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He bent his head and trailed his lips over the side of her neck.

“Do you still have the Goblet?”

Oh, wow. Oh, wow. Oh, wow. She hadn’t felt a man’s kiss in so long. “Yes. Her name is Mona.” She tilted her head and let him kiss her lower. Over her collarbone. Across her chest. Oh, wow. Her dress was way low cut. How low was he going to go? And in case the Otherworld judges were watching, it was all in the spirit of protecting Mona. She was interrogating a potential threat. And if she had to use her body to get answers, then that just showed what a dedicated Guardian she was. Right? Of course, right. Ask a question about Mona to prove it. Oh, good call. A question. She could think of one . . . um . . . “Are you after Mona?”

He slipped the spaghetti strap off her shoulder, his breath hot against her skin as he kissed where it had been. “Yes. I need to kill you and then steal her.”

Oh, God. That was like the sexiest thing she’d ever heard. “I love a man who isn’t afraid to tell the truth.”



To my grandmother, Bonita Humphrey Black, who, at ninety-six years old, inspires me daily with her courage, her sense of humor, and her intelligence.
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One

Today Derek LaValle was going to reverse the Curse, even if it meant saving the life of his blight-on-the-family-name cousin, Les LaValle.

Well, okay, most of the family would claim Les was blight number two. Derek was blight number one. Except when they wanted money from him. Then Derek was blight number one with an asterisk.

Derek’s cell phone rang just as he was walking up the broken front steps of the dump Les lived in. It was his second-in-command, Becca Gibbs. “What’s up?”

“The folks from McDonald’s are here to talk to you about selling our pretzels in their stores.” Her voice was slightly elevated; too much caffeine as usual. Becca was one high-strung woman. It made her a great business partner, though. She never slept and got more work done in an hour than most people did in a month. “The meeting’s in five minutes and you’re not here.”

He glanced at his watch. Three minutes until his cuz bit the dust. “I don’t have time to deal with them. Reschedule.”

“Don’t you realize what a huge opportunity this would be?” Her voice shot up a few more decibels. “You can’t miss this meeting!”

“I need to deal with Les first.” He swung the baseball bat loosely from his fingers as he rapped on the front door and rang the doorbell. “Les! Open up!”

“Derek! You blew off Dunkin’ Donuts last week because you were in the library doing research on that goblet, and you missed the Starbucks meeting on Friday because you saw a woman with a dragon tattoo at lunch and got arrested for stalking her.” She made a sound of aggravated distress. “These are incredible distribution opportunities and you need to take them seriously. McDonald’s wants an exclusive, and we need to think about whether that makes sense for us, and we can’t do it if you’re off chasing some damned mumbo-jumbo myth!” She was practically snarling at him now, and he grinned. His business would have been neglected into bankruptcy if it wasn’t for Becca.

“Go ahead and meet with them,” he said. “They’ll realize you’re a hell of a lot more on top of things than I am, and they’ll be thrilled to work with you instead of me.” Hiring Becca five years ago had been his best business decision since deciding to open Vic’s Pretzels. She was a business and marketing genius, and the stock price of Vic’s Pretzels proved it. Gave him time to pursue more important things, like saving his cousin’s life. Not that Becca agreed with his priorities.

Who did?

No one.

Of course, everyone who knew of his plans thought he was insane, so he supposed the fact they didn’t support him was to be expected.

He tried the doorknob. Locked. “Les!” A quick glance at his watch told him he had only two and a half minutes now. Damn New York City traffic and his cousin for living so far out of the city. He felt his adrenaline kick in, and his heart began to pump.

But Becca wasn’t finished. “These people want to meet with the inventor of Vic’s No-Carb Pretzel, not his lieutenant. I will stall them for exactly thirty minutes and if you don’t get your designer-clad heinie over here by then, I’m going to hand them the recipe and tell them to have at it.” She slammed down the phone.

She’d sounded like she meant it. Crap. Time to save Les’s butt and get back to the office.

Barely two minutes left. “Les!” He slung the baseball bat over his shoulder and sprinted around the side of the house. The gate to the backyard was locked, but he scaled it easily, an advantage of being over six feet tall. He vaulted up the rickety stairs to the back deck and nearly crashed into his cousin, who was sprawled in a lawn chair, absorbing the rays. “Damn, Les. Didn’t you hear me?”

“Screw you.” Les had his feet cooling in a murky plastic wading pool, his bulging stomach hanging over the waistband of his Speedo. “I’m not listening to any of your b.s.”

“I don’t care if you listen or not,” Derek said. “I’m here to save your sorry behind anyway.”

“I don’t need saving. I take care of myself just fine.” For the last six years, Les had been collecting disability for an “injury” to his back. He now spent all his time furthering his Internet poker addiction and bullying the neighborhood children into going to the store for him. The only time he wasn’t at the computer was when he was too hungover to focus on the screen. Solution? Sun and beer for a couple hours to revive himself. “And if you keep running around insisting the LaValle men have been cursed, someone’s going to pack you off in a straitjacket.”

Derek shrugged. “Better insane than dead.” His family had already tried to have him committed more than once. Having a vast disposable income came in handy for purchasing his freedom. “Every LaValle man for four generations has died at the moment he turned thirty-one years, forty-six weeks, four days, six hours, three minutes, and five seconds old.” He looked at his watch and cursed. “That’s in just over a minute for you.”

