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Chapter 1

Demons are scary.

No matter what religion or walk of life
you come from, this remains pretty constant.
Oh sure, they have their absurd moments—
especially in the circles I run with—but all in all,
people have good reason to fear and avoid hell's
diabolical servants. They're cruel and merciless,
delight in pain and suffering, and torture souls
in their free time. They lie. They steal. They
cheat on their taxes.

Yet, in spite of all that, I couldn't help but
think I was about to witness the most terrifying
demonic act yet.

An awards ceremony. For me.

Horatio, vice demon of such-and-such division
of Infernal Affairs, stood before me, trying
to impart an air of solemnity to the moment
and failing miserably. I suspected his sky blue
polyester suit and matching paisley bow tie
were largely to blame. The sideburns didn't help
either. He probably hadn't left the inner circles
of hell in about six centuries, back around the
last time sky blue polyester was in style.

With a too-long clearing of his throat, he
glanced back and forth between those gathered,
verifying we were all paying attention. My
supervisor Jerome stood nearby, looking utterly
bored, occasionally glancing at his watch.
Beside him, Horatio's impish assistant Kasper
grinned from ear to ear. A briefcase sat on the
floor near him, and he clutched an assortment
of papers. The eager, suck-up, lapdog look on
his face indicated a burning desire for promotion.

As for me . . . well, I was fighting a hard
battle to look excited too—and failing. Which
was unacceptable, of course. I'm a succubus.
My entire existence relies on making people—
men in particular—believe and see what they
want to in me. I can switch from simpering
virgin to sultry dominatrix in a heartbeat. All it
takes is a bit of shape-shifting and a dash of
playacting. I'd picked up the former ability
when I traded away my human soul; I'd
acquired the latter over time. After all, you can't
spend centuries telling every guy, "Yeah baby,
you were the best I've ever had" and not learn
a little something about schmoozing. Myths
may paint us as ethereal, demonic creatures of
pleasure, but honestly, being a succubus just
comes down to a convincing poker face and a
good sales pitch.

So, really, this awards thing shouldn't have
been a problem for me. But Horatio wasn't
making it easy to keep a straight face.

"Verily, it gives me great honor to be here
today," he intoned in a nasal, baritone voice.

Verily?

"Hard work is what makes us great, and we
gather here now to recognize one who has
shown dedication and given her all to the
Greater Evil. Such individuals are what make us
strong, what will allow us to win in this
immense battle when all tallies are counted at
the end of time. Such individuals are worthy of
our esteem, and we strive to reward their
commitment, letting all know just how important
it is to push hard against the odds and fight
for our objectives in these difficult times."

He then added: "Whereas those who do not
work hard are cast into the fiery pits of despair,
to burn for all eternity and be ripped asunder by
the hounds of hell."

I opened my mouth, on the verge of noting
how that would be more cost effective than
severance pay, but Jerome caught my eye and
shook his head.

Meanwhile, Horatio had nudged Kasper, and
the imp hastily handed over a gold embossed
certificate. "It is therefore with great pleasure
that I present unto you this Award of
Achievement for Excellently Exceeding and
Surpassing Requisite Succubus Quotas in this
Most Recent Quarter. Congratulations."

Horatio shook my hand and handed me the
certificate, which had been signed by about fifty
different people.

This Certifies that:

LETHA (alias Georgina Kincaid),
Succubus in the Archdiocese of Seattle,
Washington, United States of America,
North America, Earth, has hereby
Excellently Exceeded and Surpassed
Requisite Succubus Quotas in this Most
Recent Quarter, demonstrating outstanding
performance in seduction,
damnation, and corruption of human
souls.

Everyone looked at me when I finished
reading, so I supposed they expected some kind
of speech or something. Mostly I was
wondering if I'd get in trouble for trimming this
down to fit an eight-by-ten frame.

"Um, thanks. This is . . . cool."

That seemed to satisfy Horatio. He nodded
smartly, then shot a glance to Jerome.

"You must be so proud."

"Exceptionally," murmured the archdemon,
stifling a yawn.

Horatio turned back to me. "Keep up the
good work. You might find yourself in line for
promotion to the corporate level."

As if giving my soul away wasn't already bad
enough. I forced a smile.

"Well. There's still so much to do here."

"Excellent attitude. Most excellent. You've
done well with her." He gave Jerome a chummy
pat on the back, something my boss did not
look happy about at all. He didn't really like
friendly pats. Or being touched, period. "Well,
if there's nothing more, I should probably—oh,
I nearly forgot."

Horatio turned to Kasper. The imp handed
over something else to his master.

"These are for you. As a token of our appreciation."
He gave me a gift card for Applebee's, as well
as some Blockbuster free-rental coupons.
Jerome and I both stared for a moment, dumbstruck.
"Wow," I finally said. The runner-up for this
award probably got a gift card for Sizzler.
Never doubt that second place really is the first
loser.

Horatio and Kasper vanished. Jerome and I
stood in silence for a few moments.

"You like riblets, Jerome?"

"Droll, very droll, Georgie." He strolled
around my living room, pretending to study my
books and artwork. "Nice job with the quota
thing. Of course, it's easy to excel when you're
starting at zero, huh?"

I shrugged and tossed the certificate on my
kitchen counter. "Does it really matter? Still
gets you the laurels. I figured you'd like that."

"Of course I do. In fact, I've been rather
pleasantly surprised at just how well you've
kept your promise."

"I always keep my promises."

"Not all of your promises."

My silence made him smile. "So what now?
Going out to celebrate?"

"You know where I'm going. I'm going to
Peter's. Aren't you?"

He avoided the question; demons excelled at
that. "I thought perhaps other plans had arisen.
Plans with a certain mortal. You do seem to be
doing that an awful lot lately."

"It's none of your business what I do."

"All of your business is my business."

