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        Once the favored son of the Lord of the Underworld, Lokan possessed power, privilege, and immortality—until betrayal destroyed everything.

      

        

      
        Now he’s trapped between life and death.
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      The bridge at Spanish River, January 21, 1910

      

      Lokan Krayl was expecting death, and death was what he got. Except he was supposed to be the one doing the killing, not some random twist of fortune that robbed him of his prize.

      The wind howled down from the north, bitter and uncompromising, buffeting him where he stood. Below him, the metal husk of a railway car punched a jagged hole through the smooth, frozen face of the Spanish River.

      Half a railway car, actually. The other half clung to the iron bridge, engulfed in flames, belching smoke into the gray, midafternoon sky.

      Only moments past, he’d been standing to one side of the track, waiting for the train, and then in a blaze of screeching metal and sparks and screams, the second-class car had spun sideways, hit the bridge and split in two. Half had gone over the side and into the river. The first-class coach had followed, punching through ice that was a foot thick before sinking deep. The dining car was pulled along and stood on end now with the tables submerged and the galley poking up through the ice.

      Still hoping to nab his prize, Lokan vaulted the side of the bridge and skidded down the embankment, only to stop when he realized the futility of his efforts. There was no way to catch his prey alone now, and he wasn’t about to do a harvest in front of an audience.

      Damn and blast, this was supposed to have been an easy grab. Wait for the train. Hop aboard. Catch Karl Gilbert Bell alone and harvest his heart and darksoul. Because that’s what soul reapers did. It wasn’t as though the bastard didn’t deserve to die. For years, he’d been using his employment with the railway as a means to travel about the continent and butcher innocent women. Which made him Lokan’s perfect target, a soul that stank of filth and malice.

      It was Karl’s turn to know abject terror. To bleed.

      To die.

      Karl’s name was inscribed in the book of records that Sutekh, the most powerful Underworld lord, kept on a pedestal in the center of his greeting chamber. Sutekh had chosen Karl’s name from the multitude because his darksoul was black as pitch, dipped in slime, a perfect morsel to feed Sutekh’s voracious appetite.

      And being Sutekh’s son would not save Lokan from his wrath if he returned empty handed—which was looking like a possibility. At this moment, Karl was either being incinerated in the burning car on the bridge or lying at the bottom of the river. And soul reapers didn’t usually harvest the dead. Too complicated. Harvesting from the living was open season. Harvesting from the dead meant the darksoul might already be pledged to another Underworld deity and stealing it could only stir up trouble.

      Which meant that Lokan’s plan was a bust.

      He should leave.

      There were other darksouls he could claim and carry to his father in the Underworld. New York City always had a lovely array, as did London, Paris, and Berlin.

      But something held him here. As the howling wind snared his overcoat and sent it flapping like a crow’s wings, the river below him rippled and a man’s head broke the surface. Gasping, the fellow struggled to pull himself out of the water and onto the ice.

      Lokan watched him, feeling nothing. It wasn’t in his soul reaper nature—or his mandate—to offer assistance to a dying mortal. It had been two hundred years since his father had sent for Lokan, yanking him from the human life that was all he had ever known. He had spent those two hundred years doing Sutekh’s bidding, tearing out still-beating hearts and ripping darksouls free of their mortal shell. These he carried to Sutekh, meals of pure power.

      But Lokan was no mere soul reaper; he was a prince among his kind, second only to Sutekh.

      He had forsaken his humanity long ago.

      Finally, the man pulled himself up and lay trembling and shivering with his torso flat on the ice and his legs trailing in the water.

      The shriek of twisting metal and the crack of breaking glass rent the air and Lokan spun to see the Pullman car that perched on the embankment above him begin to inch lower. With a long, keening cry it tore free of its precarious perch, then slid along the snow in a skidding rush, gouging runnels in the earth as it went.

      Twisted with terror and desperation, the faces in the windows passed in a blur.

      The train hit the ice, skidding, spinning, and finally slamming against the portion of the dining car that protruded through the frozen face of the river. Then it sank into the blackness, the screams of those trapped inside snatched by the howling wind.

      Lokan turned away to see that the lone man had pulled himself fully out of the water now. Shivering uncontrollably, he tried to rise, one hand extended toward the giant hole that had swallowed the Pullman car. Then his legs gave way and he collapsed in a broken heap.

      Lokan watched as he maneuvered himself to lie flat and offered his hand to another human who flopped and thrashed at the broken edge of the ice. The man in the water clutched something against his chest, hampering his efforts to drag himself out of the water.