He hoisted the bat to his shoulder and searched the yard for rabid pit bulls and homicidal yard implements that might develop a mind of their own. I know you’re out there, you murderous son of a bitch. I’m ready for you.

Les took another slug of beer. “The LaValle men have had a run of bad luck. Nothing more.”

“So everyone says.” So his dad had claimed until the moment he’d become the victim of a wayward butter knife. Died right in front of fifteen-year-old Derek, while they’d been sampling a no-calorie waffle together.

“There’s no Curse and I don’t need you here to protect me against some crap you made up.” Les folded his flabby arms over his saggy chest and glared at Derek.

No Curse? Not likely.

Not when you consider the way they’d died. One had been found impaled on his toothbrush. Another had choked to death on lemonade. How about the one who’d been kicked in the head by a newborn baby and suffered fatal brain damage? One unfortunate sod had actually shot himself in the head while cleaning his gun—although that could have been legit. The one that had been mauled to death by a pet hamster? Seemed a little fishy. As if fate was grabbing whatever was available at that precise moment.

“I’m going to call my mom and tell her you’re over here talking about the Curse again,” Les whined. “And then I’m going to call the cops and—”

“Shut up and let me concentrate.” If he could keep the Curse from succeeding with Les, he was hoping that would be enough to stop the chain before it hit him and his fraternal twin when they reached the right age. Which was in just over a week.

Forty-five seconds. “Maybe you should go inside,” Derek suggested. “You could drown in that pool.” His bat wasn’t going to be much good if the water suddenly swelled up in a massive tsunami and swept Les away.

“You go inside. Get me another beer.” Les belched and let his head drop back against the lounge chair. “Order a pizza while you’re at it.”

Derek looked up at the sky. No lightning bolt could come out of that blue sky, could it?

Ten seconds. He kicked an old pizza box off the deck. Not sure how cardboard could be deadly, but he wasn’t taking any chances.

Les yawned. “I’m gonna take a nap.”

Five seconds.

Les belched again and picked up a beer.

“Give me that bottle. I don’t want glass near you.” Before he could grab the bottle, Derek’s watch alarm went off, and a huge rock came careening over the back fence, heading straight for Les’s head.

Les screamed and dove out of his chair. Derek swung for the rock. It shattered his bat but ricocheted away from Les and smashed through the living room window. “Believe me now, Les?”

No sound from Les.

Derek spun around. His cousin was lying on the deck, motionless, his neck twisted at an angle that was unnatural and very, very wrong.

Frustration ripped through him. “Dammit, Les. Why didn’t you listen?”

No one listened. And everyone died.

Well, Derek wasn’t going to die, and he wasn’t going to let his brother die. He glared at the overgrown backyard. “You’ve just taken your last LaValle man, you hear me?”

He could have sworn he heard laughter on the wind.

Great. So he was burdened with a Curse that had a warped sense of humor.

Lucky him.

Four hours later, after dealing with cops and the ambulance and begging forgiveness from Becca for skipping out on the fast-food meeting, Derek banged open the door to his twin brother’s office, making Quincy LaValle jump and spill coffee all over his desk.

“Damn you, Derek. Why do you always do that?”

“Because I like to pick on my little brother. Hello, Wendy.” Derek nodded at the assistant filing in the corner as he moved a stack of papers off a chair, and dropped into the seat.

Then he looked again. Wendy Monroe had been working for Quincy for the last two years. Every time he’d seen her, she’d been wearing some gray outfit that barely showed she was a woman. No makeup. Glasses. She was the epitome of a nerdy intellectual and a perfect match for his math professor brother, if only Quincy would pull his head out of his books and realize it.

But today she was wearing a red sweater and her hair looked like it had been marked up with blond or something. What did women call that? Highlighted. Right. She looked like she’d gotten her hair highlighted. A monumental change for her. She actually looked like she had a personality. “You look nice today, Wendy.”

She smiled at him and looked him in the eye. Another first. “Thank you, Mr. LaValle.” She pulled open a drawer in Quincy’s desk and pulled out a napkin, barely keeping her hip a proper distance form Quincy’s arm.

“Derek,” he corrected her, as usual.

“Of course.” As she mopped up the coffee spill, her gaze flicked toward Quincy, and he was pretty sure he saw a light in her eyes he hadn’t noticed before. Had she suddenly realized what every other woman on campus already knew? That his antisocial, absentminded brother was apparently a total chick magnet? That would account for the new sweater and colored hair. “Quincy? Do you need anything else?” she asked.

Quincy was already back at the computer typing away. He waved his hand vaguely in her direction. “All set. Have a good weekend.”

She gave Derek a knowing smile. It was Monday at one in the afternoon. She still had a thirty-five-hour workweek until the weekend, but it was beneath Quin to keep track of things as mundane as the day of the week. “You have to teach class in forty-five minutes. I’ll remind you.”

Quincy looked up from the computer. “Really? Today? What class?”

“It’s your freshman lecture.”

“Oh. Right.” He frowned and Wendy set a sheaf of papers in front of him. “These are the tests you’re handing back to the students today. And on the top are your notes for your lecture.”

