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      The way to overcome the angry man is with gentleness, the evil man with goodness, the miser with generosity and the liar with
         truth.
      

      
      —An Indian proverb

      
      It sounds good, doesn’t it? If only people and life were that effing easy. Trust me, it takes more than a friendly biscuit
         to tame a hungry lion. And it’s all fun and games until someone gets hurt. Then it’s war.
      

      
      —Savitar, Chthonian god

   
      
      PROLOGUE

      
      Dolor smiled as he finally felt the call of his summoning ring. For countless centuries he’d been asleep—cursed to wait for
         another human to grow enough testicles to awaken him. How he hated the dream goddess, Leta, for her abilities to trap him
         to this fate. To make him the lapdog of a mere mortal.
      

      
      Now the bitch would pay.

      
      But first he’d have to deal with this pathetic mortal who had temporary power over him.
      

      
      Leaning his head back, he allowed the conscious part of himself to travel through the darkness until he appeared as an apparition
         before his summoner.
      

      
      “See! I told you it would work!”

      
      Dolor frowned at the small, round male who had beady blue eyes, glasses, and a bald scalp that gleamed under the grueling
         fluorescent lights. He stood next to a taller human whose blond hair was cut close to his head. His green eyes were feral
         with madness and anger.
      

      
      And those green eyes narrowed suspiciously on Dolor. “Who are you?”

      
      Dolor snorted at the asinine question. “You summoned me. Don’t you know?”

      
      The human gaped as the smaller man pushed his glasses back onto his nose with his forefinger. His jowls flapped as he looked
         up at the taller man. “See, I told you, Donnie. The book of spells and ring worked just like Mark said it would. I told you
         Mark was a genius about all that weird occult stuff. He’s never been wrong before. Now you tell the pain god who you want punished and he’ll do it.”
      

      
      “For a price,” Dolor added, reminding them that there was more to bringing him back from stasis than just reading the lines
         from his book and wearing his binding ring. Right now, most of his powers were still bound by Leta’s curse.
      

      
      The blond man crossed his arms over his chest and gave him a tough, smug grimace. “What price?”

      
      Dolor shrugged nonchalantly as if the steep price was nothing at all. “The price of all vengeance—blood sacrifice. I will
         need you to kill someone in order to awaken me from my slumber.”
      

      
      The one called Donnie nodded as if he agreed to the terms. An instant later, he pulled a small shiv from his back pocket and
         cut the throat of the man beside him. The smaller man tried to scream, but the cut was too deep to allow it.
      

      
      Dolor lifted an eyebrow as the shorter man fell to the floor, clasping his neck and jerking until death finally claimed him. Donnie merely watched him die without a single sign of remorse or feeling for the person
         who’d been his cellmate for the last two years.
      

      
      Good. Dolor needed someone this soulless to help him.

      
      Smiling, he applauded the human. “Nice gesture, but not what I needed.”

      
      Donnie curled his lip. “What do you mean?”

      
      “There is a ritual, you fool. I don’t come back without …” Dolor hesitated at revealing too much lest he frighten the human
         away, “certain requirements.”
      

      
      “And they are?”

      
      Again, Dolor hesitated, but there was no other way for the human to awaken Dolor’s powers. Hopefully the human would continue
         to be heartless and cold. “The blood of a loved one. You must offer me someone important to you and you must utter my curse
         while you bleed them. When the words are spoken and they lie dead, my powers will be unbound and I’ll be able to enter this
         world.”
      

      
      There was a little more to it than that, but the human didn’t need to know the rest until the time came for it.
      

      
      First things first. If Dolor could get this sacrifice, the rest would be easier … provided the human was serious about his
         vengeance.
      

      
      Donnie scowled as if skeptical. “How do I know you’re not lying to me?”

      
      “Why would I lie?”

      
      “Because everyone does.”

      
      And he would know. It was lies and deception that had landed this piece of trash in prison. Dolor gave him a soothing, if
         not insincere, smile. “True, but I want my freedom as much as you do.”
      

      
      Donnie scoffed. “And I’ve seen this movie a few times. You’ll kill me once you’re free, won’t you?”

      
      Dolor laughed. “My venom isn’t for you, little human. I have my own person to bleed. Because of her, I have to do what you
         order me to first. Then and only then will I be free to exact my own revenge. Trust me, you’ll live a long time once I’m gone.”
      

      
      Because living with the actions he’d have to take to free Dolor was the worst thing Dolor could do for this human and since
         he was the god of pain …
      

      
      Dolor smiled and this time he meant it.