Again, I didn't answer. The demon stepped
closer, dark eyes boring into me. For inexplicable
reasons, he chose to look like John Cusack
while walking the human world. That
might seem like it would reduce his power to
intimidate, but I swear, it only made things
worse.

"How long are you going to keep up this
farce, Georgie?" His words were a challenge,
trying to draw me out. "You can't honestly
think you have a future with him. Or that you
two can stay chaste forever. For Christ's sake,
even if you can keep your hands off him, no
human male's going to stay celibate for long.
Especially one with a large fan base."

"Did you miss the part where I said it's my
business?"

Heat rose to my cheeks. Despite knowing
better, I'd recently gotten myself involved with a
human. I wasn't even entirely sure how it had
happened since I've always gone out of my way
to avoid that kind of thing. I guess you could
say he sort of snuck up on me. One moment he
was simply a warm and comforting presence at
my side; the next I realized how intensely he
loved me. That love had blindsided me. I hadn't
been able to resist it and had decided to see
where it might take me.

As a result, Jerome never failed to remind me
of the potential disaster I courted daily in this
romance. His opinion wasn't entirely
unfounded. A small part of this was because I
didn't have a good track record with serious
relationships. The larger part was that doing
much more than handholding with a human
would inevitably lead to me sucking away some
of his life. But hey, all couples have their stumbling
blocks, right?

The demon smoothed down the jacket of his
perfectly tailored black suit. "Just friendly
advice. It makes no difference. I don't mind if
you keep playing house with him—denying him
a future, a family, a healthy sex life. Whatever.
So long as you keep up the good work, it's all
the same to me."

"Are you done with the pep talk? I'm late."

"One more thing. I thought you might like to
know I just made some arrangements for a
pleasant surprise. One you'll like."

"What kind of surprise?" Jerome didn't
really do surprises. Not good ones, at least.

"Wouldn't be a surprise if I told you, now
would it?"

Typical. I scoffed and turned away. "I don't
have time for your games. Either tell me what's
going on or leave."

"I think I'll leave. But, before I do, just
remember something." He put his hand on my
shoulder and turned me around to face him
again. I flinched at his touch and his proximity.
The demon and I were not as buddy-buddy as
we had once been. "You only have one man
who's a constant in your life, only one man you
will always answer to. A hundred years from
now, he will be dust in the earth, and I will be
the one you keep coming back to."

It sounded romantic or sexual, but it wasn't.
Not in the least. My tie to Jerome ran deeper
than that. A binding and loyalty that literally
went straight to my soul. A connection I was
bound to for all eternity, at least until the
powers of hell decided to assign me to a
different archdemon.

"Your pimp routine is getting old."

He stepped back, undisturbed by my rancor.
His eyes danced.

"If I'm a pimp, Georgina, what's that make
you?"

There was an ostentatious poof of smoke,
and Jerome disappeared before I could reply.

Fucking demons.

I stood alone in my apartment, turning over
his words in my mind. Finally, remembering the
time, I headed for the bedroom to change
clothes. As I did, I passed Horatio's certificate.
Its gold seal winked up at me. I flipped it over,
face down, suddenly feeling queasy. I might be
good at what I did, but that didn't mean I was
proud of it.

I ended up only being about fifteen minutes
late for my friend Peter's shindig. He answered
his door before I could even knock. Taking in
his billowing white hat and KISS THE COOK
apron, I said, "I'm sorry. No one told me Iron
Chef was being filmed here tonight."

"You're late," he chided, waving a wooden
spoon in the air. "So what, you win an award
and think you can forget all about propriety
now?"

I ignored his disapproval and swept inside. It
was the only thing you could do with an
obsessive-compulsive vampire.

In the living room, I found our other friends
Cody and Hugh sorting large piles of cash.

"Did you guys rob a bank?"

"Nope," said Hugh. "Since Peter's trying to
provide us with a civilized meal tonight, we
decided a civilized pastime was required."

"Money laundering?"

"Poker."

From the kitchen, I could hear Peter
muttering to himself about a soufflé. It sort of
diminished my image of a bunch of shady
characters huddled around a backroom
card table. "I think bridge would be more
appropriate."

Hugh looked doubtful. "That's an oldperson's
game, sweetie."

I had to smile at that. "Old" was kind of a
relative term when most of us could boast
centuries. I had long suspected that among my
circle of lesser immortals—those who were not
true angels or demons—I had more years than
any of them, never mind the optimistic claim of
being twenty-eight on my driver's license.

"Since when do we even play games?" I
wondered aloud. Our last attempt had involved
a game of Monopoly with Jerome. Competing
with a demon in a struggle for property and
ultimate control is kind of futile.

"Since when don't we play games? Games of
life, games of death. Games of love, of hope, of
chance, of despair, and of all the myriad
wonders in between."

I rolled my eyes at the newcomer. "Hello,
Carter." I'd known the angel was lurking in the
kitchen, just as Peter had felt me coming down
the hall. "Where's your better half tonight? I
just saw him. I thought he was coming too."

Carter strolled in and gave me one of his
mocking smiles, gray eyes alight with secrets
and mirth. He wore his usual transient ware,
ripped jeans and a faded T-shirt. When it came
to age, the rest of us couldn't even compare to
him. We had all once been mortal; we measured
our lives in centuries or millennia. Angels and
demons . . . well, they measured their lives in
eternity. " 'Am I my brother's keeper?'"

Classic Carter answer. I looked to Hugh, who
was, in a manner of speaking, our boss's keeper.
Or at least a sort of administrative assistant.

"He had to take off for a meeting," said the
imp, stacking twenties. "Some kind of teambuilding
thing in L.A."

I tried to imagine Jerome participating in a
ropes course. "What kind of team building do
demons do exactly?"

No one had an answer for that. Which was
probably just as well.

While the money sorting continued, Peter
made me a vodka gimlet. I eyed the bottle of
Absolut on his counter.

