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“You’re a virgin? How is that possible?”



Paige shrugged. “Satan created me, I went through Rivka training, got caught up in a battle to save the world, then discovered I was poison to anything I touched. I’ve been a little busy.” She paused. “So, now you see why our kissing is a bad idea? Kissing leads to sex, and then sex with you, Mr. Damned, would pretty much cancel out the last pure thing in my being.” She made a face. “So, your virtue is safe with me. Which is too bad, really, because that kiss was awesome.”

Jed leaned forward. “In that case, I have to warn you.”

His voice had suddenly become husky, and something curled low inside her. “Warn me about what?”

“I like touching you. Kissing you, too.” His gaze was dark again, his jaw tense. “I’m not going to try to seduce you, but if you throw yourself in my arms and wrap those long legs of yours around me like you did earlier . . .” His gaze settled on hers. “I’m not made of steel, sweetheart.”
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One




Hot damn! An angel!” Paige Darlington jerked upright and slammed her grande, nonfat, easy whip caramel latte down on the table as a lanky redheaded guy strode into the Starbucks she and her two best friends had been haunting for the last week. He was wearing ironed jeans and a blue oxford shirt, and he had that white aura she’d been desperately searching for. “Finally.”


Her salvation had arrived. About time. The blackness of her soul was making her calf ache almost constantly, and it was apparent she needed some angel cleansing as soon as possible.

Paige’s heart started pounding as her friends inspected the man while he sauntered up to the counter and politely ordered a double hazelnut caffè mocha with extra foam.

“Really? He’s an angel?” Theresa Nichols-Siccardi, an immortal dragon with a curvaceous human body that she made sure men lusted over, sounded skeptical. “He doesn’t even have a halo.”

“Oh, it’s there.” One of the benefits of being created by Satan was that Paige could identify the occupants of heaven and hell. Or so she’d hoped. Until she’d actually seen this guy, she hadn’t been certain she would know an angel when she saw one. But she had. Major relief. “He’s definitely got heaven on speed dial.”

Her other friend, the newly single Dani Rawlings, took a sip of her iced coffee, her brown hair shoved up in a messy ponytail. She was in an anti-man phase, which was best for all of them, given the fiasco that had occurred the last time she’d gotten involved with anyone. “He looks rather ordinary to be an angel.”

“Yeah, he does, doesn’t he?” Paige ran her fingers through her hair like she’d seen Theresa do and watched him move to the side to wait for his order. “How long do you think it will take to convince him to help me?”

“Well, he’s a man and you’ve got a great rack and gorgeous blond hair that men are such suckers for, so . . .” Theresa eyed her. “Maybe one minute?”

“One minute? That’s all?”

“Try to appeal to his nurturing side,” Theresa suggested. “Men love to feel all manly and tough. Protect the weaker sex.”

Paige frowned and tapped her foot restlessly. “I don’t want to be protected. I’m way too much of a badass to be protected by some wimpy angel.”

Theresa raised her eyebrows at Paige. “That kind of attitude isn’t going to make him fall all over himself to help you. You have to convince him you find him wildly attractive and masculine. Men can’t resist being around women who make them feel manly.”

“Manly, huh?” Paige eyed the angel as he accidentally bumped into a pair of teenage girls and apologized profusely. Duh. Didn’t he realize they’d bumped into him on purpose to get his attention? Hellooo. Get some backbone, dude. He flipped open his navy nylon wallet to count his cash. “He looks a little gentle to be manly.”

Hellfire, this sucked. She didn’t want a wimpy angel in her life. She wanted some hot, macho stud who would throw her up against a wall and dominate her, not being at all intimidated by the fact she could throw fireballs and turn him into a pile of ash in less than a second. Who didn’t mind that she did contract work for Satan harvesting souls, or would, as soon as she reclaimed her soul.

Yep. She wanted a hottie who wore black leather and guns. One who had five-o’clock shadow and piercing blue eyes that could penetrate a woman’s soul. One who could kill an innocent at a hundred yards without hesitating. A man who would love her so fiercely he’d throw himself into an acid pit just to retrieve a lock of her hair.

Yeah. That was the kind of man she wanted.


Sigh.

She drummed her fingers on the sticky tabletop and eyed the angel, inspecting his narrow shoulders and wrinkle-free polyester shirt. She had to find a way to convince him to help save her soul.

“Paige?”

She looked at her friends, and felt her heart tighten at the concerned expressions on their faces. “I love you guys.”

They both smiled. “We love you too,” Theresa said. “Now go over there and turn that angel into a lovesick wuss already, okay?”

“No problem.” Paige stood up and flexed her hands behind her back, trying to ignore the throbbing pain in her left calf.