      
      Donnie stepped over the body to approach his shimmering ghost form. “I’ve been waiting for this for far too long. Since the
         day I was first arrested, I’ve been trying any-and everything I could and nothing has worked. What I want more than anything
         else in this world is my kid brother dead and I want him to suffer unimaginable misery before he dies. We’re talking pain
         of Biblical proportions. The kind that has him screaming out for mercy and begging me to kill him to end it while I laugh
         at his agony. Can you do that?”
      

      
      “That is my specialty.”

      
      Donnie smiled as the insanity flared deep in his eyes. “Then tell me what I have to do to set you free. I will do anything
         to see my brother suffer and die, and I do mean anything.”
      

      
      Two days later

      
      Dressed in a long, flowing, white Grecian gown, Leta came awake with a sharp gasp. It took her several seconds to acclimate
         to her surroundings. She was still in her cushioned pod, asleep in the hall of mirrors on the Vanishing Isle.
      

      
      But something was wrong. She could sense it. The dark hand of evil slithered over her body with an unmistakable touch.

      
      Dolor, the most vile of all gods, had been summoned back into the human realm which had triggered her own waking. The god
         of pain had been trapped centuries ago by Leta, who had fought him until they’d both been bloody and spent. Forbidden by Zeus
         to kill him outright, she’d been forced to trap him so that he would never do to another what he’d done to her.
      

      
      And once he’d been trapped, she’d placed herself in stasis to heal and await the moment when he would stir.

      
      Now someone had found Dolor’s hidden ring and uttered that which was never to be uttered again. Sucking her breath in sharply, she allowed her buried memories
         to assail her.
      

      
      Morons! The stupid humans had no idea what they’d unleashed. Pain wasn’t content to attack just the one person it was sent
         after. No, it was bloodthirsty and ruthless. Dolor respected nothing and no one was immune to Pain.
      

      
      Sure, he’d stalk and kill the one he was sent after, but once that was accomplished, Pain would return to the one who’d summoned
         it.
      

      
      May the gods help the summoner then. His torture would be without end.

      
      Closing her eyes, she reawakened her dormant powers. She let her thoughts drift until she found Pain’s target.

      
      The target had his back to her, but even so she could tell he was tall and broad shouldered. His blond hair was tousled and
         wavy as it fell to the top of his black collar.
      

      
      As a dream god, she could feel his bitter emotions calling out to her. They were so strong she could even feel them as her
         own.
      

      
      “Yeah,” he said, his deep voice filled with malice. “It never fails to amaze me how a single lie can undo an entire lifetime
         of good.”
      

      
      And it was then she realized something. This man didn’t need Pain. It already lived inside him right alongside Bitterness
         and Rage. They had him nestled tight against their bosoms and from what she sensed they had no intention of letting him go.
      

      
      Then she heard it …

      
      That deep, blood-chilling laugh.

      
      “Leta …”

      
      She flashed herself from her sterile pod to stand on the cold marble floor. A bitter wind plastered her gown against her body,
         exposing her bare feet to the ankles. It made the gold bands on her upper arms bitingly cold. The walls around her were white;
         no pictures or curtains or anything else to break its sterile quality.
      

      
      Still she felt the presence of the god of Pain.

      
      “Where are you, you bastard?”

      
      Dolor appeared behind her. Before she could move, he grabbed her by the hair and wrenched her head back against his shoulder. “You didn’t really think you could keep me trapped forever, did you?”
      

      
      She tried to fight, but he released her and vanished. “This isn’t over, Dolor,” she said, her voice filled with the weight
         of her promise.
      

      
      His laughter filled the room. “No, it isn’t. You bound me to this curse, and before this is over, you will pay for it. Now
         if you’ll excuse me, I have a human to torture and kill.”
      

      
      She felt him receding all the way down her spine and there was nothing she could do to stop him. By the order of Zeus, her
         own emotions had been drained. Yet she felt something … some remnant emotions from the past perhaps?
      

      
      She wasn’t sure.

      
      But one thing was certain, there were enough emotions inside her that she wasn’t about to allow Pain to hurt another soul
         if she could help it. It was a solemn vow she’d made and it was one she would keep. So long as she had life in her veins,
         she would fight.
      

      
      And as she started forward, Dolor’s target turned in the mirror to face her.

      
      Leta froze as she saw the man’s features. He was as beautiful as an immortal. Through the mist that separated the Vanishing
         Isle from the human plane, she could see every curve and line of his perfect face. Sharp brows arched over eyes that were
         a pale green. Searing with intelligence, they showed her a soul that was tainted by betrayal. One completely devoid of trust.
      

