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Chapter One




Rhiannons Law #47: It doesnt take a rocket scientist to be MacGyver. Many household products can be used as an explosive device or weapon. All it takes is a little imagination. Or, in my situation, blind fucking luck.

I managed to snag a can of Raid and the long, extended lighter a split second before my ass connected with cheap linoleum flooring. I turned, got a visual, and aimed the spout of the flammable contents at my attacker. My hands remained steady while I placed the lighter in front of roach-be-gone and studied the possessed canine.

Dont make me do it, I warned, flicked on the lighter, and prepared to press down on the plastic nozzle.

The dog charged and I went for broke. The flame created by my quick thinking was impressive. The demented beast yelped and backed away as fire scorched its muzzle. A part of me would have felt guilty if the damned thing wasnt so eager to rip out my throat. The minute the dog backed away, I went for the gun tucked in the back of my jeans. The canine snorted several times, sized me up, and I knew only one of us would make it out of the kitchen alive.

Sorry, pooch.

When the raging beast rushed me again, I leveled my Ruger and squeezed the trigger. My aim was dead on, and I hit the large mutt directly between the eyes. It dropped to the floor and didnt even twitch. There was a moment of silence before loud crashes came from the adjoining room.

Rhiannon! Goose screamed.

Im coming! Im coming! I yelled and strode past the dirt-napping puppy.

For the umpteenth time I questioned why I had agreed take this job with Goose. I knew it wouldnt be easy. We were dealing with a ghost that wasnt a ghost, but rather an entity that had taken up the entire house wed been hired to exorcise. At the time the money was too good to pass up. Now, with bloody bite marks and scrapes on my arms, legs, and face, I was beginning to wonder if it wouldnt have been smarter to pick up extra shifts at The Black Panther.

Rhiannon! Goose was really panicking now. His voice was closer, indicating he was hauling ass in my direction.

Keep your panties on! I snapped and rushed around the corner. Goose looked as bad as I did. His nose was busted, and his chest was covered in blood.

Its coming. Right now. There was a sobering amount of fear in his expression, not that I blamed the poor bastard. He was the hook; I was the ace in the hole. Do you have everything? Do you remember what to do?

I did my homework, remember? I reached inside the holster pouch under my arm, retrieved the salt inside, and went for the butterfly knife in my pocket.

Something invisible barreled into Goose and knocked him back several feet. He hit the wall across from me, slid down the grimy wallpaper, and started to writhe and thrash. It was like a seizure, which I anticipated. The fucking entity was taking over the only person in the house who wasnt blessed by the church.

Poor Goose. I could only imagine how it felt to be possessed.

When he went still, I rushed to him, snagged his arm, and dragged his heavy ass to the center of the room. I only had a minute or so before the entity took over completely.

The clock was ticking.

I grasped the knife, cut into the meaty portion of my palm, and made a fist. Blood oozed between my fingers and splattered on the carpet. I walked around Gooses body, making a large circle. When that was done, I grabbed the salt container and poured a portion on top of my blood. After I finished, I released a shaky breath and put the salt in my satchel and the knife in my pocket.

There. It was done. I was about to banish the thing that wouldnt die to the other side signed, sealed, and delivered. The entity completely took over Goose and sat up. It was frightening to see my partner and close friends face distort into an evil grin with drool streaming down his chin.

Bitch, do you think you can contain me? he asked and rose to his feet. I smirked until he stepped right past the barrier of salt and blood.

Oh shit.

Im going to kill you. Goose leered, his sidelong glance malicious.

You wouldnt be the first to tell me that. I quickly composed myself and tried to figure out what the hell to do. When Goose and I had planned this, there had been no warning that the damned thing would be strong enough to break a binding circle.

Damn. I really should have taken a few extra shifts at the club instead of coming here.

The large knife attached to my belt thrummed, the magic inside it so strong I could feel the outline of the weapon through my pants. For a moment I considered bringing Suckerthe nickname Id given the bloodthirsty blade that was strong enough to kill an angel or a demonout to play. Then I focused on Goose. He looked horrible. The thing inside him had distorted his handsome features, and there was more rage in his eyes than Id ever seen. I couldnt kill the entity without killing him. That meant I had to get the fucking thing out of him pronto.

Sorry, Goose. I stepped toward the friend I was about to beat the shit out of. Whatever I did, I had to do it fast. The sooner Goose lost consciousness, the sooner I could deal with the entity.

The first punch to his jaw sent him staggering. When he righted himself, he came at me. He reared back and brought his fist toward my face. I pivoted, turned, and knocked his hand away. He whipped around and I decked him again, right in the center of his nose. My knuckles cracked with the blow, but he didnt go down. Blood streamed from his nostrils, staining his shirt. His eyes were wild when they homed on me. I noticed his pupils were dilated, the warm chocolate brown irises almost absent.

Fuck.

I couldnt do this half-assed. Goose was going to be black and blue for days.

I waited until he charged. I moved to the side and jumped on his back. After I got my arms in the right position around his neck, I started applying steady pressure. He thrashed and spun, trying to knock me loose. I wrapped my legs around his waist and held on for dear life. He was so much stronger than I had imagined.

Kill you, he rasped and grasped at my hair.

A total girl fighter, I grumbled and winced as he got handful and yanked.

He started moving around the room with me on his back, swinging his free arm madly as he continued spinning in a circle. The back of his knees hit the arm of the couch and back we went, a tumbling mass of arms and legs. The cushions padded our fall, but it still hurt when Goose landed on top of me. My grip loosened and he used my weakness to his advantage. His elbow connected with my side, hard enough that I was certain hed bruised a rib. The moment I let him go, he was off the couch. I rolled from the cushions, landed on the carpet, and crouched. Goose was standing several feet away, chest heaving, hands formed into fists. Bubbles formed around his nose with each breath, dribbling more blood down his lips.

Jesus. This thing, whatever it was, wasnt going down easy. It was supposed to be a simple entity, a creature imprinted into a building and therefore able to possess those who crossed the threshold unblessed. Somehow I had a feeling Goose had missed something very important during his research.

He jumped at me, and I countered the movement with a step back. He grinned, threw back his head and started to laugh. It wasnt Gooses usual laugh, more like a demented cackle. When he lowered his head, he studied me in a way that made my skin crawl. I never wanted to see that kind of look in Gooses eyes ever again.

He pointed at the knife on my hip. Youre not willing to kill my host, so I suggest you leave.

I stood my ground. Im not leaving without him.

If I let you leave and take him with you, you would return, wouldnt you?

Talk about a tough question. Me? I never wanted to step foot inside this shit heap again. Goose? Hed find another way to go at this thing and try to do his job. Not only did he get paid for it, the freaky bastard enjoyed it. No doubt hed find it a challengeeven if trying to solve the mystery killed his curious ass.

I take your pause as a yes.

I wouldnt willingly come back here, but I cant say the same for my partner. I didnt think youd appreciate any bull, so I decided not to shit.

Youre smarter than you look. Goose sized me up, and I didnt like it. Having your best friend look at you in a sexual manner is all kinds of creepy.

I tried to hide my revulsion. And you are such a charmer.

It seems that we are at an impasse. Goose steepled his fingers. Unless you are willing to negotiate.

Negotiate? I knew this wouldnt be good or come out in my favor.

Remove the blessing that hovers over you. I want your body in place of his.

Oh,hell no. Let that thing inside me? Not in this lifetime.

For the first time since wed entered the house, I regretted my decision to leave Marigold Vestas amulet in my apartment. Goose had given me grief for the last two weeks about the necklace and refused to do any jobs with me if I wore it. Right now the power the amulet granted would be more than welcome.

Then we continue until one of you dies.

Goose came at me again. There was no hesitation. He was going to kill me if I let him. He wrapped his hands around my throat and backed me into a wall. His steps allowed me to situate my knee firmly between his legs. It was a damned shame I was about to crush his jewels, but it was better than pulling out the gun or my knives. His eyes rolled back in his head the instant I hit sacred ground, ramming my knee into his balls. He didnt cry out. He just hunched over and grasped his crotch.

Sorry, Goose. I snagged a handful of his hair, balled my fist, and punched him in the face. He didnt go down right away, so I kept goingpounding into his cheek and jawuntil he was belly down on the ground. Once he was there, I gave him a couple of solid kicks in the side. He pulled himself into the fetal position, and I hated myself for being the cause.

You fucking piece of shit. I buried my fingers in the pouch that was usually used for ammo, found the small vial with the sand that would cost me a years worth of rent, and removed it. Ive had about enough of this.

I retrieved my butterfly knife, worked it open and engaged the latch to keep the handles in place, and cut my injured hand. I went too deep into the tissue and muscle, but I was too angry to care. The moment blood started to flow I placed my knife between my teeth and walked around Goose. The lid to the vial opened easily, and I poured the sand with one hand as I continued bleeding profusely from the other. After the new circle was closed, I tossed the empty vial to the floor and took the knife from my mouth.

I bind you to this circle with my blood and will. You cannot pass.

Goose stirred and slowly lifted his head. Youre incapable of such a thing. This entire domain is my prison. I can come and go as I please. You hold no power here.

Really? I almost crossed myself and said a prayer before I bluffed. Then show me. Haul your ass out of that circle. If you can do it, Ill make the trade. Me for him.

Goose started crawling and I held my breath. The sand was directly from The Church of the Holy Sepulchre: the very place Christians claimed Jesus died. It was a hell of a lot stronger than salt and, I was hoping, would get the job done. If not, I was out more than fifteen grand, my pride, and a job.

The moment Gooses hand came in contact with the sand, he hissed and snatched his fingers away. I wanted to jump up and down and ask the entity who the big shot was now. Too bad I was too fucking tired. Glancing at my hand, I knew why. The cut needed some serious stitches. You could see the flesh all the way down to the tendon.

I was bleeding all over the place.

After I closed the butterfly knife and slipped it into my pocket, I walked to the bag Goose had deposited next to the cage with a zombie cathow Id force the entity to leave the residence for goodand removed a towel. Wed already buried the damned thing and performed all the necessary rituals to return it to life. I would have laughed if the situation wasnt so fucked up. I hadnt liked sacrificing a parakeet to summon the feline from the grave. Goose insisted it was necessary. After all, the spirit had to be caged in something dead to be trapped and unable to move from host to host. I couldnt care less now.

I opened the cagesmearing blood along the stainless steel barsand retrieved the hissing feline. It struggled in my arms and clawed at my face until I held my mangled hand to its mouth.

You now do my bidding, bound to obey me by blood.

The cat went at my wound like it would have to cream in its former life. I let it enjoy several licks, waiting until it stopped hissing and calmed before I took my palm away. It was difficult, but I managed to keep the cat under my arm and wrap a towel around my hand, stanching the blood flow. I walked back to Goose and hellish thing possessing him. He had his eyes screwed shut, which told me the fucking thing inside him wasnt stupid. It knew what I planned to do.

I placed the cat in front of me, grabbed Goose by the hair, and ordered, Open your eyes.

The moment the entity complied, it met the stare of the reanimated feline. I released Goose, grasped the furball by the scruff of the neck, and removed the blade at my side. The hilt vibrated in my palm, eager and hungry. Sucker wanted blood but would have to wait. I needed the power it contained for something else at the moment. The instant Goose collapsed, the cat went crazy. In situations like these, you had to trap an entity inside something that was already dead to truly finish it off. The moment it entered the cat, it became trapped in death, not the life it loved to travel to and from.

See you in Hell, I whispered and forced the struggling cat to its side. The blood inside the decaying body didnt appease the blade, so it was cake to remove the cats head. The moment it was done, the dark presence Id felt the moment I entered the house vanished.

It was over.

Thank you God.

I swayed as lightheadedness overcame me and black speckles marred my vision. How long had it been since I was this weak? I knew the answer, even if I wanted to deny it. This afternoon was the first time Id done anything dangerous without the amulet. At the present moment I was just a necromancer with her normal abilities. Blackness rose to claim me, but I fought it. I shook my head, trying to ward off the danger of slumber.

I toppled forward and landed beside my partner in crimeEthan McDaniel, AKA Goose: paranormal investigator and the one person I needed to learn to tell no. Blinking rapidly, I tried to stop the world from spinning. This was the thanks I got for agreeing to work part-time with a friend. Hed said it would be a great learning experience, but so far it had been nothing more than a pain in my ass.

I heard the front door open and tried to make it to my feet. Before I could accomplish that, a large set of hands grasped my shoulders and flipped me over. Paine gazed down at me with concern. I would have said something cocky to remove the worry in his expression, but my tongue was too heavy. After he checked Gooses neck for a pulse, he looked me over, stopped at my haphazardly bandaged hand, and frowned.

Damn it. I knew you and Ethan should have waited for me. Why dont you ever listen?

He sighed, cradled me against his chest, and brought his wrist to his mouth. I wanted to tell him Id be fine as soon as I got home and used the amulet, but it was useless. After he scored his skin and his blood started to flow, he placed the twin punctures to my lips.

Dont make this harder than it has to be. Youll drink willingly or Ill force my blood down your throat.

It had been weeks since Id taken vampire blood; I didnt need it when I wore the amulet. The powerful token was enough to heal my wounds and keep me out of harms way. Now I didnt have any other option but to take what Paine offered.

His blood splashed against my tongue, slightly citrusy and sweet. I swallowed until the cuts in my hands started to tingle, signaling his blood was hard at work mending my wounds. He didnt fuss when I pulled away, which was an added bonus. Paine and I had developed a friendshipperhaps something morewhich was amplified by the bond we shared. Since wed taken each others blood, I was able to perceive his anger and worry.

Were fine. I swiped at the remaining blood on my lips. Goose took a beating, but hell be okay.

Yeah, you both look fine to me. His onyx eyes saw far more than I wanted them to, so I quickly looked away. Yes, he was a friend. But the things that had transpired between us complicated matters.

The entity was tied to the building, so a normal binding circle didnt work. I accepted the hand he offered. Once he helped me to my feet, he placed his hands on my hips. I had to use holy sand.

When I stumbled, Paine snaked his arm around my waist and pulled me into his chest. His face was so close I could feel his cool breath against my nose. We stood together, so temptingly aware of each other. Id tried to maintain a relationship that didnt go beyond friendship, and Paine tried to do the same. He knew I was still in love with his best friendDisco, my former lover, the vampire I was marked by and beholden to, and the man I wanted to forgive despite my inability to do so. However, Paine also knew that he and I had done something together that couldnt be taken back. Something he couldnt recall. His future self was nothing like his present one, even if both versions wanted me in the same way.

As if it was preordained, the very vampire I had managed to avoid for weeks stepped into the house and caught Paine and me in a very compromising position. It was the first time Id seen Disco since hed invaded my mind without consent, broken my heart and trust in the process, and placed an enormous wall between us. I would have released Paine if the bond with Disco didnt swamp me, surrounding me in waves of love, fury, and jealousy. It was something I wasnt accustomed to. Disco usually kept the mark between us closed.

Get away from her, Disco growled and strode into the room. He was clothed in his usual black ensemble, making his honey blonde hair all the brighter, his aquamarine eyes more prominent in the dim lighting of the room.

Paine didnt budge. She was hurt. Im waiting for my blood to heal her.

Disco advanced, using long, catlike strides. It wasnt fair. A part of me wanted to run into his arms, hold him close, and never let go. Self preservation and terrifying memories made me want to kick him in the nuts and get as far away as possible. When he was within range, he forced Paine aside and reached for me. I couldnt help my instinctive reaction. I jerked from his touch and took several steps back.

You have nothing to fear from me. You know that. I felt Discos guilt and realized hed opened the mark between us so I could sense if he lied. He wanted me to know everything he was feeling, so I was aware his emotions were genuine.

No, I used tothinkthat. Im not the stupid woman I once was, and Im not big on second chances. They usually result in a person being fucked over. I met his infuriated gaze and didnt flinch. I dont like being fucked over any more than you. We both know the outcome.

Goose groaned and Disco turned from me. He kneeled beside my fallen partner and rolled him over. Goose was Discos familiar too, bound to him by blood. Disco took one look at Gooses face and his jaw clenched. He didnt say a word as he mirrored what Paine had done for meopening a vein at his wrist and pressing it to Gooses mouth. As soon as Goose started to drink, Disco lifted his head and stared at me again. There was so much pain in his eyes, so much hurt. I was the cause of his misery, but he was the facilitator.

Tell me what happened.

It wasnt a request, so I sighed and explained the entire ordeal to Disco and Paine. When I finished, they exchanged a brief look.

The next time you decide to take on a job like this, Disco said, watching me closely, you will wait for me to accompany you.

I already told her that, Paine muttered.

I folded my arms across my chest. What do you think you couldve done? The thing wasnt a ghost, and it was only vulnerable when it resided in a zombie host. Did you just want to stand around and look pretty?

Disco moved from Goose and would have stopped directly in front of me if Paine didnt counter his action and block his path. Calm down, Paine said, lowering his voice to a whisper I was sure he didnt want me to hear. Youve waited weeks to see her. Dont fuck this up because you cant control your emotions.

If you want me to keep my emotions under control, stay away from her. Disco didnt bother being discreet. As he spoke to Paine, he looked directly at me.

Talk about a reunion Id never expected. I understood Discos jealousy. When Id made a trip into the future to sever Discos debt with a demon, I never expected to return to my own time. Too many things prevented itincluding the fact that Disco was dead in the futuristic version of hell. In the grip of grief, Id sought to comfort Paine, never believing that Id see the man I loved again. To my relief and horror, I had learned I could return...only it was too late to turn back the clock and erase the night Paine and I had taken comfort in each others arms. Although Paine was aware of what had transpired, technically he was innocent of any wrong doing. Hell, he didnt even know the specifics of what had occurred between us. Despite his prodding, Id given him just enough information to get the point across.

Unfortunately, Disco didnt care about any of that. Unlike his friend, Disco knew everything Paine and I had done together. When hed taken my memories by force, hed gotten a ringside seat. He was hurt and infuriated, so much so hed destroyed the trust between us that hed taken so much time to nurture. I knew he regretted his actions, because Id shared his grief and shame after the fact. Still, I was now terrified of the man I loved. It was the strangest thing to hate someone you also cared for so deeply.

You know I cant do that. Paine didnt look at me when he said it, but I felt how torn he was. We were friends, but Paine wouldnt be adverse to us taking our friendship beyond a platonic level. I wont let you hurt her again.

I tried to keep my own emotions in check, aware they could sense them. I knew there was tension between Disco and Paine, but I didnt realize just how much. Suddenly the time Id spent developing a friendship with Paine while shunning Disco didnt seem like a very good idea. Disco obviously considered us a couple despite our recent separation. Transgressions of the past were nothing more than a bump in the road, something he felt we would overcome.

Take Ethan home. Discos voice was softer now. I wont hurt her.

Paine didnt move or speak for several seconds. Then he moved closer to Disco, until they were chest to chest. Dont push her any more than you already have. She saved your life and will eventually suffer for it. She deserves better.

I considered informing them that I was standing right there until Paines words reminded me of my actions consequences. Hed warned me something awful would happen since Id fucked with fate. Disco was supposed to die, and Id prevented it. To keep a balance, Id have to endure something to teach me the error of my ways. For Paine, it was the loss of a beloved pet that gave him the only companionship hed known in years. As for me, well, I was still waiting to find out.

Disco nodded and Paine pivoted to me. Im only a phone call away. If you need me, dont hesitate.

I smiled, but it was forced. You got it.

Paine took a step back, bent down, and scooped Goose into his arms. I wanted to shift my feet, move away, or find some reason to leave. Avoiding Disco had been easy when hed attempted to call me or visited the club. All I had to do was let his calls go to voicemail or duck into the storage room behind the bar. Now there was nowhere to run and nowhere to hide. Disco remained where he was until Paine exited the house with Goose. It took every bit of my willpower to keep my feet planted as he came closer.

Forgive me. I knew Disco would never beg, but those two words came pretty damned close. I never should have done what I did. Ive regretted it every single day since you left.

My heart skipped a beat and I closed my eyes. I know.

Then why havent you returned my calls? He was so close I could smell the tantalizing fragrance of cinnamon and cloves. Why havent you allowed me to make amends?

I opened my eyes and met his gaze. Hed stopped mere inches away, close enough for me to touch him. There was no chance in hell that Id tell him Id listened to every single one of the messages hed left because I couldnt deny my need for him. Like a lovesick girl, Id replayed each voicemail on nights when the loneliness was too much to bear. When I woke from dreams of the times spent in his arms before everything turned to shit, it was his voice I wanted to hear.

I miss you.

Im sorry.

All I want is another chance.

Im asking for forgiveness, even if I dont deserve it.

Call me, Rhiannon. Please.

At times, even if I couldnt stop myself from picking up the phone and listening to his soft, alluring baritone, I hated myself for it.

Because I dont know if I want to, I said, tearing myself from the memory of his voice and the words I wanted to believe. I dont know if I can trust you.

He started to reach out to me. Then, as if he remembered my previous reaction, he yanked his hand away. You still think Im no better than him, dont you?

Him being my former foster father. The pedophile had ruined my childhood and destroyed my foster sister. Id never thought another man could come close to inflicting the harm that Ray had upon me, until Disco used his ability to break every barrier in my mind and force me to relieve every moment Id endured while living under Ray Shaws roof.

I dont know what I think.I stepped past him to start collecting the items Goose had brought into the house.

Id just grabbed the head and body of the dead cat when Disco asked, Do you still love me?

Due to our connection, he already knew the answer. I was aware on some level that he wanted to hear it aloud, to know how I felt with absolute certainty.

You know I do, but its not that simple. I stood and walked to the cage to place the cat inside.

Then make it that simple. All you have to do is give me a chance. Ill never break your trust or hurt you again.

Thats the problem. I did give you that chance. I closed the cage and picked up the bag beside it. Facing him, I hiked the satchel over my shoulder. You went through all my memories by force. You know everything there is to know about me. I dont have any secrets anymore. There is nothing that has happened in the past twenty-five years of my life you arent aware of. Did you honestly believe it would be as easy as saying youre sorry? Or did you think because youre the first man Ive ever loved it would give you some kind of an advantage?

I dont expect forgiveness to be easy. Im ready to do whatever it takes. I want you back in my life. He moved with the speed of his kind and stopped in front of me. You cant imagine how much Ive missed you.

Probably as much as Ive missed you. I need more time.

He ran his fingers through his hair. Im afraid circumstances beyond my control have made that impossible. He exhaled and lowered his hand. Marius is coming home.

I blinked at that, caught off guard.Fuckedy, fuck, fuck.

Marius? As in yoursire, Marius?

He knows what happened with Graham Tavish. Hes traveling here to get both sides of the story.

Both sides of the story? Is he aware that Graham tried to have you killed?

He is, and hes also aware that you killed Graham because of it. There was no anger or animosity in Discos eyes when he looked at me, only love and concern. You destroyed a half-demon and controlled all of the vampires under his power while you did it. Thats caused quite a stir, Rhiannon. I could only keep it under wraps for so long.

I tried not to panic. After all, what was done was done. Besides, I wasnt finished as far as half-demon killing was concerned. How much does Marius know?

He knows everything, apart from what transpired between us. When I narrowed my eyes he said, Hes my maker. I can only keep so many secrets from him.

What does that mean?

It means we have to come to an understanding. Marius knows how I feel about you, and since you killed a half-demon to save my life, he knows the feeling is mutual. Disco reached out again and, though I flinched, I allowed him to envelop my elbows with his hands. He cant know that a chasm exists between us.

Why is that? My voice betrayed me, my words coming out shaken as a result of his touch.

The half-demons who exist in the mortal realm want you dead. Mariuss maker is a half-demon, and Marius has convinced him that you acted to defend your master. If Revenald has any reason to believe our relationship is false or your feelings have changed, hell view you as a threat.

I am a threat.

As soon as I came face to face with Victoria DelcroixGraham Tavishs half-sisterI planned on sending her to Hell with her brother. If I didnt, she would try and take over the world and create a future in which humans were nearly extinct.

What do you need me to do? It was difficult not to move closer to Disco, to allow his scent and presence to surround me like a comforting childs blanket.

Put your trust in me, even if it isnt there yet. You need to move into my home and show Marius the love we feel for each other isnt something I created to keep you safe.

The thought of going anywhere near Discos home terrified me. Once I was prepared to throw away my isolated existence and explore something more with him, ready to pack my bags and give our relationship a chance at permanency. All it took was one night in his bed, under his total control, to discover it wasnt a place I felt safe. I shuddered as I recalled the violation of him forcing himself into my memories.

I dont know if I can.

You have to. His breath caressed my mouth, swamping me with a need I had long denied myself.

I took a step back, pulling away from him. I have a lot of work to do. In case youve forgotten, I have to repay a debt to a fallen angel.

Marigold Vesta had returned me to the present time to save Disco, but her assistance had come with a price. If I didnt find her resting place and return her to the land of the living, I would have to offer my own body as a vessel. She would take over my mortal form while my soul took a trip to Heaven or Hell.

Listen to me. Disco grasped my arm and tugged me close. If Marius believes for one moment youre a danger to our kind, you wont have to worry about your debt. Hell try to kill you, and Ill be forced to do whatever it takes to keep you safe. His voice dipped an octave, thick with emotion. I wont allow anyone or anything to harm you, even if it means going head to head with my maker. Do you understand what Im telling you, love?

Damn him.The endearment sent shivers down my spine. Hes older than you.

He is. Disco moved closer, until our hips touched.

I closed my eyes, breathing him in. And stronger.

That too.

You care for him. I sagged in his embrace, allowing him to hold me.

I do, he whispered against the top of my head. But I love you. I never stopped loving you.

Despite the nagging voice that warned me I was going to make a monumental mistake, I caved. I hadnt saved Discos life only to place him in danger. Older vampires were far more formidable. Still, that didnt mean I had to be totally stupid about things.

I have a few stipulations.

Name them.

Ill stay at your home until Marius leaves. After that, its back to my apartment. I could already hear his brain churning. Knowing Disco, he thought he could change my mind.

If thats what you want, he said softly. What else?

I have a lot of work to do. Christ, could my voice get any deeper? I tried to get my hormones under control and continued, Between working at the BP and searching for Marigolds resting place, I wont be home a lot.

Actually, Marius might be able to help you. He has a lot of connections and his maker is a half-demon. Hes indicated he would assist us in severing your debt and wiping the slate clean.

There was something else Disco wasnt telling me. I could feel his hesitation due to the open mark between us. Theres more, isnt there?

He wants you to destroy the knife. I tried to pull away, but he kept me close. Its the true threat to half-demons. Once its gone, Marius can leave and put all of this behind us.

Sucker was the only thing that could kill a half-demon, so it made sense theyd want me to destroy the blade. Created from a pact between a demon and an angel, the blood that instigated the daggers craving had also made it strong enough to behead a demonsomething a normal weapon wasnt capable of. Too bad Id grown attached to the knife. Even if Sucker demanded its fair share of blood, I felt it was worth the sacrifice.

I couldnt lie to Disco considering the danger, so I didnt try. I cant promise that.

I had a feeling you were going to say that. Well cross that bridge when we come to it. He ran his hand down the length of my hair. Anything else?

You and Paine have to stop going at each other. This time he tried to pull away, but I kept him against me, speaking into his chest. Hes become a close friend. Thats it. There is nothing more between us. Youre going to have to accept hes done nothing wrong. What happened is on me. The fighting between you is causing problems, and Marius will know it.

I dont like him anywhere near you. Discos voice was laced with venom. Just knowing what you did together eats me up inside.

Thats just it. He didnt do anything, I reminded him. The Paine of the future is not the Paine here and now. Youre going to have to cut him some slack.

Disco ripped free of my embrace. Id seen him this angry oncewhen hed learned Id been with another man and forcibly entered my mind. It was then hed learned the man was Painea future version of his best friend, but Paine nonetheless. The memory of that night came rushing back, along with the misery Id endured at Discos hands. Fear assailed me. I took several steps back and reached for the knife at my side. Disco glanced at me and his expression changed. The outrage marring his features became sadness. I lowered my hand when I realized I was prepared to fight the man I loved and detested.

He wants you, Disco said quietly. If he thought there was a chance you would consider him more than a friend, hed sever our ties and do whatever it took to make you his.

I dont feel that way about Paine. I cared for Paine deeplyeven loved him in my own waybut it was nothing compared to the feelings I had for the vampire before me.

Disco looked at me through his long, dark lashes. I know that, but it doesnt make it any easier for me.

That makes two of us.

We stood across from each other, so close that all it would take was a few steps to bridge the gap. Neither of us moved. The pain was too fresh, the betrayal too deep.

Disco slid his hands into the pockets of his trench coat. Are there any other stipulations I should know about?

Just one.

Which is?

I picked up the pet carrier, reminded myself that I had to be strong, and looked him in the eye. I might be staying at your home while Marius is here, but that doesnt mean were picking up where we left off.I stepped past him, started walking toward the door, and called over my shoulder, If we share a room, Im calling dibs on the bed. You can sleep on the floor.








Chapter Two





Although I should have spent the following morning in the libraryin an attempt to locate Marigold Vestas resting placeI decided to swing by a crime scene instead. After all, I was working on repaying my debt. Only my attention was on the sacrifice portion of the deal instead of the logistics. In order to revive Marigold, I had to kill a person. The bigger the spell, the higher the cost. Fortunately, not all lives are created equal. Someone who could kill an innocent woman in cold blood would be a perfect sacrifice.

At least thats what I told myself.

I found where Autumn Geoffreys had been killed within minutes. The crime scene wasnt difficult to spot. Yellow police tape decorated the alley, along with large brown stains on the concrete where the unfortunate woman had bled out. The evening news provided a few intimate detailsher throat had been cut and shed been rapedbut it wasnt enough to go on. If I was going to find the killer, I needed more information.

A lot more.

I studied the side of the building, instinctually knowing where she had died. The poor woman had been trapped with nowhere to go, and in an area like this oneisolated except for a wandering drug dealer or prostituteno one would come running if theyd heard her screams. Considering blood was smeared all over the side of the building, as though shed fought her assailant even in the grips of death, I was fairly certain her throat was cut during the rape. Had she fought off a sadist? A serial killer? A man with a mommy complex? Or was the grim reaper just your average crazy person?

It was too early to tell.

I glanced around the alley, taking my time and soaking in my surroundings. No one would have seen much. The alley was small, nothing more than a sliver between two condemned buildings. The club where Autumn had worked was only a few blocks away. I was tempted to go to The Pink Flamingo and ask questions, but since I worked for the competition I wasnt sure that was a good idea.

Instead I strolled up and down the narrow stretch of walkway, hoping for a ghostly glimpse of the twenty-three-year-old whod stripped as means to support her three-year-old son and pay for college. That was the primary reason shed made the evening news. An exotic dancer whod gotten herself killed wasnt likely to cause a fuss, not when reporters could spread the good word about meth busts and convenience store robberies. An exotic dancer whod left an orphaned child behind, however, was great for after dinner conversation.

Crazy fucking world.

An image of Autumn and her child flashed before my eyes, the snapshot burned in my memory like a brand. The picture on the news had been taken around Christmas, since a large tree with glowing rainbow lights was visible behind mother and son. The little boy shared his mothers blonde hair and blue eyes, although his face was round and pudgy in that bittersweet stage between infant and toddler. Visualizing the two during happier times felt voyeuristic and wrong. Would they have smiled so blissfully at the camera if they had known what was coming?

Highly doubtful.

The visual vanished, forced aside since I wasnt ready to go there. Instead I tried to mentally recreate the violent act that had killed her, sliding together imprints in time using my tortured, fucked up mind. Autumn had fought, and she had lost. But she hadnt given up. Her struggles told me she wasnt ready to go. There was something important for her in this life, something she refused to leave behind. The spasm in my abdomen caused bile to rise to the back of my throat. Of course she had something worth fighting for. Hell, she had something worth dying for.

In those final moments had she mourned the lost time with her son? Had she resented the fact she would never get to know the part of her who would exist despite the fact she was gone?

My stomach rolled, making me queasy. Inhaling a heaping lungful of stale New York air didnt ease the sensation. The entire situation made me sick. Autumn had wanted to better herself and create a stable future for her child, only to have her efforts wasted in a violent and senseless act. Due to tragedy, her son would never know her, talk to her, or love her beyond a memory.

God, it pissed me off.

Move on. Focus.

After thirty minutes walking along the alley, I accepted what I already knew: Autumn had crossed over. Sometimes a ghost would remain in our dimension if they had a loved one they were leaving behind, but not always. Autumn must have seen the light, walked into it, and went on whatever journey it is we take when we die.

Damn it, I murmured and ducked under the yellow tape in my path.

Nothing useful to go on, nothing to help me find my target. There were only the dark images my perverse mind conjured that I didnt want to deal withof Autumn in the grips of death, suffering at the hands of a batshit fuck, fighting with all she had to stay alive.

I forced the thoughts away. If I wanted to find the person responsible for Autumns death and use him as the sacrifice to revive Marigold Vesta, I had to be patient and bide my time. That was the best way to go about ending my debt. The only way I could end someones life and face myself in the mirror. Killing someone who preyed on the weak was something I could deal with. I had to stay on my toes and locate the son of a bitch.

It was time to connect the dots elsewhere.

Now for plan two.

Another stripper was killed a week before: Lucy Mueller, twenty-four years old, who had worked at The Grind. Lucy and Autumns deaths were remarkably similar, leading me to believe the same asshole was responsible. The deaths had occurred in a close timeframe, indicating said asshole would strike again soon. Once a serial killer got a taste for death, he couldnt help himself. The god complex started, he experienced the thrill that was ending a human life, and the rest was icing on his demented cake.

Focus.

Since Autumn had crossed over to the other side, Lucy became the key to locating the bastard. If I could establish contact with her, I would be able to see what her attacker looked like and start tracking him down. All I needed was a glimpse of his face, one good look at the man I was searching for. Since I worked at a tittie bar, there was definitely a good chance wed rub elbows at some point in the future.

I pictured thatme and serial killer asshole facing off.

Hed think he had the upper hand until I introduced him to the ass kicking he had coming. Then Id make him apologize for what hed done and wish he could take it all back. It wouldnt matter what he said, the words meaningless in the broad spectrum of things. Once it was time to perform the ritual, his life would be in my hands. He wouldnt go easy, Id see to that. He wouldnt deny death or the hell that waited him.

No way.

The thought provided more relief than it should have, which in turn disturbed me enough that I stopped walking. I closed my eyes, tilting my head back to take a deep breath of more stale air. Handing out death sentences should have bothered me, or at the very least caused me to hesitate or rethink my life. But the truth was, it was getting easier and easier. Before I had some sense of right and wrong, a small amount of control.

Not anymore.

The amulet started to hum, easing my self-loathing and replacing it with calm. I wrapped my hand around the stone, hating myself as I lowered my head and waited for the feeling to evaporate like rainwater on simmering summer asphalt. The confusion scattered, leaving clarity in its wake.

Murders didnt deserve a Get Out Of Jail Free card. I could use the bastard whod killed Autumn and Lucy to revive MarigoldcorrectionI would use the bastard to revive Marigold. It was him or someone whod done nothing wrong. Sacrificing a man who took life without remorse was the right decision. I wasnt playing God. I was maintaining the balance between good and evil.

Keep telling yourself that and you just might start believing it.

Sirens blared a few streets over, pulling me out of my doom and gloom.

Hallelujah for small favors.

I released the amulet and looked down the alley. The cops had upped security, sending drivers through the area every hour or so. Mostly it was a ploy to keep the locals happy, a display of good faith.

Dont worry, Sir and Madam. Well keep the streets safe for you.

Yeah fucking right.

After all, aside from a bartender who worked in a gentlemans club and needed a human sacrifice, who really cared about two dead strippers?

I wasnt even going to attempt to answer that question.

I walked by a dumpster, ready to put an end to my investigation and report to work, when a cardboard box wedged behind the trash bin caught my eye. The outer sticker was peeling, but I could see the box once contained a childs kitchen setone of those gigantic plastic numbers with a battery operated stove that made noises. The rectangular piece of cardboard was the perfect residence for a squatter. Maybejust maybehe or she might have some beneficial information.

Knock, knock. I tapped on the top of the box, bending at the waist to see inside.

Go away. The squatter was definitely a man. Judging by the way he sounded, he was an older hobo on his last lung who didnt have a lot of time left.

Ive got a twenty with your name on it. All you have to do is answer a few questions.

There was a lengthy pause. You a cop?

Nope, not a cop. I work as a bartender over at The Black Panther. Im just trying to find out what happened to the young woman who died here so we can keep a close watch on our girls.

The thin plastic sheet hanging from the end of the box moved aside. The homeless mans knuckles were gnarled, and his facial hair was so tangled you couldnt get a good look at anything but his eyes. The smell coming from him was gagtasticabsolutely horrible.

I held my breath but didnt move away.

The inside of the box wasnt any better. A thin sheet, some canned food, a small teddy bear, and a half-empty bottle of wine rested in a corner. There was also a dark, yellowish stain near the entrance that explained the overwhelming stink of ammonia. No wonder the man reeked. He didnt bother taking his business outside. What was he thinking? Even dogs didnt piss where they slept.

What makes you think I know anything?

I dont.

He licked his parched lips and glanced from left to right, as if he wanted to be one hundred percent certain we were alone. Fifty dollars, and Ill tell you everything I know.

Wiley old bastard. For fifty dollarsI pulled a wad of money from my back pocketyoud better know a lot.

He snatched the bill as soon as I extended the cash and started talking. It was early, probably three or four in the morning. Most of the street walkers had retired for the night. I wouldnt have noticed a thing, but I heard a woman laughing. When I took a look, I seen she werent alone and a man was with her. They started getting it on against the wall over there. It was a damn good show until he took things too far and she started fighting.

He shook his head, exhaling slowly, the scraggly gray hairs above his upper lip shifting. Running his hand over his face, he said, She was a little thing compared to him. He pulled out a knife and put it to her throat... He folded the money, staring at his hands. That was the end of that.

She fought him.

The old man shrugged. As much as she could, I suppose.

Then what happened?

The crows feet around his eyes deepened as he scowled. What the hell do you think? Shes dead, aint she?

I think I paid you for information, I snapped. Enlighten me.

She screamed once and that was it. Hobo was as annoyed and obviously uncomfortable. He cut her while he was fucking her. When he finished and left, I split. Im no match for someone like that.

As I studied the man, I knew he was right. If hed have tried to help, he would have met the same fate as Autumn. He was well into his sixties, frail and thin, and his hands looked horribly arthritic. There was no way he could have stopped what had happened. He was smart to stay out of sight.

What can you tell me about the guy aside from he was big?

He kills women in his spare time?

A smartass after my own heart. Do you want to keep that fifty, old man?

He grumbled something I didnt understand. Then he properly answered my question. He was a white guy, dark shoulder-length hair. I didnt get a look at his face.

Damn. That didnt tell me much. What kind of clothes did he have on?

Whatve his clothes got to do with it?

Listen, pops. I leaned forward despite the rancid smell. I dont have a problem paying for your answering services, but Im all about customer satisfaction. Moving slowly, I pushed aside my coat and revealed the holster complete with a gun tucked under my arm. Dont force me to take my money back. I dont think either of us wants to go there.

You said you werent a cop. He thrust the money back at me. Take it and go.

Im not a cop. I released the jacket and tugged it over my chest. Im just your average bartender.

Bartenders dont carry guns.

I smiled. If only he knew the half of it. This one does.

Look, lady, Im not

I knew panic when I saw it, and Id almost forced the poor bastard out of his comfort zone. I shoved his hand into his chest and gave him a thin smile. Keep the cash and answer the question. The sooner you do, the sooner Ill leave.

He was dressed in black, I think. It was too dark to tell. His forehead creased as he rubbed his hands together and took a moment to think. He had on gloves. I noticed them when he pulled out the knife.

Good man. Were you the one who called the police?

He shook his head. As soon as the coast was clear, I ran. I spent time in a few other places before I came back.

Do you remember anything else?

Hell no. I was too busy trying not to piss myself.

Ah, the humiliating, but always entertaining, golden shower of terror. I couldnt fault him there, even though I didnt understand his worry over such a thing as hed obviously had an accident or two inside his box home.

I take it you havent seen the guy again?

Are you kidding? He laughed, revealing several missing and rotten teeth. No one wants to come around here now. Thats why I came back. Aside from the garbage collector who comes through once a week, no ones going to mess with me.

Is there anything else youd care to tell me?

No.

Youre positive?

Im positive. He lowered his head, rubbed his thumb over the folded bill in his hand, and muttered under his breath, Crazy ass bitch. I need a fucking drink.

And that about summed it up.

Old man would get his drink on, and Id have to start from square one. I stood and took another look at the area, focusing on the spot where Autumn had been killed. There was an arching spray of darkened brown across the bricksprobably where her throat had been cutas well as a large, dried up circle of blood on the ground.

I walked over and took a look.

Shit.

Her blood had to have gotten on the murderer. Considering the width of the circle at my feet, she spurted a fountain and the rest dripped down her body. Which begged the question: how in the hell had her killer managed to keep his clothing clean? He couldnt traipse around covered in blood splatter for the world to see. Did he travel to the location by car? There was no way he could have used public transportation. Bloody attire would have drawn attention.

Then I saw it.

To the human eye, the footprint would have gone unnoticed, but since Id taken some of Paines blood my vision was much stronger. The marking was faint, stamped with blood on concrete. I squinted, turning my head to get the right angle. I could barely make out the label, but when I did it told me several things. The killer could have afforded personal transportation to flee the crime scene. He wouldnt have an issue when it came to money and visiting as many strip clubs as he liked. Anyone who wore Prada had plenty of dinero to spare.

Whatre you looking for?

Not a thing. I stepped back, glanced at the hobo, and started walking from the alley. The phone in my back pocket buzzed and I pulled it out. As soon as I knew the identity of the caller, I flipped it open. Id been expecting to hear from him.

Hey, Goose. What do you have for me?

Goose had been helping me search for the resting place of Marigold Vesta. I had to find her remains in order to return her to life and end the debt I owed the fallen angel. So far we hadnt found muchapparently the fallen were protected because their history wasnt recordedwhich meant we had to start with unrelated events and work our way toward our goal. Goose had retrieved what he could using his necromancer research hotline, calling on favors from close associates.

Thankfully one resource was obsessed with the fallen, to the point shed spent years documenting stories about them. I tried not to snicker when I thought about Mary Agnes Winstead, a woman who was raised Catholic, started seeing dead people and, as a consequence, had become part of a vampire household. Although Id never had the pleasure of meeting her face to face, Goose warned me she wasnt completely right in the head. Considering her obsession, I wasnt surprised.

Mary had sent us dozens of files, most of them dating back a hundred years or more. Thanks to her dedication, Goose and I learned fallen angels descended from Heaven to protect the innocent from the taint of evil. Due to their connection with the Almighty, most people didnt fuck with them. Unfortunately, in Marigolds case, she was baited into a trap, killed, and her soul was forced to Hell. Shed then been given to none other than the King of Hell himself. Although Marigolds actual name hadnt been used in the text, it had to be our girl. It was the only story we found with so many similarities.

Not a great way to live out a century.

Shes on holy ground.

I stopped walking, wanting to be sure it wasnt the wind and I had heard him correctly.

Holy ground?

The information is sketchy and doesnt pertain to Marigold specifically. It mentions monks coming across an unholy battle between an angel and demons. After the angel was killed, the monks fought off the menace and took her body to hallowed ground.

My heart was beating a fast staccato. Does it say where?

No. Goose sounded as dejected as I felt upon hearing the news. But dont worry, Im going to keep digging.

Thanks. I started walking again, making my legs move faster to get to The Black Panther Club before my boss arrived. Deena had offered to do inventory but Id dumbly told her I would take care of it. I figured the work would keep me busy, taking my mind off of Disco, Paine, and everything else I couldnt control.

This is good news, you know, Goose said.

Without a precise location, its not.

We have two things going for us, if youd take your head out of your ass.

I smiled, knowing he said it to pull me out of my funk. Goose never cursed, not unless he burned himself, stubbed his toe, or got really pissed off. My head is now out of my ass. I walked onto a street and cranked my feet into speed walking mode. Start talking.

The record was found in the States. The place were looking for is here.

Thats one thing, whats the other?

Im certain well find her in an abbey. The document is signed by an abbot.

So were looking for an abbey in the good ole U.S. of A. That should be cake.

You just cant help yourself, can you? I could clearly envision Goose pacing around his office, annoyed and grinding his teeth. Ever the smartass.

Sorry, its been a bad couple of days. I remembered how battered he was from our tussle and winced. Speaking of bad days, how are you holding up?

My bruises are fading, but you broke my nose. Paine had to break it again so it would mend straight.

That had to hurt like a bitch. Time to kiss up. Would it help if I said Im sorry?

No apology is necessary. You did what you had to. I know things got messy, but you didnt lose your cool. Thats whats important. My injuries will heal.

Thats good to know.

There was a rasp in the speaker, as if Goose had changed ears. Did you and Gabriel have a chance to talk?

My unladylike snort caused him to chuckle. If you want to call it that, I muttered.

You know Marius is coming. Not a question, indicating he knew the answer.

I do. I also know I have to be on my best behavior.

It might... He stopped and I could almost hear his mental gears grinding. Maybe you should come by so we can talk about everything. Marius is nothing like Gabriel or Paine. Hes...

One scary son of a bitch?

You have such a way with words. He sighed into the phone. Thats one way of putting it. He wont tolerate anything that could create discord among the family. Since youve already created problems, youre going to have to prove youre worth keeping.

Worth keeping? Am I pet?

Ive told you that to vampires were less than pets, were belongings.

Belongings that could be easily disposed of. So you have.

Goose hesitated. Then he said softly, He knows about you and Paine.

I wanted to hang up and pretend I didnt hear him. Knows what about me and Paine?

Everything.

Oh Christ. It was bad enough Goose and the family knew. Disco told him?

Probably, although he didnt necessarily have to. Vampires can usually tell when a human is...uh...intimate with another of their kind.

Technically, I havent been intimate with anyone since I returned. The Paine of the future isnt the Paine of the present.

No, you havent. Poor Goose, it was obvious he was extremely uncomfortable with the conversation. But you share a connection with Paine now. Once a familiar bond has been created, it cant be broken.

And wasnt that the kicker? I did have a connection to him, a weird sense of calm when he was around. Of course, that was also partially due to him keeping our mark open, allowing me access to his emotions. So far it had been fine. Paine was a friend, nothing more. But with Discos recent behavior, and now with Marius coming home, things were only going to become more complicated.

I sighed. Go ahead and say it. Youre trying to tell me something.

The next few days arent going to be fun for you, Gabriel, or Paine. All of you are going to have to put your differences aside and get along. Gabriel called me and asked that I make you aware of how it might be and what you should expect.

Go on, I said, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

The three of you...well...the three of you will have to be close. Goose coughed and cleared his throat. Extremely close.

How close you are talking? It was wrong to goad him, to make him continue, but his embarrassment amused me. Will I have to get down and dirty in front of the family? Are you telling Marius wants some ménage action to keep him happy?

You know thats not what I meant. The embarrassment vanished, leaving me with an angry Gooseexactly how I wanted him. Mission accomplished. Stop being difficult and start being serious, he snapped. This isnt funny.

Do you hear me laughing? I asked, suddenly tired. The past couple of days really had stressed me out. Just when I cleared one hurdle, another appeared to take its place. Admitting that to myself was oddly deflating. When Goose didnt respond, I said, I know it isnt funny. Im just trying to take the edge off.

Im afraid you dont have that luxury.

Of course I didnt have the luxury of blowing off steam. Getting into a proper head space and finding my balance would make things easy. Couldnt have that.

Fuck my life.

