





Praise for EVE SILVER

“Oh, how I have missed books like this!”

—New York Times bestselling author Linda Lael Miller

“Silver thrusts the classic gothic romance into the next century with the ideal merging of chilling and dark mystery elements and heated sexual tension.”

—RT Book Reviews

“Hot romance and truly cool paranormal world building make Silver a welcome addition to the genre.”

—New York Times bestselling author Kelley Armstrong

“[Silver] is going to be a force to reckon with in the future and [I] look forward to reading her books as she heads up the bestseller chart.”

—ParanormalRomanceWriters.com

“Silver’s climb to the top is proving to be a rapid one!”

—RT Book Reviews

“Eve Silver makes magic!”

—USA TODAY bestselling author Cheyenne McCray

“This author is on a hot streak, providing a new gothic voice that infuses the traditions of the genre with updated twists and sizzling sensuality.”

—RT Book Reviews





Don’t miss the rest of the chillingly sexy Otherkin series from Eve Silver and HQN Books!

Sins of the Flesh

Sins of the Soul

Sins of the Heart





EVE SILVER

BODY OF SIN

[image: image]





For Michelle Rowen.

Vegas, baby!




Acknowledgments

This book would never have come to be without the help and support of many people. I appreciate each and every one of them.

Thank you to my editor, Tara Parsons, and the entire team at Harlequin. To my writing pals: Michelle Rowen, Ann Christopher, Caroline Linden, Kristi Cook/Astor, Laura Drewry, Lori Devoti, Sally MacKenzie. A special thank you to Nancy Frost and Brenda Hammond.

Thank you to my family. To Dylan, my light; Sheridan, my joy; and Henning, my forever love.

And a huge thank you to my readers, so many of whom let me know they couldn’t wait for this book.





 


Dear Reader,


The first time I met Lokan Krayl, he was standing in a bar, taking a long, slow pull on his beer. He set the bottle down, turned his head and pinned me with eyes the color of faded jeans. My breath caught. Despite the pretty color, there was something dark in his eyes. I stood in the shadows and watched as he met someone besides me that night. A woman, Bryn Carr. She changed his life. She changed his future. He just didn’t know it yet.


The next time I ran into Lokan, he was trapped in choking darkness. No scents. No sounds. Nothing, except the mind-numbing edge of his panic and the knowledge that he had sacrificed everything in order to keep his daughter safe. He was brave. He was smart. He was dead sexy. And he was…dead.


And dead he remained as I wrote the stories of his soul reaper brothers in Sins of the Heart, Sins of the Soul and Sins of the Flesh. But I couldn’t let go of Lokan. I couldn’t leave him trapped in a prison without bars or walls, condemned to an eternity of loneliness and loss. Enter Bryn, the woman he allowed himself to think of only as his daughter’s mother. She’s duped him in the past. She’s the last person he’s likely to trust. And now, she’s his one hope for salvation.


This book had my pulse pounding, my eyes tearing up, and once or twice, it had me laughing out loud. I hope you enjoy reading Lokan and Bryn’s story as much as I loved writing it.


Happy reading!


Eve Silver
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CHAPTER ONE



Miami, Florida
 Seven years ago

“SO…WHAT’S YOUR SIGN?” Bryn cringed inside as the words left her mouth. She should have thought of something better. Would have, if she had any real idea of how this was supposed to go down. But she wasn’t experienced at this sort of thing.

Her last three efforts had been a total failure, and four was the magic number. Get it right or lose the opportunity. She would never have this chance again.

The man leaning against the gleaming black bar was blond and tall, and his clothes looked good on him. Not too tight. Not too loose. He had muscles, but he wasn’t bulky. So far, she’d only seen him in profile, but it was a nice profile. Straight nose. Strong jaw. She supposed it didn’t hurt that he was handsome, but really, what he was mattered far more than how he looked.

He was a supernatural of some sort. She could feel the air tingling and sparking with his power. Maybe he was some sort of lesser demon or a high level psychic.


He wasn’t a walker, like her. Walkers were always female, and they didn’t emit a supernatural vibe, which he definitely did. Two important points that proved he was something else. She just didn’t know exactly what. The very fact that he was standing here meant he could go Topworld, and the really strong ones were confined to the Underworld. She knew that much. She wished she knew more. But her brothers had kept her sheltered and untutored. They’d figured the less she knew, the easier she’d be to control.

And for a while, they’d been right.

“What’s my sign?” He turned his head, pinning her with an amused look. His eyes were an interesting shade of light blue. Like her favorite pair of well-washed jeans. Comfortable and soft and warm.

A shiver coursed up her spine.

Who was she kidding?

This guy was not soft. Or warm. There was something dark in his eyes, no matter how pretty the color.

But he was her one hope, and that kept her from backtracking and walking away.

“Next you’re going to ask me if I come here often.” He took a slow pull from his beer.

She wet her lips, more from nerves than anything else. But his gaze dipped to her mouth, and she felt the first spark of optimism that maybe, just maybe, she could do this.

“You…um…you come here often?” she asked, happy to oblige.


He blinked then laughed, the sound rich and warm against the pounding of the music. “Aren’t those supposed to be my lines?”

“Your lines? Why? Do you use them often?” She was practically screaming to be heard over the music.

He laughed again. “You are kidding, right?” He stared at her until she felt like a slide under a microscope. Then his eyes widened, and she saw a flicker of surprise. “You’re not kidding. Okay. I’ll bite. Do you come here often?”

“Oh, all the time. I—” She blew out a breath and opted for the truth because, really, what was the point of lying? “No.” She’d never been to this club before. Just as she’d never been to any of the clubs she’d tried for the past six nights. She’d only known about this place because her brother had mentioned it more than once; he liked to come here when he was in Miami. Since he tended to frequent clubs with other supernaturals, she’d figured it was a good bet that there’d be others like him here.

As a rule, she wasn’t a party-all-night kind of girl. Except for three times in the past year when she’d managed to evade her brothers and had spent a week each time going through these same steps, hunting for the opportunity to do what she had to do.

This was her last night. Her last chance. All the previous failures wouldn’t matter if she could just get it right this time.

She had to get it right this time.

He was still looking at her.


“It’s my first time here,” she admitted at last.

His gaze flicked over her, from the top of her head to the tip of her toes and back again. She resisted the urge to look down and check her T-shirt for stains.

He reached for her, and she jerked back, taken by surprise. He froze for a second, then carefully pulled the covered elastic from her hair, freeing her ponytail and sending her straight brown hair tumbling over her shoulders.

“It’s sexier down,” he said. “Always a bonus if you’re trying to pick someone up.” Then he turned to face the bar once more, lifted the bottle in front of him and drained the last of his beer.

“I could buy you a drink,” she blurted.

The look he sent her spoke volumes. “I’m waiting for someone,” he said, a blatant dismissal, but at least he didn’t walk away. He just kept leaning against the bar, studying her as if she was a puzzle he was trying to figure out.

“Well, I could still buy you a drink. While you wait. And you could drink it.” Desperation dripped from every word. There was no denying her ineptitude. She didn’t have a second’s doubt that she sounded like something out of a bad movie. But she had his attention, and that was exactly what she wanted. There was no one else for her, not in this entire, massive club. And, so far, not in this entire city.

She’d heard that supernaturals liked Miami. And Vegas. But Vegas was not a possibility.

So she’d opted for Miami and this was the seventh—and last—night she’d spent prowling the club scene, searching for a male supernatural. The guy standing beside her was the first one she’d found. He was her one shining chance.

Either she got pregnant tonight or she never would.

And if she didn’t get pregnant, she could never be free.

“Maybe I’m the someone you’ve been waiting for,” she said before she could think better of it. Actually, she thought that sounded pretty good. Emboldened, she tilted her head, thrust out one hip and tried to look sexy.

