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About My Immortal Assassin


Sometimes revenge and love go hand-in-hand.

Grayson “Gray” Spencer’s life as she knew it was over. Years of torture will do that to a person. Just when she’d given up all hope, someone sacrificed himself to save her and transformed Gray from a human into a mage. Determined to master her powers and exact revenge on those who imprisoned her, she must team up with a posh but sexy demon who will teach her everything… as long as she swears fealty to him.

Dareios protects humankind from harm at the hands of his fellow demons. The highly trained assassin wants nothing to do with the punkish Gray, but her abilities are exactly what he needs to fulfill his mission.

Soon enough, Dareios and Gray are bound together in a secret quest… and a fiery passion that makes the demon question everything he’s ever known. Their feelings threaten not only their hearts, but their entire society. They may survive, but how much will they lose in the process?

My Immortal Assassin is a dark, sexy paranormal romance. If you like feisty heroines, compelling story lines, and steamy chemistry, then you’ll love the standalone third installment of Carolyn Jewel’s My Immoral series.
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PROLOGUE
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Tigran lay supine on a metal table in the room, unable to move. There was nothing he could do but stare at walls covered with writing so old almost no one alive could read them. As one of a race of demonkind thought to be immortal, Tigran had been alive long enough to be familiar with the language. The dire curses were meant to damn what he was. The benedictions were intended to protect the human mage who was preparing to kill him.

His movements were limited by the magic the mage had called down. Though his heart still beat, breathing strained the muscles of his torso. The mage lifted his hands over his head, and Tigran understood the breaths left to him could be counted on two hands. When Tigran drew air into his oxygen-starved lungs, his chest rose slowly toward the instrument of his destruction. When he exhaled, the moment of his death receded.

He averted his eyes from the soot-blackened knife the mage held over his chest, but an afterimage of the blade burned in his head. Death was inevitable. Inescapable. This moment had been his fate since the day he’d been taken into slavery. He welcomed his freedom and embraced the cessation of his physical suffering.

He pushed away the terror of being unable to move, of knowing that honed and gleaming edge would slice through his chest. This life would end in a river of crimson rage.

The human woman was here, and though he was horrified to know she would witness his death, he was glad not to be alone. Because she was here, he would, in a way, live on. She wasn’t one of his kind, but he regretted none of his decisions.

Though he couldn’t move his head to see her, he knew she was here, more terrified than he was. His. Strong enough to keep her wits. He’d chosen well. In his soul, in the very marrow of his being, she was his. There had been days when he imagined meeting her in a life in which he wasn’t enslaved. How different things might have been. Without regret, he had done the unforgivable to her. He’d destroyed her, then remade her, and she had survived and changed them both.

When he told her what was in his heart, when he entered her body with passion and desire that was more than what was required of him, even when he confessed his gratitude and admiration that she had lived through all that he had done to her, she hated the result at the same time that she loved him. She understood how little had been in his control, and that she was alive because of him. She would stay alive because of him.

He loved her with the cold ferocity of a knife blade through his heart.

Light flashed on the descending metal and arced away in a rainbow of impossible colors.

He opened his mind to hers, this human woman he had changed so that he would die having done exactly what he had been commanded he do. She was the instrument of his revenge and his immortality. She was a lie that wasn’t. A deception that had allowed him to defy the mage. And she had agreed to do this for him. For them both.

He reached out to her in the last moments of his life. For the final time, he told her that he loved her.

The knife descended.

His magic boiled up, resisted the pain until even he broke. He screamed into eternity when the mage’s hand closed around his heart. In that final second, the very last to be his, Tigran triggered his magic and pushed out to her.

His last breath came, ended, and he exulted.

He died praying he had given her the power to save herself.


CHAPTER 1
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Dareios kept his arms crossed over his chest while he waited for the human woman to come to. Right now, she was flat on her back in a rather inelegant sprawl. She felt enough like magekind to set off warnings, but he had little to worry about on that account. Magekind, yes, and therefore his enemy, but she was something else, too. Something she shouldn’t be; and that concerned him more than her talent as a magic-using human. Such as it was. Which was insignificant.

That, in itself, was remarkable.

She was also one of his kind; a species of demon reviled by human magic users for their ability to resist and defy and live in freedom. Her mixed state of existence was highly unusual. Unfortunately for her, there weren’t many ways for a born human to possess magic that could only have come from someone like him.

Her eyelids fluttered, but she’d been conscious since long before he saw the color of her irises. An icy blue, fittingly cold for what she was. Her eyes closed again, but her thoughts and emotions remained alive in his head.

“There is no point,” he said, “pretending you are unconscious.”

She moved her leg and winced. Her eyes opened all the way. She looked at him straight on with cold blue eyes. The anima behind her gaze fascinated him. “Is he dead?”

He straightened his sleeve in order to hide his surprise at the question. “No.”

“Shit.” She moved her other leg.

Here in San Francisco, the demonkind enforced the rules against harming, or attempting to harm, humans, whether magic users or not. In turn, the human born were not permitted to harm demons who lived free. The rules were so new that he had to allow she might be one of the ignorant ones. Not everyone knew or accepted that this territory was now controlled by Nikodemus, the demon warlord who had put those rules in place.