She stepped around a double stroller with screaming twins, then eased toward the angel, trying to sway her hips across the floor in that one-hip-at-a-time seductive walk that Theresa had been teaching her for the last week. She heard Dani giggle and she abandoned the walk with a sigh. Sexy and seductive wasn’t her thing. Yet. But she’d master it. Really, she would.

She sidled up to the angel and cleared her throat.

He turned his head slightly and she caught his glance at her chest. Then his gaze slowly traveled up her body to her face, and she gave him her best smile. “Hi, I’m Paige Darlington, and—”

“You’re from hell.” His eyes widened, and he took a step back.

She bristled at the look of disgust on his face. Ignorant jerk. Weren’t angels supposed to be nonjudgmental and supportive and all touchy-feely? Idiot. How dare he treat her like she was pond scum? “For your information,” she snapped, “I’m not from hell.” At his disbelieving look, she added, “Anymore.”

He began to back across the store toward the door. “I don’t need that coffee anymore,” he called out to the girl behind the counter. “I’m so sorry to inconvenience you, but I must be leaving.” He glanced at Paige again, and his left eye twitched in fear.

Oh, crud. He looked like he was about to wet his pants.


You’re scaring him, Paige. Be nice.


Right. Nice. She could do that. She summoned up her best smile again and injected a cheery tone into her voice as she jogged after him. “See, it’s really quite simple. My life force is no longer linked to Satan so I’m a free woman, but my soul had already started to turn black before I was freed. If I don’t reverse the process before I’m consumed by darkness, I’ll lose the ability to love and care about all my friends, so I need you to cleanse my soul.” Anxiety tugged at her chest as he reached for the door, and she grabbed for his arm. “No, please don’t go. I really, really need your help.”

He twisted out of her reach before she could touch him. “I can feel the evil in your soul already. It’s too late. Stay away from me.”

“No!” She was unable to keep the desperation out of her voice. “Please! You’re the only angel I’ve managed to find, and I need help—”

He whirled to face her. “Get away from me,” he growled. “You’re tainted.”

Paige swallowed. “That’s a little harsh, isn’t it? I mean, I’m trying to clean up my act . . .”

He spun around and marched out the door, slamming it in her face.

She immediately threw it open and followed him out onto the sidewalk. “What kind of an angel are you, anyway? Shouldn’t you be trying to save me? Isn’t that your job?”

He didn’t even turn around, just threw up his arm to flag down a yellow cab, like she wasn’t even worth his consideration. God, how insulting was that? She grabbed his arm and spun him toward her. “Listen, you arrogant—”

His face contorted into this mask of pain, and he shrieked. Then his skin turned black and he crumbled under her touch, disintegrating into a cloud of charcoal flakes, leaving her with black dust on her hand and a horrible burning sensation in her leg.

“What the heck was that all about?” She stared at the remains of the angel as they mixed in with the exhaust from the New York City traffic, rubbing her right foot over her left calf to try to ease the pain that was about fifty times worse than it had been before she’d touched the angel.

“Holy shit.”

Paige glanced back over her shoulder to see Theresa and Dani standing outside the Starbucks. Theresa looked startled, and Paige’s gut sank. Nothing ever rattled Theresa.

But it was Dani that made her skin crawl. Dani’s face was pale, her hand was over her mouth and her eyebrows were scrunched up in horror. Not blank horror. A knowing horror. The kind that said she knew what had just happened and she was scared shitless.

Paige whirled around and grabbed for Dani’s arms. “What happened?”

“No! Don’t touch me!” Dani jumped out of Paige’s reach, tripped on the curb, and went down hard on the street. She scrambled to her feet, holding her hand out as if to ward off Paige. “Don’t touch either of us. Just stand there.”

A chill crept down Paige’s spine. “What?”


Theresa frowned at Dani. “Yeah, what?”

“It’s true. Holy crap. I can’t believe he really did it.”


“Did what?”


Dani took a deep breath, then looked at Paige. “You’re in deep trouble, girl.”

“For hell’s sake, tell me what’s going on. Last I heard, angels didn’t turn into soot on a regular basis.” Paige hugged herself and ran her hands up and down her arms, suddenly cold.

“When I was dating Satan Jr., he told me he’d heard a rumor that Satan was trying an experiment. A new kind of Rivka.”

Paige tensed. “What do you mean, a new kind?”

“Well, they still have the ability to throw fireballs, harvest souls, and transport themselves by melting through the floor, and they still have to obey Satan’s every command, but Satan wanted a better weapon. Apparently, he was getting a little intimidated by Satan Jr.’s talents and—”

“Skip the history lesson. What’s different about the new Rivka?”

“Well . . .” Dani glanced at Theresa, then back at Paige. “I don’t know exactly. I just know that it was bad. I wasn’t really listening at the time. I was, um, you know, occupied . . .”