So Im going to have to make Marius believe Im fine about having marks from Disco and Paine? Is that what youre trying to tell me?

Thats exactly what Im trying to tell you.

Im pretty sure I can pull that off, so long as Disco and Paine behave. If they start acting like assholes, there isnt much I can do about it.

Dont worry about that; they know what were dealing with. His tone changed, becoming somber. He cleared his throatthe way he did when he was about to deliver bad news. I braced myself, waiting for his impending prophecy of doom. Its not Marius theyre really concerned about.

I crossed the street, almost halfway to The Black Panther. Care to enlighten me?

Marius is dangerous, but hell listen to Gabriel. They have a strong connection, one Marius doesnt want broken. Even if he doesnt believe the three of you, hell let it slide.

I didnt see the harm in that. So whats the problem?

Revenald.

My pace slowed considerably. What does Revenald have to do with any of this?

Revenald was Mariuss sirea half-demonand someone I never wanted to meet. If I learned anything from my trip into the futurewhen I met Victoria Delcroix, a half-demon bitch Id been forced to destroyit was half-demons had zero regard for human life. They had no remorse, no regret. They took what they wanted and lived how they pleased. Humans meant nothing to them aside from a source of food and entertainment, easily replaced.

Marius returned to visit the family once, when Sienna got into trouble. Sienna. Discos former lover turned demon conjurer. Within a couple of days, when Marius couldnt resolve the problem on his own, Revenald arrived. The two share a mental link that cant be broken, one so powerful I dont even fully understand it. If Marius thinks youre a threat, Revenald will know and hell come here. I dont think that would end well.

Ill take under-fucking-statement of the year for five-hundred, Alex.

Marius wants Sucker.

Give it to him. Goose didnt pause or take a breath as he snapped at me, something he rarely did. Dont risk your life over something as petty as slaying a half-demon. Let it go and move on. Youre not responsible for the fate of man.

Wasnt I? I had changed so much by returning to the present. Disco was alive and not dead. His family remained the most powerful in New York. I had killed a half-demon, erased the existence of a daughter Goose would never have, and I was getting deeper and deeper in the shit. Without Sucker, I was a dead necromancer walking. It was the only weapon in my arsenal that would kill a half-demon, the only thing capable of saving my ass if I found myself face to face with one.

Im not giving the blade up. Thats not open for discussion.

Rhiannon... There was an underlying warning in his tone, an anger that didnt normally come from Goose.

Ive already taken it to a safe place. Marius can get as pissed as he wants, but he cant have it.

You could regret your actions more than you know. Revenald will hurt you. You have no idea how far hell go.

Then its a good thing he doesnt know how far Ill go. I saw The Black Panther sign just as I strolled past Rubys Diner. I hoped it would be an easy afternoon doing inventory. I really needed a distraction from all things angel, half-demon, and vampire.

Since youre in one of your...moods, Goose said and I just knew he wanted to add bitchy, Im going to redirect the conversation.

Sounds good to me.

Are you moving your things to Gabriels tonight? The sooner you get situated, the better.

More than likely Ill be there this afternoon. I have to stock the bar, go to my apartment and run some errands. When I finish, Ill pack some things and go. Why do you ask?

Because Im coming for a visit. Theres plenty of space.

Ah, Ethan McDaniel. God love him. Ever the friend and protector. What do you plan to do if the shit hits the fan?

Im not sure. Hopefully Ill be able to think of something. Why dont I call a cab and pick you up around five oclock? If we get there early we can talk to the family and sort things out before Marius arrives. We have a lot to discuss.

That would give me several hours, which was more than enough time to take care of the bar and get all my eggs in a basket before I stepped willingly into a death trap.

Five oclock works. Ill see you then.

I snapped the phone closed and hurried to the club. It looked so normal during the day, like any other building aside from the sign with the silhouette of a naked woman in a martini glass. When I opened the door and stepped inside, the cleaning crew was hard at work. There was vacuuming to be done, tables and chairs to be sanitized, and a dancing stage to be polished to a glossy shine.

Strolling behind the bar, I took a look around. Deena dealt with the big stuff, like ordering and stocking the bar. It was my job to sort through the inventory and make sure everything was where it needed to be before we opened for business.

Id just gotten started when my cell buzzed against my ass again. I rolled my eyes and pulled the phone out of my pocket. Once upon a time I didnt own a cellular device. I preferred the old method of communicationthe landline. It was nice when people couldnt track me down with a push of a button. This time, there was no smile when I saw the screen.

Private Number.

Shit.

I was pretty sure this was another call Id been expecting, although the timing was crap. So much for distracting myself with work. I popped the phone open and pressed it to my ear.

Hello?

You inquired about an unmarked Browning?

Yes, sir. The call Id been waiting over a week for.

Id only met Bane onceafter Id asked a few regulars at the shooting range about buying guns under the table. He hadnt been friendly when hed walked up, introduced himself and had gotten a smartass comment from me about his name. Nope, Bane was all business. And his name did suit himas in the bane of someones existence. Not only was he big, he was friends with several thugs who practiced shooting at West Side. Thugs who happened to be gang members who pointed him in my direction. Dangerous, deadly, and likely to chew you up and spit you out. Bane in a nutshell.

Fortunately, despite the company he kept, he seemed to stay out of petty gang shit. He was a businessman first and foremost. Our initial meeting had clued me in to the fact that he didnt want any trouble. He kept it clean, didnt ask questions, and had remained professional. As if that wasnt incentive enough to do business with him, he could also get anything a client requested if the price was right.

Thats right, I did, I said, hoping hed finally come through.

I have two.

I stepped into the back and walked toward the cooler. Im definitely interested. I can meet you this afternoon.

Maybe Ill have them then, maybe I wont.

I bit my tongue. It wouldnt be in my best interest to call him an asshole. I hated being backed into a corner. So its now or never?

I didnt say that. You seem to think youre my only client. Consider this a courtesy call.

Do you have silver ammunition?

Two boxes. Custom.

Fuck. I needed a weapon with silver ammo. I might stop a vampire in its tracks or slow down a demon using blessed bullets, but silver was a guaranteed deal. I lifted my head, staring at the numerous liquor bottles on the shelves. It would take hours to get things straight. Deena would kill me if something was missing when she worked the bar tonight. What were the odds of her discovering I hadnt done my job?

I cringed, thinking about my shitty fucking luck.

Shed find several things missing. Likely, Id get a furious phone call about how hard I failed at life. Her wrath was something Id have to face. There was no way I could pass up Banes offer. I needed weapons. Perhaps more than I needed my job. Ironically, I might not have to worry about demons. Deena could very well kill me before any hideous creatures got a chance.

Where do you want me to meet you?

China Town. Behind Cleavers Pizza.

The call ended, and I slid the phone into my pocket.

First I would meet with Bane and, hopefully, leave with a shiny new toy. Then Id make a trip to my apartment to prepare for my stay at Discos. Id purchased a suitcase that concealed my weapons shortly after our breakup. Even then, Id known things were about to change. My morality wasnt what it used to be. I had killed men in cold blood, depositing bullets right between their eyes, and I hadnt so much as blinked.

My fingers drifted to the pendant around my neck.

I knew Marigold Vestas amulet was becoming an obsession, one leaving a dark essence on my soul. Did that really matter? My life was already in danger. I was indebted to a fallen angel. If I didnt revive her, I would have to give her my body and die in the process.

I was fucked, fucked, and did I mention fucked?

There wasnt time to waste thinking about my lifes torments. Instead I walked out of the room behind the bar. The cleaning crew didnt notice me. They never did. They wanted to do their job and leave. Couldnt say I blamed them.

Despite the wretched cold of winter, the sun warmed my face as I left the club. Christmas would be coming soon, along with snow.

For a moment, I wondered if Id live to see either.



****



Bane was standing beside a van parked around the back, waiting for me when I arrived at Cleavers Pizza. He was dressed casually in jeans, a T-shirt, and a black baseball capprobably to blend in with the locals. No one paid me any attention as I walked alongside the building and stopped at the vehicles back. Bane headed around to greet me, giving me a brief nod.

Alrighty then. So far, so good.

At some point in his life Bane had been a decent looking guy. He was over six feet tallall muscleand had a heart stopping smile that went nicely with his ice-blue eyes and blond hair. Unfortunately his nose had been broken numerous times, and a winding scar from his forehead to his chin ruined him from the neck up. If the puckered tissue bothered him, he didnt let on. He appeared to be comfortable in his own skin. Hell, I was positive he enjoyed frightening people with a sadistic sneer that made the scar stretch and widen.

I see you made it, he said. No smile, no helloonly a level stare.

It didnt sound like I was being given a choice.

Bane snorted, glanced around, and pulled the vans back doors open. As promised, two Brownings sat side by side on the dingy flooring, their obsidian metal clean and unscratched. Four clips were lined above the gunsfully loadedand two boxes of bullets were beside them. Just above was a double holster, the leather pristine and free of markings.

May I? I motioned and waited.

Be my guest.

I moved closer, so someone outside wouldnt be able to see, and checked each sidearm. They were just as good up close, if not better. Bane had a solid reputation, so I wasnt worried about quality. The guns would shoot straight, and their aim would be dead-on. Of that, I was positive. There was, however, the matter of money.

How much?

A grand each.

Youre sure theyre clean?

He nodded. Totally untraceable.

If you include the ammo, we have a deal.

His grin told me he was going to barter. The guns and ammo for three grand. Custom rounds arent cheap.

I would have bargained, but I was short on time. I had to get home, store the weapons and ammo, and pack my things before Goose arrived.

Deal. I put the guns on the soft mat inside the van. Im going to step inside Cleavers and get your money.

Not so fast. Bane clucked his tongue. He reached inside the van and pulled away a piece of cloth, revealing a large, gleaming sidearm. It was a thing of beauty, with an unmarred chrome barrel and a hard black plastic grip.

Ill be damned. Bane had gotten his hands on a Desert Eagle.

Its clean as the others and more powerful. Want to kiss someone good-bye? This is the way to do it.

I lifted the gun. It felt perfect in my hand. Just heavy enough to know it was there but light enough not to be a bother. Do you have silver rounds?

Usually I dont bother with questions, but one day Im going to ask about your obsession with silver. He reached inside and produced two large boxes. How about some fifty action express?

How many bullets per box? I looked down the barrel, taking in the craftsmanship.

Fifty.

What if I need more?

You know where to find me.

True enough. How much?

Two grand. Non-negotiable.

Fuck. No way could I go there, even if I wanted to. Two thousand dollars.

I couldnt afford the Brownings and the Eagle. Id only brought four thousand in cash, leaving me a grand short. The rest of the money Id received from Disco as a monthly allowance had been tucked away in a safety deposit box. I wasnt sure if Id need it, but I wasnt willing to piss it all away on sidearms.

Ill take the Eagle and the rounds. I placed the gun on the mat and started to make my way to Cleavers to dig the money out of my shoe.

Bane frowned, and damn if it wasnt a terrifying sight. You dont want the others?

I cant afford it. I glanced at the Brownings. Theyd be nice to have, but the Eagle would put a hole in a vampireor a demonschest. I needed that kind of firepower. The amulet and Sucker only got me so far.

How much do you got? He studied me, starting at my head and taking his time, working his way to my toes.

I couldnt bite back my temper or stop my smartass mouth this time. If youre asking if Im willing to work off the remainder of the cost with a piece of my ass, piss off.

He narrowed his eyes. Dont flatter yourself, princess. Believe me when I say youre not my type. Dont make me ask again. How much do you got?

It was dangerous confessing how much money I had on me, but since Marigolds amulet was around my neck, I figured I would be able to defend myself and my cash if it came down to it.

Four thousand.

A grand short.

Well hello, Captain Obvious. Im aware of that, I gritted through my teeth, which is why I said Id take the Eagle.

He moved closer and gazed down at me. A woman shouldnt have to have a gun to take care of herself. You need a man to protect you.

Arching my neck, I looked directly into his light blue irises. Thats your problem right there. I dont want a man.

To my shock, his hard face softened. Your soul has been carved out. I can see it in your eyes.

Son of a bitch. I hated it when people could read me. And he did so with ease.

Looking away was my only defense. I dont know what youre talking about.

Yes, you do. When you want to talk, give me a call. Ive been around a long time and have seen more than you might think. He waited until I looked at him to add. No strings. Just someone to talk to. I wasnt kidding when I said youre not my type. No bullshit.

I hoped he didnt hear me gulp as I swallowed down the enormous lump that had formed in my throat. I had enough enemies without making new friends I wasnt certain I could trust. Bane had provided me with a gun I desperately needed, but I wasnt willing to take our relationship any further. Not that he had a romantic interest in me, obviously. It was more like a weird curiosity.

Ill be back with the money.

Four grand for all of it.

A warning prickle ran up the back of my neck. The Eagle is more than enough. I pivoted to walk away. Ill be back.

I saidBane wrapped his arm around my arm, fingers going tautfour grand and were straight.

Ripping my arm away might have gotten me free, but it also might have started a tussle I didnt want to finish. Left with no other option, I glared up at the large, scarred man, noting how he blocked out the rays of the sun. He was built like a brick wallall hard edges, sharp lines and rough terrain.

I dont owe favors to people. If I cant pay you what you want, Im not taking what youre offering.

His smile was a strange combination of horrific and handsome. Youve definitely been snake bit. One strike and you never forget. His expression turned serious. Dont try to see things that arent there, girl. Im making the deal because you remind me of someone. Nothing more than that.

I wasnt sure I bought the explanation. Oh really? And who might I remind you of?

To my relief, he let me go and lowered his gaze. Another story for another day. Four grand and were square.

Nothing more than that? I asked to be certain. Exchange the items for the cash and the deal is done.

There is one more thing.

There it was, getting more than I bargained for. Which is?

If you get into a spot of trouble, you call me. These streets arent a place for a girl. Lotsa crazy shit has been going down. You might be able to protect yourself, but we all need friends.

I lifted my right leg, braced my foot on the bumper of the van, and pulled off my shoe. I didnt count the money. Instead, I removed the neatly folded hundred-dollar bills, put my shoe back on, and handed them over. The driver who accompanied Bane moved from the back of the van and started packing the guns, holster, and ammo into an inconspicuous looking bag that could have come from any shop in China Town.

Remember what I said. Bane squared his shoulders. You need to talk or if you find yourself against a wall, call me.

Like thats going to happen. Whatever you say.

He looked at me for several seconds, grunted, and walked away. The man in the back of the van finished packing up my goods and handed over my merchandise. Then he closed the doors yelled something I couldnt make out and the vehicle took off.

I remained where I was, standing with my bag full of guns in my conservative workout attirea ponytail, yoga pants, a long coat, and a pair of Nikesand wondered who in the hell I could possibly remind Bane of.








Chapter Three





The moment the cab stopped in front of Discos home, I knew Marius had arrived early. There was heaviness in the air, a strange buzzing against my skin and humming in my ears. The amuletnestled safe and sound in a pocket Id sewn into my bra before leaving my apartmentbecame warm. Goose obviously felt Mariuss presence, too. He gave me a strange look, one that made me squirm in my seat. I had to be on my best behavior.

My test started now.

God help you, Rhiannon. You should have brought him the knife, Goose said for what must have been the sixth or seventh time since picking me up. Your reckless decisions are about to catch up to you.

Hes not getting it. I took a deep breath as I reached for the door handle. If he doesnt like it, hell have to adjust.

Youre not going to feel so nonchalant in a few minutes. Gooses tension was apparent. Youre about to get a serious dose of humble pie. He came early to prove a point. He intended to catch everyone off guard. Hes up to something.

Instead of responding, I climbed out of the cab. The sunlight was almost gone, meaning Disco, Paine, or even Marius could come outside if they wanted to say hello. To my relief, none of them appeared. I wanted to use the stairs to build up my defenses, reminding myself with each step why it was so important I not hand over Sucker. I didnt realize how foolish the idea was until the cabbie popped open the trunk and I retrieved my suitcase.

Damn. The motherfucker was more than heavy, it weighed a goddamned ton. With all the silver ammunition, guns, crosses, knives, and various other goodies stored in secret top compartment, I could have been toting around a solid block of concrete. So much for building up my mind as I strode proudly up the stairs. Carrying my luggage was going to take up a majority of my concentration.

Let me help you with that. Goose reached for the damned thing, but I yanked the suitcase out of his range. If anyone else attempted to carry my belongings, my cover was totally blown.

Ive got it, but thanks.

He frowned but didnt argue as he retrieved his own bags. As soon as the trunk was empty and we slammed the decklid closed, the yellow submarine took off.

This was it. No more waiting.

Remember what I told you, Goose whispered, walking beside me. Submission isnt done out of respect, its done because its expected. You and I are nothing more than mortals under vampiric protection. Despite how Gabriel and Paine feel about you, to Marius you are nothing but a toy. Youll be expected to play the part.

He took a deep breath and started talking fast.

He knows youre bonded to Gabriel and Paine. Hell use it against all three of you if he can. You have to make Marius believe you accept the responsibility of being marked by two vampires in his household, including all of the eccentricities it involves. You also have to convince him you accept his absolute sovereignty, as well as that of his maker. This isnt a nice chat over a cup of tea. This is vampire etiquette to the extreme.

Youve already told me these things, I snapped, edgy and paranoid.

Goose grabbed my shoulder and stopped, forcing me to do the same. Then you know what Im about to say, he said, staring at me. Dont do anything stupid. Youre going to have to put on the best performance of your life. Dont be a smartass and dont cause trouble. Follow the instructions Gabriel and Paine give you. Theyll keep the marks open for a reason. If they want you to do something, do it without question. The concern in his gaze was very real. He honestly thought I was going to get myself killed.

Ive dealt with demons in the future. I know how to keep my mouth shut, contrary to popular belief. When his expression remained skeptical, I placed my hand over his. Trust me. I wont do anything stupid. Ive got the issue with the knife sorted out. All I have to do is play nice until Marius leaves. I can do this.

And Gabriel and Paine? Goose shifted his gaze away. What do you plan to do about them? Marius wants to see how far this triad goes. Its not unheard of for vampires in a home to share a female necromancer, but he will be able to sense the tension between Gabriel and Paine. He wont stand for something like that. They are vampires he has left behind to keep his authority in New York intact. A mortal woman creating problems between them will not be tolerated. Do you understand?

I understand. My stomach churned as I said it. Boy, did I ever understand. I could very well get forced into the middle of a threesome with two vampires I cared for who also wanted to kill each other.

Whatever it takes to make sure this runs nice and smooth, I continued. Gabriel doesnt like to share, but hell keep his possessiveness in check if it means making Marius happy. Now... I took a deep breath and lifted my shoulders. Stop worrying. Everythings going to be fine, youll see.

I could have sworn I heard Goose grumble, Sure it will, as we resumed our trip up the stairs, but I didnt call him on it. He didnt have to accompany me, and I needed as many friends as I could get. The rest of the vampire family wasnt speaking to meincluding Nalasince Id ditched Disco shortly after I saved him, so any support was better than none.

Paine was waiting at the door when we stepped onto the porch. I noticed the mark between us was wide open, hitting me like a slap in the face, telling me all I needed to know. For whatever reason, I needed to touch Paine as I walked insidethe sooner the better. There was a charge in the air, a sexual energy. I wasnt sure if Paine was the cause, or if Marius was. Either way, being marked by Disco and Paine changed things. With both their claims, I was fairly certain it meant I had to pretend to be availablesexually or otherwiseto both of them.

Missed you, I murmured and rose onto my tiptoes to kiss him on the cheek.

Same here. His relief was only obvious through our mark. He reached for my bags but I grinned and pulled them away.

Bad boy, I chastised in a teasing voice that made me want to hurl. You cant ruin my surprises by learning whats inside.

Take your things upstairs. The family is waiting in the formal room. When youre settled meet us there.

Crapedy, crap. No warm up. Taken from the pit and thrown straight into the fire.

Paine stepped back and I started walking in an all too familiar path, one I wasnt ready to take. I hadnt entered Discos bedroom since the night it had all went to hell between us. Ethan remained just behind me until we reached my destination. I hesitated at the door, staring at the handle, when he placed his hand on my shoulder.

Going inside the bedroom is the easy part. Remember that.

I sighed, shoulders drooping. Way to make me feel better.

Im just preparing you for whats coming. You knew this wouldnt be easy.

The metal doorknob was cold against my palm, sending an electric tremor up my spine. Before I could question it, I turned my wrist and opened the door. Goose must have realized I was back in the zone because he released my shoulder and resumed his trip to his room. I stepped inside Discos personal space and closed the door behind me.

I froze, surprised by what I found.

Aside from the placement of the furniture, everything was different. The bed, desk, and even the curtains had been replaced. The large bed had a large headboard carved with roses and vines, matching the imposing desk situated across from it. The linens were also new, the pillows and comforter a lovely shade of crimson.

Shaking off my shock, I peered around.

The fireplace was clean, no ash or charred wood inside. It was as though everything had been taken from the room and replaced. I hated myself for the relief I experienced, as well as for the jealousy I felt. Had Disco changed things to remove memories of the two of us inside his private chambers? Thinking of other human hosts seeing to Discos hungers and warming his bed during my absence didnt sit well with me. I might be mad, and I might have continued pushing him away, but I still considered him mine.

How fucked up was that?

It didnt take long for me to come out of my stupor and put my things against the wall, on the left side of the bed. It was the place Id slept when my relationship with Disco was on the up and up. Bittersweet memories threatened to surface, but I denied them, keeping my focus on the suitcase. The large rectangular unit with hidden areas had cost more money than I cared to think about, but it was worth every penny. Unless any of the vampires in the residence got nosey, my personal arsenal would remain out of sight.

I considered removing somethinga gun, a cross, some holy waterbut quickly decided my butterfly knife and rosary were more than adequate protection. If I went downstairs cocked and loaded it probably wouldnt do me any favors.

After Id taken a look in the bathroom mirrorwhich, to my relief, remained as I rememberedI calmed my nerves and steeled myself for what was to come. I walked to the bedroom door and opened it. Goose was waiting for me in the hallway. If he was nervous, it didnt show, but Id learned a very long time ago that the man was a hell of an actor when necessary.

The bedroom, I said, glancing back. Its

Different, he replied, cutting me short, staring at me. The night you left…when Gabriel went upstairs and you were gone… His face conveyed sorrow and sympathy. He destroyed everything. He ordered the furniture burned and had everything replaced.

Holy fucking shit.

Why? I asked, struck stupid by what Disco had done.

You know why. Goose took my arm, indicating we should go.

We didnt speak as we left the hall, descended the stairs, and started making our way to the formal room where family meetings were held. I wanted to think more about Discos bedroom and his reaction after Id ran, but now wasnt the time. I hadnt faced any of Discos familyaside from Painesince the night Id fled. I was sure resentment was bound to be present, especially since Id left Disco high and dry.

Goose walked to the door and opened it before my nerves got the better of me. I followed him, noting the fireplace was in use. However, unlike times before when Disco stood before the flaming mantel as the head of the family, a youthful looking vampire was in his place. He had been changed in his early twenties and looked like a man straight out of college. His dark hair was cut short, into a Caesar style, and his clothing was more relaxed than I was accustomed to. His jeans were well worn, his long sleeved sweater thin enough I could see the muscle definition beneath. When our gazes met, I was stunned at just how gray his eyes were.

Take a seat. Marius wasnt askinghe was giving me a direct order, one I was certain was the first of many. I couldnt place his dialect.

I glanced around. Goose had already moved to an empty seat beside Peter. Adrian and Nala were also in folding chairs, side by side. Landon and Corey stood behind the loveseat, with Sirah and Jonny taking up the cushions in front of them. Paine and Disco were seated on the couch on the opposite side of the room with a broad space between them.

It wasnt difficult to figure out where my ass was supposed to be.

When I hesitated, Discos voice appeared in my head. Come to us, Rhiannon.

Us. Right. This wasnt about me and Disco, our fucked up circumstances, or how Paine fit into the picture.

One foot in front of the other, step by tiny step, and the distance between the door and the couch vanished. I slid between Disco and Paine, trying to pretend it was totally normal to be in the center of a manwich. Disco wrapped his arm around my shoulders, and Paine placed his hand on my thigh.

Okay. Awkward and definitely weird.

I tried to relax. I had to be convincing, but this situation was all kinds of fucked up. Disco and Paine obviously sensed my discomfort, because the marks broadened, allowing their emotions to merge with each other and surround me. No longer was I alone, I was blanketed by their powerful presences. The uncertainty dissipated, becoming something I never expected.

Desire arose, choking me. The heavy tingle in my sex was met by matching currents in my nipples. When Disco wrapped his fingers in my hair and Paine squeezed my leg, I had to take a deep breath and force air into my lungs. Together they smelled like cloves and lemon, a perfect blend of fragrances, ones that had me gasping for breath.

Holy shit.

Youre aware of why Im here?

My body chilled at the question; the erotic sensations easier to combat. I came back to my surroundings, shaking my head clear. Everyone was watching the three of us, but it was Marius who demanded my attention. I gazed at him. His expression gave away nothing.

This is your city, your family, and your home, I answered carefully. You want to make sure things are on the up and up.

On the up and up. He glanced at Disco and Paine and intentionally lowered his gaze, staring at their crotches. Interesting choice of words.

Rhiannons Law #28: If youre going to fuck up, be sure to fuck up good and proper. Nothing makes failure acceptable, so you might as well make your misery count.

Apparently I didnt answer Mariuss question as well as Id hoped.

Marius returned his gaze to Disco, and for the first time, I saw something in his steely eyes, something I couldnt place. I dont see what I asked for.

Disco didnt lose his casual pose, but through our mark, I felt a brief rush of panic. Rhiannon stored the knife in a safe place, she was concerned

I was taken from my seat and planted on the flooron my ass one second, on my back the nextand the wind was knocked out of me. The room spun as I tried to get my bearings, to piece together what had just happened.

That fast, and I was no longer playing a game. I was facing the danger Id been warned about, face to face with a vampire who would snap my neck without hesitation. Mariuss hand was around my throat, applying firm pressure, keeping me exactly where he wanted me as he kneeled by my side. I couldnt see Paine, Disco, or the room around me. The only thing in my line of vision was a face that was as calm and blank as it had been when I gazed at him in front of the fireplace.

You have no concerns, no thoughts of your own, and no free will in my home. You provide what I ask for, when I ask for it. Do you understand?

I... Jesus, it was difficult to speak with his fingers pressing into my neck. I understand.

Where is the knife?

Since Id lived a life in dangerous situations, I was good at thinking on my feet. Id give my tormenter the truth but keep the important details to myself.

Miami.

Actually, Sucker was tucked away in a UPS box, which would be sent to Miami with a simple phone call. It was amazing what the Men In Brown were willing to do if you offered them a little extra cash.

Where? He asked the question like he was asking for directions.

Safety box. Another half-truth. The box inside the UPS box was a safe. The damned thing was made of steel and had a numerical lock.

Youre going to retrieve it and bring it to me. Again, not a request, an order.

Fuck, this wasnt going as well as Id hoped. Disco wasnt shitting me. Marius would kill me. Period. Game over. You couldnt argue with the grim reaper, or someone who had the power to turn off the lights permanently.

Im making a trip there next weekendI gasped as he applied pressure to my throatI can get it then.

I dont believe you. Again, talking to me as if I were as insignificant as a de-winged butterfly trapped in his deadly hand.

Was I going to die? Right here? Right now? The warm hum of the amulet against my breast told me if I wanted to, I could break from of his grasp, call on the power of the stone, and might be able to take his ass. But what would the end result be? Would I cause more harm than good?

Gooses reminder came to me.

Submission isnt done out of respect, its done because its expected.

It killed my pride to do it, to bow down. After my teenage years, I swore Id never kiss anyones ass. Im sorry, I rasped. Saying those two, small words hurt as much the unrelenting fingers around my throat.

Thats one step in the right direction. A little humility would do you good. I can sense the anger in you, the rage. No matter how much you try to hide it. Youre not suited to be a familiar. Your will is too strong. If I hadnt promised Gabriel Id give you the opportunity to prove your worth, Id have him take the information I need from your mind and youd be dead.

Marius stopped talking and looked at me. I understood then that his unreadable face made him undeniably opposing. When you couldnt read your enemy, it was impossible to figure out the best strategy to defend yourself.

Youll go, this very moment, and get what I came for. Mariuss tone remained level and even. Youll bring it back to me, and when you do, youll hand it over on your knees. Anything less and youll regret it.

Sire. Disco spoke and Marius was no longer the only person in the room.

Marius kept his eyes trained on me as he spoke. She has to understand Im not the most dangerous person shell face if she refuses to listen to orders, Gabriel. Marius lowered his head, until his nose was inches from mine. If my maker travels here, he will make you suffer in ways you cannot possibly conceive. Hell harm those you care for. Im showing you mercy, despite what you might think. Heed me if you want to keep your head attached to your shoulders. Contrary to what you believe, my protection in this home only goes so far.

Then Marius was gone.

I coughed as I inhaled, gasping for air. I could feel the imprint of each of his fingers even though they were no longer touching me. As I rolled to my side and attempted to get to my feet, I glanced at the couch where Disco and Paine were seated, and their marks rolled through me. I collapsed onto my stomach. I wasnt sure why, but having both of their powerful presences swarming me made it impossible to move, much less crawl or walk to them.

Stay down, Disco instructed me telepathically. Dont move.

I wanted to ask why. What was wrong with having a little self respect? For wanting to rise to my feet and shake myself off?

As the questions arose, I knew the answer.

I wasnt entitled to self respect. To Marius, I was nothing more than a dog or cat, kept around to fetch the paper or kill off mice if need be. If he saw me coming to my feet, hed know that despite his warning he hadnt managed to exert total control over me. That would be more than dangerous; it would likely sign my death certificate.

She cant go tonight to retrieve the knife, Paine said. Whereas Discos mark gave me strength, Paines comforted me in warm waves.

Explain, Marius responded briskly.

When she joined the family, we gave our word she could keep her job, Disco answered. It was a small request, considering the power she brought to our home.

No further explanation, not telling him I enjoyed what I did, that I actually liked my job. A possession didnt have the right to enjoy anything unless they were told to, or so I was guessing. I waited for Marius to respond, my belly flush against the carpet, my forehead resting on the floor.

Youve grown weak in my absence, Gabriel. Your lingering humanity still dictates your thinking. Well discuss that before I leave.

It wouldnt be the first time. I wasnt sure how Disco managed to sound humored, considering the insult, but I knew without looking a breathtaking smile would be gracing his face.

When can you leave for Miami? Marius asked, returning my attention to the biggest baddie in the room.

Monday. I detested how weak I sounded, how defeated.

The amulet at my breast came to life once again, tempting me to call on its power and go head to head with Discos maker. I resisted the compulsion, difficult as it was. I had exactly three days to sort shit out. Thank God for Deena, who was responsible for my work schedule.

Very well. I expect you back with the knife in hand no later than Tuesday morning.

Marius strode past me, and I heard shuffling as everyone rose from their seats and exited the room. I thought Disco or Paine would stay behind, but they didnt. The marks between us vanished as they left me exactly as I remained long after I heard the door close.

Insignificant and forgotten on the floor.








Chapter Four





After taking time to get my anger under control, I carefully rose to my hands and knees and dusted myself off. I had been in deep shit before, it was nothing new. However, Marius wasnt your run of the mill vampire. Discos responses and reactions to my treatment told me everything I needed to know. He didnt speak up for me or attempt to stop his maker when Marius decided it was time to get personal. Knowing my former lover as I did, that meant things were as bad, if not worse, than I bargained for. Disco would never willingly let Marius harm meno matter how casually he reacted to my rough handling. That show earlier would have resulted in anyone else getting their ass kicked.

So where did that leave me?

What did it mean with regard to Sucker?

Sonja and I had discussed transferring the power of the dagger into another weapon, one that was less noticeable, something I could keep in plain sight. The spell was tricky, even for her, but she felt it was possible. The only reason Id hesitated was I feared losing the power of the knife. True, the things Id read about Sucker indicated the blade containing the ability to slay a demon couldnt be destroyed so easily, but there was no mention of the magic. And even if we were able to pull it off, if Marius tested the knife I delivered hed learn hed been duped. I was pretty sure that would result in me resting in a box six feet underground.

That left another option, one I didnt want to consider until now.

I dry washed my face with my hands, shaking the ache in my shoulder loose. Did I really want to indebt myself to a demon? That was the only way I could possibly convince one to bless another knife. That was the only way to create a weapon to replace the one I was pretty sure I was about to losesomething graced by the hand of a demon and angel, with the blessing of a holy man.

The simple answer to my question? Fuck no. The harder one? If I had to.

First things first. I had to survive the night. Tomorrow I could say I had things do, take my leave and think things over.

I left the room and, to my relief, no one was in the hallway. As I started walking, intent on going straight to the bedroom and out of harms way, I heard voices coming from Discos office. The room was located under the stairs in a small alcove. The area was mostly hidden due to a set of pillars on either side. My curiosity might get me killed, but I tiptoed toward Discos voice, stopping when I stood against the wall and could make out the conversation.

Shes wrong for you, Marius said.

Disco chuckled. You think everyone is wrong for me.

True. But in this case, I mean it. Shes dangerous.

She saved my life.

Someone took a deep breath, but I couldnt see who it was. Youre right, Marius said as he exhaled, clueing me in on who needed a breath of fresh air. Which is the only reason shes still alive.

I inched closer to the pillar and peered around the structure to see inside the room. Disco was seated behind his desk and Marius was at his back.

Discos face hardened in anger. You gave me your word you wouldnt harm her.

And Ive kept it. Marius placed a hand on Discos shoulder, and I noted the way Disco tensed, his mouth forming a hard line. Thats why you didnt rush me when I took her to the floor. Mariuss fingers began playing in the short strands of hair at Discos nape. I knew you wanted to. I could feel how infuriated you were. But you stayed exactly where I placed you when you entered the room.

Disco didnt move when Marius took his touch further, sliding his hand from the back of Discos neck, to his throat and down to his chest, until his palm rested over Discos heart. Ive often wondered what it would be like to have you feel that way for me, to willingly place your life in danger despite the cost.

You know that isnt going to happen.

Why is that? Whats stopping you from reaching out to me?

You already know the answers to both your questions. I cant change who or what I am.

Marius moved his hand, until he gripped Discos chin and forced him to lift his head, until their gazes met. Marius ran his fingers along Discos jaw and swiped his thumb back and forth across his cheeka lovers caress. I saw what Id glimpsed in the foyer earlier, only now, at my particular vantage point, I could name it. Marius had been a cold fish when he dealt with me, but as he gazed down at the vampire he had created, I could see love etched across his face.

You havent even tried.

I cant make myself feel something I dont.

You might be surprised how youd feel if youd give yourself to me. Id make it special, Gabriel. Something youd enjoy. Youd never regret spending a night in my bed.

I love her. Disco maintained eye contact as he said it. And you know Im not interested in men. Even if I were, I wouldnt go there. Ive found the one person I need. I dont want anyone else.

She doesnt deserve your adoration. There was hostility in Mariuss statement, as well as anguish. Youre being a fool.

Perhaps, but its my decision. Shes mine. Im not letting her go.

Marius released Disco, and I moved from the pillar, afraid of being seen. This was something I didnt want know about. Disco wasnt bisexual. Judging by his reaction to Mariuss touch, the notion made him as uncomfortable as it made me.

I spun around, oblivious to my surroundings, and bumped directly into Paine. He wrapped an arm around my elbow and lifted a finger to his lips. I nodded, trying to move away from the office.

We walked from the area under the stairs, down the hallway, and to the door that led to an enormous garden at the back of the property. Paine waited until I was outside and closed it behind us. It wasnt until I gasped that I realized I had been holding my breath, waiting until I was at a safe distance from Disco and Marius to breathe.

Now you know, Paine said. Gabriel was aware youd have to learn the truth sooner or later. Considering what transpired in front of the family, hes relieved it was sooner.

He knows I was there? I turned to face Paine, horrified. He knows I heard everything? He knows I saw everything?

His lips curved at the corners. He knew you were there entire time. He was the one who sent me to get you.

I suppose telepathy goes a long way when you have a house to run.

Paine stepped toward me, until we were chest to chest. He placed his hands on my arms, rubbing his thumbs lightly against my sweater. Or when you want to protect someone you love.

Like Marius loves Disco?

His thumbs went still. Marius has always wanted more out of his relationship with Gabriel. Thats why he changed him. Its not uncommon for sexual desires to shift when you become a vampire. Heterosexual men and women often find they are attracted to the same sex shortly after their conversion.

But not all of them?

No. Paine resumed making lazy strokes against my arm. Not all of us.

Disco said he was a close friend of the family. Was that a lie?

No, it wasnt a lie. Marius was close with Gabriels family. It wasnt until Gabriel reached maturity that Mariuss feelings started to change.

Did he come on to him then? When Disco was human?

Paine dropped his hands, and I knew he wasnt comfortable with the situation either. Once.

Care to elaborate? I folded my arms over my chest, attempting to mask the tremor that speared through me.

I dont know the details, aside from Gabriel said no and Marius left that same night. We didnt see him again until Cold Harbor.

When he changed you? He nodded and I asked, What happened after that?

More sexual tension in a house than you can imagine. Its the reason Marius left. He tried to influence Gabriel to explore his sexuality, but it didnt work. When Marius realized Gabriel wouldnt, he couldnt take it anymore. It was easier to pass power to Gabriel and leave than to stay and yearn for something out of his reach.

Fuck a duck. The person who could break me in half was in love with my former flame. No wonder he wanted me dead. Jealousy was a powerful motivator.

Paine moved into my personal space, wrapped his arms around me, and whispered, Dont fight me, Rhiannon. Marius is watching.

Then he kissed me.

It was a good thing he warned me. Otherwise, I would have fought him.

At least, I think I would have.

Paines lips were plush and cool, feathering over mine, just before he opened his mouth and his tongued snaked out. I wasnt sure how to respond. Fortunately, he didnt seem to have the same problem. His tongue teased mine, inviting me to play. I followed his lead, kissing him back. The closeness between us brought back memories I wanted to forget, of a different time and place.

He pulled away, and the heat in his gaze made my toes curl. Id almost forgotten, he murmured, licking his lower lip.

Forgotten? I asked breathlessly.

What a woman tastes like.

More memories arose. Hed said something similar in the future, something that swept aside my reservations. It was impossible not to ache for himto love himwhen I remembered how alone he truly was. That was the reason I didnt move away from him, why I lifted my hands and placed one on his chest and the other against his face. He closed his eyes and exhaled in bliss, making me feel even worse.

This isnt fair to you.

Life isnt fair. He opened his eyes and looked at me. We take what were given because there isnt any alternative. Small moments like these can last an eternity.

He moved away, taking a large step back. I was going to ask him why when I glanced at the door. Disco stood in the entranceway with Marius at his side. I couldnt tell what he was thinking, since his maker undoubtedly had him on his best behavior. Still, I did notice the way his lips thinned and his jaw ticced as he regarded us.

Marius and I are meeting with the leaders of the other families. Disco took slow, deliberate steps in my direction. I wanted to see you before we left.

This time, Disco was the one invading my personal space, wrapping his arms so tightly around me I held my breath, bringing me toward his chest. One large hand cradled the back of my head, arching my neck so he had access to my lips. His kiss was harsher than Paines, more demanding. He didnt ask for control, he took it, dominating my mouth with swirls and plunges of his tongue. Unable to do anything else, I let him do as he wanted. He lowered his hand and cupped my ass.

This kiss was differentone I ached for, one I dreamed about. Delicious and wild, sending me spiraling out of control. I latched onto his arms, holding him close, breathing him in as he ravaged my lips. The scent of cinnamon and cloves was like coming home, sweet yet earthy, everything Id missed. The world seemed to settle into place when I was in his arms, coming together as though wed never been apart. I knew we had an audience, but I didnt care, riding waves of untainted and pure emotion.

He didnt lift his head as Paine had, but shifted a fraction of an inch so I could feel his breath on my face. He gazed into my eyes, the heat from one simple look powerful enough to make my knees weak.

Ill be back soon, he said softly and leaned in, nipping my bottom lip playfully, making me shudder.

When he let me go, I stayed in exactly the same place, arms loose at my sides.

It wasnt the words spoken aloud that had me gasping for air, or the kiss that had scattered my thoughts. It was the words hed spoken in my mind that echoed over and over in my head, a warning if ever Id heard one.

You belong to me, Rhiannon. You belong to me.








Chapter Five





I woke the next morning in Discos brand new bed, nestled in the down comforter that cradled my shoulders and arms. The plush material wrapped around me, soft and luxurious. Id been stunned about him destroying the furniture Id once known, but the unfamiliar and wonderfully lavish things settled my nerves. Yes, the space was shrouded in bad memories. However, the bed wasnt the one I remembered. It was created for lovers, feminine with artsy details, masculine in size and shape.

Had he purchased the bed for a fresh start? His phone messages indicated he wanted to right his wrongs. Was this one of the many ways he thought he could reach me?

Pushing aside the questions, I peered around the room and sighed in relief.

I was alone.

Thank God.

Paine had been in the roomseated at Discos desk reading my tattered copy of Jane Eyrewhen I drifted off. Certainly we should have used the opportunity to discuss what was going on, but the kiss wed shared made me uncomfortable. It was the first time Paine had ever put a move on me. I had wanted to speak with Goose about what happened, but then Id learned hed departed with Disco and Marius. Feigning exhaustion was my only defense, my only way to get around talking to Paine. It was safer to blame fatigue and crawl into bed than discuss the kiss we had shared and precisely what it meant.

Although it wasnt easy to fall asleep with him watching me, Id managed, resorting to counting sheep when closing my eyes didnt do the trick. Unfortunately I didnt drift off immediately, because I knew at some point Paine and I had to talk.

Despite our friendship, there was strain between us, something that wouldnt go away until we confronted the truth. I loved Disco. No matter what hed done to me, I was partially at fault. The conversations Id had with Paine about my relationshipor lack thereofwith his friend only skimmed the surface. If I wanted to be totally honest, I had to set boundaries and draw clear lines in the sand. When the issue with Marius was over, all of usme, Disco, and Painehad to accept things for what they were.

Fortunately, Paine was gone now, and we could save the discussion for later. I quickly slipped from the bed and got dressed. The horrors of my past continued to haunt my dreams, but they werent bad enough to rouse me and leave me shivering in a cold sweat. For that, I was grateful. I didnt want Disco to know how hard our separation had been on me, even when it came to something as simple as sleep.

As much as I wanted a shower, I tossed on fresh clothing without having one. It was early, almost dawn if my inner clock was right, and I had plenty of time to swing by my apartment for a thorough cleansing later. There was too much to do, too much to decide. Marius was back in town and the clock was ticking. The faster I got away from the vampire who wanted me dead, the better.

To my dismay, I didnt make it out the door in time. Disco walked in just as I retrieved my gym bag. He was dressed to impress in his dark trench coat, a dress shirt, and expensive slacks. The strain of the evening showed on his face, however. A crease marred his forehead, and his beautiful, ocean blue eyes were darker than usual.

I didnt think it was possible to for him to look bad, but when he saw me more lines appeared, creasing the area around his mouth and eyes. Youre leaving?

Ive got Judo this morning. I cleared my throat and shifted the gym bag in my hands. I wanted to run a few errands before class.

Its five in the morning. He started walking toward me and stopped when I took a step back. Despite our earlier kiss, it was an instinctive reaction. Weeks might have passed, but I clearly remembered what hed done to me on a bed a mere yard or so away. The ghosts of my past were alive and aware.

He frowned, angry at my response and himself, I was certain. Cant you stay for a while? We need to talk.

Pulling the duffel into my chest, I shook my head. Thanks to your new houseguest, Ive got a lot of shit to do.

Your class doesnt start until ten. He regarded me from behind narrowed eyes and thick, dark lashes. You can spare me a few minutes.

How do you know when my class starts? Id only attended a few classesstarting a week agoafter the owner of Mikes gym opened a dojo to teach women to defend themselves. It was a good place for starters and an even better place for someone like me who could use all the physical training she could get.

His shoulders contorted as he slid out of his coat and threw it across the desk. I tried not to notice the movement, or how his muscles lengthened and stretched beneath his shirt. I knew how hard those muscles would be, how firm they would feel under my hands. His skin would be cool, but it added to the allure. Id touch him and hed close his eyes and sigh, waiting for me to do more, until my teasing became too much and he took control...

Damn it to hell. I was screwed. I might remember being burned by the fire, but the flames continued to tempt me to touch.

Do you honestly think that I havent kept an eye on you? Did you think for one minute that Id allow you out of my sight after what Id done?

Youve been spying on me? I lowered the bag, sparks of desire turning to outrage. Yes, I had an idea he had members of the vampire family watching over me. Learning that he was actually involved, however, stoked my temper.

Ive been watching over you.

Where Im from, its the same thing. Stalking isnt cool unless youre an Edward.

Call it what you want. He undid the button at his throat and followed it up with another, revealing a flash of chest. A sexy as hell chest covered in muscle and strong lines. No matter how you feel about me, I will always keep you safe. I wont allow you to be punished for the mistakes Ive made.

After what happened yesterday, you could have fooled me.

He started unbuttoning his cuffs. I didnt come to your defense downstairs because Marius was testing you. If Id have done anything, he would have known you couldnt be trusted. Believe me, I wanted to tear out his throat.

You dont get it, do you? I dropped the bag to the floor, planting my feet shoulders width apart. Im still in danger, you diptwat. If I dont give him the knife, hell kill me.

His arched brow made me furious. Then give him the knife, love. Once you do, this will become a distant memory. You can keep telling me to go to hell, and I can keep waiting for you to give me another chance.

Dont, I snapped and he met my gaze. Dont even.

Dont even what?

Try to win me over with an endearment and tell me I dont have any options.

I tried to tell you that you didnt have any options. You chose not to listen.

I cant give him what he wants. What part of that dont you understand?

Disco sighed and ran his fingers through his blond locks, sending the strands scattering around his temples. I wish I could make you happy. After everything Ive done, Id give you the world if it was in my power to do so. But you have to give him what he wants. He lowered his arm. The way he looked at me caused me to take another step back. He was serious, angry, and focused entirely on me.

And if I dont?

My back was pressed against the wall before I could blink, and Discos body went flush against me. A jolt of electricity traveled the length of my spine, sparked by his nearness. There wasnt a soft inch on him, every solid muscle that held me in place firm and defined. He had his hands on either side of my head, giving the illusion I was enclosed. I wanted to hate the way my body reacted to his nearness. My heart rate increased, it was hard to breathe, and I felt a warm flood between my legs.

Love and hate. Revulsion and attraction.

No wonder my life is so fucked up.

Youll give him what he wants. I wont allow you to do anything else. Ill protect you even if you hate me for it. Your safety means more to me than anything else. Marius isnt the scary one, Rhiannon. Havent you figured it out? Hes trying to protect you from his maker. If you fear him, youll do as youre told. If you dont, Revenald will come. Marius knows Ill try to defend you. He knows the lengths Ill go to keep you at my side, even if it kills me. He wrapped his fingers into my hair and tugged, forcing me to look at him. Do you understand now, love? Am I finally getting through to you?

Let go. Even when I said it, I hoped he wouldnt listen, that hed stay right where he was. My mind was a haze of confusion. I wanted to pull him close but push him away, to kiss him hard but slap him across the face.

No, I dont think so. I no longer carry your scent. Thats unacceptable. He lowered his head, nuzzled my chin, and brought his lips to the unmarked side of my neck. I wasnt sure what he was up to until he did something hed only done once in our entire relationship.

He bit me.

