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      They are free.

      Those words had whispered through my head only a few weeks ago. Taken out of context, the phrase should be uplifting. Freedom’s good. Right?

      Unless you’re talking about demons.

      The earth is full of them. They’re called the Nephilim. They’re the offspring of the fallen angels—or Grigori—and the daughters of men.

      Yes, the angels really fell. Hard. Their story is a perfect illustration of why everyone should toe the proverbial line. Piss off God, wind up in Tartarus—a fiery pit in the lowest level of hell.

      Word is God sent the Grigori to keep an eye on the humans. In the end, the angels were the ones who needed watching. So God banished them from the earth—bam, you’re legend—but he left their progeny behind to test us. Eden was a memory. We’d proved we didn’t deserve it. But I don’t think we deserved the Nephilim either.

      Fast-forward a million millennia. The prophecies of Revelation are bearing down on us like runaway horses. Perhaps four of them? No matter what the forces of good do to prevent the end of the world, nothing’s working. And that’s where I come in.

      Elizabeth Phoenix, Liz to my friends. They call me the leader of the light. I got dropped into the middle of this whole Doomsday mess, and I’m having a helluva time getting back out. For reasons beyond mine or anyone else’s comprehension, Tartarus opened; the Grigori flew free, and now all hell has broken loose. Literally.

      “Dammit, Lizzy! Duck!”

      Razor-sharp claws swooshed through the air right where my face had been. Not only did I duck, but I rolled also. Good thing too, since seconds later something sliced into the ground right next to me.

      I’d come to Los Angeles with Jimmy Sanducci, head demon killer and my second in command, to ferret out a nest of varcolacs. Eclipse demons. Kind of rare considering they hail from Romania, but I’d seen stranger things.

      Sure, the smog in LA could be blamed for the dark splotches that kept appearing over the moon and the sun, which is what everyone around here believed. But I knew better.

      The varcolac tugged on his arm, trying to free the needlelike appendages he used for fingers from the desert dust. Part human, part dragon, varcolacs are rumored to eat the sun and the moon, thus causing said eclipses. And if they ever succeed in actually devouring those celestial bodies, the end of the world is nigh. Since I’ve been trying to prevent that, I dragged Jimmy to LA and we started hunting.

      Before the varcolac could use his other arm to kill me, Sanducci sliced through his neck. When you’re dealing with Nephilim, head slicing usually worked. At the least, being without a head slowed down even the most determined demon.

      “Get up,” Jimmy ordered, before turning away to dispatch more bad guys.

      I tried not to let the chill in his eyes bother me. Sanducci would never allow anything to hurt me; he’d loved me once. Right now, however, love was no longer on the table, and I had no one to blame for that but myself.

      I did a kip, from my back to my feet in one quick movement—the skills that had garnered me a state champion medal in high school gymnastics had been coming in handy lately—then retrieved my own sword and went back to hacking.

      Once Jimmy and I were in LA it hadn’t taken us long to find the varcolacs in the desert. Most days they appeared human. They lived their lives; they blended in, only going dragon beneath an eclipse.

      Which came first, the chicken or the egg? The dragon eating the moon or the moon going dark and bringing out the dragon? Hard to say. What I did know was that as soon as the Grigori flew free, all the Nephilim stopped hiding. Their time had come. And things, for me and my kind, had become a bit dicey.

      Previously, each demon killer had worked with a seer—someone who possessed a psychic gift to see past the Nephilim’s human disguise to the demon that lay within.

      I’d been a seer once myself, but things had changed. Oh, I was still psychic—always had been. Since I was old enough to talk, maybe before, I could touch animate and inanimate objects and I’d know things—what people had done, where they’d gone, what they thought.

      But later, when I’d become the leader of the light, I’d inherited the ability of the woman who’d raised me. As Ruthie Kane died in my arms, all her power transferred to me. I’d wound up not only psychometric, but suddenly I could channel too. Ruthie might be dead, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t hear her, talk to her, sometimes even see her. She became my conduit. Whenever a Nephilim was near, I heard about it in Ruthie’s whisper on the wind, and when they were up to something major—they always were—I received a vision that told me all about it.

      At least until recently.

      “Too many,” Jimmy muttered.

      We were covered in varcolac blood. We’d hacked up a dozen, but a dozen more had appeared. We needed help, but there wasn’t any to spare.

      The federation—that group of demon killers, or DKs, and seers who’d been charged with fighting this supernatural war—had been seriously depleted after Ruthie’s death, and we couldn’t just pick up a few new demon killers at the demon-killer superstore. They had to be trained. New seers had to be discovered. I hadn’t had time to do much recruiting, even before the whole Tartarus-opening, Grigori-escaping incident. And now ...

      Now I wasn’t going to have time to do much but ride the runaway train to Armageddon. Basically, we were fucked. But that didn’t mean we were going to quit. Besides, I had a secret weapon. What I liked to call a vampire in a box.

      I lifted my arm, traced my fingers along the magic jeweled dog collar that circled my neck. As long as I wore the thing, I was me. But if I took it off⁠—

      “No, Lizzy.”

      Jimmy had seen me fingering the necklace. Even if he didn’t know me better than just about anyone, it didn’t take a genius to figure out what I’d been contemplating.

      One of the varcolacs charged, dragon wings flapping, talons outstretched. Jimmy hacked off his head with only a token glance in that direction. Jimmy was good. I still needed to put a bit more effort into killing things.

