
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]


      
   

      
      


      
      In the past three years, New York Times bestselling author Sherrilyn Kenyon has claimed the #1 spot sixteen times. This extraordinary bestseller continues to top every genre she writes. With more than
         25 million copies of her books in print in over 100 countries, her current series include: The Dark-Hunters, The League, Chronicles of Nick, and Belador. Since 2004, she has placed more than 50 novels on the New York Times list in all formats including manga. The preeminent voice in paranormal fiction, with more than twenty years of publishing
         credits in all genres, Kenyon not only helped to pioneer, but define the current paranormal trend that has captivated the
         world.
      

      
      Visit Sherrilyn Kenyon’s websites:
www.darkhunter.com | www.sherrilynkenyon.co.uk

      
      www.facebook.com/AuthorSherrilynKenyon
www.twitter.com/KenyonSherrilyn

      
   



      
      Praise for Sherrilyn Kenyon:

      
      ‘A publishing phenomenon … [Sherrilyn Kenyon] is the
reigning queen of the wildly successful
paranormal scene’
Publishers Weekly

      
      ‘Kenyon’s writing is brisk, ironic and relentlessly
imaginative. These are not your mother’s
vampire novels’
Boston Globe

      
      ‘Whether writing as Sherrilyn Kenyon or Kinley
MacGregor, this author delivers great romantic fantasy!’
New York Times bestselling author Elizabeth Lowell

   



      
      
      Also in Sherrilyn Kenyon’s Dark-Hunter World Series:
(in reading order)

      
      Fantasy Lover
Night Pleasures
Night Embrace
Dance with the Devil
Kiss of the Night
Night Play
Seize the Night
Sins of the Night
Unleash the Night
Dark Side of the Moon
The Dream-Hunter
Devil May Cry
Upon the Midnight Clear
Dream Chaser
Acheron
One Silent Night
Dream Warrior
Bad Moon Rising
No Mercy
Retribution

The Dark-Hunter Companion

Also by Sherrilyn Kenyon:

      League Series:

Born of Night
Born of Fire
Born of Ice
Born of Shadows

The Belador Code:

      Blood Trinity

Chronicles of Nick:

      Infinity
Invincible

By Sherrilyn Kenyon writing as Kinley MacGregor:

      Lords of Avalon Series:

      Sword of Darkness
Knight of Darkness

   




COPYRIGHT


Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 9780748117963

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 2011 Sherrilyn Kenyon

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk
      





      
      


      
      For L.A. Banks, my birthday twin. Thank you for bringing me light during one of the darkest times in my life. You are, and
         will always be, in my heart. I miss you, my sister, I always will.
      

      
      And for my family for being there when I need you. And to Monique who is one of the greatest editors I’ve ever worked with.
         And for my entire SMP team who make these books possible. May God bless and keep you all.
      



   



      
      


      
      
         “All men while they are awake are in one common world. But each of them, when he is asleep, is in a world of his own.”

         —Plutarch

      

      
   



      
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      “Was hell good for you?”

      
      Seth looked up from beneath the strands of his blood-soaked auburn hair, to snarl at the sound of a voice he hadn’t heard
         in centuries.
      

      
      Noir.

      
      Primal god.

      
      Lord of all things dark and deadly.

      
      Rank bastard.

      
      He would have responded to the stupid question, but his mouth had been bolted shut by the demons who’d been torturing him
         for the last …
      

      
      Ah hell, who could count that high? And why would anyone want to when every single heartbeat drove home a pain so foul he
         no longer remembered living without it? Indeed, over the centuries, pain had become its own source of pleasure.
      

      
      Yeah, I’m even more fucked up than Noir.
      

      
      With the bolt in place, he hadn’t been able to speak since he’d been thrown in here. Not that he would. He’d never give any
         of them the satisfaction of hearing him beg or cry out. Only one person had ever made him do that and, even after a millennium, his adoptive father’s mocking condemnation still echoed in his ears.
      

      
      Screw them. He wasn’t a child now, and he’d die before he ever humiliated himself again by asking for something he knew he’d
         never receive.
      

      
      But he would have insulted Noir if he’d been able to. As it was, all he could do was glare his hatred at the ancient being
         and wish he possessed his full powers so that he could rain down utter misery on all of them.
      

      
      Almost seven feet in height, Noir made the demons around them tremble in fear. His immaculate black suit and crisp white shirt
         looked out of place in the cold dark room—a room with walls that were splattered and stained with Seth’s blood.
      

      
      Noir reached up and patted him on the cheek like he was a dutiful puppy. “Mmm. I have to say hell doesn’t appear to agree
         with you. I’ve seen you look at least a little better than this sorry state.”
      

      
      “Fuck you,” Seth said, but his words were indistinguishable. The bolt kept him from moving his mouth or tongue. All it did
         was shoot an excruciating jolt of pain through him.
      

      
      Like he needed that.

      
      Noir arched his black brow. “Thank you? I can’t imagine why you’d be thanking me for this misery. You are a sick bastard,
         aren’t you?”
      

      
      Seth ground his teeth. The playful light in Noir’s black eyes told him that the pig only said it to piss him off.
      

      
      It worked. Not that Noir had to make the effort. The mere fact that … Seth couldn’t think of an insult bad enough. That Noir
         lived was enough to grate his last nerve.
      

      
      Noir glanced around at the others. “Leave us.”

      
      Could that tone be any more commanding?