      “Damn,” Lokan muttered as he saw what that something was.

      A child.

      And there, uncurling inside him, was a part of himself he had thought eradicated long ago. He took a step forward, then froze, appalled by the uncharacteristic urge to lend a hand. He had no business holding on to the tattered remnants of kindness or compassion. But that child⁠—

      For an instant, Lokan only stood there, taking in the carnage, trying to convince himself that he felt nothing.

      Then he was moving, running, heading down toward the river, with no idea what he meant to do. And no idea why he meant to do it.

      He pulled off his overcoat as he strode across the ice with perfect balance, moving with inhuman speed. Reaching down, he clamped his fingers around the wrist of the man’s free hand and hauled him effortlessly from the water.

      “Get your coat and shirt off, man. Quickly now. And the boy’s,” he ordered. No sense saving them from drowning only to let them freeze to death. The child was chalk-pale, eyes closed, lips tinged blue. But he was breathing. Barely.

      For the briefest instant, Lokan saw a different sodden, pale child, not dark and thin, but plump, with sandy hair and freckles on his nose. He saw a small boat and a lake and a sky leaden with cloud. He blinked and the memory disappeared, buried beneath two hundred years of other memories. Better memories.

      Still, Lokan had never quite gotten over his aversion for boats.

      The man’s fingers were clumsy, the cold temperature and the wet fabric impeding his every attempt as he fumbled with the buttons of the child’s shirt. Impatient, Lokan grabbed the cloth and tore it in two, then helped peel it away. With quick efficiency, he did the same for the man, thrust the child into his arms, and wrapped the two of them in the warm, dry overcoat. He could do nothing about their wet trousers.

      He stripped off his suit coat and offered it to the other man, the one who had been first out of the water. An afterthought. He cared nothing about the lives of the adults. Only the child.

      “Get closer together,” he ordered. “You’ll be warmer that way.”

      Both men looked up at him before scooting closer. Only in that second did he realize that he had allowed these humans to see his face. While not strictly forbidden, it was frowned upon for soul reapers to reveal themselves. He gave a mental shrug. The horse had already left the barn. No sense worrying about closing the door.

      He had no idea why he helped them, no explanation as to why he was now standing here in shirtsleeves in the bite of the January wind. Not that the cold could harm him, but it was damned uncomfortable.

      His gaze slid back to the pale, still child.

      Premonition skittered up his spine. He should leave. Go. Right now. He had the strangest idea that what he did here today would haunt him at some point in the future.

      A foolish and impossible thought.

      The lives of these mortals were no more than a beat of his eternal heart. They would age then die, and Lokan would still be exactly as he was. No mortal could influence his existence. No mortal could harm him. He was a soul reaper, son of Sutekh. He might bleed and suffer and know pain, but he would heal. He would always heal.

      And he would never die.

      Despite the clothing Lokan had given them, all three were shaking uncontrollably. The child moaned. His eyelids fluttered. Then he jerked upright, struggling against the weight of the coat that wrapped him. His gaze skittered to the black water framed by blue-white ice and he tried to surge from the arms of the man who held him.

      “M-m-m-my b-b-b-b-brothers.” The words were garbled and indistinct. But Lokan understood them and the emotions behind them.

      For a split second, his gaze collided with the child’s. Blue eyes, icy pale irises rimmed in indigo ink, bright, as though lit from behind. Fear and desperation were in those eyes. And guilt.

      Lokan knew all about the guilt. He had lived while his brother had died. The brother of his childhood. The older brother who had played with him and teased him and guided him. The brother he had failed.

      Only years later, after Sutekh had sent for him and he learned that he was a supernatural creature, a soul reaper fostered out to be raised by a human family, did Lokan understand that Richard might have been the brother of his heart, but not of his blood. Only then had he learned that he did have brothers of his blood, three of them, soul reapers all. Dagan. Alastor. Malthus.

      Gaining three brothers he had never known about didn’t lessen the pain of Richard’s loss. But that loss made his living brothers all the more precious, bound him to them as surely as if he had spent his formative years growing up with them. He would kill for them. Sacrifice for them. Bleed for them. They would do the same for him.

      As he watched this child struggle against the arms that confined him, struggle to get back in the frigid water and search for his siblings, Lokan knew the thoughts and anguish running through his mind.

      Damn it all to hell. He didn’t want to feel any sort of kinship with a human, least of all a human child.

      But he did.

      “I’ll find them.”

      The child turned his head, and for a second there was only the two of them in a place far different than where they were now. The wind and the noise, the smoke, the screams, all disappeared.

      “Promise.” A child’s voice with a man’s resolve.