      I let go of the collar, faced the next varcolac with both hands around my sword and did what needed to be done. I lost track of Jimmy for a while. The damn demons seemed to be multiplying. For every one we killed, two more came out of the darkness. Their wings flickered against the silvery light of the gibbous moon, reminding me of the night the Grigori had flown free, their spirits shrouding what had then been a perfectly round orb.

      Jimmy cried out, the sound making my heart jolt, my head turn. One of the varcolacs had speared him through the shoulder with a talon, lifting him clear off the ground. Blood dripped into the sand, turning the moon-pale grains black. Jimmy’s sword lay at his feet.

      There appeared to be an army of dragon men behind them. Their scaly wings flapped in syncopation, filling the sky with a morbid tick tock. Dragon heads and arms, human legs and torsos that sprouted dragon’s wings.

      “Surrender, seer.” The varcolac snorted fire from his nose. Jimmy hissed when the flames started his pants on fire.

      “No.” I lopped off the nearest varcolac head, which hit the ground with a dull thud, rolled a few feet and disintegrated into ashes along with the still-upright body. If you killed a Nephilim correctly, cleanups weren’t any problem at all.

      “You can’t win,” the varcolac said. “We are legion.”

      He was probably right, but giving up ...

      Just wasn’t my style.
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      “Nice job,” Jimmy muttered.

      We were tied with golden chains, staked into the desert ground, naked. Man, I hated when that happened.

      “This is my fault?”

      The moon sparkled in Jimmy’s dark eyes, sparked off his hair, threading the black strands with silver. The sheen glistened off the supple, bronzed skin of his chest. Sanducci had always been too damn pretty for anyone’s good. Especially mine.

      “Had to come to LA,” he continued. “Had to find out what was creeping around in the desert.”

      “Isn’t that what we do?”

      He sighed. “Yeah. But I don’t think it’s going to go as well as it used to.”

      Where before the federation had been stemming the demon tide, the tide had become a flood, and the dam had a shitload of holes.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Does it look like I’m okay?”

      Jimmy and I had always had a volatile relationship. The first time I’d met him he’d put a snake in my bed; then I’d loosened his teeth. We were twelve.

      At seventeen he’d relieved me of my virginity; a year later he’d broken my heart. Same old tune, heard a thousand times before.

      Except Jimmy and I weren’t like a thousand other couples. I was psychic and Jimmy⁠—

      Jimmy was a dhampir.

      His gored shoulder wasn’t gored anymore. The gaping wound had almost healed.

      Most demon killers were breeds—offspring of a Nephilim and a human. With less demon to contend with, they could choose to fight for the forces of good, and because they had demon blood, breeds had supernatural powers. To fight demons of biblical proportions, they needed them.

      Jimmy was the son of a vampire and a woman. He was very good at finding and killing bloodsuckers of any type. As a dhampir, Jimmy had mythical strength and speed; he could heal just about anything—although wounds made with a weapon of pure gold took longer, and they stung like a bitch.

      My gaze went to the approaching cadre of varcolacs. Each of them now carried a weapon that glinted golden beneath the moon.

      “What do you want to know?” I blurted.

      “Lizzy!” Jimmy was the only one who called me that, the only one who dared.

      “Doesn’t cost anything to ask.” I was just stalling. I wasn’t going to tell them jack. Jimmy wouldn’t either.

      Just because he could heal didn’t mean he couldn’t hurt. Though I’d spent the past seven years hating Sanducci’s guts, lulled myself to sleep many a long, lonely night imagining ways to make him cry and scream, beg and bleed, times had changed. Now I just wanted him to forgive me, but I didn’t think he was going to.

      “Sanducci and Phoenix, what a prize we have won.”

      The varcolacs had returned to their human forms. I’m sure it was difficult to perform torture with claws where your fingers should be.

      “You know killing us won’t change anything,” I said.

      “Killing you will change everything, seer. You are the leader of the light. If you die without passing on your power, all that power is lost.”

      Well, there was that. What they didn’t know was that I was even harder to kill than Jimmy.

      The head varcolac—a guy who resembled some minor pretty-boy actor on a stupid show with numbers for a title—crouched at my side. Another one—big guy, wide shoulders and teeth that reminded me a lot of the Governator before he’d had them fixed—hovered over Jimmy. They both carried sharp, golden weapons, and they appeared as if they knew what to do with them.

      How hard was it? Pointy end goes into flesh, rip and tear. The only difficulty was if hurting someone bothered you. These were demons. It didn’t.

      “I’m going to give you one chance, seer. You answer my question, I will kill you ...” He took the flat of the blade and ran it over my hip. Wherever it touched, I burned. “Quickly.”

      In the depths of his eyes, yellow flames flickered. He wasn’t going to kill me quickly no matter what he promised. I wasn’t capable of dying quickly anyway.

      The point of the knife, which was big enough to have been fashioned by Bowie himself, pressed to the throbbing vein in my neck. “Where is the key?”

      “To what?”

      He nicked my skin, and blood trickled. “What do you think, fool? To your house? Your car? Your heart?” His eyes twinkled yellow again as he lowered the knife. “Ah, your heart. I always wanted to see what one looked like.”

      He sliced me across the left breast. The blade grated along bone, and I gritted my teeth to keep from reacting to both the pain and that annoying noise.

      “She doesn’t know anything about the key,” Jimmy said.

      That sounded like he did.

      The varcolacs exchanged glances. Pretty Boy lifted his chin, a signal to the other, and Jimmy grunted. I caught the scent of fresh blood.

      “Leave him alone.”

      The varcolac at my side snorted. “I don’t take orders from you.”

      “Who do you take orders from?”