He waited until she had more of her wits about her before speaking again. “The only reason I didn’t terminate you for what you did, human, is curiosity about why you tried to kill Christophe dit Menart.”

She pushed herself to a sitting position and looked around. She blinked a few times but didn’t, as he well knew, see anything useful. “Where the hell are we?”

Dareios didn’t answer since it was abundantly clear she was no longer at the site of her assassination attempt.

She made another face while she arched her back. If she knew what he was, she wasn’t showing the usual hostility of the magekind toward the free kin. She did, however, block his psychic connection into her head. Rather neatly. As if she’d had practice. “Well,” she said, affecting a perky smile. “I guess we’re not in Kansas anymore.”

“Were you ever?” He picked a speck of lint off his sleeve before he returned his attention to her. He held her gaze but stayed out of her head. For the moment.

“No.” She wasn’t trying to use her magic. Not any of it. Her right forearm and a quarter-sized area at her right temple were marked with a delicate green tracery that could have been mistaken for tattoos if the lines weren’t swirling under her skin. “Just trying to make a little conversation, that’s all.”

“I am also curious,” he said in a low voice, “to know how you got within inches of making today Christophe’s last on Earth. He’s not usually so careless.”

Sitting, she scooted back until she could lean against the base of the column. “Inches, huh?” Dareios didn’t answer, and she exhaled. She patted the ground in a circle around her. He’d brought her to the Palace of Fine Arts rotunda, an open-air structure of designed to look like a ruin from Greek antiquity. There was nothing of any use to her here. He’d also dampened a perimeter around them so no human wandering by would see them. The precaution also meant she couldn’t see out.

“I disposed of your gun.”

“That cost me good money.” Emotion flashed across her face, gone too quickly for him to identify without a link into her head. “Where is the rat bastard now?”

Knowing dit Menart was out there and pissed off improved Dareios’s mood a good deal. Christophe dit Menart was a problem. The mage was a vocal opponent of the rules and of the very existence of free demonkind. He just barely adhered to the rules when he was San Francisco and not at all anywhere else. The mage had homes in the City and the East Bay. “I am not at liberty to disclose that information.”

“Why not?”

He took his time studying the woman. Like most demons, he was not adept at interpreting the nuances of human expression without a psychic link. Her psychic blocks were quite effective. She looked serious enough, but he couldn’t be confident he was right. He said, “Who are you?”

The woman took her time looking him up and down. “I’m not at liberty to disclose that information.”

He leaned toward her; just a tip of his shoulders in her direction, but enough to make his point. “I am authorized to get the information without your cooperation.”

Her eyes widened, and for the first time since she’d stopped pretending to be unconscious, he locked onto her emotions without having to try. Uncertainty. Then, terror. Quickly suppressed by bravado. Her block clicked back in place. “Fuck you,” she said.

Dareios shrugged. “This will go much better for us both if you answer my questions.” He glanced down, saw that one of his trousers’ legs wasn’t falling in line with his knee, and straightened the crease. “Now. Again. Who are you?”

“Gray.”

He arched an eyebrow.

“All right. Grayson.”

“What am I to make of that response, pray tell?”

The merest beat passed before she answered. Dareios was inclined to think she was about to lie to him.

“Grayson,” she said. “That’s my name.” She rested the back of her head against the pedestal of the column she was leaning against and stared at the rotunda ceiling. She was mildly claustrophobic but hiding it well. “Fine. Grayson Spencer.” She lifted a hand and let it fall to her lap. Her mouth curved, but the result wasn’t much of a smile. “You can call me Gray.”

Interesting attitude. She was a good deal braver than he would have expected from someone in her predicament, confronted, as she was, with someone like him. He had no doubt now that she knew exactly what he was.

Gray brought up one knee. Pale kneecap showed through a frayed rip in her jeans. “Since we’re getting all familiar here, your name is?”

He tipped his head to one side. Either she already knew who he was, or she really was ignorant. Genuine ignorance was to his advantage, and he had no intention of giving that up. “Why did you try to shoot dit Menart?”

“You a friend of his?”

“Does it matter?”

“I tried to kill your friend because he’s a murderer.”

Dareios waited for something more to leak from her thoughts, but nothing did. She had impressive control. Practiced, one might say. Curious. That sort of control indicated a far more powerful witch than she was.

“And a kidnapper. And a rapist. I think that covers the lowlights. Okay if I stand up?”

“Be my guest.”

“If he’s really your friend, I don’t think much of the company you keep.” She stood, and he got his first thorough look at her. Chronologically, she appeared to be in her late twenties, maybe early thirties. You never knew with one of the magekind how old they were. Not from just looking at them. Dit Menart, for example, could pass for twenty-seven or -eight, and he’d been living in Paris before Columbus sailed the ocean blue. There was no way to guess the woman’s true age.

Gray Spencer was tall for a human woman. Five seven or eight, he estimated. Her face was an odd combination of pretty and cute. She was too skinny and dressed like—he had no idea what to call it. It hurt his eyes to look at her clothes.

A man could go blind from just her shoes; high-top canvas sneakers painted in interlocking puzzle shapes of neon orange, blue, and purple that covered every available surface. It must have taken someone hours to complete. One of the laces was nothing but shredded string at the end.

