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SINS OF THE SOUL







I stand and watch the clouds come. Angry. Rolling. Pewter and charcoal, they ooze one into the next, until there are not many clouds, but one. A single cold mass that chokes the stretch of beach and the water that churns at the shore.

I am alone, sucked in by the coming storm. Drowning. Both repelled by it and magnetically drawn.

Control is my liberator. My nemesis.

My father taught me to free my private demons when I must.

So I never do. Not anymore.

I have learned that his is not the only way.

—Alastor Krayl
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CHAPTER ONE



The Underworld, the Territory of Sutekh

ALASTOR KRAYL LIFTED one impeccably shod foot, tipped up the toes of his Italian loafers and stopped the severed head as it rolled past him across the sandstone floor. Like trapping a soccer ball. Except the head wasn’t quite round, what with the stump of the neck hanging off one side.

The free edge of the neck was messy and jagged, as though someone had twisted the head off like a screw cap. There was little blood, and what was there was dry, some of it flaking off, which meant the decapitation was not particularly recent. A day. Perhaps two.

From this angle, Alastor saw only a ring of closely cropped steel gray hair and the naked skin of the crown. He toed the thing over, stared down at the features—the broad forehead, the hawk-like nose—and masked his surprise as recognition dawned. Bloody hell.

His older brother, Dagan, spat the name, “Gahiji,” at the same time as his younger brother, Malthus, leaned in and observed, “He’s dead.”

“You think?” Despite the situation, Alastor almost laughed.

Gahiji had died once before, some two thousand years ago. Then he had been offered—and accepted—a second life as a soul reaper.

There would be no such reprieve this time.

This time, dead was dead.

“Which one of you killed him?” Alastor asked, reaching down to thread his fingers through Gahiji’s hair and heft the head like a handbag.

He wished with all he was that he had been the one to exact revenge and twist Gahiji’s head clean off. But he’d have done that only after he extracted information about his dead brother.

They needed to find Lokan’s remains. They needed to find his Ka: his soul. And they needed to unite the two and reanimate him before he partook of the food of the dead and was lost to them forever, trapped in whatever limbo he’d been sent to.

Lokan’s Ka was gone, not to any part of the Underworld they knew of, but somewhere else. Bloody hell, none of them even knew where to look. They’d waited for some sort of contact. The brothers had always had the ability to sense each other’s pain, to know when one of them was in need. But no contact had come. Wherever Lokan was, he was lost to them, beyond their reach.

“Wish I could claim the kill,” Dagan replied, his expression flat, his gray eyes cold as asphalt in winter.

Alastor didn’t doubt it.

“Mal?”

His brother spread his hands and offered a casual shrug and a shake of his head.

Process of elimination had Alastor looking to the far side of the long, narrow room, to the fourth in their little private party: Sutekh, the most powerful of the Underworld deities. He went by many names: Seth, Set, Seteh, Lord of the Desert, Mighty One of Two-fold Strength. Lord of Chaos. Lord of Evil.

The Krayl boys called him Dad. At least, Alastor did. His brothers preferred to shun any verbal claim of kinship, as though by avoiding the moniker they could avoid the relationship.

Their family dynamic was what pop psychology called dysfunctional.

Expression impassive, Sutekh regarded them with an unwavering gaze. He could choose any appearance that caught his fancy, and today it was the human face and form of Egyptian royalty. His skin was olive toned, his eyes large and dark, outlined in kohl. A narrow beard extended from his chin. The pleated folds of his head-dress framed his face, and the cloth of his royal apron was wrapped counterclockwise around his body. All of which meant they weren’t here for shits and giggles. Sutekh meant business.

“Interesting locale,” Mal murmured with a lazy glance at their surroundings. “Is there a reason we couldn’t meet in your greeting room?”

“Gahiji was a traitor,” Sutekh replied.

He was.

The bastard had been there when Lokan was tattooed with an inverted version of the mark of Aset, Sutekh’s enemy. He’d watched while Lokan was skinned, butchered, his body hacked to bits, the parts scattered. Maybe Gahiji had even wielded a knife, a participant rather than an observer. Maybe he was the one who’d stretched Lokan’s skin and set it in a black plastic frame, then sent it to Sutekh as proof of the deed.


Rage congealed in Alastor’s gut. “If Gahiji could turn traitor, there are undoubtedly others among your minions.”

“Yes.”

Alastor glanced at the walls of solid sandstone block; the floor was more of the same. There was a single low, narrow doorway, closed off by a thick wooden door. No windows. No place for anyone to hide and listen.

“So this is your equivalent of the cone of silence,” Mal said, drawing out the word cone.

Sutekh completely missed the tongue-in-cheek humor.

“Nowhere is safe,” he said, his voice flat, his gaze sliding to each of his three living sons in turn, perhaps lingering on Dagan a millisecond longer than the others. “No one is trustworthy.”

“Something you want to say?” Dagan asked softly.

Alastor stepped between his father and his older brother, heading off that discussion before it could begin. No sense hashing out the fact that Sutekh did not exactly approve of Dagan’s mate, Roxy Tam. Alastor did. And though he wouldn’t admit it aloud, a part of him even envied Dagan that he had found love. Romantic love. Chivalrous love—like Dagan could ever, by any stretch, be labeled chivalrous. In contrast, Alastor had been spoon-fed the art of chivalry since birth. But that had been when he’d lived in the world of man as a human, before he’d learned what he truly was. A soul reaper. Son of Sutekh.

He’d stopped thinking about courtliness and gallantry and love long ago.

Still, he was glad for his brother that he’d found it.

“Gahiji was your man for nearly two thousand years, and he betrayed us all,” Alastor pointed out. If blame was to be cast, might as well set it squarely where it belonged.

Sutekh’s face remained expressionless, but the damp chill that suddenly seeped through the walls and floor reflected his mood.

“We are your sons.” Alastor continued, letting the last word carry the weight of his message. The beings in this chamber were not the enemy. He cast a speaking glance toward Dagan. “All of us are your sons, loyal to you, whether you agree with our choices or not.”

Yes, they were loyal. But everyone else in Sutekh’s ranks or any other territory was suspect.

“So what now?” Mal asked with a nod toward Gahiji’s severed head.

“We do exactly what we have been doing since Lokan was killed,” Dagan said.

Alastor tamped down the surge of pain and rage that came at him as he thought of Lokan and what had been done to him. He wanted—needed—to find the rest of the sodding bastards who’d killed him. And he needed to return the favor. He owed all his brothers his life, but Lokan most of all, for all the times he’d scraped Alastor off the floor when things had been at their darkest.

“We bloody well need to step it up,” he said, his tone hard. “Every whisper of information, no matter how far-fetched, gets assiduous attention.”

“Assiduous?” Dagan and Mal chorused, then Dagan asked, “Word of the day?”

Mal snorted.

Alastor narrowed his eyes. “Sod off.”

He lifted his head and found Sutekh staring at them. He gave nothing away, but Alastor sensed his bemusement.

“You bicker,” Sutekh observed.

“Often and well.”

“Yet you smile.”

“That’s the point.”

It was unusual for them to come to Sutekh’s realm en masse, so he rarely had the opportunity to view his offspring’s group interactions. Alastor suspected he preferred it that way, that their human tendencies confused him. If he was even capable of confusion. Hard to tell.

“Would you like this back?” Alastor asked as he hefted Gahiji’s head and tossed it. His father’s hand whipped up so fast it was no more than a blur, and he caught the head as it spun through the air. “What did you find out before you killed him?”

