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        "Eve Silver has officially made my auto-buy list."—Vampire Book Club

      

        

      
        Malthus Krayl laughs in the face of danger.

      

        

      
        A soul-reaper, thief, and son of the Underworld’s most feared tyrant, Mal survives by breaking rules, stealing what he wants, and never caring too much about anyone beyond his brothers.

      

        

      
        Until one of them is murdered.

      

        

      
        Now vengeance is the only thing that matters.

      

        

      
        Calliope Kane is a Daughter of Aset—a warrior sworn to destroy soul-reapers after their brutal attack shattered her family. She has spent years hunting monsters like Mal.

      

        

      
        Then betrayal within her own order forces her into an uneasy alliance with the one man she should hate most.

      

        

      
        As Mal and Calliope hunt the killer behind a brutal conspiracy, they are drawn into a world of violent gods, ancient magic, and betrayal. And every moment together makes the line between enemy and temptation harder to resist.

      

        

      
        Because Calliope is more than a distraction.

      

        

      
        She’s the one weakness Mal never saw coming.

      

        

      
        As war brews between soul-reapers and the Daughters of Aset, Mal and Calliope must decide whether to keep fighting each other…or risk everything for a bond that could destroy them both.

      

        

      
        Perfect for readers who love enemies-to-lovers tension, dangerous gods, morally gray heroes, forbidden attraction, and dark mythic romance.

      

      

      
        
        Join Eve’s VIP Reader Group and get a FREE book!

      

        

      
        Follow Eve on Bookbub!
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      Spawned. Spurned. I might have lamented my fate if I hadn’t found a way to love it instead. Chaos. Anarchy. Ah, the tenets of my youth: Filch. Swindle. Lie. I was a lawless brat who danced one step ahead of a beating or starvation or the long arm of the law. Back then, boys like me got hung by the neck till dead. If they got caught.

      Back then, boys like me thought the devil would welcome them home.

      In my case, he did.

      
        
        —Malthus Krayl
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        To me belongs yesterday, I know tomorrow.

        —The Egyptian Book of the Dead, Chapter 17

      

      

      

      Malthus Krayl crouched on the balcony railing, powerful thighs flexed, forearms resting on his knees. The street was sixteen stories below him, shiny and black from the recent rain, reflecting the stars that freckled the night sky and the lights of the buildings that rose on either side like sheer canyon faces of steel and concrete. He shifted his weight onto the balls of his feet and leaned out, almost far enough to tip and fall.

      He relished the thought, pictured the possibilities.

      Freefall.

      The cold wind in his hair, making his skin sting, billowing his shirt out behind him. Exhilaration tearing through his veins.

      Tempting.

      He was the first to admit that he was an adrenaline junkie. He had a liking for the razor’s edge, for the thrill surging in a wave of tidal proportion.

      But he didn’t let himself do it. Not because he could die from the fall, but because he couldn’t.

      Oh, he might break a bone or two, but he would heal—his kind always healed. And he could just imagine the expression on his prey’s face if he fell from the sky like a dark angel.

      The thought made him laugh.

      He was more devil than angel, but in strict truth, he was neither. He was a soul reaper.

      He killed. He harvested the hearts of his victims. And the darksouls. Those, he fed to Sutekh, luscious entrées of pure power, spiced with lust and greed and unadulterated evil.

      Nice work if you could get it. A tad messy. But nice.

      Sutekh. He went by many names. Seth. Seteh. Lord of the desert. Lord of evil. He was the Underworld überlord of chaos. Which Mal figured made him what mortals would call the devil’s spawn because he wasn’t just any soul reaper; he was Sutekh’s son. One of four.

      No, he reminded himself, not four. Not anymore. Only three now. Lokan was dead. Skinned. Butchered.

      Mal stared out at the night sky and fought the pain that twisted him in knots, focusing instead on the moment. The hunt.

      Tonight’s prey was special. Not only was his soul so dark it might have been dipped in toxic waste, but he was a potential source of information that Mal wanted so badly he could taste it.

      Like any good predator, he waited, hunkered on the balcony rail. If patience was a virtue, it was one of the few he possessed.

      A taxi edged around the corner, water spraying up from the tires. Senses humming, he leaned out as far as balance and gravity allowed.

      The cab slowed to a stop and after a few seconds the back door opened and a man climbed out. Pyotr Kuznetsov, High Reverend of the cult of Setnakht. Mal’s attention sharpened and narrowed. The hunt had started to get interesting.

      Kuznetsov turned back to the cab and offered his hand to the passenger still inside.

      A woman stepped out. Blond hair. All curves. Human. Kuznetsov steered her away from the cab toward the lobby doors.