      
      Oh yeah, wait. We were talking about Noir. Of course it could.

      
      And the ancient god didn’t have to say it twice. The demons immediately vanished, terrified that Noir’s wrath would deliver
         to them the same “hospitality” he’d shown Seth. After all, Seth had once been Noir’s most beloved pet—one he’d lavished with
         gifts in between the abuse.
      

      
      The dark god had never been able to stand the demons who served him.

      
      Hell, I’d run, too, if I could.
      

      
      Seth envied them that freedom as his naked body hung lankly from the ceiling, with his hands shackled over his head. He’d
         been in this position for so long that his wrist bones protruded through the open cuts the manacles had worn through his flesh.
      

      
      He was sure it had to hurt, but that pain blended in nicely with all the others so that he couldn’t tell where one ache began
         and another throb ended. Who knew torture could have benefits?
      

      
      Once they were alone, Noir returned to stand in front of him with a snarl that was as impressive as it was cold. “I have a proposition for you. Are you interested?”
      

      
      Not even a little. He’d had his fill of bargains. No one could ever be trusted to hold up their end of them. Let Noir go roast
         his nuts in a fiery hell-hole somewhere.
      

      
      The gods knew, in this place, Noir wouldn’t have far to go to find one.

      
      Seth looked away.

      
      Noir tsked. “You know you have no choice except to obey me, slave. I own you.”
      

      
      And that ate on him even more than the flesh-devouring vermin the demons had salted his wounds with. Damn you all. His own family had sold him to Noir when he’d been nothing more than a child. It was something no one ever allowed him to
         forget.
      

      
      As if he could.

      
      Noir buried his hand in Seth’s hair and yanked his head back. That action caused the bolt to dig deeper into his throat and
         tongue.
      

      
      The sudden pain of it made his eyes water in protest as his old wounds were reopened and blood poured into his mouth.

      
      Maybe this time I’ll drown from it. But he knew the sad truth. He was immortal. Death would never save him from this misery, any more than it had spared him
         from the rest of his violent past.
      

      
      His only way out was Noir’s ever missing mercy.

      
      Noir tightened his fist against Seth’s skull, wrenching his hair even more. “I have need of your special services.”
      

      
      I have need of your rank heart in my fist.
      

      
      The bastard smiled as if he could hear that thought. “If you fail me this time, I can assure you that your next stint here
         will make this one seem like paradise. Do you understand?”
      

      
      Seth refused to respond.

      
      Noir snatched a handful of hair out as he released him. Pain seared his scalp, causing the vermin in his body to bite even
         more ferociously as they scrambled toward the fresh blood.
      

      
      Seth’s breathing turned ragged as he locked his jaw even tighter to keep from groaning out in utter relentless agony. He squeezed
         his eyes shut and fought the wave of unconsciousness that threatened to take him under. They only made it worse on him when
         he passed out.
      

      
      Don’t do it, asshole. Focus …

      
      Damn you, stay awake!

      
      He gripped his restraints as his vision swam.

      
      Noir gave him an acidic smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “You will do me proud and get what I require, or …”

      
      He didn’t finish the threat. He didn’t have to.

      
      They both were more than aware that Seth would do anything to keep from returning to this sorry state of existence. In spite
         of all his bravado, he knew the bitter truth.
      

      
      He’d been broken by their cruelty.

      
      
      And he would never be the same.

      
      There was nothing left inside him except a hatred so profound, so deep, he could taste it. That bitter hatred mixed with the
         steel of the bolt, and blood—it was all he’d had for nourishment these centuries past.
      

      
      Noir’s smile turned genuine. “I knew you’d come around eventually.” He snapped his fingers.

      
      The manacles on Seth’s hands broke free. He fell from the ceiling to land on his legs. But centuries of abuse and nonuse kept
         them from supporting his weight.
      

      
      He crumpled to the ground where he lay so weak, he couldn’t even lift his head. No part of his body worked anymore. It’d been
         too long since he last used his muscles.
      

      
      Noir kicked him in the stomach hard enough to turn him over, onto his back. Curling his lip, he raked Seth with a sneer. “You’re
         disgusting, you pathetic dog. Get cleaned up.” Then he vanished into the darkness.
      

      
      Seth lay on the floor, his mouth still bolted closed. Blinking hard, he stared at his blood on the walls around him. The shadows
         there seemed to make the bloodstains dance. And in the flickering, he saw the outline of his naked, ravaged body.
      

      
      All this because he’d once made a bargain with the only person he’d ever called friend.

      
      I will never again be so stupid.
      

      
      Because no one had helped him. Not once. Not in all this time. Not a single entity had come to offer him any kind of compassion or solace … not even an apology.
      

      
      A sip of water …

      
      It, too, was a lesson he would remember.

      
      Whatever Noir asked of him, he would do. Without question. Without mercy. Anything to keep from returning here and being hurt
         anymore.
      

      
      Just one minute of peace … please. Was that really too much to ask?
      

      
      His resolve set, he braced himself for the new onslaught of pain and slowly pushed himself up on trembling limbs as he felt
         his god powers finally returning. With every heartbeat he grew stronger. Still, they wouldn’t go to full strength.
      

      
      Ever.

      
      Noir had never allowed that. Either he or Azura would drain Seth whenever his powers became too strong.

      
      But he had enough that he could finally clothe himself and stand upright, even if it was on unsteady feet. And when the demons
         returned, he gave them the payback they deserved.
      

