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SINS OF THE HEART







Watch. Listen. Evaluate. Revise. My father taught me these things. As a kid, I thought “revise” was most important. My father’s wrath was physical in nature, and it descended if my thoughts didn’t percolate quickly enough. If he was in a mellow mood, I might be allowed to have an opinion of my own. But if his mood perched on the edge of a blade, then I was allowed no opinion but his. I still watch, listen, evaluate, revise, but now I use those tools to form my own ideas rather than emulate his. Took me a while. Dear old Dad can be the very devil to deal with.

—Dagan Krayl
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CHAPTER ONE


Save me from that god who steals souls,
 
Who laps up corruption, who lives on what is putrid,
 
Who is in charge of darkness, who lives in gloom,
 
Of whom those who are among the languid ones are afraid.

Who is he? He is Seth.

He is Sutekh.

—The Egyptian Book of the Dead, Chapter 17






Chicago, Illinois, eleven years ago

IN THE FAR CORNER OF A ROOM in the basement of an abandoned factory, a woman huddled on a filthy mattress. Her wrists and ankles were bound by yellow nylon rope. Her head was bowed, dark, glossy ringlets falling forward to obscure her face. The harsh glare of the naked overhead bulb accented the curved line of her back.

Terror had a way of making mortals scream.

Dagan Krayl wondered why this one wasn’t.

He shifted to get a better view through the half-inch crack in the door. Small, bare room. Concrete floor. Particleboard walls. No windows.


There were stains on the mattress. Old stains, reddish-brown, dark and stiff. Someone’s blood.

Not hers.

Not yet.

But whoever had left her here would be back. So she had reason enough to be terrified. Reason enough to scream. Human females cried. And, at times, human males. But not this female.

Both her silence and her odd movements piqued Dagan’s curiosity.

Her head bobbed like a buoy in choppy water. Up. Down. He could hear the distinct rasp of each breath, more scrape than sob, accompanied by a muted grinding.

What the hell was she doing? From this position, he couldn’t tell.

She paused, shifted a bit to one side and rolled her shoulder up against her cheek to push back the long, corkscrew strands of her hair. Then she dipped her head and went back to her task. The grinding resumed, and he realized that she was gnawing at the rope with her teeth, making a play for freedom.

A flicker of interest ignited. It appeared that despite the desperation of her circumstances her spirit was tattered but not crushed.

A fighting spirit.

Something to be admired.

He blinked, startled by the thought. She was none of his concern. He was here to harvest and kill.

But not her.

The prey he sought had a tarnished soul, one smeared with the worst sort of slime, the accumulated malfeasance and malady of a lifetime. Nothing less would satisfy dear old Dad. Sutekh, the Lord of Chaos. He dined only on malevolence and vice. Evil was the delicacy he craved.

As a soul reaper, Dagan was tasked with providing it. He was not just any soul reaper, but Sutekh’s eldest son. The old man had a small army of soul reapers to harvest for him, but he had only four sons, and he had exacting expectations of his progeny.

He glanced over his shoulder down the narrow, dark corridor. He’d already checked the massive empty space upstairs. Only the underground bowels of the abandoned factory remained unexplored. His prey was here somewhere, and he ought to continue the hunt, not stand here watching the woman.

But something kept him from leaving her and prowling off in search of a darksoul. He knew what it felt like to struggle and strive, to ache for freedom. Be careful what you wish for—wasn’t that a common mortal adage? Freedom wasn’t always delicious.

Reaching into the back pocket of his faded, torn jeans, he took out a lollipop. The clear plastic wrapper crinkled as he pulled it off. He popped the sucker in his mouth and waited—flavor exploded. Coconut…pineapple. Piña colada. Not his favorite. He’d remember that next time.

He folded the cellophane in half, then quarters and shoved it in his pocket, because littering went against his grain, even in this condemned shithole of an abandoned factory in Chicago’s far South Side. The clear paper crinkled and crunched in the quiet.

The woman’s head jerked up. She must have heard the sound.

She turned her face toward him, blinked a couple of times and then froze. He didn’t know if she cold see him, but she definitely heard him. That was a surprise.

A long scratch marked her neck and a fresh bruise darkened her right cheek, swollen and red against the smooth toffee cream of her skin. She’d been roughed up a bit, but she still had her clothes on. Didn’t look like she’d been raped. Yet.

Dagan figured she had to count that as a good thing.

She wasn’t gagged. Her captor hadn’t bothered, either because there was no one around to hear her or because the guy liked to listen to her scream. Only she wasn’t. Screaming.

He found that interesting.

Stepping deeper into the room, Dagan lifted his finger to his lips—stay quiet—and reached back to pull the door closed behind him. He wasn’t sure why he wanted her quiet. Letting her scream would only bring her captor running, which would save Dagan the trouble of hunting him down. But he wanted a moment with her. One moment.

Why? One moment to do what? He came up with fuck-all for an answer.

Her eyes widened, then narrowed. Beautiful eyes, green and bronze, the shape almond tipped. The color was startling against her dark skin and even darker lashes.

For an instant, he saw only her eyes, tiger fierce. The room disappeared, and he saw only those eyes. They reached inside him, found something he hadn’t known he’d lost, hadn’t known he had in the first place.

The instant passed, leaving his pulse beating a little harder, his breath coming a little faster. He recognized that the source wasn’t mere sexual attraction. It was…something else.


His gaze dipped to her mouth—full lips, lush and plump—and dipped lower to follow the thick silver chain that snaked beneath the neckline of her dirt-smeared tank top to disappear between the generous swell of her breasts. The room was like a meat locker, and the distinct outline of her nipples left no doubt that she was cold. He was in no hurry to look away; he couldn’t help but appreciate the view.

I could warm her, ease her fear.

The uncharacteristic thought held distinct appeal.

Her breasts rose and fell with each rapid breath. He dragged his gaze away, let it rake her at a more leisurely pace, and he felt a distinct unease as he noticed things he’d missed the first time around. Things like incredibly smooth, taut skin. Not a wrinkle. Not a line. Not a single flaw.

Hell. He had no business staring at her breasts, her nipples. He saw now that she wasn’t a woman at all. Barely more than a kid. Nineteen, maybe twenty.

“How old are you?”

“Nineteen.” She frowned. “And a half.”

And a half. That sealed the deal. Too young. She was far too young for him. And mortal, to boot. He generally didn’t bother with mortals. They were too…human. There were more than enough female genies and demigods in the Underworld to choose from if he needed to scratch an itch.

But he’d pulled his gaze away too late. She’d seen exactly where his attention had strayed.

“Old enough to put up a fight.” Her voice was low and fierce. “You won’t get any without a fight, white boy.”

His gaze flicked to the yellow ropes that bound her. “I’m not in the habit of tying my lovers up.” A slow smile curved his lips. “Unless they ask.”

“I’m not asking.”

She stared at him, her posture and expression putting him in mind of a cornered cat. Ready to fight. Claws. Teeth. Whatever it took.

Guts and grit. And beauty. He found the combination appealing. Nineteen. And a half.

“Fuck.” He was here to harvest a darksoul, not think about getting laid, and he was rapidly coming to the conclusion that the faster he got done and got going, the better. He set his teeth against the lollipop, sheared off a shard of candy and ground it between his molars.

“Fuck,” she echoed. “Yeah, that about sums it up, vanilla bean.”

He didn’t surprise easily, but that did the trick. She’d been beaten, bound and left to stew in her own terror, but she had the brass balls left to call him vanilla bean. And white boy.

He’d been called worse. With reason.

“You in this with him?” Despite the show of bravado, the question held a telltale tremble.

He took the lollipop from his mouth, studied her for a second, then popped the candy back in and used his tongue to push it off to one side. She held perfectly still, only her eyes moving as she tracked his actions.

