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PROLOGUE

Vengeance.

Some say it’s a poison that infiltrates the soul and strips it bare. That its path only destroys the one who treads it.

But to others, it’s mother’s milk. It nourishes and thrives—gives them a reason to survive when they have nothing more to hold them to this world.

This is the story of one such creature. Born a god in the time before mankind even recorded their meager history, Sin, also called Nana, was the one who ruled the known universe. His pantheon was supreme and all around him paid homage.

And then the day came when other gods rose to challenge him. For centuries he fought the bloody war, and he would have been victorious had one act of treachery not robbed him of his godhood.

Stripped of his cabalistic powers, he was left to walk in the world of man as one of them and as something else. Something dark. Cold. Lethal.

But the game isn’t over. Defeat does nothing but feed the part  of the soul that demands a rematch. So long as there is life, there is hope. And so long as there is hope, there is determination.

And the need for vengeance that ever treads by the side of the defeated.

For centuries the ancient god has bided his time, knowing that his enemy’s complacency and arrogance would bring her back into his circle.

Now the day of reckoning lies within his grasp . . .




CHAPTER ONE

“He needs to be destroyed. My preference is painfully and quickly, but any means that ultimately results in his death will work.”

Acheron Parthenopaeus turned his head to see the Greek goddess Artemis approaching him. For centuries now the two of them had been tied together, and at times such as this the goddess actually believed she controlled him.

The truth, however, was very different.

Dressed only in black leather pants, he sat on the stone railing of her temple balcony with his back against one of the columns that lined it. The balcony was made of sparkling white marble that overlooked a breathtaking view of a rainbow waterfall and a perfect forest scene. But then one would expect no less on Mt. Olympus, where the Greek gods made their home.

If only the inhabitants were as perfect as the landscape . . .

With flowing red hair, unblemished porcelain skin, and sharp green eyes, Artemis would be beautiful if Ash didn’t begrudge her every breath she drew.

“Why do you have such a burr up your ass all of a sudden where Sin’s concerned?”

She curled her lip at him. “I hate it when you talk like that.”

Which was exactly why he did it. May the gods forbid he ever do anything she liked. He had enough problems with that already. “You’re changing the subject.”

She huffed before she answered. “I’ve always hated him. He was supposed to die. Remember? You intervened.”

She was seriously oversimplifying that sequence of events. “He survived on his own. I merely gave the guy a job after you fucked him over.”

“Yes, and now he’s gone insane. Did you not see that he broke into a museum last night, knocked out three guards in the process, and stole a high-profile artifact? How is that not exposing your precious Dark-Hunters to public scrutiny? I swear he did it on purpose, hoping to get caught so that he could tell the humans about all of us. He’s a threat to everyone.”

Ash dismissed her anger even though he did agree it was a reckless move on Sin’s part. Usually the ancient ex-god had more sense. “I’m sure he just wanted to touch a piece of home. Hell, whatever artifact he took probably belonged to him or some member of his family. I’m not going to kill anyone because he was homesick, Artie—kind of like killing someone when he’s on the can. It’s just wrong.”

With her hands on her curvy hips, she glared at him. “So you’re going to dismiss it as trivial?”

“If by that you mean I don’t think it warrants his immediate execution. Call me crazy, but yeah, I’m dismissing it.”

She narrowed her eyes on him. “You are going softball.”

Ash frowned until he realized what she meant. “Soft, Artie. You meant to say I’m going soft.”

“Whatever.” She moved to stand beside him. “The Acheron I remember would have sizzled him for half the infraction.”

He released an agitated breath before he responded. “Fried, Artie, damn, learn to speak. I’ve got a headache from trying to figure out what the hell you mean most of the time. And at no time in my life would I have ever fried anyone for something like this.”

“Yes, you would have.”

He thought about that for a moment. But as usual she was wrong. “No. Definitely not. Only you would move me to that kind of violence over something so insignificant.”

“You’re such a bastard.”

At least she got that right, in more ways than one.

He leaned his head back against the column so that he could look up at her. “Why? Because I won’t do your bidding?”

“Yes. You owe me this. You made me get rid of my assassin and now I have no control over those creatures that—”

“That you created,” he added, interrupting her angry tirade.

“Don’t forget the important part here. The Dark-Hunters wouldn’t exist at all had someone, and for the sake of your missing intellect let me clarify that, you, not stolen powers from me that could bring back the dead. I didn’t need the Dark-Hunters to help me fight against the Daimons and protect the humans. I was doing fine on my own. But you wouldn’t have it. You created them and made me responsible for their lives. It’s a responsibility that I take most seriously, so excuse me for banning you from killing them because you have reverse PMS.”

She scowled. “Reverse PMS?”

“Yeah, unlike a normal woman, you’re cranky twenty-eight days out of the month.”

She moved to slap him, but he caught her wrist in his hand. “You haven’t bargained for the right to hit me.”

She wrenched her arm away from him. “I want him dead.”

“I’m not your tool in this.” And lucky for Sin, Ash was here. He was the only reason Artemis didn’t kill Sin herself. They’d made the pact centuries ago, after she’d flambéed a Dark-Hunter for one erroneous comment, that she would never again go after a Dark-Hunter without Ash’s approval.

Her eyes were still seething. “Sin’s up to something. I can feel it.”

“Of that I have no doubt. He’s been plotting your murder since the day you stole his godhood from him. Lucky for you, I’m in the way and Sin knows it.”

She narrowed her eyes on him. “I’m surprised you’re not helping him kill me.”

So was he. But in the end, he knew he couldn’t be a part of that.  He needed Artemis in order to live, and if he were to die, the world would become an even scarier place than it already was.

