			No, it didn’t, and she could only hope that when she told him, he didn’t kick her out on her butt.

			“Charun has—”

			He held up one hand. “God of the Underworld, right?”

			She nodded. “We call it Aitás, but yes. He’s one of the gods who has retained his position through the millennia, and he’s not very happy about it. He’s been stuck in Aitás, trapped there, really, and he’s decided he wants to be released from his service.”

			“And what does that have to do with you? And me?”

			“He plans to consume deities and absorb their powers, which will make him more powerful.” She shuddered just thinking about it. “I believe he’s trying to break free of Aitás and is tracking Etruscan goddesses through their dreams. I believe he’s already taken one and has decided I’m next.”

			His expression remained unchanged. “I can see why you might have a problem with this, but why should I care?”

			“If Charun is released from Aitás, the dead will follow him out, and then everyone on earth will have a problem.”

			His eyebrows lifted. “So? I’m not the police, Lady. I’m not a god. I don’t have an infinite lifespan, and I don’t like to do dirty work for deities. They tend to fuck you over. I’m just a guy—”

			“No, I know that’s not true. I know what you are, Caligo of the Cimmerians.”

			Well, shit.

			Amazing how that one word—Cimmerian—was guaranteed to throw Cal’s life in the toilet.

			At one time, it would have been murmured with respect and fear. Men wanted to be Cimmerian, and women just wanted them.

			Then fucking Robert E. Howard had screwed Cal’s people six ways to Sunday with his books about the Cimmerians. Hollywood had compounded the problem by casting Arnold Schwarzenegger in the film version, Conan the Barbarian, making the true remaining Cimmerians cringe at the horrifying spectacle.

			Yeah, Cal was Cimmerian, one of the legendary warriors born in the mist and shadow of the land between the planes of existence. They were a race an evolutionary step above mortal humans, though fewer than five hundred remained of a once-thriving civilization now reduced to little more than a tribe.

			And this pretty little goddess with the willing body and intelligent blue eyes had given him a taste of a heat he shouldn’t be able to feel.

			That made her dangerous.

			He really should kick her out, whether Salvatorus had sent her or not. That little horned bastard had a lot to answer for.

			Thesan continued to stare at him, waiting for an answer, though she hadn’t asked a question.

			And since she wasn’t going to win this battle, he gave her a blank stare. That might have told her more than he’d wanted because she smiled as if he’d blurted out, “Yes, I’m a Cimmerian, and I’ll do whatever you want.”

			No matter how good the sex was, it didn’t entitle her to his life story.

			“So,” she said, “do I have your attention now?”

			Yeah, she did. Especially when she kept rubbing her wrists.

			He shrugged in response to her question. And changed the subject. “I’ve got some salve for your wrists.”

			He walked to the small kitchen area and removed a tin from the tiny refrigerator. He let his hand linger in the interior for a few seconds, but he didn’t feel the cold at all.

			Good, that was good. It meant something about her made him feel heat. Not some deficiency in him.

			Walking back, he flipped the tin to her.

			“You can take that with you when you leave. It’s not my turn to be a hero today, babe, and definitely not for a spoiled little goddess. And you can’t buy my services with a little sex.”

			But maybe for a little more…

			No. He had to stand strong here.

			“I can pay. However much you—”

			“I don’t want your money, either.”

			She drew in a sharp breath as if he’d hit her, and his heart gave a wrench. Damn it, he was not going to cave on this. Not even when he saw dainty little tears pool at the corners of her eyes.

			Cimmerians were warriors, and these days they were forced to be mercenaries to live. They didn’t cave to feminine wiles. They were strong and brave… and, oh, for fuck’s sake, this wasn’t fair. For some stupid-ass reason, he wanted to wrap his arms around her and tell her he’d never let anything hurt her.

			But he knew better than to get involved with the deities. Everyone did. They screwed you over royally. And he didn’t mean in bed. Although that fuck definitely had been fit for the gods.

			Blinking back the tears, she turned and headed for the door.

			“Then I guess I’ll just say thanks for the sex.” She turned the knob and stepped outside. “It was good.”

			Closing the door, she disappeared.

			***

			Tessa had wondered if the tears would work. Not that they weren’t real. She really was screwed well and good now. Especially since Caligo didn’t seem to be following her.

			Stepping off the rickety wooden porch, she headed in the direction of her car, her thoughts reeling.

			Now what? Did she return to her little house and wait for Charun to catch her in her sleep when she could no longer keep her eyes open? Return to Salvatorus’s home in the city and risk Charun discovering possibly the only Etruscan safe house in the States?