“By him, I assume you mean your captor.” At her sharp nod, he finished, “No, I’m not in it with him.”

Hope flickered to life in her eyes. “You here to free me?”

“Free you?” He almost laughed. “No.” If she were looking for a savior, she was in for disappointment. No one was coming. No one but him. Which was unfortunate for her.

At his answer, her cheeks paled, but her chin kicked up a little higher. “You gonna kill me, then?” Her eyes narrowed. “’Cause if y’are, get in line. I think the asshole who tied me up will call dibs.”

Not tonight, he wouldn’t. Dagan had no intention of letting the bastard touch her.

The second the thought formed, he ground it to dust beneath his boot. He wasn’t here to protect this oddly alluring girl. He was here to kill and take what he needed—a darksoul to feed Sutekh’s power.

But not from her. Her soul was bright as a xenon arc lamp. Sutekh would cough it up like a hairball.

“This isn’t your night to die.”

“Real talk?” She tipped her head and thrust one shoulder back in a cocky pose. Almost made him believe it. More bravado. And still no tears.

Interesting.

“Real talk?” he echoed, floundering. Then he realized she was asking if he was telling the truth. “I’m not here for you. I came for a darksoul.”

She frowned at the term but didn’t ask for an explanation. She had other things on her mind. “Good for you. Maybe you could help me with this little inconvenience first?” Her voice dripped sarcasm. Jerking her bound hands up, she separated them by the quarter inch the rope allowed and winced as it rubbed her already chaffed skin. “You got a knife?”

As he stared at the red, inflamed marks that braceletted her wrists, something odd and unfamiliar raised its head and uncoiled deep inside him. He’d seen thousands of wounds, caused most of them himself. But the sight of her beautiful brown skin, abraded and bloody, was…unsettling. He felt a second’s disorientation. He had no reason to care about her pain.

“A knife?” she prompted. And he heard asshole implied in her tone. Or maybe dickhead.

“No knife.” He didn’t need one. In three strides he closed the space between them. He took the rolled paper lollipop stick from between his lips, tucked it away in his pocket then hunkered down and caught the rope in his fist.

Her pupils dilated and she gasped. Every muscle in her sleek frame tensed. But she didn’t jerk away. Only watched him with those incredible eyes.

A sound carried from the hallway. Footsteps.

“Cut me loose!” she hissed.

“After.” He was already rising and backing away.

“After what?” Her breath came in short, sharp pants, her gaze flicking to the closed door, her fear clearly escalating. Bemused, he wondered why she was all swagger and sass talking to him, but she was terrified of the human in the hallway. She had her priorities ass-backwards.

Lifting a finger to his lips once more, Dagan cautioned her to silence as he eased back into the narrow space between the door frame and the wall. If she were smart, she’d be quiet. If she gave him away, it would only make his job…messier.

Jaw clenched, fingers curled into her palms, she followed his movements and offered a short nod as, with a creak, the door opened halfway. A blonde in tight jeans and stilettos sashayed into the room, shouldering the door fully open. Close behind her was a tall man, dressed all in black, greasy brown hair hanging lank to his shoulders. He had one hand clasped tight around the blonde’s wrist, the other holding a long hunting knife down by his thigh.

The girl on the mattress lurched up and rasped, “Marcie! You’re alive. Oh, thank God.”

Marcie froze, and the guy holding her tightened his grip.

Looked like the bastard meant to rape and murder not one girl but two.

Ambitious.

Disgust curdled in Dagan’s gut. He was as far from good as anyone could be, but he did have a code. He always settled his debts. His word was his law. He refused to lie. And he sure as sugar never fucked girls barely out of high school then slit their throats.

Marcie tossed her hair back from her face and cocked one hip to the side. She had a hard look about her, like she knew the score and liked it that way. Turning her head, she slanted a glance toward the mattress and the girl.

That was all.

Just a glance.

No expression at all.

Not horror. Not fear. Not empathy.

Understanding arrowed deep, a sharp, bright barb, and Dagan narrowed his eyes, seeing things with new clarity.

Marcie wasn’t bound. She didn’t lean away from the grasp of her tormentor; instead, she relaxed into his grip. The way she held herself, shoulders back, head high, was anything but fearful. And her lips were curved in the faintest smile.

Well, fuck me raw.

The bastard didn’t have two girls captive. He had one girl he was all set to rape and murder.


And one girl who was all set to help him.

The Underworld, the Territory of Sutekh

GAHIJI STOOD ON THE SANDSTONE GALLERY and looked down at the line of souls awaiting entry, petitioning for a moment, but a moment, of Sutekh’s time. They knew him by that name, and others: Seth, Set, Seteh, Lord of Chaos, Lord of Evil, Lord of the Desert, Mighty One of Twofold Strength. Some even called him by the Greek name Typhon, a god known for cruelty and blind rage. Those who thought that knew him not at all. Sutekh never devolved into blind rage; he was far more dangerous than that: coldly analytical, methodical in his actions, his fury more blade than bludgeon. He was a businessman who could see every angle, map out all possible future ramifications of every decision.

The line of souls stretched so far that Gahiji had no hope of seeing the end. Each time one at the front was allowed entry, dozens more joined the line at the far end. They came to beg favors of the Lord of Chaos. Some were minor deities themselves, far below Sutekh in rank and power, here to wheedle and finagle a deal. Some were the souls of those who had failed to find the Field of Reeds, the paradise of life after death. Perhaps they had done dark deeds in life. Perhaps they had failed the tests of their chosen deity. Some could not pass the twenty-one gates of Osiris. Others lacked the payment for Charon and so would not be ferried across the river Styx. The Underworld was divied up into tidy territories, each god and demigod holding sway in their own kingdom. Souls had to play by the rules to get in.


But sometimes, they didn’t even know the rules. So they came to Sutekh, the most powerful lord of the Underworld, to plead for an exemption or a back door into the afterworld of choice.

Each one had a story, each one wanted Sutekh’s boon.

Most would be turned away.

At times, Gahiji wondered if that in itself was a boon, to be sent to wander the nothingness of the lakes of fire rather than be allowed into Sutekh’s dark presence. Not that he himself had cause to complain. He had never regretted the moment he had abased himself before his master, never regretted this afterlife, and the power it had brought him.

He turned his head as a servant approached, carrying a parchment scroll inscribed with names. Bowing low, she delivered the list and departed, never turning her back on Gahiji. A show of respect. The interaction was enough to draw the attention of those below.

Heads tipped back; faces turned to him. They looked up and saw him standing above them. A few opened their mouths as though to call out, then appeared to take his measure, and one by one, their mouths snapped shut.

He knew what they saw. A man of medium height, heavyset, his face a mask of anger and menace not by intent but by a fluke of design, by the arrangement of thin, pale lips and small dark eyes, a hawklike nose and wide forehead, all set in a massive skull adorned by a carefully shorn ring of steel-gray hair. He had not been a handsome man in life. His afterlife as a soul reaper had not improved that.

Turning away from the endless line of petitioners, he returned to Sutekh’s greeting chamber. It was a vast space with pale sandstone walls and floor. The ceiling was high. The columns that ran the length of the room bore brilliant paintings: the river, the delta, rich soil and fields and classic Egyptian depictions of slaves at their labor. The back of the chamber opened to a secluded garden with palm trees and lotus blossoms and a tranquil pool that played home to exotic fish from the river Nile.

The room itself was mostly empty, save for a small seating arrangement at the far end. The chairs were made of fine wood from Lebanon, inlaid with silver and ivory and tightly stretched leather. Above that seating area, raised on a dais, was a single chair, elaborately carved and decorated with gold—in truth, a throne—occupied by Gahiji’s master.