"What the hell is that?"

"I ran out of Grey Goose. They're practically
the same anyway."

"I swear, if you weren't already an abomination
before the Lord, I'd accuse you of heresy."

When all the money was sorted, including my
contribution, we sat around the vampires'
kitchen table. Like everyone else in the known
world right now, we started playing Texas
Hold'em. I could play okay but fared far better
with mortals than immortals. My charisma and
glamour had less effect on this group, which
meant I had to think harder about odds and
strategy.

Peter scurried around during the game,
attempting to play and watch his meal at the
same time. It wasn't easy, since he insisted on
wearing sunglasses while playing, which then
had to be removed while he checked the food.
When I commented on how this would be my
second fancy dinner in two nights, he nearly
had a fit.

"Whatever. Nothing you had last night will
even compare to this duck I've made. Nothing."

"I don't know about that. I went to the
Metropolitan Grill."

Hugh whistled. "Whoa. I wondered where
you got the glow from. When a guy takes you
to the Met, you can't really help but put out,
huh?"

"The glow's from a different guy," I said
uncomfortably, not really wanting to be
reminded of a tryst I'd had this morning, even if
it had been pretty hot. "I went to the Met with
Seth." The memory of last night's dinner
brought a smile to my face, and I suddenly
found myself rambling. "You should have seen
him. He actually didn't wear a T-shirt for once,
though I'm not sure it made a difference. The
shirt he did have on was all wrinkled, and he
couldn't really tie the tie. Plus, when I first got
there, he had his laptop out on the table. He'd
shoved everything else aside—napkins, wineglasses.
It was a mess. The waiters were
horrified."

Four sets of eyes stared at me.

"What?" I demanded. "What's wrong?"

"You are," said Hugh. "You're a glutton for
punishment."

Cody smiled. "Not to mention totally love
struck. Listen to yourself."

"She's not in love with him," said Peter.
"She's in love with his books."

"No I'm—" The words died on my lips,
mainly because I wasn't sure what I wanted to
argue. I didn't want them to think I only loved
the books, but I wasn't entirely sure I loved Seth
yet either. Our relationship had blossomed with
remarkable speed, but sometimes, I worried
what I actually loved was the idea of him loving
me.

"I can't believe you guys are still doing the
sexless-dating thing," continued Hugh.

My temper flared. I'd already taken this from
Jerome; I didn't need to hear it here too.

"Look, I don't want to talk about this if you
guys are just going to nag me, okay? I'm tired of
everyone telling me how crazy it is."

Peter shrugged. "I don't know. It's not that
crazy. You always hear about these married
couples who never have sex anymore. They
survive. This would be almost the same thing."

"Not with our girl." Hugh shook his head.
"Look at her. Who wouldn't want to have sex
with her?"

They all looked again, making me squirm.

"Hey," I protested, feeling the need to clear
up a point. "That's not the problem. He wants
to, okay? He's just not going to. There's a difference."

"Sorry," said Hugh. "I'm just not buying it.
He can't be with you in the clothes you wear
and not crack. Even if he could, no guy could
handle his woman seeing as much action as you
do."

It was a well-worn point in my mind, the
same Jerome had made, the one that worried
me more than our ability to keep our hands off
each other. One of my greatest nightmares
involved having a conversation akin to: Sorry,
Seth. I can't go out tonight. I have to go work
this married guy I met, so I can get him to sleep
with me, thus leading him further and further
down the road to damnation while I suck away
part of his life. Maybe when I'm done, you and
I can catch a late movie.

"I don't want to talk about this," I repeated.
"We're doing just fine. End of story."

Silence fell, save for the sound of cards and
money hitting the table. Glancing around, I saw
Carter watching me levelly. Only he had stayed
out of the Seth bashing. This didn't surprise me.
The angel usually just listened until he could
interject some sarcastic or esoteric quip. This
used to infuriate me, but recent events had
changed my attitude toward him. I still didn't
fully understand him or know if I could trust
him, but I had come to respect him.

Troubled by the scrutiny, I glanced back
down and discovered I finally had a respectable
hand after several rounds of shit. Three of a
kind. Not the greatest but passable. I raised
high, wanting to get the others out before more
cards came into play and made my hand less
passable.

My strategy worked on the vampires. The
next card fell. Seven of spades. Hugh scowled
and folded when I raised again. I waited for
Carter to drop out as well, but instead, he
reraised further.

I hesitated only a moment before calling. As
the last card was about to play, I puzzled over
what the angel might have and whether I could
beat it. A pair? Two pair? Ah. The last card
came out. Another spade. There was now a
strong possibility he had a flush. That would
beat me. Still hoping I could bluff him out, I
raised even more. He reraised me again, more
than doubling my initial bet.

That was a lot of money to add, especially
considering what I'd already put in. Centuries
of investments kept me pretty comfortable, but
that didn't mean I had to be stupid. What did he
have? It had to be the flush. Balking, I folded.

With a pleased grin, he swept in the massive
pot. When he tossed his hand over to the
discard pile, the cards' edges caught, making
them flip over. Two of diamonds. Eight of clubs.

"You . . . you bluffed!" I cried. "You had
nothing!"

Carter wordlessly lit a cigarette.

I looked to the others for confirmation. "He
can't do that."

"Hell, I've been doing it for half this game,"
said Hugh, borrowing Carter's lighter. "Not
that it's done me any good."

"Yeah . . . but . . . he's, you know. An angel.
They can't lie."

"He didn't lie. He bluffed."

Cody considered, twisting a piece of his
blond hair around one finger. "Yeah, but
bluffing is still dishonest."

"It's implied lying," said Peter.

Hugh stared at him. "'Implied lying?' What
the fuck does that mean?"