      Mal cursed softly.

      Looked like the hunt had just been postponed.
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      Colored contacts changed Calliope Kane’s eyes from their usual, all-too-memorable green to dark, liquid brown. Her dark hair was slicked down and pinned and tucked up under a long auburn wig of full curls. Subtle use of highlight and shadow altered the appearance of her nose, her cheeks. She didn’t look like herself. Even the clothes she was wearing—short, low-cut Lycra dress, impossibly high heels—were a far cry from her usual utilitarian choices.

      But that was the whole point.

      Tonight wasn’t about being utilitarian. It was about freeing the part of herself that craved human contact.

      No. Not true, and if she would be nothing else in this endeavor, she would be honest. Tonight was about sex. Clean, simple, necessary sex.

      Twenty-eight months since she’d allowed herself to be touched, held, stroked to fulfillment. The longest she’d ever gone before this was seventeen.

      She’d pushed it as long as she dared, held on to her rigid control and her impenetrable serenity, blunting her emotions with her usual success. But she’d lost her cool a few weeks back when confronted by four soul reapers in her own home. She’d made bad choices. And she hadn’t been able to fully get it back together since then, even though three of the soul reapers were dead, and one of them was almost an ally.

      Almost…but not quite.

      As her former acolyte, Roxy Tam was fond of saying, almost only counted in horseshoes and hand grenades.

      There was much weighing on Calliope’s mind and heart and soul. Her mentee was mated to a reaper. Three soul reapers had invaded her home. And Daughters of Aset were dead, murdered, three that she knew of, possibly more. One that had almost been taken: Marie Matheson. There was so much that needed her focus, yet that was the thing that eluded her. Focus. She needed to get it back.

      So tonight, a fast and dirty impersonal encounter was on the menu. Just enough contact to make her feel as though the ice that ran through her veins wasn’t so cold, so complete. To make her believe that the edge she perched on, so close to losing it, wasn’t precipitously sharp.

      The edge would be better afterward. And worse.

      It always was.

      But she was out of options. Her kind had two choices. Sex, or blood.

      For her, blood had always been the hardest path, the one she could not follow. She closed her eyes for a second, pushing back the memories. The past had no place in her present. She would not let it free.

      She left the ladies room and made her way through the crowd, searching. She’d seen him earlier, dressed all in black, the sort of man mothers warned their daughters about.

      The sort of man who lured daughters to ignore the warnings.

      She found him in the crowd on the dance floor, and for a moment, she simply watched him.

      He didn’t dance for others. He danced for himself, for the pure joy of it. The way he moved was a thing of beauty, the flick of his hips, the sway of his shoulders. His hair moved as he moved, dark and straight, lifting to reveal the glint of metal hoops in his ears, then falling to settle in a clean line against his jaw.

      The bass from the powerful speakers pounded up through her spine and into her skull as she made her way a little closer. She’d been watching him since he’d arrived about an hour ago. He’d downed a double shot of whiskey, neat, as soon as he’d walked in. Then he’d gone out on the floor and been there since. A couple of women had gravitated toward him, and after that, a couple more until there was a small crowd of six or seven vying for his attention now.

      If she left him to it, he would pick one and take her to his bed tonight. But Calliope had no intention of letting that happen. He was hers. She’d spotted him and stalked him, and she meant to have him. No harm, no foul. He would go on his way happy, and she would go on her way with the gnawing ache inside her tamed. For the moment.

      Turning to the side, she edged through the throng of gyrating bodies and then she was there next to him, close enough to see that his lips were sculpted and full, the perfect blend of hard and soft. A scar sliced a thin, white line from his lower lip to his chin, pale against the dark stubble that shaded his jaw.

      She wanted to lick that scar, to feel the rasp of his stubble on her tongue.

      His gaze slid over her, impersonal, disinterested. And then it slid back.

      She didn’t look away. She didn’t smile or flirt. She only held his gaze and moved as he moved.

      One song bled into the next. The girl to his right tugged at his sleeve. He glanced down and smiled at her, white teeth flashing, then bent to hear what she offered, only to straighten and shake his head.

      His reward was a pout, and then the girl turned her back and stalked off through the crush of bodies. But he didn’t watch her go. His gaze had already returned to Calliope, confirmation that he was hers. For this moment and the ones that would immediately follow, he was hers, and she meant to take all she dared from him.

      Catching his hand, she led him off the floor. He let her, glancing down at her with a slightly puzzled expression. The lights flashed, painting his features in colors and shadows and hollows.