God, it hurt. A horrible crunch echoed in my ears, informing me the muscle and tissue had been torn through. When his fangs hit my vein, scored it, and got a steady flow of blood, he pulled his teeth from my skin. It was the strangest sensation: sexy in a perverse way despite being agonizing. Hard sucks followed the puncturing of my neck, deep draws on my flesh that ached but no longer burned with a fiery passion.

Disco, I whispered as the room started to spin.

Goose had told me a vampire could drain a person in just over a minute if they wanted to. Seven pints of blood gone that quickly. How much had he taken? How much would he take? Did he want me dead now? What the hell was going on?

Panic suffocated me, and Marigold Vestas amulet was there as always, begging me to call on its power, to use it as a tool to protect myself. Before I could accept the power the stone provided, Disco was finished at my throat. He brought his hand up, bit into his wrist, and placed the bloody wound to my mouth.

Take it.

Even though I was woozy, I was still sane. No.

Marius can smell a trace of Paine on you, but not me. I could hear possessiveness behind the statement, his anger that anothers scent mingled with mine. He brushed his skin against my lips. Take it.

So that was what this was about. Disco wanted to make his place known, to ensure Marius knew that no matter what transpired between me and Paine, Disco was the primary vampire in my life. Was I surprised? No. Hed made it clear how he felt about meabout us. No matter how I felt about it, his determination to see us back together hadnt changed.

I didnt look at him as I did what he requested. His blood was sweet, cool and wet against my tongue. I tried not to moan as I swallowed until the flow of blood stemmed. Id always enjoyed the way drinking from him brought us closer, as though his lifeforce wrapped around mine and twined us together, cementing a union we could both feel. Even without a mirror I knew my lips were covered in red, my chin smeared. There was also something else. Something far more dangerous.

Disco shoved his knee between my legs, forced me to part my thighs, and used his arms to lift me. His pelvis held me in place, the firm ridge of his fully erect cock flush against my sex. I didnt want this but I did. It was so confusing, so fucking wrong. I loved him, but I hated him. I wanted him, but I didnt.

Youve put me through hell. He rolled his hips, and this time I did moan. Every single night Ive ached for you. Each time I close my eyes, its your face I see. Ive wanted to hold you for so long. To take back the hurt Ive caused. To tell you how sorry I am.

Its your own fault. It was his fault, right? Or was it mine? I tried to remember, to bring to mind all the reasons I should tell him to go to hell.

Youre right, it is my fault. But its your stubbornness that has taken it this far. Everyone makes mistakes or does things they wish they could take back. Im one of them. You have no idea how much I wish I could turn back the clock, to undo what Ive done. I want you back. He thrust his hips against me. Here, in my arms, in my bed.

Your bed is the last place Id want to be.

Then forget the bed. He shoved his hand between us, pressed his palm against my sex, and applied pressure. We can take baby steps.

Stop him, stop him, stop him, warred in my head with say yes, say yes, say yes.

He smelled so damned good, cinnamon and cloves, mist from the morning dew and a hint of smoke. Wherever hed ventured with Marius, someone had been smoking a cigar. The sweet tobacco mingled with his own unique scent, enhancing it, making him impossible to resist.

Please. I was back to pleading for him mindlessly. Yes, I would certainly hate myself for it, but my pride didnt matter. My anger at him was dissipating into nothing.

We have to talk. Theres a lot you need to know. There are so many things I want to say.

Then maybe you should give me some space. The words were rumbly, my voice heavy with desire. Its hard to think when you do that.

Then dont think. He chuckled and ran his thumb over my clit, using small circles with just the right amount of pressure.

Ecstasy. Bliss. Heaven.

I dropped my head back, allowing the wall to support me. His clever fingers continued working the sensitive bundle of nervespinching, flicking, rubbingas he bowed his head and nibbled my ear. It wouldnt take much to send me over, to have me calling out his name as I came. It had been weeks since Id felt like this, wrapped in sensual waves of heat and pleasure.

When the bedroom door opened unexpectedly, I lifted my head and met Mariuss infuriated gaze. To my shock, Disco kept me exactly as I was, trapped between him and the wall. He didnt move his hand, and he didnt appear to be at all ashamed of the position we were in, but he was tense. I could feel the way his muscles tightened, could see the way his face went from impassioned to guarded.

I thought we were finished for the evening, Disco said and brought his mouth to my chin. He started licking away his own blood, the laps of his tongue gentle and soft, creating ripples of heat in my belly. I wasnt an exhibitionist by any means, but with his blood rushing through my body, I wasnt as reserved as I would normally be.

Not yet. Marius closed the door, indicating he wasnt going anywhere.

I suppose its just as well. Disco finished cleaning the blood from my lips and chin and sighed. Rhiannon and I were just finishing up.

Finishing? Marius didnt sound convinced and sniffed the air. It seems to me that youre just getting started.

Foreplay makes anticipation so much better, so much sweeter. Discos blond hair tickled my nose as he lifted his head, eased his hand from between my legs, and stared me in the eye. Doesnt it, love?

Lord yes, did it ever. Yes, I whispered, lowering my gaze, shaking like a leaf. It does.

As he moved away from me, I tried to put a lid on my raging libido. I was so close to climax, right on the edge. I throbbed in places I couldnt control, teetering on the brink of sexual arousal, confusion, and uncertainty.

Off you go. Disco pulled me from the wall, swatted my ass, and retrieved my bag. I took it from him with trembling fingers, waiting as he lowered his head and kissed me. All things considered, it was a chaste kissa small swipe of his tongue, the metallic sweetness of our blood combined as we tasted each other, long enough to show Marius the affection between us was genuinebut I still felt totally exposed.

Ill be here when you get back, Disco said, watching me closely. Dont keep me waiting.

I wont. My voice didnt crack, and I didnt melt into a puddle on the floor. Small points for the underdog, but points just the same.

Marius stayed where he wasstanding in my pathas I walked to the door. I held my head high but didnt look in his direction as I took a step to the side, breezed past him, opened the door and left.








Chapter Six





You look like shit. Sonja didnt waste any time as I took a seat across from her at the small café we used for our meetings. It was a safe place to sit and chat, full of passersby, and no one noticed us.

Im sure I do, I muttered and tossed my bag on the floor. What do you have for me?

As it pertains to magic transfer? Quite a bit. She tossed a folder across the table. From what I could find, its fairly common. Of course, you asked for this at the crack of dawn, so I didnt have a lot of time to do extensive research.

Sorry about that. Calling her at six in the morning wasnt very nice. I wouldnt have bothered you if I didnt need this today.

Just dont do it again, she warned. Im not a morning person.

Duly noted, I replied, gazing at the folder.

If anyone knew about the black arts, it was Sonja. When Id ventured into the future, I discovered a lot about Rainbow Britethus dubbed by me because of her rainbow colored hair. She was the familiar of one of the most feared vampires in New York, meaning she wasnt your average necromancer. Not only was she powerful, she also enjoyed dipping her toe into things that could get you sent straight to Hell. Not that I was complaining. Her information was beneficial to my cause.

As I opened the folder, I questioned, Do you think it will work?

Yes, I do.

Will it take a lot of magic?

No more than normal. A blood offering, a bindingthe usual. Its not all that different from creating a zombie and trapping a soul inside of the host body.

It cant be that easy. I didnt think it was possible to place something as powerful as Sucker into another item. However, from what I was looking at it could be done.

Believe it or not, it is. Witches used to do it all the time with powerful relics they wanted to keep in plain sight. When their villages were attacked or destroyed, they usually managed to keep their most precious possessions intact. Youd be amazed at what a person can do with a knitting needle, for example.

In an odd way, it made sense. That figures.

She went quiet and I disregarded the folder to give her my attention. Her blonde hair with strands of pink, blue, and purple was neat and tidy, her thick glasses in their proper place on her nose.

You want to say something, so say it.

Joseph told me Marius has returned for the knife. She took a deep breath and placed her hands on the table, her fingernails painted their usual bubblegum pink. If you go through with thisif you transfer the power to something elseI cant be a part of it.

I dont recall asking you to.

She shrugged. Im just putting it out there. Right here, right now. Ive been around longer than you, and Ive seen some scary shit. Id rather not be involved. When a vampire as powerful as Marius comes around, the outcome cant be good. She thrummed her nails against the table and studied me. Do you want some advice?

I couldnt help it, I laughed. Is that a trick question?

Give him what he wants. Dont fight a battle you cant win.

Its only a battle if you have something to lose, I reminded her. If I dont settle my debt with Marigold, Im as good as dead regardless.

Thats where youre wrong. Her tone and demeanor changed, taking my laughter to silence. Her fingernails stopped rapping and she stared me dead in the eye. There is always something to lose. You might not know what it is, but there is always something they can find to take away from you.

I hated asking questions I didnt want the answers to. Are you speaking from experience?

Personal experience? I nodded and she said, No. But from what Ive seen? Yes.

What the hell is that supposed to mean?

It means exactly that. Ive never gotten out of line or given Joseph or his maker a reason to punish me. But Ive seen others... She shifted in her seat, took off her glasses, and rubbed the bridge of her nose. Ive been around when an example was made out of a familiar who stepped out of line. Its not something Id like to see again. I might not like you, Rhiannon, but I dont want to see you or anyone suffer like that.

Ever the glutton for punishment, I had to know. Tell me.

She shoved her glasses back on her face. If a vampire isnt willing to kill a familiar, they have to find some other way to put them in their proper place. Theyll use those closest to you to get the job done, be it a child, a lover, or a spouse.

They kill them?

Not necessarily. She shook her head. Its the display of power thats important. Half-demons and their spawn love that kind of thing. Old vampires will feed off your fear and use it against you. Others will manipulate you just because they can. Its all about the chaosthe misery. The people you care for are only a means to that end. Sometimes death isnt the scariest thing a person can face, but Im sure you already know that.

As a matter of fact, I did. My stomach churned as I mulled over her advice. There were several people I cared for, some of which were in the family. Then there was my sister who was nestled away in a mental hospital in Florida. No one knew about JennyI did everything in my power to keep it that wayand I was damn glad Id taken precautions to keep her hidden.

If I give them the knife, Ill have to make a deal with a demon to create another weapon. If I wanted to make sure I had something strong enough to kill Victoriathe sister of the half-demon Id beheaded who wanted serious paybackthere was no other alternative. The bitch had to die, or the future mankind would inherit wouldnt be much of a future at all.

I didnt realize Id spoken the words aloud until Sonja said, There are worse things than being indebted to a demon. If youre careful, you can make a safe barter. You just have to know who youre conjuring, what they crave and offer it to them.

Could you make something like that happen? Crunchy Grape-Nuts, I couldnt believe I was asking Sonja about summoning a demon.

I might know of a demon or two, but... She paused for added effect. If I help you, no one can know. Joseph isnt aware of what I do in my free time, and Id prefer to keep it that way. Im not stupid about black magic, and I dont go looking for trouble. And there is also a cost. I dont work for free. If this wasnt important to me, I wouldnt even offer. Unlike you I dont want to face the wrath of Josephs maker.

And away we go. What do you want?

I want to bring a soul from purgatory, from the abyss between here and there.

Baxter. The vampire Sonja loved who was killed by a deranged child vampire. The little bastard had taken Baxters heart, banished his soul, and stole his rest.

Yes, Baxter. She took a deep breath. Ive tried to do it myself, but I dont have the strength. With the amuletshe glanced at my chestwe can pull it off. Im sure of it.

Since I dont know how long I have, were working against the clock. I closed the folder. Ive got work tonight, but I can meet you tomorrow. Where do you want to do this?

The warehouse where Kibwe murdered Baxter.

If it werent for the services she was offering, Id have said no. Id died on the floor of that warehouse. Left as food for the worms. Id felt the rays of Heaven as they had sang to me, and Id almost crossed over to the other side. If it werent for Goose and Sonja, I would have. Their necromancy kept me from stepping into the light and leaving this world behind. The warehouse was not a place I wanted to return to. There were too many bad memories.

Why there?

Its where he died and where he was banished. Its the best place to pull him from limbo and send him where he belongs.

Okay. It was my turn to pinch my nose and accept that helping Sonja wasnt going to be as easy as Id hoped. Lets meet in the morning.

Does ten oclock work for you? I have an early study group.

Sure. I lowered my hand and nodded. Ill meet you there.

I bent to the side, grasped the duffel, and shoved the folder inside when Sonja stopped me. Rhiannon.

Yeah? I zipped the bag and peered over the table at her.

Give Marius what he wants. Dont push the issue. Youve only been given a glimpse of what its like for vampires. Gabriel has shielded you from it, but maybe he shouldnt have. Since youve never attended one of their gatherings, you dont know just how depraved they can be. They kill for pleasure and sport. They live off of chaos and hurting people in any manner possible. Its not something I ever want to be a part of again. She took a deep breath and whispered, It wont end well for you.

I gave a curt nod, rose from my seat, and walked toward the café doors. She wasnt telling me anything new. Id done a bit of research of the older vampires, so I knew how sadistic they could be. Actually, her warning only reminded me of how most things transpired in my life. No matter what I did. No matter how hard I tried. No matter how good my intentions.

Things never ended well.








Chapter Seven





Damn it, Mike snapped, one of his beefy hands wrapped around my neck. Pay attention!

I broke his hold by dropping my weight, using his own mass against him. He moved forward, giving me enough space to place his shoulder against my back. I grasped his forearm, getting a solid grip, bent my knees and used all my strength to step back and force his body over my head. He was a heavy son of a bitch, nearly too much for me to take.

He landed on the mat with a plop, but he didnt stay down. I steeled myself for the lecture that was coming. Mike didnt mind staying after class to help me refine my self-defense moves, but only when my mind was in the right place. Sparring required total attention. One lapse in someones focus and someone could be seriously hurt.

That was sloppy.

Im sorry. And I was. My inattention to the task at hand was stupid, and I knew itwe both knew it.

I didnt think today was a good day, but you insisted, he muttered, rising to his feet. He ran his hand over his nearly bald head, the muscles in his arms and shoulders bunching. I should have listened to my gut when you said your head was on your shoulders.

Placing my hands on both sides of my face, I replied, Its there.

Its not here. He wasnt gentle when he tapped my forehead, the tip of his fingernail scraping my skin. Thats the problem. Stepping back, he glowered at me. Whats going on with you? Youve been like this for weeks.

I shrugged. I couldnt go into details with Mike. Ive got a lot going on. Its taking its toll.

Then work the bag. Mike was well and truly pissed. Take your anger out on something that wont hurt you.

I winced at the comment. Last week hed nearly dislocated my shoulder. Id been right there with him, working on the shoulder toss I wanted to perfect. Larger bodies werent as easy to maneuver as small ones, and the women in the class werent anything like the vampire opponents I might face.

It was that very thingthinking of vampiresthat had caused the injury. One slip, dropping my guard, had almost caused me a lot of pain. That wasnt the bad thing, though. It was knowing Mike would feel guilt over it, upset at himself for hurting a woman. That wasnt the purpose of the class, or why he offered the lessons free of charge. He wanted to help women, not dismantle them piece by piece.

I really need these lessons. So fucking true it wasnt even funny. Without Mike, I would be hopeless. Hed taught me so much since Id come to New York. True, I worked out daily if possible, but learning to get flexible and use your body as a weapon had its uses as well. A pretty body didnt mean shit if you didnt know how to use it, to wield your fists or direct essential kicks. The bag could never teach me those things. It would continue hanging from the ceiling, mocking me to do my worst.

Do you mind telling me why? Learning to break someones neck isnt what most women ask to learn when they come to my class. He crossed his arms over his chest and set his feet. He wasnt going anywhere without an answer.

It never hurts to be prepared, I offered, hoping hed take me at my word.

He didnt.

Is someone fucking with you? He went from angry at me to angry at the person he created in his head. If so, you need to talk to someone. Love isnt supposed to hurt.

I would have smirked, but then I wouldnt have a gym to visit. Besides, it wasnt funny. Domestic violence wasnt cool. Mike had taken up the causeextending his gym to create a new room used entirely for martial arts and self-defenseof teaching women how to defend themselves. His mother had suffered beatings from his stepfather, something hed shared with the class a few weeks before when someone had gotten inquisitive. I was shocked the bulky, usually carefree and easygoing man, had went there, unlocking and revealing the demons of his past. But he did, informing us all why hed started taking various styles of martial arts at an early age, why he felt it was so important a woman know how to defend herself. Or, more importantly, ask for help if she needed it.

No one is fucking with me. Not yet, anyway. You said I was too advanced for the class. I took you up on the offer to teach me more. I considered asking him about the weapons training hed promisedeager to learn all the ins and outs of the Bobut the scowl he directed at me kept my yap shut.

Im not teaching you more until youre honest with me. He walked to the side table to get a spray bottle of disinfectant to clean the mats wed pulled out. My responsibility is to help you learn. I cant do that if youre not here. And when I say here, I mean in this room. You cant be a million miles away.

His message was loud and clear. Class was over.

I walked over to my bag to collect a towel, wanting to wipe the sweat from my face and neck. Did you hear about the strippers near the club? I asked, curious if someone had shared something about the murders at the gym. Perhaps one of The Grind dancers had offered information. A few of the girls came to Mikes Gym, since it was cheap and the owner didnt mind giving out advice without charging outrageous fees.

He stopped mid-spray and looked at me. Is that what has you worried?

Shouldnt it? I retrieved my towel and sighed as I swiped the soft cloth over my face.

Cletus and Butch wouldnt let anyone touch you.

Not at the club, I agreed, rubbing the towel against my neck, but there isnt much they can do when I make the trip home.

Shit. He clenched the bottle, his knuckles turning white. Do not tell me youre still not taking a cab. Its not only dangerous not to use public transportation, its stupid.

Ive had the same routine since I started working at the BP. Im not changing it now. I reached for my bottle of water, my throat suddenly dry as the desert.

Mikes sigh didnt sound promising. All the training in the world wont protect you against a gun. You cant walk away from a bullet.

Or things with fangs and claws. Thats true, I conceded a second time. Agreeing with Mike was a good thing. It did positive things, like boost his ego. But word is the dancers who died were killed by a knife. I can stop a knife with the proper training.

Stop a knife? Youre serious.

As a heart attack.

You are something else.

I couldnt tell if he was giving me a compliment or a veiled insult. I try to be an individual. Its all the rage.

An individual who is going to keep being stubborn and get herself killed. He snorted, sounding like an ornery bull. Those are the crimes I hate most, ones that shouldnt have happened in the first place. You should follow the rules if you want to survive.

Like horror movie rules? No sex or you die. No going off by yourself or you die. No best friends because theyll turn out to be killers and youll die.

This time when he looked at me, his dark brown eyes narrowed. Just like the horror movie, only at the end youll be deadreally dead. After the credits, you wont walk the red carpet talking about grueling nights of filming or the contents of fake blood. Youll be six feet under.

Ouch. Not the Mike I knew. He wasnt usually so gruff.

Im not trying to piss you off. Smartass comments were forced to the back of my mind. I needed Mike and what he offered. Taking a tinkle in his Wheaties would not benefit my cause. Besides, he was one of the good guys. If I did, it wasnt my intention.

Then take a cab instead of walking home from work, at least until they catch the asshole. He pivoted around and returned to his task. Youre just a woman. And before you take that as an insult, remember that its not me that made it so. Men are born bigger and stronger. Women got the short end of the stick. Theres no shame in admitting it.

No shame at all, but I wasnt going to give any man power over me because the Holy Creator made women deceptively compact. A small woman was just as capable of inflicting damage as a big man. So its a good thing we have you to teach damsels in distress how to properly kick some ass.

His laugh lacked substance. If only. One man can only do so much.

The bottle of water stopped mid-way to my mouth. Mike had no idea just how wrong he was. Some of the things hed taught me had saved my life. Truth be told, several of the things hed taught me had saved my life.

Youre wrong.

Tugging on a mat, he huffed. Is that so?

Youve given the women who come here hope. Hope they needed to make a fresh start, to stop being afraid of the dark, to face their fears. They know they dont have to depend on someone else to take care of themselves. Youve given them what they need to move forward.

I glanced outside the glass to the gym. One womanGloriashowed up like clockwork. Her face was permanently damaged thanks to the beatings she took for years. Now, with Mikes help, she was rebuilding her life and putting it back together again.

Take her for instance. I lifted my hand, indicating Gloria. When she started class, she was terrified of her own shadow. Youve given her power and freedom. Youve shown her that she can stand on her own two feet.

Shes just one of many, but I cant help them all, not if they wont let me. He flipped the mat over and rotated again, facing me. Like you. You keep people at a distance, so no one ever has the chance to get to know you. I dont know who it was that messed you up so bad, but you still cant let it go. Until you do, your past will control you.

Yep, that was me in a nutshell. When did Mike become the fucked-up people whisperer?

Maybe you should keep that in mind when I ask for help. Since I appear to lack the common sense you wish I had, maybe it would be best if you taught me how to fight myself out of a tight spot. Who knows? Maybe over time I can let my guard down a bit and start living the life you want me to.

He sighed and rubbed his hand over his face. Theres always one.

I took a drink of water and asked, One what?

Person who thinks they can go it alone. That nothing can touch them.

The two sentences were extremely sobering, summing me up better than I cared for. I dont think Im infallible. I know I can be killed. Im not Superwoman.

Maybe not, but youre reckless. He lowered his hand, studying me again, shaking his head. I want to help you, but I wont if you refuse to help yourself.

Damn. All of this over a cab ride home? How about this? I asked, attempting to find common ground. Ill take a cab home, but theres a condition.

This time, his smile was genuine. What might that be?

Weapons training. Im tired of waiting. I glanced at the Bo nestled inside the cage at the side of the room. Okay, so it did remind me of Kung Fu and Kane, but for some reason I really wanted to learn how to use the weapon, to manipulate it in the same way I could my butterfly knives.

Done, he said faster than Id anticipated. But I also have a condition.

What might that be? I repeated his question with a grin, trying to pull him out of his funk.

We start small, he said and walked over to me. When he stopped inches away, he tapped my forehead again, this time softly. And when you come to class, I want you in class. Nothing else exists outside this room.

If only he knew what existed outside the room, he might have a different outlook on life. Mike was a big dude, one who could easily take care of himself. But if he found himself fighting the things I did, hed understand just how weak he really was. Strength and muscle only got a person so far. Fortunately, he didnt know about the things that went bump in the night, and I wasnt going to enlighten him.

I brought my fingers up and gave him a playful salute. Consider it done.

Good.

Do we really have to start small? I couldnt tell him how quickly I could adapt thanks to vampire blood, but thankfully our time together had proven I was capablewhen my head was screwed on tight.

Absolutely. You have to crawl before you walk.

Or take a cab before someone gives you the keys to your own wheels, I quipped, sullen but not caring.

Whatever it takes to keep people safe. Thats whats important.

Even if it means theyll have to waste perfectly good energy, not to mention cash, to make it happen.

Money doesnt go with you when you die.

True, but if youre alive its best to have it on hand.

So start budgeting. Youre a smart girl. You can stretch your resources if you have to. He smiled and strode past me. If you have anything else to practice, I suggest you hurry up. I have another class coming in a few minutes. As much as I like you, I cant stand around and hold your hand. Get the hell out of my dojo.

Consider me gone, I called out to his departing back.

I took a deep breath, anxious and excited. A bloodsucking knife was great, a gun was even better, but learning how to use other tools of the trade meant I could wield common things as weapons, turning them from simple to dangerous. After all, ass was better kicked when you had Yoda moves and an arsenal at your disposal.

Just call me a Jedi ninja in training.








Chapter Eight





When I left the gym I decided it was time to hit my apartment for the shower I desperately needed. Id taken the amulet off and placed it in my bag before Id entered the dojo, which meant I was sore in all sorts of places. The blood Disco had given me helped soothed the aches, but being tossed around by more seasoned members of my classthrown to the ground and contorted in all kinds of strange waysmade my muscles scream for the steady thrum of hot water on skin.

Id just managed to toss on fresh clothes following my showershit kickers, a tight black T-shirt, and skinny jeanswhen I heard a knock on the front door. The sound was unexpected and put me on alert. Id already met with Sonja, Deena wouldnt stop by without calling first, and I couldnt think of anyone who would want to come by my shabby apartment for a chat.

I glanced at the duffel on my bed, contemplating if I should get the amulet, when another knocklouder this timemade the decision for me. Whoever had come calling knew I was inside. I slid the necklace over my head and crept to the door, holding my breath.

Rhiannon, open up! Goose snapped and the pounding on the door became constant.

I exhaled, shaking my head. Ethan McDaniel P.I. had lousy fucking timing.

Goose didnt exchange pleasantries when I opened the door. He shouldered past me and strode into my apartment. To my surprise, his hair was messy and his clothing was wrinkled. Very un-Ethan-like. After what happened yesterday, I expected you to come find me immediately this morning. I thought youd understand how serious this is.

I couldnt tell him about my meeting with Sonja. There were some things it was best that Goose not knowdemon conjuring included. What can I say? I said, brushing the comment off, trying to lighten the mood. Im slowly coming to awareness.

Dont be a smartass. We have to talk.

I can see that. I closed the door and locked it. Yes, it was stupid locking the door considering the things I managed to piss off could probably get inside anyway, but some security was better than none.

Wheres the knife? He turned in a circle, looking around my small apartment as though he had x-ray vision and could locate exactly what he was looking for.

Its not here.

Its not in Miami. You wouldnt put it in a place that far away. Im not stupid.

Youre right. I walked past him, into the living room. Its not in Miami.

I gasped when he snagged my arm and spun me around. Goose was never rude, and he was never hands on. That meant something had set him off.

Not good.

Dont fuck around. Whoa. This was absolutely not good at all. The hair along my neck rose on end, in a creeped out salute. Goose didnt curse either. The situation has gone from bad to worse, he said, eyes wild. You have no idea what youve done. You have no idea what the hell youve done.

Calm down. I wanted to yank my arm loose, but I didnt. Talk to me. Tell me whats wrong.

Like youd listen, he snapped, brown eyes abnormally hostile. Hell come, Rhiannon. Goose grasped my other arm and shook mehard. Do you understand? That was why Marius went to see the head of the other vampiric houses last night. Hes making plans for his sires arrival. His maker already knows. Do you hear me? Revenald. Already. Knows.

Now I knew what Disco wanted to talk to me before Marius interrupted our sexed up conversation. Things had taken a deadly nose dive. I started to hyperventilate, neck deep in quicksand and quickly sinking.

Count to ten. One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, and ten. Got it together? Okay, good. Breathe in, breathe out.

Knows what? I managed to ask, trying to keep a level head.

That youre lying. That youre not telling him the truth. He even suspects the family is being dishonest about your bond with Gabriel and Paine. Gabriel tried to defend you, but considering the nature of your relationship, his arguments fell on deaf ears. Youve placed us all in the center of something you dont understand. The ramifications will be more than you can fathom. He buried his fingertips into my arm. Revenald is going to come, and no one will be able to help you. Not Gabriel. Not Paine. Not me. For once in your life, youre going to have to think smart. No more Billy badass. No more thinking you can take on the world. You are going to give him what he wants and youre going to do it today. Not tomorrow, not next week. Today. If youre lucky, you can stop all of this before it starts. Give the family a show of good faith.

If I give him the dagger

No. He shook me again, harder. Not if. When.

Remember our conversations. Without the dagger, I wont be able to kill Victoria. Ill be trading one Grim Reaper for another. Ill be unable to protect myself.

His grip loosened marginally. Revenald can control Victoria. Hes older and more powerful. Youre a part of a feared vampire family, one with resources. Its time you used them and stopped playing with fate.

Dont tell me youre starting to believe Paines ripple effect crap. Not a good thing to say to a man who was losing his shit. Gooses lips came together, pressed down, and contorted into a sneer.

You want to know what I think about Paines theory? Ill tell you. I think its cause and effect. But the people you save wont be the only ones who pay the price for your decisions. So will you. He took a deep breath and I wondered if he was counting to ten as I had earlier. When he exhaled, he seemed to have himself under control. He let go of my arms and took a step back. I want the knife. I wouldnt ask if it wasnt important. By now you know me well enough to know that.

I wasnt lying when I said it isnt here.

He presented me with his back and started walking toward the door. Take me to it. Right now.

I cant. I braced myself and he slowly turned and faced me.

Dont you care about anyone but yourself? The way he said it caused me to feel an undeniable amount of shame. Cant you look past your own nose for once? Or is it thathe stared distastefully at my chest, pointing at the amuletcursed thing causing you to be more careless than usual?

Dont turn this around and make it about something else.

Your problems are one in the same. Youre just too stupid to see it. Ever since you got your hands on that thing, youve been blind.

Blind to what? I felt like a parrot asking questions. Youre speaking in riddles, Ethan. Listen to yourself!

Ive been speaking in riddles because I cant be honest with you, I never can. I knew the hurt I experienced was visible, but it didnt dissuade him. If I tell you everything I know, when I know it, youll do something stupid. I know you, and its what you always do. You try to play hero when there is no dragon to slay. There are no winners here, only losers. Youre going to have to accept that some things are out of your control.

I didnt ask to be brought into this, you know, I reminded him. Id never wanted to be a part of a vampire family. It was either join Discos home or face some other random vampire who decided to make me their bitch.

Oh, I know, its the reason Ive defended you for so long. Shock tore through me, only this time when he saw my expression, he presented me with a cold smile. Thats right, Ive defended you. More than once, he said, answering my silent question. When you left Gabriel and created tension in his home, I spoke up for you. He nearly lost it, Rhiannon. He was a ticking time bomb. I had to remind the family youd had a hard life that none of us can or will ever understand. But thats not an excuse anymore. Youre going to have to start facing up to your decisions and take responsibility for your actions.

I was shocked, taken aback, and thrown for a loop.

There it was in a nutshell; a slam dunk in my face that I totally deserved. Goose was right. I had been holding onto the past as a way to make excuses for my future. The problem was I didnt realize it until he pointed it out. No, not pointed it out. I didnt realize it until he thrust it in my face and made me see. No pretty words, no sugar coating, and zero bullshit.

Put one on the board for Ethan fucking McDaniel.

I didnt know how much it affected Disco when I left. I hadnt wanted to think about my lovers pain, despite the knowledge that perhaps I should have, because I had been too concerned with my own. I had no idea how he felt.

Now you do. Consider yourself informed.

Thats not why youre here, though. Is it?

No, thats not why Im here. You have to understand the situation isnt just about your or Gabriel. Not anymore. Marius hasnt returned to New York in over a decade. When Goose addressed me again, I listenedclosely. Paine informed me that youre aware of the reasons. For him to return, to come here now after so long, means youve reached the end of the line. He leveled me with a harsh stare. Your time is up. Youve been riding the edge of darkness so long you cant see the curve just ahead. Youre going to crash and burn, but I wont allow you to take everyone down with you. My purpose is to protect the family, even if its against you.

Ive never seen you this angry before. I wasnt sure why I said it. Maybe it was because I wanted him to see himself through my eyes, or maybe it was because I didnt like being the center of attention. Or maybe it was because the assertive side of Ethan was one I respected.

This isnt angry, he corrected me. This is me being what I am and have always beena familiar who is loyal to the family that protects him. Precisely what you should be. Youve forgotten your place. I cant allow our friendship to interfere with that.

You told me I could always come to you, I reminded him. You said our friendship stood outside of the confines of the family.

It did and it does. Ive had to make a decision, even if I dont want to. Ive been a familiar longer than Ive been your confidant. You draw a line in the sand and dont leave your friendsthere was acid in his voice when he said the wordwith any other choice, and theyll be forced to turn their backs on you. Thats your decision. Your choice. Not ours.

A heavy knot of foreboding formed in my gut. Somehow Id forgotten that Goose, despite becoming a close friend of mine, had only known me for a short period of time. No wonder he wasnt taking my side. He felt cornered with no hope of escape.

Did Disco send you here?

He didnt have to. I know what will occur if you dont do as Marius asks. I wanted to speak to you this morning but youd already left. He shook his head, jaw spasming sporadically. Horrible mistake, by the way.

What did I do wrong this time? Or maybe it would have been easier to ask what I managed to get right for a change.

Marius saw the bags in Gabriels bedroom and assumed you hadnt moved in. When you left, going about your merry little way, it confirmed his suspicion.

Double standards, how they piss me off.

What about you? I snapped. You dont live there either and its just fine and dandy. Why should it be an issue if I dont?

He stared directly at my neck, at the fading circular marks Disco had left behind. Do you really have to ask?

I didnt realize Id used my hand to conceal the nearly invisible punctures until Goose informed me. You and Gabriel have issues. I get that. But its time for you to put on your big girl panties and grow up. Take your own advice for a change.

Another firsta weird one, too. You did not just say big girl panties.

The air was so thick with tension it weighed everything down, exerting an invisible pressure on my shoulders and chest. Im not sure whats going on between you, Gabriel, and Paine, but youre going to have to come to terms with it, accept it, and stop pretending. Pretending means youre only going halfway, and halfway will get you killed. Come to terms with things, sort them out, and do what you have to.

The walls were coming down around me. There was no safe place to hide when a person was backed into a corner. Youre sure I have no other choice?

I wouldnt be here otherwise. You might think Im being extreme, but the truth is Im doing the last thing I can for you as a friend. If you care about any of usif you love any of ushand the knife over. Dont waste any more time. The gesture is coming late, but it might be enough. Take the risk and find out.

Ill get the knife and bring it to Marius tonight.

Victoria might kill me, but she was a problem I could deal with later, and there were other options available. Having Goose show up like this, unkempt and frantic, terrified me. He wasnt a liar; it wasnt his style. He came to me as a warning, to give me an opportunity to do the right thing. I didnt want to give Marius the dagger, but I would if it meant protecting myself and those around me.

Swear it. Give me your word.

I wanted to skirt past Gooses gaze, but I couldnt. There was so much desperation staring back at me, so much fear. He was never like this. Never, ever. It was like learning your beloved family pet was now a rabid canineOld Yeller of the human variety.

I swear. Just to be a smartass, I made an X across my chest and smiled. Cross my heart and hope to die.

My gesture of good will didnt amuse him. He didnt even crack a grin. Dont say that, Rhiannon.

Why not?

He sighed, came to me, and cupped my armsgently this time. You dont have to hope. He squeezed but the gesture wasnt soothing. It was firm, and came along with a sound and deafening observation. Death is already knocking at your door.

I wanted to please Goose, but enough was enough. If I allowed terror to control me, my attempt to do the right thing was doomed to fail. I crumbled under the stress, thinking only of myself and survival. It was an instinct Id learned, one that would never fully go away.

Your visits are always such a pleasure, I said and stepped back, forcing him to release me. Its a wonder I dont have you over more often.

Why did you leave so early this morning? You know how important it was to show Marius your loyalty to the family.

I wrapped my arms around myself, running my palms up and down the area Goose had touched. Im taking a new self-defense class, and I had errands to run. Mariuss arrival might make you clear off your schedule, but I have a personal life.

Youve never had a personal life, he grumbled and lowered his head. All it is for you is work, trouble, and more work.

Speaking of that. I waited until he actually looked at me before I pressed on. What do you know about the murdered girls near the club? Have you heard anything?

I cant say that I have. Why? Thank God, he finally seemed to be in control of himself. There were tension lines around his mouth, but he wasnt screaming, and he wasnt acting crazy.

I checked things out and

You checked things out? His face went from normal to blood red. You mean to tell me that you cant spare enough time for something important, but you have the time to investigate dead strippers?

Anger stirred, heat rising from my chest. They werent just strippers; they were women with family, friends, and people who cared about them. People who wereprobably at that very momentmourning them. Not to mention they were also dead and deserved some amount of respect. For a second I considered sharing my plans to use their murderer as my sacrifice to Marigold, but I decided to keep it to myself.

Youre already walking a fine fucking line with me, I said. Im warning you.

The urge to cross over and get in his face was strong, but I fought it. If Goose kept pushing my buttons, this would end badly. The poor bastards nose had mended, but it wouldnt take much to break it again. Not in my present state. Yes, Id fucked up, but he was saying things that got under my skin in the worst way.

Your threats dont scare me. Whats the worst that can happen? He moved closer, such a dipshit thing to do. We fight? You show me how proficient you are at kicking some ass? Then what? I walk out the door and youre left in the same place. Stubborn, alone, and dumbly waiting for whatever comes your way.

Hes here to help you, I reminded myself. Keep your temper in check. Without repeating that one sentence in my mind, I would have lost it. Goose was a friend, but even friendships had limits.

If youre going to keep insulting me, theres the door. I folded my arms over my chest, grinding my teeth. Dont let it hit you in the ass on the way out.

Dont be a fool. He didnt bother going to the door; he came to me instead. You know me. You know the man I am. Would I have come here like this if my concern wasnt genuine? I started to respond and he stopped me by pointing at my chest. Take it off.

The idea of doing soof taking away what had become a safety blanketcaused me to panic. Before I could dwell on that Goose repeated, Take if off. You dont have to throw it away. Put it in the kitchen while we talk.

This had happened a few times before. Goose hated Marigold Vestas amulet. He couldnt give me a definitive reason as to why, but he never liked being around it.

Fine. I slid the necklace from my neck, walked into the kitchen, and placed in on the counter. Something inside me didnt like removing it, demanding I put the charm back on. I fought the urge, staring at the necklace, balling my hands into fists.

Come to the living room, he called out.

I took a deep breath and relaxed my fingers. When I walked through the entranceway, he was seated on my couch. I took the empty recliner and crossed my legs.

Well? I asked.

Where is your anger now? He was studying me closely and I felt like an insect under a magnifying glass. It was another thing I loved and hated about the man. Goose was a people reader. He loved watching people, learning about them and unlocking their secrets.

I shrugged. Im not angry.

I know youre not. Youre finally in control. When I entered the apartment, you were so twitchy you couldnt sit still, like a drug addict eager for your next hit. Why do you think that is?

I dont know, I drawled. Maybe it has something to do with the vampire who is in love with my former boyfriend and wants to kill me?

Its the amulet, he stated with total conviction. As time passes, its only going to get worse. Youll become paranoid, jumping at your own shadow. Youll think everyone wants to take it from you, and you wont want to be separated from its power. It goes both ways, too. The amulet likes you. It feasts on the light and dark you feed it. Thats why youre perfect to master it. Youre a combination of the things it needs most.

A horrible state of awareness struck. Clarity, like a blinding ray of light breaking through dark clouds, made me realize just how stupid Id been, how goddamned stubborn. Id done plenty of douchetastic things in my life, back when I was alone in the world. There were no friends. Aside from the sister who tried to kill me, there was no family. It was just me, surviving day to day. I owned my mistakes, even if I was ashamed of myself at times. No one but me took the heat when the shit hit the fan.

But this…

Son of a bitch.

Goose was right.

The last few weeks Id been more agitated than usual. I contributed it to what was going on between me and Disco. Although I shouldered a portion of the blame for what transpired, so did my lover. Hed broken my trust and heart. Id been so fixated on the past I hadnt truly thought about the future.

I dug deep down, thinking about how I felt. Here and now.

A chill rushed through me. For the first time in weeks, I wasnt as angry or annoyed. I was just myself, worried about Goose and his visit, as well as what was going to happen when I handed over Sucker. What would happen to Disco? To Paine? Self-preservation didnt seem so important. Fear for my safety and those I cared for were my primary concerns.

My stomach knotted, making me uneasy. When did you get all this knowledge?

Sonja isnt the only person with access to information. With a knowing look, he added, Ive been watching you. You cant tell youve changed, Rhiannon. You have no idea how different youve become.

Why do I feel like Im not going to like where youre going with this?

Because youre not. Youre experiencing real emotion right now. Not a fabrication. It doesnt come along with a cloud of confusion because as a mortal woman youll do what it takes to live. The amulet removes that natural instinct. Thats why Ive asked you to get rid of it. The thing is no good.

Youre just telling me this now? Ethan McDaniels timing wasnt just shitty, it totally fucking sucked. When theres so much at stake?

I tried to tell you before, but when you became confrontational, I backed off. I thought I had more time to convince you to listen to me.

Everything came together in a stark moment of understanding. And now there isnt any time.

Exactly. You need your wits about you. You need to be the woman you were before you became enthralled by dark magic. The amulet clouds your mind and encourages you to make bad decisions.

The amulet belongs to a fallen angel. It cant be all that dark.

Which goes to show that youre doing your research all wrong.

I exhaled softly, preparing for a lecture. Go ahead, give it to me.

Were looking for stories on angels, right? Their origins, the creation of the world. Things like that?

And any other information I could find, but I didnt tell him that. Yeah, so?

Fallen angels fall because they want vengeance. Theyre not ready to rest. Thats why they are chosen. Yes, they are beings of light, but there is enough darkness to warrant the fall from Heaven. They destroy demons because its easy for them, something they enjoy. As beautiful as they might seem on the outside, they are evil on the inside. They have to be to do what they do. They are not so different from those they hunt, aside for the fact that they come from the other side of the spectrum.

Kill demons? I hadnt seen that in any of the tomes Id read. I thought they fell to maintain the balance between good and evil?

They focus on the creators of vampires, what they consider a taint on humanity. They protect the innocent from evil. Think about it, what do you think is more evil than a follower of The Dark Lord?

Are they a danger to the family? Would Marigold hurt Disco and Paine? That was something I didnt want. If I revived Marigold, I wouldnt allow her to harm them.

If she hurt them, it would only be indirectly, unless they get in her way. Vampires retain a soul. The fallen only kill bystanders when they have no other alternative.

It made sense. Good versus evil. Light versus dark. All taking place right at my backdoor.

Youre asking me to discard the amulet now? When I need it most?

You dont need it, thats what Ive been trying to tell you. You have talents of your own, and you forget how resourceful you can be when necessary. The necklace creates the illusion you cant be strong unless you keep it. Thats why its so addictive. He leaned forward, rested his arms on his knees and steepled his fingers. When we exorcised the entity, you did so by yourself. You used the information youd been given, you kept control and you handled yourself beautifully. You dont need any help. Its your lack of faith in your own power that makes you weak.

If I do what youre asking, Ill make myself vulnerable.

Shaking his head, he produced a soft sigh. And there is the problem. You already are vulnerable. Youre thinking with a one track mind. Stand back and take a look at the bigger picture. When you do, youll be able to view the entire scope of the situation.

You do know Marius wants to kill me, right? Without the amulet, Ill be a dead necromancer walking, no matter how powerful I am.

Goose rose from the couch. Ive told you what you need to know. Ive given you my advice. Its up to you to listen to me or wish you had.

So thats it? Give up the amulet and get killed? Or keep the amulet and get killed. Neither choice sounds all that appealing.

Youre not looking outside of the box. I could tell his patience with me was wearing thin. If you dont think smart, I cant help you. Think, Rhiannon. Use the brain God gave you. Stop making things difficult when they dont have to be.

If you want to help me, then stop playing The Riddler. Come out and say it.

Did it ever occur to you that I cant? That Ive been forbidden to share too much with you?

No. I sounded as dumbfounded as I felt. Why would you be?

Because, my dear, sweet, and pain in the ass friend, youre still thinking inside the box. If I cant tell you something, there has to be a reason. Im going to leave you to figure it out on your own. Youre smart enough. It will come to you eventually.

He walked past me and I heard the door open.

Itll come to me eventually, huh? I asked.

For both our sakes, I truly hope so.

The door closed, leaving me alone again. It wasnt the hum of the decrepit heater that hardly worked that caused the chill in the air. It was the way Goose said he truly hoped so, as if everything was on the line if I couldnt see what he couldnt say.

Im not sure how long I sat in the recliner, attempting to put the pieces together. I only knew that each time the amulet called to me, promising to put an end to all my problems, I remained in my spot and didnt go to it.

If Goose was right, this was one mystery I had to solve on my own.








Chapter Nine





Rhiannon! Deena tore my attention from the brown box Id retrieved from UPS. The club was in full swing, but I was having a hell of a time focusing on work.

At the moment Sucker was safe and sound under the bar along with my jacketa jacket that just so happened to have Marigolds amulet inside its inner pocketand I didnt want to move too far from my prizes. Id listened to Goose for a change and hadnt put the necklace back on. At first it had been liberating, but after I retrieved my package from the Men In Brown, Id almost had a panic attack. Emotions were harder to deal with when they werent filtered, and there was nothing to block my fear or anxiety when I realized I was actually going to give Marius what he asked for.

If I lost the fucking thing, hed probably kill me.

Earth to Rhiannon! Deena screamed. Are you there?

Sorry, I yelled back and gave a sidelong glance down the counter. What do you need?

Deena was busy as hell, pouring two shot glasses with vodka. Her skin tight, black leather outfit put the dancers to shame, showcasing her trim and fit physique. She didnt look at me when she barked, I need two Crown and Cokes, pronto.

You got it.

Thankfully, the Crown was right behind me, so I didnt have to move far from the station to do as she asked. When I finished, I rushed the drinks over and returned to my spot. It was almost midnight, which was when Deena and I usually chose opposing ends of the bar to work. This time around I was responsible for keeping the beer flowing, which was a hell of a lot easier than creating custom drinks for sloppy drunkards.

Ill take a Samuel Adams, tall.

The order wasnt unusual, but the way the man requested it caused me to frown. There was no loud, Excuse me, followed by someone leaning across the counter to invade my space or cop a feel. The man requesting a drink asked for his beverage of choice as though he was in an expensive restaurant instead of a tittie bar. When I lifted my gaze and got a look at him, I knew why.

He was huge, huge, and huge, forcing me to crane my neck to stare him in the eye. His sweater was expensive, probably cashmere, and since he was so hocking tallhis hips were level with the counterI could see his dress slacks fit him like a glove. His blond hair brushed his massive shoulders, and his ice blue peepers seemed to shimmer and pop. He brought to mind models on billboards, flashing dazzling smiles guaranteed to make the ladies pull out their checkbooks. If Id been on the prowl, he would have definitely fit the ticket.

Samuel Adams, tall, he repeated and cocked a brow.

Oh right. I cursed my reaction and rushed to get his order since I didnt want him to think I was a larger dumbass than he likely assumed. I couldnt tell what his reaction was, since I avoided eye contact as soon as I finished with his drink, placed the mug in front of him, and he handed over a ten dollar bill.

Keep the change.

I waited until he spun away from the bar to watch him and allowed my gaze to travel down to his shoes. It had been like this all night. I met a random patron, I inspected him, and I assumed he was the killer. From what I could tell, the leather adorning Mr. Enormouss feet were pricey. Sadly, I wouldnt know Prada from Payless. Otherwise he fit the description, aside from the blond hair.

Large, muscular, and intimidating. Could he be the asshole killing off strippers?

I couldnt tell.

He sat down with a group of men at a tableall of whom had equally large bodies and were dressed in spiffy attire. They started laughing and cutting up with each other, having a gay old time. If any of them were murderers, they sure were happy about it. It didnt seem to fit, which made me more suspicious. Sometimes we had random businessmen who came together to get their T and A on, but they werent as relaxed with each other. If the men were friends, they made sure to go all out with their clothing and overall style. Perhaps it was the man version of Sex and the City, but I didnt think so.

I wanted to continue watching them, but Deena interrupted me again, asking for a pitcher of Sam and two mugs. I quickly filled the order, ran it over to Deena and returned to my place. When the resident fat ass of the joint plopped into an empty seat on my side of the bar, I had to stop myself from rolling my eyes.

Bartender! Lonnie blared, the sound almost as loud as an elephant call.

Wonderful. My night just kept getting better and better.

Im not deaf, Lonnie. I got a warning look from Deena and toned it down. What can I get you?

You always ask that.

I was ready to say, One Crown and Coke, coming right up, when I realized that Lonnie was actually talking to me. Yes, hed made requests. Hed ordered me around and made a total ass of himself in the process. He had never, however, attempted to do more treat me like a subservient employee who was hired to cater to his every whim.

My night just kept getting weirder and weirder.

