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PROLOGUE

 

Hatred is a bitter, damaging emotion. It winds itself through the blood, infecting its host and driving it forward without any reason. Its view is jaundiced and it skews even the clearest of eyesights.

Sacrifice is noble and tender. It’s the action of a host who values others above himself. Sacrifice is bought through love and decency. It is truly heroic.

Vengeance is an act of violence. It allows those who have been wronged to take back some of what was lost to them. Unlike sacrifice, it gives back to the one who practices it.

Love is deceitful and sublime. In its truest form, it brings out the best in all beings. At its worst, it’s a tool used to manipulate and ruin anyone who is stupid enough to hold it.

Don’t be stupid.

Sacrifice is for the weak. Hatred corrupts. Love destroys. Vengeance is the gift of the strong.

Move forward, not with hatred, not with love.

Move forward with purpose.

Take back what was stolen. Make those who laughed at your pain pay. Not with hatred, but with calm, cold rationale.

Hatred is your enemy. Vengeance is your friend. Hold it close and let it loose.

May the gods have mercy on those who have wronged me because I will have no mercy for them.

Xypher paused as he read the words he’d written on the floor of his cell in his own blood centuries ago. Dull and faded, they were a reminder to him of what had brought him to this time and place.

They were a sacred vow to himself.

Closing his eyes, he spread his hand out and the words dissolved into a mist that lifted from the floor only to reassemble down his left arm. Symbol by symbol, word by word, the characters, still bloodred, cut themselves into his skin. He hissed at the burn of them engraving themselves into his flesh. That pain succored him. It strengthened him.

Soon he would be free for one month. One month to track and to kill. The one he’d sacrificed himself for would pay and if he earned his reprieve in the process . . . Good.

If he didn’t . . .

Well, vengeance sometimes deserved a good sacrifice. At least this time, he’d die knowing no one was laughing at him anymore.



 

ONE

 

Café Maspero

New Orleans

February 2008

 

“Have you ever wanted to put your head in a blender and turn on the liquefy switch?”

Simone Dubois frowned then laughed at Tate Bennett, the parish coroner for New Orleans, as he took a seat at the dark wood table, across from her. As always, Tate was impeccably dressed in a white button-down shirt and black slacks. His skin was dark and flawless, a gift from his Creole and Haitian heritage. With sharp, sculpted features, he was extremely good-looking and those dark eyes of his never missed a detail.

His impeccable attire was a sharp contrast to her faded jeans, navy sweater and riotous mop of dark brown curls that would never obey any style Simone attempted to beat them into. The only feature she had that she considered even remotely interesting were her hazel brown eyes that turned gold whenever the sun hit them.

She wiped her mouth on her napkin. “Honestly . . . I can’t say that I have. But there have been a few other heads I’d like to do that to. Why?”

He dropped a folder in front of her. “How many serial killers can one city have?”

“I’m not up on those stats. Depends on the city I suppose. Are you telling me we have another one here?”

He unwrapped his silverware and placed his napkin on his lap. “I don’t know. Couple of weird murders have come through my office over the last two weeks. Seemingly unrelated.”

Those two words were loaded with meaning. “But . . .”

“But I have a gut feeling on this and it’s not the oh-look-it’s-a-bright-shiny-world kind.”

Simone took a sip of her soda before she opened the file and grimaced at the grisly crime scene photos. As always, they were gory and detailed. “I just love the gifts you bring me for lunch. Other girls get diamonds. Me? I get mayhem and blood—and all before noon. Thanks, Tate.”

He leaned over and stole a French fry from her plate. “Don’t worry, boo, I’m buying. Besides, you’re the only woman I know I can meet for lunch and talk business with. Everyone else gets squeamish.”

She looked up. “You know, I’m not sure that’s much of a compliment.”

“Trust me, it is. If LaShonda ever comes to her senses and leaves me, you’re the next Mrs. Tate.”

“Again, not flattering to either of us. Should I tell LaShonda what her hubby thinks of her?” she teased.

“Please don’t. She might poison my cushcush . . . or worse, beat my tush-tush.”

Simone laughed again. “Don’t worry, I’d make sure and bring her to justice for it.”

“I’m sure you would.” He paused to order a shrimp po’boy and fries from the waitress.

Simone continued to look at the photos while he spoke to the young Goth woman who was taking his order.

Yeah, these pictures were pretty gruesome. But then these types of photos usually were. How she hated that the world was filled with people capable of doing such horrific things to others. What people could do to each other was bad enough. What the other, nonhuman inhabitants could do was a whole other nightmare. Literally.

And she was more than just a little acquainted with both kinds of monsters.

The waitress headed back toward the kitchen.

Tate leaned closer. “You getting any vibes from the other side?”

She shook her head. “You know it doesn’t work that way, T. I have to be touching the body or something that belonged to the victim. Photos only give me a paper cut . . . and the willies.” Shivering in sympathy for the way the poor woman had died, she closed the file and slid it back toward him.

“Want to come to the morgue with me after lunch?”

She arched one brow at his offer. “I shudder at the thought of the pickup line you must have used the night you met LaShonda. Come with me, baby, and see my collection of stiffs.”

He laughed. “God, I love your sense of humor.”

Too bad a married man was one of the very few people who actually got her offbeat humor. The only other person to really appreciate it was a teenaged ghost who’d been haunting her since she was ten years old.

Jesse was seated to her right, but only Simone knew that. No one else could see or hear him—oh, lucky her. Especially since Jesse was locked in a late 1980s time warp. Case in point, he was wearing a light blue blazer reminiscent of Don Johnson from Miami Vice with a curly black pompadour courtesy of Jon Cryer from the movie Pretty in Pink. Jesse was a huge John Hughes fan who made her watch way too many reruns. He completed his offbeat outfit with a skinny white keyboard satin tie and matching white checkerboard Vans.

“I don’t want to go to the morgue, Simone,” Jesse said from between clenched teeth. “I don’t like it there.”

She could certainly understand that sentiment. It was her favorite spot to visit right after the proctologist’s office.

She gave Jesse a pitying look, but they both knew that she’d have no choice except to go. There was nothing she wouldn’t do to bring a killer to justice and that included hanging out in the creepy city morgue instead of her lab at Tulane.

“So what’s the strangest part about these murders?” she asked, trying to distract Jesse from repeating a tirade she was more than familiar with. Besides, he could go home without her—he just didn’t like being in the house when she wasn’t there.

Jesse could be a very needy ghost sometimes.

Tate stole another fry before he answered. “The fact that Ms. Gloria here got up and walked off her examining table.”

Simone choked on the Coke she was drinking. “Excuse me?”

“You heard right. Nialls is now in a straitjacket because of it. He freaked out so badly we had to call the psych ward for him.”

She coughed twice to clear her throat before she spoke again. “The victim was in a coma?”

“The victim was dead as a doornail. As you saw from the photos, her throat had been ripped out and Nialls had just opened up her chest for the autopsy. Her heart was in his hands when she started breathing.”

“Uh-huh . . .” It was the only response she could manage for a moment. “And she got up and walked off . . .”

He nodded glumly. “Welcome to my world. Oh, wait, welcome to your world. Yours is even more bizarre than mine. At least I don’t live with a ghost who has his own bedroom in my house.” He glanced around the table, then lowered his voice. “Is Jesse here?”

Simone inclined her head in the direction of where her friend was seated and staring at them with a stern frown.

“Please explain to me how she got up while he was holding her heart,” she said slowly.

“That’s what I want you to tell me. See, I deal with . . . well, most days, bizarre paranormal crap. You are Queen Weird. I need the queen on this before I have to start hiring a new staff of medical examiners who don’t freak out when the dead move off their tables. You know where I can find some of these unusual people? I know you hang out with them.”

“Thanks, Tate. I always look forward to these ego-bolstering pep talks of ours.”