      This close, she could see that his eyes were a clear, pale gray, startling against dark lashes. She had a thing for dark hair and light eyes. Gray eyes in particular.

      Because, once upon a time, a gray-eyed man had come to her rescue. After a fashion. But that had been forever ago.

      His gaze held hers, assessing. She frowned. For such liaisons, she preferred a man who was less than observant, less interested. Perhaps even less than intelligent. This man was too sharp. She saw that now as he studied her, his gaze sliding slowly over her features, marking every detail. She almost turned and walked away.

      But something stopped her. The flash of insight that told her it was this man she would take inside her tonight, this man she would feed from.

      Calliope was a blooded Daughter of Aset. All her kind had unique abilities that played up the natural talents they had had while still mortal. Prescience was Calliope’s gift. She had been intuitive as a mortal; as a supernatural, she was hyperaware of coming events. Not that she could tell the future—she couldn’t. It was more of an instinct that things were going to happen, and a knowledge of who might be involved in those things.

      Outcomes were changeable. Her prescience didn’t account for every possible choice of free will. But it did give her an edge as events unfolded. She had the ability to see what would come, not in clear, distinct panorama, but in hints and whispers.

      So she knew he was the one she’d come here to find. With him, she would drop her walls, at least as much as she ever allowed herself. For a few moments, she would give in to the hunger until she went back to who she was, who she would always be.

      He was smiling now, teeth flashing animal white.

      Leaning close to her so his voice would carry over the music, he said, “Do I know you, darlin’? I’d swear we’ve met, except I’m usually good with faces and I can’t seem to place yours.”

      “You’ve met me now,” she said. And after tonight, they would never meet again. “Come.” She reached out to lace her fingers with his as she offered him a smile that told him everything he needed to know.

      For a millisecond, she felt a crackle of energy, and she froze, thinking she’d made an error, that this man whom she’d read as human, wasn’t. She felt the molecules of air hum and vibrate, not quite strongly enough to be a supernatural’s energy signature, but there was something…

      She reached for it, tried to place it, but in the end found nothing.

      It was only static electricity. She was being too cautious, too suspicious. He was human. He was mortal.

      Which made him fair game.

      She had never fed from a supernatural. Not sex. Not blood. She wanted no one from her world. She wanted a man, a human man. And when she was done with him, she wanted him to go away.

      “Come,” she said again, modulating her voice an octave lower than her usual range. Then she led him toward the back of the club, keeping hold on his hand as they wove between tables and bodies.

      He appeared content to follow, staying close at her back so every few steps his thighs brushed the back of hers, or he bumped up against her buttocks. She thought those touches were no accident.

      They made her uncomfortable.

      This encounter was hers to control. Her terms. Her way. She would take. And she would give only as much as she wished. There was no other way that she could bear to do this.

      She led him down a narrow hall, then pushed open a door and led him down a flight of metal stairs to the basement. The door swung shut behind them, muting the overpowering volume of the music.

      There came a soft laugh from behind her.

      “You’ve done this before?” His voice sent a little shiver rippling up her spine.

      “No.” She hadn’t done this before. Not here. Not in this particular club. But there had been many others over the years.

      Again, that soft laugh, warmly encompassing, as though they shared a secret. She thought he did this far more often than she. But tonight, she meant to give herself this. A brief encounter of skin against skin, and the feeling of a man stretching her, filling her. She would free her rigid control—not completely, but enough—just for a handful of moments, and then she would be herself once more.

      She opened a door and led him through a cluttered storage room to a second door at the far end. Then she opened that as well and led him inside.

      There was a single tiny window set high in the wall. It let in just enough ambient light that she could see the stacks of chairs and folded tables and several large boxes set in the corner. She’d been here earlier and made small preparations, taking a chair off the stack and setting it apart from the clutter.

      “I have a comfortable bed less than ten minutes away…” Her prey’s voice trailed off in suggestion.

      “No,” she said softly. “Here is fine.” Better than fine. Perfect. She didn’t want to lie in his bed. She didn’t want to be inside his home. She didn’t want to see personal things like photos or a book lying on a bedside table. She didn’t want to know where he lived or anything else about him.

      And that wouldn’t matter to him. She’d watched him tonight before she made her move. He wanted what she wanted. Sex. No strings.

      She didn’t know his reasons, only her own. Her kind, blooded Daughters of Aset, fed from the prana—the life force—of others. For most of her kind, that meant taking blood. In the early days, Calliope had had no choice. Despite the personal horror she experienced each time she fed, she had been forced to ingest blood in order to sip the life force of another. In the beginning, there had been no way to separate the two.

      She’d never gotten used to it, never gotten past the horrific memories that act stirred.