He blinked. Then he did a slow perusal of her pose and shook his head. “Seriously?” He lifted his head and looked around with narrowed eyes. “I feel like I should be looking around for the camera.”

“Camera?”

“Yeah. What is this, some reality TV show? A new version of Candid Camera?”

“What?” She shook her head.

His gaze flicked around the club once more, the flashing lights dancing across his skin. She was losing his interest. Any second, he could walk away.

She sidled a little closer.

He sidled a little farther away and studied her, his gaze intent. “Did Mal put you up to this?”

“Mal?” Was Mal a woman? Someone who’d know exactly what to say to lure a man like this. Frack. Bryn’s heart sank. “Who’s Mal?”


“My brother.”

Relief was sweet and smooth as honey. “I have one, too. A brother,” she clarified. “Three of them, actually. All older than me. By quite a bit.”

“Yeah?” He looked around again, a bit of his amiable humor disappearing. “They here?”

The very thought made her ill. “No. Thank heaven. I mean—” she waved a hand “—I don’t know if there really is a heaven but it’s an expression. So, um, yeah…”

His attention snapped back to her, and he smiled, an easy, slow curve of his lips that made him look almost…nice. “Three brothers, huh? Guess we have that in common, then.”

“You have three brothers? Well, you already said you have one. Mal, right? Are they older than you, too?”

“You talk a lot,” he observed in a lazy drawl. “And ask a lot of questions. You always like this?”

She opened her mouth, then paused, considering her answer. She was always like this. A friend—well, more of a paid companion her brothers had hired—had once told her she had no filter. And she tended to ramble to fill any silence. “Yes.”

“Honest—” he quirked a brow “—and strange.” He shook his head, and the corner of his mouth lifted in a wry smile. “A combination that I wouldn’t normally find attractive.” The way he said that made her think that maybe this time, he did find it attractive.

He lifted his empty beer bottle and gestured to the bartender. “Another, thanks. And my new and lovely friend here will have—” He lifted his brows.

What to ask for? She didn’t drink alcohol often. She didn’t really like the taste. And she’d read somewhere that pregnant women shouldn’t drink. Did that apply to hopefully-about-to-be-pregnant women, as well?

Both the bartender and the blond supernatural were looking at her expectantly. She put her hand on his arm and nearly jumped at the tingle that shot through her. Warm skin over smooth, hard muscle.

“I’ll have…you,” she blurted.

He stared at her for a moment longer, but she brazened it out, holding his gaze.

Finally, he took one last glance around the club, apparently didn’t find what he was looking for, and shrugged. “Why the hell not?”

 

LOKAN HAD NO IDEA WHY THE GIRL in front of him was so hot to climb down his pants. Not that he didn’t attract his share of attention, but she seemed too eager. Almost desperate.

She was pretty enough. Brown eyes. Dark brown hair that hung in a shiny curtain past her shoulders now that he’d pulled it free of her ponytail.

He thought she might have an Asian ancestor somewhere in her background. Japanese maybe? Hard to say. It would account for the gorgeous color of her skin, the shape of her eyes. The delicacy of her features.


She had full lips. Kissable lips.

Funny, he hadn’t noticed that until this second. When she’d approached him, he’d been amused, then wary, thinking that Mal was playing some bizarre trick on him. Now, he was feeling open-minded.

There were worse ways to spend a few hours than having sex with a pretty, if utterly strange, woman. And since Mal and Dagan seemed to have ditched him, he just happened to have some hours available. He sent them a text to say he’d left the club, then he made a sweeping gesture with one hand.

“Lead the way, sweet thing,” he said and watched the sway of her ass as she did just that. Nice figure. He hadn’t noticed that before, either. She seemed to get more attractive as the minutes passed.

Maybe that was because he found her…interesting. She was definitely different. Despite the fact that her expressions and body language made her pretty much an open book, he got the feeling there were layers there. Strange and possibly fascinating layers.

She shot him a glance over her shoulder, as though worried she might have misplaced him, and he looked deep into her eyes. It was a soul reaper thing, the ability to see the Ka—the soul. Hers was pretty and shiny and…

Whoa.

It was as if she slammed a door on him.

He saw her eyes, dark brown, fringed in dark, curling lashes. And he saw nothing else, nothing deeper. The soul he’d been looking at was completely shuttered.

He’d heard about the rare human who could mask their soul from a reaper’s senses, but in the centuries that he’d been doing Sutekh’s bidding, he’d never actually encountered one. Until now.

So, yeah, definitely layers.

Outside the club, she paused by the curb and looked up and down the street as though confused about which direction to choose.

“Your place or mine?” Lokan asked, not at all convinced that she’d choose either. He half expected a group of giggling friends to jump out of the alley and say that it had been some sort of dare. Because this girl just didn’t seem like the type to pick up a one-night stand in a club.

She looked at him now, her gaze lingering on his face for an instant before sliding down his body. She took her time taking in the details. For some reason, he felt as if he was being measured for a suit rather than sized up in a sexual way. It was a little unnerving. And it made him curious. How long would it take him to find her buttons and push them just right? He was always up for a challenge.

“You’re very handsome,” she said, an observation, not a compliment. “Not that it matters.”

He laughed. “Do you ever censor what you say?”

She slapped her palm over her lips. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t mean that the way it sounds.”

“Right. Because you’re not after my face and body, but rather my vast intellect and scintillating wit, both of which you’ve discovered during our lengthy conversation.”

“No. Yes. No.” She shook her head. “I just want sex.”

He laughed. He couldn’t help it.

Her brows drew together, and she looked both perturbed and adorable. He wanted to reach out and smooth his fingers along the twin little lines that marked her frown. But he had a feeling that if he touched her, she might bolt. And, oddly, he wasn’t ready for her to bolt.

“How about we start with a name?” he asked. “Mine’s Lokan. Lokan Krayl.” He offered his hand.

She stared at it for so long, he almost withdrew it. Then she pressed her palm to his and said, “Um… Bryn…Carr… No. I mean, Carrie.”

“Which is it? Bryn or Carrie?” He didn’t know why, but he’d expected her hand to be cold. Maybe because she seemed so nervous. But her skin was warm and smooth, and almost without conscious thought, he found himself tightening his grip just a little when she made to pull her hand away. He ran the pad of his thumb over her knuckles. Soft skin over delicate bones.

“For tonight, I was supposed to be Carrie.” She looked down and stared at their clasped hands, no longer trying to pull away. He slid his thumb along the inside crease of her wrist then up to the center of her palm. She took a quick, soft breath, then said, “But you might as well call me Bryn.”

“Okay. Is Bryn your real name?”

“Does it matter?” Her gaze flashed to his. There was a hint of humor there now and more than a touch of self-awareness. She knew what a hash she was making of things.

“You were planning to use a fake name.”

“I was. But I’m not good at the cloak-and-dagger thing. Or at—” she shook her head and made a vague gesture with her left hand because her right one was still trapped in his “—this.”

“This?”

She flapped her hand back and forth between the two of them. “This. Us. This.”

“Oh, you mean picking up a guy in a bar.” He was finding this conversation, such as it was, highly entertaining.

She lifted her eyes to his. They shimmered under the streetlight. Pretty, pretty eyes. And the smell of her hair, her skin. He leaned in a little and breathed deep. She smelled good. Better than good. He wanted to put his lips against the pulse at her throat and lick her.

“You smell like a fresh baked cookie,” he murmured. “And I have a fondness for sweets.”

“I didn’t have any perfume. I don’t usually wear it. But since I was coming here, it seemed like I should wear something. I read that you can use vanilla extract.” One sentence ran into the next, as if she was racing to get them all out. She shrugged. “I like to bake. Cookies. But not eat them. The cookies, I mean. Just bake them. I don’t really like sweets.”

He wasn’t sure he followed that little monologue, but he liked her voice. It was soothing. Smooth. Soft. Like her skin.