“Yes, but at least you know I love you.”

“Like a hole in your shoe.”

He laughed. “Not true. You are the best damned medical examiner I’ve ever seen and you know that. If I could get you away from Tulane and hire your butt for the city, I’d do it in a heartbeat. The fact that you’re the only one I can talk to about paranormal deaths is a major bonus to me. Anyone else would have me in a room next to Nialls.”

Simone reached for her pickle. “True. I’m also told they have incredible drugs to help curb those hallucinations.”

“Then sign me up. I could definitely use them.”

So could she, but that was another story. Then again, her entire life was bizarre enough to be considered one massive hallucination.

If only it were.

Simone paused as she got that weird feeling in her gut again. She glanced about the dark restaurant, then out the window to the left of her that showed the traffic on Decatur Street. Nothing appeared out of the ordinary, but still the sensation persisted.

“Is something wrong?” Jesse asked.

“I’ve got that feeling again.”

Tate scowled. “What feeling?”

Her face heated at his question. “I was actually talking to Jesse. But for the last couple of weeks I’ve had this bizarre sensation that something is watching me.”

“You mean someone, right?”

She shook her head. “I know it sounds crazy—”

“I just had a body walk off the table midautopsy and you think your story is nuts? Yeah, boo . . .”

That was what she liked most about Tate. He made her feel almost normal. Not to mention he was the only person besides her who knew about Jesse. Of course she was also the only person outside of a small handful who knew Tate was a Squire for the Dark-Hunters—a group of immortal warriors who hunted down and executed the vampiric Daimons who preyed on human souls.

Yeah, her life was anything but normal.

So why should she even be concerned about the fact that she felt as if something evil were watching her? It probably was. And unfortunately, it wouldn’t be the first time. She only wanted to make sure it wasn’t the last one.

“Do you know where it’s coming from?” Jesse asked.

“No. I can’t pinpoint it. All I know is that it’s making my skin crawl.”

Tate leaned back in his chair to stare at her. “I really wish I could hear Jesse. It’s so disconcerting when you two talk. Makes me wonder if he’s not sitting there, mocking me.”

She smiled. “Jesse only makes fun of me.”

“That’s not true.”

She looked at Jesse. “Yes it is.”

“No it’s not,” Tate inserted.

Simone frowned at him. “Do you even know what you’re arguing?”

“Not really. It just seemed natural to add that.”

She laughed. “How I ever got mixed up with the two of you, I’ll never know.” But that wasn’t true. Jesse had come to her during the darkest hour of her life and he’d been with her ever since.

Tate . . . he’d been there when she’d come the closest she’d ever been to catching her mother’s and brother’s killer. Unfortunately, her hunch hadn’t panned out and the evidence she thought would give them a clue to her mother’s murderer had been too tainted to use. Even so, Tate had fought for her tooth and nail even though he hadn’t known her at the time. That meant more to her than anything and they’d been friends ever since.

There was nothing she wouldn’t do for him and he knew it.

Tate, LaShonda, and Jesse were the only family she had.

He leaned back and waited for the waitress to put his plate on the table and leave before he spoke again. “Are you sure it’s not one of the ghosts you see eyeballing you?”

She shook her head. “No. They’re never this subtle. They usually pop in, like ‘yo, she-bitch, do my bidding.’ This . . . this is something else.”

“Evil is coming for you,” Jesse said in a grim, echoing voice.

Simone narrowed her eyes on him. “I hate it when you do that.”

Tate pulled back as if he were offended. “What’d I do?”

She smiled at him. “Not you. Jesse. He’s using his ghost voice on me. It’s extremely unnerving.”

“Yes, but you still love me.” Jesse winked at her.

“Of course I do. But save the voice for a haunting.”

“I would if anyone else could hear me. Have you any idea how annoying that is? No, ’cause everyone hears you when you talk.” He stood up and danced in the corner. “Hey, people!” he shouted. “See the freaky ghost dance.” He flapped his arms around and shook his booty. “I’m bad, I’m bad, I’m bad.” He stopped and looked around at the people who went on about their business, oblivious to his offbeat antics. “See. Sucks.”

She passed a dry look to Jesse, who held his hands up in surrender. There were times when he was a strange cross between a nagging mother and a wife combined with a lunatic brother.

She focused her attention on Tate. “Anyway, back to the decedent . . . do the police have any leads?”

Tate shook his head. “She was found in an alley down in the Warehouse District. Her throat was lacerated with something clawlike. Too large to be animal and too jagged to be individual knife marks.”

“Definitely not a Daimon attack then.” Daimons were a particular breed of vampire who called New Orleans home . . . and unlike many of the others who made ambitious blood-sucking claims, these guys were real and they were deadly predators with highly developed supernatural powers. As medical examiners, she and Tate were used to seeing their handiwork come through their offices.

Her acceptance and willingness to help cover the Daimons’ tracks was what kept her close to Tate. They weren’t protecting the Daimons, they were keeping the rest of humanity safe by not informing them of what was really out there ready to take them down. If mankind were ever to know, they would freak out and kill innocent people, too.

The bad thing was that even though the Daimons drank blood, they didn’t feed on it. They fed on actual human souls. Luckily a single human soul could keep them fed for a long time, so as a rule, they weren’t out hunting victims every night.

If you could call that lucky. Which Simone did, and that more than anything said just how weird her life was.

Anytime the Daimons left their holes, the Dark-Hunters Tate worked for would seek them out, hoping to stop them from killing more people. A bonus to the Daimons’ deaths was that it also freed the human souls they’d eaten so that their victims could go on to the afterlife.

Tate swabbed his fry in ketchup. “Definitely not Daimon,” he repeated. “She was drained of all her blood, and since none was found at the crime scene, we assume she died somewhere else and was dumped in the alley. You sure you can’t summon her from the grave and ask her what happened?”

“That would be a voodoo priestess, Tate. The decedents come to me, not the other way around.”

He stifled a look of disappointment. “We need to find the body ASAP. Her parents are on their way down from Wichita and I don’t want to tell them that their little girl went AWOL from the examining table.”

“Did you get anything from Nialls?”

Tate scoffed. “Nothing coherent. As you can imagine, he was a bit hysterical. All he’d say was that she smiled at him on her way out the door.”

“So you don’t know if she was a zombie then?”

“Thankfully, I’ve never seen a zombie. Much other weird shit on the job, but not that. Have you?”

“No. However, I’ve learned to not question things like that. If there’s a legend, then there’s something real behind it.”

He saluted her with his drink.

“What about your Squire contacts? Have they anything to offer on this?”

Tate shook his head. “None of them know anything more about the dead walking around than you or I. Daimons don’t make the dead rise. They make the living fall.”

Simone looked at Jesse. “You have any suggestions?”

“Only that I wish my body were still walking around. It would make my undeath easier to bear.”

“Thanks for the nonhelp, Jess. You’re such a doll.”

Simone didn’t speak much more as they finished lunch, then headed to the morgue. Jesse opted to stay outside while she followed Tate into the crypt. Honestly, she couldn’t blame Jesse for his feelings. She didn’t like hanging out with the dead, either, Jesse notwithstanding. The only reason she did what she did was to help the victims and their families. Having seen her own mother and brother gunned down before her, the last thing she wanted was to stand by and let someone else’s killer go free.

It was why she worked cases for the city pro bono and why she spent her life training the next generation of medical examiners at Tulane. She figured she could do more good by training other MEs to be conscientious than she could working on mundane cases. The more people who did their jobs right, the fewer criminals who would go free to slaughter again.

That philosophy was also what kept her single. Most men didn’t appreciate dating a woman who was handy with both a scalpel and a shovel.

Tate opened a door in the middle of the crypt vault and pulled out an empty drawer. “She was stored in here.”

“Do you have any of her personal items?”

“Let me get them.”

