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      For my husband, for too many reasons to count.
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      For my friends, who keep me sane.

      
      And for my readers, who have been begging for Sundown’s book.
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      Don’t let yesterday use up too much of today.

      
      —CHEROKEE PROVERB

   
      
      WILLIAM JESSUP 
“SUNDOWN”BRADY 
MAN. MYTH. MONSTER. 1873

      
      WRITTEN BY 
SOLACE WALTERS

      
      They say the road to Hell is paved with good intentions. In the case of William Jessup Brady, it’s been hand carved with a
         lever-action Henry rifle over his shoulder and a Smith & Wesson six-gun strapped to his hip.
      

      
      At a time when the world is at its most violent, he’s the meanest of all. Untamed. Uncivilized. A half-breed mongrel dog spawned
         from the bowels of the Devil’s lowest pit, he is the worst of the scourge that haunts our towns and kills indiscriminately.
         No one is safe or immune from his wrath. No one is safe from his aim. A gun for hire, he doesn’t shirk from any target. Man,
         woman, or child.
      

      
      If you have the cash, he has the bullet. A bullet he will deliver to his victim right between the eyes.

      
      There are those who would make a romantic hero of this villain. Some who think of him like Robin Hood, but Sundown Brady takes
         from everyone and gives only to himself.
      

      
      He is truly soulless.

      
      The bounty on this man is $50,000— a fortune, to be sure— and still people are terrified even to try to bring him in. In fact,
         authorities continue to find the scattered remains of the poor, virtuous marshal who made the mistake of shooting at him in
         Oklahoma when Brady was robbing a bank. Not one shot hit its mark. Is there any doubt Brady sold his soul to Lucifer for immortality
         and invulnerability?
      

      
      Though Brady takes pity on no one, this reporter wants to know if there is anyone out there with the temerity to end Brady’s
         wickedness. Surely one of you fine, upstanding, decent men would like the fame and money that would come from ridding the
         world of the most sinister being ever to walk it. I pray you courage, good man. Straight aim.
      

      
      Most of all, I wish you luck.

      
      Everything changes today.” Unable to believe he’d lived long enough to see this undeserved dream, Jess Brady stood outside the church in his best, itchiest
         clothes. This was the last turn he’d ever expected for his miserable life.
      

      
      He’d been robbing banks and staring down experienced men in a gunfight without flinching or breaking a sweat since he was
         thirteen years old. Yet here, right now, he was as nervous as a one-eyed buck in a barn fire. Every part of him was on edge.
         Every part of him fully alive, and for the first time since his birth, he was actually looking forward to the future.
      

      
      His hand shaking, he pulled his old, banged-up gold pocket watch out to check the time. In five minutes, he’d leave his brutal
         past behind him forever and be reborn a new man. No longer William Jessup Brady, cardsharp, gunslinger, and hired killer,
         he was about to become William Parker, farmer. …
      

      
      Family man.

      
      Inside those bright white church doors was the most beautiful woman in the world, and she was waiting for him to come inside
         and make her his.
      

      
      Dreams do come true. His precious mother had told him that when he was a boy, but his harsh life and drunken father, who’d been consumed by jealousy of and hatred for the entire
         world, had kicked that out of him by the time he was twelve years old and standing over her pauper’s grave. Nothing good had
         happened to him since the day she took sick, and the years of her suffering had left a deep-seated bitterness inside him.
         No one so pure of heart should ever hurt so much.
      

      
      Not a single thing had ever given him pleasure or made him think for even a second that the world was anything but utter misery
         for the fools unfortunate enough to be born into it. Not until Matilda Aponi had smiled at him. She alone had made him believe
         that the world was a beautiful place and that the people in it weren’t all vicious animals out to punish everyone around them.
         Made him want to be a better man. The man his mother had told him he could be.
      

      
      One free of hatred and bitterness.

      
      He heard the sound of a horse approaching. That would be his best man, Bart Wilkerson. The only other person in his life he’d
         ever trusted and the one who’d taken him in when he was a thirteen-year-old runaway. Bart had taught him how to survive in
         a cold, hostile world that seemed to begrudge him every breath he took. He’d taken bullets for Bart on three separate occasions,
         and the two of them had been through more turmoil together than two demons scaling hell’s thorny walls.
      

      
      Like Jess, Bart was dressed in a long dark coat suit with his graying hair freshly combed. No one would ever be able to tell,
         looking at them right now, that they were two notorious outlaws. They looked respectable, but Jess wanted more than that.
         He wanted to be respectable.
      

      
      Bart slid from his horse and tied her up beside Jess’s buggy, which he’d bought just for this day. Hell, he’d even decorated
         it with lilies— Matilda’s favorite flower.
      

      
      “You ready, kid?” Bart asked solemnly.

      
      “Yeah.” Scared though he was, there was nothing else in this world he wanted.

      
      Nothing.

      
      He’d already given all his ill-gotten gains away so that Matilda wouldn’t find out about his past. For her, he’d do anything.

      
      Even be honest.

      
      Jess started for the doors with Bart one step behind him. He’d just reached the steps when a gunshot rang out.

      
      He sucked his breath in sharply.

      
      Sudden pain invaded every part of his body as the impact of the shot knocked his hat from his head and sent it flying. It
         landed a few feet away and tumbled until it got caught in a nearby bush. Jess tried to take a step forward, but more shots
         followed the first. And all of them hit various parts of his body.
      