“For God’s sake, Dani,” Theresa snapped. “You have to learn to think while having an orgasm. No smart woman turns off her brain during sex! It’s the best time to gather secrets on your man! Yeesh.” She turned toward Paige. “Okay, girlfriend, you need to get your butt down to see Satan and find out the scoop. Capisce? No plans can be made until we know.”

Paige looked at her hand, and then looked at where the angel had been. “Yeah, I guess.” Then she frowned and set her hands on her hips. “You know, this is ridiculous. I couldn’t have killed the angel. It was probably some fancy new thing they can do. Self-defense or something.”

“You’re right.” Theresa marched up to Paige. “There’s no way you’ve acquired the touch of death in the ten minutes since I last touched you.” Theresa snapped her fingers. “Hold out your hand.”

Dani grimaced. “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea. What if she blows you up?”

Paige felt a stabbing sensation in her calf, and she had a sudden vision of launching herself at Theresa, hurting her, killing her . . . of wanting to hurt her. She took a step back. “I’m with Dani. There’s something weird going on.”

“I’m immortal,” Theresa scoffed. “You know, three drinks from the Goblet of Eternal Youth and all that fun stuff. You can’t hurt me.” Theresa reached for her, Paige ducked, and Theresa’s fingers grazed over her ear. “Squirmy little—Holy mother of hell!” Theresa jerked her hand back as the need to kill slammed through Paige’s heart, and she lunged for her friend, no longer able to stop herself.

“Back off, hell girl!” Theresa stuck out her leg and swept Paige’s feet out from under her, sending her crashing to the sidewalk.

Paige yelped as her chin smacked the asphalt, sending a crack through her head. She tried to stand up, but was so dizzy she crashed back to the cement again, banging her head with another smack. She groaned with relief and pain and rolled onto her back, sprawling on the sidewalk as she felt the urge to kill retreat back into her leg. “Thanks.”

“No problem.” Theresa leaned over her. “That’s what friends are for. Need me to knock you out?”

“No, I’m good. My head hurts so much that I think I’ll pass out if I stand up.”

“Excellent.”

Dani leaned over next to Theresa, her brow furrowed. “You should have seen your face when you were going for Theresa. You were like a total psycho from a horror movie. Creepy.”

Paige groaned and rested her forearm over her throbbing head. “Did I hurt you?”

Theresa winced. “I’ll be fine.”

Paige frowned. “What happened?”

“Show her,” Dani said. “She needs to know.”

“Really, it’s not a big deal.” Theresa stuck her hand out. “Mona will heal it right up and—”

Paige forgot to listen to Theresa as she stared at the shriveled blackened stump that used to be Theresa’s hand. “Oh, God.”

“Seriously. Don’t worry about it.” Theresa tucked her hand back out of sight. “It’s not serious enough to be permanent, and it gives me a good excuse for a new manicure.”

Paige closed her eyes again and wanted to shrivel into the sidewalk. “What’s happening to me? I burned up my friend?”

“I don’t know, but you need to go visit your lord and master and find out.”

“Satan’s not my lord and master anymore.”

“Still.” There was a thump as Dani sat next to her on the sidewalk. “I think you need to go see him.”

Paige grimaced. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. What if he won’t let me go?”

Theresa waved her blackened stump. “A risk worth taking, don’t you think? You’re turning into poison, sweetie. This has to be dealt with.”

Dani nodded. “You know, I agree with Theresa. There’s something seriously wrong here, and you need answers. I mean, you killed an angel, Paige. That’s a very big deal.”

Paige pressed her lips together, trying not to think of the angel’s shocked face before he’d disintegrated. Satan had barely released her from her bonded servitude to him the first time. If he’d done something to turn her into his ultimate weapon and it was working . . . he really might not let her go this time. But what choice did she have? She could feel a pulsing evil stalking her, urging her to reach out and grab Dani around the throat and choke her to death . . . Crud.


Dani wasn’t immortal and, somehow, Paige knew for certain that if she touched Dani, her friend would die. Instantly. Like the angel. “You’re right. I need to talk to Satan.”

“I’ll go with you,” Theresa announced as she sat down next to them.

Dani winced. “You’re going to see Satan with her? Aren’t you afraid of him?”

“Not at all. He’s no danger. You just need to know how to play him, and I’ve got his number.” Theresa looked at Paige. “Can you do that fade-to-black thing to get to hell?”

Paige shook her head, wiping her sweaty palms on her jeans. “I dropped out of the Rivka apprenticeship program before I learned how.”

Theresa pulled out her cell phone. “Then we’re going to have to call on our favorite Rivka to take us down there.” She grinned. “I hope she’s involved in something really important. It’s such fun to harass her.” Theresa put her stump in her mouth and began to suck on it. “This really hurts, by the way. If you run into my ex, will you fry him? He so deserves it. I’d love to see him taken out in such a brutal and painful way.”