Today, Sutekh had chosen to be beautiful, to wear the guise of humanity, to take on the fair coloring of three of his four sons. It was a lie. He looked nothing like the golden-skinned, golden-haired man who sat, regal and relaxed, upon his golden throne. Sutekh changed his appearance like others changed clothes. No one knew his true form, not even Gahiji, who had been with him for almost two thousand human years.

Though Kemetic depictions were of a man with a forked tail and doglike head, squared ears and a snout like an aardvark, long and downturned, Gahiji had never seen his master take that form. He thought Sutekh’s true appearance must be something darker, something more frightening.

“Anyone of interest?” Sutekh asked, helping himself to a morsel of honeyed sweets that sat on a table by his right hand.

“The usual emissaries from other territories looking for your support.” Neighboring gods and demigods, each jockeying for position in the Underworld, each trying to cement an alliance with the most powerful of them all, were always sending underlings bearing gifts. Gahiji glanced at the list in his hand and read off several names.

Listening intently, Sutekh appeared to weigh each one. “No,” he interjected, and again, “No.” Then, “Yes, he has Hades’ ear. He may have a proposition I am interested in. Put him last.”

And so he arranged the visits, until Gahiji murmured, “Abasi Abubakar, High Reverend of the mortal cult Setnakht, worshippers of Sutekh. He forfeited his life as a means to speak with you.”

Sutekh turned his head and glanced to his right. There, in a dim corner, back against the far wall, face to the room, sat Lokan, Sutekh’s youngest son.

He was Sutekh’s emissary, his ambassador to the other territories. Often, it was Lokan standing in an endless line, waiting for his chance to present his father’s words to another deity. But not today. Today, he sat in his father’s shadow, watching, listening. Learning.

Though they dared not ask outright, Gahiji knew there were those in the Underworld who wondered at Sutekh’s political hierarchy, wondered why it was the youngest son and not the oldest who sat at Sutekh’s hand. The truth was simplicity itself. The Lord of Chaos preferred to train the son who was eager to be trained, who chose this role and reveled in it. Lokan was a born politician, his father’s son in so many ways.

At a slight nod from Sutekh, Lokan leaned forward so his forearms rested on his thighs, and asked, “How did Abasi Abubakar accomplish this?”


“He chose six innocents and killed them, face-to-face, slowly, with a ceremonial dagger. With each death, he absorbed the evil of his actions, allowing his darksoul to feed. Then he chanted and prayed and begged for a soul reaper to come to him.”

“Innovative.” Lokan leaned back in his chair, posture upright once more. “But soul reapers do not answer human summons.”

“No, they do not. And humans do not forfeit their lives for a mere conversation. Not even one with me.” There was no scorn in Sutekh’s tone. He was thinking, mulling over the information. It was his way. Listen. Evaluate. Understand. See the reasons and ramifications. Sutekh never acted in haste. At length, he asked, “And when no soul reaper came to the High Reverend?”

“He continued to beseech and pray, eating nothing, drinking nothing, sequestering himself in a room with the dead, until he, too, died.”

Sutekh was quiet for a moment. The smell of lotus blossoms carried in from the garden. The sound of the water trickling down a cascade of rocks into the pool was soft and relaxing, the environment deceptively calm. “I will see him after Hades’ minion. I am interested to know what this human was willing to sacrifice his life for and how that sacrifice may be of benefit to me.”

And so it began, the endless procession. The chosen souls were granted their time. Sutekh was unfailingly polite, listening to each plea. The end was invariably the same. He explained kindly, softly, that no, sadly, he could not return them to life. That was not within his power. Then he offered a boon, a gift, to each one. Would they like a loved one left behind to come into some money? Would they like a child to have a chance for an education? Perhaps aging parents to be comforted in their time of mourning?

When the supplicants grasped his hand and thanked him, he shook his head and said, “This I am very glad to do for you. I do it with an open heart. The heart of a friend. Friends do for each other, care for each other. I do this for you and you become part of me.” He watched them carefully, his golden beauty and soft voice and air of steely command lulling them. Gahiji had seen it so many times before. “I will keep you here, with me, my friend. Right here. Not in a distant place, but close to me, as close as can be. Do you want that?”

Eagerly, they nodded and voiced their agreement.

He waited only for that, their clear and unwavering agreement.

Then he had Gahiji write the terms in the large book that stood open on a pedestal in the very center of the great, airy room. Sutekh was very particular that every detail be recorded. He had no wish to rob them in the end. He liked to be fair. It was important to him to be fair.

So Gahiji wrote in neat, legible script in the book that was bound in human skin treated with tannin and turned to leather. The pages were parchment made of more of the same. But that was a secret, known only to Sutekh and Gahiji. A little shared joke between them.

Each in turn, the supplicants slumped in relief as the record was written. They had not achieved the specific goal they came for—a return to the life they had left behind—but they had achieved something. They always seemed to find that uplifting. Perhaps it made them think the afterlife in the Underworld would not be so very bad.

When Sutekh held out his hand, they came close to take it. They were always so pathetically grateful.

Until he opened his jaws, let them unhinge like the jaws of a snake, and swallowed the supplicant’s soul whole, doing exactly what he said he would do, keeping that soul as close to him as could be. Of course, they never suspected he meant to truly make them part of him, feed off their energy, their power.

Sutekh liked the dark ones the best. The ones laced with the greed and malice and hate that they had brought with them from life. They were the tastiest meals, the most nourishing.

It was left to Gahiji to arrange for contact with the mortal left behind in the world of man, to ensure that all Sutekh had promised was carried out. Sutekh believed in fulfilling his bargain to the soul he had ingested, terminated, robbed of any hope for rebirth or future life.

Not only a life snuffed, but an immortality taken. There was no afterlife for that soul, no heaven or hell or Field of Reeds. No Valhalla or any other version of a next world. Nothing. There was only Sutekh’s voracious hunger.

In exchange, Sutekh gave their loved one exactly what he had agreed to, and in doing so, doomed that loved one to the exact same fate.

After all, a contract was a contract, and at the end of their lives, they would come to Sutekh when he called.


In the corner of the room, Lokan sat and watched and learned. But it did not escape Gahiji’s notice that at the moment of the soul’s ingestion, the son’s expression betrayed distaste, perhaps even disgust, suggesting that the human half of him had some remnants of tender emotion, perhaps empathy, for these pathetic souls.

Gahiji never dared to point that out to his master. He liked his role as a soul reaper and Sutekh’s trusted second far too much to open his mouth unwisely in criticism of his master’s son, and find himself the meal rather than the meal provider.

But he planned to continue to keep an eye on Lokan. Just in case.

He felt a certain…rage…at all Sutekh’s sons. They had no idea the gift that had been given them, the honor, the power, the beauty of what they were. He, Gahiji, had been made a soul reaper, his human body strengthened and transformed, but it could never compare to the gift they had been given. They were Sutekh’s sons, fruit of his loins. The gifted. The chosen. However powerful Gahiji was, they were more so. A part of him hated them for that.

At length, Gahiji led Abasi Abubakar into the chamber. Sutekh’s manner was different now. He was reserved, quiet, making no effort to put the supplicant at ease.

“Master,” the High Reverend whispered, and threw himself to the ground, his fingers reaching for the tips of Sutekh’s toes, close, but not touching. That would be beyond brave.

The High Reverend was weeping, his shoulders shaking, and when Sutekh bid him “Rise,” he managed only to lift his face from the floor, his expression one of fanatic’s joy.

Sutekh cut a glance at Gahiji, who moved forward to close his meaty hand around the supplicant’s upper arm and help him to his knees.

“Speak,” Sutekh urged, his voice gentle.

Abasi glanced at Gahiji, and his brow drew tight in a frown. Then his head jerked up as he spied Lokan, who sat in the corner, still as death.

The High Reverend wet his lips, his expression distraught. “May I speak with you alone?”