That had to be the reason for this summons: urgent information that Sutekh had obtained before he tore Gahiji’s head from his body.

“I did not kill him.” Sutekh’s clipped words echoed off the walls.

Alastor felt his brothers’ attention sharpen, as did his own. If they hadn’t killed the bugger, and Sutekh hadn’t killed him—

“Gahiji’s head was delivered anonymously,” Sutekh continued. “I had no part in his demise, and no opportunity to question him. He was dead, his darksoul taken, and this—” with a flourish, he held the head aloft so the filmy eyes stared out at them “—delivered without even a note.”

“No gift wrap?” Mal quipped, but his tone was hard, devoid of levity.


“Who delivered it?” Alastor asked. That was the only important question.

“That, I do not know.”

Taken aback, all three brothers fell silent. Sutekh knew everything that went on in his realm. It was impossible for someone to sneak in undetected. Which meant that an anonymous delivery was impossible.

Yet more proof that Gahiji hadn’t been the only traitor in their midst.

Gahiji had revealed his duplicity when he’d attempted to kill Dagan’s mate. They’d quickly learned that he had betrayed them, that he’d been part of the plot to kill Lokan.

But they hadn’t known if he’d acted as leader or peon.

The delivery of his severed head answered that question, but raised another. Someone with enough power to kill a soul reaper had robbed both Lokan—and now Gahiji—of life.

Which meant Gahiji wasn’t the mastermind.

So who was?








CHAPTER TWO



Burlington City, New Jersey

NAPHRÉ KURATA SHOVED open the door of the Playhouse Lounge and almost hit some guy in the face.

And what a face.

His features were all angles and edges and hard, honed elegance. Clean-shaven. Honey-blond hair. Dark suit, perfectly tailored. Polished loafers. She noticed the details. In her business, it could mean the difference between life and a bullet in the head.

In this particular case she noticed for another reason. Something about him drew her gaze, demanded she look, made her feel like she never wanted to look away.

Great. She needed to remember to pick up batteries for her vibrator.

He didn’t give her more than a cursory glance, just shifted a bit to the side and held the door as she passed. Interesting. This wasn’t the sort of place where a guy held the door for a girl. But then, the action seemed almost automatic for him.

Tucking her chin, she walked on. She didn’t want him to get a good look at her, just in case. Another trick in this biz. Notice the details, but don’t let anyone notice a damned thing about you.

There was another man behind him, this one dark-haired with platinum hoops in his ears. She had the fleeting thought that guys who looked like them didn’t need to come to places like this. Then she had to bite back a laugh. All sorts of guys came to strip clubs, for all sorts of reasons.

All sorts of girls did, too…maybe even one who needed to pick up the locale and front money for her next hit.

She cast a quick glance over her shoulder. The first guy held the door for the second, let him go through ahead. Again, interesting. Such neat and tidy manners.

The second guy was as good-looking as the first, but for some reason, as she reached the car and yanked open the door, her gaze slid back to the blond.

And caught him looking at her. For a millisecond, she held his gaze, and had the oddest sensation of recognition. Like she’d seen him before. But she knew with one hundred percent certainty that she hadn’t. She’d remember that face if she had.

The sensation was more than a little unnerving.

She dropped her chin and tipped her head a bit to the side, hoping to rob him of a clear view of her features. Like he hadn’t already gotten an eyeful.

When she looked up, all she saw was his back, disappearing through the door.

The crowd at the Playhouse Lounge was usually a mix of human and supernatural. For a second, she wondered if he was human. Then she shrugged. Not her business. But she was guessing he was because she hadn’t sensed a supernatural vibe, and usually she was good at that.

Climbing into the passenger seat, she glanced at her companion.


“Making new friends, Naph?” Butcher asked.

“You know me better than that.”

“Sure do.” He offered a wheezing laugh.

She pulled the plain brown envelope Mick had given her from inside her jacket and tossed it on the seat between them. It was stuffed fat with bills.

“You count it?”

“What’s with you and the bizarre questions tonight?” She dragged the shoulder strap over and buckled her seat belt.

Again, Butcher laughed. “Where’re we going?”

“Ashton Memorial Park. Whitby. Tomorrow night. Mick said there’ll be two open graves to choose from. Maybe more, if someone else dies before then.”

“Hnn,” Butcher grunted, and started the car. He stared straight ahead. “What else did Mick say?”

“That you owe him a bottle of scotch when this one’s done. And that the client says you already have all the information about the mark that you need.”

“That I do, Naph.” Butcher put the car in drive, his expression thoughtful. “That I do.”

“You plan on sharing anytime soon?” Not that she really needed to know. This was Butcher’s hit. She was just along as backup. But she liked to know details before she made a hit. Her scruples were a tad more discerning than his.

As though he read her thoughts, Butcher said, “I know your rules, Naph. The mark’s a killer.”

“That’s fine then.” But of course, fine was a relative term.

Funny how no matter how hard you ran from destiny, it always caught up and bit you in the ass.

 


“NOW THERE IS A FINE ass.” The pounding music coming from inside the club nearly drowned out Mal’s voice.

Thinking his brother was talking about the girl they’d passed on the way in, Alastor Krayl slapped his palm against the door, stopping it from swinging shut entirely, and glanced at the parking lot. He’d already noticed the sleek line of her long, jeans-clad legs, and the high curve of her arse on the way in.

Now, as he stood half-in, half-out of the club, he caught only a glimpse of her face: dark eyes, dark hair, lush lips. She quickly looked away.

Pretty girl, he thought. More than pretty. Memorable.

Better for her if he forgot her.

He hesitated for a few more seconds, feeling like he ought to go out and—

What? Ask for her number? That was Mal’s style, not his.

Squelching the urge to stop her before she drove away, he let the door of the Playhouse Lounge swing shut behind him.

“Just look at that sweet booty,” Mal said, and Alastor realized it wasn’t the girl outside he was talking about. He followed Mal’s gaze and immediately wished he hadn’t.

The ass in question was anything but fine or sweet. Protruding above grease-streaked jeans was a large, white mound of quivering flesh bisected by several inches of deep crevice and adorned by tufts of wiry black hair. The owner of said body part was out of his chair, chest pressed flat to the stage, arms outstretched. On the stage, illuminated by the intermittent, flashing glare of the stage lights, a woman undulated and dipped with amazing elasticity just beyond his reach.

“Bloody hell,” Alastor muttered. “Now that you’ve pointed it out, I’ll carry that delightful image for the rest of the night.” He wasn’t certain his brother heard him because Mal was laughing like a lackwit and the music was pumping loud enough to shatter glass.

He glanced around. Before he’d even walked through the door, he’d felt a distinctive current crackle in the air, stronger now that he was inside. There were supernaturals here…where?

The place smelled like old beer and older sweat. Other than the stage lights, the lounge was dim. The outlines of tables and chairs blended with the shadows. There were few patrons: the group by the stage. Two teenagers at a round table, clearly underage and clearly trying not to draw attention as they looked around, wide-eyed. An old guy slouched in a booth in the shadows, three empty glasses in front of him, and a fourth well on its way. No sign of a barmaid. The barman was slumped on a stool, his face obscured as he flipped through a tattered motorcycle magazine. They were all mortal. But the supernatural vibe persisted.

His gaze shot to the far wall where two shallow hallways notched from the main room. One had a sign above it that read Restrooms, the other Staff Only.