Derek grinned as he watched Wendy take care of his brother with calm patience. The perfect woman for Quin. Maybe he ought to encourage Quincy to notice he had a female working in his office.

After they’d taken care of the Curse, of course. Until they beat it, relationships were pretty much doomed. Nothing like telling your date that you’ll be dead by age thirty-one to scare her off. Somehow being beheaded by a green bean didn’t seem to mesh with domestic visions of white picket fences and 2.3 kids, as their dad’s unfortunate butter knife encounter had proven. Just think of the situation Derek would put his kids in if he had any: How do you explain to your friends at school that your dad was the victim of a wayward kitchen utensil that had been momentarily possessed by a supernatural force?

Wendy finished instructing Quincy on his plans for the afternoon, then stepped back from the desk. “Do you need my assistance for your meeting with Derek? If not, I’ll keep filing in the corner.”

Derek cleared his throat. “Um, would you mind giving us some privacy?”

“No problem at all.” She flashed them a small smile and then hurried out of the room.

Derek set a tossed salad and a tuna sub on Quincy’s desk. “Brought lunch.”

Quincy grinned and began unwrapping the sandwich. “Great. I’m starving. I forgot to eat again.”

“I figured that would be the case.” The door clicked shut. “Les died.”

Quincy looked up sharply. “When?”

“This morning.”

Sharp lines tightened behind Quincy’s glasses. “At what time?”

“Nine fifty-four and seventeen seconds. As I predicted.” Maybe this would convince Quincy. It had to. Derek needed help to figure what was going on and how to stop it. Time was almost out, and eighteen years of solo pursuit hadn’t gotten him any answers. He needed a partner, and since Quin was the only person who let Derek discuss the Curse without threatening to get him committed, Quin got the nod.

His brother frowned. “You were there?”

“Yep.”

“What happened?”

Typical intellectual. He needed every fact before drawing a conclusion. Derek sighed and filled in his twin on the details, then fell silent.

“Huh.”

“Huh? That’s all you can say?”

“Well, what do you want me to say? Oh, sure, I believe all the LaValle men are cursed and you’re going to die in a week and I’m going to die ten minutes after you?” Quincy shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I don’t buy this paranormal spooky stuff. There has to be a logical explanation.”

“Math is based on logic. Curses aren’t. Forget what you know and open your mind.”

Quincy pulled off his glasses and shot Derek a superior stare. “Math is real. Curses are myths. There has to be something else going on besides some fantastical intervention by fate.”

Derek ground his teeth. “Listen to me, Quin. We have to find out how to stop it. One week and then we’re dead. The leisurely approach is no longer an option.”

“I’ll do some research on the statistical odds of all these deaths happening at such similar times and—”

“Quincy!” Derek slammed his palms on the desk. “This isn’t math! It’s something more! You’ll die if we don’t fix this.” Derek hadn’t suffered all those black eyes and the broken nose defending his nerdy brother just to let him die from a rabid ballpoint pen or something equally ridiculous. A fatal carjacking in the city? Fine. That’s fate. A damned ballpoint pen? He had his pride and he simply wouldn’t be bested by a blasted writing utensil. “Don’t ignore this, Quincy. I’m not crazy.”

Quincy leaned back in his chair and gave Derek his tolerant professor look. “What would you have me do?”

“Let’s find this Goblet of Eternal Youth. Find the Guardian.”

“And then what? Kill the Guardian and steal the Goblet as the journal says must be done for the Curse to be broken? This is the twenty-first century. We can’t go around killing anyone.”

“What if it’s the Guardian’s life or ours? You think I should stand back and let us die?”

Quincy leaned forward. “Face it, Derek. There’s no Goblet. There’s no Curse. There is simply bad luck among the LaValle men. I’ll write up a few equations and show that it’s mathematically possible for all twenty-nine men to have died without any supernatural intervention.”

“Fine.” Derek stood up. “You do that.”

“And then you’ll let this go?”

“Sure.” He turned away before Quincy could see the lie in his eyes.

Curse or not, Les was going to be the last LaValle man to die at age thirty-one.

He was going to find that Guardian and do what he had to do. But his gut dropped at the thought of killing anyone in cold blood, even to save his brother.

He hoped she tried to kill him first. Then he could behead her with a clean conscience. Murder in the first degree wasn’t exactly befitting of a pretzel mogul. And what was the point of dodging the Curse if he had to spend the rest of his life in prison dodging . . . well . . . yeah. Probably best not to think about that.

First things first. Find the Guardian.

Deal with the rest later.





Two


Two hundred years at the same job is at least one hundred and ninety too many. Especially when it sucks.


Justine Bennett glared at the espresso machine sitting in the afternoon sunshine. “Enjoying yourself?”


The espresso machine, as usual, said nothing. Two hundred years ago Mona had been a jewel-encrusted goblet. Today, she was an espresso machine, thanks to her chameleonic ability to change form. A kitchen appliance who expressed absolutely no appreciation for the fact Justine had been chained to this life for two hundred years, protecting it from would-be evildoers in search of eternal youth.