Gahiji almost laughed in surprise. He could not recall such a request, not in all the long years he had been Sutekh’s most loyal servant.

His expression one of commiseration and regret, Sutekh murmured, “You are in the presence of my son and my trusted servant. They are as the thumb and forefinger of my right hand. Speak freely. Know they will never betray what they hear.” He paused. “Would you have me insult their honor by sending them from me?” Words kindly spoken, laced with the promise of terrifying retribution should insult be made.

The High Reverend paled, swallowed, and began to speak, and as he revealed the layers of his knowledge, Gahiji was hard-pressed not to betray his surprise. They had a plan, these mortals of the cult of Setnakht. One that might well succeed.

“Now, if it pleases you, Master,” said Abasi, his tone growing more confident with the telling, “let me share with you my knowledge of the Daughters of Aset.”

Again, Gahiji masked his surprise. The Daughters of Aset were Sutekh’s ancient enemies, as were Aset herself, and her husband, Osiris.


“It pleases me,” Sutekh replied with a negligent wave of his hand, and he leaned back on his throne as Abasi began to speak.








CHAPTER TWO



Chicago, Illinois

“HEAR THAT, JERRY?” Marcie tipped her head to the side. “She’s happy I’m alive. Isn’t that sweet?”

Roxy Tam jerked back, the words hitting her like a powerful blow, sending emotions tumbling one against the next. Fear, horror, dawning understanding.

Marcie had been the lure, her partner the trap.

And Roxy’d fallen for it like some fool kid from the suburbs.

They meant to kill her. Marcie meant to kill her.

The breath whooshed out of her, leaving her deflated, shaken, physically ill.

She opened her mouth, but no words came out. She ought to do something, say something. But she never got the chance.

Because he killed her.

The blond guy stepped from behind the door and thrust his hand through Marcie’s chest. Like it was nothing. Like he’d done it a million times before. There was a sharp snap as ribs shattered and the short, high note of Marcie’s scream, cut off at the crescendo. For an endless, chilling second, Marcie hung there like a coat on a hook, her toes barely grazing the floor, her body jerking, her blood dripping down her torso.

Roxy shrank back and her teeth sank into her lower lip, hard enough to draw blood, hard enough to hold back the cry that bubbled and swelled in her throat. Don’t make a sound. Not a sound. He’ll look your way if you do. He’ll do that to you.

Marcie’s partner—what had she called him?…Jerry—dove for the blond guy with a snarl. The guy didn’t even glance up. Just shot his free hand out and back so his fingers clamped the bastard’s throat and held him there above the ground, feet twitching, body squirming like a worm.

The knife fell from Jerry’s hand, clattered to the floor and spun away. Roxy stared at it, panting. But she’d have to go past the killing field to get it.

Don’t think. Just move. She undulated like an inch-worm, aiming for the knife.

Another sharp crack of bone. Another rib splintering. Her attention jerked back to the horror before her.

With the fingers of his right hand still clamped around Jerry’s throat, the blond guy dug his left hand deeper into Marcie’s chest. She hung there, arms limp, head lolling like a broken doll.

There was a monstrous squishy, sucking sound. Roxy froze, every muscle taut, horror icing her veins as something hot sprayed her cheek.

The raindrop patter of blood.

Oh, God, the blood.

Marcie slumped to the ground as he pulled his hand free.

He turned to Jerry then, and asked softly, “How many before this one?”


Jerry clawed at the fingers that choked him. He struggled, feet twitching as he stretched his toes to try and reach the floor.

“How many, Jerry?” The blond guy jerked his head toward Roxy. “How many girls did you rape and murder before this one?” His tone never changed. Low. Polite. Like he was asking how many pairs of shoes Jerry owned.

“Seven. Lucky seven,” Jerry croaked. “And Marcie did three more while I watched.” He made a gagging sound, took a raspy breath. “You do the math.”

“Perfect.” The blond guy nodded and smiled and killed him. Held him dangling above the ground, tore open his chest, and ripped his heart out, just like he’d done to Marcie.

Clamping her jaw tight, Roxy refused to scream, because she had a feeling that once she started, she’d never stop. Shock, revulsion, dread—they held her pinned, her body crouched and contorted by her bonds, her breath locked in her throat. She’d staved off her terror the whole time they’d left her here, bound and alone. Held it in check when the blond guy had shown up, as she tried to decide exactly what his role was, his surfer-boy hair and the lollipop stick between his lips somehow making him seem less threatening.

Talk about irony.

He was the scariest fucking thing she could ever have imagined.

There were two bodies on the floor, lying in a pool of gore. A goddamned lake of it. They were dead. And their murderer slowly turned his face toward her.

Her heart thundered in her chest.

His gaze flashed to hers. Gray eyes. Like fog at dusk. Colder than Lake Michigan in January.


The coldest eyes she’d ever seen.

There was nothing there. Nothing behind those eyes. Not a flicker of emotion.

Her skin prickled and the fine hairs on her forearms stood upright. The silence stretched until she thought it would break her.

“You killed them.” Nice. She was mistress of the obvious.

“It’s what I do. Kill the evildoer. Harvest the darksouls.” He didn’t sound contrite. He didn’t sound anything. To him, the words were simply a statement of fact.

The evildoer? “What are you?” she whispered before she could stop herself. “An angel of death?”

That earned her the barest whisper of a smile. “Death, yes.” The smile edged tighter. “Angel, no.”

He lifted his hands. They glistened beneath the naked overhead bulb, wet and dark. He held the two hearts, one in each fist. Like he was a butcher holding fresh-cut meat. Oh, God. If she lived through this, she was never going to eat steak again. She swore it. On her life, she swore it.

She saw then that he had a battered leather pouch slung across one shoulder, and he opened it to drop the hearts inside. Then he squatted beside Marcie’s body and reached into the hole he’d torn in her chest. He frowned, reached deeper and rooted around a bit.

When he pulled his hand free, he was clutching…smoke. Smoke the color of an oil slick, the texture of it simultaneously amorphous and greasy. It writhed and twined up around his forearm, then down again, only to slither away from his skin and ooze up, up, until it hovered just above his shoulder like a bloated black balloon tethered by a gossamer string so bright it hurt to look at it.


Roxy cringed back against the wall and wished she could dissolve into the concrete blocks like water into sand. She was shaking so hard her shoulder bumped the wall again and again.

He glanced at her, his expression ruthlessly neutral. Terrifyingly so.

She’d called him vanilla bean. She’d called a fucking monster vanilla bean.

“Stop,” he said.

Only in that second did she realize that every time she exhaled, she made a high-pitched whining sound.

“Stop. Now.” A hard edge crept into his tone.

And she did. She snapped her mouth shut so quickly that her teeth clacked together vigorously enough to hurt.

“Thank you.” Soft. Polite.

She whispered, “You’re welcome,” and as the words left her lips, she recognized how ludicrous they were. A laugh tore free, against her will, against any sort of good judgment. Too loud, too wild, it rang with the sharp peal of hysteria.

Keep it together, sister. Don’t you lose it now.

Ignoring her outburst, he turned back to the bodies, moved to Jerry’s corpse and shoved his hand into the lacerated chest. Again, oily smoke coiled up his forearm and coalesced into a second black balloon that slithered up to join the one he’d pulled from Marcie.

Roxy’s every instinct screamed for her to escape, to run while he was occupied elsewhere. But instinct and the reality of her bound limbs didn’t mesh. Her gaze skittered once more to the knife that’d landed in the corner, and she wriggled and twisted, suddenly wholly focused on the gleaming blade. Her efforts only served to snag his unwanted attention.


He looked at her with those glacier eyes.

“You’re shaking.”

Give the man a prize.

He rose and strode toward her, the grotesque balloons writhing behind him like fat, slimy slugs.