      
      They begged him for clemency. But he had none left. Not after they’d ruthlessly violated every part of him to the point he
         couldn’t remember a time when his body hadn’t throbbed from their torture. Minute by minute, for countless centuries, they
         had brutally stolen any lingering shred of humanity he might have once possessed.
      

      
      
      Nothing would ever take that away and he would never, ever again trust another soul. No matter what. May the gods help whoever
         Noir wanted him to go after.
      

      
      For he would take no pity on them whatsoever.

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 1

      
      Hell had many connotations, each one as unique as the individual who defined it. To one person, the idea of being trapped
         for eternity in a Michael Bolton video was the epitome of horror. To another, it was being stuck in an elevator with someone
         talking too loud on a cell phone, and not being able to gut that person for their rudeness.
      

      
      To Lydia Tsakali, hell was the darkness surrounding her that echoed with the screams of the damned being tortured. It wasn’t
         just their loud misery or their pleas for mercy to the ones who didn’t care that made it so bad, it was the memories those
         screams evoked. The haunting terror of something she never wanted to think about again. Long buried, those flashbacks of that
         one night in her life, and the raw emotions they exposed, still had the ability to bring her to her knees.
      

      
      Don’t think about it.
      

      
      How could she not? That night had been the last time she’d had a family who loved her. Then, like now, she’d only been able
         to see the oppressive black that had made her eyes ache. The darkness had pressed so hard against her that she’d feared herself blind as well as mute.
         And when she’d finally breached the dark to see light, all she’d found was blood and terror …
      

      
      You’re not a pup anymore.
      

      
      No, she was a jackal full grown. More than that, she was a well-trained warrior with over a thousand years of hard combat
         training behind her. There wasn’t a single soul in Azmodea who could harm her.
      

      
      You forgot about Noir.
      

      
      All right. There was one.

      
      What about Azura?

      
      Okay, two … But that was all right. She’d had much worse odds more times than she could count. Yeah, but they didn’t have the powers of a primary god.
      

      
      Mind? Are you trying to turn me coward?

      
      I’m trying to talk sense into you before it’s too late. We haven’t lived this long by being eat up with stupid—not with all
            the people out to kill us. And for what? Solin? He’ll slaughter you when he finds out you did this.
      

      
      What kind of idiot are you?

      
      Apparently one with a limitless supply of stupid. If it’d been anyone other than Solin trapped here, she’d have never done
         this.
      

      
      But she loved him too much to leave him to this end. He’d taken her in when no one else would. Had trained her and stood by her. Taught her how to survive and how to fight.
         Without him, she’d be dead.
      

      
      Even he would call you stupid for this.
      

      
      And he would, too.

      
      Kindness is a rotten fruit that poisons anyone who partakes of it. Throw it in the face of your enemies and let it ruin them
            instead.
      

      
      How many times had he said that to her?

      
      Yet, in spite of the hatred he’d carried in his heart and had voiced repeatedly, he’d raised her like a beloved daughter.
         Never once had he been stingy with his love, patience, or kindness.
      

      
      Not with her.

      
      Others … they saw a side of him that he very rarely turned in her direction. Thank the gods.

      
      The personality is defined by its inconsistencies, not its consistencies. Another favorite Solin quote. It’s what makes us unique and who we are. The sound of his voice in her head was enough to make her smile in spite of the danger she faced.
      

      
      I’ve got to find him.
      

      
      He would come for her if she needed it.

      
      Yeah, right.
      

      
      But she knew the truth in her heart that denied what her head tried to tell her. Solin would be there for her always. To her,
         he was a hero.
      

      
      Something moved to her left. Lydia froze as her hyper hearing picked up on the slight sound. The surge of adrenaline kicked her other senses into high gear. Her nostrils widened as a new scent hit her. Male. Demon.
      

      
      Close.

      
      Don’t breathe … Don’t breathe …

      
      Not because she didn’t want it to detect her. But because the stench would be sickening for a human. To a half-breed Were-Hunter
         it was beyond painful. She clamped her fingers down on her nose to block the odor from getting in.
      

      
      Still, she could smell it. Don’t gag …

      
      What? Did demons bathe in shit? She hated to be so obscene, but really … What was it about demons that made so many of them
         nauseating?
      

      
      Out of nowhere, he appeared directly in front of her. A smile curved his bulbous lips. “My, my … what have we here? Didn’t
         realize I’d ordered delivery. How nice of you—”
      

      
      To die for me. She finished his sentence in her head as she grabbed him by the throat, and cut his words off.
      

      
      But when she moved to stab him, he evaporated from her grasp into a smelly purple fog.

      
      Crap.

      
      Lydia turned a small circle in the blackness, trying to get her bearings and locate him before he told anyone she was here.
         She could no longer smell or hear him.
      

      
      Definitely not good. At least not for her.

      
      A piercing shriek drowned out the cries of the others. She clamped her hands over her ears. Just what I need. Bleeding eardrums.
      

      
      The shriek grew louder.

      
      It was getting closer.

      
      Something hard struck her back, knocking her down.

      
      Even though the mere thought of it killed her, she dropped her hands from her ears and pulled her other dagger out. Here, demon, demon … come get some.
      

      
      The sound of slithering moved to her right. She ran for it, lashing out in a hope of striking whatever foe was there.

      
      Instead of drawing their blood, she drew her own the minute she slammed into a closed iron door that had blended in perfectly
         with the darkness.
      