Simone closed the drawer and turned slightly as she felt a presence behind her. It was a young woman around the age of twenty-four. Her brown hair was mussed and she looked a bit confused. It was a natural state for many of the newly deceased.

“Can I help you?” Simone asked the girl.

“Where am I?”

Simone hesitated. She never liked being the one to tell another that they were no longer alive. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

“I was walking home from work.”

That was a good start. If Simone could help the woman remember more details of her life right before it ended, then she might remember her death, too. “What’s your name, sweetie?”

“Gloria Thieradeaux.”

A chill went down her spine as Simone recognized her from the photos. This was the woman whose body had risen up and walked out of the morgue.

Merde.

The ghost looked about the room. “Why am I here?”

“I’m not sure.” Any more than she was sure how her body had reanimated itself.

“Why can’t I touch anything?” The agony in her voice made tears of sympathy well in Simone’s eyes.

There was no avoiding the answer and no way to make it kind or gentle on the poor thing. “I’m afraid you’re dead.”

Gloria shook her head. “No. I just need to get home.” She frowned as she looked around the room as if trying to identify something. “But I can’t remember where I live. Do I know you?”

Simone paused. Something wasn’t right. It was normal for a new ghost to be slightly disoriented, but Gloria was more than that. It was like a part of her was missing . . .

“Jesse!” Simone called. “I know you hate it in here, but I really, really need you.”

He manifested right beside her. “Yeah, boss?”

She indicated Gloria with a tilt of her chin. “She doesn’t know where she lives.”

His scowl was fierce. “Do you remember when they killed you?”

“Jesse,” she said under her breath, “a little tact, please.”

Ignoring her, Gloria shook her head. “I don’t feel dead. Are you sure I died?”

Simone passed her hand through the woman’s abdomen. “Either that, Princess Leia, or you’re a hologram.”

Gloria stared at her in a cross between horror and disbelief. “How did you do that?”

Jesse answered for her. “We have no body. All we have is our essence and consciousness.”

Gloria staggered back as if overwhelmed. “I don’t understand. How can you die and not know it?”

Jesse shrugged. “It happens. Not common, mind you. Most people know when they die, but every now and again, someone gets trapped on this plane without realizing they’re dead.”

Gloria shook her head in denial. “I can’t be dead. I have finals.”

“The Reaper waits for no one, babe,” Jesse said glibly. “Believe me, I have firsthand experience there. It’s a pisser, but reality for us nonetheless.”

“What’s going on?”

Simone turned at Tate’s worried voice. He was standing behind her with a manila envelope in his hand.

“I found Gloria.”

“Good, where is she?”

Simone glanced to where Jesse and Gloria stood side by side. “Well, her ghost is right in front of me. Unfortunately, she has no more clue about her body’s whereabouts than we do.”

Tate let out a frustrated breath. “How can that be? I mean, really, shouldn’t the ghost have like a homing beacon on its body or something?”

“It would make sense. But unfortunately, the two parts separate and the spirit never wanders back to the body . . . at least not to my knowledge.” Simone looked at Jesse, who nodded his head in agreement.

Tate held the envelope out to her. “So where does that leave us?”

“With one hell of a mystery.” Simone took the envelope from his hands and reached inside to touch a necklace that must have belonged to Gloria. Closing her eyes, she tried to get some sense of the time and place where Gloria had passed.

Nothing happened.

She couldn’t even get an emotion from it, which was highly unusual for her. Since she’d been five years old, Simone had been able to glean emotions that were attached to objects as soon as she touched them.

She dropped it back into the envelope. “I suggest you call your Squire buddies and get them started on a hunt for her body while Jesse and I try to help her remember something that might lead us to its whereabouts.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Simone turned to Jesse.

“I hear you,” he said before she could speak. “We’re going to scout the alley where she was found for a clue.”

“Exactly.”

Tate paused in front of the door with a frown. “Exactly what?”

“Jesse and I are going to the Warehouse District. I’ll let you know if we find anything.”

“Please do.” Tate held the door open so that she and her “companions” could leave.

She started down the white, Spartan hallway.

“Hey, Simone?”

She looked back at Tate who was about to head in the opposite direction. “Yes?”

“Be careful.”

Those words warmed her. Tate and LaShonda were the only people in the world who would miss her if anything were to happen to her. “I’m always careful, boo. You know that.”

He inclined his head to her. “Just the same, keep your stun gun loaded and call me as soon as you’re done. I don’t want to get another call to that alley. I’ve buried enough people I love. I don’t want to do it again.”

She smiled at his concern. “It’s an alley, Tate. There are a million of them in this city. I’ll be fine.”

He nodded at her before he headed toward his office.

Simone took a second as that weird feeling came over her again. She’d never understood those odd sensations. But one thing she remembered clearly . . . the first time she’d had it.

“I’ll be right back, baby. You wait in the car and don’t move.” Those were the last words her mother had said to her before she took her brother into the store.

And died.

Simone flinched as unbridled grief tore through her. In one instant, everything can change. It was the mantra she lived her life by and a lesson she’d learned all too well when she was only ten years old.

Never take anyone or anything for granted.

In one blink, life altered and sometimes all you could do was hang on as tightly as possible while it did its best to sling you off.

Trying not to think about that, she headed down the hall, toward the door that led to the parking lot.

 

Kalosis (the Atlantean Hell Realm)

 

Stryker walked down the dark hallway that led from his bedroom to the throne room where he held court over his Daimon army. There shouldn’t be anyone in it this time of day . . .

Or night. Whichever it was. Let’s face it, here in hell it didn’t really matter.

In Kalosis, it was always dark since any amount of daylight was fatal to his people. That had been a curse from his father, Apollo, who in the midst of a hissy fit had condemned everyone of the Apollite race that Apollo had created to be banished from the sun.

And to die painfully at age twenty-seven. The only way an Apollite could survive past his or her twenty-seventh birthday was to take a human soul into their body. From that moment on, the Apollite mutated into a Daimon—a demonlike creature who had to continue to swallow human souls in order to stay alive.

Sure it was a crappy, cold existence, but it was so much better than the alternative.

Besides, Stryker had survived eleven thousand years as a Daimon—their existence was definitely not without its benefits. And its rewards.

Highly entertained by the thought, he paused in the entrance of his throne room as he caught sight of his sister, Satara, surrounded by a reddish haze while she sat perched on his throne. Her hair was black—something she seldom chose as a color. She mumbled words in ancient Greek as she swayed to a silent song.

Yeah . . .

He cleared his throat, but she ignored him. Unamused by her actions, he crossed his arms over his chest and closed the distance between them.

What she was chanting amused him even less than her ignoring him. “Why are you summoning a demon?”

One eye, bloodred, opened to pin him with a feral stare. “I’m not summoning. I’m controlling.”

He cocked a single brow. “Really? And who has you so angry that you’re sending a demon for them?”

“What do you care?” She closed her eye and continued her chant.

If they’d had a loving relationship, Stryker might have left her to it. But he was far from a loving brother and she was ever his bane. Snapping his fingers, he made the light in the hall blinding. “If you want to kill someone, I know a few gallu demons who are dying to eat.”

She let out a shrill scream before she opened her eyes and stood up from his throne. “Like they’d do anything I ask. You’re an idiot for allowing the gallu to stay here. It’s the same as sleeping with a pack of feral wolves at your feet. Sooner or later, they will attack and you’ll be dead.”

As if he were afraid of some Sumerian castoffs. “Kessar and crew don’t frighten me.” His sister’s insatiable ambition did. There was nothing she wouldn’t do to get what she wanted and he knew it. “Who are you after?”

“Hades let that bastard Xypher out of his hole.”

The name was vaguely familiar, but for his life, he couldn’t remember who it was. “Xypher?”

Satara rolled her eyes. “Oh, how could you forget him? He was the first Dream-Hunter I coaxed away from his duties and turned.”