She shook harder. And it pissed her off that her body wasn’t doing anything her mind was telling it. She wasn’t a coward. Growing up in Rogers Park, she’d seen all kinds of shit. Shit that had seemed so big, so bad. Shit she’d been adept at avoiding. But all that suddenly seemed small in comparison to what she’d just witnessed.

Fear gnawed at her as he approached and stood over her, studying her. Like she’d studied the frog in tenth-grade biology, all pinned out and cut open. It had been interesting in a dead, gross, reeking kind of way. A part of her had felt disgust, but the bigger part had wanted to get her hands dirty and figure out how the thing worked.

Right now, she was feeling a mighty kinship to that frog.

Behind him, the two smoky, black balloons bobbed and dipped on their glittering tethers. One dropped and bounced against her forearm, icy cold. With a gasp, she yanked her hand away.

“You see them.” A statement, not a question. But he was surprised. Even though there wasn’t a flicker of emotion in his features, and his eyes stayed flat and cold, she knew he was surprised.

Lie? Tell the truth? She’d say anything if he just let her live, but something told her the truth would serve her better.

“Yeah.” Her answer was more breath than formed word.

“Do you know what they are?”


“No.” Maybe. They were something dark. Something evil. And they’d come from inside the two people, two killers, who had in turn been killed. What had he said earlier? That he was here for a darksoul. Was that what those slimy balloons were? Darksouls?

Did she have one inside her, obsidian and oily?

After what she had and hadn’t done, the choices she’d made—choices that had indirectly led her here—she thought she might. What she’d done…did it make her a monster now?

She felt like one, for sure. Rhianna. Her foster sister. It hurt even to think her name. So she locked it away in a dark corner of her mind and she pressed her parched lips tight. It didn’t help. She was shaking so hard that her teeth clacked together like a jackhammer.

The events of the past two days were catching up to her, big-time.

“She wasn’t your friend. You know that, yes?”

Horror congealed in her gut. He knew. About Rhianna. How?

Then he glanced at the bodies, and she realized he was talking about Marcie, telling her that Marcie hadn’t been her friend.

“Yeah.” She did know it, now, though she hadn’t when she’d followed Marcie here like a lamb to the slaughter.

“What’s your name?”

She tried to focus on the question. She was cold. So cold.

“W-w-what’s yours?” she shot back, but her chattering drained the force of her demand.

“Dagan Krayl.” He tipped his head to the side, waiting.

Perversely, she said nothing.

He shrugged, hunkered down and caught her bound wrists. She recoiled from his bloody hands. With an impatient sound, he rubbed them on his jeans, leaving long, dark smears on the denim that stretched taut over his muscled thighs.

“Hold still.” He tore the rope.

Tore it. No knife. Just his hands. Inch-thick nylon rope, and he tore through it as if it was nothing.

Above them, the slimy darksouls danced and bobbed. Bile crawled up her throat, stinging the back of her tongue. She fought it, digging her nails deep into her palms, straining for control.

He was careful not to let the glowing tethers he held in his right hand touch her skin, but he wasn’t so careful about the remnants of blood on his fingers; his touch left a trail, marking her as it marked him.

A monster. A killer.

Marcie’s blood. Marcie’s darksoul.

Now Marcie was dead. Dead. Dead. Dead.

And if Dagan Krayl hadn’t shown up when he did, it would be Roxy who was dead.

Was she supposed to feel guilty that she was alive?

She didn’t. She was glad it wasn’t her. Fiercely glad. Light-headed with gratitude. Or maybe that was fatigue and fear.

As he worked at unwinding her bonds, she noticed a long, deep scratch on his wrist. Marcie or Jerry—one of them had fought hard enough to score him. His blood mixed with theirs.

He bled. She thought that was important, but she had no idea why. The shudders that racked her were making her fuzzy. That, and more than twenty-four hours without food or water or sleep.

Again he rubbed his palm against his denim-clad thigh. Then he fished through his pocket and pulled something out. She glanced at his offering and felt the world tip and tilt. A lollipop. He was offering her a yellow lollipop.

“Sugar,” he said. “You need it.”

Vaguely, she realized he was right. But she thought there was something wrong with this plan.

“No…c-c-can—” Not taking candy from a stranger.

He didn’t seem inclined to chat. He carefully removed the wrapper, folded it in half, then in half again, tucked the paper in his pocket and ordered, “Open your mouth.”

And she did. Maybe that was stupid. Or maybe it was the smartest thing she’d ever done, she thought a moment later as the first hint of sugar rush amped through her. He rocked back on his heels and shrugged out of his battered leather jacket, then leaned in to drape it over her. It was warm. Deliciously, tear-wrenchingly warm. And she wanted to howl with gratitude.

Right after she got her hands on the knife in the corner. Just in case.

He watched her in silence, and by the time the candy was half gone, she was shaking a little less, thinking a little clearer.

The whole thing was insane. She was sitting in a room that had been turned into a slaughterhouse, sucking on a lollipop.

“Think I jumped down the rabbit hole. Head first.”

Again, the whisper of a smile. “You think?”

Her heart slammed against her ribs. She couldn’t look away from his face. A part of her didn’t want to.


If she looked away, she wouldn’t see him come for her. She wouldn’t have a hope in hell of escape.

She didn’t have a hope in hell. She’d seen how fast he moved. Inhumanly fast, his hands a blur. But some corner of her mind was convinced that if she just kept him in her sights, she’d stay alive.

Stupid, really.

Reaching out, he caught her right hand and dragged it forward, her puny resistance no deterrent. His touch was firm, his skin warm. She was hyperaware of their contact, skin to skin. Turning her palm up, then down, he examined her torn wrist. Then he did the same with her left hand.

And there she was, shaking like a leaf the whole time, even though he hadn’t made a single threatening move toward her. But he’d told her he wasn’t here to free her, then he’d gone ahead and done exactly that. He’d wrapped her in his jacket and he’d fed her candy. She wasn’t a fan of contradictions. Besides—her gaze slid to the broken bodies on the floor, then away—she couldn’t say she was crazy about his methods.

Slowly, he raised his head, sun-bright hair sliding along his cheek. “You’ll heal.”

Was he trying to reassure her? She fought the urge to laugh maniacally. To scream. Instead, she stared at him and nodded. Or tried to, anyway. She was still trembling, which made her movements less than smooth.

But she would heal. She was okay. She was alive. Thanks to him. Thanks to a man who’d just torn two people apart with his bare hands and pulled out—what? Their souls?

“I’ll tear you up some if you try to do that to me.” He’d definitely been right about the sugar. It had given her a boost. Her words were clearer now, her tongue and lips actually obeying her will.

“You can retract your claws. If I meant to hurt you, it’d be a done deal.”

No shit. “Why’re you helping me?” she whispered.

He blinked. Hit her with that endless stare. Shrugged. “I have no fucking idea.”

His answer was oddly comforting. “Good to know.”

He smiled for real now. White teeth. Tanned skin. A dimple in his left cheek. The light from the naked bulb overhead painted him gold and bronze.

Her breath froze, then she inhaled sharply. Until that moment, she hadn’t really seen him. But as she studied him now, she realized that he didn’t look anything like he ought to. He was some sort of fiend, but he looked like a man. A beautifully sculpted, smiling man. Older than her. Maybe thirty. Shoulder-length blond hair, thick and wavy, tied back at his nape, a few strands falling free to frame his face. Chiseled features. Slashing cheekbones. A hard, square jaw dusted by dark gold stubble.

Handsome, in an all-edges, no-curves kind of way.

His good looks made everything worse.

He was a handsome monster that ripped out hearts without a flicker of emotion.

A monster who’d saved her life. Who’d set her free and examined her wounds with solemn-faced concern. Wrapped her in his decadently warm jacket. And fed her a lemon-flavored sucker.