“No? I like sweets.” In fact, he and his brothers made a habit of popping candy to satisfy their half-god metabolism with a quick hit.

Taking a step forward, he closed the gap between them. Her head tipped back, and she took a small, gasping breath. Her eyes widened, and he saw her pupils dilate. Fear? Desire? He’d like to think it was the latter, but he wasn’t taking her anywhere until he was certain. Her reaction to a kiss would tell, and right now, the sweet he had a hankering for was her.

Slowly, he lowered his head, giving her plenty of time to change her mind, to stop him. He breathed deep. She did smell like vanilla. And something else equally delicious.

“Strawberry shampoo?” His lips were a breath away from hers.

“Yes. It’s called Strawberry Blast. I was looking for coconut but they were sold out and the strawberry was on sale so I bought two bottles. I—”

He kissed her, stilling her words. Her lips parted in surprise, and then he was the one surprised. It was as if he’d flicked her “on” switch. She didn’t just let him kiss her. She took over. Coming up on her toes, she molded her body to his and flicked her tongue over the seam of his lips. Then she pushed inside, her tongue darting to meet his before slipping away.

A taste. A tease.

He wanted more.

Lust kicked him with unexpected force.

For a second, he forgot where they were. He just fisted his hand in her long, silky hair and pulled her head back, feasting on her.

She rocked her hips into his. She snuggled her breasts against his chest. She slid her palms up his arms and along his shoulders, then tangled her fingers in his hair. She wasn’t subtle. Instead, she let her passion free in a wave that rolled over him and through him. The girl was definitely all-or-nothing.

As he slanted his mouth on hers and took the kiss deeper, harder, she made the most gorgeous sound, somewhere between a sigh and a moan.

She was one hell of a contradiction, little Miss Bryn. And she was hot as beach sand under the July sun.

He skimmed his hand along her hip, the curve of her waist, and then he stopped, reminding himself where they were. On the street. Out in the open.

Keeping one arm around her waist, he asked again, “Your place or mine?”

Seconds ticked past, then she drew back and stared at him, her pupils dilated, her lips wet and pink. He had the feeling that she was steadying her thoughts, and then she finally said, “Yours,” and her gaze dipped to his mouth.


It was all the invitation he needed. He kissed her again, the taste of her delicious, the soft sound she made as she opened to him only fueling the heat. She fisted his shirt, dragging the hem from his jeans before thrusting her hands underneath and digging her nails into his back. Her eagerness made up for what he suspected was a lack of experience.

No worries. He was more than happy to offer tutoring services. When he kissed her, she melted in his arms. When he stroked his hands down her back to cup her ass, she mirrored his move and pressed her hips to his. She was an unexpected combination of sweet and spicy, and he was startled by how much that turned him on.

He drew his lips from hers, and she sighed. Her lips were a little puffy and wet from his kisses. Her eyes were heavy lidded and glazed. Her hair was mussed.

She looked sexy as hell, but somewhere in the back of his mind, a warning bell clanged. Because she’d shown up at the club with her hair in a conservative ponytail and little makeup except for some pink lip gloss. Because she was dressed in a simple pair of jeans and a T-shirt under a denim jacket—not exactly the come-do-me outfit most women would sport if they were on the prowl. And because, despite her eagerness and interest, it was blatantly obvious that she wasn’t very experienced.

Add that together, and he had all the ingredients for a beware-and-be-careful cake.


Dragging her up against him, he lowered his head and kissed her again. He’d never quite gotten the hang of being careful. Political, yes. Careful, no. What would be the fun in that?

 

MALTHUS KRAYL GLANCED AT HIS phone. The text from Lokan made no sense. He hadn’t planned on meeting his brother in Miami. Whatever. Lokan had probably meant to text Alastor or Dae.

With a shrug, he shoved the phone back in his pocket. Then he slapped his palm against the side of the plane. Balance was a bit of a challenge as the Cessna plunged, pilotless, toward the ground.

Lifting his head, he studied the pilot, who was standing directly in front of him. Well, not exactly standing; more like hanging around.

“Where were we?” Mal asked with a grin, enjoying the rush. “Right. We were about to get down to business.”

He dragged his hand out of the man’s chest, his fingers tight around the heart. The body slumped to the floor of the cabin with a dull thwap, then slid forward, pulled by gravity.

Mal dropped the heart into the leather pouch he wore slung across one shoulder. Then he squatted and shoved his hand back in the hole, all the while watching as the trees reached up toward them. He had seconds. Only seconds.

“Gotcha,” he said as the darksoul curled around his wrist and slid up his arm.


His timing was a bit off. The underbelly of the plane scraped the tips of the tallest trees just as Mal straightened and opened a portal to the Underworld. Black smoke surged toward him and an indescribable chill.

He stepped through the dimensional hole just as the Cessna erupted in a giant ball of flame.

Adrenaline rocked him, a nice rush. He’d have to try that again sometime. Maybe wait just a shade longer before he got out.

He really did love the razor’s edge.








CHAPTER TWO



THE LOBBY OF LOKAN’S HOTEL WAS deserted except for two men behind the front desk who were more interested in their conversation than in anything going on around them. Lokan rested his forearm across the open elevator door and held it as Bryn scurried in and moved to press her back against the far wall. She watched him, dark eyes wide and wary, quiet for the first time since he’d met her.

Well, except for the moments when he’d been kissing her.

His gaze dipped to her lips. She pressed back against the wall.

“It smells like apples,” she said. “But sort of chemically. I think it’s an air freshener. I didn’t see a potpourri in the lobby. I think if you’re going to put apples in a potpourri, cinnamon is—”

“Do I make you nervous?” He still held the door of the elevator, and he made no move to step inside. They’d walked here from the club, and she’d talked the whole time, mostly about baking. Which actually made him hungry. He did have a thing for sweets.

She stared at him, pressed her lips together, then said, “I always feel like I have to fill the silence.” Her eyes widened, as though she’d caught herself unawares with that admission.

“Okay.” He stepped into the elevator but stayed at the opposite end. “Talk away.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. I like listening to you talk.”

“Really?”

He laughed. “Yeah. Why does that surprise you?”

Something flickered in her eyes. Then she shrugged, “I guess I talk so much, people sort of tune out what I have to say.”

“Their loss.”

The look she sent him then wasn’t teasing or sexy. Assessing maybe…speculative. As if she was startled to find more there than she’d expected. It made him feel odd.

He gave his head a mental shake. She amused him and befuddled him. For a woman who had come right out and said she wanted sex, she wasn’t doing much to nudge that along.

But her behavior wasn’t the oddest thing in the mix. No, it was his reaction to it that surprised him. He liked listening to her talk. He liked her voice. There was no subterfuge in her. He was used to listening to conversations with a focus on deciphering the true meaning behind every word.

With Bryn, what you heard was what you got. No artifice. Just recipes.

He had the fleeting thought that after the sex was done, he just might want to get to know her a little. Or a lot. He just might want to sample a few of those recipes over time.

And that was dangerous. While a one-or two-night stand wasn’t out of the question, he made a point of avoiding relationships of any kind with human women. Too complicated. At some point she’d want to know more about him, things he could never share. At some point, she’d notice that he hadn’t aged, while she had.

At some point, he’d run out of ways to lie.

Despite his invitation, she didn’t talk now. She only stood there staring at him. The elevator started to rise. Her eyes widened; she looked more than nervous. She looked scared.

“Hey,” he said, stepping closer to brush his knuckles along the curve of her cheek. “No pressure. This doesn’t have to go anywhere. We can just—”

He never got to finish. With an inarticulate sound, she launched herself at him, her fingers tangling in his hair, her mouth on his, demanding a response. Her tongue touched his, tease and retreat. Lust kicked him, racing through his blood, straight to his groin.

Zero to sixty in under four seconds. Damn, she was smoking hot. And she didn’t even know it. Maybe that was part of the attraction.