“Yeah, sure.” Paige tensed as a passerby glared at them for camping out in the middle of the sidewalk. She hissed and held her fingers up like a claw. The dude paled and bolted to the other side of the street, and her leg pulsed in anticipation of a hunt. Of prey. Of death. I need to kill him.


Dani sucked in her breath and scrambled backward. “You stay away from me, Paige.”

Dani’s shocked face snapped Paige back to reality. Oh, God. What was happening to her? She was getting out of control.

No. She wasn’t out of control. She could handle this.

First thing, remove the temptation. Get away from her friends. She rolled onto her stomach to push herself up, her hand landing on a patch of grass poking out from a crack in the sidewalk. It turned black instantly, sizzled and exploded in a pile of ash. Satisfaction at the destruction thudded deep in her soul, and she felt the blackness inside her feed on the death.


Holy shit.

She glanced up and saw both Dani and Theresa staring at the remains of the grass.

“You kill anything that’s alive,” Dani whispered, her voice harsh with horrified awe. “You can’t touch anything.”

Theresa spoke into the phone. “Becca. It’s your favorite dragon. Call me as soon as you get this message. Your apprentice is eyeball deep in you-know-what.” She slammed her phone shut and whistled softly. “You be careful, girlfriend.”

Paige stumbled to her feet, wincing at the pain in her leg. “I gotta get out of here.”

“I think that’s a good idea. Be alone.” Dani jumped up, taking several quick steps back.

Paige felt her throat tighten at the sight of Dani cringing from her, but she whirled away and started walking down the street, terrified by the knowledge she couldn’t promise not to hurt her. Or kill her.

“I’ll be by with Becca to pick you up as soon as I hear from her,” Theresa called after her.

Paige didn’t even bother to turn around, her fists clenched against her urge to hug her friends. To feel their support? Or to kill them? She didn’t want to know. She just had to get away.




Two

Jed Buchanan paused on the dark terrace, listening for any sounds that might indicate he’d been spotted, but all was quiet in this ghetto of the Afterlife.

He jimmied the lock on the double doors and slipped inside, carefully shutting them behind him with a quiet click. He paused inside the door, giving his eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light.

The living room was small, furnished with secondhand couches. The floors were old linoleum peeling up at the corners, the plant in the corner was nylon, and the chandelier had wires covered in duct tape to prevent it from setting the place on fire.

Jed walked silently across the dusty floor, his steel-toed shitkickers making no noise as he moved through the room and down the narrow hallway toward the bedroom in the back.

Outsiders weren’t welcome in the Afterlife, even in this slum.

Especially outsiders who had sold their souls to the devil’s spawn.

Jed carefully turned the bedroom doorknob and eased the door open . . . and felt the prick of a blade on his neck. He immediately faded into a gray shadow and speared for the heart of his assailant, then stopped when he realized he was wrapping himself around his brother’s heart. He withdrew instantly, reforming as his brother dropped to his knees, clutching his chest as the knife clattered to the floor next to him.

“Hell, Jed,” Rafi gasped. “What was that for?”

Jed cursed and squatted next to his brother, lifting his hand to pat him on the shoulder, then dropping it before he made contact. “Sorry. I didn’t realize it was you.” He hadn’t meant to become the shadow warrior, but it had been instinct to slip into his killing form when he’d felt the blade at his neck.

“It’s the middle of the night. Who else would be in my bedroom at this hour?” Rafi took a shuddering breath and sat up, his palm still pressed over his heart. “You almost killed me.”

Jed scowled and stood up. “I screwed up. Get over it.” Despite his words, he was as shaken as Rafi by the mistake. He’d known his job as Junior’s assassin was getting to him, but he had no idea he’d become strung out enough to accidentally murder someone. His own damn brother? He rubbed the back of his neck in frustration.

“Since when do you kill first and check ID later? Hell.” Rafi coughed and rubbed his chest with his palm. “Damn, you moved fast. I had no chance to stop you. You’re getting good at that shit.” There was both envy and resentment in Rafi’s voice.

As brothers, both of them had the lineage to become shadow warriors, but only Jed had come into his powers. Rafi had died, been tortured by Satan Jr., and then locked up in his metaphysical prison ghetto instead. Oddly enough, he’d never forgiven Jed for getting him such a raw deal. Go figure. It bugged the hell out of Jed too.

Jed walked over to the window and changed the subject. “Satan Jr. ordered me to kill a woman named Becca Gibbs a few weeks ago. I failed. I’m going back tonight to finish the job, but I started thinking . . .” He nudged apart the broken slats of the venetian blind with two fingers, checking the neighborhood to make sure Satan Jr. wasn’t lurking outside. The yards were overgrown, dandelions roaming freely, and there were several potholes in the street. He could hear the screeches from a nearby cat fight, and caught a whiff of stale garbage. Only one streetlight was working, but from what he could see, the psychotic son of Satan wasn’t lurking in the area. “I was afraid he might decide to punish my failure by coming after you, and when you threatened me, I thought it was him and reacted before I could think.”