      
      Those shots made him do something he’d never done before.

      
      He fell to his knees in the dirt.
      

      
      His fury igniting, he wanted to return that fire, but Bart knew he’d sold his guns to buy Matilda’s ring— that had been his
         final act of ridding himself of the old Jess Brady. He was completely unarmed. The one thing he’d sworn he’d never be.
      

      
      How could I be so stupid? How could he have put someone at his back when he knew better?
      

      
      Maybe this was his penance for the sins he’d committed. Maybe this was all a bastard like him deserved.

      
      Gunned down on what should have been the happiest day of his life.

      
      Bart kicked him to the ground.

      
      Panting from the weight of the pain and tasting blood, Jess stared up at him. The one man he’d risked his life for countless
         times. “Why?”
      

      
      Bart shrugged nonchalantly as he reloaded his gun. “It’s all about the money, Jess. You know that. And right now, you’re worth
         a fortune.”
      

      
      Yeah … how could he have forgotten their code? Having killed him, Bart would be the richest man in Gull Hollow. Not that he
         wasn’t already.
      

      
      Bart was the one Jess had given all his money to.

      
      Jess coughed up blood as his vision dimmed. He was so cold now. Colder than he’d been even as a kid working in an early-spring
         field without shoes or a coat. His father had always told him he’d end up like this. You’re trash, boy. All you’ll ever be, and you won’t live long enough to be nothing else. Mark my words. You’ll come to a bad end one day.

      
      And here he lay dying at age twenty-six. So evil, God wouldn’t even let him reach the doors of Matilda’s church.

      
      But in the end, he was Sundown, and Sundown Brady didn’t go quietly to his grave. No damn man would kill him and live. “I’ll be back for you, Bart. Even if I have to sell my soul for it. So help me, God. I will kill you for this.”
      

      
      Bart laughed. “Give the devil my best regards.”

      
      “William!” Matilda’s agonized scream hurt him more than the bullet wounds did.

      
      He turned for one last look at her, but before he could take it, Bart coldly finished the job and denied him even the solace
         of seeing her face before he died.
      

      
      Jess came awake with a curse. At least, he thought it was awake. Hard to tell, though, to be honest. It was darker here than the corner of
         his father’s heart that had been reserved for any tender feelings the old bastard might have had for him. The silence was
         so loud, it rang in his ears.
      

      
      He didn’t even hear his own heartbeat.

      
      ’Cause I’m dead.

      
      He remembered the pain of being shot, of trying to see Matilda in her wedding dress.…

      
      So this is hell.

      
      But to be honest, he’d expected flames and excruciating agony. Demons flying at him with pitchforks and smells akin to the
         stuff he’d mucked out of stables as a kid.
      

      
      Instead, there was nothing inside the blackness.

      
      “That’s because you’re on Olympus. At least your soul is.”

      
      He turned as a lonely light came up to show him the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. Tall, lithe, and curvy, she had hair
         so red, it shimmered in the dim light. With glowing green eyes, she looked ethereal. More like an angel than like a demon,
         especially given the flowing white dress she wore that hugged her body. Something about its style reminded him of the white
         statues he’d seen in some of the fancier hotels he’d boarded in after they’d made a good haul over the years. “What’s Olympus?”
      

      
      She made a sound that reminded him of a filly about to buck off her rider for irritating her. “I grieve for the poor education
         of so-called modern man. How can you not know the name of the mountain where the Greek gods dwell?”
      

      
      He rubbed his jaw and forced down his own irritation at her insult. Until he knew who she was, it probably wasn’t wise to
         make her too mad. “Well, ma’am, no offense, but it probably has a lot to do with the fact I’m not Greek. I was born in Possum
         Town, Mississippi, and ain’t been no further east than that.”
      

      
      She growled low in her throat, then spoke angrily in a language he couldn’t understand, which was probably for the best. No need in both of them being angry.
      

      
      Clenching her fists, she settled down and pinned him with a killing glare. “I will try to speak so that you can understand
         me. I am the Greek goddess Artemis.”
      

      
      “I don’t believe in gods and goddesses.”

      
      “Well, you should, because this one has a deal for you that I think will interest you.”

      
      Now, that made his ears perk up. “Deal how?”

      
      She closed the distance between them so that she could whisper in his ear. “I heard what you said when you were dying at the
         feet of your best friend. Your soul screamed out for vengeance so loudly that it summoned me here to intercept you from your
         final destination.”
      

      
      He locked gazes with her. “You can send me back to kill Bart?”

      
      “Yes, I can.”

      
      Rapid joy tore through him at the mere prospect. For that, she could insult him all day. “At what price?”

      
      “You named it when you were dying.”

      
      “My soul.”

      
      She inclined her head to him before she patted him on the cheek. “That’s the going rate for vengeance around here. But don’t
         fret. There are other perks to being soulless. If you agree, I’ll give you twenty-four hours to do whatever you wish to the
         one who betrayed you. No consequences for you whatsoever.”
      

      
      That he could sink his teeth into. His blackened soul had never been much use to him anyhow.
      

      
      Artemis smiled. “You will have immortality and all the wealth you could ever imagine.”

      
      “I can imagine a lot.”

      
      “And still it won’t fill even a corner of what you’ll be given.”

      
      When something sounds too good …

      
      He ran his thumb across his bottom lip as he eyed her suspiciously. “What’s the mouseprint?”