Stryker shook his head as he remembered the god who’d been a handful the instant he started sniffing around Satara’s heels. It’d taken a number of gods to run the bastard down and kill him. “Speaking of wolves at your throat. Did I not warn you about him?”

“Oh, shut up.”

Stryker rudely moved her aside so that he could take his seat on the throne. “You know, little sister, I’d be playing nice right now if I were you. After all, you’re the one in hiding . . . in my house.”

“I’m not in hiding.”

“No? Then why are you here? Shouldn’t you be on Olympus at the beck and call of Auntie Artemis?”

The fury in her eyes told him he’d struck a chord. Good. He lived to piss off people.

“Xypher has to be stopped. He will kill me if he has a chance.”

“You think? You coaxed the man from his cushy god-life, caused him to be hunted and then killed and tortured for eternity. I can’t imagine why he’s not bringing you roses and kisses.”

She curled her lip at him. “Well, at least I didn’t slit open the throat of my own son.”

Stryker thrust his hand out and brought her into his grasp with his demigod powers. He tightened his hold on her throat until her eyes bulged and he felt her larynx start to crush. “Xypher isn’t the only man you should be afraid of.” He shoved her away from him.

Satara caught herself and choked while she glared furiously. “I’ve given everything to you, Strykerius. I’ve spied for you and told you things no one else would. Now I ask for a modicum of protection and what do you do? Threaten me. Fine. I’ll leave, and when Xypher kills me, I hope you’ll think back on this and remember that you’re the only reason you’re alone in this world.”

Stryker rubbed his brow, grateful he couldn’t get a headache from her whiny tirade. “Oh, stop the dramatics. I’ve never been one for the theater. You’re welcome to hide out here and release as many demons into the human world as you like. But before you completely annihilate my food source, might I offer a suggestion to you?”

“What?”

Stryker manifested a set of golden bracelets in his hand—one of three pairs that had been uncovered just two years ago. One of his generals had found them and brought them to him, not knowing what they were.

But Stryker knew, and he was reserving one pair for a very special “friend.”

He held the bracelets out to her.

Taking them, she grimaced as if they were made of coal and not Atlantean gold. “What do I do with these?”

He sighed in weariness. There were times when she was brilliant and other times when he had to lead her about as if she had the intellect of a five-year-old goat. “How do you kill a god?”

“You strip his powers.”

He nodded approvingly. “If you can’t do that?”

“You seduce a Chthonian and tell them that the god attacked you, then laugh while the Chthonian sucks the life out of him. But I don’t have time for that. Xypher is one step away from storming his way down here and killing me.”

Stryker growled at her in irritation. “Stop thinking like a whore for a minute. The best way to take out an enemy is to attack his weakest point.”

She put her hands on her hips. The bracelets dangled precariously from her right hand as if they were cheap knockoffs and not worth more than a human kingdom . . . or her life. “He doesn’t have one.”

Stryker narrowed his eyes on the bracelets. “You put one of those on him and he will.”

Finally interested in what he’d put in her hands, she inspected them. “What are you saying?”

“What I’m saying, Themis, is those little gold bracelets in your hands are his Achilles’ heel. Pass those along to one of my Spathi Daimons and have him secure one to Xypher and the other to a mortal and all your troubles are over.”

She smiled as she finally understood the significance of the bracelets. “They bind them . . . Kill the mortal and Xypher dies.”

He inclined his head to her. “Even better than that, if the mortal gets more than twenty feet from him, the human dies . . . and so does he.”

She laughed evilly before she approached his throne and kissed him on his cheek. “I knew I loved you for a reason.”

Stryker wasn’t stupid enough to believe that for even a moment. His sister was incapable of loving anyone except herself. But he’d won her over as an ally for a few days more.

Satara tossed one bracelet up and caught it in her hands. “I can’t wait to see his face when he learns what these are.” Then she vanished before Stryker could give her one more piece of advice.

“Choose your human wisely.” The last thing she needed was to find one who actually knew how to fight them.

 

By the time Simone finished teaching her afternoon class and reached the alley, it was nearing dusk. There was an unseasonable biting chill to the breeze as she got out of her white Honda and stepped up on the curb. She pulled the collar of her wool coat up higher on her neck and shivered. She never liked approaching crime scenes, especially after they’d been cleared. Right now, there was nothing to mark this as a place of violence. It looked like all the other alleys in town.

That was what disturbed her most.

Gloria’s life had ended abruptly right here and only Gloria and her family would ever know it. Hundreds of people would walk right past this spot without being aware of the fact that one young woman had been dumped here like so much rubbish. The thought of it made her livid and it reminded her of her own mother.

Simone flinched.

“You okay?” Jesse asked.

“Yeah. Bad chicken at lunch.”

“You ate a ham and cheese sandwich.”

“Oh, shush, smarty-pants. Stop being so attentive.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a pair of latex gloves just in case she might find something. It would also protect her from any stray germs that might be lingering. That was one thing she continually harped on with her students. Any clothes worn to a crime scene should be treated as biohazard. In the last few years she’d brought home more contagion than she even wanted to think about and that alone made her glad she lived alone. The last thing she wanted was to make a significant other ill.

She opened her trunk and tossed her purse inside before she pulled out her ME toolbox that contained everything she’d need to preserve any evidence that might have been overlooked by the police.

Gloria cocked her head as she stared into the alley.

Simone’s stomach tightened in sympathy. “You remember something?”

“There was a weird growling . . .” Her voice was quiet. Distant.

“Growling?”

Gloria nodded. “It was deep and feral, but not really like an animal.”

“Was it like this?” Jesse made an inhuman ghost noise.

Gloria scowled at him. “That sounds like Darth Vader choking on a chicken bone. No.”

He passed an indignant glare to Simone as she burst out laughing. “Well, it did.”

“Fine, see if I help anymore.”

Simone shook her head at him before she pulled out her flashlight and headed to the area where she’d seen the body photographed. There were buildings on three sides and a gutter in the center. The walkway all around was broken up. Typical alley with a lot of street traffic around it. Not to mention, anyone in the buildings could easily look out the window and see right where they were standing.

It made her wonder if there’d been a witness who’d seen the killer . . .

She glanced over to where Jesse was doing the Michael Jackson Moonwalk while he surveyed the alley and street. All the boy needed was a red leather jacket with gold studs and a sequined glove.

“Excuse me, Mr. Thriller or Beat It or whatever video you’re sadly reliving . . . Is it just me or is this area way too exposed for this to be a Daimon attack?”

After giving her a hateful glare, Jesse agreed. “There’s too much movement around here and they wouldn’t have minded a little blood on the ground. Them bastards are sloppy eaters.”

“Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking, too. I believe Tate had it right when he said she died somewhere else. But the claw marks on her neck . . . that’s not human. If not a Daimon, what killed her?”

“Excuse me, people,” Gloria snapped. “I happen to be standing right here. Do you mind?”

Simone cringed at her insensitivity. Normally she was much more careful around her spirits. “Sorry.”

Jesse approached Gloria. “But you remember being here, right?”

Gloria nodded. “I heard the noise and then tried to cross the street to get away from it.”

“Good,” Simone prompted. “You remember anything else?”

Gloria shook her head. “I really don’t think I’m dead. I mean, I know you went through me with your hand earlier, but I remember this movie I saw with Reese Witherspoon—”

“Just like Heaven,” Simone supplied.

“Yeah, that was it. Everyone thought Reese was a ghost, but she was just in a coma. Maybe that’s me.”

Simone really wished that were the case. She looked at Jesse, hoping he could help her make Gloria comprehend that this was final and there wasn’t any coming back from it no matter how much they all wished otherwise.

He gave Gloria an understanding smile. “I know how you feel. That disbelief that keeps telling you it’s a dream, but you have to face the fact that you’re not in a coma.”