      A few weeks back I’d torn their leader limb from limb, literally, so the forces of darkness should be in chaos. That they weren’t was more disturbing than I wanted to admit. Because if hell had flown open and all the demonic fallen angels were now free, that meant the one who’d instigated the rebellion in the first place was free too. And we all know who that is.

      “Samyaza,” I said. Another name for Satan. There were quite a few of them. “Beelzebub is pulling your strings?”

      His eyes flared. He was pissed about something. But what?

      I shifted. I was tied pretty tightly, and any movement caused the golden chains to scrape my skin. The burn was excruciating, but I managed to brush my finger against his knee, and suddenly I understood. “Whoever has the key commands the demons. And you want it to be you.”

      Dissension in the ranks. Gotta love it.

      The varcolac shrugged. “I don’t take orders well.”

      Most Nephilim didn’t. Which made me wonder how Satan planned to rule this rock. Simple answer—he was going to need the key too.

      What I’m referring to is the Key of Solomon, a grimoire or book of spells, supposedly composed by King Solomon. Contained within it are incantations used to summon, release and command demons—for starters. Over the years several translations had been made, but none of them were complete. What we were looking for was the original copy, which held everything.

      Unfortunately, no one knew where that was. The last person to see it had been a rabbi by the name of Turnblat. Wild dogs—code for shape-shifters—had killed him, and the key hadn’t been found in his personal effects. I’d figured the Nephilim had it. How else had the demons flown free? But if they were asking us where it was ... Well, that threw things into a whole new light.

      “Where is the key?” the varcolac demanded again.

      “Seriously, pal, we thought you had it.”

      “Lizzy!”

      My name ended in a curse as they cut Jimmy again. He’d heal; so would I, although I kinda hoped they wouldn’t notice. So far the Nephilim didn’t know all the things I could do, and I’d like to keep it that way.

      “Why would we have it?” the varcolac asked.

      “You killed Rabbi Turnblat.”

      “Not me personally.”

      “Then you took the key.”

      He shook his head.

      I managed to shrug without moving my chains. “Someone did. You’d better start slapping around the minions.”

      For an instant, doubt flickered along with the yellow flames in the varcolac’s eyes; then he scowled. “We know you have it. The key is with the Phoenix. That is what the rabbi said.”

      I had a feeling the rabbi would have said just about anything when confronted with whatever Nephilim had been sent to kill him, maybe even the truth, but⁠—

      “I don’t have it. Swear to God.”

      The varcolac hissed, and I rolled my eyes. The name of God didn’t hurt them. If it did I’d be singing hymns 24-7.

      “You will tell us. I will make you.” He lifted the golden knife and tried to slice my neck, but the dog collar prevented it. With a sound of annoyance, he reached for the latch.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

      He ignored me.

      “Don’t!” Jimmy shouted. “She needs to have that collar on. Shit!”

      The muscle-bound varcolac had begun to hack at Jimmy in earnest.

      “Knock that off!” I ordered.

      The varcolac nearest to me leaned closer. “And who will make us?”

      “I might.”

      “You are bound, seer. You will never be free again. You will tell us everything we want to know. You will watch us kill your ‘minion.’ ” His lip pulled back in a snarl. “Then we will satisfy ourselves on your body—all of us, and we are legion. If you are still in one piece, and this I doubt, then we will make you beg to die.” He licked my cheek, and his breath smelled of rot. “Where is the key?”

      “Fuck you.”

      He tried to nick my throat again—exactly what I was after. When his knife encountered my jeweled collar once more, he returned his attention to the clasp, fussed and fiddled, but eventually released it.

      The breeze stilled.

      Jimmy murmured, “Uh-oh.”

      The change came over me like a flash flood, a forest fire, a tornado—natural but deadly. The collar kept my inner nature contained. Without it, I became the new and improved me.

      Not really a problem when I was killing demons. The trouble came when it was time to put the vampire back into the box. There were very few beings on this earth that were capable of it, and right now one of them was chained to the ground.

      At the sight of my eyes, which were no doubt bright red, the varcolac tried to scramble away. Before he could, I ate his nose. He wasn’t going to need it anymore. Then I sank my fangs into his neck and drank. Nephilim blood tastes like candy, and the rush ... pure sugar.

      I tossed the half demon aside with a flick of my head, then yanked my arms upward, my legs too. The stakes came out of the ground with a sifty, sandy shift, and I was free.

      “Free." What a fantastic word.

      The chains flapped about—striking me here and there, making me burn. I slid my fingers between the cuffs and skin, broke them off and tossed them aside. Sure, that stung a little, but it didn’t last long enough to matter.

      The leader wasn’t dead yet, an easy fix. I picked him up and yanked his head free of the rest of him. He was ashes before the two halves hit the ground.

      “Who’s next?”

      “You-you-you’re a vampire,” Jimmy’s tormentor stuttered.

      “What was your first clue?”

      I breathed in, relishing the fear and uncertainty. When I was like this colors were brighter, smells so much smellier, sounds reached me from miles away as if they were right next to me. I could hear blood coursing through veins, the increase in the swish-swash signaling terror. Anticipating the flavor, I licked my lips.

      I was so strong I could do anything. Kill anyone. I had no conscience, no morality, not a worry in this world or any other.

      “I-I-I’ll kill him.” The varcolac had the knife to Jimmy’s throat. I reached out and snatched the fool by his Adam’s apple—in this form I was so fast my movements became a blur—and tore it out with one sharp yank. The blood washed over Jimmy like a warm spring rain.

      “Sheesh, Lizzy.”