“Junior? Here? Shit.” Raphael vaulted over his bed, yanked a contraband gun out from under a floorboard, then leapt to his feet, aiming his gun at the door. Beads of sweat appeared on his brow and he swung his gun around to cover the windows, and then back to the door in a frenzied, unfocused motion that bespoke of a trauma so deep that it had shaken him to his core.

Jed cursed at the frantic glaze in Rafi’s eyes and grabbed for the gun, missing as his brother whirled back around to aim at the window. “Raphael! Calm down.”

“Calm down?” Rafi’s eyes were raging, his body vibrating, his gun dangerously uncontrolled. “I won’t let him take me. Not again. Never again.”

Jed ducked under the gun, then slammed Rafi against the wall so hard the wall crumbled with the impact, his forearm lodged under his brother’s throat to immobilize him. “Raphael. You’re free. Look at me.”

Rafi blinked, and Jed saw his brother’s eyes slowly focus on his face, saw the sanity return. “Get your hands off me.”

Jed released his brother and reluctantly stepped back, gritting his teeth at the anger on Rafi’s face.

Rafi let his head drop back against the wall, his chest heaving, sweat dripping down his temples as he fought off memories. “I can’t take this anymore. I have to get out of here.”

Jed locked his jaw and shook his head once. “The deal I cut with Junior to get you here is binding. There’s no way out.” Otherworld contracts had a power of their own. The contract controlled them both.

Rafi flicked his hand in disgust. “Screw that.” Cold determination gleamed in his eyes. “I’ve been paying for your mistakes for eighty-five years, and I’m done.” Rafi paced across the room and slammed his hands on the windowsill, staring out into the dark neighborhood.

Jed felt the tension radiating from his brother; it was like a humming. A rapid vibration with a tune of its own. Almost like the beating of an insect’s wings. It felt . . . familiar. He frowned and moved closer to his brother. “What’s going on?”

Rafi turned to face him, his eyes haunted. “Something’s happening to me. It’s like I’m being ripped apart inside. I have to get out. I need to get free.”

The humming coming from Rafi increased in volume, and suddenly Jed felt an answering vibration deep inside his gut, and he knew. God help us both. “It’s happening.”

Rafi stared at him. “What are you talking about?”

“A shadow warrior is moving on. It’s your time.” There were twelve shadow warriors in existence at any given time. But when an existing warrior had maxed out his time as a shadow warrior and was slotted for retirement, a replacement shadow warrior was chosen. The spirit of the departing one picked the strongest receptacle and gave the power to them. But Rafi was in the Afterlife. How could he be tapped?

Rafi stared at him in disbelief, eager anticipation licking at his eyes. “I’m . . . in?”

“Well . . .” Jed glanced around the room keeping his brother hostage. “I don’t think the spirit can get into this part of the afterlife. You’re sealed off.”

Rafi clenched his fists. “The call will rip me apart if I can’t merge with it.”

Jed nodded, not bothering to state what they both knew. That if Rafi died once he was in the Afterlife, he’d be truly dead. His spirit would cease to exist on any plane.

Rafi cursed and swung away, slamming his fist into the wall. Then he rested his forehead against the wall, his breath coming heavy. “My own destiny is going to kill me.” Rafi lifted his head, his eyes hard. “You took your destiny and abused it. You’ll pay for your choice forever, and so will I. Get out.”

Jed hesitated for a moment, then turned and walked out. For the first time since he’d pulled Rafi out of Satan Jr.’s torture chamber, his brother was no longer safe.

He cursed as he swung over the balcony railing, landing with a quiet thump on the crabgrass. He hadn’t been Satan Jr.’s assassin for the last sixty years just to have his brother die because some shadow warrior had the hots for him. He might not be able to free either of them from Junior’s clutches, but there was no way the shadow warrior was going to take his brother down.

Paige hadn’t even made it three blocks from Starbucks and the site of her angel decimation when an inky black spot appeared on the sidewalk in front of her. A relieved smile broke out on her face as the blob rose up out of the cement, became solid, and turned into Satan’s former favorite Rivka, Becca Gibbs. Theresa was hanging onto Becca’s arm, catching a ride.

Theresa grinned. “Hi, sweetie. Killed any angels since I’ve been gone? I brought your favorite evil soul-harvester to visit. Kisses and hugs for all.”

Becca was wearing a black power suit, and she looked like exactly the kind of tough chick Paige needed on her side right now.

“Oh, my God. I’m so happy to see you guys.” Paige threw open her arms to hug Becca, then froze when Becca held up her hand to block her.