He backed her against the wall, his thigh between hers. She made a gorgeous little sound, somewhere between a gasp and a moan. He took over, took the kiss deeper, nibbled on her lower lip, then sucked on it gently.

She worked the buttons of his shirt until it hung open, baring the front of his torso. Her hands shook as she touched his naked skin, her nails raking down his belly.

“We’re in an elevator,” he pointed out when her fingers got to the button of his pants. A part of him was screaming that it didn’t matter. That he could hit the emergency stop, yank her jeans down and take her right here, against the wall.

Except, he didn’t want to rush this. He wanted her completely naked, a banquet he could feast on, and his suite was only a minute away.

Behind him, the elevator doors slid open. A glance over his shoulder revealed an empty hallway. He swept her up in his arms, a romantic gesture that wasn’t usually in his repertoire, but it fit the moment. She buried her face in his neck and ran her tongue along his skin, and then she bit him, just hard enough to feel good.

“You smell good,” she whispered. “Like lime. I love baking key lime pie. Getting it just right. The mix of sweet and tart and—”

He turned his head and kissed her, hard, demanding. She didn’t complain. Her fingers curved against the base of his skull and drew him closer still, her mouth open and so fucking sweet under his.

“Key card, right pants pocket,” he murmured against her lips.


Her hand snaked into his pocket, her fingers brushing his cock through the thin material. Her breath hitched. “Oh.”

“Yeah.” He couldn’t help but smile. “That isn’t the key card.”

Her fingers dipped deeper into his pocket, and she came up with the card, then inserted it in the door. A flash of red light, then green. She pushed the handle down. The door swung open.

Once inside, he kicked it shut behind him and let her slide down the front of him. Her arms looped around his waist. One hand settled on his ass and the other climbed under his shirt, her palm flat against his lower back, skin to skin, urging him closer. She tipped her head back and offered her mouth, so lush and tempting, her lips already swollen from his kisses.

He took what she offered.

He undid her jeans and slid his fingers under her panties. She was wet and hot, and she bucked against his hand as he ran the flat of his fingers against her slick folds.

“You’re gorgeous. So fucking gorgeous.” His blood roared. His cock ached. He wanted to be inside her, right now, right here. He’d get her naked later. He’d take his time with round two. And three.

Then she shoved her hand down his pants and took hold of his cock, and he mentally added round four.

 


BRYN FELT AS IF SHE WAS ON fire. She couldn’t stop moving—her hips rocking, her back arching to press her breasts against Lokan’s chest, her fingers tightening around the smooth, hard length of his shaft, hot and thick in her grasp.

She had one hand pressed flat to his chest, his muscle hard beneath her palm, his heart racing.

He groaned against her mouth and dragged his lips from hers to graze his teeth along her jaw, her throat. She cried out when he withdrew his hand from her panties, wanting that contact so badly she ached. Then she felt her jacket slide down her arms and heard it hit the floor. She felt cool air on her skin as he yanked her T-shirt over her head, forcing her to let go of his cock.

“Please,” she whispered, not even sure what she was asking for. She wanted to touch him. She wanted him to touch her. She wanted to get on her knees, take him in her mouth, suck him and bite him. So she sucked on his tongue.

“Bryn,” he rasped. In that second she was fiercely glad that she’d told him the truth about her name.

He bit her throat. He bit her shoulder. Heat tunneled through her, leaving her trembling. His lips pressed to the curve of her breast, just above the lacy cup of her bra. She bit her lip to keep from crying out as a wave of desire crashed over her.

Lifting his head, he stared at her, denim-blue eyes gone dark with lust.

“Let’s slow this down a little.” He held her gaze as he pushed her jeans down over her hips, her thighs. She used her heel to push one leg down to her ankle, shifted her weight to get the foot free, then repeated the awkward little dance with the other leg.

One side of his mouth curled in a dark, sexy smile. She felt that smile ignite a spiral of heat low in her belly, like a gas stove flaring to life.

Reaching out, he dragged the tip of his index finger along her bra strap, then down over the swell of her breast to where her nipple peeked through the lace. She gasped and arched into his touch, then gasped again when he let his hand fall away.

“Pretty bows,” he said, and shook his head. “Why does that not surprise me? I almost expected them to be white.”

She glanced down at her lacy lavender panties and matching bra with the little dark purple bows. “You don’t like bows?” Was that her voice, so raspy and low?

His finger moved again, down along the outer curve of her breast to skim her waist, then lower, until he was touching the little purple bow at her hip.

“Right now, I fucking love bows.”

Lowering his head, he caught her nipple through the lace and bit her. Not hard. Just a graze of his teeth. Just enough pressure to make her cry out. And when he stopped, she whispered, “Do that again.”

He didn’t. Instead, he used his teeth to drag the lace edge of her bra down, baring her nipple. Then he took her in his mouth, his tongue stroking her, and she fisted one hand in his hair while the other clawed at his shoulder.

His fingers replaced his mouth, and he moved to the other breast, baring that nipple, taking it in his mouth.

Her back arched.

“I want—” She gasped as he gave a hard, sucking pull, her words lost, her thoughts lost. There was only him and the need he ignited. There was only the feel of his mouth on her breasts and his fingers easing between her legs. He didn’t settle for light stroking now. He pushed his fingers up inside her, the heel of his palm pressing against her clitoris. She bucked against him, on fire.

She ran her hand over his back, down to his ass. Frantic, she shoved at his pants, her fingers hooking the waistband of his boxers. Everything slid down with a faint shush.

Sliding her hand between her own thighs, she let her fingers tangle with his. Then she closed her fist—wet from her own body—around his shaft and pumped from base to tip. He grunted, and she felt his cock throb beneath her touch.

He didn’t bother to take her panties off, just pushed the scrap of cloth aside, lifted her and closed his hand over hers, holding her fingers against his shaft as he positioned himself.

The feeling of him, full and hot, pressing against her opening, stretching her, made her gasp. He pumped his hips just enough to push the broad, smooth head of his cock inside her, and she let her head fall back against the wall, her teeth clamping on her lower lip. It felt good. Better than good.

Her breath escaped her in a rush as he sank himself in to the hilt.

“Fuck.” The word was low and hard and pulled from him, as if he didn’t want to let it go.

He moved then, slow, deep thrusts that stretched her and filled her and made her boneless. He eased his hand between their bodies, clever fingers moving in perfect rhythm until she couldn’t think, could barely breathe.

The pressure inside her built until she felt as if she was going to scream.

She moved into each thrust, taking him deep inside her, forgetting everything about her quest and her goal. In this moment, there was only the feel of his body and the response he wrung from hers.

“So sweet. So damned, fucking sweet.” His fingers stroked a little faster, and his cock was so hard and big inside her.

Fisting her hands in his hair, she yanked his mouth to hers and kissed him, bit him, frantic, hungry.

She felt like a wind-up key was twisting her tighter and tighter and—

With a cry she spiraled over the edge, her body shaking and flying and scattering into a thousand pieces, her muscles taut, her back arched, and him, there, inside her and around her.

He made a dark sound low in his throat and thrust hard into her, once and again, and then she felt him pulsing inside her, his body going tense beneath her hands, his breathing harsh against her lips.

For a second, she closed her eyes and just let herself enjoy because this was far different—far more—than she had ever expected.

“Bed,” he murmured and carried her there. And with feathered kisses on her breasts and gentle strokes between her thighs, he started all over again.

Hours later, she rolled over and found Lokan sitting on the edge of the bed, naked, the glow of the bedside lamp painting him in gold tones and light. For a long moment, she only stared at him, dazed by what had passed between them. Such intimacy between two strangers.