I watched Carter stack his money and made
a face at him. You'd think an angel who hung
around with employees of evil would be a good
influence, but at times, he seemed worse than
we were. "Enjoy your thirty pieces of silver,
Judas."

He gave me a mock hat tip while the others
argued on.

Suddenly, like a row of dominoes, conversation
steadily dropped. Carter felt it first, of
course, but he merely arched an eyebrow, as
indifferent as ever. Then came the vampires
with their heightened reflexes and sensitivity.
They exchanged glances and looked toward the
door. Finally, seconds later, Hugh and I sensed it
as well.

"What is that?" Cody frowned, staring
across the room. "It's sort of like Georgina but
not."

Hugh followed the young vampire's gaze,
face mildly speculative. "Incubus."

I had already known that, of course. The
signatures we all carried differed by creature.
Vampires felt different from imps, just as imps
felt different from succubi. If one knew an
immortal well enough, one could also pick up
on an individual's unique attributes. I was the
only succubus who inspired sensations of silk
and tuberose perfume. In a room full of
vampires, I would have been able to quickly
determine if Cody or Peter were present.

Likewise, I immediately knew there was an
incubus approaching Peter's door, and I knew
exactly which incubus it was. I would have
known his signature anywhere, even after all
this time. The fleeting feel of velvet on the skin.
A whispered scent of rum, almond, and
cinnamon.

Not even realizing I'd gotten up, I flung the
door open, staring with delight at the same foxfaced
features and mischievous eyes I'd last seen
over a century ago.

"Hello, ma fleur," he said.





Chapter 2

"Bastien," I breathed, still disbelieving.
"Bastien!"

I threw my arms around him, and he lifted
me up like I weighed nothing, twirling me
around. When he gently set me back on my feet,
he looked down at me fondly, his handsome
face cracking into a grin. Until I saw it, I hadn't
realized how much I'd missed that smile.

"You look exactly the same," I noted, taking
in the curling black hair that touched his shoulders,
the eyes so dark a chocolate brown they
almost looked black as well. Unlike me, he liked
to wear the shape he'd been born with, the body
from his mortal days. His skin was the color of
the mochas I consumed regularly, smooth and
lovely. His nose had been broken when he was
human, but he never bothered to shape-shift the
signs away. It didn't detract from his looks any;
in fact, it sort of gave him a dashing scoundrel
persona.

"And you, as usual, look completely
different. What are you calling yourself these
days?" His voice carried a faint British accent
leftover from many years spent in London after
leaving the slave plantations of Haiti. He kept
that accent and the French expressions of his
childhood only for effect; when he chose to, he
could speak American English as flawlessly as I
could.

"Georgina."

"Georgina? Not Josephine or Hiroko?"

"Georgina," I reiterated.

"Very well then, Georgina. Let me see you.
Turn around."

I spun around, like a model, letting him get
the full effect of this body. When I faced him
again, he nodded with approval.

"Exquisite—not that I'd expect any less from
you. Short, just like every other one, but the
curves are in all the right spots, and the coloring
is very nice." He leaned closer to me, studying
my face with a professional eye. "The eyes I
especially like. Catlike. How long have you
been wearing this one?"

"Fifteen years."

"Barely broken in."

"Well," observed Hugh dryly, "it sort of
depends on how you define 'broken in.'"

Bastien and I both turned, remembering we
had an audience. The other immortals watched
with bemusement, the poker game momentarily
forgotten. Bastien turned on a high-beam smile
and crossed the room in a few quick strides.

"Bastien Moreau." He extended a polite
hand to Hugh, every inch of him polished and
deferential. Incubi, after all, have just as good a
sense of customer service and public relations as
succubi. "It's a pleasure to meet you."

He made equally polite introductions with
the rest of the group, pausing momentarily
when he reached Carter. A brief flicker of
surprise in Bastien's dark eyes was the only
other indication that he found an angel in our
midst odd. Otherwise, his surface charm
remained perfect as he smiled and shook
Carter's hand.

Although clearly surprised at Bastien's presence,
Peter stood up dutifully. "Have a seat.
You want a drink?"

"Thank you. You're too kind. Bourbon on
ice, please. And thank you for allowing me to
show up so unexpectedly. You have a stunning
home."

The vampire nodded, mollified at someone
finally appreciating his hospitality.

I, however, had other concerns and wondered
what had caused the incubus to "show up so
unexpectedly." I suddenly remembered Jerome's
taunting surprise. "Jerome knows you're here,
doesn't he?"

"Of course. Long since arranged." Our kind
could not cross into another's territory without
making arrangements with the local supervisor.
For a group that had allegedly rebelled against
the system, we had a staggering amount of
rules, regulations, and paperwork. We made the
IRS look juvenile. "He told me where to find
you tonight."

"And you're here because . . . ?"

He flung a playful arm around me. "You're
pushy. No "Hello, how are you"? Can't I just
stop by to see an old friend?"

"Not in this business."

"How long have you known Georgina?"
asked Hugh, shifting his solidly built body into
a more comfortable sitting position.

Bastien turned thoughtful. "I don't know.
How long has it been? Ages?"

"You have to be a little more specific than
that," I reminded him, my mind slipping back
to a London of long ago, recalling rough-hewn
streets redolent with the scent of horses and
unwashed humans. "Early seventeenth
century?" He nodded, and I let my tone turn
teasing. "Mostly I just remember how green
you were."

"I have no idea what you're talking about."

"Whatever. I taught you everything you
know."

"Ah, older women." Bastien glanced around
at the others, shrugging his shoulders with
feigned haplessness. "Always so sure of
themselves."

"So, explain how this works," Cody urged
eagerly, young eyes on Bastien. "You're like the
male equivalent of Georgina, right? You shapeshift
and everything?" Having been an
immortal for less than ten years, Cody was
always learning something new about us. I realized
he'd probably never even met an incubus
before.