      
      Sonofa … She hissed at the pain exploding through her skull. Blood poured from her nose.
      

      
      She kicked at the offending door.

      
      To her surprise, it slammed open, rattling on its hinges. Light flooded into her tiny space, temporarily blinding her. She
         blinked until her eyes adjusted, then frowned at the sight of some luminescent tubing that provided the light from the slick
         ceiling above her. How weird. It vaguely reminded her of a glowstick, but this fluid was thicker and a vivid and eerie blue.
      

      
      Now she could see the dank walls that appeared to bleed and breathe. She curled her lip in distaste. What was that?

      
      
      Bet it’s what smells.
      

      
      Nah, only demon toe funk could be this abhorrent. And speaking of demons, hers seemed to have vanished completely.

      
      Where are you, you bastard?

      
      Her luck, going for friends.

      
      But that wasn’t her main concern. Where was Solin? She’d tried repeatedly to use her telepathy to contact him, but whatever
         was holding him had somehow blocked that ability. She couldn’t even reach him through a dream state. Which, given both of
         their powers, shouldn’t have been a problem.
      

      
      She hated this feeling of being completely alone. It reminded her of those weeks in her childhood when she’d had no one. The
         time she’d staggered through the blistering desert looking for water …
      

      
      We’re always alone. You can be in a crowded room and still feel the bite of loneliness. Personally, I find that it bites deepest
            whenever others are around. Another thing Solin forever harped on.
      

      
      He was ever the pessimist.

      
      She turned a corner and froze.

      
      The smelly demon was back.

      
      And as she’d feared, it’d gone for friends …

      
      A lot of friends. Maybe two or three dozen. And the moment they saw her, their demonic eyes lit up and radiated color even brighter
         than the glowing tubes. They might as well have drool dripping from their chins.
      

      
      Run!

      
      
      She wasn’t a coward, but only a fool would face that number without backup. And she wasn’t a fool. After throwing her right
         dagger at the tallest one, she turned and ran in the opposite direction as fast as she could. She hoped that dagger had made
         contact and brought down at least one of them. But she wasn’t going to wait around and find out.
      

      
      Rule one in pursuit: Never look back.

      
      Instead, she put her head down and kept going as fast as she could. She would have turned into her jackal form, but was afraid
         she might need her opposable thumbs for another invisible door.
      

      
      She skidded around a corner, into a new hallway. Here the light wasn’t quite as bright, but it was enough to let her see where
         the walls and doors were.
      

      
      Unfortunately, it didn’t let her see the floor. Or the thing that tripped her.

      
      For a moment, she flew through the air until she landed face down on the ground. Putrid water splashed against her skin as
         pain throbbed in her knee, stomach, and cheek.
      

      
      She pushed herself up and wiped away at the foul water and blood. Even though it hurt, she forced herself to start running
         again.
      

      
      Pull out.
      

      
      She could flee this realm for the time being, and then return again to search later. At least that was the thought until she
         heard something familiar from behind the door to her left.
      

      
      “Fuck you and your little dog, too.”

      
      
      Solin.

      
      She’d know that acerbic tone and deep Greek accent anywhere. Smiling in spite of her pain, she opened the door, ready for
         battle.
      

      
      What she wasn’t ready for was the giant … whatever it was that was trying to eat him. A mass of dark green skin with red markings,
         the demon turned toward her.
      

      
      And this one did salivate as its yellow eyes pinned her with a salacious stare that gave her dancing heebie-jeebies. Not on your best day, buster!

      
      “Lydia?” Solin asked incredulously. He was beaten so badly that but for his voice, she’d have never been able to identify
         him. “Child, what are you doing? Get the hell out of here while you can.”
      

      
      “Not without you.” Since she couldn’t speak with a voice, she sent her thoughts to him.
      

      
      “I taught you better than that. Survival Rule Number One.”

      
      Save your own ass above all others. She knew it well. But someone following that rule wouldn’t tell a rescuer to flee before freeing them.
      

      
      Classic Solin.

      
      Raising her dagger, she rushed at the demon. He moved a lot faster than something his size should be able to. With an impressive
         twist, he dodged her attack completely and caught her from behind.
      

      
      She tried to break out of his hold. It was like being drowned in sticky Jell-o. Smelly three-month-old Jell-o.

      
      
      He laughed at her useless attempts. If that wasn’t bad enough, he licked her cheek. “What a tasty little morsel you are.”

      
      She cringed. For the sake of the gods, haven’t any of you heard of breath mints? Pardon the pun, but Altoids could make a mint down here.
      

      
      She jerked her head back, slamming it into his nose, and at least this time he satisfied her with a deep groan.

      
      “You’ll be sorry for that.” He lifted her off her feet and threw her down on the floor.

      
      Ignoring the pain that said she’d probably broken something, Lydia flipped herself back to her feet.

      
      “Don’t do this, Dee. Don’t.”

      
      She ignored Solin as she and the demon circled each other slowly.

      
      Right when she went in for another attack, the demon vaporized, just like the other one had done. All he left was his stench.
         That she’d have gladly done without.
      

      
      She turned to look for him, but before she could do more than draw breath, he appeared behind her and kicked her into the
         wall.
      

      
      More agony tore through her body, dulling her sight.

      
      The demon seized her. “It’s over for you, kitten.” He tightened his grip, squeezing the last of the breath from her lungs.