      
      And in that one single moment, she felt his sorrow inside her own heart. He wanted to trust someone. He wanted to reach out.
         But he’d forgotten how.
      

      
      Alone and cold, he was pain personified.

      
      Cocking her head, she realized something else. That pain that burned so fiercely within him was exactly what she needed to
         use in order to defeat Dolor. If she could channel it, it would meld with her powers and give her the advantage. There was
         no stronger emotion than rage …
      

      
      He’s been hurt enough …

      
      It didn’t matter. She couldn’t see his pain for her own. Dolor must be defeated at any cost and if this human paid the price,
         so what? The life and soul of one would never be worth more than the lives and souls of many.
      

      
      Aidan O’Conner would be her sacrifice and her past would finally be avenged. Pain would be defeated by her hand and laid to
         rest for all eternity.
      

   
      
      ONE

      
      Leta was completely baffled by the human world as she stared into the mirrors around her that showed the daily events taking
         place in the realm of man. Her gaze chased from mirror to mirror as she tried to make sense of the flickering images of people
         from all over the world. She was beginning to suspect that she’d made a horrible mistake by putting herself in stasis while waiting for Dolor to stir. Everything had changed.
      

      
      Everything.

      
      There were complicated contraptions— machines—that she couldn’t even begin to fathom. And the languages had changed so much … She had to focus to understand the rapidly spoken words, which were riddled with colloquialisms and slang that flew
         past her understanding. Her head ached from the strain of it all.
      

      
      “Give yourself time.”

      
      She turned to find her older brother M’Adoc behind her. For a creature whose emotions had been brutally taken from her, she
         felt her heart stirring at his approach. It was a muted joy that only reminded her of what real happiness had felt like. But
         phantom emotions were better than no emotions at all.
      

      
      Tall and lithe like her, M’Adoc had black, wavy hair and eyes so pale a blue they were almost luminescent.

      
      She held her hand out to him. “It’s good to see you again, brother.”

      
      There was the subtlest of softening in his gaze as he took her hand and brought it to his lips.
      

      
      Leta flinched as an unbidden and unexpected image of his being tortured went through her. Even after thousands of years, she
         could still hear his screams.
      

      
      And her own.

      
      As if he knew her thoughts, M’Adoc gathered her into his arms. He cupped her head in his hand and held her face against his
         shoulder. Leta gasped as he passed onto her the knowledge of the changed world and how it worked.
      

      
      “You have set yourself a herculean task, little sister,” he breathed against her hair. “You should have stayed with the rest
         of us and not isolated yourself.”
      

      
      “I couldn’t.” It had been too painful to see them all emotionless when she remembered the way they’d been before Zeus had
         punished them. The only emotion Zeus had left them with was pain, so that he could control and punish the gods of sleep, and
         that never-ending pain had eaten a hole inside her.
      

      
      It was a cold world she’d been forced to live in and that as much as anything else was why she’d been just as content to sleep
         through eternity.
      

      
      She stepped back from M’Adoc so that she could meet his gaze. “I have to stop him.”

      
      “He’s not the only god of pain. Pain permeates everything in our world and that of man.”

      
      “I know. But he is ultimate suffering. It’s not enough to make his victims cry. He destroys them, mind, body, and soul. You weren’t there, brother
         … you didn’t see.”
      

      
      Still, he flinched as if he could in fact see her memories. “Everyone does what they feel they have to do. I respect you for
         your choices. Doesn’t mean I agree with them.” His gaze sharpened before he spoke again. “Dolor will kill you if he gets the
         chance.”
      

      
      She let one side of her mouth curl up into the semblance of a bitter smile. “Good. I relish the fight just as I will relish
         the feel of his heart in my fist as I crush the life out of him.”
      

      
      M’Adoc inclined his head to her. “Then I leave you to your plans for revenge … except for one thing.”
      

      
      “That is?”

      
      His eyes were haunting. “It’s not the pain that’s inflicted on us by others that destroys us. It’s the pain we let inside
         our hearts that does that. Don’t let the human’s anger become yours. It can drive you mad if you do.” And with those sage
         words spoken, he vanished.
      

      
      Leta drew a deep breath as she considered what he’d said. She knew he was right. But knowing something and doing it were often
         two entirely different things. She needed Aidan’s anger. She wanted it.
      

      
      Closing her eyes, she focused on the target.