      
      She laughed evilly. “You are intelligent, after all. Good. It makes the job easier.”

      
      “Job?”

      
      “Hmmm. You will serve in my army of Dark-Hunters.”

      
      He scowled. “Dark what?”

      
      “Hunters,” she repeated. “They are immortal warriors, foot-selected by me.”

      
      “Foot selected?” What was she talking about?

      
      “Whatever the term is,” she snapped irritably. “They are my soldiers who protect the humans against the Daimons who prey on
         them.”
      

      
      Technically, they were speaking the same language, but dang … Hard to follow a woman who used so many words he’d never heard
         before. “What’s a Daimon?”
      

      
      She set her hands on her hips as she paced in front of him. “In short, my brother Apollo’s mess. Centuries ago, he created
         a race called Apollites.” She paused to look at Jess. “Arrogant of him, no? He thought man was weak and that he could do better.” Then she returned to her pacing. “Anyway,
         he set them loose on mankind, and the Apollites turned on him and killed his favorite human concubine and my nephew. Not really wise. Why they thought Apollo wouldn’t figure out who killed them is beyond me. So much for improvements,
         no?”
      

      
      She rolled her eyes. “Apollites … ridiculous. At any rate, they are now cursed by him, and the only way they can live for
         more than twenty-seven years is to kill humans and steal their souls— we have an Atlantean whore goddess to thank for that
         little benediction to them.” She flung her hand up in a gesture of supreme agitation. “Don’t even get me started on how badly
         I’d like to kill her.”
      

      
      Artemis dropped her hand and faced him. “Anyway, that’s where you come in, if you’ve been paying attention. You sell your
         soul to me, and you will spend eternity seeking and destroying the Daimons— the name given to the Apollites who feast on humanity.
         Are you out?”
      

      
      “You mean in?”

      
      “Whatever. Yes.”

      
      Jess considered it. Last time he’d made a bargain to go in with someone was Bart.

      
      That hadn’t worked out so well in the end.

      
      “I don’t know. I need to think about it.”

      
      Artemis splayed her hand out and waved it to her right. A shimmering light flickered there until images appeared. Jess gasped at the sight. It was incredible. He saw everything as if looking through a glass window— so real, he felt that
         he could reach out and touch it.
      

      
      The images showed Bart kicking him to the ground and then the final bullet that went straight into his skull.

      
      This time, he saw not only Bart killing him from a distance, but also what Bart did after he stepped over his body. Rage swelled
         up as Jess watched him kill Matilda’s father and the preacher, then drag his bride into a back room.
      

      
      “Enough!” he roared, unable to take any more. He’d always known Bart was part animal, but that only proved it. How dare he
         defile Matilda like that …
      

      
      God damn him.

      
      His fury raging, he glared at Artemis as he literally shook from the weight of his need to bathe in Bart’s blood. “I’m in.”

      
      “There are a few more details you should know, such as—”

      
      “I don’t care,” he snarled, cutting her off. “So long as it starts with me gutting that bastard, I’ll do anything. And I do
         mean anything.”
      

      
      “All right, then.” A bright gold medallion appeared in her palm. She grabbed his arm and pressed the medallion to it.

      
      Searing pain tore through him as he gasped in agony. Still, she kept that medallion on his bicep, oblivious of the smell of burning flesh, which was so foul, it made his stomach pitch. When she finally pulled it away, he felt completely
         drained and weak. And there was a strange double bow and arrow mark on his arm, where she’d pressed the medallion.
      

      
      Just as he was about to ask her how he could fight anyone like this, a new warmth crawled up from his toes to the top of his
         head. Suddenly he felt stronger than he’d ever been before. More alert. He could hear things that made no sense. Things like
         Artemis’s heartbeat and the whisper of voices from far away. He held more knowledge than he’d ever been taught.
      

      
      It was like being a god, and yet he knew for all his newfound power, it was nothing compared to what Artemis had.

      
      Cupping the medallion in her hand, she stepped away from him. “You have twenty-four hours, horseguy, to kill your betrayer
         any way you see fit and to take your revenge. Make them count. Oh, and know that you can’t let daylight touch you. If you
         do … Well, you don’t want to die without your soul. It’s highly unpleasant. Sometime in the next few days, a man named Acheron
         Parthenopaeus will find you and teach you everything you need to know about being a Dark-Hunter. If you’re smart, you’ll listen
         to him.” She gave him an evil smirk as she stepped back and raised her arms. “Welcome to the madness.”
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      138 years later 
Las Vegas, Nevada

      
      “How are you doing?”

      
      Abigail Yager barely understood those words as the male doctor stood over her bed, injecting her with a substance that could very well be lethal. But if it worked, it would be worth the risk. “What?”
      

      
      “Abby? Can you hear me?”

      
      She blinked slowly and tried to focus on Hannah’s question. Everything was blurry. Even so, she could see the way the light played in Hannah’s blond hair. The concern on her sister’s beautiful face. “Um … yeah.”
      

      
      Hannah cursed. “You’re killing her. Stop!”

      
      The doctor didn’t listen.

      
      Hannah started for him, but before she could reach the far side of the bed, her older brother, Kurt, intercepted her. “Stop
         it, Hannah.”
      

      
      “We don’t know what that will do to her. She’s human!”

      
      Kurt shook his head. “She needs it. If it strengthens us, it should do the same with her. Besides, it’s too late. At this
         point, it’ll either help her or she’s dead. Plain and simple.”
      