      I licked my fingers. “You’re welcome.”

      As I turned away, what remained of the varcolac burst into ashes, the remnants sticking to Jimmy’s glistening skin like feathers on tar.

      I’ll give the varcolacs credit. They didn’t run. They came at me like an army.

      But they didn’t stand a chance.
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      When the only things left alive were Jimmy and me, I lifted my glistening arms to the moon and shrieked my triumph. Then I looked around for something else to kill.

      My gaze fell on Sanducci still chained to the ground. Though Jimmy had given me this power, that didn’t matter to me when my demon was driving.

      All those old wives’ tales about vampires making other vampires ... not entirely true. Vampires are Nephilim, but they were created from the mating of a Grigori and a human. You can’t become one just by being bitten. You had to be born.

      Unless you were me.

      As far as I know, I’m the only sexual empath on the planet. In layman’s terms, I absorb supernatural powers through sex. In other words, because Jimmy is a dhampir, I’m one too, and dhampirs become vampires by sharing blood with them.

      Jimmy hadn’t wanted to make me like him. He’d done everything to prevent it. He’d run away. He’d tried to hide. He’d even locked himself up in an enchanted Irish cottage, complete with a golden door and golden bars on the window. Didn’t matter. I’d found him, and I’d seduced him.

      Jimmy kept his vampire nature contained. But once a month—beneath the full moon—it got free. And when it had, I’d been there waiting. Long before the sun rose, I was just like him.

      Why had I done it? Because the only way to win this war was to be as ruthless as they were. The supernatural powers and extraordinary strength didn’t hurt either.

      I inched closer to Jimmy, who lay naked beneath the moon. He was so damn pretty. My tongue darted out to wet my lips, snagging on my fangs, which cut the tender flesh. I tasted my own blood and paused for just an instant to enjoy.

      For a vampire, sex and violence, blood and lust, are all rolled together. It’s hard to differentiate between them, and we don’t really want to.

      My body tingled from the adrenaline, from the change, from the food. My skin cool, the blood beneath coursed so hot. Every sway of the breeze lifted the hairs on my arms, my neck, creating a delicious shiver. My shadow fell over Sanducci like a thundercloud.

      “No, Lizzy.”

      “Not Lizzy.”

      He winced. “I know.”

      I ran my hand over his perfect chest, his taut belly.

      “Let me go,” he said. “You need your collar back on.”

      “No.”

      His sigh, full of pain, drew me in. I wanted to drink his agony slowly like a fine, expensive wine.

      “So sad,” I whispered. “Broken inside.”

      Jimmy’s mouth tightened; his eyes narrowed. “Not as broken as you think.”

      I lowered my body onto his. Naked hip to naked hip, breasts to chest, his penis hot against my belly. “I can fix that.”

      I kissed him. He might pretend to be human, but he wasn’t. He never had been. The violence called to him. He couldn’t deny its allure.

      The thought of taking him on the blood-drenched ground, while he was tied, he was helpless, made me so aroused I writhed. In seconds, his penis was not only hot but also hard. He was unable to keep himself from kissing me back.

      My hands glided over him. Down his arms to the manacles at his wrists, down his thighs to the restraints, then back up to the soft, tender flesh where his leg melded into his hip. I became fascinated with the skin there, the vein that blared blue beneath the silvery moon. I licked it, and his breath caught. I gazed up his body. His face tense, torn, he wanted this, he wanted me, and then again he didn’t.

      My teeth grazed the vein, my tongue pressed against it; the blood pulsed beneath, and I couldn’t resist. I drank from him. He tasted both tart and sweet. His groan wasn’t pain or fear but lust.

      “Not yet.” My breath brushed across him, making him shudder. “Wait for me.” Then I licked his tip, tested it with my tongue, traced it with just a hint of fang until he cursed and pulled against the chains.

      “Take them off. Let me—” His head thrashed.

      I found myself intrigued. “Let you what?”

      He gave one final jerk against his bonds, and the stakes jiggled, but they held. The scent of burning flesh permeated the air. It reminded me of... hell. Not that I’d been there, but I could relate.

      “Let me touch those breasts. They’ve been in my mind for a decade.”

      I lifted my eyebrows. “I’m twenty-five.”

      “What do you think a fifteen-year-old boy has in his head? You’ve had those breasts since you were twelve, even though you did your best to hide them.”

      I’d been mortified to develop early. I’d worn loose clothes and hunched my shoulders. Not only because of my mortification, but also because I knew all too well that a girl in the foster-care system needed to slide through life unnoticed.

      But I didn’t want to think about the past now. Maybe never again. I was strong. Invincible. How did that song go?

      “I am woman.”

      “Not really,” Jimmy muttered.

      I gave his thigh a final lick—the wound had already healed—then straddled him, allowing his erection to slide exactly where I needed it to. “Tell me more of what you’ll do if I release you.”

      His lips curved, though the smile never reached his eyes. “Grab those hips, pull you down, push myself up so deep you’ll remember me for days.”

      “Mmm, and then?”

      “Sink my fangs into your breast, drink from you as you come. The usual.”

      “Yesss.” I took him in, rode him beneath the moon; he lasted a long, long time.

      The chains rattled. “Let me go.”

      I was so close to an orgasm, I listened, sliding my palms down his legs, up his arms, snapping his restraints into pieces. Then I waited, breathless, for him to touch me. And he did.

      His hands at my hips, he pulled me close; then he arched and filled me up. He rose from the sand, his lips took my breast as promised, and he suckled, the rasp of his teeth almost, but not quite, enough to send me over.