“Pouting again?” An eleven-foot winged dragon wearing mascara and wine-colored lipstick wandered into the front room of their high-ceilinged loft. The dragon’s name was Theresa Nichols, although she hadn’t been in her human form in almost two hundred years, since she’d taken three sips from Mona. From rich, indolent siren to a four-footed horned monster with blue shiny scales. It was enough to make any girl cranky, and Theresa was no exception.


“I’m not pouting,” Justine said. “I’m bored.”


Theresa moved her horned tail aside and settled onto the navy microfiber couch. Leather was a total no-go. Scales and clawed feet were hell on natural materials. Worse than a herd of destructive cats on speed. Certain synthetics, on the other hand, were impervious to snags and tears. Simply fabulous for the living comfort of dragons. “Me too. What do you say we go barhopping tonight?”


“Sure. You can freak out the entire city of New York, and I’ll pick up a cute guy who’ll drink from Mona and then I’ll have to behead him. Sounds like a blast.” Been there, done that. Lesson learned.


“Hey! If anyone deserves to be pouting, it’s me. At least you have breasts and can get men to drool.” Theresa blew a puff of black smoke, the dragon equivalent of a dramatic sigh. A few sparks dropped on the flame-resistant throw rug. Theresa had burned down their first six houses. It gets difficult to hide a dragon and remain under the societal radar when your house keeps burning down. Thankfully, fire-retardant products became available just as the NYFD began to keep an eye on Justine.


Not that it had been that bad. Some of the members of the fire department were quite sexy. Not that Justine was allowed to indulge. Sigh.


And none of the men, burly as they might be, were quite a match for an eleven-foot dragon who would very possibly incinerate them in the heat of passion. This meant the two roomies were celibate together, until and unless Theresa could find a cure for her four-footed form. “You have any luck today?” she asked.


Theresa shook her head. “The Internet is full of crap. With all those Web sites, you think at least one of them would have a legitimate spell for turning me back into human form.” She scowled, which entailed flaring her cavernous nostrils and scrunching her gold-flecked eyes until they were barely open. “When I finally figure it out, I’m personally going to go out there and kick the butt of every fraud on this planet who claims to practice magic.”


“Yeah, my day is going equally well.”


Theresa held out a claw. “Let me see.”


Justine passed over her sketch pad. “I’m supposed to come up with a creature that came from Mars and looks very sweet but is actually a deadly assassin. Blues, greens, and silver. Male. Maybe a military background. Can pass as human if he wants to, but is clearly an alien when he’s in full kick-butt form.” Justine’s second job was as an animation designer for a major movie studio. They sent her specs and she created the creatures. First by hand, then she transferred the images to her computer and tightened up the 3-D image. It was one of the only jobs she could do and still stay at home with precious little Mona.


Unfortunately, being Mona’s Guardian didn’t come with a paycheck. Protecting all that’s good in the world was supposed to be reward in itself. Yeah, who needs food and shelter?


Justine did, and supplying enough food to keep an unemployed dragon happy wasn’t exactly cheap. At least their shelter was paying for itself, thanks to an excellent property manager named Graham Winthrop and centuries of Guardians who had made savvy real estate investments. Nothing like tenants to keep the income flowing in when they weren’t making use of one of their safehouses. Their current lair was the top floor of a posh condo building filled with rich residents who guarded their privacy zealously. Perfect. Boring, but perfect.


“Draw me.” Theresa pulled her lips back in a dragon grin. “I’m bluish green and I kick ass. I could be your alien assassin.”


“I already used you two years ago for the remake of Puff the Magic Dragon.” She glanced at the date on her watch. “That ad campaign was supposed to launch this week. Have you seen any of the commercials? We have to find a way to smuggle you in so you can see yourself on the big screen.”


Theresa scowled. “You know I can’t go. I’m a dragon, remember? No public appearances for me.” She sighed with melodramatic self-pity. “Draw this new alien to look like me so I feel better. To give me a purpose in life. A reason to exist.”


“I can’t. This alien has to look harmless. That’s not you.”


Theresa tossed the sketch pad onto the wrought-iron coffee table (very fireproof) and flopped back on the couch. “I want to be adorable again. With pink cheeks and big boobs.” She blew a smoke ring and watched it float up to the smoke elimination fan in the ceiling.


“I’d like to have sex. Or even a date. Dinner with a guy. Anything,” Justine countered. That damned Guardian Oath. I swear to protect Desdemona’s Temptation for all eternity until I die.


It sounded simple enough. Until you got to the rest of it:


1.	I swear never to trust anyone or make friends or emotional connections with anyone. To trust is to let down my guard and endanger Desdemona’s Temptation.


2.	I swear never to become intimate with any man. Temptations are distractions. Distractions are dangerous.


3.	I swear I will never reveal any information about Desdemona’s Temptation to anyone other than my designated successor, who will be chosen with the prior approval of the Council.


4.	I swear to keep Desdemona’s Temptation within my physical presence at all times, unless an emergency dictates leaving her with my designated successor.


5.	I will kill to protect Desdemona’s Temptation and I will die to keep her safe. I am married to Desdemona’s Temptation for all eternity until my death.


6.	In all areas not specifically covered by the Oath, I swear to follow the rules as outlined in the most current edition of the Treatise on Guardianship.


She hated that damned Treatise. It pretty much banned her from doing anything except eating and sleeping and cutting off people’s heads.


