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    Love is the ultimate sacrifice…


    A psychic gift…


    Muriah La Deaux’s latest job requires her to locate an ancient codex detailing a prophecy of an immortal birth. But before she can deliver it, her client is brutally murdered. Now a man with chaos in his eyes wants the codex she’s hiding.


    An immortal child…


    Issa is one of the original Night Walkers, a proud protector of the mortal world. Now, when the survival of his entire race rests on protecting an unborn child, Issa is the only immortal strong enough to protect Muriah on a risky mission—locate the lost scrolls that will trap their foe—but his tenuous grasp on his sanity is slipping.


    The ultimate sacrifice…


    Muriah’s headstrong spirit awakens feelings in Issa that are best left buried. But as the battle between love and chaos ensues, sacrifices must be made.
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    Chapter One


    Blood pooled in the bottom of her mouth. The metallic sweet taste made her wince. She had a habit of gnawing on the inside of her cheek as her aggravation level rose. Judging by the size of the hole in her mouth, she’d already hit DEFCON 3 and rising. Great.


    She shook her head with a smirk and rolled her eyes. Oh, she was way past aggravated. She’d moved straight on to pissed.


    The heels of her pumps clicked against the cement sidewalk, echoing off the walls of the aging brick buildings clustered together near the beach boardwalk. No tourists in this part of Pacific Beach.


    The hollow sound magnified the silence surrounding her.


    Muriah La Deaux tossed her head, sending her long dark hair cascading back over her shoulder and giving her a clear view of the abandoned alleyway. As soon as her foot left the curb, the sea breeze took control of her hair again until it veiled her face.


    Richard stood her up tonight.


    “Bastard,” she muttered under her breath. Without slowing her pace, she glanced at her watch. Nearly one in the morning. She never should have waited so long.


    She shouldn’t have waited at all.


    “Oh get over it, Muriah. No one forced you to spend the past four hours sitting in his apartment watching HBO,” she groaned, well beyond caring if anyone heard her talking to herself. Why did she keep accepting his apologies, giving him second chances?


    The real question was who annoyed her more, Richard or herself.


    This wasn’t the first time Richard failed to show up to meet her. He always had an excuse, an urgent matter. Apparently she wasn’t urgent enough to matter.


    Maybe it was time to grow up. Her penchant for bad boys and dead end relationships disguised as freedom was starting to feel pathetic instead of thrilling.


    A man dressed in black with a stark white collar stepped out of the shadows, offering her a flyer. “The end is near. The signs are all around us. Is your name written in the Lord’s Book? Will your soul be saved?”


    “Yes,” she answered without hesitation and crossed to the other side of the narrow beach street where the yellow streetlights kept the shadows, and usually the fanatics, at bay.


    Since the rash of unexplained mass suicides plagued Central America and parts of the southern United States two months ago, the self-proclaimed ministers of doom had been coming out of the woodwork, and they weren’t the only ones. Even the mainstream Protestants and Catholics of the world were being strongly encouraged by the clergy to confess and make their souls right with the All Mighty Savior.


    The sudden wave of death that swelled out of nowhere disappeared the same way it came. Silently and without warning. But contrary to the preaching of the doomsday ministers, Muriah doubted it had much to do with the end of the world. Strange, unexplained phenomena had been happening for centuries. No denying this one was scary and dangerous, but it was also over.


    Just like her relationship with Richard.


    She laughed at herself. Relationship. Definitely not what she and Richard shared. More of a convenient friendship with certain intimacies enjoyed on the side. She didn’t even know if he dated other women. Knowing him, he probably did, not that it mattered much. She never asked for anything exclusive with any of the men she dated.


    The thought of commitment gave her hives…too real, and much too binding. Way too easy to get yourself hurt. Bad.


    But being stood up was getting old. She turned thirty today, and instead of a candlelight birthday dinner with Richard, she spent it alone with his remote control. She didn’t need true love, but a guy who called when he ran late wasn’t asking too much. Time to stop wasting her life on men like Richard.


    He was one of her customers, a collector of rare books and other artifacts. A year ago, he had walked into her bookstore, The Dimension’s Den, searching for a certain Mayan codex. He burst through her faded red door oozing with adventure.


    Maybe his passion for finding ancient relics had been her downfall.


    Richard wasn’t alarmingly handsome, more like an average-looking man you might run into at the grocery store. The one you offer a polite smile, but not your phone number. He said his plain looks were an asset to him in his “business.”


    Mayan relics and writings weren’t something many people asked her to find. In fact, over the years, only one other customer had ever requested her help finding documents dating back to the Maya, and he wasn’t human.


    Not anymore.


    When Richard came in, she hadn’t been certain the codex he wanted still existed, but she craved the adventure to try and find it. Maybe the challenge made Richard more attractive to her.


    Hard to say.


    While she searched her sources across the border in Mexico, tracing relics older than recorded time with her gifted fingers, Richard made other purchases and soon became a regular customer. Before she realized it, they were dating. She’d never dated one of her customers before.


    It wasn’t that she had a rule against it, it just hadn’t ever happened.


    Rule following wasn’t her strong suit anyway.


    At least her bad boy obsession kept her heart protected from the inevitable good-byes. She went into the relationships expecting them to end eventually. She never should have wasted so much time with Richard anyway. Cutting and running was a simple decision. Painless really.


    Yanking her keys out of her purse, she rounded the corner into a darker, narrower alleyway. Her forward motion abruptly halted. She smacked into the chest of a large police officer. Muriah gasped and peeked around his solid frame, her eyes widening when she saw the faded red door to her tiny bookstore blocked off with yellow police tape.


    “What happened? This is my store.” She dodged to the right, but his large hand caught her arm. “What’s going on?”


    “Are you Muriah La Deaux?”


    Her pulse pounded in her ears. She blinked. Finally, she glanced up at his face and nodded.


    “Follow me.”


    Muriah ducked under the tape, trailing behind the officer and into her shop. Her heart sank at the sight of all the uninvited, uniformed guests snooping through her things. Before she could scream at all of them to leave, a tall man with dusty blond hair approached her and offered his hand.


    “I’m Agent Bale. You must be Miss La Deaux?”


    “Muriah.” Numbness seized her as she shook his hand. “Mind telling me what the hell is going on here? You can’t just barge into my store without a search warrant.”


    He released her hand, withdrawing a search warrant and his badge from his pocket. “I’ve got one. I’m investigating an unusual homicide.”


    “Homicide?” Her eyes widened. “I don’t understand. What does my store have to do with it?”


    “Do you have someplace we can speak privately?”


    Muriah nodded. “My office is in the back.”


    She walked past a few more officers and into her office. Once they were inside, she sat behind her desk while the tall agent closed the door.


    “Okay, what’s going on? Why are you in my store?”


    “We couldn’t reach anyone at the store, so we got a warrant to check out the connection.” He cleared his throat and leaned forward with an intense stare. “One of your customers, a Richard Talley, was found dead on the beach at six a.m. yesterday morning. We have reason to believe he was on his way…”


    The detective’s lips kept moving, but she couldn’t hear him anymore. The blood drained from her face and her chest tightened. A few minutes ago, she’d been cursing Richard under her breath for standing her up, and now… Now she understood why he hadn’t come to his apartment to meet her and didn’t answer his cell phone. He hadn’t been alive.


    He was gone. Forever.


    “Miss La Deaux?” The old, wooden swivel chair screeched as Agent Bale leaned forward. “Are you all right?”


    She flinched when his large hand reached across her desk. “Yeah. I’m sorry I’m just…shocked.”


    “Would you like some water or something?”


    “No, that’s all right.” Richard was dead? God, Richard was dead. “How? When? I mean, how did this happen? Who did it?”


    “We’re still trying to determine what happened. That’s why we’re here. The address on his driver’s license is incorrect, but he had a few receipts in his wallet from this store. We’re hoping to find out some additional background information about him. When we couldn’t contact you today, I got a search warrant.”


    “He still had his wallet?”


    Agent Bale nodded, his steel gray eyes honed in on her. “This didn’t appear to be a robbery. We have his credit and banking records. He seemed to spend plenty of time and money in your store. We were hoping to find more connections, like a current address. Can you tell me where he lived?”


    “Richard moved around a lot,” she whispered. She meant to speak louder, but shock choked her voice.


    Her mind raced. She wanted them to catch Richard’s killer and give him justice. But she knew what Richard’s “business” entailed, and none of it was legal. His “associates” were dangerous, and if they were behind this…


    She didn’t want to get mixed up in any of it.


    Richard would understand.


    She didn’t offer up that she had the address where he lived, or that she had been waiting for him in his apartment earlier this evening. As much as she wanted to curl up into a ball and cry, she fought the tears.


    It wasn’t a good idea for law enforcement to know he had been more to her than just a client.


    “Do you know where he lives now?”


    “No.” Muriah took a breath. “I don’t have an address for him.”


    Detective Bale nodded slowly, looking her over. She did her best to keep from fidgeting like a guilty child. Muriah forced herself to remain still and maintain eye contact. If nothing else, she was stubborn, and if he could sit and stare at her, she’d stare right back.


    Finally, Agent Bale glanced down at his notepad. Muriah let out an inward sigh of relief and shifted in her chair as his gaze met hers again.


    “Anything else you can tell me about him? Anything that might help us find out who did this or why?”


    Muriah swallowed the lump in her throat and shook her head. “I don’t think so. He collected rare books. That’s all I know. I wish I could be of more help.”


    Her pulse raced. She fought to stay calm and at least appear relaxed. But she was far from it. Her toes curled inside her pumps, her muscles tense, while she waited to see if he would question her further.


    Agent Bale rose to his feet, towering over Muriah. She stood up and offered her hand. He gave her a firm handshake and what looked like a well-rehearsed, empathetic smile. “Thank you for your time and cooperation, Miss La Deaux. We’ll try to be out of your shop as soon as possible.”


    She nodded and watched him walk away. How long was “as soon as possible?” Clearing her throat, she stepped out of her office and headed for the small water cooler in the corner. She never took her eyes off the uniformed officers milling around her shop while she sipped the water.


    “So how long have you had this bookstore?”


    A well-meaning officer smiled at her. But she was in no mood for small talk.


    “All my life.” She raised her cup, gesturing to the shelves that used to be orderly. “It’s a family business.”


    “Really? I’ve come down to Pacific Beach for years, and I’ve never seen it before.”


    “Guess you weren’t looking for it then.” She finished the water. “I don’t advertise. It’s all word of mouth.”


    He nodded and shrugged. “I don’t go into these new age alternative bookstores much anyway.”


    Muriah crunched her paper cup and tossed it into the wastebasket. “Alternative to what exactly?”


    “Huh?”


    She rolled her eyes. “My bookstore is an alternative to what? The stores that sell cookbooks with those fancy pictures of food that no one ever prepares, or maybe those novels with steamy covers of men and women none of us could ever hope to meet, or maybe I’m an alternative to those coffee table books no one ever reads, is that it?”


    “No, I just meant…”


    “What? That because my store is full of books you never knew had been written, books about spirituality or magic, or maybe just a hard to find manuscript… That makes it an alternative? I thought it made it a bookstore.”


    A large hand rested on her shoulder, and she spun away from the shell-shocked officer to find Agent Bale looking down at her with a smile that looked foreign on his stern features.


    “I’m sorry if we’re upsetting you. We’re just about finished.”


    


    Muriah flipped the business card in her fingers. Over and over. She wasn’t sure how long ago the police left her store. Agent Bale was the last officer to leave, offering her his card and the request that she call him if she thought of anything else about Richard that might help his investigation. It listed his name, title: Federal Agent, cell phone, email, and the same insignia she’d seen on his badge. No mention of which department, or even FBI. Weird.


    Why she still had it was anyone’s guess.


    She heaved a sigh and opened the top drawer of her desk. Tossing the nondescript card inside, she closed it and glanced over at the clock. Just past three in the morning. No wonder exhaustion weighed her down.


    But sleep seemed like an impossible dream at the moment.


    How could she rest when Richard was zipped in a body bag, and his killer was still out there somewhere?


    Muriah pressed her palms on her desktop and pushed herself up to a standing position. Sitting around thinking would make her crazy. She needed to keep busy.


    Gradually she made progress, putting her receipts away and reshelving the books the police officers had left stacked haphazardly on the tables. Once she was satisfied with the store, she made her way behind the counter and started her methodical cleaning of the espresso machine and polishing the countertop.


    Pride was important when you ran a family business. Since the La Deaux family rolled their wagon into San Diego in 1795, they had run The Dimension’s Den under the radar of mainstream society, providing their patrons with coffee, tea, hard to find books, and open minds to discuss the wonders of the cosmos and the supernatural forces of the world.


    But the La Deaux family ended with Muriah.


    “Oh please! Not now…” She pushed stools in along the counter grumbling to herself. This was not the time to start worrying about who would carry on the store.


    “Stupid biological clock,” she muttered.


    With all traces of the police investigation gone, the coffee area clean, and some of her nervous energy burned off, Muriah grabbed her purse to head out, locking the door behind her. If she kept moving, maybe the grief wouldn’t catch up to her.


    She walked down the alley, head held high with her keys firmly in her grasp, giving a jingle with each step she took. She didn’t live far from the store, only a couple blocks away, but walking alone this late at night made her jumpy. It reminded her of those B-horror movies. The slasher films where you scream at the college coeds not to go outside. But they always did. And they always died.


    Muriah walked faster.


    When she rounded the corner to her condominium, a warm sense of relief washed over her. She made it home, no problems.


    Except for the tall stranger standing on her steps.


    She slid her hand into her purse, and gripped her cell phone. “Can I help you?”


    “I believe you can.” He stepped down. Closer.


    Was that a British accent? She wasn’t sure. Muriah took a cautious step back. “Who are you?”


    The man walked under the yellow light of the street lamp and tipped his head in her direction. He stood over six feet tall with shoulder-length black hair, and his face looked pale compared to his dark eyes. His jaw was chiseled, along with the rest of his body.


    Normally, she might have welcomed a chance meeting with a gorgeous man like this, but at four a.m., after learning someone murdered Richard, something about this man’s gaze bothered her.


    He stared at her like a famished man drooled over a piece of meat.


    In the dim glow of the streetlight, his eyes held her attention. It must’ve been the yellow tint, but his eyes seemed to lighten, gray, like a storm gathering. She blinked hard, and his lips curved, hinting at a smile. He was stunningly handsome, almost too handsome. Too perfect.


    “Interesting.” His gaze narrowed. “What are you?”


    “Excuse me?” She gripped her keys so two poked between her fingers like brass knuckles.


    “I cannot read your thoughts.”


    This guy was certifiable. Sadly, he was also still on her front steps. “In that case, here’s what I’m thinking. You’re trespassing.”


    His deep laughter echoed in the empty alley beside her loft and silenced the moment he met her eyes again. “And you are stealing.”


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She shifted her feet into a fighting stance. Her self-defense classes flashed through her mind, and primal survival instinct flooded her veins with adrenaline. In spite of the urge to run, her knees turned to rubber. Managing a step forward might be risky, let alone a sprint in high heels.


    Muriah stumbled backward, withdrawing her cell phone.


    “I think you know exactly what I am talking about.” He tugged at his goatee, sizing her up. “Richard hired you to steal something for him.”


    A black tattoo wound around his neck, drawing her attention. The lines slithered up from under the collar of his shirt. Was it moving? Muriah squinted, clearing her vision.


    “I’m not a thief.” She unlocked the keypad on her phone, ready to dial 911. If she could just get around him to her door…


    He took another step closer. “Did you find the relic?”


    Muriah couldn’t fight her survival instincts any longer. She screamed and bolted past him to her door, like an animal escaping a predator.


    A couple of windows lit up along the alley. She jammed her key into the lock, looking back over her shoulder, expecting him to be reaching for her.


    But he was gone.


    Her heart galloped at racehorse speed. The street was completely empty.


    His footsteps never made a sound when he ran away.


    He just vanished.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Issa stood at the top of the pyramid at Chichen Itza. The thick humid air of the Yucatan jungle still carried the scent of the tourists’ blood, although the area below was now empty. The desolate ruins of his city welcomed him with open arms.


    After banishing the Night Demon from this world, he’d planned to cross the ocean and retreat back to Egypt. He’d lived in that desert for centuries.


    But it was never home.


    Humans had a saying that home is where your heart is.


    Issa had no heart left. Only his loyalty to his immortal brothers and his responsibility to the mortal world kept him going. Their final battle against Camalotz, the Night Demon, required Issa to sacrifice his own brother. He’d also found his only love Ch’en reborn and once again with no love in her heart for him.


    Alone in the Yucatan jungle, Issa remained wounded. Emotional scars that his Night Walker blood seemed incapable of healing.


    He stared up at the stars, and screamed to the heavens, a guttural cry of rage and bitterness. His voice echoed, piercing the night and roaring across the jungle. A single, unchanging voice trapped in a wilderness of life that continued around him, without him.


    The air sizzled with energy, and Issa’s form shifted. His spirit animal came forth, taking shape until a large, jet black jaguar paced the top of the pyramid. The cat lifted its muzzle, scenting the air. He would feed well tonight, but no amount of blood could fill the growing void within Issa’s soul.


    …


    Zafrina rested both palms against Gretchen’s abdomen, opening her mind to the immortal child inside her womb. Her ancient Mayan fertility magic had enabled Mulac’s heir to be reborn to this human woman, but her magic stopped at conception. Now she waited to see how long Gretchen’s mortal body could incubate an immortal Night Walker.


    If the child didn’t survive, it would mean the end of their entire race. Without Mulac to uphold the North, their world lost its balance, and their immortality would bleed away.


    “Is he healthy?” Gretchen closed her eyes, lying on the sofa.


    “He seems to be.”


    Only four more weeks until the risk of a miscarriage dropped.


    Of course, no one knew if Gretchen’s pregnancy would progress according to a normal mortal gestation. She wasn’t carrying a human child in her womb, and her abdomen already expanded. Soon it would be difficult to hide the pregnancy from prying eyes like those of the Fraternidad del Fuego Santo. The monks kept their distance for now, but they made their presence known during the daylight, leaving behind their threats and righteous admonitions.


    Their premonitions of an immortal baby, an Antichrist, fueled the fanatical fire, and they strove to end the threat before the child drew his first breath.


    For now, the monks’ prophecies remained unfounded, but soon, they wouldn’t be able to hide Gretchen’s condition. The Fraternidad would know which female carried the child, and she would be in even more danger.


    Zafrina buried her concerns and smiled while Gretchen sat up. “The child is well.”


    “Do you think he’ll understand he’s a reborn Mayan God?” Gretchen met her eyes, refraining from speaking his name. “Will he know who he was?”


    Zafrina rubbed her thigh. “Long ago, our people had a prophecy of an immortal birth. The story, painted on bark cloth, is lost to us now, but I remember the tale. The child would unite and lead our people. He would be the first Night Walker born from a mortal womb with immortal blood. I believe the child will be a fresh start. Mulac’s memories will not be reborn, only his body, his blood.”


    Gretchen’s hand rested protectively over her unborn child. Zafrina judged she would make a fierce mother. If she survived the pregnancy.


    “Have you eaten?”


    Gretchen shook her head. “I’m not hungry.”


    Zafrina went to the kitchen and sliced up a banana with a few saltine crackers. After bringing Gretchen the plate, she sat beside her, burying her worry. “Your body needs feeding. Eat.”


    Gretchen still required nutrients that her unborn child couldn’t tolerate. Already the sunlight blistered the woman’s pale skin, yet her body still ached for the warmth of the sun’s rays. Again, it was her unborn child who couldn’t bear the daylight.


    How long could they coexist?


    Zafrina wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer to that question. The Night Walker race now depended on this mortal woman for their existence. If the child she carried was immortal, it should survive a premature birth.


    Maybe. Sadly, without the prophecy in hand, that was a question no one could answer with any certainty.


    …


    A muscle in his cheek jumped with frustration as he paced the length of his spacious suite at the top of the historic U.S. Grant Hotel in downtown San Diego. Normally he found a sarcastic glimmer of humor in referring to such a new structure as “historic,” but at the moment, nothing lightened his foul mood.


    Nothing.


    He had torn the mortal man apart piece by piece. What was his name? Oh yes, Richard. How could he forget?


    Dick.


    Now that brought a thin smirk to his ageless face.


    How apropos that he stood on the brink of ruling this world for eternity, only to find a Dick blocking his path to power.


    Apep glared at the flower vase, allowing the chaos to gather in his eyes. Across the room, the focused chaos he unleashed agitated the water at a molecular level, heat rising until the water boiled and the porcelain suddenly shattered.


    His rage grew with each passing day, making the chaos harder to maintain. But he would manage. He had not spent the last millennia stuck in the world of man for nothing. This was his chance to change his destiny, and he would grab the brass ring with both hands.


    He stood at the window overlooking the gas lamp quarter of San Diego, his arms crossed tightly over his broad chest. The woman carrying the immortal child was here.


    Somewhere.


    His serpents found her on a beach. But which beach? There were many in San Diego. Sending his enchanted tattoos through the shadows, independent of his body, sapped his magic, leaving him weak and vulnerable. A heavy trade-off for the valuable information they gathered.


    But this information had the potential to offer him the world. Well worth it.


    An immortal baby was to be born, a God among the Night Walkers. The key to their survival.


    And he would steal it.


    Already, Apep sensed the unborn child’s power growing. Each night when the baby awakened inside of his mother’s womb, Apep reached out mentally to the child, nurturing the fetus with a hunger for power, and a trust for a tall, black-haired man with pale white skin and stormy, dark eyes. His true father, or so he led the young mind to believe. The child already yearned for freedom, for blood.


    Which led him right back to the Dick dilemma.


    He needed the Mayan codex with the prophecy of the immortal child. The same one this Richard person searched for. The one he hoped the bookstore woman had found. But Muriah La Deaux escaped him.


    He growled and stalked toward the door. He’d waited this long, he wouldn’t allow impatience to cause him to lose this opportunity. He would have the codex, and with it, the truth behind the immortal birth.


    The birth of a God.


    It was imperative that he recognize the signs of the coming delivery. He needed to be there before the Night Walkers could protect the child, but to rip the babe from the mortal woman’s womb too early might mean the death of the fetus and all the Night Walkers, which wouldn’t aid his plans.


    He had no idea if the infant’s immortality began in the womb or with its first breath. It was a gamble he was not prepared to make. He would have only one chance.


    There could be no mistakes.


    He needed this child alive.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Muriah’s head snapped up off her desk when she heard the door open. Did I fall asleep? The door closed. I locked it. I know I did. What time is it?


    She started to pick up the phone receiver when a familiar voice called her name.


    “Muriah! Are you here?”


    “Lukas…” Relief flooded her entire body. “I’m in the office.”


    He appeared in the doorway of her office, his keys still dangling from his fingers.


    “What happened?” He gestured to the yellow police tape around her door. “Are you all right?”


    Muriah shrugged, offering up a smile to the closest person to family she had left. “Can I get back to you on that?”


    Lukas sat across from her. “I’ve got all night.”


    She sighed, offering a weak smile in reply as she met his eyes. Lukas had the most amazing deep green eyes. It was way too easy to get lost in them. Side effect of being much older than he looked. Muriah had known him for over twenty years now, and he’d never aged.


    Perk of being a Night Walker.


    He’d been a customer of The Dimension’s Den since her great-great-great grandfather Girard La Deaux first pulled his wagon into the coastal village. Lukas had been a friend of the family ever since. He’d been her protector all her life, like an older brother.


    “Richard’s dead,” she blurted out. Subtle. God she hated when her mouth spoke without her brain’s permission.


    “What?” Lukas’ eyes widened as he moved to the edge of his seat. “How did it happen?”


    “He was murdered.” Tears welled in her eyes. Saying the words aloud, hearing them in her own voice, made them real, and for the first time since she’d heard the news the night before, Muriah wept.


    Lukas came around her desk, embracing her tightly. “I’m sorry, Muriah.”


    She sobbed and then fought to contain her tears. Crying wasn’t going to bring him back. She was a La Deaux, and she wasn’t really in love with Richard anyway. Was she? No.


    She’d never been in love with anyone. She was much too careful for that. Drawing in a deep breath, she pulled back from Lukas and dried her eyes. “Sorry about that. I’m pretty sleep deprived at the moment. He was a good friend, though.” Lukas gave her a knowing smile, and she shook her head. “Don’t look at me like that. We were just friends, nothing more.”


    He glanced around the store. “So why were the police here?”


    “Looking for more information on Richard.” She opened the drawer of her desk and withdrew the agent’s business card. “They wanted to know where he lives, stuff like that.”


    “Did you tell them?”


    “Not exactly.”


    He raised a brow. “Not exactly?”


    “No.” Muriah slumped back in her chair. “It’s messy. Richard Talley wasn’t even his real name. I can’t get myself tangled up in the investigation. I saw the news on television today before I came back to the store, and none of it makes any sense.”


    “Maybe you should start at the beginning.”


    “Can you keep a secret?”


    “It’s my specialty.” Lukas leaned forward in his chair.


    “Richard made a living selling and moving drugs. That’s how he paid for his fine art and hard-to-find book habit. He had a list of aliases. I only know a few of them.” He raised a judgmental brow, and she wondered if Lukas had any idea how much he looked like her mother when he stared at her like that. “Stop looking so shocked. I’m not a child. I knew what I was getting into with him. We were never going to get married and live happily ever after. We just enjoyed each other’s company. No strings attached.”


    “Of course not,” he mumbled under his breath. Lukas stood and gestured toward the book shelves. “And now this shady friend has gotten you and your store mixed up in a murder investigation.”


    Muriah straightened a little. “I doubt he did this on purpose, Lukas. Given the choice, I’m pretty sure he’d much rather be standing here with his head and hands still attached to his body.”


    The judgmental stare melted away. Now he just looked worried.


    Muriah nodded. “Yeah. The police failed to mention that part to me last night. I found out about it on the news this morning.”


    “Do the police know about his ‘business’?”


    She shrugged. “They probably didn’t before, but they certainly realize something about it now.” She met his eyes, leaning toward him slightly. “But I don’t think they’re right.”


    “Okay, you’re losing me again. What do they know?”


    “Apparently, they found a marking on Richard’s body…” She paused and took a sip of water to settle herself. This was messing with her insides. “And no blood. The news reporter said an anonymous source in the medical examiner’s office stated that it was a bloodless body.”


    “If he was missing…parts, how do they know this body is Richard?”


    She swallowed the lump in her throat and forced her voice out. “They found his head and hands in a dumpster, every fingernail ripped out. I forget how the newscaster said it, but basically they think he died of massive blood loss. Duh, right?”


    Clearing her throat, she shook her head and went on. “The news report also mentioned that Richard appeared to be an addict. They said he had puncture wounds directly into his jugular vein.” She let that news sink in for a second. “Could a Night Walker have done this? Richard was a lot of things, but never a user. He told me once that the drugs were like a wad of cash. Using it yourself is like flushing your cash down the toilet. It was his number one business rule. You move the stuff, you don’t take it. And he’d never be stupid enough to put something directly into his jugular. You could bleed to death.”


    Muriah waited, but Lukas didn’t reply. “Lukas? Are you listening?”


    “I’m sorry.” He sat in the chair again, steepling his fingers. “I’m trying to put all of this together in my mind. If a Night Walker attacked him, I don’t understand why he would take his head and hands.”


    “Maybe he wanted to slow the police down while he put some miles between himself and San Diego.” She lowered her voice. “Or to make his murder look like it was drug related.”


    “But you said he wasn’t a user.”


    “Right.” Muriah nodded slowly, swallowing a wad of emotion. “So if it wasn’t a Night Walker, then the massive blood loss would mean…” Her throat tightened up, her stomach twisting as she pieced together Richard’s final hours. Perspiration dotted her brow. “He’d had to have cut off his hands and his head while Richard was still…”


    She couldn’t finish. Muriah bolted out of her chair, out of her office, and into the tiny bathroom at the back of the store. She retched until she felt dizzy, fighting to catch her breath. Her hand trembled as she reached out to flush the toilet and grabbed the edge of the sink to haul herself up from the floor to a standing position.


    She gasped when she turned and found Lukas in the doorway. He didn’t say a word, just pulled her into his arms and held her while she cried one last time for the man she never allowed herself to love.


    Since cancer stole her mother a few years ago, Lukas was the closest thing she had to family. He often disappeared for a few months at a time, but eventually he always made an appearance in her doorway with another request for a book he needed for his research.


    She looked up at him again, taking a step back. “Sorry about that. I’m okay now.”


    He nodded and followed her to her office.


    Muriah sipped her water, watching Lukas. “Now that my head is a little clearer, I doubt they could have done it while he was alive. The police would’ve found blood everywhere, right?”


    “Probably.” His jaw clenched.


    “So it’s gotta be a Night Walker, right?”


    “I wouldn’t say that.” Lukas shrugged. “Maybe they killed him elsewhere and just dumped the body on the beach.”


    “I guess that’s possible.” She blew out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. “But there’s something else I need to tell you.”


    “More?”


    She met his eyes with a nod. “Last night after the police left, I found a strange man waiting at my doorstep. He wanted to talk to me about Richard. About an item Richard hired me to find.”


    “Was he a reporter or something?”


    “He was something all right.” She gnawed at her lower lip and finally said what she’d been thinking all day. “I’m not sure what he was.”


    Lukas frowned. “What do you mean by that?”


    “His eyes were too sparkly. He was too handsome, and he had this weird tattoo on his neck. It looked like a snake. I swear it moved and coiled around his neck.” She rubbed the goose bumps on her arms. “I screamed, and lights came on in the alley. Then he vanished.”


    “You saw him disappear into thin air?”


    “Well, not really, but I turned around, and he was gone. No footsteps in the distance. Nothing.”


    Lukas shot out of his chair, rubbing at his forehead like it would help make an answer magically appear. “What else can you tell me about him?”


    “He was tall, maybe a couple inches taller than you, and he was looking for the same Mayan codex Richard wanted.”


    “Wait a minute. Richard sent you after a codex?” She nodded, and Lukas cursed under his breath. “I need to warn the others.” He scrawled a name and number on a scrap of paper. “If you need me, you can reach me or Gretchen at this number.”


    Muriah took the paper, her eyes scanning it before she glanced up at him. “Were you going to tell me that you and Gretchen are still together?”


    “I wasn’t keeping it from you.” He sighed and set the pen down. “I have a lot to tell you, but it’s complicated.” A smile spread over his lips, and for the first time in her life, Lukas looked truly happy. “The short answer is: I love her.”


    Muriah stood up and embraced him. “I’m happy for you. You deserve this.” She drew back, meeting his eyes. “I told you she could handle your secret.”


    During the strange wave of suicides plaguing northern Mexico and into Texas and southern California, Lukas had asked Muriah to spend a day with his then-assistant Gretchen while the sun was up. He’d been hiding his true nature from her at the time, and after Muriah spent a few hours with the intelligent archeologist, she advised Lukas that he should tell her who and what he really was.


    He’d resisted of course, worried Gretchen would consider him a vampire. It was a simple mistake; Night Walkers burned in the sun and had to drink blood to maintain their strength, but they were so much more. Descended from the Mayans, they also shifted into their spirit animal at will, and contrary to vampire legends, they had beating hearts, they breathed.


    He tilted his head with a twinkle in his eyes. “You were right…this time.”


    She stepped back, sliding the paper in her pocket. “I’ll call if I need you. Thanks.”


    “You’d better.” He gave her hand a squeeze and headed for the door. “I’ve watched over the La Deaux family for too long to lose one now.”


    “Yes, Dad.” Muriah chuckled, but her laughter died away when the door closed.


    Alone again. And in spite of all her bravado, fear held her in a tight grip.


    …


    Zafrina stood on the balcony overlooking the ocean, but she didn’t stare out at the waves. Her full attention was focused inside the house, on Gretchen through the French doors. A large horned owl circled and landed on the balcony. Energy washed across her skin as the air charged around the owl. His body shifted until his spirit animal melted away, and Lukas stood beside her.


    His gaze followed hers. “How is Gretchen?”


    “She is not eating enough. She complains of nightmares, of immortals hunting for her and her child.” She turned toward the water, leaning on the railing.


    “Remember our deal.” Lukas moved closer. “If it comes to Gretchen’s life or the child…”


    “We spare her and take the child.” Zafrina prayed it wouldn’t come to making a choice, but Lukas had been adamant she swear to keep Gretchen safe before agreeing to allow her to accompany them back to San Diego. “Will your friend with the bookstore find the prophecy for us?”


    “I didn’t get a chance to ask her.”


    Zafrina straightened, meeting his eyes. “If the codex still exists, we need it. That prophecy will answer our questions about the child’s immortality.”


    “I know, but her friend was murdered.” He glanced through the doors at Gretchen. “And someone else made contact with her.”


    “Someone?”


    He faced Zafrina again. “She thought he might be a Night Walker. Definitely not human.”


    Her pulse raced. It couldn’t be another Night Walker or even another vampire. She would have sensed him. In order to keep Gretchen safe, she’d been mentally reaching out at each rising, her mind searching for the unmistakable thirst for blood.


    The only blood drinkers were in this house.


    She gripped the balcony railing tighter. If another immortal wandered the streets of San Diego, an immortal she could not sense, he must be powerful. She’d walked this earth for thousands of years. Whatever creature cloaked its presence from her had to be ancient.


    Unease crept down her spine. How could they protect the child against an unknown threat with that kind of strength? They needed help.


    “Go tend to her.” She glanced back at Gretchen. “Your touch calms her mind.”


    Lukas left her without a word. Zafrina stared out at the darkness, listening to the waves rolling up the beach. With a deep breath, she closed her eyes and focused her mental call. Pain radiated at the base of her head, but she continued pushing further, reaching for the one Night Walker who could make all the difference.


    …


    The sleek jungle cat ceased stalking his prey. His ear twitched, searching for the source of a sound that whispered into his mind. A moment later, a dark-skinned man rose up onto two legs, the shift almost faster than a human eye could comprehend.


    With his body infused with blood, Issa gave up the form of his spirit animal and opened his mind, allowing Zafrina’s mental call to reach him.


    The child is in danger.


    Issa took a deep breath, closing his eyes. Bring the woman back to the jungle where we can protect them.


    Her name is Gretchen, and she is too weak to make the journey. We need you. The young Night Walkers will not be strong enough to fight this one.


    Issa frowned, his ageless brow creasing. How can you be so sure?


    For a moment, he wondered if she had heard his mental voice. Finally, he received her answer. Because he is not of our people.


    How could he know about the child?


    Agitation infused Zafrina’s mental call. You will understand when you get here. A jet will be waiting for you tomorrow night. Be on it.


    Issa reached up to grip his head in both hands, struggling to keep his tenuous control over his sanity. In the past two months, he had spent more time in the form of a jaguar than a Night Walker. He was in no condition to travel to San Diego and face Ch’en, Kate as she was called in this lifetime, with her lover.


    Each smile she offered Calisto ripped open the ancient wound in his heart.


    But could he turn his back on his responsibility to protect the mortal world?


    And his brothers. If the child perished, they would cease to exist, too.


    “Ts’íikil.” He gripped his fists tighter until the muscles from his forearms to his shoulders contracted and ached, willing himself to be strong. “Ts’íikil,” he repeated.


    But after thousands of years, how much longer would his courage hold out?


    …


    The monk in black moved swiftly from shadow to shadow. His right hand rested deep inside his pants pocket. Cold sweat dripped down his back, sending a chill through his entire body. His features hardened as he got closer to the beach house owned by Calisto Terana.


    Calisto was a well-regarded philanthropist in La Jolla, but he was not what he seemed. Far from it. He sold his soul to the Devil centuries ago.


    The man in black wiped his brow with his free hand, silently praying for his cause. He hated himself for showing fear. Fear was a weakness in his faith. The God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob was stronger than the demon who owned this house. He rubbed his wet hand on his pants with a sigh. Faith hadn’t been enough to save the others who came to this place before him.


    His monastery had sent watchers to this city for centuries, keeping the secret of the Night Walkers’ existence. It was passed down through the monsignors of their ancient sect. The dark secret, known only to the few monks back home in Spain, was that Calisto was once one of them.


    His fist tightened around the crucifix in his pocket.


    The monk raced into the foliage, careful to avoid the outside lighting. He withdrew his hand, carefully opening his fingers. The gold cross sparkled in the moonlight as he whispered his prayers. The soft Latin chant soothed his troubled soul. He placed a tender kiss to the center before sliding the crucifix safely back into his pocket.


    The monsignor sent him with specific instructions not to confront the Night Walker or his newly immortal mate. He was merely to watch and learn all that he could. Ever since Calisto had passed his blood to the mortal woman, Kate, many of the brethren were plagued by apocalyptic dreams of days to come.


    Two women passed by the window. He recognized one as Calisto’s lover, Kate, but the other was a mystery. Her skin looked pale. Too pale. Her long, red hair was a stark contrast to her fair coloring.


    He strained to take in every detail as they talked near the window. Did the woman with red hair know she was in the presence of a blood drinker? He had no idea, and at once uttered a soft prayer that he would not be a witness to this young woman’s murder.


    Kate moved closer to the red-haired woman, and he tensed. He couldn’t stand by and let an innocent be killed, but what could he do? He scanned the area around him for any potential weapon. Nothing would kill the Night Walker, but perhaps he might distract her long enough for the other woman to escape. He bent to retrieve a rock. Fitting it into his palm, he straightened and peered back through the glass.


    The women embraced. Strange. Perhaps she was not going to feed. He settled back into the shadows, dropped the rock, content to watch. For now.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    Muriah closed the final set of shutters and went to double check the deadbolt and security chain on her front door. Satisfied she was safe from prying eyes, she ran her fingers along the underside of her dining room table, freeing the wooden slide on the hidden drawer. The box lowered into her hand, and she carefully placed it on top of the table.


    The tattered bark cloth sat nestled in the cedar drawer. Neatly drawn Mayan glyphs covered the front page. The ornate pictures, depicting eagles, jaguars, and snakes meant nothing to her. But Richard had died because of these ancient pages.


    Why?


    Muriah swallowed the lump in her throat. She’d located the twenty-page relic a few days ago, but she hadn’t told Richard yet. At the time, she thought she’d tell him when she saw him on her birthday.


    Too late.


    Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes, preparing herself for the onslaught of visions that would assault her the moment she touched the codex. Her fingers trembled as she reached out to clasp the folded bark cloth.


    The safety of her condo vanished. Instead, a thick jungle surrounded her. Oppressive heat suffocated her while she watched two Mayan scholars at a stone table bent over the pages, drawing and painting their story. The scenery shifted. Muriah’s stomach clenched, pain shooting through her head as the mental vise tightened.


    Sunset. Hot rain pelted the dark man at the top of the pyramid. Darkness and shadows spread across the jungle as he stood, alone, his arms raised toward the heavens. Water ran down his tanned skin, and for a moment, she understood his language. He was singing—no, chanting, something about a dream. No, a prophecy. A child of night.


    Immortal.


    He turned his attention from the sky to meet her gaze. Raw pain etched his facial features, although his body was free of any wounds. In fact, his broad shoulders and chiseled arms showed no hint of weakness. His injuries were buried. Hidden.


    Except from her.


    The surroundings faded, her psychic vision wavering until she found herself in the middle of a lightning storm. The same dark-skinned man sat crumpled beside an altar. In the flashes of light, she noticed his hand covered in blood. It dripped from his fingertips. Another flash and his dark gaze cut to her face.


    Muriah gasped, dropping the book into the drawer. Her stomach roiled. The psychic gift enabled her to see back through time, but it always came with a price. She stood from her chair, dizzy and light-headed. Stumbling to the kitchen sink on rubbery legs, she caught the edge of the counter to keep from tumbling onto the floor.


    Blood dripped onto the white sink basin. Shit. She’d touched the relic for too long. Wetting a dish towel, she wiped the blood from her nose and rinsed it out again before wiping the rest of her face.


    This was the relic the man with the strange snake tattoo was after. He wanted the prophecy. How did he know Richard had been looking for it? He said he couldn’t get inside her head. Maybe he’d gotten into Richard’s.


    If she had told Richard about her find earlier…


    It could have been her torn into pieces.


    After a glass of water, she sat at the table again, staring at the codex. The vision of the dark man standing in the rain haunted her. His song still echoed in her mind. The Mayans believed spirits spoke to the living through echoes.


    What was this man trying to tell her?


    She shoved the drawer aside and rested her elbows on the table, waiting for her head to stop throbbing. Over the years, she kept her visions to a minimum. Latex gloves protected her skin from coming in contact with the ancient merchandise unless it became imperative to verify the authenticity of an item.


    This had been a special case from the beginning. That was part of the reason she enjoyed it.


    Richard told her he’d heard of a lost Mayan codex. Rumor among the black market treasure hunters was that the book had originally been discovered in the 1930s when the Mexican government found the inner pyramid underneath El Castillo in Chichen Itza. For centuries, the codex had remained untouched, protected from mass burnings by the Spanish priests.


    But the codex never made it to a museum.


    With only those details, she had hopped a plane for Mexico, met with a few of her contacts, and exchanged currency for a private viewing of some of the inner-chamber relics that never reached government hands. Alone, with a bottle of prescription strength Motrin in her pocket, Muriah held a few items in her hands until she caught a vision of the book and a man in a 1930s-era suit holding the codex. He could’ve been the original archeologist who discovered the codex or a private buyer. Either way, she was one step closer.


    A few sketches and scribbled notes later, she had a lead on another independent artifact dealer.


    The hunt was her favorite part.


    During her search, it never crossed her mind why Richard wanted this codex. Had he known about the prophecy?


    She doubted it. Richard was always on the lookout to turn a profit. The rare items brought in a faster, more lucrative sale. He wouldn’t have cared what the book said, only how quickly he could cash in.


    Down the hall, Toto popped out of the Wizard of Oz cuckoo clock and barked five times, pulling her back to the present. No place like home.


    And right now there was one person in her hometown who might be able to translate the glyphs. Gretchen. She was one of the leaders in the field at deciphering the Mayan written language. That was what brought Lukas to her door in the first place.


    And unlike Lukas, Gretchen would be able to help her while the sun was still up.


    Her head swam when she stood, but she made it to the kitchen counter where she found the number Lukas gave her. After a quick call, she had the address to a swanky house in La Jolla. Muriah glanced down at her cut-off denim shorts and white T-shirt. Her ensemble screamed Pacific Beach.


    For a moment, she was tempted to change clothes, but dismissed it. She wasn’t there to impress anyone anyway.


    She plucked a Trader Joe’s grocery tote from under the sink and grabbed a pair of latex gloves. If she never had to touch that codex again, it would be too soon. After wrapping the book in a clean dishtowel, she slid it into the bag.


    Stepping into her flip-flop sandals, she tossed the tote over her shoulder. The sooner she found out what the weird tattoo guy was after, the better.


    …


    Issa quietly exited the plane, walking up the ramp and into the Lindbergh Field terminal. The evening air in San Diego felt dry compared to the rainforest of the Yucatan. The cool ocean breeze lifted his dark hair from his collar. Zafrina must’ve anticipated his primitive state, because when he reached the airport in Cancun, a crew member from the private jet company met him with a new ensemble of dark slacks and a light gray, button-down dress shirt.


    The fabric was soft against his skin, masking the animal inside as if he could be tamed through civilized clothing.


    He scanned the airport until he noticed Zafrina lingering near an exit door. If she had been wearing sunglasses, he wouldn’t have recognized her. Her light brown, almost orange eyes were impossible to forget.


    She straightened when their eyes met. Issa made his way toward her through the sea of mortals hovering around the baggage claim.


    “Welcome to San Diego.” Zafrina glanced down at his empty hands. “No bags?”


    “No.” Did she expect he would bring tailored suits? “You insisted I get on the plane. I did. Tell me what is going on.”


    Zafrina turned, walking toward an escalator. “You stand still and the steps move…”


    “I know what an escalator is.” His temper was short, but she should be grateful he came to San Diego at all. He made no apologies for his behavior.


    The rest of the walk to the car remained silent. A driver stepped up and opened the back door for them. Zafrina climbed in, and he followed her into the cavernous black sedan. With a push of a button, a glass divider slid up between their seat and the driver.


    “Gretchen weakens every day.” Zafrina stared at her hands.


    Issa wasn’t sure what she expected him to do with that information. “You told me the mortal woman needed protection, not a doctor.”


    “Her name is—”


    “Her name is of little importance.” Issa crossed his arms. If he didn’t loathe flying so much, he’d turn around and go back to the jungle right now.


    Zafrina hissed, flipping her long black hair over her shoulder. “I am aware you do not want to be here. Do you need to make this more difficult?”


    “I only want to know why it was so important that I come. Who is threatening the child?”


    “I have not seen him.” Her gaze narrowed before he could reply. “But he is not one of us.”


    “How can you be certain if you have never seen him?” Anger burned in his gut. “Do you have any idea how much I loathe flying? I never should have come here.”


    “You know I can sense the blood lust in our kind. It is not blood this one yearns for.” She snatched his wrist, gripping it so tightly that pain ran up his arm. “By the time we see him, it may be too late.”


    …


    Muriah marched up the steps and rang the bell of the large, hacienda-style beach house, fighting the urge to tug down on the legs of her battered cut-off shorts. Now that the sun had set, the sea breeze carried a chill. In her rush for answers, she’d forgotten to grab a sweatshirt. Too late now.


    A woman opened the door. Her blond, ponytailed hair matched the buoyancy of the smile on her face. “Can I help you?”


    “I’m here to see Gretchen.”


    Another voice called from inside. “Who is it, Edie?”


    “Someone is looking for Gretchen.” She pressed her lips together and lowered her voice. “I think Lori’s coming to help you.”


    A fiery redhead took over possession of the door. “Hi, I’m Lori, the co-director of Foundation Arts. Who were you looking for?”


    Muriah tugged the strap of her bag farther up her shoulder. “I’m here to see Gretchen.”


    Lori shook her head. “You must have the wrong address.”


    She retrieved the folded paper from her pocket and checked it against the number on the house. “Nope. This is the address she gave me when I called.” The redhead still didn’t budge. Muriah groaned. “Look, I just talked to her on the phone. Do you want to check the log on my cell phone?”