"Well, there's really no equivalent for Fleur,
but yes, something like that." I think he
preferred calling me Fleur because it was easier
than trying to remember the names I kept
acquiring over the years.

"So you seduce women?" pushed Cody.

"Exactly."

"Wow. That must actually be hard."

"It's not so—wait a minute," I said. "What
are you implying over there? What's this "actually"
business?"

"Well, he's got a point," insisted Peter,
handing Bastien the drink. "It's not like your
job's all that difficult, Georgina. By comparison,
I mean."

"My job's very difficult!"

"What, getting men to have sex with a beautiful
woman?" Hugh shook his head. "That's
not hard. That's not even remedial."

I looked at them incredulously. "It's not like
I can just jump into bed with anyone. I have to
get quality guys."

"Yeah, as of a month ago maybe."

Bastien shot me a sharp look at that remark,
but I was too annoyed to acknowledge it. "Hey,
I just won an award, you know. Got the
certificate and everything. And anyway,
contrary to your pathetic love lives, not all
guys will immediately give in to sex. It takes
work."

"What, like horns and a whip?" suggested
Peter slyly, referring to a particularly embarrassing
incident from my past.

"That's different. He wanted it."

"They all want it. That's the point." Hugh
turned to Bastien reverentially. "How do you
do it? Got any pointers you can share with the
rest of us?"

"Several lifetimes' worth," chuckled Bastien,
still watching me. "Those are trade secrets,
I'm afraid. Although, really, in Fleur's defense,
the techniques are the same for both of us.
You should have been paying more attention
to her."

"Low-cut necklines aren't exactly a trade
secret."

"Much more to it than that, my friend.
Especially with Georgina. She's one of the
best."

Hugh and the vampires looked at me as
though they'd never noticed me before, apparently
attempting to figure out if what Bastien
said was true.

"No need to start that up," I pointed out
hastily.

"Come on, weren't you just bragging about
how you taught me everything I know? You and
I used to run some good rackets back in the day."

"What kind of rackets?" asked Peter.

When I wouldn't answer, Bastien merely
shrugged. "Oh, you know. The kind that
require a partner."

Cody's eyes widened. "Like . . . group sex?"

"No!" I protested, unable to stay silent at
that. Not that it wasn't in my curriculum vitae.
"Partnerships to suck somebody in. Play
husband and wife. Or brother and sister. Or . . .
or . . . whatever it takes to nail your mark."

Bastien nodded along with me. "Men really
like the thrill of winning over someone's beautiful
young wife. Women too, for that matter.
The forbidden always has a certain allure to it."

"Wow." Cody and the others pondered this
new development and tried probing us a bit
more for details. Bastien, sensing my reluctance
to elaborate about the past, gave vague
answers, and conversation soon drifted to other
topics—as well as to Peter's amazing dinner. It
wasn't Met good, but maybe the company had
biased me.

"Are you going to tell me what's going on?"
I murmured to the incubus later, as our group
finally rose from the table and began making
motions to leave. I was dying to know what
could have drawn him here and earned Jerome's
approval. Hell's denizens could take vacations,
but this smacked of business.

Bastien patted me on the back, giving me his
trademark grin. "In good time, my sweet. Is
there somewhere we can talk?"

"Sure. I'll take you back to my place. You
can meet my cat."

When Bastien left me to once again thank
Peter for dinner, Carter strolled over.

"Are you seeing Seth soon?"

"Later tonight." Seeing his amused expression,
I scowled. "Just get it over with, okay?"

"Get what over with?"

"The part where you tell me how stupid it is
to try to have a serious relationship with a
mortal."

The mirth faded from his face. "I don't think
it's stupid."

I studied him, waiting for the punch line.
"Everyone else does."

"Does Seth? Do you?"

I looked away, thinking about Seth. That
funny, distracted look on his face when
inspiration seized him. His goofy T-shirt
collection. The exquisite way he could capture
the world on paper. How warm his hand was
when it slid into mine. The way I just couldn't
stay away from him, despite the million reasons
that said I should. Suddenly, caught in Carter's
penetrating eyes, something inside of me let
loose. I hated how the angel could do this
to me.

"Sometimes I do. Sometimes I look at him
. . . and I remember how it was when I kissed
him and felt that love. It makes me want that
back. I want to feel it again. I want to return it.
Other times, though . . . other times, I'm so
scared. I listen to these guys . . . and to Jerome
. . . and then the doubts gnaw at me. I can't get
them out of my head. We've been sleeping
together, you know. Literally. It hasn't been a
problem so far, but sometimes I lie awake
watching him, thinking this can't last. The
longer it does . . . I feel like . . . like I'm standing
on a high wire, with Seth at one end and me at
the other. We're trying to reach each other, but
one mis-step, one breeze, one side-glance, and
I'll fall over the edge. And keep falling and
falling."

I took in a shaking breath when I finished.

Carter leaned toward me and brushed the
hair away from the side of my face. "Don't look
down then," he whispered.

Bastien had returned, catching the end of my
soliloquy.

"Who's Seth?" he wanted to know later, once
we were back at my apartment.

"Long story." Yet I found myself spilling it
anyway.

Of course, telling Bastien about Seth meant
telling him about a lot of other things too. Like
a recent encounter with Jerome's half-human,
half-angel son—a stunningly beautiful man
with a twisted sense of social justice who had
been on a semipsychotic mission to make other
immortals pay for the shoddy treatment of him
and his kind. The fact that he had been a good
dancer and a phenomenal lover had not really
been enough to make up for his wanton killing
of lesser immortals and subsequent attempt on
Carter.

That, of course, led me to next explain how
Seth had witnessed the inevitable showdown
and had been injured when I kissed him to get
an emergency fix of energy. Jerome had wanted
to erase Seth's memory of the whole event, as
well as the writer's love for me. I had begged the
demon not to, finally getting him to agree when
I offered to devote all of my efforts back to
seducing and corrupting decent men like a good
little succubus should. Horatio's visit had been
the ultimate testimony to my "new and
improved" self.