Simone sighed as she skimmed the empty alley. There was only a piece of paper and a crushed Starbucks cup. Nothing else.

“I really don’t see anything helpful,” she said to the ghosts. “The police must have gotten everything. Let’s head back to Tate and see what his people have unearthed.”

As she took a step toward her car, she heard a tsking sound behind them that sent chills over her. No one had been there before . . .

“Surely you don’t want to be leaving us so soon. After all, we just got here . . . and we’re looking for a good bite to eat.”

Simone turned her flashlight on the man speaking.

Correction, it wasn’t a man. It was a Daimon.

And he wasn’t alone.


 

TWO

 

Jesse’s cheeks paled. Not that, as a ghost, he had much color to begin with, so whenever he lost what little he had, it scared her.

He gave her a cheesy grin. “Looks like I was wrong about the Daimons choosing this spot, huh?”

Simone stepped back. “Yeah, Jess, bad call.”

The Daimon turned toward Jesse and smiled. “How thoughtful. We have three for the price of one, guys. Guess Apollo is in a good mood tonight.”

As the Daimons made a move for Gloria, Simone pulled her stun gun from her pocket and rushed them. There was no way she was going to let them hurt the poor ghost. “Stay away from her!”

The first Daimon dodged the electric prongs that flew from the stun gun toward him, and knocked her back. Before she could counterattack, he had the stun gun out of her hand. “Don’t be jealous, baby. We’ll get to you in a jiffy.”

“Jiffy?” The malevolent, mocking tone sent a shiver down her spine. “What kind of pathetic wuss uses the word ‘jiffy’?”

Simone froze at the voice that was so deep she felt it resonate inside her bones.

Out of the darkness moved a shadow so large, it dwarfed her. An instant later, the Daimon went flying over her head to slam into the wall next to Jesse. The Daimon hit it so hard, she was amazed he didn’t splatter like a bug. And he was quickly joined by another Daimon who landed on top of him.

“Open the portal,” the stranger growled at the third Daimon he now held in his fist.

“I ain’t opening shit.”

“Wrong answer.”

The Daimon joined the other two.

The shadow bore down on her like a mountain. Sinister. Angry. Cold. Determined.

She shone the light on him and felt her breath leave her in one sudden gasp. Easily over six feet tall, he had long, black hair that was tousled around features as perfect as any actor she’d ever seen and eyes so blue they all but glowed in the darkness. He had his jaw set as if he were attempting to keep his fury leashed, and failing miserably. Every sinew of his body rippled like a feral beast on the prowl. He was seduction and he was death.

Wearing only a pair of jeans and a black T-shirt, he appeared immune to the cold. His shoulders were wide, his waist narrow, and there was an aura around him that said absolute killer. No fear.

No mercy.

Those icy blue eyes penetrated with hatred and warning. And they sent shivers over her. “This is the part where you need to run, little human. Don’t look back.”

Those words angered her to the same level he appeared to operate at. She wasn’t incompetent or weak. “I’m not little.” She elbowed the Daimon who was running at her in the throat before she flipped him onto the ground and kicked him.

The newcomer scoffed at her show of power. “Then let death become you.” He turned and pulled the Daimon she’d attacked off the ground. He plowed him into the wall so hard, it left a dent in the brick. The Daimon grunted and cursed.

“Open the portal,” he demanded of the Daimon, whose nose and mouth were bleeding profusely.

As if in response to his words, a bright light flashed at the rear of the alley, right in a corner.

The man dropped the Daimon in his hands and headed for the light, but before he could enter, a giant, blond Daimon came out of it.

This wasn’t one of the normal Daimons she’d seen before.

Dressed in black leather, he had the aura of a trained fighter. Of someone who was used to killing and making the death as painful as possible.

Simone couldn’t move at the frightening sight. At least seven feet tall, the Daimon actually laughed and exposed his long sharp fangs at the dark-haired man an instant before he attacked him.

Fists and kicks were flying faster than she could follow. Apparently no braver than schoolgirls, the other three Daimons ran toward the street to get away from the combatants.

Simone stumbled away as the Daimon knocked the man against the wall. The man let out a huff as he collided with the stone. The Daimon landed a punch against his jaw so solid that she could feel it herself.

The man took it with a grimace before he head-butted the Daimon, who staggered back. But the Daimon didn’t go far before he reached into his coat and pulled out a large gold bracelet. He snapped it around the man’s wrist.

The man hissed as if the bracelet burned his skin. The Daimon kicked him back, then turned to her.

This would be a good time to take the man’s advice and run like hell.

Simone didn’t know what the Daimon intended, but whatever it was, it boded rotten for her. She ran for the street. The Daimon caught her and slung her to the ground. She scrambled to get away, but he was inhumanly strong and much faster than she was.

He grabbed her arm and shoved her over onto her back. She tried to kick him. It didn’t work. He pushed her sleeve back to expose her forearm.

Rather than bite her, he snapped another bracelet onto her wrist. Pain tore through her arm with such ferocity that she wouldn’t have been surprised to see her arm shredded.

She struggled to breathe for the pain of it.

Meanwhile the Daimon laughed at the tears that gathered in her eyes. He smiled evilly. “Time for you to die, human.”

Before he could carry out his promise, Jesse picked up her toolbox and hit him across the back. The Daimon turned on him with a hiss made rabid by his razor–sharp fangs and lunged.

One heartbeat later, the stranger was there, pulling her off the ground and shoving her toward the street. “Move your ass.”

“What do you think I was doing?”

“Picking your nose.” He paused to sling his hand out at the Daimon after them. The leather-clad Daimon recoiled as if something invisible had blasted him.

An instant later, that same invisible force slammed into her and sent her flying. She landed on the ground with a thud so hard, it knocked the wind from her lungs.

“Breathe, Sim, breathe,” Jesse said as he appeared beside her. He grabbed the keys from her pocket and put them in her hand. “Now get your butt up!” He ran to her car and opened the door for her.

Simone followed him as fast as she could. As she got in, someone shoved her from behind. She looked back to see the dark-haired stranger. He pushed her into the passenger seat and climbed into the car after her.

Even more surprising than that, he glared at Jesse, who was still outside. “Get in, ghost-boy, or get eaten. I don’t care which and I’m not waiting.”

Something struck the car.

Turning to look out, Simone gasped at the sight of the leather-clad Daimon perched like a giant ornament on her white hood. He moved to punch the windshield. The man beside her gunned the engine and knocked the Daimon face first into the glass before he slammed on the brakes and sent him flying from the hood.

The man jerked the wheel and sent the car careening into traffic, over the median. Tires squealed. Cars crashed around them as horns began blaring.

Simone crossed herself and prayed as she watched headlights coming at them, fast and furious. Her hands shaking from fright, she buckled herself in while Jesse screamed out like a terrified child in the backseat. As if he could die.

The man snatched the wheel an instant before they would have hit a dump truck head-on, and sent the car back into the correct lane. Still, cars around them slammed on brakes and swerved to get out of their way. “This would probably be easier if I knew how to drive, huh?”

Her eyes widened as she looked at the man beside her. “I hope you’re joking.”

“Not really,” he said as he clipped the fender on a parked car.

Simone didn’t know what horrified her most. The man beside her or what her insurance rates would be if he didn’t stop hitting things.

“Watch out!” she screamed as he headed for another truck.

He swerved a heartbeat before it would have plowed into them.

By the time he turned into an alley and slammed on the brakes hard enough to put a bruise on her shoulder from the seat belt, she was ready to jump out of the car and take a chance on the road rather than die in a twisted heap of burning metal.

The man turned in the seat to look at her. With near perfect features, he was ruggedly handsome. Blue eyes showed intelligence, if not kindness. He had one muscular arm braced on the dash and the other on the seat. He would be gorgeous if he wasn’t so frightening. “I have no idea what I’m doing. Given that, I think I should surrender this thing to someone who knows how to properly operate it.”