Too bad that. ’Cause honestly, he wanted nothing more than to bid her ass goodbye and never look back.

Artemis shoved at his raised knee. “Aren’t you at least going to ask him why he was at the museum? And why he assaulted those officers?”

A sliver of hope went through him. “Are you going to let me leave to do it?”

“You owe me three more days of service.”

So much for hope. He should have known better. The bitch had no intention of letting him out of her temple until his two weeks were up. It’d been a bitter bargain he’d made with her: two weeks as her pet sex slave for two months of freedom from her interference. He hated playing these games, but one did what one had to.

Even when it seriously sucked.

“Then it looks like it can wait.”

Artemis growled at him as she curled her hands into fists. Acheron was ever her bane. Why she put up with him she didn’t know.

Actually, she did. Even in his stubbornness, he was still the sexiest man she’d ever seen. There was nothing she enjoyed more than watching him move. Or even sit, as he was doing at present. He had the most viciously perfect body any man had ever possessed. His long blond hair was braided over one shoulder as he leaned back with his arms folded over his chest and his bare left foot tapped in time to an imaginary beat only he could hear.

Powerful and bold, he bent to her will only when she forced him to it by blood and bone. And even then, he did so grudgingly and defiantly. He really was like a wild beast that no one could tame.

For that matter, he bit and snarled at anyone who tried to pet him.

And the gods knew she’d tried for centuries to either win him over or beat him into submission. But nothing worked. He was ever near and ever unattainable. It infuriated her.

She pouted at him. “You’d like for him to kill me, wouldn’t you?”

He let out a small laugh. “Hell, no. I want that honor myself.”

How dare he! “You wretched—”

“Don’t insult me, Artie,” he said, cutting her words off with an irritable tone, “when we both know you don’t mean it. I get really tired of the lip service.”

A shiver went over her at his choice of words. “Strange. I never get tired of yours.” She reached to touch his lips. They were the only part of his body that was soft—like the petals of a rose—and she was ever fascinated by them. “You have the most beautiful mouth, Acheron, especially when it’s on my body.”

Ash groaned as he recognized the heat in her emerald eyes as she fingered his lips. It made his skin crawl. “Aren’t you ever satisfied? I swear if I were mortal, I’d be limping from our last go-round. If not dead. We really need to find you a hobby other than jumping on top of me.”

But it was too late, she was already pushing his knee down and straddling his thighs.

Grinding his teeth, Ash leaned his head back as she began to nibble his throat. He tilted his head, knowing what was coming while she lightly tongued his skin. Her heartbeat was already pounding as she slid herself closer to him.

And then he felt her sharp incisors piercing his skin an instant before she began drinking his blood . . .

 



 



“Katra!”


Kat Agrotera sat bolt upright in her bed at the shrill call in her head. “What did I do?” she asked, trying to figure out why Artemis would be angry at her now.

“Were you asleep?”

She blinked as Artemis appeared in the room beside her bed.

The room was completely dark except for the eerie glowing blue light that radiated out of Artemis’s body.

Kat glanced down at the bed where she sat in her pink sock monkey pajamas with rumpled sheets and hair, then decided sarcasm was not the better part of sanity. “I’m awake now.”

“Good. I have a mission for you.”

Kat had to bite back a sharp laugh. “I hate to be the bearer of  reminders, but you traded my service to Apollymi, remember? Now the big evil of Atlantis that you fear forbids me to do anything you say. She kind of finds it funny that she can irritate you that way.”

Artemis’s eyes narrowed on her. “Katra . . .”

“Matisera . . .” she said, imitating Artemis’s agitated tone. “I didn’t ask for this. You’re the one who made the bargain with Apollymi that I have to live with. Personally, it irks the shit out of me to be traded like some Yu-Gi-Oh! card you got tired of having around the house. But trade me you did. So sorry, I’m playing for the other team now.”

Artemis came forward then, and for the first time Kat realized she was actually afraid.

“Is something wrong?”

Artemis nodded before she whispered, “He’s going to kill me.”

“Acheron?” He was the most likely candidate.

“No,” she said sharply, “Acheron would never hurt me. He just threatens it. Do you remember when you were a young woman?”

Well, given the fact that was about eleven to ten thousand years ago, it was a bit of a stretch for her. “I try not to, but some things are still crystal. Why?”

Artemis sat down on her bed before she took Kat’s stuffed tiger and pulled it to her. “Do you remember the Sumerian god Sin?”

Kat frowned. “The one who broke into your temple eons ago and tried to take your powers and kill you?”

Artemis’s hand tightened on the tiger. “Yes. He’s back and he’s trying to kill me again.”

How was that possible? Kat had personally taken care of that enemy. “I thought he was dead.”

“No, Acheron saved him before he could die and made him a Dark-Hunter. Sin thinks I’m the one who drained him of his powers and left him for dead.” The terror in Artemis’s eyes scorched her. “He’s going to kill me, Katra, I know it. The entire world is +going to end. We are coming up on the Sumerian apokalypsi—”

“I don’t think they use that word.”

“Who cares what word they use?” she screeched. “End of the world is end of the world regardless of whatever term you use for it. The point is, Sin is now going to try to overthrow me again and take my place. Do you know what that means?”

“There will be much rejoicing?”

“Katra!”

She sobered. “Sorry. I get it. He wants revenge.”

“Yes, for something I didn’t do. I need your help, Katra. Please.”

Kat sat there for a moment, contemplating. It wasn’t like Artemis to ask for anything. She always demanded it—that only told Kat how much Artemis feared Sin. But even though it was obvious the goddess was scared, Kat suspected there was more to this story than Artemis was letting on. There always was. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Artemis gave her a blank stare. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Of course you do.” Artemis never told the whole truth about anything. “And before I commit myself to some disaster, I want to know everything about it.”