Bastien, sprawling on my sofa, listened
thoughtfully and frowned when I finished.
"What do you mean? Why weren't you going
after decent ones already?"

"I got tired of it. Didn't like hurting them."

"So what? You were going after bad ones?"

I nodded.

He shook his head, knowing as well as I did
how little life energy an ignoble mortal yielded
compared to a good one. "Poor Fleur. What a
miserable existence that must have been."

I gave him a bittersweet smile. "I think you're
the first person that's ever sounded more
sympathetic than incredulous. Most people
think I'm idiotic for getting by like that."

"It's a pain, yes," Bastien agreed, "and
requires more frequent fixes, but hardly idiotic.
You don't think I have days when I feel the
same way? When I just want to throw my hands
up and leave decent women alone?"

"Why don't you?"

"Not our lot. You and I are glorified prostitutes—
courtesans, if you want to be more
genteel, but it's all the same thing. Switching to
bad ones won't change our fates. Won't even do
anything in the long run, really, except relieve
our guilt a bit, and even that relief doesn't last
forever."

"Christ. You aren't really making me feel
better."

"Sorry."

"No, no, it's okay. Whatever. I mean, it's nice
to have someone to talk to about this. No one
else—none of the other immortals—really get
it."

He snorted. "Of course they don't. How
could they?" My silence agreed for me, and
Bastien gave me a kindly look. "Not that your
friends weren't nice. Are there other immortals
in the city you can talk to? Any succubi or
incubi?"

"A few more vampires and minor demons,
but that's it. They're less social than the ones I
run with. I have some good mortal friends too.
Still. They're not the same either." I smiled
gently. "They're not you. I've missed you."

Bastien tousled my hair, earning a critical
glance from my cat Aubrey. "I've missed you
too."

"So will you tell me what's going on now?"

His serious mien turned jovial. "Not sure
what you're going to think about it, now that
I've heard all of this."

"Try me."

Sliding off the couch, Bastien settled next to
me so we could speak face-to-face. "You ever
heard of Dana Dailey?"

"I live on this planet, don't I? She's always
my first choice when I'm driving in my car and
feel like listening to some highly commercial,
conservative rhetoric." I didn't make any
attempt to hide my disdain. In addition to
touting worn-out family values, radio host
Dana Dailey also enjoyed working thinly veiled
racist, homophobic, and even sexist insinuations
into her talk show. I couldn't stand her.

"I imagine that mood strikes you quite a bit.
Did you know she's Seattle based?"

"Of course. It's a wonder she hasn't dragged
down the property value."

"Funny you should mention that. A house in
her neighborhood just came up for sale."

"So?"

"So, our employers have purchased it."

"What?"

Grinning, knowing he had me hooked,
Bastien leaned in eagerly. "Pay attention, Fleur,
because here's the good part. We got wind of
some rumors concerning Mrs. Dailey's ex-pool
boy in San Diego. He claims to have been
'romantically involved' with her."

I racked my brain, recalling a promotional
picture I'd seen of her and her politician
husband on a billboard. "Have you seen Mr.
Dailey? I'd opt for a pool boy too. What
became of the rumors?"

"Oh, you know. The same thing that always
happens to rumors with no proof. They faded
away; nothing happened."

I waited expectantly. "Okay, and the house
fits in how?"

"Well, like you said, her husband's no prize.
Of course, she isn't going to get divorced or
anything, not when it could potentially tarnish
his political future and her whole prissy, on-air
family-values campaign. But . . . the naughty
streak is still there. If she's strayed once, I bet
she could be lured into doing it again."

I groaned as the pieces fell together. "Like
with a handsome, debonair neighbor?"

"Debonair? Really, you're too kind."

"So what happens after that?"

"Then we just let the evidence do its work."

"Evidence?"

"Well, yeah. We're not going to go the way of
the pool boy. When I manage to lure the illustrious
Mrs. Dailey into physical pleasures
surpassing her wildest dreams, there'll be a
camera rolling. We're going to record this for
posterity, then go to the press. Full exposure,
full takedown. No more radio empire preaching
to the masses to return to pure, decent ways.
Even her husband's political campaign will be
marred, thus opening the door for some liberal
upstart to take his place and help get this area
back into the corrupt rut it so desperately longs
for."

"Gee, it's all so neat."

He eyed me. "You doubt the plan's brilliance?"

"I don't know. I appreciate the ballsy factor
here, but I think this is kind of out-there, even
for you. I can't imagine Dana Dailey'll go down
so easily."

"Leave the going down to me."

"Your ego's out of control."

He laughed and pulled me to him. His arms
felt good around me. Familiar. Reassuring.
"Admit it. That's why you love me."

"Yeah, you're like the brother I never had.
One that doesn't set my hair on fire."

His eyes sparkled wickedly. "And once again,
you've jumped ahead of me. I want you to see
me in action on this— not to mention keep me
company while I'm in town. You've got to come
visit—as Mitch's sister."

"Who?"

Bastien suddenly stood up and shape-shifted.
The familiar features morphed, leaving no trace
of the rakish incubus I knew. Six-two and
broad-shouldered, he now had dark blond hair
and sky blue eyes, his face only just losing its
pretty boy aspect and giving way to the sizzling
promise of an experienced, confident man in his
early thirties. When he smiled, those perfect
teeth lit up a room.

He winked at me. "Mitch Hunter," he explained
in a suave, movie-star voice. No accent now.

"You got an equally cheesy title to go with
that? 'Mitch Hunter, MD' or 'Mitch Hunter,
Private Investigator?' Seems appropriate."

"Nah. I'm a consultant, of course. Everyone's
favorite nondescript yet well-paid white-collar
job."