Simone gulped for air as she tried to get her heart to stop pounding. She pried her grip loose from the door handle. “Who the hell are you?”

He glanced at the bracelet on his wrist, then snatched at it as if trying to jerk it off. “Xypher, and you are?”

“Pissed off. You wrecked my car, shoved me around, and are a complete and utter dickhead!”

“Dear God,” he said dryly, “what a mouthful—your mom must have really wanted a son. Mind if I call you ‘Pissed’ for short? The rest of that is just too much to say every time I want your attention.”

Jesse laughed from the backseat.

Simone glared at him.

Jesse at least had the good grace to look contrite. “Sorry, but you should be in my shoes. You two are hysterical.”

“Careful, ghost-boy, or I’ll summon a Daimon and feed you to it.”

Simone was stunned. “You can hear him?”

Xypher gave her a blank stare before he replied dryly, “Can’t you?”

“Yes. But no one else has ever heard him before.”

“Guess you’re not so special after all, huh?”

She screwed her face up at him. “You are so rude.”

“No shit, human.” He started tearing at the bracelet with his teeth.

She cringed at the sound of enamel on metal. She hated to hear teeth scrape like that. “What are you doing?”

He let out a frustrated sigh before he went back to pulling at the bracelet. “You have no idea what happened to us just now, do you?”

“Aside from being assaulted by you and a group of the damned, is there something else I should know?”

He held her arm up to show her the bracelet that matched his. “Yeah. Since both of us are wearing these I’m going to take a wild guess that they bind us together somehow. ’Cause, let’s face it, the Daimons don’t usually tag you before they bite. They’re not Marlin Perkins out to study us.”

Simone looked down at her arm as a bad feeling went through her. “What are you saying?” She actually knew, but she wanted to hear it from him before she was willing to believe it.

“I’m saying that if I were you, I wouldn’t get too far away from me until we figure out what exactly these are and what they do. Knowing the gods as I do, I’m sure we’re fucked somehow.”

Knowing the gods . . .

Oh, this was going from bad to worse. “What are you?” she asked, terrified of what answer he might give her.

His look was as cold as the wind outside. “Don’t ask questions you don’t really want answered.”

“Um, guys . . .” Jesse said, interrupting them. “The Daimons have a car and they’re coming after us.”

Xypher cursed.

In the blink of an eye, Simone went from the passenger side to the driver’s.

Xypher was now in her seat. “Can you get us out of here?”

She should probably question what had just happened, but given the fact that one of her best friends was a ghost and the other worked for immortal vampire slayers, she was used to the unusual on a daily basis. What mattered right now was getting free.

“Defensive Driving 101. Fasten your seat belt.” She threw the car in reverse and headed for the Daimons, who quickly swerved to miss her. Simone did a quick K-turn in the center of the road and headed back toward the alley where they’d met.

“Nice work.”

She was amazed that the surly Xypher was capable of giving her a compliment. “It pays to hang around the police. You pick up all kinds of useful things.”

Jesse popped his head up in the front seat, between them. “They’re still behind us.”

“Not for long.” Xypher rolled down the window and he pulled a gun out of his pants pocket. He opened fire on the car following them.

Simone’s eyes widened as she heard the tire blow out. The car skidded sideways before it turned over in the street. “Nice shooting, Tex.”

He pulled the mag out and replaced it with another one. “I have an unfair advantage. I can make the bullets go where I want them to. I took out the Daimons before I KO’d the car.”

Simone cut into a small parking lot, then stopped again. She turned in the seat to face him. His cheeks were reddened from his exertion and the wind burn on his skin as he’d fired on the Daimons. The color made his eyes stand out even more.

He looked gorgeous and human, and yet . . .

“What exactly are you?”

Xypher didn’t answer as he rubbed a hand over his brow. “We have to figure out these bracelets before it gets any darker. I don’t like playing with unknown factors.”

She gave him a droll stare. “You’re not alone on Planet Ego. I, too, want to know what I’m dealing with, and right now, Psycho, you’re the most crucial unknown factor in my world. So answer my question. What are you?”

The sneer was back on his face. “That’s not so easily answered, human.”

She turned the car off, pulled the keys out, and folded her arms over her chest. “Try.”

Xypher ground his teeth as he fought the urge to kill her. After all, she was just another human, albeit a cute one. Human, nonetheless. Normally, he wouldn’t have hesitated to put her out of his misery, but he had a really bad feeling about the bracelet on his arm. The fact that they both wore them probably meant their lives, if not actual souls, were linked together somehow. Which meant that if she died, there was probably a good bet that he would, too.

Dammit. She’d have to live until he figured this out.

He considered lying to her. But why bother? She’d seen the Daimons, some of his powers, and what the hell? There was a ghost in the backseat who appeared to be a friend of hers. The way she’d acted so far said that she was at least familiar with the supernatural.

What was a little more?

“How up are you on Greek mythology?” he asked her.

“Zeus is the king, right?”

Xypher snorted. “He thinks he is most days. Personally, I think he’s a pompous ass who should be bitch-slapped by Hera at least once in his existence.”

Simone winced as she realized that he was going to be somehow related to them . . . Yeah, her luck was improving by the minute. “So what has Zeus got to do with this?”

“Not much really. You’re the one who brought him up.”

She let out a tired breath of exasperation. “I’m getting a headache and you’re still avoiding my question.”

“Fine,” he said simply. “I’m a Skotos.”

She scowled at the unfamiliar word. “That means what? You have toe jam?”

He looked less than amused by her question. “No, human, it means I used to be a dream god.”

Well, he was kind of dreamy . . .

Oh, no, Sim, you’re not really buying into his baloney, are you? It seemed so far-fetched and yet the Dark-Hunters Tate worked for were an army of immortal warriors created by the goddess Artemis to protect mankind.

Yeah, it’d taken her a while to swallow that reality. And if she believed that Tate wasn’t crazy and that the Daimons were real—because she’d seen them more times than she wanted to—then she had no choice except to buy this farm tale, too.

Taking a deep breath to brace herself for the rest of his story, she tensed. “And now you are?”

“The walking dead.”

With images of the Daimons trying to eat her running through her head, Simone shot out of the car. All she could think of was escaping him before he made a meal out of her.

She didn’t get very far.

Xypher flashed himself in front of her and caught her against his chest. “I told you not—”

She clipped him hard in the throat.

Cursing, he let go of her as he struggled to breathe.

Xypher glared at her as he imagined tearing her into bloody pieces. Angry beyond tolerance, he slung his hand out and pinned her to the wall behind her. His throat throbbing, he stalked toward her intending to make her pay for her attack.

He’d been hit enough in his life . . .

“Do that again,” he growled between clenched teeth, “and, bracelet or no bracelet, I’ll tear your head off and use it for a doorstop.”

Simone felt fear crawling down her spine, but she wasn’t about to let him see it. “What do you want with me?”

“Not a damn thing. All I want is an entrance into the Daimon hell so that I can visit and kill an old friend. You’re just the poor sap who got caught in the crossfire.”

He released her so fast that Simone almost fell. She caught herself and stood as tall as she could, but it was far from intimidating since he was a full head taller than her. “I don’t like being threatened, lied to, or manipulated. You’d do well to remember that,” she said.

He sneered at her bravado. “Or what you’re going to snivel at me?”

Jesse started for him but before he could strike Xypher, Xypher turned and caught him by the throat. Throwing Jesse to the ground, he drew back to hit him, then caught himself before he completed the punch.

He moved away.

Jesse gaped at her as he pushed himself to his feet.

Simone was stunned. Though Jesse could move things, no one had ever been able to touch him before. “How can you touch him?”