Artemis’s face hardened. “Are you telling me that you refuse to help me after all I’ve done to you?”

That actually summarized it well. “I think you mean ‘for me’, Matisera, not ‘to me’.”

“As if I care. Now answer me.”

Wow. For a woman asking for help, Artemis had a wonderful way of expressing it. But then that was her nature, and Kat would be suspicious if Artemis was anything less than authoritative. “What do you want me to do?”

“What do you think? Kill him.”

Kat was aghast. “Matisera! What are you asking?”

“I’m asking for you to save my life,” she snarled, “which is the very least you could do for me. Especially after all I’ve given you. Sin will kill me if he gets a chance and take all my powers. Who knows what he’ll do to mankind once his godhood is restored. How he’ll make them suffer. I’ve already gone to Acheron and he has refused to help me in any way. You’re the only hope I have.”

“Then why don’t you kill him yourself? I know you’re capable of it.”

Artemis sat back in a huff. “He has the Tuppi Shimati. You do remember what that is, don’t you?”

“The Sumerian Tablet of Destiny, yeah, I remember it.” Whoever held possession of it could render another god powerless. It could also be used to strip a god of their powers entirely and  thereby allow the possessor to kill any god they chose. Not exactly something the gods wanted in the wrong hands.

Artemis swallowed. “Who do you think Sin will come after now that he has it?”

No-brainer there. Artemis. “And with that you have my undivided attention. Don’t worry, Matisera. I’ll get it from him.”

Artemis actually looked relieved. “I don’t want anyone to know our past. You of all people understand how important it is that it remain hidden. Don’t fail me this time, Katra. I need you to fulfill your word to me.”

Kat flinched at the reminder of the one and only time in her life she’d failed in her mission to Artemis. “I will.”

Artemis inclined her head before she vanished.

Kat lay back in bed, thinking of what had just transpired. On the one hand, she had no doubt that Artemis was telling the truth about the Tablet of Destiny. Sin’s pantheon had been the one who’d created it. If anyone knew how to find and wield it, Sin would be he.

But Artemis was still Artemis.

Which meant some important parts of this story were most likely missing and before Kat went traipsing off after another god, even a fallen one, she wanted to know as much about him as she could.

Reaching for her cell phone on the nightstand, she flipped it open and noted the time. It was one A.M. for her, but in Minneapolis it would be midnight. She pressed the 6 button and waited until she heard a soft, feminine voice answer.

Kat smiled at the sound of her friend’s greeting. “Hi, Cassandra, how ya doing?” At one time, she’d been Cassandra’s protector for Artemis. But since Cassandra had become immortal and was married to the ex-Dark-Hunter Wulf, Kat had been reassigned . . . and then traded off to the Atlantean goddess Apollymi.

Even so, Kat was still close friends with Cassandra and made it a habit of visiting her friend whenever she could.

“Hey, baby girl,” Cassandra said with a laugh. “We’re fine. We were just finishing up a movie. But I can tell by the tone of your voice and the time of this call that you’ve got something more on your mind than checking in with me.”

Kat smiled at her friend’s intuition. “Okay, I’m busted. There  was a point to this call. Can you put the big guy on the phone for me? I have a couple of Dark-Hunter questions for him.”

“Sure. Hang on a sec.”

Kat raked her hand through her tousled curls as Wulf came to the phone. When she’d first met him, he’d been a Dark-Hunter. They were immortal protectors who’d sworn their service to Artemis in exchange for an Act of Vengeance. Their job was to kill the Daimons who preyed on human souls and to spend eternity in Artemis’s service protecting mankind.

But Wulf had been granted his freedom and now he lived happily with his son and daughter and wife in Minneapolis. And he policed the Daimons only when the Dark-Hunters in his area needed an extra hand.

“Hey, Kat. You wanted to speak to me?” Even after all these centuries, his voice still held its thick Nordic accent.

“Yeah. Do you happen to know the Dark-Hunter named Sin?”

“I know a couple who have that name. Which one are you referring to?”

“Sumerian.”

“The fallen god?”

“That would be he.”

Wulf let out a speculative breath on the other end. “Personally, no, I don’t. But I’ve heard rumors about him. They say he’s crazy as hell.”

“They who?”

“Everyone. Any Dark-Hunter who’s ever been in his area. Any Squire who ever made the mistake of crossing his path. He’s a vicious bastard who tolerates absolutely no one near him.”

Well, that didn’t sound promising. But it did corroborate Artemis’s fear. “You know anyone I can call who knows him personally?”

“Ash.”

Yeah. There were two problems with that. One, Artemis would flip out if Kat ever went near the Atlantean god, and two, Artemis would flip out if she ever went near the Atlantean god.

“Anyone else?”

“No,” Wulf said firmly. “Let me reiterate that he’s completely antisocial and will not interact with anyone. They say he once let a  Dark-Hunter die at the hands of a Daimon and laughed while he watched it happen. You can log into the Dark-Hunter bulletin boards at dailyinquisitor.com/bbs and see if you can find someone he might have let into his inner circle. I seriously doubt that from what little I know about him, but that would be your best bet.”

Great. Just great. “Cool. Thanks for the help. I’ll let you get back to your movie. You guys take care.”

“You, too.”

Kat hung up the phone and then grabbed her laptop from under the bed and followed Wulf’s advice, but after a couple of hours on the bbs and on the Dark-Hunter.com Web site reading profiles, she gave up. They didn’t tell her anything except Sin was a loner and a psycho.