      “Yeah.” A promise he would keep. But he never promised that he would find them alive.

      The wind returned with a vengeance, bitter and wild.

      With a snarl, Lokan turned and dove into the black water. Powerful strokes took him ever deeper. The cold reached inside him all the way to his bones. He didn’t see how the mortals in that train could possibly survive this. Their fragile forms could not withstand the water’s glacial temperature.

      Though it was only mid-afternoon, the darkness beneath the ice was thick and oily. There were bodies inside the first railway car he passed, floating in their murky grave. And then he realized that there were some still alive. They clung to the hat hooks, holding their heads above water in the small bubble of air that had floated up to the top of the car.

      A woman. A man. Two little girls.

      But no sign of the brothers the child had spoken of.

      Lokan turned away, intending to leave them to their fate.

      Damn and blast. This was why he avoided children. They made him weak. The adults he would turn his back on with ease, but the girls…

      He spun back and punched through the glass, ignoring the pain as shards sliced his skin and left him bleeding. The water rushed in, stealing the last of the air. They swam toward him and he toward them. He grabbed the woman and tried to push her toward the window, but she resisted, her attention on the girls.

      Catching hold of the smaller girl, Lokan thrust her into the man’s arms. The man shot an agonized look at the woman, then swam toward the surface, leaving her behind.

      Lokan grabbed the second girl, and the woman, holding their collars, one in each hand. He wrestled them through the window. Then he swam for the surface, towing them both.

      His clothing and shoes and the leather pouch slung across his shoulder dragged against his movements, and he imagined the humans were hampered even more. But a mortal’s will to live was a powerful thing. He remembered that in some hazy part of his mind. He wondered how hard he would fight in the face of death and then he let the question slip away because it was not one he would ever be called upon to answer.

      He thrust the girl and the woman through the hole and onto the ice, and he saw that there were others there now. Rescuers with blankets and helping hands. They took the child from him and whisked her away. They grabbed the mother and wrapped her in a blanket. They offered hands to help him from the murky water.

      The two men he had given his coat and overcoat to were nowhere to be seen. But the boy he had saved earlier still sat on the ice at the edge of the hole, wrapped in Lokan’s overcoat, ignoring the hands and words that urged him to rise. He stared at Lokan with huge, frightened eyes. Waiting for Lokan to bring his brothers to safety. Waiting for them to come up alive.

      As Lokan had waited at the edge of a lake so long ago.

      For all his vast supernatural power, in this moment he felt inadequate. His particular abilities were suited to killing humans, not saving them.

      He dove once more, searching the dark depths. His chest ached. His lungs screamed. But unlike humans, he couldn’t die from lack of air; he would only feel discomfort. Pain.

      And then he saw them. Two small forms near the edge of the ruptured second-class car, thin and dark-haired like their brother. Their eyes were open, bright blue in the dim light. But they were dead. They had to be dead. They’d been in the water so long.

      A wash of self-loathing hit him, memories and emotions from two hundred years in the past. He’d thought that time had dimmed all that. He’d thought he’d forgiven himself. Guess he’d been wrong.

      Maybe that was what motivated him here. Atonement.

      He grabbed both boys by their collars and swam for the surface, then flung them up, out of the water onto the frozen face of the river. There was a commotion. Rescuers ran toward them. The boy on the ice, the one wrapped in Lokan’s overcoat, turned his head and met Lokan’s gaze.

      Blue. Lokan could swear the kid’s eyes had been blue.

      But they were brown now, so dark they looked black.

      Lokan pulled himself from the river, water sheeting off him and puddling on the ice. He meant to say something. What? All the things people had said to him when Richard drowned never helped worth a damn.

      People milled about. Those who had escaped the carnage were either sodden and shivering or blackened with soot from the fire. Those who had come to help worked with quiet efficiency.

      He would leave these brothers to their kind. There was nothing more he could do. He took souls, he didn’t restore them.

      Turning, he strode away, toward the bridge and the remains of the train cars. One still burned. Another lay on its side on the embankment. His steps were jerky and quick; fury drove him. Anger at himself. He had no explanation for what he’d just done.

      But anger was a wasteful emotion, eating up energy and distorting thoughts. He must be emotionless, as his father had taught him. He must see every angle and exploit it. Where was the angle here? There had to be a way to turn the events of the day to his advantage.

      A moan drew his attention, and he realized there was someone at the base of the bridge behind a large mound of snow. He moved behind it and his mood improved dramatically.