And to think she didn’t like her job. Go figure. “I’m still ticked off at my mom for roping me into being her successor. What kind of a life is this to foist upon your only child?”


Theresa rolled her eyes. “I’m so with you. Thanks to her, I have nightmares about the Council now. Hate them. They’re seriously the most rigid, unforgiving, ruthless bastards I’ve ever met. I almost wish you’d die so I could be Guardian. First thing I’d do is incinerate them and rescind the ban prohibiting Guardians from having sex. And we should both disown your mom. After all, she was the one who talked me into being your successor, which made me agree when you asked, which resulted in me drinking from that stupid Goblet, which turned me into a full-time dragon, which then ruined me for all time.”


“I know. What a sucky year that was. My mom dies, I become Guardian, you get stuck as a dragon, and we both never have a life again.” Mutual bitch sessions were so cathartic.


“Seriously, why can’t we disown her and kill off the Council? It could really be a lot of fun. I haven’t gotten to kill anyone in ages and—”


A high-pitched ringing blasted through the condo and then the shimmery image of Iris Bennett, Justine’s dearly departed mom, rose up from the black tile floor (tile is very spark-proof and black hides soot and ash—oh-so practical). She was wearing an embroidered black jacket, a pair of matching slacks, and a gorgeous pair of heels. Her hair was slightly blonder than it had been the last time Justine had seen her, and her nails were freshly manicured. “Are you girls talking about me again? You know I can hear you, don’t you?” She gave the dragon a long look, and Theresa shrank back against the couch.


Justine grinned. “Hi, Mom. You look great. Since when does purgatory have such good shopping?”


Iris smoothed her outfit. “Actually, I’m here about the clothes, in a way. It’s a bit of a problem.” She floated across the floor and hovered in the middle of the coffee table. Literally, in the middle. Her legs disappeared into the wrought iron. It was then Justine noticed the stress lines around her mom’s eyes.


“Mom? What’s wrong?”


Iris moved to the edge and sat on . . . er, rather, in . . . the coffee table, folding her ankles elegantly. She hadn’t lost her old school manners. “It’s about hell.”


Justine felt her heart tighten. “What about it? I thought you were firmly entrenched in purgatory.”


“That’s not entirely true.” Iris sighed. “When I died, the Council told me that the mistake that got me killed was enough to send me straight to hell.”


“Really?” For the two hundred years since her death, her mom had been visiting from the Afterlife, which was where all creatures with a soul went when they died. The bad ones went to hell, the good ones to heaven, and ones like her mom got stuck in purgatory while their future was sorted out. In all that time, her mom had never spilled any details about what had happened the night she died, other than to admit she’d made a mistake and was still paying for it. She said it was a burden her daughter didn’t need to carry. “Then, why have you been in purgatory? A clerical oversight?”


Iris shook her head. “You.”


“Me, what?”


“You’re the reason I’m there.” She reached out and trailed her hand through Justine’s hair. “I get credit for being the mom of a great kid.”


“Seriously?” Theresa asked. “You mean just because you got knocked up by some random guy, you avoid hell?”


“Classy, Theresa,” Justine said. Iris had never told Justine who her dad was; she had many secrets.


Theresa blew sparks at Justine. “You’re way too uptight.”


“And you’re way too crass.” She turned her attention back to Iris. “So? Since I’m so great, why aren’t you in heaven?”


Iris’s eyebrows knitted, and a tendon in her neck twitched. “Well, my fate has been in limbo while they wait for your true nature to emerge.”


“My true nature? What does that mean?”


“It means it hasn’t been determined whether you’re destined for heaven or hell.”


“What?”


Theresa let out a puff of black smoke. “Are you kidding? Justine’s about as pure and bland as tofu on a diet. She’s not hell-bound.”


“Tofu’s a little harsh”—she scowled at her roommate—“but Theresa’s basically right. I’m so good that my life has been the ultimate in boredom since I was made Guardian.”


“Amen to that. Our life couldn’t get more excruciatingly dull. No one to kill, no sex, not enough food to binge on . . .”


“Enough, Theresa,” Iris said. “Justine needs to face a Qualifying Incident, and then they’ll know whether her dark side’s going to prevail. If she suppresses it, then both of us will be destined for heaven.” She patted through Justine’s knee. “Don’t be upset because I didn’t tell you all this earlier. I didn’t want to put any pressure on you.”


Well, that was nice and everything, but . . . “Why are you telling me now? What’s changed?”


Iris pursed her lips. “I had a chat with Melvin.”


“Melvin?” Justine raised an eyebrow at Theresa to see if she’d heard of Melvin. The annoyed snort of smoke indicated that Theresa was as clueless as Justine was.


“He’s the new boss in my neighborhood.” Iris rolled her eyes. “That’s what he calls them now: neighborhoods. Thinks it makes us sound more secular.”


“Is he hot?” Theresa asked.


Justine shoved a fire-resistant pillow in the dragon’s mouth and gave her a quelling glare before turning to her mom. “What did Melvin say?”


The pillow shot past Justine’s head, a trail of ash in its path.


Iris didn’t even blink at the stuffed projectile. “He has much higher clearance with heaven than his predecessor and got the inside scoop. Apparently, Satan has spent the last two hundred years trying to get access to me.”