Surely, no one dressed like this on purpose. Ragged black jeans faded to charcoal, a too-small orange and green striped T-shirt that didn’t reach the waist of her tight jeans and short, spiky, improbably red hair that looked like she cut it herself. Without a mirror. Streaks of pink amid the red added to the virulent effect. In contrast to her hair, her eyebrows were dead black. The combination of all that wrongness made her face seem less pretty than in fact it was. A silver skull the size of his thumbnail dangled from a metal bar that pierced her navel. Not a ruby anywhere, and rubies were a gemstone known to enhance magic and therefore prized by the magekind. How curious that she had none.

He started a slow walk around the woman.

She tracked his route to stay facing him. The traceries on her arm and temple moved faster. “What else do you want to know?”

“How long were you apprenticed to dit Menart?”

Her eyebrows drew together in what appeared to be genuine confusion. “Apprenticed?” Her puzzlement came through clearly just from the arrangement of her face. “To Christophe?” She laughed. A wild bitterness edged the sound. “Oh, God, that’s rich.”

“If you weren’t his apprentice, how did you come by the magic that makes you one of the kin?” The smudge on her cheek he’d taken for dirt was, in fact, a fading bruise. Another bruise purpled the back of her other arm, the one without the markings. Dareios focused on her traceries. The color deepened as he watched. The magic was reacting to him. To what he was.

“Admiring my tats?” She lifted her arm. He saw bite marks and another fading bruise on its underside.

“Hardly.”

“They’re not really tattoos.”

“I do not understand your charade of ignorance. You have those traceries, therefore, you know exactly what they are.”

She stared at him, eyes wide. Her lashes were as dark as her eyebrows. “I don’t. I really don’t. When they showed up, there wasn’t anyone around I could ask.” She sounded lost, unbelievable though that was. He jerked his gaze from her arm and studied her face and the bruises. He thought about going into her head and just taking the information he needed, but didn’t. Not yet. “I take it you know what these are?” she said.

“Yes.”

“Mind sharing?”

Dareios was struck by the plaintive note in that simple request. “There is one obvious way for you to have come by those.”

She kept her arms loose as she moved with him. The bruise on the back of her arm continued upward and disappeared underneath her sleeve. A mostly healed cut snaked its way along the side of her throat.

“And, alas for you, not many others.”

“I didn’t do anything.” She lifted her arms and let them drop. “They just showed up.”

He came close enough to take her right hand in his. She flinched at the contact. A flash of her fear came at him with the force of a freight train before she shut him out. Emphatically. That brief contact was enough to confirm what was already obvious to him; psychically, she was a desperate mess. Dareios pulled her hand toward him so her arm stretched between them. His finger hovered over the inside of her forearm, but he did not touch her. Cold blue eyes stayed on him and for a moment, a moment only, she connected with him.

She’s done this before, he thought. He cut her off immediately.

Gray took a step back. He didn’t let go of her hand so she didn’t get far.

“These so very delicate colorings appeared underneath your skin in the forty-eight to seventy-two hours following your murder of the demon whose magic you now hold.”

Her eyes, huge and arctic blue, widened. The paleness of her irises made her pupils seem unnaturally dark.

“I hope the ritual was painful for you, especially after you lost control.” He pushed her hand away. He was guessing about that, of course. “You deserve every agonizing moment you’ve experienced since then.”

“I didn’t perform any ritual, and I didn’t kill anyone.” Her eyes blanked out long enough for Dareios to notice but not long enough to figure out what that meant. There was no great mystery about that. Magically speaking, she was stressed out, and it was taking a physical toll. Chances were high she had recently been self-medicated.

“What drugs did you take before you went after dit Menart?”

“None.” She shoved her hands in her back pockets. She shivered. Just once.

She didn’t look like she was coming off a copa-induced high. Copa would have turned her eyes from pale blue to turquoise. It would, however, make sense for a witch with compromised access to her magic to use copa. She wouldn’t be the first. Or the last. He had no use for witches, and less for the copa addicted ones.

“What are you?” she whispered. He didn’t need to be in her head to know she was afraid. Which, again, was interesting. Not many of the magekind were afraid. Not even when they should be.

He wanted to give her a chance before they did this the hard way, though he had little-to-no expectation of hearing the truth. “If it wasn’t a bungled ritual that left you in this condition, what did? A talisman?”

A talisman was an object containing the spirit of a ritually murdered demon. The magekind carried them to enhance their magical abilities. It was also possible for, say, a witch, to crack one open and take on the magic inside. The procedure was risky, but success conferred longer life and more power. Most mages of sufficient ambition considered it worth the risk, despite the danger. If failure didn’t kill them outright, they died after a degenerative period, not unlike the woman’s current condition.

Her eyebrows drew together. “What? No. It wasn’t a talisman.”

“Then we are back to the ritual, which you deny.”

“I didn’t perform any ritual.” She shook her head. “I couldn’t have.”

He stared into her wide blue eyes and saw the lie there. “I ought to obtain a sanction on you right now.”

“I don’t know what that means. Obtain a sanction on me.”

