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Thrylos

Atlantis:

Fabled. Mystical. Golden. Mysterious. Glorious and magical.

There are those who claim that it never was.

But then there are also those who think they are safe in this modern world of technology and weapons. Safe from all the ancient evils. They even believe that wizards, warriors, and dragons are long dead.

They are fools clinging to their science and logic while thinking it will save them. They can never be free or safe, not so long as they refuse to see what is right before their very eyes.

Because all ancient myths and legends are rooted in truth, and sometimes truth doesn’t make us free. Sometimes it enslaves us more.

But come, fair ones, and listen to me tell a tale about the history of the most perfect paradise that ever existed. Beyond the mythical Pillars of Heracles, out in the great Aegean, was a once proud land that nourished a race of people far more advanced than any who came before or since.

Founded in the ancient mists of time by the primordial  god Archon, Atlantis took her name from Archon’s eldest sister, Atlantia, whose name meant “graceful beauty.” Archon conjured the isle with the help of his uncle, the ocean god Ydor, and his sister Eda (earth) to give the land to his wife Apollymi so that they could populate the continent with their divine children, who would have all the room they needed to romp and grow.

Apollymi wept with such joy at her gift that her tears flooded the land and made Atlantis a city within a city. Twin islands ringed by five channels of water.

Here she would birth her immortal children.

But it was soon discovered that the great Destroyer, Apollymi, was barren. At the request of Archon, Ydor spoke to Eda and together they created a race of Atlanteans to populate the islands and to bring joy again to Apollymi’s heart.

It worked.

Golden and fair in honor of the god-queen, the Atlanteans were far superior to any other race of man. They alone gave Apollymi pleasure and made the great Destroyer smile.

Peace-loving and just, like their ancient gods, the Atlantean people knew no war. No poverty. They used their psychic minds and their magicks to live harmoniously within the balance of nature. They welcomed all foreigners who came to their shores and shared with them their gifts of healing and prosperity.

But as time passed and other pantheons and peoples arose to challenge them, the Atlanteans were forced to fight for their homeland.

To protect their people, the Atlantean gods came into constant conflict with the upstart Greek pantheon. To them, the Greeks were children fighting for possession of things they could never understand. The Atlanteans tried  to deal with them as any parent would an angry toddler. Fairly. Patiently.

But the Greeks wouldn’t listen to their ancient wisdom. Zeus and Poseidon, among others, were jealous of the Atlantean riches and serenity.

Yet it was Apollo who coveted their island the most.

A ruthless, cunning god, Apollo set into motion a means to take over Atlantis from the older gods. Unlike his father and uncle, he knew the Greeks could never defeat the Atlanteans in open warfare. It was only from within that one could conquer the ancient advanced civilization.

So when Zeus banned Apollo’s warring race, the Apollites, from their native Greece, Apollo gathered his children together and led them across the sea to the shores of Atlantis.

The Atlanteans sympathized with the psychic, godlike Apollite race that had been persecuted by the Greeks. They looked to the Apollites as cousins and welcomed them so long as they abided by Atlantean law and caused no strife.

Publicly the Apollites did as they were told. They made sacrifices to the Atlantean gods while never breaking their covenant with their father, Apollo. Every year they picked the most beautiful virgin among them and sent her to Delphi as an offering to Apollo for his kindness in giving them a new home where they would one day reign as gods.

In the year 10,500 B.C. the beautiful aristocrat Clieto was sent to Delphi. Apollo fell instantly in love and sired five sets of twins on her.

It was through his lover and her children that he foresaw his destiny. At long last, they would lead him to the throne of Atlantis.

He sent his mistress and children back to Atlantis where they married into the Atlantean royal family. As Apollo’s older children had intermarried with the native Atlanteans and blended the two races together, making his children even stronger, so would they. Only he would keep the royal bloodline pure to ensure the strength and loyalty of the Atlantean crown to him.

He had plans for Atlantis and his children. Through them, Apollo would rule the entire earth and cast down his father as his father had cast down the old god Cronus before him.

It was said that Apollo himself would visit the queen of every generation and father the male Atlantean heir on her.

As every eldest son was born, Apollo would then go to his oracles to find out if this son would be the one to overthrow the Atlantean gods.

Every year he was told no.

Until 9548 B.C.

As was his custom, Apollo visited the Atlantean queen whose king had died more than a year before. He came to her as a phantom and fathered his son on her while she slept dreaming of her dead husband.

It was also that year that the Atlantean gods became aware of their own destinies. For the queen of the Atlantean gods, Apollymi, found herself pregnant with Archon’s child.

After all the centuries of aching for a child of her own, the Destroyer at long last had her desires granted. It was said the island of Atlantis flourished that day and knew more prosperity than ever before. The god-queen celebrated joyously as she told all the other gods of her news.

As soon as the Fates heard her announcement, they looked at Apollymi and Archon and proclaimed that  Apollymi’s unborn son would bring about the death of them all.

One by one, the three Fates each spoke a single line of prophecy.

“The world as we know it will end.”

“All our fates will rest in his hands.”

“As a god, his every whim will reign supreme.”

Terrified of their prediction, Archon ordered his wife to slay the unborn infant.

Apollymi refused. She had waited too long to have her child to see him needlessly dead over the words of the jealous Fates. With the help of her sister, she birthed her son prematurely and hid him away in the mortal world. To Archon, she delivered a stone baby.

“I’ve had enough of your infidelities and lies, Archon. From this day forward you have hardened my heart toward you. A stone baby is all you will ever have from me.”

Enraged, Archon trapped her in Kalosis, a nether realm between this world and theirs. “There you will stay until your son is dead.”