      
      Could there be any less care in his tone?

      
      Hannah shoved Kurt away. “I’m ashamed of you. After all she’s done for us, you still see her as nothing but a human.” She
         returned to Abigail’s side and took her hand. “Stay with me, Abby. Don’t leave me alone with an insensitive prick as the only
         member of my family.”
      

      
      “I’m not a prick!”

      
      Hannah ignored him. “I need my big sis. C’mon, girl. Don’t let me down.”

      
      Abigail couldn’t really follow the angry exchange they were now engaged in. Honestly, all she heard was her heart pounding in her ears. She saw images of her past playing through her mind as if they were on a DVD. The old two-story house
         where the three of them had grown up. Of her and Hannah sneaking up past their bedtime to whisper and giggle about their latest
         celebrity crushes.
      

      
      So many happy memories of that time …

      
      Her thoughts turned to Kurt and Hannah’s mother and father, who took her in after Abby’s own parents had been slaughtered.
         They, too, had died years ago from their curse, and there was nothing she wouldn’t do for her adoptive siblings.
      

      
      And you just might be paying the ultimate price.

      
      “Wait …”

      
      Was that the doctor’s voice?

      
      The thrumming grew louder as she felt something shatter deep within her body. Arching her back, she screamed as every molecule
         in her body seemed to catch fire.
      

      
      “What’s happening to her?”

      
      “Get your sister out of here.”

      
      Abigail heard Hannah protesting as Kurt jerked her from the room and slammed the door behind them. Tears streamed from the
         corners of her eyes. She could no longer see anything, and yet she saw everything. There was no way to describe it. It was
         as if she had a mirror to the world.
      

      
      “Breathe,” the doctor whispered. “Just breathe. I’m not about to let you die.”

      
      That was easier said than done. Pain lacerated her body. It was as if she was burning from the inside out.
      

      
      Unable to stand it, she screamed until she could stand no more. This was it. In spite of what he said, she was dying. She
         had to be. Surely no one could withstand this much pain and live. There was no way she’d survive.
      

      
      In fact, she felt the darkness coming for her. It was swallowing her whole. Piece by piece. Shredding her completely.

      
      She turned her head from side to side, trying to breathe. Something had its hands on her throat, choking her.

      
      Was it the doctor?

      
      She couldn’t focus. Couldn’t see.

      
      “Stop!” Her cry echoed in her ears.

      
      Then as quickly as it’d come, the pain left her— like a bird that shot skyward for no reason. It was gone.

      
      Her throat was so dry now. She tilted her head to meet the doctor’s gaze. Concern etched his brow as he lowered the mask on
         his face.
      

      
      “How do you feel?” There was only the smallest bit of his fangs showing as he spoke. Something else flashed. A memory of him
         that was gone so fast, she couldn’t grasp it.
      

      
      Was it important?

      
      “I need water,” she rasped.

      
      “Do you crave anything else?”

      
      “Yes,” she breathed.

      
      “What?”

      
      Abigail licked her lips as the memory of her birth parents’ deaths seared her. Even all these years later, that memory was
         perfectly intact, as if it’d happened only yesterday.
      

      
      Barely four years old and dressed in her red Sesame Street pajamas, she’d hidden under the bed while the man her parents had
         called friend mercilessly slaughtered them with a shotgun. Those horrendously violent sounds were forever carved in her heart.
         From where she’d been, she saw the man’s black cowboy boots, which caused the floorboards to squeak while he searched her
         room. Terrified, she’d watched him track blood all over her pink princess rug. She’d held her favorite teddy bear to her mouth
         and bit him hard to keep from crying out and betraying her location. He’d paused before her dresser, and there in the mirror
         she’d seen his face so clearly. So perfectly.
      

      
      And as she heard those heavy footsteps leave her home, she’d sworn one thing.

      
      To find that man and kill him as brutally as he’d killed her parents. To make him beg for a mercy she had no intention of
         giving him.
      

      
      Retribution would be hers….

      
      “Abigail?” The doctor forced her to look at him. “What else do you crave?”

      
      “The throat of Sundown Brady.”
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      “Someone’s killing Dark-Hunters.”
      

      
      Jess Brady scowled as his Squire, Andy, burst into the obscenely huge kitchen, huffing and puffing, with his dark hair sticking
         out all over his head as if the boy had been wringing at it— a habit Andy had whenever he was duly stressed.
      

      
      Much less excited, especially since he’d been up only a few, Jess blew his breath across his steaming coffee. “Settle down,
         pup. I ain’t had my caffeine yet.” And he wasn’t a morning person, even though his mornings were what most people called early
         evening.
      

      
      Still the boy jumped about like a filly around a rattlesnake. Had he ever been that nervous about anything?
      

      
      The answer hit him hard in the chest and did nothing to improve his irritability.

      
      Jess quickly turned his thoughts away from that memory and focused on the boy he’d known since the day Andy was whelped.

      
      Even though Andy was nearing thirty now, he was about as high-strung as anyone Jess had ever met. Times like this, he missed
         the old calmness of Andy’s pa. Nothing had ever rattled that man.
      

      
      Not even the time he’d landed in a nest of scorpions.

      
      “Sundown … you don’t understand. It’s—”

      
      He held his hand up to stop the boy midsentence. “I get it, kid. Case you haven’t noticed, Dark-Hunters are on almost as many
         menus as humans are. Having something trying to kill us is about normal. Now, why you more flustered than a preacher in a
         whorehouse?”
      