      “Hello, Karl,” he said with a grin. Blood flowered crimson on the snow, and a pole protruded through Karl’s abdomen. Lokan glanced up at the bridge, then down. “Looks like you took a bit of a tumble.”

      Karl moaned and turned his head toward Lokan. Pain and fear etched his features. He gestured feebly at the pole that held him pinned like a bug.

      “Let me just take care of that for you,” Lokan said, bending low over Karl’s supine form until their faces were close together and the smell of blood was strong and copper sweet.

      Hope sprang to life in Karl’s eyes.

      Tensing his fingers until they curved like claws, Lokan thrust his hand through Karl’s chest. There was a sharp sound as ribs snapped and a suction squish as the chest cavity opened, both drowned out by the cacophony of the accident scene. Karl’s mouth opened in a soundless scream, the breath stolen from his lungs.

      The hope in his eyes died.

      Then the life in his eyes died as Lokan ripped out his heart. Blood sprayed in an arc, splattering the snow and Lokan’s pant leg.

      “Lucky my trousers are black,” he murmured as he tucked the heart into the leather pouch that was slung across his shoulder. Then he shoved his hand back in the gaping hole and coaxed the darksoul to him. “Come to papa, sweetheart.”

      The darksoul wound up his fingers and around his wrist, like oily smoke, dark and fetid. The chill of it was masked by the frigid temperature and Lokan’s cold, wet skin. Up his arm it snaked, writhing and twisting, rising then receding, as though it couldn’t make up its mind if it wanted to be taken.

      Not that it had a choice.

      Free of Karl’s body now, the darksoul dipped and swayed and finally rose to a point above Lokan’s shoulder as he tethered it with a band of fire. There it hung, an amorphous black balloon, jerking to and fro with each gust of wind.

      Lokan drew a slow breath. Despite the mind-numbing cold, he felt better now, more grounded, more even. He had come to kill and harvest, and that was exactly what he had done, despite his little uncharacteristic detour.

      He would forget the aberration that had led him to dive into an icy river and snatch a handful of mortals from death. He would forget the glint of humanity that had peeked through the layers of tarnish on his soul.

      He was a soul reaper, his father’s willing minion, a creature of darkness and death. And he liked it that way.

      Knowing that the humans who found Karl’s remains would use the accident to explain away the carnage, Lokan turned, ready to leave.

      He nearly stumbled over the boy, who stood an arm’s length away, watching him.

      The child looked directly at the darksoul that by all rights he—a human—should not be able to see. Then his gaze met Lokan’s, his eyes blue and bright once more.

      And the whisper of premonition Lokan had felt earlier became a roar.
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      The Underworld, Present Day

      

      I would die for her.

      Dana. My daughter.

      I did die for her. But I can’t remember exactly how or why. I know that I let someone kill me in order to keep my daughter safe. Which makes no sense. The thought drifts away, and with it all other thoughts and hopes. This is my eternity.

      I float in a place that is nowhere and nothing. I have neither shape nor form. The agony of that—of losing myself and having lucid flashes where I know what has been done to me and what I have lost—is indescribable. The moment fades, and with it all knowledge.

      Who am I? I don’t know. Fear chases through me.

      An instant—or a century—later, I blink and stare straight ahead. I’ve been in the dark so long, I’ve forgotten what it is like to know light. Except there, a pinprick, so bright it hurts. Not just my eyes. My arms, my legs, my heart.

      Pain drags awareness with it. Flash to a memory: I have three brothers. I must warn them, save them.

      Urgency fades to confusion. Then I have only darkness.

      A vortex of pain brings me back, incredible suction, like a giant vacuum pump pulling on my limbs. Words, foreign and confusing, are on the tip of my tongue. I hear myself speak as though the sound comes from a place far away. “Guardian, watch over my body. Let it not be slain. May it not be destroyed forever.”

      Hot pokers skewer me. Knives slice my flesh. The pain is more than I can bear, tearing me apart, barbed talons digging into my bones. The not knowing is even worse, and with the pain come embers of understanding. I reach for the agony. I welcome it. Embrace it. Because the knowledge that comes with it is the ultimate prize.

      Memories fly at me, bright sparks and snaps.

      I know now what I am. Soul reaper. Son of Sutekh. Eternal. Immortal. I cannot die.

      But I am dead. Murdered. By Sutekh. My father.

      My daughter is at risk with only the blood oath of my murderer to keep her safe.

      I look down at my hand—my hand—and know that somehow I have form once more. I can think only that my brothers have found a way to reunite my body and soul. How? I do not know, and at this moment, it doesn’t matter. I clench my fist, reveling in the sting of my nails digging into my palm.