And so the Atlantean gods turned on Apollymi’s sister until they forced a confession from her.

“He will be born when the moon swallows the sun and Atlantis is bathed in total darkness. His queenly mother will weep in fear of his birth.”

The gods went to the Atlantean queen whose son’s birth was imminent. As predicted, the moon eclipsed the sun as she struggled to give birth, and when her son was born, Archon demanded the baby be slain.

The queen wept and begged for Apollo to aid her. Surely her lover wouldn’t see his own son killed by the older gods.

But Apollo ignored her and she watched helplessly as her newborn son was slain before her eyes.

What the queen didn’t know was that Apollo had already been told what was going to happen and it wasn’t his son she bore, but another child he had switched in her womb to save his own.

With the help of his sister, Artemis, Apollo had taken his son home to Delphi where the boy was raised among Apollo’s priestesses.

As the years passed and Apollo failed to return to the Atlantean queen to father another heir, her hatred of him grew. She despised the Greek god who couldn’t be bothered to give her a child to replace the one she had lost.

Twenty-one years after she had witnessed the sacrifice of her only child, the queen learned of another child fathered by the Greek god Apollo.

This one was born to a Greek princess who had been given to the god as an offering in hopes of swaying the god’s benediction toward the Greeks, who were at war with the Atlanteans.

As soon as the news reached the queen, her bitterness swelled deep inside until the tide of it overwhelmed her.

She summoned her own priestess to ask where the heir to her empire would be found.

“The heir to Atlantis resides in the house of Aricles.”

The same house where Apollo’s new infant son had been born.

The queen screamed in outrage at the proclamation, knowing Apollo had betrayed his own children. They were forgotten while he forged a new race to replace them.

Calling out her personal guards, the queen sent them off to Greece, to make sure that Apollo’s mistress and child were killed. She would never allow either of them to sit on her beloved throne.

“Make sure to rip them apart so that the Greeks will  believe it was done by a wild animal. I want nothing to make them look to our shores for this.”

But as with all acts of vengeance, this one, too, was uncovered.

Heartbroken, Apollo, without thought, cursed all of his once chosen race. “A plague to all who are Apollite born. May you reap all you have sown this day. None of you shall ever live past the age of my precious Ryssa. You shall all perish painfully on the day of your twenty-seventh birthday. Because you acted as animals, you shall become them. Let you find your nourishment solely in the blood of your own kind. And never again will you be able to walk in my realm where I will see you and be forced to remember what it is that you did to betray me.”

It wasn’t until the curse was spoken that Apollo remembered his own son back in Delphi. A son he had foolishly damned along with the others.

For once spoken, such things can never be undone.

But more than that, he had sown the seeds for his own destruction. On his son’s wedding day to Apollo’s most treasured high-priestess, Apollo had entrusted his son with everything in life he valued.

“In your hands, you hold my future. Your blood is mine and it is through you and your future children that I live.”

With those binding words, and in one fit of anger, Apollo had damned himself to extinction. For once his son’s bloodline died, so then would Apollo and with him the sun itself.

You see, Apollo isn’t just a god. He is the essence of the sun and holds in his hands the balance of the universe.

On the day Apollo dies, so dies the earth and all who dwell here.

Now the year is A.D. 2003 and there is only one Apollite child left who bears the blood of the ancient god . . .




Chapter 1

February 2003

St. Paul, Minnesota

 



“Oh, honey, major stud alert. Three o’clock.”

Cassandra Peters laughed at Michelle Avery’s lust-filled tone as she turned in the crowded bar to see an average-looking, dark-haired man facing the stage where their favorite local band, Twisted Hearts, played.

Swaying to the music’s beat as she sipped her Long Island Iced Tea, Cassandra studied him for a minute. “He’s a Milk Man,” she decided after a thorough scan of his “attributes” that comprised his looks, his carriage, and his lumberjack attire.

Michelle shook her head. “No, ma’am, he’s a Cracker  for sure.”

Cassandra smiled at their rating system, which hinged on what they wouldn’t toss a man out of bed for. Milk Man meant he was attractive in an unusual way and could bring a glass of milk to bed anytime. Crackers were one step up, and Cookies were gods.

But the ultimate in masculine desirability rated a Powdered Donut. Not only was a powdered donut messy, it violated their perpetual diet mentality and begged a woman to bite into it.

To date, none of them had ever met a Powdered Donut in the flesh. Still, they were ever hopeful.

Michelle tapped Brenda and Kat on their shoulders and inconspicuously pointed to the man she was eyeballing. “Cookie?”

Kat shook her head. “Cracker.”

“Definitely Cracker,” Brenda confirmed.

“Oh, what do you know? You have a steady boyfriend,” Michelle said to Brenda as the band finished their song and took a break. “Jeez, you guys are tough critics.”

Cassandra looked back at the guy, who was talking to his buddy and drinking a longneck beer. He didn’t make her heart pound, but then very few men did. Even so, he had an easy, open manner and a nice, friendly smile. She could see why Michelle liked him.

“Why would you care what we think anyway?” she asked Michelle. “If you like him, then go up and introduce yourself.”

Michelle was horrified. “I can’t do that.”

“Why not?” Cassandra asked.

“What if he thinks I’m fat or ugly?”

Cassandra rolled her eyes. Michelle was a very thin brunette who was a far cry from ugly. “Life is short, Michelle. Too short. For all you know, he might be the man of your dreams, but if you stay back here, drooling and not acting, you’ll never know.”

“God,” Michelle breathed, “how I envy you that live-for-today attitude. But I can’t.”