Apparently, he didn’t even go after Daimons. According to one story, he’d walked past a group of them once while they were feeding and didn’t even grimace. There were also numerous stories of him inflicting burn wounds on himself and cursing anyone who came near him.

Boy, he sounded like a warm, fluffy bunny. She couldn’t wait to meet him. Obviously he wasn’t a people person, which was fine by her. As an only child, she didn’t always play well with others either.

But the tales of his self-mutilation concerned her. What kind of creature was he that he’d continually do such a thing? Had his sanity been lost when he’d been drained of his god powers or had he always been like that?

Sighing, she closed her laptop and forced herself to get up out of her comfy bed and dress. It was only three in the morning . . . still a couple of hours before sunrise, which meant Sin was probably on the streets, wandering about aimlessly as he bypassed Daimons in need of death.

Kat closed her eyes and concentrated until she found what she was looking for . . .

Sin’s essence.

But it wasn’t where she’d expected to find him. Instead of being in Las Vegas, he was in New York . . . Central Park to be precise. She frowned at the sight as she shimmered in the shadows in a transparent Shade form. No one would be able to see her, but if the  light were to hit her just right, it would catch a luminescent outline of her body. That was why she was keeping to the shadows—out of sight and reach of an insane ex-god.

Her research had said that Sin was stationed in Las Vegas. About half an hour outside of town.

What was he doing in New York in the middle of the night?

How had he gotten here and when?

But that wasn’t the really important part. It was the way he walked through the dimly lit area of the park. “Stalking” would be a more apropos term. He was like a bloodthirsty beast trailing after the scent of its prey. He had his head bent low, his eyes barely more than a slit as he skimmed the area around him. Dressed in a long black leather coat that rippled and flared with his movements, he was an impressive sight. His shoulders were wide and his short, curly jet-black hair barely brushed the collar. Unlike other Dark-Hunters, his eyes weren’t black. They were a golden brown—like the color of a lion’s eyes. Topaz. And they glittered like ice against his darkly tanned skin.

His features were perfect in form, but since he’d been born a god, it was expected. As a rule, gods weren’t ugly people. And even if they were, they usually used their powers to fix that. It went with the whole god-vanity thing that could be quite off-putting at times.

Appearing no older than his mid-thirties, Sin moved with a fluid, timeless grace. His black eyebrows were drawn together in a stern frown, and at least two days’ worth of whiskers dusted his face.

Truly, he was exquisite, and a part of herself that she wasn’t acquainted with took extreme notice of his dangerous masculine lope. Something about the way he moved went through her like a hot, heady wine. It made her dizzy and breathless.

Made her want to reach out and touch the very creature she knew would kill her if he had a chance. He was mesmerizing and engaging.

Suddenly he stopped dead in his tracks and cocked his head in her direction. Kat held her breath as trepidation pierced her heart. Had he heard her? Sensed her? He shouldn’t be able to, but then he was a god . . . or at least had been one before.

Maybe he did have that power.

But as she saw the slight shadow to her left, she realized that he  wasn’t focused on her Shade form. He had his attention firmly rooted to the trees in front of her. And whatever was there was whispering in a language she’d never heard before. It was low in tone, with a sinister sound that was like some strange combination of grinding gears and a bone-chilling screech.

“Erkutu,” Sin whispered in a voice that was laden with power. In one fluid motion, he dropped the coat from his shoulders to show a body so corded with power that it actually sent a shiver over her.

He wore a sleeveless black T-shirt and black leather pants with buckled biker boots. But what stood out even more than the deep, perfect indentations of his muscles was the set of knives strapped to his biceps and the ancient hilt of the dagger in his left boot. He had a silver vambrace on each forearm, and as he approached the shadows he unwrapped a long cord from his right wrist. On each end of the cord was a metal ball about the size of a golf ball. The balls flashed in the light and made a slight tink in the night as he walked.

It was obvious he was gearing up for battle, but there were no Daimons anywhere near them. If there were, she’d be able to sense them.

And still that strange whispering continued.

Kat crept through the trees, trying to see where he was headed.

Without warning, something was hurled at Sin’s head. He ducked it and rose, twirling the cord over his head like a cowboy with a rope as he moved. The balls whistled in the air a moment before he released them and they flew through the foliage.

A scream tore through the night.

Kat froze as she saw what had caused it. At first it looked like a pretty human woman, until she opened her mouth and showed a double row of serrated fangs. But worse than the fangs was the blood that dripped from her chin. Human blood that matched the redness of the creature’s eyes.

And she wasn’t alone. There were three of them in total—the woman and two stocky men. Kat had never seen anything like them. They definitely weren’t of the human species even though they had human bodies. They communicated with one another in that ferret-meets-Flipper language of theirs.

As one unit, they rushed Sin. He ducked and sent the first one  to reach him flipping over his back. In a smooth, fluid move he pulled the dagger from his boot and sliced at the second male. The demon caught his arm and sank his fangs into Sin’s hand.

Cursing, Sin kneed the creature in the stomach and twisted to confront the woman. The female demon jerked back a split second before his dagger would have slit her throat.

The first male pushed himself up and rushed Sin’s back. Sin turned and hit the ground so that the demon would fall into the arms of the one who had bitten him. He uncoiled another string from his left arm, then rose and wrapped it around the throat of the female. She screamed an instant before her head fell free from her body.

Kat turned away and cringed at the grisly sight as bile rose in her throat.

The other two demons shrieked, then ran. Crossing his arms over his chest, Sin jerked the knives from his biceps and threw them straight into the backs of the fleeing beasts. The knives landed at the bases of their spines with an unerring accuracy. They fell instantly to the ground, where they writhed and screamed in agony.