“You know I love you, Paige, but let’s hold off on the hugs until we know exactly what’s going on, okay? Not that Theresa’s burned out stump isn’t very cool,” she added quickly. “I just like to get all the info first, you know?”

“Yeah, sure. That’s fine.” Paige’s throat tightened, and she shoved her hands into her pockets. Becca was being smart. Strategic thinking by a warrior who’d stayed alive for two hundred years despite being Satan’s minion. It wasn’t personal or anything like that.

But it still made her feel like a leper.

Becca gave her a sympathetic smile. “Did you really blow up an angel just by touching him?”

“Apparently.” Paige took a deep breath, then pulled back her shoulders and lifted her chin. “But I’m cool. Not freaking out or anything.”

Theresa snorted. “You’re like one big hair trigger, ready to collapse in hysteria. But that’s okay. We’re here for you. Break down. Sob. Hyperventilate. Whatever you need to do. I have your back.”

Becca rolled her eyes at Paige. “The dragon just likes to feel needed. Ignore her and she’ll go away.”

“I am needed,” Theresa announced. “You both would be lost without me.”

Paige couldn’t help but smile, and some of the tension eased from her chest. “You rock. You know that, don’t you?”

Theresa pursed her lips in a kiss. “Stop flirting with me. We have an issue to sort out, don’t we?”

“Yeah, we do.” Paige and Theresa both looked at Becca. “Any ideas?”

“Not specifically, but I’m sure it’s Satan’s fault. He’s always screwing things up with his plans for a better hell.”

Paige couldn’t help but wince. “Well, that’s kind of a problem if Satan’s really involved, isn’t it? I mean, he is the ruler of the underworld. The big kahuna and all that.”

Becca snapped her fingers in front of Paige’s face. “Hey! Snap out of it, girl! You don’t work for him anymore. He has no control over your life, remember? And even if he did, you could still outsmart him anytime you wanted. Have you learned nothing from me?”

Theresa leaned over Becca’s shoulder to nod her agreement. “Even I managed to outwit him, and I’m not even related to him. You can so manage him. Don’t be intimidated. You rock. We rock. We’ll kick his ass to the far reaches of hell and laugh while we’re doing it.” She raised her hand for a high five, then lowered it right away. “Sorry. Temporarily forgot you’re deadly killer girl.”

Paige wrinkled her nose against the urge to plop down on her butt and cry. “I’m not deadly killer girl. I have a few issues, is all.”

Becca grinned. “That’s the right attitude. See? You’re learning already. He’ll have no chance against you.” She glanced at her watch. “We’ll have to be quick. I have a meeting in Amsterdam in about ten minutes to discuss expanding Vic’s Pretzels to Sweden.” She grinned. “Nick’s coming with me to visit Markku in the area. I think we’re going to stay for a few days after we’re done with business. We both agreed not to bring our cell phones. Total privacy.”

Paige couldn’t help but smile at the look of happiness on Becca’s face. Then she realized what Becca had just said and her stomach tightened. “You’re going out of town for a few days? Now? When I’m having a crisis?”

Becca gave her a dismissive wave. “No worries, hon. You can handle this no problem.” She held out her hand. “I’m going to fade us to hell. Grab my sleeve, making sure you don’t touch my skin, and do it at the very last possible second.”

Paige bit her lower lip. This is only temporary. Don’t freak out. “Yeah, sure. Minimal risk and all that.”

“Exactly.” Becca grabbed Theresa’s arm and they both began to fade through the sidewalk. At the last instant, Paige leapt up and grabbed Becca’s sleeve.

She heard Becca’s howl of pain even as they all faded into the asphalt.



Three

They came up through the floor of Satan’s main ballroom, surrounded by hundreds of scantily clad women milling around, all of them clutching what looked like résumés and a photo layout of themselves adorned in a wide assortment of jewelry and not much else.

Becca jerked out of Paige’s grip the instant they reformed, frantically trying to shrug out of her coat. “Ow ow ow ow ow.” She threw the jacket on the floor and yanked up her sleeve.

Her arm was solid black, and looked like a piece of kindling that had been through a ski lodge’s wood stove. She hissed and bared her teeth as she probed her arm, making little pieces of ash flake off and flutter to the white marble floor. “I’ve never seen anything like this.”

“Oh, hell. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t think—” Cold horror crept up Paige’s arms as she stared at the shriveled black twig that used to be Becca’s arm. “I didn’t even touch your skin.”

“Thankfully.” Becca grimaced. “I need to go find a way to deal with this before the meeting. I’m never going to be able to explain it away. The dragon will back you up.” She flashed a smile at Paige. “Be strong. Satan’s really a pansy and he just wants someone to tell him what to do.”