      
      Her ears started buzzing.

      
      Just as she was sure he’d kill her, she heard a loud shout resonate off the walls. “Release her, demon. Now!”
      

      
      Definitely not Solin. That deep, gravelly male voice was unique and filled with an unfathomable rage that came from someplace
         dark inside him. His accent was unlike anything she’d heard before. Lyrically sweet and beautiful, yet at the same time harsh
         and commanding.
      

      
      The demon let go and shrank back in terror. That reaction only made her panic more. If something as scary as he was afraid
         of the newcomer, what chance did she have?
      

      
      But she wasn’t a coward. If she was going to die, it would be fighting to the last breath.

      
      And she’d take as much of him with her as she could.

      
      Coughing, she turned around, putting her back to the wall to confront this new creature. She wiped the sweat from her eyes
         and focused them on the door where the stranger stood.
      

      
      Her jaw went slack as her gaze focused on the massive form that was bathed in that eerie blue light.

      
      Holy mother of all electronics …

      
      I’m so dead.
      

   



      
      
      CHAPTER 2

      
      Lydia couldn’t move. She couldn’t breathe as she stared at the …

      
      Demon?

      
      There was no other way to describe him. It was the only thing he could possibly be …

      
      Other than a god. And neither Azura nor Noir would ever allow a god in their domain, unless it was their sister, Braith. Gods
         as a rule didn’t share territory easily. Not even with their family.
      

      
      No one in their right mind would share territory with a creature this feral.

      
      Dark, deadly, and scary as hell, he was enveloped by an aura of supreme power—one that made the air between them crackle with
         its preternatural strength and intensity. His was a presence that would make Darth Vader run screaming for his mama. It even
         raised the hair along her arms and nape. Never had she seen the like and she’d seen some seriously terrifying things in her
         thousand-plus years of living. He didn’t just enter the room.
      

      
      He dominated it.

      
      
      No. He owned it.
      

      
      Her breathing ragged, she took a moment to study her enemy, hoping to find a weakness of some sort.

      
      Yeah, right … It was like trying to find a way to harness a hurricane. And while he was calm right now, she had the distinct
         impression that he could explode into violence with no more provocation than her arching her brow in a way he didn’t like.
      

      
      His straight dark auburn hair was severely pulled back from his face, exposing a widow’s peak on his forehead, and held in
         a small ponytail at the crown of his head. That hair wasn’t one single shade of red, but rather the individual strands were
         everything from blond to mahogany, to chestnut, to black. Somehow they came together to give the impression of hair the color
         of dried blood.
      

      
      Well over six feet in height, he was the most intimidating wet-your-pants-’cause-he’s-going-to-suck-out-my-soul-and-eat-it
         thing she’d ever seen. And when you took into account the fact that she could surf everyone’s nightmares, that said it all.
      

      
      His entire face was painted white with sharp, angular red and black lines drawn over it in a way that reminded her of a fierce
         Kabuki warrior. Then again, given that he was a demon, that might not be paint. It could very well be his skin. The red lines
         were drawn in such a way as to give the impression of a permanent, sinister sneer and frown. His eyes were ringed by black
         that went down the side of his nose to form a sharp point right at the tip. Likewise, the black went up from the corner of his eye to his hairline. The dark color only emphasized how pale, cold, and merciless
         those steel blue eyes were.
      

      
      Soulless. There was nothing in them except the promise of a brutal death and a pain so profound that those eyes alone would
         traumatize anyone with an ounce of self-preservation.
      

      
      Given his massive size, he would have been intimidating on his worst day. Couple that with the burgundy-and-gold spiked armor
         caked in blood, and the real snarl on his face, and he would send the devil himself to the nearest corner to cower.
      

      
      Help me …

      
      Lydia wanted to take a step back from him, but the wall was right there, stopping her. She had no retreat. The only way out
         was through him.
      

      
      Yeah, that ain’t gonna happen. Not even a Mack truck would be able to move him. It would be like trying to run down Godzilla. She let her breath out slowly, waiting for him to attack.
      

      
      “Don’t you dare hurt her!” Solin growled from where he was chained down on the table. “I swear to the gods, I’ll gut you from
         asshole to appetite if you so much as breathe on her.”
      

      
      That succeeded in making one of the demon’s finely arched brows shoot up into a mocking expression. “We’ve already ascertained
         that there’s nothing you can do, except stain my armor with your blood.” He turned that brutal steel gaze back to her. “Who
         and what are you?”
      

      
      
      Dead would be the most obvious answer. Just let it be quick. She didn’t want to linger in misery. Not for anything.
      

      
      And everything about the demon said he would enjoy watching her suffer.

      
      He started forward as if to attack her. “Answer me, damn you!”

      
      Who would have thought he could get any scarier?

      
      She’d rather face Freddy Krueger thirty minutes after she’d swallowed three sleeping pills than confront this overwhelming
         mountain of demon power.
      

      
      Lydia gripped her dagger hard in her hand and pressed herself against the wall, trying to teleport out.

      
      She couldn’t.

      
      I’m trapped. Something blocked her powers and held her here like an insect trapped inside a science jar.
      

      
      The demon was almost on her. “Speak, woman,” he growled low. “Now!”

      
      “She can’t.”

      
      Solin’s words brought him to an abrupt stop. He narrowed his gaze on Solin’s bleeding body. “Explain.”

      
      “She’s mute.”