Cassandra grabbed her by the hand and hauled her through the crowd, over to the man.

She tapped him on the shoulder.

Startled, he turned around.

His eyes widened as he looked up at Cassandra. At six feet one, she was used to being a freak of nature. To his credit, the guy didn’t appear offended by the fact that she was a good two inches taller than him.

He looked down at Michelle, who was a normal five feet four.

“Hi,” Cassandra said, drawing his gaze back to her. “I’m taking a quick survey. Are you married?”

He frowned. “No.”

“Seeing someone?”

He passed a puzzled look to his friend. “No.”

“Gay?”

His jaw dropped. “Excuse me?”

“Cassandra!” Michelle snapped.

She ignored both of them and held tight to Michelle’s hand as her friend tried to run away. “You like women, yes?”

“Yes,” he said, sounding offended.

“Good, because my friend Michelle here thinks you’re exceptionally cute and she’d like to meet you.” She pulled Michelle between them. “Michelle, this is . . .”

He smiled as he met Michelle’s stunned gaze. “Tom Cody.”

“Tom Cody,” Cassandra repeated. “Tom, this is Michelle.”

“Hi,” he said, extending his hand to her.

From Michelle’s expression, Cassandra could tell her friend wasn’t sure if she should strangle her or thank her.

“Hi,” Michelle said, shaking his hand.

Assured that they were semicompatible and that he didn’t bite on the first date, Cassandra left them and headed back to Brenda and Kat, both of whom had their  mouths hanging wide open as they stared at her in disbelief.

“I can’t believe you just did that to her,” Kat said as soon as Cassandra rejoined them. “She’s going to kill you later.”

Brenda cringed. “If you ever do that to me, I will kill you.”

Kat draped an arm over Brenda’s shoulders and gave her an affectionate hug. “You can yell at her all you want to, hon, but I can’t let you kill her.”

Brenda laughed at Kat’s comment, not knowing that Kat spoke from her heart. She was Cassandra’s covert bodyguard and had been with her for five years now. A record. Most of Cassandra’s bodyguards had a job expectancy of about eight months.

They either ended up dead or quitting the minute they caught a look at exactly who and what was after her. To their way of thinking, not even the exorbitant amount of money her father paid them to keep her alive was worth the risk.

But not Kat. She had more tenacity and chutzpah than anyone Cassandra had ever met. Not to mention the fact that Kat was the only woman Cassandra had ever known who was actually taller than her. At six feet four, and stunningly beautiful, Kat made quite an entrance everywhere she went. Her blond hair hung just past her shoulders and she had eyes so green they didn’t look real.

“You know,” Brenda said to Cassandra as she watched Tom and Michelle talking and laughing. “I would give anything to have your confidence. Do you ever doubt yourself?”

Cassandra answered truthfully. “All the time.”

“You never show it.”

That’s because, unlike her companions, there was more than just a slim chance Cassandra might only have another eight months left to live. She couldn’t afford to be scared or timid of life. Her motto was to grab everything by both hands, and run with it.

Then again, she’d been running all her life. Running from those who would kill her if they had a chance.

But most of all, she’d been running from her destiny, hoping that somehow, some way, she could avert the inevitable.

Even though she’d traveled the world since she was six years old, she was no closer to discovering the truth about her heritage than her mother had been before her.

Still, with every day that dawned, she was hopeful. Hopeful that someone would tell her that her life didn’t have to end on her twenty-seventh birthday. Hopeful that she would be able to stay someplace for more than a few months or even days.

“Hub-ba!” Brenda said, her eyes wide as she looked toward the entrance. “I think I just found our cookies! And ladies, there are three of them.”

Laughing at her awed tone, Cassandra turned around to see three incredibly sexy men entering the club. They were all well over six feet in height, golden in skin and hair, and drop-dead gorgeous.

Her laughter died instantly as she felt a horrible, stinging tingle run through her. It was a sensation she was all too familiar with.

And it was one that branded terror into her heart.

Dressed in expensive sweaters, jeans, and ski jackets, the three men scanned the bar’s occupants like the deadly predators they were. Cassandra trembled. The people in the bar had no idea how much danger they were in.

None of them.

Oh, dear God . . .

“Hey, Cass,” Brenda said. “Go introduce me to them.”

Cassandra shook her head as she made eye contact with Kat to warn her. She tried to herd Brenda away from the men and out of their dark, hungry sight. “They’re bad news, Bren. Really bad news.”

The one virtue of being half Apollite was her ability to spot others of her mother’s kind. And something in her gut told her the men walking through the crowd, scanning women with seductive smiles, were no longer simple Apollites.

They were Daimons—a vicious breed of Apollite who chose to prolong their short lives by killing humans and stealing their souls.

Their unique, powerful Daimon charisma and their hunger for souls bled from every pore of their bodies.

They were here for victims.

Cassandra swallowed her panic. She had to find some way to get out of here before they got too close to her and discovered who she really was.

She reached for the small handgun in her purse, and looked for an escape.

“Out the back,” Kat said, pulling her toward the rear of the club.

“What’s going on?” Brenda asked.

Suddenly, the tallest of the Daimons stopped dead in his tracks.

He turned to face them.

His steely eyes narrowed on Cassandra with intense interest and she could feel him trying to penetrate her mind. She blocked his intrusion, but it was too late.

He grabbed his friends’ arms and inclined his head toward them.

Damn. This sucked.

Literally.

With the bar’s crowd, she couldn’t open fire on them and neither could Kat. The hand grenades were in the car and she had opted to leave her daggers under the seat.