“Are we here for a specific reason?” Alastor asked. Not sixty seconds in, and he was ready to leave. Already he suspected Mal might have fared better on his own. A distorted version of his own reflection stared back at him from the mirrored wall behind the bar. Alastor stood out here like a blue button on a white shirt. Which made him a poor candidate if Mal’s intent was to blend in.

“Yeah, we’re here for a reason.”

“Tell me she—” Alastor jerked his head toward the stage “—is not it.”

“She’s not it.”

The stripper was beautiful. Far more beautiful than such surroundings warranted. That fact alone cranked Alastor’s suspicion from simmer to boil. Apart from a fine ass—which he couldn’t help but notice—she had other assets, hidden ones.

With a sultry smile, she tossed her long, blond hair, and shimmied down, knees spread. The mortal male leaned even further onto the stage and waved a bill. His companions hooted encouragement, and one of them pulled out a bill of his own, clamped it between his teeth and shook his head like a dog.

Reaching into his pocket, Alastor withdrew an English toffee caramel, unwrapped it, and popped the candy in his mouth as he watched the stripper get up on all fours and crawl close enough to draw the bill from the man’s meaty fingers. Close enough to let her hand linger on his, to lean in and let him stroke her hair. The average observer might see an unattractive man paying for the privilege of petting an unusually attractive woman.

Alastor saw something else entirely. “Looks like the Playhouse Lounge deals in something other than lap dances.”

“It does,” Mal agreed. “You got candy? I’m all out.”

Alastor fished another from his pocket and offered it to his brother. Their half human, half god metabolism meant that their cells and tissues demanded massive amounts of glucose to convert to ready energy. Candy was a quick hit, but they’d been known to drink honey or eat refined sugar in a pinch. Not pleasant, but necessary.

“Succubus?” He glanced at the stage.

“You nailed it.”

“No. Nor do I wish to.” The thought of feeding a succubus was less than enticing.

Mal grinned, white teeth bright against day-old stubble. “Don’t knock it till you try it, bro.”

Bro. That word summed up a world of difference between them. Mal was a chameleon. As the centuries passed, he took on the trappings of the current world with ease: technology, fashion, music, slang.

And while Alastor adopted some—particularly technology—he chose not to adopt all. He was a product of his upbringing, appreciating the opera and fine tea, the art of conversation, a well-tailored suit, and a part of him had no wish to give that up. At some cellular level, he was still, and always would be, the titled gentleman.

Some three hundred years past, Sutekh had sired four sons by three different human women in an effort to further his power and extend it more fully to the human realm. Alastor and Dagan were born of the same woman, while Mal and Lokan both had different mothers. Sutekh had raised those sons in different worlds, keeping the eldest, Dagan, in the Underworld and fostering the others out in an experiment to see which would emerge the strongest.

Without question, Dad was one cold bastard, brutal in the manner of a scalpel rather than a club. And smart. Why choose one path to his desired outcome, and possibly err, when he could try four different approaches and quadruple his chances of success?

He’d sent Alastor to England to be raised as the heir to a title. The people he believed to be his parents were old enough to be his grandparents, the women he believed to be his older sisters already in their late teens when he was just a tot. He had been loved and pampered and happy, the sole male progeny in a sea of fussing females.

Then one day, Sutekh had blown in like a storm and ripped Alastor’s sheltered, privileged world to shit. Alastor had gone from a gilded cage to the gutter. Then he’d gone to hell. And to his shock, he’d had company for the trip: his brothers, Dagan, Mal and Lokan.

They were the reasons he’d survived, the reasons he hadn’t lost his mind to the bitterness and despair that had nearly swallowed him whole.

The succubus recaptured Alastor’s attention as she shimmied and dipped. With a broad leer, the human by the stage straightened and looked around at his friends. For a second, Alastor had a clear view of his face. Their gazes met and he looked beyond lank hair and heavy brows, beyond the man’s eyes to his soul.

And the darkness he saw made his lips curve in a faint smile.

“I take it he’s her dinner?”

“Looks like.”

“A bloody shame, that,” Alastor murmured. “His darksoul is black as pitch.” It took years of foul deeds to accumulate that kind of smut, and this man was wrapped in it like a sausage in a bun. “I wonder if the lady might be persuaded to forfeit her prior claim. I’m due for a kill.”


“All work and no play…”

“…makes Dad happy.” Sutekh had an army of soul reapers—his sons the princes among them—who harvested darksouls to satisfy Sutekh’s voracious appetite for evil. Souls, dark and light, were the currency of the Underworld, the much sought-after prizes. Underworlders ran rackets in the Topworld of man: drugs, prostitution, weapons. But ultimately, it was the souls they wanted.

Mal glanced at him over his shoulder, his pale gray eyes assessing. “And we’re all about making Sutekh happy.”

Alastor cocked a brow, and after a moment, Mal continued. “I wouldn’t try to con, wheedle or cheat Lillith out of a meal.” He scraped his fingers back through his dark, sleek hair revealing thick platinum hoops—two in each ear—that glinted in the flashing light. “She’s testy when she’s hungry. And if you steal her dinner, you’ll have to replace it.”

“House rules?” Alastor asked, faintly amused.

“Only rule she’s got. In this place—” Mal made an expansive gesture “—anything else is good to go. But she’s territorial when it comes to her food. If you take Lillith’s prey, you take its place.” He shrugged, and then spread his hands, palms up. “Hey, you know me. If I can steal it, I will, but in this case, even I’ll take a pass.”

Which said a great deal. Mal was a thief and a pirate. Always had been, always would be. He liked his music loud, his liquor hard and his women hot-tempered and wild. And he never paid for what he could get, or take, for free.

“Then I’ll make bloody certain to heed the rule.” Alastor had learned long ago that he far preferred the role of predator to that of prey. Control was his drug. “Right, then. If there’s a reason we’re here, mate, share. Else I’m done.”

Mal looked at him, his expression hard. “Information, bro. Why else would we be here? Got a lead on someone who might have seen Lokan that night.”

That night. The night Lokan was killed. The night someone made him their prey.

Rage and pain twisted in Alastor’s gut, but he locked them down, refusing to allow even a small crack in his armor.

He meant to bloody well find whoever had done the deed, and make them pay, not with a bludgeon, but with small, precise cuts that prolonged the event and allowed him to savor the experience.

“Hey,” Mal said. “Looks like a party.”

A barmaid emerged from a room that cut off the Staff Only hallway. A black bow was tied around her neck. Young, pretty and human, she wore a skirt that revealed far more than it covered, a pair of black stilettos and nothing else. Her breasts were round and high—the size and shape making Alastor suspect a little surgical help—with spangled stars covering the areolas.

From behind her, light spilled out through the open door, and Alastor caught a glimpse of a female back and long, straight hair. The barmaid yanked the door shut too quickly for him to be certain, but he had a feeling he now knew exactly what they were doing here, and who they were here to see.

“Jackpot,” Mal murmured, though if his reaction was to the occupants of the room or the girl was anyone’s guess.

Furtively, she looked around then froze when her gaze reached Alastor and Mal.

With a flash of white teeth, Mal waved her over. He flicked a glance at Alastor. “We’re more likely to get information if you don’t make her piss herself. At least lose the scowl.”

Scowl? Alastor concentrated, attempting to organize his expression into something less off-putting.

“Never mind.” Mal gave a short huff of laughter and shook his head.

The barmaid sauntered over, hips rolling, lips parting as she eyed Mal with blatant interest.

“Hello, darlin’.” Mal grinned and shifted into easy conversation, comfortably playing her like an instrument—strum and pluck—as he worked at coaxing information about the private party behind the closed door.