I suppose I do. I looked at himreally looked at himand was impressed that his standard white T-shirt was free of any stains. Crown and Coke?

He met my gaze and shocked me even further by saying, Surprise me.

It was official. The world was coming to an end. I didnt need the dagger after all. Hell had just frozen over.

Maybe it was a test, another way to prove my fail scale could indeed go higher. I was tempted to turn to Deena for advice, but she had her own shit to handle. After mulling it over for a second I went to the back of the bar, grabbed a glass, poured in some crown and walked to the station to pour in the Coke and toss in the ice.

Here you go, I said as I placed the drink in front of him.

Good choice. He slipped me a ten and waved me off. I knew what that meant. I couldnt fucking believe it.

Lonniethe bastard of all shitty tipping bastardsdidn't want his change back.

Once I would have been thrilled. Getting on Lonnies good side? Are you kidding? Working the bar was bad enough without making enemies of the regulars. Now it felt like a bad omen, like something awful was about to happen.

Rhiannon! Deena screamed. I need another pitcher of Sam with four glasses!

So much for bad omens. No man waited for his alcohol when good tits and ass were on display. Thus was the life of a bartender in a strip club.

I didnt have time to think about deadly daggers, gorgeous men who might be killers, or Lonnie who continued to treat me with a level of respect I didnt understand. Saturday nights were always slammed. This one wasnt any different. When Deena got backed up, I ran drinks back and forth. I shook, poured, and stirred, taking requests that kept me on my toes. We had to have two tipsy and violent men removed from the club, but otherwise it was a normal night. Within two hours, the bar was doing last rounds, and I was covered in alcohol from a drunk who tripped on the bar and tossed his whiskey sour all over me. Not the worst night of work, but definitely not the best.

Rhiannon. Deena sounded exhausted as she closed the register for the evening. Can I talk to you for a sec?

Sure. I glanced around, studying the counter. The only person who remained was Lonnie, who was still as amiable as ever. Even if he did try to snatch my box beneath the counter and make a dash for it, I was certain I could catch him.

Id like to get out of here early. Can you handle the bar?

Fuck a duck. I was actually going to ask her the same thing. I wasnt thrilled about giving Marius the dagger, but I wasnt comfortable about keeping it in plain sight either. Since shed let me slide on my inability to stock the baralthough shed noticed and Id received a deserved reprimandI figured staying and taking care of clean up was the least I could do.

No problem.

She smiled, gave me a quick hug, retrieved her purse from under the bar and rushed off. I sighed, shook my head, and looked at Lonnie. The poor bastard was absolutely crestfallen, and I wasnt sure why. When he saw me staring at him, he finished off his drink and slammed his glass on the counter.

Fuck it, he said and swiped the back of his hand across his mouth. Just fuck it.

You okay, Lonnie?

Im fine. Just fed up. I dont even know why I bother. Ive been coming here for years. I dont know why I thought things would ever change.

Im not sure I follow. I stepped over to the counter and leaned against it. Want to talk about it?

Her. He waved at the curtains Deena had disappeared behind on the stage.

Deena? At his nod I asked, What about her?

Its hopeless. Shes beautiful, smart, and can have any man she wants. When you pit me against the suits that come in here, Ill come in last every single time.

There was a vital piece of the puzzle I was missing, but I wasnt sure where it was. Yes, I had a vague notion Lonnie was interested in Deena. Anyone with eyes could see the affection he had for her. But hed never said a thing about it until now.

Why did you sit at my end of the bar?

He shrugged. I wanted to see if shed take the time to come over and say hello.

Oddly enough, I felt bad for Lonnie. The dating game really sucked unless you were the bachelor chosen and given the winning rose. He might not be the best looking man in the bar, but he was stable. Big and dependable men needed love too. He showed up each night like clockwork, ordered the same thing, and he didnt care much for throwing bills at the dancers. I suppose in a way the BP was his own place to hide, to feel comfortable among strangers.

It was a busy night. She didnt really have a chance to socialize. Partially true, but partially a lie. If Deena wanted to make time, she would have made it. And I hadnt seen her speak to Lonnie all night.

She had plenty of time to socialize, just not with me. His face started turning red and his tenor deepened. She didnt have a problem with blondie chatting her up while she worked.

The air around me thickened, prickles tickled the skin on my neck. Blondie?

The big guy who kept ordering Samuel Adams from her instead of coming to you. Seemed like he was asking for one every fifteen minutes. Lonnie scrubbed the back of his neck with his palm. I guess when youre young you can consume more alcohol than an old man like me.

Are you talking about the walking billboard for good looks?

Damn the filter between my brain and mouth, it was the wrong thing to say. The hurt my words caused was irreversible, and I wished I could take them back.

Does it make you feel better to point it out?

Im sorry, I said and meant it. I shouldnt have said that.

It doesnt matter. Forget it. Im out of here.

I was frowning at Lonnies back when his words computed. I hadnt asked Deena why she wanted to leave early, but I knew the score. She didnt get her freak on inside the club, and she rarely allowed patrons to pick her up, but she had been known to break the rules from time to time. The blond man with the large guns and perfect body would be something she couldnt say no to.

Cletus! I roared and rushed from behind the counter. Ill be right back! Watch the register!

Normally Id have waited for confirmation. I didnt have that luxury now. A couple of the dancers gave me the mandatory, Fucking bitch, comment as I pushed them aside and stormed for the back of the building. Id noticed the big blond and kept him on my radar. There was a reason I listened to my gut. If something inside me sounded my inner alarm, I listened.

Deena! I gazed around wildly when I reached the dressing area. The dancers in the back were getting ready to go home, putting away their stage clothing and rearranging their vanities. Deena!

Shes already left, Destiny interrupted my outburst, shrugging out of her robe. She has a date.

I didnt just rush then, I ran, footing it down the hallway to the door at the end. If I made a total idiot of myself, fine. Id rather look a fool than to be right and find a dead friend waiting for me in the alley when I finished up and left for home.

The metal door made the ear churning sound I detested when I threw it open. I ignored that, listening to my ragged inhales, the heavy stomping of my feet. Anyone within a close proximity would hear me, which was precisely what I wanted. I rounded the corner and came to the side of another building when I heard a muffled squeal.

Deena.

I hate, hate, hated being right sometimes.

I followed the sounds, running toward an alley a few buildings over. When I made it to my destination, I found who I was looking for.

The big blond bastard from the club had Deena pressed against the wall of the alley, a dark gloved hand holding a silvery blade that shined wickedly in the moonlight. I took a step forward, combat mode kicking into high gear. I knew the fucker heard me. He knew I was watching but he didnt seem to care.

I knew why when I was pummeled across the back of the head.

The concrete didnt give way to my knees, causing me to cry out. I had to use my hands to keep from eating dirty asphalt. The ground was cold, but I was burning hot. Anger rose, and this time it was my own. There was no amulet to feed it, nothing to increase the throbbing in my ears or the pounding in my chest. This was just me, trying to be as strong on my own as Goose believed I was.

I hoped the faith he placed in me wasnt misguided.

Wrong place at the wrong time, girlie. A large, ungloved hand pushed on the back of my neck, trying to force me to the ground.

The dumb fucker had just messed with the wrong woman. You can say that again.

It was his turn to cry out when I snatched his wrist with my free hand and squeezed. I wasnt strong enough to break bone, but it would leave one hell of a bruise. When cool air caressed my neck, informing me his hand was gone, I was on my feet. I should have been surprised when two men joined the third thatd knocked me down. An average person would have. Someone like me, understandably, found it incredibly ironic.

The one whod sent me to my knees was tall, with dark hair that fell to his shoulders. A quick glance at the ground and I saw his shoes. I didnt know if they were Prada, but the width and length seemed about right. The other two were blond, their hair much shorter. The bravado I felt without the amulet ebbed. They were huge and they were strong. I could defend myself, and Id recently drank Discos blood which gave me additional strength. But one woman against the three of them? The odds werent stacked in my favor.

Then something else came to me, a realization that made my skin crawl. I remembered the crime scenes and my curiosity about how the killer had managed to flee covered in blood. Now I knew how he pulled it off, how he managed to kill someone and vanish into thin air. He had an entourage waiting to drive him away, to make sure no one saw anything.

Youre all in on it.

I wish I could have taken the words back when they homed their gazes on me. What greeted me was something I knew from years of childhood neglect: predators staring down their prey, looking for weaknesses they could exploit. I wasnt sure if theyd created some macabre killing club for kicks, if they were out of their minds, or they were curious about death, rape, and other horrifying things.

Rhiannon

Whatever Deena wanted to say was cut short. No more wasting time. I decided to go for the asshole who had her pined, since he could very well kill her while I tried to fight off his friends. The men in front of me cursed in chorus as I spun around and ran at the man whod already stabbed Deena at least once. Blood bloomed at her side, spreading in a crimson stain.

Shit.

I went directly for the assholes kneecap. Standing at his side meant that when I landed the blow the joint would give, break, and fuck him up for the rest of his life. As expected, when the heel of my boot made contact and pushed through, his knee bent inward, causing his leg to curve at an awkward angle. Painbeing the motivator Id come to lovemade sure he dropped the woman trapped against the wall. The need to see if Deena was all right was so hard to deny, but deny it I did. One rapist and killer was at my feet, but the other three quickly rushed my back.

I went to the cold, hard cement as they tackled me. I was stronger because of the vampire blood, but I wasnt Superman. As their combined weight smashed me into the ground, I struggled and thrashed. As anticipated, I felt my muscles throb as fear became something I could use to break away, fight or flight was a wonderful thing.

Take this one, John, one of the men said.

I didnt pick her, a deep voice complained.

Tough shit. This is getting too risky. You want to know what its like? Then take advantage of the situation.

Its his fault! We all agreed to pick dancers, not employees. He fucked it up by changing the rules at the last minute.

Shut the fuck up and do it. This has to end. Tonight. Before we all get caught.

End tonight. Of course. There were four of them. Two strippers were dead. Deena was next on the menu. If they killed me it would even everything up and they could spend the next few years relieving their repulsive glory days.

My stomach bottomed out when someone grabbed a handful of my hair and yanked me to my feet. The tugging on the strands forced me to turn and face the man I assumed was John. He was one of the blonds with short hair. The last of the boys to take a drip into madness to learn what it felt like to end the life of another human being. I got a decent visual, planted my feet, and brought my right knee into his crotch. Softness met bone. He let go and yowled like a cat in heat.

Get a handle on that crazy bitch! The man whod chosen Deena for the evenings fucked up entertainment ordered. The longer this takes, the bigger the risk.

I watched him turn back to Deena, who had lost consciousness. He picked up the knife hed dropped, and I knew if I didnt do something right then hed cut her throat. I started to make my move when I was grasped by the shirt and jerked forward. There was no way I could take on four men who were so much larger than me. It was impossible. Goose always told me to think smart, so I did. Left with no other choice, I did the only thing I could.

I screamed.

My call for help lasted a second or two. A fist connected with my mouth, creating a split I could feel from the crest of my upper lip all the way to the fuller bottom. The blow was hard enough to send me spinning, although somehow I did manage to remain standing. When a hand clasped around my throat, shoved me against the wall and lifted me into the air, I wanted to laugh at the irony.

Who would have thunk it? I was finally going to meet my end, and it wasnt at the hands of a vampire, demon, or fallen angel. My ticket to the other side was provided courtesy of a perverted human cockbite.

He squeezed his fingers, applying pressure to my windpipe. I wrapped my hand around his wrists and tried to break free, gagging as I attempted to breathe, gurgling on my saliva. I kicked out with my legs as best I could, but since I was unable to touch the ground it didnt do squat.

So disappointing. Johns gaze told me how unhappy he was I would be the one to introduce him to murder. I dont like brunettes.

I peered from the corner of my eye and my heart sank. Deena was on the ground, a knife was against her throat, and the man who planned to fuck her as he killed her was unbuckling his pants. Unable to do anything else, I released my attackers wrist, brought my fingers to his face and raked my nails from his temple to his chin. The vampire strength ensured I removed skinfour rows of it to be exactwhen I clawed him.

I hit the ground again as Johnnythe friendly neighborhood perverthowled. But I didnt get to enjoy my reprieve or use it to my advantage. You can only piss a man off in so many ways before he loses his temper.

A kick in the side isnt the most painful thing in the worldId had worsebut repeated landings in the same spot were not a good thing. A snap and sharp bite of pain told me one or more of my ribs were probably cracked, and a dull cramp warned me he was dangerously close to my kidneys. I quickly wrapped my body into the fetal position, trying to protect my face. Another kick to my ribs was like pouring alcohol into an open wound. I screamed again and hoped like hell someone at the barCletus, Butch, or Hectorheard and came running. I waited for the next kick, clenching my muscles to take the impact.

Thats right, you little bitch, John snarled. Youre going to die slow.

I dont think so, a deep, dark voice interrupted.

I lifted my head from the shelter of my chest, peered up through my arms, and watched in astonishment as Banethe arms dealer and someone I hardly knewcame to my rescue. He was dressed from head to toe in black, from the black cap on his head to the dark boots on his feet. The man who sold me several guns the day before wasnt alone. The men with him were just as massive as Bane, with bulging muscles and tattoos.

The murderous bastards who attacked me tried to strategize, coming together in a semi-circle. Then odd sounds penetrated the alley, little poofs of some sort. It was only after the men dropped, and I saw their blood creating large puddles on the concrete, that I noticed the guns in the hands of Bane and another man.

Someone call the police, Bane said in a menacing voice, without looking at me, surveying the damage. Keep it short and sweet. Weve got to move.

One of the men took a knee by Deenas side, lifted her shirt, and examined her injuries.

How bad is it? Bane asked.

The knife bounced off her rib. Shell live.

I managed to make it to my feet when Bane finally glanced at me. He strode over and wrapped an arm around my waist when I stumbled.

What are you doing here?

I was in the area, he replied evasively. He captured my chin between his thumb and forefinger and studied my face. How about you? How bad are you hurt?

Ill survive.

Figures, he muttered and released my chin.

What does?

You didnt thank me when I cut you a deal. Im not surprised you wouldnt think about saying it now.

The man had a point. Thanks, I mumbled in embarrassment.

Not a problem. Weve been looking for these assholes all week. Im just sorry we didnt make it here before your friend got hurt. He waited until I was leaning against the wall to let me go.

Why were you looking for them?

He snorted. I should ask you the same question.

Is that supposed to mean something?

Only that I know this area and the people who live on its streets. You talk to one of the squatters, Ill find out about it.

You knew? I couldnt believe it. He knew Id talked to the old homeless man?

I know everything. My people own this side of the city. If something goes down, Ill know within minutes. Thats the way it works, and its the only reason I cut you a break when we made our deal. Although I was surprised to learn a girl was putting her nose where it didnt belong. Only someone with a death wish would be searching for a killer. His gaze swept over my body. Too bad you didnt have protection on you. Then you could have taken care of business with minimal questions asked.

An unmarked gun? I tried to laugh, but stopped when my side cramped. No way. I have a license to carry, but if the cops caught me with one of those Id lose it and wind up in jail. Time behind bars isnt something Id like to experience.

Better than getting raped and killed.

Excellent point. Ill remember that next time.

Why did you want those guns and so much ammo? Banes voice lowered, becoming soft. I know it wasnt for protection.

It was for protection, but I couldnt tell him that. If I did, hed ask for protection against what. Hed really think Id fallen off my rocker if I said, Oh well, you know, I have vampires who want to kill me. Better to have some silver rounds to hold them off just in case.

If only I could say that, my life would be so much simpler.

Instead, I sighed. A girls gotta have some secrets.

From the looks of it, you have secrets that will get you killed.

Doesnt everyone? Considering what he did for a living, I was sure he had a few targets on his back.

He opened his mouth to say something when police sirens echoed in the distance. We both looked in the direction of the noise, knowing theyd be on the scene in minutes.

Listen up, Bane said and took a step back. You came upon the scene, you saw what was happening, and you tried to help. They attacked you, gang members showed up and offered assistance and fled when they heard the cops coming. Thats the story. Stick to it. You dont remember faces and you dont remember names. Got me?

You want me to lie?

Not a lie, bending the truth. Besides... He cracked a grin. If we get called in, so do you. I wont hesitate to tell them what our connection is, and you wouldnt want that. Would you?

There was that. Youre actually going to blackmail me?

Whatever it takes. He motioned to the men with him, and they started hurrying from the alley. Then he faced me one last time. Youve got a mark on you. He lifted his hand but stop shorting of touching my neck. I noticed it the first time we met.

He knew about the mark. Shit. How could he? Was he aware vampires existed? That they thrived in the city he considered his?

What would you know about that?

More than youd be comfortable with.

Try me.

His grin was pure evil. You have to be a newbie. Only someone fresh on the scene would buy weapons with silvers bullets and not recognize whats selling them.

Whats selling them? What did that mean?

You can share at any time. I snarked, no longer riding an adrenaline high, coming down to shaky ground.

What do you think I am?

At the moment, I was drawing a huge blank. I had no idea what Bane was. Something that answers questions with questions?

Theres that.

To hell with it. I was going to ask. The nagging inner voice wouldnt let it go.

Are you a shifter?

Id met plenty of lycanthropes during my trip to the future. Bane was large and mean enough to qualify as one, and Id learned vampires and shifters werent exactly friendly with each other when I made a trip into the future. Maybe thats what he wasa shifter of some kindand recognized my mark because of it.

He answered without blinking. Im something worse. His eyes swept from my head to my toes, assessing me for injuries. When the trip was over, he lifted his head and met my gaze. You better grow eyes in the back of your head, princess. I might not be around next time.

Instead of bestowing a sarcastic retort about him calling me princess, I replied through gritted teeth. Ill keep that in mind.

He moved closer, so I could hear his softly spoken words. You remember what I said. With that mark on your throat, youre likely to need a friend at some point. Youre not the first person to be sucked into a life you dont want with no way to escape, and you wont be the last. No one associates with vampires without getting hurt. If and when you get a clue, give me a call.

I wanted to stop him when he walked away, to get some fucking answers for a change, but as quickly as he appeared he was gone.

The police arrived two minutes later.








Chapter Ten





I had planned on leaving work and returning to Discos. I had planned on handing over the knife to Marius and finding some measure of relief, no matter how small.

The New York Police Department had other things in mind.

Childhood flashbacks had flooded my mind when Id stepped into the building, taking me back to another time and place. Even though Id been questioned about the death of my foster father in a temporary homeuntil I could be relocatedfor some strange reason police stations reminded me of Ray. Maybe it was the uniforms, or because I knew when I stepped into their inner sanctum I had to live by their rules. Either way, I wasnt pleased when the medical unit had looked me over, deemed me safe to transfer to the station, and I had been brought in to answer questions.

By the time Id finished, it was past six in the morning. The popo had taken me to the station, grilled me over the coals despite the fact I told them the same story and had refused to relent with their questioning until Id fallen asleep at their cheap-ass interrogation table. Someone shook me awake later, telling me it was okay to go home. The only bonus was the police were so concerned with Deena that none of them had remarked about how quickly my split lip seemed to heal, or how lucky I was to escape without a bruise or broken bone after such a brutal assault.

When Id asked about my co-worker and friend, I learned she was going to be just fine. Turned out Deena was resting comfortably in the hospital and would be back to fighting form in no timeat least physically. Id seen her put up with some crazy shit at the bar, but shed never been attacked at knife point and almost raped. I had a good feeling her experiences were going to require a dose of counseling and time to get over.

There wasnt a big enough jimmy club in this world to conquer her demons now.

The detective whod introduced himself as Andrew Cohen gave me his card, told me to call if I thought of anything else and sent me on my way. I knew Disco had to be pissed I hadnt called him. Id promised Id be home after work and that I wouldnt keep him waiting. Not only had I kept him waiting, but it was almost dawn. More than likely Marius was already planning my early demise, convinced I couldnt be trusted.

My thoughts turned to Bane.

What in the hell had he been doing in that alley? True, he could have been looking for the men who were attacking women like he said. It wasnt uncommon for people to take matters into their own hands when it came to crime in the city. Of course, it was uncommon for people to run around hunting down vampires.

What was the connection? Was there one? As far as I knew he didnt know either of the deceased victims. Had he been watching me? Hoping to scope out vampires? I quickly ended that notion. Id traveled to Discos home already. If Bane wanted a piece of the Master of New York he knew where to get it. Perhaps hed stalked out my place of employment because of the person I reminded him of? Maybe he decided to swing by to check things out after I got off work? Most of the clubs shut down after 2:00am. There was also a good chance it was blind luck.

Then again, maybe it was something else.

Im something worse. What kind of something worse? Was he the man he appeared to be? A simple gun dealer and part-time vigilante? Or was he something more?

Shape shifter.

He moved with a grace that was fluid, and he killed the men in the alley without hesitation. Just like the werewolves in the future would have. When it came to the pack, or protecting their territory, there were no limits. Life, death, none of it mattered. They lived and breathed for each other. If more shifters lived in the city, Bane was probably the alpha, which meant he had to keep peace on the streets.

The thoughts of Bane were obliterated when I exited the station and saw Hectors waxed and shiny Mercedes waiting out front. The black paint was as pristine as the day he drove it off the lot, the chrome rimmed tires gleaming. He opened the drivers side door and climbed out as I came down the stairs. I tried to mask my shock. I couldnt believe hed come to the police station. Maybe theyd brought him in for questioning, too.

Ive been waiting for you. They said it wouldnt be much longer. I figured you might want a ride home.

A ride home would be nice. I tried to smile, to show some level of bravado as I approached his vehicle, but it was piss poor. Although I was healing fast, I was tired and achy.

Hop in.

He slid into his seat and closed the door as I did the same. The leather smelled brand new, and there was no trace of cigar smoke. Hector might light up a spiff at work, but not in his baby. We bucked our seatbelts and settled in. Something nudged my feet and I glanced down. The large UPS box was there, as well as my duffel and coat.

I saw you stuff them under the counter. I didnt want you to have to make a trip to the club.

Thanks. I brought the box into my lap first, tossed the duffel on top, and retrieved the amulet from my jacket. I hesitated for a second before I put it on. Jesus, it was like a drug, calming me the instant I put the leather around my neck and the stone settled against my shirt.

You want me to take you to your apartment?

I closed my eyes and rested my head on the cushioned seat. Sounds like a plan.

Hector started the car, pulled onto the street, and we drove in silence for several minutes. I didnt mind. I was exhausted. Knowing I had to return to Disco, explain what had happened, and go through another round of questioning didnt help.

I was just thinking about the many things Disco might say when Hector interrupted the quiet. Ive made a decision about the club. Ive already told Deena. I peered at him from the corner of my eye and he was clenching his fists on the steering wheel, unhappy about something.

What have you decided?

Im hiring new bartenders. Keeping the dancers safe is hard enough without worrying about you and Deena. Having a couple of extra men in the club will tone things down and ramp up safety.

You what? I said, faulting my ears. I had to have heard wrong. It wasnt possible.

His curt, You heard me, proved me wrong. I hadnt heard him wrong. He did just say he was hiring new bartenders.

Hell no.

Hold up. I squirmed in the seat and faced him. You cant do that. I need my job.

Ill give you and Deena glowing recommendations. Neither of you will have to worry about finding work, I promise. Ive even put in a few calls. There are several restaurants that need talented staff behind the bar uptown. Youll make better tips, and youll be in a safer environment.

You didnt hire me because I was safe, I snapped, remembering how and why hed offered me a job. After Id shoved a drunken assholes face into a bowl of peanuts at my previous employers barsomething Hector had seen with his own eyesI was as good as hired. You hired me because Im capable of defending myself. Thats why you gave me a job. Dont give me that shit.

Youre right, I did, and it was a mistake. He didnt get angry or riled up. Instead he sounded like a tired, worn out owner of a strip club. Do you know why I hired Deena?

The question threw me for a second, and I scrambled to keep up with the redirection of the conversation. No, I never asked.

She used to dance for me.

The surprises just didnt stop coming. Deena? A stripper? Yeah right.

Youre joking.

No, its not a joke, he said. She was damned good at it and brought it a lot of money, but she hated it. I could tell by the way she mingled with the crowd. She never came out in skimpy nighties, and she was always relieved when she could go backstage. When I asked her about it, she told me that taking off her clothes humiliated her. She only did it because she needed the steady cash. So when we lost a bartender, I offered her the job. After that, she took over the schedule and other things. I thought it was a good idea, until a few years ago when I realized only four men are inside the club in a given nightincluding me. Thats not a good number for security reasons. Business is good, and the amount of people we have coming through our doors every night means its time for a change.

I think youre upset over what happened tonight. Hiring a manI inhaled sharply, angry at how sexist this situation wasto do my work wont change anything. This had nothing to do with me or how I perform my job.

Thats where youre wrong. It has everything to do with your job. He flicked on the heater and warm air whispered against my face and burned my eyes. You work in my cluban exotic cluband youre a woman.

Yeah, so?

A man wont have the same issues you do. He can come in, do his job, and clock out. Since youre a bartender and not one of the girls on stage, youre not escorted to your car or given the same courtesy of the dancers who are known to get a stalker or two.

Then give me an escort.

There it is, the reason Ive decided it has to be this way. He took one hand off the wheel and rubbed his neck. We dont have the resources. With five dancers a night, Cletus and Butch cant be expected to do more. Their time is already tight.

I dont want to lose my job, Hector. I knew I sounded desperate, but damn it, I didnt care. I need it. Do you understand?

Its the only place I feel safe.

Im sorry, its already done. I made some calls while I waited. New bartenders will be coming this evening. He glanced at me and produced a weak smile. Dont worry. Im going to pay you for two weeks work. Thats more than enough cash to get you by until you find exactly what youre looking for. He took a deep breath and said, You need to be in a new environment, around new people. Youre young, smart and have your entire life ahead of you. The change will do you good.

What did Deena say? I sounded like a scorned child, hoping her sister would help her gang up on the unfortunate parent who wouldnt give her what she wanted. Im sure she loved hearing about men who can perform her job better than she can.

She didnt mention it, actually. We talked, I promised to help her find a full-time position at a restaurant during the day, and that was that. Shes not as young as she used to be, and she likes the idea of getting a job during normal hours.

She has no problem with it?

He shrugged. Doesnt matter. Like I said, its done.

I wanted to argue with him, but just like everything with Hector, his silence indicated his decision wasnt open to discussion.

Son of a bitch, it wasnt fair. Every single thing that was mine was turning to ash and vanishing in the wind. I was good at my job. It was something I looked forward to, sad as that was. I liked being around people who were as messed up as me, so I didnt feel like the only fuck up living in New York.

Fuck a restaurant. Ill find another club. I tried to act nonchalant. You dont own the only tittie bar in town.

Good luck. He kept his gaze on the road. Since they encourage employees to dress like strippers, do belly shots, and get inebriated with guests, you wont last long.

Damn you, Hector Fernandez.

Of course he was right. I made it at The BP because my boss, unlike other assholes, didnt want his staff to whore themselves off unless it was on the stage or in the champagne room.

By the time he pulled up to my apartment, I was good and pissed. Like a short and stout teapot, I wondered if my ears were steaming. I yanked off my seatbelt, threw open the door, and started to climb out when my temper got the better of me.

Im dealing with a lot right now, but when its taken care of Im swinging by your office for a chat. This discussion isnt over.

Dont even think about it. This is it. The end of the road. You step one foot inside my club and Ill have you escorted from the premises. He wouldnt look at me, and that told me all I needed to know. I could scream, I could plead, I could fight and beg, but my job would still be gone.

Goodbye, jodona, he said softly. If you think of a place youre interested in, have them call me. Ill do everything I can to help. Youll find the money I promised you in an envelope in your duffel, and you can keep the cell I got you until the contract expires. Ill keep the service active until then.

I finished climbing out, closed the door and watched him drive away.

Rhiannons Law #29: Never get too comfortable. Just when you think the hammock is swinging in the breeze, a hurricane comes along, knocks you on your ass, and slaps you around. When you think its safe to relax, it usually isnt, so sleep with one eye open.

My eyes burned but I refused to cry. The only thing that was truly mine was gone, shattered into a million pieces. The bar was my escape, a place to call my own. As much as I bitched about working there, I didnt want to imagine not being able to walk through the doors, greet the dancers, and go on with my life as usual.

The walk to my apartment felt strange, like a trippy acid dream. I tried to detach myself from the truth, pushing the issue aside until I was ready to deal with it. Despite what many people think, its not always a good thing that one event leads to another, that something happens to steer you in another direction so you have no choice but to venture to other doors to see what lurks behind them. Because behind each one is a mystery, something that could be good or bad.

Given my circumstances, I wasnt willing to take the risk either way.








Chapter Eleven





I contemplated calling Disco and telling him what had happened since a trip to his home wasnt possible, but facing him and his maker would have to wait. It was nearing eight oclock after I walked into my apartment, took a shower and made some coffee. By the time I collected my things, grabbed something to eat and hit the door, I had just enough time to meet Sonja at the warehouse.

A lost soul needed my help to find his way home.

Since I couldnt contact the boss, I chose to call Goose. When his cell rolled over to voicemail, I left a message and told him all of the important detailsleaving out the assistance Id received from Bane, of courseand informed him Id take a cab as soon as I finished an important errand. I did ask him to tell Disco I was sorry and I would get home as soon as I could.

A small bit of brown nosing never did anyone any harm.

The cold morning air meant I had to wrap myself up in a leather coat, but I was able to forgo gloves. I removed the dagger from the UPS box, shoved the sheathed blade into the back of my pants and covered it with my sweater. I also made sure to collect my other tools of the trade, sliding my butterfly knife and rosary into my pocket before I retrieved the amulet.

The whopping amount of cash in the envelope given to me by Hector prompted me to call a cab instead of traveling by some other method. Two thousand dollars was far more than Id make at the club after Deena and I split tips. If my former employer wanted to soften the blow with green, Id let him. That didnt mean I wouldnt do exactly what Id told him. When things settled I would return to the club, talk to him and attempt to get my job back. Even if that didnt work, I would be able to plead my case. A rash decision wouldnt go over well with the dancers, and Cletus and Butch were probably as unhappy with Hectors choice as I was.

Or so I hoped.

Thanks to the cabbie I flagged down, I made it to the warehouse with ten minutes to spare. He glanced around the area, obviously concerned about leaving me behind. The decrepit zone wasnt a bad place, but it wasnt known for being entirely safe, either.

You want me to wait?

I shook my head and tried to feign a cheery smile. It might take a while. Ill call when Im finished.

Since he didnt ask a second time after I paid the fare, I figured he was probably happy Id declined. He didnt seem thrilled to be in this area. It made sense. Only the stragglers and drug dealers came to this end of town. That was why it was so safe for deviants to use when they needed a place to lay low for a while.

It was only a few yards to the backdoor of the warehouse, but it felt much shorter. My heart throbbed as I came closer to the building Id been trapped, tormented, and nearly killed inside. I never intended to return to this place.

After I opened the door and took a cautious step into the building, I paused. Sonja was waiting with a large metal cage containing a chicken and a small pet container that I couldnt see the inside of, looking over a notebook and gnawing on her bottom lip. She was dressed casually in her school attire, jeans and a NYU sweatshirt. She closed the notebook with a plop and placed it inside her backpack.

What is the chicken for? I stared at the cage and the animal inside.

Ive tried to do this before without a sacrifice, and it didnt work. She tossed the backpack over her shoulder, picked up the cage and grasped the handle to the pet carrier.

Whats in the other one?

She shook her head, maneuvering so I couldnt view the contents. Youll see.

I followed her as she turned and started the trek to the basement. Disco had carried me through the building after my near death experience, but Id been too out of it to really pay attention. Since Sonja had entered with him and knew the way, I let her take me down a couple of narrow hallways until we reached a landing of stairs. The dark interior of the building felt as if it was closing in on me, and I forced myself to breathe slowly and keep focused.

A few ghosts stopped to watch as we passed. Some were squatters, others were victims of crimes that had taken place in the building. Despite their presence, I soldiered on. Maybe Id come back and help a few of them find peace. I could see it in their expressions, the way they looked at Sonja and me. They knew what we could do. Ghosts could sense us just as strongly as we could sense them. The big difference was that while I could see the ghosts as actual souls and not entities, Sonja could not. The amulet had opened something inside of me, granting me the ability to view them as more than spirits.

It wasnt long until we made it to the room where Kibwethe child vampire I was forced to destroybrought me when he decided he wanted to play cannibal. My eyes flittered across the area. The silver chains he used, as well as the circle around the place he murdered his victims, were undisturbed. The table and chair I remembered were also there, as well as a mirror that wasnt present during my entrapment.

Enormous brown stains stood out against the dark concrete floor, a mixture of mine and Kibwes blood. A shiver ran down my spine when I glanced at the wall. There were no more heavenly rays, no more angelic music beseeching me to enter the beautiful white light that promised to heal me, protect me, and keep me safe.

Here is how this is going to work, Sonja said, placing the cages on the floor. Since Baxter is in limbo, theres a very strong possibility we wont be able to see him if he returns to the room. That requires a level of dark magic we do not have.

Thats what the chicken is for? Sacrifice and dark magic went together like peas and carrots.

Not exactly.

She walked to the wall, squatted down, and opened the backpack. After shed pulled her hair into a low ponytail, she retrieved a vial of salt and a knife. She stashed the salt under one arm and placed the knife under the other.

So the chicken was doomed to die today. I figured as much.

Ive been doing my homework, but I need to know what youre planning to do here. I glanced at the circle painted on the floor. More than likely, wed have to use it. I didnt like that idea at all. Too many vampires had died inside the pasty and now cracking white ring.

Before we start, Im going to summon a demon. She said it so matter-of-factly, like she was ordering eggs and bacon for breakfast at the local IHOP.

Do you think thats a good idea?

Youre here because you need a demon to help if you hand over your precious knife. Dont tell me youre getting nervous now.

Who are you summoning? Considering it was a demon, did it really matter?

Krull.

Holy shit. An actual happy blast from my childhood past. Krull? Like the movie?

Her sigh warned me she was losing patience. Yes, like the movie. Leave it to you to make that connection.

So what is KrullI rolled the name off my tonguegoing to do?

Im going to ask him to watch while we attempt to locate Baxters spirit. A demon will be able to see through the dimensions, so Krull will know if were having any luck. When we find Baxter, youll need to touch him and pull him back into this reality.

That simple? I wasnt so sure. I never trusted simple. I just touch him?

It will break the banishment, since it disrupts the origin.

As in the place? I looked around the room. What if the building was destroyed?

Wouldnt matter. Hed still be stuck. Its the ground itself that keeps the magic in place, although the walls and floors become a part of the spell.

See him, touch him, and done?

Pretty much.

Sounded like an excellent plan, except that Sonja seemed to forget about one important thing. What do you plan to barter with? What do you have that a demon wants?

This. She rotated the cage around, until I could see a small, fluffy ball of fur inside.

Youre going to give him a kitten?

Sonja hesitated. Something like that.

Why did that reply not sound good?

My cell phone vibrated. I pulled it from my pocket and shivered when I glanced at the name.

Shit. Disco.

I was surprised he hadnt called sooner.

Give me a sec, I muttered and moved toward the table at the other side of the room. I pressed the button to answer and placed the phone to my ear. Hello?

Come home. Now. No greeting. No pretty words. It wasnt what he said that bothered me, it was the way he said it. A hidden message, but I wasnt sure what it was.

Didnt Goose give you my message?

Now, Rhiannon.

Whats going on?

I expect you here in no less than an hour.

A loud click and the call ended. I lowered the cell and stared at it, feeling as if the metal device had grown teeth and bitten me. My palms went clammy. With Marius home, and after Id failed to arrive back at Discos as promised, I knew I had to help Baxter cross over and split.

Sonja. I slid the phone into my pocket and returned to her. If were going to do this, weve got to hurry. Ive got ten minutes.

Ten minutes? she snapped. Thats not enough time.

That was Gabriel. I cant stay.

Her face paled, and I wasnt sure why. A part of me wanted to believe she was worried I would ditch and she would have to wait for another day, while a betraying little voice told me she was more concerned this would be my last trip anywhere.

Step back. She waved her arm, retrieved the tiny kitten from the cage, and walked to the mirror.

Id seen summoning before, but I didnt think Id ever get used to them. There was something evil about it, a wrongness I couldnt quite put my finger on. The glossy surface of the mirror rippled as she called Krull, demanding an audience. The demons androgynous face appeared, followed by its body.

Sonja Wheaten, it said, sounding amused.

I want to bargain. I will give you something you desire in exchange for a small favor.

I know your favors, and they are never small.

This one is. She lifted the kitten by the scruff and held it out. I want you to witness a limbo reversal. I need to know if you can see the spirit I am attempting to free.

Krulls strange, pearlescent gaze rested on me. Rhiannon Murphy. Word of your bargains have spread through Hell.

I wanted to squirm. Did every single demon on the other side know my name? Of what bargains I had made? I hoped not.

Shes not involved. This deal is between you and me.

Pity. That means Im going to ask for more for my services. The demon grinned and I wanted to sag when he stopped staring at me and looked at the tiny animal in Sonjas hand. I will watch for your lost soul and inform you of its presence. In exchange you will give me the offering in your hand. Afterward my obligation to you is severed. You will no longer summon me or speak my name. If you do, your soul will be up for grabs, available in any fashion I deem fit.

Sonja blanched. That isnt part of the deal.

Its my deal. Take it or leave it.

I didnt want to rush, but the clock was ticking. Eight or nine minutes left, I informed her.

Consider it done. She sounded pissed. I will exchange my offering, you will tell me if you see the soul I am attempting to locate, and we will no longer have contact or my soul will be forfeit. I agree to your terms.

Very well.

The stink of sulfur penetrated the room as Krull came through the mirror. The kitten hissed and started thrashing. Sonja tossed the small bundle into the air and Krull caught it. I gasped and took a large step back when the demon opened its mouth, its lips widening farther than they should have. It devoured the poor thing in one chomp.

Mmm, Krull hummed, chewed several times, and swallowed. I watched, mortified, as a large ball traveled down the length of its throat and vanished. Delicious.

Every time a demon is summoned, a kitten dies. Please God, save the kittens.

I did not just see that.

Seven minutes. I sounded as petrified as I felt. The fucking thing didnt want the kitty as a toy or pet. It wanted to fucking eat it.

Sonja went to the circle first, traced the line of the circle with salt, and hauled ass to the caged chicken. After she had a decent grip, she hauled the squirming animal out of the cage, rushed back, and cut its throat. Blood splattered as she hung the still twitching birdie upside down, infusing the salt with the gushing red liquid.

She didnt bother placing the chicken back in the cage when she finished. Instead she tossed it aside, stepped into the circle, and started invoking the spell. Her rushed Latin was impossible to make out, so I didnt know she was finished until she quit talking. She rotated slowly, gazing around the room. I quickly did the same.

Do you see him? Sonja demanded, searching for Baxter inside the space.

Hes here, Krull said, smacking his lips as if savoring the taste of his meal.

Where? Sonja stared at the demon, her face a combination of anxiousness and fear.

I said I would tell you if the soul was here, not where he was.

Damn it! she yelled. No games! Not right now!

No games. Only the terms of your bargain. You should have been more specific. Blame Rhiannon Murphy for rushing you before you could clarify the terms specifically. Krull swiped the corners of his lips, bowed in a courtly manner, and smiled. I have fulfilled my end of the agreement. Farewell, Sonja Wheaten. Summon me again, and youll regret it.

Wait! Sonja almost stepped out of the circle that would keep the spell in place. Dont do this.

The demon walked to the mirror, started passing through to Hell, and peered over his shoulder at her. Youve been summoning me to do your will for two years. Consider this my way of showing you how it feels to be under the authority of another.

The mirror distorted as he crossed, displaying a desert wall with raging tornados, and returned to normal.

No! There was so much anguish in the cry, so much misery. I knew she loved Baxter. Although we didnt share much, I was aware of how important it was that she do this for him.

The time I had was dwindling away to nothing. I grasped the amulet under my sweater. Using it was becoming more and more of a habit, something I didnt want. Like Gollum and his One Ring To Rule Them All, Id start craving the power if I wasnt careful. I realized as my fingers surrounded the jewel that the hold was already too strong. When anything happened, I reached for it.

Just like now.

I stopped thinking about that and did what needed to be done, drawing on the power of the stone. I had to go, time was short. I didnt have the luxury of worrying about anything aside from what was happening right now.

Vim corporem, potestatem praesentiamque tuam da mihil! Libere tibi me do! Present me your force, physical strength, and presence. I freely give myself to you.

Id only called on the full force of the amulet twice. The first time punched through my soul. The second time felt as if the power merged with my anger. This time, the feeling was unadulterated bliss. I rocked on my heels as an invisible wind swept through me, wrapping me in its embrace, erasing all my fears.

Why had I waited so long? Why had I fought this?

Rhiannon? Sonja sounded so far away, so distant. Then she became louder. Rhiannon! Snap out of it!

Holy hell, it was hard, but somehow I managed to do as she requested. This time I rotated in a circle, searching for the lost soul of Baxter Lomen, and then I saw him. He was standing against the wall, mouth moving as if screaming. Then it came to me that he was screaming, only no one would ever hear him. He was hidden in his realm, behind a wall necromancers couldnt see.

I see him, I said and started in his direction.

You do? Her voice was strained. Where is he?

Here, I said and reached out for the spirit who would spend an eternity in banishment without our help. The moment of contact was slightly different, and I felt a disgusting shadow cross over my skin. It warred with my ability, trying to keep Baxter contained. The power of the amulet overcame it, backing my necromancy, breaking the spell. The feeling vanished and Baxter became solid under my fingers. I stepped back, maintaining contact, and he literally ripped from the wall.

He met my gaze, then focused over my shoulder. When Baxter was alive, he always worried vampires couldnt go to Heaven. It was his biggest fear and the one thing he fixated on. Judging by the wonder in his eyes, I knew hed just learned even lost souls were given a second chance.

I didnt jump when I felt Sonja grasp my free hand. Necromancy talents could be shared by touch, and I had a feeling shed want to say goodbye. After several seconds, I knew she saw him. She dissolved into tears.

I released Baxter and moved so she could get closer to him. I knew from past experience it was harder than hell to deny Heaven, but Baxter managed. He turned to Sonja and his expression changed, almost heartbroken. I held my breath when he lifted his hand. I could touch him, but would Sonja be able to do the same using my necromancy?

The sob Sonja released when his fingers brushed her face almost broke me. Tears always were my weakness. I wanted to leave them alone, give them privacy, but there was nowhere to go. Without holding onto me, they couldnt have thisa final and bittersweet farewell.

You were right, he whispered, cupping her cheek. Heaven does exist. Even for us.

I didnt have to see Sonja to know that, while she was relieved he could see the light, she was also devastated. It was official. He would cross over, and she would be left behind.

For the two of them, it was over.

A familiar ache formed in my chest, wrenching my heart. The finality of the moment was one I was familiar with. Vivid memories of my own anguish assailed me, of a time when Disco was dead and I would have done anything to be with him again. I felt empty, as though Id lost a part of myself. My soul had been ripped in two, leaving behind a person that functioned but didnt truly live.

The depth of emotion between Sonja and Baxter was too much. I wanted to be anywhere but here. It hit too fucking close to home.

Ive missed you so much. Ive had dreams about this very moment. Now that its finally here... She fell into Baxter, weeping into his chest. I dont want to let you go.

I know.

When Baxters eyes darted in my direction, I turned my head and stared at the wall. This was more than uncomfortable. It was unbearable. I knew how Sonja felt right now. Her heart would feel like an anchor, but her mind would keep screaming to wake up because it was all just a bad dream. When you dont want to let someone go, or you dont want to believe that they are gone, youll grasp onto somethinganythingto convince yourself otherwise.

Their reunion was short-lived. I couldnt see the beams from Heaven, or hear the voices and music that would cause a sinner to beg for forgiveness, but I knew Baxter could. It wasnt long until he was no longer focused on the crying woman leaning against him but the space across the room.

Lowering his face to her hair, he whispered, Walk with me.

So thats how it went. Sonja took his hand while holding onto mine and together we closed the distance to the place that would allow Baxter to rest in peace. Again, I turned away, wanting to give them a moment. My eyes caught the bloodstain on the floor, and I remembered how Disco had saved my life, unwilling to let me go. That reminder made me even more uncomfortable. The weeks after my attack he had pampered and cared for me as no one had since my parents had died. Those weeks were some of the happiest of my life. There was no fear, no anxiety, no worry of what came tomorrow. It was just the two of us, getting to know each other, spending night after night talking and teasing each other like any other couple.

I missed that so fucking much.

I missed him.

Then, I heard Baxter whisper, Its so breathtaking, everything I hoped it would be. Thank you, and I was back inside the room, listening to their goodbyes, caught in the shared moment I shouldnt be a part of.

A soft sound and a whimper told me they were sharing a parting kiss, driving the phantom stake in my heart a little deeper. I didnt want to think about Disco and what hed done. I didnt want to forgive and forget. He was someone whod hurt me, broken my trust, and didnt deserve a second chance. But deep down I knew if he persisted Id eventually break. Seeing him all the time, remembering how good it used to be between us, would send me into arms.

I miss you.

Im sorry.

All I want is another chance.

Im asking for forgiveness, even if I dont deserve it.

Call me, Rhiannon. Please.

How stupid I was, thinking I could keep him away, that my animosity would continue despite my love for the man. Disco was right. My stubbornness was the roadblock. I couldnt teeter-totter on the fence. After all, neither of us knew how much time we had left. The future, no matter how much I wanted to change it, was never certain. Yet I had wasted the time, using my anger to keep him at an arms length, even though it wasnt what I truly wanted.

I love you, Sonja whispered.

I love you, too. So much.

I felt like a lovelorn voyeur as I watched Baxter take a step with Sonja clinging to his hand, imagining myself and a certain vampire in their place. The image of the two of them was a permanent firebrand etched into my mind, making it a moment I would never forget. Their fingers slid against one anothers, until they held on by the tips, and then the physical contact was gone. Baxter walked to the wall, into the light we couldnt see, and vanished. Sonja released my hand and fell to her knees, sobbing. What she didnt know was that I was weeping right along with her, my tears invisible, my cries silent.

Done. It was finally done.

I had seen to a promise I made months before, but back then, the notion seemed idealistic. Help a man cross over to the other side, do a good deed, and feel happy about it for the rest of the day. Who wouldnt want to save a lost soul? What I couldnt possibly have known at the timewhat I hadnt even fathomedwas I wouldnt be doing Baxter a favor at all. It was the other way around. When I helped him cross over, hed returned the gesture full force, giving back a part of me that I thought was there but had been tossed aside, making me cold and bitter, detached from everyone and everything around me.

It wasnt Baxters soul who needed saving.

It was my own.








Chapter Twelve





I was late by the time I made it to Discoswell over thirty minutes after the timeframe hed given me. Although I was dead on my feet, I paid the cabbie and climbed out. The front door opened as I scurried up the stairs to the ginormous house. Goose appeared, and he didnt look the least bit happy. I wanted to ask questions, or get a general idea of what I was up against, but the way he shook his head and narrowed his eyes told me to keep my mouth shut.

The door closed with a snick and I was just about to relax when I was literally thrown across the room. I hit the wall on the opposite side of the door, saw stars, and slid to a heap on the floor.

Where is it? Marius thundered, rushing over, eyes furious.

Let me talk to her. Dont do this. I lifted my head and saw Disco striding toward me, distressed and worried. The family stood at his back, watching everything from the sidelines. I couldnt tell if they were concerned or angry, not with Marius heading in my direction.