    “It’s okay, Lori.” Behind her, a familiar face approached. “I invited Muriah over. I should have told you.” Gretchen smiled. “Sorry about that.”


    The foundation co-director—aka pit bull—moved aside, and Muriah stepped into the foyer, grateful to be out of the chilly wind as the sun set over the ocean. “What’s with all the security?”


    “Edie and Lori work for Calisto’s foundation now. Lori’s just doing her job.”


    The other two women disappeared down the hall into an office. “If she’s in charge of security, she rocks.” Muriah followed Gretchen into the large living room. A huge grand piano sat in the corner of the whitewashed room. The vaulted ceiling made for keen acoustics. The snap of Muriah’s flip-flop sandals echoed across the tile floor.


    Gretchen sat on a sofa and gestured for Muriah to join her. “It’s good to see you again. What can I help you with?”


    Muriah sat down and opened her bag, carefully lifting the ancient contents and placing it on the glass coffee table. “I think Lukas told you I locate out-of-print books and historical manuscripts for some of my customers, right?”


    The corner of Gretchen’s mouth twitched like she might smile. “That’s not exactly how he put it, but I know you find…things.”


    Something about her seemed…different. Muriah had only met her once before, but Gretchen’s face seemed more pale, thinner than Muriah remembered, worry lines marking the corners of her eyes.


    Muriah pushed the thoughts away. She didn’t know Gretchen well enough to ask. Instead, she reached over to unwrap the codex. Before she could pull the towel back, Lukas stepped through the door. Gretchen was off the sofa and in his arms, leaving Muriah to stand up and feel even more uncomfortable.


    Lukas held Gretchen, his eyes closed, nose buried in her hair. Almost like he was relieved to see her. He pulled back and finally noticed Muriah. His smile faltered, and he came over to the sofa. “Is everything all right?”


    “Yeah,” Muriah nodded. “I brought something over to see if Gretchen could translate it for me.”


    He glanced at the package on the table. “No sign of the guy with the tattoos?”


    “Not yet.”


    The front door opened again, prompting Muriah to scoop up the dishtowel-wrapped codex and put it back in her bag. It was one thing to show it to Gretchen for a translation, another to let strangers see the priceless artifact currently hiding inside her kitchen towel.


    Lukas turned at the sound. “Zafrina, where have you—” He was in front of Gretchen before Muriah realized he was moving. “Issa. You’re back.”


    Muriah hooked her bag over her shoulder. She shouldn’t have come here. It was like she stumbled into some sort of Night Walker homecoming party.


    She turned to excuse herself when she noticed the tall, broad-shouldered man filling the doorway. His gaze slid over her face, and her breath caught in her throat. Her earlier vision flashed through her mind. She recognized the hard angle of his jaw, the noble brow, the pain lurking in the depths of his dark eyes. The image of him screaming up into the rain, his hand drenched in blood, filled her thoughts.


    He wasn’t a long dead memory from the codex. He was still alive, a Night Walker. Immortal.


    Struggling to hold herself together, Muriah fought to steady her breathing and smooth her expression. Hopefully, she hadn’t tipped her hand that she recognized him.


    “I didn’t realize you were expecting guests.” Muriah made her way past Lukas and Gretchen, keeping her gaze on her feet, every step closer to the door. “I’ll just come back some other time.”


    “You’re not interrupting anything.” Gretchen took a step toward her. “You don’t have to go.” She glanced at the late arrivals. “Zafrina and Issa can read your glyphs better than I could anyway.”


    “Is this Lukas’s friend who had the visitor?” The other woman spoke, drawing Muriah’s gaze to her smooth caramel skin and bright, almost orange, eyes.


    “Yes.” Lukas nodded slowly. “Muriah, this is Zafrina and Issa. They’re Night Walkers, too.”


    His obvious caution around these two left Muriah jumpy and on edge. She kept her hands on her bag. If they could read the long dead Mayan language, there was a good chance they were much older than Lukas, and judging by his actions, he didn’t trust them.


    So neither did she.


    Muriah glanced their way. “Nice to meet you.”


    Zafrina and Issa came inside, closing the door behind them. The woman with the copper eyes nodded toward Muriah. “I have been looking forward to meeting you.” She briefly met Lukas’s gaze before focusing her attention on Muriah again. “There is a prophecy we need to find. Lukas tells me you are the best in this world at locating artifacts.”


    Muriah shook her head. “It’s not that I don’t want to help you, but my hands are full right now. I can email you some recommendations of a couple others who can probably help.”


    The tall, dark, and tortured Night Walker from her vision stepped forward. “Show me what you brought.” The deep timbre of his voice demanded obedience, and at the same time, made her pulse race. “I will translate for you, and then you will find the codex we require.”


    Muriah crossed her arms, her hip jutting to the side while she denied her heart’s reaction to the sound of his voice. It was the words he spoke that chafed her.


    If he thought he could order her around, he’d better think again.

  


  
    Chapter Five


    Issa met her eyes, his gaze demanding her compliance. Mesmerizing humans came naturally to him. In fact, as the centuries blended into millennia, his power grew until he found himself unintentionally causing mortals to obey his mental suggestions. When he lived in Egypt, he often wore large hats and dark sunglasses to keep people from seeing his eyes.


    Her expression when he entered the room gnawed at him. He’d never seen her before, but recognition had flared across her features. Recognition and fear.


    He waited for her to comply with his wishes and open her bag. A crease marred his brow when she broke eye contact and clutched her bag even tighter.


    “I don’t take orders from anyone.” She started for the door. “Thanks, but no thanks.”


    Issa clenched his jaw to keep it from dropping and reached out to her mind. He found nothingness. Not even a thought repeated to act as a shield, her mind was simply a void, a blank canvas.


    “Who are you?” He pondered aloud.


    The woman frowned and met his eyes again. “I’m Lukas’s friend, remember?”


    His gaze cut over her head to Lukas standing in front of his pregnant lover. “What is she?”


    “I’m French-Irish, as if it’s any of your business.” The woman huffed, drawing his attention again. “I don’t care how old you are, that’s no excuse for being rude. Now, if you’ll move aside, I’ll get out of your way.”


    She attempted to sidestep around him, but he countered her, blocking her access to the door. “I cannot let you leave. We need your assistance.”


    Her fiery gaze met his and caused a flare of unfamiliar heat to course through his veins. When was the last time a mortal had dared to stand up to his will?


    “Holding me prisoner is not how you convince me to help you.” She turned toward Lukas, and Issa caught himself wanting her attention again. Such an interesting creature. “Lukas, what is he talking about? What do you need me to find?”


    Lukas met Issa’s eyes, his voice whispering directly into Issa’s mind, I’ve known Muriah her whole life. Let me handle this. She’ll help us.


    Can you read her thoughts? I cannot reach her.


    Lukas moved closer to Muriah. I don’t know.


    Issa narrowed his eyes. I thought you have known her all her life.


    I have. Lukas met Issa’s stare, defiance smoldering in his green eyes. And I respect her too much to try to invade her thoughts.


    Issa rolled his eyes. He’d met Lukas when they faced down the Night Demon in the Yucatan. While the Russian archeologist showed great courage, Issa would never understand the young one’s eagerness to blend into humanity, his disdain for his Night Walker blood.


    Crossing his arms, Issa watched Lukas’s every move. The fabric of the long-sleeved shirt tightened around his biceps, his muscles tight, ready to spring into action. He almost hoped the woman might run. Any excuse to leave this house.


    Lukas turned to Muriah. “There’s a Mayan codex that includes the story of an immortal birth.”


    The woman held her bag tighter. “Like Jesus?”


    Lukas shook his head, the corner of his mouth curved. “Not exactly. I don’t think it says anything about a virgin giving birth.”


    She stepped back, almost bumping into Issa’s chest. He caught the scent of her hair and tried not to notice the way it tempted him to reach out and touch her.


    “Wait just a sec.” She walked past Lukas to Gretchen. “That’s why you’re pale, isn’t it? You’re pregnant. It’s impossible, but…you are.”


    Gretchen nodded, starting to smile. “It’s a long story.”


    Issa moved in. “The less you know the better. Zafrina told me someone approached you.”


    She took a step away from him. Smart woman to keep a fearful distance.


    “Yes. He had a tattoo that slithered around his neck. He was asking about a relic I found for a man.” She cleared her throat. “A friend.” She paused for a moment, and Issa caught himself wishing she hadn’t mentioned a man in her life. “I’m pretty sure he’s the one who murdered Richard. He was trying to get the codex. I hadn’t gotten a chance to tell Richard I found it.”


    A slithering tattoo. “That is the only reason you are still alive.” Issa ground his teeth together. “Show me the codex. I will read it for you.”


    Her eyes narrowed. “How do I know you’re any better than the snake tattoo man is?”


    Lukas intervened. “Issa might be the only one who can protect you from this guy.”


    Muriah’s gaze moved over to Issa, and defiance burned in her eyes, challenging him until she finally groaned. “Fine.”


    She went back to the sofa and opened the bag.


    Issa sat beside her, doing his best to be patient. He didn’t want to be here when Kate, the lady of this house, returned home.


    “Go ahead and take a look.” Muriah rested back against the sofa, and he carefully lifted the towel. His mouth went dry. Sensing his reaction, she leaned in, too close to him, her scent intoxicating his heightened senses. “What’s it say?”


    He quickly draped the towel over the codex and slid it back into her bag. “We need to get you and this codex far away from Gretchen and the child.”


    “Whoa.” Muriah shot up from the sofa with her hands in front of her as if she had the physical strength to hold him back. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”


    “You found the prophecy.” Zafrina came between them, her gaze locked on his. “You must let me read it. We need to know if the child is already immortal in the womb.”


    Issa made no move to open the bag. “I know this being with the living snake tattoos, and if he wants this relic, then he is searching for the same answer you hunger for. He will find a way into your mind and steal it.”


    “I am an ancient.” Zafrina lifted her chin. “My thoughts are my own.”


    Issa shook his head. “The creature with the living tattoos is older than any of us. He existed before the world of man that we protect. He is the God of Chaos, trapped here by the other Egyptian gods who tired of his appetite. Apep feeds off discord and chaos.”


    “Apep?” Muriah shook her head. “Impossible. No way. He’s real?” She raked her fingers back through her hair and looked up at him. “We’re screwed. You can’t kill a god. He’s not even human. Not really, right?”


    “You know of him?” Issa couldn’t hide his surprise. He’d underestimated the mortal woman.


    “I’ve heard of him. He was depicted on an Egyptian water pitcher I located for someone. Chaos incarnate, spat out by the Egyptian gods. I thought it was a myth. He couldn’t be real.”


    Deep inside, Issa’s exhausted, battered spirit begged him to allow Apep to come. Finish this. End his suffering. “Truth is laced into every myth.”


    “Well, this truth sucks.” Muriah crossed her arms.


    “If what you say is true, and he desires the codex and the child…” Zafrina paused and met his eyes. “Issa, you must take this girl and the relic far from Gretchen. Apep cannot be allowed near this child. The future of our race is at risk.”


    Gretchen’s hands slid over her abdomen.


    Issa sighed. “Perhaps that is his plan.” Everyone in the room was looking to him for answers, for hope. They would be very disappointed. Hope had left him far behind. “He must know the fate of our race is tied to the child. If he stole the infant and threatened to slay it, we would be forced to bow to his control. Without the God of the North’s heir, our existence has no balance.” He met Zafrina’s gaze. “Maybe it would be better if the child perished, taking all of us with it.”


    “No way.” Gretchen pushed in front of Lukas. “No. You can’t give up. Not after all we’ve been through. Besides without the Becabs, the gods of the north, south, east, and west, to hold up the mortal world, wouldn’t humanity be the next to fall? You’re supposed to be the protectors of the mortal world, remember?”


    “The mortal world has forgotten us.” Issa growled through clenched teeth. “If Apep is bent on destroying the Night Walkers, or controlling us to do his bidding, this world is doomed anyway. This is not a being I can sacrifice or imprison within the earth.”


    “Maybe not,” Muriah clutched the bag to her chest. “But we might be able to trap him some other way.”


    …


    All eyes turned her way, but it was Issa’s dark, intense, gaze that held her attention. “If there is truth woven into every myth, then we should be able to trap Apep. I don’t know the exact directions, but I know they exist. The stories say he was imprisoned in a clay vessel by the Egyptian priests once before. We just need to find the instructions. There has to be a way.”


    Issa’s stare weighed on her shoulders. “Why do you care about the future of the Night Walker race?”


    “Gretchen just said the mortal world will be next to fall, right? Besides, Lukas is my friend. He’s been a part of my family for generations.” She glanced at Lukas and then back to Issa. “And if that’s not enough for you, how about this? He knows what I look like, and where I live. If that guy really is Apep, I won’t be living much longer if I can’t find a way to stop him.”


    “Let me see the codex.” Zafrina held out her hand. “We need to protect the child.”


    “No.” Issa caught her wrist. “The only way to ensure the child’s safety is to keep this knowledge from Apep for as long as possible. If any of you see it, and he can find the information he seeks in your minds, he will no longer need the codex.”


    Gretchen nodded. “Issa is right. It’s too risky to read it right now.”


    The room went silent. Muriah tried not to hold her breath. Finally, Issa released Zafrina and came to Muriah’s side. “I will take the mortal—”


    “My name is Muriah.”


    His mouth twinged, but there was no hint of a smile. “I will accompany her to Egypt. I know the area. If there is a way to stop Apep, we will find it there.”


    “I need to talk to her first.” Lukas frowned, his gaze shifting between her and her new tall, dark partner in crime. “Alone.”


    Issa rolled his shoulders back, power rippling through the thin fabric of his shirt. Muriah buried her body’s reaction. Lukas’s Night Walker powers had never affected her like this.


    She followed Lukas out onto the balcony and shut the door behind them. She glanced through the glass at the gaggle of immortals gathered inside. “You know they can all hear us, right? Super Night Walker hearing and all…”


    “I don’t care. I need to talk to you.”


    She pulled her gaze from the others and focused on Lukas. “I’m sorry I found this codex. It was just a job. I didn’t know what it said.”


    “I know. That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about. We all understood Gretchen was putting herself in danger by agreeing to carry this child.” He swallowed and lowered his voice. “Before you agree to travel halfway around the world with Issa, I want you to understand who you are traveling with.”


    “He’s got to be better than creepy snake tattoo guy waiting on my front steps.” Lukas didn’t reply. A chill skipped down her spine, and it had nothing to do with the cool sea breeze. “You’re not reassuring me here.”


    “Sorry, but you deserve to know. He’s ancient, Muriah, alive since the beginning, since man started walking this earth. He’s the Mayan God of the West.”


    Her gaze flicked over to see Issa inside talking with Zafrina. “That doesn’t sound so bad.”


    “Muriah, the God of the West was the hand of the sacrifice. He’s sacrificed mortals and immortals alike. Tearing beating hearts out of chests eventually leaves the executioner with scars you can’t see with your eyes.” He let out a slow breath. “You said that guy with the tattoos couldn’t read your thoughts. You could stay here with us. We’ll protect you, and Issa can take the codex to Egypt and lure Apep out of San Diego. You don’t need to make this trip.”


    Her stomach roiled with indecision. Her mind kept replaying the vision she’d seen when she’d touched the codex. She’d glimpsed the arrogant, immortal jerk, bare, without his emotional armor. She witnessed the raw pain. He’d met her eyes, pleading for understanding, for safe passage through the storm.


    At that moment, standing inside the house, he turned, his gaze holding hers. Something shifted inside her. I must be insane.


    “He’ll need me to find out how to trap Apep.” She stared up into Lukas’s eyes. “I’m the best there is, and I have contacts over there, remember? He may be ancient and immortal, but it’s all about who you know… I have to make this trip.”


    “Please be careful.” Lukas embraced her. “I gave my word I’d keep the La Deaux family safe.”


    She smiled against his chest. “And you’ve done a super job.” She pulled away. “I’m all grown up now. And for once, you need me to keep you safe. You and Gretchen.” She reached out and gave his hand a squeeze. “I can do this. Plus, it’s the only way to be sure Apep won’t come after me.”


    “I’m not sure Issa is stable.”


    “Well, I’m positive Apep isn’t.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “He tore Richard apart piece by piece. I think I’ll take my chances with Issa.”


    The door opened, making both of them jump. Gretchen stepped out. “Everyone’s anxious to get Muriah’s package out of here.”


    “Good plan.” Muriah walked toward the door and stopped, turning back to Lukas. “I’ll be all right. Promise.”

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Issa paced around the mortal woman’s shop, glancing at the worn titles on the bookshelf behind the coffee bar, grateful to be far from Calisto’s home. Apparently, Calisto and Kate were out with her mortal friends, shopping for a wedding dress.


    He found the thought of a wedding laughable. They were on the brink of extinction; poor timing for a celebration. He could almost hear Kate explaining that hope was every bit as important as preparing for battle.


    Hope. What did it even mean?


    Muriah came out of her office with a backpack and her keys. “I need to stop by my condo to grab some clothes and see about plane tickets. Or do you fly yourself?”


    “Fly myself?” Issa frowned.


    “You know.” She moved behind the counter toward the espresso machine. “Lukas’s spirit animal is a huge great horned owl. Do you fly, too?”


    “No.” The surreal moment, discussing Night Walker spirit animals with a mortal, caused an unfamiliar bubble of laughter in his chest, almost bursting from his lips. He cleared his throat, banishing the unwelcome chuckle and regaining his mental footing. “My spirit is connected to the black jaguar.”


    “A jaguar?” Her dark eyes sparkled when she smiled, tempting him with a desire to make her smile again. “You’re going to show me sometime, right?”


    He shook his head. “I do not shift to impress mortals.”


    “Oh, I forgot. I’m so much lower than you.” She rolled her eyes. “We’re going to be partners on this trip. Try calling me Muriah.”


    “I also do not take orders from mortals.” He glanced at her pack sitting on the bar. “Get your things. We should go.”


    “I don’t care if you’re some kind of Mayan god, that’s no excuse for being a condescending ass.” She shook her head, smile vanishing. Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not excited any more than you are about going to Egypt and trying to evade the God of Chaos. I’m just trying to make it a little less miserable.”


    A bell rang behind him, and Issa spun, ready for battle. A tall mortal stood in the doorway. His light blue eyes bored into Issa shamelessly for a moment before his attention shifted to Muriah where she stood behind the counter.


    “Miss La Deaux?” He came closer. Issa watched the calculated movement, the way the man’s fingers twitched at the end of his right hand, aching for a weapon that must be hidden within his suit jacket.


    “Please, will at least one of you call me by my name?” Muriah glanced up and sighed. “Agent Bale. What can I do for you?”


    Agent. Issa’s body tensed. If this man was a law enforcement officer, he could impede their progress. He needed to get Muriah away from San Diego and Apep as soon as possible. Reaching for the mortal’s thoughts, he found a legal code being repeated, acting as a mental shield. A crease marred Issa’s brow. Interesting.


    “I have a few more questions.” The man glanced at Issa. “Can we speak alone for a moment?”


    Issa shook his head. “We have an appointment. Perhaps you could call her. Later.”


    “We?” The agent turned to look at him again, and Issa gave his gaze a push of suggestion, encouraging the agent to turn and leave. The man reached up and wiped his eyes, breaking contact with Issa’s ancient stare. He looked at Muriah again, undeterred. “This is very important. It will only take a moment.”


    She glanced at each of them and blew out a sigh. “Fine. We can talk in my office, but Issa’s right, we’ve really got to get going.”


    The agent followed Muriah to her office and closed the door. Issa leaned against the wall of the hallway, listening.


    “Okay.” Muriah’s voice carried a touch of annoyance. “What do you need?”


    “We need to get you out of here.”


    Issa crossed his arms, tilting his head closer to the office door.


    “No problem. I’m leaving today.”


    “I’m armed. I can get you out right now.”


    Issa tensed.


    “I don’t need your help. Thanks, though.”


    The agent’s voice raised a notch. “Look, I know this will sound crazy, but that man out there is more than he seems, and you shouldn’t go anywhere with him. He may have put a suggestion in your head to go with him. He can do that if you hold eye contact with him. You’re in danger, Muriah.”


    She paused. “What kind of agent are you? Exactly?”


    “I work for a branch of the federal government. That’s all you need to know.”


    “Which branch of the government?” When the agent remained silent, she went on. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m not under anyone’s power but my own. And while we’re talking crazy, a man with information about Richard’s murder paid a visit to my condo last night. Your weapons won’t slow him down. That man in the hallway that you’re warning me about is my best chance at staying alive.”


    Issa gave her words an almost imperceptible nod of agreement. Inside her office, the agent groaned, and Issa heard a chair leg scrape across the floor. He went to the door, but kept himself from opening it. Yet.


    “Muriah, he’s much older than he looks, and your thoughts are an open book to him. He’s got abilities you can’t imagine…” His voice trailed off. “He’s also a killer. For all we know, he’s the one who killed Richard. He’s dangerous.”


    The words stung, because the agent was right. He was a killer, and in his current mental state, he recognized danger in himself as well. Issa rubbed the back of his neck, struggling to battle the wave of thick, ugly emotions threatening to surface. The jaguar paced inside him, hungry to burst forth, to allow him to distance himself from the pain.


    So tempting.


    Muriah opened the door, but she still faced the agent. “Thanks for your concern. If you don’t have any questions for me, I really need to get going.”


    The agent walked out of the office and stopped in front of Issa, his voice low and controlled. “I know what you are, and I won’t rest until I figure out what’s going on here.”


    Before Issa could respond, the agent turned and left the shop, the bell on the door ringing his exit. Muriah’s hand brushed Issa’s, making him flinch at the gentle contact.


    “You heard everything.”


    He nodded slowly, his gaze finding her face, her dark eyes.


    “Can you really read my thoughts?”


    “Usually I can hear the thoughts of all mortals, but your mind is closed to me.” He wasn’t sure where her questions would lead, but he was grateful he didn’t sense fear in her after the officer’s warning.


    She didn’t look convinced. “What am I thinking now?”


    Issa raised a brow. “I have no idea.”


    “Good.” She nodded slowly. “Now I need you to do the eye thing he talked about. Try and hypnotize me, or whatever you call it.”


    Issa frowned. “Why would you want me to mesmerize you?”


    “Because I need to know if you can.” Her gaze pleaded with him. “If we don’t try this, I’ll constantly be second guessing every choice I make, wondering if you made it for me.”


    Issa sighed, deciding against telling her the sad truth that at his ancient age, most mortals fell under his enthrallment without any effort on his part. Eye contact was usually enough, although the agent obviously had been trained to battle the mental enslavement.


    Her dark eyes were like bottomless pools of mystery. He stared into them, allowing his mind to push toward hers, beckoning her free will to his command, enticing her to take his cool hand. He waited, suddenly yearning for her touch.


    But it never came.


    “Did you do it yet?” Muriah’s eyes searched his.


    A foreign sensation tugged at the corner of his lips. “You felt nothing?”


    She shook her head slowly. “No.”


    “Then you are immune to my mental suggestions.” His heart gave an extra thud inside his chest. What was this woman? She was mortal, human, but so much more.


    “Good.” Muriah nodded and walked past him to her knapsack on the counter. “Let’s get over to my condo so I can grab some clothes and then I’ll be ready to hit the airport. Lukas just texted me that Calisto has his private jet ready to take us to New York. We can stay there during the day before we make the final leg to Egypt.”


    He watched her in silence, again wishing he’d never left the Yucatan. He hated New York. He’d only been to the city once, and the lights, noise, and people had overloaded his preternatural senses. Her safety would be compromised in a concrete jungle where he might not see danger until it fell upon them.


    “New York.” He answered flatly.


    “Yeah.” She glanced at him over her shoulder, hoisting the knapsack containing her laptop and the priceless codex. “Ready to go?”


    He would never be ready, but he would go. Apep, chaos incarnate, would never be his master. He needed to keep the codex and this strange mortal woman out of Apep’s hands. Somehow.


    Muriah left her car parked at the back of her bookstore, rather than drive two blocks and search for another place to park. They made the short walk to her condo in silence. His senses were on alert, watching for any sign of Apep. He’d met the creature once while he lived in the deserts of Egypt. He would never forget the way the snake tattoos moved over his body, fluid, eager for death and chaos. Hungry for it.


    Apep also had the ability to send his serpents into the world, slithering through the shadows, lurking and spying, making any darkness suspect.


    A man stumbled out of the back of a beach bar. Instinctively, Issa caught Muriah around the waist, pulling her out of the man’s trajectory. Her body pressed against his, and the unexpected spicy scent of her hair filled his lungs. He held her longer than he’d intended, frozen in the moment.


    “I’m all right.”


    The sound of her voice jarred him from the sudden intoxication. Issa loosened his grip on her, taking a step back.


    She ran a hand back through her long, tousled hair. “Thanks. I didn’t see him coming.”


    Issa nodded. “I am here to protect you.”


    Muriah met his gaze, dropping her hand to her side. “You could just say you’re welcome. You don’t have to keep reminding me that I’m a chore you didn’t ask for. None of this is what I wanted, either.”


    The dim streetlight sparkled in her eyes, and his gut clenched. He’d been so consumed by his own misery, he hadn’t considered her feelings about their journey. She’d been approached by Apep and still had possession of his prize. She was a mortal, but a mortal who had bested an Egyptian god.


    They walked to the end of the block before he finally spoke. “Who was Richard?”


    Muriah’s shoulders tensed, and her pace increased. “No one.”


    He lengthened his stride, staying right beside her. “I told you I heard the agent in your office. Richard is dead, and he was a friend. The Agent believes I killed him. That sounds like someone to me.”


    “That’s my place up there.” She pointed and jogged toward the door.


    Issa ground his teeth together. Why was she being so difficult? He crossed the street and stopped. Taking in a slow breath, he scanned the shadows. The jungle cat inside of him growled, aching for release. At the corner of her complex, lurking in the dark of the alley, he saw the flash of crimson.


    Apep’s serpents.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    Turning the key to her door, she suddenly had a hulking man beside her, his big hand on her hip, pressing her against him. The second the lock disengaged, Issa pushed her inside and slammed the door behind them.


    Instinctively, she shoved his hard chest, trying to get some distance between them. “Hey! What the hell—” He turned the deadbolt and walked around her condo like she didn’t exist. She followed him, her pulse racing. “Mind telling me what’s going on?”


    Issa continued to ignore her, flipping on every light switch until it felt like high noon inside her house. She blocked the doorway to her bedroom, feet in a fighting stance, her hands up and ready to fight. “This is my bedroom, and you’re not invited.”


    He raised a brow, and reached past her to flip the switch on the wall beside the door. “I do not need your invitation.”


    She socked him in the gut. Hard. And he stood like nothing happened. Great.


    Muriah blew out her frustration and stared up into his eyes. “You could at least pretend that hurt.”


    His lips twitched, hinting that this guy might actually have the ability to smile. Muriah scolded herself when she realized she wished she could see it.


    “You need to understand something.” He leaned against the opposite wall of the hallway, not violating the threshold of her bedroom, although it was painfully clear he could if he wanted to. “As long as I am with you, my intention will always be to keep you and the codex safe.”


    “Safe is one thing, but keeping me in the dark is something else.”


    He frowned, glancing down the hall and back to her face. “Is there a room I missed?”


    “What?” Muriah pressed a hand to her forehead. “What does that have to do with anything?” It was like they spoke different languages.


    Issa straightened. “Apep’s shadow serpents were in the alley. They can only travel through shadows and darkness.”


    Understanding finally swept through her. “That’s why you were turning on all the lights.”


    He nodded. “Without shadows, the creatures cannot move close enough to hear us.” His intense gaze on her face warmed her skin. “While you pack your things, you can tell me about Richard.”


    Richard. The reality of his death sucked all the fight from her body. Muriah turned away and went to the closet. “He was one of my customers.” It was easier to lie with her back to him. She pulled out her large, wheeled duffle bag and started pulling shirts and tank tops off the hangers. “He told me about the Mayan codex that never made it into the museum, and I gave him a quote for my services to find it.”


    Tossing her clothes on the bed, she ventured a glance in his direction. He’d moved forward, filling her doorway with his broad shoulders, arms crossed. “I didn’t get a chance to tell him I’d found it before…” She swallowed and focused on packing, folding clothes, and going to her dresser for pants and underwear. “That’s about all there is to tell.”


    His fingers caught her chin in a gentle, but firm touch. She gasped, shocked to find him so close to her so fast. The gasp had nothing to do with the way his touch sent vibrations all the way to her toes. Not at all.


    She lifted her chin away from his fingertips. “I’m not a fan of that Night Walker super speed thing.”


    “And I am not fond of being lied to.”


    She frowned. “I haven’t lied, so you can lay off.” She took a step back. Being close to him made it hard to breathe. His scent reminded her of the calm after a storm, the forest, clean and refreshed.


    He lowered his hand. “Lukas believed Richard was your boyfriend.”


    Muriah pressed her lips together to keep her jaw from going slack. “I was right there. Lukas didn’t say anything about Richard to you.”


    “He thought it. That was enough.”


    Her head tilted slightly. “You could read his thoughts, but you can’t read mine?”


    “He never told you he could read the thoughts of mortals?”


    She shook her head. “I would’ve remembered that. But he doesn’t embrace his powers like you do. I’ve known Lukas all my life. He’d never sneak into my head when he could just ask me. He’s got more integrity than to eavesdrop.”


    “I was not eavesdropping on your friend.” Issa smirked and stared at the pictures on top of her dresser. “I am an ancient. If anyone fails to shield their thoughts from me, I can hear them as loudly as if they spoke.”


    Again that vision of him alone in the rain swamped her with loneliness. “Richard wasn’t my boyfriend. Not exactly.”


    His dark gaze lifted from the picture of her mother to meet her eyes.


    She shrugged and went back to finish packing her bag. “We had a mutual arrangement, but it wasn’t anything exclusive.”


    Would an ancient Mayan god have any clue about her innuendo?


    “I am sorry you lost him. Did you love him?”


    She zipped her bag, pondering the million dollar question before she shook her head. “No. He didn’t deserve to die, and I’m sad he was hurt, but…” The strap weighed heavy on her shoulder. “I know better than to give my heart away. That’s a body part I like to keep to myself. It’s the only way to be sure it doesn’t get broken.”


    …


    Apep pulled in a long, slow breath as his serpents returned. His limbs tingled while they wound their way up his legs, twisting and twining around his body, sharing the information they gathered.


    His eyes shot open.


    Issa was with the woman. The Mayan God of the West knew his true identity.


    He clenched his hands into fists, the snake tattoos caressing his tight muscles, feeding off of his rage. The element of surprise was lost. And then the information flow stopped.


    Issa must have seen his pets in the shadows. The blinding light from the woman’s house banished them. The Night Walker had thrown every switch he could find.


    Rolling his head from side to side, the tattoos coiled around his neck. The corner of his mouth curved into a twisted grin. Perhaps this kink in his plan would actually lead to the excitement he’d longed for. The Night Walkers recognized his threat to their existence.


    He could almost taste the tantalizing spice of their panic, catch the scent of their desperation.


    He’d been spat out by the gods before the time of man, his hunger for chaos and evil never satisfied. His schemes angered the gods, but he found humanity to be an eternal buffet, feeding his desire for disorder, for pain, for chaos.


    Gazing down at the sea of nightlife below his hotel room, he wet his lips. In spite of the gluttony of human chaos, eventually boredom blossomed into his worst enemy. After thousands of years trapped in this world of men, his schemes left him empty, never filling the void inside him, leaving him yearning in this prison while eternity stretched out before him.


    But gaining control of all the Night Walkers would change everything. His power would no longer be limited to his own random interferences. Using all of the Night Walkers’ power as the instrument of his wrath, he would be able to rule over humanity itself. Wage wars, magnify fears, the possibilities raised his eagerness to heights he hadn’t experienced since the World Wars swept the globe.


    With the human world at his command, the gods themselves would have to take notice. His exile from the heavens might finally end.


    This was his time. And nothing would stop him from seizing it.


    …


    Issa took Muriah’s bags, his right hand clutching the straps. Blood dripped from his fingertips onto the floor, exposing his true identity. He was the god who claimed the sacrifices. Not by choice, by duty.


    These fingers had clutched the still-beating hearts, silencing the lives of so many. Muriah was wise to protect hers.


    He blinked his eyes shut hard, relieved when he opened them again. The crimson stain vanished. His hands trembled with the realization that the past and present were clashing in his mind. Clenching his jaw, he forced back the onslaught of memories and pain. Muriah’s life and the future of his entire race depended on him to keep the codex away from Apep.


    But his weary soul yearned for escape.


    “Are you all right?”


    The melody in her voice eased the despair that lurked in his mind. “Yes.” He nodded and took a slow breath. “I will be.”


    Her mouth curved into a gentle smile that soothed him, as if she understood his pain. Suddenly, he ached to touch her, to feel the warmth of her soft skin, but she hadn’t welcomed his touch, and once again he found himself longing.


    He ground his teeth. They’d need to hurry to Gillespie Field to be sure Calisto’s private chartered jet could get them to New York before the sunrise.


    A dog barked behind him, making him flinch with surprise. Did Muriah have a pet? He hadn’t caught the scent of any animals. Frowning, he checked down the hallway.


    “It’s my Wizard of Oz clock.”


    He met her eyes. “Wizard?”


    Her lips parted, and she shook her head slowly. “Please don’t tell me you’ve never seen the Wizard of Oz…”


    His brow furrowed. He’d met men who wielded magic, but most didn’t refer to themselves at wizards.


    “Oh my God. You don’t know about Dorothy and Toto.”


    He rolled his shoulders and moved her bags around his back. “I have never met them.”


    Muriah smiled, and he forgot himself for a moment. Her face lit up, and her dark eyes sparkled. Unguarded. The desire to kiss her lips consumed him, confused him. Over a century had passed since he’d made love to a woman. It was an empty act when they came to him, not by choice, but because he desired them. One look into his eyes and they were his. Enthralled.


    But Muriah was far from his, and her will was most definitely her own.


    “I need one more thing.”


    She rushed off before he could remind her they needed to hurry. He blinked, wondering if she had any idea of her own power. Her smile made the danger, the pain, the future, and the past all melt away. She made now all that mattered.


    He ran his fingers through his hair, staring out into the darkness. There was more at risk here than the future of the Night Walker race.


    The dog in the clock continued to bark. Nine p.m. If they weren’t in the air within the hour, they’d never land before sunrise.


    “Okay I’m ready.” Muriah had a case in her hand with a girl in braids and a dog. “We’re watching a movie on the flight.”


    “Wizard of Oz.”


    She nodded, moving behind him to unzip her laptop bag. He could feel the heat radiating off her body, and hunger gnawed at him. He rarely noticed his bloodlust anymore. Another empty act his body required, but his soul had lost interest long ago.


    However, this woman definitely awakened something inside him. Dangerous.


    Issa lifted his chin. “We need to get to that plane. If we do not reach New York before dawn, I will be little help to you. Once the sun rises, my heart will stop.”


    She came around to face him. “Maybe we should wait and go tomorrow night as soon as the sun sets?”


    “We cannot afford to wait. Apep knows you hold the answer he needs, and he probably knows the child he seeks is here in San Diego.” He turned the knob on the door. “We need to lure him out of the city and find a way to stop him. Now.”


    …


    The walk back to her store was shrouded in silence. She wasn’t sure if Issa was busy watching for Apep’s shadow spies or what, but she settled into preoccupation about The Dimension’s Den.


    It killed her to put up the Closed sign in the store window without knowing when it would open again. If it would open again.


    She was the last of her family line, and without an heir, the store would fade away with her. Her chest tightened at the thought. This was all she had left of her mother and her grandparents. She double-checked that the red door was locked and traced her index finger along the Eye of Providence carved into the oak. This door had borne witness to many people seeking answers, crossing the threshold in search of help, enlightenment, and protection.


    And now it watched her turn her back and walk away. From the driver’s seat, she stared at the building and the worn red door before she finally turned the ignition. Her family’s legacy, entrusted to her, and she had failed them.


    “We need to go.”


    Although he bordered on issuing orders again, the deep timbre of Issa’s voice eased her inner turmoil. Her gaze connected with his, and seeing his face, being this close to him in the confined space of her car, felt intimate.


    Before she realized she was going to speak, she whispered, “My store is all I have left of my family.”


    His large hand covered hers on the emergency brake, his strength somehow adding to her own. “This will not be the last time you see this door.”


    Her eyes welled with unwanted tears. She wiped her nose with her free hand. “Are you sure you can’t read my mind?”


    “I left my world behind once, not knowing if I would ever return.” He squeezed her hand, and his expression softened. “I did not need to hear your thoughts to recognize the look in your eyes.”


    She sniffled and pulled away from the curb. “Can we talk about something else?” The faded red door vanished in her rearview mirror as she drove away, and anxiety tingled in her hands. She stared ahead into the night. “Tell me about the codex in my bag. Did you write it?”


    “No.” He looked out the passenger window. “Our scribes wrote the story. I doubted the prophets at the time. Our people thrived. We were strong. Why would we need a new beginning, an immortal born into the world like a mortal child? I never imagined our future. If I could go back, I would protect them.”


    “From what?” Muriah merged onto the highway heading east, grateful for the conversation.


    “The future.” He went silent, and she realized how much the sound of his voice buoyed her courage.


    “Lukas mentioned something evil in the jungle. Does that have anything to do with Gretchen’s baby?”


    Issa nodded. “The Night Demon.” He glanced out the passenger window. “Ch’en, our Goddess of the Moon, was gifted with dreams of the future. She saw the Spaniards coming from the sea and called upon the Night Demon to protect her people, but the creature’s thirst was uncontrollable. My brother, Mulac, reawakened the demon a few months ago…”


    “Reawakened? How?”


    “It no longer matters. She is silenced.” He shook his head. “Enough. Tell me how you know about Night Walkers.”


    “I’m not used to people giving me orders.” She gripped the steering wheel a little tighter. “If we’re going to be partners in this adventure, and you don’t want to risk me killing you in your sleep, you might want to try using ‘please’ and ‘thank you.’ A little consideration goes a long way.”


    “I am not so easy to kill.” A deep chuckle filled the space of her Honda Accord and traveled through her entire body, vibrating and filling her heart with unexpected warmth. After witnessing the torment in his eyes during her vision, the sound of his laughter seemed like a precious gift. She wished she wasn’t driving so she could sneak a peek at the smile she imagined accompanied his chuckle.


    His voice sobered. “I would like to know how a mortal woman has knowledge about the Night Walker race… Please.” He paused and added, “Better?”


    It was Muriah’s turn to laugh. “Much.” She switched lanes, nearing their exit. “Lukas made friends with my great-great-great grandfather, Girard La Deaux. He founded our store. At the time, he sold his wares from his wagon, but it was the same idea. Anyway, he tried to help Lukas find a cure.”


    “A cure?”


    She nodded. “Lukas was a Russian fur trader, very religious, and he didn’t want to be immortal. It happened by accident. He hated drinking blood from the living and because of a rattlesnake bite when he was transformed, he had some kind of crazy blood lust he couldn’t control, so Girard tried to help him end it, but nothing ever worked.”


    “When a mortal becomes a Night Walker, his mortal body dies and awakens as a new creation. There is no going back.”


    She shrugged. “Lukas ran away after Calisto made him. He didn’t know what he was.” She slowed, coming off the highway. “When Girard couldn’t cure him, he asked Lukas if he would watch after his descendants. His existence has been our family secret ever since.”


    “And he never turned any of them?”


    “No.” The lights from Gillespie Field twinkled in the distance like Christmas lights. “Lukas would never make anyone like him.”


    “He is stronger than most. My immortal brothers, gods, have made other Night Walkers. Loneliness was something we had never faced before. We always had each other. When our Mayan world crumbled, we separated to keep the memories of our culture and our people alive. Until a few weeks ago, I had not seen my brothers in over one thousand years.”


    Hearing the massive amount of time baffled her. How could he have seen so much, and yet still be sitting in the passenger seat of her car? While she’d known it must be possible, the reality overwhelmed her.


    She pulled into the airport and parked. As one of the smaller air fields in San Diego, Gillespie was pretty deserted at night. Issa carried her bags, and they followed their pilot to the private jet. She walked up the steps to the plane and stopped at the top to take a slow look around. Issa stood one step below, eye-to-eye, his body almost brushing her own.


    “You will see this place again. I will bring you back.”


    She slipped her hand into his without thinking about it. “You better.”


    The sight of his gentle, lopsided smile made her heart flip.


    “You have my word.”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    The warmth of her hand in his still haunted him. Issa sat beside her on the sofa of the jet. He rarely flew, and he’d never been on a private charter that boasted such an open layout. At the front of the cabin there were four reclining chairs next to the windows, and here at the back of the cabin was a large, L-shaped sofa with a small, mahogany coffee table. More like a small apartment than an airplane.


    Muriah opened her laptop and the case that held the movie. He’d spent so many lifetimes alone, in seclusion, but not because he had to. He chose the solitude. Being surrounded by mortals suffocated him. Their thoughts were a constant mental barrage, and conversation was difficult without eye contact. But Muriah was different. Her mind was quiet and unaffected by his preternatural stare.


    She seemed more his equal, instead of one of the sheep for him to tend.


    And there was something else. Recognition shone on her face the moment she first laid eyes on him. How? Did she have a gift of dreams of the future like Ch’en?


    Kate, he corrected himself. She is Kate in this lifetime.


    His Ch’en was lost to him forever the night he’d been forced to sacrifice her in order to trap the demon and save their people. And she’d never really been his. Only in his own heart.


    The plane moved, jarring him from his thoughts. Issa gripped the armrests and looked out the window. The lights passed outside, faster. His pulse raced in answer.


    “You’re not a fan of flying?”


    He pulled his attention from the darkness outside to her face. “Hate flying.”


    She set her laptop beside her on the sofa bench and shifted a little closer to him. He did his best not to notice.


    “Want to talk? It might take your mind off of it.”


    He started to reject her offer, his typical avoidance of conversation, but instead he heard himself answer, “What would you like to talk about?”


    Shocked by his own question, he almost didn’t notice the moment the plane left the ground.


    Muriah shrugged. “How about starting with your favorite color?”


    “Color?” He’d been expecting a question about history, or Egypt, or anything but a simple color.


    “Yeah.” She paused, and went on when he didn’t answer. “I’ll go first. I love red, all shades of it.” The corners of her lips lifted, tempting him with a smile. “And not just because it’s the color of Dorothy’s ruby slippers.” She nudged his shoulder with her own. “Your turn.”


    He was faced again with a simple question he had never considered. “Red is also the color of blood, of life and death.” The mention of blood reminded him he had not fed. Hunger teased him with the tips of its claws. “But green is the color of the jungle, my home.”


    “You miss it.”


    Staring out the window into the darkness, he nodded. “Until I returned, I had not realized how much.”


    “So why did you leave? Why come to San Diego?”


    He rubbed his face. He’d never confided in a mortal before. Their minds were incapable of keeping secrets. But even Apep had been unable to read this woman. The opportunity to share his burden with another tempted him.


    “I am the upholder of the west. I have a duty to this world.”


    “Bullshit.” She crossed her arms. “If you don’t want to tell me, just be honest. Don’t feed me noble Mayan god crap.”


    “Noble Mayan god crap?” Another unfamiliar bubble of laughter boiled in his chest as he raised a questioning brow.


    “Yes.” She started to smile, mimicking his deep voice. “My duty. Upholder of the west.” She rolled her eyes, her tone returning to its usual, lilting timbre. “God of the West is your title. I want to know who you are.”


    Her simple words shook him to his core. Who was he? Did he even exist anymore?


    “I came back because I love my brothers, and if anything happens to the child in Gretchen’s womb, they will die.” The truth of his words surprised him. He’d believed himself incapable of love, his heart long dead.


    Muriah uncrossed her arms, her posture straightening. “But you’re immortal.”


    “We were.” He opened and closed his right hand, grateful not to see the stain of his brother, Mulac’s, blood on his skin. “When we used my brother’s life to lure the Night Demon and imprison her within the earth, we unbalanced our world. The child Gretchen carries is his heir. Without that immortal life, we will all perish.”


    “That’s why Apep wants the codex.”


    Issa nodded without raising his eyes. “I believe so. The child is useless to him dead. He needs to know when the child’s immortality begins.”


    “He wants to kidnap the baby and threaten all of you with it…”


    “Yes. He would have the power to destroy us all.”


    Her voice softened. “But the baby would be immortal, right? You can’t kill something that lives forever.”


    “I have killed immortals.” Issa lifted his head slowly and met her eyes, wishing for once that he could hear her thoughts, her intentions. “It can be done.”


    He shifted his attention out the window, not eager to see her disgust or fear of him. Her opinion of him shouldn’t matter. And yet…


    Her warm hand touched his arm, searing his cool flesh through the thin fabric of the shirt. Unable to resist, he turned.


    Her eyes met his. “I know you heard the agent in the store and probably Lukas, too. They both told me you were unstable, but…” Her lips pressed together for a moment. “I believe in you. If I didn’t, I never would have agreed to come on this trip.”


    He stood, undeserving of her comfort. “You know nothing about me.”


    “Wrong.” She leaned back against the sofa, defiance gleaming in her eyes. “I know your favorite color is green, you love your brothers, and you’re willing to sacrifice everything for them. Plus, I also know you’re hopelessly behind on movie watching.” Her voice softened. “We’re trapped together on this plane for a few more hours. We might as well make the best of it, right?”


    She baffled him. Somehow, she saw right past his position and responsibility and reached into his soul to find…him. Could he be more than the God of the West, the arm of sacrifice? He had no idea, but she made him yearn to find out.


    Issa sat beside her. “I believe it is my turn to ask you a question.” Remembering her earlier admonition, he tipped his head. “Please?”


    She rewarded him with laughter and a smile that soothed his wounded spirit. “You’re learning. And yes, ask away.”