Giggling and fluttering her lashes, the barmaid leaned closer, rubbing against Mal and dipping her chin in a kittenish move.

Alastor’s patience frayed and quickly unraveled. There were more efficient ways to get a job done. He pulled out a C-note, flipped it into a neat fold and slid it between his middle and index fingers. The girl’s attention wavered as he held it out toward her, the tip of her tongue sliding out to trace her lower lip. Avarice sharpened her features.

“Tell the blighters in the back that there are two more to join the party.”

“There’s no party,” she said, a bit too hastily. “There’s no one back there.” She caught her lower lip between her teeth. “I was just…”

“Checking the premises for…vermin?” He rubbed his fingers together, making the bill between them crackle.

She gnawed harder on her lip.

Letting her mull things over, he glanced at Mal, then jerked his head toward the stage. “You think Lillith will interfere?”

Mal shook his head. “Doubt it. She’s interested in other things at the moment. So long as we don’t mess the place up…” He shrugged and turned the full wattage of his smile on the barmaid. “Your boss offering them protection, darlin’, or just renting out space?”

The girl pressed her lips together. Alastor could almost see the wheels turning in her mind.

“Space,” she answered after a moment, her eyes locked on the money in Alastor’s hand.

“Mind offering introductions? Or we could always announce ourselves.” Alastor slowly curled his fingers so the C-note disappeared inside his fist.

“They—” Raising her hand, the girl looked at the disappearing money, then shot a glance at the closed door, clearly trying to figure a way she could get the money and avoid stepping into the middle of a potentially sticky situation. “They don’t like company,” she said in a rush. “I think they have guns.”

“Guns aren’t a problem, and we’re not company.” Alastor pinned her with a hard look. “A smart girl would choose to make a few dollars off the interaction and then disappear.” He offered a tight, close-lipped smile and let the edge of the bill peek out once more. “Are you a smart girl?”


Expression shuttered, she edged away from him, closer to Mal, who grinned down at her and said, “My brother’s right, darlin’. We’re not company.”

Mal took the bill from Alastor and tucked it into the waistband of the scrap of cloth that passed for the girl’s skirt, letting his hand linger on the flare of her hip.

“I’d say we’re more like—” Alastor’s lips peeled back in a parody of a smile “—blood.”

The barmaid stared at him, wide-eyed, then she turned and muttered, “This way.”

They followed. The sound of the music was less overpowering back here, away from the speakers. Stopping before the closed door, she hesitated, rapped twice, and called out, “Visitors,” before scampering away.

“Private affair,” a gruff voice replied. “Tell whoever—”

The words died as Alastor pushed open the door. A square wooden table was positioned in the center of the small room, illuminated by a naked overhead bulb. Around it sat three human men and one not-so-human female.

“Hey!” One of the three men at the table shoved to his feet, hand going inside his jacket. His chair clattered to the floor.

The female murmured a soft, “No,” and rested her curled ebony talons lightly on his forearm.

The mortals saw her as a petite and pretty woman.

Alastor blinked, cleared the facade, and saw her exactly as she truly was.

She was both beautiful and monstrous, with small, fine-boned features and tiny white teeth, jagged as a shark’s. Her skin had the smooth, supple texture of expensive leather, the color a deep burgundy red. A fall of straight, black hair cascaded in a smooth curtain down her back.

While the succubus out front explained a small measure of the supernatural vibe that had been crawling along his skin since he’d stood outside in the parking lot, the creature before him explained the rest.

The men were definitely human, Topworld grunts, inhabitants of the shady area that straddled Underworld and the mortal realm. They were hangers-on with delusions of catching a supernatural’s favor and being welcomed to the club.

Alastor bit back a dark smile. He wondered if anyone had ever told them the price.

It was one the female had already paid. The essence of her being. She was one of Xaphan’s concubines. A fire genie of some significant power, which meant she’d made her deal with the demon centuries past.

As a rule, mortals didn’t get a free trip to go to the Underworld and, with rare exceptions, high-power supernaturals didn’t get to come to the Topworld. The Underworld was divided in a manner similar to the way human crime families carved up cities, with everyone jealously guarding their own borders. The higher up the hierarchy an Underworld lord or god—Sutekh; Osiris; Hades; Izanami—the more confined. They couldn’t travel to the mortal realm or to each other’s territories, and they were forced to choose ambassadors, creatures of lesser supernatural power to move about and represent them. It was a way to balance things, a failsafe that had been set up six thousand years ago in a peace accord that had held until now.

The thing was, Lokan’s murder threatened that accord. Kill Sutekh’s son and he’d retaliate. Perhaps not right away. Perhaps he’d take his time, plan and plot. But in the end, Sutekh would find—and annihilate—the brains behind the deed, along with any who’d supported his efforts. And that would start a war.

Likely, that was the perpetrator’s exact intent.

“Naamah,” Alastor greeted the female before him. She was Xaphan’s ambassador, his favored concubine. Alastor had met her before, when he’d stood by Dagan’s side to battle a group of fire genies who had come for Dagan’s mate, Roxy Tam.

The fire genies had lost that skirmish, which meant their fearless leader might be holding a bit of a grudge.

“Fancy meeting you here,” she purred and drew a skein of silky hair back over her shoulder with a languid movement.

“You know each other?” Mal asked, clearly surprised.

“Not in the biblical sense.” While Mal might not draw the line at bedding one, or several, of Xaphan’s fire genies, Alastor did.

Naamah snorted. “We’ve…exchanged greetings.”

“We had a bit of a row when she tried to barbecue Roxy,” Alastor clarified.

“Had that truly been my intent, I would have succeeded,” Naamah purred.

Alastor decided it wasn’t a point worth arguing. He glanced at the table. In addition to the cards and glasses, there was an open bottle of Dalwhinnie and a bowl of unshelled peanuts.

“Pricey single malt for a place like this,” Alastor observed, letting his gaze flick to each of the three humans in turn, and finally settle on the female once more. “This a special occasion?”

“What do you want, reaper?” Naamah asked at the same instant her companion snarled, “You see any fucking balloons, asshole?”

The guy turned to her with a frown. “Reaper? You know this guy?”

“Information,” Mal replied, and Alastor kept quiet, letting his brother run with it. After all, Mal was the one who’d come up with this lead. Alastor was just along for the ride.

“Information about?”

Mal just stared Naamah down.

“Maybe we can do a trade,” she said after an extended silence. “Did you find the kid?”

Mal answered in all honesty “No.”

The kid she referred to was Dana Carr. And, no, they hadn’t found her. In fact, by mutual agreement, they hadn’t looked and didn’t plan to. If anyone had asked Alastor a week past if he gave a fig about a mortal child, he’d have laughed.

Today, he’d say that even though he’d never laid eyes on her, he would kill for her. Start a war for her. Find a way to die for her if it meant her life.

Because he’d been hit broadside with the information that Dana Carr was his dead brother’s daughter. Lokan’s daughter.

Alastor’s niece.

He thought it was impossible. Except recent events were making them all aware as never before that there were no such things as absolutes.

Soul reapers couldn’t be killed, but someone had killed Lokan.


Soul reapers couldn’t reproduce—not even Sutekh’s sons—but Lokan had.

Soul reapers were enemies of the Daughters of Aset, yet Dagan had taken one as his mate, and trusted her as the sole being that knew Dana’s location. Roxy Tam was the one who had discovered their link to Dana, and because of her unique tracking abilities, she was also the only creature living or dead who could find the kid and her mom.