No, Marius snarled, and dont you dare open your mark to her. When I am here it is my home, my rules, my way. Marius grabbed the front of my sweater, lifting me off the ground, and got in my face. Its time your human learns she is nothing more than what we allow her to be. She does not come and go from this home at her leisure. Her life is ours to dictate.

This isnt like her, its

The amulet, I know.

Marius wrapped his hand around the leather at my throat and the stone became hot against my skin. Just as the surface of the pendant started to burn, he ripped the leather apart and yanked the amulet from my neck. He thrust it into my face, making sure I saw it in his fist.

Youve done wrong by your master for the last time. Id kill you if he didnt plead so strongly for your life. From this moment forward, you are nothing more than a servant, a beholden necromancer to our family. Youre going to wish youd taken things more seriously before Im finished with you, and you have no one to blame but yourself.

Grasping a handful of my hair, he revealed my neck and bit mein the same place Disco had earlier. It hurt worse than any bite Id ever received. Marius wasnt gentle or caring. He was cruel and vicious, tearing at my skin, causing the circular wounds created by his huge canines to broaden. After the blood started flowing, he ripped his teeth from my throat and allowed blood to torrent down my throat. He smeared the hand holding the amulet over it, and my heart sank.

He was initiating a blood ritethe only way he could prevent the magical jewelry from returning to my possession.

You cant have it! I screamed, struggling hard against his hand, uncertain of where my rage came from. Its mine!

This is for the best, Rhiannon. It was time you let that thing go. Ive told you its no good, Goose said softly.

I gaped at my confidant in shock, growing sick with dawning comprehension. He was the one who told Marius about the amulet and how he had to take it from me. The betrayal was unlike the one I felt with Disco, harsher in a bizarre way.

I trusted you! My shout echoed off the high ceilings and rang in my ears.

I told you Id do whatever it took in the best interest of the family. He wouldnt meet my eyes, lowering his head, a lock of hair resting on his forehead. The amulet is dangerous. Its making you dangerous. Its time you let it go.

She doesnt let anything go. She gives me what I want, when I command it, Marius corrected.

He moved me from the wall, held me midair, and thrust me back. The base of my skull kissed the hard surface, creating little stars in my vision. I was trying to blink and see clearly when fingers were buried in my face, forcing me to look into the eyes of a vampire who wanted to see me suffer.

The knife, he demanded, the words a harsh whisper. Give it to me.

Maybe it was because I didnt have anything left to lose, or maybe it was because I would be left defenseless, but I knew I couldnt give him the dagger. If hed attacked me like this, the battle had already been waged. Id lost one valuable weapon to him. I wasnt giving him another.

I dont have it.

Marius dropped me and I sank to the floor, a shattered heap at his feet. I brought my fingers to the back of my pounding head, rubbed the wet, stringy surface and placed them in front of my face. Blood greeted me. Lots and lots of blood.

She said she would bring it with her. Goose shifted from confident to uncertain. If it wouldnt have given me awayrevealing my determination to defy Marius by any means possibleI would have laughed in my former allys face.

Why didnt you bring it? Disco asked.

Attacked, I blurted, studying my fingers and the blood staining the surface of my skin. Outside the club.

Disco came to me then, shouldering Marius aside. What?

Deena was attacked by the men who were killing strippers. I was leaving when it happened and got caught in the middle. Things got nasty before the cops arrived.

They took the knife? Marius sneered. Is that what youd have me believe?

No. I winced as Disco urged me to lean forward so he could see the back of my head. I didnt have time to retrieve it after the attack. The police came. Thats where I was this morning.

Convenient, Marius retorted.

She wouldnt lie about something I could so easily discredit, Paine said as he came into the room. I could see the anger in his eyes, the absolute outrage over my rough handling. I have an informant at the station. It would only take one phone call to learn if shes telling the truth.

Make the call, Marius barked.

I heard Paine leave. Disco was shakinghard. Our mark opened just enough for me to know he was furious. Im going to close the wounds on your neck. Stay still.

I closed my eyes as he ran his tongue the length of my throatone, two, three laps. His hand covered mine and squeezed as he silently offered me comfort and support. The blood Id taken from him was already working on my body, but it was a slow process. Id drained a lot of my energy fighting off murdering rapists and using the amulet.

Fuck me. The amulet.

I searched for the vampire who had taken it from me. When my gaze rested on Marius, I wanted to rush him, tackle him to the ground and take necklace back. He saw me staring and slipped the amulet into his pocket.

I will keep this until I have total faith in your loyalty to the family. Do not speak of it and do not seek it out. Doing so will not bode well for you. He righted himself, standing regally, as though he was delivering an important message. We have a guest arriving this evening, he said in an even tone, once again calm, with a face so expressionless one might think he was carved from stone. When he does, you will show him respect, fealty, and devotion. If you dont, I will no longer be able to help you.

Help? I laughed even though it hurt. You call this help?

You stupid, selfish girl. It seemed so odd to hear Marius speak with so much vehemence when his face was so smooth and unreadable. You think Im the enemy here. You have since I arrived. I know Ethan tried to explain my reactions and treatment, but you still refuse to see. What Ive done to you is nothing. A mere scratch on otherwise pristine armor. I hoped it would be enough to demonstrate why it was so imperative that you listen to me, the importance of your deference to those around you. Now I know nothing will cure you of your pride and recklessness but my sire.

His sire? I looked at Disco for confirmation, making sure Id heard right.

Revenald Bhevencourt, Marius answered before Disco could. My maker, the true ruler of this house and the absolute authority over everyone who exists under its power.

I thought you said he wouldnt come. I didnt dare glance at Marius, keeping my eyes on Disco. I was told that giving you the dagger would end everything.

I considered reaching for my back and handing the damned thing over, no longer feisty or consumed by fury, when Disco said, He wouldnt have, if youd listened to me.

He lifted his blond head and met my gaze. An emotion I knew like the back of my hand flashed in his eyes.

Dread.

When you didnt come home this morning, Revenald sensed it through his connection with Marius. Hell arrive when the sun sets.

Whats going to happen?

Ill tell you whats going to happen. Marius strolled over to us, footsteps leisurely. Hes going to come here. Youre going to learn just how nice Ive been to you. Then youre going to retrieve the knife and bring it back to him like a proper servant. I suggest that when you do, you forget any and all grievances that occur during your time in his presence. Thank him for allowing you to live and dont give him any other reason to pay you a visit.

Paine returned, his dark eyes lethal. Shes telling you the truth.

Finally, a breakthrough. Marius stopped beside me and Disco. Lying wont do you any favors. Truth is your strongest weapon now. If you lie to my maker, he will know. He always knows.

Every single bit of my control was tested as he stood over us. There was so much resentment in me, craving an outlet. I knew entering into a vampire family would change my life, but I never truly understood just how much. And I never asked for it. I never even fucking wanted it. My identity was being taken without my consent. I was being molded into with what they wanted me to be. And the worst part was Sonjas warning that Id been coddledthat I had yet to see anything when it came to the half-demon, vampire worldwas spot-on. Research only gave a person so much information. Hands on experience was so much more enlightening.

Despite that, I softened when Disco moved closer, his hand still on mine. It had puzzled me how someone so understanding, so tender, could maintain control of a city that was so large. Joseph was a feared master of the New York, but he was far more violent, willing to do whatever it took to maintain his status. Id learned that firsthand. Disco, however, was a deep thinker, taking his time, resorting to violence only when necessary. Recent events solved the mystery. Disco was powerful and dangerous, but his connections made him someone no one would fuck with.

If youre done here, Im taking her to our room. Disco gazed pointedly at the floor, refusing to meet the eyes of his maker.

Take her to your room if you desire, but dont allow your feelings to overcome reason, Marius replied. You knew what would happen if she didnt take my warning seriously. We gave her the opportunity to do things my way, without interference. Now it is out of our hands.

After Disco helped me to my feet, Marius placed a hand on his shoulder. Dont give Revenald a reason to hurt you. Do as youve always done and keep your morality out of vampire business. There was genuine emotiona mixture of love and fearin the request. Dont tempt him to include you in his lessons. Tell her why its so important that she doesnt fight tonight. Marius stopped, squeezed Discos neck, and whispered, Please, Gabriel. You know how this must be. Dont do anything youll regret.

Disco regarded Marius over his shoulder. I think we both know its too late for that.

Thats true, but Im telling you just the same. Marius moved closer, until his mouth was near Discos ear. Dont make things worse. It wont help either of you. You have to be smart. Become the vampire you were intended to be. Your humanity will serve no purpose. He lowered his voice, like he was sharing a shameful secret. Trying to protect her could backfire, and then where will you be? Suffering alongside her? Unable to do anything but watch as shes broken? If she survives the night, you have an eternity to mend her wounds. You can be there for her in the aftermath. Sometimes its not actions that count but the absence of them. Remember that.

Disco weighed the words, countered with a curt nod, and wrapped an arm around me. He didnt lift me to his chest, and I wanted to kiss him for knowing after everything that had happened I would want to walk to our room instead of being carried.

The family parted and made way. Goose tried to say something as we approached, but I remained silent when our eyes met. He had never been good at hiding his feelings, so it was easy to read his guilt. Paine took the lead as we slowly made our way upstairs. I was a teensy bit wobbly from the blood loss and lack of sleep, but I knew my body would stabilize soon. I just needed a hot shower and a serious power nap to recharge and pull myself together.

As well as one more, very important thing.

When we made it to the room, I paused in front of Paine. Were going to need time alone. When he didnt get my message, starting to walk past me, I put a hand on his chest and glanced at Disco. Not the three of us.

Youre hurt. I could tell he wanted to stay. He didnt budge from his spot in the rooms entrance.

Im already on the mend. I touched the spot on my head and showed him the drying blood. See?

We need to formulate a plan, Paine stalled. Over half the day is gone. We dont have a lot of time to strategize.

Soon, I said. I want to talk to Dis I quickly corrected myself, I need to speak to Gabriel. From this moment forward, until we were all safe, the nickname couldnt be uttered. We need time alone.

Oh.

I could see the envy in Paines gaze. He had always been intuitive, able to read so easily between the lines. Even if Disco didnt know what I intended, Paine did. It wasnt the first time I was glad he didnt have memories of our time together, and it wouldnt be the last. He might want more than friendship but his loyalty to Disco was absolute. The Paine of the future had initiated more from me due to the fact Disco was dead. If he had lived, I was certain Paine would have kept his distanceno matter how difficult it was for him.

Ill be in my room, he said quietly. Come for me when youre ready.

The door closed, and I moved away from the man at my side. It felt too good to be so close to Disco, and I had to do something before I could tell him what I needed to say.

Hes right, we have to talk, Disco murmured. I have

I stopped him by holding up my hand, resisting the temptation to place my fingers over his full lips. Im going to get a shower. Then well discuss everything.

He didnt like it, I knew. Space was something he didnt want to give me when I was in trouble. In the past, when he felt me withdraw emotionally, he forced me back to reality. Before things had gone to shit, I loved that about him. He refused to let me hide from him or myself.

I felt his eyes following me as I walked to the bathroom.

Dont take long, he warned, his throaty baritone dipping an octave. Its important we have a plan.

I wont, I called over my shoulder, entering the bathroom.

I closed the door behind me, leaning on the wood. Removing the blood and grime from the alley fight was part of the reason Id decided to hurry into the other room. However, there was an even more important reason Id rushed from Discos side, something that couldnt wait. I surveyed the bathroom. There werent many good hiding spots for the knife, so I went to the counter under the sink. After I found a place to wedge Suckerbetween a row of towels and a large bottle of shampooI quickly stripped away my clothing.

My fingers were useless, the material slipping from my grasp, making the task so much harder than it needed to be. Was I really going to do this? Would I end one battle before another started?

It didnt take long to decide that, yes, I would risk everything.

Who knew what horrors waited for me tonight. Things I would never be able to forget. Revenald already had too much information about me and Disco. The chasm that existed between us would only give him more ammunition, an easy way to keep us apart.

Divided we were less. Together we would be strong.

I didnt dawdle when I stepped inside the steaming shower. One good scrub and a quick wash of my hair was all that was necessary. My heart was racing as I stepped out of the shower, patted myself off, towel dried my hair and wrapped the dampened cloth around my body.

Due to the steam on the glass, I couldnt see myself in the mirror. I combed my fingers through my hair until I could no longer detect any tangles, hoping that I managed to look decent, trying to calm the frantic beating of my heart. Champagne fizzles tickled my stomach, making me warm all over as a faint buzz filled my ears.

This is it. No more waiting.

The heavy fog from the shower followed me into the bedroom when I opened the door. Disco was seated on the edge of the bed. His blond head was down, his hands cradling his face. He looked broken, defeated, and absolutely gutted. My anger returned. Revenald could hurt me, but I wouldnt be his only victim. It took my breath away when I fully grasped the gravity of the situation and realized that, because of me, Disco would be hurt as well.

I helped Sonja send Baxter to the other side today, I said and he slowly lifted his head. The entire thing was horrible. They were so sad.

You were able to do it, then? He chanced a glance at me, bright eyes sharp as they took me in.

Yes, I was.

I took a deep breath. No risk, no reward.

Two steps back, a giant leap of faith forward.

The thing is, helping them forced me to deal with things I havent wanted to think about. I had to take a good look at myself and the decisions Ive made. Seeing the two of them made me realize something.

He shifted on the bed and his attention danced over my towel-clad form. I saw the heat in his eyes, the tic in his jaw a testament to his control. To his credit, he recovered fast and averted his gaze. Ever the gentleman, my Gabriel.

What might that be? he asked hoarsely.

Our moment had arrived. That Ive been throwing away time with you. Time I would have given anything for a few weeks ago.

He went completely still. Then he looked at me, hope flaring in his eyes. If youre trying to tell me something, please be clear. Dont offer me what I think you are and take it away.

Id forgotten how it felt when I thought Id lost you. Now it was my voice that was heavy with emotion, the pain of the past merging with the present. Anger and hurt prevented me from remembering how broken I was when you were gone. I was so consumed by fear I lost sight of the bigger picture.

And now?

Im still hurt, and Im afraid to trust you. The hope etched into his face vanished, and the heat in his eyes dimmed. I hurried to clarify, to take that enormous step and hope forgiveness would set us free. But Im ready to move past the things I cant control. Im tired of living in the past.

What are you trying to say, Rhiannon? One single questioned revealed just how vulnerable the man seated before me was.

Taking a deep breath, I confessed on the exhale, I love you.

Id almost forgotten how fast Disco could move when he wanted to.

Almost.

The towel hit the floor when he grasped me around the waist. He deposited me on the bed, careful not to jar me, cradling me as I sank into the softness of the comforter. His weight held me down, pinning my hips to the bed, and I basked in it. Our mouths met, a wild merging of tongues, a sensual dance Id missed so damned much. I had been wrong about the dreams he gave me. The beach he createdthe sense of security he providedhad always been there.

My safe place didnt exist in dreams. Heaven was right here, in his arms.

Again. Discos breath brushed my lips, an intimate caress. Tell me again.

I love you.

He rose above me, an Adonis in my eyes, and destroyed the shirt masking the beauty of his body. Buttons flew across the room, a few bouncing off the wall. He didnt slip the garment off; he ripped it from his torso. Cool skin met hot, our chests coming together and blending. Perfection. Fire and ice. Softness and muscle.

Nothing else matters, Disco murmured.

Nothing else, I echoed, wrapping my arms around his waist.

Our mouths touched again, only this time the kiss was sweeter. His taste was intoxicating, something Id missed. He moved his hands over my body, molding them around my hips, whispering them up my torso, and settled over my breasts. I groaned at the sensation, waiting for what he planned next. His thumbs breezed around my nipples, moving agonizingly slow in light, steady circles. I writhed beneath him, aching for more pressure, and bit my lip to muffle the soft cries that escaped.

Disco lifted away, watching as he touched me. Let me hear you, he rasped, playing with the hard points, rolling them between his fingers. I love the sounds you make.

I gave him precisely what he wanted when his head dipped and those plush lips surrounded the nipples hed played with. Back and forth, from one to the other. He used his mouth and teeth, nipping at the sensitive skin. He used enough force to create a pleasurable amount of pain before soothing the sting with gentle laps and swirls of his tongue, flicking the tip over the tender and electrified tissue.

Oh God. Praise his fucking name.

This was what Id missed, what I wanted beyond reason but denied myself. Not only had I hurt Disco with my distance, Id inadvertently hurt myself. How had I forgotten how right this felt? How strong our connection was?

Id been lost without him, so fucking confused. Now everything was crystal clear. Love didnt come with a guarantee. Thats what made it so special, so cherishedso rare. You believed in the truth of your heart, even at its worst, because you had no other choice.

After what had transpired between us weeks before, I didnt expect Disco to take our lovemaking further. I knew hed want to play with my breasts, touch and tease me and dive into the foreplay hed always enjoyed. But when he started to venture to the land down below, I tensed. Suddenly the moment didnt feel so sexually charged. Sex with him felt terrifying. Horrible visions of the past clawed their way forward, trying to lure me to the safety of the wall Id built around myself.

Maybe you shouldnt. My voice was deep. Not from passion but fear. I clearly remembered his anger, his outrage, when hed learned Id made love to Paine. One firm swipe of his tongue against my sex had sealed my fate. I knew I should have told himI should have warned himof what had happened. But Id been selfish. I was so happy to see him. To know he was alive.

Shh. Disco didnt stop, continuing down my body, leaving kisses along the way. Dont be afraid. Ill never hurt you again. I swear.

My entire body was shaking when he parted my thighs and took the place I once adored between my legs. He enjoyed going down on mealways haduntil the night Id fucked it all up. Until then, I had relished his expertise. Now, it was something I dreaded. A reminder of my betrayal, something Id done to ease anothers pain that had torn us apart.

Gabriel. My teeth were chattering, desire warring with terror. Wait.

Shh, he repeated and lifted his eyes. Our gazes met and he reminded me, Were together now. Nothing else matters. He licked me in the next breath, all the way from bottom to top, taking his time. Then he closed his eyes, inhaled, and growled, Youre mine. Only mine.

I had a cheesy comeback, something along the lines of, I always have been, when his lips closed over my clit. The man was a master with his tongue, looping circles around the bundle of nerves before flicking the area with fast motions. My anxiety settled as he licked and sucked, allowing me to relax and enjoy his oral worship as I once had. As soon as my thighs went soft, parting wider to give him more room, he gave a hum of approval.

The vocal vibration caused the heat in my abdomen to build. Butterflies in my stomach became licks of fire. It has been so long since Id fallen over the cliff, since I tumbled into ecstasy. If Id had claws, the sheets would have been shredded.

I raked my nails over the linens, over and over again, in harmony with the deliciously smooth and hard rasps of his tongue. He waggled his head, humming as he paid attention to my clitoris, and pressed two fingers inside me. I jerked when he brushed the pads of his fingers against my G-Spot, gasping for air. Knowing hed found the right spot, he moved the digits a come-hither motion. He applied pressure, moving in a steady pace, using his wrist to time the thrusts.

I screwed my eyes shut, grabbed a pillow next to my head, and wailed into it as I came long and hard. Even though the sound was muffled, it was still loud enough to please my lover. He continued lapping at me, extending my release for as long as possible, prolonging the moment as much as he could. When the tingles zinging through my body subsided, he softened his touch, cleaning me gently.

Ive missed you so much, he murmured against my twitching thigh, rubbing his chin along the muscle. Its been agony staying away.

Me too. I had missed him, more and more each day. The anger I had felt was gone. There was only love, acceptance, and absolution. I would always remember what he had done, but I had found it in my heart to forgive and move forward. He wasnt the only person at fault. What transpired was a series of horrible events that spiraled out of control.

A thought came out of nowhere.

Had the amulet bolstered my feelings of resentment? Making it impossible to let go of the past? My feelings were so different now, no longer guided by hatred.

He moved from the bed, discarded the remainder of his clothing and crawled up my body. He left kisses along the way, brushing his lips along the scars on my abdomen, his mouth skimming across my breasts and along my collarbones. I rested my hands on his arms, comforted by his nearness, eager for his touch. When we were chest to chest, he placed his hands on each side of my body, rose above me, and gazed down.

A lot can be communicated through the eyesif a person is remorseful, if they are in pain, if they are happy. I couldnt see myself through his gaze, but I thought Disco could view my feelings on the surface as I witnessed his. There was definitely love and hope. There was also a healthy dose of lust and need. His fangs had descended, the tips resting against his lip. His blue eyes were darker than normal. We remained just like that as he shifted his legs, placed the tip of his cock against my sex, and pressed inside.

Connection. Need. Want. Desire. Devastation. Loss.

Fear.

We both felt those things as we came together, becoming one. Disco had opened the mark between us, allowing us to share our emotions, so there was no barrier, no secrets. In that moment I understood the magnitude of his regret for what hed done. It wasnt as simple as being angry at me or Paine. Yes, hed been jealous. But hed also been furious.

With himself.

If hed cared for me as he should haveif hed never let me leave the morning Id made a bargain to sever his debt to a demonnone of the horrible things Id faced would have transpired. He felt responsible. As my lover, it was his place to protect me. Hed failed. And knowing that chipped away at him.

As he filled me completely, stretching me to take his cock until I could feel him nudge the softness of my womb, I knew Id finally found the place I was meant to be.

I was a fool consumed by jealousy. Disco didnt move, keeping us locked together, as close as a man and a woman could be. What I did was wrong. Ive agonized over it. Every single night I wished I could take it back and do things differently. Forgive me for taking things too far.

I brought my hands up and cupped his face. I already have.

And I had. Holding on to my fury, devastation, and betrayal held no place for either of us. Loving him meant I had to take a risk, to jump into a freefall and trust hed be waiting with open arms to catch me.

He kissed me, his lips tender against mine, and started to move. I welcomed him body and soul, losing myself in the moment, caught in a breathtaking maelstrom of desire and love. There was no room for anyone else, no place for what the future held. It was just the two of us, together again, a rightness and completion that could only be found in each other.

We moved in harmony, our hips meeting as he brought us together, withdrew, and returned. His skin was cool, easing the flush that spread through me. I moaned into his mouth, trembling as he increased the tempo. He slid in and out of my body, using slow and steady strokes, the width of his cock rubbing all the right places inside me. Flesh met flesh, his shaft spearing into me harder and faster. The warmth in my belly spread, building in intensity.

Forever mine, Disco breathed and dipped his head to nuzzle my neck. Ill never let you go.

Yes, I murmured, held onto his shoulders, and dragged my nails along his back. The mark flared between us, our emotions becoming one. I belonged to him, just as he belonged to me. The tragedies that tore us apart only strengthened our bond, the love we felt for each other.

He angled his body so that he rubbed my clit with each thrust, and I bucked my hips when a climax swept through me. My muscles flexed, going tight, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. I felt weightless and free, floating in sexual ecstasy. My sex clasped and released his cock, urging him to succumb to pleasure with me so we could enjoy the moment together.

A swift plunge into my body, and I felt the chilled wetness where we were joined, his length jerking as he climaxed. He groaned as he came but didnt stop moving, plunging into me as if he was branding me forever, so I would never forget who he was and what he meant to me. When he stilled, he remained buried inside me and blanketed my body with his. Our soft exhales merged, the only sounds in the otherwise quiet room. I lifted a hand and slid my fingers through his hair, combing through the silken strands.

No matter what happens, they cant take this from us, I said, knowing through our bond that he was terrified of what was to come. Not for himself, but for me. Despite the fact we had made our peace, the unknown lingered beyond our sight, something we could perceive but not predict.

Disco rose on his elbows and gazed down. Well face whatever comes together.

The moment wasnt shattered, not by a long shot, but the harsh reality of our situation returned. I want you to promise me something.

I could tell by the way he frowned he knew what I was going to ask, and he didnt like it. Of course, I didnt expect anything less. He had sworn he would always protect and keep me safe. But he couldnt do those things now. I had made my bed, and it was time to sleep in it. Mariuss concern when hed confronted Disco terrified me. If Disco did anything to bring attention to himself, Revenald would kill him. I knew it. I had recognized it when Marius had pleaded with Disco to keep a level head.

I wont allow you to stand alone.

I cant do this if I know youll be hurt.

I wont make a promise I cant keep. His misery was mine, shared through the mark hed given me.

If you dont, I wont be able to do this. I was grateful he could feel my resolve, my determination to do what had to be done if only to ensure wed make it out of the hell that awaited us alive. Im stronger than you think. Youre going to have to trust me.

Its not a matter of trust. I hated seeing him so distraught. It chipped at my heart when he whispered, I want to protect you, but I cant.

Then be there for me. Wait until its over, come to me, and remind me that the world isnt a place to hate.

I dont know if Ill be able to. A muscle in his jaw spasmed, his golden-blue irises revealing his anger. I dont know whats coming.

A true statement for both of us. Yet I knew it was senseless to worry about things beyond our control. Well cross any bridges when we come to them. As long as we have each other, the rest doesnt matter. Promise me that you wont do anything stupid. Promise me that youll be waiting for me when I need you most.

I cant.

I didnt think I could forgive you, I said solemnly, hating to dredge up the past, but I did. Were capable of doing things when theyre important. Give me your word. I need to know that youll be waiting for me. That I have something to look forward to. Promise me.

Several seconds passed, but finally he gave me what I wanted. I promise.

We need to talk to Paine. I ran my hand along his shoulder, fingers teasing his skin. If were going to survive this, we have to be on the same page.

Youre going to expect him to make the same promise. There was no jealousy in the statement, only sadness.

I nodded, continuing to touch him, needing the connection. I cant take care of myself if Im worried about the two of you. If my mind is somewhere else, Ill be distracted. I lifted a hand and rested it against his cheek, forcing him to look me in the eye. You know how dangerous this will be. Its the only way.

You know I love you. Dont forget that. He turned his head and pressed a kiss to my palm, whispering, Please.

The way he said please frightened me more than Mariuss threats. My heart skipped a beat then started to race. Although I knew Disco was aware of my panic, I tried to remain calm. Whatever was coming would be far worse than anything Id ever faced, but I would face it. I wasnt a coward.

I wont. The smile I gave him was very real, a fuzzy warmth settling over me. I thought I could erase you from my mind and move on with my life, but look at us now.

He didnt return my smile, remaining grave. Ill do whatever it takes to keep you safe. Even if that means making difficult choices.

I wanted to ask what he meant, but Disco ended the conversation by lifting me into his arms. He strode toward the bathroom, holding me tight. I knew the routine: make love, shower, and return to our lives as usual. But this time I knew things were different.

Something horrible was coming, something neither of us could prevent. When everything was said and done, only one person would stand victorious. Since my opponent was a half-demon, Id come out the loser. No sense in sugar coating things to make them easier to swallow. However, there was a light at the end of the tunnel powerful enough to help me face what was to come.

I took solace in knowing that, at the very least, I could protect those I loved.








Chapter Thirteen





Paine was aware of what had transpired between me and Disco the moment we entered his bedroom. His gaze darted back and forth between us, jealousy and hurt flashing across his face. The emotions vanished in an instant, becoming a blank mask he used to keep others at a distance. I felt bad knowing rekindling my relationship with Disco hurt Paine, but we didnt have time to discuss that elephant in the room. We had other, more pressing things to worry about.

I walked past Paine and took a seat in the chair beside his bed, waiting to hear what he and Disco had planned. Disco didnt follow me, but rather stood in the center of the room. There was apprehension in the air, hovering all around us.

Youre not going to like what I have to say, Disco said, looking at me.

Youre right. I hate it when you say that. My attempt at humor was met with a stern look. I took a deep breath for balance and said, Im listening.

Revenald intends to take the family to an estate he owns outside the city. Discos golden-blue irises darkened, and I could sense his outrage. Its a palace of torture, where sex, humiliation, and death are completely normal.

Torture and death. Fun for the whole family. Fabulous. Why make the entire family travel to his home away from home? They didnt do anything.

We dont know, Paine answered, glancing at Disco. Thats the problem.

If he wants the family to attend, he has something planned. Something he knows I wont allow. Hell step on my toes just to prove he can. Hes that twisted. Disco met Paines gaze. The plan has changed. Get your things together as quickly as possible. I want you to leave within the hour. You have to take her somewhere theyll never find her.

Paine growled, his onyx eyes shining. Have you lost your mind? Dont be a fool.

Fools rush in, Disco responded, unruffled, and this is by no means a new conversation. I told you that if something happened to me, I wanted you to take care of her. I dont trust anyone else. He took a deep breath and said, You gave me your word.

I dont need anyone to take care of me. I tried to place myself in the middle of the conversationfeeling guilty that each breath I took drowned those I loved. But Paine wouldnt allow it, talking over me.

Its suicide. Hell kill you.

Hell kill you.

My heart sank and my breath caught. I wanted to say something but words were lodged in my throat. Disco wanted me to run with Paine while he stayed behind. In the future Paine had said Disco wanted him to take care of meto love me and see to my happiness in his absencebut I wasnt sure how true that revelation had been.

Now I knew it wasnt bullshit, not by a long shot.

It doesnt matter, Disco replied, words soft.

I was ready to ask him what in the hell that meant. Of course it mattered. Wed finally found common ground, and he was going to throw it all away?

Paine beat me to the punch.

Of course it matters! Paine hissed, his lips drawing back to reveal a glimpse of fang. You werent around to see how devastated she was after what youd done, but I was. I watched her suffer day after day. She mourned you even though you were alive. Do you think shell survive your loss a second time? Do you have any idea of how much it will hurt her to know youre dead because of her?

Shell have you to care for her. Disco rubbed his chest as he spoke, as though he could feel the impact of every word and it hurt to speak them. Youll have each other. Ive always told you that I want the two people I care for most to be safe, no matter the cost.

She is sitting right here, I reminded them. Shouldnt you ask me what I want?

Would you listen to yourself? Paine yelled, so loud he drowned me out.

He can track me, Disco snapped, talking so quickly I barely had time to process what he was saying. Even if I tried to take her somewhere, Marius would locate us within minutes. Staying with her would be a death sentence. His connection to you isnt as strong. If you put enough distance between you and the family, the odds are that hed never be able to find you. I cant keep her safe. You can.

What? I interrupted, leaning forward in the chair and wrapping my arms around my waist to hide the violent tremors that had overtaken my body. Marius made Disco and Paine, meaning he could find them if he wanted to. How is that possible?

Paine barely survived the transition from human to vampire, Disco said, glaring at his friend. Marius was weak after he changed me, so the blood he gave Paine was minimal. Although hes Paines sire, he wasnt able to establish the full bond between a maker and a fledgling.

He could still find me, even if it takes time. Paine raked his fingers through his hair. I can only protect her for so long. Besides, I cant help her sever her debt. Even if we left, there is nowhere I could possibly hide her from a fallen angel. 

Thats why youre taking Ethan.

Paines head snapped up. What are you talking about?

Its been taken care ofnew identities, passports, money in a foreign bank account that cant be traced. Ethan worked everything out. All I have to do is give him the go-ahead.

What? I snarled, angry hed kept something so important from me.

When were you going to tell me this? Paine lost his temper as well, his hands forming into fists.

Keep your voices down, Disco ordered, his deep baritone commanding obedience. He cleared his throat and shook out his shoulders, as though he needed to loosen the muscles in his back. I hoped I wouldnt have to. If Marius had come and gone, involving Ethan wouldnt have been necessary.

You still should have told me. Paine kept his voice low, but didnt curb his anger. This is bullshit.

I lead this family for a reason, Disco retorted. It is my duty and right to make the difficult decisions, and they dont always include your input.

As Disco and Paine continued bickering, I blocked out their voices. They were willing to put their lives in danger for me. To possibly die to make sure I would live. Guilt hit like a coldcock punch to the face. Id been so selfish, worrying about my debt to a fallen angel instead of considering the harm I might cause to those I cared for. Paine was right: I wouldnt survive losing Disco a second time. The first time had been hard enough. And the thought of losing Paine and Ethan tore at my heart. It was time to grow up and stop putting myself above others.

Im not going anywhere, I whispered, knowing they would hear. They stopped arguing and I felt the weight of their stares. Whatever youve planned doesnt matter. Im going to face the firing squad. If Id listened to your warnings, we wouldnt be in this situation.

Disco came to me, kneeling beside the chair. You have to trust me in this. You cant stay. Do you understand? You cant stay.

I can and I am. I lifted my head, meeting his eyes. I wont run. Its not my style.

Youll never be able to forget the things you see. Theyll remain with you forever, and you wont be able to face yourself the next day for witnessing them. Disco placed his hand on my knee, his fingers quaking in fury. Hell destroy you, he whispered hoarsely, the words strained.

The hell he will.

Revenald might but be one bad motherfucker, but Id dealt with his kind before. Evil came in many forms, from human to demon. If I ran now, nothing Id faced in the past would matter. Id be just like everyone elsedodging my own shadow.

He can try.

Discos hand left my knee and he grabbed a handful of my hair at the nape, forcing my head back. Damn you. This isnt a game.

I didnt say it was. I didnt fight or wince as his grip intensified. But I wont let you sacrifice yourself for me. Im not afraid to face whats coming.

Tell her, Paine said, moving closer to us. If shes going to stay, she deserves to know.

Disco let me go and took a step back. Tonight youre not going to be our equal. Youll be expected to do anything and everything Revenald says. Hell humiliate and degrade you for sport. He doesnt want you to bend, he wants you to break. You are nothing more than a human who has overstepped her bounds. Hell exploit your weaknesses. Once he knows what they are, hell use them against you.

Mariuss words came back to haunt me. What Ive done to you is nothing. Its a scratch on otherwise pristine armor.

After tonight, hell leave? I could survive one night of being treated like shit. At least thats what I told myself. The rest of itsuch as the horrific things Id seewere obstacles I didnt want to face yet.

If you give him what he wants, then yes, Paine replied. His vampiric house is one of the most respected in the world. If you can prove youre his to command, hell keep you around.

How can you be so sure?

Because hes egotistical and arrogant, Discos answer was more of a snarl. Word of your power has spread through the community. Knowing he controls the most powerful necromancer in vampire circles will elevate his status among half-demons. Not only will they respect him, theyll fear him. Thats the only reason he didnt have Marius kill you. He knows that if he did, half-demons would assume he is afraid of what he cant control. His pride wont stand for that.

It would be hard to bite my tongue and take the bastards shit, but I could do it. Anyone could survive anything for a short period of time. I pushed thoughts of Marigold Vesta aside. Now it was about jumping one hurdle at a time.

Ill do what he wants.

Its not in your nature to submit. Paine didnt sound convinced. Or to stand back while another suffers.

Ill help her, if shell allow it. Disco didnt sound happy, which was a good thing. I didnt exactly like the idea of functioning under his influence either.

By controlling me?

If you do what Revenald wants, you wont be able to face yourself in the morning. If I make you do as he says...

I knew he couldnt bring himself to finish the sentence, so I did. Then I can blame you instead. After wed made peace, coming to terms with what hed done, Id be put in a position that might make me hate him all over again.

What fucking bullshit.

Let him, Rhiannon, Paine said with a measure of calm I was certain he didnt feel. Getting through the evening is going to be hard on all of us. If youre determined to stay, give us this small amount of comfort.

I cautiously relented. Ill let you help, but theres a catch. I glanced at each of them. After Disco nodded his consent, I continued. You let me handle things on my own until its too much. Dont force your will over me unless I ask you to.

I wont force my will on you unless I think its necessary. Disco stopped me with a hand in the air when I tried to interrupt. Im not negotiating.

And I dont want you putting yourselves in harms way. I started at Disco, then Paine. Regardless of what happens, I have to know youll be okay. I wont be able to do this if I know youre going to be hurt.

Fuck, what a tangle, Paine muttered and started pacing. I dont like this.

None of us do, Disco said quietly.

When someone knocked at the door, I bolted from my seat and Paine and Disco turned with vampire speed. Jesus, we were all jumpy.

Its me, Goose said, his voice a breathy whisper. Hurry up and let me in.

Paine went to the door and opened it, stepping aside as Goose walked into the room with a couple of boxes in his arms. I wanted to yell at the traitor. Instead I gawked at my fellow necromancer and former friend, stunned by his clothing and appearance. Mr. Stick Up His Ass was wearing black leather pants and a matching button-down silk shirt. His normally neat hair as mussed, and he was wearing guyliner. Once Id said Ethan McDaniel P.I. could never pull off the emo look. Oh how wrong I was.

What the fuck?

Oh shit. Disco froze, eyes homed on our unexpected guest. Since the man rarely cursed, I knew something was very wrong. Whats changed?

As you can seeGoose indicated his attireMarius informed me Im expected to make the trip tonight.

Discos lips thinned. And?

Anton Kostya has decided to honor us with his presence. Hes traveling to Bhevencourt Estate to join Revenald as we speak.

Paine slammed his open palm against the wall. Son of a bitch.

Goose stared at the floor as he approached me, hands trembling. Marius told me to give these to you. Youve got less than an hour to get ready.

Less than an hour? Paine asked incredulously, turning toward us. The sun is still up.

Goose nodded. Revenald is meeting us there. Marius wants us to depart as soon as possible. Well have to take the limousines. He lifted his head and looked at Disco. Unless youre changing your plans?

Disco, in turn, looked at me. This just went from bad to worse. Anton Kostya is one of the most powerful half-demons in the world. If he is traveling all this way, he expects Revenalds justice to be harsh.

I dont care. I wasnt leaving Disco, Paine, or Goose to face their demented fucking familyor douchebag acquaintancesalone. Im not leaving.

His jaw clenched, flexing as he grinded his teeth together and snapped, Theres no change in plans.

Are you sure? Goose asked, frowning as he handed the packages in his quaking hands to me.

Hes positive, I answered before Disco could.

My fingers felt numb as I took the smaller boxobviously shoesin one hand. In the other, I grasped the larger black box with Strip Tease written in bold silver letters across the top. A few of the strippers from The Black Panther Club shopped at the sex store when they had extra cash. The merchandise might be expensive and handmade, but it was still trashy. I did not want to know what was inside. If Goose was dressed like a gigolo, no doubt I was in for more of the same. I considered asking them if this party included sex with strangers, but truthfully I didnt want to know.

Disco moved around Goose and invaded my personal space, wrapping his arm around my waist to pull me close. Bending his head, he whispered against my ear, Its not too late to change your mind. Paine and Ethan still have time to get you out of New York.

Not trusting my voice, I shook my head. I wouldnt let Disco endanger himself for me. Pulling away from his embrace, I walked to the bed, tossed the shoes on the floor and put the bigger box on the mattress. I yanked the lid open and lifted the top out first, grimacing when I discovered it was a red leather corset outlined with black lace. Saying a silent prayer, I reached for the garment that would complete the outfit. To my relief it was pair of leather pants. Yes, the material would hug every curve, but at least my girly parts would be hidden.

Whats with the all leather? I tried to make a funny, but I wasnt surprised when no one laughed.

It distinguishes vampires from servants and servants from slaves, Disco answered.

Servants from slaves? I croaked as my gag reflex kicked in. What did that mean?

He ignored my question and his ominous gaze hovered on my throat. Leave your hair down.

What? I looked at Disco, taken back by the order. He usually asked for the opposite, knowing with my hair up everyone would clearly see my mark.

Vampires are drawn to the lines of the neck, especially when someone is fair skinned and veins are visible. I didnt mind you showing that much skin when I could protect you.

And he couldnt protect me tonight.

Damn.

Ill wear it down.

What have we decided to do? Goose asked, sounding nervous.

Isnt it obvious? I asked sarcastically and threw the slutastic pants on the bed. Were going to a party.

Rhiannon, Goose said, inching toward me, and I could just feel an apology coming. Im sorry. I wanted to warn you, but Marius wouldnt let me.

Save it. I refused to look in his direction. This isnt the time or place. Well have our talk later.

I knew he thought taking the pendant was for my own good, but Gooses decision put everyone at risk. I could have used the power it gave me if things took a downward turn. Now I was only a weak human who was capable of talking to ghosts and resurrecting the dead. Ass kicking was no longer on the menu.

The silence that followed seemed to go on forever.

Ill wait downstairs, Goose finally said.

I didnt look up until the door opened and closed. Disco had leaned against the wall, watching me with a brooding expression. Paine remained where he was, near me by the bed.

Is Revenald going to make an example of him, too? I asked. Even after what Goose had done, I didnt want harm coming to him. Not because of me.

Hopefully its nothing more than a warning. Paine sighed. Revenald needs to show Ethan what he can expect if he steps out of line.

Having Ethan watch as I was put through the wringer made sense. Fear was a powerful tool.

Paine, I said softly and turned my head, gazing at him from beneath my lashes, if something happens tonight, you cant intervene. I need you to promise that you wont.

Paine suddenly looked like he wanted to kill someone. No.

You cant risk yourself for me, I continued as if he hadnt spoken. I need to know that after tonight youll be safe.

Anton isnt a mere half-demon, hes a sadist. Do you hear me? Hes. A. Sadist. Paine appeared in front of me using vampire speed, stopped, and grasped my arms so hard I winced. If hes coming here, its not to watch Revenald put you in your place, its to force him to. If Revenald backs down, hell lose face. Word will spread that hes become weak. When that happens, other half-demons will start challenging his right to his territory. Half-demons thrive on misery and chaos. Put two of them together and... Paine let me go, taking a step back, eyes haunted. I dont want to know what theyve planned together. I dont even want to think about it.

Then dont think about it. I was unbalanced by the fear in Paines gaze, experiencing a suffocating surge of terror, but I tried to keep my feelings under wraps. Just promise me that you wont interfere.

Ask all you want, Paine replied dryly. The answer will remain the same.

Shes made up her mind, and we both know shes foolish, stubborn and hardheaded, Disco said, pushing away from the wall and shoving in hands into his pockets. Dont waste your breath. She already made me give her my word. She wont relent until you do the same.

Her tantrums might work with you, but they wont with me. When she says jump, I dont ask how high.

Disco arched a brow. If I didnt know better Id consider that an insult.

Call it what you want. Paine nailed Disco with a seething glare.

Whether you like it or not, I said, trying to remain calm and keep the testosterone driven men on topic, the three of us are in this together.

Correction, Paine snapped, startling me with his vehemence, and stormed across the room. The two of you are in this together.

You know that isnt true. I tried not to lash out at him.

It is true, and you know it. Im the third wheel, the one wholl always be on the outside. Ive made peace with that because I have no other choice. So dont ask me to stand by and watch while someone tries to destroy the only people Ill ever love when its finally up to me to decide. I canthe paused, his back turned to usno, I wont allow you to take that choice from me. Its my life. I get to decide how long it lasts. Not you.

Paine, I whispered, agonized that hed finally said it aloud. Dont.

Dont what? Be honest? Keep living a lie? Make promises I cant keep?

There were no easy answers, so I didnt attempt to give him any. Instead I met Discos tortured eyes, trying to relate how I felt through our locked gazes, unsure of what to do. He and I had always known how Paine felt, but his emotional attachment was a phantom in the room, a ghost that remained hidden to the unknowing eye.

During the time Id kept my distance from Disco, Paine and I had become friends. There was nothing more to itsimply shared memories, thoughts about life and my admission of what had occurred between us in the futurebut to hear the words spoken and know for certain that it hurt him so deeply made my heart break for him all over again.

I know you love me, Rhiannon, Paine said. In the same way Gabriel does. Thats the problem. Its not enough. Not anymore. I cant live like this, watching from the outside, wondering what it could be like if things were different. He spun around, facing us, breathing hard. When this is over, I have to leave. Its too much. I cant pretend that Im fine with how things are, the way theyll always be.

I knew this moment was coming, but I never anticipated it would happen now, with the world crashing down around us. The Paine of the future had warned me he was going to leave before Id vanished and Disco had died. He couldnt bear seeing us together, tortured by witnessing what he could never have.

Even though it made me selfish, I didnt want him to leave. The way I felt for Paine confused me. The emotion wasnt as combustive or untamed as what I felt for Disco. It was a different kind of lovesofter, sweeterbut love just the same.

Apparently the knowledge impacted Disco in the same way. Instead of resentment or possessiveness, his posture radiated the devastation and shock he felt. He and Paine had been close for years, sharing a bond even I didnt fully understand. Theyd been in a war together, died together, and were reborn together. Id often thought their connection was probably as strongif not strongerthan the one I shared with my foster sister. Blood didnt mean shit. Emotional ties brought people together.

Dont make big decisions because youre upset. Discos voice broke midway through the sentence, revealing how shaken he was by the thought of Paine leaving. The last few weeks have been difficult for all of us.

This isnt a decision that was made lightly. Ive actually had plenty of time to think this over.

And youre just telling us now? Perfect timing on your part. Disco moved his feet from side to sidethe motion so fast it was hard to tell he was moving at allsomething Id discovered he did when he was nervous.

He decided to leave weeks ago. Maybe it was wrong of me to reveal what I knew, but Id made a promise to Paine in the futureof finding some way to make things work between usthat I intended to keep.

You told her before you talked to me? Disco asked Paine in disbelief.

Paine narrowed his eyes, staring at me. I didnt tell anyone.

He told me in the future, I informed Disco in a soft whisper, not wanting to resent him for the damage hed caused weeks before. Take a minute to sort through the memories you stole from me. Its there. I didnt dare look at Paine when I added, You said you intended to leave before I went missing. Staying close to me was too difficult for you.

Why am I not surprised you didnt mention this to me? Paines laugh was bitter. You can tell me about the sex we shared that I dont remember, but you wont discuss anything as it pertains to the present. Wouldnt want to make Gabriel uncomfortable now, would you?

Its not that simple. Jesus, I sounded lame. Its not that simple?

Well, duh, dumbass.

Two men wanted me in the same way, and I loved each of them, but I had no idea what to do about it. Id promised Paine things would be different between us but so far only our friendship had changed. Wed become closer to each other, as intimate as two people in a platonic relationship could be. But Paine didnt want platonic. He wanted so much more. And I didnt think I could give him that. Not with the way I felt for his best friend.

What would you have me do? Hand her over to you? Walk out of her life? Thats what I offered you earliereven though it killed me to do itbut you refused. Do I have to keep breathing for the deal to carry more weight? Is that it? Disco asked, his usually deep baritone laced with an emotion I couldnt name. Is that the price Id be expected to pay in order for you to stay? My lifelong misery in exchange for yours?

It was Paines turn to be surprised. I would never want that.

Then what do you want?

I directed my attention to Disco as he spoke. He refused to look at me, his focus entirely on Paine.

We dont need to discuss this now. Paine started to backtrack, his panic evident.

Then you shouldnt have brought it up, Disco countered. Answer me.

I want... Paine swallowed, lowering his head. Something that will never happen. So much pain in five words. Something I can never have.

The three of us stood quietly, waiting for someone to speak up, when another knock at the door interrupted us. Marius didnt wait to be invited inside, walking into the bedroom like he owned the place.

He does own the place, I reminded myself, biting back a snarky remark. Goading Marius wasnt smart when Disco and Paine were at an impasse and the night had only just begun. Marius didnt bother closing the door, leaving it wide open. If any of the family was nearby theyd hear every word of our conversation.

My patience is extremely thin and yet youre stupid enough to test me, he remarked casually. Ethan told you that Anton is joining us this evening. Why arent you ready to leave?

Take your things to our room and do as he says, Disco instructed without glancing in my direction. Ill join you as soon as I can.

I tossed the clothing into the box, retrieved the shoes at my feet and moved to do as Disco instructed. Marius watched me the entire time, making me twitchy. My emotions were already a mess without his presence. What just happened could possibly change everything. If Paine left, where would he go? Would he stay in New York? Would he leave all together? What would happen to his club?

Without the support of vampiric family, who would protect him?

Marius stopped me at the door, wrapping his hand around my arm. I waited, my own patience paper-thin.

Servants dont normally participate in our games, but tonight youre a rare exception. There are two forms of entertainment we enjoysex and violence. Gabriel indicated you prefer the latter. Is that correct?