"You look like you need a golf club in one
hand and a burger flipper in the other."

"Tease all you want, but Dana won't be able
to resist this. Now"—he gestured for me to
stand up—"let's see what you can do."

"Are you joking?"

"Do I look like I'm joking? If you're going to
come visit me, you've got to put on some family
resemblance."

I rolled my eyes and stood up. After a
moment's study of his features, I shape-shifted
my petite body into a taller, more athletic one
with long blond hair.

He scrutinized me, then shook his head. "Too
pretty."

"What? This is perfect."

"That body's unreal. No one looks that
good. My God woman, that ass."

"Oh, come on. You don't think Special Agent
Mitch Hunter's sister isn't the type to spend two
hours a day on a stair-climber?"

Bastien grunted. "You've got a point there.
At least lose some of the hair. These suburban
types go for boring and practical."

"Yeah, but I'm not suburban. I'm your
hipper, more stylish—"

Someone knocked at my door. He glanced at
me questioningly.

"Oh! It's Seth."

I changed back to my normal body, and
Bastien did the same. I opened the door.

Seth Mortensen, best-selling author and
professional introvert, stood outside my apartment.
Clad in a Frogger T-shirt and corduroy
jacket, he seemed to have forgotten to brush his
hair again. It was messy and brown with a faint
coppery cast, mirrored in the perpetual five
o'clock shadow across his lower face. His lips
turned up in a smile upon seeing me, and I
couldn't help but briefly ponder how soft and
kissable they looked.

"Hey," I said.

"Hey."

Despite whatever attraction burned between
us, the engine of our conversation always took
a little while to turn over. I led him inside, and
his expression faltered a bit when he saw
Bastien.

"Oh. Hi."

"Hello," boomed Bastien, extending his
hand. "Bastien Moreau."

"Seth Mortensen."

"A pleasure. I've heard all about you. Your
books are fabulous. I mean, I've never read any
of them—just don't have the time for that
anymore—but I'm sure they're magnifique."

"Um, thanks."

"Bastien is an old friend," I explained. "He's
going to be in town for a while on . . . business."

Seth nodded, and silence dropped in between
all of us like a fourth companion. Finally,
Bastien cleared his throat. I could see from his
face that he was already losing interest,
dismissing Seth as too quiet and unexciting. The
incubus craved action.

"Well, I should take off. I don't want to interrupt
your plans."

"What are you going to do?" I asked. "You
can't have any plans of your own yet."

He winked. "I'll improvise."

I gave him a knowing look.

Ruffling my hair again, he embraced me
and kissed each of my cheeks. "I'll be in
touch, Fleur. Make sure you keep an eye on the
news."

"I'll never leave my television."

Bastien gave Seth a friendly nod. "Nice
meeting you."

When the incubus was gone, Seth asked,
"When you say 'old friend,' are we talking, like
. . . since the Ice Age?"

"No. Of course not."

"Oh."

"It's only been about four hundred years."

"Ah. Yes. Only four hundred." A wry expression
spread over his face. "Being with you is a
continual experiment in perspective. Among
other things." He considered. "So what is he?
Werewolf? Demigod?"

"Nothing so exciting. He's an incubus. You
must have heard of those."

Seth nodded, frowning. "Sure. Like a
succubus only . . . he has to go after women to
survive?"

I nodded.

"Wow. For all eternity. Wow." His eyebrows
shot up as true wonder played over his face.
"That's got to be . . . wow. That's really rough."

My eyes narrowed. "Don't even start down
that road."

Bastien had said he didn't want to interrupt
our plans, but we didn't really have any, short
of spending the evening together. I suppose
most couples, running out of options, could
have resorted to sex or at least making out, but
the nature of our relationship required a full
itinerary. We mustered some ideas.

"You want to rent a movie?" I offered. "I've
got some coupons."

We ended up renting Gladiator, at which
time I discovered Horatio's free rental coupons
had expired long ago.

"That son of a bitch!"

"Who?" asked Seth.

But of course I couldn't explain. Fucking
demons.

Back home, Seth and I snuggled on my couch
as we watched, warm and close yet still safe
from any detrimental succubus effects. He
listened with bemusement as I pointed out
historical inaccuracies, most of which involved
how much dirtier and smellier the Roman
Empire had been.

When it finished, we turned off the television
and sat together in the dark. Seth stroked the
side of my face, sifting through the strands of
my hair and occasionally brushing my cheek
with his fingers. A small gesture, yet when that
was all you could do with another person, it
became startlingly erotic.

I looked up at him. I knew what I saw when
I studied him. He was everything I could want
and everything I couldn't have. The steady,
loving companion I'd pined for all these years. I
wondered what he saw with me. The expression
he wore now seemed fond. Admiring. And a
little sad.

"But thy eternal summer shall not fade
Nor lose possession of that fair ow'st;
Nor shall Death brag thou wand'rest in
his shade,

When in eternal lines to time thou grow'st;
So long as men can breathe or eyes can
see,

So long lives this, and this gives life to
thee."

"Sonnet Eighteen," I murmured, thinking he
recited beautifully. Hell, forget his recitation
skills. How many guys in this age of instant
messaging even knew Shakespeare anymore?
His amused little half-smile played over his
face.

"Clever and beautiful. How could any man
settle for a mortal woman?"

"Easily," I returned. My friends' misgivings
suddenly loomed up in me. "You could, you
know."

He blinked, and his rapt look faded, giving
way to exasperation. "Oh. Not this discussion
again."

"I'm serious—"

"And so am I. I don't want to be with
anyone else right now. I've told you that a
hundred times. Why do we keep talking about
this?"

"Because you know we can't—"

"No buts. Give me some credit for being able
to control myself. Besides, I'm not with you for
sex. You know that. I'm with you to be with
you."

"How can that be enough?" It never had
been for any other man I'd known.