Except she wasn’t planning on looking anytime soon. She and Dagan were convinced that not knowing where the kid was, and therefore not being able to betray her location, was the only way to keep Dana safe. So the kid had disappeared somewhere in the world of man and, for the time being at least, would remain safely lost.

“If you haven’t found the child, then you have no information that I want.” Naamah waved a taloned hand in dismissal and leaned back in the chair.

“Why the fascination?” Alastor knew why Dana mattered to him, but he needed to know why she mattered to Xaphan and his fire genies. Sutekh had a lengthy history with the keeper of the braziers that light the lakes of fire, and it wasn’t harmonious. Whatever Xaphan wanted with Dana, it could only be at cross-purposes with what the soul reapers wanted. “Why is this little human girl so important to you?” he asked, including the word human for a reason.

Naamah didn’t blink. Didn’t react at all. Which told him she didn’t know the girl’s secret, had no clue she was a soul reaper’s progeny.

She made a sound of frustration. “Why is she so important to you?”


“She isn’t.” Alastor met and held her gaze. “We aren’t the ones asking about her.”

“Then what are you asking about?”

“What’s your interest, darlin’?” Mal rested his hand on the back of her chair and leaned in close, his eyes locked on hers.

Naamah studied Mal, ignoring her human companions as they shifted and muttered. Finally, she answered, “She was with Frank Marin. She may have heard something. Seen something. I don’t know the details, and I didn’t ask. All I know is that Xaphan wants to know what she knows.” Her mouth twisted in distaste. “And he wasn’t pleased that we had a—” she shot a disgruntled look at Alastor “—disagreement with three soul reapers the other night. He’s put the kibosh on anything similar, at least until after the meeting.”

The meeting she was talking about had been called by Sutekh, ostensibly to promote peace, but every lord and god with half a brain was wary that Sutekh meant retribution for his son’s murder. The logistics of getting all the attendees to neutral ground and the hostages in place—a convoluted safeguard that had gods and demigods offering lives as guarantees that ambassadors and emissaries wouldn’t be annihilated on sight—had necessitated a postponement of the originally planned date, and the meeting was now set for two weeks hence.

It wasn’t Sutekh who’d postponed it. He’d never do that; it would signify weakness.

The meeting had been pushed off by a request from Osiris, which in itself was suspect.

Studying Naamah’s expression and posture, Alastor chose to believe her explanation. She merely thought the child was a witness to whatever had gone down the night Lokan was killed. She had no idea exactly how important Dana was. Hell, up until a couple of days ago, none of them had had a clue. Lokan had never said a word about his daughter. Not a single word.

Why? Had he not trusted them with the knowledge? Or had he himself been unaware of the fact? Questions to ponder another time.

The issue at hand was why Xaphan was so interested in information about Lokan. Soul reapers were far outside his purview.

It made Alastor wonder if Xaphan’s concern was motivated by culpability. It stood to reason that if he were the puppet master, he’d want to find—and dispose of—any witnesses before they could reveal him to Sutekh.

That explanation made perfect sense, which was exactly why Alastor wasn’t convinced. It was too pat, too easy. If you hear hooves, think horses, not zebras. Except in Alastor’s experience, sometimes the hooves did belong to zebras.

Mal asked Naamah another question, but Alastor wasn’t listening because at that moment one of the humans reached for the bottle of Dalwhinnie. His sleeve pulled back, baring his forearm—and his tattoo. A scarab beetle. Nothing particularly noteworthy about that except, beside it, spelled out in hieroglyphics, was a name: Sutekh.

“Nice tat, mate,” Alastor murmured. “Where’d you get it done?”

The guy just looked at him, dark eyes wary, a twitch setting off beneath the left one.


The scarab beetle. Sutekh’s name. Alone, either one might mean nothing. Together, they pointed at the Setnakhts, a mortal cult of offshoot worshippers of Sutekh. In a bizarre twist, Dagan and Alastor had found evidence suggesting that the Setnakhts might somehow be involved in Lokan’s murder.

Which meant this was Alastor’s lucky night. The mortal with the tattoo might just have the answers Xaphan’s concubine lacked.

“Mate?” Alastor urged.

Tension crackled in the air.

“Fuck off.”

“Right, then.” Alastor slammed his palm against the guy’s wrist, pinning it in place. “Last chance.”

Naamah leaped from her seat, hands raised, fingers curled into taloned claws.

Alastor shot her a hard look, his lips peeling back to bare his teeth. “Is he one of yours?”

She blinked, as though the question caught her off guard. She shook her head. “No.”

“Then think carefully,” Alastor warned.

She held his gaze for a second, and then sank back into her seat with a shrug, leaving the human to his fate.

One of the other men, the one who’d leaped to his feet when they first entered the room, surged forward, gun drawn, the scrape of his chair as he kicked it back loud in the quiet.

Alastor didn’t hesitate. Without shifting his attention, he shot his free hand into the guy’s chest, ripping through muscle, cracking bone. His fingers closed about the hot, beating heart. With a twist, he ripped it free. He tossed it on the table where it lay in a spreading puddle of blood, wet and pulsing.


He shoved his hand back inside the torso. The darksoul came to him like a pet to its master, slithering up his arm, cold and slimy and dank.

With a grunt, he scooped up the dripping heart and tossed it to Mal, who caught it and tucked it away in the leather pouch he wore slung across his shoulder. Then he moved closer to tether the darksoul with a band of fire.

“Best to mind your own business.” Alastor snarled the warning at the third man, who was frozen in place in an odd crouched position, halfway between sitting and standing, his expression a mask of horror. The guy sank into his chair and fisted his hands in his lap.

“Right then.” Alastor caught the guy with the Setnakht tattoo by the throat, lifting him from his chair. He struggled, closing his fingers around Alastor’s wrist, trying to claw his way free.

“Shall we repair to the parlor for a bit of privacy, mate?”

Alastor hauled him out of the room and down the short hallway to the back door. He kicked it open and dragged the struggling human into the deserted alley.

“Let’s have a chat, shall we?” He caught the man’s jaw with his bloody fingers, and forced him to meet his gaze. “What’s your name, mate?”

“Mick.” It came out as little more than a rasp.

“Well, tell me something useful, Mick, and you might get to live.”








CHAPTER THREE


Saru mo ki kara ochiru.

Even monkeys fall from trees.

—Japanese proverb




Ashton Memorial Park, Whitby, Ontario

IT WAS A SIMPLE RULE. A basic rule. The first one Butcher had ever taught her. Always watch your back. Don’t trust anyone else to do it for you. Naphré figured she had no one to blame but herself for her present unpleasant predicament, because she hadn’t followed rule number one.

Butcher had a .40 cal Glock rammed tight against the back of her neck. And she hadn’t seen it coming.

“Guess it’s my lucky night,” she muttered.

“How so?”

“You don’t pack a .22.”

Butcher grunted. “Good point.”

Light bullet, high velocity, a .22 would ricochet around inside her skull like a pinball and percolate her brain into gray and pink goopy soup. She could quite possibly live through it, minus a few higher brain functions.

Not a welcome thought.

She preferred the Glock. Positioned as it was between her first vertebra and the base of her skull, the barrel was directed at her brain stem. The bullet would go in through the back. Out through the front. Instant death. Nice and clean, if you didn’t count the spray of blood.

Much more efficient than brain soup.

Only problem was, dying wouldn’t be the end for her, thanks to a bargain she’d made six years ago on a cold, rainy night, with the sound of rending metal bright and loud around her, and the blood dripping off her hands.