Barely daring to breathe, she held still as he bent his head and tore through the rope at her ankles. The second they were free, she scuttled awkwardly along the wall, trying to get away. Her prickling, numb limbs refused to properly obey her command. She didn’t get far. A wide metal duct jutting out of the wall stopped her dead.

He followed her.

“Relax. We’ve already established that I’m not going to kill you tonight.”

That was reassuring. Not going to kill her tonight. “Do tell. Tomorrow night, then? Next week?” She couldn’t stop herself from looking over at the corpses. Tonight, he’d come to kill them. Marcie and her partner. Why them and not her?

“You only kill…murderers?” That was the only possible explanation.

His expression was cold, detached. “Not exclusively.”

“Children? Small, furry animals?” Her voice cracked.

For a second she thought she’d gone too far. The expression she’d noticed earlier was back, not flitting now, but holding its place.

His gaze dropped to her mouth. Her heart slammed against her ribs.

He was going to kiss her.

And she was truly, truly bat-shit crazy, because a part of her wanted him to.

Then he smiled—just with his lips, not with his eyes—and said, “That mouth ever get you in trouble?”

More often than she’d ever admit.

Forever got crammed into about three seconds. Then he looked away, jaw clenched, eyes focusing on the far wall. She didn’t dare move. Didn’t dare breathe.

She didn’t know where to look. Not at him. He only amped her confusion into redline. And she sure didn’t want to look at the bodies again. That was a sure path to losing whatever pretense of self-control she’d mustered.

Confusion and hope and, yeah, gratitude mixed together in a bubbling stew. Because she owed him for saving her life.

Question was: What would he demand in return?

“No one does something for nothing,” she muttered.

Above them, the darksouls dipped and swayed, blocking the light of the bulb for an instant, leaving her in shadow.

Was that what he wanted from her? A darksoul? No. Because if he did, why bother to be nice?

Suddenly, everything slammed her at once. Everything she’d seen and heard. Impossible things. She shook her head, shock setting in.

“Are you—” She couldn’t believe what she was thinking here. What she was considering. But she knew what she’d seen, and what she’d seen wasn’t anything a normal man could do. She swallowed and forced the question out. In for a penny, in for a pound. “Are you human?”

He studied her, focused, intent. “No.”

Don’t ask the question if you don’t want to know the answer. She swallowed. “What are you?”

He laughed, a sinful, dark sound. “Something else.”








CHAPTER THREE


You have your blood, O Aset

You have your power, O Aset

You have your magic, O Aset

—The Egyptian Book of the Dead, Chapter 156






Present day
 Amarillo, Texas

NOT MUCH TO SEE IN THE SLASH of moonlight that cut through the crack in the dusty curtains. Purple-and-brown paisley carpet. Brown-and-purple papered walls. A low suspended ceiling.

Roxy Tam paused in the doorway of room 9 at the Tee Pee Inn and looked back to check the empty parking lot. If anyone saw her, they’d take her for a hooker. She’d dressed the part with that in mind. Too much bronzer on her toffee-cream skin, eyes outlined with black liner and garish green shadow, sleek, dark ringlets left free about her shoulders. Her skirt so short it barely covered her ass.

Not her usual look, but she was nothing if not adaptable.

At the far end of the lot a neon yellow sign declared there were vacancies, and below that, spelled out in black: $10.00 ALL NIGHT.


A bargain.

Her gaze pierced the shadows. Nothing stirred. Not even the breeze.

Stepping into the room, she reached back and eased the door shut behind her. The air smelled of stale tobacco, lavender air freshener and…a faint whiff of piss. The door to the toilet was wide-open, and if she had to guess, she’d say that Frank Marin hadn’t flushed.

For an instant, the smells triggered an arctic blast of crappy memories. How many run-down motel rooms had been her home for the first five years of her life?

There was a dresser by the window, a single night table with a shadeless lamp, and a double bed shoved up against the wall. A snoring lump lay beneath the thin, threadbare sheet, but there was no sign of the kid.

Damn it to fucking hell.

Crossing to the bed, Roxy closed her fingers around Marin’s throat, pressing hard enough to cut off his air. Rise ’n’ shine, sunshine. He came awake with a lurch and a choked caw, his hands flying up to claw at her wrist. She felt it then, a low-level psychic buzz. So Marin had a touch of the supernatural in his blood. She wondered if he even knew it.

“Where’s the kid, you bag of shit?” she asked, all polite and nice.

He croaked and clawed at her some more, but she held him with ease, stronger than any mortal. A side benefit of what she’d become that long-ago night when the soul reaper had saved her sorry ass.

“The kid?” Loosening her hold enough that he could speak, she waited.

“Closet,” he rasped, his eyes showing white as he darted a glance in that direction.


Roxy clicked on the lamp, 60 watts of yellowish light illuminating Frank Marin’s features. He looked like a weasel. Thinning black hair. Sharp, pointed nose. Close-set eyes. The left one had three teardrops tattooed underneath.

“You ever do time in Australia, Frank?” She already knew the answer. She made a point of researching her quarry before she hunted.

“Seven years.”

Revulsion surged. For most people, the number of teardrops represented the number of people they’d murdered. For some it represented loved ones lost. But in Australian prisons, inmates forcibly tattooed convicted child molesters. “You get those tattoos in Australia?”

Frank Marin kept his mouth shut.

Which was answer enough. She snagged a set of cuffs from her belt, looped the chain around the headboard and clamped his wrists. Safety first. She’d be no use to the kid in the closet if Marin plugged her in the back. Not that a bullet was likely to kill her. But it would be inconvenient and unpleasant.

Leaning her weight on the hand at Marin’s throat, her fingers biting deep, she reached under the spare pillow with her free hand and pulled out his gun. He struggled, which was little more than a nuisance. A bit more pressure and he stilled. Guess he liked breathing.

She let go of Marin and stepped back as he snarled and cursed, but the cuffs held.

“Shut. Up.” She smiled and leveled the gun lower.

His jaw snapped shut with teeth-rattling force. Guess he preferred to keep his equipment intact.

“So, what do we have here?” She glanced at the gun. “Hmm…semiautomatic.”


She preferred knives herself—she was all about the personal touch—but in her business it paid to know the weapons favored by the enemy. So she knew the drill: Push the magazine release. Remove. Pull the slide back and lock it. Visual confirmation that the chamber was empty. She tossed the magazine across the floor in one direction and the empty gun in the other. Then she jerked open the night-table drawer. It was empty. Jackass didn’t even have a backup.

Marin started up swearing again.

Reaching for the sheath on her belt, Roxy slid her knife free and turned it so the blade caught the light.

And that caught his attention. He stopped midcurse.

“Easy,” he rasped. “Hey, now…easy, there. You don’t want to hurt me—”

“Easy, there? Is that like ‘Whoa, girl’? I’m not a horse.” She brought the tip of the knife to rest against his Adam’s apple. “As to my not wanting to hurt you…yeah—” she pushed hard enough that his skin gave way with a faint pop, like pricking a grape “—actually, yeah. I really do want to hurt you.”

“I have information—”

She dug the tip a little deeper, effectively cutting off his attempt to bargain.

“You stay nice and quiet, Marin. For the moment, if you stay quiet, you stay alive. You speak when I tell you to, and not before. If I want to hear what you have to say, I’ll let you know.” She watched a rivulet of blood snake along his pale skin, the urge to reach out and catch it on her finger—or better yet, on her tongue—was nearly overwhelming. It had been too long since she’d fed. Finally, she raised her gaze to his. “Nod, just so I know you understand.”


He nodded—a spare movement, because anything more might just slit his throat.

The only sounds in the room were the harsh rasps of Marin’s breathing and the soft shush of metal on cloth as Roxy wiped the tip of her blade clean on the pillowcase.