“Now would be a good time to tell me you have your sais with you, Kat.”

“Nada. You got your kamas on you?”

“Yeah,” she said sarcastically, thinking of her weapons that looked like small handheld scythes. “I tucked them into my bra before I left home.”

She felt Kat force something cold into her hand. Looking down, she saw the closed uchiwa fighting fan. Made of steel, the fan was sharpened on one side so that it was as dangerous as a Ginsu knife. Folded up and only eleven inches long, it looked like an innocuous Japanese folding fan, but in the hands of either Kat or Cassandra, it was lethal.

Cassandra tightened her grip on the fan as Kat pulled her toward the stage where there was a fire exit. She drifted back into the crowd near the exit, away from the Daimons, and away from Brenda before she endangered her by being close to her when the Daimons struck.

She cursed both their heights as she realized there was no way to hide. No way to keep the Daimons from seeing them even in this heavy crowd when she and Kat stood so tall against everyone else.

Kat stopped dead in her tracks as another tall, blond man cut off their escape.

Two seconds later, all hell broke loose on their side of the club as they both became aware that there were more than just three Daimons in the bar.

There were at least a dozen of them.

Kat shoved Cassandra toward the exit, then kicked the  Daimon back, into a group of people who shouted and shrieked at the disturbance.

Cassandra opened her fan as another Daimon came for her with a hunting knife. She caught the blade between the slats and twisted it from his hands, then used the knife to stab the Daimon in the chest.

He disintegrated instantly.

“You’ll pay for that, bitch,” one of the Daimons growled as he charged her.

Several men in the bar moved to help her, but the Daimons made quick work of them while other patrons headed for the exits.

Four Daimons surrounded Kat.

Cassandra tried to get to her to help fight them off, but couldn’t. One of the Daimons caught her bodyguard with a vicious blow that sent Kat flying into a nearby wall.

Kat hit it with a thud, then landed on the floor in a heap. Cassandra wanted to help her, but the best way to do that would be to get the Daimons out of the bar and away from her friend.

She turned to run, only to find two more Daimons standing directly behind her.

The collision of their bodies distracted her enough so that one of the Daimons could wrench the fan and knife from her hand.

He put his arms around her to keep her from falling.

Tall, blond, and handsome, the Daimon held a rare sexual aura that pulled anything female toward him. It was that essence that enabled them to prey effectively on humans.

“Going some place, princess?” he asked, taking her wrists in his hands and blocking her ability to fight for her weapon.

Cassandra tried to speak, but his deep, dark eyes held her completely captive. She felt his powers reaching into her mind, numbing her ability to flee.

The others joined him.

Still, the one before her kept his hands on her wrists, his mesmerizing gaze on hers.

“Well, well,” the tallest said as he dragged a cold finger down her cheek. “When I came out to feed tonight, the last thing I expected to find was our missing heiress.”

She snapped her head away from his touch. “Killing me won’t free you,” she said. “It’s only a myth.”

The one holding her turned her around to face his leader.

The Daimon leader laughed. “Aren’t we all? Ask any human in this bar if vampires exist and what will they say?” He ran his tongue over his long canine teeth as he eyed her evilly. “Now, come outside and die alone, or we’ll feast off your friends.”

He slid his predator’s gaze over to Michelle, who was far enough away and so captivated by Tom that she wasn’t even aware of the fight that had gone on over on Cassandra’s side of the large, crowded bar. “The brunette is strong. Her soul alone should sustain us for at least six months. As for the blonde . . .”

His gaze drifted over to where Kat lay surrounded by humans who didn’t appear aware of how she’d gotten hurt. No doubt the Daimons were using their powers to fog the minds of the humans around them to keep them from interfering.

“Well,” he continued ominously, “a little snack never hurt anyone.”

He grabbed her arm at the same time the Daimon holding her let go.

Unwilling to go quietly to her slaughter, Cassandra reverted to her strict and intensive training. She stepped back into the arms of the Daimon behind her and brought her heel down on his instep.

He cursed.

She buried her fist into the stomach of the Daimon before her, then darted between the other two and headed for the door.

With his inhuman speed, the tallest Daimon cut her off halfway there. A cruel smile curved his lips as he pulled her viciously to a stop.

She kicked out, but he prevented her from hurting him.

“Don’t.” His deep voice was mesmerizing and filled with the promise of lethal harm should she disobey him.

Several people in the bar turned to look at them, but one vicious glare from the Daimon and they headed off.

No one would help her.

None dared.

But it wasn’t over yet . . . She would never surrender to them.

Before she could attack again, the front door of the club swung open with an arctic blast.

As if he sensed something even more evil than himself, the Daimon turned his head toward the door.

His eyes widened in panic.

Cassandra turned to see what held him transfixed and then she, too, couldn’t tear her gaze away.

The wind and snow swirled into the entranceway around a man who stood at least six feet six.

Unlike most people who walked around in ten-degree weather, the newcomer wore only a long, thin black leather coat that rippled with the wind. He had on a solid black sweater, biker boots, and a pair of tight black leather pants that hugged a lean, hard body that beckoned with wild, sexual promise.

He had the confident, deadly swagger of a man who knew he had no equal. Of a man who dared the world to try and take him on.

It was the gait of a predator.

And it made her blood run cold.

Had his hair been blond, she would have presumed him another Daimon. But this man was something else entirely.

His shoulder-length jet-black hair was blown back from a perfectly sculpted face that caused her heart to pound. His black eyes were cold. Steely. His face was set and impassive.

Neither pretty, nor feminine, the man was such a Powdered Donut, he wouldn’t even have to share it in her bed!