      
      The demon twisted his lips into a mocking smirk. “You lie.”

      
      “I have no need to lie. She’s never been able to say a single word, so you can’t torture her for anything useful. Not unless you can read minds or sign language.”
      

      
      Seth paused to consider the veracity of Solin’s words. Was he lying?

      
      Why would he?

      
      Why not? It was what people did. Many times for no reason whatsoever, and any time they thought they were under assault and
         wanted to protect their own worthless asses. If he knew nothing else about humanity and the gods, he knew that one simple
         fact.
      

      
      No one could be trusted. Ever.

      
      Still, he was curious about her presence. Why would anyone in their right mind come to this forsaken hell realm?

      
      There was only one reasonable explanation he could think of …

      
      “What is she to you, dream god?”

      
      Solin refused to look at her. Instead, he glared at Seth with a strength of spirit that would garner respect if Seth was capable
         of giving such to another. “Nothing. Just a Dream-Hunter sent in to rescue me.”
      

      
      This time he knew Solin lied. And he was through bleeding and suffering because of the bastard’s steadfast refusal to give
         him what he needed to free them both. Rage ripped through him as he turned and went to finally kill the imbecile once and
         for all.
      

      
      Little did Solin know, this would be a mercy killing.

      
      
      As he raised his sword to remove Solin’s head, the frightened little mouse launched herself at him with everything she had.
         The weight of her small body slammed into his with more force than he would have thought her capable of. Grabbing his wrist,
         she actually tried to disarm him. When that failed, she stabbed him in the arm so deep, she buried the dagger’s blade in all
         the way to the hilt.
      

      
      Seth would have mocked her for the assault had he not been so stunned. No one had had the balls to openly attack him when
         he was unfettered since before his confinement.
      

      
      What the hell?

      
      She punched his throat—something that would have worked on anyone else. But too many centuries of being tortured had numbed
         him to physical pain.
      

      
      Curling his lip, he raised his arm to backhand her.

      
      “Don’t you dare!” Solin strained so hard against his chains that every muscle in his body bulged.

      
      Seth frowned at the dream god’s violent reaction. Solin hadn’t fought like that in weeks. If sheer strength of will could
         sever chains, Solin would have easily broken free.
      

      
      He’d been right with his assessment. The woman meant something to Solin …

      
      No, he realized as he saw the murderous rage in Solin’s eyes while the god cursed Seth’s being and parentage. She meant everything to him.
      

      
      
      This is priceless.
      

      
      Seth grabbed her hands, spun her around in his arms, and pinned her against his body so that she faced Solin. Furious, she
         fought him like a lioness protecting her pride.
      

      
      Interesting …

      
      Solin broke off into a string of more profanity as he tried even harder to reach them.

      
      Very interesting.
      

      
      He was willing to die to protect her.

      
      I finally found the key. She was the tool to break Solin once and for all. The gods had finally taken mercy on him and thrown him a bone. A slow
         smile curved his lips.
      

      
      Until she slammed her head into his jaw with enough impact that it flashed him back to his centuries of torture. It took everything
         he had not to break her in half. In that one moment, all he could taste was her blood. It was all he wanted.
      

      
      Kill her and Solin is useless. He’ll never talk then.
      

      
      That knowledge was the only thing that saved her life. But she wouldn’t be breathing much longer if she kept this up. In fact,
         his control slipped even more as she sank her teeth into his hand and bit him until he bled.
      

      
      Flashing them out of the interrogation hole, he took her to his room. There, he flung her away from him.

      
      She twirled about twice before she caught herself. Her black hair settled down around her shoulders into a silken mantle as she fell into a crouch like some deadly predator about to go for his throat.
      

      
      He glared at her. “Don’t.”

      
      Lydia froze at that one word that promised her an excruciating death if she disobeyed. Still, she remained in position, ready
         to attack if he took even one single step toward her.
      

      
      His cold gaze held hers prisoner as he reached to his arm and jerked her dagger free of the wound she’d given him. She’d been
         able to drive it between the armor plates and knew from the blood on her own hands that she’d succeeded in wounding the beast.
      

      
      But other than the bloody dagger he dropped to the floor, he showed no sign of it. He didn’t even grimace from the pain. If
         anything, he seemed to enjoy it.
      

      
      I am so screwed.
      

      
      Who was he?

      
      What was he?
      

      
      He wiped the blood on his hand across his armored breastplate as if it were nothing. It left an ominous, bright red smear
         that didn’t quite blend in with the burgundy. “You can’t kill me, Greek. All you can do is piss me off. I suggest, if you
         want to keep breathing, you don’t do that.”
      

      
      Forget screwed. This went so far beyond that it wasn’t even measurable. This was screwed on steroids.

      
      
      What am I going to do?

      
      Die, no doubt. But not without one hell of a fight.
      

      
      Seth saw the sanity return to her eyes. Feline topaz eyes that literally glowed with her intrepid spirit. He’d never seen
         anything like them. And they were what had told him Solin was a liar. The Greek Dream-Hunters, those who protected sleepers
         from nightmares and other predators of the unconscious, all had vivid blue eyes.
      

      
      Never had he seen eyes akin to hers.

      
      “Can you speak?” He wanted to know if Solin had lied about that as well.

      
      She shook her head slowly.

      
      At least she could understand him. That was something. Not much, but something.

      
      She started moving her hands in a graceful dance. It was beautiful to watch. And it took him a minute to realize it was her
         language.
      