      
      Aidan.

      
      He was asleep in his bed, dreaming that he was lost in a thundering storm. The rain slashed painfully against his skin as
         he trudged along. His breathing was ragged, his handsome face contorted by rage.
      

      
      Leta was baffled by his actions. By his will to carry on even as lightning struck the ground, barely missing him. The static
         from the blasts caused his hair to rise and fan out around his steely features. It was a feral determination that carried him onward.
         And before she even realized what she’d done, she’d stepped through the portal and entered the dream beside him.
      

      
      He froze in place as he became aware of her. The cold rain pelted her flesh, plastering her hair against her body as she watched
         him curiously. In this state, all of his emotions were laid bare to her. She could feel every ounce of his rage, his betrayal.
      

      
      His unsated need for revenge.

      
      It was so close to her own feelings that it fed her powers and brought her emotions back with a clarity so crisp, it stung.

      
      He uncoiled his arms from around his chest as he stared at her with those icy, probing eyes. “Who are you?”

      
      “A friend,” she whispered, catching a chill from the wind that started blowing against them.

      
      He laughed bitterly. “I have no friends. I don’t want any.”

      
      “Then I’m here to help you.”

      
      He snorted in derision. “Help me do what? Freeze? Or is your plan to hold me still in this storm to make sure the lightning
         kills me?”
      

      
      Leta snapped her fingers and the rain instantly stopped. The clouds roiled above as they parted to show the sun. The rays
         illuminated the bleak landscape and painted it in bright greens and yellows.
      

      
      Aidan wasn’t fazed. “Neat trick.”

      
      He was a hard man to impress and his jaded causticity made her wonder what had happened to him to cause it. She dried their
         clothes and hair. “Why did you summon the rain?”
      

      
      “I didn’t summon shit,” he growled. “I was minding my own business when it came down on me. All I was trying to do was get
         through it.”
      

      
      “And now that it’s gone?”

      
      He looked up at the clear blue sky above them. “It’ll be back. It always comes back and it hits you when you least expect
         it.”
      

      
      She knew he wasn’t just talking about the weather. “You should find shelter.”

      
      He scoffed at her. “There isn’t any. The storm tears it down and leaves you naked in the hurricane, so why bother?”
      

      
      And she’d stupidly thought she was bitter. Then again, outside the dream world, she could only feel a twinge of what she felt now. Even so hers was nothing
         in comparison to his. His bitterness ran so deep, it scalded her tongue with the taste of it.
      

      
      But beneath that hostility she sensed a raw vulnerability in him. Something about him that had been crushed and yet was still
         struggling to survive even though he didn’t want it to. It reached out to her own grieving heart and made her want to touch
         him.
      

      
      Without a second thought, she took a step forward to lay her hand to his cheek.

      
      He hissed at her like a cat before he moved away. “Don’t touch me.”

      
      “Why not?”

      
      “I don’t want your lying kindness. Sure, you’ll smile and be so sweet to me that I’ll trust you, but the minute I don’t give
         you everything you want the instant you demand it, you’ll turn on me and try to crush me. You’re just like everyone else in the world. No one matters but you.”
      

      
      And with that, he turned and walked away.

      
      Leta crossed her arms over her chest as she watched him put distance between them.

      
      Oh yeah, she had enough bitter emotions here to more than defeat Dolor. Little did the god know that his current victim was
         going to be his downfall. Aidan might seem insignificant to the god, but his determination and spirit would be the fuel she
         needed to avenge them both.
      

      
      And just like Dolor, she wouldn’t show any clemency or weakness. Nothing was going to stop her from destroying him. For once
         Dolor was going to know exactly what it was like to have someone come for him and leave him quivering on the ground, begging
         for a mercy that would never come.
      

      
      She couldn’t wait …

   
      
      TWO

      
      It was just another frigid day in hell as far as Aidan O’Conner was concerned. Nothing ever changed and he liked it that way.
      

      
      At least that was what he was hoping for until his cell phone started ringing. Picking it up from his breakfast counter, he
         looked at the ID. He started not to answer it, but it was his agent, Mori, and if he didn’t answer Mori would worry him like a neurotic puppy with a urinary tract infection needing
         to go piss in the snow.
      

      
      Definitely not what he needed in his life or, more importantly, in his current mood.

      
      Aidan flipped the phone open with his chin as he simultaneously turned down his stereo, which was playing his Bauhaus CD.
         “Hi, Mori.”
      

      
      “Oh, Aidan, there you are. I’ve been worried about you.”