      He put his hands around my throat, squeezed just a little. They were rough. I liked how they made me feel. Breathless, on the edge of life and death, blood in the air, on the ground, on me. It didn’t get much better than this.

      I let my head fall back, my eyes slide closed. “Harder.”

      He wouldn’t kill me. I wasn’t sure anyone could.

      “No problem.”

      My eyes snapped open just as the catch of my jeweled collar snapped closed. I let out one furious shriek at the moon, and then I was me again.

      As always, once the vampire was back in the box, I cringed at what I’d said and done and been. My breath caught, a sound very like a sob, except I didn’t cry, had learned long ago that crying did no one any good.

      Jimmy and I were still wrapped together; he was still deep inside me. He was hard; I was wet. Despite the change in my mind and my heart, my body still trembled on the edge of orgasm, and so did his.

      His hands slid from the collar to my shoulders, clenching for an instant. I thought he meant to push me away. I didn’t blame him. What I’d done to him, what I’d forced him to do to me ...

      I tensed, prepared to move before he made me, but he pulled me close, buried his face against my breasts.

      “Jimmy—”

      “Don’t talk.” He traced his hands from my shoulders to my hips and cupped them. “Just... don’t.”

      I swallowed, tasting things I didn’t want to think about. But an instant later I forgot everything else as his body moved against mine.

      We’d always had this. No matter how much time passed, when we came together we couldn’t help but touch each other, and when we touched... sex happened.

      I rocked against him, his hands showed me the rhythm, his breath against my skin, my cheek against his hair; only a few slick movements and I came. As I clenched around him, he did too, shuddering in my arms as the silence twirled around us like mist.

      When it was over, we disentangled ourselves. Our eyes did not meet. Would it be like this between us forever from now on?

      Our clothes were nearby—a little torn, a lot bloody. We’d left the car on the road maybe a quarter of a mile east. In the trunk we kept clean jeans and shirts, a jug of water, some towels.

      We’d done battle before; we knew what would happen. If we lived, we’d look like the lone survivors of a mass murder. We’d need to clean up before we could find a hotel and then ... clean up some more.

      Jimmy snatched our things, and I followed him to the car. He still wouldn’t meet my eyes.

      “Are you going to be like this forever?” I asked.

      Jimmy dug the key out of his pants, hit the button for the trunk, tossed everything in. “Forever? Doubtful.”

      “A week, a month, a year?”

      “I don’t know,” he said quietly.

      “Nice job, by the way.”

      He frowned, but he didn’t glance up. “Glad you enjoyed it.”

      “I meant pretending to be into it, then snapping the collar on.”

      “Someone had to.”

      And that someone was usually him.

      In the past we’d always had love, shared memories, Jimmy and me against the world. Now, I wasn’t so sure what we had and it bothered me.

      “You hurt me too,” I said.

      A few months ago, Jimmy had been possessed by his demon of a vampire father. Jimmy had kept me as a sex slave, drunk from me until I nearly died, until I wanted to.

      “You think I don’t remember?” Jimmy’s fingers clenched on the open trunk of the car. “You think I don’t hate myself still? But you of all people should know what it’s like to be forced to do things you don’t want to. To have your body betray you while your mind screams, ‘No!’ ”

      I did know. I also knew I’d had no choice.

      I took a step forward, and he took a step back. “Let it be. You got over it; I will too.”

      I wasn’t sure I’d gotten over it. But I’d gotten past it. I understood that when he’d done those things, Jimmy hadn’t been Jimmy. Unfortunately, when I’d seduced him I’d been more me than I was now.

      We washed up as best we could with the water and the towels. Basically cleaning our faces, necks, hands and arms, leaving the rest for later. Jimmy tossed me some clothes. I put them on without looking at them, but Jimmy’s made me smile. He wore one of his T-shirts.

      Jimmy’s “cover” for his globe-trotting demon killing was portrait photographer to the stars. Someday—if we weren’t all dead—he’d be able to collect his greatest hits into a few coffee-table books. He was a genius with a camera. Almost as good as he was with a silver knife.

      His pictures had graced magazine covers, book covers, posters, CD cases, once even Times Square. Up-and-coming rock bands, country western wannabes, fresh-faced tween queens and steroid-puffed future action stars knew that if Sanducci took their photograph, they had arrived.

      Jimmy liked T-shirts. He wore them with jeans, dress pants, sports coats, tuxedos and sometimes nothing at all. The true sign of becoming the “it” guy or girl or the band of the century was when Sanducci was photographed in your shirt.

      Dozens arrived at his postbox every month. He donated them all to charity. He only wore the shirts of those he’d actually photographed. But that never stopped anyone from sending them.

      Tonight his shirt read: NY Yankees. I hated the Yankees. The reason I smiled? Jimmy knew it. Needling me about the Yankees was another of Jimmy’s favorite things.

      I was a Brewers fan. Milwaukee was my hometown. Had been since Ruthie brought me there at twelve. It was the only place I’d ever been happy, and right now I missed home like a piece of my heart.

      “When did you do a shoot with the Yankees?”

      Jimmy glanced down with a puzzled expression. The expression made my heart hurt worse. He hadn’t known what shirt he’d put on. He hadn’t been needling me at all.

      “When they won the division.” Jimmy shrugged. “Last year?”

      “Or the year before or two before that. It ain’t hard to win if you buy every damn prospect.”

      “I’m not gonna argue baseball with you tonight.” He sounded so tired.