“Confirm my permission to terminate you.” How could one of the magekind, who had obviously once possessed enough power for a killing ritual, be so bloody ignorant? She had to be lying, but he did not understand why she was bothering. “I will receive it, I assure you.”

“So, what, like you’re an assassin?”

He didn’t answer.

She wasn’t stupid. She knew what his silence meant. The only surprise was that her question had been sarcastic enough for him to catch. The human ground her back teeth so hard he could see her jaw muscles contracting. “There wasn’t any talisman. And I wasn’t the one performing a ritual. It was Christophe.”

“We are back to my question about your apprenticeship with him.”

She looked around the rotunda, trying, he supposed, to penetrate the darkness beyond the perimeter he’d established. Her magic flared up—the magic she’d killed for, not the magic she’d been born with—but it was unfocused, as if she knew how to draw on the power but didn’t know what to do next. How ironic. She’d murdered for that magic and couldn’t use it.

Dareios smiled. There was justice in the world because sooner or later that stolen magic was going to kill her. He let his mind connect with hers until he felt the chaos of her mostly human reactions. Getting past her psychic block wasn’t easy.

“Stop,” she said.

Sensations came at him too fast to examine in the careful manner he preferred with a potential sanction. She felt human. She felt magekind. Most of all, she felt like one of the kin. What he didn’t get from her was evidence that she was a liar. Yet she must be.

She clapped her hands to the sides of her head. “I said, stop it.”

Something wasn’t right, and he disliked not knowing what. He didn’t pull out of her mind, but he stopped looking around. The intensity of her panic unnerved him. “Start talking.”

Her hands fisted at her sides. Her breathing was shallow, her heartbeat a rapid thub-dub in the back of his head. She was seconds from some sort of psychic meltdown.

He took a step closer. She was in serious need of a bath. “Go on.”

She raised her eyes to his, full of anger and resentment that was not directed at him. He cocked his head, more interested now than he had been moments before. “Christophe killed one of his magehelds.”

“And Christophe dit Menart”—he gave the name a subtle emphasis—“did not complete the ritual? Forgive me, but that is difficult to believe.”

Her physical state stabilized, and, with that, her panic receded. She shrugged, her bravado back in place. “He didn’t.”

“You,” he said, “have the dead demon’s magic, and that makes it next to impossible you didn’t do the deed yourself.”

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. Her eyes got big and a bit too focused. “I didn’t kill Tigran.”

Her vocalization of the demon’s name came with a host of conflicting emotions. He didn’t say anything for half a breath. Outside the barrier he’d erected around them, the chill night air penetrated like the memory of cold. Cold but not cold. The fog was coming in.

She wasn’t lying. Impossible as that was, Dareios was sure of that now He was less interested in her denial than the way her voice sounded thick with emotion, how her mouth thinned with, if her body language was to be believed, her effort to keep back tears. You’d think she’d been the victim herself.

“If not you, then who?”

“Christophe,” she said in a choked voice. Her hands clenched and unclenched at her sides, and her eyes stared blankly forward. At nothing. Her shoulders slumped. “I saw it happen.”

“The ritual in question isn’t trivial magic.” Even the late, great, and unlamented mage Álvaro Magellan had been known to have help on hand for that sort of thing, and Magellan had been considered by most to be the most powerful mage ever to have lived.

“No kidding.” She ran a fingertip along her right eyebrow and then rubbed the whorl near her temple. Her hand trembled. Curious. Very curious. She was the color of chalk and that made the traceries stand out even more.

“Presumably, you were assisting dit Menart.”

“Me?” Her gaze snapped to him, and it was laser sharp. Whatever emotional low she’d hit earlier was over. Her expression hardened to ice. “I want to kill that bastard. So, no, I wasn’t helping. I didn’t want to be there.”

“Then why were you?”

“Christophe had a point to prove.”

“Which would be?”

She shivered again, but it didn’t last long. She had a hold of herself now. “Don’t disobey. Ever.”

“And why would he need to prove that to one of his own kind?”

“His own kind. Is that what I am?” She walked to him and didn’t stop until mere inches separated them. “I don’t know what the hell I am anymore.” Her eyes were an uncanny blue. “Have another look. I’ll let you just this once.” One corner of her mouth quirked. He did not find her the least bit amusing. “If you find out what I am, let me know.”

Dareios wondered if she was insane.

“Go ahead,” she whispered. “You have my permission.”

He touched the bottom curve of her eye sockets, pressing that tender skin to feel the shape of the bone itself. First the left, then the right. Humans were fixed to just one form. She had only this so easily damaged, corporeal existence.

He stroked his fingers along the lower rim of her eye. “Gray,” he said, and he heard in his voice the soft silk of a lover. “You understand, don’t you, that if I find you’ve lied, that if you did kill Tigran, things will not go well for you?”

She held his gaze.

“Do you have a different story to tell me?”

“No.” Her eyes, a lighter blue than the sky, met his without fear. This was not insolence from her. She’d made peace with death some time ago. Most of his sanctions never saw him coming, but this woman, she looked into the abyss of what he was with full awareness of the consequences. She was either stupid, insane, or telling him the truth. He wasn’t sure which would be worse.