“But—”

Becca held up her hand to cut her off. “Paige, you don’t need me for this. I know you can handle it. It’s time for you to step up.”

“What? You’re the one who manipulated him for two hundred years!” She pointed at Theresa’s stump. “I’m a rookie, and now isn’t exactly the time for me to go solo, you know?”

“It’s exactly the time to go solo. Nothing like major stakes to make a woman find her inner strength.” Becca grinned. “I have total faith.” She glanced at her watch, then nodded at Theresa. “You’ll hang around, though?”

“You bet. We’ll be great. Have fun and don’t worry about her.” Theresa eyed Paige just as she opened her mouth to say she wouldn’t be fine at all. “Paige, you’re not going to ruin Becca’s first chance for a Satan-free vacation since she was created, are you? Not after she saved you from being Satan’s pawn, and after you fried her arm?”

Paige snapped her lips together. Theresa was right. She owed Becca, and if Becca thought she could handle this on her own, then, well, she’d have to believe her. She pulled her shoulders back and gave a firm nod. “I’ll be fine. Have fun.”

Becca smiled. “See you in a few weeks.”

Her confidence vanished. “Weeks? You said days—”

But Becca was already gone, disappearing through the floor.

Paige looked at Theresa. “What if she’s wrong? What if we can’t handle it?” Her breath started to come in short bursts. “Oh, hell. What’s wrong with me? What’s happening to me? Can’t . . . breathe.”

“Put your head between your knees,” Theresa ordered. “Now.”

Paige immediately bent over, trying to slow down her racing heart. “I can handle this. I’m a badass. This kind of thing doesn’t scare me . . . Oh, but it does. I don’t want to be the plague—”

Theresa squatted next to her, so she was level with Paige’s face. “Don’t stress, sweetie. Becca’s not the only one who can control Satan. I mean, sure, she’s got him totally wrapped around her little toe, and with me, it’s a little more dicey, but it’s an adventure, so we’ll just see what happens, right? Between the two of us, we’ll manipulate him to exactly where we want him, and then we’ll get this sorted out, okay?”

Paige stared at the dragon. “You really think that?”

“Of course. I get whatever I want. So will you, by the time I’m finished mentoring you. Okay?”

Paige took a deep breath, then stood upright again, relieved to discover she was only slightly dizzy. “Yeah, right. Sure. We’ve got it.”

“Good.” Theresa rose to her feet and glanced around the room. “Would you look at all these hot chicks? I wonder what’s going on here?”

“No idea.” Paige looked around the room and saw Satan sitting in a golden throne on a stage at the front of the room. He was wearing a dark velvet robe with gold embroidery that was parted to reveal glossy chest hair, highly polished black Italian loafers, glittering bikini briefs, and more bling than she’d ever seen any one person wear. Weird. He wasn’t usually a bling guy. He was a classy dresser, not the pimp of the Underworld. “He’s over there.”

Theresa eyed him. “Well, he’s definitely got sex on the brain right now. Look at that erection, and the way he’s eyeing all these women. He’ll be in such a good mood he’ll give you whatever you want.” She smiled encouragingly at Paige. “You give him a try by yourself first. It’ll be a good experience for you.”

He did look rather aroused, and Satan aroused was always a good thing for everyone around him. “Yeah, I can handle him. Okay.”

“Fabulous. I’m going to find out where that girl gets her hair done. It’s fantastic, isn’t it? Zeke would love it. I’ll catch up in one minute.” Theresa wandered off, waving at a redhead wearing an R-rated cowgirl outfit.

Paige stared after her, suddenly nervous about approaching her former boss by herself.

No. She’d be fine. Now that she wasn’t linked to his life force, he didn’t have control over her. She could be who she was, and she didn’t have to obey him. Plus, even if she wasn’t on active Rivka duty, she was still born and bred to be a Rivka, and that meant she was a total tough chick, right? Totally.

“Former Rivka apprentice? Is that you?”

She flinched as Satan’s voice bellowed out over an impressive sound system. She looked at the stage and saw he was holding a microphone to his shiny lips. Was he wearing lip gloss?

“You wish to audition to be my new lover? Most excellent. To the front of the line with you.” A female groan of disappointment traveled around the room, but the crowd parted, leaving nothing between Paige and Satan except for a red carpet that two gorgeous men in tuxedos were rolling across the floor straight toward her.

“Do not look at my manservants as if they were delectable fantasies,” Satan ordered. “They will not be test driving you. I will test drive you myself.” He waggled his brows and stood up, letting his robe fall open to reveal a gold thong that barely covered his important parts, especially since they were so obviously enjoying the view of so many breasts.

Becca had told Paige all about the love of Satan’s life, Iris Bennett, former Guardian of the Goblet of Eternal Youth. He’d yearned for her for centuries, finally landed her, and then been unable to keep her. And now he was having auditions for a new woman? She felt a wave of sympathy for the leader of hell. “You miss Iris, don’t you? Trying to make yourself forget about her?”