      
      “I don’t understand you.”

      
      This time she flicked her nails at him. That gesture of obscenity, he got. “Back at you.”

      
      Now she moved her hands rapidly and with obvious anger. No doubt she was cursing him as much as Solin had.

      
      Damn, she was beautiful. Not in a classic, perfect way, like a goddess or demon. Her eyes were too large for her oval face.
         So much so, they almost overwhelmed it. And her nails were ragged as if she chewed on them from a nervous habit.
      

      
      
      But her lips …

      
      Plump, full, and bright pink, they were perfection. The merest thought of them, stirred his body into total rebellion. It
         made him ache to possess the very thing he should be killing.
      

      
      No wonder Solin was so protective of her. If she was his woman, he’d kill anyone who came near her, too. How could you not?
         It was a primal instinct to protect the things that mattered to you.
      

      
      Not in your case.
      

      
      True. He was an animal who cared for nothing except himself. It was all he knew. He didn’t live life. He endured it. Noir
         had driven that point home and nothing would ever dislodge it again. His entire existence was basic survival. There was no
         higher functioning in his mind. None. He did what he was told.
      

      
      He had no other choice.

      
      And right now, he had a god to break.

      
      “You will stay here,” he told the woman. Then he returned to question Solin for what would hopefully be the last time.

      
      Lydia stopped moving as she found herself alone. Where was the demon?

      
      More to the point, where was she?

      
      Like the rest of the realm she’d been in, the room was dark, with the only light coming from that eerie blue tubing on the
         ceiling that strangely reminded her of blood. A damp chill clung to the air, making the place even more depressing.
      

      
      The strangest part though, was the absence of a door. Not a single trace of one. Nor a window either. She walked around the
         room, double checking. Sure enough. The only way in or out was teleportation. Something she still couldn’t do.
      

      
      Damn it!

      
      Trapped, she saw a large canopied bed in the far corner. Fur blankets were draped over it, but it didn’t appear to be slept
         in. In fact, it had a layer of dust over it. The walls were the same damp stone that made up the hallways she’d been down.
      

      
      There was a fireplace, but no fire to chase away the deep chill in the room that cut all the way to her bones. Next to that
         was a large, extremely neat, Baroque wood desk. A laptop, of all weird things, rested on top of it. That was the only personal
         item in the room.
      

      
      Curious, she walked over to it, intending to turn it on. But the instant she touched it, the top slammed down, barely missing
         her fingers.
      

      
      What the devil?

      
      She tried to open it, but it refused. It was as if the thing was alive and knew she wasn’t supposed to use it. Yeah …

      
      But at least she wasn’t being tortured.

      
      Yet.

      
      What am I going to do?

      
      
      Pick up her dagger, which she did, and wait. She grimaced at the amount of blood on it. It looked like she’d hit an artery.
         And he hadn’t even reacted to her stab. Obviously, he was an immortal. One who liked to be in pain.
      

      
      I am so dead.
      

      
      What else would he do with her, other than kill her?

      
      The obvious answer to that terrified her even more than the thought of dying. I won’t be raped. She might not be able to kill him, but she could geld him and that she would definitely do if he laid a hand on her.
      

      
      With that thought foremost in her mind, she went to the corner and sat on the floor with her back against the wall. Now she
         was ready for him and she would renew their battle whenever he returned.
      

      
      “Where’s Lydia?”

      
      Seth paused at Solin’s belligerent tone. So that was the woman’s name.

      
      Lydia. It was pretty … like a song. But he wasn’t a poet.

      
      He was death, and she was nothing but a pawn to get what he needed. Narrowing his gaze, he went to the table that held Solin
         in place by chains. All too well, he knew how much it hurt to be pinned that way.
      

      
      How humiliating. There was no worse feeling than to be at the mercy of someone else and to not be able to fight back or even protect yourself. To lay there with no clue
         as to when the next round of torture would begin.
      

      
      To have no dignity.

      
      No hope of escape …

      
      Deep inside, a part of him felt sorry for Solin.

      
      Don’t you dare! his mind snarled at him. It was that very thing that had gotten him punished to begin with. And if he didn’t get what he
         needed, he would be there again.
      

      
      No one ever came for you. He must never forget that. No one had ever tried to help him. He’d never had a single ounce of compassion from anyone.
      

      
      Not even his own mother. The memory of her brutality was as fresh today as it’d been when he was child, cursing her for intentionally
         leaving him to die.
      

      
      Unprotected.

      
      Alone.

      
      But Lydia had come for Solin. She’d risked her life trying to help him. Jealousy plowed through his heart. What about Solin
         was so special and deserving that he warranted such concern and loyalty? Such personal sacrifice?
      

      
      How dare you proclaim that pathetic backwash as my divine offspring! How dare you name him after me, you bitch! You both sicken
            me. Get it out of my sight before I gut you both. Those had been the last words his father had said to him. It was what everyone since had seen him as. Nothing but worthless garbage to be used and discarded.
      

      
      Walked over.

      
      And that set fire to his temper.

      
      He closed the distance between them and grabbed Solin by the hair. His nostrils flaring, he forced Solin to meet his gaze.
         “Tell me what I want to know or I’ll kill her.”
      

      
      Solin looked down at the blood on Seth’s armor. “How do I know you haven’t already?”

      
      Seth sneered at the question. It was his own blood staining his armor, not Lydia’s. Blood brutally taken from him because
         he had yet to break the Greek.
      