Justine shivered at the mention of the leader of the Underworld. “Why? Why would Satan want you?”


“What kind of access does Satan want? Wooing, dating, shagging, that kind of thing?” Theresa asked, then let out a low whistle when Iris nodded.


Oh. Justine was starting to feel sick. “Satan wants to . . . have sex with you?”


“He also wants me to be the queen of his domain.”


“What?”


Iris nodded. “After submitting seventy-eight unsuccessful petitions, he finally picked the right Afterlife official to bribe. As of now, they are officially considering his petition to have me expedited to hell.”


“Don’t even tell me they’re going to let him?” She glanced at Theresa, and the dragon’s golden eyes were wide and unblinking as she listened to Iris, her nostrils flaring in agitation.


“Well, at this point, it’s basically a political decision,” Iris said. “It’s always good to keep Satan happy. Plus, there are a few Afterlife officials who would love to have a reason to send me to hell. Not quite over my little incident. And since your true self hasn’t emerged, well, nothing is really stopping them.”


True self, where are you? “So how long until they decide?”


“Melvin was lobbying for two hundred years, but Satan got them down to two weeks.”


“Two weeks? Are you serious?” Her face began to tighten in that “I might freak out really soon” mode, alleviated only when Theresa gave her a reassuring tail flick. Surely, a dragon and a Guardian could handle this situation, right? Urk.


“Apparently, he has excellent bribing skills,” Iris said. “He even got them to permit him to come into purgatory to try to win me over while the petition is pending. If he can convince me to go with him of my own free will, then the petition won’t even matter.” She gestured to her outfit. “The clothes are part of his attempt to win me over.”


“He’s a rat bastard,” Theresa announced. “Justine and I will go to hell, assassinate him, and call it a day.”


Iris raised an amused brow. “I appreciate the sentiment, Theresa, but if you and Justine murder the leader of hell, that might send me to hell anyway. Remember the Qualifying Incident?”


“We’ll find another way to save you,” Justine said. “I’ll find a Qualifying Incident and prove to them you deserve better than to spend eternity as Satan’s harem girl.”


“How are you going to find one? It’s too iffy. Our best option is to take him out,” Theresa said between puffs of smoke and snarkles of fire. “Please? Can we kill him?”


Iris kneeled in front of Justine and rested her hands in the middle of Justine’s thighs. “Listen to me, baby. I made the choices that put me in this position. If that’s my fate, then that’s my fate.” She paused to take a deep breath. Then another one. She lifted her chin, nodded firmly, and managed a too-bright smile. “Things could be worse.”


“Worse than being Satan’s concubine for all of eternity?” Justine cleared her throat to get the panicked squeal out of it. “What’s worse than that?”


Theresa tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Do you think it’s true he’s the best lover in the Afterlife? Because if it’s true, and he’ll buy you nice clothes, well, it’s something to consider. I bet he’d let you kill anyone you wanted.”


“I’ve heard he’s very good in bed,” Iris agreed, then she looked at Justine. “‘Worse’ would be spending eternity in one of Satan’s torture chambers. If I have to go to hell, going as his one and only is the way to do it.”


“Well, that’s true, but—”


“But you don’t have that option, sweetie. If you fail the Qualifying Incident, you’ll end up in hell, and it won’t be as Satan’s honey. You could have a really bad time.”


“A bad time . . .” Understatement of the millennia, anyone? If you went to hell as one of the commoners, you didn’t get designer clothes and unlimited orgasms. You got tortured, disemboweled, and other such lovely things. “Why are you warning me now? Why not two hundred years ago?”


“Melvin’s greasing some palms to try to get some of the officials to manufacture a Qualifying Incident for you before Satan’s petition goes through. If I can get to heaven before a decision is made, we’re all set.”


The tension in her shoulders eased. “Okay, so that’s good, right?”


“Only if you make the right choice,” Theresa said. “If you don’t, your mom’s screwed. Literally. And you’ll be damned for all eternity. That’s some serious pressure riding on you, girlfriend.”


She glared at Theresa. “Thank you for that editorial.”


Theresa puckered her lips. “Anytime, sweetie. You know I’ll be by your side.”


Iris cleared her throat. “If Melvin succeeds, you could face one soon, but if Satan finds out what’s going on, he might try to influence you to choose the dark path so he gets me. Be aware of the pressure to make the wrong choice. Don’t give in to your dark side.”


Justine blinked. “I would never give in.”


Iris smiled. “That’s my girl. Keep telling yourself that.” She looked at Theresa. “You need to help her, Theresa. It won’t be easy, I know it.”


“I’m all over it. If Satan interferes, I’ll fry his ass while Justine does what she needs to do. It’ll work out just fine.”


Iris frowned. “You have issues with violence. You do realize that, don’t you?” The loud ringing sounded again, and Iris began to fade. “I have to go. I’ll come back when I can.” And then she was gone.


Well, crud.


Theresa whistled softly. “Damn, girlfriend. How does it feel to know that it’s completely up to you whether or not your mom ends up Satan’s sex toy for eternity?”


Justine glared at her roommate. “You’re not helping.”


“Not trying to. If she won’t let us take Satan out, I have no idea how else to help you on this one.”