Deftly, she slit away a long, wide strip, sliced it in two and sheathed the knife. The she grabbed Marin’s hair, yanked his head back, wadded one piece of the pillowcase into a ball and shoved it his mouth, using the second piece to hold it in place.

“Sit. Stay.”

If he followed her instructions any better, he’d have grown a tail.

Crossing to the closet, Roxy yanked open the door to find a little girl curled in the corner, huddled beneath a snot-green blanket that Marin must have pulled from the bed. Probably the only decent thing he’d done in the past decade. Although maybe he just hadn’t wanted to risk damaging the goods.

The kid’s eyes were closed, her chest fluttering as she breathed through the gag Marin had tied around her mouth. At least she was breathing, a bonus as far as Roxy was concerned. No way she wanted to head back with a cold little body instead of a warm one.

Been there. Done that.

Which was one of the many reasons she generally avoided jobs that involved kids. But this job wasn’t actually about the kid. It was about getting information. And it was about following orders.

Her directive was simple. One of Sutekh’s soul reapers had been butchered. Her job was to gather information to ensure that the dead soul reaper stayed dead.


Not an easy task, since she had no clue what the dead reaper had to do with the live kid. Calliope Kane, her direct superior in the Asetian Guard, had made it clear that information was need-to-know only. No surprise there. The Daughters of Aset were rarely forthcoming with anything but the most spare and sparse details. After nearly a decade, Roxy was still little more than a foot soldier in the ranks, which meant they figured she needed to know very little.

Usually, that sat just fine on her shoulders. But lately, she’d had the feeling that something was going down. Something outside the ordinary. And not knowing a damned thing was starting to wear thin.

Plus there was something about this job that made her uneasy. There hadn’t been anything in Calliope’s manner to say otherwise, but Roxy’s gut was telling her that the kid was more important than her mentor had let on, that she wasn’t just incidental. Which made Roxy wonder why it had been so all-important to hide that fact.

With the closet door blocking Marin’s sight line, Roxy squatted down and pulled an inhaler from her pocket. She undid the gag, then the girl’s hands.

“Dana, wake up.”

The child’s head lolled, and she didn’t open her eyes. Roxy looped one arm around her thin shoulders and hauled her upright, giving her just enough of a shake to rouse her.

“Come on, kid. Don’t make me regret this.” Don’t make me face your mom and tell her you died.

Dana opened her eyes. They were denim-blue, bleary and unfocused. Roxy held up the inhaler. The girl stared at her, but that was it. Every line of her body, every shallow, wheezing breath spoke of fear and tension. Which left Roxy at a loss. She had almost no experience with kids. She’d barely had a chance to be one herself, so there was no help there.

Or maybe there was.

What’s your name?

Roxy Tam.

Where do you live, Roxy? She remembered his voice, low and calm and kind. They’d sat in a small room with two chairs and a table, the overhead light too bright. His skin had been brown, his eyes almost black, his uniform blue. He’d given her a soda and some chocolate wafer cookies. Despite his kindness, she hated chocolate to this day.

You’re safe now, Roxy. No one’s going to hurt you.

Bingo.

“Dana, you’re safe now. No one’s going to hurt you.” She dragged the words from the mire of her memories, then doctored them a bit to fit the circumstances. “I’m going to take you back to your mom.”

No one had promised to take Roxy back to her mom, because there had been no mom to take her back to. No big deal. She’d survived.

Seconds ticked past, and Roxy was back to searching for more words when Dana reached for the inhaler. Her fingers brushed Roxy’s, ice cold. The girl knew the routine, gave the inhaler a quick shake and breathed deep. Then she shrank back into the corner as the dollop of trust she’d mustered vaporized like mist under the noonday sun.

Roxy leaned back to clear the closet door and glanced at Marin. He sat exactly as she’d left him, quiet during the entire exchange, not even moaning into the gag. Guess he believed that she’d follow through on her threat. Give the weasel a gold star.

Her movements slow and nonthreatening, Roxy turned back to the kid, reached into her pocket and withdrew a small, floppy stuffed toy. A cat, threadbare and well loved. “Your mom sent this. To keep you company till you get home. She said its name is Flopsy.”

“Not it,” Dana whispered. She reached, retreated, then finally took the cat, snatching it close to embrace against her chest. “Her.”

“Okay. Her,” Roxy agreed softly. “You stay here a minute, Dana. I’m gonna close the door again for just a minute—”

“No!”

“It’ll be okay. You have Flopsy.”

Dana didn’t look convinced.

The bed creaked as Marin shifted, and Dana’s eyes rolled with fright.

Keeping her movements slow and easy, Roxy reached into the small, black backpack she had slung over her shoulder and drew out an iPod attached to a set of noise-canceling headphones. She was nothing if not prepared. She’d had Dana’s mom load up the kid’s favorite songs anticipating exactly this occasion. There were things she needed to say to Mr. Marin…things she definitely didn’t want Dana to hear.

The kid was watching her, eyes dipping to the bright pink iPod with the white cat stickers on the back, then back to Roxy’s face.

“Your mom sent this.” Roxy reached out and carefully settled the headphones on Dana’s ears.

Dana’s eyes widened as Roxy set the volume on low and hit Play. Roxy lifted off one earphone. Behind her, she could hear the harsh rasp of Marin’s breathing and the creak of the bed as he stirred. She figured he was probably almost out of patience.

“Your mom said you love ‘The Locomotion.’” The kid hesitated then nodded solemnly. Roxy thumbed through her choices until she found the song she wanted. When she hit Play, Dana exhaled. Her shoulders came down. “I want you to, uh, sing to Flopsy,” Roxy said, “so she won’t be scared. Sing along with the music, Dana, nice and loud. I just need to—” she glanced over her shoulder at Marin. From this angle, all she could see were his feet “—I need to tie up a couple of loose ends, and then we’re going to find your mom. Okay?”

The kid watched Roxy, still wary, her faded-denim eyes way too big, her expression solemn. She nodded but didn’t say another word.

Shit.

For a second, Roxy hesitated, but she saw no other way. Leaving the kid in the closet was better than having her witness what was to come. And locking her alone in the car in this neighborhood while she came back inside to do what needed to be done just wasn’t an option. “Sing, Dana. If you sing to Flopsy, she won’t be afraid.”

She settled the earphone back against Dana’s ear, offered what she hoped was a reassuring smile—exactly how was one supposed to smile at a six-year-old?—and played with the volume a bit more until she was satisfied that it was loud enough to block ambient noise.


Straightening, she studied the closet door. She figured the kid was so freaked that she’d stay put until Roxy came back for her, so instead of shutting the door all the way, she angled it so it completely blocked any view of the bed, but she left it open a few inches to let the light in. Finally, she stepped away. There was a second of silence, and then a tiny voice carried through the plywood: “…do the locomotion with me…”

Roxy turned back to the bed and found Marin watching her with wary eyes. She closed the space between them, held him by his hair and ripped out the gag.

“Ouch!” He rubbed the back of his head. “You tore off my bloody scalp!”

“Cry me a river.” She tossed aside the gag and withdrew her knife once more, flipping it into the air then catching it on the downswing. Marin’s head tipped and bobbed. Up, then down.

“So, what now? You gonna kill me?” He tried for cocky but ended up with something between a squeak and a whine.

“I fucking want to kill you,” Roxy said, low and furious. She leaned close, her eyes locked on his. “You nabbed a kid. A little kid. And you were going to sell her.” She took a slow breath, mastering her emotions. Marin didn’t so much as blink. Guess she’d made an impression. “So now, I’m ready to let you talk. You give me useful information, you get to live.” She paused. “Maybe.”

Marin nodded frantically, his attention fixed on the knife. “Anything. Yeah. Just ask.”