After one last cry, they each went still. But continued to whine.

Kat was horrified by what she was witnessing. It was grisly and intense, and there was something about Sin that said he was enjoying it a lot more than he should. It was as if he took pride in inflicting as much pain on them as he could.

He’s a sick bastard.

Sin watched the men for a few seconds more before he went to check on the human they’d been feeding from. But it was too late for her. Even from her distance, Kat could tell the human was dead as her glassy eyes stared up at the star-filled sky. Her entire body was ravaged from their kill.

The poor woman.

His face grim, Sin closed the woman’s eyes and whispered an old Sumerian prayer for her soul to rest peacefully in spite of the violence that had taken her life. Kat was surprised by his actions. They seemed completely incongruous with everything she’d just witnessed from this man.

At least that was her thought until he retrieved a knife from the back of one of the demons. He made a ball of fire in his right hand  to heat the blade, then once it was hot, he placed the blade over the bite wound on his hand. She cringed in sympathetic pain even though he didn’t so much as whimper.

He merely stood there with his teeth clenched while the stench of burning flesh made her queasy.

But he wasn’t through. Once his wound was cauterized, he went back to the human woman and then mercilessly cut her head from her body. Kat cringed in horror.

He’s insane . . .

 



There was no other explanation. Why would he do something like that to their poor victim? It didn’t make sense.

And still he wasn’t through. He repeated the decapitation on the two male demons before he piled all the bodies together and burned them. His face completely stoic, he watched them burn. The flames illuminated his cold, emotionless features. The shadows darkened his eyes, making him look even more like a demon than the ones he’d killed.

He didn’t speak a single word the entire time or show even a drop of compassion.

Once they were completely burned, Sin spread the ashes with the toe of his boot until there was no trace left of any of them. No one would ever know what had befallen the one poor woman.

Kat felt sick. How was it this man had been allowed to live given this kind of savagery? Did Acheron not know what Sin did at night? That he desecrated human remains? She couldn’t imagine Acheron forgiving something so horrendous. It wasn’t in his nature, any more than it was in hers.

Maybe, for once, Artemis was right. A man like Sin didn’t need to be let loose on the world. He was too dangerous.

But before Kat went in there blazing to attack him, she needed to know what his powers were. From what she’d just seen, he could control fire and he was well versed with weapons and hand-to-hand tactics.

Taking him out would be tricky. Perhaps stasis would be a wiser choice. She could put him to sleep where he couldn’t hurt anyone—it would be like death, only he would still be alive. Yeah, that might be her best bet instead of just outright killing him.

And while she contemplated his death, Sin headed for his coat.  He put it on with a flourish and then vanished into a shimmery mist.

Damn it!

 



Kat closed her eyes, trying to locate him again so that she could finish her mission.

But she felt nothing. No trace of him anywhere.

She frowned. How could that be? He had to have an essence, and that essence always left a calling card. She tried to locate him again, and again there was nothing. It was as if he were no longer part of the earth. She had no idea where he’d gone.

That had never happened to her before.

“Where are you, Sin?”

But the real question wasn’t where he was. It was what he was doing . . .




CHAPTER TWO

Sin flashed himself back to his hotel room even though he could have just as easily taken himself home. Right now he didn’t want Kish or Damien to bother him. He needed his space and time alone to prepare himself mentally for what he had to do.

He was coated in blood, and though there had once been a time when he would have reveled in it, those days were past. Now he was tired of the never-ending battles. Tired of fighting in a war he knew he couldn’t really win.

There was only one person whose blood he wanted on his hands. One person whose blood would make him rejoice to feel its stickiness coating his flesh.

Artemis.

The mere thought of cutting her head from her body brought a smile to his face as he made his way into the bathroom for a long, hot shower.

After turning the water on, he dropped his weapons to the floor, where they landed with a heavy thunk, and stripped while he  waited for the water to heat. As soon as it was scalding hot, he stepped inside and let the water rinse him clean. The fighting had left him gritty and covered with sweat and blood—his and theirs. Dipping his head down, he watched as all of it slid from his flesh to the tile and then circled down the drain.

The heat felt good against his sore muscles. But it did nothing to alleviate his troubled thoughts.

The Kerir or Reckoning, as some called it, was coming and he still had to find the Hayar Bedr or Forsaken Moon before the gallu demons found him and destroyed him. Without the Moon, Sin stood no chance whatsoever of beating them back.

Not that he had much of one even with the Moon, but that sliver was infinitely better than no hope whatsoever.

Sin ground his teeth as he envisioned the Kerir in his mind. At midnight on New Year’s Eve as people rushed to celebrate, the seven Dimme demons that Anu had created to avenge their fallen pantheon would be freed. The only one who could fight them was Sin, and since he no longer possessed his god powers, he didn’t have a hope in hell of succeeding in beating the Dimme back.

May the gods, ancient and new, have mercy on them all.

“Damn you, Artemis,” he snarled. The stupid bitch. By one act of selfishness, she’d condemned them all. And she didn’t even care. She thought her own godhood would protect her from the demons to come.

She was such a fool.


Why do you even bother? All fighting would do was prolong his own death. But it wasn’t in him to just stand aside and do nothing while innocent people were killed. Do nothing while the earth was overrun and destroyed. No, he’d been fighting back the gallu demons for too many centuries to just cede the earth to them without taking out as many of them as he could.

They were hard kills, but the Dimme . . .

They would rip him apart and laugh while they did so.