Unfortunately, neither did Justine.




Three

Derek frowned at the journal in front of him, gazing at the images he’d looked at a thousand times, sketched by his ancestor, Carl LaValle.

He was studying a drawing of the dragon Carl had claimed was a friend of the Guardian. It was the sketches of the dragon that had convinced his family that Carl’s journal contained nothing but the rantings of a lunatic. Everyone knew dragons didn’t exist, right?

Next to the rendering of the dragon was one of hundreds of sketches of the Guardian herself. Even drawn in black and white on journal paper that was almost two hundred years old, Derek could still tell she was beautiful.

He frowned as his eye went back to the dragon. Hadn’t he seen something that looked like it recently?

He was sure he had.

He set down the journal and searched for “dragon” on the Internet. All the usual sites popped up. He searched for pictures of the Guardian and the dragon every few months or so, hoping a picture of one of them would appear. Yeah, it was a long shot, but everything was a long shot at this point.

If Carl’s journal was right, both the dragon and the Guardian would still be alive. The Goblet of Eternal Youth was yet another reason why Derek’s family had dismissed the journal’s contents. Dragons, immortality, and curses? Only a lunatic would believe that crap.

He clicked on a new link that hadn’t come up before. It was an article about a new movie, a Puff the Magic Dragon remake. He frowned as he clicked on the image, then his gut tightened.

The resemblance between Puff and the dragon in Carl’s journal was uncanny. Even down to the earrings and ruby ring on her left claw. He enlarged it and looked closer, and his gut dropped. There it was: the tattoo on the underside of the dragon’s neck. It was the same design as the tattoo on the dragon in the journal, an unusual symbol he’d never been able to match to anything. Until now.

A match could not be a coincidence.

His adrenaline spiking, he picked up his phone and called the movie studio.

Twenty minutes later, he was an investor in a new movie and had a name and address. For money, people would do anything, including violate the privacy of their independent contractor animation designer who just happened to be living in New York.

It had to be the Guardian, didn’t it? What were the chances of an exact match between the new Puff and the dragon in the journal? According to the journal, the dragon never went out in public. Who else would know what the dragon looked like? Someone who’d seen the journal that hadn’t left his family’s possession since it was written, or someone who knew the dragon. Derek would lay bets that the animator was either the Guardian, the dragon, or a descendant of one of them. And in New York! After one hundred and eighty years, she was still living in the area. He grabbed his keys and shoved back from his desk, his heart racing.

His hand was cold and clammy when his fingers touched the doorknob, which turned before he could grip it.

Becca shoved the door open and stopped when she saw him standing directly in front of her. She was wearing a sharp red suit that made her look like the tough negotiator she was. Her short black hair was sticking out at all angles, and her blue eyes narrowed. “Where are you going?”

“Out. I think I found that woman I’ve been searching for.” Becca knew he was doing research on an ancient goblet and a historical myth, but she had no idea how it related to his personal life. He’d been tempted to clue her in so she could assist him, but he hadn’t succumbed so far. She didn’t exactly seem like the type to accept the truth. Much too literal and business-minded.

She folded her arms and blocked the door. “No way. The McDonald’s team will be here in ten minutes. You’re not leaving.”

“You rescheduled?” Was she good or what?

“They accepted the death of your cousin as a legitimate excuse.” She raised an eyebrow. “I assume you didn’t kill him on purpose just to have a reason not to come back to the office?”

An edge in her tone caught his attention. “You think I killed him?”

She tilted her head. “I doubt it, but if it would mean you’d get more time to do research, it wouldn’t surprise me.”

Was he really that bad? Nah, she was giving him a hard time; he wasn’t that obsessed. “Can you handle the meeting? I really need to go.”

“Use the phone. I’m not letting you out of your office until the meeting is over.” Becca folded her arms across her chest. “After the meeting, I will personally drive you to meet this woman and anyone else you want to visit.”

He knew the look on her face. There was no way he was getting past her.

And she was right. This meeting was important. And the Guardian had been around for two hundred years. What did another couple hours matter? If he died, Vic’s Pretzels needed to live on to support the LaValle clan for years to come. “Give me five minutes to call Quincy, and then I’ll be out.”

“I’m guarding the door.”

He grinned. “I don’t pay you enough, do I?”

She flashed him a genuine smile. “I’d do this job for free. I love it.”

“You love bossing me around.”

She shrugged. “Call me a control freak. I like being in charge of lots of money and powerful men and I like having the title of vice president.” Anger flashed in her eyes. “You let me call the shots. I’d give anything for this kind of power in all areas of my life.”

He frowned at the simmering rage on her face. “Everything okay with you, Becca?” He didn’t know anything about Becca’s personal life. She’d made it clear it was off limits, and he’d never worried about it.

“I’m fine,” she snapped. “You have eight minutes left. Better make the call to your brother.” She spun away and snarled at one of the regional directors when he tried to joke with her. “Eight minutes, LaValle. Be ready.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He shut the door and retreated back into his office.

Becca was right. He’d been neglecting Vic’s Pretzels. And apparently her.

But in less than a week, he’d have stopped the Curse. Or he’d be dead. Either way, he wouldn’t be worrying about it anymore, so that was good at least.