Are you asking if Id rather stab you or fuck you? Damn. Just like Ray and the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man, the thought just popped in there. Thanks to the lack of filter between my brain and mouth, the bitchy retort slid past my lips.

His lips quirked. The analogy suffices.

I wasnt sure if it was a trick question. Would he force me to engage in sexual acts if I said Id prefer to fight? Violence, I replied, hoping he wasnt screwing with my head, thinking Id love nothing more than to stab him in the eyeball and listen to him squeal like a girl.

Very well. He loosened his fingers, caressing my arm as his hand trailed down to my elbow. When I shuddered in disgust, he chuckled and let me go. Between the two of us, I think youll regret your decision. Sex might be unappealing and degrading, but at least youd keep your limbs intact. I blew him off and headed for the door once more when he stopped me again. One more thing.

I didnt turn, gritting my teeth and peering at him over my shoulder.

Dont speak unless youre spoken to. Despite the limitations it would place on your necromancy, and Gabriels various uses for it, my Master wont hesitate to cut out your tongue. One of the most powerful of his kindred will be watching. That means the rules have changed. His fingers bit into my arm. I wont allow you to harm Gabriel because of your selfishness. Ill kill you myself if I have to. Understood?

Suddenly I didnt want to stab Marius in the eyeball and make him squeal like a girl. There were other sphere-shaped surfaces on his body that were far more deserving of physical damage. If I had my way Id chop off his ballsone at a fucking timeand watch the wannabe badass cry like a baby.

I nodded, keeping my thoughts to myself this time, and he dismissed me with a wave. I rushed from the room, putting as much space between us as possible. Marius didnt have to say anything more to make his point, and I didnt trust myself not to do something stupid.

Tongues, eyeballs, testes.

I knew the score.








Chapter Fourteen





Rhiannons Law #63: Fake it until you make it. You might not know what the fuck youre doing, but that doesnt mean everyone else is aware of your inaptitude. When in doubt, hold your head high and pretend you have a clue.

As we approached the enormous estate on The Gold Coast, Disco had tried to soothe me through our mark. His influence had been welcome, but it didnt last long. The moment we passed the large gates to the residence our link dissipated, leaving me on my own. Hed warned me to expect that after we returned to his bedroom to get dressed, indicating that he wouldnt restore our connection unless he had to take control of my mind. While I didnt relish the idea, there was a small amount of comfort in knowing he could overtake me if he had to, making sure I survived the night.

Paine had always been the strong silent type, but I knew he didnt reach out to me in the same way because he was fighting his own thoughts, struggling to keep his temper in check. He kept physical contact to a minimum, assisting me as I climbed from the limousine before backing away. I wished the situation wasnt so fucked up, so we could talk.

Sadly, there were more pressing issues at hand.

I followed Gooses lead when the second limo arrived with the rest of the familySirah, Jonny, Nala, Adrian, Landon, Corey, and Peterand fell into place behind them as they walked toward the door. Unlike the necromancers in the groupwho looked like street slutsthey were wrapped from head to toe in designer duds. I cut a sideways peek at Disco and Paine, admiring the view. They matched in black Armani suits, the tailored fit displaying their broad, muscular shoulders.

The monstrosity of a home before of us was totally out of place. Whoever designed it obviously had a hard-on for all things Southern. Id seen my share of antebellum mansions, and this one was a beauty with columns, wide windows, and an intricate terrace on the third floor. Goosebumps spread down my neck, warning me vampires were insidevampires and necromancers. I couldnt do a headcount. There were too many, their combined power too potent. Someone was waiting to open the front door as we started up the stairs. I couldnt see inside, but I could hear music spilling from a piano, the key strokes haunting and eerie.

I took a deep breath, cursing the horrible stilettos Marius had given me. I wasnt good in heels and it showed. Each step was slow and calculated, ensuring I didnt bust my ass and make a fool of myself. They filtered inDisco and his entire familybefore Goose and I stepped past the threshold.

Holy shit.

The décor was a blast from the past. Tapestries adorned the walls, hardwood floors creaked beneath our feet, and the ceilings were adorned with crown molding and intricate designs. Large mirrors on each wall reflected our progression, making the large foyer appear endless.

I tried to shake off the hum that entered my body: a natural reaction from one necromancer to another. Dear God, how many were inside this place? A dozen? Possibly more? I knew several purveyors of the dead would accompany their masters, but I hadnt anticipated just how many vampires had been invited to the soirée.

How many necromancers could you fit into a mansion? Apparently, a shitload.

My thoughts were redirected to something else, something that caused my eyes to bulge. It was a good thing I worked in a strip club, otherwise I might have been shocked. Nude men and women stood on either side of us, collared necks bent, eyes lowered. Some of them had devices over their private parts. Others were as bare as they day they were born. They didnt move a muscle as we strode past, as though they were living, breathing statues.

Slaves, I realized. Each and every one. Jesus.

The temptation to reach out to Disco and ask what the fuck was going on was strong, but I squelched the impulse. This was nothing. Not even a blip on the fucking radar. My test was yet to come. If I failed here, screw advancing to the final exam.

Voices overcame the tones of the piano, coming closer as we walked beneath a double winding staircase. I called on all the courage I had left, reminding myself that Id survived hell in the past and the future. Wimping out was not an option.

The family parted when we came to an entranceway. I hesitated until Disco motioned me forward. Together we wentme, Disco, Marius, and Paine. The room we entered was a formal dining room with a huge table in the shape of a horseshoe. Marius guided us to the center until we stood in the middle of the vampires seated at our sides. I glanced around, noting the necromancers standing at the wallseach of them at the back of who I assumed were their vampire mastersincluding Sonja. Vampires were clothed in the same fashion as Disco and the rest of his family, in modern and expensive designer duds. Doing a quick headcount, I discovered there were twenty vampires in attendance, minus the half-demons seated at the head of the table in front of us.

The guest of honor has arrived.

I peered past Marius and met the brilliant, emerald green eyes of the blond vampire who had spoken. The power coming from him nearly set me on my ass. Tangible even across the distance, I saw darkness and hell at a glance.

Oh, God. Revenald.

There was a connection between us, something that simmered in my bloodblood that had been passed down to Marius and his fledglings.

The blood Id taken from Disco and Paine.

His gaze was consuming, filtering past my composure, searching for my deepest, darkest secrets. He was a version of Ray Bradshaw in half-demon form, something that never should have been brought into existence.

I thought I was prepared for this.

I was wrong.

Yes, Sire, Marius replied and moved aside. Allow me to present the newest servant in your home, Rhiannon Murphy.

Servant? Revenald laughed. Shes not a servant. She quakes at the moment because she doesnt know how to react, but if cornered shed attack without question. A she-cat with claws sheathed until she has no choice but to defend herself. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, nostrils narrowing. After a moment, he released the breath, opened his brilliant green eyeseyes that were clouded with ecstasyand said, Beneath her fear is anger and defiance. The most profound Ive ever experienced in a familiar.

And you think you can control her? the man seated next to Revenald asked. I glanced at the conversation intruder. He was dark where Revenald was light. His hair inky black, his eyes the same shade of green as Revenalds. Likely shed cut your throat while you slept.

My house is the most powerful in New York for a reason, Anton, Revenald replied in a manner that indicated Antons insult didnt bother him in the slightest. Before the night is over, Rhiannon Murphy will prove her loyalty to me and mine or perish for her insolence. This is the way I govern, the way I maintain control. You are a guest this evening, but if you continue in this manner, you threaten your welcome.

A threat? Anton mocked.

A warning. Revenald was unruffled, cool as a cucumber. Observe my ways and listen. You might learn something.

By all means, instruct me.

Dont you want to dine beforehand? Revenald motioned at the place settings before him. I took a quick look around. The vampires had glasses of blood to consume. The half-demons, it seemed, had different appetites.

Did you find the delicacy I requested?

Of course.

Antons blue eyes gleamed. Pure and fresh?

Absolutely. I tasted her beforehand. Shes untouched.

They werent talking about cattle. They were talking about a person.

A human.

Shit.

Revenald waved his hand and slaves filtered in, nude and pushing carts. Two golden bowls adorned the carts, each one full of sliced meat of some kind. I detected an odor Id rather not have smelledmetallic and bitter. Blood.

Brace yourself. No matter what you see do not interrupt, do not speak, and do not move. Discos mental order was reinforced by an odd push, as though he cemented the command in my mind.

Sauce? Revenald asked when a bowl was placed in front of Anton.

Anton pulled a thick, cloth napkin from its holder and flicked it open. It wouldnt be a proper meal without it.

Revenald waved his hand again. As you wish.

I wanted to turn when I heard muffled screams. The only thing that prevented me from doing so was the knowledge that if I did, I was as good as dead. Id been in horrible situations before, but nothing like this. Tonight wasnt about my moralityright or wrongbut about staying alive.

I lowered my gaze when another cart came into my line of vision, a young girl strapped to the surface. I didnt want to know how old she wasalthough, I guessed she was in her early teensand I didnt want to think about her suffering before she crossed to the other side. Yet I did see a flash of whitethe bone of her left leg revealed all the way to the femur due to the missing flesh and meat.

Tears burned my eyes when they loosed the tourniquet at the top of her thigh, releasing a stream of blood that collected in a gold gravy boat. She screamed against the gag in her mouth, her misery too fucking much to take. Damn me to hell, I couldnt do a fucking thing. She was strapped to a table, doomed to die, and I was allowing it to happen.

Stop, Disco instructed, pulling me from my train of thought. You said you could do this, so do it. I warned you. I told you how tonight would be. Even if you tried to save the girl its too late. Shell never survive the blood loss.

Yes, he had told me how horrible tonight would be, but he hadnt told me it would be like this.

Dear Lord, please help me.

I stemmed a wave of tears, grieving for the child destined to die, angry at myself. I wouldnt run when Disco asked. Id refused to listen when hed told me Revenald would break me. This was my penance, my penalty for my decision. If I didnt do as I promised, everyone I loved would suffer. And what kind of person did that make me? Someone who would sacrifice others for those they loved? I pushed the questions aside, doing what Disco told me, knowing it was too late to turn back.

The nude slaves who had collected the girls blood tightened the tourniquet and to my relief no squeal followed. I peered at her through my lashes, grateful to see she had passed out. The slave closest to Revenald and Anton placed a dish in front of each of the men and poured the blood on top of what I realized was human flesh, the red liquid as thick as treacle.

They picked up their forksalso goldand prodded at their meal. I bowed my head, unable to watch, even though I could hear disgusting slurps and the distinct rings of utensils banging against metal. My mind and stomach rebelled against what I knew was taking place, of what they were eating. Half-demons were repulsive creatures, things that needed to be destroyed. I almost grasped my chestdesperate to touch the amulet that was no longer there. Like a junkie needing her next fix, I yearned for the comfort the stone provided, for the peace that settled over me when I called upon its power.

In an instant, those thoughts evaporated. Time seemed to stand still, to become something else. Calm surrounded me, overshadowing my sense of dread. Like a beloved childs blanket, the sensation cocooned me, wrapping me in lulling beams of peace and serenity. Warm air brushed my face as the sun caressed my skin. I listened to the ocean waves crashing onto the shore, rocking back and forth in a strange state that was neither here nor there. If I looked up, the beach would greet me. The one place I could always seek when I needed to ground myself in something no one could take away.

My special place...

Rhiannon, Paine whispered in my ear and touched my elbow. Its time to go.

I shook my head, breaking free of the heavenly stupor, coming back to a room full of standing vampires and two half-demons. Revenald lifted a questioning brow as Anton grinned, watching as though they knew my secret.

What the hell had just happened?

Disco cleared his throat, moving closer to me. When I met Paines gaze, he glanced at Disco and I realized that Disco had taken over my thoughts, channeling them into something I could control, contorting evil into something beautiful. It was in that moment I finally grasped just how powerful my lover truly was. Not only had he taken me from a moment beyond what I could stand, he had made time stand still. And more importantly, he had made me enjoy it. Bask in it.

Yearn for it.

Holy fucking shit.

As the vampires left the roomone by one with their servants falling into place behind themI waited for our turn. I felt as though Id been dumped in a time warp. How long had I stood there in front of the flesh-eating bastards? Staring at the floor like a douchetard? Had Revenald and Anton noticed my emotional withdrawal? Would Disco be in danger because I couldnt keep my shit together?

Like everything lately, the answers had to wait.

We exited the room and walked down a hall encased with mirrors, floor to ceiling. The effect was dizzying, forcing me to look ahead to maintain my balance.

Goddamn five-inch stilettos.

Within seconds, the group stopped in the center of two entrancewaysone on the left and one on the right. To our left was an enormous, empty ballroom. I glanced at it, noting the wooden floors and empty space, when gasps and moans drew my attention. Turning to the left, I stared in shock at what was nothing less than full-on porn. Another ballroom was on the other side, full of mirrors, complete with sexual equipment I couldnt begin to identify. Nude men and woman were strapped onto several of the devices, blindfolded with all kinds of vicious things affixed to their bodies. The womens nipples had turned blood red thanks to nasty-looking clamps; the mens penises engorged despite horrific looking metal fixtures protruding from the tips. I gaped at the scene before me, telling myself it was some horrific nightmare.

That room isnt for you. Revenalds chin brushed his shoulder as he turned to me. You passed up that option. Too late to change your mind now.

He waved his hand to the empty room to the left. As we strolled into the enormous space, I didnt know if leaving behind nude people with their orifices defiled in all sorts of hellish ways was a blessing or a curse. My mind was no longer functioning on a rational level. For fucks sake, who needed rational when they boarded a train to insanity? All that was missing were the Oompa Loompas and Willy-fucking-Wonka.

Revenald glided to three chairs placed against the far wall with Anton on his heels. Despite the fact that Marius started forward, only Disco and Paine followed the half-demons, the rest of the family and Goose going to stand along the wall on the opposite side of the room. The remaining vampires moved to do the same, standing a few feet from the wall, their servants directly behind them.

A firm nudge from Paines hand on my lower back informed me I needed to stay close. I nearly plastered myself to Paines side, fighting back the urge to cling to him like a terrified child. I took a peripheral peek from the corner of my eyes, getting a layout of the place. There were two doors, directly across from each other, on the far sides of the room.

This area is reserved for those facing my justice or when I want to share more, how should I put this, primal pleasures with my guests, Revenald addressed me for the first time, taking the center seat as Anton sat in the chair to his right. As you can imagine, this room doesnt see justice happen often. Those who enter our fold are smart enough not to bring attention to themselves. Once you become a member of a vampiric household, you are loyal to it until death. Revenald clapped his hands and the door to the left opened. I didnt have a chance to see who entered the room, paying attention to Revenald as he continued, Several years ago, another servant was taken to task. He was punished, of course, but it appears the lesson wasnt learned. Ive offered my assistance in teaching him a proper lesson. You see, he attempted to run from his mistress not once, but twice. That just wont do.

I only managed a brief glimpse of the mana necromancerwho was dressed in the same manner as Goose before I saw the woman leading him toward us. My eyes went wide, my heart thundering in my chest. She looked exactly as she had in the future, dark hair, bright eyes, expensive yet slutty clothes. I knew our paths would cross one day. Id actually warned her half-brother just before I killed him she would meet the same fate. She took the empty seat beside Revenald, staring at me, her bright green eyes full of hatred.

Victoria Delcroix.

The vampires accompanying her yanked on the arms of the man between them. He was in chains, complete with wrist and ankle cuffs. He stopped in front of the half-demons, chin lifted in defiance. His brown hair was heavy on his brow, nearly falling over his whiskey colored eyes. Even beneath his shirt, I could see the definition of his muscles, the broad lines of his shoulders. Standing at six-feet, he wasnt huge, but he was deadly. There was a glint in his gaze I knew only too well, one I sometimes saw staring back at me when I looked in the mirror.

Matthew Johnson, Revenald said, flicking his hand at me, meet Rhiannon Murphy. Rhiannon Murphy, meet Matthew Johnson.

We didnt say a word, sizing each other up. He was bigger and bulkier than me, meaning he would be slower on his feet. I glanced at his arms and hands. Jesus. Id have to avoid those guns at all costs if he aimed them in my direction. Just the right punch could and would break bone.

Youre dead, Victoria chimed in softly and I looked at her. She was staring straight at me, her expression unreadable and set in stone. Before the evening is done, I intend to drain the life from you.

Dont start, Victoria, Revenald chided. The night has just begun. He waved at the guards beside the chained man and they started removing the bindings. Let us begin the festivities.

Revenald motioned me forward and waited until I stopped beside the now-unchained necromancer. This is your first test, servant of my blood. Matthew has defied his mistress more than once, meaning he is challenged by deaththe same as you. Ive been told you prefer violence, which works nicely in this case. The two of you will engage in battle in this room, but theres a catch. There was a sinister spark in Revenalds eyes when he said, Only one of you will survive. Its a fight to the death. Win and you will be given the opportunity to absolve yourself of your crimes against my home. Die and, well... He chuckled, shrugging. You die.

Kill her and Ill release you, Matthew. Victoria tossed out. Her life for your freedom.

Why did she have to do that? My palm twitched, itching to connect with the side of her face. Matthews gaze went from intent to lethal. She was going to reward him with the very thing hed done to get himself in trouble in the first placethe thing he wanted most.

Damn it to hell. I was as good as fucked.

Stand back, Revenald commanded. Give them room.

You can do this, Disco whispered in my mind. End things here and now so we can leave this wretched place.

You got it, I thought back, more than happy with the thought of leaving Revenald and The Land of Oz. Let the games begin.

Disco, Marius, and Paine moved away from me, so that I was alone with the man that looked like he was ready to bust my nuts. We faced each other, neither of us afraid.

Damn it. So not good.

Either he didnt realize I could hold my own, or he knew and didnt give a shit.

I kicked off my heels, sending them sailing toward the center of the room, when Matthew lunged. Fuck me. He was faster than I thought. His knuckles grazed my cheek as I dove to the side, out of his range. The big bastard didnt give me time to decide what to do next, charging me like a bull intent on staking its horns through a red flag.

Crap.

I hated running in circles and fleeing like a coward, but the truth was I had to wear this one down. I couldnt let myself get anywhere near his fists. His first punch told me exactly what I was dealing with, someone whod trained in the ring on a daily basis. Street brawlers and gym boxers were the worst types of people to fight. They had no rulesanything goes. I heard Revenalds jeering taunts as I bobbed and weaved, dodging the asshole who had to kill me or die. It wasnt easy. Despite trying to stay one-step ahead, Matthew landed a couple of bruising blows to my shoulders and ribcage.

Enough of this, Revenald said after a few minutes. Corral them.

I heard footsteps and saw the vampires who had been standing at the far wall form a circle around usclosing us in.

No, no, no!

I had to rethink my strategy. Balls to the wall the motherfucker.

This time when Matthew came at me, I waited, timing it so I went into a saddle split just as he stopped inches from me. To my relief, my leather pants didnt rip or tear, gliding with the motion like a second skin. I reared back, aimed, and delivered a punch to his family jewels.

Boo-yah.

He grasped his newly crushed balls, howling in pain.

Bringing my legs together, I rose to my feet. The next part of my plan was something the movies made look easytotal bullshit, by the way. Breaking someones neck was damn hard, nearly impossible. Matthew tried to pivot when I swerved around and launched onto his back, wrapping one arm around his throat and fisting fingers through his hair with my free hand. Although I tried to get my legs around his waist, I failed. I shook it off, focusing on the positives instead of the negatives. Id practiced this move afterhours with my trainer and self-defense coach, Mike, but I knew it wasnt as simple as putting weight behind a swift jerk and getting the job done. The angle had to be just right, the motion along with the pressure in equal amounts.

I screamed when Matthew lowered his head and used one of my own dirty moves against mebiting down hard on my forearm. His teeth broke the skin and he didnt ease up. It hurt, a pinching sensation that radiated up to my shoulder, but I couldnt let go. Hed kill me if he gained the upper hand. All he needed was a nice, level punch to my nose. Hed send bones into my brain and it would be game over.

He wrapped a fist in my hair, twisted his wrist and thrust his upper body forward. I slid with the movement, my abdomen resting against his head, and the world spun as I landed on my back. Within a second, Matthew had his hand around my throat, his thick fingers applying pressure. He didnt want to break my neck, he wanted to fucking strangle me.

Dots swam before my eyes and I reached out with both hands, trying to grab onto somethinganything. A couple of times my fingers swept over feet which quickly moved away. I brought my hands up and tried to gouge out Matthews eyes. He prevented the connection, using his elbows. Left with nothing else, I clawed at Matthews fingers, digging my fingernails into his knucklebones.

Next to your head, Disco thought frantically. Let him go and reach above you.

What position was I in to argue? Abso-fucking-lutely none.

I released Matthews fingers, reaching over my head. I came in contact with a thin piece of woodone that was attached to a shoe: the heels Id removed before the fight. It was a miracle, a saving grace. Grasping the heel in my right hand, I gripped the shiny layer of leather and made my decision.

Thank you God and Christian Louboutin.

There was no way to aim with my eyes, so I arched my back and felt for Matthews face with my left hand. When I had a pretty good idea of where I wanted to go, I brought my arm to the floor, tried to take a deep breath, and brought the heel around with as much strength as I could muster. The impact was odd, like pushing a spike into sand until reaching the hard earth beneath. Matthew immediately let me go, using the hand hed had around my throat to keep his balance as he fell forward.

I scooted away from him, searched for and located my other shoe, and rushed for the high heel. After I had the fashionable weapon in hand, I turned toward Matthew. Hed pulled the heel from his ear, creating a fountain of blood that oozed from the shell and down his throat. He was wobbling, as though hed lost balance. I hated what was coming next, but it had to be done.

Only one of us would walk away, and by God, it was going to be me.

Ripping the heel from the shoe, I started forward. Matthew lifted his head when I stopped in front of him, gazing up at me in disbelief. I didnt give him time to ponder what was coming, lifting my hand, bringing it down and stabbing him in the left eye with the five-inch heel. I didnt stop until my palm was flush against his face, despite the fact that the rough edge and nails that were once connected to my shoe cut into my palm.

When he collapsed in a heap at my feet, I remained standing over him. Theyd asked for a battle. They wanted death. I refused to make what Id done anything less. I wasnt backing down from these pieces of shit. If they wanted to break me, theyd have to try harder. I wouldnt cower before them. They could only take things from me if I allowed them to.

Well done, Revenald applauded. Excellent.

Bitch! Victoria screamed, coming out of her chair.

The world went into slow motion, but I wasnt fast enough to avoid her, taken instantly to the ground. Wind left my lungs in a painful exhale, allowing her to drastically cut off my oxygen supply. The way she gripped my throat told me Id lost; Id won the fight but not the war. I was going to die, just as Disco and Paine feared. Remorse struck, knowing I was leaving them behind. But behind that sadness was anger. Killed off by VictoriaVictoriaof all fucking people.

Oh, the irony.

Then, unexpectedly, Victoria was gone, leaving me staring at the ceiling. I gagged as I tried to breathe, heaving for air. I heard noises that only came from fighting. Turning on my side, I located the source of the sounds and gasped. Disco had engaged Revenald while Paine had taken on Anton. Victoria was all the way across the room in a heap on the floor, the plastered wall above her cracked from her bodys crash-landing impact.

Do it, Paine thundered, circling Anton. Now!

Burn, Disco whispered, watching Revenald. I felt my strength sap as they clashed in battle and he reversed our mark, taking from me as he yelled, All of you. Burn.

Red chaos erupted around me, flames reaching out. The fiery path spread, expanding in waves. I gasped, jumped away from harm, then realized I wasnt on fire.

Everyone else was.

One by one, the vampires around me started turning in circles and screaming. In moments, they flopped their hands, patting areas of their body, hopping around like frogs. Their servants soon did the same, consumed by orange licks of flame, flailing their arms, wailing in horror, pain, and confusion. Disco said burn, they were on fire...except not. Even his own family wasnt immune, screaming in agony and rotating in circles.

Run, Rhiannon. Discos voice sounded like a lions roar in my head. I dont know how long I can sustain the illusion. There are too many of them.

I was a guppy: a pet fish tossed out of her bowl. Taken from safe waters and thrown into the fire. Oh, and it was fire. That much I did understand.

I just couldnt believe it.

Disco was controlling the minds of all the vampires and their servants. Over forty people. Making them see and feel what he wanted them to. If the image hed given me was one of peace, the one he shared with them was hell. They didnt stop screaming, as though their skin was blistering and peeling from their bodies. So much pain for something that wasnt even happening.

If he could make them believe fire was real, what else was he capable of?

The thought frightened me more than it should have.

I wobbled as I attempted to stand. The energy he was using to maintain the illusion was massive, so much so I felt him weakening. I tried to run but only managed to take a few steps, my breathing becoming heavy.

You have to hurry. I could hear the drain in him, the sapping of his strength. I...cant...hold...them.

Im trying, I thought back, wanting to do as he said.

My legs refused to work, the muscles exhausted from the strain of the mark between us. I knew why he kept it open, that he was calling on my reserves to buy me more time, but it had the opposite result.

I couldnt run if I couldnt walk.

In an instant, the mark was broken, and I nearly sobbed with the loss. Disco had severed it, to give me one last chance to escape. Scrambling, I tried to force myself upright, to gain my balance. The shock of having the connection wide open and then having it slammed closed was disorienting. The screams continued, stinging my ears like needles, as did the noises from the fight taking place.

I made it a few feet, ready to run, when the room went quiet.

One moment Disco was fighting, using his power, controlling the vampires in the room. The next he was trapped on the ground, beneath Revenald, and the vampires had stopped their maddened yelling, perplexed as they gazed at each other. A few moved to block my path, preventing me from leaving. I turned and saw Paine pinned against a wall, Antons hand around his throat.

Remain silent. Discos mental order was abrasive and abrupt. Do not bring any attention to yourself.

Silver manacles! Revenald demanded, no longer refined but barbaric, ready to chop us all to bits. I noticed Disco wasnt fighting at all now, harmless beneath him. I will no longer tolerate this nonsense. This ends now.

Sire, please, Marius said and took a hesitant step forward, standing before the family whose apprehensive faces conveyed their fear. He was protecting his servant who did only as you instructed. He wouldnt have used his power if he didnt feel her life was threatened.

Enough! Revenald thundered. I would have torn Victoria apart limb from limb if she broke the rules set this night. Yet even if she had, a servant is a servant. Nothing more. Your progenyboth of themhave forgotten that. They reacted without respect for the power I hold. Emotion has ruled my home for too long. This is not the example I have set. No more.

Victoria made it to her feet and looked at me. I wanted to rush to Disco and Paine. Odds were she was going to come at me again. If she was, I had to be ready this time. I wasnt going to let the bitch kick me when I was down.

Dont even think about it. Revenald growled at Victoria, his eyes turning from green to yellow as he brought his lips back and showed her his fangs. Ive told you that you will have your revenge. Question me again, and youll never again be welcome in my domain. Are we clear?

I could tell it hurt her to nod, damaging her pride, but she managed to make the jerky motion with her head. The remaining vampires were quiet as they waited to see what Revenald would do next.

Youre going to pay for what youve done, he told Disco as leaned forward, their chests inches apart. The penalty will be harsh.

Coming from a half-demon whos scared of a human female, thats rich, Paine retorted, answering for Disco.

I looked at him in horror, this time afraid for him. Didnt he know better? Did he want to play with fire?

You must feel quite badass with those odds, he continued. Who wouldnt? I guess they dont have manners or teach you in Hell that its not nice to pick on girls.

I cant wait to have a taste of that pet of yours, Anton intruded, moving closer to Paine, grinning with menace. She smells exquisite.

Be careful. Paines reply was confident, perhaps a bit arrogant. She bites back.

Excellent.

If you say so.

Is her cunt as tight as that fine ass of hers? Does she like it rough? She looks like a slut who likes it rough. Antons words were intended to shock, and they did. I rocked back, taken off guard. Paine didnt seem the least bit fazed.

You sure you want to know? Paine grin was meant to convey amusement, but I knew better. He was goading Anton, dangling bait in his face. The question was: why?

Humor me.

Paines grin broadened, making me queasy. Anton lost his smile when he purred, Shell make a half-demon bitch like you cry for mercy while she cuts off your balls. Then shell feed them to you, one by one. Hows that for rough?

Its a start.

I like to think of it as the beginning of your end.

I couldnt see Antons face or hear what he said when he leaned in close and spoke into Paines ear, but Paines expression went from calm to outraged. Considering what Anton had previously said, it had to have been bad.

Very, very bad.

I watched, stunned and horrified, as Paine spit in Antons face and snarled, Youre going to die. Shes going to kill you. My angel of vengeance rips you a new one. Ive seen the way you go. Ive seen what she does to you. And its brilliant, positively glorious.

You test me, Anton said, words clipped.

Paine, Disco rasped, despite Revenalds fingers around his neck. Dont.

Dont what? Tell this egotistical piece of shit that his time is almost up? Because it is. Paines grin was one of pure, unfiltered provocation. What was he thinking? Provoking Anton? Was he insane? The heaviness in the room built, settling all around me.

Then, I knew.

All of us werent going to make it out of the mansion alive. One of us was going to die tonight. Disco knew it, which was why he instructed me to remain silent. Paine knew it because hed seen Antons death, my involvement, and perhaps something more when he touched the half-demon.

I felt sick, absorbing the enormity of what Paine was attempting to do. By directing all the focus onto himself, he removed the threat from Disco in the only manner he could. If our hosts wanted a pound of flesh, Paine wanted it to come from him.

Fuck.

You might want to watch what you say, Paine continued. She not only takes your head, she forces your own words down your throat before you go. One by one, you eat them all. Its a beautiful fucking thing. I cant wait for you to see it.

Is that a fact?

Thats a fact.

Anton glanced over his shoulder, meeting Revenalds gaze. I grow weary of this one.

Mercy. Discos hoarse plea pulled at my heart. Show him mercy.

There is no such thing in my domain, Gabriel Trevellian. Consider that one of your many lessons this evening. Revenald shrugged and glanced at Anton. Hes sealed his fate. Do as you will.

My heart was pounding, the world spinning. I started forward, but my feet were too fucking slow. Time stopped but seemed to speed up at the same time, so that everything ticked in slow motion only to zip ahead in a flash. Paine wasnt afraid when Anton returned his attention to him. I could see it in his glorious onyx eyes, the way he grinned.

Go to Hell, Paine said.

Then he looked at me, held my gaze, and smiled.

Such a simple thing, Paines smile, yet it was so damned luminous and rare it hurt. With a flick of his lips and a glimpse of his teeth, Paine went from terrifying to resplendent.

Hes saying goodbye.

My stomach dropped to my knees at the thought, my heart throbbing a tattoo in my chest, so hard I thought it might burst. I didnt stop advancing, intent on Paine and only Paine. It was so perverse, giving Paine what he always wanted now when he couldnt enjoy it. For the first time, there was no Disco. There was only the two of usPaine and me.

You first, Anton hissed.

My mind refused to believe what my eyes witnessed as I screamed, my own shrill outburst ringing in my ears, a long, endless drone, No!

Antons hand punching into Paines chest, pausing for a second, tugging and then removing a still beating heart. I heard Discos outraged cry of loss and misery as I ran toward my friend. Other vampires rushed to restrain Disco as he almost fought his way free, struggling beneath their combined strength, but I continued running to Paine, legs moving as fast as they could.

Anton brought Paines heart to his mouth and sank his fangs into it, drinking the liquid that continued to flow inside. Dark red oozed over his fingers, seeping through the crevices.

Paines blood.

From Paines heart.

It isnt real, I told myself. It was a vampire mind trick. Id touch him, bring the world back to the way it should be and everything would be over. Paine wasnt smiling at me anymore, his dark eyes slowly closing, his lips moving as he whispered something I couldnt understand. His voice was too soft, his words slurred.

I made it to him just as Anton released Paines throat. I caught his body as he slumped to the floor and cradled him to my chest, uncaring that tears streamed down my face and I continued to wail, aware on some level that Goose was screaming as well. I wanted to rage at the man in my arms, demanding Paines lifeless form explain what the hell he was thinking. Why did he have to be so stubborn? Why did he have to be so goddamned selfless?

Those thoughts were short-lived when Paines spirit appeared a few feet from me, whole and unharmed. He didnt look at me or the chaos around him, his attention drawn to the far wall. I wished I could see the radiant beams that would take him to a better place, somewhere he never had to fear the touch of others. He took one step, then another. Then he stopped and spun around.

He frowned when he saw me, blinking as though to clear his eyes. I wondered if it was due to seeing his body in my arms, the former part of him that was now gone. Having been in his shoes in before, I knew how bizarre it was, how strange. The angels would continue to sing, but seeing yourself on the ground, covered in blood, was never pleasant.

Ive always hated to see you cry, he said, focusing on me, blowing my theory out of the water.

I cant help it, I said, devastated, shrouded in grief and shock. Even now, he thought of me. Not himself. Something cracked inside, crying from within, weeping into my chest.

He seemed to shake himself, to break free of something I couldnt see. Then his stance changed, shoulders set back in sheer determination. My stomach sank, abdominal muscles going taut. I knew the look, recognized it, even though I didnt want to.

Denial.

Please, not this. Never this.

Im not leaving. He lifted his head, no longer entranced by what awaited him, glowering at it instead. Im not ready.

I closed my eyes, drawing on strength I didnt have, knowing Id heard him correctly but needing to be sure. What did you say?

Im. Not. Leaving.

I dont know how he did it, how he turned his back on the light of Heaven, but Paine did. He approached meme and the empty casing that was once his body. His dark eyes were intent, his jaw set in a hard line. This was the Paine I knew and loved, protecting what he cared for no matter the cost.

That was the problem.

More pain slammed into me as I fought with what I wanted and what he needed, emotions raw and unfiltered. Hed give up his chance at peace if he stayed, stuck in limbo. It wasnt fair to him, not after all hed suffered, to make him suffer more. In my heart, I knew it.

You have to let him go. You have to set him free.

You have to.

No, I dont, he corrected, continuing toward me.

Panic set in, a true fear that hed be stuck here. Id seen aimless spirits. I knew what hed become. Hed be unable to connect to anything, his sole purpose to find some semblance of peace. However, there might not be anything left for him here, a way to have the vengeance he longed for. If Disco and I didnt make it out alive, Paine would be just as he was nowa lost soultrapped in this pit of shit.

Yes, you do, I whispered, afraid of taking control, of using the only thing I had left to ease his passage. I didnt want to force him to cross, to make him find peace. My gift wasnt meant to be used that way. I didnt want to use it that way.

Dont tell me what I have to do. He pulled his lips back, but there were no fangs. He wasnt a vampire any longer, only a spirit needing peace.

Dont hate me. I knew he could hear my desperation, because alarm flashed across his face.

Then dont make me, he warned, eyes narrowing. Its my choice.

Shit. He was going to make me do something I didnt want to do. To force my hand. How unfair was that? Wasnt it enough that Id lost him? Did I have to face this, too?

Then make the right choice. Please, please, please make the right choice. I dont know how much more I can take. Dont make me do it for you.

I waited, hoping he would listen and knowing he wouldnt. He took another step in my direction, and I had no other choice. Calling on my necromancy had never hurt so much. The price had never been so high. As the power stretched over me, I knew Paine felt it, could see and feel what I intended.

Dont, he repeated, but his confidence was gone.

The light is beautiful, isnt it?

I solidified the comment with my will, redirecting him toward the rays I couldnt see. Id never forced a spirit acrosshad never had toand I found it was easier than I thought. His body trembled as he attempted to fight the words, struggling as he turned his head.

Listen to the glory that is Heaven, of those who are welcoming you home. More power hummed between us, making my skin itchy, radiating outward. They are waiting for you. They want you to come to them.

Please. Paine never begged, so I expected what came next: a furious scream. I wont stay. Ill find a way to come back. I will come back.

Go into the light, Paine Garrett. It was a command now, no longer a request, even though my voice was quaking. Pass through it. Its time to go home.

He pivoted away from me, still shaking, trying to fight although it wouldnt work. Now he was trapped, snared by Heaven, enraptured by it. I was stunned when he broke free just long enough to look at me.

You have to take care of each other. His gaze darted to Disco. Watch over him until I return. Im binding you to your word. Swear it.

I felt a warning there. What would happen if I couldnt watch over Disco? Would there be penalties? Was it dangerous to make a promise to a departing soul? I shook myself, bringing my attention back to the moment. Paine couldnt come back. Once gone, he would never return.

I swear. It wasnt a lie; I would take care of Disco if I had the opportunity. Then, because I hated myself for forcing him, I said what I always should have, what needed to be said in the bedroom when he and Disco had started a conversation they never got to finish. I wasnt fair to you. I should have told you how I felt. How much you mean to me.

I knew, he responded, softening toward me, sadness taking the place of anger. I always knew.

Please dont hate me. Id made the request once, but I had to do it again. If I survived the night, I couldnt live with his hate. I didnt want to consider such a thing.

Dont think this is ending. His words were shaky, his feet guiding him away from me. I meant what I said. This isnt over. Youre not rid of me so easily.

This isnt over. Youre not rid of me so easily.

I knew that he meant it, although it was impossible.

I love you. Goodbye, I breathed, a lump in my throat, an invisible hand crushing my heart. More grief, something shattering in my chest, my tears no longer winding in trails down my cheeks but flowing in heavy streams.

Who are you talking to, ghost purveyor? Revenald snarled. Matthew and your deceased lover? Are they ready to burn? Are the two of them dancing in flames?

Go now. While you still can. While I can still make you. Go.

My necromancy flared, no longer passive as I forced Paines spirit to my will. The bastards in the room wouldnt hurt him again.

Not if I had my fucking way.

I ignored Revenalds questions and taunts, watching as Paine presented me with his back and started making his final journey, informing me as he crossed to the other side, This isnt over. So help me. This isnt over, Rhiannon.

He was breathtakingtall, proud, and unbreakable. Even in his final moments, he remained a man who wouldnt back down, an individual who lived and died by his own rules, sustained by his own decisions.

The pain was unbearable, pressing down on my chest, so that I couldnt breathe. God, it hurt. So bad, so deep. As though my soul had been severed, a piece of me lost forever, amputated so that it would never heal. I realized it was the mark between usgone and never to return. I hadnt realized how much peace Paine brought me, how much I needed him.

I gagged as other thoughts flooded my mind.

Id come back to save Disco and had lost Paine. Had Paine been wrong? Was it my actions and not Discos influencing the future? Was this the ripple effect? Was I destroying everything I touched? Like Paines beloved dog, whose reversal of death changed the lives of those in his path...was I destined to kill everything I loved?

Was this all because me?

When I finally managed to draw in a deep breath, I screamed. The shrill wail was a rallying cry to Heaven to welcome the new angel walking through their gates, a farewell to someone I didnt want to let go, and a warning to my enemies that while I might forgive, I would never, ever forget.








Chapter Fifteen





I should have gone to Disco to stop the slaves who appeared with an odd silver gag, silver chains and cuffs, and placed them around his neck, wrists, and ankles. The only reason I didnt was time seemed to stand still when I spoke to Paine and forced him to the other side. By the time I realized what the servants had done, it was too late to intervene.

Revenald rose, his visage one of fury. This is your fault. He pointed at me, his fangs elongated. You have threatened my family, as well as my status as the most powerful half-demon in this dimension. I wont allow it. Youre about to learn why humans fear to venture where we have tread.

Glancing at Disco, he said, One hundred years in the ground should take care of that temper of yours. During that time youll be privy to the suffering of the female who should have learned her place. By the time you arise to rejoin us, she will be a proper servant. One who will abide by my rules.

One hundred years in the ground? That couldnt happen. I couldnt allow it. Destroying me was one thing, destroying Disco was something else. Id lost him once, I wouldnt lose him again.

Revenald. Marius intruded with a feather-light plea. You gave me your word.

Weak human emotions! Dark Lord, keep me from them! Revenald screamed, his eyes taking on a hellish red hue. Yes, I gave you my word, and I havent broken it. Fortunate for you that I need you to run my home in this realm, or Id say to Lucifer with it, kill your progeny and wipe my hands clean.

He took a deep breath, shook his head, and collected himself, as if his outburst revealed more than he liked. Your fledgling isnt dying, hes merely taking some time to think about what hes done and understand why its best he never do so again. One hundred years is nothing when you are facing death. He turned his head, the angle of his chin dictating the direction he wanted the servants to exit. Take him to the slave quarters and start digging a grave.

The slaves lifted Disco, allowing me to see his face. Thin, bloody streaks stained his cheeks, and he seemed oblivious to everything around him. I wanted to run to him, to hold him upright in my arms, to kiss away his tears and destroy those who had put them there. Anger, hot and powerful, came to life inside me. My lover had been broken in a way I knew too well, in a way I wouldnt allow.

He gazed at me and, for a moment, something flickered in his eyes.

Stay alive, he instructed telepathically, with a vehemence in his words Id never heard from him before. We will be together again. No matter what happens, no matter what you endure, you wait for me, Rhiannon. You wait for me. They will pay for what theyve done.

I wanted to tell him Id stay alive, that Id endure Hell for him, but it was impossible when Revenald clobbered the back of Discos head with a small silver bat.

Discos thoughtsand his markvanished as he sagged in the arms of those holding him upright. But it didnt matter. Theyd taken someone I loved and snapped the threads of his life away, leaving me empty in his wake. Then they threatened the man I held most dear, the one who captured my heart but was kind and easy enough with me that he allowed it to remain free. One hundred years in the ground? Not if I could help it. Thinking of his freedomof what it would take to procure that freedomwas more than enough to keep me going.

From this moment forward, it wasnt about staying alive. It was about doing what Id vowed to myself, protecting those I loved, making sure I used everything in my power to keep them safe.

As they took Disco away, I knew it was time to let Paine go. His spirit was gone; all I was touching was a shell. I did brush a kiss over his brow before I slid my arms from around his body, coming away caked in his blood. Rising to my feet, I lifted my head, standing proud and unafraid before all of them.

They wouldnt break me.

Id die first.

Remove his body. Revenald pointed at Paine, then at the nearby vampires, and snapped his fingers. I want no trace of him on my property.

With a nod from Marius, our family rushed to do his bidding. Nala took Paines head, nestling his cheek against her chest, while the others lifted his body. The youngest two in the groupLandon and Coreyhad bloody tears streaming down their faces. They didnt look at me, but I knew who they blamed and wanted dead in that moment. I understood because I felt the same way. When I noticed Peter picking up the remnants of Paines heart, something deep inside me shattered.

Hes gone. Hes really gone.

Revenald homed in on me, an evil smile on his face. Now for your punishment, Rhiannon Murphy.

Bring it, bitch, I snapped, ready for battleeager for blood. I watched them take Paine away, staring until he vanished out of sight.

Thats not nice or polite.

Havent you heard? I said slowly, meeting his eyes. Im not nice or polite.

Dont be so quick with your tongue. This lesson is one Ive planned for days, one that will put you under heel once and for all.

Go fuck yourself. I was playing with fire, but I didnt care. Better yet, go fuck Anton. You two look like you enjoy taking it up the ass.

I was taken aback when Revenald didnt frown but smiled instead. Im going to enjoy watching that fire inside you turn to ash. When I narrowed my eyes he said, Im going to offer you a gift, servant of mine. When I reveal your punishment, you can beg me to change my mind. Depending on my mood, I may or may not listen.

Ill never beg you for anything.

Of course you will, he said, continuing to smile. You just dont know it yet.

He clapped his handsin the same manner he had earlier when Victoria entered the room. The door on the opposite side of the ballroom opened and more slaves appeared. I didnt pay them any attention. The person I wanted a piece of stood to the left of Revenald. I swore to myself that before all was said and done, Id kill Anton. Id see him suffer.

You took the life of Lady Victorias brother. Revenald kept talking and, though I listened, I stared at Anton. There has to be a penalty for such a crime. After deliberating the matter, I decided that the only justifiable conclusion is an exchange.

I ripped my gaze from Anton, looking at Revenald. An exchange?

It was then that I looked at the group approaching us from the door. It felt as though the floor vanished, no longer under my feet, my bearings unviable. I would have fallen but my knees locked. The walls closed in on me, the ceiling dropping so close it almost touched my head. It was surreal, out of place, and wrong.

So fucking wrong.

This is nothing but a nightmare, I told myself. Something from the most macabre of dreams. They couldnt have found her. Id done everything to prevent it.

Despite that, I still heard myself speak, calling out to her as she neared. Jenny?

Rhiannon? Jennifer whispered, clothed in the pitiful garments she wore at the mental hospital. How did I get here? Where am I? Whats going on?

Her hair was messy, lines of drool dried around her mouth and chin. She seemed confused, disoriented. Her eyes darted around the room, and she didnt fight the people guiding her toward me, although she scratched at her arms as though invisible objects were brushing against her. I wondered how long shed been off her medication, how quickly she was descending into darkness.

I started to run for her when a hand wrapped into the hair at my nape, a knee was shoved into my back, and I was thrust to the floor. You see. Revenald pressed his face against my neck, speaking into my ear. Its only faira sister for a brother.

No! I screamed, struggling to break free.

Yes, Revenald replied calmly. You need an incentive to be a productive part of our world. If your sister is a member of it, youll fall into line. Its the perfect solution. After all, theres no bond stronger than the one you share with family. As I continued fighting him, whipping my head back and forth so hard that I busted my nose and blood flowed from it, Revenald cooed, Shh. This is the way it has to be. Youll see. Flesh of our flesh, blood of our blood.

Theyll miss her, I bluffed, scrambling for an excuse. Theyll know shes gone. Theyll search for her.

All taken care of, Revenald replied. Your mother checked her out of the hospital early this morning. She told the staff shed hired private help. Pity we had to destroy the old woman before the trip here, but she didnt serve any purpose. She wouldnt have survived long in my home, anyway.

The girl is mad, Victoria said from behind us, her distain obvious. Look at her. Shell lose all sense of logic. Shell be uncontrollable.

That may be true, but mad or not she is the key to your revenge. Change her, bring her into your fold. My familiar wouldnt dare act against her own, especially her sister. Revenald inhaled deeply against my head. Cant you smell the fear coming from Rhiannon Murphy? Isnt it more powerful than killing her quickly? You can ensure she suffers for an eternity. You will govern the life of the person she cherishes mostforever. There is no greater justice I can give you.

Please, I begged, breaking down. Dont hurt her. Ill do whatever you want.

Of course youll do whatever I want, Revenald whispered mockingly. That isnt open for debate. You are mine. You do what I say, when I say it. You dont eat, sleep, or think without my command.

Please, I repeated, desperate despite his tone. You dont have to do this. She hasnt done anything to you. Let her go. Youre angry at me, not her.

A hand forced my head back and I gazed into Antons face. He seemed awed, his green eyes glowing. Portions of spit had dried on his nose, leaving behind white patchy smears. The despair in her eyes tastes delicious.

Dont do this. I couldnt believe I was pleading with the man whod killed Paine. Let her go.

Shes so much better when shes obedient, Anton observed, lowering his head and licking the blood streaming from my nose before he let me go. Sticky sweet.

What say you, Victoria? Revenald asked. A life for a life. A loss for a loss.

Victoria grabbed my head this time, looking down at me. I didnt know what she was looking for. I simply gazed into her endless green eyes, humbled, pleading, and desperate. After a moment, she seemed to have found what she was searching for. She nodded and released me.

Make her watch.

No! I screamed a second time, trying to break free, wishing I had the power to do something. Instead my head was forced back at an angle that left me with no alternative but to witness Victoria approaching my sister.