Xypher crossed his arms over his chest. “I still have a lot of my god powers, but not all of them, and the ones I have keep coming and going without any predictability. No doubt courtesy of Hades and his sick sense of humor.”

Jesse stared at her in disbelief. “I think we’re going to have to believe him. No one’s been able to touch me since the night I died.”

Swallowing, Simone nodded her agreement. What Xypher had just done was impossible and unexplainable. “All right. Let’s start over. You’re a dream god with screwed-up powers who is out to kill someone. And these . . .” She held up her arm with the bracelet. “Are an unfortunate gift.”

He nodded. “For all I know, these little Tinker-toys could explode and kill us. We’ve got to get them off.”

You think? She bit back the sarcasm, sensing it wouldn’t help the situation or his cranky mood. “Okay. I think I know someone who can help us.”

“You?” He sneered. “You know someone.” He laughed.

Oh, that offended her. “Hey, I happen to know a lot of people. Most of them are highly unusual.”

“Yeah, and do any of them have a connection to a Greek god?”

“As a matter of fact they do.” She raked him with a smug look. “They happen to work for Artemis.”

He sobered instantly. “You know the Dark-Hunters?”

“Not personally, but I know a Squire.”

“Take me to him.”

Those words went over her like ice down a gown in the middle of the night. “You are one seriously bossy SOB. Who died and made you . . .”

Simone paused as she realized that if he was telling the truth, then the man really was a god. Which would answer her question. And it explained a lot about his ego and pushiness. “Never mind. Get in the car and let’s find Tate. If you’re right about these things exploding, then we need to hurry.”

They were in the car instantly.

Simone shook her head to clear it as a foreign buzz whispered in her ears. “Wow. Can you take us to Tate’s office like that?”

“Only if I’ve been to it first. I have to know where I’m going to perfect it. Otherwise we could turn up in a wall or someplace foul.”

Foul was bad. She definitely didn’t want to do that. Implantation in a wall wouldn’t be much better.

Jesse appeared in the backseat. “By the way, did you guys realize that Gloria vanished during the chase? I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.”

Sadness gripped her as she started the car. “I’m sure it’s bad. But we’ll worry about her after I talk to Tate. Unless you can find her in the nether plane, there’s not a lot we can do about her for now.”

Fear flashed in Jesse’s brown eyes. “Yeah, right. Remember what happened the last time I did that? It’s not an experience I want to rush back to.”

Neither did she. Poor Jesse had almost gotten swallowed by a Daimon.

Simone headed toward Tate’s office and picked up her phone from the console. She dialed his number to make sure he was there.

He answered on the fourth ring. “Hey, my love. I just got off the phone with the Squires.”

She slid a glance to Xypher, who was sitting there looking grim and irritable. “That’s great, but right now I have a really pressing problem.”

“You find something?”

“More like something found me.”

“What do you mean?” Tate asked, his voice full of fear.

Simone considered the best way to tell him what had happened. But she wasn’t one to beat around the bush. Besides, if Tate worked for the Dark-Hunters, maybe he knew what a Dream-Hunter was. “While I was looking over things, a group of Daimons showed up and so did . . . a Skotos.”

Tate laughed nervously. “You’re shitting me, right?”

Xypher cocked a handsome brow at her as if he could hear her conversation.

“No,” she said, dragging the word out, “and I take it you know what that is, then.”

“Absolutely. Were you hurt?”

“Scuffed a bit.” She turned left onto Canal. “But the point of this is the Daimons slapped something on my wrist and the Skotos’, too. We don’t know what it is and we need to find someone who does.”

“You need an oracle.” Tate made that sound so easy.

Simone shook her head. “Yeah, and we’re just a little far from Delphi, hon.”

“You don’t have to go to Greece, boo. You know Julian Alexander, right?”

She frowned at the familiar name. “The hot classics professor?”

“Not that I personally consider him hot, but yeah.”

She ignored his sarcasm. “You’re not seriously telling me that he’s an oracle who speaks to the gods?”

Tate laughed evilly. “Brace yourself, boo. He’s the son of Aphrodite.”

Of course he was . . . Why should anything in the world make sense? Dear Lord, it wasn’t like she wasn’t sitting beside one of the hottest men on the planet who was a god himself. Or that she had a goofy teenage ghost in her backseat mouthing the words to the Tears for Fears song “Everybody Wants to Rule the World.”

It only made sense that the hottie in the classics department was a demigod, too . . .

“I just knew I wasn’t going to like that answer,” she muttered. “And to think, all this time I just thought he was a cute teacher.”

“And all your students think you’re eccentric for talking to yourself when they catch you having conversations with Jesse.”

“Of course they do. Okay, how do I find him?”

“Let me give you his number.”

Simone repeated the number to Jesse to help her remember it. Hanging up from Tate, she immediately called Julian.

He answered on the third ring.

“Dr. Alexander?”

“Yes?”

“I don’t know if you remember me, but we’ve met at a couple of faculty functions. I’m Dr. Simone Dubois—”

“The ME and pathology professor . . . Yes, I remember you.”

That was impressive since she was highly unremarkable. She was average height, average weight, with curly dark brown hair and hazel-brown eyes, and she normally wore beige and browns or a white lab coat. As a rule, she never stuck in people’s memories. In fact, her senior high school paper had once voted her Most Likely to Be Forgotten . . . or Sat On By Mistake. The fact that Dr. Alexander remembered her gave her a bit of an unfounded thrill. “Good, ’cause I’m in a bit of a pickle with something.”

“And that would be?” Even over the phone she could hear the reservation in his tone.

Xypher snatched the phone from her hand and started speaking to Julian in a language she couldn’t even begin to identify. That being said, the smooth, lyrical quality of it was incredibly sexy. It was the kind of tone that could make a woman hot even if he were ordering pizza. And she hated the fact it was affecting her.

Good-looking or not, he was a jerk and the last thing any woman needed to do was feed his massive, pushy ego.

After a few minutes, he held the phone out to her. “He’s going to give you directions to his house.”

“Thanks,” she said dryly. She took the phone from him. “Dr. Alexander?”

“Call me Julian.”

She listened as he told her how to find his house. Luckily, it wasn’t too far away.

It didn’t take long to find the little bungalow off St. Charles. Simone had barely parked the car before Xypher flashed them to the porch. “You know, that’s really obtrusive and disorienting.”

“I really don’t care.” He knocked on the door.

Simone shook her head as Jesse joined her. Jesse looked about as pleased as she did.

Julian opened the door with a less-than-welcoming look. It never failed to shock her exactly how good-looking this man was. And she wasn’t the only one to think so. His classes were always filled to the brim by female students who wanted nothing more than to stare at him. The fact he was one of the leading experts in the world about ancient civilizations was just a bonus.

The good doctor narrowed his eyes on Xypher as if he couldn’t believe what he saw. “You have emotions.”

Xypher curled his lip. “Not really. I only have one. Rage. Unless you count an insatiable need for vengeance. Then it’s two.”

Julian’s scowl deepened. “How can you—”

“Look,” Xypher snapped. “I don’t have time for this. Get the bracelet off so that I can do what I have to do.”

“He’s extremely single-minded,” Simone explained.

“Yeah, it shows.” Julian stepped back. “Come in and let me see it.”

Xypher literally shoved his arm in Julian’s face. The man was truly obnoxious. “There.”

“I suspect he might have been raised by apes,” Simone said to Julian.

Julian gave a low laugh before he took Xypher’s forearm and examined the bracelet while he stood in the doorway. “This isn’t Greek.”

Xypher scoffed. “Of course it is. I know the work of Hephaestus.”

“So do I and this isn’t it.” Julian bent Xypher’s arm so that he could see the lock. “I’m taking a shot in the dark here, but I think this is Atlantean in origin.”

Xypher still looked less than convinced. “Are you sure?”