He jotted a note to himself to make sure his will was in order. Becca had to stay on as the head of Vic’s or the business would go down, and his entire extended family would starve without the income from Vic’s to support them.

Then he dialed Quin’s office number. His brother answered on the eighth ring. “Quin here.”

“I might have found her. At the very least, I’ve definitely got a strong link to her.”

“Her? Her who?”

“The Guardian.”

There was utter silence on the other end of the phone.

Finally, Quincy spoke again, stunned disbelief heavy in his voice. “You might have found the Guardian?”

“Yep. She lives in New York.”

“New York? How do you know?”

Derek gave Quin the recap on the dragon sighting. When he was finished, Quincy sighed. “You didn’t find the Guardian. You found the designer of an animated dragon.”

“It’s the same dragon. Trust me, I’ve been searching pictures of dragons for years. This is the first match I’ve found.”

“Derek—”

“I need you to do me a favor.”

Quin gave the long suffering moan of brotherly love. “What now?”

“Go visit this woman. I have meetings all afternoon that Becca won’t let me skip. Just go see her, feel her out. I don’t want to wait until tonight on this. What if the production company calls her and tells her they gave out her name? I think it would benefit us to catch her by surprise.”

“You want me to visit some random woman and ask her if she’s the Guardian of the Goblet of Eternal Youth and has a best friend who’s a dragon?”

“No, I’ll do that. You just meet her and run some math equations on her. See if they compute.” Quin might not believe in the Curse, but he was very perceptive. If there was something off about Justine Bennett, Quincy would know.

“Fine. I’ll stop by after my next class. Name and address, please.”

Derek rattled them off, his adrenaline pumping again. “Call me the minute you’ve talked to her. I’ll take the call even if I’m in a meeting.”

“Fine.” Quin hung up on him just at Becca stuck her head back in the room.

“Got a couple minutes to go over strategy before the meeting?” she asked. She’d ditched her anger and was back to her usual efficient professionalism. Good. He was much more comfortable with this Becca.

“Yep.” He pulled the McDonald’s file in front of him.

Time to focus on business.

Yeah, that was going to be easy.

Theresa was hammering away at the keyboard and Justine was on her nineteenth rendition of her alien (all of them sucked, by the way; sort of difficult to concentrate when she kept thinking about Satan plying her mom with whipped cream and champagne) when a heavy knock echoed through the loft.

Justine tensed and Theresa was on her feet instantly, her horned tail switching dangerously close to the china cabinet. “Expecting company?”

“No.” They didn’t have friends. They were antisocial to neighbors. Justine telecommuted to work and used a post office box for correspondence. They owned the entire top floor of their building. And they gave their doorman a very big tip every holiday season to keep people away.

No one ever visited.

Ever.

Except the Council, when Justine had screwed up and they decided she needed punishment. Urp. She still wasn’t over the six months of bamboo shoots under her fingernails and the daily chore of carving the entire Oath (including the fine print) on her thigh. Yes, it healed up in a few hours, but it still hurt when she was doing it—which was the point.

One hundred and eighty years later, and she was still on Guardian probation. Not that there was anything to worry about. She’d learned her lesson after the Carl incident and hadn’t taken a misstep since. And she hadn’t even endangered Mona that time. Imagine if she really screwed up?

No, let’s not imagine. She’d never be stupid enough to mess up again, so there was no way the Council was on the other side of the door.

The elevator began to beep its irritation at not being allowed to leave.

And their visitor knocked again. How had anyone gotten past Xavier?

“I’m outta here. You better get it. Could be those hunky firefighters again.” Theresa sighed dreamily as she pranced across the room and disappeared behind the solid door at the far end of the loft.

Justine waited until she heard Theresa slide the lock into place, then she walked up to the door. “Who is it?”

“Delivery from Vic’s Pretzels.”

Theresa stuck her head back into the room. “Let him in. I love those pretzels.”

“Just be ready to incinerate him.”

“Really? You’d let me have the honors? I love you.” Theresa winked and shut the door again, no doubt standing with her ear pressed against it, listening for the go-ahead to toast their visitor.

Justine frowned as she turned toward the door. She bought a Vic’s soft pretzel every day when she went out to check the mail. One for herself, and twenty-three for Theresa. They were awesome and no-carb. No one knew how Vic’s had created a no-carb pretzel, but if you had bought stock in Vic’s Pretzels five years ago, you’d be a millionaire today—probably solely because of Theresa’s consumption of them. “I didn’t know Vic’s delivered,” she called out.

“It’s a new service,” the man said.

“I didn’t order pretzels.” She flipped the cover on the door’s spy hole, but all she could see was a box with the VIC’S PRETZELS logo on it.

“Someone did. They’re already paid for.”

Either they had a secret admirer or it was a setup to get into the apartment. She was betting on the latter.

A normal girl in New York City would never open the door in this circumstance. A normal girl would tell the man to leave them with the doorman and she’d pick them up later.

Except she wasn’t a normal girl. If this man was a threat, she needed to know it and eliminate it.

She really hoped he wasn’t cute. It always felt like such a waste to have to kill good-looking guys. Not that she’d done it that much, but once had been more than enough.

She sighed, flicked the lock, and opened the door.

And got a gun in her face.
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