She’d been such a stupid, naive girl back then, running from the frying pan into the fire.

“Hands behind your head,” Butcher rasped.

She did as he instructed. Every minute she managed to stay alive was a minute to figure out a plan. “Butcher—”

“Job’s a job, Naph. No hard feelings, huh?”

Right.

“No hard feelings,” she agreed, doing a quick sweep of the parking lot and the road beyond, moving only her eyes as she searched for options. Her gun was still in its holster, her knife sheathed at the small of her back. Fat lot of good they’d do her there. Butcher would kill her before she could get either one clear.

She hadn’t expected to need her weapons. Not quite yet. They’d driven here together, chatting about the earthquake in New Zealand that was all over the news. She’d thought they had time before they went after the mark. Guess she should have read between the lines last night when Mick said Butcher already had all the information about the mark that he needed. It was only when Butcher had pressed cold metal to warm skin that she’d realized she was the mark.

Saru mo ki kara ochiru. Even monkeys fall from trees. She could almost hear her grandfather’s voice, low and even when he spoke Japanese, halting and accented when he spoke English, though he’d lived in the States for decades.

Unfolding events were proving her to be one dumb-ass monkey.

“Really am sorry for this, Naph.”

“I know.” She was sorry, too. Because one of them was going to die here tonight, and that just plain sucked.

Butcher slid her gun from the holster under her armpit and her knife from the sheath. She heard a dull thud, then a second, heavier sound as he tossed her weapons to the ground, and finally a soft shush as he toed them out of sight under the car.

He was doing exactly what she would do…what he’d taught her to do. Disarm the mark. Safety first.

“Bend nice and slow and get the knife from your boot,” he ordered. “Then toss it down.”

She followed his instructions, no sudden moves. Her second knife followed the first. That was it. All her weapons gone. And he knew that because in the car on the way over, he’d asked her exactly what she’d brought along.

“Look at the bright side,” Butcher said as she straightened and put her hands back behind her head. “At least you didn’t spend the last six years on your back.”

“True.” Instead, she’d spent the first three of those six bruised black-and-blue while she learned the ropes, and the next three snuffing lives. But, yeah, she supposed you could call that a bright side.

From the shadows, even a thin stream of light looked bright.

Butcher nudged her forward. She planted one foot in front of the other, taking it slow, buying precious seconds as she scanned the vicinity searching for any opportunity.

Maybe twenty yards away, the gates of the cemetery loomed before her, cold iron bent and twisted into intricate swirls. Beyond them was a narrow road flanked by grass, and by graves and stones and statues. The place was perfect, a cemetery forty minutes east of Toronto, run by management that tended to cut corners. There were no neighbors, no guards or dogs, and few working overhead lights.

“Between you and me, Butcher, isn’t there another way? Maybe I take an extended trip to Tahiti? Maybe we both do? Always wanted to see Tahiti.”

There was no other way. She knew that. But she had to ask. Had to try. She didn’t want this to end with a corpse.

“Wish there was, girlie. Wish there was.” Butcher nudged her forward with a shallow jab of his gun. Then he kept talking, uncharacteristically chatty. “You pissed off the wrong people, Naph. Called attention to yourself.” He paused before continuing sorrowfully, “You screwed up big time.”

Screwed being the operative word. She’d been hired as a Topworld assassin, not a whore. But when she’d declined Xaphan’s prettily worded suggestion that she join the ranks of his concubines—When I tell you I want to fuck you, bitch, then you get down on all fours, forehead to the floor, and say “thank you” and “how hard?”…or better yet, say nothing—she’d left herself open to the worst sort of reprisal.

Xaphan was an Underworlder, a lesser god, the keeper of the furnaces and the braziers that light the lakes of fire. He had a chip on his shoulder the size of the pyramids. He was sulky and mean when he didn’t get his way, and she’d thwarted him.

Which meant that out of the laundry list of names she could come up with of people who might have hired Butcher to kill her, Xaphan was coming up as the asshole most likely to take slot number one. Partly because she’d refused to take his jobs on an exclusive basis, but mostly because he was a petulant toddler who’d been denied the toy he wanted: her.

Nice one. Hire her own mentor to off her. A move like that took real class.

Butcher laid his fingertips on her shoulder as they walked toward the gates, a fleeting touch. “You were a good one, Naphré.”

There was genuine emotion behind his words, and that just made this whole situation all the more bizarre. In his own way, Butcher cared about her. She knew that. So why was he pointing a gun at her head?

Because business was business. With Butcher, that was the real rule number one.

“A good one.” She laughed, the sound scraping the quiet night, dull and dry, her breath showing white before her lips. “Naphré. My name. That’s what it means, you know. Goodness.”

“Goodness.” Butcher grunted. “Another time, that’d actually be funny.”

Yeah, it would be.


“Naphré…always thought that didn’t sound Japanese.”

“It isn’t.” Her Egyptian mother had chosen the name. Her issei—first-generation Japanese-American—father had allowed it, but insisted on a good Japanese middle name: Misao.

Perfect. Her name meant goodness, loyalty, fidelity. And her dad and grandfather had spoon-fed her the whole duty-above-all-else mentality her whole life, fostering some major shame and humility issues. As to her mom…well, from her mom she’d gotten the duty to the Asetian Guard that she’d denied. How was that for a craptastic combination?

Butcher had no clue. In all the years they’d been together, the most intimate conversation they’d ever had had been about the rash he got on his ass from the sand fleas on a Dominican Republic beach.

“Hnnn.” Looked like Butcher had run out of words. He sighed, nudged her again, trying to get her moving. “I really am sorry about this.”

“So’m I, Butcher.” Because she had been a good one: he’d told her often enough that she was the best student he’d ever had. Ingrained humility kept her from completely believing him, but she knew she’d been good enough to suck up his lessons like a sponge and add a few fun twists of her own. Still, she’d never made the mistake of getting cocky. There was always something more she could learn.

Naphré took a few more steps, then stopped walking and stared straight ahead. There was nowhere for her to go; the gates before them were locked. Butcher was going to have to do something about that if he wanted to keep moving.


Breath suspended, she waited, waited…

The pressure of the barrel changed, a subtle shift. Her one chance. She moved. Spun. Dipped. Squatted low when he’d expect her to go high. Elbow ramming hard and sharp and clean into his nuts.

Butcher wheezed and doubled over. Fired once. But she was already moving, arcing back. The bullet whined past her head, close enough that it took off a lock of sleek, brown-black hair. From the corner of her eye, she saw it fall, felt it slither across the back of her hand.

Kuso. She’d dropped a fortune on this cut.

She swung and cracked him on the ear, open palm, speed and power. Enough to make him dizzy. Enough that he hesitated a fraction of a second before pulling the trigger a second time.

And that was enough for her to close her hand over his and change the trajectory of his shot by millimeters. The bullet was so close, she swore she felt it fly past her cheek.

Curling her fingers, she clawed at his skin, tearing bloody runnels in his flesh as she bounded back to her feet. He hissed, but held tight to the gun.

He backhanded her with his free hand. The force of the blow made her head snap back and her lip split.

But it wasn’t enough to make her lose her hold. This was war. The prize was the Glock. And life.

With a snarl, she raised her knee toward his already abused privates, but he twisted to block her and she hit the side of his thigh instead. He made a sound of pain, but didn’t back off.

He punched her, aiming for the underside of her chin.