“I like your nose. I thought it was perfectly straight, but it’s not. It’s got a tiny bump at the bridge.” Reaching up, she traced her finger over the bump. He stayed very still, his expression unreadable. Had she offended him? She rushed to say, “I didn’t notice that at first. I mean, I saw your profile before I saw your whole face, but I didn’t notice the bump. It’s a good thing, not a bad thing—”

His brows rose at the same time as he frowned. She hadn’t imagined that expression was possible. It made her laugh. Which made him frown harder.

“I’ve offended you. I didn’t mean to. You’re very handsome. Really. I thought right away that your profile was nice, but full-on, well, you’re…” She let her words trail away as she ducked her head, embarrassed and appalled.

He was beautiful. There was no denying that. His body was lean and hard and sculpted with long muscles and smooth skin.

“Frack,” she said on an exhale.

He laughed, a low, rich sound that wove through her and invited her to join him, and made her feel a little rush of pleasure. “You are one of a kind, Bryn. Definitely one of a kind.”

“I have this habit of running on. My brothers always make fun of me.”

“I like it,” Lokan said.

I like you. The second the thought formed, she thrust it away. She didn’t dare like him, didn’t dare ever see him again. That wasn’t what this night was about.

“I like you,” he said, his tone warm and amused.

Her head jerked up, and she saw something flicker in his eyes.

“When you look at me like that, I feel like I’m having a warm bubble bath,” she whispered, snared in the moment.

“When you look at me like that, I feel like climbing into a warm bubble bath with you.” He leaned in and kissed her, his mouth gentle, his lips and tongue teasing her. He ended the kiss slowly, then straightened and held out his hand. “Bathtub’s this way.”

She stared up at him, wishing she could take a picture, a memento of this moment and the way he was looking at her. Then she put her hand in his and let him draw her to her feet.

 

LOKAN WOKE WITH A SMILE ON HIS face. The room was dim, but through the crack in the drapes he could see sunlight.

Rolling over, he reached for Bryn. Innocent, sweet, hotter-than-hell Bryn. She’d definitely proven to be a surprise. He’d had her in the bathtub, then against the wall and on the bed. Then the floor because she’d laughingly danced away from him, and when he’d dived for her ankle and dragged her down, they’d both decided the carpet was comfortable enough. He had rug burn on his ass, but it had been worth it to have her astride him, her head thrown back, her body riding his.

He figured that another round in the bed wouldn’t hurt.

So it was disappointing to find that she wasn’t there.

He pushed upright, swinging his legs over the side of the bed, and glanced at the bathroom door. It was open, the lights off.

He rose, dragged on a pair of sweatpants, then padded barefoot into the sitting room, expecting to find her there. She wasn’t, but the door to the balcony was partially open, the sheers waving in the breeze.

Nice. Morning sex on the balcony overlooking the ocean. He was up for it. In more ways than one.


He was about to head outside when a knock at the door stopped him.

A bellboy stood in the hall with an enormous white cardboard box tied with a lavender bow. The smell of vanilla dusted the air.

“Mr. Krayl? This was delivered for you to the front desk.”

Lokan’s gut sank. It was the lavender bow that did it. “You see who delivered it?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Male? Female?” But he already knew.

“Female.”

Lokan didn’t even glance at the balcony door now. She wasn’t there. He felt oddly deflated by that thought. And he wondered how she’d managed to sneak out without waking him.

He reached over, snagged a wad of bills from the console table behind the door and passed a couple of twenties to the bellboy. “Can you describe her?”

“Dark hair. She was wearing it in a ponytail. Red T-shirt. Black knee-length shorts.” The kid paused. “Or maybe navy. I’m not sure.”

The description was enough to confirm her identity. Bryn had been a busy girl this morning.

“What time is it?” he asked, scrubbing his palm over his jaw.

“Four o’clock, sir.”

Which meant she’d been a busy girl this afternoon.

He gave the kid another bill. The kid passed him the box. And then he was alone.


That bothered him, though he couldn’t think of a single reason why it should. Great sex was great sex. What the hell was wrong with him that he’d thought even for a second that it might be anything more?

What had he expected? That they’d hang out indefinitely?

Not likely, given that his “indefinitely” was a hell of a lot different than hers.

He leaned down and sniffed at the box. Vanilla. Chocolate. Maybe a hint of coconut. He pulled the trailing tail of the lavender bow, and it fell to the sides. Then he opened the box to find dozens of cookies—chocolate chip, coconut, white chocolate and macadamia nut. Fragrant. Tempting. Still slightly warm.

Lying on top was a simple white card with two words written in flowing feminine script.

Thank you.

“Well, fuck me raw,” he muttered, stealing his older brother Dae’s favorite expression. Because it suited the moment. He’d been fucked. And he’d been left. And he felt inexplicably pissed off about that.

He hadn’t been finished with her yet. Not just for the sex, which had been admittedly and unexpectedly spectacular. He’d liked listening to her chatter. He’d liked the way she smelled. He’d liked that she made him smile. He’d liked…her.

Absently, he lifted a cookie, took a bite and paused midchew. Damn. He closed his eyes, letting the flavors melt on his tongue.


He polished it off, ate another and then a third. And with each bite, the feeling that he’d been cheated grew. Good as the cookie was, it wasn’t an adequate replacement for the woman who’d baked it. The woman who’d spent the night in his bed.

How the hell had she snuck out without him noticing? How the hell had he let her go?

In that second, he made a decision. He wasn’t done with her yet. He would hunt her. And he would find her.

He was a soul reaper. How hard could finding one human woman be?








CHAPTER THREE


I have hidden you from those who are upon the earth…

—The Egyptian Book of Gates





Detroit, Michigan
 Present day

“NO LIGHTS, BABY.” BRYNJA closed her fingers loosely around her daughter’s wrist as she reached for the bedside lamp. A pink lamp with white cats printed on the shade, exactly like the one they’d had to leave behind once before. A lucky find at a garage sale. Or maybe not so lucky. The way the night was shaping up, it looked as if they’d be leaving this one behind, too.

“I don’t like the dark,” Dana whispered.

Guilt congealed in the spot behind Bryn’s breastbone, an ugly, tight knot.

“I know. But the moon’s bright enough.” Masking her edginess, she kissed Dana’s palm, then turned her hand over. “Bright enough that I can see your pink nail polish.” More than bright enough. The moon was a luminescent ball hanging low in the sky, sending light leaking through the edges of the drawn shade. Frack. Tonight of all nights, some cloud cover would have been nice.

Dana stood by the bed, unnaturally still, a golden-haired doll painted in shadow and night. Was it only short months ago that she’d laughed in the sunlight while her father pushed her on a swing? Back then, she hadn’t been afraid of the dark. She hadn’t been afraid of anything.

“Socks and shoes, now.” Bryn dipped her chin toward the child-size dresser, forcing herself to betray none of the fear and urgency that crashed through her like breakers in a storm. What she wanted to do was grab her daughter, thrust the shoes onto her feet and run. Hide. But letting panic win and rushing headlong into the night was a sure recipe for more mistakes.

Worse, it would terrify Dana. Better to let her think this was just another practice run.

Maybe it was. Maybe Bryn was overreacting.

But the air felt electric and wild, sending a shiver crawling up her spine. She knew that sensation, recognized it for the threat it was. There was someone—or something—out there.

Turning, she peered through the narrow sliver left between the edge of the blind and the window frame. The house they were renting—a straight cash deal with no signatures and no contracts—was on a pie-shaped lot at a bend in the road, which meant she had a clear view in either direction. The neighbor’s fat, orange cat prowled across her lawn, but other than that, nothing moved.

It didn’t matter.

They were out there. The power and menace of their presence vibrated in the air until she felt as if her skin was stretched tight enough to split. She didn’t know who they were, and it didn’t matter. She had no illusions. She and Dana stood alone against pretty much everyone else.