Sighing, he turned the water off and reached for a towel. He paused as he saw the latest scar on his hand. Damn them for it. Unlike the Daimons the Greek god Apollo had cursed to live by stealing human souls, the gallu could turn humans into one of them. The poison in their bite could infect even Sin and make him a  demon as well. It was why he had to burn the poison out every time it invaded his body. Why he had to make sure to behead the creatures and burn their bodies. It was the only way to completely destroy the poison and to keep them from regenerating.

They were prolific breeders. One bite, one blood exchange . . . that was all it took. They didn’t have to kill humans to turn them into demons. But the gallu enjoyed the killing so much that they usually did it just for shits and giggles. Once infected, the deceased human quickly lost control of their id to the gallu, who could command the human to do anything they wanted. The humans then became mindless blood slaves.

Or worse.

Eleven thousand years ago, there had been designated warriors sanctioned by the Sumerian gods who had been trained to fight the gallu off. When the number of those warriors had fallen and they’d become all but extinct, Sin and his daughter and brother had trapped the gallu to keep them from preying on humanity. But over time, and after the death of the Sumerian pantheon, the gallu had begun working their way free of their prison. They’d also become smarter and more organized.

Now they were trying to find the artifacts Sin’s brother had hidden to help awaken the Dimme, hoping that the Dimme would reward them for their loyalty. And the Dimme probably would.

Yeah, in three weeks’ time it was seriously going to suck if you were human.

Sin towel-dried his hair. There was no use thinking about it tonight. He’d found the Tablet of Destiny. Tomorrow, he’d seek the Moon. Until then he needed a few hours of rest.

Completely naked, he tucked himself into the bed and tried to put the night out of his mind. But it was no use. He could picture the gallu gathering their forces. See them turning the humans into creatures like themselves. It wouldn’t take them long to overrun the world. Mother would turn on child, brother on brother. Theirs was a blood hunger that knew no satiation. The ultimate weapon, they’d originally been created to combat the Sumerian pantheon’s enemies.

Specifically, they’d been created to battle against the Charonte demons that Sin’s father had been convinced would one day destroy  them all. What his pantheon had never envisioned was the day when Atlantis would be destroyed and her Charontes along with her. With no other demons to keep them in check, the gallu had turned their attention and hunger on the humans.

They’d laid waste to entire cities before Sin, Ishtar, and Zakar had corralled them. Sin could still see the bodies of the slain humans rising up as mindless demons to fight.

But more than that, he could see his own children turning on him . . .

Sin growled as he banished those memories. They would do nothing but cut him more deeply. And he’d been cut enough. The past was gone.

He had a future to fight for and he’d need all his strength for it. Closing his eyes, he forced himself to think of nothing. To feel nothing. He couldn’t let anything as petty as revenge or hate deplete him. He had too much to do.

 



 



Kat wandered through the streets of New York, trying to get a bearing on Sin. He might not even be in the city anymore, but since he’d been here the night before, it was the most likely spot to search for him. A chill wind cut through her as she made her way through the holiday crowd.

Honestly, she loved visiting New York at Christmas. She could well understand her father’s need to be in the city this time of year. True, it was cold, but there was a lifeblood here as people rushed through the streets, shopping, working, and living.

What she loved best was the decorated store windows and the fun themes their decorators chose. They were exquisite and made the hidden child in her giddy, especially when she saw other kids squealing in delight as they pointed to a window and then rushed to the next one, pushing past aggravated adults.

Kat had never been so carefree. Even though she’d been sheltered, her childhood had never been innocent. She’d seen things no child should see, and though she tried not to be jaded, it was hard not to be.

But those children who were laughing and giddy . . . the ones who had no idea how ugly the world could be—they were the ones  she fought for. And those children were why she had to find Sin and stop him. He couldn’t be allowed to prey on them.

Not after what he’d done last night to that poor woman. Why would he desecrate a human body? Kat still couldn’t get over that. It hit her on a level so raw that she could do nothing but ache for the woman and her family, who would never know what had happened to her.

It was mean and it was awful. More than that, it was just wrong.

As Kat paused to let a little girl cross in front of her, a large man shoved her from behind. Kat scowled at him as he passed by her, mumbling to himself. He took one look at the child and hissed like a cat. Then he stared at the child speculatively . . . like a feral beast contemplating its next morsel.

But as he reached for the child, her mother snatched her back and chastised her for running away.

The man turned a hungry look on the pair that made Kat’s blood run cold. It was unnatural. What’s more, there was a flash of red in his eyes that wasn’t human.

She’d never seen anything like it.

With one last sneer, he seemed to think better of attacking the mother and child before he continued on his way.

Curious about him and his intentions, Kat followed inconspicuously. If it weren’t for the daylight shining so brightly, she’d think him a Daimon trying to find a human soul to steal to elongate his life. But that wasn’t possible. Because of Apollo’s curse on their race, none of the Daimons could come out so long as the sun was shining. If they did, they burst into flames.

What was he then?

More to the point, what pantheon did he belong to? If he wasn’t human and he wasn’t Daimon, some god had created him. The question was for what purpose?

Kat reached out with her powers, but all she could sense was his human spirit and his anger as he stumbled about.

Maybe he was simply insane . . .

He darted into a side street where there weren’t any people. Something in her compelled her to ignore him and continue her search for Sin.

Kat didn’t. It wasn’t in her to just let such a thing go. If the man was up to no good, she was one of the few people who could stop him. She would never be like her mother and just ignore people’s pain. Not when she could stop it.

So instead of walking on, she followed the man down the empty street. She didn’t make it far before he turned on her with a feral snarl.

This time his eyes were a flaming red that swirled around his black pupils. He opened his mouth, showing her a double row of fangs before he grabbed her by the shoulders and threw her into the brick wall.