Moving on instinct, she deflected his fist, slammed his wrist a second time and a third, even as his fist skidded along the angle of her jaw.

Pretty stars and sharp pain.

Pulse racing, she kept her grip on the gun, rammed the heel of her palm into the underside of his nose, driving upward. Something crunched and his blood gushed over her fingers.

Another slam to his wrist and the gun tore free.

It jumped from her grasp like a freshly caught fish and she fumbled before she managed to get a solid grip.

Panting, adrenaline surging, she danced back several steps, beyond his reach.

That had been his mistake. He’d stood too close. He’d given her a chance. She had no intention of offering him the same.

But her instincts were screaming. Had he stood just a little too close? Had disarming him been just a little too easy?

Butcher was on his knees on the cracked concrete of the parking lot, swaying slightly, palm pressed to his ear, blood flowing from his nose over his lips and down his chin. His pants soaked up water from the shallow puddles, remnants of the storm that had howled through hours past. And he watched her, eyes narrow and cold. He would kill her if she let him.

There was blood on her tongue. Hers. Not his. She would never be that stupid. Swallowing human blood that wasn’t her own was the last thing she ever intended to do. Six years ago, she’d chosen to leave the Asetian Guard, the secretive, elite organization that protected the interests of the Daughters of Aset and, when absolutely necessary, stepped up to protect mankind. She’d walked away from her heritage.

One mouthful of Butcher’s blood—anyone’s blood—and everything she’d done since that moment would all be for nothing.

And it was too late, anyway. Even a bucketful of blood wouldn’t save her from the debt she owed.

She spat, then swiped her sleeve across her lower lip. The taste lingered.

If she lived through this, she knew what she’d be having for dinner tonight.

Steak. Closer to raw than rare.

The thought made the mark she’d carved into the front of her left shoulder tingle and burn, and the hunger in her belly twist and writhe.

Silently, she cursed the Asetian Guard for what they’d done to her. Choices made based on lies and obfuscation didn’t count as choices.

It is your duty, Naphré Kurata.

Oh, yeah. They’d played the duty card, the perfect incentive for a kid who was half Japanese, raised by a traditional father who’d come to the States as a baby, and a doubly traditional grandfather. Duty, honor, humility. She was infused right down to a cellular level.

It had nearly killed her to walk away from her duty to the Asetian Guard. But what had followed had been worse.

“Tell me who hired you, Butcher.” She was breathing hard, her heart slamming against her ribs, but her hand was rock steady as she leveled the Glock at his head. The iron grillwork of the cemetery fence threw barred shadows over his features. “Who wants me dead? Tell me, and I’ll make it quick…” Stay quiet, and I’ll make it last. He knew she would. Knew she could. After all, he’d taught her exactly what to do.

“You always was my best girl, Naph.”

She knew that later she’d remember those words and the way he said them—a poignant combination of pride and resignation. Affection and acceptance.

But right now, she didn’t dare buy into it and lower her guard. Maybe the hint of emotion was real. Maybe he faked it to lull her into complacency. When this was all done, the scene cleaned spit-shine perfect, the body buried, she’d pull the memory out, play it over and over, and let herself feel like shit. But right now, she’d do what she had to do.

“Tell me. Give me a fighting chance.” She offered a faint smile. “For old times’ sake.” When Butcher stayed silent, she prodded, “Who hired you? Was it Xaphan?”

She’d learned never to assume anything in this business. Maybe it was someone else who wanted her dead. Over the years, she’d pissed off a few of the Underworld gods and demigods. Asking questions. Refusing the jobs that were just too crappy even for someone like her. She didn’t do kids or teens. She didn’t do parents in front of kids or teens. And she researched every job before she took it, making certain that she was satisfied with her choice. Basically, she stuck to killing killers.

But it seemed no one liked an assassin with scruples.

“It wasn’t who you think. Not anyone you’ve done a job for.” Butcher paused, then tipped his head and met her gaze, his expression blank. “You make it quick, Naph. I don’t wanna hurt. That’s what it’s all about, you know?” He stared hard at her, and she had the strange thought that he was telling her something important. “I’d have made it quick for you,” he finished softly.

He would have. She knew that.

“Yeah.” Her voice was steady, her hand steadier.

He licked his lips, a quick, nervous dart of his tongue. “It’s not an Underworlder.”


Interesting.

“A Setnakht.”

Even more interesting. The Setnakhts were a cult, offshoot worshippers of Sutekh—the überlord of chaos and evil. She’d never had any direct dealings with Sutekh. Not even indirect ones that she knew of. He had his own army of enforcers. Soul reapers who could pass between the mortal world and the realms of the dead. They harvested darksouls to feed Sutekh’s insatiable appetite. And they harvested the Ib—the heart—of each victim to pacify Osiris and Anubis and the scales of truth.

“Why would Sutekh want me dead?” And if he did, why hire Butcher? Why not send one of his soul reapers to claim her? Surely he could have spared one for such a small task.

But the soul reapers had been occupied lately. Someone had butchered one of their own. Rumor had it they’d skinned the reaper and sent the tattooed skin, stretched in a shiny black plastic frame, to Sutekh as a gift. If the rumor was true, the reapers’ energy was probably focused on figuring out the who, why and where. Was that the reason they’d gone looking for outside help with a kill? Hired Butcher?

“Didn’t say nothing about Sutekh. He’s got his own legion. He don’t need the likes of me.” Butcher coughed, turned his head and hawked a wad of phlegm on the ground. “I said it was a Setnakht.”

“Okay. Let’s say Sutekh isn’t involved. What makes the Setnakhts want me dead?”

Was it personal? Had she killed someone connected to a Setnakht?

Suddenly it hit her. Bruised ego? No. Couldn’t be. But it was the only connection she could come up with. She’d had lunch with some guy she’d met at the gym, Pyotr Kusnetzov. He was lean, handsome, attentive. He said all the right things. Smiled at the right times. She vaguely recalled a mention of the Temple of Setnakht. He’d wanted her to come to meetings, and he’d wanted to see her again. She’d declined. Not her type.

Was that what this was about? He wanted her dead because she wasn’t interested?

That would be…insane.

Butcher shrugged. “Don’t know. Didn’t ask.”

In all likelihood, Butcher honestly didn’t know. His personal motto was: directions, no questions. He was only interested in the pertinent points, the ones with direct relation to the kill. Everything else was background noise. Clutter. He liked clients to tell him only what he needed to know and nothing more. And the reason behind the kill wasn’t relevant in Butcher’s mind.

It was one point they disagreed on. Naphré preferred to know that she wasn’t offing the good guys.

Butcher didn’t care, so long as he got paid.

“You taking this job… It doesn’t make sense, Butcher.” That was another thing he’d taught her. Things had to make sense. Naphré believed people always had reasons for the things they did. Motivations. Usually simple ones. Greed. Hunger. Lust. So what was his? Why take a contract on her? “Why’d you take this job?”

“If not me, someone woulda.” Butcher coughed. Spat. “They offered a nice, tidy sum. Man’s gotta think of his retirement.”

“Greed?” She shook her head. “I’m not buying it. Try again.”

He snorted. “Ain’t lust.”

Yeah, she figured. Her coloring wasn’t to his taste: dark brown eyes, straight brown-black hair. And she was too young—26—too tall—five-seven—too flat—her physique more athlete than porn star. Butcher liked them blonder, shorter, rounder and older. Which suited her just fine because apart from being almost twice her age, he was about as attractive to her as a slug.

“Does my motivation really matter?”

Not so much.