    “The first time we met, you recognized my face. I saw it in your eyes. Tell me how…”


    …


    Zafrina purposely kept the lights off on the balcony of Calisto’s La Jolla Hacienda. Issa had warned her of Apep’s spies in the shadows, but after discussion, she and Lukas decided to welcome them. To keep Gretchen and the child safe, they needed Apep to follow Issa and the woman around the world, to Egypt, to follow the codex. They needed him as far from the child as possible.


    She only wished Issa had let her read the prophecy before he left. Gretchen weakened with each passing week, and without knowing when the child would be bestowed with immortality, Zafrina couldn’t risk allowing the baby to be born too soon.


    Through the glass doors, she watched Gretchen with Kate, holding up the young Night Walker’s wedding gown, smiling. Both women carried hope in their hearts. Zafrina wished she could share in their joy, but there would be no future for them if she couldn’t keep the child and its mother alive.


    Lukas stepped out, closing the door behind him. “It’s great to see them happy. It’s easier to pretend all is right with the world.”


    Zafrina nodded. “It is good to have a light to reach for in the darkness. Let them keep their hope for the future alive.” She turned toward the dark, angry waves below. “Apep’s serpents could be anywhere.”


    And she hoped they were listening.


    Lukas followed her lead. “He’ll never get the codex. It’s halfway to Egypt by now, right?”


    “I believe so. Issa insisted they fly out tonight.”


    Lukas leaned his forearms on the railing. “He’d better take good care of Muriah.”


    She squeezed his shoulder. “Issa is the God of the West. Apep is no match for him.”


    The door opened behind them. “Kate’s about to model the dress.”


    Lukas smiled at his mate. “We’ll be right there.”


    The door closed, and Zafrina met his eyes. “The sharpest weapon against despair is hope.”


    He took a deep breath and straightened. “Then let’s go sharpen that sword.”


    Zafrina followed him inside. After they survived the battle with the Night Demon, Calisto wasted no time asking Kate to marry him. In her past life, she was murdered before they could wed. Calisto seemed determined to break the mold of the past, and Kate agreed.


    Zafrina had never attended a modern wedding ceremony, but apparently they involved beautiful dresses, music, and flowers.


    Kate shouted from upstairs. “Calisto is locked in his office, right?”


    The sound of the Spaniard’s voice came from down the hall. “I cannot be trusted without a locked door?”


    “You can’t just answer the question?” Kate laughed and finally appeared at the top of the stairs in a long, ivory colored gown. The dress fit her body perfectly while still allowing her to move freely. The wide neckline was beaded with pearls and crystals that captured the light as she made her way down the stairs.


    Lukas called to his maker. “It’s a good thing you’re staying in your office. If you came out now, you’d marry her on the spot and that flower order and gig with the string quartet would be wasted.”


    Kate smiled. “Does that mean you like it?”


    Lukas approached her and brushed a kiss to her cheek. “You look amazing.”


    “Thanks, Lukas.” The smile slipped from her lips. “I hope we’re doing the right thing with all this planning.”


    Gretchen came over, taking Kate’s hand. “You are. This gives us something beautiful to look forward to. It’ll be tough to top a wedding over two hundred years in the making, right?”


    A smile tugged at the corner of Zafrina’s mouth. Gretchen was right. Perhaps the only way to fight this uncertain future was to plan something filled with hope, like a wedding.


    Or the birth of a baby.


    …


    Serpents wound through the shadows like the wind, making their way back to their master. Apep waited at the darkened window of his hotel. The inky, black creatures with red eyes slithered up the dark walls of the building, sliding through the seams of the glass to feed on their Master’s skin. Apep drank in their knowledge, his anger rising.


    Egypt. The last place he wanted to return to.


    The desert reminded him of his imprisonment. The Egyptian gods had turned their backs on him, allowing the human priests to trap him in a clay vessel for centuries before he finally escaped his prison.


    He rolled his head back and forth slowly, pondering his options. He could let them go. He could stay in San Diego and wait for the birth of the child. With Issa away in Egypt, the younger Night Walkers would be no match for him.


    But what if they called for Issa’s brothers, the gods of the east and south? Apep had watched from the shadows as they battled the Night Demon in the Yucatan. They were worthy opponents.


    He ran his tongue slowly across the front of his teeth. There was something about the mortal woman who owned the bookstore. Something delicious.


    Not only did she keep company with immortals who fed on her kind, but her mind was completely shielded from him. As a being of pure chaos, how could he allow such an anomaly to slip through his fingers? He needed to know what made her different and wanted to toy with it.


    With her.


    He sucked his tongue back into his mouth, pursing his lips. It was time to get to the airport.


    …


    Muriah tensed at Issa’s question before she could conceal her reaction. He’d seen her face when he came into Calisto’s house. He’d noticed her expression. She recognized him. Shit.


    She pulled her hair over her shoulder, hoping she looked carefree. “You just had a familiar face. For a second, I thought I went to high school with you.”


    He groaned, and she caught a flash of that desperation in his eyes that she’d seen in her vision. His armor fell back into place instantly.


    “I answered your questions.” He sat beside her again. “And you give me lies.”


    “Maybe you’re asking the wrong questions,” she countered. She did feel bad for lying, but she’d never told a soul about her talent with touching ancient objects. Not even Lukas knew, and she wasn’t about to start now.


    Issa settled back against the couch. “You said you were the last of your family. What happened to them?”


    She rubbed at her chest. “You know, I asked your favorite color. You’re asking much harder questions.”


    He nudged her with his shoulder, matching her earlier tease. “You already told me your favorite color.”


    “Dammit.” Being ancient hadn’t dulled his mind. The guy was sharp. “Okay.” She couldn’t lie to him again. But she wanted to. “My father left us when I was three. He couldn’t handle my mother’s gift.” Saying it out loud raked her throat, like acid drenched the words themselves. “I don’t even remember what he looked like anymore. My mother and I took on the world. I used to think she was a superhero, you know? Nothing ever got her down.”


    Muriah felt hot tears threaten. She cleared her throat, struggling to keep her voice even. “But five years ago, she told me her head hurt. I figured it was migraines, but I think she knew. Brain cancer stole her from me pretty quickly.”


    Issa took her hand. Her skin looked pale against his, her fingers slim and tiny compared to his, rough and strong. He didn’t say anything, but there was comfort in his touch.


    “I wanted to ask Lukas to make her like him, but she refused. She didn’t want forever in this world. She told me she’d be with me from the other side.” Muriah wiped a tear and shrugged. “She could communicate with spirits. But I never had her gift. If she’s still with me, I can’t hear her.”


    “She could hear the souls who passed from this world?”


    Muriah nodded, trying not to sniffle. “Yeah.” Pulling in a slow breath, she risked a peek at his face. Not a trace of pity shone in his eyes. Good. “Enough with the hard questions already. Ask me something simple.”


    He brought his hand up to her cheek to catch a tear. The unexpected tenderness of his touch kept her from pulling away. He leaned closer, and her breath hitched. She caught herself imagining his lips on hers. Would he taste as good as he smelled?


    “Why do you love this wizard?”


    She blinked, breaking out of the fantasy playing in her head. She’d forgotten about the movie. She leaned over and grabbed her laptop. “Magic, friends, loyalty, courage…what’s not to love?”


    She clicked on the play button and expanded the movie to fill the screen. “You can decide for yourself.”

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    The size of the computer screen made it necessary for them to move even closer together. Her soft hair brushed against the bottom of his chin as the movie began, teasing him with its softness. Issa blinked back the unwanted wave of desire to wrap her in his arms.


    A blurb filled the screen about the young at heart, and Muriah stopped it.


    “Um. Do you need me to read it?”


    A chuckle crept up on him as he shook his head. “I can read, write, and speak many languages.”


    He could feel the flush of heat from her cheeks as she tipped her face up toward him. “I was just checking. I know you’re Mayan, so…”


    She cleared her throat and started the movie again. Knowing this film was important to her, and wanting to understand her better, he did his best to pay close attention, but every time she shifted and settled her body even closer to his, concentration on the movie grew more difficult.


    Dorothy sang about a world over the rainbow. A place with no troubles, and Muriah rested her head on his shoulder. He wished he could give her a world like that. Issa rested his arm around her shoulders, hoping she might accept the comfort.


    She brought his hand down from her shoulder, along her ribcage, keeping her fingers over his at her waist, and he froze. Again, he longed to hear her thoughts. Either way, he was glad she couldn’t see his face. There was a better than average chance he might be beaming, unbecoming for a god.


    But she made him feel like a man, like he could be more than simply his position in this world. Like he mattered.


    Hearing Muriah softly singing along with the songs lightened his burden until he’d almost forgotten he sat miles off the ground in an airplane. This woman was her own brand of magic. His chin rested on the top of her head for a moment, and he forced himself back.


    She made him forget his station.


    The movie unfolded into a beautiful feast for his eyes and ears, so many colors and songs. On the tiny screen, Dorothy scolded the wizard and a chuckle rumbled in his chest. There were bits of his Muriah in this Dorothy from Kansas.


    He stiffened. Not his.


    He couldn’t allow himself to forget. Emotional distance was necessary armor. Caring, tenderness, love… It all led to madness, and that path was much shorter for him now than it had been centuries ago when he sacrificed Ch’en to save their people. Taking a deep breath, he did his best to keep his mind from wandering away from Dorothy and her little dog.


    The End finally flashed on the screen and he waited for her to stop her computer. But Muriah didn’t move. Her weight still rested against him. Issa leaned forward to see her face and found her eyes closed. Muriah slept peacefully inside the same arms that sacrificed more lives than she could imagine.


    Something twisted in his chest.


    She fit perfectly against his body. While she rested, he allowed himself to study her face, memorizing every beautiful angle. Her dark hair framed her elegant features. He brought his other hand up to trace over the perfect arch of her brow and slowly down her cheek, along the smooth curve of her jaw. Her rose-colored lips parted slightly, and she nuzzled closer to him.


    Issa swallowed hard and rested his head back against the sofa. Being this close to her tied him in knots. His thirst teased at the edge of his consciousness and mingled with his growing feelings for the woman who already admitted to him that she wasn’t offering her heart, not that he was capable of caring for it. He was the god of sacrifice, and taking life was much simpler if his emotions remained at a distance.


    Closing his eyes, he took a breath and reminded himself she still wasn’t being honest with him about the moment they met. He’d seen her face when she first noticed him, the recognition in her eyes, and on this plane she told him she thought she’d gone to school with him. He’d watched her beautiful eyes, witnessed the hesitation, and when he called her on the lie, she didn’t deny it, she changed the subject. She was hiding something.


    The plane jolted, and Muriah came to life beside him. “Did I fall asleep? Sorry about that…” She closed the laptop. “Here comes the quiz… What was your favorite part?”


    He frowned, raising his head from the sofa. “Favorite part?”


    “Yeah.” She pulled her dark hair back from her face. “It’s not a hard question. What made you laugh, sing, dance…you know…your favorite part.”


    Issa shrugged, retrieving his arm from around her shoulders while he replayed the film in his mind. “The horse of a different color made me smile.”


    Muriah’s laughter filled the cabin. “Ah. So somewhere under that ancient, tough exterior, you might have a sense of humor lurking.”


    Humor? He’d never considered it before. Laughter seemed trivial when one spent eternity alone.


    Muriah set her computer aside and frowned. “You don’t look so good.”


    “I hate flying.”


    She almost gave him a smile. “No, I mean your skin. You didn’t feed, did you?”


    Again, he caught himself struggling to keep his jaw from dropping. He increased the distance between them. “I am fine.”


    She shook her head. “I don’t think so.” Clearing her throat, she rose from the sofa, walking in front of him as she spoke. “We’ve got another hour before we land in New York, and we need you at full strength in case Apep is there to meet us… You could drink from me…”


    If she had slapped him, he wouldn’t have been as surprised as he was by her offer. His brow creased. “You will not share how you recognized my face, but you trust me enough to drink from your veins? I could kill you.”


    “Well, we can’t have you draining the pilot so…” She rubbed her hands up her arms and looked his way. “You haven’t killed me yet.”


    He held her gaze, but he didn’t reassure her. In his current state of mind, he wasn’t certain he could guarantee her safety.


    “Okay fine. I’m curious. I admit it.” Her hands fell to her sides as she blew out a puff of air. “Ever since I was a teenager, I’ve wondered what it would be like, but I couldn’t talk to Lukas about it. He would’ve freaked, plus he’s family…sort of.” She winced. “It just felt wrong, but now…” She gestured from herself to him, “I’m here, you’re thirsty…”


    His fangs lengthened in his mouth. He was beyond tempted. And she was willing.


    He rose from the sofa. “You trust me with your life? This is not a game.”


    …


    The rational part of her brain agreed with him wholeheartedly and screamed at her to wake up and rescind her offer, but after a lifetime of bad boy adrenaline rushes, this was too hard to resist. Ever since she’d been old enough to understand what Lukas was, that there really were blood-drinkers in the world, she’d been fascinated.


    Here was a chance to experience it with a sexy Night Walker…whom she’d just met.


    She muzzled the mental voice spouting off reason and dove head first into the familiar pool of no-strings-attached sensation. “You gave me your word that you’d bring me back to The Dimension’s Den.” Muriah held eye contact, refusing to retreat from her request. “If I can’t trust the word of a Mayan god, who can I trust?”


    Issa’s entire body tensed. His muscles contracted like it took every ounce of his self-control not to touch her. She watched him, willing him to come closer.


    “The silence is making me nervous.” She wet her lips, taking a step closer to him. “Talk to me. Tell me how it all works.”


    Issa stared down into her eyes. “Usually, you would be mesmerized by now, eager to follow my commands.”


    “I’m not much of a ‘command’ follower.” Her heart pounded so hard, Muriah could almost hear it in her ears. “Will it hurt?”


    His strong hand cupped her cheek, and even though his skin was cool, the touch comforted her. “Perhaps for a moment, but I promise you, I can ease the pain.” His voice was deep and soft, sensual. Heat bloomed in her abdomen, radiating through her body.


    She swallowed the wave of desire, struggling to keep her thoughts straight. “Can I see them?” A crease marred his perfect brow, and she added, “Your fangs. Can I see them?”


    He remained silent, and for a second, she thought he might give her one of his holier-than-thou-Gods-don’t-perform-to-impress-mortals speeches. Instead, he reached for her hand and brought it to his lips. He pressed a soft kiss to her knuckles, his dark eyes locked on hers, and as he lowered her hand slowly, his lips remained parted enough for her to see the sharp tips of his fangs.


    Her knees went weak. Dangerous and sexy all at the same time. She forced air into her lungs and rested her hand against his chest. Mistake. If she hoped to catch her breath, touching him wasn’t the way to do it. His body was chiseled through the thin fabric of his button-down shirt, like a statue of masculine perfection.


    His eyes changed, lightening until they glowed crimson. What was left of the rational part of her brain begged her to put some distance between them, but her body was way beyond listening.


    “Your eyes…” She whispered, breathless.


    He leaned in closer to her, his mouth hovering over hers while his gaze demanded her attention, claiming her on a primal level. “They burn when I hunger for blood…or flesh.”


    She tipped her head up, her lips nearly brushing his. “Which do you want right now?”


    “Both.” He closed the distance between them, kissing her as he wrapped her in a tight embrace.


    Muriah opened her mouth, her tongue exploring, her senses heightened, knowing sharp fangs were close by. He moaned against her, one hand tightening in her hair. Her fingers skimmed the sinewy muscles of his back, making her ache to take off his shirt.


    He gradually lightened the kiss and trailed his lips along her jaw to the soft spot just below her ear. “Muriah.”


    Hearing him whisper her name, feeling his desire breathed onto her skin, set her body on fire. Yearning and want colored his voice. She clung to him, tilting her head to open herself to his attention. “I’m ready.”


    His lips and tongue teased the pulse in her neck. “Not yet.”


    Closing her eyes, she surrendered to the fire he stoked inside her as his teeth slid along her tender skin, pushing her desire even higher. His free hand wandered up her body, crushing her breasts against his chest and making the rest of her ache for his attention. Her legs wobbled and just when she thought she couldn’t take any more teasing, a stab of pain made her gasp.


    The pain instantly blossomed into pleasure. He groaned against her skin, drinking her in while his hands worshipped her body through her clothes, their hips pressing together until she could feel his erection. She’d never shied away from her sexuality, but she wasn’t sure she’d ever felt this sensual in her entire life, like her blood was liquid fire. Her body craved his dangerous attention as he pulled at her veins.


    Her fingers slid into the back of his hair, clutching and holding him against her. She clung to him with her other hand, her arm tight around his trim waist.


    This was swooning. It had to be. All at once, she found herself on the edge of an orgasm with all her clothes on. And just as suddenly, the jungle filled her mind. Issa stood beside her. Holding her hand, he walked with her toward a pyramid. The one from her vision. Blood stained the altar and dripped from the fingers of his right hand.


    It felt like one of her visions, without the pain in her head.


    He scooped her feet off the floor, cradling her in his arms as he pulled gently at her veins. She welcomed the weightlessness and the scenery around her changed. Now she was back in her kitchen with the codex. Issa stood beside her as she reached to touch the ancient book and the visions began.


    Muriah opened her eyes, breaking their sensual connection. She tugged at Issa’s hair, pulling him free from her neck. The feeding ended abruptly, although he kissed her wound tenderly a few more times. He drew back, concern lining his face.


    “Are you hurt?”


    His skin seemed darker, healthier. Her life, giving him life. She shook off the sentiment. “You didn’t tell me there would be visions. Did you see what I did?”


    “Because your mind is closed to mine, I did not think the blood connection would bring our minds together.” He tucked a lock of her hair back behind her ear.


    “Are you saying minds usually come together when you feed?”


    He nodded slowly, and she shoved his hand away and got up, escaping the comfort of his arms. “So the short answer is, you did see what I saw.” Oh God, did he see what happened when I touched that codex? Vulnerability festered inside of her, stoking a smoldering ember of rage. “You bastard, you dug around in my head without my permission. You didn’t even warn me that might happen. You tricked me.”


    She spun on her heel, unable to look at him. She’d never shared her curse with anyone, not even her own mother. Every time she held an ancient item, she was transported into the past, and the price she paid for that trip left her weak.


    A weakness she had no intention of sharing with Issa, or anyone else for that matter.


    “That is how you recognized my face.” His deep voice reached for her. “You saw me, as I once was, the moment you touched that codex.”


    “Shut up!” She wheeled around, wishing she could run away, but being trapped in an airplane made that impossible. “You had no right. If I had known there was even a possibility you’d be in my head, I never would have agreed to let you drink from me.”


    He crossed his arms. “You were going to help me find a spell to trap Apep without telling me about your gift?”


    “Let’s get something straight. This isn’t a gift.” Hot tears threatened, and she fought them back. “This is a curse. I hate it, but I use it when I have to.”


    “What did you see when you touched the prophecy?”


    “I’m through talking about this.” Muriah started for the reclining chairs in the front of the cabin, but Issa caught her elbow.


    “Please.” The tenderness in his tone brought her gaze up to meet his, and the knot in her belly loosened just a little. His voice remained deep and soft. “What did you see when you held the codex?”


    She rolled her eyes toward the ceiling, blinking back tears. Her throat tightened, clamping down on secrets she’d never shared with another soul. To be fair, he hadn’t given her his consent to see his past. But at the time, she didn’t even know who he was. She didn’t realize he’d still be alive. It wasn’t like she got to choose what an item might show her.


    “You were at the top of a pyramid in the rain with blood on your hand. You turned and looked right at me. It’s never happened like that before, like you could see me.” Her throat ached, raw. She swallowed hard. “When you walked into Calisto’s house, I recognized you were the Night Walker from the vision.”


    Issa nodded and released her. Quietly, he went back to the sofa and sat down. For a second, she almost followed. She wanted to understand her vision. She wanted to ease his pain.


    But reality slammed her between the eyes. He was exactly what she didn’t need in her life. She’d turned thirty alone because she kept wasting time with men she could never share a future with. Issa was another classic example. A perfect imperfection for her usual relationship.


    She’d promised herself she’d make new choices. It was time to grow up. If she wanted the store and her family line to continue, she needed to break away from the mold of wrong guys she usually picked. If she was going to allow someone into her heart, it needed to be a man she could count on.


    Issa wasn’t even a man.


    And now he knew way too much about her. Once they got Apep out of the picture, Issa would go back to the jungle and she could put all this behind her. She sat in the reclining seat and called over her shoulder. “Just so we understand each other, Lukas doesn’t need to know about the visions. In fact, no one does.”


    “You have my word.”


    The sound of his voice wrapped around her wounded heart, but she denied her urge to go to him. Whatever was bothering him was his problem. She reclined the chair and prayed they’d land in New York soon.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    The jaguar growled inside him, aching for freedom as much as Issa yearned for the escape. Muriah was a strong psychic. She’d touched the codex and witnessed its story. Her gift. That had to be why even his power couldn’t pierce the mental wall that shielded her thoughts.


    And she’d seen his true self. The killer.


    Worse yet, the echo of his past made contact with her in the future. Had she sensed his torture, witnessed the madness lurking in his eyes, the torment in his soul?


    Holding her in his arms, gazing into her beautiful eyes, her untamable spirit caged within, and feeling her cling to him, hungry for him, had been a moment of heaven. But it was an undeserved paradise. She was right, he had hoped her blood would enable him to enter her mind, but he hadn’t realized that the discovery of her secret would hurt her.


    He’d spent too many years in seclusion, only coming in contact with humans who obeyed his wishes. Spending one night with a woman who could stand toe-to-toe with him, with a will every bit as strong as his own, left him confused, frustrated, and now empty.


    Her blood moved through his veins, sustaining him with her essence. He’d never tasted anything like her, sensual, magic, and full of light to his darkness. And she’d wanted him. It was her desire he felt, not something his power forced upon her.


    With her body pressed against his, bloodlust blended with the strange emotions she conjured within him. Drinking from mortals usually revealed their memories, their lives, uniting their minds as one, but he’d never met anyone like Muriah before, so he hadn’t been sure if it would work.


    The chance to discover her secrets added strength to the temptation she offered. He’d given her his left hand, while his right, the bringer of death and sacrifice, remained at his side. He didn’t wish for the stains of his past to blemish her. The moment Muriah had taken his hand and smiled up at him, he realized that the ground had shifted beneath him.


    Although he’d recognized he should resist this connection, she’d carefully unarmed him. He was enthralled by this willful, mortal woman, and he ached to please her.


    She’d witnessed his pain, his guilt, and she’d still opened herself to him.


    Until he discovered a secret she never intended to share.


    His gaze cut to the back of her chair. He wondered why she considered the gift to be a curse. There was so much about her he yearned to learn.


    And he needed her back in his arms, her body pressed against his. Somehow, she lifted the mantle of his position as upholder of this mortal world and made him believe there could be more. She made him want more.


    He closed his eyes, resting his head on the sofa, grinding his teeth against the treacherous fantasies.


    The plane landed in New York without incident. They disembarked from the jet, but Muriah remained cool and distant. He carried the bags down the steps and onto the tarmac. She unfolded a paper while Issa glanced up at the sky. The lightening sky.


    “Come.” He reached for her arm. “Apep can move freely in the daylight. You need to be at the hotel. Now.”


    “I’m trying to look at the reservation.” She hurried ahead of him, struggling to open her folded up piece of paper. “You can go wherever you’re going to rest. Come find me tonight at the Millennium Broadway Hotel. It’s in Times Square.”


    Times Square. Chaos. The coming sunrise weighed on his shoulders like two tons of cement, but the thought of her alone in that mass of humanity while he had no idea where Apep might be hiding gave him an extra dose of awareness. She would be angry with him, but he saw no other solution.


    Using his preternatural speed, he raced ahead, catching her around the waist as he rushed through the airport, down the New York streets, and didn’t slow until he stood in front of the Millennium. He moved so fast, no one could see them.


    He set Muriah on her feet, and she rewarded him with a groan. “Ugh.” She huffed in some deep breaths. “I’m going to throw up.” She glared at him. “I told you I hate that super-fast Night Walker thing.”


    He ran his hand up her back while she bent over, pulling air into her lungs. “Apep could be anywhere. You cannot stay alone. The daylight does not affect him like it does the Night Walkers.”


    “Are you saying you’re staying with me?” She finally straightened, her skin a little ashen from the high-speed trip. “Lukas told me hotels are too dangerous. If someone opens the door or the window… Badness, right?”


    Issa had no desire to rest in a hotel room. She was right, it was far too risky. But leaving her alone was out of the question. “You trusted me enough to let me drink from you. I will trust that you will keep me safe from the daylight.”


    Her gaze held his suspended for a moment. “Fine.” She sighed and took her bags from his shoulder. “Let’s get a room, but I haven’t forgiven you.”


    He almost smiled. “Understood.”


    …


    Apep watched the humans disembark from his flight like lambs to the slaughter. He wet his lips in anticipation. Sliding out of his seat, he made his way to the back of the plane. The flight attendant gasped as she turned.


    “I’m sorry sir; you’ll need to exit the aircraft now.”


    He shook his head, feeling the energy rise as chaos clouded his vision. Her eyes met his, hypnotized by the storm lurking in the dark depths, and her mind opened to him. “Marjorie, you will open all the emergency doors and deploy the rescue slides.” He ran his finger along her full, red lips. If only he had more time. “Undress and take the slide out of the plane. Now.”


    She nodded slowly and then dutifully hurried toward the exits. Apep continued back to the convection oven. The serpents slithered along his neck, already feeding on the chaos of the alarms and shouts of another member of the flight crew.


    “Not yet.” He mumbled, forcing himself to focus all his anger. Egypt. The desolate, damned desert. The rage manifested in his gaze, agitating the electrical system at a molecular level and heating the oven until flames erupted around the edges. Smoke billowed, sending another surge of chaos toward him. His eyes rolled back in his head for a moment, the pleasure threatening to drown his senses.


    Pulling the black smoke deep into his lungs, he opened his eyes and jumped from the back emergency door to the ground. He landed in a crouched position, watching the carts and utility trucks already circling the plane. One man in coveralls approached him, drowning Apep in the savory scent of his adrenaline.


    “Hold it, sir. You can’t be on the runway.” The man glanced up at the airplane door and back to Apep. “How the hell did you make that jump without a scratch on you?”


    “Look me in the eyes, and I’ll tell you.”


    The worker focused on Apep, quickly mesmerized by the storms of chaos in his gaze. “You will drive your vehicle to the nearest breaker box. Every breaker needs to be turned off. Then you will do the same at the next box until all of LaGuardia is dark.”


    The man nodded and walked back to his vehicle. He drove away, ignoring his coworkers yelling for his help. A smirk tugged at the corner of Apep’s mouth as the screams from inside began.


    Once the lights vanished, he made his way over to the walls of the terminal. He only needed it to remain dark long enough for his serpents to complete their task. Placing his palms against the block wall, he called to them. The tattoos slithered down his body, off his arms, and up into the shadows on the walls. In a moment, the computer systems would be as fried as the back of the airliner.


    The prophecy was somewhere in this mass of humanity the mortals called New York City. He’d pulled the info from the mind of the Night Walker who arranged the God of the West’s plane flight. They’d landed at LaGuardia, and he intended to keep them here. He would collect the codex without having to return to Egypt.


    Ruining the travel plans of thousands of mortals only sweetened the deal.


    And to be certain that Issa and the woman couldn’t complete the rest of the journey to Egypt, he’d ruin the nearby airports as well. He ran his tongue along his teeth, the chaos infusing him with power.


    The Night Walker wouldn’t be able to travel during the day. He would search for the woman, and if the airports managed to get their computers back online, maybe he’d blow something up next time.


    Maybe he’d blow something up either way. His mouth watered.


    No maybe about it.


    …


    Muriah stood as far away from Issa as possible in the elevator. It wasn’t nearly far enough. His scent, his broad shoulders, his dark eyes…yeah, he was standing way too close to her. She couldn’t stop thinking about his lips on hers, the way it felt the moment he pulled at her veins and her entire body screamed for an even closer connection. Instead of being weakened from blood loss, she almost seemed empowered. This all-powerful, ancient immortal needed her.


    In trade, she’d trusted him with her life.


    She focused her attention on the red numbers over the doors. Trust. Idiot. She knew better, but something about him called to her. Seeing the pain in his eyes from her vision of the past, and watching it change into a sparkle when she’d made him smile, flipped a switch inside her that she’d had no idea existed.


    A switch she damned well needed to shut off.


    He’d already shared her mind and witnessed her curse in action. Psychometry. She’d never asked for the ability, but she’d used it to find countless lost relics. It cost her in migraines, nosebleeds, and occasional blackouts. It also left her weak and defenseless, so she’d kept it a secret.


    Until Issa stole it from her.


    He crumpled against the wall of the elevator, snapping her out of her inner grumbling. Clenching his jaw, Issa frowned, reaching for the railing.


    Her pulse answered, hammering through her veins. “You’re not going to fall asleep right here, right?”


    “The sun is rising.” He gripped the handrail so tight she wondered if he’d yank it off the elevator wall. “Soon I will succumb.”


    She looked up at the red numbers again. “We’re on the fourteenth floor, just a couple more to go.”


    There was no way she’d be able to drag him into the room by herself, and from what she understood, his heart would stop when the sun came up. He’d look like a corpse. New York was a crazy place, but she doubted she’d find someone willing to help her lug a dead body into her hotel room.


    “Keep all the lights on and stay inside today. Until I awaken, you must remain hidden from Apep.”


    She raised a brow, narrowing her eyes at his command. He looked like hell, but she did her best not to cut him any slack.


    The corner of his mouth curved into a weak, would-be smile. “Please, Muriah.”


    Hearing him say her name shook her better judgment. She stepped across the elevator as it lurched to a stop and took the bags from his shoulder. Issa straightened, head held high, regal in spite of the fact that his heart threatened to stop beating in his chest.


    Muriah pulled out the room key and stayed close to him, as if she could catch him if he fell. “Just a couple more minutes…”


    “You did not answer my—”


    “Command?”


    “Request.” He leaned against the wall as she slid the card into the slot on the door. “I did say please…”


    Laughter crept up in her while she held the door for her fading Night Walker god. “Technically, that’s true.” He wobbled a little and caught himself on the dresser before Muriah dashed over to try to help. “I’ll stay inside. Besides, I couldn’t leave you alone, right? What if housekeeping came in here and opened the drapes.”


    He nearly smiled. “I will rest in the bathtub. Keep the door closed and no sunlight will enter.”


    She followed him inside. “What if I need to use the bathroom?”


    “I can assure you, as long as the sun is up, I will never know.” He stepped into the bathtub and slid down like he was settling into a hot bath.


    “You won’t be comfortable.” She went into the other room and ripped a fluffy pillow from the bed. “Here, use this…”


    The bathroom was silent. Too silent. Issa didn’t move. Not his chest, his stomach, nothing. It shouldn’t bother her. He’d wake up when the sun went down. And yet…


    She knelt beside the tub. His dark features looked more like a statue than the man who had held her tight only a couple of hours ago. Taking a deep breath, she reached out to lift his head. His black hair was silky with gentle curls, but his skin was cold. She slipped the pillow behind his head and laid him back against it. It might not help him rest, but she’d sleep better knowing she at least tried to make him comfortable.


    I shouldn’t even care. She closed the bathroom door and plopped onto the bed. After clicking on the television set for background noise, she gave Lukas a call.


    “We made it to New York.”


    “It’s about time you called. I was losing my mind over here.”


    “Sorry, Dad.” Muriah rolled her eyes and started surfing through the TV channels. “I know how to travel. This isn’t my first trip to Egypt.”


    “But you don’t usually travel with ancient Night Walkers who need to hide at dawn. It’s morning in New York, right?”


    Muriah glanced at the thin strip of light streaming through the blackout drapes and onto her legs. “Yeah. But it might as well be nighttime. I’m exhausted.” She yawned. “If I keep staying up all night, I’ll be a Night Walker, too, by the end of this trip.”


    “Did Issa find a safe resting place?”


    “I think so.” She allowed her gaze to wander to the bathroom door. “He’s in the tub, in the bathroom.”


    “He’s inside the hotel?” Lukas sounded like he was going to crawl right through the phone and shake her. “What is he doing there? He knows that’s not safe.”


    “Take is easy… I’ve got this. I’ll sleep for a few hours, and then I’ll hang out in the room today. No one from housekeeping is going to find a Night Walker in my bathroom.”


    He sighed and started to say something, but the television grabbed her full attention. She clicked up the volume, and the hair on her arms rose.


    “Lukas?”


    “Are you listening to anything I’m saying?”


    “You need to get online and click on CNN. All of New York’s airports are off-line.”


    “What do you mean off-line?”


    She listened to the newscaster’s summary of the scene and shook her head. “Two terminals had explosions, one has no power.” The news headlines scrolled across the bottom of the screen. “And the computer mainframe has a virus.” She paused and clicked off the TV. “It’s him.”


    “Apep?”


    “The airports are in chaos. And it’s probably making him stronger.” She closed her eyes and took a slow breath. “He knows we’re in New York.”

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Apep walked through Times Square, his entire body thrumming with power. The news of the airport closures had the massive city on edge. A few hours ago, he’d drowned in the ecstasy of pure chaos erupting around him. The minute the lights went out, screaming pierced his ears. People were trampled, injuries, sirens, flashlights, sobbing children…


    Delectible.


    But empty. The same thrill he’d been surviving on for the past millennia. He wanted more, and that woman from San Diego held the key.


    He needed the immortal child. Alive. Once the child’s life was in his hands, the entire Night Walker race would be his to command. Their collective fates rested in the survival of the infant. He would wield their power against the humans until they bowed to him. Instead of feeding off of chaos like a hungry leech, they would know his name. He would no longer be a shadow in their nightmares, but a power to be worshipped and feared. He wouldn’t need to stoop to their level and cause chaos.


    Their constant fear would feed him, and he was gluttonous.


    A god every bit as powerful as those who spat him into this world of men.


    Tourists milled around him, whispering about possible terrorist attacks. Police officers were alert and punchy, just the way he liked them. Adrenaline hung heavy in the air, teasing his dangerous desires, foreplay.


    His dark eyes slid up the tall buildings that surrounded the open square. So many places to search for the woman and the codex. As long as the sun ruled the sky, she remained vulnerable. The God of the West would be unable to shield her.


    But her mind was still closed to his suggestions, his control. He’d be forced to search for her from building to building.


    He cracked his neck and made his way toward the large Marriott. One hotel at a time. Fuck.


    People milled around the ground floor, grumbling about all the hotels being full due to the airport closures. He focused his attention on a trashcan twenty feet down the hall outside the restroom. His powers usually weakened the farther away from the target he stood, but after the excess of chaos he experienced at the airports, as long as he could see it, he could manipulate the molecules.


    Storm clouds gathered in his eyes, and gradually, a tendril of smoke rose from the trashcan. His lips curved into a smirk as he made his way across the lobby to his next target. After the third can ignited, a fire alarm blared, strobe lights flashing in every hallway. Mission accomplished.


    An amplified announcement piped through the hotel, warning guests to quietly and calmly evacuate the building. Apep snarled at the soothing voice and grabbed a cardboard drink carrier and a discarded newspaper from another can outside Starbucks. He took the garbage to the elevator and pressed the button. The doors opened and hotel guests flooded out in a stampede of fear.


    He stepped inside and dropped the smoldering cardboard, then laid the newspaper over the top. With a glare, the paper browned at the edges. He blew out a breath to coax it into a flame and stepped out, watching the fire billow as the doors closed. It wouldn’t set the building on fire, but it should set off more alarms, create more panic to get the guests outside. He needed them all flushed out so he could watch for the La Deaux woman.


    Once the Marriott finally emptied, he scanned the masses for his quarry. She wasn’t there. Emptying a large hotel was more time-consuming than he anticipated. It would be a race for him to find her before sundown, but he had every intention of winning.


    The Hilton would be next, then the InterContinental and the Millennium.


    …


    Muriah bolted awake at the sound of the fire alarm. Crap. She glanced at the clock. At least a half hour before the sun would go down. I’m screwed.


    She ran to the door of the suite and pressed her palm to the surface. No heat. Yet. A voice came over the hotel sound system, informing the guests to leave behind their belongings and calmly evacuate until hotel staff could determine the source of the alarm.


    Calmly evacuate. Good luck with that.


    The constant screeching of the alarm grated on her nerves. She approached the bathroom, doing her best not to sink into panic. Maybe she could wake Issa somehow. Lukas had never mentioned if waking early was possible, but she had to try.


    Sure he’d snooped around her memories without her permission and pissed her off royally, but leaving him behind in a burning building wasn’t an option.


    She rapped on the bathroom door, praying she’d hear his deep voice. There had to be some way to wake him. He didn’t reply.


    Muriah slipped inside, closing the door before any afternoon sunlight assaulted her sleeping Night Walker. The sleeping Night Walker. Flipping on the light, she flinched at the sudden site of her deathly still travel companion.


    This was the same man who weakened her knees with a kiss. The same man she nourished with the blood in her veins. The constant pulse of the screeching fire alarm faded from her awareness as she reached out to touch his face. His skin was cold. A shiver crept down her spine.


    She patted his cheeks. “Issa? You’ve got to wake up. There’s a fire.”


    Not even a single breath passed through his lips. Muriah groaned, straightening up to look around the room. The shower head caught her eye. It’d be a horrible way to wake up, but at least he’d be awake.


    She stretched her arm over him and turned the faucet to cold, then pulled the handle up to send the water cascading down onto Issa’s body, soaking him in cold water. She patted his face again. Nothing.


    “Shit.” She turned off the shower. How was she going to get him out of the hotel?


    Her gaze stopped on her duffel bag. A luggage cart. She could get him on a cart and cover it with the comforter. He’d be safe from the sun and she’d be able to wheel him out of the hotel without anyone noticing.


    She raced for the phone and buzzed the front desk. Please answer, please answer, please.


    Finally, a man’s voice came through. “You need to evacuate now. This is not a test.”


    “I get that, but I…” She glanced at the bathroom door. She couldn’t tell him she had a Mayan god in her tub. “I need a luggage cart.”


    “You’ll have to leave your luggage behind. It’s urgent that you evacuate now.”


    Shit. “Look, I have someone up here that needs assistance to get out, if I could just get a cart I could—”


    “Are they handicapped?”


    Muriah shrugged, and nodded. “Something like that.”


    “We’ll send an emergency crew to your room. Stay inside and remain calm.”


    She hung up, cursing under her breath, and went back in the bathroom. Maybe she could drag him out. She grabbed him under each arm, counted to three, and tugged. Dead weight. Bad pun, but it didn’t change the fact that he wasn’t budging.


    The alarm continued to screech.


    She needed a luggage cart, not an emergency crew. Muriah glanced at Issa. How would she explain his lack of a pulse? Damn it.


    The constant repetition of the fire alarm screeching, combined with risking exposure of the Night Walker race to the rest of the world, was driving her insane. Maybe she could find a cart somewhere on her floor.


    It was better than waiting inside the room. She had to do something.


    She opened the door and shoved a rolled-up towel against the frame to keep the door ajar. She didn’t know how hotel locks worked, but she wasn’t going to risk closing the door in case her key card stopped working due to a power outage from the fire.


    The scent of smoke polluted her lungs, but it wasn’t thick enough to sting her eyes. Good sign. The fire must not be on their floor. Yet.


    Running toward the elevator, she sent up a silent prayer for anything with wheels that she might be able to transport Issa on. Nothing on the landing. Her heart sank. Okay, time for plan B. She pressed all the buttons and held her breath. The elevator dinged and another drop of adrenaline laced her bloodstream. This could be the fire crew coming to help.


    Before she could think up a viable excuse to explain Issa’s lack of a pulse, the doors opened to a shell-shocked couple holding washcloths over their noses and mouths. It was what was behind them that made Muriah rush into the elevator.


    Their bags were stacked neatly onto a large, brass luggage cart. Without hesitation, Muriah started unloading their bags.


    The man lowered his makeshift mask, frowning. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”


    Muriah placed the last bag on the ground and hit the button on the elevator to hold the door open. “I’ve got a roommate with…mobility issues. I need this cart more than your luggage does.”


    She held his gaze, daring him to challenge her. Finally, he put the washcloth back over his nose and mouth with a nod and Muriah shoved the cart free of the elevator. Hazy images of bags and even a dead body filled her head. Usually, newer items didn’t have history to share with her, but this was a well-used cart. At least she wouldn’t be journeying far back in time. Those were the psychometric visions that made her feel like her brain might leak out her ears.


    Muriah pushed faster. The loud rattle of the wheels took her mind off the pictures in her head. Once she maneuvered it inside the room, she realized there was one missing piece to her plan.


    “Dammit.” She smacked her hand against the wall. There was no way she could lift Issa out of the tub and onto the cart all by herself. Groaning, tears of frustration burned her eyes. “Shit.”


    Back in the hallway, she scanned for any sign of another person, or the rescuers the front desk had promised. There had to be someone. She ran from room to room, knocking on every door. Nearing the elevator, knuckles aching, a door finally cracked open.


    A bewildered, shirtless, middle-aged man stared at her. “You’re not supposed to be here.”


    Muriah jammed her foot in the door opening, hoping it would keep him from slamming it in her face. “I need your help. My friend is passed out, and I need help to lift him onto a cart so we can get downstairs.”


    The man unlatched the security chain and poked his head out, peering each way like he expected traffic or something. Satisfied, he met Muriah’s eyes. “Give me a second.”


    He vanished, but Muriah kept her foot in the doorway. When he came back, he had a shirt on that reeked of cannabis. She raised a brow. “Getting high inside a burning building instead of evacuating seems risky.”


    “I’m dead either way.” He followed her down the hall.


    “No one will kill you over a stash of pot.”


    “The pot is mine. It’s the rest of the stuff that’s worth more than my life.”


    None of my business. She glanced over her shoulder to be sure her unlikely assistant was behind her as she pushed the door open. “I’m just glad you were still here.”


    Inside the bathroom, he hesitated. “He’s wet.”


    “I was trying to wake him up.”


    The man let out a nervous chuckle. “Bad trip, huh?”


    “Just too much to drink.” She reached for Issa’s ankles. “Can you grab his shoulders, and we’ll get him onto the luggage cart?”


    He bent down, sliding his hands under Issa’s arms. He frowned. “This guy’s really cold. Have you checked to be sure he’s still…alive?”


    “Of course he’s alive.” She lied, already walking toward the cart.


    Her assistant didn’t look convinced, but he followed her anyway, bearing the bulk of Issa’s weight. With the Night Walker folded up on the bottom of the luggage cart, Muriah could finally breathe again. “Thank you.”


    “You never saw me.” The man was already at the door.


    “Who?” She answered. He smiled and jogged away.


    Muriah stripped the sheets from the bed and tucked them around her immortal package. She had no idea if it would be enough to protect him from the setting sun, but it had to be better than a fire.


    She grabbed her duffle, double-checking to be sure the codex was still safe inside. About fifteen minutes to sunset. Time to go.


    The cart gained momentum with each stride on the carpeted floor. The fire safety signs warned about taking the stairs instead of the elevators, but there was no way she’d get that cart down from the fourteenth floor. She’d have to risk it.


    When the elevator opened, a lone, wide-eyed woman stood pressed against the back corner. Muriah nodded to her, shoved the cart over the threshold, and hit the button for the lobby.


    The luggage-less woman stared at her with suspicious eyes. “They said to leave everything behind. No luggage is worth your life.”


    Muriah turned to watch the numbers change above the door. “Spout your judgment someplace else. I’m saving a friend from a fire.”


    The doors opened to a fogbank of smoke and beams of flashlights. A gloved hand reached out to her. “What the hell are you doing? This is an evacuation, not a vacation.”


    She sighed and fought the urge to cough. “I’m aware. How do we get out?”


    “Leave the cart and come with me.”


    She lifted the sheet enough for him to see Issa’s wet hair and sleeping face. “The cart comes with me.”


    “Oh shit.” He nodded and helped her pull the cart toward the exit doors. “Does he need medical attention?”


    “I think he just passed out, but I’ll take him over to the ambulance just in case.” Muriah tucked the sheet around Issa again, hiding him from what was left of the sun outside. The police opened a path for her to push the cart away from the building. She tried to keep her head down while still scanning the faces around her. Was Apep watching? He had to be behind the fires. He took out the airports, and now he was trying to flush her out of the hotel.


    She just needed a couple more minutes and Issa would be awake. Avoiding the ambulance, she shoved the cart toward the edge of the crowd near an alleyway and tried to remember to breathe while she watched for any sign of the tattooed man.


    A deep groan rose from under the sheet, followed by a curse in a language she couldn’t place. Issa pulled at the covering, frowning. “Why am I wet?”


    Muriah let out a sigh of relief and pointed at the hotel with smoke billowing from the lobby doors. Colored lights from fire trucks, ambulances, and police cruisers danced around them.


    He met her eyes. “Apep.”


    “Probably.” She kept searching the crowd for the face of the man she’d met in front of her home in Pacific Beach.


    Issa’s cool hand clasped hers. “We need to go.”

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Apep watched the crowds outside the Millennium Hotel, drinking in the intoxicating energy of panic. Hundreds of people were now evacuated, but no sign of the female with the codex. Patience.


    Movement by the door caught his eye. A fireman assisted a woman with a luggage cart. She kept her face lowered, making it difficult to identify her. He didn’t recognize his quarry until a few minutes later. A tall, dark-haired man stood up from a luggage cart. The God of the West.


    Apep cursed under his breath as he pushed through the crowd, pursuing the Night Walker and the woman with the key to his world domination. He couldn’t let them slip through his fingers now.


    …


    Issa guided Muriah down the alley, her hand hot against his cool skin. The shadows lengthened as dusk settled over the city. Apep’s serpents would be free to roam the darkness soon. He checked over his shoulder, but no one pursued them. Not yet.


    Somehow, Muriah had gotten him out of a burning building. She’d risked her life to save his. It made no sense. She had the codex. She could have saved herself and flown back to the others in San Diego.


    But instead of abandoning him while he was lost to this world, she’d stayed.


    He rubbed his chest and kept moving forward, unsure how to process the information. He should get Muriah to the airport. They had a flight to Egypt to catch. But first he needed dry clothes.


    “Where are we going?”