Stunned by his attack and appearance, she swung to hit him. He caught her hand, then grabbed her throat and shoved her back into the wall with a force so great, it rattled her to the marrow of her bones. Had she been human, it would have rendered her unconscious or dead.

As it was, it hurt like hell—and it seriously pissed her off.

“What are you?” she asked.

He didn’t answer as he picked her up—something that was no small feat given the fact that she was six foot four and solidly built—and tossed her into a parked car so hard she bent the hood and popped the latch on it. The windshield shattered under her as the car alarm began wailing. She could barely breathe as she tasted blood in her mouth. Pain pierced her.

She tried to move, but her arm was broken and she seemed to be stuck in the bowed, shattered windshield. His eyes churning red, the man stalked toward her.

Just as he reached her, she saw something falling from the top of the building in front of her. Nothing more than a black blur, it hit the ground so hard, it splintered the concrete.

It took her a second to realize what it was, and what it was shocked her even more than the creature attacking her.

It was Sin, dressed all in black leather. Crouched low, he rose slowly to his feet, prepared for battle. His eyes were pinned on the man in front of her.

“Gallu,” he said in a low, sinister tone. “Try picking on someone who can fight back.”

The man left her to attack him. He swung at Sin, who raised an  arm to catch the blow on his silver vambrace before he delivered a staggering blow to the man’s chin. The man staggered back. Sin punched him hard in the chest, driving him back another step.

While the man wobbled from the blows, Sin pulled back his long coat to show a large dagger. The man came at Sin with his mouth open, trying to bite him. Sin dropped to the ground and swept the man’s feet out from under him. The man hit the cement hard. Sin turned and drove the knife deep between the man’s eyes.

The man screamed, writhing on the sidewalk as he flailed and kicked.

“Oh, shut the fuck up,” Sin growled before he pulled the dagger out and stabbed the man again.

Kat slid off the car, cradling her broken arm, and before she could stop him, Sin decapitated the dead man and burned him right there on the sidewalk. She recoiled at the horror of it. They were in broad daylight and Sin didn’t even seem to care.

Anyone could see this.

Before she could move, Sin was in front of her, grabbing her. “Are you bit?”

He didn’t even look at her face before he started frisking her. She hissed as he touched her broken arm, but he didn’t pause in his inspection.

When he pulled up her shirt to look at her stomach, she slapped his touch away. “Get your hands off me.”

“Did he bite you?” he snarled, punctuating each word harshly.

It was then he looked up at her face and froze.

A heartbeat later, he grabbed her throat and started choking her.




CHAPTER THREE

Kat lifted her legs and kicked him back. Sin hit the ground with a  whoof before he flipped to his feet and came after her again.

She pushed herself away from the car and ducked his hands, then sucked her breath in sharply as she hurt her arm—that only made her angrier. “Trust me, asshole, you don’t want a piece of me.”

His nostrils flared. “Oh yes, I do. I’ve been dreaming of strangling you for centuries.”

What the hell did he mean by that?

All of a sudden, the sound of approaching sirens rent the air. Kat turned her head to listen, but the instant she did, he grabbed her.

This time when she went for him, he moved faster than was humanly possible. One moment they were on the street and in the next everything went black.

Sin smiled evilly as Artemis collapsed into his arms. It was true he lacked the bulk of his god-strength, but his brother had made  sure after Artemis had drained him that he still had enough juice to protect himself.

Even against the gods.

He couldn’t believe fate had been so kind as to throw the bitch right into his path . . . Now she was his and he was going to make her pay for what she’d done to him.

Smiling at the very thought, he flashed himself to his penthouse in Las Vegas. None too gently, he dumped his prisoner on his black leather sofa before he went to his bedroom to gather a few necessary items. Holding a goddess hostage was tricky business. Once she awoke she’d be pissed and wanting blood.


His blood.

Therefore, he’d need a few things to make sure she didn’t use her powers to rip his heart out. Opening his closet, he moved to the back and shoved his clothes to one side. Hidden behind them was his vault. The door was made of tarnished bronze and held a hand and retinal scanner. Rather impressively modern, given the fact that he was an ancient Sumerian ex-god. But one had to make adjustments when one was locked in the hell that was the modern human world.

He opened the door and moved inside, where he kept the remnants of his own temple in Ur—what few things Artemis hadn’t destroyed after she’d eliminated him. It wasn’t much, a gold urn or two and the altar tray where his worshipers had once placed offerings. He’d also kept a few statues, but most of the vault’s contents were taken from his daughter’s temple in Ur. After her death, he’d tried to save anything that bore her image, and those were carefully preserved in the glass cases around him.

But that wasn’t what had brought him here. What he sought rested in the far back corner, in a leather trunk that creaked eerily as he opened it. A sadistic smile curled his lips as he found the one item he’d saved all these centuries.

The diktyon that Artemis had used to tie him in place as she sucked his powers from him. Something in its composition rendered an immortal powerless. It kept them trapped and helpless.

He could still feel the humiliation of being at her mercy.

And once the bitch had drained him, she’d dumped him in the desert still wrapped in the net.


“Thanks for being so compliant. Now to pit the rest of your  pathetic pantheon against each other until they’re all gone.” Her laughter had rung in his ears.

Like a milk-whelp, he’d been forced to call out to his family for help. His father had laughed and then turned his back . . . as had all the others. The only one to show him pity had been his brother, Zakar. If not for him, Sin would still be lying in the desert.

Rotting or worse.

Of course their laughter had died out soon enough. Artemis had fulfilled her promise. Almost every member of his family had been disposed of by the Greek gods. The Greeks had either absorbed their powers and replaced them or turned them against one another until none were left. That had been three thousand years ago.