Drawn like a homing beacon, and oblivious to the crowd in the bar, the newcomer swept his dark, deadly gaze from one Daimon to the next, until it settled on the one by her side.

A slow, evil smile spread over his handsome face, displaying the tiniest hint of fangs.

He headed straight for them.

The Daimon cursed, then pulled her in front of him.

Cassandra fought his hold, until he took a gun out of his pocket and held it to her temple.

Screams and shouts erupted in the bar as people ran for cover.

The other Daimons moved to stand by his side into what appeared to be a battle formation.

The newcomer gave a low, sinister laugh as he sized them up. The light in his jet eyes told her how much he looked forward to the fight.

His gaze actually goaded them.

“Bad form to take a hostage,” he said in a deep,  smoothly accented voice that rumbled like thunder. “Especially when you know I’m going to kill you anyway.”

In that instant, Cassandra knew who and what the newcomer was.

He was a Dark-Hunter—an immortal warrior who spent eternity hunting down and executing the Daimons who fed off human souls. They were the defenders of mankind and the personification of Satan for her people.

She’d heard of them all her life, but much like the bogey-man, she’d attributed them to urban legends.

But the man before her wasn’t a figment of her imagination. He was real, and he looked every bit as deadly as the stories she’d heard.

“Out of my way, Dark-Hunter,” the Daimon holding her said, “or I’ll kill her.”

Appearing amused by the threat, the Dark-Hunter shook his head like a parent scolding an angry child. “You know, you should have stayed in your bolt-hole one more day. Tonight’s Buffy night, and it’s a whole new episode, too.”

The Dark-Hunter paused to sigh irritably. “Have you  any idea how angry it makes me that I have to come out here in the freezing cold to slay you when I could be at home all toasty warm, watching Sarah Michelle Gellar kick ass in a halter top?”

The Daimon’s arms shook as he tightened his grip on Cassandra. “Get him!”

The Daimons attacked at once. The Dark-Hunter caught the first one by the throat. In one fluid motion, he picked the Daimon up and slammed him against the wall where he held him in a tight fist.

The Daimon whimpered.

“What are you, a baby?” the Dark-Hunter asked.  “Jeez, if you’re going to kill humans, the least you could do is learn to die with some dignity.”

A second Daimon dove for his back. As the Dark-Hunter twisted his lower body, a long, evil-looking knife shot out of the toe of his boot. He buried the blade in the center of the Daimon’s chest.

Instantly, the Daimon exploded into powder.

The Daimon in the Dark-Hunter’s grip flashed his long canine teeth as he tried to bite and kick him. The Dark-Hunter tossed him into the arms of the third Daimon.

They stumbled back and landed in a heap on the floor.

The Dark-Hunter shook his head at the two Daimons as they stumbled over each other, trying to regain their feet.

More attacked and he cut through them with an ease that was as scary as it was morbidly beautiful.

“Come on, where did you learn to fight?” he asked as he killed two more. “Miss Manners’ School for Girls?” He sneered contemptuously at the Daimons. “My baby sister could hit harder than you when she was three years old. Damn, if you’re going to turn Daimon, the least you could do is take a few fighting lessons so you can make my boring job more interesting.” He sighed wearily and looked up at the ceiling. “Where are the Spathi Daimons when you need them?”

While the Dark-Hunter was distracted, the Daimon holding her moved the gun from her temple and fired four shots into him.

The Dark-Hunter turned very slowly toward them.

Fury descending over his face, he glared at the Daimon who had shot him. “Have you no honor? No decency? No damn brains? You don’t kill me with bullets. You just piss me off.”

He looked down at the bleeding wounds in his side, then pulled his coat out so that light shone through the holes in the leather. He cursed again. “And you just ruined my friggin’ favorite coat.”

The Dark-Hunter growled at the Daimon. “For that, you die.”

Before Cassandra could move, the Dark-Hunter whipped his hand toward them. A thin black cord shot out and wrapped itself around the Daimon’s wrist.

Faster than she could blink, the Dark-Hunter closed the distance between them, jerked the Daimon’s wrist, and wrung his forearm.

She stumbled away from the Daimon and pressed herself against the broken jukebox, out of their way.

With one hand still on the Daimon’s arm, the Dark-Hunter grabbed him by the throat and lifted him off his feet. In a graceful arc, he slung the Daimon onto a table. Glasses shattered under the weight of the Daimon’s back. The gun hit the wooden floor with a cold, metallic thud.

“Didn’t your mother ever tell you the only way to kill us is to cut us into pieces?” the Dark-Hunter asked. “You should have brought a wood chipper instead of a gun.”

He glared at the Daimon, who fought desperately against his hold. “Now, let’s see about freeing the human souls you’ve stolen.” The Dark-Hunter pulled a butterfly knife from his boot, twirled it open, and plunged it into the Daimon’s chest.

The Daimon decayed instantly, leaving nothing behind.

The last two ran for the door.

They didn’t get far before the Dark-Hunter pulled a set of throwing knives out from under his coat and sent them  flying with deadly precision into the backs of the fleeing killers. The Daimons exploded, and his knives hit the floor ominously.

With an unbelievably deliberate calmness, the Dark-Hunter headed for the exit. He paused only long enough to retrieve his knives from the floor.

Then he left as quickly and silently as he’d come.

Cassandra struggled to breathe as the people in the bar came out of hiding and went berserk. Thankfully, even Kat pushed herself up and stumbled toward her.

Her friends came running up to her.

“Are you okay?”

“Did you see what he did?”

“I thought you were dead!”

“Thank God, you’re still alive!”

“What did they want with you?”