    The sound of her voice brought him back to the moment. “I am wet. I would like to change that before we go to the airport.”


    “Apep hit the airports, too. Fires and a computer virus in the ticketing system. They’re closed for now. Last I heard, they were hoping to have at least two reopened tomorrow.”


    Another night in New York. Issa ground his teeth, struggling to silence the fragments of thoughts from the mortals in the panicky city. “I still need to change clothes, and then we can decide our next move.”


    “We’re in Times Square. I can’t afford to buy you new clothes here.”


    She stepped up beside him, and he smiled. “I can.”


    Issa focused on every face, keeping watch for Apep or the crimson eyes of his serpents. As they neared a store with casually dressed mannequins, Issa released Muriah’s hand and approached a well-dressed couple as they exited the store. Meeting their eyes, he waited for the familiar blank stares as they succumbed to his will. The man withdrew his leather wallet from his pocket and slipped out all of his cash.


    Issa tucked the money into his damp pocket and whispered, “Remember nothing.”


    The couple hurried off, and he turned to see Muriah with her hip cocked and arms crossed. “You just robbed them.”


    “I did no such thing.” He approached her slowly as masses of mortals moved past them. “I did not threaten or injure them. They gave me their money.”


    “Not of their own free will.”


    He stared at Muriah, doing his best not to smile. “This coming from a woman who makes her money stealing priceless historical artifacts?”


    She shook her head. “It’s not stealing when the artifacts never really belonged to them in the first place. Discovering an ancient tomb doesn’t make everything in it yours. They stole the items first. I just find new owners.”


    Laughter passed his lips before he could rein it in. She raised an unamused brow, and he did his best to sober. “Forgive me. I did not realize there was a difference.”


    She brushed past him toward the bright lights of a Levi’s Store. Issa followed, his tenuous grip on his mental shields faltering. All the mortals around him buzzed about the airports and the hotel fires. If they weren’t talking to someone about it, then they were thinking about it. The constant mental barrage made him edgy. One more night in New York. He had to endure.


    Muriah approached him with a new pair of khakis and a couple of T-shirts. “I guessed at the size so you might want to go try these on first.”


    He took the clothes and slid his arm around her waist, maneuvering her toward the fitting room.


    “Hey, I didn’t sign on to be your dresser.” She grumbled, but didn’t struggle.


    He pulled the door closed and turned to meet her eyes. “It’s light in here and full of people. Apep will not be able to surprise us, and his serpents cannot spy. We need to talk.”


    …


    He stripped off the wet shirt, exposing his chiseled torso. She did her best not to choke on her tongue. His tanned skin and taut muscles tempted her, luring her to touch him. Turning around to give him privacy seemed like the right thing to do, but there wasn’t a hint of modesty in this Mayan god, and if he could handle getting this personal, then she could, too.


    When he unzipped the wet pants, she held her breath. Would an ancient guy wear underwear? She was about to find out. He bent over to lower the wet slacks. When he straightened up, she realized he’d been talking, but she didn’t have a clue what he had said. Instead, all her attention was focused on a fine trail of dark hair leading from just below his navel and disappearing under the low-slung elastic band of his boxer briefs.


    “Muriah?”


    Her gaze snapped up to meet his. Thank the universe he couldn’t read her thoughts. “Yeah?”


    “Did you hear my question?”


    He stood two feet from her in only his underwear, and he thought she was listening? He was either completely unaware of his sex appeal, or he was way too accustomed to being obeyed.


    Probably both.


    She cleared her throat. “I must’ve missed it.”


    A spark lit his eyes that told her he might have more than a clue to his sex appeal.


    He picked up the T-shirt and pulled it on. “I asked if you knew of another hotel closer to the airport so we can get out of New York as soon as the sun sets tomorrow.”


    “I’m sure I can find one.” She pulled out her phone, grateful to have something to pretend to focus on besides him tucking his package into the new khakis she pulled off the rack for him.


    “I probably should’ve grabbed some dry underwear, too.”


    “They are nearly dry now. I will be fine.” He popped the tags off, and she glanced up from her hotel search. “They’re not going to like you taking the tags off before you pay.”


    The corner of his mouth curved up. “They will be honored to take my money.”


    She groaned and rolled her eyes. “Do you ever not get your way?”


    He stepped closer to her, his chest an inch from hers until her back pressed against the modular wall of the fitting room. “Rarely.” His dark gaze held hers, and the deep rumble of his voice sent heat through her body. “But some things are worth the extra effort.”


    She wet her lips, enjoying the way his hungry eyes watched her. Power was a heady aphrodisiac, and knowing she had some power with an ancient Night Walker was definitely turning her on.


    It would be just like her to forget what happened on the plane and take him right here in a fitting room, following her urges instead of thinking with her head. Just like the other “wrong” guys she brought into her life. What happened to wanting more from her life?


    She needed to think further ahead than what might feel good right now. Okay who was she fooling…there was no might about it.


    Muriah cleared her throat and broke eye contact. “We should go pay and grab a cab.”


    He caught her chin, forcing her attention back up to his face. “You risked your life for me today. Why?”


    …


    “Because you couldn’t protect yourself.”


    His battered, scarred heart stuttered in his chest. He searched for the right words and came up empty. How could he express the strange emotions she churned within him? Without thinking, he tipped her chin and pressed his lips to hers, tender and lingering.


    This attraction was dangerous, threatening his tenuous hold on his thirst, his sanity, his heart. Muriah kept drawing him into the world, challenging him to see himself apart from his station. She tempted him to care…risky. Madness lay at the end of that path for an immortal.


    His attraction for Ch’en a millennia before this one had been different. He admired her dedication to their people and worshipped her beauty, but she’d never returned his attentions. She’d also never disarmed him with strange questions, systematically piercing the battered armor around his ancient heart.


    And no one other than his immortal brothers had ever risked their lives to save his.


    He broke the kiss and straightened. “Thank you for getting me out of the hotel while I slept.”


    Her pulse raced, throbbing along the tender line of her throat. Thirst mingled with lust, teasing his senses until his fangs lengthened.


    She broke eye contact and reached for the door. “You’re welcome. I’m pretty sure you would have done the same for me.”


    He took her hand, bringing it to his lips. “Without hesitation.”


    She stared into his eyes, leaving him guessing. It was maddening not to be able to hear her thoughts. After a few thousand years in the Yucatan where a loincloth was his full dress, he hadn’t realized how his changing clothes would affect her. Modesty would never be used to describe him, but he hadn’t intended to make her uncomfortable.


    Regardless of her dismissive words, her pulse revealed she wanted him. She didn’t resist his kiss, but hidden secrets lingered in her gaze.


    Secrets that should be none of his concern.


    Issa followed her out and approached the cash register. He handed over the tags from the clothes he wore. The employee frowned for a moment until he made eye contact. Without conscious thought, Issa mesmerized him and completed the transaction using the cash in his pocket. The man even gave Issa an empty bag for his wet clothes.


    As they headed for the door, Muriah finally spoke. “Why even bother to pay? He would’ve done anything you suggested.”


    “I never take from those who cannot afford to give.”


    “And the couple coming out?”


    “Anyone who carries over four hundred dollars in their pocket can give up the money without mourning the loss. An employee who will be blamed for missing merchandise cannot.”


    She pondered his explanation before finally nodding. “I can accept that.”


    “Did you locate a hotel?” He was already watching for Apep and his serpents.


    When Muriah didn’t answer, he glanced her way and found her gawking at a large sign that read WICKED. He frowned. “What is it?”


    She shook her head, breaking the trance. “Sorry. I guess it didn’t hit me until now that we’re actually here, on Broadway.”


    Confusion creased his brow. “Have you been on this street before?”


    “Broadway is the big time for theater, and I’ve never seen Wicked.”


    He looked up at the sign again, finally understanding the green woman on the sign. “This is the wicked witch from Oz.”


    A smile lit up her face. “Exactly. I’d love to see it someday.”


    Seeing joy sparkle in her eyes was like a drug. He wanted more. “Why not now?”


    “What?” She looked up at him. “A crazy Egyptian God of Chaos is after us, remember?”


    She was right. His idea was risky, but Apep was emptying hotels searching for them. Would he think to look in a theater? Probably not. And if Apep’s serpents wandered into the shadows of a theater, they would only hear the actors.


    “I remember.” Issa nodded. “I can keep you safe, or I would not have suggested it.”


    “When the lights go down, his serpents will be able to get inside and look for us.”


    “The beasts are blind. They will hear the show, not us.” Issa shrugged off her concern, but he would remain alert, watchful for the telltale red eyes.


    “We don’t have tickets.”


    “We will buy some.”


    “You’re serious.”


    “Yes.” He gestured to the phone in her hand. “You can find a hotel and have Lukas get a reservation. We will check in after the theater.”


    “This is crazy.”


    She was right. Completely insane and risky, but seeing her eyes light up made him incapable of thinking clearly. He should be hiding her, but Apep expected as much. Concealing Muriah in plain sight would be far more effective. And if Apep or his serpents discovered them, he would protect her.


    Today she’d risked her life to save his. Tonight, he would see her smile and know he had something to do with it. He’d never yearned to please a mortal before. A muscle twitched along his jaw. This was uncharted territory.


    He was here to protect the codex and help Muriah find a spell to entrap Apep.


    He feared he was being lured into a story that would end as all mortal stories did—with death and heartache.


    She signaled a cab and grinned as he opened the door. “I still think this is nuts. But…” she rose up onto her toes, brushing her warm lips on his cheek. “Thank you.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Zafrina awoke to Issa’s voice in her mind. With him in New York, he’d been awake for three hours already. Apparently, Apep was also in New York. He wreaked havoc, and the airports were closed. The good news was Muriah and Issa still had the codex and Apep was after them at least three thousand miles away from Gretchen and the immortal child in her womb.


    Calisto plans to have the private jet ready to leave after sunset.


    Good. Issa paused and added, How is Gretchen’s health?


    Now you use her name? Zafrina sat up, pushing her mental call. Why the sudden care for the mortals?


    His tone stiffened. Is the woman still with child, or can we abandon the rest of this trip?


    There was the indifferent god she knew. She is determined to continue. Her health declines with each day, but for now, they both live.


    He didn’t answer. Zafrina stood and stretched. His voice echoed through her mind once more. Keep her healthy. We will stop Apep.


    She waited, but the connection was broken.


    Calisto’s underground sleeping quarters opened at the face of a cliff on the La Jolla cove. She pulled in a slow breath of the sea air and stared up at the stars. Summoning Issa to come to their aid had been the right choice. She’d been concerned about him at first. He’d seemed weakened by invisible wounds that broke his spirit, but now he sounded committed to the cause. His will to live, to protect their race, was restored. Or at least, she hoped that was the case.


    The lights inside Calisto’s home shone into the darkness, but she didn’t allow herself to be drawn in. Tonight, Kate and Gretchen were making more wedding plans. Lukas would also be at her side.


    Zafrina waded into the salty waves and welcomed her spirit animal to come forward. The air around her charged with energy as her body mutated, shifting into a mammoth alligator. The cool water surrounded her as she pumped her powerful tail into the tide.


    Tonight, she would feed.


    …


    “Lukas, stop.” Muriah rolled her eyes and glared at her cell phone before putting it up to her ear again. “I know it sounds crazy, but we’re stuck here for one more night, and Apep has been lighting hotels on fire looking for us. We’re probably much safer in a theater. Really.”


    “I can’t believe Issa agreed to this.”


    “Well, he’s over buying tickets right now.” She squinted, trying to get a better view. “Or at least I hope he’s buying them, not just making them hand the tickets over.”


    “Calisto has the jet scheduled to leave out of LaGuardia at sundown tomorrow, provided the airport opens on schedule.”


    “Good. We’ll be on it.” She glanced at her shoes. “Lukas, can you do me a favor?”


    “Sure.”


    “Can you take your spare key over to The Dimension’s Den and be sure everything’s okay?”


    “No problem.” Lukas paused, lowering his voice. “Are you all right? With him, I mean.”


    “Yeah.” She looked over at him as Issa glanced over his shoulder, his eyes meeting hers, and her breath caught. She swallowed a lump of unexpected emotion. “He puts on a great do-as-I-say-I’m-a-god face, but there’s more to him than that. He’s just not keen to show it off.”


    “Okay…” He didn’t sound convinced. “Please be careful.”


    “Careful’s my middle name.” She grinned, imagining the annoyed look on Lukas’s face. “I’ll call you when we’re on the plane tomorrow night.”


    Issa approached her as she stuffed her cell phone into her pocket. He offered her a ticket, but Muriah resisted taking it. “Did you buy the tickets? With money?”


    He rolled his eyes. “I already explained I do not take from those who cannot afford to give. That would include the man selling two seats in the orchestra section.”


    “Orchestra seats?” The urge to snatch the ticket from his hand grew, but she resisted and held her ground. “You gave him money, right? He didn’t suddenly have an urge to give them to you?”


    “I gave him the price printed on the tickets.” The corner of his lips curved up. “He accepted my offer.”


    She laughed and took the ticket. “He’s going to be mad later when he realizes he didn’t make a profit.”


    “I did not have enough money to offer the price he desired.”


    They walked toward the doors to the theater, and her heart pounded. Wicked on Broadway. It was easy to forget about an Egyptian god pursuing them and a Mayan god holding her hand. Holding her hand. Muriah glanced down and then back up at him. A barely there smile was the only sign that he might be playing with her. Playing.


    This was the same Night Walker who told her he didn’t perform for mortals.


    She gave his hand a squeeze and went inside. Their seats were in the tenth row center. Perfection. The moment the overture began, unexpected tears welled in her eyes. She’d dreamed about seeing this show on Broadway for years, but she’d never made the trip. These weren’t exactly the circumstances she’d hoped for, but either way, she was here. Issa brought her here.


    His head turned slightly away from her, his attention on the doors, and she suddenly realized in spite of Apep searching for her, she wasn’t afraid.


    The curtain rose, and the show unfolded around her, the bright green colors, the swell of the chorus. It was magic. She ventured a glance at Issa. His strong features were softened by the hint of a grin. Her heart made a curious flip to see him enjoying the story unfolding before them. She focused on the stage again, sinking into the music. The moment the witch’s broom lifted off the ground while she belted out “Defying Gravity,” the hair on Muriah’s arms stood on end, and chills wandered down her back.


    …


    Issa watched for any sign of Apep’s shadow serpents, but seeing Muriah’s face aglow with joy distracted him. He could tell himself it had been too long since he’d made love to a woman, but deep down, he recognized the futility of that argument. Seeing her happy was a gift. Instead of instilling fear or anger, somehow he’d found a way to bring her happiness.


    He’d hurt her by discovering her psychic ability, but watching her smile gave him hope for forgiveness. He settled beside her again, alert, but still taking in the show. Seeing the story through the wicked witch’s viewpoint made her seem less wicked and more misunderstood.


    He could relate.


    As the final scene played out, Muriah’s hand brushed his leg. He covered her hand with his, cherishing the silent communication. As the curtain fell, his heart sank. He wasn’t ready to see the moment pass, for reality to weigh on his shoulders again.


    Muriah rose from her seat, and he stood, applauding beside her. Once the curtain fell for the final time and the lights came up, she collected her playbill and he guided her through the aisle to the exit.


    …


    Outside the theater, Muriah turned around and found herself very close to Issa, his dark eyes on hers. “Thank you for tonight. That was amazing.”


    He started to lift her hand to his lips, but stopped, his brow rising just slightly. “The serpents.”


    He tightened his grip on her hand and hustled her back toward the lights of the theater. She glanced around and whispered, “Are they gone?”


    “For now.” He kept scanning the shadows. “Where are we staying tonight?”


    “I found a hotel by the airport. Lukas will have a room waiting for us. We just need a cab.”


    His voice was low, his eyes still distant. “I should feed.”


    “I thought ancients didn’t have to…eat every day.”


    He finally looked down at her face. “We do not have to. I will live without it, but the influx of fresh blood keeps my senses sharp and my body strong.”


    Flashes of memory of the heat that seared her senses when he drank from her veins distracted her. And the thought of his lips on another woman’s skin…bothered her.


    “Are you all right?” He helped her into the taxi.


    Muriah nodded. “I’m fine.” Inside, she struggled to untie the knots of her emotions. “I want to watch.”


    Issa gave her a questioning stare. “Watch what?”


    “You feed.” She raised her chin, hoping she looked determined. What was she doing?


    Issa cleared his throat, tipping his head toward the driver and lowered his voice. “What is the purpose in that?”


    “I’m curious.”


    “About what? You have already experienced it.”


    She shrugged and looked out the window, trying to tamp down her desire. It was happening again. How much more of a Mr. Wrong could she get than an ancient Night Walker? She’d never have a family. This was not leading her toward a future for her or her family’s store.


    She couldn’t help herself. But if she didn’t start soon, no one else was going to do it for her.


    “You’re right. Forget I said anything.”


    His cool fingers brushed her cheek, drawing her attention from the window to his face. His noble brow, deep, troubled eyes, full lips…shit, she was doing it again. Muriah pulled back.


    “Please stop it. Self-control isn’t my strong suit, and I’m holding on by a thread over here.”


    “I never meant to hurt you.” He wasn’t touching her, but his gaze still warmed her skin. His voice was gravelly, meant only for her to hear. “I regret that I did not warn you on the plane that our thoughts might connect when I drank from you. But you were not the only one exposed. You witnessed pain I share with no one.”


    The rest of the drive was spent in silence while Muriah pondered his words. Yes, she’d seen the blood on his hands, literally. She’d witnessed him cry to the heavens, knowing he would never be heard.


    But she hadn’t seen it on purpose. Issa had. Or at least he had known it might be a possibility. He also apologized. How many people got an apology from a god?


    The cab came to a stop under the awning of the hotel, and Issa got out and paid the fare. The driver stared at him until Issa finally murmured, “Remember nothing.”


    “Does anyone in this world remember seeing you?”


    “This is nothing new.” Issa turned her way. Emptiness shadowed his gaze, and she wished she could turn back time and shut up. “I was forgotten over a thousand years ago.”


    “I’m sorry. I just meant—”


    “I know what you meant.” He held the door open for her. “There is no reason for anyone in this world to have memory of me.”


    Muriah checked in, relieved the prepaid room was ready. Just in case Apep had discovered her name, she didn’t want to chance leaving a paper trail by using her credit card. Calisto’s company made the reservation from San Diego. Not completely foolproof, but close enough for them to get out of town the following night.


    She set her bag down and sat on the edge of the bed, but Issa remained standing. “Keep the door locked. I will return soon.”


    “You’re back to ordering me around?”


    He sighed. “I am going to feed.”


    “Issa, wait.” He stopped at the door and turned around. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you, either.”


    “I have been numb for so long, you cannot hurt me.”


    “It’s a great front you put up, but there’s more to you. I’ve seen it.” She got up, walking toward him. “And I’m coming with you.”


    “No.” He shook his head.


    “Why not?”


    “Because I still do not perform for mortals.”


    She groaned and rolled her eyes, trying not to picture his lips on another woman’s skin. “Look, we both know it’s safer if we stay together, so I’m coming along.”


    “I can move faster than you can see. You would never find me.”


    “And then I’d be out in New York at night alone.” She crossed her arms. “Your choice.”


    Suddenly, the room was empty and the door was closed.


    “Dammit!”


    She opened the door and glanced down the empty hallway. Issa was gone. She pocketed her room key and raced down the hallway to the elevator. The doors popped open the second she hit the button, but the ride down seemed to take forever. She bit the inside of her cheek as her frustration level rose. If he thought he could boss her around and expect her to follow orders like some lowly peon, he had another thing coming.


    She jogged out of the elevator and through the lobby. When she burst out of the doors, a tall man with black hair turned the corner of the next block down. It had to be him.


    As she chased after him, she imagined what she’d say about how he ditched her, but deep down, the urgency had more to do with finding him before he fed. He crossed the next street, but the signal changed before she could follow. Watching through the passing traffic, she saw him turn another corner. As soon as it was clear, she dashed after him. She rounded the next corner, and her strides slowed. She turned in both directions, scanning the sidewalks for him.


    He was gone. She’d lost him.


    “Shit,” she groaned, wishing her heart didn’t ache. He drank blood to live. She was just another one. Nothing special.


    Wake up, Muriah.


    This strange pang of jealousy left a bad taste in her mouth. She turned back for the hotel, the heat of her anger burned out. Muriah pulled her coat tighter and waited for the light to change. She should’ve stayed in the hotel room with the codex. But between her hot temper and visions of Issa cradling another woman in his arms, drinking her life into his body, she’d let her heart take the lead instead of her head. Stupid.


    The memory of his kiss, passion glowing in his eyes, and that moment when the loneliness vanished, they all taunted her. His laughter echoed in her mind. He had a great, underutilized laugh.


    She crossed the street, careful to stay within the glow of the streetlamps and avoid any chance of Apep’s shadow serpents finding her. This cycle of chasing after unavailable men had to stop.


    Hell, this one wasn’t even technically a man.


    But if she found him with another woman, seducing his prey the same way he had with her on the airplane? Maybe then she’d be able to switch off the attraction. It didn’t help that he’d taken her to see Wicked. He gave her such a gift in the middle of this mess. The chance to see it on Broadway and forget the insanity for a couple of hours was by far the kindest thing any man had ever done for her.


    Her stomach tightened, and she froze for a second. She looked back over her shoulder toward the hotel.


    Was she really only looking for him to prove to herself he was just like all the others? That was screwed up.


    She turned to go back when she spotted movement from the corner of her eye. Frowning, she glanced down the alleyway. Her self-defense instructor’s voice echoed through her head. Car keys were a weapon. Too bad they were back in the hotel room with the codex. Shit.


    “Need a ride someplace?” A man stepped out of the shadows to her right. “My cab is right around the corner.”


    Sure it was. “No thanks. I’m good.”


    She lengthened her strides.


    He followed. “This isn’t a good neighborhood for a woman to be walking alone.”


    “I’m not alone. My boyfriend is just getting the car.” Adrenaline made her hands shaky, but she managed to pull her cell phone from her pocket.


    “I didn’t see no boyfriend.”


    “I called 911. You better get out of here.”


    He hit her right between her shoulder blades and knocked her down. Her cell phone smacked the pavement, the battery popping free and skittering out of reach. He tugged her ankles, dragging her into the alley. Muriah hurt all over, but survival instincts took over. The second he released her legs, she rolled over and pushed up to her feet, struggling to get air into her lungs. The greasy man jumped her from behind, flattening her chest to the pitted pavement again, his disgusting hand covering her mouth to muffle her scream.


    His other hand wandered down her body. She could lay here and be a victim, or she could fight back. Fighting came naturally. She bit his finger, hard, and slammed her elbow up into his abdomen. He rocked back, coughing.


    “Bitch.” He looked at his finger and glared at her. Muriah scrambled to her feet and broke into a wobbly run out of the shadowed alley toward the corner. He caught the back of her jacket, choking her when he jerked her back to him. She slammed into his chest and tossed her head back, connecting with his face. Stars flashed in her eyes, but he lost his grip on her coat.


    Before she could sprint to safety, the man let out a wail. She turned to find Issa on top of him, his right hand pulled back, his fingers splayed like she’d seen in her vision. Her thoughts hiccupped somewhere between serves the bastard right and how will we explain a man with his heart ripped out.


    Muriah rushed toward him. “Issa, wait.”


    Too late. She closed her eyes, unprepared for the gore.


    “I heard his thoughts.” Issa stood, keeping his right hand behind him. His eyes glowed deep crimson, his fangs extended. “He wanted to…hurt you. He has hurt others. Mercy was not his to claim.”


    Muriah stared at Issa’s face, avoiding the remains of her attacker. “We can’t let anyone find him like this.” She finally allowed her gaze to slide down. Blood dripped off his fingertips on his right hand like it had in her vision. He was the god of sacrifice. She’d just witnessed it.


    But this was no sacrifice.


    Issa moved away and bent the man in half. “Wait for me.”


    He and the body were gone. Muriah retrieved the pieces of her cell phone, replacing the battery and doing her best to keep from losing her shaky grip on her sanity. She didn’t feel bad for the asshat who probably had every intention of raping and killing her and then dumping her dead body in a garbage bin.


    But seeing Issa in action reminded her about the danger that Lukas had mentioned. How many times in the thousands of years that had passed had he been taking lives, pulling out hearts that still beat in his hand? She’d seen the darkness in his eyes, the cold judgment, the rage.


    This wasn’t the same man who sat beside her during Wicked. This was the darker side of him that chipped away at what remained of his sanity.


    Tonight cost him. And it was her fault.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    The hot shower wouldn’t wash away the horror of hearing that man’s sick desires whispered through his mind. Issa had dealt with countless mortals with similar appetites, but seeing his filthy hands touching Muriah had unleashed emotions he’d never experienced before.


    The world was better off without the man, but Issa hadn’t passed judgment on him for the sake of the world he was sworn to protect. He’d done it out of rage and vengeance.


    He’d done it to protect Muriah.


    What else would he do for her? He’d already put them both at risk taking her to the theater just to see her smile, and he’d slaughtered a man without even scanning the area for witnesses first. Dangerous.


    He turned off the water and toweled himself dry. Muriah never should have been out there tonight. Why did she ignore simple instructions? He’d wanted no part of her watching him feed. And now she had witnessed him kill without mercy.


    Her opinion of him should not matter.


    He stared into the mirror. His eyes were dark, calmed. His wet black hair fell just past his shoulders. Unlike his immortal brothers, his coloring matched their people, giving him a deep tan, although the sun had never touched his skin.


    He appeared human.


    Gripping either side of the sink, he struggled with the jaguar inside of him. After the evening’s primal urges, his spirit animal clawed to the surface, yearning for freedom. The small room closed in on him until it hurt to breathe.


    “No. Xíik.” He ordered the jaguar back. It wasn’t fair, but shifting now, trapped in a small hotel room would be…problematic. He yanked open the door to find Muriah on the bed in a T-shirt and sweat pants.


    She flinched at his sudden entrance. He tried not to notice. There was nothing he could do to assuage her fear now. Deep inside of him, the jaguar growled in warning.


    Maybe she should be afraid.


    …


    Issa stood before her in nothing but a towel. Muriah sat up, desperately trying to remind herself that Issa was only wet because he had to shower to wash off the blood of her attacker.


    He looked like he would have killed an army of men to keep her safe.


    Thoughts like that weren’t doing anything to hold her desire in check. She was alive. She wanted to get lost in it, wallow in every physical sensation.


    He paced around the bed like a caged tiger. Jaguar, she reminded herself. “Thank you for helping me tonight.”


    He didn’t stop moving, but he did glance her way. “You should not have left this room.”


    “I know. It was impulsive and stupid.” She wrapped her arms around her middle. “I was angry that you left me here.”


    “Is your curiosity satisfied now?” He stopped, his eyes meeting hers. “Do you fear me like the detective and Lukas suggested?”


    Muriah stood up, but made no move to approach him. Feral energy filled the room, as though he might vanish at any moment. “Should I be afraid?”


    “No.” He frowned. “Perhaps.” He shook it off and continued pacing. “I cannot think here. There are too many people, too much violence.” His voice dropped off to a whisper. “If I harmed you, I could not go on.”


    She stepped into his path, lifting her eyes to meet his. “I left because I couldn’t stay here knowing another woman was in your arms and you were making her feel the way I did on that airplane.” His head tilted slightly, questioning, but she went on, “You know what my favorite part of the Wizard of Oz is?”


    He looked confused by the sudden change in subjects, but remained stoic before her.


    “There’s no place like home.” Her voice cracked. She cleared her throat, willing her tears not to spill over her cheek. “I lost home when I lost my Mom. All I have left of her, of my entire family, is The Dimension’s Den. I just turned thirty. If my home is going to continue, I’ve got to get my act together and settle down. I need a family. I need to share stories of my ancestors and my mother. It never seemed like a big deal to me before, but now… They’ll be lost forever.”


    The truth behind her admission frightened her. She stared at her bare feet. “I’m always attracted to the wrong guys, and I can’t get any more wrong than you. You’re not even human.”


    There. The words were out. Now he’d understand why she needed to keep her distance.


    He lifted his left hand, running his cool fingers along her jawline. “You are attracted to me?”


    Oh lordy, she was in trouble. She nuzzled into his touch, closing her eyes. “Yes. But I’m trying to grow up. I need a family. My home…”


    He tilted her chin up and kissed her, slow and tender. Finally, he whispered, “Forgive me. You are a constant temptation with your questions and defiance.”


    She opened her eyes, her gaze fixed on his. “We need to get Apep contained, and then we can go back to our lives.” Her heart pounded. Her pulse was probably giving her away. “Until then, we could make the most of the time we have together. No strings attached.”


    He lowered his hand from her cheek, but made no move to retreat. “I could not bear to care for another who cared nothing for me in return. Not again. My existence is empty enough. If you were only with me because you shouldn’t be…” He stepped back, like the Grand Canyon itself had just come between them. “That is a risk I am not willing to take. I can continue to slake my lusts without damaging my heart. Contrary to what you saw in the alley tonight, I do have one.”


    He turned and went back into the bathroom, closing the door.


    Muriah flopped onto the bed. This is what she wanted. She waited for the wave of relief to wash over her… Nope. The only thing she felt was yearning.


    She was screwed, and not in a good way.


    …


    Issa draped the towel over the shower rod and pulled on his shorts. A secret smile curved his lips. Muriah was attracted to him. She’d seen him at his least human and at his most animalistic. She’d witnessed visions of him at his weakest, most tortured. And tonight she’d seen him at his worst, and knew secrets he’d hidden from the rest of the world.


    And still, she desired him.


    She made him believe it might be possible to be more than the Upholder of the West, Mayan Becab God. With Muriah, he could simply be Issa, even if he was still discovering who that might be.


    He would give her anything, perhaps even his heart. But she wasn’t offering hers in return. She was warning him that her heart was not available.


    Issa stared into his reflection. For once in his long existence, there was a light deep in his soul. A dangerous flicker of hope. He ran his fingers through his wet hair and exited the room. The lights were off, but he could see just as well in darkness.


    He switched the light on, and Muriah groaned. “I was trying to sleep.”


    “And the darkness is exactly where Apep’s serpents will be watching.”


    “We haven’t seen him since we left the hotel.” Was she whining? He raised a brow as she went on. “New York is a big city, and he doesn’t know where we are.”


    “Maybe not yet, but he might discover us if he started tracing transactions for the young one’s business.”


    “His name is Calisto.”


    She lay on her side facing the bathroom, her eyes closed. He walked around the bed and lay down behind her. He brought his arm around her waist and pulled her close. She didn’t resist. Her body molded perfectly against his.


    “Shouldn’t you be getting comfortable in the bathtub? Sunrise is coming.”


    He breathed in the floral scent of her hair. “I have two hours.”


    She wiggled free of his embrace and rolled over to face him. “What is this? I thought you were going to slake your lusts elsewhere.”


    She sounded…annoyed. Interesting. “I am willing to take a risk if you are.”


    “What exactly are we risking?”


    He watched her pulse pound inside her smooth throat, betraying her desire. This game could become addictive, but that knowledge did nothing to dissuade him. He was certain he’d never desired anyone the way he did Muriah, but she had a strong will, every bit as strong as his own. He had to be patient. “I did not feed tonight.”


    “No?” Her breath caught. She pressed her lips together and shook her head. “We can’t. You’ll be in my head.”


    He tucked her hair behind her ear. “And you will be in mine.”


    “That’s too much risk.”


    He chuckled. “Perhaps I should go settle in the tub.”


    “No.” She took his hand. “Maybe just a kiss.”


    …


    He cupped her face, his gaze locked on hers, and her heart raced. Even a kiss was too much risk, but it was also too much temptation. She’d never wanted a kiss more. The moment their lips met, she closed her eyes, drinking in every sensation. His tongue coaxed her mouth open, and she moaned. She’d kissed many men in her life, but none of them were in the same league with Issa. He took his time, until her heart was on the verge of bursting. He stoked the fire inside of her until it radiated through all her limbs and pooled low in her belly.


    His fingers tightened in her hair as he rolled over her. She parted her legs, welcoming his body even closer to hers. A deep rumble vibrated through his chest in answer, the kiss becoming more urgent, hungrier. His back was smooth, every muscle well-defined. She explored every exposed inch of his torso, her hips rocking into his. Feeling his erection rubbing against her only made her want more.


    Her nails dug into the back of his shoulders, and Issa broke the kiss, staring down at her with crimson eyes. The tips of his fangs were exposed between his parted lips, and her heart stuttered. Her treacherous body hungered for his bite, damn the consequences, and before she could stop herself she tipped her head, opening her throat to him. “Drink from me.”


    Every muscle in his shoulders and arms tensed, keeping him propped above her. He took in a slow breath like he was drinking her scent into his lungs. His voice was low, husky, hot.


    “You are the greatest temptation I have ever known, but I want more than your body. My heart is already at risk. Until you are ready to risk yours…” He kissed her again, turning her blood to molten lava in her veins. “…I will wait.”


    He rolled off of her, pulling her into his arms. She lay on his chest, listening to his heartbeat. He’d watched the world change around him, civilizations rise and fall, and although he could have anything, anyone, he wanted her. Fear teased the edges of her thoughts, reminding her that what he’d told her could be a lie.


    Men lied all the time. Her own father lied and walked out of her life. Why would immortal men be any different?


    She lifted her head. “Why can’t we just enjoy each other’s company as long as we’re stuck in this mess? There’s no guarantee we’ll make it out alive anyway.”


    His expression sobered into the mask of the God of the West. “I gave you my word I would bring you back to your store. And I will.”


    She waited for him to say something more, to smile, anything, but he seemed almost to be looking through her. Muriah settled back onto his chest, struggling to find some emotional footing. Closing her eyes, she saw the carved red door of her family’s legacy, the store, her home. If she focused on that and remembered to think with her head instead of other body parts, maybe she could get through this.


    She’d never yearned to be a mother. Not even as a little girl. No dolls, no mothering instinct, but faced with the end of her entire family line… A family business needed a family to continue. Once back home, she needed to find a suitable guy and settle down.


    But her vision of the future blurred every time Issa touched her, or surprised her with a smile.


    Self-control was never her strong suit when it came to men, and each night she spent with Issa, it crumbled a little more.


    …


    Issa carefully untangled himself from Muriah, resting her sleeping form on the bed. He watched her dream, and wished, for the first time in his immortal existence, that he had more time. Unlike the young Night Walkers in San Diego who had been turned from their human form, Issa had never seen a sunrise, or an afternoon. There was no memory of sunshine to taunt him.


    But he wished he would be able to see Muriah awaken and open her eyes. He wished the night never had to end.


    He could do many things, but stopping time was not one of them.


    Issa went into the bathroom and settled into the tub. The cold, smooth texture was in stark contrast to the soft curves of Muriah’s body against him. Hearing her whisper to drink from her veins had almost undone him. She wanted him.


    It was a start, but, if he’d learned anything in his long life, it was patience. Although she pushed his control to the limit, he recognized his own attachment to her growing. He couldn’t risk getting in deeper unless he was certain she followed him down that path.


    With only a few minutes before the sunrise, he closed his eyes and reached out across the miles to her friend in San Diego. Lukas. We are safe for now near the airport. Is the plane ready for the flight when I awaken?


    He waited and finally heard Lukas in his mind. Yes. Muriah is safe?


    She is sleeping.


    Taking her to a Broadway show while Apep is on the loose was pretty cavalier, even for a Mayan god.


    Issa smirked at the censure in the young one’s tone. I was alert. She was happy. And Apep did not find us. I am more than capable of keeping her safe.


    You’re on your way to Apep’s home turf. Don’t be too cocky.


    Surely you are not telling me how best to protect her.


    Silence. He waited, but nothing more came. Good.


    Issa breathed out one last breath, and the sun stole the life from his body.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    “Sir, can you spare some change?”


    Apep glared at the bearded man, the storm of chaos swelling. “No.”


    “Your eyes…” The homeless man stumbled closer.


    “Yes, you understand.” Apep lowered his gaze to the man’s chest.


    A sheen of sweat glistened on the man’s face, a gasp escaping his lips as his body temperature rose. Apep stared, agitating the man’s cells on a molecular level until he collapsed onto the garbage-strewn alley.


    The outlet for his frustration helped ease the rage building inside him. He dropped a quarter onto the dead man’s chest. “The pleasure was all mine.”


    Apep walked away, still searching for the God of the West and the woman. He’d seen them outside the Millennium Hotel, but the fucking ambulances kept pulling in and cutting off his pursuit. By the time he’d made it across the evacuation area, they were gone.


    And now they could be anywhere.


    He was going to have to go to the dammed desert. To Egypt.


    Unless… He stopped for a moment. Now that he’d released some of his pent up rage, he could think straight again. Only two of New York’s airports would be reopened in the morning, and if Issa needed to land in Cairo before sunrise, they’d need to fly out at dusk. They’d flown from California on a private jet.


    How many private jets flying to Cairo would be leaving tomorrow night? Probably not many.


    A crooked grin twisted his lips. He wasn’t going to Egypt. And he was very close to having the codex and the child.


    …


    Muriah jerked awake when housekeeping knocked at the door. No sign of Issa. She glanced at the closed bathroom door as she rolled out of bed and cracked the door open. “We don’t need cleaning.”


    The housekeeper nodded and offered a rushed apology before hurrying back to her cart. Muriah closed the door and reset the deadbolt. With the blackout drapes pulled tight, she slipped inside the bathroom.


    Issa lay perfectly still in the bathtub in nothing but his boxer briefs. She fought the urge to grab her cell phone and snap a picture of the perfection in her hotel tub. Who would she show it to anyway? She closed the toilet and sat on the lid. For a moment, the previous night’s kiss warmed her all over. The weight of his body over her, his hips rocking into hers.


    She got up. This wasn’t helping the tiny thread of self-control she was clinging to. Besides, she’d offered her blood, and he’d refused. He wanted more from her than she would allow herself to give him. She needed to stay focused on her store, her family.


    Issa was not family, just temptation.


    She wandered to the bed and snatched up a pillow and a blanket. It probably didn’t make any difference, but seeing him unprotected without any comfort bugged her. Lifting his head, she slid the pillow under him and then draped the comforter over his cold body.


    Without thinking she leaned over and brushed a kiss to his forehead.


    Maybe he was more than just a temptation.


    She hustled out of the bathroom, closing the door tight behind her. The television droned on in the background, and she called for room service. They were too close to getting out of New York to risk going out for food and running into Apep.


    …


    Zafrina watched the others from the kitchen of Calisto’s home. Lukas and Calisto each had their mates in their arms, teaching them a traditional waltz. Gretchen stepped on Lukas’s foot again and laughed while he groaned in mock agony.


    “Dancing is not my thing.” She smiled. “Digging in the dirt, now that I can do.”


    Lukas kissed her forehead and lifted his arms into a ballroom frame again. “Anyone can dance. We’ll keep practicing.”


    Calisto dipped his bride-to-be, stealing a slow kiss. When he brought her back upright, Zafrina heard her whisper, “I remember dancing in the waves.”


    The Spaniard turned with her and smiled. “You have always been a wonderful dancer.”


    The fresh blood heightened Zafrina’s ancient senses. She hadn’t meant to eavesdrop on the others, but it was unavoidable at her age.


    “Zafrina, what do you think of this for a centerpiece?”


    She glanced over as Kate’s friend, the perky blonde, entered the kitchen with her more serious counterpart trailing behind. The two had been Kate’s best friends before she became a Night Walker and against Zafrina’s advice, she shared the secret of Night Walkers. Luckily, Kate had been correct in placing her trust in them. The two women were fierce in their protection of her secret along with the rest of them. As far as they were concerned, Kate was still Kate, she just had an upside-down sleep schedule.


    Zafrina wondered if their opinion would change as their faces lined and their hair grayed while Kate remained ageless. Or maybe they would witness one of them feed or shift into their spirit animal. Would their secrets still be safe?


    A question only time would answer.


    “Well?” Edie handed her the candle dusted with confetti made in the shapes of musical notations. “Turn it around.” Zafrina did, and in spite of her objection to planning a wedding while she attempted to keep the heir to the god of the north safe, she smiled.


    The side read: Gregorio and Tala, Calisto and Kate, Eternal Love.


    Regret cast a shadow over her heart. After Mulac’s betrayal, she’d lived a solitary existence with no regrets, calling love a myth. Seeing that core belief shattered left her alone in a room full of mortals and immortals alike.


    “It is lovely.” She handed it back as Lori approached with another trinket.


    Lori’s hair was a darker shade of red than Gretchen’s, and the fire in her hair carried over to her heart as well. Her loyalty and protectiveness of her friends intrigued Zafrina. Lori’s thoughts were forthright and loud, but Zafrina kept that information to herself. If Kate hadn’t taught her friends to shield their thoughts, Zafrina was not going to do it for her.


    “We’re also working on a special floral arrangement.” Lori produced a printed photo as well as a few loosely arranged romneyas from Calisto’s front walk. “I haven’t shown Kate. We wanted to surprise her.”


    But now I’m having second thoughts.


    Zafrina’s gaze flicked from the flowers to meet Lori’s eyes. “No need to worry. This is the perfect flower for her.”


    She turned the blossom in her fingertips, losing herself in the crinkled white petals of the romneya. This was the same type of flower Calisto had given to Kate a lifetime before. These petals had helped Kate recover the memory of her previous life as Tala.


    “You don’t think we should show her first, just to be sure?” Lori asked. Zafrina pulled her attention off the flowers and returned them to Lori. Her fingertips brushed the inside of Lori’s wrist and their eyes met.


    She’s stunning.


    Hearing Lori’s thoughts almost made Zafrina smile. Perhaps she would tell the mortal about shielding her mind after all.


    Lori pressed her lips together and broke eye contact, taking a step back. “After waiting two lifetimes to finally get married, I don’t want to be the one to screw it up for her.”


    Edie nudged her friend. “Kate will love it because you put it together for her.”


    Zafrina nodded slowly. “You know her better than I do.”


    The two women followed Zafrina’s gaze into the living room. “Gretchen’s going to be all right, isn’t she?”


    “I will do my best to ensure she is.”


    Edie glanced Zafrina’s way. “It’s good to see her smile.”


    “I’ve got to get home.” Lori hesitated. Edie will expect a hug. I’d have to hug both of them. I don’t know Zafrina well enough to get physical. Do I? I’m probably overthinking everything.


    Lori was also cautious. Probably wise.


    “Good night.” Zafrina exited the kitchen, her gaze locked on Lori’s. Was the mortal afraid or entranced? She’d been careful not to mesmerize either of them. Strange…


    She left the two women behind for their good-byes and sat on the couch, watching the couples waltzing. Her heightened senses picked up the unborn child’s strong heartbeat, while joy radiated from their faces. Love, hope, and the last chance for the survival of their race.


    With their existence on the line, love might be their greatest weapon against the fear and chaos.


    …


    Muriah passed the day watching television and working on her laptop. She sent emails to three of her contacts in Egypt, letting them know she would be arriving in Cairo soon and to be on the lookout for artifacts containing any mention of Apep. She also dangled the carrot of a customer traveling with her who was willing to pay top dollar for the relics.


    Stretching, she heard movement inside the bathroom and tried not to notice the way her heart skipped. She rolled her eyes. He might be what she wanted, but he was not what she needed. The red front door of The Dimension’s Den filled her head, and she did her best to cling to it.


    Issa came out of the bathroom. “Thank you for the blanket.”


    She shrugged, hoping she looked flippant. “No biggie.”


    He came out and started dressing. “We have a flight?”


    “Yes. We’re flying out of LaGuardia on the private jet in a little over an hour.” She packed up her laptop and slipped it into the bag with the codex. “I emailed my contacts in Egypt. You’re now my client willing to pay plenty for any artifacts related to Apep.”


    “And you will touch them to find the right vessel to contain him?”


    She put her bag over her shoulder. “I’ll try to read the hieroglyphics first, but yeah, I’ll probably need to touch them.”


    In all her life, she’d never talked with anyone about her psychometry. Not even her mother or Lukas knew, although Muriah was pretty sure her mother suspected.


    She stared at her shoes.


    Issa caught her chin, bumping her gaze up to his eyes. “You dread touching them.”


    He said it so bluntly that she bristled. “I thought you couldn’t get inside my head.”


    “I do not need to hear your thoughts. I have lived long enough to recognize that expression.”


    She tugged the straps of her bag higher up on her shoulder. “We’ve got a plane to catch. We’ll have plenty of time to talk then.”


    “You’re right.” He took her hand. “But I will not forget.”


    After a very short taxi ride, they entered the airport, breezed through the first class security line, and headed to the terminal. They were shuttled out to the plane on a golf cart. The commercial planes looked huge from this vantage point, like gigantic dinosaurs.


    With the jet straight ahead, the driver stopped. “Need help with your bags?”


    “Nah, we’ve got it.” Muriah smiled, slipping the driver a tip. “Thank you.”


    He nodded. “Have a safe trip.”


    As he drove away into the darkness, Muriah turned toward the plane. A man stepped out of the shadows. A man with living tattoos slithering up his forearms. Issa stepped in front of her, blocking her view.


    “Apep. Finally, you show your face.”


    Muriah peeked around her protector, waiting for a chance to get to the jet. Apep tipped his head side to side, and his lips curled into a twisted grin. “You have something I need, and I have no intention of returning to Egypt to retrieve it.”


    “We have a problem.” Issa’s voice lowered to a menacing snarl. “Because I have no intention of allowing you anywhere near that codex. Back away. Now.”


    “You cannot order me around.” Apep laughed, his eyes narrowing. “You are no god to me.”


    “I am also not a mortal you can toy with. Move or be moved. Your choice.”


    “Give me the woman, and I will leave you in peace.”


    “Never.”


    Something was happening to Apep’s eyes. They were getting lighter, like…storm clouds?


    “Then I will end you and take her.”


    Apep didn’t make a move to attack, but heat radiated from Issa’s body. Muriah frowned. He hadn’t fed yet. Suddenly, the air around her sparked with energy, and the hair on her arms rose to stand on end.


    “What’s happening?”