      
      “I’m trying to tell you.” Andy gestured toward the door as if expecting the bogeyman to charge through it. “There’s a human
         out there who is killing off Dark-Hunters, and someone needs to stop them.”
      

      
      Jess took a slow drink before he spoke. Ah yeah, that hit the spot. Little more, and he’d be as close to human as a deadman
         could come. “Well, that’s just plain rude.”
      

      
      All that did was frustrate Andy more. “I really don’t think you understand what I’m trying to tell you.”

      
      Jess scratched at the whiskers along his jaw. “And my mama drowned the dumb ones. I hear everything you’re saying. There’s
         a group of Buffys thinking we’re the bad guys. Ain’t my first rodeo, pup. It’s been happening so long, they were called Helsings
         long before your daddy was a gleam in your granddaddy’s eyes. Thank you, Hollywood and Stoker for that. Not like being undead
         didn’t suck before. They just made it worse for us by cluing the rest of the world in that we exist. Now every goth with a
         thirst for immortality is cruising for us, begging us to bite them and turn them. Did I ever tell you about that time when—?”
      

      
      “Sundown,” Andy snapped. “I—”

      
      “You need to check that tone, boy. Remember, I used to kill people for a living, and I ain’t been up long enough to have much
         tolerance right about now. Knock it down a notch before I forget I’m supposed to actually like you.”
      

      
      Andy let out a long sigh. “Fine, but answer me this.”

      
      Dang, when had the kid turned into the Riddler? He should have curtailed all those Batman reruns when Andy was a boy.
      

      
      “Did any of those others ever come after you guys in the past leading a Daimon entourage?”

      
      Now, that got his attention. While it wasn’t unusual for Daimons to use humans as servants or tools from time to time, it
         wasn’t normal for them to follow one.
      

      
      Jess set the coffee down on the stainless steel counter. “Come again?”

      
      “Yeah … this one travels in a pack of Daimons, and has been slaying every Hunter they can find. She’s taken out three here
         and four others in Arizona and Oklahoma.”
      

      
      Jess took a full minute to digest that. “How do you know about this?”

      
      “I was contacted by Tawny, who got it from her mother.” Now, to most, that’d sound bizarre. But like Andy, Tawny was a multigenerational
         Squire. A few thousand years back, the Squire network had been set up to provide a “normal” cover for the nocturnal Dark-Hunters
         during the daylight hours when they were sleeping. The Squires helped them to pass for humans, and most of all, the Squires
         shielded their existence from the rest of the world and took care of their day-to-day necessities so that they could focus
         on their job. Killing Daimons and freeing the human souls they’d stolen before those souls died and were forever lost.
      

      
      But the best part about the Squires was that some of them were Oracles who could speak directly to the gods and get information
         from them that the Dark-Hunters could use to track and kill Daimons.
      

      
      Tawny’s mother happened to be one of those Oracles.

      
      Deciphering what the gods said, however, was another matter.
      

      
      Jess leaned against the kitchen counter and crossed his arms over his chest. “Tell me exactly what her mother said.”

      
      “She said that there’s an ill wind coming and that you should guard your back. Lionel didn’t fail to make it home before dawn.
         He was murdered and that his killer, a human leading a Daimon guard, was on the hunt for more of his kind.”
      

      
      Lionel was another Dark-Hunter who’d been assigned to Las Vegas. He died three nights ago, after he’d failed to make it to
         shelter before the sun rose— at least that was what they’d been told. Immortality had its price, and while the things that
         could kill them were few, those few were an ugly way to die.
      

      
      Jess rubbed his thumb against his brow. “And the gods spoke that plainly?”

      
      Andy hedged. “Well … not exactly. You know how they are.”

      
      Yeah, they always spoke in riddles that were tougher to unknot than a two-headed cobra. “So how—?”

      
      “It’s taken them days to decipher it, but she swears she’s right and that you need to watch your back.”

      
      That, he’d been doing since the day the goddess Artemis resurrected him. Bart had tutored him well on guarding every angle
         of his body and staying alert no matter what or who. Jess wasn’t about to ever be a victim again.
      

      
      “Andy—”

      
      “Don’t Andy me. I believe her. She’s one of the best Oracles we have.”
      

      
      He was right about that. But …

      
      “We all make mistakes.” And Jess had made more than his fair share.

      
      A tic started in Andy’s jaw. It was obvious he wanted to throttle Jess, but he knew better than to even try.

      
      “Fine,” he said, finally relenting on the matter. “Whatever. You’re the one they’re after, so it’s none of my business. Plenty
         of other Dark-Hunters to work for. They’re probably a lot less irritating, too.” Then he changed the subject entirely. “I
         repaired your tracker and phone.” He held Jess’s iPhone out to him. “Try not to get it wet tonight.”
      

      
      “Not my fault the Daimon I was chasing decided to run through a water fountain.” Damnedest part about living here in Vegas,
         there were huge fountains all over the place, and for some reason, Daimons seemed to think Dark-Hunters were allergic to water.
         Or maybe it was their way to piss them off before getting killed.
      

      
      Andy ignored his comment. “Mom overnighted some of her oatmeal cookies for you. They’re in the jar by the sink.” He pointed
         to the container that looked like a Conestoga wagon, which was really out of place in the commercial-grade kitchen designed
         to feed a large army.
      