“Who were those guys?”

“What happened to them?”

She barely heard the voices that hit her ears so fast and blended that she couldn’t tell who asked what question. Cassandra’s mind was still on the Dark-Hunter who’d come to her rescue. Why had he bothered to save her?

She had to know more about him . . .

Before she could think better of it, Cassandra ran after him, looking for a man who shouldn’t be real.

Outside, blaring sirens filled the air and were getting progressively louder. Someone in the bar must have called the police.

The Dark-Hunter was halfway down the block before she caught up to him and pulled him to a stop.

His face impassive, he looked down at her with those deep, dark eyes. Eyes so black that she couldn’t detect the pupils. The wind whipped his hair around his chiseled features and the cloud from his breath mingled with hers.

It was freezing out, but his presence warmed her so much that she didn’t even feel it.

“What are you going to do about the police?” she asked. “They’ll be looking for you.”

A bitter smile tugged at the edges of his lips. “In five minutes no human in that bar will ever remember they saw me.”

His words surprised her. Was that true of all Dark-Hunters? “Will I forget too?”

He nodded.

“In that case, thank you for saving my life.”

Wulf paused. It was the first time anyone had ever thanked him for being a Dark-Hunter.

He stared at the wealth of tight, strawberry-blond curls that cascaded without order around her oval face. She wore her long hair plaited down her back. And her hazel-green eyes were filled with a brilliant vitality and warmth.

Though she wasn’t a great beauty, her features had a quiet charm that was inviting, tempting.

Against his will, he reached his hand up to touch her jaw, just below her ear. Softer than velvet, her delicate skin warmed his cold fingers.

It had been so long since he last touched a woman.

So long since he had last tasted one.

Before he could stop himself, he leaned down and captured those parted lips with his own.

Wulf growled at the taste of her as his body roared to life. He’d never sampled anything sweeter than the honey of her mouth. Never smelled anything more intoxicating than her clean, rose-scented flesh.

Her tongue danced with his as her hands clutched at  his shoulders, pressing him closer to her. He became hard and stiff with the thought of how soft her body would be in other places.

And in that moment, he wanted her with an urgency that stunned him. It was a desperate need he hadn’t felt in a long, long time.

Cassandra’s senses swirled at the unexpected contact of his lips on hers. She’d never known anything like the power and hunger of his kiss.

The faint smell of sandalwood clung to his flesh and he tasted of beer and wild, untamed masculinity.

Barbarian.

It was the only word to describe him.

His arms flexed around her as he plundered her mouth masterfully.

He wasn’t just deadly to Daimons. He was deadly to a woman’s senses. Her heart hammered as her entire body burned, wanting a mad taste of his strength inside her.

She kissed him desperately.

He cupped her face in his hands while he nibbled her lips with his teeth. His fangs. Suddenly, he deepened his kiss as he ran his hands over her back, pressing her closer to those lean, masculine hips so that she could feel just how hard and ready he was for her.

She felt him all the way down her entire being. Every hormone in her body sizzled.

She wanted him with a ferocity that terrified her. Not once in her life had she known such hot, wrenching desire, especially not for a stranger.

She should be pushing him away.

Instead, she wrapped her arms around his broad, rock-hard shoulders and held him tight. It was all she could do not to reach down, unzip those pants, and guide him  straight into the part of her that throbbed with demanding need.

Part of her didn’t even care that they were on the street. It wanted him right here. Right now. No matter who or what saw them. It was an alien part of herself that scared her.

Wulf fought the urgency inside him that demanded he pin her to the brick wall beside them and have her wrap those long, shapely legs of hers around his waist. To push her sinfully short skirt up over her hips and bury himself deep inside her body until she screamed out his name in sweet release.

Dear gods, how he ached to possess her.

If only he could . . .

Reluctantly, he pulled back from her embrace. He ran his thumb over her swollen lips and wondered what she would feel like writhing beneath him.

Worse, he knew he could have her. He had tasted her desire fully. But once he was finished with her, she would have no memory of him.

No memory of his touch. His kiss.

His name . . .

Her body would only soothe his for a few minutes.

It would do nothing to ease the loneliness in his heart that yearned for someone to remember him.

“Good-bye, my sweet,” he whispered, touching her lightly on the cheek before he turned around.

He would remember their kiss forever.

She wouldn’t recall him at all . . .

 



 



Cassandra couldn’t move as the Dark-Hunter walked away from her.

By the time he had vanished into the night, she had completely forgotten he’d ever existed.

“How did I get out here?” she asked as she wrapped her arms around her to banish the biting cold.

Her teeth chattering, she ran back into the bar.




Chapter 2

Wulf was still thinking of the unknown woman when he pulled his dark green Expedition into his five-car garage. He frowned at the sight of the red Hummer parked against the far wall, and turned his car off.

What the hell was Chris doing home? He was supposed to be spending the night at his girlfriend’s house.

Wulf went inside to find out.

He found Chris in the living room, putting together a huge . . . something. It had metallic arms and things that reminded him of a poorly designed robot.

Chris’s wavy black hair was sticking out in front as if he’d been tugging at it in frustration. There were parts and papers strewn all over the room, along with various tools.

Wulf watched in wry amusement as Chris battled the long, metallic post he was trying to fit into the base.

As Chris worked, one of the arms fell and smacked him on the head.

Cursing, he dropped the post.

Wulf laughed. “Been watching QVC again?”

Chris rubbed the back of his head as he kicked at the base. “Don’t start with me, Wulf.”

“Boy,” Wulf said sternly, “you better check that tone.”