      There is no way to put words to the emotions that rush through me. Relief, rage, regret, and so much more. I am no longer dead.

      I am alive. My name is Lokan Krayl, and I am alive.
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      Miami, Florida

      

      Seven years ago

      

      “So…what’s your sign?” Bryn cringed inside as the words left her mouth. She should have thought of something better. Would have, if she had any real idea of how this was supposed to go down. But she wasn’t experienced at this sort of thing.

      Her last three efforts had been a total failure and four was the magic number. Get it right or lose the opportunity. She would never have this chance again.

      The man leaning against the gleaming black bar was blond and tall, and his clothes looked good on him. Not too tight. Not too loose. He had muscles, but he wasn’t bulky. So far, she’d only seen him in profile, but it was a nice profile. Straight nose. Strong jaw. She supposed it didn’t hurt that he was handsome, but really, what he was mattered far more than how he looked.

      He was a supernatural of some sort. She could feel the air tingling and sparking with his power. Maybe he was some sort of lesser demon or a high level psychic.

      He wasn’t a walker, like her. Walkers were always female, and they didn’t emit a supernatural vibe, which he definitely did. Two important points that proved he was something else. She just didn’t know exactly what. The very fact that he was standing here meant he could go Topworld, and the really strong ones were confined to the Underworld. She knew that much. She wished she knew more. But her brothers had kept her sheltered and untutored. They’d figured the less she knew, the easier she’d be to control.

      And for a while, they’d been right.

      “What’s my sign?” The guy turned his head, pinning her with an amused look. His eyes were an interesting shade of light blue. Like her favorite pair of well-washed jeans. Comfortable and soft and warm.

      A shiver coursed up her spine.

      Who was she kidding?

      This guy was not soft. Or warm. There was something dark in his eyes, no matter how pretty the color.

      But he was her one hope and that kept her from backtracking and walking away.

      “Next you’re going to ask me if I come here often.” He took a slow pull from his beer.

      She wet her lips, more from nerves than anything else. But his gaze dipped to her mouth and she felt the first spark of optimism that maybe, just maybe, she could do this.

      “You…um…you come here often?” she asked, happy to oblige.

      He blinked then laughed, the sound rich and warm against the pounding of the music. “Aren’t those supposed to be my lines?”

      “Your lines? Why? Do you use them often?” She was practically screaming to be heard over the music.

      He laughed again. “You are kidding, right?” He stared at her until she felt like a slide under a microscope. Then his eyes widened and she saw a flicker of surprise. “You’re not kidding. Okay. I’ll bite. Do you come here often?”

      “Oh, all the time. I—” She blew out a breath and opted for the truth because really, what was the point of lying? “No.” She’d never been to this club before. Just like she’d never been to any of the clubs she’d tried for the past six nights. She’d only known about this place because her brother had mentioned it more than once; he liked to come here when he was in Miami. Since he tended to frequent clubs with other supernaturals, she’d figured it was a good bet that there’d be others like him here.

      As a rule, she wasn’t a party-all-night kind of girl. Except for three times in the last year when she’d managed to evade her brothers and had spent a week each time going through these same steps, hunting for the opportunity to do what she had to do.

      This was her last night. Her last chance. All the previous failures wouldn’t matter if she could just get it right this time.

      She had to get it right this time.

      He was still looking at her, waiting for her to answer him.

      “It’s my first time here,” she admitted at last.

      His gaze flicked over her, from the top of her head to the tip of her toes and back again. She resisted the urge to look down and check her T-shirt for stains.

      He reached for her and she jerked back, taken by surprise. He froze for a second, then carefully pulled the covered elastic from her hair, freeing her ponytail and sending her straight brown hair tumbling over her shoulders.

      “It’s sexier down,” he said. “Always a bonus if you’re trying to pick someone up.” Then he turned to face the bar once more, lifted the bottle in front of him and drained the last of his beer.

      “I could buy you a drink,” she blurted.

      The look he sent her spoke volumes. “I’m waiting for someone,” he said, a blatant dismissal, but at least he didn’t walk away. He just kept leaning against the bar, studying her like she was a puzzle he was trying to figure out.

      “Well, I could still buy you a drink. While you wait. And you could drink it.” Desperation dripped from every word. There was no denying her ineptitude. She didn’t have a second’s doubt that she sounded like something out of a bad movie. But she had his attention and that was exactly what she wanted. There was no one else for her, not in this entire, massive club. And, so far, not in this entire city.

      She’d heard that supernaturals liked Miami. And Vegas. But Vegas was not a possibility.