      
      Yeah, right. The only thing Mori ever worried about was where his next check was coming from. The bastard was just like everyone
         else Aidan had ever known. Greedy, self-serving, narcissistic, and wanting a piece of Aidan’s flesh.
      

      
      Just the sound of his whiny voice telling Aidan what to do made him all warm and toasty inside.

      
      “I have another offer for you, A. They’re up to thirty-five million dollars plus a significant share of the profits, and believe
         me, with the costars in this movie there will be enough profits to make even a Scrooge like you smile.”
      

      
      Aidan remembered a time when he would have choked and died at such an offer. A time when that kind of money had seemed like
         an unimaginable dream.
      

      
      And like all his dreams, that one too had been brutally shattered.

      
      “I told you I’m not interested.”

      
      Mori scoffed. “Of course you’re interested.”

      
      “No, Mori, I’m not.”

      
      “Oh, come on, you can’t keep hiding out on top of your little mountain. Sooner or later you have to come back to the real
         world. And this will be the perfect comeback. Think of how much money you’d be throwing away if you say no.”
      

      
      Aidan flipped the CD to the song “Crowds” and let it remind him of why he had no interest in going back to Hollywood … or anywhere
         outside of Knob Creek, Tennessee, for that matter. He didn’t like people and he hated the thought of ever doing another movie.
         “Thanks, but no thanks. With a hundred million dollars in my bank accounts, I don’t ever have to come back to reality again.”
      

      
      Mori made a deep sound of disgust in the back of his throat. “Damn it to hell, Aidan. You’ve been gone from the scene so long
         you’re lucky anyone is wanting you at any price. Even the tabloids have forgotten you at this point.”
      

      
      “Really?” he said, glancing down at the stack on his coffee table that he’d picked up a week ago when he’d been in the supermarket.
         His face was plastered all over them. “Funny, but I seem to be the talk of the tabloids. They’re speculating on everything
         from whether I had a disfiguring car wreck to being kidnapped by aliens or an insane fan, to my favorite of all—which claims
         I’m having a sex change operation at a Swedish clinic. I particularly like the Photoshopped picture of me in a dress. At least
         I look better than Klinger, huh? But in all honesty, I’d like to think I’d look more like Alexis Mead from Ugly Betty than this hairy yeti they have me pictured as.”
      

      
      Mori cursed again. “You’re really not playing with me, are you? This isn’t a stunt to get more money from the studio. You
         really are serious about retiring.”
      

      
      “Yeah, Mori. I’m through. I just want to go back to being a plain, normal guy that no one knows.”

      
      Mori snorted. “It’s too late for that. There’s not a person in the world over the age of two days who doesn’t know the name
         and face of Aidan O’Conner. Christ, you were on more magazine covers than the president.”
      

      
      And that was why he had no intention of leaving his mountain top except for food, beer, and maybe once a year to get laid
         … then again, given all he’d been through, he might consider using blow-up dolls instead— some of the ones he’d found online
         were getting seriously high tech. “You’re not helping your case. Besides, I thought they’d all forgotten me.”
      

      
      Even over the phone, he could hear Mori blustering in his office. “You know better. I don’t get you, man, I really don’t.
         You could own the world if you wanted to. It’s yours for the taking.”
      

      
      As if Aidan cared about that … What good was owning the world when he’d have no choice except to defend himself against every
         person in it? Personally, he’d rather be a beggar with one true friend than a prince surrounded by two-faced assassins.
      

      
      “I’m hanging up now, Mor. Talk to you later.” Aidan clicked the phone off and tossed it back to the counter where it landed
         on another photo of him in a bad wig and a dress. God, he remembered when a lie like that would have sent him off on a rage
         that would have lasted for days.
      

      
      But that was before the betrayal that had cut so deep it had destroyed every sensitive nerve in his body. Unlike the firestorm
         he’d been through, these attacks weren’t personal and they weren’t directed at him by people he’d once called family. These
         attacks were all highly laughable.
      

      
      He flicked the lid off his beer and held it up to the photos of his “family” that he kept on his mantel next to his five Oscars. “Fuck you all very much,” he said snidely.
      

      
      But in the end, he knew the truth. He was the only one who’d been royally screwed. He’d put his trust in all the wrong people
         and now he was left alone to deal with the devastation they’d foisted on him—because he’d dared to love them more than he’d
         loved himself.
      

OEBPS/images/9780748133406.jpg
UPON THE
MIDNIGHT
CLEAR

Sherrilyn Kenyon