“Yeah, yeah, ya scare me,” Chris said irritably. “I’m even wetting my pants while in your terrifying, gut-wrenching presence. See me shiver and quiver? Ooo, ahhh, ooo.”

Wulf shook his head at his Squire. The boy had no sense whatsoever to taunt him. “I knew I should have taken you out in the woods as an infant and left you there to die.”

Chris snorted. “Ooo, nasty Viking humor. I’m actually surprised my father didn’t have to present me to you for inspection at birth. Good thing you couldn’t afford the  barnaútbur∂r, huh?”

Wulf glared at him—not that he thought for one second it would do any good. It was only force of habit. “Just because you’re the last of my bloodline doesn’t mean I have to put up with you.”

“Yeah, I love you, too, Big Guy.” Chris went back to his project.

Wulf shrugged his coat off, then draped it over the back of his couch. “I swear, I’m going to cancel our cable subscription if you keep this up. Last week it was the weight bench and rowing machine. Yesterday that facial thing, and now this. Have you seen the crap in the attic? It looks like a rummage sale.”

“This is different.”

Wulf rolled his eyes. He’d heard that one before. “What the hell is it, anyway?”

Chris didn’t pause as he set the arm back up. “It’s a sun lamp. I thought you might be tired of your pasty-pale complexion.”

He looked at him drolly. Thanks to his mother’s dark Gaulish genes, Wulf wasn’t really pale, especially given the fact that he hadn’t been in daylight in over a thousand years. “Christopher, I happen to be a Viking in the middle  of winter in Minnesota. Lack of a deep tan goes with the whole Nordic territory. Why do you think we raided Europe anyway?”

“Because it was there?”

“No, we wanted to thaw out.”

Chris flipped him off. “Just wait, you’ll thank me for this once I get it hooked up.”

Wulf stepped over the pieces. “Why are you here, screwing with this? I thought you had a date tonight.”

“I did, but twenty minutes after I got to her place, Pam broke up with me.”

“Why?”

Chris paused to give him a hateful, sullen stare. “She thinks I’m a drug dealer.”

Wulf was completely stunned by that unexpected declaration. Chris was barely six feet tall, with a gangly frame, and an honest, open face.

The most “illegal” thing the boy had ever done was to walk past a Salvation Army Santa Claus, once, without dropping money into the kettle.

“What made her think that?” Wulf asked.

“Well, let’s see. I’m twenty-one, and I drive a custom-built, armor-plated Hummer worth about a quarter million dollars, with bulletproof tires and windows. I live on a remote, massive estate outside of Minnetonka all alone as far as anyone knows, except for the two bodyguards who trail me whenever I leave the property. I keep weird hours. You usually page me three or four times while I’m on a date to tell me to get down to business and give you an heir. And she accidentally saw some of your oh-so-wonderful toys I picked up from your weapons dealer in the cargo storage.”

“Those weren’t sharpened, were they?” Wulf interrupted. Chris was never allowed to handle sharpened  weapons. The fool might cut off a vital body part or something.

Chris sighed and ignored the question as he continued his tirade. “I tried to tell her I was independently wealthy, and liked to collect swords and knives, but she didn’t go for it.” He pinned Wulf with another glacial stare. “You know, there are times when this job really bites. And the pun was intended.”

Wulf took his bad temper in stride. Chris was perpetually irritated at him, but since Wulf had raised the boy from the instant he was born and Chris was the last surviving member of his bloodline, Wulf was extremely tolerant of him. “So sell the Hummer, buy a Dodge, and move into a trailer.”

“Oh, yeah, right. Remember when I traded the Hummer for an Alpha Romeo last year? You burned the car and bought me a new Hummer and threatened to lock me in my room with a hooker if I ever did it again. And as for the perks . . . Have you bothered to look around this place? We have a heated indoor pool, a theater with surround sound, two cooks, three maids, and a pool guy I get to boss around, not to mention all kinds of other fun toys. I’m not about to leave Disneyland. It’s the only good part in this arrangement. I mean, hell, if my life has to suck there’s no way I’m going to live in the Mini-Winni. Which knowing you, you’d make me park out front anyway with armed guards standing watch in case I get a hangnail.”

“Then you’re fired.”

“Bite me.”

“You’re not my type.”

Chris tossed a wrench at his head.

Wulf caught it, and dropped it to the floor. “I’m never going to get you married off, am I?”

“Damn, Wulf. I’m barely legal. I have plenty of time left to have kids who can remember you, okay? Sheez, you’re worse than my father was. Duty, duty, duty.”

“You know, your father was only—”

“Eighteen when he married my mother. Yes, Wulf, I know. You only tell me that three or four times an hour.”

Wulf ignored him as he continued thinking out loud. “I swear, you are the only man I’ve ever known who missed the whole teenage hormonal surge. Something’s not right with you, boy.”

“I am not taking another friggin’ physical,” Chris snapped. “There’s nothing wrong with me or my abilities other than the fact that I’m not a horn-dog. I would rather get to know a woman first before I take my clothes off in front of her.”

Wulf shook his head. “There is something seriously  wrong with you.”

Chris cursed him in Old Norse.

Wulf ignored his profanity. “Maybe we should look into hiring a surrogate. Maybe buy a sperm bank.”

Chris growled low in his throat, then changed the subject. “What happened tonight? You look even more pissed now than when you left. Did one of the panthers say something nasty to you at their club?”

Wulf grunted as he thought about the Katagaria panther pack who owned the club he’d gone to tonight. They had called him first thing this evening to let him know one of their scouts had spotted a group of unknown Daimons in the city, out on the prowl. It was the same group who had caused some problems for the panthers a few months back.