Now it was time to settle the score.

Grabbing the net, he headed for the couch where he’d left Artemis “sleeping”.

She was still lying right in her spot, unconscious. Good. You know, you could kill her right here. Right now . . .

The temptation was strong. But then what fun would it really be? She was unconscious. She wouldn’t feel it. Wouldn’t know it. Besides, she was a goddess. To kill her while she still had her godhood would cause a rift in the universe.

The only way to destroy a god was to dispense or absorb their powers and then kill them.

Not to mention, he wanted to see her suffer. He wanted to look her dead in the eyes when he sucked her powers out and reestablished his godhood—wanted her to know the abject humiliation and pain of being completely vulnerable.

And that he could only do if she were awake and alive.

Damn.

With that in mind, he took his time cocooning her in the webbing. Let her be held down by her own weapon. It was only fitting. If he was lucky, she’d cry like a baby and beg for a mercy he had no intention of giving her.

Oh yeah, he could hear her now . . .

“Please, Sin, please let me go, I’ll do anything.”

“Bark like a dog.”

She would, too. She’d be crying and hysterical. And he’d just laugh at her. He savored the very thought of it.

Sin paused as he secured her feet and glanced up at her face. To his deepest chagrin, he actually had to admit that she was beautiful—in a lethal, snake-like, venomous, bitch sort of way. In his murderous dreams, he’d forgotten exactly how graceful and attractive she was.

But here and now, he remembered things he’d buried three thousand years ago. He’d gone to her temple that day because she’d intrigued him. Granted goddesses were beautiful, but Artemis had been exceptionally attractive even by their high standards. She’d told him how lonely she was. How she wanted someone who understood her. He’d stupidly considered her a kindred spirit.

And like everyone else he’d ever known, she’d turned on him. Kindred spirit nothing. She’d laughed in his face and had reduced him to a pathetic immortal.

He didn’t see anything beautiful about her now. But he did find it odd that she had blond hair instead of the vibrant red she was famous for. Maybe that was because she’d been in the human world and she was trying to pass as one of them for some reason.

Still, her body was the same. Tall, graceful, and well-built, she was put together like the goddess she was. Any man, immortal or otherwise, would kill to have access to a woman like this. And Sin remembered a time when he’d been so attracted to her that he would have done anything to make her happy.

Now all he wanted was to kill her.

“Hey, Sin?”

He paused as he saw his servant, Kish, coming into the room. Just under six feet tall, Kish appeared to be in his mid-twenties, but in reality the man was almost three thousand years old. Like Sin, he had jet-black hair and dark olive skin, only his hair, unlike Sin’s, hung just past his shoulders.

Kish froze in place as he saw the woman on the couch. “Uh, boss, whatcha doing?”

“What does it look like I’m doing?”

Kish made a face as he scratched at the area right above his left ear. “It’s looking pretty kinky. And here’s where I should remind you that kidnapping a woman in this day and age, and in this country in particular, is a federal offense.”

Sin wasn’t amused. “Yes, and in your original time period it  was a capital offense that resulted in the man’s testicles being cut off before he was beheaded.”

Kish jerked at the mention of castration and cupped himself. “Yeah, and so why are you kidnapping her?”

“Who says I kidnapped her?”

“The fact she’s unconscious and tied up . . . fully clothed. I figure if it was really kinky and she was cooperating, she’d be awake and naked.”

Kish did have a point.

He moved forward and looked more closely at her before he glanced back to Sin. “So who is she?”

“Artemis.”

“Artemis who?”

Sin gave him a hard stare. “You know. Greek goddess bitch who stole my powers.”

Kish let out a nervous laugh. “That’s the goddess trussed up like a turkey on your couch. Are you insane?”

“No,” Sin said as righteous fury drove him on. “I had an advantage and I took it.”

Kish’s face turned ashen. “And when she wakes up, we’re both toast. Burnt toast. Charred toast. Whatever the hell is beyond charred, that’s us.” He moved his index finger back and forth between them to emphasize their coming doom. “She’s going to kick both our asses. And no offense, I don’t want my ass kicked by a goddess . . . well, Angelina Jolie in a black teddy and spiked heels notwithstanding. Angie-baby could drive those spiked heels all over me, but this . . .” He gestured toward Artemis. “This will get me painfully disemboweled, and that I’d like to avoid at all costs.”

Sin shook his head at the man’s hysteria. “Calm down before you wet my rug and I take a newspaper to you. She’s not going to kick our asses. This net negates her powers. It’s how she sucked me dry and left me humiliated.”

Kish cocked his head as if he wanted to believe that but wasn’t sure he should. “Are you sure about that, boss?”

“Positive. The diktyon was designed as a trap for gods and immortals. So long as she’s held by it, we’re fine.”

Kish was still cringing. “I don’t think ‘fine’ is the word I’d use in this situation. More like ‘screwed’ or ‘dead’ even. She’s not going to be happy about this.”

As if Sin gave a shit what she was or wasn’t happy about. “Once I have my powers back, it won’t matter. She’ll be in no position to hurt either of us.”

“And how are you going to do that?”

Sin had no idea. He honestly wasn’t sure how she’d gotten them to begin with. After she’d given him nectar to drink in her temple, things had gotten fuzzy and he wasn’t completely sure what all she’d done to him. His belief was that Artemis had sucked his powers out of him by drinking his blood. Personally, he didn’t want to drink her blood—there was no telling what diseases the bitch might carry: rabies, distemper, parvo . . . But if it would reinstate him, he’d do it.

First he had to find out from her if a blood exchange would work.
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