			Was there anywhere she could go that Charun would not find her?

			Sighing, she headed for her little blue convertible Mini Cooper, parked just beyond the bend in the road. When she arrived, she’d had to park the car and walk because of the deeply rutted path. But that meant she now had to walk back with the soreness between her legs a constant reminder of her failure.

			Damn Caligo.

			Salvatorus had warned her that the Cimmerian might be hard to convince. Sal had mentioned something about Cal having been screwed over by another goddess recently.

			It had never really occurred to Tessa that Cal would refuse to help her because she was a deity. She had enough gold to pay him anything he wanted. And she would have gladly given him her body again. The sex had been… amazing.

			But really, what had she expected from a mercenary?

			Sure, he’d taken the payment but hadn’t rendered a service. Okay, that wasn’t technically true. That wonderful orgasm could be considered a service, but still…

			All she had to show for her day were sore wrists and ankles, a headache, and the remaining tingle of sex in her body.

			Now what?

			She stopped and took a deep breath, inhaling clean, country air. At least it was no longer raining. All around her, the forest soothed. She felt the hum of living energy in the beat of her heart, felt the earth’s power beneath her feet. Just because she was—had been—a sun goddess, that didn’t mean she wasn’t in tune with the earth.

			And this was an old forest, unusual for this part of southeastern Pennsylvania, where the Europeans had harvested most of the trees several centuries earlier.

			No wonder Caligo chose to live here. It was secluded. Peaceful.

			But where did she go now?

			She couldn’t risk contacting any of the other deities she’d been friendly with in times past for fear of leading Charun to them. Besides, Usil, the Sun God, had disappeared many centuries ago, and Nethuns, the Sea God, probably wouldn’t talk to her anyway because of that whole Kev affair.

			Sue her, she had a thing for young men. Neth had known that from the start and—

			She sighed. That wasn’t going to save her ass. Or the world’s.

			Lifting her hand, she rubbed at her burning eyes. That nap at Caligo’s had only made her more tired.

			She didn’t know how much longer she could go without a full night’s sleep. She wouldn’t be able to keep herself awake through sheer force of will much longer. And when she dreamed, Charun would find her.

			Dreams existed in a state other than reality, one that Charun, who lived in the plane of existence where dreams originated, could access with little effort.

			When she fell asleep and her unconscious brain took over, her dreams would stand out like a beacon for the God of Aitás, especially since he was specifically looking for her. Once he’d located her, he’d send his minions to bring her to him for a little dinner party where she would be the main course.

			Opening the door to her car, she slid into the driver’s seat and dropped her head on the steering wheel.

			Think, Tessa, think. Just because you’re blonde and haven’t used more than a tenth of your natural skills for almost two millennia doesn’t mean you can’t come up with a—

			A hand slid around her arm and she screamed.

			***

			Cal was congratulating himself for getting rid of Tessa with a minimum of hysterics when her scream rang clear into the house. Adrenaline dropped into his system and he raced for the door, wrenching it open before he even realized he’d moved.

			Then the sound cut off as abruptly as it’d started, and he tore off down the rutted dirt path that led to his house.

			Fuck, this was his fault. He shouldn’t have let her go.

			Before he got to the blind bend about a quarter mile from the house, he slid into the trees, heading in the direction he’d heard her scream. Through the breaks between trunks, he caught glimpses of a small blue car.

			He slowed to a stop behind a huge old oak, then peered around the side. What he saw inside the car made him freeze.

			A blue-skinned demon with long black hair held Tessa’s pure strawberry-gold waves in one hand and a knife at her throat with the other. Tessa’s hands gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles white with strain. Her face was just as pale, and those same damn tears he’d cursed her for earlier ran down her cheeks.

			Shit. Shit, shit, and double shit.

			If he rushed the car, the demon, probably one of Charun’s minions that Tessa had mentioned, would have enough time to hurt her, even though Tessa had said Charun wanted to consume her. That meant the demented god probably wanted her alive and the demon couldn’t kill her.

			But it could injure her. And that would seriously piss him off, which was fucking stupid logic, considering he’d just kicked her out.

			Pushing those thoughts out of his head, he dropped to the ground and crawled through the underbrush toward the car. Since Cal was really good at what he did, the demon never made any indication that it heard or saw him.

			Cal would have been awfully fucking offended if it had. Still, he wasn’t inside the car yet.

			Ignoring the scratching of fallen branches against his bare chest and stomach, he reached the back end of the car then carefully dragged himself around to the passenger’s side. Luckily, Tessa had parked close to the side of the road so he didn’t have to crawl into the open.