      
      The thought of those cookies perked him up a lot. Cecilia made the best in the world. That was what he missed most about Andy’s
         pa working for him. C used to have a fresh batch cooling on the stove every evening when he came upstairs for coffee.
      

      
      Andy continued his report. “I picked up your laundry and hung it in the hall closet. I checked with the company, and your
         horses will be transported out here next week from your ranch, so you can quit pouting every time you pass the saddles.”
      

      
      Wow, he had no idea he’d done that. Huh … he’d have to keep an eye on his expressions. He hated to be that obvious to anyone.

      
      Andy gestured toward the door. “The boots you ordered are in the box on the hall table, as are the throwing knives Kell sent
         to replace the ones you broke the other night. I couldn’t get the black Stetson reblocked, so I have a new one on order. Your
         bike is fully gassed, and Sin has offered all of you free valet parking at his casino while you hunt. He’ll have his staff
         leave the bike parked in front so that you can grab it and go when you’re ready to head home, and if you get trapped in the
         city and can’t make it back here before dawn, you can hole up in one of his rooms— they’ll have a key at the concierge with
         your name on it. Is there anything else you need?”
      

      
      That was the best part of Andy. Like his father, he was as efficient as the devil’s desk clerk. “Nope. Can’t think of anything.”
      

      
      “All right. I’ll have my cell phone if you need anything.” The boy always said that.

      
      Jess moved toward the cookies. “Have a good night.”

      
      Andy nodded before he went to the door. He paused as if he wanted to say something else—then he quickly took his exit to
         head to his apartment over the garage. For some reason, as the kid left, Jess had an image of Andy as a little boy chasing
         after his father. He could still see Andy’s chubby cheeks, wide eyes, and freckled face. Hear him asking in that youthful
         tone if Jess would teach him how to ride, and then picking the boy up from the dirt the first time Andy was thrown by the
         Shetland pony Jess had bought for him. Little booger had gotten right back up, dusted himself off, and then climbed into the
         saddle like a trouper.
      

      
      Now that little boy was a man strangers thought was older than Jess.

      
      That was the hardest part of being immortal. Watching people he cared about be kids, grow old, and die while he never changed. And just like with Andy, he’d known the boy’s father from the moment Ed was born. The Taylor family had been
         his Squires from the beginning of his Dark-Hunter life.
      

      
      Even so, he’d kept a wall between him and them. Never letting them in too close. At least not until Andy. He didn’t know why, but that little shit had wormed his way past Jess’s best defenses. In many ways, Andy was like his son.
      

      
      There was only one other person in his long life that Jess had felt that way about.

      
      He winced at another memory he wished he could purge.

      
      Aching with remorse and grief, Jess pulled his watch out of his pocket to check the time. The moment he opened it, he paused
         to stare at Matilda’s face in the worn-out sepia photograph that had been kept inside his watch since the day he was reborn.
         No matter how many years passed, he still ached over the loss of her.
      

      
      That had been the only thing he truly hated about his rebirth. Knowing she was alive and not being able to see her. Dark-Hunters
         were forbidden from having families, and they were never to let anyone from their past know that they’d come back. It was
         part of what they swore to when Artemis created them.
      

      
      Still he’d kept tabs on her while she lived and made sure that she never once wanted for anything. She’d gone on to marry
         and have six kids.
      

      
      Without him.

      
      To the day she died, she’d never known who her benefactor was. The Squires told her it was a trust fund set up by a distant
         uncle who’d died and left it to her. She never knew that money came from a pact he’d made with a goddess to even a score that no amount of violence could tally.
      

      
      Sometimes dead wasn’t dead enough.

      
      His throat tightening, he closed his watch. There was no use thinking about what should have been. He’d done what he’d had
         to. Matilda had probably been better off without him, anyways. Sooner or later, his past would have caught up to them, and
         the result would have been the same.
      

      
      At least that was the lie he told himself to make it all bearable. But inside, he knew the truth. No one could have loved
         her more than he had.
      

      
      More than he did to this day.

      
      “I miss you, Tilly.” He always would. No one would ever again make him feel like she had.

      
      Worthy.

      
      Cursing, he curled his lip at his melancholy thoughts. “I’m turning into an old woman. Might as well start knitting and bitching
         about soap operas, gas prices, and rude drivers.”
      

      
      That wasn’t what Sundown Brady did.

      
      Nope. It was killing time, and he was in the mood to bathe in blood tonight.
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      Ren Waya coasted on the breeze as he heard the heartbeat of the earth thrumming in his ears. It sounded like a tribal drum,
         summoning the ancient spirits out of their slumber to make ready for war. And as he flew, Sister Wind carried a new scent
         to him. One he’d never smelled before, and given his extreme old age, that said a lot.
      

      
      Something was here, and it didn’t belong.
      

      
      Unable to pinpoint it, he dipped down, then recognized a rider on the road far below. The motorcycle slowed from its feral
         speed as the rider came upon the Vegas traffic and lights. Ren let out a cry while he followed the sleek black motorcycle
         into town.
      

      
      Swathed in a black duster, the rider was oblivious of being watched. Of course, the loud, thumping music inside the rider’s
         helmet that was turned to a level that should be deafening might have something to do with that. Styx’s “Renegade.” The irony
         of that wasn’t lost on Ren. If he could smile in his current form, he would.
      