“We need to practice.” Bryn forced herself to smile as she spoke, because Dana would hear the smile and, hopefully, be pacified by it. She would do anything to keep her daughter from being afraid. Dana still woke up most nights, crying about bad men and closets. Crying for her daddy. Bryn couldn’t do a damned thing about any of that other than leave the closet light on all night long, gather her baby girl close and hold her and rock her while the horrific memories played out.

She hadn’t been able to protect her daughter when the events had actually unfolded, when she’d been pried from her father’s side, kidnapped, locked in a closet in a dingy motel room. An acid truth. One that ate at Bryn like a cancer. As did the questions of why Lokan had been killed, and how, and why they had taken Dana. Were they hunting her even now? Was that who was out there? The ones who had murdered Dana’s father? Or was it Bryn’s secrets that were rearing their serpentine heads?


“Again?” Dana gave a heavy sigh, then, “Can’t we practice later?”

“No. Practice now.” Bryn shot a glance over her shoulder and offered what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “But we can get donuts later.” Turning back to the window, she stared at the tree across the street.

There. Was that movement?

Adrenaline slammed her with the force of a train.

“With sprinkles?”

“Wha—” Right. The donuts. “Absolutely.” She lost the battle to keep the tension from staining her words. “Socks now. Quick as a bunny. Donuts later.” Much later. After they’d left Detroit far behind. She regretted the fact that they had to run again; she’d begun to like it here.

There was a beat of silence, then Dana offered a wary, “Okay.”

Watching the road, Bryn willed her daughter to hurry. The movement across the street was just branches swaying in the wind, but the next shadow that shifted might herald something far more sinister. And once whoever was out there decided to make a move, things were going to slide straight to hell at rocket speed.

Behind her, a dresser drawer opened, then closed, soft, just as they’d practiced. Nothing to give them away. Only this wasn’t a practice run. They needed to get out of this house. Now.


“Black socks,” she said. To go with the black pants and sweater and coat and shoes. Everything to blend with the night.

“Pink ones.” Dana’s tone slid toward belligerent.

Unbidden, unwanted, a memory of Lokan’s voice snuck up on Bryn and wormed its way into the moment. You want me to argue with a six-year-old? I’ll lose every time. He’d been so good with Dana. Never losing his temper or his calm. Maybe it was easy to be that patient when you were just a part-time parent, one who was around almost exclusively for fun and games. She’d tried to convince herself of that many times because she hadn’t wanted to admit he had a right to be in Dana’s life at all. He wasn’t supposed to have been. He was supposed to have been nothing more than a sperm donor.

She’s mine. The first time he’d seen Dana, he’d made that claim, and his voice had been tinged with wonder, incredulity. Certainty.

He’d never had a doubt.

From the second he’d set eyes on his daughter, he’d known. Bryn hadn’t had a hope in hell of convincing him otherwise, not when Dana’s features were a childlike, feminine version of his, and her golden hair and denim-blue eyes marked her as his daughter, standing in stark contrast to Bryn’s own dark hair and brown eyes. She’d resented him for insisting on holding a place in their lives, and now she thought she might hate him for it because, by claiming his daughter, he’d put her straight in harm’s way.

Except he didn’t have a monopoly on that. Bryn had put Dana in harm’s way just by giving birth to her.

Such a tangled mess. They were both guilty of lying and evading, of hiding dangerous truths. She couldn’t help but wonder if things might have turned out differently if they’d both chosen honesty.

Probably not. In fact, things might well have turned out worse.

She clenched her fists, then forced her fingers to uncurl, squashing the thought that she was equally responsible for the way things had gone down. She couldn’t exactly play the righteous injured party when she was the one who’d been lying to Lokan all along.

“The black socks with the pink hearts at the top,” Bryn said softly. A compromise. The hearts wouldn’t show, and they’d keep Dana feeling as if she had some control. She needed that. If she was to have any hope of coming out of this without bone-deep scars, she had to feel as if she had some control.

Silence. For a second, Bryn thought she was about to face a mutiny. She exhaled in relief when Dana said, “Okay.”

“Need help with your shoes?” She didn’t take her eyes from the view of the street. Branches swayed. A cloud moved across the moon. And the prickle biting at her skin wormed deeper.


How many were out there? How soon would they make their move?

An exasperated sigh from behind her. “I don’t need help, Mommy. I’m doing it myself.”

“Double knot,” Bryn said. Dragging laces would slow them down.

“Done.” Dana’s tone became uncertain and wary as she asked, “Can I take my backpack?”

Again, guilt slithered through her. The last time they’d had to move in a hurry, Dana’d had to leave everything behind. Toys. Clothes. Even Flopsy, the stuffed cat she’d had since she was less than a month old. Bryn could still remember the look on Lokan’s face as he’d—

No. She would not think about Lokan Krayl or how very much he had loved his child. She would not acknowledge the fact that a part of her missed him horribly. He was dead. He was gone. He was never coming back. And he was the reason they were being hunted.

“I’ll carry your pack.” She turned from the window and scooped up the small black backpack that Dana stuffed with treasures each night before bed, just in case they had to run. “Got your spare inhaler?”

Bryn carried one of Dana’s asthma inhalers, and Dana carried one, just in case. When she’d been kidnapped, she’d been taken without her inhaler, and Bryn had been terrified she’d have an attack.

Dana nodded. “But I don’t need it anymore.”


“Just in case,” Bryn said. While it was true that Dana hadn’t had an asthma attack since before those terrible days when she’d been taken, Bryn wasn’t counting that as a sign she’d never have one again.

She glanced at the window. How the hell had they been found? No one had managed to find them in nearly seven years…except for Lokan. And since Dana had been kidnapped, Bryn had been so damned careful. She’d done everything Roxy Tam had told her to do and a few things Roxy hadn’t thought to tell her. And still, it hadn’t been enough.

Don’t think about that now. The reasons didn’t matter. What mattered was getting her daughter somewhere safe, somewhere she could disappear, one small human child in a sea of humans.

Because despite what her parents were, Dana was utterly and completely human. At least, for now.

The stairs didn’t creak as they made their way down. Bryn had taken care of that first thing when they’d moved in with a few well-placed nails each driven in at an angle. She’d oiled the doors and the windows. She’d planned exits and alternates. She’d done everything she could think of to plan for the time when things went south. She’d even set up safety deposit boxes with money and new identities in a dozen cities. All they needed to do was make it out of here tonight.


Doubt uncurled like a poisonous seed sprouting in fertile soil. She’d made so many mistakes—

She gave a sharp exhale. This was the worst possible moment for her to loosen the chains of her self-doubt. Whatever mistakes she’d made in the past, she had to let them go for this moment, trust that she’d make the right choices tonight. She was all that stood between Dana and those who would take her, harm her, use her for their own ends.

She strangled the urge to tighten her hold on her daughter’s hand, to bolt through the house, to run and run until their chests screamed and their hearts pounded against their ribs. Running wouldn’t do them a damned bit of good. Because whatever was out there was faster.

Bryn needed to be smarter.

They’d expect her to take the back door.

Instead, she led Dana down a second set of stairs to the dark basement. She pushed open the basement window, lifted Dana and helped her crawl through. Then she scrambled after her and together they huddled in the clump of bushes that grew thick and tangled by the side of the house. Bryn closed the window behind them. She would leave no clues if she could help it.

Directly ahead was the street. To the left of the house were the driveway and her car. She wasn’t interested in the car. It was too risky to take it. They needed to leave behind everything that might identify them. To the right, separated from her yard by a simple chain-link fence, was a wide, winding path through a thickly wooded area of evergreen and oak that bordered an industrial park. The path led from her street to the local elementary school three blocks over. A shortcut with lots of places to hide. And lots of places for those who hunted her to hide. It was a calculated risk.