			Getting to the door only took seconds but it felt like forever because he could hear snatches of conversation from the open car window. The demon wanted Tessa to drive, but she was arguing that she couldn’t drive with a knife at her throat.

			Her voice sounded slow and sure, but it held a tremor of fear that infuriated him. He wanted to reach inside the car and pound the demon into oblivion for putting that tone in Tessa’s voice. But that wasn’t the best course of action. So he waited.

			And, after a few more seconds, he got the opening he needed.

			The demon must have moved the knife because the car started. Before Tessa could drive away, Cal reached up, opened the door, and grabbed the demon’s arm.

			In that split second of surprise, he managed to drag the demon out of the car and onto the ground before it started to fight. Dirty. And like a girl. It pulled his hair and grabbed his ears. It used long black fingernails to scratch at his face and brought its feet up to gouge its toenails into his legs.

			Cal fought back, punching the demon in the head and kneeing it in the side. Ignoring the blood running down his face and legs, he heard Tessa gasp but couldn’t take the time to see if she was okay. The demon was stronger than it had any right to be for its size, but Cal knew that wasn’t unusual for lower-plane creatures.

			To subdue it, he tried to roll and trap it under his body, but the demon rolled the other way and punched its fist toward his face. Cal dodged at the last second, but the demon brought its knee up and caught him in the balls. Good thing Cal didn’t feel pain because that one might have really hurt. He’d have to check later to make sure the kick hadn’t done any lasting damage.

			Right now, he was losing his grip on the thing. Its skin grew slippery with sweat. At least he hoped it was sweat. The damn thing could be poisoning him and he wouldn’t know until it was too late. Still, he couldn’t let it get away.

			With a burst of strength, Cal wrapped his hands around the demon’s thin, wattled throat and tried to cut off its air supply. It just smiled, showing off four rows of razor-sharp teeth, and rolled him like he was a kid.

			Cal found himself on his back, staring up at the demon.

			Shit, this was bad news. He’d underestimated the thing’s strength.

			But Cal still had a few tricks up his sleeve. He began to throw deadly hard punches, aiming for the thing’s head. Only a few of them connected because the demon was fast and limber. And each time it moved, its teeth got closer. Cal lifted his arm, hoping the demon would bite that before taking a chunk out of his face.

			The demon opened its mouth and hissed—

			And suddenly it wasn’t there.

			Tessa stood over him with a tree limb shaking in her trembling hands, panting, eyes wide. Then they both turned to look at the demon, which Tessa had managed to smack a good ten feet away. On all fours, it shook its body like a dog after a bath. Then it stood, a wiry mass of naked flesh with no sex organs to indicate male or female. It hissed again, showing off those pointed teeth, and smiled before loping into the forest away from the house.

			Cal pushed himself off the ground, watching the tree limb bob and weave in Tessa’s hands.

			“Tessa.”

			Actually, Tessa’s whole body trembled, making that limb extremely dangerous to Cal. Eyes wide, she stared in the direction the demon had run. Her breath rasped hard and rough out of her body, and her knuckles had turned white.

			“Tessa, it’s okay. It’s gone. Put that down before you hurt me with it.”

			There, that got her attention. Her gaze swung around to his, and he was almost startled to see real fear in her eyes. Apparently deities were afraid of some things, which meant the demon was probably not something he wanted to run into again.

			“Are you okay?” Tessa asked as she stepped closer, dropping the limb at the last moment before it batted him in the side. “It didn’t bite you, did it?”

			He shook his head. “I’m fine. What about you? You okay?”

			She took a deep breath and then another. With a visible effort, she forced her body to stop trembling. Then she nodded. “Yes, I’m fine. It didn’t hurt me.”

			“You wanna tell me what the fuck that was?”

			She shivered, her entire body getting in on the action. “Tukhulkha demon. Charun’s bringing out the big guns.”

			And that scared the shit out of her. He saw it in her wide eyes and the paleness of her skin.

			“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get back to the house. Then we’ll figure out what to do next.”

			She blinked. “We?”

			He sighed. “Yeah, we.” Although he was probably going to regret this. “I don’t like to be attacked on my own ground. Pisses me off.”

			Her eyes widened even more. “So you’ll help me?”

			Putting his hand on her arm, he let the warmth he shouldn’t be able to feel seep into his skin. Obviously, something about this woman, this goddess, brought out a part of him he’d thought lost.

			“Yeah, I will. Let’s go.”
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