She stopped shielding herself at all. Not even the minimal protection the kin used as a matter of course. He eased into her head and found anguish. Such overwhelming anguish it was at first impossible to get anything from her but that. She swallowed, blinked twice and managed to pull herself together. Given the state of her emotions, he was impressed she could. Then more impressed when she focused on the events he wanted to know about.

The terror she’d felt that night flowed back to him. Sharp as a knife. Defiance, too. Hopelessness. An image came at him. Dit Menart standing over a body that was familiar to her. Tigran. The mage’s arms were bare, and her memories were detailed enough for him to see the words tattooed on the mage’s skin.

Intimate. A lover. But not dit Menart’s.

Tigran.

The words the mage had said that night carried power that resonated in her still. She’d known what was happening. She’d known Tigran would die and that she could do nothing to stop it. Other images cut in, but they weren’t from the night Tigran died. Her alone with Tigran. Touching. Bodies sliding together. A terrible, keening grief. She’d cut herself off from her emotions and lived when others hadn’t. A room. Bodies entwined. Horror and a cold, deep rage. Dit Menart’s knife descending. Such pain and anger. Everything mixed up, out of order.

She gripped his wrists hard. She was breaking down, psychically and mentally. Shaken and horrified by what he’d found there, he withdrew from his link to her. She wasn’t lying about what dit Menart had done or about her lack of participation. She had been as much a prisoner as Tigran.


CHAPTER 2
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Gray’s legs were wobbly, and she was feeling lightheaded with the aftereffects of the demon’s tromp through her head. As a consequence, she held onto his upper arms so she wouldn’t fall over. She was aware, too, that her stomach was sore where his arm had been clenched around her right after she’d shot at, and missed, Christophe. Her head was sore, too, but that was from having the guy look around the way he had.

She focused on the demon because it helped pull her away from the memories he’d been after. A more satanically lovely man she’d never seen, if you liked a face that was all angles and no charity. The weird thing was that while he was digging through her memories, he’d left her with an impression of her own; intense loneliness.

The demon cocked his head and lifted one eyebrow. Even his expression of irritated curiosity was lovely. Completely normal for a powerful demon. As she recovered from their psychic link, her brain started to process more than the demon across from her. Like where she was, as in not with Christophe. Not under Christophe’s control. Not a prisoner anymore.

“You tried to kill dit Menart because he murdered Tigran.” He sounded like he was having trouble believing it.

“That’s one of the reasons, yes.” Her back was about four feet from one of the rotunda columns to the water side of one of the most photographed landmarks in the City, short of the Golden Gate Bridge and the painted Victorians. Splashes from the fountain in the middle of the pond landed on the water with musical tones. Under different circumstances, the sound might have been soothing, except she could hear the fountain, not see it. She couldn’t penetrate the veil of shadow he’d drawn around them.

“The other reasons? If you don’t mind sharing.”

She had to block herself off so she could answer him without breaking down. This wasn’t someone who was going to take pity on the human woman. “Tigran. Like I said.” She was still shaky, but it occurred to her she might be safer not touching him. His human form was perfect down to the smallest detail. Even if he didn’t have arms hard with muscle, he could break her in half. He could kill her with a thought if he wanted to. “And the fact that Christophe kidnapped me.”

“Revenge.” He nodded, like that made perfect sense. It did in her world. If it made sense in his, they had something in common.

“Partly. Maybe mostly. One of the benefits of killing him was getting his magehelds off my back. They’ve been looking for me. But that wasn’t Tigran’s idea. To kill Christophe.” She shrugged. “I thought of that on my own.” Her throat got thick again. “After.” She swallowed hard and gestured with one hand. “You know.”

“What were you supposed to be doing instead?”

She studied him without caring that it was rude. Her heart beat faster as she considered the risks of telling him more of the truth. His hair wasn’t black the way she’d thought at first. It was dark, dark brown and barely skimmed his shoulders. His clothes were straight out of GQ: expensive black trousers, expensive black pullover sweater, and expensive shiny black shoes. “According to Tigran,” she said, “there are free demons in San Francisco.”

By which she meant demons who weren’t enslaved by a mage the way Tigran had been. The question here was whether he was one of them, or, if he wasn’t, what mage held him.

“Really?” he said.

She absolutely could not read his expression. “Supposedly, they’re headed by a warlord calling himself Nikodemus. I was supposed to try to find him. Or someone who knows where I can find him.”

“For what purpose?”

“To ask for refuge. To get help with what I am now. Because, you know, I’m not what I used to be. And Tigran… um… Right. He isn’t around to help me, and it’s just not what I imagined. I mean, he told me what it would be like, but this is…” A bus she couldn’t see rumbled along one of the surrounding streets. She had no idea what time it was. Middle of the day? Middle of the night? There was always noise, and people, and activity here regardless of the time of day. Only no one could see her or the demon. In an arc that extended maybe six feet past his shoulder, the rotunda lighting was out, smothered by the same kind of magic that was giving her chills. The way these things usually worked, anyone looking in would see and hear nothing of whatever went on inside. “Do you know where I can find Nikodemus?”

The demon didn’t answer, and she got the sinking feeling she’d done something far more dangerous than failing to kill Christophe. His dark eyes flickered as if there were something moving behind them; a whole other world, maybe. Tigran’s eyes used to do that, too. “Perhaps,” he said, “you ought to come with me.”