“Do not mention her name,” Satan bellowed into the microphone. “I do not permit my brain to entertain thoughts of her satiny skin, her irreverent attitude, or her azure eyes that I could become lost in for many many moons! Cease or I shall have my overtly sexual manservant cut out your tongue! Do you comprehend or shall I go forward and prove my threats are not mere idle chitter chatter?”

“Oh, he is so in love with Iris,” Theresa whispered from behind her. “Don’t you feel so bad for him? Poor guy. Heart is broken. Overcompensation can be a bitch.” She raised her voice. “Hey, big guy, how’s it hanging? You getting yourself a brand-new girlfriend or what?”

Satan frowned, then lifted the microphone to his mouth. “Dragon. Why are you not naked in my presence? I thought my magnificence made your clothes fall off?”

“You get naked in front of him?”

Theresa didn’t look at all embarrassed. “It happened a few times. Don’t read anything into it. Now, go talk to him.”

“Right.” Paige straightened her T-shirt, then marched up to the stage, intentionally walking next to the red carpet instead of on it.

Theresa, however, sashayed straight along the center of the carpet, keeping a few feet behind Paige.

Paige reached the stage. “Satan. Can I have a word? No mike?”

“Say ‘please.’”

She grimaced. “Please.”

Satan beamed at her, and tossed the microphone over his head. One of his manservants dove across the stage to catch it before it hit the floor. “You wish to return to my services as Rivka, no? I accept. It has been much difficult since my favorite Rivka left me. I am in need of replacement. You shall suffice. You shall be my new favorite Rivka.”

“No, actually, I have a question . . .”

Satan arched a brow. “You want to become my lover as well? My new man friend said you are too young for me, but if you feel strongly—”

“No. I . . . heard a rumor that you created a mutant Rivka . . . with the power to kill with their touch . . . is that true?”

Satan stared at her, then grabbed her arm and sprinted toward the back of the hall, shouting at his manservants to hold everything. He exploded them both through the wall in a flurry of golden bubbles, then flung her onto the leather couch in his office. He threw himself into his desk chair, clasped his hands in front of him and sat up straight. “You were saying?”

Paige pulled herself upright and glanced around. No Theresa. Crud.

“Former Rivka apprentice. You were saying?” He leaned forward ever so slightly and held his breath, his eyes fixated on her face.

“Ah . . .” She suddenly realized it had been a very bad mistake to come here. “I heard a rumor and I . . . ah . . .” She thought of how Becca used to manipulate Satan through compliments. “Someone said you couldn’t do it, and I told them you could, and so I thought I’d ask, so I could defend your honor. I hate it when someone questions how great you are.”

Satan’s eyes flickered, then he jumped up and exploded back through his wall in a mess of golden bubbles.

He was back before Paige had time to think about what to do, dragging a young woman with him, one of the applicants to be his lover. Unlike the others, she was wearing a T-shirt that actually covered her breasts and her butt cheeks weren’t hanging out of her shorts. No doubt, she hadn’t even made the list of “possibles” wearing that much clothing.

Paige sat up. “What—”

Satan flung her at Paige and Paige instinctively caught her. The girl screamed, Paige leapt off the couch, stumbling over the cushions to get away from the girl, and then there was a snap and a pop and then ash floated down around them. The girl was gone.



Four

There was a delighted chortle from Satan. “Oh, my, my, my, my.”

Paige’s calf screamed with pain and she clutched it, feeling an overwhelming sense of darkness seep past her defenses, creeping into her spirit and into her soul. Death. Killing. I want to kill. She dragged her gaze toward Satan, fastening on the soft skin at his throat. Her hand reached for him, her vision blurred, and her head began to ring . . .

“Oh, no, no. You do not direct that look at me. Down, girl.” Satan squatted beside her and laid his hands on her head. “You do not become wraith while I am in room with you.”

His touch was cool, and a cold relief began to trickle down Paige’s body, easing off the darkness trying to consume her. She felt the urge to kill retreat, and the pain subsided, and her mind began to clear. She blinked as Satan dropped his hands and sat back on his heels, beaming down at her. “You are a masterpiece, former Rivka apprentice.”

Paige pulled herself upright and leaned back against the couch, too tired to climb back up on it.

Satan was sitting at her feet, grinning like a little kid. “I am much impressed with myself,” he announced.

“What’s happening to me?” Might as well lay it out there now. No more secrets.

He hopped to his feet and nearly danced over to his wall. “My scientist infected you with inner wraith.” He laid his hand over a golden bust of himself, and a small door popped open. He reached inside and pulled out a bottle of Dom Pérignon and two crystal flutes. “We toast!”
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