      
      The rider skimmed past traffic and turned into the brightly lit Ishtar Casino, which was styled after an ancient Sumerian
         temple. Ren lost sight of the rider as he drove under the parking pavilion. He banked to the right to miss the wall and circled
         back.
      

      
      Jess pulled his helmet off before he gave his name to the valet.
      

      
      The attendant snapped to attention. “Mr. Brady, sir, we were told to give you white-glove treatment. You may park your bike
         anywhere you want, and we’ll make sure no one bothers it. If you have any problems or needs, have the concierge contact Damien
         Metaxas, and he’ll take care of it for you.”
      

      
      A man could get used to this level of service— it was like being at Disney World. “Thanks,” he said, then handed the valet
         a twenty.
      

      
      Jess slid into a tight space at the front of the line of cars and limos, where his motorcycle should be out of the way, then
         parked his 2006 MV Agusta F4CC on the curb. At $120,000 a pop, his ride was a gold mine for any thief who had knowledge of
         motorcycles. Not that the money was that big a deal to him. Replacing it, however, was another matter, since they were as
         rare as a loyal friend, and he’d long grown attached to it.
      

      
      Hate to gut a human for being greedy. But back in the day, he’d done worse for less.
      

      
      He locked it down, put his helmet on the seat, then dropped the keys in his pocket. It was a little warm for his duster, but
         he preferred it, since it helped hide the weapons he needed for his trade. No need in scaring the civilians any more than
         was necessary.
      

      
      Bad thing about Vegas, you couldn’t spit without dropping germs on a Daimon. They practically owned this place. In fact, three
         of the valet drivers here were Apollites, including the one who’d spoken to him. And the casino manager, Damien Metaxas was,
         in fact, a full-blown Daimon that no Dark-Hunter was allowed to kill. They claimed Metaxas fed only on humans who deserved
         to die— rapists, murderers, pedophiles. But why would you take their word on it? Was anyone really checking?
      

      
      Even when the casino owner, Sin, was a Dark-Hunter, he’d had them working for him.
      

      
      “You’re a sick SOB, Sin,” Jess muttered as he pulled his sunglasses out and put them on.

      
      Keep your enemies close, I guess. Still …
      

      
      “You’re late.”

      
      Jess grinned, making sure to keep his fangs from showing as he did so. He turned at the deep, accented voice that had come
         from behind him. “Didn’t know Grandma was keeping tabs and setting curfew.”
      

      
      Two inches taller, Ren had his long, jet black hair pulled back into a single braid that trailed down his back. Even without
         that pissed-off expression, he was intimidating as all get out. At least to those who could be intimidated.
      

      
      Jess definitely didn’t fit into that category.

      
      The only color on Ren’s body was the bone and turquoise choker he wore as an homage to his Native American heritage— other
         than that, he was swathed all in black from head to toe. Jess asked him once what tribe he belonged to, but Ren had refused
         to answer. Since it didn’t matter to Jess, he’d never asked again, even though they’d been friends for well over a hundred
         years.
      

      
      Jess scratched at his whiskers, wishing he’d shaved a little closer. “I thought you were communing with Chocolate tonight.”

      
      Ren shook his head. “Choo Co La Tah.”

      
      “Isn’t that what I said?”
      

      
      Now, there was a pained expression for you. It was quite impressive. “For a man who was born speaking Cherokee, I don’t understand
         why you can’t pronounce things correctly.”
      

      
      “Ah, potato, potahto. Does it really matter in the grand scheme of things?”
      

      
      “It does if you ever come into contact with him. Believe me, your mixed Cherokee blood won’t buy you any tolerance where he’s
         concerned.”
      

      
      Yeah, that was the thing about immortals. Many of them weren’t exactly good natured. Many more were downright intolerant.
         And as for Choo Co La Tah, Jess was more than acquainted with him, but it was one of those things he never talked about. “Then I’ll just make sure that I call him Exalted Being.”
      

      
      Ren laughed. “Wise choice.”

      
      Jess decided to change the topic to what had bothered him a few minutes ago. “So was that you flying above me as I rode in?”

      
      “You saw me?”

      
      Jess shrugged nonchalantly. “Don’t you know, I sense everything around me.” Even before Artemis had bestowed him with psychic
         powers, that was one ability he’d had from birth. No one had ever been able to sneak up on him.
      

      
      Pulling a gun behind his back and shooting him was another story. Only someone as close to him as Bart had been could have killed him that way. Had Bart been a stranger, it would never have happened.
      

      
      “And here I thought I was being stealthy.”

      
      Jess snorted. “With that girly caw you let out? Did a frog crawl down your throat and die, or what?”

      
      Ren let out a short heh sound. “You better be glad I like you.”
      

      
      “I am indeed, for I have seen how you throw a knife, and it is truly awe inspiring. Now, if you don’t mind …” Jess started
         away from him. If they stayed together too long, they’d deplete each other’s strength. It was a fail-safe the gods used to
         keep Dark-Hunters from combining their powers and taking over mankind.
      

      
      “Wait.”

      
      Jess paused.

      
      “Choo Co La Tah wanted to warn me that something unnatural is coming from the west.”

      
      The direction of death for the Cherokee. He didn’t know if Ren’s people had the same beliefs as his mother’s or not. “Yeah,
         okay. I’ll watch for Daimons coming up the street.”
      