“That Setnakht that hired you…he got a name?” She huffed out a short breath. “Even better…a phone number?” She raised her brows. “Address?”

“Maybe a Web site?” Butcher offered a wheezing laugh at his own joke. The laugh turned into a bout of coughing that had him doubled over. When he got it under control, he continued, “Nah, not that I know. But she was high in the organization.”

“She—?”

“Yeah. She. Had the signet ring of a priest. Onyx and gold. A scarab beetle with hieroglyphics underneath.”

That information perked Naphré’s interest. Pyotr had worn a ring like that on his pinky finger. She’d noticed its unusual design, but hadn’t been interested enough in him to ask about it.

“And she had the bald head,” Butcher continued. “Completely plucked eyebrows. No eyelashes. Not a single hair on her that I could see. Not even a nose hair. Dark eyes. Olive skin. I’m guessing not more than forty—” Butcher gave a lopsided leer “—’cause her tits still looked perky. She wasn’t wearing no bra.”

Trust Butcher to offer that pertinent observation.

“I was supposed to incapacitate you, then call her. I think she wanted to kill you herself. Told her I don’t work that way.”

Why would a Setnakht priest want her dead? And why would she want to handle the details? They were questions Naphré intended follow up on after tonight.

Butcher was giving her more than she’d asked for. More than he had to, given the situation. But he knew the score. One of them was going to die here in the cemetery parking lot with the moonlight casting long shadows and the smell of the earth, wet and rich, rising from beyond the iron fence.

She stared at him and blinked, wondering if maybe he’d meant it to be him all along. The thought came at her out of nowhere.

Nah. Butcher wasn’t that selfless.

As though he knew what she was thinking, he said softly, “I woulda taken the shot, Naph. If you didn’t manage to get the gun, I woulda made it clean, then buried you—” he jutted his chin toward the fence and the rows of stones that caught the moonlight, gleaming like teeth “—in an open grave they gonna put a box in tomorrow morning. Best place to bury a corpse you don’t want no one to find—”


“—is under a corpse they expect to find,” she finished.

His gaze flashed to hers. “Only one of us going home to watch CSI reruns tonight.”

“I know,” Naphré whispered.

Surging to his feet faster than his bulk ought to allow, Butcher lunged for her, limiting her choices. The gleam of a knife caught the moonlight.

Surprise bubbled and hissed. Not for the attack, but for the weapon of choice.

Everything seemed to move far slower than it should. The force of his leap propelled him forward. His hand brought the blade level with her heart.

And she thought, Damn. Butcher never carries a knife.

 

HE KNEW ONLY DARKNESS and pain.

Nothing else.

Not name or place. Not memories or dreams.

Rolling onto his side, he gritted his teeth against the agony that ground like glass shards into his muscles, his joints, even the marrow of his bones. Such pain was outside his experience. He felt as though he were starving, not just in his belly, but in the cells and tissues that formed him.

How long had he been like this?

Minutes. Centuries.

He had no way to know.

Lokan. A word without meaning sparked, then faded.

He reached inside himself, trying to form coherent thoughts. It was there. The wisp of awareness danced just beyond his reach. He tried to grasp it, to contain it.


Yes.

Lokan. The word did have meaning. His name. Lokan Krayl.

He had memories, a past that he felt he ought to know, if only he could scrape aside the layers of dust to find it.

He pushed up until he sat. At least, he thought he did. The place that held him had no such limitations as direction or space, and he was left disoriented, unable to differentiate up from down.

The place that held him.

Reaching out, he groped for the walls that were not walls, the bars that had no substance. Or perhaps he was the thing that had no substance.

He was a prisoner. He thought that he had tried to escape many times, and he had failed.

Panting, he fought against the crushing fog that obscured any spark of certainty. And then he saw it: a boat to cross the river Styx. A boat and a ferryman. There but not there.

So what was there?

He scrubbed the heels of his palms against his eyes. At least, he thought he did. He felt nothing save pain, endless pain.

“Push me, Daddy. Push me higher.” The voice was sweet and high and happy. So happy. A little girl on a swing, squealing with joy as she flew higher and higher. His little girl. He missed her. His daughter.

But she was safe. Somehow, he knew she was safe. He’d done that one thing right. He had sent her to his enemies to keep her safe.

He frowned, certain that was wrong. But it wasn’t. His enemies were the only ones who could keep his daughter safe. He’d sent his daughter to the Otherkin, to the Daughters of Aset.

Dana. Her name came to him with stunning clarity, so bright and wonderful it sliced through him, making him gasp. In his mind he saw every detail of her sweet face and denim-blue eyes, wide and trusting and full of love.

They were together in the sunshine. They were laughing. Then she was gone.

With a cry, he reached for her and found only darkness, and a spark in his core. A spark of memory.

There were others he cared about. Others he must warn. Dagan. Alastor. Malthus. His brothers. Cold dread unfurled in his belly as he thought of them. Dread for them, or of them?

Even in his confused state, he knew that made no sense.

He focused his thoughts on them, willing them to feel him through their blood bond. They had a connection, not a true ability to hear each other’s thoughts, but an ability to sense when one was in pain or in danger or distress.

The knowledge made him cringe. They would have felt his death in vivid, brutal detail. Each slice of the knife. Each drop of blood.

Death.

Was he dead?

He thought he might be, thought he might have forgotten and just drifted here in the dark. How long? How long had he drifted?

Long enough that he’d forgotten his brothers, his father. His daughter’s name. Until now. Now he remembered so many things.


He remembered that his daughter had been there the night they took him. That somehow he had saved her. He remembered that they’d taken him away, hooded, bound, his power held in check. By what? What would have made him, a soul reaper, son of Sutekh, the most powerful deity in the Underworld, so weak?

His own will.

He had chosen to give his life for hers. It was the only way. He had saved his daughter. He had sacrificed himself to keep her safe. And he had spared her the horror of witnessing what they had done to him.

Faced with the same choices, he would do it again.

He remembered their hands. Gloved hands. Knives. Blood. The smell of it. The taste of it on his lips. His blood.

Now, he pressed the flat of his hand to his chest, certain of what he would find: a gaping wound, the skin stripped from the surface of his muscle.

But he felt nothing. Nothing at all.

Who had taken him? Who had marked him and cut him? He knew their faces, human and supernatural, alike.

Rage came at him, a bitter, burning tide. He had been betrayed by his own kind.

Gahiji.

The name echoed through his thoughts. And the face. He remembered him. Gahiji. His father’s trusted minion. Such treachery. Sharp as any blade. Gahiji had been there the night he was tattooed and skinned.

He thought he could feel their hands on him still, their knives, cutting only deep enough to separate skin from fascia.


They’d caught his blood in an oblong bowl. The image was sharply inscribed, clean about the edges, far clearer than his other thoughts. He could see that bowl, and the hands that held it.

A ring. A scarab beetle. He knew that sign… He reached for the knowledge, but it hovered just beyond his reach, curling away like smoke, replaced by the vivid image of knives. Two of them. The blades black, dripping blood. His blood. His pain. Dripping in fat, red drops.

Had his brothers felt his pain? Had they known?

He could not feel them. Not now. Not then.

There had been someone behind him. Someone watching. Who? He could not see, though he struggled and writhed. That voice. He knew that voice. Horror congealed in his gut.

Betrayed, yes. By Gahiji. But not only by him.

He thought of his brothers, and white hot panic flared.

Urgency made him move, made him cry out in frustration and—

The memories sputtered and died.

And he no longer remembered names.

Not even his own.
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