Lifting a finger to her lips, she motioned Dana to follow as she began to inch along the side of the house. Six feet, four feet, two…they were almost out of cover. Another few steps and they’d have to make a run across thirty feet of lawn under the ivory glow of the moon. She glanced at Dana’s sun-bright hair, wishing she had thought of a hat. She felt a flash of anger, directed at herself, but she forced it back into the pit it had crawled out of because that anger would breed mistakes.

As a makeshift solution, she pulled up the hood of her own black sweatshirt, relieved when Dana mirrored her and lifted the hood of her jacket, hiding her hair. Not perfect, but better than nothing.

The supernatural energy vibe that had sent them out into the night in the first place was muted now, as though whoever was out there was purposefully hiding it.

Crouched low to the ground under the cover of the shrubbery, Bryn scanned up and down the street, letting her gaze pause on each front yard. Nothing moved. But the night breathed, heavy with expectation. She couldn’t see the threat, but it was here.


She felt it now.

She surged to her feet. They’d been found.

The Underworld

I WOULD DIE FOR HER.

Dana. My daughter.

I did die for her. But I can’t remember exactly how or why. I know that I let someone kill me in order to keep my daughter safe. Which makes no sense. The thought drifts away and, with it, all other thoughts and hopes. This is my eternity.

I float in a place that is nowhere and nothing. I have neither shape nor form. The agony of that—of losing myself and having lucid flashes where I know what has been done to me and what I have lost—is indescribable. The moment fades, and with it all knowledge.

Who am I? I don’t know. Fear chases through me.

An instant—or a century—later, I blink and stare straight ahead. I’ve been in the dark so long, I’ve forgotten what it is like to know light. Except there, a pinprick, so bright it hurts. Not just my eyes. My arms, my legs, my heart.

Pain drags awareness with it. Flash to a memory: I have three brothers. I must warn them, save them.

Urgency fades to confusion. Then I have only darkness.

A vortex of pain brings me back, incredible suction, like a giant vacuum pump pulling on my limbs. Words, foreign and confusing, are on the tip of my tongue.

I hear myself speak as though the sound comes from a place far away. “Guardian, watch over my body. Let it not be slain. May it not be destroyed forever.”

Hot pokers skewer me. Knives slice my flesh. The pain is more than I can bear, tearing me apart, barbed talons digging into my bones. The not knowing is even worse, and with the pain come embers of understanding. I reach for the agony. I welcome it. Embrace it. Because the knowledge that comes with it is the ultimate prize.

Memories fly at me, bright sparks and snaps. I know now what I am. Soul reaper. Son of Sutekh. Eternal. Immortal. I cannot die.

But I am dead. Murdered. By Sutekh. My father.

My daughter is at risk with only the blood oath of my murderer to keep her safe.

I look down at my hand—my hand—and know that somehow I have form once more. I can think only that my brothers have found a way to reunite my body and soul. How? I do not know, and at this moment, it doesn’t matter. I clench my fist, reveling in the sting of my nails digging into my palm.

There is no way to put words to the emotions that rush through me. Relief, rage, regret and so much more. I am no longer dead.

I am alive. My name is Lokan Krayl, and I am alive.

 


EAT THE FOOD OF THE DEAD AND he could never leave; it was an inviolable rule. So Lokan Krayl stared straight ahead and forced himself to walk past the platters of delicacies: rice with raisins and saffron, spiced lamb, tender, grilled vegetables.

The smells assailed him, mouthwatering and so tempting he almost gave in to the urge to sink to his knees and shove fistfuls of food into his mouth. He was starving, hollowed out, as though a red-hot poker had burned his insides away and left him an agonized shell.

His half-human, half-god metabolism demanded inordinate amounts of energy, and that left him smack-dab between a rock and a hard place. If he didn’t eat, he would fade and grow weaker. If he did eat, it would be the equivalent of locking the door and throwing away the key. One bite of the food of the dead and he’d be trapped here for eternity—wherever here was.

The food of the dead. Wasn’t that a kicker?

Lokan couldn’t die.

He was a soul reaper. Son of Sutekh.

Sutekh. Set. Seteh. Lord of the desert. Lord of chaos. The most powerful of the Underworld gods. He went by many names. The one Lokan had called him was father.

So he couldn’t die, couldn’t be killed.

But he had been.

He’d been murdered, his body hacked to bits. His soul had been banished to a null zone, a place between the Topworld and Underworld, a place that was his prison. His every attempt at escape had met with failure.

Then something had changed. Somehow—he suspected the intervention of his brothers—his body had been returned to him. He had substance and form once more. But he was still trapped in a null zone. At least, he thought he was…

Reaching out, he laid his hand on the stone. He felt it, cool and rough beneath his fingers. He didn’t want to dare hope, but it snuck up on him nonetheless. Maybe he’d found a way out, at last.

He turned and stared down the corridor. It appeared to be endless. Just as his time in the null zone had been endless. Immeasurable. He had been adrift, unaware of who or where he was. He had lost himself, lost his memories of his past and his hopes for his future. All that had been left to him were brief moments of lucidity and the gnawing desperation that had accompanied them before everything drifted away once more like smoke on the wind. Save for those brief seconds of clarity, he had known nothing of his past.

But with the return of his body, some memories had come back to him. His daughter. His brothers. Bryn. His recollection was incomplete; there were still patches of gray, soupy haze, and the gnawing certainty that there were important things he had forgotten. But they were coming back to him in bits and parts.


He remembered the name and face of the soul reaper who had killed him, and the true face of his ultimate betrayer: Sutekh. His father.

His murderer.

He knew those things, and that meant he was no longer completely lost, that he had taken a step beyond the confines of his prison. His past and present had been returned to him. He only had to figure out how to salvage his future.

He needed to warn his brothers about Sutekh’s betrayal. He needed to know why his father had done it. And he needed to make a plan for payback in full measure. Blood for blood.

But now wasn’t the time to contemplate vengeance. Not yet. That would only fragment his efforts.

His number one priority was his daughter. He’d given his life for the promise that Dana would not be harmed. But that promise had come from his father. The same father who’d had no qualms about murdering his son. He couldn’t count on Sutekh to keep his word.

So first up, Lokan would see to the safety of his daughter.

Then he would see to his father.

Problem was, he had to find his way to Topworld to do that, and so far, his efforts had been a bust.

He took a step, stumbled, his palms slapping stone as he struggled to keep himself upright. His vision swam, and the platters of food danced before him. Damn, he was weak. A shadow of himself. Yet another reason to hold thoughts of vengeance at bay. He would need his full strength and more than a lion’s share of cunning to best Sutekh and make him pay for what he’d done.

Sheer will kept him moving, one foot in front of the other, his eyes trained on the walls rather than on the seductive platters of food. The massive blocks of gray stone were painted with hieroglyphics and figures. He recognized them. There was Anubis. And there was Ra. And there was Ammut, the Devourer.

He walked until he thought he could walk no more, and then he realized that the scenery had changed. Before him the hallway widened and a cordon of dead souls—corporeal here in the Underworld—stood rank on either side. They wore simple cotton wraps about their waists, and their chests were bare.

These were the first other souls he’d encountered. There had been no one else in his dark and empty prison. Only him, his incoherent thoughts and the false images of those he conjured from his memories.

“Who are you?” he asked as he drew abreast of the first man. The words caught in his throat, his voice rough and dry with disuse.

The man lifted his head and looked at Lokan but said nothing. His eyes were pure white, opaque and eerie. Etched in the wall behind him were depictions of rows of men bowing to the Sun God, Ra. Similar to the rows of men who stood before Lokan now.

A prickle of premonition crawled across his skin. “Where am I?” And in the face of the man’s silence, he ordered, “Speak.”

“The Gate to the Gates. The antechamber,” came the reply, the words echoing off the walls.

The sound made Lokan freeze in place. When he had been locked in his hallucinations, he had been like a ghost with neither substance nor form and no true voice. When he had spoken, no one had answered, except in the echoes of his memories. The man before him answered. Another bit of proof that this was real.