      
      Only Solin had the ability to end Seth’s suffering and the stubborn bastard wouldn’t. Damn him for it.

      
      So he tormented the Greek in turn—not nearly as badly as Noir had him, but enough to make Seth feel better. “What would be
         the fun in that? It’s more torturous for you to know that I have her at my disposal. I can do anything I want with her and
         there’s nothing you can do to stop me. Nothing.”
      

      
      Solin exploded into a string of profanity so foul, it was a wonder his mouth didn’t spontaneously combust.

      
      Seth tightened his hand in Solin’s hair. “If you want her safe, tell me where the key is.”

      
      “I don’t know.”

      
      “Bullshit! I know for a fact that you’re the only one who has access to it.”

      
      
      Solin shook his head in denial.

      
      Seth wanted to crush his skull. Noir was growing more impatient by the heartbeat. If Solin didn’t break soon, Noir would return
         him to his hole and bolt his mouth shut again.
      

      
      This time, it would be permanent and he’d never be granted another reprieve from it.

      
      May the gods help Solin then. Noir would never take the pity on him that Seth had. As badly as the idiot thought he was suffering
         now, it was a walk in paradise compared to what was coming for him.
      

      
      He knew from personal experience that the worst place to be was between Noir and whatever it was Noir wanted.

      
      C’mon, you stupid bastard. Give me what I need to save us all. “One word from you and I’ll let you both go.”
      

      
      “Fuck you.”

      
      “Not the word I wanted.” Growling, Seth released him. This was the same as it’d been for two weeks now. And he was through
         with being Noir’s scapegoat. With being blamed and punished for Solin’s obstinacy. Given what they were doing to him, he might
         as well be pinned to the table beside Solin.
      

      
      But no more.

      
      “Fine. I’ll go question Lydia. Let’s see what she knows.”

      
      Solin let out a scream so loud and pain-filled that it had to come from the deepest part of his soul. “Don’t you hurt her. Don’t you dare! I’ll get you whatever it is you want if you’ll release her.”
      

      
      For once he believed him. The emotion in Solin’s voice and eyes was too real to be faked, and that scream …

      
      It was one born of desperate love. Seth had absolutely no concept of that word. But he’d seen mothers who had died protecting
         their young. Of men who sacrificed themselves for friends, family, and women.
      

      
      Did Lydia really mean that much to Solin?
      

      
      “Would you give me your life for hers?”

      
      Solin didn’t hesitate with his answer. “Yes.”

      
      Fascinating. What could make a god want to die to keep another safe? “Do you think she’d do the same for you?”

      
      “She came for me.”

      
      Those words stung him. Solin was right. She’d risked everything to try and rescue the dream god. “You love her?”

      
      Solin didn’t answer. Rather he did the one thing he’d never done throughout any of his torture.

      
      He begged. “Please, please don’t hurt her. I swear if you keep her safe, I will bring the key to you and put it in your hands.”

      
      Relief coursed through him as he finally heard the words that would save his ass and spare him more degradation.

      
      Provided Solin wasn’t lying to him. Did Lydia really mean so much?

      
      
      Trust was not in his nature. Whenever he’d made that mistake, the repercussions had been shoved down his throat and stomped
         into his stomach. The only thing he had faith in was other people’s willingness to lie and screw him over.
      

      
      But in this, he had no choice. He had to have that damn key. Sooner rather than later.

      
      He glared at Solin. “You have three days to return. If I don’t have the key then, I’ll send you her remains.” Stepping back,
         Seth snapped his fingers.
      

      
      The chains melted away.

      
      Solin lay there, panting and weak. Just like he’d done when Noir had finally freed him. A part of him was remorseful for his
         part in it. He hated to see someone else in pain. But better it be Solin than him. At least he hadn’t bolted Solin’s mouth
         shut. He rubbed the back of his hand under his chin as a phantom pain reminded him of how much that had hurt. Nor had he violated
         the private parts of Solin’s body. The stupid bastard thought he knew what torture was. He had no idea how gentle Seth had
         been compared to the others who called this hell home.
      

      
      Solin should be down on his knees in gratitude.

      
      Seth held his hand out and returned Solin’s clothes to him. “Three days, Olympian. Do not fail me.” Then he used his powers
         to send Solin back to the mortal realm he’d stolen him from.
      

      
      How he wished he could go with him. But Noir had taken his ability to leave the moment he first brought him here. He could only pull others out of the human realm or return them.
      

      
      Never himself.

      
      But right now, that didn’t matter.

      
      Seth let out a relieved breath at the thought of handing the key of Olympus to Noir. It would make his overlord happy. Or
         at least as happy as the miserable son of a bitch could be.
      

      
      Maybe then he’d be forgiven and allowed to remain without chains.

      
      And with luck, Solin would be back in a few hours.

      
      In the meantime, he wanted to understand what about the woman was so special that a god like Solin would give his life for
         her.
      

      
      Was Solin out of his mind for putting her safety above his own? People lied and they betrayed. Especially where love was involved.
         It was only a tool the strong used against the weak.
      

      
      He knew that better than anyone.

      
      I love you. He sneered at the thought. Cheap, meaningless words bandied about by selfish asses incapable of understanding the meaning
         of it.
      

      
      Lydia was just like all the others. She would turn on Solin.

      
      And he would do the god a favor.

      
      He would prove it.
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