    “Get ready to run to the plane.” His voice sounded labored, like he spoke through gritted teeth. “Tell the pilot to start the engine.” Issa took a step closer to Apep.


    “I’m not leaving you behind.”


    He looked at her over his shoulder. His eyes were bright crimson, and the air wavered around him like heat rising from the pavement. “Please, Muriah.”


    It had to be bad. He said please.


    His focus shifted back to Apep. “I am hard to kill.” He took another step forward and reached behind him for her hand. He gave it a squeeze. “Now. Run.”


    …


    Muriah didn’t hesitate. Thank the gods.


    She raced toward the airplane. Apep turned to pursue her, and the searing pain from his gaze finally released Issa from its grip. He shifted his form in an instant, the massive black jaguar leaping into action, pursuing his prey.


    Apep wasn’t human. He was the Egyptian God of Chaos, cursed by his peers and trapped in a body of flesh. Killing him would be impossible, but maiming him would slow him down. He’d have to heal the wounds before he could pursue them. Hopefully, it would be long enough to get the plane off the ground.


    Just as Muriah hit the stairs to the jet, the jungle cat tackled Apep. Razor-sharp claws dug into Apep’s back, dragging him to the ground. He buried his teeth into Apep’s upper thigh, his jaws clamping onto the bone and severing the artery. Rich blood swamped Issa’s senses, filling him with raw power unlike anything he’d ever tasted. The jaguar sank into a frenzy, feeding on the open flesh.


    The plane engines fired up, snapping Issa out of the delirium. Apep howled in pain, the heat of the chaos in his gaze singeing the fur on Issa’s face. The jungle cat resisted relinquishing his prey. Issa struggled within, forcing his spirit animal back from the fallen menace.


    Using his preternatural speed, Issa charged into the plane.


    …


    Muriah screamed when a giant black jaguar, dripping with blood, leaped inside the plane with her. “Oh shit.”


    The cat paced the area, but made no move to approach her. The copilot came out of the cockpit to close the cabin door and froze. “What the hell? Jesus. Holy shit. We can’t take off with that… How did it get on the plane?”


    Muriah peered out the open door. Apep writhed on the pavement in a pool of blood. His leg was severed, but he pulled it close, as if it would magically reattach and heal.


    She looked at the large jaguar again and let out a sigh of relief. “Just close the door. He won’t hurt you. We need to take off. Now.”


    “There’s no way.”


    “I swear you’re safe. We need to leave. Seriously.”


    “We didn’t get warned about transporting livestock to another country. They won’t let you in anyway.”


    Muriah rolled her eyes. “Just close it so we can take off. I’ll explain when we’re in the air.”


    Suddenly, the man turned toward the jaguar and went silent. Could Issa get inside people’s heads even while he was in animal form? Without further protest, the pilot went to the cabin door, retracted the steps, and activated the airlock. He walked toward the cockpit and hesitated. “Keep this door clear.”


    “No worries.”


    Once the copilot closed the cockpit, she turned to the large cat and whispered, “Issa? Can you understand me? It’s you in there, right?”


    The cat stopped its pacing and met her gaze. Her pulse raced. The jaguar had Issa’s dark eyes.


    She approached it tentatively, her hand outstretched in case it wanted to smell her first. The jaguar took a step closer and sniffed her fingertips before dipping its head beneath her hand. She stroked the top. His black fur was sleek, and a smile spread across her lips.


    “You’re gorgeous.”


    She got closer and frowned. The hair on one side of his face was burned. “Did Apep do this?”


    The jaguar pulled free of her grasp and backed away.


    “I’m guessing you’re still inside, and you can understand me, right?”


    The cat chuffed in answer.


    “Your spirit animal is really impressive.” She slowed her breathing, coaxing the adrenaline out of her bloodstream.


    The jaguar swished its tail as the air around it shifted, distorting the image of the jaguar. Suddenly, Issa stood before her, fully clothed.


    Muriah rubbed her eyes. She couldn’t help it. “I’ve seen Lukas as an owl, but I’ve never seen him actually shift. It’s so…” Her brain hiccuped, trying to understand what her eyes had just seen. “So fast. Does it hurt? How did you get your clothes?” She pressed her lips together to keep from peppering him with even more questions. “Sorry. I…”


    “There is no pain when my spirit animal comes forward, unless I resist the change.” Issa came forward and took her hand. “And the moment the cat comes forward, my human form is…” He searched for the word. “…waiting. I return the same as the moment I shifted. My clothes never left me.”


    “Like suspended animation?”


    He stared out the window as the plane rolled away, leaving Apep behind. He met her eyes again. “I do not know that term.”


    “Never mind, it doesn’t matter.” She noticed his cheeks were drawn and the side of his face blistered. She helped him to a seat and sat down next to him. “He burned you? How?”


    “I am not certain. He has the power to create chaos. It did something to my skin. Hot. It burned from inside.”


    “Why didn’t you take his heart like the guy last night? Why did you shift?”


    Issa tipped his head, popping his neck. “Because Apep is a god trapped in a body of flesh, remember? Since he cannot be killed, I maimed him. He will heal, but it will take time. Enough for us to get off the ground.”


    The plane turned and came to a stop at the end of the runway. “Can I help you? Your face looks like it hurts.”


    “It does.” He sat back on the couch as the plane accelerated down the runway. “My blood is already working to heal it.”


    Once the plane left the ground, Muriah glanced his way. “Another long plane ride… Ready for more questions?”

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    Issa tensed. “Questions?”


    “Like we did on the way to New York.” She smiled, and he could refuse her nothing. He prayed she never discovered her power over him. “I’ll start. Did you force that copilot to cooperate?”


    “Yes.”


    “Even when you’re in animal form, you can control people’s minds?”


    “Yes.” He glanced toward the door, listening to the pilots’ minds. He’d been sure the copilot would have no memory of a jaguar in the plane. The man would remember Issa in his human form as Muriah’s companion to Cairo. But it didn’t hurt to be watchful. Satisfied, he focused his attention back on her. “Our minds are still aware within the animal’s body. It is slightly more complicated in animal form, but as long as I make eye contact with them, I can manipulate their thoughts.”


    He left out that the infusion of the blood from the God of Chaos gave him the extra power to force the pilot to turn around and meet his eyes. Issa crossed his arms. “My turn.”


    She stiffened in her seat. “All right.”


    “Why do you consider your gift to be a curse?”


    “Remind me not to play this game with you anymore.” She glanced out the window. “It hurts. When I touch something really old, the images flood my head, and I can’t control them. As more and more flow in, my head feels like it’s being compressed in a vise.” She hesitated and finally met his eyes again. “I’ve started having nosebleeds, and sometimes I black out. That’s why I always wait until I’m safe and alone in my house.”


    He took her hand. “If you have to touch the vessels, I will keep watch. I wish I could shield you from the pain.”


    She pressed her lips together, then gave his hand a squeeze. “Your face is better.”


    He reached up to touch his cheek. “Apep’s blood.”


    “You drank his blood?” She frowned. “It didn’t poison you?”


    He smirked with a gleam in his eyes. “Is that your question?”


    “I’m impressed.” She thought about it. “Okay, yeah, that’s my question.”


    “His body is flesh. The blood lust overtook the jaguar’s senses. I was not poisoned, but his blood infused me with more power than any mortal’s ever has.”


    “You liked it.”


    He did. But he also worried that admitting it would make him more of a monster in her eyes. He shouldn’t care. But he did. “You talk often of your mother. Tell me about your father.”


    Muriah sighed. “Can I take a pass?”


    “You made the rules.” He settled back into the couch. “I remember no pass.”


    “Fine.” She swallowed, and her voice dropped a couple of notches. “My mother could communicate with the dead. It freaked him out. He left us.” She crossed her arms and shifted. “Next question. You said something about love before. That you’d never risk your heart again.”


    “You did not finish answering my question.”


    “You asked about my father, and I told you, end of story.”


    He rubbed his chin, struggling to find the best way to learn more about her. First, he would have to answer her question. “The woman you met as Kate. She has lived more than a single lifetime. In my world, she was Ch’en, the goddess of the moon. She cared about our people and their welfare and, unlike me and my brothers, she moved among the mortals, getting involved in their lives and in their culture.


    Her passion for them intrigued me, and I found her beauty striking. A light glowed inside of her that drew me in. I considered her a friend, but yearned for more. Before I realized it, my heart was hers, but she had no use for it.”


    He stopped. There was no reason to share how the story ended. The memory of taking Ch’en’s life was his own burden to bear. He’d never shared it with anyone.


    “Does Kate remember you?”


    “I believe it is my turn to question now.”


    “Fine.” She almost smiled. “Ask away.”


    “How long ago did your father leave?”


    “Wow.” She ran her hands up her arms like she’d caught a chill. “You don’t let up, do you?”


    He was tempted to choose another question, but remained silent and waited.


    She stared at the floor while she spoke. “He left when I was four. The only memory I have of him is a flash of him holding me up and spinning me around. The rest of the room loses focus, and all I see is his face. We’re laughing, and he says, ‘You’re my world.’” She wiped her nose, her eyes welling up with tears. “But he still walked away. It was all bullshit.”


    She got up, wrapping her arms tightly around herself as she paced the floor. “My mom tried to be strong for the both of us, but I’d hear noises at night and sneak out of my room… She’d be at the table with a picture of my father, weeping into her hands.” She lowered her arms, but kept the distance between them. “I used to hate him for breaking her heart, and then I promised myself that would never happen to me. I’d never give a man that power over me.”


    The hurt was plain in Muriah’s eyes, and the desire to find her father and cause him pain swelled inside Issa’s chest. Only a sad excuse for a man would abandon his child.


    “May I tell you something?”


    “Sure.” She shrugged, wiping her nose.


    “Sit?” He gestured to the spot beside him on the couch. She hesitated for a moment, but finally sat beside him. Issa took her hand. “He was weak. He did not deserve you or your mother.” She rolled her eyes, wiping at a stray tear before it ran down her cheek. He waited for her to meet his gaze. “I have been loyal to a world who no longer remembers me. I continue to live, to protect it, because it needs me. And I will never abandon you. If you need me, I will be there.”


    A single tear escaped from the corner of her eye, but she made no attempt to dry it. “You can control minds, live forever, move faster than I can see…why would I matter to you?”


    He reached over to catch the tear, caressing her cheek. “Because you have awakened something inside me. From the moment we met, you challenged me to be more than my title.” He brushed a tender kiss to her forehead. “You are stubborn, reckless, headstrong, and the greatest temptation I have ever known.”


    She leaned closer to him, her lips caressing his. He gathered her into his arms without breaking the kiss. Her body fit perfectly against his. He slid his fingers into her silky hair. She caught his lower lip, her teeth grazing his skin until his fangs lengthened.


    “You know…” She kissed him once more, and her lips curved into a smile. “I could say the same about you.”


    “I am not reckless.”


    She raised a brow. “You were the one who bought tickets to take me to a Broadway musical while we were on the run from Apep.”


    He smirked with a subtle nod. “I suppose it might seem risky to some, but I kept watch over you. We were safe.”


    She sobered, her fingers tracing his jawline. “I lost track. Is it my turn to ask a question?”


    “Do you have another question?”


    Her eyes searched his, her tone tentative. “If we trap Apep, would you come back to San Diego with me?”


    He answered her with a kiss, his tongue parting her lips. He lifted her onto his lap, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. The sound of her racing pulse teased the hunger within him. He wanted all of her. Her body, her blood, and her heart. Her warm hand wandered up his chest as she lightened the kiss. Her dark lashes fluttered open.


    “If anything happens to me… Promise you’ll take care of The Dimension’s Den. It’s all I have in the world.”


    “I gave you my word that you would see that red door again, and I intend to keep it. Apep will heal from his wounds, but we will land in Cairo hours before him. We should have at least one night to search before he finds us again.” He stroked her hair back. “I have one more question.”


    She nodded.


    “If I returned to San Diego, would you give me a chance to win your heart although I can never give you children?”


    …


    Muriah pondered his question as she stared into his dark eyes. Lukas had told her that Night Walkers couldn’t father children, which only furthered her curiosity about Gretchen’s condition.


    Her answer should be no. Without another generation to take over the store, she’d be letting down her entire family. She would finally lose them completely. Forever.


    But being so close to him, in the safety of his arms, aching to be even closer, her answer was plain to see. “You keep taking pieces of it.” She cleared her throat. “We haven’t had sex, but I’m already closer to you than any man I’ve ever been with.” Her chest ached at the realization. “But I can’t lose who I am or where I came from.”


    “You long to be a mother.” There was no anger, no judgment in his voice.


    “Not really.” She laughed. “Actually, until my thirtieth birthday a few days ago, I hadn’t even thought about children. But when I found out Richard was dead, I walked home alone in the dark. Since I lost my mom, I’ve been with plenty of men. But I’m still alone.” She shook her head and lowered her eyes. “I’m sick of this empty hole inside me. I want to fill it.”


    “With children. Family.” He lifted her chin, regret in his eyes. “You deserve that, Muriah.”


    …


    Bitterness swelled inside him. Why would the universe bring her to him, allow her to show him how much richer his existence could be, and then deny him the joy of her love in return? Was the god of sacrifice to be punished for all eternity?


    He never should have left the jungle.


    Her warm hand caressed his cheek, but he withdrew from her touch. “This is a dangerous game.”


    “No game.” She caught his chin, pulling his gaze back to her face.


    His eyes burned, no doubt glowing crimson as his resistance crumbled. “You do not understand how close I have come to losing my sanity.” He made no move to touch her. “Lukas and the government agent, they were right to warn you about me. I already care more than I should, and want more than I deserve.”


    “Do something for me,” she whispered as she moved her hair to one side, exposing her neck. “I want you to know how I feel.”


    The jaguar inside of him roared, his thirst and desire clawing to the surface. He didn’t hesitate. He pulled her close and sank his fangs into her tender flesh. She gasped, her nails digging into his shoulders. He closed his eyes, forcing the animal back. He held her tight, drinking her in. Her mind opened, and her emotions poured into him. Her affection, her desire, lay bare before him.


    He groaned against her skin, hungry to deepen the connection. He saw her store, her mother, and he had no idea how he might fit into that world, but he wanted the chance to try. Gradually, he sensed her inside his mind. He resisted the urge to break the connection. Sharing parts of himself he’d never allowed anyone to see.


    He took one more slow drink from her veins before pulling back. He slid his tongue across his fang, allowing his healing blood to repair the punctures in her throat. Trailing kisses up her neck, he claimed her lips, their tongues swirling together in a slow, seductive dance as her warm hands moved up his body. She unbuttoned his shirt, her fingers exploring his bare chest, eliciting a growl deep in his throat.


    The last of his resistance fell. Issa lifted her off his lap and lay her down on the sofa. He pulled her shirt off, anxious to feel her skin against his. He kissed her again and reached behind to free her bra. She moaned into the kiss as he dropped the bra on the floor, her breasts pressed tightly to his chest.


    An inner battle raged. He’d never experienced the hunger, the desire she stoked within him. He wanted to savor the moment, enjoy her body for hours, and at the same time, he wanted to rip off their clothes and claim her in the most primal sense.


    A delicious torture.


    …


    Muriah was lost. She’d always been an adventurous lover, but nothing prepared her for this level of passion. She was wound so tight, he could probably send her over the edge right through her jeans.


    Issa broke the kiss and rocked back onto his knees. His gaze remained locked on hers while he unfastened her pants and pulled them free. “You are so beautiful…”


    She glanced at the pronounced bulge in his pants, then back to meet his eyes. “And you’re overdressed.”


    His lips curved into a devilish smile she’d never seen before. It suited him. Her body flushed with heat. Yeah, he should never find out the power he wielded with that sexy grin. Issa got to his feet and freed himself from his pants and underwear. He was tan all over. Tan, muscled, a god.


    He sank to his knees, and electricity wound inside of her as he kissed his way up her body starting at her knees. He trailed his lips along her inner thigh until she writhed with desire. He turned to kiss her other leg, and she tangled her fingers in his hair, watching him. His eyes met hers, and his crooked smile stole her breath away.


    “In yaah,” he growled.


    She opened her mouth to ask what the words meant, but her voice became a moan as his tongue slid between her folds. She pulled at his hair, her hips rocking toward him. Her orgasm rocketed through her before she barely got started.


    He kissed each thigh while she struggled to catch her breath.


    “That was…”


    “Not over yet.” He gripped her hips, feeding on her again.


    She trembled, every muscle tensing with the pleasure he kindled within her. He teased her higher with his tongue and slowly sank two fingers into her, thrusting slowly. Her fists tightened in his hair.


    As she reached the edge of oblivion, he ceased his pleasuring, kissing his way up her body. Her nipples were erect, tight, and he ran his fingers over them, teasing. She moaned his name, and finally, he claimed her, his hips pressing forward until he sank deep inside her.


    Her nails scratched down his back as her body welcomed his. He fit her perfectly, and his slow, strong thrusts made her hungry for more. He held her tight and stood up.


    She moaned into the kiss, weightless in his immortal arms. He worked his hips into her, deeper. She let her head fall back, gasping his name. When she righted herself again, his eyes burned crimson, and through his parted lips, she saw the tips of his fangs. Her body throbbed around him.


    She kissed his neck, allowing her teeth to scrape his skin until she reached his earlobe. “Take what you want.”


    He rested her back against the wall and nuzzled into her hair. “Give yourself to me.”


    His fangs plunged into her shoulder just as his hips thrust up into her. Her head dizzied, and she dove over the peak, her body bursting into a million pieces of pure pleasure. Issa growled against her skin and erupted deep inside of her. She clung to him, closing her eyes.


    Through the blood connection, she heard him whisper into her mind. I am yours.


    She lost herself in the moment. And for once, she didn’t feel alone.


    …


    Issa healed her wound and rested his forehead to hers. “Are you all right?”


    Her full lips curled into a sexy, sated smile. “Oh…way past all right. Miles past.”


    He grinned, kissing her once more before carrying her back to the sofa. He finally pulled back, separating their bodies, and sat down, bringing her to settle on his lap. “Why did I resist so long?”


    She laughed, the sound buoying his wounded spirit. Her eyes sparkled. “I thought you’d never come around…”


    He rolled his eyes and glanced at the door to the cockpit. “We should probably get dressed.”


    Muriah nodded and got up to retrieve her clothes. “I guess we’re members of the mile high club now.”


    He pulled on his pants and reached for his shirt, frowning. “What is the mile high club?”


    Her head popped through the top of her shirt. “When you have sex in an airplane, you’re a mile high… Get it?”


    “I see.” He sat down on the couch and watched her finish dressing, a faint smile on his lips. “Only you could make me forget I am in an airplane.”


    She plopped down beside him, her leg tucked up underneath her. “I bet you don’t hate flying as much now.”


    “You have given me a much better memory to cling to.” He bent to capture her lips in a slow kiss.


    Muriah hummed into the kiss and rested her forehead against his. Issa stared into her eyes, bringing his hand up to caress her cheek. “I wish I could stop time and keep you out of danger.”


    She turned and placed a kiss to the palm of his hand. “Without the danger, we never would have met.”


    “Perhaps.”


    She got up to retrieve her laptop. “We’ve got a couple more hours left. How about another movie before you start worrying about things that are out of our control?”


    Issa laughed as she settled back onto his chest. “As if a film on your computer could stop that.”

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Sunrise threatened as they settled into their hotel room in Cairo, pulling the strength from Issa’s body, but he fought for more time. He dreaded leaving Muriah unprotected while he slept.


    He’d been careful, shielding his heart from rejection that could jeopardize his sanity, or so he thought. Now that he’d experienced her affection, her body, her blood, his fear of failing her overwhelmed him. Fear was a foreign emotion. Never in his long existence had he known this sensation. He protected the world around him, but the stakes had never been personal.


    She yawned and glanced over at him. “I’ve been keeping Night Walker hours. I’m going to end up sleeping the day away with you.”


    The sound of her voice soothed him. He did his best to drown the foreboding that festered inside him. “Should I feel guilty?”


    She chuckled, stuffing a pillow and blanket into his arms. “I wasn’t really complaining.”


    “Good.” He bent, capturing her soft lips in a slow, lingering kiss. He opened his eyes, holding her gaze. “No exploring the city without me today.” He waited and finally added, “Please.”


    “I set our meetings with my contacts for after dark.”


    He smiled, stealing one more kiss. “I will see you at sunset.”


    Inside the bathroom, he settled into the tub, waiting for the sun to steal the life from his body. He closed his eyes, reliving the evening in his mind. He’d been with countless women throughout the past millennium, but in spite of all the experience, nothing prepared him for the connection with Muriah.


    He’d wanted to please her, to hear her lips gasp his name.


    Everything about her called to him. The curves of her body, the sound of her voice, the spicy taste of her skin, the richness of her blood. And her strong mind, unbendable to his will. He hoped that when he attended the meetings with her contacts, she would trust him to be with her while she touched the items. He had no intention of leaving her alone, especially when using her gift caused her pain.


    The fact that her psychic gift wounded her worried him. Everything worried him. Now that he’d held her in his arms, he would never be able to return to his solitary existence in dark caverns beneath the sands of this lonesome desert.


    If she had any idea of the depths he would go to ensure her safety, she might be frightened.


    He sighed out his final breath… Maybe she should be.


    …


    She watched Issa disappear into the bathroom. The door clicked shut, and she went to the window. The sky lightened, the sun threatening to peer over the horizon. The Nile sparkled below her suite. She’d come to Egypt three times before this, but she’d never had a wealthy philanthropist making her travel arrangements. She usually stayed on the couch of one of her contacts, and, until now, private jets were just something from the movies.


    Resting her forehead against the window, she welcomed the memories of the flight into her head. Issa was an amazing lover. Not that she’d expected less, being a god and all. But there was more. Unlike most of the men she’d been with, last night hadn’t been a conquest for pleasure. He’d treasured her. Not in a chaste way, but somehow, he made her usual desire for an exit plan fade away, as if being in his arms was the place she’d always been destined for.


    He also made that awkward silence that usually followed sex, that moment when she asked herself again what she’d been thinking, cease to exist. Sex with him hadn’t been a mistake.


    Except for the whole growing up and having a family part.


    She sighed. None of that would matter if she didn’t live through the next few days and find a way to stop Apep. If he caught her before they could trap him, the future of her family legacy would be the least of her worries.


    Pulling the drapes closed, she sighed and went to the bed. She poked through her bag and dug out her cell phone. Her time zone math was rusty, but it might be dark in San Diego. She hit Lukas’s number and waited. Voicemail. An expensive voicemail.


    She had to keep reminding herself that this trip wasn’t on her tab.


    “Hey Lukas. We made it to Cairo. Apep caught up with us at LaGuardia, but Issa slowed him down, and we’re hoping we’ll have a day’s head start on him tonight. We’ll see.” She paused. “I’m fine, and I’m planning on being home in time for that wedding and the baby. Try not to worry. I’ll call back when I can.”


    She ended the call and started to plug in the charger when she noticed the voicemail notification. Unknown caller. She frowned and hit the button.


    “I will find you, bitch. The God of the West will grovel at my feet. Maybe I’ll make him kill you while I watch.” Apep let out a twisted moan. “He seemed protective of you at the airport. I think I’ll force him to kill you slowly. You’ll squeal and beg for your life, and he’ll be haunted by the memory for eternity. Soon, Muriah. Very soon.”


    The message ended abruptly, and she dropped her phone on the nightstand, overwhelmed by the sudden urge to wash her hands. A hundred times. Even that might not be enough.


    Chaos himself had her phone number, her name. Shit. Cold terror laced her bloodstream, cramping her muscles. Fear was what that bastard wanted. He fed off of panic and worry.


    She rubbed the goose bumps on her arms, doing her best to quiet the fear. If she gave in to the anxiety, he would win. No freaking way.


    Muriah pulled out her laptop. She had some research to do before they met with her contacts anyway.


    Suddenly, she wasn’t the least bit tired.


    …


    Muriah La Deaux. He may not have stopped their plane out of LaGuardia, but the evening wasn’t a total loss. Once he healed his fucking leg. Never again would he underestimate the God of the West. Never.


    His human body was a constant handicap. The gods had planned it that way when they imprisoned him. If he’d been free of the confines of this disgusting prison, he could have simply thought about Cairo, and he’d be in the damned desert.


    Instead, the jaguar severed his limb, and he’d had to focus his energies on healing his wounds, unable to pursue his prey. But he made the best of the setback. After his leg stopped bleeding and his nerves wove back together, he’d charmed one of the staff from the jet company and had them print a copy of the manifest.


    They were in Cairo, and he had her name now. Muriah La Deaux. He would find them. Soon. Foundation Arts paid for the flight, probably the hotel in Egypt as well. Egypt. Acid burned the back of his throat.


    Why were they luring him back to the desert?


    A muscle in his cheek clenched. The woman found artifacts. Perhaps she discovered…impossible. He destroyed the ancient Egyptian tablet documenting how the priests had separated him from the flesh, and the moment he finally broke free, he shattered the ancient pottery vase where his spirit had languished.


    A human body was heaven compared to the darkness and starvation of a sealed vessel.


    But the Egyptians loved to tell stories. They built pyramids and carved more tales into them as well. Praises to Imhotep, the fabled architect of the great pyramids. Thousands of years had passed. Explorers found similar grand structures across the ocean, but no evidence of contact between the civilizations. For a century, humans murmured about creatures from space giving both races the technology.


    He ground his teeth. Stories. Fiction. He’d been around the world, planting seeds to watch them grow. Even the Native American tribes built his angular structures out of mud, pointing at the heavens, toward his home. None of them ever high enough. He remained trapped here.


    Apep, Loki, Whiro, Tiamat, Hundun, and many more. Since the dawn of man, human tribes who came in contact with him had given him more names than he could recall. But none of them believed in him anymore. Chaos was expected in this new world. Fear was everywhere.


    And they credited the pyramid architecture, his steps to the heavens that he’d bestowed on the human race…to aliens.


    But soon the world would remember his true name. Apep would be worshipped and the gods would take notice. They would open the doors to the heavens and welcome the prodigal son back to his rightful home.


    Or he would blow the fucking doors off.


    But first, he had to get the codex and hopefully kill Muriah La Deaux in the process. He licked his lips in anticipation. The announcer interrupted his thoughts.


    His plane was delayed for another hour. Fuck.


    …


    Muriah’s eyes snapped open at the sound of her cell phone ringing. She must’ve fallen asleep at some point. She glanced at the caller ID before answering and breathed a sigh of relief seeing a number she recognized. It was one of her contacts in Cairo. She took the call and jotted some notes on the hotel notepad. They had a meeting at eight p.m. He had three pieces for her to inspect.


    That was a start.


    She went to the window and pulled open the blackout drapes. Stunning shades of red and orange painted the canvas of the sky as the golden orb sank lower, closer to the Great Pyramids in the distance. Cairo was one of the largest cities in the world, with architecture that spanned from modern to the last of the Seven Wonders of the World.


    There was no other city like it.


    The vibrant sunset reflected on the water of the Nile, a living watercolor masterpiece. Taking a picture wouldn’t do it justice. She watched, memorizing the beauty, until the sun finally touched the top of the pyramid in the distance. Sometimes the smog from the city blocked the view of the ancient structures, but the dry wind had taken the haze away, offering her a magical tapestry of color.


    She wished Issa could witness it with her. Since he’d never been human, he’d probably never seen a sunset. Maybe it was better that way. Lukas still missed the sun, ached to feel the warmth on his skin.


    Issa had no idea what he was missing.


    The shadows lengthened as the sun made the slow descent into the horizon. She went to her bag and grabbed some clean clothes and her toothbrush and toothpaste. Now she just needed the shower.


    Almost on cue, the bathroom door opened. Issa stood in the doorway, his dark eyes on her. “Good. You are here.”


    Her body temperature rose just hearing his voice. “And you are, too.” She raised her clothes and toothbrush. “Can I get cleaned up? Our first appointment is at eight o’clock in the Khan el-Khalili.”


    “I know of it.”


    “I forgot you lived here. For a long time…” She walked past him into the bathroom, but when she reached for the door, he came inside with her. “Um… Could I have a little privacy?”


    He tensed and finally backed up. “If you wish. But we need to talk before we leave for the meeting.”


    “I won’t be long.”


    …


    She closed the door, and Issa paced the length of the room. From the moment he pulled in his first breath tonight, he’d thought of nothing but keeping Muriah safe. If he didn’t gain control over the dread and worry, the fear of losing her, he would become a self-fulfilling prophecy.


    He glanced at her bag. The codex rested inside. He did not need to read it. He remembered the night the priests told him of a vision, a prophecy of the birth of an immortal child. The child and the mortal mother could not coexist long enough for a full-term birth, but the baby was not at risk. The child’s immortality began at conception.


    It was the mortal mother who was in danger.


    But he couldn’t warn the others. As long as the babe remained within Gretchen’s womb, he was safe from Apep. The God of Chaos wouldn’t risk losing his prize by harming Gretchen or the infant until he had the secrets written on the codex. Issa was the only Night Walker among them strong enough to keep his mind safe from Apep, so revealing the secret of the codex to any of the others had been impossible.


    Muriah’s voice hummed through the door, and his heart pounded. What if she were the woman carrying the child? For the first time, he understood the young one’s worry. Lukas loved Gretchen. He wanted her to be safe.


    Sadly, Issa couldn’t risk the rest of the mortal world for one woman’s life.


    What if the life at risk was Muriah’s instead?


    He pushed the thought away. In the end, none of this would matter. He would stop Apep before Gretchen came to any harm.


    He got dressed and went to the window, watching the lights of the city below. He didn’t understand love anyway. He’d yearned to have a companion, to be important to at least one person in this vast world, but now that love might be within reach, it already threatened to slip through his fingers. Muriah yearned for a family, to further the generations of her family, the one thing he’d never be able to give her.


    The door opened behind him. He turned to find Muriah, fully clothed and brushing her wet hair. She met his eyes and lowered the brush. “I’ve got something to tell you, but you can’t fly off the handle.”


    He raised a brow. “I do not fly.”


    She chuckled, biting back her laughter and shook her head. “I mean you can’t get all crazy Mayan god on me. We’ve got to leave soon, and I need to know you’ll have a clear head to pull this off.”


    Without conscious effort, he reached for her mind, only to find the frustrating wall of silence blocking him from hearing her thoughts. This would be much less likely to upset him if he understood what she was talking about.


    “My head is clear.”


    “All right.” She gestured with the brush as she spoke. “While you were…incapacitated…I had a voicemail.” She paused. “Apep knows my name and phone number.”


    Something exploded inside of him. He fought to keep from grabbing her and running her back to the airport. They could be up on an airplane and back to his jungle. He could protect her there. This mammoth city full of millions of mortal thoughts distracted him. Soon Apep would be among them. He needed to find his footing.


    “What did he say?” His voice came out like a feral growl, but he was grateful to be able to speak in her language. A feat considering the way the rage and fear swelled into a storm of discontent within him.


    “Nothing important. Empty threats. But he’s coming for us, and it’ll be much easier to find us now that he has my name.” She set the brush on the bed and came to his side, taking his hand. “We’ll be careful, and maybe we’ll be lucky. Tonight we’re meeting with Hasani, and he says he has three different pieces that refer to Apep. I also set a meeting later tonight with Khai. He claims he has a lead on a missing page from the ancient Egyptian priests’ The Books of Overthrowing Apep. If we’re focused, with a little luck on our sides, we can finish this quickly.”


    We. He was not accustomed to being a part of a team. Hearing her include him in her plans warmed him.


    His behavior was pathetic. A god should not notice minuscule mentions, but she made him feel like more than a god. Like a man who mattered.


    “What do you need from me?”


    “You’re my buyer from Mexico. You don’t speak English or Egyptian. I’ll translate to you, and if you need to tell me something, be sure to do it in Spanish. Hasani doesn’t speak Spanish so whatever we say will be safe.”


    Her eyes sparkled, devoid of worry or fear. This was her element. She was confident and intelligent. His admiration of her continued to grow. “Do you plan on touching the objects?”


    “Only if I have to.”


    “I assume you won’t touch them in Hasani’s presence?”


    “No.” She spat the word out and then took a breath. “If I think there’s a chance of a piece helping us or maybe linking us to a page of that book, then I’ll consign the item. Both of these guys have worked with me long enough to trust me. I’ll let them know I need to examine the pieces with my equipment before we can commit to a price.”


    He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “And my role is to speak Spanish.”


    She grinned. “I’m pretty sure there’s a good chance you can read the hieroglyphics better than I can, so I want you to look over all the pieces with me, and clue me in if I miss anything.”


    “Of course.”


    “Good.” She released his hand and went to pick up the bag that contained the codex. “Bringing this with us is dangerous, but now that Apep knows my name, it’s probably more risky to leave the codex behind.”


    Issa took the bag from her. “I know where we can store it.”


    “You have a chaos-proof safe in Cairo?”


    “Finish getting ready. We can store the bag on our way to meet your contact. You probably need to eat, too.”


    The mention of food distracted her. “I’m starving. There’s a great falafel place in Khan el-Khalili. They also have great baklava…” She stopped herself. “Why am I telling you this? You won’t eat any, will you?”


    “No. But watching you enjoy your meal will be amusing.”


    “Oh, please.” She laughed, the magical sound reinforcing his desire to keep her safe. “If we’re stashing the codex first, we’d better get going.”

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    “The Museum of Egyptian Antiquities? You can’t be serious. You think we’re just going to walk in there after hours and ask them to hold on to a Mayan relic for us?”


    He smiled down at her. “I do not think. I know.”


    Issa was seriously sexy when he shifted into his cocky god mode. As long as he wasn’t ordering her around like a minion, the line between sexy and seriously annoying was very thin.


    She followed him around the side of the building to a door marked Security. Issa approached the guard and met his eyes. “We have an appointment.”


    The man stiffened, but quickly relaxed his stance and withdrew his key ring. “I’ll have to check my guest list.”


    “Of course.” Issa glanced her way with a hint of a smile on his lips. And her pulse thrummed. Seeing a playful side in him after witnessing all of his pain in her visions melted her heart in a dangerous forget-your-responsibilities-and-follow-your-heart kind of way.


    She went inside with them. The security guard took a clipboard off the hook on the wall and scanned the list. “Looks like everything checks out. You know how to get to the basement storage area, Mr. La Deaux?”


    Muriah hoped her poker face was in place because her jaw wanted to hit the ground so badly. She watched Issa, but his attention remained on the security guard. “I do.” He shook the guard’s hand. “I appreciate your help.”


    “Anytime.” The security guard tipped his head to Muriah and went back outside to his post.


    “How?” She kept her voice low. “Explain yourself, Issa La Deaux…”


    He laughed, the deep tone echoing through the empty corridor. His gaze met hers. “Forgive me for borrowing your name, but I have never had any need of a surname until I realized he was searching for one on his list.”


    “But my name wasn’t on that list anyway.”


    He shrugged. “Perhaps not in print, but inside his mind, he saw what I wanted him to see.”


    “So you didn’t magically add your name to his clipboard?”


    “No.” He took her hand. “No one else will find our names. There will be no record we were here.”


    “What about security cameras?”


    His dark eyes met hers. “As long as nothing is missing from the museum, they will have no reason to review the security tapes tomorrow.”


    “Are you suggesting I might take something?” She bristled at his insinuation, but couldn’t condemn him for his warning. This building housed artifacts that could fetch her enough money to retire.


    “No.” He lifted their joined hands and pressed his lips to the back of hers. “I am saying they will only pursue us if we give them a reason.”


    “We came to make a deposit anyway, right?”


    “Exactly.”


    She followed Issa through back corridors and down into the lower basements of the building. Most of the artifacts were boxed and tagged with numbers, but she ached to open them and see what was hidden inside. When they reached a well-lit back corner, he stopped.


    “We will leave the codex here.”


    She took the bag from her shoulder and handed it to Issa. He carefully folded the edges and the straps before sliding it between the crate and the wall. “It is well lit here. Apep’s serpents will not be able to search this area, and no one on staff will have any memory of our faces. It will be safe.”


    “You don’t want to read it first just in case?”


    “I know what it says.”


    “You’ve known all along, and you didn’t tell them?” She frowned. “Gretchen’s life is on the line.”


    He sighed, lowering his eyes to the floor. “I cannot trust the knowledge to the others. Apep is too strong. They cannot keep their minds shielded from him.”


    “So you already know how to keep Gretchen safe, and you kept it to yourself. She could die.” She took a step back, processing her thoughts. “I thought you were supposed to be some kind of protector, but I guess that’s only when it suits you.”


    Issa lifted his chin, his expression aloof and devoid of the playfulness she’d seen earlier. This was the Mayan god. He was hiding from her.


    “No. Stop it.” She shook her head. “We’re past this God of the West crap. I know you, and this isn’t you at all.”


    “God of the West crap?” A flicker of emotion sparked in his eyes, but it was quickly extinguished. “You have known me for a few days. I have lived in this world for millennia. I do what must be done to protect the human race, not a single woman, even if she is your friend’s lover. My existence would be different if I had the option to follow my heart, but that is not my path. The safety of the mortal world is first. Always.”


    “Fine.” She turned to leave, speaking without waiting to see if he followed her. He had super Night Walker hearing. He wouldn’t miss it. “There are always options. You choose to hide behind your responsibilities. That’s easier than doing what you know is right.”


    He caught her elbow, spinning her around so fast she gasped. Crimson ringed the irises of his dark eyes. “I did what I thought was right in the jungle a few weeks ago. I refused to sacrifice Kate, and instead, I pulled the heart of my brother, Mulac. He orchestrated the demon’s freedom, wished to destroy humanity and begin again, and he wanted to be worshipped. I believed he deserved the punishment, not her.


    “Because I refused to take her heart, I almost destroyed my entire race. I put this world in jeopardy. I did that by putting what was ‘right’ before what must be. Gretchen carries an immortal in her womb because of my weakness, and if she dies, it will be yet another stain on my bloody hands.” His voice lowered to a gruff whisper, “You make me wish for things that I cannot have. This world is a mantle I cannot lift from my shoulders. So while it may be God of the West crap to you, this is who I am. I do not have the freedom to play hero and follow my heart.”


    He released her arm and passed her by, jogging up the stairs. His words rang in her ears. She wanted to tell him he was wrong. She wanted him to smile, that sexy smile he’d only shared with her during the flight to Egypt. Of all people, she should know better. Love didn’t exist, and if it did, it certainly didn’t change people.


    But she’d chipped away at his godlike armor, and she’d seen glimpses of the man within.


    Issa had a sense of humor. He had laughed with her.


    She sighed and started up the stairs again. He was noble to a fault. Since when was doing the right thing a weakness?


    On the final flight of stairs, she slowed and came to a stop. Doing what was right for you might not be what’s right for the world. How many times had he taken sacrifices—pulled hearts, as he called it—against his will? How many times had he been forced to hurt himself and sacrifice his wants in order to keep everyone else safe?


    Her throat tightened. People hated the lesson of unanswered prayer, but she’d never considered how difficult it must be for the god on the other side of that equation. What if he wanted nothing more than to save Gretchen, but he had to walk away because it was the only way to keep the child safe while they trapped Apep?


    Muriah groaned. She was a shit. A selfish shit.


    She reached the final steps and opened the door to the hallway. Issa stood at the end, his arms crossed, head held high, without a trace of emotion. Muriah approached slowly, unsure what to say. She rose up on her toes, her lips brushing his cheek. “I’m sorry.”


    Confusion marred his brow. “Why?”


    “The God of the West is a huge part of who you are and…” She swallowed the lump forming in her throat. “And I can’t imagine how hard it’s been to carry that burden.”


    …


    Her words left him stunned. For the past ten minutes, he’d been brooding in the hallway. Angry at her for her judgment, at his fate for showing him joy only to steal it from his grasp, and at his inability to be the hero Muriah deserved.


    Yet here she stood before him with empathy in her eyes. Understanding.


    He gathered her into his arms, his lips tasting hers. Her arms slid around his neck, her embrace like a balm to his soul, sunlight to the shadows of loneliness plaguing him. He was unworthy of her or her affection, but he’d never been more grateful.


    Pulling back from the kiss, he rested his forehead against hers. “Can I confide in you?”


    “Like a secret?” Her full lips curved into a smile that had his blood pulsing below his belt.


    “Yes.”


    Her eyes sparkled. “Definitely.”


    He glanced each way for effect and whispered, “Sometimes, I, too, find my burden as God of the West to be a load of crap.”


    Muriah laughed in his arms, warming him all over. “I don’t blame you.”


    He lowered her to the ground, reaching for the minds of the security staff. For now, they were safe.


    She took his hand and gave it a squeeze. “Let’s get some food.”


    He smiled. He wanted much more than food.


    …


    Apep stood on his own, pain shooting up his leg. He savored the pain like an elixir, concentrating his hatred for the God of the West. Issa would soon know the depth of his power. They both would. And he would wield the power of the Night Walker race like an unforgiving sword of malice. The gods would take notice, and the entire earth would suffer until he was welcomed home.


    This injury only delayed the inevitable. Nothing would stop him. Not now.


    He’d lost the entire day healing the wound. Now, after another delay, he had a red-eye out of New York and he’d be in Cairo in the morning. While Issa slept, he would find Muriah La Deaux and the codex. Issa would be his to control very soon.


    The thought made him smile.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    The Khan el-Khalili bustled with activity. Muriah took Issa’s hand so they didn’t get separated in the labyrinth of alleyways. At least that’s what she told herself. She refused to acknowledge how much she enjoyed touching his skin.


    The cobblestoned walkways twisted past tea shops and stalls full of merchants calling to the shoppers. She tugged Issa behind a pair of haggling women bartering for a better price on silk scarves, and finally, she stopped in front of her favorite food cart. One look up at Issa, and she almost cringed. His expression was carefully blank, but every muscle in his face appeared tense. His gaze lowered to meet hers.


    “It’s loud here, huh?”


    A faint smile brushed over his lips, alleviating some of her concern. “No worse than Times Square.”


    “I should’ve tried to get them to meet us somewhere else.”


    “No.” He gave her hand a squeeze. “The more people, the less likely he will find us.”


    “Do you think he’s here yet?” She stepped up in line and started scanning the crowd for Apep.


    “I do not know, but assuming that he has arrived is probably wise.”


    She placed her falafel order and moved to the other end of the cart. Issa surprised her by ordering more food to go. They found a table and sat. Groaning in delight at her first bite, Muriah tipped her head toward his bag. “That’s not your usual fare.”


    He nodded. “This is for you. For later.”


    “For me?” Muriah frowned. “How much do you think I eat?”


    “We are not returning to the hotel. You will need food for tomorrow while I rest.”


    “Wait a second.” She set her food down. “When did you decide this? We’re partners. I get a say in our next move just like you do.”


    “Apep has your name and your phone number. He probably has discovered who supplied our private jet as well. You will not be able to use your phone, and we will not return to the hotel.”


    “Enough with telling me what we’re doing. How about just talking to me like a normal person?”


    He took her hand, his thumb brushing over her knuckles. “I have never been a normal person.”


    She sighed and swallowed another bite of her food. “Fine. I’ll start. I think Apep might be able to find our hotel now that he has my name. Plus, he probably knows Foundation Arts is funding this trip. Is there someplace else we can go to lay low?”


    “Lay low?”


    She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling. Issa was adorable when he sat beside her, the haughty ancient god, with no clue what she was talking about. “Hide. Is there a place we could stay so Apep doesn’t find us?”


    He lowered his voice and leaned in closer to her. “I have lived under the sand of this desert for centuries. We will take any of the relics you need back to my home.”


    Home. The word alone made her ache for her store back in Pacific Beach. “And since you don’t really…eat. I’ll need food.”


    He nodded and pointed to the bag. “Now we are back where we started. Happy now?”


    “Yes.” She popped the last piece of falafel into her mouth and smiled as she chewed and swallowed. “Next time, if you include me right from the beginning, we won’t have to backtrack to bring me up to speed.”


    “If you would trust me and my reasons, discussion wouldn’t be necessary.”


    “That’s not going to happen. I make my own choices whether you like them or not.”


    Issa broke eye contact, shaking his head, but he didn’t go all stoic on her. It was a start. Keeping even footing with a guy who was also a god was challenging to say the least.


    And she was a sucker for a challenge.


    …


    They were ten minutes early when they reached the shop that Hasani mentioned. Muriah browsed the turquoise scarabs without touching anything. The trinkets were probably new, but she didn’t want to take a chance that an older relic might be mixed in. All she needed was to get trapped in a weak-kneed vision before a negotiation for an artifact that could potentially stop Apep.


    “Madame La Deaux.”


    “Hasani. Good to see you again.” Issa was instantly at her side. “This is my client, Senor Issa.” An image of Issa in a big sombrero filled her head, nearly breaking her cover. She cleared her throat and added, “He only speaks Spanish.”


    Hasani nodded. “Please tell him welcome.”


    She translated, and they followed him into a back room. The tiny space was lined with boxes on all four walls. They probably made for great soundproofing. Muriah pulled out a pair of latex gloves from her purse while Hasani unwrapped the items.


    The first was a bowl with a serpent representing Apep. The snake wound all the way around the outside. Most of the color was still intact, including the red eyes. Just like his living tattoos. Carefully, she lifted the pottery, checking the bottom for any markings. Perhaps this was an offering bowl. Leaving fresh dates out for the God of Chaos might spare your family while he was making mischief.


    She glanced at Issa, muttering in Spanish about the ornamentation. He agreed with her assessment. She didn’t need to remove her gloves and use her psychometry on this one to know it was a dead end. It did mention Apep, but it wouldn’t help them trap him.


    She handed the bowl back to Hasani. The next item was a tablet that looked much older than the pottery. Most of the color had faded, but the carvings showed light from the sky coming down and a serpent writhing on the desert sand. Her pulse thrummed.


    The Banishment of Apep.


    She took a closer look, gliding her gloved finger over the carvings. She sighed and glanced at Issa. This was the story of how Apep came to earth, not how they trapped his spirit. She took a breath, reminding herself to be patient. Rushing led to mistakes, and they couldn’t afford to make any with Apep on their trail.