The Inferno was one of many sanctuaries set up throughout the world where Dark-Hunters, Were-Hunters, and Apollites could gather without fear of an enemy coming at them while they were inside the building. Hell, the were-beasts even tolerated Daimons so long as they didn’t feed on the premises or bring unwanted attention to them.

Even though the Were-Hunters were more than capable of killing the Daimons themselves, as a rule they usually abstained from doing so. After all, they were cousins to the Apollites and Daimons, and as such took a very hands-off approach to dealing with them. Likewise, the Weres weren’t overly tolerant of the Dark-Hunters who killed their cousins. They worked with them when they had to or when it benefitted them, but otherwise kept their distance.

As soon as Dante had been notified the Daimons were heading for his club, he had paged Wulf with an alert.

But as Chris had insinuated, the panthers had a way of being less than friendly to any Dark-Hunter who stayed too long at their place.

Flipping his weapons out of his clothes, Wulf returned them to the armoire against the far wall. “No,” he said, answering Chris’s question. “The panthers were fine. I just thought the Daimons would put up more of a fight.”

“Sorry,” Chris said sympathetically.

“Yeah, me too.”

Chris paused, and by his expression, Wulf could tell the boy had laid aside his ribbing and was trying to cheer him up. “You feel up to training?”

Wulf locked up his weapons. “Why bother? I haven’t had a decent fight in almost a hundred years.” Disgusted with the thought, he rubbed a hand over his eyes, which were sensitive to the bright lights Chris had on. “I think I’ll go insult Talon for a while.”

“Oh, hey!”

Wulf paused to look back at Chris.

“Before you go, say ‘barbecue.’ ”

Wulf groaned at Chris’s usual last resort to attempt to cheer him up. That was a standing joke that Chris had used to irritate him with since Chris was a small child. It stemmed from the fact that Wulf still held on to his ancient Norse accent which made him lilt when he spoke, especially when he said certain words, such as “barbecue.”

“You’re not funny, rugrat. And I am not a Swede.”

“Yeah, yeah. C’mon, make the Swedish Chef noises.”

Wulf growled. “I should never have allowed you to watch The Muppets.” More to the point, he shouldn’t have pretended to be the Swedish Chef when Chris was a child. All it did was give the boy one more thing to aggravate him with.

But still, they were family, and at least Chris was attempting to make him feel better. Not that it was working.

Chris let out a rude noise. “Fine, you decrepit old Viking grump. By the way, my mother wants to meet you. Again.”

Wulf groaned. “Can you put her off another couple of days?”

“I can try, but you know how she is.”

Yes, he did. He’d known Chris’s mother for more than thirty years.

Unfortunately, she didn’t know him at all. Just like everyone else not born of his blood, she forgot him five minutes after he left her presence.

“All right,” Wulf relented. “Bring her over tomorrow evening.”

Wulf headed to the stairs that led to his rooms underneath the house. Like most Dark-Hunters, he preferred to  sleep where there was no possibility of accidental sun exposure. It was one of the very few things that could destroy their immortal bodies.

He opened the door, but didn’t bother with the overhead light since Chris had lit the small candle by his desk. The eyes of a Dark-Hunter were designed to need almost no light. He could see better in the darkness than humans could see in broad daylight.

Taking his sweater off, he gently prodded the four bullet wounds in his side. The bullets had passed cleanly through his flesh and the skin had already started to heal.

The injury stung, but it wouldn’t kill him, and in a couple of days, there would be nothing left except four tiny scars.

He used his black T-shirt to wipe the blood from his side, and went to the bathroom to wash and bandage it.

As soon as he was clean and dressed in a pair of blue jeans and a white T-shirt, Wulf switched on his stereo. The preprogrammed songs started off with Slade’s My Oh My while he grabbed his cordless phone and brought up his computer screen to log on to the Dark-Hunter.com  Web site to update the others on his latest kills.

Callabrax liked to keep up with how many Daimons were slain each month. The Spartan warrior had some weird notion that Daimon crossovers and attacks were related to moon cycles.

Personally, Wulf thought the Spartan had way too much time on his hands. But then, being immortals, they all did.

Sitting in the darkness, Wulf listened to the words of the song as it played.

I believe in woman, my oh my. We all need someone to talk to, my oh my . . .

Against his will, the lyrics conjured up images of his  ancient home, and of a woman with hair as white as the snowfall, and eyes as blue as the sea.

Arnhild.

He didn’t know why he still thought of her after all these centuries, but he did.

He took a deep breath as he wondered what would have happened had he stayed on at his father’s farm and married her. Everyone had expected it.

Arnhild had expected it.

But Wulf had refused. At seventeen, he’d wanted a different life than that of a simple farmer paying taxes to his jarl. He’d wanted adventure, and battles.

Glory.

Danger.

Maybe if he’d loved Arnhild, it might have been enough to keep him home.

And if he’d done that . . .

He’d have been bored out of his friggin’ mind.

Which was his problem tonight. He needed something exciting. Something to stir his blood.

Something like the hot, tempting strawberry-blonde he’d left behind on the street . . .

Unlike Chris, getting naked with a strange woman wasn’t something he shirked from.

Or at least something he used to not shirk from. Of course his willingness to be naked with unknown women was what had led him to his current fate, so maybe Chris had some sense after all.

Seeking a distraction from that irritating thought, Wulf dialed Talon’s number and clicked the remote to change his song over to Led Zeppelin’s “Immigrant Song.”

Talon answered his cell phone at the same time Wulf logged on to the Dark-Hunters’ private message boards.
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