“Whose antechamber?”

“The son of Geb. The son of Nut. He who is king of the living and king of the dead. The lord of silence.”

“Osiris,” Lokan murmured. Well, didn’t that just make his day perfect?

He was in the Territory of Osiris. Or perhaps merely at the gate of that territory. He didn’t recognize this particular path, though in his position as his father’s ambassador to the other Underworld deities, Lokan had visited Osiris before. But that meant nothing. This could be a back door. Every Underworld Territory had multiple entry points.

Problem was, Sutekh was no friend of Osiris, and the enmity was mutual. So by extrapolation, Osiris was no friend to Lokan.


Then again, given that Lokan wasn’t exactly on his father’s favorites list right now—and vice versa—Osiris just might turn up as an ally. A way out. What was that human saying? The enemy of my enemy is my friend.

Sutekh had made himself Lokan’s enemy when he’d hacked him to bits.

“And you are what? Guards? Ambassadors?” he asked.

“We are here for you.”

“Good to know. Don’t mean to sound ungrateful or anything, but in what capacity?”

Silence answered him.

Lokan tried a slightly different tack. “How do you know that you are here for me?”

“It is written.” Turning, the man gestured at the wall and the detailed paintings depicted there.

The ancient Egyptians—those who had created these works—believed that if you wrote it down, it would become reality. That belief had been so powerful that it became fact.

Lokan got it now. These souls were here because of him, bound by the powerful magic that imbued the Book of the Dead, and that meant they could leave only if he left.

“You’re locked in as surely as I am.” They weren’t here to lead him. They were here to follow.

Fucking A.

As he drew abreast of each pair, one to the right of him, one to the left, they bowed low at the waist and held their positions as he walked on.

To his left, the dark water of an endless river rippled as he passed, his reflection and the reflections of the souls who bowed to him flickering and dancing as the water lapped softly at the gray stone on which they stood. It was only then that he realized he was naked. His brothers might have found a way to return his body to him, but they’d neglected to figure out a way to send clothes with it.

Probably because it had been in pieces at the time.

The last pair in line held out their arms as they bowed. One held a white linen strip of cloth, neatly folded, and the other an intricately beaded hammered gold necklace. Lokan wrapped the cloth around his waist. He almost refused the necklace but changed his mind before the words left his lips. He had a feeling that ceremony was an important part of what would see him clear of this place. So he took the heavy gold and jeweled piece and settled it around his neck. It fanned out over his shoulders and the top of his chest.

Before him was a boat manned by two oarsmen.

Of course. It just had to be a boat.

He had a moment of unease, a terrifying memory unfurling in his gut of a red river and a boat and a ferryman with hands of bone that were denuded of flesh. The memory sharpened and grew clearer. He could almost reach out and touch it. There had been a woman there. He remembered her. Her skin had been milk pale, her hair coal dark, her eyes a mix of pale blue and gray.

Seeing her had made him horribly afraid, not for himself, for someone else. He stopped in his tracks, shook his head and tried to remember.

Damn. That woman had been Bryn. He’d seen her in his phantasmal conjuring of the River Styx while he had been trapped in the null zone, and he remembered that seeing her had left him afraid for his daughter. Because if Bryn was in the Underworld, who was protecting Dana?

He closed his eyes and cleared his thoughts. Logic. Reason. Those were his sole allies in this trek.

Bryn couldn’t protect Dana, not against this. She was a great mother, but she was entirely unequipped to deal with the supernatural. Hell, she didn’t even know what he was. He’d never told her. She thought he was some Mafia don’s son. She thought he was human.

If Sutekh went for Dana, Bryn’s ability to protect her would be about as effective as a tiny cocktail umbrella against a monsoon.

And the woman he’d seen couldn’t have been Bryn. While the image might have looked like her, the coloring had been all wrong.

Bryn wasn’t in the Underworld.

She was alive, and she was Topworld, caring for his daughter. She had to be. He’d called her that night. He’d warned her: Trust no one but the Daughters of Aset. His enemies. The only ones who would be powerful enough to help her keep Dana safe. The only ones with a dark and deep enough hatred of Sutekh to risk his wrath by doing so.

The image of Bryn that he’d seen in that hallucination hadn’t been real.

Was the boat before him now real? The possibility that it wasn’t chilled him.

Narrow and long, the vessel could hold only a handful of men in single file. It was made of tightly packed papyrus reeds that narrowed toward the prow and stern, where they curled up in traditional fashion. There was an oarsman at the front and one in the rear, their torsos bare, their hips wrapped in linen.

“Where will this boat take me?”

“To the mouth of the Twelve Gates,” came the reply.

“The Twelve Gates of Osiris?”

A nod, then, “The Gates of coming into day.”

Hope seeded in the barren soil of his desperation. Here was an opportunity to enter not only the Underworld Territory of Osiris but the Topworld. That’s where the Twelve Gates led. Back to the world of man. Back to his daughter.

And these souls in the boat were his guides.

All he needed to do was pass the Twelve Gates. His pulse kicked up a notch as adrenaline surged. But nothing ever came for free.

“What do I need in order to pass these gates?”

“Purity of heart,” came the reply.


Not good. He harvested hearts; he doubted that left his own anywhere near pure. “And?”

“Magical strength.”

Strike two.

“Knowledge.”

Strike three. He wasn’t carrying a handy copy of the Book of the Dead to guide him. He had no spells or potions. And whatever soul reaper power had been his was depleted by starvation and location. His half-god metabolism might have allowed his soul and corporeal form to unite once more, but it was also starving him. He was weak. Sheer will alone was keeping him going.

All things considered, he had the nasty suspicion that this might not end well.

Fuck. He had this one chance to escape the hell his father had consigned him to, and he was going into that chance tethered by cluelessness.

Not a nice feeling for a guy who went into every situation with at least three backup plans. But going forward was a far better option than either going back or standing where he was. So he stepped into the boat.

It rocked and swayed beneath his weight. The men at the prow and stern dipped their oars, and the boat began to move, gliding smoothly through the inky-black waters.

Lokan studied the etchings and paintings on the walls as they passed: gods and goddesses, flames, stars. A golden sun. And snakes. Lots of snakes. One in particular, far larger and more menacing than the others, caught his eye.

The only sounds were the faint splash of the oars as they dipped and his own breathing. A glance over his shoulder revealed only an endless dark tunnel, the water narrowing to a thin, smooth ribbon in the distance. The walls were gray and damp, curving in an arc over his head. If he extended his arm and reached up, his fingertips would brush the surface.

Around them, a hissing sound grew and swelled, echoing off the walls. The man in the prow stopped rowing, tension lacing his frame. To the left, the water shifted, and with a splash, a reptilian head broke the surface, then sank into the depths once more.

“Is there some particular significance to the snakes?” Lokan asked, watching the ripples disappear.

Neither man answered. As far as guides went, he wouldn’t say he’d recommend them to the next guy in line.

Again, the rowers dipped their oars. The boat moved on, the surface of the water obsidian and smooth, and then something—a sound, a flicker of movement—made him look up. He froze, his attention snared by what was before him: a massive square opening, trimmed in blue and gold, bordered by markings. He was still too far away to read what they said, but he suspected that they were warnings.

As one, both men stopped paddling, and the boat grew still. The river was utterly calm; there was no current to move them along.

The rock face that surrounded the gaping maw of the entry was twisted and gouged, appearing to flow in an undulating wave, as though lava had poured down the face and solidified.

“Speak the name,” said the man behind him.

Lokan caught glimpses of scales and slitted eyes in the water.

“Speak.” There was urgency in the man’s tone now, and fear.

“What name?” Lokan had no idea what he was supposed to say. And before he could ask, the lava moved, rippling and heaving all around the gate.

He tensed. Not lava.

More snakes.

And every last one of them was now looking straight at him.
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