She wasn’t necessarily opposed to that. But she wasn’t an idiot, either. “Where?”

His scowl deepened. “Wherever I tell you to go.”

“No.” She knew that was the wrong answer, but there was a whole different set of boundaries for her now. “I’m done with having no control over what happens to me. I’m not going anywhere with you just because you say so.”

His eyes flickered with specks of copper and purple then settled back to normal. “Understood. But that does leave us at an impasse.”

She shrugged.

“For the near future, I will not sanction you nor seek one. You are safe with me for the foreseeable future. However, I cannot guarantee anyone else’s good behavior. Including dit Menart or his magehelds.”

A thought occurred to her. “Are you Nikodemus?”

He laughed. “Hardly.”

“I guess that would have been too much of a coincidence.”

“Not too much more,” he said, with a wry twist of his mouth.

“Do you know him?”

All he did was lift his eyebrows.

“Have you met him?” Still no answer. “Do you know of him?” More silence. “You heard the name once? Someone told you about him? Jesus, what is your problem?”

“You ask too many questions.”

“You aren’t very good at answering them.”

“No. I’m not.” He took a step back with the result that her hands slid off his arms. “Shall we go?”

Her hands felt cold now that she wasn’t touching him. “The last thing you’re supposed to do is go anywhere with someone you think might be a killer.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

This time, she was the one who laughed.

The demon gave her a sideways look, part irritated, part amused. “I intend to take you where you can bathe before we discuss your situation and what might be done about it.”

“That’s not very specific.” Should she trust him? No.

“If you do not accompany me, dit Menart’s magehelds will find you. That is guaranteed.”

“A shower would be nice.”

He gave her what was almost a bow, like he thought it was a hundred years ago when women were pampered. Unless they were poor, of course. Then they worked like horses and no one bowed or opened doors for them. “Come along, then.”

“Well.” She shoved her hands in her back pockets. “I’m not so sure that’s a good idea. I don’t even know who you are. Or who you know. If you know anybody.”

“You know what I am. I should think that is sufficient.”

She tapped her sneakered foot on the ground. “You stopped me from killing Christophe.”

“I am bound, at present, to see that no harm comes to any of the magekind currently in this territory.” His fathomless gaze gave her chills. “That means, much to my regret, dit Menart. And you, Gray,” he said softly. “Since you are also magekind.”

She snorted. “Magekind? Me?”

“Enough that it matters.” He picked a speck of something off the sleeve of his sweater. She wondered if he was doing that to hide the flickering change of his eyes. “This is not the place for us to discuss your future. Or who I might or might not know.”

Her stomach roiled. An enslaved demon was dangerous. Possibly more dangerous than a free one. She was fucked if he was. “Are you mageheld?”

His gaze shot up to meet hers.

“At least answer that question.”

He smiled, and it was a killer smile. He touched the center of his chest and for a second there she was convinced he was in pain. His mouth quirked. “What if I’ve been instructed to lie if asked that question?”

“Exactly.”

“I am bound—” His voice just missed being a growl.

Gray’s heart kicked up.

“—by my free choice.”

She stared at him, a chill crawling down her spine. “Magehelds are slaves, pure and simple.”

Tigran had warned her that once she had his magic, she wouldn’t be able to feel a mageheld, only the free kin. Except there’d been a hiccup with that. She’d sure as hell felt Christophe’s magehelds. She still didn’t know if this demon was free—he’d just said he wasn’t—or if he was mageheld. How was she supposed to tell, when nothing was working the way Tigran had said?

“Bound, yes,” the demon said. “But not bound to a mage, human. To a warlord.” He continued without letting her object. His eyes weren’t brown anymore. They were purple. “I am no one’s slave.” He wouldn’t look away, but she wasn’t going to be the one who blinked even though he scared the hell out of her. “I am one of the free kin.”

“I’m not anyone’s slave either,” she said. “Not anymore. Not ever again.”

The demon went completely still. If he was breathing, she sure couldn’t tell. Then he nodded, touching his fingertips to his sternum again and then to his forehead. She had the weird idea that he made the second motion out of respect. He said, “Then we understand each other. Now, shall we go, Gray?”

She nodded, and the blackness around them slowly faded. City noises got louder. The smell of exhaust turned the air acrid. A foggy mist curled off the water behind the Rotunda. She heard, saw, and felt the rumble of traffic on the street.

They walked in complete silence the couple of blocks to Baker Street. They were near Bay Street when he pulled out a key fob and pushed the button. A few feet away, headlights flickered on. She looked over at him. “A Volvo?”

“As you can see.”

“Not what I expected someone like you would drive.”

“Is that so?”

“A Porsche seems more your style. Or…” Her knowledge of high-performance cars started and stopped with Porsche, so she just waved her hand as if she knew more but couldn’t be bothered with an extensive list. “Something less soccer-momish than that thing.”

“You’ll have to bear up under the disappointment.” He smiled, and boy, the things his smile did for his face. That was the whole problem with powerful demons. They passed for human with frightening ease.

As he opened the passenger door for her, Gray had a weird, displaced conviction that he was her date and was intent on scoring points for gallantry. He was all dressed up, for one thing. Like he wanted to look good and make an impression. And he’d opened the door for her.