      I turned away, watched the remaining mounds of varcolac ash shiver and shift, then drift off into the night. “I shouldn’t have killed them all. I should have kept one alive to question about the key.”

      “You think you’ve got any restraint when you’re like that?”

      I didn’t, no, but⁠—

      “Some do.” I turned back. “Your father for instance.”

      Jimmy’s mouth thinned. He was understandably touchy on the subject of dear old dad—a strega (definition: medieval vampire witch). He’d done things to Jimmy that rivaled what had been done to him on the streets, and that was saying quite a bit.

      I was so glad I’d put a stake through the miserable bastard’s black heart.

      “The strega had centuries to work on his control,” Jimmy said. “And he never confined his nature like we have. When you do that and then you let it out, bad things happen.”

      I continued to watch the varcolac ash swirl, the moon shimmering through each particle as if the heavens were spilling silver-tinged snow. Pretty if you didn’t know what those flakes had once been.

      “Or good,” I said. “Depending on your point of view.”

      Jimmy remained silent. I knew his point of view. Going vamp was never good. On the one hand, I agreed. On the other, fighting extreme evil called for extreme measures. I’d pledged myself to saving the world. I wasn’t going to go about it half-assed.

      “By restricting our vampire nature, we only make it stronger, more volatile, if possible more violent,” he continued. “The monster can’t wait to get out and kill.”

      I wanted to disagree, except he was right. Sometimes when I was sleeping and I awoke into that twilight time between states, I heard my demon screaming. A few times when I was alone and wide awake, I heard a murmur in my head enticing me to do terrible things. When the collar came off, I did them.

      “We need to find a way to release your demon more than once a month,” I said.

      “Not.” He slammed the trunk and headed for the driver’s seat.

      I stood there for a few seconds, then scrambled around to my side and jumped in just as he hit the gas.

      “You know that we do.”

      Jimmy didn’t answer.

      “Ruthie said.”

      “ ‘Ruthie said,’ ” he mocked. “I don’t give a flying fuck.”

      “Don’t let her hear you say that.”

      Ruthie wasn’t above smacking someone in the mouth for “smart talk,” “back talk,” “blasphemy” or pretty much anything she didn’t like. Her being dead hadn’t stopped the back of her hand from connecting with my face. It had hurt even if it had been in a vision. However, since Jimmy wasn’t able to channel the dead, he was probably safe.

      “You need to convince Summer to reverse the spell,” I said.

      Jimmy’s vampire had been pushed beneath the moon. In other words, he became a monster only when the moon was full. The other twenty-odd days, he was just Jimmy. Dangerous yes, but not damn near unstoppable. Like me.

      “She won’t.” His hands clenched on the steering wheel. “I don’t think she can.”

      Summer Bartholomew was a fairy. Think life-sized Tinkerbell without the wings; add cowboy boots, a white hat and slutty clothes with a lot of fringe.

      Summer and I hadn’t bonded well, mainly because she was head-over-heels, do-anything-and-everything in love with Jimmy. It hadn’t helped that when he’d left me the first time, he’d gone to her.

      She was also the one responsible for the dog collar around my neck. Not that I didn’t need it, but couldn’t she have bespelled a nice silver chain, a diamond ear stud? Even a leather bracelet would have been better than what I had. But Summer had seen a way to infuriate me, and she’d taken it.

      That I’d have done the exact same thing were I capable of performing magic didn’t lessen my irritation with her. To make matters worse, Summer had performed a sex spell to confine Jimmy’s demon.

      I shouldn’t throw stones—sexual empath and all that—but the fairy annoyed me. Probably because several times when I’d touched her, or touched Jimmy, I’d seen them. Made me want to scrub out my brain with a gallon of scalding water and a whole lot of bleach.

      “What’s so hard about it?” I asked. “Can’t she just... do you backward?”

      “Apparently not.”

      “She’s refusing to reverse the spell because she knows that you don’t want her to.”

      “I don’t, but that doesn’t mean I won’t. I think we need a bigger fairy.”

      I’d been taking a sip from a tepid bottle of water I’d left in the car earlier. That sip sprayed all over the windshield. “What?”

      “A more powerful fairy.”

      “There are grades of fairyness?”

      “So Summer says.”

      “Repeat that five times fast,” I muttered. “Where do we find a grade-A, top-of-the-line, more-powerful-than-Summer fairy?”

      “You’re gonna have to ask her.”

      “You didn’t?”

      “I don’t want to go back to the way that I was.”

      “You said you would.”

      “I didn’t say I’d help.”

      “Fine,” I snapped. I hated asking Summer for anything, but I was the leader of this merry band of demon killers, and Summer knew it. She’d tell me.

      Or I’d make her. I kind of hoped she didn’t want to tell me.

      “I really thought the Nephilim had the key.” How else had they released the Grigori?

      “It’s probably a good thing if they don’t.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to say, You think? but I refrained.

      “Do you know anything about the Book of Samyaza?” I asked.

      Jimmy cast me a quick glance, his dark eyes unreadable in the eerie glow from the dash. We headed toward LA; the press of the lights against the night made the sky luminescent and kind of creepy.

      “That’s a myth.”

      “So are we.”

      Every legendary tale of monsters from the dawn of time was true. They were Nephilim or breeds, but they were very, very real.

      Remember Goliath—that giant of antiquity? Nephilim.

      Vampires. Werewolves. Evil, dark scary things. Nephilim. Or, in some cases, breeds.

      Witch hunts? They probably had the right idea but the wrong execution. Pardon the pun. You can’t kill witches just by drowning them. Most of them won’t even burn.