      So she’d opted for Miami and this was the seventh—and last—night she’d spent prowling the club scene, searching for a male supernatural. The guy standing beside her was the first one she’d found. He was her one shining chance.

      Either she got pregnant tonight or she never would.

      And if she didn’t get pregnant, she could never be free.

      “Maybe I’m the someone you’ve been waiting for,” she said before she could think better of it. Actually, she thought that sounded pretty good. Emboldened, she tilted her head, thrust out one hip, and tried to look sexy.

      He blinked. Then he did a slow perusal of her pose and shook his head. “Seriously?” He lifted his head and looked around with narrowed eyes. “I feel like I should be looking around for the camera.”

      “Camera?”

      “Yeah. What is this, some reality TV show? A new version of Punk’d?”

      “What?” She shook her head.

      His gaze flicked around the club once more, the flashing lights dancing across his skin. She was losing his interest. Any second, he could walk away.

      She sidled a little closer.

      He sidled a little farther away and studied her, his gaze intent. “Did Mal put you up to this?”

      “Mal?” Was Mal a woman? Someone who’d know exactly what to say to lure a man like this. Frack. Bryn’s heart sank. “Who’s Mal?”

      “My brother.”

      Relief was sweet and smooth as honey. “I have one, too. A brother,” she clarified. “Three of them, actually. All older than me. By quite a bit.”

      “Yeah?” He looked around again, a bit of his amiable humor disappearing. “They here?”

      The very thought made her ill. “No. Thank heaven. I mean—” she waved a hand “—I don’t know if there really is a heaven but it’s an expression. So, um, yeah… I mean, no. No, they aren’t here.”

      His attention snapped back to her and he smiled, an easy, slow curve of his lips that made him look almost…nice. “Three brothers, huh? Guess we have that in common, then.”

      “You have three brothers? Well, you already said you have one. Mal, right? Are they older than you, too?”

      “You talk a lot,” he observed in a lazy drawl. “And ask a lot of questions. You always like this?”

      She opened her mouth, then paused, considering her answer. She was always like this. A friend—well, more of a paid companion her brothers had hired—had once told her she had no filter. And she tended to ramble to fill any silence. “Yes.”

      “Honest—” he quirked a brow “—and strange.” He shook his head and the corner of his mouth lifted in a wry smile. “A combination that I wouldn’t normally find attractive.” The way he said that made her think that maybe this time, he did find it attractive.

      He lifted his empty beer bottle and gestured to the bartender. “Another, thanks. And my new and lovely friend here will have—” He looked at her expectantly.

      What to ask for? She didn’t drink alcohol often. She didn’t really like the taste. And she’d read somewhere that pregnant women shouldn’t drink. Did that apply to hopefully-about-to-be-pregnant women, as well?

      Both the bartender and the blond supernatural were looking at her expectantly. She put her hand on his arm, and nearly jumped at the tingle that shot through her. Warm skin over smooth, hard muscle.

      “I’ll have…you,” she blurted.

      He stared at her for a moment longer, but she brazened it out, holding his gaze.

      Finally, he took one last glance around the club, apparently didn’t find what he was looking for, and shrugged. “Why the hell not?”
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      Lokan had no idea why the girl in front of him was so hot to climb down his pants. Not that he didn’t attract his share of attention, but she seemed too eager. Almost desperate.

      She was pretty enough. Brown eyes. Dark brown hair that hung in a shiny curtain past her shoulders now that he’d pulled it free of her ponytail.

      He thought she might have an Asian ancestor somewhere in her background. Japanese maybe? Hard to say. It would account for the gorgeous color of her skin, the shape of her eyes. The delicacy of her features.

      She had full lips. Kissable lips.

      Funny, he hadn’t noticed that until this second. When she’d approached him, he’d been amused, then wary, thinking that Mal was playing some bizarre trick on him. Now, he was feeling open-minded.

      There were worse ways to spend a few hours than having sex with a pretty, if utterly strange, woman. And since Mal and Dagan seemed to have ditched him, he just happened to have some hours available. He sent them a text to say he’d left the club then he made a sweeping gesture with one hand.

      “Lead the way, sweet thing,” he said and watched the sway of her ass as she did just that. Nice figure. He hadn’t noticed that before, either. She seemed to get more attractive as the minutes passed.

      Maybe that was because he found her…interesting. She was definitely different. Despite the fact that her expressions and body language made her pretty much an open book, he got the feeling there were layers there. Strange and possibly fascinating layers.