While she stepped around him to get in, he said, “What now?” under his breath.

A burst of heat zinged through her chest and set off a rush of adrenaline. She would have run as fast as her weightless body would take her except he put a hand on the back of her neck and murmured, “Remain calm. You are under my protection.”

So she stood there like a complete dunce while Christophe dit Menart came around the nearest corner and walked toward them, his seven mageheld bodyguards in tow.


CHAPTER 3
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“Shit,” Gray whispered. Fear threatened to swallow her whole. She’d been had. Fucking had, and it was her fault for not running like hell the minute she had the chance.

Christophe and his bodyguards sauntered toward the car like Christophe was king and everyone was supposed to be on their knees before him. The mage was working his magic for maximum effect, so she wasn’t surprised that her pulse raced until she could hardly breathe.

One of the bodyguards growled. The sound made the hair on the back of her neck stand up. Christophe liked it when people were afraid of him. He made sure his magehelds were good at being mean and nasty. They specialized in killing with terror.

Maybe Christophe expected to be treated like royalty, but he dressed like a professional slacker. He wore the same clothes he’d had on when she’d gotten to him earlier in the evening: black zip-up hoodie, unzipped, black jeans, sneakers, and a T-shirt. He was slender, just shy of six feet tall. With his head of curly dark hair and his boyish face, he was a good-looking man. A row of piercings lined the outer edge of one ear. In one form or another—stud, bead, cabochon, or faceted gem—each earring contained a ruby.

One of Christophe’s favorite tricks was cranking up the desperation in the people around him, enhancing feelings of hopelessness, amplifying insecurities. She’d always thought of it as the emotional equivalent of pulling the wings off insects. Usually, she wasn’t susceptible. She’d learned the hard way how to shield herself, but right now, none of her defenses were in place. With Christophe’s magic pulling at her like an undertow, she struggled to stay free of the fear he wanted to instill in her.

“All will be well,” the demon said in a low voice.

Liar. Liar. Liar. This wasn’t an accident, them meeting Christophe.

He released her and stood on the sidewalk like he didn’t have a worry in the world. Cold air swept over her skin where his fingers had been. Despite the lack of physical contact, a spot at the base of her skull tingled with an awareness of him. She did her best to shut it out, but she didn’t have much luck.

Christophe and his magehelds kept walking toward them. The demon slipped his fob into his trouser pocket and left that hand hanging free at his side. She didn’t realize she’d backed up until her legs hit the side of the car. The minute she came in contact with the cold metal, an unpleasant realization slammed into her.

The demon had been messing with her mind, too. Soothing her instead of terrifying her. Eroding her natural suspicions, making her think he might be a free demon who could take her to Nikodemus. Like any good mageheld, he’d lied to her from word one. He was relaxed now because he’d known all along this would happen. He was going to give her back to Christophe.

She said, “Screw you.”

He turned his head to get a look at her, eyebrows lifted. “I beg your pardon?”

“Your word, my ass. I never should have listened to you. Never. You planned this.” She shot a glance in Christophe’s direction. “Meeting up with him.”

His eyes narrowed at her. “No.”

“I won’t go back.” She looked around the darkened street. There wasn’t much chance she could escape. The demon had planted himself in front of her, ostensibly to make himself a barrier between her and Christophe, but the fact was, his position blocked her in. She didn’t think that was a coincidence either. Even if she managed to slide from behind him and run for it, Christophe would send one of his magehelds after her, and she couldn’t outrun a mageheld under orders.

Whoever he sent would catch her. If she knew Christophe at all, he’d have given the mageheld wide latitude about what he could do to her when he caught up.

She’d rather die.

“Dit Menart,” the demon said in a voice of reason and patience. “What is this?”

She took long, slow breaths to calm herself. Her chest hollowed out, and the power she’d had since Tigran’s death got all tangled up inside her in one big painful knot of tension she had no idea how to release. Her right arm twitched as whatever the hell those markings were curled and slid underneath her skin. Her head might just explode.

The mage stopped walking. “Demon.”

“Good evening.” The demon’s voice was calm, but he managed to sound annoyed. The back of her head crackled with electricity. He walked forward like he really, truly, believed Christophe had no power to harm him.

Christophe had come to a stop in the dip of a driveway. Behind him was a white stucco house with a wooden gate to one side that would lead to the rear of the house. If she got close enough while they were distracted with each other, she could jump the gate and take off, one backyard after another.

That was if her first strike made it through Christophe’s heart. She wasn’t going to delude herself about her chances of getting free without killing the mage. If he didn’t die, she was as good as caught. And then she was as good as dead. If she was lucky.

She was counting on the likelihood that the magehelds would fight the compulsion to save Christophe once he was dying because when it was over, they’d be free. They might not come after her right away. If they were in pursuit when he died, they’d stop. The only demon she needed to escape from after that happened, fingers crossed, was the freak in black, and that meant she had to be fast. An adrenaline rush would propel her once Christophe was down and hopefully she could vault over that gate while the magehelds were disoriented from the dissolving bond to their mage.

Or, things could go terribly wrong, and she’d die. Or the demon could stop her, and she’d die. Either one was better than ending up back with Christophe. She scanned the area again, trying to pick out where he might have stashed more magehelds.