Julian nodded grimly. “Hephaestus is my stepfather. I have trinkets from him all over my house . . . and experience with other items of his. Including handcuffs. The lock on this is definitely something else.”

Simone wanted to groan in frustration. If Julian couldn’t help them, who could? “Do you know what it does?”

“Not really, but if you can come in and get out of view of my neighbors, I can ask.”

Xypher’s eyes darkened dangerously.

“Don’t even try,” Julian said. “I’ve faced down a lot worse than a pissed-off Skotos.”

Xypher gave him a menacing stare. “You have to sleep sometime.”

“So do you.”

Simone let out a sound of disgust. “Down, boys, down. Please, I just want to be free before I get testosterone poisoning.”

Without another word, Julian led them into his house, toward the living room. Simone smiled at the sight of toys scattered about on the floor of the otherwise immaculately kept home. There were also pictures on the mantel of Julian with a dark-haired woman and kids—two boys and two girls. They appeared to be extremely happy.

“I didn’t know you had children,” she said, warmed by the sight.

He smiled proudly. “They’re at a friend’s house with their mom. I was trying to put together a syllabus for a new class while it was quiet and the baby wasn’t trying to scribble all over my notes. Her older sister just taught her how to draw tulips and she’s been putting them on everything.”

Case in point, there were two bright pink tulips about toddler height on the wall behind him.

Simone could just imagine how hard it must be to think up interesting and beneficial class material while shuffling an insistent toddler. Personally, she hated coming up with new syllabi and that was without the addition of a . . . then again, she did have Jesse. She could actually relate to Julian’s plight. “Sorry we’re disturbing you.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said in a friendly tone. “If this is the worst interruption I have today, I’m doing remarkably well.”

Then without another word to them, Julian tipped his head back and looked up at the ceiling. “Hey, Mom, you got a minute?”

Simone looked to the stairs, thinking his mother was in the house.

Apparently, she wasn’t. A flash of light almost blinded her before an incredibly beautiful blond woman appeared in front of Julian. Thin and graceful while wearing a winter-white wool suit, his mother looked as stunned at Simone’s presence as Simone was at hers.

Not to mention the fact that Julian’s mother didn’t look a day older than Julian. Holy cripes! There was a real live, breathing goddess in front of her! What would appear next? A dragon? Then again, if it were Brad Pitt, she’d be in business.

“What’s going on?” Aphrodite asked.

Julian inclined his head behind her to where Xypher stood with his usual menacing glower. “We have a situation.”

Aphrodite turned, then curled her lip. “You? What are you doing here? I thought you were dead.”

“I am. Thanks. You look good for an old broad, too.”

Aphrodite looked at him as if his words left a bad taste in her mouth.

Xypher ignored it as he held the bracelet up to her. “I’m here to get this off, or if not off, to at least find out what it is and what it does.”

Simone wouldn’t have thought the goddess could look any more repulsed and yet she pulled it off nicely. At least until she laughed.

“I swear by the river Styx, Xypher, I have never seen anyone make the gods madder than you. Whoever did you irritate for that?”

A muscle worked in Xypher’s cheek. “Don’t toy with me, Aphrodite. What is it?”

“It’s a deamarkonian. A nice little trinket created by the Atlantean gods to kill the invincible. I didn’t even know there were any left. Wherever did you find it?”

“I found it attached to my wrist. Now what exactly does it do?”

She made the most graceful shrug Simone had ever seen. “It binds the life forces of two entities together. You and”—she turned to Simone—“your little friend here. If one of you dies, the other dies. The Atlanteans used it as a way to kill a stronger person. You bind them to someone weak and you kill the weak in order to kill the strong. Simple.”

Xypher cursed.

“Oh, but it gets even better,” Aphrodite said, wrinkling her nose at him. “You have to stay near each other. If you wander too far afield, you’ll both die.”

Simone went still. “What?”

She nodded.

Xypher cursed again. “How far?”

“I have no idea. Guess we’ll know when one of you crosses the boundary and you both die, huh?”

This time Xypher’s curse was so foul it actually made Simone blush.

“I can’t be stuck with you,” he growled at her.

Her mouth dropped at his angry words. “Like you’re my dream man come to life. Believe me, that sick feeling you have in your stomach is very much shared by me.”

He narrowed his eyes on her, but she refused to back down. “Do you know of any way we can get this off?” he asked Aphrodite.

“Don’t know.”

By his expression, Simone could tell that wasn’t the answer Xypher wanted.

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” he said. “What are you? Blind? I’m not Atlantean—that bracelet was designed to bring us down and that means the Atlantean gods who made it weren’t real big on sharing its weaknesses with us. If you know someone tied to their dead pantheon, I suggest you try them.” She turned toward Julian and her features softened. “I’ll see you later, sweetie.” She vanished.

“Aphrodite!” Xypher shouted at the ceiling. “Get your skinny ass back here!”

Simone scoffed. “I can’t imagine why she wouldn’t respond to that.” She narrowed her gaze at Xypher. “Where did you go to charm school, anyway? Prison?”

He glared at her as if he could imagine his hands wrapped around her throat. That was okay by her since she currently held the same fantasy about choking him . . . preferably with one of the bracelets they were joined by.

Julian let out a tired breath as he put his hands on his hips. “I hope you’re friends with Acheron. He’s the only Atlantean I know of.”

Xypher didn’t looked overly thrilled by that prospect. “Give me his number.”

Simone arched a brow at Xypher. “Can’t you just call him out of thin air?”

Julian laughed. “Good luck. He’s the only person I know who can be crankier than my mother or Xypher. You don’t summon Acheron. You ask nicely.”

“I’m so sick of the gods playing with my life,” Xypher snarled as Julian handed him a piece of paper with a number scribbled on it.

A glimmer of something flashed in Julian’s eyes. “I know the feeling. But sometimes salvation from them can come at the most unlikely time.” His gaze went to Simone. “And from the most unlikely people.”

Xypher rolled his eyes. “Don’t sell me your bullshit. I’m on a countdown here. In twenty-two days I go back to hell. My only goal is to make sure that this time, I don’t go alone.”

“Then I wish you luck.” Julian showed them to the door. “If you need anything else, let me know.”

Simone thanked him before she led the way across the porch. She handed Xypher her cell phone as they walked to the car—she was actually surprised he didn’t poof them back into it.

Then again, he was distracted. He didn’t say a word. He merely took the phone and dialed the number with an irritable expression that was somehow inviting.

“Of course you’re not answering . . .” he said in a guttural tone. Then in a more normal voice he said, “Acheron, it’s Xypher. When you check messages, I need you to call me back at this number. I have a situation and I need you to contact me ASAP.” He closed the phone and returned it to her.

Simone put it in her back pocket. “You think he’ll be in touch?”

“Don’t worry about it.”

She pulled him to a stop on the walkway. “Do you have to be so surly over every question?”

“Do you have to be so damned perky? Was it too much to ask that I get chained to a depressed mute or one of those chicks who dresses in black and writes bad poetry?”

She’d never been more offended in her life. “What is wrong with you?”

His eyes flared in the darkness. “Be grateful, human, that you could never understand.”

Understand what? That he was an asshole? There was no excuse in that.

“You know, you’re not the only one with problems in this equation. I happen to have a life and a job. The last thing I need is to be pulling around a three-hundred-pound gorilla with a chip on his shoulder so big it’s a wonder he’s not hunchbacked from it.”

“I don’t weigh three hundred pounds.”

She arched a single brow at his retort. “No denying the gorilla part?”

“No.”

That took a lot of the bravado out of her. It was hard to get the upper hand when he seemed so content to be a monster.

“Um, Simone?” There was a note of fear in Jesse’s voice.

She turned toward him. “Yes?”

“What is that?”

She looked to see what he was pointing at. Tall and lithe, it had eyes that were glowing red in the darkness.

And it was headed straight for them.
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