I prayed, pleading for God to help me, to intervene on behalf of an innocent soul. Jennifer was a victim, someone who had never done anyone any harm. It wasnt fairno, it wasnt rightthat she should suffer further atrocities. I strained beneath Revenald, knowing I couldnt break free, unable to forgive myself for being so weak. They were going to destroy the only part of my sister left, taking the last of her sanity.

You said I could plead and you would listen, I whispered to Revenald, past my breaking point, no longer whole. Im begging you. Begging you. Please let her go. Ill be your fucking slave if thats what you want. Ill do whatever you tell me to. Just dont hurt her.

See, I told you that youd beg. Eventually, you all do. He sounded smug, but I was too terrified to be angry.

Please dont do this. Take your anger out on me. She doesnt deserve it. I wont create chaos in your home. Ill be everything a proper servant should be. I promise.

Poor soul. Revenald petted my head. I believe what you say, but its too late. Youve brought this upon yourself. From this moment forward, you decide how your sister is treated. If you do as I instruct, Ill make sure that no harm comes to her. Defy me and she will pay the price. Your pride is too precious to you, your will too strong. From this moment forward, you will belong to me in all ways.

Please, please, please. I continued repeating the word, watching Victoria snag a handful of Jennys hair. Dont do this. Please dont do this.

Its done, he said simply. Watch and endure. There is nothing left for you.

The panic in Jennifers eyes was almost too much to take, but I suffered with her, knowing if I turned away it was the same as turning my back on her during a time of need. When Victoria forced my sisters head to the side, baring her neck, I wished I had Discos gift of telepathy, to give her comfort and the strength she needed. Tears streamed down my face, but I didnt give a shit. If she was going to endure, I would endure beside her.

Jenny, I yelled, trying to see her face. Look at me.

Her eyes were wildlike those of a trapped animalwhen she did as I asked. The weight in my chest settled, but I refused to turn away. Wed been through so much together. I would not abandon her now. It was my fault she had been brought into this horrific, supernatural world. If not for me, she wouldnt be in this situation.

Im here, I said. Im here.

Why is this happening? She broke eye contact with me to glance at Victoria. Is this Hell?

As close to Hell as youre likely to get.

Get the fuck away from her! I screamed, long and hard. It felt as though Id blown a vessel in my throat by the time Id finished, stopping only so that I could breathe. Victoria sneered at me and lowered her head, her long and sharp canines shining in the light before they pierced Jennys neck.

I knew how bad vampire bites hurt, how painful they were. Im here, Jenny, I cried, big fat drops of agony winding down my face. You are not alone. I promise. You are not alone.

I dont know if she heard. All I could understand was her wail of agony, of confusion, of fear. Victorias throat moved as she drank Jennys blood, rhythmic swallows, one after another. Even though Revenald made it clear he expected Victoria to change Jenny, I feared theyd drain her dry. So in some perverse way I felt relief when Victoria eased her fangs free of Jennifers throat, cut a line in her wrist and forced it to Jennifers mouth.

Jennifer attempted to turn away, but it was useless. In seconds, she was drinking the blood from Victorias wrist, gulping it down. I didnt know if I should thank God or curse Him. She was alive, but she wasnt. She was something else now. Someone else. Would her madness evaporate with the change? Or would it become worse? I had no way of knowing, left only with empty musings.

When Jennifer slumped, the servants caught her. I lowered my head, weeping silently, unable to look at Victoria or my sister turned vampire. Within hoursby sunrisethe change would take place.

Its my fault. Its all my fault.

There, there now, Revenald said, easing his hold on me. Its done.

Done? Was he crazy? It had only just begun. I wouldnt leave my sister with Victoria, no matter what he did to me.

Now youre going to collect the dagger I requested, and when you do I expect total subservience. Whether you like it or not, you belong to me now. Gabriel Trevellian is a long forgotten memory. From this moment forward, you do as I say. He moved away from mea destroyed mess at his feetand pointed at Goose. Take her to recover the dagger. Bring her to me when she has it.

Ill see to it, Sire. Marius stepped in. This mess is my making.

Very well. Revenald spoke, but I didnt dare look at him. Emotions blurred togetherhorror, fear, loss, devastationuntil I couldnt tell one from the other.

Someone helped me to my feet, but I didnt know who. Faces were unidentifiable, bodies no more than large blobs in my vision. As we exited the ballroom, walked down the hall, and left the residence, I couldnt think clearly. Thoughts of Paine, Jennifer, and Disco bled together. What did I do? Give Revenald what he wanted? Bow down to his power? Was there any other choice?

We entered the limousine, and I was certain it started moving. Unfortunately I had no idea where the vehicle was taking us. Home? Where was home? There was no home anymore. Home was where your heart was, and my heart had been broken beyond repair.

This is your fault, Marius snapped. You stupid, stupid girl.

Yes, I heard him, but it didnt register. I knew Goose held me, whispering apologies and reassurances in my ear that made no sense. This couldnt be happening. The things Id witnessed were not real. It was a dream. A horrible, horrible nightmare.

No, it isnt. Balls the fuck up and grow a goddamned pair. The part of me that never bowed down to anyone or anything surfaced, drowning out the voices that had taken me over. If youre hit, hit back harder. They fucked with the wrong person. Show them why youre the one to be feared. Bring it back to them, make every single vampire, half-demon, and demon between Hell and earth afraid to speak your name. Show them why they shouldnt fuck with what they dont understand.

But what if I couldnt? What if I wasnt strong enough?

Memories of my past pervaded my mindof Ray, of Jennifer, of crazy child vamps, hell on earth, grief and comfort during a night spent Paines arms, Discos betrayal, my ability to overcome it, and everything Id faced to bring me to this time and place.

I held out my bloodstained arms and looked at them, imagining the weight of Paines body. He was so specialso uniquebut Id never told him. Now he was gone. Lost to all of us. Then there was Jennifer, turned into something she might not ever understand. Becoming a vampire changed things. She wouldnt experience life in the same manner. Shed be stronger, more powerful, and her thought processes would begin to change.

Would her mind hold up? Or would she be lost to me forever?

How could I leave something like that unanswered? How could I let it go?

Simple. I couldnt.

Jennifer and Paine deserved more than that. I owed them more than that.

Slowly, the despondency lifted, the light eclipsing the dark, leaving fury and clarity in its wake. I would make sure those I loved hadnt suffered in vain. This was a fork in the road. The question was which path I would take? Did I leave those I loved behind? Forcing Disco to endure one hundred years underground? Could I possibly leave Jennifer to suffer in the hands of Victoria?

Fuck no, I couldnt. No way.

I settled against Goose, allowing him to comfort me. I couldnt exist like this. I wouldnt survive it. Living as Revenalds bitch. Doing anything and everything he said. Knowing my sister and lover continued to suffer and I hadnt done a damned thing about it. I would have to take a risk, one that could put an end to it all.

Revenald had brought death to my door.

It was time to return the favor.








Chapter Sixteen





By the time we arrived at the mansion Disco and his family called home, Id stopped crying and had made the proper mental preparations. I moved away from Goose, ignored him and Marius, and climbed from the back of the limo before the driver opened the door. The trip back to Bhevencourt Estate would take at least two hoursmeaning I had to hurry. I wanted to return before sunrise, when Revenald and the vampire masters at his home would feel safe. I had to make sure none of them would view me as a threat. But before that, I had to gear up and perform a summoning.

Rhiannon, Goose called out to me but I kept going, running up the stairs.

The rest of Revenalds vampiric household were just climbing from the other vehicle, so there was no one to stop me as I shoved the front door open, strode toward the stairs, and headed for Discos bedroom.

His scent hit me the instant I walked ingiving me a measure of comfort and strength. Moving past the bed, I retrieved my luggage, jacket and boots, and walked into the bathroom. Once I was certain the door was locked behind me, I quickly washed the blood and tears from my arms and face, knelt in front of the case and sat my shoes on the floor.

First order of businessclothes.

I yanked off the corset and slid into a bra and my favorite black T-shirtone that was tight and fit comfortably against the leather pants I decided not to remove. Next were my socks and shitkickers. The boots wrapped around my leather clad-legs like a second skin, more comfortable than I would have imagined.

When I finished dressing, I opened the top of the case and retrieved the holsters nestled inside. They fit comfortably around my shoulders, so that I had an easy range of movement. The tactical belt I banded around my waist provided me with plenty of slots for my weapons and ammunition. I made sure I grabbed the sterling silver butterfly knives Disco had given me, sliding them into the empty grooves at my sides, as well as the gun magazines stocked with the silver bullets Id acquired from Bane.

Speaking of which...

I removed my cell from my jacket, searched the memory and found the number I was looking for. Yesterday I wouldnt have considered making the call, but twenty-four hours can change a lot of things.

That was fast, Bane said when he answered. I didnt expect to hear from you so soon.

What can I say? I asked, proud that my voice sounded only mildly scratchy from screaming and crying. I got a clue.

So what do you need?

You said I reminded you of someone. I want you to tell me who she is.

It didnt hit me until the car ride home that Bane had offered to help me because he obviously wanted something. He knew about vampires, that I was connected to them, yet he reached out in my direction. That meant I had value, that his wasnt a one-way offer.

Im hanging up, he said.

Then youll never get what you need from me. Im living on borrowed time. I wouldnt have called you otherwise. Truth, truth, and truth. It was best to put it all out there, right from the start.

I see. He paused. My cousin. You remind me of her.

Now it was time to push his limits. Why?

She was a lot like you. His raspy timbre was hard to read. I couldnt tell if he was angry, calm, or malcontent. Young, stubborn, made some decisions she shouldnt have. Like getting involved with vampires.

It got her killed? Damn. The phone call might not work in my favor.

It got her missing, he clarified. I made the move to New York in 2006 when she stopped calling home. Ive been here ever since. Now that Ive shared, its your turn. Why did you call me?

I need a safe place to lay low until I can get out of the city. I hated the nervousness that made me tremble. A place big enough for three.

Youre bringing people with you?

Thats what I just said.

One of them wouldnt happen to be the vampire who gave you that mark on your throat, would it?

Is that a problem? His cousin was missing because of vampires, but he hadnt indicated that he hated them, or that he had a vendetta against them.

If I said it is?

Then this conversation is over. If you mean to harm the vampires I care for, its best we dont associate. I wasnt going to risk my life to save Disco and Jennifer only to put them in danger.

He didnt speak for several seconds, and I wondered if hed tell me to fuck off. Finally he said, I dont know what youre involved in, but if you need a safe place, I have one you can use for a few days. No harm will come to the people you bring with you.

Do I have your word?

He laughed. People still ask for that?

I do.

Fine, you have my word. But Ill want to ask your vampire friend some questions.

What kind of questions?

Easy ones. About my cousin. Youre not the only one who needs a few clues to find what youre looking for. I havent had much luck finding a vampire willing to talk. I need this.

So thats why he reached out to me. Bane was on a mission. Fair enough. Whats the address?

Dont know yet, but itll be in Jersey City. When youre ready to move, Ill be waiting for your call.

It wasnt exactly what I wanted, but it was better than nothing. I had no other place to go, even if I got Disco and Jennifer out. I had to try and get organized.

Thank you. Saying it felt awkward. I didnt even know Bane. The irony was it didnt matter. At this point, I had no choice but to rely on a stranger.

Finally, he chuckled. A thank you. I didnt think you had it in you.

Dont get used to it, I muttered. Ill talk to you soon.

I certainly hope so, he said and the line clicked off.

Taking a deep breath, I put the phone in my back pocket and went for my weapons. The Brownings and Desert Eagle were ready for action. I checked each one, making sure the clips were full, and cocked each to put a bullet in the chambers. Afterward I engaged the safeties. The last thing I needed to do was blow off a foot. Each gun went in its proper placethe Brownings under each arm and the Eagle at my side. Then it was time for the most important weaponthe only one in my arsenal that could slay a half-demon.

Sucker was exactly where I stashed it. I removed the blade, running my fingers along the edge. Although the knife was deadly, it seemed far less threatening than it truly was. A blood-drinking weapon, one that could suck a person dry or tear through their bones like twigs. I slid Sucker into the slot on my left sideopposite the Desert Eagleand shifted my feet. Everything was balanced, exactly as it should be.

Perfect.

After I slid into my leather jackethiding the weapons from viewI walked to the mirror and snagged my brush and a hair elastic. I pulled the long strands into a high ponytail, making sure the style was tight enough that it stayed in place. I wanted to be able to see everything clearly, without the locks getting in the way. Once I was finished, I stared at myself in the mirror, meeting my own eyes.

The anguish wasnt new, nor was the emptiness. Before Id met Disco I followed the same routineget ready to face the world, stare at myself in the mirror and remind myself that I would do what I had to because I had no other choice. Get busy living or get busy dying. When you lived without remorse or regret, putting one foot in front of the other became as automatic as breathing.

Now came the fun part.

I didnt bother making a circle. The person I was about to summon wanted me alive, not dead. In fact, that was what I was counting on. Without her assistance, all the guns, knives, and daggers in the world wouldnt mean shit.

Marigold Vesta, I summon you to bargain. Heed my call and appear before me.

The glass started to crack, as though fine lines of light were breaking through. I waited, knowing Marigold would soon appear. When she did, I wasnt prepared for the anger in her face, for the resentment aimed at me.

You cannot go through with your plan, she informed me curtly. You owe me a debt. I expect it to be repaid.

You can expect whatever you want, I replied evenly. If Im alive, Ill do everything in my power to sever the debt I owe you. If Im pushing daisies, then what can I say? Death happens.

It is not wise to provoke me, Rhiannon Murphy. Her blond hair swept around her shoulders and her violet eyes darkened. I gave you what you asked for. We made a deal. Now you come to me to ask for more. What in Gods name possessed you to think Id aid you? I owe you nothing.

You want to be free, dont you? I asked, crossing my arms over my chest. I know you watch everything, so you have to know what happened tonight. Revenald has issued a challenge, and Im honor bound to accept it. I wont allow him to destroy those I care for. Even if it means I die trying to prevent him from doing so.

I dont see how thats my problem.

Snarky bitch. Oh, yes you do. I grinned. Let me die, and youll remain exactly where you arein Hell, as Lucifers whore. Her eyes narrowed in warning but I didnt stop, reckless and unafraid. Marius has the amulet. I need it in order to do what needs to be done. Ive done my research; I know what Im dealing with. When you cross over into this realm, you are no different than a spirit. You have the power to help me gain what I need most by entering my body and loaning me your power. If you do this, theres a good chance Ill make it out alive.

Youre asking me to possess you? She laughed, the sound light and lyrical. You are indeed suicidal. Whos to say I wont stay in your host body? That I will leave when Ive assisted you in obtaining what you ask for? Youre offering me a free ticket out of the cage I cannot escape.

She was testing my knowledge, and we both knew it.

Even if you kept my body, youd be without your original form. Youd no longer be a fallen angel. Youll be a spirit trapped in the body of a host who will eventually die. Even though youd be strong and powerful for a time, everything youve fought for will be lost. I leaned closer to the mirror. And I know what you want most because its something I want too. Revenge. Plain and simple. You want to find the people who trapped you in Hell and make them pay. You want to get even.

If I do this, you will owe me more than you already do. Every time I venture from Hell, my tormentor knows. Ill suffer for helping you.

Name your price.

I will expect your assistance when I demand it upon my rebirth. Regardless of the time or place, you will repay my services at a time of my choosing in the future.

No harm to those I care for. My debts payable only by me.

No harm to those you care for, she repeated. Your debts are your own to pay.

I would bargain further, but I dont have the time. An understatement if ever there was one. I agree to your terms.

Before you do, there is something you should know. Her tone became bleak and serious. When we merge, we will share memories. They will not come to you immediately, but will arise over time. You will begin to know me on the same level I will know you. The thoughts we sharefrom the beginning to the current point in our livesare irreversible.

Why do I feel like youre holding something back?

Because I am. If I tell you everything, despite your determination to face the monsters who have taken so much from you, you might say no. She smiled then, a totally evil spreading of her lips that made her look more like a monster than an angel. Dont fear what you dont understand. Ultimately, our connection will aid you in your cause. Remember why you summoned me. Step aside. Consider our bargain made. Seek out your sister and vampire while you still can.

She waited until I took a step back before she started breaking through the mirror, leaving behind Hell to enter my world. White light, more blinding than the sun, flooded the bathroom. Then it was gone, replaced by the form of Marigold Vesta. She seemed out of place in the small room, too powerful to be contained inside.

I will enter your body and grant you the use of my power until you retain possession of the amulet. However, I cannot stay overlong. If I do, we will begin to merge permanently. Its dangerous business, joining spirits. Afterward, youre on your own. Dont make me regret this decision. Do what you must and focus your attention on returning me to my true form.

Ill do my best.

Then how about I sweeten the pot? Give you more of an incentive to survive and find me sooner rather than later?

It cant hurt, I said, even if the fallen angels small promises wouldnt necessarily help.

If you revive me, youll never have to fear anyone or anything again. I offer you my protection. No one will dare harm you, I give you my word.

Why would you do that? It didnt make any sense. I owed her, not the other way around. Sure, she wanted out of Hell. But no one extended a gift like she was offering without expecting something in return.

Because you are a victim, someone who has endured more than anyone should. I was sent to your dimension to protect those who cannot protect themselves. During my captivity, many lives have been tainted. This is my atonement for my absence, for their suffering as a penalty for my stupidity. You will no longer fear looking over your shoulder, for you will have an angel resting upon it. Her eyes gleamed, the violet becoming vivid and bright. Those who have hurt you this eve are one of many. They should reside only in Hell, where they were meant to be.

You do realize that once we do this, vampires the world over will be searching for me. If I can pull it off, Im going to become vampire and half-demon enemy number one.

Then find me, Rhiannon Murphy. Return me to my true form. Demons cower when an angel spreads its wings.

This was it, no going back. Lets do this.

When she lifted her hand toward my face, I didnt move. Her fingertip touched my forehead and it felt as though she entered my body at the point of contact. Powerraw, blissful, encompassingrushed through me. It was like the surge of lightning I felt when I called on the amulet, but different. This was something that wasnt outside of me, but spread from withindeep from within.

Marigold slowly dissipated, becoming a part of me. Unlike the time before when I was possessedduring an attempt to talk to a ghost of all thingsI wasnt taken to another room or tricked into believing I was somewhere else. I retained control of my thoughts, but my body belonged to Marigoldher senses, instincts and, frighteningly enough, her thrill of impending bloodshed, pulsed through me.

My muscles tingled, as though nourished with new strength. I gasped when my hearing sharpened, my nose filtered smells that werent there before, and I realized through some inner voice that Goose had entered the bedroom and was coming toward the bathroom.

Although I laughed, the sound didnt come from me. It came from herMarigold. She lifted my arms, making fists, and inspected the weapons strapped to me before she cracked my neck and walked to the door. When she opened it and looked Goose in the eye, I felt my lips stretch into an evil sneer.

Rhiannon? he whispered, staring at me as though he was looking at a stranger.

Isnt here anymore, Marigold replied using my voice, although it didnt sound like me at all. I felt her intention then, her desire to grasp him by the throat and crack the bones in his neck.

Dont kill him! I screamed, finding that the words didnt escape my mouth but echoed in my mind. Hes done nothing wrong.

Fine, I wont kill him, she said, staring into Gooses confused face. Since you like this one, Ill only make him hurt a little.

One punch, directly to the center of his chest, and Goose flew across the room. The blow was more powerful than I expected, sending him into the wall. He hit with a dull thud and fell onto the floor facedown. I wanted to go to him, to make sure he was still alive, but Marigold was already moving from the room.

Lets see... She stopped in the hallway and drew a deep breath. Then I smelled it, the slightest hint of blood and a faint trace of sugar-like sweetness. Striding confidently toward the scent, she whispered, Come out, come out, wherever you are.

Sirah rounded the corner, lifting her head as she saw me. The shock on her face was immediately replaced with hatred. Her blue eyes turned icy, her brow furrowed as her lips pressed together. She started to say somethingperhaps to tell me to go to hellbut it was too late. I knew what Marigold intended, feeling some hatred that wasnt entirely my own stir within me.

Perfect, Marigold whispered, and I felt my face stretch into a gleeful smirk. She doesnt like you at all.

Mike had shown me how to land a perfect blow to the throat in order to rupture the larynx and kill someone, but Id never tried it. You had to be fast, with a clear shot to the throat. Marigold moved so quicklywith an aim that shocked methat technique and precision definitely werent an issue. She landed the blow with the side of my hand, a solid hit with impact. Sirah tried to gasp, shuffling back and reaching for her neck, but there wasnt any sound.

What to do with you, Marigold said with a sigh. She glanced around and looked at a nearby door. I felt sick when I glimpsed her intention.

You cant.

Oh yes, I can. She grabbed Sirah by the hair with her handmy fucking handand dragged the squirming vampire as she crossed the distance. Im saving precious ammo. You can thank me later.

Marigold opened the door, kicked Sirahs legs from beneath her, and situated the vampire just rightso that her neck rested against the frame. I didnt want to watch, but I couldnt look away. Sirah looked at me, and for the first time the dumb bitch understood what I was capable of. What a shame that it took looking death in the eye for her to realize I wasnt someone to fuck with.

See you on the other side, Marigold said in a singsong voice.

It took four slams of the door to detach Sirahs head. Blood spattered, dotting along my pants, as the bones in her neck finally gave way. But the worst part was watching her bodyher hands straining, fingers clawing the air. She kept kicking for a few seconds even when the door slammed shut, a chunk of blonde hair intermingled with wood, seeping bone, and flesh.

Jonny appeared from around the corners, a savage look on his face. What the fuck?

Shit. I didnt like Sirahs lover, but I didnt hate him either.

Marigold yanked on the door handle, until the knob and the short metal shaft inside came free in her hand. She pivoted and faced Jonny. You are a quandary. Im not sure where you fall in the bargain.

Youre dead, he growled, canines dropping from his gums.

Promises, promises, Marigold sighed. All talk and no action.

Jonny charged using vampire speed. To my surprise, Marigold made her decision and enacted it in the same second. She thrust the knob into his chest, using one hand to deliver the blow while the other braced the rounded knob and held it in place. I thought wed fall into a heap, but somehow Marigold remained upright. When he staggered back, she aimed, spun around, and nailed the knob in place with a devastating kick. He fell, landing hard on the floor.

Marigold walked to the gurgling vampire and peered down. He looked horrible, the knob embedded in his chest, his hands hovering over the wound. Blood poured from the hole. He looked up, eyes full of rage, anguish, and pain. I wasnt sure if hed recover. Depending on how deep the injury was, what the knob was made of, and how quickly he got fresh blood into his system, he could very well die.

Hes got a fifty-fifty chance. Marigold sniffed, surveying her handiwork. I didnt aim for the heart, but I didnt try to miss it either.

I wasnt sure who was safe anymore, not after what shed done to Jonny. Apparently the fallen angel didnt do remorse or regret. Can we get the amulet before you kill someone else?

Party pooper, she muttered, and I sensed her unwillingness to end her time here. She wanted to enjoy every single second. I am playing by your rules.

Time is short. I reminded her. The sun will rise soon.

She stepped over the man shed shitkicked and hurried to the stairs. Excellent point.

No one intercepted us, meaning shed somehow managed to kill two vampires without notice. As she approached Discos office, I had no choice but to watch. It was the eeriest thing. I could hear everything, see everything, and feel everything, but I wasnt a participant. Odder still, I knew Marigolds thoughts, could hear them in my head.

She was eager to face a master vampire on equal ground after such a long time in Hell. She didnt want to use weapons, either. She wanted to go at Marius hand to hand, remember how wonderful it felt to feel flesh pounding against flesh. She was ecstatic about the fact that I worked out and took care of myself; my body an excellent vessel to dish out the pain she longed to create.

Marius was seated at Discos desk when I walked inside. He rose from the chair, looking at me as though ready to say something, when he went stock-still. His eyes went wide and his nostrils flared.

What are you? he asked, moving cautiously away, toward the far wall.

You know what I am, Marigold said. And you know what Ive come for.

How is this possible? He looked me over from head to toe. It cant be possible.

Its more than possible. Its a miracle. She extended her hand and ordered, My amulet. Give it to me.

Marius snapped to attention then, realizing who he was dealing with. Marigold Vesta.

I wasnt sure how much Goose had told him about the angel we were searching for, but at least Marius knew her name. It would be an added bonus if homeboy realized he should fear her as well.

If I dont? he asked, treading into no mans land. If I refuse to give it to you?

My lips quirked as Marigold grinned. I was hoping youd ask that.

In less than a second, Marigold and Marius were engaged in combat. He moved, she followed; he slashed out with his fists, she evaded. I knew vampires were quick, but Marius was a helluva lot faster than Disco or Paine, nearly as fast as Revenald and Anton. His movements were impossible to follow, but because of Marigold I was able to see everything. To Marigolds credit, she was equally as fast, if not faster. I got the impression she wanted this to last, to stretch out how wonderful it felt to be inside skin she could fully control.

Is that the best youve got? Marigold taunted her opponent, smiling as she did. Really? And youve survived this long? Pathetic.

Marius spun around, keeping his back to us, and snarled, Is this better?

I dont know where the letter opener came from, only that Marigold was fast enough to avoid having it land in my armalthough it did slice through my jacket.

Amateur, Marigold purred and rushed him.

She tackled him to the ground, using enough force that the ceramic tile cracked with the impact. I could hear the pictures on the wall shaking, the vase containing the live flowers Disco kept on the edge of his desk crashing to the floor. She loved the sounds of violence, the thrill of victory. It rolled through me, even though I wasnt a participant.

The amulet. Marigold allowed her power to stretch out, searching for the charm shed created, until familiar warmth seeped from Mariuss pocket and merged with her energy. There it is.

Keeping one hand on Mariuss chest, she ripped his clothing with a firm grasp and tear. A portion of his designer pants came away in her fingers, along with the jewelry hed taken from me. She quickly removed the hand keeping Marius pinned to the floor, reared back, and decked him in the face. His blood flowed, and she smeared the amulet in the heavy stream coming from his nose.

Listen closely, leech. My head lowered, until Marius and I were almost nose to nose, and Marigold said, These are words of power.

Marius stopped struggling in an instant, freezing beneath me, but his eyes went wide.

The amulet belongs to me by rite of blood, given to Rhiannon Murphy as I intend it to be, she said, words clear. As its maker, it will never return to you. I forbid it. If you attempt to call it to your arms, you will wander the rest of eternity in chaos. You will not see, you will not understand, and you will not know the world around you. You will be tormented forever, caught in a maelstrom of confusion. Never again seek the power that belongs to me.

She lifted away and asked, Now, what should we do with him?

Good question.

If I managed to kill Revenald, Marius would become the primary master of the home. He loved Disco, that much was obvious, but there was no guarantee he wouldnt harm him. Also, there was the issue of Goose. My plans didnt involve my fellow necromancer. Including him would only put my friends life on the line. Marius wouldnt harm Goosehe would need him.

Let him live, I thought, knowing Marigold could hear not only the thought, but what had brought me to my conclusion. There is no safety net, but at least Goose will be protected.

Are you sure thats what you want?

Yes. It was the best way. Disco would need an ally. Marius might be a bastard, but I knew he loved Gabriel, so much so he might be willing to risk his own safety to protect him.

Very well. Marigold didnt sound happy. She rose, standing over Marius. This is the way it will be, spawn of Hell. You will not come after my host, nor will you cause her harm. She is bound to me now, under my protection. Her primary purpose in this world is to assist me. If you interfere, you will pay with your life. Your end will not be swift. Ill kill you slowly.

You should know something, Marius said and staggered to his feet. They dont know about the amulet.

Who are they, pray tell? Marigold asked dismissively, as though it didnt matter.

Anyoneeveryone, he replied. If Revenald knew about the amulet and the power it wields, there would be no extent to the harm hed cause. He thrives on destruction. He met my gaze, and I could see red rimming his eyes. You have to stop them from putting Gabriel to ground. Hell go mad.

The masters of the vampire houses will expect you to bring your progeny to face their justice if he escapes, Marigold said, speaking the words I thought, acting as a medium. You know this.

Ill take care of the master vampires. Its up to you to stay off the radar.

Already taken care of, I thought to Marigold. We need to find Goose.

Where is Goose? Marigold asked, setting her legs shoulders width apart.

You knocked him on his ass, remember? I reminded her, picturing the broken necromancer whod been slammed into a wall. Hes probably sleeping it off upstairs.

She was about to speak when Marius asked, Who is Goose?

Ethan, I corrected quickly. His name is Ethan McDaniel.

Mr. McDaniel. Marigold sighed, as though bored.

Im here. Goose peeked around the corner, wary and twitchy. He had his hand over his chest, shielding the area Marigold had hit. Poor bastard. Behind him stood Peter, Nala, Adrian, Landon and Corey. I wanted to reach out to them, to tell them how sorry I was, but now wasnt the time.

I need the IDs, passports, and bank accounts Disco had him create. Were going to need them.

Bring me the things your master had you create. When Goose didnt move Marigold barked, Now.

Theyre here. Goose trembled as he walked across the room, removed a painting from the wall and revealed a safe. A few turns of the knob in the center and he pulled it open. Two envelopes were inside. He removed them, didnt bother to close the safe, and walked over to me.

Handing them over, he whispered, Everything you need is inside.

Tell him he has to keep this to himself. Its too dangerous to share what he knows.

You wont breathe a word of this to anyone. If you do, I wont knock you across the room. Ill cut your throat.

I want to speak to Rhiannon. I couldnt believe it. Goose was so scared he looked like he might piss himself, but he was making demands. I know shes there. I need to know shes all right.

Shes fine, Marigold said before I could form a coherent thought. She asked for my assistance, and Ive given it to her. When she wants to speak with you, shell be in touch.

Marigold turned on her heel without another word, waltzing from the office like she hadnt just beaten the shit out of a vampire and ravaged the joint. The vampires in the way gave a wide berth. In a way, I was glad she left such an enormous mess behind. Hopefully it would serve as a warning, a reminder that the most dangerous things in the world were the ones people underestimated.

Marigold left the house, guided by my thoughts as she walked toward the garage. Discos personal driverJerrywas inside, waxing the hood of the limousine. He stopped his wax on, wax off motion when he saw me, going still. I wasnt sure if he knew about the orders Revenald had given Marius, or if he was taken off guard by seeing me alone.

Where is Marius?

Dont worry about him. Hes busy working out personal drama. Marigold strode forward, one foot at a time, heading for the back door of the limo. I have somewhere I need to be. I suggest you get me there.

He hesitated. But, I thought...

We dont pay you to think. We pay you to drive. Is that a problem?

No, maam.

Jerry tossed the towel onto a rack and fled to retrieve the keys kept on a board at the back of the garage. I watched him go, trying to remain calm, aware that the final hand had been dealt and I had to make the best of what Id been given.

Then I heard Marigold whisper in my mind, My absence was detected long ago. I must away. From here on out, you are on your own. Fight well. Do what you have to. I expect you to survive and sever our debt. The sooner you do so, the sooner youll be safe. I cant protect you while Im trapped in purgatory. Set me free and no one will ever touch you again.

Before she left my body, she forced the necklace around my neck, putting it back in its proper place. The powerful hum was intoxicating, something Id missed more than I should have. Once the stone was flush against my skin, I felt a rending in my soul, as though it was tearing in two. In a flash, the sensation was gone, leaving me alone, standing in the garage armed to the gills and ready to face the firing squad.

Jerry opened the door for me and I climbed inside. Once he sealed me off and slid into the front seat, turning over the engine, I sat back and steeled myself for what was about to happen. I placed my hand over Sucker as the amulet throbbed against my skin. I had everything I needed.

It was time to show Revenald Bhevencourt and Anton Kostya I wasnt someone to fuck with.








Chapter Seventeen





We pulled in front of the Bhevencourt Estate about an hour before dawn. This time I didnt exit on my own, waiting for Jerry to do the honors. After he opened the door and I stepped out, I looked at him. The driver and I had always been on friendly terms, but like many things, those circumstances had changed.

Pull the car to the end of the drive and wait for me. No matter how long it takes, I expect your ass to be here when I come out. He looked like he wanted to balk, so I intentionally placed my hand on my hip, allowing him to see the weapons at my side. I dont want to hurt you, Jerry, but I will if you make me.

He swallowed, his Adams apple bobbing. Ill be waiting for you, Ms. Murphy.

Good man, I said and patted him on the shoulder. It could be awhile. You might want to settle in.

He grunted in acknowledgement, closed my door and walked to the drivers side. I watched as he pulled the car around, stopped and killed the engine.

Excellent.

I couldnt guarantee he wouldnt leave the minute I stepped inside Revenalds home, but I was betting he would be there when I returned. Disco had made it clear that Jerry was always to follow my orders. I could only hope his fear of my lover overrode his fear of the half-demons who had invaded our city.

As I climbed up the stairs, I placed my hand over my breast, seeking out the amber amulet. Vim corporem, potestatem praesentiamque tuam da mihi! Libere tibi me do! Present me your force, physical strength, and presence. I freely give myself to you.

My, how Id missed the power that crashed into me, so strong it was hard to breathe. The hum of the stone expanded, spreading through my limbs, making my skin tingle. Any fear Id held onto melted away, gone as though it had never been. There was only anger now, a fury that ran so deep my blood boiled with it.

I wasnt surprised when a nude slave opened the door. In fact, Id expected it. The sun hadnt risen, but the vampires and half-demons would already feel it coming. No sense in taking unnecessary risks. As he moved aside to allow me in, I stepped past the threshold, waited for him to close the door, then I punched him in the jaw. He went down like a vulture eager for fresh road kill.

One down. So many more to go.

Other slaves appeared, eyes wide when they saw what Id done. For a moment I thought theyd run or scream. They did neither. One by one they went to their knees and bowed their heads. I wasnt sure why, but I was in no position to ask questions. Theyd made things easier.

Where are they? I asked, moving into the open area, placing my hand over the gun under my left arm.

The ballroom, one of the slaves answered.

Alrighty then.

I knew the way, a straight shot past the dining area and down the hall. As I approached the area that branched off into the two ballroomsone for sex and the other for violenceI heard horrible screams coming from a man and woman.

At first I thought it was due to sex, but when I walked to the side where I wouldnt be seen to take a look, I found the slaves werefor the most partas Id left them. Tethered and gagged. A few had their legs spread with blood seeping down their thighs. Sex had definitely taken place, but apparently that portion of the evening was over.

I crept over to the other ballroom, staring inside. The entertainment and screams came from a young coupleno more than sixteen or seventeen years oldwho were trying to crawl to each other. Both had been beaten, and the bloody tears along their bodies told me theyd been stabbed or cut numerous times. The vampires in the room were spread out, chatting, though a few watched the humans writhing on the floor. Revenald, Anton and Victoria were enjoying the action from their chairs.

Mark, the girl sobbed, trying to get her arms under her, slithering forward on her belly. She was a delicate little thing, under five feet, her white-blonde hair matted with blood at her temple. Her crystal blue eyes radiated painpain and terror.

Christy, the young man cried out, attempting to move to her as well. He was lanky as some teenagers were prone to be, his muscles long and lean. His brown eyes matched Christys in their despair, his Justin Beiber-like hair hanging over his forehead.

Would you die for him? Revenald asked, lifting his hand and studying his nails. Would you be willing to sacrifice your life so that he might live?

Oh God, Christy rasped, shaking her head. I dont want to die. Im not ready.

How about you? Revenald continued looking at his hand, as though the tortured souls on the floor were of no importance. She shows no such admiration for your life, but would you die for her? If I gave my word she will be allowed to live, would you offer your life in place of hers?

Yes, Mark answered, reaching out to the young woman who was almost within his grasp. I will.

No. Christys pleas were wracked with horrible intakes of air as she tried to breathe and speak. Dont, Mark. Please dont.

I told you hed break first, Anton said. Females arent as noble as their counterparts. Its not in their biology. They always worry about themselves first. Selfish little bitches.

Its just as well, Victoria remarked. Ive been dying for fresh meat, and she smells delicious. I cant wait to sink my teeth into her.

You said youd let her go! Mark screamed, appearing crazed. You gave me your word.

Revenald finally lifted his gaze and looked at the man on the floor. Youre still alive. Nothing Ive said applies. Perhaps well see if you feel the same way once youve seen your lover fucked by every person in this room.

Just kill me. Finality was in Christys voice now, an odd calm I understood. Death wasnt shit when you were faced with gang rape. Especially when the odds were you were going to die, anyway.

Ah, now she wants to be a martyr, Anton drawled. She doesnt want to die, but she cant stand the thought of being fucked. Definitely a virgin.

And hes willing to die for her, without sampling her better assets. Victoria rolled her eyes. Idealism is definitely a human trait.

Humans are predictable. Anton was quick to agree. Thats why games like these have gone out of fashion.

How about we fuck them both at the same time? Victoria offered. Can you imagine the devastation? The violation? Perhaps we should keep them alive for a few days, allow the reality of the situation to sink in. Thats usually when they taste best, just before they lose all hope.

Please, Christy whispered, sobbing like the kid she was. I want to go home.

Silly girl, Revenald scolded. You are never going home. The life you once had is over. You belong to me now.

We havent done anything to you! Mark screamed, his body shaking. Let us go!

Revenald leaned forward, amused. Impudent boy. You couldnt do anything to us even if you tried. And youre not going anywhere. I thought we established that.

Why are you doing this? Christy whimpered, her blonde hair in tangles around her shoulders.

Anton angled his head to the side, a sneer on his face. The better question would be: why not?

Shall we start, then? Victoria ran her tongue along her teeth and tapped the tip against one of her fangs. Her fear smells divine, and Im hungry.

Time to drop a house on a bitch.

I lowered my arm as I moved into place, so that I stood directly in the center of the entranceway of the room. I have a better idea, I stated, voice level. How about we make sure that the two of them are the only ones to make it out of the room alive?

A shrug sent my jacket falling to the floor. I reached for the Browning under my left arm and removed it. Then I leveled the barrel at Revenald.

He didnt even flinch. I knew I should have killed you.

Youre right. I smiled and flicked off the safety. You should have.

Bring her to me. He waved at the vampires around him. I want her on her knees.

All of the vampires moved to do as he saidwith the exception of Joseph. I wanted to congratulate him on remembering my warning to him weeks before.

You heard him. I kept my gun up, smile intact, and issued the order that would make things so much easier. On. Your. Knees.

The amulet burned my flesh, coming to life, strengthening my necromancy and allowing me to control the undead in the room. They dropped like flies, the motion seamless and instant. Even poor Joseph plopped down like a good little puppy waiting for a Scooby Snack. It took Revenald a moment to comprehend what he was seeing, but when the message sank in, he went from carefree to furious.

This isnt possible. The rumor was a hoax. If you held such power you would have protected your lovers and sibling when you had the chance.

So that was what he wanted. To see if the rumors were true. And he was right, I would have tried to save Paine and Disco if Id had the amulet earlier. The timing was off, but he was about to get the show he expected. Once I started, I wouldnt finish until the bastard begged for forgiveness.

Shit happens, I replied, striding into the room, fury and desolation raging through my veins. Rules change.

Revenald stood, jaw clenching. Im going to kill you.

Youve said that already, and I dont think so.

When he rushed me, I was ready. Silver wouldnt kill him, but it would slow him down. I took aim and fired, nailing him with a bullet in the eye. The second shot was slightly off, hitting him just below the socket, creating a large, gooey hole in his face. He stopped in his tracks, roared like an enraged lion, and brought his hands up to cover his wounds.

You, you, you, and you. I looked at the vampires to my right. Dont let Revenald leave this room. Pin him to the ground and keep him there. They obeyed the order, rising to their feet and running to Revenald. They took him to the ground, pinning his arms and legs.

I peered to my left, motioning at the vampires who watched me with a heavy dose of fear in their eyes. You, you, you, and you, make sure Lady Victoria here keeps her ass in her chair. Shes not to go anywhere.

To her credit, Victoria tried to run. She made it from the chair only to be caught mid-run and returned to her seat. The vampires wrapped their arms around her shoulders and forearms, keeping her in place. The electricity under my skin tingled, continuing to grow. It seemed that with each order, the amulet became more powerful. It beckoned to me, wanting me to demolish the entire room. I fought the urge, focusing instead of my primary target.

Anton.

The cocky fucker hadnt even moved. No sir, he remained exactly where he was, a sadistic smirk on his face. So he wanted a fight? Good. So did I.

I clicked on the safety to the Browning and tucked it back under my arm. I wouldnt go easy on the half-demon. I would make him suffer for what hed done. Hed taken not only my friend, but the man Disco considered a brother. Although nothing could bring Paine back, I could make sure that his death was avenged. I owed him that much at least.

Ive grown tired of you, I said, advancing on him, gauging his response.

So youre going to kill me? Anton asked, arching a brow. That is what your master said before I ripped apart his chest and feasted on his hearts blood.

Oh yeah, Im going to kill you. My voice lowered into a snarl, a mirror of my misery. Dead. Deaded. Gone.

He placed his hands on the arms of his chair, preparing to rise. Im going to love seeing you try.

Then he was flying at me, barreling across the short distance. We met in a flurry of fists, hard punches landing on each of our faces. I embraced the pain, allowed it to feed me. I tasted the blood creeping from the corner of my mouth, saw that despite my fist, Anton showed no signs of injury. He tried to use his incredible speed to get behind me and seemed shocked when I countered his move, ensuring we remained facing each other.

So it wasnt a hoax. You are not what you seem, he said, eyes narrowed, green irises glowing like neon.

I refused to answer as we circled each other, looking for an opening, anxious to make a move. He threw another punch and I slapped his fist away with my open hand. When he repeated himself, I did the same thing, only this time I used my free arm to clock him in the chin. His next move was a kick that landed in the center of my stomach, knocking me back several feet. I huffed and tried to breathe, remaining upright. Again we circled, two animals searching for weaknesses, beasts on the hunt for blood. One wrong move and a victor would be chosen.

I knew I was prolonging the inevitable. All I had to do was to take the bastard down, pull out Sucker and put an end to the miserable creatures life. But it didnt seem fair to let him go so easily, to kill him without removing the arrogance from his face.

This time when he came at me, he held nothing back. Despite my blocks, he kept coming, lashing out, the tips of his fingernails forming into crazy-looking claws. He got two good swipes inone across my left shoulder and another at my mid-section. I wasnt surprised at the lack of pain. The amulet blocked those sorts of things, keeping its owner in proper fighting form. When he swung his hand around and aimed for my face, I wrapped my arm around his wrist, pushed my body into his chest, and sent him sailing to the ground. I landed on top of him, staying in position even as he wrapped his fingers around my throat and tried to buck free.

I pulled out Sucker, searched for a decent location to bury the blade, and grinned when I sliced the side of his face and removed his right ear. That arrogance I detested faded away, becoming pure agony as he let me go and reached for his missing appendage.

Excellent.

Now for the other side.

I repeated the motion, the blade sliding through his skin like melted ice cream. Though Sucker drank blood, when I pulled the dagger away red flowed down the back of Antons head and to the floor. Incapacitated as he was, he didnt even try to escape as I moved down his body, until I straddled his thighs. There was only one place I could think of that would cause him the most pain and humble him as he deserved.

I didnt make any slicing motions this time. Rather I buried the blade in his crotch, using all of the force I could muster. It slid in deep, just as I hoped. The dagger didnt stop until the hilt slammed against his groin. His hoarse bellow was a symphony, one I never wanted to end. Even if I didnt kill the fuckerwhich I fully intended tohe wouldnt be able to use his dick to even take a piss.

Whats wrong? I asked, turning the hilt, rotating the blade in his flesh. You were going to love seeing me try to kill you. Hows that working out so far?

You fucking bitch, he grated, eyes spilling over with red tears.

No, not a bitch. I yanked on Sucker, removing it from his man parts. Blood seeped from the wound, staining his pants. An angel of vengeance, remember? Paine warned you, but you didnt listen. I pushed aside my grief, the sharp pain in my chest. You should have.

It would have been easiest to end him by severing his head, but I plunged the knife into his chest, directly over his heart. The bone broke and gave way, the blade thrusting inside. He gasped, eyes widening, and went still beneath me. It wasnt a mortal blownot yetbut it was about to be.

Leaning over him, I stared him in the eye. I saw what I wanted to see, what every half-demon should feel in order to learn and appreciate humility. He knew his time was up, that he was about to die.

The despair in your eyes tastes delicious, I said, repeating his earlier words to me, doing what Paine said I would. You never should have touched him. My lip trembled, my anguish rising to the surface, twining with anger. Do you understand? You never should have put a fucking hand on him.

I moved the blade up and down, sawing through Antons chest cavity. It didnt take long, seconds at most. When Id created a hole big enough to reach inside, I removed Sucker and jammed my hand into his chest. The interior was warm and mushy, but it wasnt hard to find what I was searching for. His heart, while damaged, was still beating. It only seemed right that it would be, that he would die in the same way hed killed Paine.

As I lifted out his heart, I watched life drain from his eyes. Only this time, there was no heartache making me crumble, no loss. There was only elation and bliss.

On some level, I knew the small grip I held on my humanity was slipping away, drifting through my fingers like a forgotten imprint of time. Each time I wore the amulet and sought out its power, my empathy disappeared. I didnt want thathad never wanted that. Id been forced to become what I wasa human turned vampire familiar, a woman in love with a man who wasnt really a man at all, a killer who was becoming less and less bothered by the lives she took.

A monster created by monsters.

Just to be sure the job was done right, I tossed Antons heart to the side and placed Sucker against his throat. The blade itself was a mystical creation, one that had no problem breaking through his skin and bone until it hit the floor beneath. A quick snap and Anton was finished. His head wobbled and rested on its side as it detached from his body. His eyes continued blinking, and I hoped he could still see, watching as the light slowly faded and went out for good.

Shouts broke my attention and I looked over my shoulder. Perhaps it was witnessing Antons death, or knowing he was next in line, but somehow Revenald managed to break free from the vampires holding him to the ground. His face was a bloody mess, but his eyes had started to heal, allowing him to see. He ran when he was free, his speed far greater than the vampires trying to chase him down.

I put Sucker back into the sleeve on my side and jumped from Antons body. I followed the vampires rushing into the room with the nude and bound slaves. I could hear Revenald saying something in a language I didnt understand, though something told me he was speaking in demon tongue. Then I saw the mirrors on the far wall begin to change and smelled the strong stench of sulfur.

Son of a bitch!

Id seen Hell through a mirror beforewhen I made a deal with a demon that started this whole mess. My stomach bottomed out when I realized what Revenald was doing. Only half-demons had the power to venture back and forth between earth and Hell as the spawn of both man and demon.

The pathetic bastard was running for his life.

He made it to the mirror before we could catch him. The glass captured him, holding him in place, and then pulled him through. I wanted to scream at his escape, to force him to come back with the bravado he displayed during our initial meeting. Instead I was forced to stop in front of the mirror, to face him as he sought the safe haven that was Hell. Tornados swirled around him, dust coating his torso.

This isnt over, he warned, chest heaving. Compared to the pain I have planned for you, tonight will seem like a memory of Heaven.

Pussy, I snarled, more animal than a woman. Nothing but a pansy ass motherfucker who ran away from a human. A servant. Word will spread through Hell. Everyone will know what a coward you are. I hope youre ready to take it up the pooper like a big boy.

Im going to dine on your heart soon, bitch. His face changed in his fury, his forehead expanding outward as his fangs made his upper lip extend awkwardly. He flicked his wrists, as though he could shoo us away.

Then I heard a loud crack.

The glass along the entire wall shattered, breaking outward. I managed to lift my arms and hands in time to protect my face. Shards broke through my shirt and sank into my skin in numerous places along my body. The vampires and slaves in close range cried out as portions of glass struck them as well, hitting them like miniature daggers.