      
      “This is serious, Jess. We’re nearing the Time Untime when everything resets. Of all men, you know what happens if things
         get misaligned.”
      

      
      Yes, he did. The Mayans weren’t the only ancient Americans who had calendars. Many of the tribes had similar rotating cycles,
         including the Cherokee. “2012 ain’t here yet.”
      

      
      “No, but the return of the Pale One has been sped up by whatever is coming. Be careful tonight.”
      

      
      Now, this was getting annoying, with everyone pecking at him like a bunch of hens. “Andy told me the same thing earlier.”

      
      “Two warnings. One night.”

      
      Time to listen. He understood. Too bad he hadn’t had these warnings before he was gunned down as a human. That would have
         been a little more helpful than vague warnings to someone who was basically immortal and impervious now. But then, life was
         ever a study in a day late and a dollar short. “All right. I’ll pay attention.”
      

      
      Ren inclined his head to him. “Good, ’cause you’re the only reason I’m here, and I’d hate to think I uprooted myself needlessly.”
         When Jess had been transferred out here a few weeks back, Ren asked to come, too. “Don’t make me have to spirit-walk to cut
         your throat.”
      

      
      Jess snorted at the threat. “Got to say, dying would really wreck my best day. Been there, done that, and now that I think
         about it, Artemis forgot to give me the T-shirt.”
      

      
      Ren rolled his eyes. “You’re psychotic.”

      
      “And we’re down a Hunter, so we need to get patrolling before the Daimons start feeding.”

      
      Ren waved his hand in front of him and spoke a blessing in his native tongue.

      
      Jess didn’t understand it, but he appreciated the gesture. “Same to you, di-na-da-nv-tli.” And with that, he started for the infamous strip, which was teeming with clueless tourists just waiting to become a walking Happy Meal for a
         Daimon.
      

      
      Jess kept his pace leisurely as he used every sense he had to feel for any unnatural predator that was out and about. There
         was a strange vibe to the city, and it made him wonder about the depletion of the DH here.
      

      
      The owner of the Ishtar Casino, Sin, he discounted from that list. Sin had fallen in love with one of Artemis’s handmaidens
         and been redeemed from their service. So his was a happy exodus.
      

      
      Lionel, Renee, and Pavel had all died over the last few months. Supposedly by bad luck. Lionel and Renee by not making it
         home before dawn. Pavel had been decapitated in a freak car wreck. At least, that was the official story.
      

      
      After what Andy and Ren had said, Jess now wondered how accurate that was.

      
      Two other Dark-Hunters had been moved in to replace those killed in action. Syra, who was better known as Yukon Jane, and
         Rogue, an Englishman whose proper speech belied his extremely psychotic ways. That boy definitely wasn’t right.
      

      
      Made him wonder who they’d move in to replace Lionel.

      
      Guess I’ll find out.

      
      A pretty blonde walked past him on the street with a come-follow-me-cowboy look that grabbed his attention away from that line of thought. He let out a slow appreciative breath at the sass in her walk. He’d always been a sucker for
         a woman who knew how to handle herself and, more to the point, handle a man who was aching for her.
      

      
      She smiled at him over her shoulder.

      
      You got work to do, boy.
      

      
      Yeah, but she was delectable.

      
      Work, Jess. If Andy’s right, there’s a killer on the loose, and you need to find it and stop it.

      
      He actually whimpered at the fact that he couldn’t follow after the blonde. In Reno, doable. Here …

      
      Too many Daimons.

      
      Yet another reason they needed killing.

      
      Sighing, he crossed Spring Mountain Road, heading north on Vegas Boulevard. He’d just passed the entrance to Neiman Marcus
         at the Fashion Show Mall and was nearing The Cloud when that familiar tingle went down his spine. One that was unmistakable.
      

      
      There were Daimons nearby.

      
      But where? People were all over the place. Hard to pinpoint a Daimon in a crowd this size. Not to mention the bright lights,
         even with his opaque sunglasses on, were hard on his light-sensitive Dark-Hunter eyes. Since Dark-Hunters were created long
         before the modern lightbulb, Artemis had given them incredible night vision that really hated anything bright. It was downright
         painful.
      

      
      Closing his eyes, he focused his other senses. At first he was overwhelmed by everything he heard. But after a few seconds,
         it settled down so that he could pinpoint what he needed.
      

      
      They were in the underground parking lot on his left.

      
      Jess headed for it, making sure to keep himself away from any street cameras that the police might use for surveillance— that
         was one thing Rogue was the best at, since he’d come over from England, where their streets had more cameras than a fully
         stocked mega Best Buy store.
      

      
      He ducked into the lot that was full of cars and vacant of people. At first he didn’t hear anything more, and then …

      
      To his right.

      
      Pulling out his daggers, he kept them in his sleeves, just in case he happened upon someone who wouldn’t understand why a
         tall, dark-haired man wearing really dark sunglasses and unseasonably warm clothing would be armed to his fangs. Really, Officer, I was trying to protect humanity by killing these things that suck human souls out to live past their twenty-seventh
            birthday just didn’t cut it. Why no one would believe that, he couldn’t imagine. Really, the audacity of modern courts and judges.
      

      
      Jess came to an abrupt stop as he found something even more grisly than he’d expected.

      
      There were four Daimons on the ground, literally feasting on what must be a demon of some kind. At first glance, it appeared
         human. But there was no missing the odd skin tone, slightly off from normal, and the smell of it.
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