Like she needed his permission. Roxy yanked up her left sleeve, baring her forearm, and turned it until her mark was clearly visible. Etched in her skin was an ankh with wings and horns, a finely rendered piece of art, a match to the pendant that hung around her neck. It wasn’t a tattoo. The design was scored in her flesh, and it had taken a long time to put it there. She’d let it heal, then scored it again and again until it was perfect. The dark mark. It claimed her as a Daughter of Aset, an ancient line of immortals who walked among humans, watching, guiding, guarding. Fighting for mankind when they must. Fighting for their own survival the rest of the time. The mark’s placement on her forearm told those who would recognize its importance that she was of the lineage of the Keeper, a guardian among her kind.

But Frank Marin wouldn’t know anything about that.

“You’ve seen this mark before, yes? Upside down on a man’s chest. Not scored like mine. Tattooed, in black ink.” She knew that much, but nothing more. And she needed answers because time was running out. The Underworld buzz was that there were those who wanted to see the dead reaper reanimated. Talk about opening a can of worms; that would be more like snakes on a plane.

In the Underworld everyone wanted his piece of the pie. Osiris. Hades. Pluto. Sutekh—the überlord of chaos and malevolence. A slew of lesser gods, demigods and genies that populated all major and minor religions. The place was divied up all neat and tidy, the same way Topworld crime syndicates marked territory in human cities.

But alliances were fragile, the balance determined by territorial and volatile creatures. Tip the scale just a little and a 6,000-year-old ceasefire could be over.


Last week, someone had decided to try to tip the scale.

That someone had butchered a soul reaper.

Seemed like every Topworld grunt had the word out trying to find out who and how, and Roxy was certain that the Underworld was buzzing even more. Of course, the only way to know that for sure was to visit, and you only got to visit if you were dead.

Bottom line was that mortals didn’t get a free pass to go below, and high-power gods and demigods couldn’t come up. Only a handful of beings could travel between Topworld and the Underworld.

She wasn’t one of them.

But soul reapers were. They could go back and forth at will. Which was exactly why this whole assignment didn’t sit quite right.

“If the reaper’s dead, then his soul’s gone to the Underworld,” Roxy had pointed out to Calliope last night, wondering why the obvious didn’t seem so obvious to her mentor in the Asetian Guard. “Why doesn’t Sutekh just ask him who the killers are?”

“The soul reaper was murdered, but his soul never went to the Underworld. We’ve checked every territory. Questioned every god and demigod. The reaper isn’t there. And he isn’t Topworld. He doesn’t appear to be anywhere.”

That news had been anything but reassuring. “How is that possible?”

Calliope had shaken her head and spread her hands, palms up. “If I knew that, I would have all the answers. But that’s your task. To find answers. We suspect that if one of Sutekh’s minions or allies finds the remains first, they’ll complete a reanimation ceremony. Draw the reaper’s soul back from wherever it has gone. I trust you understand exactly how dire that could be?”

She understood that the Daughters of Aset had to find the reaper’s remains before anyone else did. Because common lore claimed that reapers weren’t supposed to die. In fact, once they made their choice and swore fealty to Sutekh, he forced their souls back into their bodies and modified them using dark magic and the souls of the innocent. So if Sutekh’s minions found the reaper’s remains first, it would stand to reason that they could work that same dark magic to bring him back. Reanimate him. And he’d sing like the fat lady, fingering the ones who’d killed him.

The possibility didn’t give her the warm and fuzzies because she couldn’t shake the feeling that the Daughters of Aset just might be the ones who’d done the deed, in which case they’d take a direct hit when Sutekh opened the figurative floodgates. But regardless of the culprit, in the end, all would suffer, because once he identified the perpetrator, they’d all be sucked in as Sutekh unleashed his vengeance: a war to end all wars.

Roxy meant to make certain that never happened. The dead reaper would stay dead, his soul trapped in whatever limbo it had gone to. Unreachable. Untouchable.

And that was the way it was gonna be. All she needed to do to make certain of that was figure out the clues.

The piece of shit she’d cuffed to the bed had information that might help her solve the puzzle. She needed to find out what Frank Marin had seen the night the soul reaper was killed.


“Tell me about the tattoo and the guy, Frank,” she said, whisper soft.

Staring at her forearm, Marin swallowed and shook his head. “Nope. Never seen it.”

She moved with lethal speed, one hand slapping down to seal his lips, muffling his cry so as not to scare the kid, the other bringing the knife down to slice skin and muscle clear to his rib. Bone gleamed white in the lamplight.

Marin’s back arched, his entire frame humming with pain and fear.

Leaning in until her lips rested against his ear, she promised, “Next cut is between the ribs, maybe clear to your heart. Now, talk. What I need to know is where you saw him, and when.”

Marin nodded wildly and she eased back, letting him speak.

“Yeah. Okay, yeah,” he said, suddenly all cooperative. Guess he didn’t like her carving skills. He grimaced, pain lacing his features. “I seen that mark. Big guy. Blond. He was in chains and that—” he jutted his chin toward her mark “—was on his chest.”

Big guy. Blond. A chill skittered up her spine. Not Dagan Krayl. She didn’t want it to be him.

Are you here to free me? She’d been so damned naive.

No.

You gonna kill me, then?

This isn’t your night to die.

He hadn’t just let her live. He’d saved her life. He’d given her hope. He’d inadvertently given her direction when he warned her off the Daughters of Aset—a warning she’d chosen to ignore. And he’d given her enough money to build a life. So she didn’t want the big, blond, dead reaper to be him.

“You saw the actual tattoo in the flesh, Marin? Saw it on the guy’s chest?”

“Yeah. I did. Yeah.”

She leaned in nice and close, staring into his eyes. “Saw him get skinned alive, or just watched the video?”

Someone had used fucking YouTube to circulate a video of a gloved hand wielding the blade that skinned the reaper’s chest. YouTube had pulled the clip pretty quick. But rumor had it that a week later, the skin had been sent to Sutekh as a gift, stretched and pinned in place like a macabre picture complete with shiny, black plastic frame. Supposedly, the Wal-Mart sticker was still intact.

Whoever had done that had balls of carbon steel. Or a death wish.

“The video?” Marin swallowed again, and for a second Roxy thought he was going to ask what she was talking about. Then he gave a short, huffing exhalation and said, “Nah. Saw the actual tattoo when they brought the guy in. But, uh, not what followed…” He paused. “You, uh, you seen it?”

“Not in the flesh.” She offered a dark smile.

So he hadn’t been there for the actual killing. A shame. It meant his information was less valuable than she’d hoped.

“Frank, you’re not giving me shit. Tell me something I can use.” She smiled and turned the knife so the blade caught the light. “Or don’t. I need to practice my carving skills. Thanksgiving’s just around the corner.”

His eyes rolled until only the whites showed.


Keeping her expression blank, Roxy murmured, “I’m betting there were other witnesses, Frank. Wanna tell me about them?”

He blinked, then shrugged. “No one. Didn’t see no one.”

“You’re lying.”

Pressing his lips together, he glared at her. “You think I’m stupid?”

“I’m guessing that’s a rhetorical question.” He just stared at her, terror and rage glittering in his gaze. She almost laughed. “Are any of those witnesses still alive? Is that it? Everyone who watched the skinning is dead? And you’re not inclined to join them in hell?”

Live witnesses were a liability, which explained Marin’s reticence.

A live witness would be invaluable to Sutekh. A dead one would be invaluable to his opponent. So the soul reaper’s executioner would be inclined to kill the witness and take the soul to a territory off-limits to the Lord of Chaos.

Either way, it was war.

Once the battle started, it wouldn’t stop in the Underworld. It’d spill Topworld, into the mortal realm.

The thought chilled her like an Arctic wind.
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