    They passed on the tablet, and Hasani presented the final item. A dagger. A carved serpent coiled up the serpentine blade and became a man on the handle. Apep. Muriah raised the piece up toward the dim lighting, trying to read the carvings.


    Issa gestured for the item. “Por favor?”


    She handed him the dagger. His eyes narrowed, and she wondered if he could read the carvings. Finally, he leaned in close and whispered in Spanish, “Una cuchilla para silenciar el caos.”


    The blade to silence chaos. This might be a tool in the ritual the Egyptian priests used to stop Apep once before. She nodded to Hasani. “I’ll need this one.” They bartered for a fair price and shook hands. “If it proves to be authentic, I’ll bring the money tomorrow.”


    Most of her contacts in Egypt would never agree to let anyone take the pieces without paying first, but she’d proven herself trustworthy in all of their dealings. Her reputation was spotless, and her prices were fair.


    Hasani wrapped up the blade in fabric and put the dagger into a bag for her. “See you tomorrow night. Same time.”


    She nodded and Issa followed her out of the room. When they’d walked farther through the alleyways, she stopped him. “I think the dagger is a good start.” A smile crept up on her. “You handled yourself really well back there.”


    His Spanish was flawless, even the accent. When he’d mentioned that he spoke and read many languages, she hadn’t really believed it. She was a believer now.


    He tipped his head in a slight bow. “As did you.” His hand rested at the small of her back, guiding her around the thinning crowds. “When is our next appointment?”


    “We’ve got a half hour to kill.”


    Issa nodded and continued toward a shop with fabrics, scarves, and blankets. She stood back and watched him speak Arabic like a native. He bartered for a large blanket, a silk dress, and two scarves. He also got them for a damned fine price, nothing close to what the tourists would hope to pay. He even pulled money from his pocket, no mind games to make them think he’d paid or convincing them to give him the items for free.


    Seeing him interact with the world around him, instead of observing and protecting it from the shadows, warmed her.


    Bag in hand, he approached with a questioning expression. “You look surprised.”


    Muriah nodded. “I’m impressed. Not bad for an ancient Mayan.”


    “Thank you.” That playful crooked grin lit up his features and made her wish they were someplace more private. “I may be Mayan, but I have lived in Egypt longer than any of these people have been alive.”


    …


    Issa kept searching the shadows, watching for red eyes, for Apep’s serpents. He’d given him a serious wound in New York. Apep’s injury would take time to heal, but the God of Chaos was even older than Issa. No doubt Apep healed even more rapidly.


    They reached Muriah’s next contact right on time. He was a slender, middle-aged Egyptian man named Khai. The man reeked of hookah smoke, and the tips of his fingers were stained. Issa slipped back into his role as a Spanish collector while Muriah pulled on her latex gloves, explaining that Issa only spoke Spanish.


    Khai produced a well-made forgery of a tablet depicting the Egyptian priests attacking the serpent of Apep. Muriah began her inspection.


    Issa noticed the remains of a seam on one end as Muriah returned the item.


    “Come on Khai. Don’t give me the fake shit. You know me better than that.”


    The man glanced at Issa. “Your customer may not. We both make more money, and no one is the wiser, right?”


    She put her hand on her hip. “I’m not interested. My reputation is worth more than that.”


    “Fine. I understand.” Khai produced another item, carefully unfolding the fabric to reveal a mounted papyrus inside a metal 11” x 14” frame. The colors were still vivid. The piece had obviously been well cared for. Issa reached into the man’s mind and discovered he had a friend inside the Museum of Antiquities.


    The man also fantasized about bedding Muriah.


    Issa bristled, grinding his teeth, and forced himself to focus on the papyrus. It appeared to be authentic and a page from the The Books of Overthrowing Apep. Combined with the dagger, they could be close to finding the key to trapping him.


    Pointing to the papyrus, Issa said, “Éste me interesa.” His voice dropped to a menacing growl. “Y si te toca te arrancaré los brazos fuera.”


    Muriah sputtered and cleared her throat to keep from laughing. Apparently, she didn’t take his threat to rip off Khai’s arms if he touched her seriously.


    “What does he say?” Khai frowned. “He does not like this one? I assure you the piece is authentic.”


    She shook her head. “I need to run a couple of tests first, but I’m sure we can decide on a fair price, right?”


    Muriah and Khai bartered for another ten minutes before she finally wrapped the artifact and placed it in the bag with the dagger.


    Many of the stalls in the marketplace were closed now, the carts packed up and gone. The scents lingered, but their assault on his heightened senses had weakened. Muriah’s small hand slipped into his, breaking his concentration on their surroundings.


    “So where is your place?”


    “In the desert.” He had to tell her about the ruins far from the city, but he hesitated. He’d enjoyed working with her tonight, watching her in her element. Fascinating, intelligent, and savvy didn’t begin to describe the woman beside him.


    “I guess you didn’t notice, but we’re already in the desert.” She grinned.


    “It is far from Cairo.”


    “Do we need to get a taxi or…” Her voice trailed off, and he didn’t need to hear her thoughts to know that she’d just figured out how they were going to travel to his desert oasis. “No.” She shook her head. “I told you I hate the Night Walker super speed thing. There’s gotta be another way to get there.”


    “We can stand here and argue, or we could already be there.”


    “Wait a minute.” She stopped walking. “You just made arguing with me a choice.” The corners of her mouth lifted. “You didn’t just scoop me up and take off without my consent.”


    “I am many things. Stupid is not one of them.” He lifted their joined hands and pressed a kiss to the back of hers. “Your wrath is impressive for a mortal.”


    She laughed, and his heart swelled. “I’m glad to see you can be taught.” She sighed and stared out into the darkness. “There’s no other way?”


    “Perhaps there is a compromise.”


    She looked up at him. “What compromise?”


    “I will take us most of the way there, and then I will stop, and we can walk the final length. You can catch your breath and regain your footing.”


    She squeezed his hand. “I like that.”


    Before she could change her mind, he had her safely in his arms and moving out of the city faster than anyone could see. Past the Sphinx and the pyramids of Giza and deep into the Sahara he ran. Gradually, he slowed to a jog and finally stilled.


    He brushed a kiss to her forehead. “Muriah?”


    She groaned. “Put me down. Please.” He lowered her to her feet, and she bent over, pulling in long, slow breaths. “I will never get used to that.”


    The wind pulled at his hair, freeing tendrils from the tie that held it back. “If there had been another way, I would have taken it.”


    She finally stood upright and looked around. “Wow. There’s nothing out here. How can you tell we’re almost there?”


    “I know every inch of this wasteland.” He took her hand, walking toward the underground ruins. “I took shelter here when I first arrived in Egypt a thousand years ago.”


    “I can’t even imagine being around for that long. You’ve seen so much.”


    “This was not an adventure I yearned for. I landed on this continent and found a long-forgotten pharaoh’s tomb. The contents had already been pillaged, but the empty ruins became my shelter in a desert that seemed like another planet.”


    She took his hand. “You missed the jungle.”


    “I still do.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    The wind picked up, blowing the sand until it stung her face. Issa stopped and took the scarves he purchased out of the bag. He took one and gave the other to her. They turned their backs to the wind, quickly wrapping the fabric around their heads to protect their exposed skin.


    Moonlight reflected off the dunes, giving the desert an otherworldly appearance, casting their eerie shadows out before them. When they reached a crease in the sand, Issa handed her the bags and bent down. He ran his fingers down the side, brushing the sand away until he could grip the sides of the large stone block. He squatted down and pulled. The scraping sounded like thunder, and the ground shook beneath her feet as he moved the stone aside. She covered her ears, unable to protect herself from the loud noise. Finally, the opening was wide enough for them to get through. Issa released the stone and straightened.


    She stared down into the dark cavern. He’d opened the tomb alone, without tools or help. Impossible, but she’d seen it with her own eyes.


    “I need earplugs if we ever come back here.” She rubbed her ears. “Not a very subtle entrance for a secret hideout.”


    “There are no humans for miles in any direction. Noise is not an issue.” He held out his hand. “Come.”


    She took his hand and stepped inside the opening. Torches hung on the wall, illuminating a staircase leading deep under the sand. Issa growled, summoning the strength of an industrial crane as he dragged the stone back into place. Sealing them inside the tomb.


    Her pulse pounded.


    Issa glanced her way. “There is plenty of air inside for you for many days. We will be leaving at sunset tomorrow. You are not in danger.”


    “You can hear my heart racing like a rabbit, can’t you?”


    He nodded. “You are safe here. There is no need to be afraid.”


    She blinked, her eyes adjusting to the torchlight. “Tell that to my instincts. Being trapped inside a tomb definitely falls under the panic column.”


    He smiled, distracting her for a moment. “My rooms are at the base. My tastes may not be modern, but I assure you it is nothing like a tomb.”


    At the bottom of the stairs, Issa lit another torch, illuminating an opulent room. Tapestries covered the floor, a painting of a Mayan headdress hung on the wall, and a plush mattress lay in the corner, along with pillows and two bookshelves stuffed with spines she couldn’t wait to scan.


    “I have never had a companion here with me. Will this suit you?”


    She nodded and met his eyes. “I’m your first tomb guest?”


    Issa laughed, his deep voice echoing through the cavern. “I suppose you are.” He caressed her cheek. “You are so beautiful, Muriah, so full of life and passion. The world came alive for me from the moment I saw your face. I am not ready to go back to being a spectator.”


    “I wish…” She nuzzled into his touch, her pulse pounding again, but for a very different reason. “I don’t know how to do this.”


    “Do what?”


    She opened her eyes, her gaze locking on his. “Care about someone.”


    His voice dropped to a whisper. “No one has ever cared about me.”


    The honesty in his eyes made her heart clench in her chest. “You deserve to be cared for.”


    His lips claimed hers. Their tongues swirled in a slow, sensual exploration. Her hands slid under his shirt, moving up the smooth curves of his muscular back. He lifted her into his arms, and she wrapped her legs around his waist, humming into the kiss. He held her up with one arm around her hips, burying his other hand in the back of her hair.


    This man moved a stone that easily outweighed a diesel truck, and yet when he held her in his arms, she’d never felt safer. He carried her across the room and laid her onto the bed, his body resting over hers. Issa’s lips lingered on hers, and she shivered when the tips of his fangs teased her lower lip.


    He pulled back. His irises were ringed in crimson, this time from arousal instead of frustration like she’d witnessed in the museum. It was a minute difference, but she recognized more details about him with each passing night.


    “Do not move.”


    She smiled, sliding her legs down from around his waist. Issa got up and pulled the new blanket out of the bag. He carried it over to the bed and laid it out over her before getting underneath it with her.


    “I wondered why you bought a blanket.”


    He kissed her lips. “I do not notice the cold, but I thought you might.”


    A wave of unexpected emotion swelled inside her. She’d never been with a man who put her needs ahead of his own. She had always been careful not to depend on anyone. That way, she was never disappointed when they walked away and forgot about her.


    She struggled to contain unwanted tears.


    Issa frowned. “Have I done something to upset you?”


    “No.” She shook her head slowly. “No one’s ever cared about me, either… Not since my mom.”


    “I will right that wrong if you allow it.”


    “How did the god of sacrifice get to be so sweet?”


    His devilish grin melted her from the inside out, heat coiling deep inside her.


    “Sweet is something I have never been accused of.” He bent to kiss her neck, his teeth grazing her skin until she gasped with desire. He murmured. “I need you.”


    She shivered, her hands sliding lower down his back and firmly caressing the curve of his perfect buttocks. His hips pressed forward until his erection rubbed against her jeans, making her ache for their clothes to vanish.


    “You can carry me to the desert in the blink of an eye…” She moaned as his hand slipped underneath her shirt to cup her breast. “…How fast can you ditch these clothes?”


    He smiled and kissed her again. “I have never experimented.”


    “I think we owe it to science to find out.”


    Issa laughed and wrapped his arms around her, unclasping her bra.


    She kissed his neck. “Is that cheating?”


    “That is being prepared so I do not ruin anything.”


    “Good thinking.”


    He rested his forehead to hers. “Ready?”


    “Go for—” The air swooshed from her lungs, and she realized they were skin to skin. She grinned up at him. “Finally.”


    He moved to lie beside her, his body spooning hers from behind. His lips caressed her throat while his hand explored her torso. He traced his fingers around her taut nipples as he kissed along her shoulder. She writhed into his touch, her body hungry for more attention. He teased her desire to new levels she’d never known existed.


    She pressed her hips back. His erection pulsed against her, and her body responded, slick and eager.


    His voice was deep, his breath teasing her skin as his hand moved down her abdomen, his fingers splayed wide, possessive. “I have never desired anyone the way I do you.”


    Muriah closed her eyes, surrendering to sensation. “Keep talking.” She ran her fingers down his arm, her hand resting over his, encouraging him even lower.


    Issa lightly grazed her skin with the tips of his fangs. “I want your body, your blood…”


    She almost lost it, shivering against him. Her gasp interrupted him as his fingers reached her sex, teasing her until she groaned. “Right there. Don’t stop.”


    …


    Issa had no intention of stopping. The light from the torches danced on her warm skin. From his position behind her, he watched her chest heave as he pleasured her with his fingers. Her fingernails dug into his forearm, encouraging him. She was close to her surrender, but he wanted to feel it. Needed to feel her tremble with ecstasy.


    He shifted his hips a little lower until the tip of him rubbed her slick opening. He growled against her ear. “You are ready for me.”


    “Take me,” she gasped.


    Issa rocked forward, moaning as the warmth of her body wrapped around him. She was made for him. He thrust into her, long, slow strokes, her full breasts shuddering with each one, teasing his desire even higher. His fingers moved faster between her legs, and she brought her hand up behind her to tangle in his hair.


    “Be mine.” He worked into her more urgently as she throbbed around him.


    Muriah cried out his name, the sound echoing through the chamber as her orgasm claimed her. He slowed his thrusts and remained deep inside her, holding her tight in his arms until she caught her breath.


    He kissed her ear and whispered, “Only the beginning.”


    She turned toward him with a sultry smile that made his immortal heart miss a beat. “You’re going to spoil me.”


    “I hope so.” He slid free from her and repositioned her above him.


    Muriah didn’t hesitate to join their bodies again. She stared down at him, naked, glorious. And she was his.


    “I want to make you as crazy as you make me.”


    “Crazy?” He ran his hands up her thighs.


    “Yes. I want to take you to the edge until you think you’ll scream and then make it last a moment longer.”


    He throbbed inside of her at the thought. “My appetite might frighten you.”


    She lay down over him, nose to nose as she worked her hips slowly along his length. “Tell me.”


    “Blood and sex are closely linked for me.”


    “The first time you drank from me…I’d never been more turned on with my clothes on.”


    Hearing her admission made his pulse pound, and his hunger clawed to the surface. “I do not want to hurt you.”


    “You won’t.”


    He wasn’t as certain as she was. He wished he had enough control to care. But he’d passed that point the moment she confessed the effect his feeding had on her.


    Issa sat up, bringing her with him. Muriah’s legs moved around his waist as he worked his hips up into her. He trailed his lips down her chest, his eyes on hers as he took her nipple into his mouth. The passion in her gaze fueled his lust for her flesh and her blood. He cupped her breast and slowly licked the pert nipple, allowing her to see the points of his fangs, so close to the tender tip of her breast.


    Her body throbbed around him in answer. His orgasm teased him, making him ache for release and hunger for more all at the same time. This was the crazy she’d described. A wildfire of passion.


    She wet her lips, her gaze locked on his. He gripped her hip with his other hand and pressed her tight to him, sliding even deeper within the heat of her body as he sank his fangs into her breast. Muriah called out his name, shuddering in his arms as another orgasm rocked through her, pushing him even closer to the edge.


    Her rich blood filled him, elevating every sensation. His hunger tempted him to drink more. Each swallow opened her mind to his, and he took the opportunity to whisper to her using the intimate path they’d opened through her blood.


    You do make me crazy, Muriah.


    Her pupils dilated, her gaze questioning for a moment, and finally, she found the mental pathway back to his mind, her beautiful voice filling his head as a breathless smile curved on her full lips. Good. Give yourself to me.


    Her words unleashed an animal within him. He released her breast and claimed her lips. He opened his mouth, allowing her to taste her own blood on his tongue before he sliced his across the tip of his fang, adding his immortal blood to the kiss. Muriah moaned, working her hips into him harder. He clung to her, shivering as he peaked deep inside her.


    I am yours. He whispered into her mind as the connection faded. As long as you will have me.


    …


    Issa lay back on the bed, his arms still tight around her. Muriah listened to his heart beating. She could hear everything right now. The subtle pops of the torches, each breath from Issa’s lips, every sound was enhanced.


    His blood.


    Her head popped up. “Did you just make me a Night Walker?”


    His large hand came up to cup her cheek, a crooked grin on his lips. “No. I only gave you a taste. It will wear off soon.”


    “That was…” She struggled to find words. “…that was so hot. I wish I had better words but…” She shook her head and settled back onto his chest. “Safe to say, you’ve ruined me for all other men.”


    His chuckle was richer now. She could hear every note in it. “I am not sorry.”


    His hand slid down her naked back. Possessive.


    And she liked it. Muriah closed her eyes, struggling to reclaim herself, her responsibilities. She tried to picture the red door of The Dimension’s Den, but all she saw was that moment when his fangs hovered over her breast. The passion in his stare.


    She swallowed a lump in her throat and opened her eyes, staring into the dark shadows. She’d never experienced anything like that. Not just the sex, but the connection. When she heard his voice in her mind and she somehow found his. It went beyond being intimate. They were one in every sense of the word.


    How much would it hurt to lose part of herself when they went their separate ways? He said he would come to San Diego, but they were both aware there was no real future for them. He’d live forever, and she’d be gone in the blink of an eye in Night Walker time. If she didn’t get her head screwed on straight, find Mr. Right, and settle down to raise a family, then she’d fail hers.


    How would she ever find someone who would share what she’d experienced with Issa? She wouldn’t. And now that she’d had that level of passion and connection, could she settle for a life without it?


    Fear teased the afterglow away.


    He smoothed her hair back, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. “The sunrise is coming.”


    Her heart fluttered. “I guess you’re safe to rest anywhere in here, right?”


    “Yes, but I can move into another chamber if that will make you more comfortable.”


    “I’ve seen you during the day before. It doesn’t freak me out. Well…not much anyway.”


    “Will you be able to rest here if I am beside you?”


    “I’ll be fine. You can stay.” She rolled over onto her side, and Issa rested behind her, his arm draped over her waist.


    He kissed the back of her shoulder. “I cannot hear your thoughts, but I will tell you mine…I…”


    Muriah held her breath, waiting for him to finish. Instead, she realized he wasn’t breathing any longer. She cursed the sun and slid from under his limp arm and off the bed, taking the blanket with her. Pulling her knees into her chest, she denied the tears that threatened and rocked herself slowly.


    In his arms, in his mind, surrender came easily. Her heart, the part of herself she coveted and protected from harm, reached for his boldly, without a thought for the future. It wasn’t until she caught her breath that reality wandered in, but her heart wanted no part of what her head had to say. While her defenses were down, her free-spirited heart had claimed Issa.


    But a future with Issa would mean the end of her family legacy. The end of everything she’d worked for, every piece of her mother and her grandfather, and the generations before him. Could she really be so selfish?


    Lukas popped into her head. He was counting on her to stop Apep and help him save Gretchen. Lukas knew more generations of her family than she did. What would he think if she gave up all they’d built because she couldn’t be responsible enough to find a decent man to be a father to the next generation of the La Deaux family?


    Maybe she could stay with Issa and adopt a child. She pondered the thought for a moment. Gradually, a knot tightened in her stomach. Adopting a child to continue her family business was the wrong reason. Would she be adopting to help a child or herself?


    She rolled her eyes. Home had never seemed farther away.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Gretchen led the way up the walk and unlocked Calisto’s house while Edie insisted on helping Lori. She rolled her eyes. “I’m fine, Edie.”


    “You’re bleeding and wheezing. That’s not fine.”


    Gretchen opened the door and turned back. “You should go to urgent care and be sure you didn’t break anything.”


    “I’d know if I broke something, and judging by that monk’s determination to get to you, I’m pretty sure they’ll be back, so until Lukas and Calisto are up, I’m not leaving you alone.”


    Lori sat on the couch, proud of herself for not wincing. That bastard may have cracked her rib when he shoved her into the parking meter to get to Gretchen. Crazy asshole.


    Edie came over with an ice pack and a towel. “You should put this on your eye.”


    Lori nodded and took the cool baggie of ice. Lying back on the couch, she placed the pack on her forehead just over her new shiner and used the damp towel to dab the blood from her nose.


    Gretchen sat in the chair across from her. “Thank you for your help today. I thought those guys were just watchers.”


    “They definitely know you’re the pregnant one now, so it’s time to beef up security. Tomorrow, I’ll get on the phone and find us some extra muscle for the daytime.”


    Since Issa took Muriah to Egypt, the threatening notes had increased. This week Edie noticed a priest with binoculars watching Calisto’s cliffside hacienda from the street above. This was the first time they’d gotten physical. Lori’s good eye moved toward Gretchen. If anything happened to her or the baby, Kate, being the most recently turned, would be the first Night Walker to die. She’d known Kate since they were little girls, living on the same street in Point Loma. The thought of losing her made Lori’s chest hurt.


    The moment the sun dipped into the horizon, the scent of blood attracted the Night Walkers so quickly that Lori flinched. Lukas appeared at Gretchen’s side, and Zafrina entered through the French doors.


    Gretchen met Lukas’s eyes for a moment before focusing on Lori again. “Okay, Lukas and Zafrina are here to stand guard over me. Let Edie take you to the hospital. You need stitches. And your rib might be broken.”


    Fire lit in Lukas’s eyes, his hands balling into tight fists. “What happened? Who did this?”


    Pain stung the corner of Lori’s swollen mouth as she smiled. “You should see the other guy.” Her gaze swept over to Zafrina’s face. “Calisto’s Fraternidad buddies sent in reinforcements today. We took Gretchen out shopping for maternity clothes. They saw Gretchen before we could get her to the car, and they tried to take her.”


    A spark of anger flickered in Zafrina’s bright eyes. “A priest attacked you?”


    “Or a monk?” Calisto entered the room with Kate. “These are not typical men of the faith. The Fraternidad del Fuego Santo fancy themselves watchers, but they are willing to fight if necessary in order to keep the Night Walker race from growing. If they have discovered which woman in this house is expecting, they will be relentless in their pursuit of her.”


    “Idiots.” Zafrina rolled her eyes. “We need the child in order to avoid the apocalypse. Typical mortals misinterpreting the signs.”


    Kate stepped closer to Lori. “Either way, they think their dreams about an immortal birth and antichrist are signaling the end of days, so they’ll do whatever they believe is necessary to stop it.”


    “I’ll enjoy doing what’s necessary to stop them,” Lukas growled under his breath.


    Zafrina crossed her arms. “We must keep Gretchen safe, even in the daylight.”


    “I’m sitting right here.” Gretchen sighed. “He made a grab for me today, but Lori shoved me toward the car and beat the crap out of him.”


    Zafrina’s gaze met Lori’s. “You put yourself in danger to protect us.”


    Lori adjusted the ice on her head. “Gretchen is my friend, and if anything happens to that baby, my other friend, Kate, will be the first Night Walker to die. If someone wants that baby, they’ll have to go through me first.” She searched Zafrina’s eyes, surprised to find admiration in their depths. “You don’t know me well yet, but no one messes with the people I care about.”


    “Lori’s not kidding.” Kate knelt beside the couch, inspecting Lori’s wounds without touching them. “There have been a few times I worried Calisto might be in danger if she saw him again.”


    “I am confident I could have defended myself.” Calisto raised a brow.


    Lori chuckled and winced. “I would’ve talked to Calisto first.” She removed the ice from her head. “I don’t go off half-cocked. But this guy got physical, so I did, too.”


    Edie came in with her purse. “Now that Gretchen’s protected, I should get you to the hospital.”


    “I’m fine.”


    Zafrina stepped closer. “I can tend her wounds better than any mortal doctor if Lori will allow it.”


    Kate looked at Zafrina and back to Lori. “Our blood—”


    “You told me already.” Lori interrupted, but her gaze was locked on Zafrina. Since the day Kate sat them down and tried to make them believe the impossible—that she was no longer human—Lori had been curious. “I’m willing to give it a try.”


    Zafrina nodded and glanced at the others. “You have a wedding to plan.” She waited, but they didn’t move. “So go plan it, and give me quiet to work. I will fix your friend.”


    Lori nodded at Kate. “I’ll be fine.”


    “Okay.” Kate stood and took Edie’s elbow. “Let’s give Zafrina room to work.”


    Gretchen pulled Lukas up with her. “Come on. I want to show you what I got today before that guy interrupted us.”


    Lukas gave Lori’s shoulder a squeeze as they passed by. “I owe you one, or maybe a hundred. Thanks for keeping her safe.”


    Lori nodded. “You don’t owe me anything.”


    Calisto approached Zafrina. “Thank you for helping her. She is dear to Kate.”


    Zafrina nodded and watched him go, then sat on the edge of the coffee table, facing Lori on the couch. “Thank you for protecting Gretchen. You saved us all.”


    “You don’t have to thank me. I was glad to be there to help her.”


    Zafrina brought her finger to her mouth, sinking her fang into the tip. Lori couldn’t take her eyes off her. Her skin was a rich tan, making the lightness of her eyes even more prominent, and seeing her fangs made Lori’s pulse race unexpectedly. She’d never seen Kate or Calisto look anything other than human. This made Night Walkers real, not so easy to pretend they just had a different sleep schedule.


    Zafrina lowered the tip of her finger to the cut on Lori’s mouth. Lori stiffened, but Zafrina traced her full lips anyway.


    “The older we are, the more powerful our blood becomes. We heal faster, and can heal you as well.”


    “It tingles.” Lori’s eyes widened slightly. “This won’t make me…”


    “No.” Zafrina shushed her. “You need to have much more blood to lose your humanity. We drink, then you drink, and the change happens. This will heal your wounds. No more.”


    Lori relaxed. Zafrina’s fingertip healed, and she carefully brushed Lori’s hair back from her forehead. Cool night air caressed the cut at her hairline. “The danger will rise during the daylight now that the monks have a target. We will not be able to help you protect Gretchen while the sun is up.”


    Zafrina pricked her finger again, deeper this time.


    “I’ll hire some security tomorrow. We won’t leave the house again.” Lori winced as Zafrina traced her finger over the wound at her hairline. “It’s only for a few more months.”


    Zafrina sighed and glanced the way the others had gone. When she focused on Lori again, she swore she could hear her speaking, but her lips never moved.


    It will not be for months. Zafrina stared down at her hands. When she lifted her gaze, her ageless face carried lines of worry. You proved yourself today, and I need you to understand what is at risk. I cannot help her during the daylight. You can.


    The voice was whispered directly into her mind. Lori’s eyes widened, and Zafrina pressed a finger to her lips. Her warm lips. “Shh.”


    “But how?”


    Zafrina shook her head. Focus only on me and think your words. I will hear them.


    This is crazy. You can hear my thoughts?


    Zafrina nodded and Lori sat up, her face so very close. Her eyes wandered to Zafrina’s mouth before she could stop herself. Lori lifted her gaze. I do not know how much longer Gretchen’s body will be able to maintain the pregnancy.


    If she loses the baby, you’ll all die. Zafrina nodded slowly, confirming Lori’s fear. Her heart pounded in answer. Tell me how I can help. There must be something I can do.


    You can stay calm for Gretchen. Zafrina took her hand. Lukas’s friend found a Mayan codex. The codex holds the answer I need. Is the child already immortal or does his immortality begin with his first breath? We need to keep Gretchen safe until I can deliver the baby. I tell you this in confidence. I do not wish to frighten the others.


    Zafrina, this ancient Night Walker, was confiding in her. Lori squeezed her hand gently. I won’t say anything. Your secret is safe with me.


    Not quite. Zafrina almost smiled. Meet me later tonight on the beach, and I will show you how to mask your thoughts so the other Night Walkers do not discover the secret I shared.


    Lori nodded. I’ll try not to think about it.


    That will help, but you can learn to shield your mind. Gretchen has become a master at the ability.


    Then I will, too.


    A smile tugged at the corner of Zafrina’s lips. She bridged the gap between them and brushed a kiss to Lori’s cheek, whispering close to her ear, “Thank you.”


    Warmth spread through Lori’s body at the unexpected intimacy. She pulled back, meeting Zafrina’s eyes again. Lori’s healed lips parted. Time slowed.


    “How is the patient?”


    Edie came around the corner, and Lori slipped her hand free from Zafrina’s. “I’m much better. I’d take Zafrina over an emergency room doctor any day.”


    “She will be fine.” Zafrina smiled and rose from the coffee table, her gaze meeting Lori’s. Meet me on the beach.


    …


    Apep shaded his eyes, glaring up at the tower beside the mighty Nile. This behemoth was not part of the shore the last time he’d been to this desert. In fact, much of the skyline was foreign. He hadn’t planned on a homecoming to Egypt. In fact, he’d been purposefully avoiding it. This no longer represented home. Home would never be within the world of man.


    He entered the lobby of the Grand Nile hotel and approached the front desk. It only took one look into the chaos of his eyes for the man to fall to his command. Apep instructed him to look up a reservation for Foundation Arts. The helpful employee located Muriah’s room and even made Apep his own key. The corner of his mouth quirked up. Issa would be useless, unable to protect her. Soon the woman and the codex would be his, and when Issa awakened, he’d be a puppet for Apep to command.


    The elevator made a smooth ascent to the twentieth floor, and he stepped out. Rarely did he experience eager anticipation. It was a delicacy, and he relished it as he slid the keycard into the door. The green light illuminated as the lock disengaged.


    “Honey, I’m home.”


    He stepped inside and frowned. He’d expected at least a scream, a surge of terror to serve as an appetizer for his victory. He stalked into the suite only to find it empty. After a quick inspection of the room and the bathroom, he growled in frustration. No codex and no sign of Muriah or the God of the West. They could be anywhere. He’d lost them and the codex again.


    Rage burned through his veins and into his eyes. He glared at the mirror, agitating the molecules until it shattered.


    “Fuck!”


    …


    Muriah woke up disoriented in the dim, torch-lit room. Rubbing her eyes, she shivered in the cold. She was trapped in a tomb hundreds of feet below the sand of the Sahara Desert. Issa still lay motionless on the bed, covered in only a sheet. Muriah pulled the blanket tighter around her and went to their bags to find something to eat.


    According to her cell phone, her battery was running low, she had no signal, and she still had at least two hours before the sunset. She nibbled on an asbusa cookie from the night before while she unwrapped the dagger and tablet they’d brought back. No latex gloves this time. Both items were possibly keys to trapping Apep, but the translations weren’t enough. This wasn’t a recipe, just pieces of a mostly missing puzzle.


    She finished off the cookie and glanced at the bed, half-expecting Issa to be watching her. He probably would have been if he were conscious. He knew about her visions and the pain that came with them.


    She hadn’t promised to wait for him. It wasn’t like she needed him. She’d touched hundreds of artifacts before she met him, and she’d survived. But these were older than most of the items she was usually commissioned to find. And lately, the clarity and power of her visions had been escalating. The moment she’d touched the Mayan codex, she’d been transported back in time, to the jungle, to Issa.


    And she’d nearly passed out with the pain.


    Issa still remained motionless, immune to the cold of the tomb. Muriah shivered. How would she keep from going stir crazy waiting for Issa to wake up and move the stone that blocked the only exit from the tomb? His sanctuary. Her gaze wandered back to the relics. She took a couple of slow, deep breaths, grounding herself before reaching out to grasp the handle of the dagger.


    Her eyes closed as the vise tightened around her head. It took a moment to steady herself within the vision before she could begin her visual inspection of the scenes involving the dagger. She was inside another pyramid. Egyptian priests gathered in a circle around a clay vase.


    They chanted while one priest held the dagger.


    She continued to search for details, anything that might help her find the necessary items to complete the ritual and trap Apep. She had recognized the tablet they already had in their possession, but there was also one more. One of the priests stepped forward. “My blood opens the door and summons Apep to our circle.”


    Using the ceremonial dagger, he cut open his palm, letting it drip into the vase. The vision wavered. She strained to hear their chant and understand the words, to focus the scene. The pain swelled, throbbing until she cried out and dropped the dagger, breaking the connection with the relic.


    Muriah trembled and wiped at her face. Apparently, she’d been crying. As she lowered her hand, she noticed the blood. “Oh shit.”


    Her palm was sliced open like the priest from her vision. She scrambled over to her discarded shirt and wrapped it around the wound, staunching the bleeding. Pain still pounded against her temples and her hand ached, but she hardly noticed. This was the hunt, her drug of choice, and now she knew they needed one more tablet. Perhaps a vase, too, although she doubted it needed to be a specific vessel to trap him. The blood seemed much more important to the ritual.


    They were so close to being able to stop the crazy bastard.


    Unsure if she could stand, Muriah scooted toward the tablet she’d collected the night before. Her hand hovered above it while she bolstered her courage. At least this relic didn’t have any sharp edges. A tablet couldn’t cut her. But the visions would still hurt. Badly.


    There was no other way. She needed the information. Closing her eyes, she thought of Lukas and The Dimension’s Den, and then she saw Issa’s smile. If she couldn’t put the pieces together to stop Apep, she would lose them all.


    The moment her fingertips came in contact with the tablet, air whooshed out of her lungs. Pain thrust through the center of her forehead like a spear. The room changed, and she found herself in a tiny house in Cairo. A man’s voice bartered over a tablet. Another man bickered about the authenticity.


    Muriah pushed harder against the mental vise squeezing her head, struggling to see a face. Black spots marred the images around her, but finally, a man stepped out of the shadows. A man she recognized as another one of her contacts in Cairo. The blackness spread across her vision. The pain was all-consuming, like an ice pick being slowly hammered through her forehead.


    She ground her teeth together, biting back a sob. Time to let go of the tablet. But before she could move her fingers, another face came into focus. His voice was muffled, and she couldn’t place where she had seen him before. Although her stomach roiled, she pushed herself to hold on a little longer. The tall man in the well-tailored, dark suit took the tablet and produced a business card.


    The vision of the plain white card jiggled her memory. It was the detective. What was his name? Bale? No, not a detective. He worked for the government. Agent Bale. Why would the American government want an ancient Egyptian tablet?


    The vision shifted. Was she inside a car? Anxious to end the mental torture, she scanned the inside of the vehicle. On the floor of the backseat, she saw it. The vase that had once held the spirit of the God of Chaos.


    They needed to find Agent Bale.


    Another wave of agony swelled inside her head and the blackness swept through her mind. Muriah embraced the darkness and faded into the peace it offered.


    …


    Zafrina approached the shore. Lori sat on the sand with her knees pulled up to her chest. Although the moon waned above the water, Zafrina’s vision wasn’t impaired by darkness. She admired the fascinating woman before making her presence known. This was uncharted territory. Until Gretchen invaded the Yucatan jungle, Zafrina had avoided mortals and watched from the shadows as the centuries passed by. Her atrophied emotions came to life more with each day.


    Confiding in a mortal was risky and new. But she’d never met a woman like this one, protective of her own like a lioness, with passion lurking in the depths of her eyes.


    The night wind brought the salty scent of ocean air ashore as the waves rolled up the sand toward Lori’s feet. Her red hair blew freely around her face like a candle’s flame, drawing Zafrina closer. She reached for Lori’s mind. Puzzling thoughts whispered through Zafrina’s head.


    I shouldn’t be out here alone. I’d be upset with Edie or Kate for meeting someone on a deserted beach after midnight. It’s nuts. Plus, she’s a vampire.


    “I am definitely not a vampire.”


    Lori scrambled to her feet. “Zafrina. You startled me.” She tucked her hair behind her ear. “And you were reading my mind.”


    “I came to teach you how to shield your thoughts so they will be hidden.”


    “I’m ready.” She nodded, determination lighting her gaze.


    Zafrina smiled at her bold stare. “Beware of making eye contact with Night Walkers. Humans can be mesmerized by us.”


    “I don’t feel hypnotized.”


    “I am not seeking to steal your free will.”


    She raised her chin. “Tell me how to protect myself.”


    Zafrina ran her fingers along the bottom of Lori’s exquisite jawline, expecting her withdrawal, but it never came. “Your thoughts give off sound inside my head when I open my mind and reach for them. If you repeat a certain phrase over and over, I will only be able to hear that. Your memories and emotions will be hidden from me and the others.”


    Lori took a step away, turning to look out at the waves. “Give me a second.”


    Zafrina waited, unable to keep her expression neutral. This woman fascinated her. Fearless, intelligent, fierce, and loyal. Rare traits in most of the humans Zafrina had watched on her island of Cozumel.


    Lori’s voice was soft. “Try listening now.”


    Zafrina reached out and smiled. “Who is James James Morrison Morrison Weatherby George DuPree?”


    “It’s working.” Lori grinned. “It’s from a poem called Defiance by A.A. Milne.” She paused and then added, “You know, the guy who wrote Winnie the Pooh?”


    “Pooh?”


    “The bear.” Lori’s eyes widened slightly. “You have no idea who I’m talking about. Never mind, it doesn’t really matter. It’s a poem I memorized when I was little. My mother and I used to recite it together all the time. I can keep it on constant repeat in my head.”


    “Perfect.”


    “Can I ask you something?”


    “Of course.” Zafrina kept trying to press against Lori’s mental shield. Every once in a while, she caught a word or a phrase. Not bad for only just learning the technique. Lori continued to impress her.


    “Why me?”


    Zafrina raised a brow. “I do not understand the question.”


    “You’re the oldest Night Walker under Calisto’s roof. That makes you the most powerful, right?”


    Zafrina nodded.


    “So why did you confide in me? I’m just…a person.”


    “You have more courage than many immortals.” Zafrina pressed a gentle hand to Lori’s chest, right over her heart. Instead of her pulling back from the touch, Zafrina heard Lori’s pulse race in answer. “Because you fight from your heart for those you love. Keep practicing to shield your thoughts, and do not let the others know.”


    Lori almost smiled. “Your secrets are safe with me.”


    “Thank you.” Zafrina brought her hand up to caress Lori’s cheek. Her lashes fluttered as she lowered her gaze, and heat flushed to the surface of her skin. Zafrina pressed her lips together to keep her thirst in check. The last thing she wanted to do was frighten Lori.


    When Lori finally met Zafrina’s gaze again, there was no trace of embarrassment, only wonder. “You said Night Walkers can mesmerize us with your eyes.” She swallowed, and Zafrina caught herself watching the muscles in her beautiful neck. “What about your touch?”


    “My touch holds no magic.” Zafrina slowly lowered her hand, shaking her head. “Forgive me if I made you uncomfortable, that was not my intention.”


    “You don’t need to apologize.” Lori almost smiled. “And I think you’re wrong about your touch.”


    Lori jogged up the beach toward Calisto’s stairs before Zafrina could respond. She glanced down at her hand, still warm from Lori’s skin, and smiled.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    The sun slipped into the desert sands, and Issa pulled a slow breath into his lungs. He rolled over, expecting to find Muriah. He frowned, his eyes opening.


    The bed was empty.


    He scanned the room. “Muriah?”


    Silence answered, sending a chill through his body. He got out of bed, still naked, but impervious to the cold. Nothing would warm him but…blood. His thirst clawed to the forefront. Following the enticing scent, he found Muriah unconscious on the floor at the foot of the bed.


    He knelt at her side, lifting her into his arms. His pulse raced with adrenaline and concern. A thick trail of fresh blood ran down from her nose, and tracks of dried blood came from both ears. What happened?


    Then he noticed the tablet and the dagger on the floor.


    She’d used her gift while he slept.


    Issa stroked his cool fingers down her cheek. He could hear her heartbeat, faint and slow, but present. “Muriah?”


    He waited, but she made no response. Carrying her to the bed, he laid her down and covered her with a blanket. He noticed her palm was also cut, although it appeared she’d stopped the bleeding. He reached for her mind, knowing he’d hit a wall, but he had to try.


    Nothing. A blank canvas.


    Stroking her hair, he kissed her forehead. “Come back to me.”


    What if she couldn’t come back? Muriah was mortal, precious. Fragile. If she’d pushed her mind too far, this might be a sleep she didn’t awaken from. Fear turned his stomach.


    “Fight, Muriah.” He waited, and finally, in desperation added, “Please.”


    If he drank from her, he might be able to reach her mind through the blood connection and determine the damage she’d sustained. But he hesitated. A week ago, he would’ve sank his fangs into her flesh without a second thought. But now? Muriah had lured him into her world, into her reality, not as a god, but as a partner, a man.


    A man who cared about her. He couldn’t peer into her mind without her consent.


    But she hadn’t treated him as a partner. She still didn’t trust him to protect her while her power zapped her strength.


    Issa got up from the bed, pacing the floor. A guttural cry of rage and frustration brewed inside him until he roared through the empty tomb. Helplessness was as foreign to him as fear.


    He raked his hand through his hair, grumbling under his breath. He never should have allowed himself to care for a mortal. This path led to madness. He understood that, but he’d ventured in anyway.


    He would never be able to escape the pain of her loss. Never.


    When had his heart become hers? He wasn’t sure, but that didn’t change the reality. He’d fallen in love with the woman. Not an infatuation or an obsession like his affection for Ch’en had been. This was deeper, richer, a slow burn, until he was consumed with desire to be near her.


    And eternity without Muriah was a torture he didn’t want to face.


    His mental state deteriorated until he swung like a pendulum from blind rage to inconsolable sorrow. How could she have taken such a risk? If she had waited, he could have watched over her and pulled the objects out of her hands before the damage was done.


    Deep inside, the jaguar roared, aching to relieve Issa of the pain. He welcomed the beast, allowing his animal spirit to come forward. The air around him electrified, warping his image as he shifted from a man into a regal, solid black jungle cat.


    The jaguar fed off of his agitation and worry, pacing the stone prison beneath the desert sand. His intense emotions left the large jungle cat edgy. Swishing his tail, he climbed the steps leading to freedom. The large stone remained in place. The jaguar growled, rising up on his hind legs. He dug at the edges of the stone with his claws, leaving behind deep gouges, but the stone remained unmoved.


    The cat’s eyes glowed crimson as he came back down the stairs. He moved to Muriah’s side, nudging at her body with his paw, careful his claws avoided her skin. She didn’t move. His tail twitched as he sniffed at her neck.


    Growling, the jaguar took out his frustrations on the bed, burying his claws into the side of the mattress and shredding it. He lost interest in the bed and moved to one of the bookshelves. Hauling himself onto his hind feet, he mauled the books with his front paws, knocking them to the floor in a frenzy.


    Behind him, something groaned.


    …


    Muriah blinked, wincing. Her eyes were dry and her mind scrambled. She turned her head and her breath caught. She was still inside the tomb.


    With a giant, black jaguar. Issa.


    “Issa?” Her voice croaked. She cleared her throat, doing her best to bury the fear. “Issa. You’re in there, right?”


    The cat dropped to the ground silently and strode over to the bed. What was left of it. She fingered the shredded side of the mattress. “Did you do this?”


    The cat chuffed, raising a giant front paw to his mouth. He licked it slowly, never taking his attention off her.


    Muriah shimmied in the bed, trying to prop herself up to a sitting position. She rubbed her temple, wishing she could dampen the bells ringing in her head. The hair on her arms rose and she noticed the air around the jaguar wavered. In a smooth movement, the jaguar morphed into a tall sculpted man.


    Issa came to her bedside. “Muriah. You are back.”


    She nodded, frowning as she took in all the damage around her. “What did I miss? It looks like a tornado blew through here.”


    Issa cast a dismissive glance over his shoulder. “You were unconscious. I feared you slipped into a coma.”


    “So you redecorated?”


    “I was disappointed to see you took such a risk while I slept.”


    She ran her tongue across her dry lips. “This looks a lot closer to rage than disappointment.” She met his dark eyes. “I’ve been using my power my whole life. I don’t need to be babysat while I touch something.”


    “You also told me we were partners in this, and yet you put yourself in danger, knowing I was helpless to come to your aid.” His jaw clenched, cutting off anything else he might say.


    “I didn’t promise to use my power while you were with me. That’s not how I work.”


    Issa walked over to his clothes, his deep voice soft, almost an afterthought. “I thought I’d lost you.”


    This was the point in a relationship when she ran. Usually, it was mutual. Whatever this was between them, it wasn’t going to last. They saw there was no real future. Didn’t they?


    She watched him from the bed as he pulled a shirt over his chiseled, tanned body. Her skin warmed. “I did it for you.”


    The words surprised her. They slipped out before she could think them over. Issa straightened, his heated gaze meeting hers. Muriah swallowed an unexpected ball of emotion. “Apep wants to punish you by forcing you to hurt me. That was his threat on my voicemail.”


    “I would die before I hurt you. He could not force me.”


    “But if something happened to you, all the Night Walkers would die, right? That’s why Gretchen is carrying the Night…child?” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “The visions are getting stronger. I didn’t plan on holding the tablet so long.” All true. She only left out the part about the excruciating pain. “I needed to see one last face.” She took his hand. “We’re close to stopping him.”


    Issa came back to her, sitting on the edge of the mauled bed. His dark fingers laced with hers. “You cannot push yourself like that again.” He squeezed her hand. “Please, Muriah.”


    He said please. Never in a million years did she imagine the word please would warm her heart. “We need to get back to the Khan el-Khalili. I have another contact there, and he had the second tablet. We need it.”


    “Had?”


    Muriah nodded, rubbing her forehead. Her head still throbbed. “That was what I pushed for. That man who came to The Dimension’s Den when we were leaving. I thought he was a detective, but he actually works for the government.”


    Issa frowned. “You saw him in your vision?”


    “Yes. While I held the tablet, I saw where it’s been. My other contact gave a tablet to Agent Bale. I couldn’t tell from the vision if the relic the agent had was the one we have now or the missing tablet we need. Either way, this is the best lead we have.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    People bustled through the Khan el-Khalili marketplace, flooding Issa’s heightened senses with the aroma of incense, food, and blood. He walked beside Muriah, wishing he’d fed before walking into this den of humanity. His fangs lengthened inside his mouth.