      “Samyaza was the leader of the earthly angels.”

      “Satan,” Jimmy agreed. “Thrown into the pit. I don’t think he had time to write a book.”

      “I think he had plenty of time to do a lot of things. According to Ruthie, he’s been whispering to the Nephilim from the beginning.”

      “What’s he been whispering?”

      “Revelatory prophecies for the other side.” I shrugged. “Instructions for winning this war.”

      “And you’re saying someone wrote them down in the Book of Samyaza?”

      “Yes.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “We got the Bible in pretty much the same way,” I pointed out.

      “God whispering. Satan whispering.” Jimmy’s mouth twisted. “I don’t think that’s quite the same.”

      “I suppose not.” I took a deep breath. “And there is one big difference. According to legend, whoever possesses the Book of Samyaza is invincible.”

      Jimmy chewed on his lower lip for a minute as he contemplated the steadily lightening night sky. “Then we’d damn straight better find it first.”
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      I had a lot on my plate. Find the Book of Samyaza, even though no one had ever seen it.

      Find the Key of Solomon—everyone who’d ever seen that was dead.

      Find an uber-fairy to release Jimmy’s demon vampire.

      Deal with the Grigori somehow—either discover what they looked like, how to kill them, and then do it or get our hands on the key and command them back into Tartarus.

      Attempt to keep the chaos that was overtaking the world from ending the world with a seriously depleted cadre of seers and demon killers.

      Discover who was jockeying to become the new leader of the demon horde—code name the Antichrist—and, what the hell, kill him too.

      “I need a drink,” I muttered, wishing like crazy I was back in Milwaukee, where I made ends meet by tending bar at Murphy’s—a cop hangout on the East Side of town.

      The job had begun as a form of penance. I’d once been a cop. Then my psychic gift had led my partner and me into a situation where only one of us had emerged alive. I still wished it hadn’t been me.

      Max Murphy had been a great guy, a fantastic police officer, a wonderful husband and a caring father. He’d been the best partner an officer could hope for. He’d believed in me, and his belief had gotten him killed.

      I hadn’t been able to remain on the job after that—no one trusted me; I didn’t trust myself—so I’d quit the force. I could find no better way to be punished for my sins than to work for the widow of the man I’d destroyed.

      To my amazement, Megan didn’t hate me. She didn’t blame me. The crazy woman loved me.

      While I wanted nothing more than to head into Murphy’s and draw a Miller Lite, then sit down and drink it with Megan, I couldn’t go back there and risk her life and the lives of her three kids the way I’d risked Max’s.

      Jimmy drove toward LAX. Even at this time of night, make that morning, the traffic was obscene. How did people live here?

      He found a decent hotel, went inside to book a room. He was less bloody than I was. When he came out he handed me a key. I stared at it dumbly. Separate rooms? That was ... different.

      I didn’t comment. Jimmy was in charge of the bills; he could do what he liked. This saving-the-world gig didn’t pay well. It didn’t pay anything.

      Once “recruited” into the federation, DKs and seers obtained cover jobs that allowed them to easily do their secret ones while providing them with enough cash to live on and fund their clandestine activities. Ruthie had run a foster-care facility, which allowed her to perform her duties as both a seer and the leader of the light while also recruiting for the federation.

      The most troubled kids were usually the most powerful kids in terms of supernatural gifts. They’re different, big-time, and they end up getting kicked out of home after home because around them, weird stuff happens. And when they try to explain it, they can’t. Or what’s the truth sounds very much like a lie.

      I don’t know how the family dog ended up in pieces. I can’t remember how I got out of the house, or what I did for the past three hours. I can’t explain why my clothes are always torn and bloody yet I’m not.

      Ruthie had been the first person to tell me it was okay that I knew stuff about people just by touching them. That I wasn’t evil or crazy. That I didn’t have to hide it—at least from her.

      Jimmy and I each grabbed our own duffel and went into the hotel. The two rooms were located right next to each other. I guess I should be glad he hadn’t asked for separate floors.

      “Night.” Jimmy disappeared inside.

      I went into mine, saw the connecting door, felt a little better, until I opened it and discovered the one to his side remained closed. I left mine open and got into the shower.

      The blood had dried; it took a while to get it all off. I let my hair air-dry—there wasn’t much of it; I’d learned the hard way when I’d been a cop that long hair was an invitation for morons to pull it out or spit gum in. I’d hacked off my dark brown tresses a few weeks into my rookie year, and I kept them short now by snipping at them with any sharp implement available. For some reason the choppy, messy style suited my face.

      It was an exotic face, or so I’d been told. Skin darker than the average Caucasian, hinting at a mixed heritage, my bright blue eyes as much a mystery as the rest of me.

      The hotel was more upscale than I’d been staying in lately. There was a mini-bar, and I pulled out that beer I’d been craving. Ten bucks. I twisted off the cap. Jimmy could afford it.

      My finances were in flux. Cop to bartender was considered by most a downward trend, although on a busy night, tending bar was definitely more lucrative. But since I’d had to go on the road as the leader of the light, my cash flow had dwindled.

      The only money coming in was from a rental property I’d bought when I left the force—a combination storefront, occupied by a knickknack shop, and a second-floor apartment, where I’d lived until everyone and their demon sister found out about it.

      Not too long ago a seer had been murdered on my doorstep. That she’d been torn in two had caused no small amount of consternation to the tiny police force in Friedenberg—population around three thousand. They’d called in the FBI. As far as I knew, the case was still open. Probably always would be.