Ten feet past the mage, an elm tree shadowed the sidewalk and street. She could just make out the mageheld lurking in the dark. She felt him more than she saw him. His magic drew her notice and, in some bizarre way she didn’t yet understand, she saw the mageheld more clearly because of that.

Two of the mageheld bodyguards split off from Christophe. One of them walked a few paces into the street, blocking off the most obvious escape route. The other one took up a position at the opposite corner of the block. The one by the tree was probably too far away to stop her. That left the three who kept themselves glued to Christophe, and the demon she wasn’t entirely sure about. Maybe he wouldn’t care once Christophe was dead.

She stuck her hand in her back pocket to palm the metal pick there. With the side of her thumb, she worked off the wad of tape that blunted the sharp end. Duct tape wound around the other end provided her with a grip. The demon hadn’t looked around her head quite thoroughly enough to find out she had it. Shooting Christophe hadn’t been her only option. Just the easiest.

She pressed her finger to the business end of her makeshift weapon and yes, the tip was damned sharp. If she was going to die tonight, she was sure as heck going to do her best to take Christophe with her.

The buzzing in her chest from all the magic she couldn’t do anything with had settled into a constant, low-grade vibration. The back of her head wouldn’t stop tingling and was getting worse. For half a second, she considered stabbing the demon before she went after Christophe, but there was no way she’d do him fatal injury even if it turned out she was fast enough. Christophe needed to go down. Anyone else was a waste of time.

The moment her decision clicked into place, she was just as calm as the demon appeared to be. Earlier in the day, when she’d ambushed Christophe with her black-market Magnum—she’d bought the biggest gun she could afford—she’d had a similar reaction. Her fear slid away, leaving her in a state of hyper-awareness. No emotions to get in the way. She saw better; her mind worked faster. She knew exactly how she was going to do this.

The freak turned his back on Christophe. From experience Gray knew that wasn’t wise; turning your back on a mage. She admired his balls for doing it, though. The demon got close enough to her to touch her if he wanted. The tingle in the back of her head flashed hot.

He outranks me.

He can crush me without trying.

She felt like a goddamned dog being forced to acknowledge the alpha wolf.

“Try anything with the mage,” he said in a low voice, “and I will terminate you. You have been warned. I can make no further exceptions for you.”

She gripped her pick, keeping her hand behind her back. Her stomach tied itself into one monstrous knot, but she didn’t acknowledge the reaction. “Stay out of my head, freak. And while you’re at it, take your fancy clothes and your bad attitude and go to hell.”

“I did not lie to you, Gray.”

She made a point of looking around his shoulder at Christophe. “Oh, look, there’s Christophe and seven of his biggest, meanest magehelds.” She tipped her chin up to look into his face. “I don’t give a shit what you want.”

She didn’t. She really didn’t. All she wanted was her chance to take down Christophe for what he’d done to Tigran, and to her, and her sister, and make sure he didn’t ever do it to anyone else.

A smile curved the assassin’s austere mouth. For some reason that made her awareness of him feel like a living thing, echoing there in the back of her head. “Then you will be dead, and Christophe will still be alive.”

Gray stared into eyes so dark they were nearly black. His lashes were insanely long. If he were human, she’d be thinking his eyes were pretty. But he wasn’t. All he was right now was in her way.

“Tell me, Grayson Spencer, is that the revenge you planned? To leave him alive and Tigran unavenged?”

He didn’t wait for her answer. He turned his back on her and faced the mage. She had the unsettling feeling he knew all about her makeshift pick but didn’t consider it a threat. She glared at his back and thought, as hard and as intensely as she could: bastard.

If he picked up on her epithet, he gave no sign of it.

Christophe and the three magehelds who’d stayed close to him took up the entire sidewalk and then some. If this broke into a fight, how the hell were they going to keep mundane humans from seeing something they shouldn’t? From what she’d seen and heard from Tigran, that was one rule the magekind took seriously: Never let the vanillas know there was any such thing as magic.

There wasn’t much traffic, but there wasn’t none, either. They were on a residential side street so there was less chance someone would come along. Less, but not none. In her experience, though, people didn’t like it when you stood under their windows in the dark morning hours and carried on a conversation. Idiots on the street late at night were never as quiet as they thought.

“Is there something you need, dit Menart?” the demon asked.

“You have her in custody.” He rubbed his hands together. “Excellent.”

His English was accented, but the accent tended to come and go. Most of the time he sounded British. Every so often, particularly if he was angry, he lapsed into French-accented English or, even, outright French.

The demon lifted his hands. “She is here, as you can see. As to custody? I’m not sure what you mean.”

The air took on an electric buzz that sizzled along her arms and down her spine. Underneath her skin, the whorls of green slithered and twisted more and more quickly. Sweat trickled down her back. The demon became a blazing awareness in her head.

At last, Christophe’s attention settled on her. The vibration in her chest kicked up. Her heart skipped a beat and then another and another. He could do things no ordinary mageborn person could. With no effort at all, he could wield magic that would kill her in horrific fashion.

The demon moved, and she had a clear shot to Christophe dit Menart.

She gripped her metal pick hard.

Now or never.
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