    Hoping to distract himself from the thirst, he opened his mind to the mortals around him, focusing randomly on different voices until he noticed one repeating legal codes rapidly. Issa froze and reached for Muriah’s elbow.


    “Wait.”


    She stopped. “What is it?”


    Issa turned his head slowly. He’d heard this mental shield before. Then it clicked. “The agent who came into your shop as we were leaving San Diego…”


    “Agent Bale.” She scanned the masses. “He’s here someplace?”


    “Yes.”


    Issa took her hand, gratified to feel her fingers twine with his. Waking to find she’d used her power alone while he slept left him feeling off-balance. Last night she’d given herself to him, and tonight, she’d retreated.


    Only the sunrise had kept him from admitting his feelings for her, his love. But her actions made it plain that she still didn’t trust him. He was far too old for these emotional games.


    Shoving the unwelcome emotions aside, he focused on locating the agent. Muriah kept up with him and muttered softly, “He might have the other tablet we need.”


    “Or he might be here to stop us, by taking it.”


    “Shit.”


    He glanced down at her and kept moving. “Exactly.”


    Through the catacombs of carts and merchants, he finally noticed a man in a suit, hustling down a narrow alleyway. “There.”


    He dropped Muriah’s hand and used his preternatural speed to capture his prey before he escaped the marketplace. Issa slammed the man against the wall by his throat and stared into his eyes. Agent Bale closed them immediately. “I’m here to help you.”


    “If that were true, you would have approached us.” He tightened his grip, his voice dropping to a low snarl. “Open your eyes.”


    “I can’t do that.”


    “Then you leave me no choice but to kill you.”


    “You won’t get the information you need if I’m dead.”


    Issa shook his head. “I will discover all your secrets when I drink you dry.” He leaned closer, enjoying the flash of fear on the man’s features. “I have not yet fed. It will not take much to encourage me to steal the information directly from your veins.”


    He caught Muriah’s scent before he noticed her jog around the corner. “Wait. Issa, we might need him.”


    The agent turned toward the sound of her voice and opened his eyes. “Miss La Deaux. You’re the reason I’m here. I’ve got to talk to you.”


    Muriah came to Issa’s side. “You can let him go.”


    “I do not believe it would be wise.”


    Her hand ran slowly up his back, soothing the jaguar within. “He’d never be able to outrun you.”


    “True.” Issa released him, taking a small measure of satisfaction when he coughed and rubbed his throat. Agent Bale reached inside his jacket and withdrew a cell phone. “This is for you. You should throw out your old phone.”


    Muriah took the phone and examined it. “Why should I trust you?”


    “Because I can help.” He glanced at Issa and back to her. “We need to talk.”


    “Then talk.”


    “Alone.”


    Issa bristled, but before he could speak, Muriah’s hand slipped inside his. “No way. Issa stays.”


    Agent Bale clenched his jaw. “I’m not authorized to discuss this in front of him.”


    “Authorized?” Muriah shook her head. “Issa has saved my life more than once. I don’t even know who you work for, so excuse me for my lack of trust, but if you can’t discuss this in front of Issa, then I guess we’re not going to be talking after all.” She handed him the phone. “I won’t be needing this, either.”


    “Enough.” Agent Bale checked for anyone else in the alley before focusing on Muriah again. He was obviously aware of Issa’s power and avoided all eye contact. The legal statutes still repeated through his mind. “I work for the American government. We’re a top secret division who monitor otherworldly threats.”


    “Like Night Walkers?”


    “And the ancient Egyptian God of Chaos.”


    Issa frowned, taking a step closer to him. “How do you know of Apep?”


    “We watch and record. We only get involved when Americans come under threat.”


    Muriah brought a hand to her hip. “You didn’t answer the question.”


    Agent Bale tugged at his tie. “I was called in by the FBI after they examined the body of your…customer. The bizarre circumstances of his death, combined with your business card in his wallet encouraged me to do some more digging.”


    “You found my sources here in Cairo.”


    “I’m aware of many of your contacts around the world. When I stopped by your store and discovered you were leaving town, the FBI had no trouble finding your name on the FAA passenger list for a flight to Cairo. You had to stay in during the day.” His gaze cut to Issa. “I didn’t.”


    Issa stepped forward, enjoying the way the agent flinched. “Surely, in your research, you also discovered that Apep is a danger to your Americans, have you not?”


    He broke eye contact, focusing on Muriah, his mental chant still shielding his thoughts. “That’s why I’m involved. I have a clean cell phone for you, and a tablet containing part of a ritual.” He hesitated, glancing down the alleyway. “I can also get you a vessel to contain him.”


    Issa crossed his arms, his muscles taut, ready to take action. “If you already have all of these things, then why not handle this yourself?”


    Agent Bale still resisted meeting his eyes. “Because by having you at her side, Muriah stands a better chance at stopping him than I do.”


    Muriah stepped closer to Issa, the heat of her skin tempting him. “And what’s the catch? If I accept the phone, and you get me the vessel, what do you expect in return?”


    “We want the vessel back when the ritual is complete.”


    Issa frowned. “You want Apep.”


    “We have a secure facility.” Agent Bale readjusted his tie and offered the phone to Muriah again. “It’s the only way to be certain he’s never freed.”


    Issa scoffed. “You want to study him to determine a way to use his power as a weapon.”


    “Not at all.” He shook his head, but Issa didn’t see conviction in his eyes.


    “It is impossible to control chaos.”


    “We simply want to store the container safely so it’s never opened.”


    Muriah took the phone with a raised brow. “And we’re just supposed to trust you?”


    “Yes.” He sighed. “Our agency takes paranormal threats very seriously. If you actually complete the ritual and succeed in trapping him, where else would you put him afterward? Bury it in the sand and wait for some future archeologist to discover it and break the seal?” He paused and took in a slow breath before finally turning to meet Issa’s gaze. “I know who you are. You’ve saved the mortal world more than once. Let me help you save it again.”


    Issa stared into the man’s eyes. Agent Bale understood that by making eye contact, Issa could mesmerize him, get past his mental shield, and into his head. This was a gesture of trust on his part. If he were lying or hiding, he wouldn’t have risked eye contact.


    Turning to Muriah, Issa released the agent from his powerful gaze. “He has given us no reason to doubt him. Yet. We do not even know if our efforts will be successful.”


    “So you’re saying we have nothing to lose.”


    Issa shrugged one shoulder. “Not at this point.”


    “Okay.” Muriah pocketed the cell phone. “Where do we get the tablet and the vessel?”


    Agent Bale pulled out a business card and jotted an address on the back. “Meet me in an hour.”


    A blast erupted to the west of them. The sound deafened Issa’s senses for a moment as he stepped in front of Muriah to protect her. “He is here.”


    Agent Bale nodded. “One hour. Don’t let his serpents follow you.”


    The American ran out into the masses, fleeing the marketplace. Panicked thoughts of terrorism assaulted Issa from all directions.


    But this wasn’t a terrorist. This was Apep, the Egyptian God of Chaos.


    And he was pissed.


    …


    Apep scanned the bloodied faces of the frightened citizens as they pushed and shoved past him. If the La Deaux woman had contacts in Cairo to sell or store a certain Mayan codex, this is where they would hide, nestled in a back alley, hidden in plain sight. They had to be here.


    His rage flared, his gaze focused on a stall full of novelty pyramid and sphinx key chains. The agitated molecules heated, smoldering until a corner of the shop burst into flame. Apep smirked at the damage, grateful to have released a fraction of the anger brewing in his gut. He continued deeper into the labyrinth of the marketplace. Most of the humans had already scrambled out like a stampede of sheep.


    He rolled his head, snapping the tension in his neck as his serpents awakened, moving languidly down his arms until they slithered into the shadows.


    “Find them. Go.”


    He rotated his shoulders back and continued his path of destruction. A muffled cry stopped him in his tracks. Apep turned into a spice shop. The mixed scents almost covered the stench that only children gave off. Almost.


    “You can’t stay here. There is a fire.” He knelt down and held out his hand. “Let me help you get to safety.”


    The little boy didn’t move. Apep called the storm of chaos to his eyes. The boy stared and finally stood and took a step forward.


    …


    Muriah rounded the corner and there he was. The man with the living tattoos. Apep.


    And he was luring a child to him. She stopped. Part of her understood she should keep going. They couldn’t beat Apep if they faced him now, but he’d kill the boy just because he could. He’d get a rush off of his fear.


    Issa nudged her forward, but she held her ground and pointed. “We can’t leave that boy with him.”


    Issa grunted something in Mayan and met her eyes. “This is a trap. He will torture us until he has the codex.”


    “Unless we get away.”


    “Getting away would be my preference, but it will not be easy.” His attention was on the boy moving closer to Apep. “You stay here.”


    Before she could remind him about how they were supposed to be a team, Issa was gone. He reappeared at the boy’s side and yanked him into his arms, breaking Apep’s eye contact as well as his spell over the child. Issa turned to speed away, but Apep caught the boy’s ankle. “Go ahead and run. He’ll still have one foot left.”


    The boy squealed and kicked, but Apep’s grip remained unbreakable. The Egyptian god sneered. “Oh, please. Since when did the mighty God of the West start caring about the life of a small mortal boy?” He looked over his shoulder, meeting Muriah’s eyes. “I see.” He glared at Issa again. “You want to impress the woman. Be a hero.”


    Apep tightened his grip on the boy until he cried out in pain, and smoke started rising from Issa’s shirt.


    “Oh shit.” Muriah ran toward them without a clue about how to help. The instinct to fight and do something drove her forward. She plowed her shoulder into Apep’s back, knocking him off-balance. He released the boy just long enough for Issa to rush him away as if they’d never been there.


    Apep righted himself, turning toward her. “Miss La Deaux. You have something I need, and I’m going to enjoy torturing you to get it.”


    “You powers don’t work on me, Apep.”


    He flinched like he’d been stung. “So now you know my name.”


    “There’s power in it.” Muriah kept moving to the right, hoping he’d keep circling with her until Issa returned. “Your true name can hurt you.”


    “You speak nonsense.” But the flash in his eyes told her different. “How about if you don’t speak at all?”


    The base of her neck throbbed, heating until her eyes watered, and she struggled to breathe.


    “Only your mind is safe from me, Miss La Deaux. I could still cook you from the inside out if I wish.


    Her legs crumpled under her, hungry for oxygen. She writhed on the ground, unsure if she wanted to live or die. The scorching heat burned her, although the flames were only in Apep’s mind. And suddenly, it stopped.


    Coughing and gasping for breath, she sat up as a black jaguar pinned Apep to the ground, mauling his shoulder. She glanced around, but there was no sign of the boy. She got to her feet, and the jaguar stumbled back, his fur singed.


    “We need to get out of here.” She shouted.


    The jungle cat swung his powerful head in her direction. In one leap, he was at her side. She wrapped her arms around his thick neck and the world blurred. When he stopped, they were deep in the heart of Cairo, far from the marketplace.


    And still in one piece.


    Muriah coughed, struggling to pull air into her lungs. “I have to admit, even though I hate the super-fast Night Walker thing, it does come in handy sometimes.”


    The jaguar’s rough tongue licked her hand and he stepped back. The energy rose in the air around her, tingling against her skin. The hair on her arms stood up as Issa’s form shifted into a man. She stumbled into his embrace before she could stop herself.


    He held her close, kissing her hair. His deep voice murmured against her ear. “Are you hurt?”


    “My throat…burns.” She pulled back, wincing at the sight of the red, angry welts and blisters along his shoulders. “That was the second time I’ve seen him almost set you on fire. You’d have a tough time healing from a pile of ashes.”


    “Fire is problematic, but…” He stopped, glancing up at the shadows above them. “We should move to a more well-lit area.”


    He took her hand, and she marveled at the comfort his simple touch offered. If only there was a way to stop thinking about the moment he would be gone. He wasn’t going anywhere. He’d told her so last night after they made love.


    Insecurity gnawed at her, reminding her that pillow talk meant nothing.


    She glanced over at Issa. The god of sacrifice didn’t seem like a pillow talk kind of guy. This was the same man who settled in and watched The Wizard of Oz with her. He’d given her no reason to doubt him.


    But the last man she trusted, her own father, deserted her. How could this end any differently?


    They walked hand-in-hand, and finally, she recognized the area. They were going to meet up with Agent Bale. “Before we see Agent Bale, I need to tell you something.”


    Issa kept walking. “What is it?”


    “Thank you for saving that boy tonight. I know it was risky, and it didn’t help the greater good, but I just…” She cleared her aching throat. “I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t seen him there.”


    He stopped in the light of a closed restaurant and turned toward her, lifting her chin to meet his eyes. “I have something to tell you as well.”


    “Okay.”


    “I would move mountains for you.” His gaze held hers. “I would capture the stars just to see you smile. And I would give up everything in this world to keep you safe. This defies all that I have ever believed about myself.”


    She reached up to cup his cheek, her pulse racing. “You are more than your title and position in this world.” She brought her hand to rest over his heart. “When I saw you in my vision, I saw your pain. You feared you were a monster because of the sacrifices you were forced to make, but there is so much more to you. You’re no monster, Issa.”


    “Perhaps you don’t think me a monster.” He withdrew from her touch. “But I am not to be trusted to watch over you while you are vulnerable. You were in danger when you touched those relics, and you did not wish me to be near you.”


    Muriah opened her mouth to deny his accusation, but no sound came out. Was he right? She’d hurt him. It had been unintentional. Or had it?


    “I’m in uncharted waters here with you. My dad taught me early that the only person I can count on is me.” She swallowed the bitter lump in her throat. “Sometimes I love knowing you’re with me. I’ve never had a partner to back me up, but other times I worry I’ll wake up alone, and I won’t be able to reclaim the part of myself that I gave to you.”


    He took her hand. “If it were in my power, I would take you to that place from your movie, over the rainbow where dreams come true. But all I can offer is myself, and I am not going anywhere.”


    She memorized every perfect angle of his face, his strong brow and noble chin, those full lips that drove her to distraction. “When we met, you told me Lukas was right to warn me about your mental stability. You think you’ve been weakened by all you’ve been forced to sacrifice, but the reality is you’re the strong one. The responsibility of the world rests on your shoulders because you have the fortitude to bear it.”


    He brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. “My reflection is noble through your eyes. I see a much darker image.” His gaze searched hers, and his voice dropped to a breathless whisper. “You have brought light to my life.” He bent down to brush a kiss to her lips. “I love you, Muriah.”


    Tears welled in her eyes as she rose up on her toes, kissing him again. Issa’s strong arms enveloped her and kept her mind from doubting the sincerity behind his words. Loving him would mean the end of her family line, but her heart didn’t listen. He was all that mattered. A rock as Apep’s storm brewed around them.


    Issa held her close, safe. Her heart pounded, her lips communicating her affection more than her words ever could. His tongue twined with hers in a languid, sensual exploration that stoked her passion.


    When she drew back, his forehead rested against hers while she caught her breath. “We should get the tablet and the vessel and finish this with Apep.” His gaze darkened, and she stole one more kiss. “I’m ready to be done with this chapter so we can start a new one. Together.” The corner of his lips curved up, but not yet into a smile. She met his eyes again. “Because I love you, too.”


    His grin broke the last of the wall around her heart. Seeing the happiness on his face, and knowing she had something to do with it, made her want to laugh and cry all at once. He kissed her again, her feet leaving the ground as he swept her into his arms.


    “I wish we could skip ahead to the next chapter now.”


    “Me too.”


    He lowered her to the ground and took her hand. “We should find Agent Bale. The sooner we finish this, the sooner we can stop scanning every shadow for red eyes.”


    Muriah nodded. She was more than ready to stop being afraid of what might be watching them in the dark.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    The address Agent Bale gave them led to a private home on the outskirts of Cairo. Muriah frowned, hesitant to knock at this hour of the night. She checked the card again and finally rapped her knuckles against the door.


    Agent Bale opened it with his gun drawn. Muriah raised her hands, and he lowered his weapon. “Sorry. I had to be ready in case—”


    “It was him.”


    He nodded and holstered the gun. “I can’t kill him, but a bullet might buy me some time.” He moved back so she and Issa could step inside. He showed them to a table and Muriah took a seat. “This isn’t where I expected a government agent to be staying.”


    “We have safe houses all over the world. We don’t like to draw attention.”


    Issa sat beside her, and she hoped she wasn’t glowing. She’d never been in love before, but the timing was far from perfect. Being on the run from the God of Chaos didn’t leave much time for romance.


    Agent Bale laid a parcel on the table, and a wide-bottomed clay vase beside it. The vessel. She recognized the serpents on the sides and dug into her pocket for her latex gloves. Once her hands were protected, she turned the vessel slowly, doing her best to read the markings.


    Issa leaned closer. “Apep’s spirit was spat into the world of man and imprisoned. This is it.”


    Muriah glanced at Agent Bale. “Can I take a look at the tablet?”


    He nodded. “I’m sorry it’s not in better condition, the corner is worn. Some of the hieroglyphics aren’t clear.”


    “I’m pretty good with filling in the blanks. I’m sure I can figure it out.” She didn’t bother unwrapping it now. She’d need to touch it. Nervous flutters went through her stomach. After her last experience, she dreaded touching the relic even more than usual. Sensing her unease, Issa rested his hand on her thigh under the table. She brought her hand to cover his.


    “Thanks for your help.” She pushed her chair back and stood. “If it works, I’ll call you to arrange a pickup of the sealed vase. And if it doesn’t…”


    No one at the table finished her sentence.


    …


    Issa carried the tablet and the vase in the bag Agent Bale provided. They walked to the end of the block before he slid his arm around her waist.


    “We’re about to move really fast, aren’t we?”


    “Close your eyes.” He put the bag over his shoulder and scooped her into his arms. Then he ran. In less than a minute, he carefully lowered her feet to the ground and waited for Muriah to catch her breath. She complained less about the speed this time. He took it as a good sign.


    She stared up at the night sky as they walked to the hidden door of his sanctuary. “The stars always look so peaceful. Nothing scary up there.”


    Issa nodded. “When I ached for peace in the jungle, occasionally, the stars granted it to me.”


    He handed her the bag and bent to clear the sand from the edges of the stone entrance. In the corner of his eye, he caught a flash of crimson. Issa straightened and spun around, searching the darkness.


    “What—”


    He held up his hand, silencing Muriah while he scanned the darkness. Nothing moved. He reached out with his mind and found blessed silence. Perhaps it had been his overworked senses toying with him. Perhaps.


    But erring on the side of caution, he motioned to Muriah to remain silent as he knelt down to move the stone aside. The roar of the stone scraping across the opening broke the silence around them. He gestured for her, taking her hand as Muriah stepped inside. She descended the stairs while he checked the darkness for red eyes.


    The night surrounded him. No sign of the serpents.


    Satisfied, Issa descended a few steps before turning to move the stone back into place. It took more effort than usual. Not many hours of darkness were left.


    Muriah sat on the edge of the shredded mattress. He sighed, seeing the destruction he’d waged when he allowed his spirit animal to manifest his pain. “We do not have much time before the sun rises.”


    She unpacked the bag. “I’m not looking forward to touching these.”


    He sat beside her, lifting her chin to meet his eyes. “I am right here with you. If you are in danger, I will remove them from your hands.”


    She nodded and withdrew from his touch. “Let’s just get this over with, and tomorrow night, we’ll finish this.”


    …


    Issa had both relics out. “Which one first?”


    She pointed to the vase. “Let me hold the vessel. The tablet might take longer to figure out since we’re missing some of the writing.”


    He held the clay vase out to her. Muriah took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and reached out to touch it. The room spun, making her stomach heave. Pressure started right behind her eyes, and she found herself back in the pyramid, surrounded by Egyptian priests. The one she’d seen before, dripping his blood into the vase, stood in the center of the circle while the other priests chanted. The vase was open, waiting to be filled.


    She withdrew her hands and opened her eyes. Wiping her brow, she nodded toward the vase. “It’s the right one. I saw the same faces as I did with the other tablet. Blood lures him in. We use the dagger to cut my hand. I drip my blood into the vase to bring Apep to the circle, but I hope the other tablet will give us the chant. I can’t understand what they’re saying in my vision.”


    “Or my blood.”


    Muriah shook her head slowly. “These priests were mortal. We don’t know what offering your blood might do. We don’t want to accidentally give Apep more power.”


    She watched Issa, waiting for him to argue. Gradually, he nodded. “I suppose that is logical.” He unwrapped the tablet. “Do you need to rest? There is fresh water in the bag from last night.”


    “No, I won’t be able to relax until this is done.” She closed her eyes again and shook her hands while she tried to let out her breath, slow and controlled, calming her pulse. Finally, she reached toward Issa and touched the edge of the tablet.


    Pain lanced through her chest, making her wince. Issa pulled it back, but she refused to release her grip. Through gritted teeth, she mumbled, “I’m okay.”


    She was within the circle of the priests again. The fevered chanting became more rapid and one stepped forward behind the priest in the center. He drew the ceremonial dagger with one hand and grasped the center priest’s forehead from behind with the other. His words were crystal clear.


    “A life for a life.”


    He slit the priest’s throat. The room spun with darkness and screeching pierced through her skull until she sobbed. Suddenly, the tablet was gone. The vision cleared, and she opened her eyes, still absorbing all she learned.


    A mortal life to capture and cage an immortal life.


    This ritual was going to be more costly than any of them realized. There was always a catch. She should have known.


    Issa took her hand. “What did you see?”


    Maybe there was another way, an option she hadn’t considered.


    “The ceremony requires a sacrifice.”


    He nodded. “Imprisoning a powerful god would come with a high cost in trade.”


    “First, we need a blood offering dripped into the vase to attract Apep. I’m not sure how it works, but this relic is imbued with his energy, so maybe the blood calls to him like a moth to the flame?”


    “Did you decipher the chant?”


    She nodded, her chest tight. “A life for a life.”


    Issa frowned. “We must sacrifice a life to trap him.”


    “Exactly.”


    She waited for him to shift into a jaguar and tear up what was left of his room, but he remained calm and calculating. “At sunset, I will locate someone who deserves death. We can sacrifice him in order to trap Apep.”


    A monumental weight lifted from her shoulders. Of course. She’d forgotten that Issa heard the thoughts of the people around him. He could listen and find a dirt bag, mesmerize him, and then use him for the ceremony.


    “You’re pretty smart for a god.”


    He laughed, easing her back onto the bed. “You think so?”


    She moaned into the kiss.


    Oh, she definitely thought so.


    …


    Zafrina woke quickly and sat up. With Issa halfway across the world, by the time she awoke in San Diego, the sun was already nearly up over the Egyptian desert. Lukas had also lost contact with Muriah when Apep discovered her name and cell phone number. Not knowing their progress drove Zafrina crazy. Gretchen’s body wouldn’t be able to maintain the pregnancy much longer. She was in desperate need of hope.


    When she entered Calisto’s home, Lukas was on the phone.


    Is that Muriah? Have they trapped Apep?


    He glanced in her direction. I need to focus. I’ll fill you in as soon as we’re done here.


    He pulled his hair back from his forehead. “Muriah, double check the tablets. Most of these rituals require a ‘willing sacrifice.’ A criminal isn’t usually what they mean by ‘willing.’” He paused and let out a sigh. “I know, I know. Okay. Please be careful. Bye.”


    He set his cell phone on the table and met Zafrina’s gaze. Worry for his mate and his friend weighed on him, aging his timeless Russian features. “They have everything they need to perform the ritual once the sun goes down.”


    “You do not sound very confident.”


    “I’m not.” He leaned back in the chair. “But I hope I’m wrong. Muriah has more experience with Egyptology than I do. My background is in Mayan history. I could be off base.”


    “Issa will keep her safe.” She scanned the open living room area. “Where is Gretchen?”


    “She’s in the kitchen getting a drink.”


    “And the others?”


    “Edie and Lori took Kate out for a bridal shower dinner.” He lowered his voice with a playful spark in his eyes. “Calisto followed them. He thinks they have no idea, but the women are onto him.” He sobered. “And Lori was shielding her thoughts. Someone must’ve shown her how or told her we could hear them or—”


    “It could be a coincidence.” Zafrina kept her features expressionless.


    “Maybe, but Calisto tried to glean where they were going tonight, and then I did, too. We both heard the same poem in her head.”


    “Strange—” A glass shattered, and in less than a heartbeat, she and Lukas were in the kitchen.


    He stood beside Gretchen, holding her up. “What happened?”


    Her hands grasped her swollen belly, still much too small to be ready to deliver. “A contraction.” Her eyes welled with tears. “It’s too soon.”


    He lifted her up, cradling her in his arms, and carried her to the sofa. He laid her gently down, sitting beside her. “It’ll be okay. You just need to rest.”


    She wiped a tear. “You don’t have to lie to me. I know what’s happening. I can’t keep food down. I’m getting weaker. The sun blisters my skin.” She looked up at Zafrina. “It’s me or this baby, isn’t it?”


    Lukas shook his head. “It’s not a choice. You are the one who matters. This was a longshot from the beginning. If you can’t carry the baby to term, then we’ll deal with it.”


    “There won’t be anything to deal with. The baby will die if it’s this premature.” She brought her hand up to cup his cheek. “I’ll lose you.”


    A vision of Lori on the beach in the moonlight filled Zafrina’s mind. For the first time in centuries, she wished for another night. And now it might all be ending. The gods had a sick sense of humor.


    She rested her hand on Gretchen’s calf. “Bed rest now. Worry is not going to help. The others need your opinions for wedding decisions. Focus on that day. Hope and happiness will banish worry and fear. We will have the codex soon, and I will have the answers I need.”


    Hopefully, she sounded more confident than she felt.


    …


    Apep clenched his fists, forcing the blood in his veins to heal the gash in his side. This was the final injury he would sustain from that annoyingly noble Night Walker. Waiting for his skin to heal, he focused on ways to punish the God of the West. He would test the depth of the Mayan’s loyalty and duty to this world. When he was through with him, Issa would beg for death. He’d no longer care that his death meant his brothers’ demise or that this mortal world would be left unprotected.


    His torture would snuff out the proud flame in Issa’s dark eyes until misery left him bitter, selfish, and weak.


    Apep opened his arms, welcoming his serpents to return. The familiar prickle as they wound up his body, slithering along his shoulders, and finally around his neck, sent a wave of power through his flesh.


    He wondered how long Issa would hold out. How much mental strength would the ancient Mayan god have left? Would Issa still be standing after Apep forced him to torture Muriah while she begged for her life? Only one way to find out.


    His serpents shared their information. They’d followed Issa and Muriah through the darkness. Unimpeded by human flesh, they had no trouble keeping up with Issa’s preternatural speed. His shadowy pets shared what they’d heard, declarations of love, and better yet, the sound of sweeping and the skin-crawling scrape of stone against stone.


    Issa must have found an undiscovered tomb in the desert. With any luck, his blind serpents could navigate a return trip through the desert to the Night Walker’s lair.


    Apep tilted his head, cracking his neck. He couldn’t wait to pay them a daylight visit.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Lukas sat on the edge of the coffee table, holding Gretchen’s hand, and Calisto was across from them in a chair with his mate perched on his leg. Lori pulled up another chair and started running through the final wedding checklist.


    Zafrina watched from the threshold of the living room. She’d never attended a wedding before, so she had nothing to add to help with decisions. Her only focus was Gretchen.


    But Lori’s commanding presence within a den of immortals kept distracting her. She held a clipboard, directing the others to any unfinished items. Apparently, having no exact date for the ceremony was a problem.


    “I don’t want to get married until we have that codex and know that Gretchen will be all right.” Kate shrugged. “We’ve got plenty of time, and everything is picked out. So once Muriah and Issa get back with it, we can settle on a date and have the wedding.”


    Lori nodded with a shrug. “Since you’re having the ceremony on Calisto’s beach, the venue won’t be an issue, so I guess we can pull it together pretty fast. Maybe give Edie and me a day or two to get the flowers and chairs.”


    Zafrina stepped closer. “They are making vows. How long can that take?”


    All eyes turned toward her, but Lori’s gaze was the only one that held her attention. “That’s true. Maybe we don’t really need chairs.”


    Zafrina came in and leaned on the back of the couch, looking down at Gretchen. Her face looked even paler and shadows circled her eyes. “I think Gretchen needs to rest. Can you take your meeting elsewhere?”


    Kate got up. “Sure. Thanks for all your help, Gretchen.”


    The others followed her out, but Lori hesitated and turned back. Do you hear me?


    Zafrina lifted her gaze from her patient to Lori, her pulse kicking up a notch at the intimate connection. The timbre of Lori’s voice in her mind sounded smooth and rich, like plush velvet. Zafrina nodded. I hear you.


    Is there anything I can do to help Gretchen?


    Perhaps, but we can’t talk here.


    Meet me down on the beach?


    An unexpected smile curved Zafrina’s lips. I will.


    Good. Lori nodded in answer, and something fluttered deep in Zafrina’s abdomen.


    After she left the room, Zafrina came around the sofa, pulling the chair closer to Gretchen. “Tell me how you feel. Have there been more contractions?”


    Gretchen glanced over to the spot where Lori had been, then back to Zafrina. “You were talking to Lori just now.”


    Zafrina cleared her throat, surprised by a flush of heat warming her face. “I speak to many people without using my voice.”


    Gretchen shrugged. “I didn’t know Lori had any idea you could communicate silently.”


    “She is a strong woman. When I healed her wounds the other night, we talked.”


    Gretchen reached out to pat her leg. “Infatuation looks good on you.”


    “Infatuation? What is this?”


    “Never mind.” Gretchen shook her head and sobered. “The contractions are still coming, but they haven’t been very intense, maybe every twenty-five minutes or so. They’re not getting worse, so I’m hoping that’s a good sign.”


    Zafrina brought her hands to rest on Gretchen’s abdomen, reaching out to the child with healing thoughts, listening for abnormalities. The heartbeat was strong, betraying no frailty, but the lungs would be sorely underdeveloped if she could not maintain the pregnancy for a few more weeks.


    Without the codex, Zafrina second-guessed every assumption. This would be much easier if she knew whether or not the child needed to draw breath in order to gain his immortality. She could deliver the child now if he was immortal from conception.


    But she had no codex and no answers.


    Zafrina opened her eyes and took Gretchen’s hands. “The babe is healthy, but I cannot say the same for you. If your body demands to deliver the child, we will have no choice.”


    “No.” Gretchen blinked back a wave of tears. “I can hang on longer. I know I can.”


    Zafrina sighed. “Your body is malnourished. You are not sleeping, and it is trying to save itself through these contractions.”


    A tear spilled over her cheek. “I have to try. Help me.”


    Zafrina’s chest tightened, and she bent to brush a kiss to Gretchen’s forehead. “I am doing all I can.”


    She wished she could do more.


    …


    The sun beat down on Apep’s back, stoking his already fuming temper. He was in the fucking desert. Again. This was Issa’s fault. At this point, he no longer cared about the damned Mayan codex. He could go rip the fetus out of its mother’s womb right now and kill all the Night Walkers.


    But where would the satisfaction be in that?


    This had gotten personal. He’d been injured. Twice. Now he wanted retribution even more than world domination. And if he played his cards right, he could have both.


    He followed the directions from his serpents, kicking dust from the sand as he made his way deeper into the desert. Issa probably enjoyed the inconvenience of his hideaway. Night Walkers had that irritating gift of preternatural speed, so the remoteness of his lair wouldn’t be an issue.


    While Apep had many powers and strengths, speed and shape-shifting were not part of his repertoire as the Egyptian God of Chaos. He was forced to trudge through the blistering hot desert for miles on foot. A camel or a Jeep weren’t options. His serpents had heard the brushing of sand followed by the loud rumble of stone scraping against stone. It had to be a long-forgotten tomb.


    And if he had any hope of finding it, he needed to be close to the ground.


    His body ached, coaxing him to rest, but Apep pushed on. If he located Issa’s sanctuary before nightfall, the Night Walker wouldn’t be able to protect Muriah or himself. Apep sneered at the thought of the terror in her eyes when she realized there was no one to rescue her and no escape.


    He hoped she’d beg for her life. Begging sweetened the chaos immensely.


    Turning into the wind, he allowed the hot air to blow his hair out of his face while he took a swallow of water from his canteen. He screwed the cap back on and noticed a line in the sand. His tattoos slithered in answer.


    Apep scrambled to the seam as if it might disappear, a mirage in the endless desert. He fell to his knees, tracing the line with his fingers. The hot sand stung his hands as he cleared it away to expose a flat rock. A doorway. Apep gripped the edges and used all of his body weight to try to lift it, but the stone didn’t budge.


    “Fuck.” He took a deep breath and then tried to shove it aside. His feet kept slipping as he struggled to gain leverage. “Damn it!”


    He glared at the barrier keeping him from his prey as the chaos gathered in his dark eyes. The dense molecules of rock were slow to agitate. Sweat drenched his body. He kept drawing and focusing chaos on the block, his hatred of Issa growing with each bead of perspiration that rolled down his back. Finally, he heard a crack. He fell to his knees, searching for the opening, but only a corner of the stone had cracked and chipped away.


    Apep spat into the sand and glared toward the sun. “Stay up.”


    He had a few hours until sunset, and he wouldn’t let up on the stone until it finally granted him passage inside. If it took until sundown, so be it.


    …


    Zafrina waited on the beach, the large moon casting her shadow on the sand. It was late afternoon in Egypt. She wouldn’t be able to reach out to Issa and let him know Gretchen’s condition. They needed that codex. Now.


    “Hey there.” Zafrina looked up at the sound of Lori’s voice. “You beat me here…” Her voice trailed off as she approached. “Are you all right?”


    Zafrina let out a pent-up breath and shook her head. “No.” She glanced toward the house. “Gretchen’s body is rejecting the child. I do not know how much longer we can delay the birth.”


    Lori came closer, her scent teasing Zafrina’s senses. “Gretchen thinks it’s too soon.”


    “It is too soon, but we cannot stop nature. I gave my word to Lukas we would not risk Gretchen’s life. I cannot use my fertility magic or potions to force her contractions to cease. Her body is trying to save itself. If I force it, she could pay the price.” She turned to face Lori. “If the time comes while the sun is up, you will need to help her deliver the infant. She cannot go to a hospital.”


    “What?” Lori’s eyes widened. “Why—”


    “Because the child will not be human. Mortal doctors can never know this.”


    “Oh shit. I—I don’t know anything about being a midwife. I don’t even have kids of my own.” She started pacing. Her frenetic pace was almost hypnotic, calming Zafrina’s frazzled nerves. “I can watch some internet videos. Maybe Web MD. Or I can try to keep her on her back until you’re up again tomorrow night. That’s probably the best plan.”


    Zafrina caught her hand as she passed by and pulled her to a stop. “You offered your help to me. Why?”


    Lori gaped for a moment and then pressed her lips together. Zafrina reached for her thoughts and found the poem repeating. She smiled. “You have learned well. The others have mentioned your mental shield.”


    “They were trying to listen in?” She put a hand on her hip, a crease marring her brow.


    Zafrina shrugged. “It is simply another sense to us, not like eavesdropping.”


    “Well, I’m glad the shield is working.” She glanced at their joined hands, but made no move to break the contact. When her eyes lifted to Zafrina’s face, her usual confident stance seemed unsure. “I know what’s at risk with that baby. Everyone is looking to you, and you looked like you could use…a friend.”


    Zafrina moved closer and tucked a stray lock of hair behind Lori’s ear. “You were right.” She searched her gaze and whispered, “Would a kiss upset you?”


    “I’ve never kissed another woman.”


    “That was not what I asked.”


    Lori released her hand and brought her fingers up to caress Zafrina’s cool cheek. “I don’t know.”


    “There is one way to find out.” Zafrina brushed her lips against Lori’s, reveling in their softness. She breathed her in as Lori responded, returning the kiss.


    Lori finally retreated, her voice a breathless whisper, “Now we know.”


    Zafrina stared into her eyes. “Did it upset you?”


    Lori smiled, and Zafrina’s heart pounded in answer. “Not yet.”


    “Good.” Zafrina pulled her into her arms.


    …


    Muriah snapped awake at the rumble of thunder. Frowning, she sat up. The crack of a lightning strike echoed through the chamber. She glanced over at Issa. He remained motionless.


    She was on her own.


    The noise stopped, leaving behind uneasy silence. She crept out of bed and quickly got dressed. They were in the middle of the desert. It couldn’t be a storm, could it?


    Another boom made her breath catch.


    She took out the phone from Agent Bale. No signal, but according to the time, she only needed to hold it together for about fifteen minutes until sunset and Issa would awaken. With the phone tucked back in her pocket, she grabbed one of her discarded shirts and wound it around her hand to protect her skin from coming in contact with the ancient dagger.


    If she had another choice, she’d take it, but for now, this was the only weapon available.


    Whatever was outside, it was persistent. And if it kept battering the stone, it wouldn’t be outside for long.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    Lori watched the sky lighten. She should be exhausted after being awake for nearly twenty-four hours, but she was too energized and confused to even consider sleeping. Her level head had been a source of pride her whole life, but when Zafrina touched her, all logic went flying out the window. Like a boat without a rudder, she wasn’t sure how she felt or what she wanted.


    She touched her own lips as if they belonged to a stranger. She’d never experienced the rush of infatuation before. She’d always blamed her rational mind for her lack of swooning, but maybe it had been more. Perhaps her heart hadn’t been rudderless at all…it’d been waiting for the right person.


    Zafrina wasn’t a person. Not really.


    And she didn’t care.


    What was happening to her? She always cared, and required definite, logical answers.


    Lori turned toward the house. Edie would be there soon. How was she going to explain that she needed to sleep, and why she never left Calisto’s place last night?


    A cry cut through her jumbled thoughts. Gretchen.


    Lori sprinted to the stairs, taking them two at a time. When she opened the French doors, Gretchen sobbed. “The baby’s coming.”


    …


    Muriah pressed her lips together to keep from gasping with each rumble that came through the tomb. She carefully made her way up the stairs to the stone covering the entrance and inspected the edges. Tiny beams of light came through.


    Shit.


    She turned to go back to the main chamber when a familiar voice reached her ears. Even muffled through the distressed stone, hearing Apep speak made her break out in goose bumps.


    “I know you’re inside, Muriah. There is no other way out. This stone won’t keep you safe much longer.”


    She tightened her grip on the dagger.


    “Your fear makes my mouth water.” His laughter chilled her. “And I will feast on more very soon.”


    Muriah hustled down the steps to the main chamber. The tablets rested on a table with the vessel to trap Apep beside them. She stared at the carvings, wishing the message might change. Why couldn’t a simple incantation alone banish him?


    A life for a life.


    Another loud crack made her jump. Apep would be inside soon.


    And he’d use her to hurt Issa. She was the weak link, the leverage, and Apep wouldn’t hesitate to exploit it.


    She was also the only “life” available to seal the bargain and trap Apep. Her pulse raced. She couldn’t be seriously contemplating dying today. No, there had to be another way.


    Muriah went to the bed and sat on the edge. She studied Issa’s face, memorizing every angle as she stroked his hair back from his forehead. From the moment she’d touched the codex and seen him in her vision—the emptiness and pain reflected in his eyes—she’d been his. She’d wanted to see him smile, yearned to ease his pain, and somehow he’d eased hers, too. He’d stood by her side on this trip, allowing her to take the lead with her contacts. And although he always seemed ready to support her when she needed it, he didn’t suffocate her.


    He loved her.


    And for once, that word didn’t trigger her instinct to run and protect herself.


    Issa pulled in a slow breath and opened his eyes, his gaze locked on hers. He started to smile when a thunderous crack broke the silence. Faster than she could see, he was out of bed, already wearing his pants and glaring up at the stone blocking the entrance.


    “He found us.”


    Muriah came up behind him, the dagger still clutched in her hand. “We need to perform the ritual before he gets inside.”


    He turned toward her, shaking his head. “We have no sacrifice to bind him to the vase.”


    “Yes, we do.” She took his hand, swallowing her emotions. Her voice squeaked. “Me.”


    His eyes widened for a second before he clenched his jaw and started up the steps toward Apep. “No.”


    “I don’t like it, either, but…” Muriah blinked back unwelcome tears. “Issa, there’s no other way. Once he breaks through that stone, he’ll use me and my life as a weapon.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “He’ll force you to hurt me.”


    Issa was in front of her so quickly she flinched. Crimson burned deep inside his dark eyes. “I will never hurt you.”


    “If you won’t, then he will. And he won’t kill you. He’ll make you watch.”


    The fire in his eyes ignited, glowing pure red. “I can move faster than him. I will carry you past him.”


    Her heart pounded. A way out. Another option. Maybe it would work. Where would they go? Before she could spin an escape plan, she remembered Gretchen’s baby. The key to the Night Walker race’s future. Apep could travel during the daylight. If he killed the baby, Issa would die. No question, no hope. Death. She’d lose Lukas, too. She’d lose them all.


    A tear slowly rolled down her cheek. “If we don’t stop him now, you’ll never be safe. He won’t give up until he has the baby. This is our chance to end this.”


    “We will find another way.” He glared up at the stone as another crash boomed through the chamber.


    “Maybe there is.” She waited for him to meet her eyes. “We offer my life for his, and then you bring me back.”


    Confusion lined his brow as he shook his head. “I do not have that power.”


    “Yes, you do.” She searched his eyes and whispered, “You can make me a Night Walker like you.”


    …


    The second Lori heard the deadbolt turn, she yelled for Edie. Her friend rushed in and gasped. “Oh God, should I call 911?”


    Gretchen was drenched in sweat, blood-soaked towels surrounded them on the floor. The baby’s head still hadn’t crowned. Lori had no idea if that was a good sign or not. Either way, this baby was too premature to live. Her main concern was keeping Gretchen alive.


    “No. We can’t let them take her and the baby to a hospital.”


    Edie knelt by Gretchen’s head, smoothing her hair back. “We don’t know how to deliver a baby.”


    A humorless chuckle slipped out of Gretchen’s lips. “Apparently, my body does.” She wiped her eyes. “Maybe he’s already immortal.”


    Lori caught herself praying Gretchen was right. She wasn’t ready to lose Kate and the other Night Walkers she’d come to know. A vision of Zafrina on the beach filled her head.


    She wasn’t ready to lose her, either.


    “I bet you’re right.” Lori looked up at Gretchen, pulling up all the moxie she could muster. “Your body already knows what to do, and this baby wouldn’t be coming into the world unless he was ready.”


    Gretchen met her eyes, and Lori recognized that same determination.


    Whatever happened today, they wouldn’t allow fear to be a part of it.


    …


    Issa froze, his ancient heart pounding. “I have never made another. You must die in order to live forever, but—”


    “So, it’s perfect. You finish the ritual to trap him, and then bring me back.”


    “No.” He shook his head. “This is far from perfect.” He embraced her, closing his eyes. He breathed her scent into his lungs, his mind scrambling to find another way out of this mess. He kissed her hair. “I will run you far from here.”


    Her arms tightened around him. “We can’t keep running.”


    “Do not ask this of me.” He pulled back, bringing his hand up to caress her cheek. “I love you, Muriah. I am asking, pleading. Do not put me in this position.”


    She stared up at him, turning her head to kiss his palm. “You told me that as a god, you had to put the needs of the world before your own. I’m asking you to do that one more time. This is our only chance to stop him. It’s also our best chance to have a future. I wouldn’t put my life on the line if I didn’t think it would work.”


    He turned away, rubbing his hands down his face. She would not have to face the consequences if it didn’t work, but he would be forced to endure an eternity knowing he killed her. Knowing he failed. His chest tightened as another crack echoed through the chamber. This time gravel rained on them.


    The stone wouldn’t last much longer.


    “Issa, we can’t wait.”


    He spun around, his voice tight and controlled. “I cannot hurt you, Muriah.”


    “You don’t have to hurt me. You just need to make my heart stop.” She walked to the table and held her left hand over the ancient clay vessel, the dagger ready in her right.


    “How do you suggest I do that without causing you pain?” He watched her every move, every breath, prepared to stop her from slicing her hand with the dagger.


    “Drink from me.” She wet her lips, enticing him. “I can lose myself in you. No pain.”


    Her offer brought his thirst roaring to the surface, demanding to be satisfied. He clamped down the desire. “Why are you so intent on giving up your life? I am confident I can carry you to safety. It does not have to end here tonight.”


    Desperation boiled inside of him. Memories of sacrificing Ch’en, the Goddess of the Moon, and his own brother, Mulac, haunted him. He couldn’t bear to have Muriah’s blood on his hands, too.


    “What about your store?” He hated pointing out reasons for her to go on without him, but living without her was a better alternative than knowing he’d killed her. “What about a family to carry on your ancestors’ legacy? Do those things mean nothing any longer?”


    “That’s a low blow.” She lowered the dagger to the table, her eyes shining with tears. “You know they mean everything to me.”


    “Then let me save you.” Pain seared his heart, but he bolstered his conviction, taking solace in knowing her life could be spared. “You can still find a mortal man and have a child.”


    “You could toss me aside that easily?”


    The betrayal in her gaze broke him, but he pressed onward. This was his only chance to save her life. “Nothing about this is easy.” He took her hand. “You can still have everything you desire.”


    A single tear slid down her cheek. He held his breath. She wiped the tear with her free hand and shook her head. “I can’t have those things knowing that he’s still out there.”


    Issa lowered his gaze, shaking his head. “This is not your battle. Why do you insist on putting your life at risk?”


    She tugged his hand, drawing his attention back to her face. “Because I can save you all. I’m the only one here with a mortal life we can sacrifice.” She glanced up as more rocks showered down from above. “If we don’t, we’ll miss our chance.”


    Muriah brushed a featherlight kiss to his cheek. “Being a mother was never my dream. Keeping my family legacy alive is what matters to me. I can still have that, and I can keep you safe in the process.” Her gaze bored into his soul. “Make me a Night Walker like you.”


    His pulse raced, his fangs lengthening in his mouth. “I am not agreeing, but I need to know how to complete the ritual if it comes to that.”


    He made his way around to her side of the table. Closer. She would hate him for rushing her to safety. But she would still be alive.