      I could rent out the apartment to increase my income—if I could find anyone willing to get past the whole murdered-woman-on-the-doorstep issue—but the idea of having no home, like Jimmy, was more than I could stomach. Brought back too many memories of the years before Ruthie. I might be a rough, tough demon-killing psychic, but being homeless scared me.

      Finishing the beer, I glanced at the clock. Three a.m. and the connecting door was still closed. Silence pulsed from Jimmy’s room. Nothing to do but sleep. I wasn’t sure I could.

      I guess I did because the next thing I knew the clock read four thirty and the dark wasn’t so dark anymore. I went still, listening. Jimmy was moving around on the other side of the wall. Since Sanducci had been known to sneak off and leave me behind, I got up, threw on some clothes and headed toward the connecting door.

      One quick flick of my wrist and the lock snapped. The superior strength I’d absorbed empathically when I’d become a dhampir definitely didn’t suck. Unfortunately, when the door was grabbed from the other side and yanked open I was too surprised to use my superior speed to duck and just stood there as cool sparkling mist dampened my cheeks and stuck to my eyelids.

      Fairy dust. I hated that stuff.

      “Why do you do that?” I scrubbed my palms over my face. “You know it doesn’t work on me.”

      Summer Bartholomew scowled, hands clenching into fists before she spun on the heels of her cowboy boots and stalked away, the fringe on her white leather halter top swaying. “I didn’t know it was you.”

      “Who else would it be?” I followed her into the room.

      “Since when do you two sleep alone?”

      I wasn’t going to discuss Sanducci’s sleeping arrangements with the woman—make that fairy—who loved him.

      Wondering why Jimmy wasn’t waking up and telling us to clam up, my gaze went to the bed.  Not only was it empty, but it had never been slept in. He’d pulled a Houdini again.

      “What did you do to him?” Summer asked.

      My mind flashed to last night in the desert. Jimmy staked to the ground, naked skin on naked skin. The scent of the blood, the feel of his body in mine when it hadn’t really been mine.

      Mmm, the demon whispered. Wanna do it again.

      “Shut up,” I muttered.

      Summer shot me a glare, and her hand lifted, as if she’d shoot her sparkling “make me” dust one more time. It wouldn’t function any better than the last time, because fairy magic doesn’t work on those on errands of mercy, and that would be my new life in a nutshell. That she couldn’t make me do whatever she wished drove Summer batty.

      “You don’t need to be so bitchy,” she said. “I didn’t break him. You did.”

      “He isn’t a toy.”

      Toy, my demon whispered. Yessss.

      I smacked myself in the forehead. All that got me was the beginnings of another headache.

      “What is wrong with you?”

      I wasn’t going to inform her that I’d started to hear the vampire in my head even when it wasn’t loose. No telling what she’d do to me then. Maybe lock me in the golden-barred room of her Irish cottage back in New Mexico. I couldn’t let that happen. I had too much to do.

      “Los Angeles is kind of a hike for a booty call,” I said. “Not that Sanducci isn’t worth it, but have some pride.”

      Her blue eyes narrowed in her perfect little face. Long blond hair, body that fit into size zero jeans as if they’d been invented for her, dewy pink lips that matched the hue of her fingernails. She drove me batty just by breathing.

      Sure, fairies practiced glamour—magic that made them appear more attractive—but since Summer’s magic didn’t work on me, I figured she’d been stunning from the day of her birth. Although I don’t think fairies are born.

      They aren’t Nephilim or breeds. Back when the angels were sent to earth to watch the humans, some of them actually watched instead of chasing us around like satyrs after wood nymphs.

      When God slammed closed the pearly gates on the Grigori and dropped them into Tartarus, those angels trapped on earth that were too good to go to hell but not angelic enough to return to heaven became fairies. Earth was no longer paradise, and it appears that just being here tarnished even the most crystalline soul. Some of them work for us and some of them have gone to the dark side—or so I hear. I’d yet to meet any other fairies but Summer. Which reminded me.

      “I need the name and location of an uber-fairy.”

      Summer snorted. “Yeah, that’ll happen.”

      “You seem to forget who’s the boss of you.”

      “Since you’re no longer the conduit to Ruthie, I’m not sure how in charge you are.”

      I frowned. “I’m the leader of the light.”

      “Big fat hairy deal.”

      “You have to listen to me.”

      “I’m not compelled to follow orders; I choose to. Right now I choose to say—” She gave me the finger.

      I jumped her. Couldn’t help myself. Summer had been begging for an ass-kicking from the moment I’d first seen her in Jimmy’s head. That I’d refrained this long was downright saintly.

      Summer had supernatural powers. She could do magic, cast spells; she could fly without wings. She was one of the federation’s top DKs, with countless kills to her credit. But she’d never had to fight me in a bad mood.

      We hit the ground hard. I got a pointy elbow in the throat. Coughing, I rolled free; as she started to get up, I decked her. She flew into the wall. Didn’t seem to hurt her any. She was on her feet again quick as blink. Blood trickled from her lip, which had started to swell.

      Fairies were pretty hard to kill—had to use cold steel or rowan—but they didn’t appear to heal as fast as a dhampir. Lucky me.

      “I suppose you usually throw your fairy dust, order the Nephilim to stand still, and then you skewer them,” I said. “Must be nice.”

      “It is.” She threw two knives at me with a quick flick of her slim wrists. Where they had come from I had no idea.

      I caught one, but the other stuck in my chest with a sick thunk. I glanced from the knife to Summer’s face. “Are you kidding me with this?”





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/lorihandeland_apocalypsehappens_2500.jpg