"Because . . . because . . ." He tipped my
chin up with his hand, the emotion in those eyes
making my insides melt. "Because being with
you feels so right . . . like it's always been meant
to be. You make me believe in a higher power
for once in my life."

I closed my eyes and put my head on his
chest. I could hear his heart beating. He
wrapped me to him, his embrace warm and
solid, and I felt like I couldn't get close enough
to him. Probably I should have let the discussion
go then, but one more thing was still on my
mind tonight. After all, I had a gold-embossed
certificate sitting on my counter.

"Even if you can control yourself . . . even if
you can stay celibate, you know I won't be."

The words hurt coming out, but my mouth's
control switch didn't always function so well.
Besides, I didn't want anything standing
between us.

"I don't care." But I felt his hold on me
stiffen a little.

"Seth, you will—"

"Thetis, I don't care. It doesn't matter.
Nothing matters except what happens between
you and me."

The fierceness in his voice—a contrast to his
normal placidity—thrilled me, but it was not
that that made me give up the argument. It was
the word "Thetis." Thetis. Thetis the shapeshifting
goddess. The shape-shifter wooed and
won by a steadfast mortal. Seth had coined
the name for me when he learned I was a
succubus, when he'd first insinuated that my
infernal standing was not a deterrent.

I pulled him closer. Don't look down.

We went to bed shortly thereafter, Aubrey
snuggling up at our feet. The feel of Seth's body
curled by mine under the covers was tantalizing,
a cruel whisper of the restrictions around us.

I sighed and tried to think of something other
than how nice he felt or how great it would be
if he slid his hand up my shirt. I grinned as a
most unsexual sentiment came to mind.

"I want pancakes."

"What? Right now?"

"No. For breakfast."

"Oh." He yawned. "You'd better get up
early then."

"Me? I'm not going to make them."

"Yeah?" His sleepy voice carried mock
sympathy. "Who's going to make them for you
then?"

"You are."

It was a well-known fact—at least to Seth
and me—that he made the best pancakes
known to mankind. They always came out
perfect, light and fluffy. Through some kitchen
magic, he even managed to put smiley faces on
them when he made them for me. Once he'd
even put a G on one. I'd assumed it was for my
name, but later, he'd sworn it stood for
"goddess."

"Am I?" His lips brushed my earlobe; his
breath was warm against my skin. "You think
I'm going to make you pancakes? Is that how
you think it's going to be?"

"You're so good at it," I whined. "Besides, if
you do, I'll sit on the counter in a short robe
while you cook." Oops. Maybe pancakes could
become sexual after all.

His soft laughter segued into another yawn.
"Oh. Well then." He kissed my ear again.
"Maybe I'll make you pancakes."

His breathing grew slow and regular, the
tension in his body easing. Soon he slept, not
troubled or tempted in the least by having me in
his arms.

I sighed again. He was right; he did have selfcontrol.
If he could do this, surely I could too. I
closed my eyes and waited for exhaustion to
take over. Fortunately, it didn't waste any time;
staying up late will do that to you. Maybe that
was the real key to sleeping chastely.

I woke up in his arms hours later, hearing the
ever-so-faint sounds of bad seventies music
drifting through the wall. One of my neighbors
felt the need to do aerobics to the Bee Gees
every day around lunchtime. Certifiable
insanity.

Wait. Lunchtime?

I sat bolt upright, panic jolting me into full
consciousness as I assessed the situation. My
bed. Seth sprawled beside me. The full roar of
traffic outside. Clear, winter sunlight pouring
through the window—a lot of sunlight.

Fearing the worst, I looked at the nearest
clock. It was 12:03.

Groaning silently, I groped on the floor for
my cell phone, wondering why no one had yet
called me in to work. Looking at the phone's
display, I realized I'd turned the ringer off
during the movie. Seven new voice mail
messages, the phone read. So much for
pancakes. Tossing the phone back down, I
looked over at Seth, the cuteness of him in a
T-shirt and flannel boxers momentarily allaying
my frustration.

I shook him, wishing I could just crawl back
under the covers with him. "Wake up. I've got
to go."

He blinked up at me drowsily, further
increasing his appeal. Aubrey wore a similar
look. "Huh? Too . . . early."

"Not that early. I'm late for work."

He stared at me blankly for a few seconds
and then sat up nearly as rapidly as I had. "Oh.
Oh man."

"It's all right. Let's go."

He disappeared into the bathroom, and I
shape-shifted my appearance once more,
turning the pajamas into a red sweater and
black skirt, my loose hair into a neat bun. I
hated doing this so often, much preferring to
rifle through my own closet. Shape-shifting also
burned through my energy stash that much
more quickly, requiring more frequent victims.
Unfortunately, time-crunches call for certain
sacrifices.

When Seth returned, he did a double take at
my appearance and shook his head. "Still can't
get used to that."

I expected him to go home and sleep, but he
went with me to the bookstore. Its coffee shop
was his favorite place to write. As we walked
into Emerald City Books and Café, I breathed a
sigh of relief that neither my manager Paige nor
Warren, the store owner, appeared to be
around. Still, business had already opened for
the day without me, and my chipper, morningpeople
coworkers made it impossible to sneak
in without notice.

"Hey, Georgina! Hi Seth!"

"Georgina and Seth are here!"

"Good morning, Georgina! Good morning,
Seth!"

Seth left to take up his writing station
upstairs, and I made my way to the back offices.
All of them were dark, which I found odd. No
managers at all. Someone should have opened
before me. I flipped on the light in my own office.

I was so fixated on figuring out what was
going on that the demon took me completely by
surprise.

Red-skinned and multihorned, he leapt out at
me, waving his arms and making unintelligible
grunting sounds. I yelped and dropped the
things I'd been carrying, recoiling.

A moment later, my senses returned, and I
walked over and smacked him on the side of the
head as hard as I could.
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