      She shot him a glance over her shoulder, as though worried she might have misplaced him, and he looked deep into her eyes. It was a soul reaper thing, the ability to see the Ka—the soul. Hers was pretty and shiny and…

      Whoa.

      It was like she slammed a door on him.

      He saw her eyes, dark brown, fringed in dark, curling lashes. And he saw nothing else, nothing deeper. The soul he’d been looking at was completely shuttered.

      He’d heard about the rare human who could mask their soul from a reaper’s senses, but in the centuries that he’d been doing Sutekh’s bidding, he’d never actually encountered one. Until now.

      So, yeah, definitely layers.

      Outside the club, she paused by the curb and looked up and down the street as though confused about which direction to choose.

      “Your place, or mine?” Lokan asked, not at all convinced that she’d choose either. He half expected a group of giggling friends to jump out of the alley and say that it had been some sort of dare. Because this girl just didn’t seem like the type to pick up a one night stand in a club.

      She looked at him now, her gaze lingering on his face for an instant before sliding down his body. She took her time taking in the details. For some reason, he felt like he was being measured for a suit rather than sized up in a sexual way. It was a little unnerving. And it made him curious. How long would it take him to find her buttons and push them just right? He was always up for a challenge.

      “You’re very handsome,” she said, an observation, not a compliment. “Not that it matters.”

      He laughed. “Do you ever censor what you say?”

      She slapped her palm over her lips. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t mean that the way it sounds.”

      “Right. Because you’re not after my face and body, but rather my vast intellect and scintillating wit, both of which you’ve discovered during our lengthy conversation.”

      “No. Yes. No.” She shook her head. “I just want sex.”

      He laughed. He couldn’t help it.

      Her brows drew together and she looked both perturbed and adorable. He wanted to reach out and smooth his fingers along the twin little lines that marked her frown. But he had a feeling that if he touched her, she might bolt. And, oddly, he wasn’t ready for her to bolt.

      “How about we start with a name?” he asked. “Mine’s Lokan. Lokan Krayl.” He offered his hand.

      She stared at it for so long, he almost withdrew it. Then she pressed her palm to his and said, “Um…Bryn…Carr… No. I mean, Carrie.”

      “Which is it? Bryn or Carrie?” He didn’t know why, but he’d expected her hand to be cold. Maybe because she seemed so nervous. But her skin was warm and smooth and almost without conscious thought, he found himself tightening his grip just a little when she made to pull her hand away. He ran the pad of his thumb over her knuckles. Soft skin over delicate bones.

      “For tonight, I was supposed to be Carrie.” She looked down and stared at their clasped hands, no longer trying to pull away. He slid his thumb along the inside crease of her wrist then up to the center of her palm. She took a quick, soft breath, then said, “But you might as well call me Bryn.”

      “Okay. Is Bryn your real name?”

      “Does it matter?” Her gaze flashed to his. There was a hint of humor there now, and more than a touch of self-awareness. She knew what a hash she was making of things.

      “You were planning to use a fake name.”

      “I was. But I’m not good at the cloak and dagger thing. Or at—” she shook her head and made a vague gesture with her left hand because her right one was still trapped in his “—this.”

      “This?”

      She flapped her hand back and forth between the two of them. “This. Us. This.”

      “Oh, you mean picking up a guy in a bar.” He was finding this conversation, such as it was, highly entertaining.

      She lifted her eyes to his. They shimmered under the streetlight. Pretty, pretty eyes. And the smell of her hair, her skin. He leaned in a little and inhaled. She smelled good. Better than good. He wanted to put his lips on the pulse at her throat and lick her.

      “You smell like a fresh baked cookie,” he murmured. “And I have a fondness for sweets.”

      “I didn’t have any perfume. I don’t usually wear it. But since I was coming here, it seemed like I should wear something. I read that you can use vanilla extract.” One sentence ran into the next like she was racing to get them all out. She shrugged. “I like to bake. Cookies. But not eat them. The cookies, I mean. Just bake them. I don’t really like sweets.”

      He wasn’t sure he followed that little monologue, but he liked her voice. It was soothing. Smooth. Soft. Like her skin.

      “No? I like sweets.” In fact, he and his brothers made a habit of popping candy to satisfy their half-god metabolism with a quick hit.

      Taking a step forward, he closed the gap between them. Her head tipped back and she took a small, gasping breath. Her eyes widened and he saw her pupils dilate. Fear? Desire? He’d like to think it was the latter, but he wasn’t taking her anywhere until he was certain. Her reaction to a kiss would tell, and right now, the sweet he had a hankering for was her.