    “In my vision, it looked like once blood from the sacrifice is in the vase, Apep won’t be able to resist. He’ll come for it. The moment my life ends, you need to chant ‘I call Apep. A life for a life.’ Chant until the magic of the sacrifice takes hold. Apep’s body will turn into black vapor, and he’ll be sucked into the vessel.”


    More rocks rolled down the stairs, and Apep’s voice filled the room. “Enough hiding. Come out and face me, Night Walker.”


    Issa glared up at the stone blocking the entrance. Apep was almost inside.


    Muriah gasped beside him, pulling his attention back to her. The rich aroma of her blood flooded his senses. She dropped the dagger on the table, her blood dripping into the vase.


    “No.” He grabbed her wrist, yanking her hand away from the clay relic, but it was too late. Her blood pooled inside. Terror bloomed, constricting his chest. “Muriah, no.”


    “There’s no other way.” Her eyes welled with tears, and he heard her pulse race, but her will never faltered. “We can do this together, Issa.”


    She was entrusting him with her life. Much too high a risk, but she’d rashly left him without options. No other way out. He grasped her shoulders, bringing her so close that her breath warmed his lips. “Come back to me.”


    “I will.”


    He kissed her, hard, holding her tight. All of his fear and desperation, anger and frustration poured into the kiss, and Muriah returned his passion, her tongue dueling with his. He left her breathless as his lips trailed down her throat.


    “You are the light to my darkness. My heart, my soul, and now my blood, will all be yours.” He sank his fangs deep into her neck.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    Muriah gasped the moment his fangs pierced her skin. The sting vanished, passion flooding her senses. Their minds opened, bringing her closer, more intimate with Issa than she’d ever been with anyone in her life. He clutched her close to his chest, protecting her while above them, rocks continued to rain down. She struggled to push her fear aside, fisting her fingers tightly in the back of his silky hair.


    Images from Issa’s long life filled her head. She saw the jungles and his immortal brothers. Time raced. His feelings flooded her. His love. And the torment he was experiencing at this moment. All the emotions blended into a vivid tapestry of raw emotion.


    Survival instincts swelled, but she repressed them. This was the only way. Their only hope of stopping Apep was to be certain she couldn’t be used as a weapon. She channeled her determination and strength toward him. Issa needed to be strong and finish this for both of them.


    And when it was over, she would be a Night Walker, too. Her family, her home, her legacy would continue. With Issa at her side, anything was possible. And then it hit her.


    I finally found home.


    Issa’s deep voice filled her mind, sending heat through her weakened body. Over the rainbow?


    A trace of a smile curved her lips. In your arms.


    …


    Issa held her tighter, blood tears streaking his cheeks as he drank her into himself. Her memories of her mother, the pain of her father’s abandonment, and her fear of trust were plain for him to see. Her love for him, her trust in him, swamped his senses, but her words brought him to his knees.


    Kneeling on the sandy stone floor, he stroked her hair back, pulling slowly at her veins. You are my home, my heart, and I am too weak to give you up. I cannot do this.


    Her heartbeat slowed, fluttering, fading.


    And above them, the stone split with a deafening crack. A sob caught in Issa’s throat. There was no turning back.


    Her final whisper. I love you. Always.


    In wol. She was his heart, and the exhaustion and weakness in her voice broke him. I love you, too. Do not leave me behind. Come back to me.


    He took one last drink. Her heart stopped.


    …


    The late afternoon sun painted the sky over the Pacific Ocean. Exhausted, Gretchen pushed one more time, crying out. Lori caught the child’s shoulders, guiding the tiny body into the world. He was beautiful. Much too small, but perfect.


    And silent.


    Gretchen’s voice hitched. “Is he…”


    Edie handed Lori a fluffy towel. She wrapped the infant, rubbing it gently. Come on little guy. Breathe. Please.


    The baby’s chest rose, and finally, he let out a pained shriek.


    “The sun.” Lori jerked her head toward the windows. “Edie, close all the shutters.”


    Her friend raced into action, and Lori did her best to keep the child in the shadows. As she placed the tiny infant on Gretchen’s chest, the glass beside the entry door exploded inward, bringing a man dressed all in black with it.


    …


    Issa carefully laid Muriah’s still form on the ground, struggling to bury his emotions, to channel the pain and torment. Muriah needed his blood for the change to be completed, but in order for the ritual to work, her life had to be offered in trade for Apep’s. He couldn’t give her his blood until Apep’s spirit was sealed in the clay vase.


    He turned as the God of Chaos reached the bottom of the stairs. Apep looked past him, staring at Muriah’s lifeless body. He grinned at Issa. “Perhaps I didn’t give you enough credit. You are a cold, heartless bastard after all.”


    Issa ignored his verbal jab and went to the vase. “Apep, spat out by the Gods, I call to you to keep him. I offer a life for a life.”


    Apep growled. “You think you can entrap me?” He stormed to Muriah’s body, lifting her under her arms, her head lolling back.


    “Leave her alone!” Issa roared.


    “Or what?” Clouds gathered in Apep’s dark eyes. He pressed his ear to her chest and dropped her like a piece of useless garbage. “You already killed this mortal you fancied. Do you hunger for more death, you Mayan monster?”


    Issa’s heart ached, but he welcomed the physical pain. He ran at Apep, tackling him to the ground. The Egyptian God of Chaos was strong, but he lacked a Mayan Night Walker’s preternatural strength as the gods from opposite sides of the earth wrestled for dominance. Finally, Issa pinned him to the ground, his eyes glowing crimson as he drew back his right hand, the hand of sacrifice.


    Apep continued his assault on Issa’s cells, heat searing him from the inside out. “Do you think ripping my heart out will stop me? I cannot be killed.”


    Blood dripped down Issa’s body, his skin blistering from Apep’s chaotic stare, weakening him. “It will not kill you… But it will hurt like hell.”


    Issa brought his hand crashing down, snapping through Apep’s ribcage to grip his black heart. The storm cleared in Apep’s eyes, releasing Issa from his assault as he tore the organ free and threw it across the room with a guttural roar. He stumbled to his feet, weakened by Apep’s attack.


    While the God of Chaos gaped, thrashing on the ground, Issa grappled for the edge of the table and pulled himself to the vase chanting over and over. “A life for a life. I call to the gods who spat out Apep into the world of man. A life for a life.”


    He held up the clay vessel, his voice gaining more power with each repetition. Apep screamed as his body broke down into a fine, black mist. Otherworldly winds circled Issa, blowing his hair around his face as he continued the chant.


    Dust mingled with the mist and swirled into a vicious tempest. Issa closed his eyes, clutching the vessel, shouting the incantation until finally the wind vanished. He opened his eyes and placed the stopper into the vase.


    His entire body burned, welts and blisters marked his torso as he stumbled to Muriah and collapsed beside her. His fangs lengthened, and he tore into his wrist. Placing his wound to her lips, his blood trickled into her mouth. Her skin was still warm, but he heard no heartbeat. He yearned to hear the steady rhythm of life.


    Her mouth filled and blood trailed down from the corner of her lips. He stroked her throat, willing her body to swallow. “Muriah. Come back to me.”


    Silence was his only answer.


    …


    Lori sprang to her feet at the sound of broken glass. “Edie, stay with Gretchen.”


    Her mind whirled. She needed a weapon. She grabbed Calisto’s marble bust of Mozart off the grand piano and started toward their unwanted guest.


    The man in black straightened with a dagger in hand. “I do not wish to hurt you.” He had a thick Spanish accent, and his eye and lip were still bruised from their encounter a couple of days before. “That child is the antichrist. He will bring about the apocalypse.”


    “You go anywhere near that baby, and you’ll wish the world was ending.” Lori tightened her grip on the bust, gauging the weight. Adrenaline coursed through her body. She wouldn’t hesitate to crack the fanatic’s skull if she had to.


    “These people have lied to you. They are not what they seem. My Brotherhood seeks to protect the world. Give me the child, and I will leave you unharmed.”


    “Screw you, buddy.” She gave the heavy marble piece a little practice swing and noticed the sunset in the mirror. If she could delay him a few more minutes, he’d be surrounded by Night Walkers.


    He lifted his dagger, countering her movements. “I am willing to sacrifice my life to protect mankind.”


    “And I’m ready to kick your ass to protect my friends.” She tipped her head toward the front door. “Last chance to get the hell out of here.”


    Zafrina, if you’re up. We need you. Now.


    The monk rushed her with his dagger raised. Lori swung with both hands. The bust connected with his wrist, sending the dagger flying into the wall. Before she could get a hand up to protect herself, he landed a solid punch to her jaw. Stars lit around the edges of Lori’s vision. She took another swing with the bust, slamming him in the shoulder and knocking him off-balance.


    She dropped the bust and shoved him. The monk toppled onto the ground, and Zafrina pounced on him so fast the man squealed in surprise.


    Zafrina glanced toward Lori. “I hear others outside.”


    Lori rose to her feet, but Kate and Calisto blocked her exit. Kate took her hand. “We’ll take care of them. Stay with Gretchen.”


    Lukas was already at Gretchen’s side, stroking his fingers on the child’s perfect cheek. He looked up at Lori. “Thank you for being here and helping her when I couldn’t.”


    Lori rubbed her jaw and shrugged. “You’re welcome. Besides, you would have done it for me.” She turned toward Zafrina. The monk was pinned on his back. He stared up at her, his jaw slack, eyes wide. “Is he dead?”


    “I took mercy on him.” Zafrina met her gaze. “He will have no memory of this place or this child.”


    She pulled the priest to his feet and walked him out. Lori shifted toward Gretchen. “How’s the little guy doing?”


    “He’s alive.” Gretchen had tears in her eyes. “He was already immortal.”


    Lukas pricked his finger on his fang and placed the wound against the baby’s lips. It suckled. “And already hungry.”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Issa carefully lifted Muriah’s lifeless body, carrying her to the bed. He laid her down and stretched out beside her. She hadn’t swallowed his blood. He’d been too late. He stroked her hair back from her forehead as he kissed her cooling lips.


    A sob strangled his throat. Issa looked up at the stairs toward the lightening sky and screamed. He’d stopped Apep. The God of Chaos would not gain control over the Night Walkers, but in the process, he’d lost everything.


    He’d failed Muriah. She offered her life because she believed in him.


    He got up and crossed to the steps. Soon the sunlight would bathe him. He reached out mentally to his remaining immortal brothers, Kane and Colin. Forgive me.


    Kane’s strong voice filled Issa’s mind, and although his brother was far away in Paris, Issa heard every word. My brother, there is nothing to forgive. I will come to you at sundown.


    If there is any mercy left in this world, I will be gone by then.


    Kane grew agitated. Whatever has happened, I will make it right. Rest now.


    Issa turned toward Muriah’s lifeless body. Nothing can ever make this right.


    He broke the connection with Kane and returned to Muriah’s side. Something she said when they left San Diego came back to him. “Take care of the store for me.”


    That had been her one request of him. He’d given his word he would return her there, that she would see that red door again.


    He glanced longingly at the stairs. Death would be easy…to go on living would be the real challenge. Groaning, he lay down beside her again, burying his face into the nape of her neck, breathing in her scent. She gave her life for his and for those of her friends.


    If he were ever worthy of her love and trust, he needed to protect what she held most dear. She treasured her family’s legacy. For her, he had to live.


    Blood tears stained his cheeks as he carried the bed into a deeper chamber, away from the desert sun. His body weakened, slowing, but he struggled to cover her with a blanket before sinking to the ground as a final breath left his lips.


    …


    Zafrina marveled at the tiny immortal baby. This was Mulac’s heir. The Night Walker she had loved and grown to loathe. This tiny child would grow to be the mighty God of the North, upholding the mortal world beside his three brothers. She cooed to him in her native Mayan tongue, smiling as he grasped her finger in his small hand.


    “He’s amazing, isn’t he?”


    She looked up to find Lori standing beside her chair. Zafrina smiled. “Not nearly as amazing as the mortal woman who defended him from the monks of the Fraternidad del Fuego Santo.”


    Lori’s swollen lip curved into a lopsided smile. Zafrina’s heart swelled in her chest. “I only had to hold him off until you woke up.”


    Zafrina rose to her feet and brought the babe to Lukas. “Take care of him.” She bent to press a kiss to Gretchen’s forehead. “You saved us all.” Glancing at Lukas, she added, “Stay alert. Apep could still be coming for the child. I have not heard from Issa.”


    She straightened and took Lori’s hand. “Come. Let me attend to your wounds.”


    Once they were alone on the deck, Zafrina brought her fingers under Lori’s chin, gently tipping her face up. Lori stood only an inch or two shorter than Zafrina, perfect. “You are a lioness for those you care about.”


    Lori chuckled. “I’ve been called a bitch before. Lioness is a much nicer way of putting it.”


    Zafrina raised a brow and brought her hand to her lips, sinking her fang into the tip of her index finger. The moment her blood mingled with the wound, Lori smiled.


    “It tingles.” Her smile faded, and her lips kissed Zafrina’s fingertip. “Thank you.”


    They sat on the deck chairs, overlooking the ocean, and Lori rested her warm hand on Zafrina’s. “I’m really glad the baby is healthy and you’re all right. I…” She turned toward the water, her gaze distant. “I’ve never met anyone who made me feel like I had butterflies in my stomach before.”


    Zafrina frowned. “This is a good thing?”


    Lori’s eyes met hers, and Zafrina warmed inside. “It’s a great thing. I hope now that the baby is here you won’t be going back to Cozumel. Not yet anyway.”


    Zafrina shrugged. “I had not considered what comes next.”


    “At least stay for the wedding.”


    “Not for the wedding.” Zafrina shook her head and lifted Lori’s hand to her lips. “For you, lioness.”


    Calisto came through the French doors, and Zafrina glanced up at the tall Spaniard. “The Fraternidad monks are gone?”


    He nodded. “Kate and I wiped their memories clean of the child and this place.” He rested his forearms on the railing of the deck, watching the water. “No doubt the monsignor will send more eventually, but we are safe for now.”


    Zafrina got up and stood beside him. “Until we hear from Issa, we still need to be on guard. Apep could be anywhere.”


    Calisto glanced her way. “Lukas told me they were planning to trap the God of Chaos.”


    “We do not know if they were successful.”


    He nodded and turned to Lori. “Thank you for helping Gretchen today. We owe you our lives.”


    Lori raised her hands with a little shake of her head. “Gretchen did all the heavy lifting. I just bought time with our unwelcome guest until you all woke up.”


    “It was more than most would have done. You and Edie have my gratitude.”


    Zafrina pulled her hair back behind her ear. “I was wrong about this wedding you have been planning.”


    He raised a brow. “How so?”


    “I saw no point in planning for the future. If the child did not survive, neither would we. There would be no ceremony. I believed it was wasted energy, but I see now that hope does have power. You gave everyone, including Gretchen, something else to focus on. You and Kate offered all the others a reason to look ahead to the future, confidence.”


    Calisto clasped his hands together and stared out at the waves crashing into the sand. “I wish I could claim such selfless motives. The truth is I had decided if the end was coming, I wanted to leave this world with my commitment and my love for her proclaimed. I did not get that chance in our last lifetime together. The devil himself could not steal it from me this time.” He glanced her way with a fire deep in his dark eyes. “If Apep returns for the child, I have every intention of stopping him.”


    Zafrina patted his arm. “Hopefully, it will not come to that.”


    She focused on the water, wishing she could reach Issa.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Issa pulled in a slow breath as the memory of the previous night wounded him all over again, seeping through his bones, his bloodstream, and finally, stabbing his heart. He didn’t want to open his eyes. He ached for his memories to be nothing more than a nightmarish dream.


    Already Kane and Colin reached for his thoughts. Issa shielded his mind. When he’d reached out the night before, he thought he was ending his tortured existence. Now that the decision to persevere had been made, he had no desire to share his torment, and he most definitely did not want to talk about it.


    He rose to his feet, steeling himself as best he could. He had to bury her body.


    Forcing himself to look down at the bed, he frowned. Her clothes and the bed sheets were covered in vomit and waste. Over the years, he had drained many criminals, drinking until their bodies were empty of blood. But he’d never seen this happen to them. He’d also never coveted their bodies while he slept. Perhaps after he left them behind, this befell their corpses as well.


    Carefully, he lifted her from the filth and laid her on the ground. Digging through their supplies, he found three unopened water bottles. He brought them over and tenderly removed her clothes, washing her cool, pale skin clean. After drying her, he retrieved the silk dress he had purchased for her at the market. Bloody tears burned his eyes. Even in death, she radiated a wild, untamable beauty.


    Clearing his throat, heart burning in his chest, he carried her toward the stairs. After taking two steps, he stopped abruptly.


    He waited. Was his mind playing tricks on him? He could have sworn… Then he heard it again. A heartbeat. Afraid to hope, he brushed a tender kiss to her forehead and whispered her name.


    She pulled in a deep breath and opened her eyes. “Is it done? Did it work?”


    Issa threw his head back and laughed, tears streaming down his face. Meeting her gaze, he nodded. “Apep is contained in the clay vessel.” He shook his head, still not comprehending she was awake. “I thought I lost you.”


    Her hand caressed his cheek, her full lips curving at the corners. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.”


    He kissed her tenderly. “For that, I am eternally grateful.” He carried her up the rest of the stairs, taking two at a time until they stood under the starlit sky. “Look around you, take in the night. Is it different now?”


    Muriah stilled for a moment. “You can put me down.”


    He didn’t want to. He never wanted to stop touching her, but he complied with her wishes and carefully placed her feet on the ground. Muriah took two steps away from him and turned around in a circle slowly.


    She finally faced him with a contagious grin on her face. “I can see everything. And…oh God…I can hear animals burrowing in the sand. And I smell…” She peered down the steps.


    Issa took her hand, walking her away from the opening to the tomb. “Your body emptied itself of the remaining humanity in order to be reborn. You are a Night Walker now.”


    Her gaze moved slowly up his bare torso. “What did he do to you?”


    Issa had forgotten about the burns and cracked skin. His body already worked to repair the wounds, but without fresh blood, the process slowed. “I will heal after I feed.”


    “We should find you some blood. Does it hurt?”


    His attention had been so focused on her, he hadn’t paid any mind to his injuries. He twisted slightly and grimaced. “Not really.”


    “Liar.” She took his hand. “We should get back to Cairo so you can heal up.” Suddenly, her eyes sparkled like the stars above them. “Wait, I almost forgot.”


    She vanished and returned to his side with the Egyptian vase, the cell phone, and one of his shirts. He raised a brow, trying not to smile. “I thought you hate the ‘Night Walker speed thing.’”


    The sound of her laughter warmed him all over. “It’s different if I can do it myself.”


    He took the shirt and slipped his arms inside, buttoning it quickly. His gaze never strayed from her. He never dreamed she could be more beautiful, but with his ancient blood flowing in her veins, Muriah’s dark eyes shimmered with power, and the soft waves of her hair shined even in the dim light of the moon.


    Tentatively, he reached out to her with his mind. Can you hear me?


    Her jaw slackened for a moment as she nodded. You hear me, too? Without drinking from me?


    Taking her hand, his heart pounded. My brother Kane shares a private mental path with his mate because he was her maker. Now I am yours.


    So the others still won’t hear me?


    I do not know. When we get back to San Diego, we will find out. He glanced at the vase in her hands. Her bare hands.


    …


    You are holding the vase without gloves.


    Muriah gasped and almost dropped the relic. Issa was suddenly right beside her, his hand supporting the weight underneath. She met his eyes. “Are my powers gone?”


    “I do not know.” He kept his grip on the vase. “Try to open your mind. The path for your abilities may be different now that you are no longer mortal.”


    She exhaled, controlling her breathing, and closed her eyes as she touched the vase again. Nothing happened. Most of her life, she’d wished she were normal without any psychic curse, so the irony of the disappointment welling in her gut didn’t escape her.


    Her powers were gone.


    Issa’s voice whispered through her mind. Open yourself mentally to the relic as you do with me.


    At first, she had no idea what he meant, but gradually, she pictured the vase and wondered where it had been. Suddenly, historical images flashed through her mind in an onslaught of visuals. She braced herself for the pain, the vise around her skull to tighten, but it never came.


    She opened her eyes. “It doesn’t hurt anymore.”


    Issa set the vase on the sand beside them and cupped her cheek in his large hand. “Now you control your gift instead of it controlling you.”


    She nuzzled into his caress. “None of this would be possible without you.”


    He chuckled and kissed her lips slowly. “This was all your idea.”


    His voice sounded even richer with her enhanced hearing. She caught herself wondering what else might be even better. As if that were possible.


    Issa deepened the kiss, his tongue tangling slowly with hers as his mental voice growled, I have never known a greater temptation.


    She hummed into the kiss. Let’s get rid of Apep, then our clothes.


    His lips trailed down her neck, making her knees rubbery. “I love the way you think.”


    Muriah pulled out the cell phone and called Agent Bale to set up a meeting. She watched Issa’s back while she made the arrangements. Issa looked up at the starry night sky while the wind blew through the silky black curls of his hair like invisible fingers. The angles of his face, his broad shoulders, trim waist, every part of him called to her.


    She finished the call, and he turned, his heated gaze locked on hers. Primal heat smoldered low in her belly. Hers. Issa wasn’t just a convenient friend with benefits. He was steadfast at her side. She wanted to pinch herself to be sure she was awake.


    He crossed to her and bent to retrieve the vase. “Where are we meeting him?”


    “At the safe house in one hour.”


    He took her hand with an almost mischievous smile. If a Mayan God could be adorable, he’d just achieved it.


    Issa tipped his head back, laughing, and finally met her eyes. “I have never, since the dawn of mankind, been adorable.”


    She shrugged, nudging him with her hip as they walked through the sand. “So you say, but I call it as I see it.” Grinning up at him, she slid her hand into his. “What were you being mischievous about?”


    “Is that what you thought you saw?”


    “I know what I saw… And how come you can keep secrets, but you hear every thought in my head?”


    “Because I know when to shield my thoughts.”


    “More for me to learn?”


    He nodded. “But in answer to your question, I reached out to my brothers, Kane and Colin. When I told them I’d made another, they had many questions. I invited them to meet us in San Diego. They may be at Calisto’s home before we are.”


    “You know Lukas is not going to be happy about this, right? He’s still not a fan of no sunshine and immortality in general.”


    Issa shrugged. “When he realizes that we had no choice, he will understand.” He brought her hand up to his lips, kissing her knuckles. “And if he chooses to remain angry with me, I can bear it.” He stopped walking. “I hope you will not grow to regret your choice.”


    She stared up into his dark eyes. Would she miss the sunshine and the taste of ice cream? Probably. But she was no longer on death’s to-do list. The cancer that stole her mother would never be able to touch her. Her family’s legacy would continue. Forever.


    Muriah shook her head slowly. “It’s easy right now to say I won’t miss the sun, but if having it meant not having you, I’d choose you in a heartbeat.”


    He brushed a kiss to her forehead, the wisdom in his gaze betraying his true age. “I will remind you of that when the time comes.” Straightening, he rolled his shoulders and released her hand with a spark in his eyes. “Ready to run?”


    …


    They reached the safe house in less than five minutes. Muriah had no concept of how many miles they had covered, but it was difficult not to check for some sort of superhero cape hanging off her back.


    Issa held the vessel containing Apep’s spirit while she rapped her knuckles against the door. Agent Bale cracked it open, his hand on the butt of his gun. He stared at her for a moment and frowned before unlatching the security chain and opening the door. When she stepped inside, Agent Bale’s voice boomed in her head with legal codes. It was her turn to frown. She rubbed her temple, and Issa’s deep baritone cut through the wall of sound.


    Picture a sturdy wall of brick. Use that barrier to surround your mind.


    She tried not to focus on how or why it might work, and visualized a tall brick wall as Agent Bale offered chairs around the kitchen table. The more she focused, the more Agent Bale’s voice faded until she barely heard it anymore.


    Tentatively, she reached out to Issa. Can you still hear me?


    He sat in the chair beside her, never taking his eyes off of the government agent. Yes.


    Has he always made that much silent noise?


    She thought Issa almost smiled, but it vanished just as quickly. Yes. It is how mortals shield their thoughts from us. I cannot reach his true thoughts. All I hear is the constant repetition.


    Annoying.


    Issa rubbed his brow, stealing a glance her way. Extremely.


    Agent Bale interrupted the conversation he couldn’t hear. “Muriah, you’re…different.”


    Issa straightened beside her. Under the table, she brought her hand to rest on his thigh. I can handle this.


    “What do you mean?”


    “I mean your eyes are like his now. What happened?”


    She pushed the vase toward him. “Here’s Apep, just like we discussed. In order to bind his spirit to the vessel, we needed a life in trade for a life. A sacrifice. I was the only mortal available for the job.”


    “So this change wasn’t against your will?” His gaze shifted to Issa.


    Issa crossed his arms, power radiating from his stiff stature. “Is it so difficult to believe a human might desire immortality?”


    “No. But we know you are the god of sacrifice for your people. I don’t think they’re always given a choice in the matter.” Agent Bale shifted his focus to the vase. “It’s my job to protect Americans from paranormal threats. Ms. La Deaux falls under that jurisdiction.”


    Issa laughed, but danger brewed in his eyes. “And what would you have done if this change had been against her will?”


    “Enough.” Muriah put her hands up, hoping to shut down the testosterone fest building around her. It apparently made no difference if a male was mortal or immortal, pissing contests still abounded. “We just came to drop that off. I’m fine, and you’d better take good care of that bottle. If Apep ever escapes, his wrath isn’t going to be pleasant.”


    “We have a storage facility with multiple fail-safes. He won’t get out.”


    Issa glared at the agent before turning for the door. Muriah started to follow and stopped. Slowly, she turned toward Agent Bale. “One more thing…”


    The agent met her eyes. “Before you start wondering if Issa is holding me hostage or something, I happen to love him.” Surprise flashed on the man’s face for a moment before his trained mask of indifference slid back into place. “And if you simply write him off as the god of sacrifice and nothing more, then you are way off the mark. He’s got more courage, integrity, and heart than anyone I’ve ever met.”


    Both men were momentarily speechless. Muriah took Issa’s hand and smiled up at him. “Let’s go home.”

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    Issa walked down the sand in Pacific Beach, the pier in the distance, holding Muriah’s hand. Would he ever get over the miracle of this woman? Her slender fingers twined with his, their joined hands became one. Her words to Agent Bale a few nights earlier echoed through his mind. Until she came into his world, no one had ever defended him. He didn’t need it. There were few beings on this earth that could harm him.


    But her desire to protect him still surprised him.


    He’d grown accustomed to the fear of others, the wide berth others paid to him since the beginning of time. Yet, Muriah had never been afraid. She’d seen something more inside of him, and her coaxing brought him back from the brink of madness.


    Now he would have lifetimes to show his appreciation, to love her.


    Getting home from Egypt while only travelling at night had been slow, but he barely noticed. Spending time with her without constantly watching the shadows for Apep and his serpents had been exhilarating.


    “Sorry I didn’t feed tonight. Again.”


    Her voice snapped him back into the present. “You do not need to apologize.”


    “I’m sure it seems dumb to you, but I’ve been human all my life, and my Mom had really strict rules about no biting.”


    He smiled down at her. “You have no trouble biting me.”


    The sultry way she stared up at him from beneath her lashes sent passion scorching through his veins. “It’s sexy to bite you. And you like it…”


    He bent to kiss her lips, growling against her skin. “I love it.”


    “Why are we still on the beach?” she hummed.


    He squeezed her hand. “Race you.”


    …


    He let her win. She had the keys to her condominium anyway.


    The moment they were inside, his lips fused to hers. Her nimble fingers freed the buttons on his shirt, and she pushed it back off his shoulders, her hands exploring his sensitive skin. He broke the kiss just long enough to help her out of her shirt and bra before gathering her back into his arms, moaning as her soft breasts pressed against his chest. The jaguar inside of him growling, possessive. She was his. He ran his hand up her side, worshipping every curve of her body.


    They hadn’t yet discovered her spirit animal, but he sensed her power growing. Soon the other half of herself, the primal, untamable spirit would burst forth.


    “Thirsty,” she whispered, catching his bottom lip between her teeth.


    Blood rushed to his groin. Walking her backward, toward the kitchen, his heart pounded in anticipation of her bite. He’d offered his wrist to his immortal brothers, his blood to offer healing, but sharing himself with Muriah was unlike anything he’d ever experienced. Sensual. Erotic.


    “I need you.” He freed the button on her jeans. “Now.”


    “Want you,” she gasped into the kiss, her fingers tightening in his hair.


    Using his preternatural speed, he had both her pants and his own tossed across the room as if they never existed. Muriah’s lips curved as she kissed him. “I love that trick.”


    Issa laughed against her lips and lifted her onto the countertop, pushing her legs open to settle between them. He broke the kiss and stared into her eyes. “I love you.”


    He entered her slowly, marveling at the union of their bodies. She was made for him. Muriah’s head dropped back, her lips parting as she moaned his name. He bent to run his tongue around the tip of her pert nipple and took it into his mouth. He struggled to keep his thrusts slow, aching to make the moment last.


    Muriah raised her head, her beautiful eyes now crimson with desire, hungry for his flesh and his blood. His heart raced with yearning, and his hips sank into her faster as she kissed along his shoulder, her tongue teasing him until he ached for her bite.


    Finally, her fangs sank deep into the muscle between his neck and shoulder. Deep in his throat, Issa growled her name, his eyes burning crimson. The first pull at his veins from her lips nearly brought him to his knees, his body aching to surrender to the pleasure. He forced himself to slow, to savor every moment with her.


    This is why I can’t bite anyone else. It’s too intimate. Her voice whispered through his mind. You spoiled me.


    He smiled against her skin, nuzzling into her hair, kissing her shoulder. I am not sorry.


    Her fingernails scratched down his back as she drank his life into her body. He slipped his hand between their bodies, rubbing while working his hips into her faster. She moaned against his skin, her body pulsing around him. As her orgasm swelled, he sank his fangs into her shoulder, drinking in her pleasure, her love. He followed her over the peak, joined in body, soul, and blood.


    He took one last swallow and kissed the wound closed. He held her close until she drank her fill. Finally, she rested her head on his shoulder, breathless. “If you had told me a couple of weeks ago how intense feeding while making love is, I never would have believed you.”


    “I did not know myself.” He kissed the top of her forehead. “Until you, I had never made love with another Night Walker.”


    She peered up at him from under her mussed hair with a playful smile. “My thousands-of-years-old virgin.”


    Issa laughed. “Far from a virgin.” He stared into her eyes, sobering slowly as he brought his hand up to caress her cheek. “You make me very happy. I am not sure I understood what that word truly meant until I met you.”


    “I think after all you’ve done for this world, you’ve earned some happiness.” She kissed him tenderly, wrapping her legs around his waist.


    He lifted her up without sliding free from her and carried her to the bedroom.


    …


    Agent Bale parallel parked the unmarked black Lincoln Town Car across the street from the gate to Calisto Terana’s home. With his night vision binoculars in hand, he checked for cross traffic and jogged across the road. He made his way between the large cliffside homes, toward the cove and the beach below.


    He’d finished the paperwork for Apep’s captivity and picked up his new assignment. Monks. Some of Calisto’s human employees had been attacked in an effort to gain access to the Night Walkers. This wasn’t the first time he’d had to step in and quiet the Fraternidad del Fuego Santo, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.


    As he approached the railing at the edge of the cliff, he noticed someone else had beaten him to the lookout. A tall man with white hair dressed in long black robes stared at the beach below.


    Agent Bale moved in beside him, binoculars raised to his eyes. “Monsignor. I didn’t expect to see you here.”


    The old man glanced his way. “Agent Bale.” He resumed his survey of the beach below. “You must realize we were unable to halt the birth of the antichrist.”


    Agent Bale lowered his binoculars. “Funny, from my intel, it’s the heir to the Mayan God of the North.” His eyes narrowed. “Why are you here, monsignor? The Fraternidad del Fuego Santo is a long way from this coast.”


    “Guilt. And perhaps for clarity. Even after all these years, I fear I may have been too quick to judge and condemn. Perhaps the Lord has a plan in place, and I need to step back and trust Him to fulfill it.” The old man sighed, raising his watery-eyed gaze to meet Agent Bale’s. “Like you, I came to watch.”


    Agent Bale clasped his shoulder. “I can tell you that it wasn’t terrorists that closed the airports in New York and set the hotels on fire. I can also tell you that without those Night Walkers down there, we probably wouldn’t have been able to stop the chaos.”


    He waited for his words to sink in. The monsignor clasped his hands together and heaved a sigh, nodding. “Perhaps it is time for the Brotherhood to move on. I fear we have caused more harm than good.”


    “Sometimes it’s a very fine line between the two.”


    The old man nodded and turned away from the water. “Take care, Agent Bale. May God be with you.”


    “And also with you.” He responded without conscious thought.


    The monsignor, the head of the Fraternidad del Fuego Santo, bowed his head before slowly turning and walking into the darkness. Agent Bale watched him go, wondering if the old man would finally let the legend of Night Walkers die.


    …


    “How do I look?” Muriah smoothed her red dress and smiled up at Issa.


    He shook his head. “You look amazing.”


    Her gaze slid up his body from the shiny black shoes, to the tailored slacks, to his muscular torso hidden underneath a perfectly fitting black tuxedo jacket. “You look pretty amazing yourself.”


    Issa fussed with the bow tie. “Why do weddings insist on such uncomfortable clothes?”


    “It’s just for one night. We captured the God of Chaos; we can make it through one wedding on the beach.” She wasn’t sure if she meant to reassure Issa or herself. Her stomach was in knots. Since they’d been home in San Diego, she’d managed to avoid meeting Issa’s brothers. Tonight she wouldn’t be so lucky.


    Issa patted the pocket on his tux jacket and glanced her way. “Are you ready?”


    Loaded question. Would she ever be ready to meet Kane and Colin? Would their opinion of her matter to Issa? She didn’t think so, but that insecure voice deep in the shadows of her mind reminded her that this might be the final hurdle in their relationship. His last chance to walk away. The wicked whisper taunted her. Men always walked out eventually, and it would really hurt when this one did.


    From what Issa had told her, Kane lived in Paris with his mate, Rita, and when they’d battled the Night Demon six months ago, the two had left emotionally scarred. Issa wasn’t even sure if Rita would be accompanying Kane tonight.


    His brother Colin had been physically wounded in the battle, and Issa had been shocked that he agreed to make the trip to San Diego. Issa obviously misjudged his brothers’ curiosity about his mate, or whatever she was exactly. They were coming to size her up.


    She understood that, but Issa seemed oblivious.


    “Ready as I’ll ever be.”


    He took her hand and brushed a kiss to her knuckles. “They will love you as I do.”


    Maybe he wasn’t as oblivious as she thought.


    …


    Issa led Muriah up the walkway to Calisto’s large hacienda on the La Jolla cove. Candles lined the pathway and a bouquet of romneya blossoms hung on the door. He opened it to find the living room filled with familiar faces. Gretchen and Lukas cradled a tiny child, the God of the North reborn. Calisto sat behind the piano, and Issa noticed Lori had recruited Zafrina to help with lighting more candles and setting out a punch bowl for the few mortals in attendance.


    Calisto stopped playing and got up to greet them. “Issa, it is good to have you back.” He smiled at Muriah and took her hand. “Thank you for everything. I am sorry you did not return in the same condition in which you left.”


    Muriah shook her head. “I have no regrets.”


    “Are my brothers here?”


    Calisto nodded. “They went to the shoreline to be certain we are alone for the ceremony.”


    Issa brought his hand to rest at the base of Muriah’s back. “Shall we find them?”


    They quickly greeted the others and made their way out to the deck overlooking the ocean. A familiar voice caught his attention.


    “Issa, my brother, stop keeping that beautiful female all to yourself. We came halfway across the world to meet her.”


    The happiness in Colin’s voice brought a smile to Issa’s lips. Of the four of them, Colin, the God of the South, had always been the one who was quick to laugh and smile, but the battle with the Night Demon had changed him. His spirit animal was a large, red-tailed hawk, and after the demon fed on one of his arms, the wounds healed, but a Night Walker’s flesh cannot regenerate. His brother was left unable to fly, and his joyful spirit had been broken. Lost.


    Hearing his playfulness had returned was a welcome surprise.


    Issa walked with Muriah down the steps, resisting the urge to use his preternatural speed. With each passing night, he understood her better, and he sensed her trepidation. As their feet reached the sand, he bent close to her ear and whispered, “Kane is the blond and Colin has dark red hair.”


    She frowned. “So none of you look alike?”


    He chuckled. “We are not brothers in the sense that mortals are. We were the Bacabs, the first, placed into the world to uphold the four corners of the earth. We are brothers, but we are also the North, South, East, and West.”


    “And Gretchen’s baby is the North?”


    “Exactly.”


    Colin approached them with a warm grin and on his arm, a female with long red hair and a dusting of light freckles on her cheeks. He embraced Issa tightly, whispering into his mind, I, too, have a new member of the family.


    He stared into Issa’s eyes for another moment before turning toward Muriah. “You must be Muriah.”


    “And you’re Colin?”


    He grinned and pulled her into a tight embrace. Issa smiled. He couldn’t help himself.


    Colin stepped back and glanced between them. “You must be a magician, Muriah. You taught my dear brother Issa to smile!”


    Issa laughed, nudging his brother. “And who is this beautiful creature?”


    “This, my dark brother…” he took the female’s hand, bringing her closer. “This is my Angel. My Juliana.”


    Before Issa could say anything, her voice echoed into his mind. Pleasure to finally meet you.


    He glanced at Colin.


    He put his hand on Issa’s shoulder. “Juliana lost her hearing. Our blood could not change that, but we can speak past her ears and directly into her mind.”


    Issa bowed his head. Thank you for helping Colin regain his joy for life.


    No need to thank me. She smiled up at Colin. Hearing his voice is gift enough.


    Issa turned to Kane and tipped his head in a small bow of greeting. “My brother, this is Muriah.”


    Kane took her hand, raising it to his lips. “Welcome to our family.” He released her as a petite blond woman came to stand beside him. “And this is my beloved, Rita.”


    The women shook hands, and Rita grinned. “Calisto and Kate told me you find relics.” She lowered her voice with a conspiratorial grin. “I, too, take relics.”


    Colin laughed. “Kane told me you used to be a thief.”


    Rita gasped in mock shock, nudging Kane. “Do not get me started.”


    He put up his hands in surrender, but before he could defend himself, Zafrina called from the deck. “Calisto is coming down, and Kate will follow in five minutes.”


    Lukas and Gretchen descended the steps to the beach, and Calisto followed with Lori and Edie, one on each arm. He released the ladies and took a few steps closer to the waves before turning toward the deck above. Taking his lead, all the guests on the beach turned to look up at the house, too.


    Zafrina suddenly appeared on the other side of Issa. Muriah flinched, still surprised at their incredible speed. He draped his free arm around Zafrina’s shoulder. They’d all been through so much during the past few months, first saving the mortals, then their own race.


    A night spent celebrating love and joy was a welcome respite.


    …


    Kate appeared at the top of the stairs and Muriah smiled. She couldn’t imagine Kate looking any more beautiful. She wore a simple ivory satin gown that hugged her body. An off-white veil trailed behind her. She carried a bouquet of romneya flowers, and with them, a single feather in remembrance of whom she had once been: Tala, who first claimed Calisto’s heart on this same beach centuries before.


    Muriah glanced over at Lukas. His attention alternated from the bride to Gretchen and the baby. He was a father now. The one dream he thought he’d forfeited the night he became a Night Walker was now his. Muriah smiled, her throat tightening with emotion.


    Slowly, Kate made her way down the stairs with a smile on her face. Her gaze never strayed from Calisto’s. As she passed by, they all turned to follow her progress toward her mate. Issa took Muriah’s hand as Zafrina stepped in to help Lori spread out the train of the dress and the veil.


    After they finished, Zafrina remained at Lori’s side.


    Calisto cleared his throat and clasped Kate’s hand. They turned to face one another. “I have waited almost three hundred years for this day. To stand before our family, our friends, and proclaim my love and my intention to love you until the end of time.”


    Issa’s thumb caressed Muriah’s skin, soothing her. Witnessing Calisto’s and Kate’s commitment, seeing the love of their friends who were like family, left her feeling…empty. Alone and out of place.


    Kate stared up at Calisto, emotion filling her voice. “I have fallen in love with you in two different lifetimes. My heart remembered yours even when my mind didn’t. And come what may, I am yours. I will love you. Always. Through this lifetime and whatever may come in the next.”


    “You are my heart.” Calisto’s voice quieted. “And I would give my life for yours.”


    “Your soul sings to mine,” she answered.


    “Kate Bradley, I take you as my own.”


    A happy sob passed her lips. “Calisto Terana, I take you as my own.”


    They slid gold rings onto their fingers and sealed the simple ceremony with a kiss as the waves lapped at their feet.


    Applause broke their kiss, followed by embracing. Muriah tried to get out of the way, but Issa caught her hand. “You are sad.”


    “Not sad, just…feeling like an outsider.”


    “This is not the family you were born into, but you are blood of my blood now. This is your family if you will let them in.”


    She searched his eyes, desperate to make him understand. “I don’t know how.”


    There it was, laying her bare before him, before all of them. The only family she’d ever known was her mother and even she had left her in the end.


    Issa knelt down in front of her, taking her hands in his. “Until the end of time, I will love you. You are the moon in my endless night. I have never abandoned this world, even when I desperately wanted to, and I will never leave you, either.” He kissed her fingers. “You have to trust me.”


    “I’m trying. I know I won’t wake up one morning to find you gone. I know that. But inside…”


    “Inside will take time to heal.”


    She lost herself in his steady gaze and gradually realized other eyes were on them. Her cheeks flushed with heat as Lukas approached her. “Do we have another proposal?”


    “What?” Muriah tried to pull her hands free, but Issa kept his hold on her as he got to his feet.


    Issa glanced at Lukas. “Not the kind of proposal you mean.”


    “Sorry about that.” Lukas embraced Muriah and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I guess I won’t need to look after you any longer with Issa hanging around.”


    She looked up at the handsome, ageless face that had been in and out of her life as long as she could remember, one of the few constants. A smile crept up on her. “You may not need to, but if you don’t come by and see me with Gretchen and that little one, I’ll be pissed at you.”


    “We can’t be having that.” Lukas laughed.


    “Thank you for all you did in Egypt.” He sobered. “I wish it hadn’t come at such a high price.”


    She shook her head. “It’s not like what happened to you. I had a choice, and I knew what I was getting into. I’m fine…really.”


    He nodded and clapped Issa on the shoulder. “We both know I can’t kick your ass, but if you hurt her, I’ll try.”


    Issa chuckled with a nod. “Fair enough.”


    As the others made their way back toward the house to continue the celebration, Issa caught Muriah’s hand and pulled her back. “You have not heard my proposal yet.”


    Her pulse quickened. She loved him. She had no doubt about that. But the thought of a wedding proposal made her want to run for the door. She was barely getting used to the idea of being in love and possibly gaining an extended family.


    “I don’t think I’m ready.”


    “I believe you will enjoy this proposal.”


    She wasn’t so sure. “Okay…”


    He slid his hand into the pocket of his tux and withdrew a yellowed MGM Studios business card with a phone number written on the back. “This is for you.”


    She took the card and frowned. “This is the proposal?”


    “Open yourself and use your power.”


    “It doesn’t work on newer things like this.”


    “You are a Night Walker now. Try.” He smiled, knocking down all her defenses. “For me.”


    “Fine.” She gripped the card and closed her eyes. She pictured the card new, and as she started to open herself, she was transported to a movie studio costume area. The card was on a desk beside…a pair of ruby slippers!


    She opened her eyes wide. “Where did you get this?”


    “That does not matter.” He shook his head. “I read about your Wizard of Oz and discovered Dorothy had a few pairs of the red shoes…and one pair is missing.”


    She wanted to jump into his arms and kiss him all over. How was it possible that she loved him more with each passing night?


    Adrenaline laced her bloodstream. “This is a lead on the missing ruby slippers.”


    “I believe so.” He took her free hand. “My proposal is that we find them. Together.”


    She threw herself into his arms, laughing and kissing his lips before resting her forehead against his. “I am crazy in love with you.”


    He kissed her lips with a smile. “I love you, too.” He lowered her to the ground. “You have not given me an answer yet.”


    She answered him with a long, slow, lingering kiss. Opening her eyes, her gaze locked on his. “I accept your proposal.”
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    The Demon Lord has conquered the mortal world and sampled its pleasures. Now all he needs is to conquer the goddess who is meant to complete him. The goddess Allia, however, has other plans. She is sent by her immortal sisters to win the heart of the Demon Lord and make him her slave but soon discovers that the Demon Lord’s heart is not easily given, and that in order to win it, she must sacrifice her own.
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    by Marissa Doyle


    Going back to graduate school to study ancient languages and mythology is a dream come true for Theodora Fairchild. Falling in love with Grant Proctor is an added bonus. But then Theo discovers that being chosen for the prestigious program has more to do with who she is than what she knows. When evil forces threaten Grant’s life in an effort to tear the two apart, Theo must rely on her wits and wisdom to save her true love and survive the semester.
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    by Rosalie Lario


    Siren-demon hybrid bounty hunter Dagan Meyers swore he’d never settle down. Tying himself to one woman is so not his bag. Until he meets the gorgeous angel Lina, and can’t think of being with anybody BUT her. The last thing Lina wants is to develop feelings for the smooth-talking man she knows will eventually leave her. But as they battle a growing darkness—a powerful dark fae who’s harnessed untold power—Dagan and Lina find that love may be their greatest weapon against the evil that threatens to destroy them all.


    Undying Desire


    by Jessica Lee


    Eve Devonshire is a woman hiding in plain sight. Not completely human, but not quite a vampire, she’s accepted by neither race but is more powerful than both. To stay alive, Eve can’t trust anyone, including the alpha vampire with midnight eyes and a thirst for pain and submission. With her enemies nipping at her heels, Eve has Guerin cornered, and both are determined to get the answers they’re looking for or die trying... if they can fight their desires long enough.
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