I lowered my arms, furious when I saw the mirror was gone, the frame the only indication it had existed in the first place. Hed escaped, but hed be back. Of that I was certain. The question was: could I find and revive Marigold in time to protect myself? Or would he find me before I had the chance?

It doesnt matter either way, I told myself, shoving those thoughts aside. There were other things I had to do, things that wouldnt keep.

Turning from the destroyed mirror, I glanced at the injured slaves. Some were pretty bad, bleeding all over the place.

Help them, I instructed the vampires nearby. Tend their wounds.

They moved to do as I asked, and I turned to make my way to the ballroom. Time to face the half-demon bitch Id killed once and was about to kill again, to bring the fanged harpy whod turned my sister to justice. One final stop, and I could retrieve the ones I loved and leave this shithole behind.

Victoria.








Chapter Eighteen





When I arrived in the second ballroom, Victoria was still in her chair. The vampires holding her had their hands full. She squirmed and kicked, attempting to get free. Her hair was all over the place, and she was cursing under her breath.

Until she saw me.

Her struggles ceased and she lifted her chin, defying me even though I knew she had to be terrified. Id killed Anton before her eyes, and she already knew Id vowed to kill her after I destroyed her brother, Graham Tavish. When I glanced at the corner of the room, I saw the two teenagers were now huddled together, holding each other tight. They didnt know what to make of me, staring in my direction with eyes like saucers, expressions grim but hopeful.

Damn it. I couldnt leave their memories intact. The world didnt know vampires existed, and I couldnt allow them to return to their lives to spread the gospel. However, they deserved better than what theyd gotten tonight. In the very least, I could give them good memories to erase the horrific ones.

Joseph, I said softly, knowing he was still in the room, on his knees where Id placed him. Come here.

I almost laughed when he came to me with Sonja at his side. She gripped his arm, as though she could keep him upright. One of the strongest of his kind in the city, reduced to hiding behind a woman. The big, bad vampire used his necromancer to protect him. Sweet, yet laughable.

You need to clear their memories and replace them with something better. I knew Joseph could do it, having been under his control once before. Youll have to think of some accident to explain their wounds, but make sure nothing with fangs or sexual games is involved. Once thats taken care of, I want you to take them from this place and go home. Dont speak about whats transpired this evening to anyone. I looked at Sonja, expecting her to do as I said although she was under no compulsion to obey the order. Comprende?

We understand, Sonja said briskly, with a hint of uneasiness, and quickly looked way.

So that was the way of it. Although Id helped her send Baxter to the other side, any kind of friendship wed had was coming to an end. The woman had never liked me to begin with. Now that she was terrified of me, she probably wouldnt answer my calls. That sucked, since I needed her help finding Marigold. Maybe we could continue sharing information on a less cordial level. Only time would tell.

Much appreciated.

They walked to the corner, talking in low voices as they neared the kids who were staring wide-eyed at them. Perfect. The kids were already horrified. No need to make things worse. Joseph and Sonja were doing exactly what I wanted them to.

Ive done nothing wrong, Victoria informed me, green eyes unblinking as I met her gaze. You killed my brother. I was entitled to the offer I was given.

By changing a girl against her will who has never done anything to you? I asked, standing before her. You were entitled to that?

Graham never did anything to you, she retorted bitterly. Yet you killed him. How is it any different?

Thats where youre wrong. I remembered seeing Disco on the ground, betrayed by those he trusted, all because Graham Tavish wanted control of New York. Your brother tried to kill my lovermy master. It is my duty to protect him. The comparison is weak, and you know it.

She laughed derisively. It only goes to show just how little you know and understand about our world. Demons and their creations dont ask for power. They take it. Its been that way since the dawn of time. If your master was attacked and lost the battle, he was too weak to sustain the position. Your involvement only proves what I say to be true. Gabriel Trevellian should have died, not my brother.

I wish Revenald hadnt hauled ass out of here just so he could hear you say that. Somehow I dont think hed appreciate Grahams involvement against one of his own. How do you think hell react when he learns your brother attempted to destroy his house? My survey says you fucked up. Big time.

She paled at my words and I bit back a grin. True, I might not know everything about the vampire and demon world, but I did know that Graham had instructed another vampire to kill Gabriel so that he could attempt to claim control of the city without going against Revenald. Half-demons didnt fuck with half-demons. If Grahams plan had worked, Revenald would never have known hed been played.

Demons and their fucked up games. How I hated them.

It doesnt matter now. Graham is dead, and Im next. Ive heard the whispers, I know what you stated before you ended my brothers life.

I shrugged. Couldnt argue that. Give the girl a cookie. Youre right, it doesnt matter.

Then why dont you get it over with? She never lowered her chin, keeping her head high. Christ, the bitch was as hoity-toity as shed been when wed met in the future. Even though I had the upper hand, she refused to acknowledge it. I supposed in a lot of ways I wasnt surprised.

I have a few questions for you, I answered, studying her. If you answer them honestly and stop being a bitch, Ill make sure your death isnt as bloody as Antons. And believe me, I want to see you bleed. I want you to suffer after what you did to my sister.

I have an answer for you. Her lips curved, creating a knowing leer. How about no.

No?

Her green eyes were full of defiance. I wont answer any of your questions.

I sighed, but it was all for show. I expected this. I would say thats too bad, but Id be lying. Do you want to know why?

She snorted, flicking her head so waves of black fell around her shoulders. Not really.

Tough, because Im going to show you.

I pulled the butterfly knives from my belt. Id learned a long time ago that I was ambidextrous, though my right hand provided better aim and it was the one I wrote with. I flicked the blades open, listening to the melody of metal gliding apart only to come back together. With a flick of my thumbs, I engaged the spring clasps, locking the handles in place.

I approached slowly, letting her see the weapons. Disco had sent them to me when he was trying to get back in my good graces. I was shocked when I learned they were silver. He could never handle the things, but I could. I remembered thinking it was his way of saying if I gave him another chance and he fucked it up, hed give me something that would allow me to punish him for his stupidity. Bringing weapons into the beddangerous and kinky at the same time. Now I knew he trusted me even though I hadnt trusted him. He willingly placed his life in my hands.

Let go, I instructed the vampire holding Victorias right hand to the chair. As soon as he stepped aside, I lifted my arm over my head and brought the knife down. It punctured her skin, sinking past tissue and tendon, and the tip stopped when it lodged in the wood beneath her palm.

She bit her lip to keep from screaming, but I heard the muffled cry just the same. Blood dripped from her mouth, a red line creeping down her chin. I told the vampire holding her other arm to move away, only this time Victoria didnt stay still. She tried to bring her arm to her chest and protect herself from further injury.

Now, now, I said. Earlier you were talking about how wonderful devastation felt. Im assuming that only applies when someone else is the victim. I hiked my chin at the vampire whod released her. I want her arm on that railing. Hold her by the wrist. Dont let her move.

She tried to prevent him from getting hold, but it was futile. Once her hand was in position, I sank the second butterfly knife in the same place as the first, nailing her hand in place with the blade. Again, she muffled her scream, but I saw the red tears in her eyes and knew that it hurt like a bitch.

Fan-fucking-tastic. Maybe now shed be more agreeable.

Where are Gabriel and Jenny? What have you done with them?

Id rather have killed Victoria, but since Disco hadnt reestablished our mark I knew he was still unconscious. It would be hell to find him in a house this large. Theyd said the slave quarters, but I had no idea where those were. Even if the slaves showed me where they lived in this hellhole, he could be anywhere. Then there was Jennifer. What had they done with her? Where would you put a newly turned vampire? Disco said hed been placed in the earth, but Marius had changed him and Paine in the open, following a Civil War battle. Would Jenny be above or below ground? In a bed or in a shallow grave?

I shivered at the thought.

Do you honestly think Id risk Revenalds wrath by answering that question? Victoria scoffed, her glossy red lips thinning. Youve lost your mind.

Not yet, but Im getting there. I bent down and removed the patent leather heels from Victorias feet. Her toenails matched her fingernails, painted bright cherry red. It was a shame I was resorting to torture tactics, but she wasnt leaving me much choice.

Sucker buzzed in my hand when I removed it from its sheath, hungry for more blood. Victoria must have had a clue what I was up to, because she balled up her toes. Oh well, that just meant I couldnt take her little piggies one at a time. I decided to cut past the final knuckles of her foot, so that it took off a quarter of her tootsie. This time, she did scream, so loudly my ears rang.

We dont have to do this, I reminded her, moving to her other foot, wishing she would just tell me what I wanted so I could end this. Even though shed hurt Jenny, torture wasnt my thing. All you have to do is tell me where they are.

Fuck you, she snarled, a wild beast now, feral and out of control.

Sorry, I dont swing that way. But thanks for the offer.

I wished Id had the foresight to bring earplugs. When Victoria screamed, she really screamed. The sound seemed to go on and on, echoing loudly inside the room.

Answer my question.

Fuck you, she repeated, huffing through heavy tears.

I was plotting my next move when I heard heavy footsteps behind me. Instinct told me to move, but I didnt have time. I was sent across the room, thrust away from Victoria. I rolled when I hit the ground, trying to get my bearings as I went to my hands and knees and lifted my head.

I could have slapped myself. Stupid is as stupid does.

A facepalm was definitely in order.

For some reason I hadnt paid full attention, otherwise Id have noticed a necromancer had snuck from the roomVictorias familiar, Dimitri. The son of a bitch had managed to get me away from his mistress, but that was small potatoes in the larger scheme of things. It was what was standing beside Dimitri that made my holy-shit-o-meter shrill like an old-fashioned alarm clock.

The largest demon Id ever seen studied me, standing at least seven feet tall. Like all demons, its features were androgynous. Its long, dark red hair flowed down its back, and it was dressed in a cloak straight out of Star Wars.

Oh shit.

End her life, Labre, and I will consider our debt paid, Victoria said, her voice a shriek of anguish. Kill her for me.

Why would I want to do that? the demon chided, clucking its tongue. Its obvious shes about to end your life, thereby nullifying our debt. I gain nothing in the exchange.

Victoria panicked, realizing her mistake. Name your price! she squawked, moving her hands trapped by the blades stuck to the chair, her fingers wriggling.

A child, Victoria Delcroix. You will come to me each night until you conceive. The fruit of our union will then be given to me.

Victoria balked at the notion, the color in her face draining away. You expect me to have a child with you?

No, I expect you to give me a child. You will serve no purpose aside from carrying my son or daughter and giving birth. I have no patience for your foolish games. You are nothing more than a means to an end.

I managed to scrounge up the empathy to feel sorry for Victoria, bitch though she was. Her baby, plucked from her arms like a puppy taken from its litter.

Jesus. Spoken like a true demon.

I didnt bother going for my Brownings this time, removing the vial of salt from a pouch in my belt. I quickly poured the contents around me, keeping my hand steady. My brain went into overdrive as I tried to piece together a plan. Demons could only travel to our plane with a summoning and would only return to Hell once they were dismissed or forced to the other side. I hadnt brought any special tools of the trade, so if Victoria accepted the deal Id be forced to fight the damned thing and pray I survived.

Sucker wasnt the best option for cutting into my palm, but since my trusty butterfly knives were currently embedded in Victorias hands, I made do with what I had. I made a thick cut at the base of my hand and pulled the edge of the blade away before it soaked up the blood, allowing the warm, red liquid to drip to the ground, spinning in a circle to bind the salt to my lifeforce.

I bind this circle with my blood and will, I whispered, pouring all of my energy into the spell and using the amulet to fortify my words. Latin would have been better, putting more oomph into the magic, but I was untrained with the language, which was something I had to rectify if I lived to see another day. This place belongs to me. Those who enter it answer to me. If I will it, once inside none shall escape.

Who was I kidding? Goose and I just tried this same thing with a poltergeist and failed. I said a silent prayer, hoping God would hear me, that Hed find it in His heart to forgive me of my sins and give me the chance to redeem myself at some point in the future.

Not that I deserved it, considering all Id done.

Victoria took a deep breath, released it, and nodded. It was obvious she didnt want to agree to the deal. But the importance of a child didnt mean much when her life was on the line. I remembered her treatment of her daughter, Isabella McDaniel. So unlike her mother, a pawn forced back and forth between her parents. Victoria had tricked Goose to get pregnant. Then she had used their child as a tool to keep him under her control. The Victoria of the future was becoming the one of the present, only this child wouldnt follow her orders. It would thrive under the rule of a demon father.

Yikes.

I agree to your terms. Kill Rhiannon Murphy, and I will give you what you desire.

Rhiannon Murphy. Labre looked at me, as though seeing me for the first time. Rumors of your bargains have spread through Hell.

Will every demon I meet tell me that? Word for fucking word?

So I hear.

Its a pity I have to end you. The demon paused. I am willing to offer you an exchange. Give me the child I want, and Ill allow you to live. You can end the life of Victoria Delcroix with my blessing.

Even if that was possible, which it isnt,thank GodId have to decline.

Then consider our bargain made, Victoria Delcroix, Labre said, eyes narrowing as he locked onto me. The deal is done.

I crossed myself and called on the full power of the amulet, nearly falling over when it answered readily as Labre removed his cloak, revealing an enormous, muscular body. Jesus H. Christ, he was big, built like a freaking tank. He rushed in my direction.

Fast didnt come close to describing how Labre moved. One second he was in front of Victoria. The next he was in front of me. I didnt see the uppercut coming, caught completely unaware. I soared through the air, hovering above the ground like a New Years Day parade balloon, and landed flat on my back several feet away.

Labre was on me before I could move, pinning me beneath him as he brought his hands to my throat. The amulet wasnt enough. I needed more if I was going to survive.

Far more.

I slammed my hand over the amulet, evoking more of its power, and did the only thing I couldby taking the energy from all the vampires in the room. They groaned as I absorbed their strength, their cries in unison. I brought my palm up and slapped it against the demons chin, stunned at the strength behind the blow. It hit him hard enough that this time he took the trip above and beyond.

I had to get him into the circlenow.

He was too overpowering, impossible to defeat. The only way to force him back to Hell was to get him into the area that belonged entirely to me and demand he depart. As I made it to my feet, I saw Labre had done the same. We faced off, gazes locked.

This is a fight you cant win, Labre said, but I was relieved there was a lack of conviction in his statement.

Well see, I wheezed, thinking ahead as I lunged to the left toward the circle.

Obviously he didnt feel threatened by my magic. I groaned when he missed the circle, forcing me to endure another bodily clash. Fucking hell, the bastard was huge: at least three times my size. I managed to duck under his arm and get away. I made a beeline for the circle again, almost running through the damned thing. As I spun around, I saw Labre had followed and inadvertently placed himself right where I wanted him.

I held my breath, allowing the radiating thrum of the amulet to grow. It felt was if the amulet was merging with me, becoming a part of me. My necromancy and magic built and increased. I willed the circle to remain mine, to be the one area inside the room no other could overtake. It wasnt until Labre tried to take a step forward and hit an invisible wall I realized Id done it.

Thank you, God.

The bastard was trapped.

What is this? he snapped. What do you think youre doing, Rhiannon Murphy?

Banishing you back to Hell, I answered, focusing on my power, calling on it. By strength of my will, I order you to depart. I basked in the hum of energy wafting off my body. It sizzled through me, a radiant and beautiful fire.

I do not answer to you.

Yes, you do. I made my way to the circle, the waves of power like liquid ecstasy, and pulled out Sucker. I turned the blade so Labre could see his reflection, creating the mirror that would send him back to Hell. Depart now. Heed my will. Do as I command.

And it was my will, my command, that compelled himsteely and unbreakable.

This was the real deal. What I could expect if I sought the full power of my necromancy, if I rode the waves of darkness within me.

He roared as he started to fade, sinking to his knees as I shoved the blade toward him. It wasnt large enough for him to pass through in his whole form. Instead he seemed to lengthen and contort, like Mister Fantastic stretching his limbs beyond their limits. Inch by inch he vanished into the knife, until he passed through the reflection and disappeared.

I was so caught up in the moment that when the power abruptly vanished, I collapsed in a heap. The world started spinning, the walls appearing to move. In an instant, everything stopped. But it wasnt a good thing. For one, the hum from the amulet was gone. For another, the vampires in the room were no longer looking at me in fear.

Their gazes, once was threatening as lambs, were now fully coherent and livid.

Sweet baby J. Now Id gone and done it.

Why did I have to discover a demon banishing was the one thing that would drain the amulet beyond its limit? Now? When so much was on the line?

Because it was my dumb fucking luck.

The amulet was nothing more than a decoration. Id managed to use up all of its energy. Research had informed me that every charm had limits, each one only able to take so much before they were useless. Id preferred to believe Marigolds thrifty little stone was different.

Oh, how wrong I was.

Only time would tell if the amulet would recharge, but I might not get the chance to learn how the fucking thing worked with and without batteries. All the vampires in the room stalked toward me like the predators they were, eyes gleaming wickedly in the ballroom lighting.

I slipped Sucker into its proper place and went for my Brownings, getting into a fighting position as I rose. If I was going to survive this ordeal in one piece, there was only way to make it happen.

I was going to have to do it on my own.








Chapter Nineteen





I fired a quick succession of shots, aiming for the vampires chests. At first, none of them seemed to care, continuing forward as I moved back. Then those Id hit started crashing to their knees. I heard their servants horrific wails as their masters died. I was aware of just how profound their loss was. Once the mark was gone between a necromancer and their master, it left behind an enormous void.

The same void I experienced when Paines life had been snuffed from existence.

There were only fifteen or so vampires in the roomof which Id taken down four. Even with my silver bullets, eleven to one odds sucked. One of the necromancers whod lost her master charged me and I took her down with a slug between the eyes. I wanted to feel guilt, but my adrenaline was pumping, my heart racing.

Do what you have to do, find Disco and Jenny, and get the hell out.

I dont want to kill you, I told them all, shifting my weight from side to side as they headed in my direction again. It doesnt have to be like this.

The bastard emotion known as hope was stupid to hold on to. The vampires in the room were out for bloodmy bloodand they werent going to let something like silver bullets stop them.

Damn it.

Left with no other choice, I started shooting, continuing to aim for their hearts. Another two went down, then a third, fourth, and fifth. I didnt have time to reload when the chambers in the guns emptied, so I tossed the guns to the ground and pulled out the Desert Eagle. I managed to get one shot offtaking down a sixth vampirewhen the final five rushed me and took me to the ground.

The gun flew from my hand, spinning across the floor like a pinwheel. One of the vamps grasped a handful of hair and bashed the back of my head against the ground, making me see stars. There was no way to fight back. They held down my arms and legs, keeping me flat on my back.

Dont kill her! Victoria shrilled, and I turned my head, seeing that Dimitri had pulled the knives from her hands and was helping her stand. She glowered at me, a beautiful hot, bloody mess. Youre going to beg for death, but Im not going to give it to you. Youre my toy now, destined to suffer for eternity. Im going to do things to you that you cant begin to fathom. She smiled through a grimace, a few of the red tearstains on her face dried and flaking. You will pay, Rhiannon Murphy. You will pay.

Id faced death before, and I wasnt afraid because I knew it was only a transition, going from one place to another. What Victoria said scared the piss out of me. An eternity under her control? Id prefer to die. She was right; Id probably beg for death. Id seen how she was in the future; I had witnessed how evil she was in the present. The bitch didnt simply feed on bloodshe also needed pain and suffering to make her meals complete.

I closed my eyes, picturing Disco. He didnt deserve what had happened to him. Now it would be even worse. When he woke and our mark was opened, he would know the atrocities I endured, and he wouldnt be able to do shit about it. Instead hed have to witness my treatment, stuck beneath the ground.

By the time he was freedif I was still aliveI probably wouldnt even be a woman he could love anymore.

Dont be so certain about that, Disco whispered in my mind, and my eyes flew open, revealing the vampires holding me down, their fangs bared.

It was another trick, I thought. My mind fucking with things, trying to warp them into something I could accept. Then I heard a bitter laugh in my mindDiscos laughand knew his presence was very real.

No more tricks. No more games. Its me, love. Im here.

Joy, relief, and love cascaded through me as the mark between us opened and flowed. I could tell he was weak, but he wasnt going to let that stop him.

Not now.

Fury, resentment, and torment consumed him and poured into me, turning the lover I knew into one Id never truly seen before. He had made a mistake in abiding by vampire lawlaws made by half-demonsand it was a mistake he wasnt willing to repeat. For over a century, hed existed by their rules, despite the humanity it sucked from him. No more. Never again. From this point forward, he was making the rules.

His life.

His decisions.

His wrath placed upon anyone who dared stand against him.

No mercy.

Holy shit, he was pissed.

Brace yourself, he warned, his husky baritone a low growl. This ends now.

I knew the precise moment he took over my body, flinging my arms and legs up and out with a strength that I didnt possess. The vampires were dislodged and sent back several feet, giving Disco plenty of time to manipulate my legs and get me on my feet. It was a strange sensation, unlike what I felt with Marigold. This didnt feel awkward or unnatural, instead it felt as if Id finally found my place.

I thought hed go for the gun resting a few feet away, but he didnt. Instead I found myself running at full-speed toward Victoria. Knocking Dimitri aside, I wrapped one hand around her throat and fisted her hair in the other.

This is your doing, I rasped, the tenor unnatural and odd as Disco used my voice to speak. My only regret is Im unable to present you with more than death.

I learned then that breaking someones neck wasnt difficult when you had vampire strength. The bones popped, snapped, and finally cracked. I wondered if Disco was done when I felt myself reaching for Sucker. While I might need to have a vampire on the ground to perform a beheading, Disco had no such problems. One swift arch of my arm and her head was no longer a part of her body.

Disco pivoted around, so that I was facing the vampires in the room. They were no longer wild and bloodthirsty, their hands limp and harmless at their sides. There was trepidation in their gazes, an awareness that Gabriel Trevellian was back and wasnt taking any more shit. It was amazing, seeing how much power he wielded, how the vampires in the room cowed at his presence.

Shit. They know.

They could feel Disco just as well as I could. Id been told the infamous Mr. Trevellian was more powerful than I knew, but I was only starting to glimpse how truly stunning my lover was.

My name is Gabriel Trevellian. Disco spoke through me, his voice exactly the same even though it came from my mouth. As the Master of New York, Im ordering you to take your servants and go. Failure to do so will result in your demise. Make your choice.

Boy-oh-boy, did they make their choice. The room emptied so fast it made my head spin, the impressions of people rushing by me so quickly I almost swayed. I figured the only reason they walked briskly rather than running was they wanted to salvage some part of their pride. I sagged when Disco left my body, returning control to me. I felt empty without him, incomplete.

You have to hurry, he informed me, sounding weak. I cant see where I am, but I assume its in the basement in the slave quarters. We have to depart before word of what has transpired spreads. Come to me.

Jenny, I whispered, knowing I had to find her. I couldnt leave her behind.

What of her? I felt Disco accessing my memories, filling himself in on what happened. Then I felt his outrage, his fury at what had been done. His tone softened, a sympathetic caress intended to soothe me. Well locate your sister. Focus on one thing at a time.

Sound advice.

Rushing from the room, I searched for any of the slaves in the home. I found what I was looking for when I left the ballroom behind. Slaves were still on their knees, as though they were waiting for me.

One of you take me to the basement, I said quickly, afraid if I didnt hurry something else would happen and Disco would remained trapped.

A male slave rose and guided me down the hall, past several rooms, and into a kitchen. My feet stopped working, my eyes trying to put some semblance into what I saw. The brain recognized it, but the heart rebelled.

I really shouldnt have looked at the island in the center of the room.

The young woman Id seen in the dining area was hacked to pieces. Naked and chopped to all hell, her torso was the biggest part of her left. Her head was facing my direction, her blue eyes dead and covered with a white film. It was an image Id never get out of my head, one Id have to live with forever. The only thing I was grateful for was her spirit had crossed over, leaving the shell that was her body behind. Come to think of it, all the spirits in this hell must have done the same, departing when they were given a chance. One blessing in a cesspool of nightmares.

Here, mistress, the slave said, yanking me away from the macabre sight.

I never would have seen the panel in the wall if the nude man hadnt shown me where it was, the wood blending perfectly with the wall. He pushed a circular button disguised by a swirling knot in the surface and the door swooshed inward.

I shoved him aside and surged down the stairs, coming into an area that made me want to vomit. Slave quarters indeed. Metal cages lined the walls, each with a bare mattress and a bucket. I could see a threadbare bathing area at the far end, the tile shower like one youd see in prison, next to a toilet and sink. I couldnt see if anyone was in the dark area, but I did spy a shiny metal coffin next to a partially-made hole in the ground.

Disco.

It must have hurt when my knees hit the cold earth, but I was numb to the pain. I searched for a way to open the coffin, running my fingers over the surface. There was a lock on the side, one that had to be broken.

Lifting my head, I gazed around and saw the shovel resting next to the unfinished grave. I scrambled to it, got the tool properly in hand and started slamming the metal end against the silver hinges holding the lock in place. When the top one came loose, I tossed the shovel aside and flipped it around, until I could open the coffin. I grasped the lid, sinking my fingers into the metal, and threw it open.

My heart sank when I saw the silver all over my loverthe way it melted into his skinand the dried tears of blood on his face. I started ripping the metal away from his arms and throat, tossing them over my back, before I worked on the cuffs on his wrists and ankles and slid the silver ball from his blistered lips. I couldnt believe hed managed to display such power earlier in this condition. Since he hadnt opened his eyes or spoken, I knew he was weaker than he had led me to believe.

Once he was free of silver, I brought my wrist to his mouth. Drink, I whispered, pushing my skin against his lips. Drink, Gabriel.

Although he didnt open his eyes, he parted his lips. His tongue stroked the surface of my flesh, wetting it before he struck. I bit my lip, trying not to think about how much it hurt. His first swallow was small, barely a sip, and his eyes opened. I gazed into the blue depths, so fucking grateful I was seeing them again, realizing that Paine had been right and I wouldnt survive losing Disco a second time.

I love you so much. The words were actually weak when I thought about it. I didnt just love this man, I breathed him like oxygen.

I love you. More than anyone or anything Ive ever held dear.

Sweet talker. I couldnt prevent a smile from spreading across my face. I caressed his hair as he fed, combing my fingers through the silken strands. He started to draw hard on my wrist when I heard a faint whisper, so light I almost didnt catch it.

Rhiannon?

I whipped my head around, recognizing the voice, my smile vanishing.

Jenny?

Then I saw her, at the end of the room in one of the silver cells. She was standing, looking at me with a combination of curiosity and confusion. Disco needed more blood, but I still found myself pulling away.

Jennifer was alive. Id found her.

Dont, Disco murmured and tried to reach for me.

I felt his fingers brush my back before I jumped to my feet and ran toward my sister, longing to touch her, to tell myself she wasnt a figment of my imagination. When I made it to her cell, I lifted the latch keeping her inside and opened the door. She didnt move, remaining where she stood.

Get away from her. Discos voice was a snarl in my head. Now.

I didnt understand why he wanted me to stay away from Jenny. For the first time, she appeared lucid. She was looking at me, not through me. She took a step in my direction, then another. I mirrored her actions, bringing us closer to each other. For years Id hoped this moment would arrive, that we would be given a second chance to make amends and leave the past behind us.

Listen to me. Walk out of that cell and close the door. Disco sounded stronger and angry as hell. Shes no longer your sister. I have listened to her mind and there is only madness. She has partial memories, but her thoughts are broken. She cant piece the past and present together. The vampire within is all she knows. Shes gone, Rhiannon. Your sister is gone.

I didnt want to believe him. I couldnt. Jenny was right in front of meshe was fucking looking at me. Shed even called me by name. That had to count for something. Perhaps becoming a vampire was the reason her thoughts were scrambled, or the fact that she was in a fucking prison in the basement of a murderers home. Either excuse worked for me. Id be a mental mess, too.

Slowly, I lifted my hand, reaching out to her. Jenny, its me. She blinked several times and shook her head. Working out the cobwebs, I hoped. Thats right, I said, wanting her to gain control. Its Rhiannon. Youre safe. I promise.

My heart sank when her eyes narrowed. Her lips pulled back, and she revealed her fangs. Two beats of my heart later and she had my arms in her hands, forcing me against the wall. She was strongunbelievably strong. More powerful than I thought a newly turned vampire would be. I cried out when she whipped me around and trapped me against the bars of the cell, my shoulder a raging ball of fire as the joint nearly came out of the socket.

So thirsty, Jenny hissed and took a deep breath at my throat, nostrils flaring. Smells so good.

She lifted her head, meeting my eyes, and I knew Disco was telling the truth. My sister was no longer there. Once hazel irises were now glowing gold, a predatory beast revealed from within. Not just insane, she was an animal now. One who would exist only to eat, sleep, and survive.

Something inside me broke, a permanent scar in my soul.

I howled at the injustice of it. I thought Jenny had been given back to me only to have her taken away. It wasnt fair. It wasnt right. Yet it was the tragedy that was my life.

Anger and distress gave me strength. Even though Jenny was a vampire, she didnt know how to fight. That gave me the advantage when I looped a foot around her ankle, put both hands against her chest and shoved. She didnt fall but she did stagger, swaying on her feet. As she stared at me, she hisseda deranged, awful sound I never wanted to hear again. Then she ran in my direction.

I avoided her by stepping to the side, out of her range.

I didnt know what to do. I couldnt fight her. I couldnt harm her. And I could only avoid her for so long. I considered doing as Disco instructed, trapping her inside the cell. But was that fair? Did I really want to leave her behind in this hellhole? And if I didnt, what alternatives did I have? She was psychotic as a human and a lunatic as a vampire. There was no place for her, no hospital capable of keeping her sedated and under control.

Someone, please help me. I cant do this alone, I screamed silently, begging once for an easy way out, admitting I wasnt as strong as I wanted everyone to believe. In truth I was as weak, cowardly, afraid. Id just managed to do a damn fine job of hiding it.

From the world.

From the friends I kept at a distance.

From myself.

It wasnt a good time to rehash memories, but I found myself doing it just the same. Each time she came at me, I remembered the good timesof us laughing, sharing secrets, and pretending our lives were different. Wed brush each others hair, making up stories of how it would be when we were adults and could make our own choices. Jennifer had wanted to be a counselor, to help children in the same situation we were in. I thought it was a perfect idea, a way for her to reach out to others as she healed herself.

Her clenched fist made solid contact with the side of my head, knocking me off balance. I tried to veer to the side but stumbled over my feet. That gave Jenny just the opportunity she needed. Down we wenther on top and me on bottom. Now different memories arose, of the night when shed shoved our foster fathers body off me, revealed a knife, and stabbed me repeatedly in the abdomen to end my suffering. Then one thing was painfully evident.

Shed had no qualms about killing me then. She had no qualms about killing me now.

As she lowered her face I planted my fist in her nose, the power of the blow limited by my range of motion but enough to keep her fangs away from my throat. Thus began a strugglemy hands at her chin to keep my jugular clear of danger, her fingers clawing at my eyes and cheeks. She snapped at me, a vicious animal determined to break through my defenses. Her irises were becoming red, showing me the beast inside. This couldnt go on forever. Eventually Id lose my strength. When that happened, Jenny would win because I didnt have the heart to end her life.

I couldnt kill my own sister.

I had no way to defend myself.

Thats why you have me.

How long had Disco been listening to my thoughts? In my urgency to get to Jennifer, I realized hed never left them. He knew everything and, now that I was focusing, I could feel his own remorse and guilt at my grief. He, too, was suffering. The loss of Paine much like the loss of a brother. It hurt him in ways that only I could understand, meaning our emotions blended and blurred, so similar they were nearly identical.

Forgive me. Theres no other way.

His large arm looped around Jennifers waist, forcing her up and away from me. He fisted a handful of her hair, thrust her head to the side, and buried his fangs in her throat. He drank deeply as she screamed and thrashed, drinking her dry, taking all she had. I cried as I watched, unable to do anything else. I wanted to tell him to stop, to let her go, but there was nothing more I could do for her. Her life was lost. Perhaps it had been from the moment Ray Bradshaw entered it.

So. Unfucking. Fair.

Its the most merciful thing, Disco whispered in my mind, allowing me to sense his guilt, left with no other choice but to drain her until there was no blood left. Once shes incapacitated, take her into the sun. Shes a fledgling whos never fed, so she wont waken. Shell feel no pain. I swear it.

I cant kill her. I shook my head, sickened by the thought. You cant ask me to do that.

You wont be killing her. You of all people know that life doesnt end here, he reminded me. Youll be setting her free, sending her off to a better place.

I felt him hesitate, as though he was going to block his next thought, but then he shared it. You said goodbye to Paine, didnt you? I heard you speaking to him. I know you made him a promise of some kind before he departed this world. Send Jennifer where you guided him, so they can watch over each other. I ask that you make sure my brother-in-blood isnt alone.

Discos attempt to comfort me worked, clicking in my mind as shock and the desperate need to latch onto something resembling hope took me over. If Paine and Jennifer went to the same place, theyd be able to take care of each other. Maybe theyd even watch out for us on the other side. It was a shard of hope, shining bright in the darkness Id found myself trapped inside.

Jennifer stopped struggling long before Disco stopped feeding. He lifted his head away, swiped the back of his hand across his lips, and lowered my sister into my arms. I wept silently, although my shoulders shook. My tears dripped onto her face, peppering my grief over her skin. She looked so peaceful like this, an angel among beasts.

Is she suffering? If she was, I hoped hed lie.

She isnt aware of anything. His response was a faint breeze against my ear as he pressed a kiss to the shell. She is in what we refer to as deep sleep.

Youre sure she wont feel anything? If I take her into the sun she wont be aware? I ran my finger over the thin arch of her brow where one of my tears had fallen, the wetness coating my skin.

Discos fingers wrapped into the hair at my nape, using enough pressure that I had to lift my head. He was so close to me our noses nearly brushed, his eyes an endless ocean of blue. There was so much love directed at me, the level of emotion so thick it nearly prevented me from breathing.

Im positive. There will be no pain.

He sounded certain, but I needed to know for a fact. I had to make sure she wouldnt suffer.

How do you know that?

Shes newly turned and vulnerable. Without blood in her body, shell remain in a sleep state. He ran his thumb over my lower lip, a wretched look of torment etched on his face. I want to stop your hurt so badly, I ache with it. If I could carry this cross for you, I would.

But you wont. He could overpower my mind and force me to do as he wanted, but he wasnt going to.

Im sorry, but no. Regret weighed his words, the gravity easy to feel. If I did, Id have to wipe the memory clean. You need to be aware of everything that has happened, to remember it all, even the things youd rather forget. I refuse to have any lies between us, Rhiannon. From this moment forward, we have to share everything. Our survival depends on it.

Then start by telling me what youre keeping from me. His gaze bolted from my lips to my eyes. Id caught him off guard. A rarity. Im not used to the mark being open between us, but Im starting to understand it. I know youre worried about something. Tell me what it is.

He frowned and lifted his head, staring into the distance. We cant go back to the way things were. I refuse to go back to the way things were. My actions have damned not only me, but you as well. We will have to fight for what we want. Its going to be more than dangerous. Do you understand?

Do you mean no more vampire rules to follow? No more fucked up evening dinners to attend?

His smile was forced, but I basked in it, finding a measure of comfort in the gesture. For starters.

Then I say its not so bad to be damned. I wrapped my fingers around his wrist and moved his hand until my cheek rested in his palm. In turn he reached between me and Jennifer, grasped the leather wrapped around my neck, and removed the amulet.

When you wear this, I cant trace you. Thats why I had Paine shadowing you. If were going to move around freely, youre going to have to hand this over. Its the only way I wont be detected.

You have a plan?

The hatred in his eyes set me back, startling me. Yes.

Reaching out, I touched the thing. I didnt know the proper words or protocol, only that free will dictated the passing of the amulet from one individual to another.

I give you this freely, I murmured. His frown told me the amulet was still dead and I explained, I sucked all the juju from it when I banished the demon. If were lucky, itll recharge fast. From what Ive read, most mystical items only take a few hours to regenerate, depending on the origin of their creator. Since Marigold was a fallen angel, a supposed creature of the Holy Savior, I crossed my fingers that the regeneration started during the dayas in soon.

This is forbidden and unknown territory. He settled the leather cord over his neck and exhaled slowly. Vampires do not turn rogue. Half-demons expect a hierarchy. Theyll hire assassins. Well be forced to fight for our lives.

This time when I smiled, it was real. Not necessarily.

I wasnt good at projecting thoughts to Disco, and considering what had happened not so long ago between us I was somewhat surprised at how easy it was to now, but when he realized I wanted to show him something he delved inside my head, sorting through the information I readily shared.

I had a new identity thanks to Gooses careful planning, as well as moneyboth tucked into the back seat of the limo. True, Id put a lot of trust in the fact that Jerry wouldnt leave. But I also knew there was nowhere to safely hide the information. The manila envelopes bought Disco and me a safe ticket out of New York. Marigold Vesta had promised me her protection if I could return her to her body. Hurting Disco meant hurting me. By falling into her good graces, he would as well by default. Or at least I hoped.

He didnt like the deal Id made with Bane, however.

It doesnt matter, he said regarding the issue. I purchased a residence long ago that no one knows about. We can stay there until my plans are in order.

Youre so sure no one knows about it?

Im positive. A steely glint entered his eyes. I wont take refuge from someone I cant trust. Your stranger is unknown to me.

That doesnt mean anything. When he looked at my quizzically I reminded him, I trusted Goose, and look what he did. Sometimes its smart to keep your friends close, your enemies closer, and the strangers you meet on speed dial. If we need weapons, Bane can get them.

You have a point, but it doesnt matter. Jerry will take us to the vehicle I had set aside in the event you agreed to leave with Paine and Ethan. If we drive through the day, we can arrive at our destination by nightfall.

Bane wouldnt like it, but fortunately I didnt owe him anything. Id give him a courtesy call when Disco and I were safe, just to keep our quasi-relationship amiable. No sense in burning any bridges we might need to cross for safety. Maybe in the future I could help Bane out, give him the clues he was after, but since I had a long to-do list hed have to get in line.

Youre sure its safe?

I wont risk you again, he answered, as though that explained everything. No more doing things behind my back. Those days are over. I nodded my agreement, and he stroked the back of his hand along my cheek, his knuckles light on my skin. We find your angel, bring her back and gain an ally.

Theres more, though. Isnt there? I asked, feeling a stirring within him, knowing he wanted to tell me something.

Yes, he whispered, his power washing over me, and cupped my chin. Im not running, and I will not hide. I plan to return and reclaim my rightful place as Master of New York. I will not exist like a pestilence in the shadows. Its time half-demons understand vampires will no longer bend to their will. Those who stand against us are destined to fall.

As Id shared my thoughts with him, he opened a mental vault with me. There was a part of me that was shocked, taken back by the vehemence rolling through him. Gabriel fully intended to take the city back, to proclaim it as his. If he had his way, vampires would break from half-demon tradition. They would refuse to bow down to those who were the originator of the vampire race.

Shit on a stick, he wanted an uprising.

One thing at a time, he reminded me and stopped the flow of thoughts.

Whatever you say, I responded and lowered my gaze. So much for the easygoing Disco. I was stuck with the hard-edged Gabriel Trevellian from now on.

Im glad you think that. He spoke in my mind. You know I prefer my given name.

I could have argued with him like I used to, telling him Id always call him Disco if only to piss him off, but I didnt. The snarky bitch was gone, leaving behind a woman who was emotionally damaged and bleeding out. There wasnt enough in me left to joke, to make things light or breezy. Not when the weight in my armsso light I barely registered it, yet so heavy I couldnt lift it to save the worldreminded me of how much had been lost.

The conversation with Disco had blessedly redirected my thoughts, allowing me to pretend I wasnt holding my sister. Only now, gazing down, I had to face that I was. I studied the young woman in my arms. She was so young. Still innocent despite everything shed experienced. All she had known was horror. I wondered if it was possible to introduce her to something better.

Every time I visited Jenny, she was always looking out the window. I dont know what she saw that captivated her so much, but Id like to ask.

Are you ready? He reached out and ran his fingers along Jennifers forehead, the touch tender, his own respectful and lingering farewell.

No. I wasnt ready. For something like this I never would be. I dont know if I can do this.

You can. Show her how much you love her by ending her suffering. Give her peace. Set her free.

Give her peace. I could do that. A final gift before we said goodbye.

He took Jennifer from my arms and took a step back, allowing me to stand. Letting her go would be one of the hardest things Id ever done in my life. She was the only person who knew me before things went to shit, who got to know the Rhiannon I used to be. In a way, she was taking that part of me with her. The rare joys from my teenage years were hers to keep.

I followed Disco out of the basement and up the stairs. We ignored the slaves as we walked down the hallway, until it was no longer safe for him to carry Jennifer. He passed her over to me, giving me an added dose of his strength as he did. She felt like a child in my arms, lightweight and easy to hold.

Tell Jerry to pull around the estate. Theres a carport on the back of the property that will allow us to leave, he said softly, as though he knew just how fragile I was, how broken.

I almost asked him how he knew about Jerry, but then I realized hed plucked the thought from my head. We couldnt stay here. It wasnt safe. We had to come together, organize, and start getting ready for what Disco had in store for his kindred.

A war that had started and would end in blood.

Ill be waiting for you, Disco whispered, seeing more than I wanted him to, telling me what I needed to hear.

My gasp heralded my descent into grief, my fortitude slipping away, my steel walls crashing down. I started to make the trip outside, forcing my legs to function. But I felt frozen in place after the first few steps, unable to continue when I neared the doorway.

I couldnt do this on my own.

I didnt want to face the unknown alone.

Waves of reassurance cocooned me like invisible arms, giving me the support and comfort I craved. Like the dreams we shared, Disco cradled me with his mind, soothing my fears, taking as much pain from me as he was able. I felt stronger in my lovers presence, relying on his strength and will.

You will never be alone, he promised, prompting me to keep going, aiding me as I struggled not to cry as I continued my trek. Not now. Not tomorrow. Not for eternity. I am here, Rhiannon. I will always be here.






Epilogue





The steps to the front door were the longest Id ever taken. My legs felt sucked knee-deep in quicksand, so that the closer I got to my goal, the harder it was to lift each foot and place it in front of the other. Each step was too far away yet too close, beckoning me even though my heart demanded I take a step back and turn away. When I reached the door, a slave was there to open it wide. I nodded and he did just that. Then he moved aside to give me room. The morning sunshine hit my feet when I stepped into the entranceway, heated despite the chill of winter, warming the black leather protecting my feet.

The time had come. No turning back.

As I stepped outside, the sun wrapped around me, familiar and welcoming, touching every inch of my body from head to toe. As Disco had promised, Jennifer didnt stir, remaining limp in my arms, her head crooked into the arch of my neck. I carried her down the stairs, walked past the driveway, and stopped at the grassy area with a fountain several yards from the mansion. For several seconds, I stood as I was, holding her like a child in my arms. Then I sank to my knees and took her with me, cradling Jenny to my chest, and bowed my head as heavy sobs racked my body.

Two of the people I cared for most in my life were gone, taken from me. Like my parents, I was given a whisper in time with each of them, impressions of the past that were precious enough to sustain me and make an imprint long after their departure. Bittersweet memories, the most precious and coveted, meant to last a lifetime.

Rhia.

Jennifers voice flittered through the chilly breeze, a phantom in my ear. Lifting my head, I saw her spirit in front of me. My heart skipped a beat and my breath caught. This is what shed have looked like in another time and place. Her blond hair was beautiful, falling in long waves down her back. And her hazel eyes were bright, perfectly sane and rational. Her cheeks were a healthy pink, the glow in her face radiant.

Ive missed you, I cried, sniffing as tears streamed down my face. Ive missed you so much, Jenny.

She smiled, and the effect was stunning. I missed you too.

Like Paine, the entire world seemed to come to life when Jennifer smiled, brightened simply by the happiness on her face. Something stirred in my chest: a hope that maybe this was the right thing. Perhaps the two people I loved would be together. In many ways they were alike, having been cut off from the world around them. In Heaven, who knew? Maybe theyd have what they yearned for most. Maybe things would be different.

Jennifers smile faded as she turned her head, no doubt hearing the beautiful call of angels. If I was going to ask my question, I had to ask now.

When I visited, you were always looking out the window. I swallowed, trying not to strangle myself on the knot forming in my throat. What were you looking at? What did you see?

Heaven, she whispered, continuing to stare into the distance. So beautiful.

There was no way to know if she was answering my question or remarking on what she saw, but when she started walking away from me, I didnt have it in my heart to stop her. Her visage was one of peacesomething Id never truly seen from her before. She drifted away from me, her lips parting as she opened her arms wide. She smiledbeaming from ear to earand started to hum. Then she closed her eyes, moving oh-so carefully, as though she didnt want to miss a momentnot a single second.

One blink and she was gone. Leaving behind a brisk winter morning, the grass coated with a thin blanket of sparkling, prismatic frost, with the sun glowing over the horizon.

I continued staring at the place shed stood long after she disappeared, rocking the cold shell that had contained her in my arms, shivering in the freezing morning air. I kissed the top of her head and rubbed my cheek against her tangled hair, enjoying our final moments together, creating a memory I would always remember. There was no hatred, no regret, only acceptance and peace.

Letting her go was the right thing to do. She was in a place where no one would ever hurt her again. She would be able to do all she dreamed, free to spread her new, capable wings and fly. But doing the right thingas selfless was it wasdidnt necessarily make me feel better. Knowing Jenny was gonenow and forever beyond my reachand that I had finally lost her, only made my devastation all the more profound.

Be happy, I whispered, adding as my final goodbye, Stay gold.

Rhiannons Law #18: No one asks for their life to change, but it does. The bad things we face are tests created to separate the strong from the weak. Once youve found your placeas the savage lion or the tranquil lambits up to you to take the next step, to decide what comes after. Even if it means destroying everything standing in your path on the road to deliverance.

I let go of one final scream, the harsh sound echoing in the morning air, carrying on the breeze as an endless cry that blended with the wind. Only this one wasnt a call to the angels, asking them to welcome my sister into their waiting arms. This was a warning to those who would pay for her departure from this world, a promise to all my enemies.

I was coming for them and, Heaven or Hell, I was bringing death with me.






Authors Note





Dear Reader,

This past year has been full of surprises, heartaches and tribulations. Due to this my schedule had to be pushed back. Fortunately I was able to sit down in January and finish The Ripple Effect.

I wasnt entirely certain what would happen in the story, although I had a general idea. True urban fantasy is dark, gritty, and emotional. Rhiannons journey was never meant to be easy. She continues to evolve and learn as she goes. In any event, I do hope you enjoyed The Ripple Effect. I have not yet started Edge of Darkness (book four in the Rhiannons Law series), so there is no sneak peek this time around. For that I apologize. Sales have fluctuated and currently the fate of the series is up in the air. Despite my love of the Rhiannons Law series, it continues to be my most heavily pirated work. I publish to make a living. As a mother of four, I have a family to support.

If youve experienced Rhiannons journey via an outlet that doesnt support the books financially, it means there is a good chance I wont continue publishing the series. Im taking a moment to ask youhere and nowto stop. Dont distribute my work without permission. If there is no incentive to put in the time, I wont. Its not that I dont care. Its that I dont have the luxury of writing stories for free. Simple as that.

Personally, Im crossing my fingers and hoping for the best. Whats happened so far is just the tip of the iceberg. So much more is going to take place. Id love to share those things with all of you.

Well see.

Be sure to check my blog from time to time for updates on the series, as well as other news. Ive got a few vignettes Id like to create, so perhaps you can gain a deeper insight into the stories and the characters. If time permits, Ill share them with you. For those who continue to support the series, I cant thank you enough. You are the reason I can continue doing what I love. Thank you for allowing me to write for a living.

As always, my family and I thank you for your continued support.

All My Best,

Jaime AKA J.A. Saare
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