      Slowly, he lowered his head, giving her plenty of time to change her mind, to stop him. He breathed in. She did smell like vanilla. And something else equally delicious.

      “Strawberry shampoo?” His lips were a breath away from hers.

      “Yes. It’s called Strawberry Blast. I was looking for coconut but they were sold out and the strawberry was on sale so I bought two bottles. I⁠—”

      He kissed her, stilling her words. Her lips parted in surprise, and then he was the one surprised. It was like he’d flicked her “on” switch. She didn’t just let him kiss her. She took over. Coming up on her toes, she molded her body to his and flicked her tongue over the seam of his lips. Then she pushed inside, her tongue darting to meet his before slipping away.

      A taste. A tease.

      He wanted more.

      Lust kicked him with unexpected force.

      For a second, he forgot where they were. He just threaded his fingers in her long, silky hair and pulled her head back, feasting on her.

      She rocked her hips into his. She snuggled her breasts against his chest. She slid her palms up his arms and along his shoulders then tangled her fingers in his hair. She wasn’t subtle. Instead, she let her passion free in a wave that rolled over him and through him. The girl was definitely all-or-nothing.

      As he slanted his mouth on hers and took the kiss deeper, harder, she made the most gorgeous sound, somewhere between a sigh and a moan.

      She was one hell of a contradiction, little Miss Bryn. And she was hot as beach sand under the July sun.

      He skimmed his hand along her hip, the curve of her waist, and then he stopped, reminding himself where they were. On the street. Out in the open.

      Keeping one arm around her waist, he asked again, “Your place or mine?”

      Seconds ticked past, then she drew back and stared at him, her pupils dilated, her lips wet and pink. He had the feeling that she was steadying her thoughts, and then she finally said, “Yours,” and her gaze dipped to his mouth.

      It was all the invitation he needed. He kissed her again, the taste of her delicious, the soft sound she made as she opened to him only fueling the heat. She closed her fists on his shirt, dragging the hem from his jeans before thrusting her hands underneath and digging her nails into his back. Her eagerness made up for what he suspected was a lack of experience.

      No worries. He was more than happy to offer tutoring services. When he kissed her, she melted in his arms. When he stroked his hands down her back to cup her ass, she mirrored his move and pressed her hips to his. She was an unexpected combination of sweet and spicy, and he was startled by how much that turned him on.

      He drew his lips from hers, and she sighed. Her lips were a little puffy and wet from his kisses. Her eyes were heavy-lidded and glazed. Her hair was mussed.

      She looked sexy as hell, but somewhere in the back of his mind, a warning bell clanged. Because she’d shown up at the club with her hair in a conservative ponytail and little makeup except for some pink lip-gloss. Because she was dressed in a simple pair of jeans and a T-shirt under a denim jacket—not exactly the come-do-me outfit most women would sport if they were on the prowl. And because despite her eagerness and interest, it was blatantly obvious that she wasn’t very experienced.

      Add that together, and he had all the ingredients for a beware-and-be-careful cake.

      Dragging her up against him, he lowered his head and kissed her again. He’d never quite gotten the hang of being careful. Political, yes. Careful, no. What would be the fun in that?
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      Malthus Krayl glanced at his phone. The text from Lokan made no sense. He hadn’t planned on meeting his brother at a club in Miami. Whatever. Lokan had probably meant to text Alastor or Dae.

      With a shrug, he shoved the phone back into his pocket. Then he slapped his palm against the side of the plane. Balance was a bit of a challenge as the Cessna plunged, pilotless, toward the ground.

      Lifting his head, he studied the pilot, who was standing directly in front of him. Well, not exactly standing; more like hanging around.

      “Where were we?” Mal asked with a grin, enjoying the rush. “Right. We were about to get down to business.”

      He dragged his hand out of the man’s chest, his fingers tight around the heart. The body slumped to the floor of the cabin with a dull thwap, then slid forward along the floor, pulled by gravity.

      Mal dropped the heart into the leather pouch he wore slung across one shoulder. Then he squatted and shoved his hand back in the hole, all the while watching as the trees reached up toward them. He had seconds. Only seconds.

      “Gotcha,” he said as the darksoul curled around his wrist and slid up his arm.

      His timing was a bit off. The underbelly of the plane scraped the tips of the tallest trees just as Mal straightened and opened a portal to the Underworld. Black smoke surged toward him along with an indescribable chill.

      He stepped through the dimensional hole just as the Cessna erupted in a giant ball of flame.

      Adrenaline rocked him, a nice rush. He’d have to try that again some time. Maybe wait just a shade longer before he got out.

      He really did love the razor’s edge.
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