      But her instinct for self-preservation had trumped her repugnance, and so she had done what she must.

      Now, she was old enough and adept enough that she could sip the life force without the blood.

      A choice.

      With a price.

      Because she fed on pure prana without a physical conduit, she craved a release for the power she took. Sexual release.

      Sex or blood. She needed to take one or the other, and she’d pushed herself about as long and as far as she could without taking either one.

      So tonight she would deal with the problem the most logical way she could. With sex. With a man who would feel neither remorse nor regret.

      She tried to draw her hand from his then, but he tightened his grip. She turned her head to look at him over her shoulder, and he spun her the rest of the way, backing her up against the wall.

      His mouth shaped a close-lipped smile.

      Awareness uncoiled in the pit of her belly, petals in the sun, and she shivered, hungering for him and the pleasure he promised.

      Then he let go of her hand and skimmed the backs of his fingers up her arm, along the curve of her collarbone, and finally the swell of her breast above the neckline of her dress. Her pulse edged up. Her breathing became faster, shallower. Just from that small touch.

      She’d chosen well.

      He traced the tip of his index finger up her neck, pausing for an instant at her pulse, then along her jaw, her cheek, her brow. His smile widened, wolfish.

      “Dark eyebrows. Dark eyelashes. Not a natural redhead?” he asked.

      Her breath caught. In this light, how he could tell that her brows were dark? Then she looked at his face, really looked at it, and realized that despite the gloom, she could make out his coloring. Dark hair. Light eyes. Dark lashes and brows.

      Of course, he could see the same.

      This was exactly why she usually chose dull men with no interest other than a quick fuck. A smart man could notice details she had no wish to reveal. But no matter. She didn’t answer, neither affirming nor denying his observation. Better he should know as little about her as possible.

      “What’s your name, darlin’?” he murmured, dipping his head so he spoke close to her ear, his breath fanning her cheek. “Mine’s⁠—”

      “Don’t tell me,” she whispered. Because it went both ways; she also wanted to know as little about him as possible.

      “Anonymity—” he glanced at the storeroom door “—and the possibility of discovery. Aren’t you an adventurous girl?”

      “Complaining?”

      He laughed, low and sexy. “Not in a million years. More like thanking my lucky, lucky stars.”

      Yes, she thought he was a man to have exactly that reaction.

      With a small smile, she pulled his shirt from his slacks and slid the buttons free. He nuzzled her neck as she pushed his shirt open and laid one palm on the swell of his chest. Hot skin. Hard man. Not an ounce of fat.

      “Damn you smell good.” He pressed his lips to the hollow where her neck met her shoulder, and he inhaled. She felt his tongue on her skin, his teeth.

      Letting her head fall to the side, she drank in the sensation as he dragged his lips along her jaw, toward her mouth.

      She didn’t want to cede even that much control, didn’t want to let him lead her into a kiss.

      Arching off the wall, she pressed against his naked chest. She cast him a look through her lashes and walked him backward until his thighs hit the lone chair that stood apart from the stack.

      Then she pushed a little harder, and he sat.

      She bent forward to trace her tongue along the swell of his pectoral, tasting salt and man.

      “Let me do this my way,” she said, her teeth grazing his skin. The temptation was there to reach for his life force, to drink of it and take his prana into the stream of her own.

      “Go right ahead.” There was a smile in his voice.

      For a split second she imagined he invited her to drink of him, and then she realized he meant he was happy to let her take the lead.

      She supposed he found it a titillating game, her wanting to be the aggressor.

      The scent of his skin was intoxicating. She breathed him in and licked his chest again, letting her mouth open over his flesh, biting him just a little.

      She dragged his shirt down his arms but didn’t pull it free of his hands. Instead, she left the cuffs buttoned at his wrists and the rest of the shirt looped around the back of the chair. Not that she had a second’s doubt about his ability to pull free. But, for the moment at least, he seemed accepting of—perhaps even aroused by—the illusion of his bondage.

      Sinking to her knees before him, she kissed and licked and bit her way down his chest, his belly. His body was art, beautifully muscled, long lean lines and smooth, hot skin.

      A thin line of dark hair led her down to his belt. She pressed her lips to his navel as she undid his buckle, and then his fly. She didn’t look up, but she could feel his eyes on her.

      The hard ridge of his penis, erect, thick, pushed against his black boxers. She lifted her head and watched his face as she clawed her fingers and raked her nails along the length, smiling a little as his erection jerked beneath her touch.

      “No fair, darlin’.” His voice was smoke and gravel now. “I want to play, too.”

      “Soon,” she promised. Never. She would take what she needed from him, and leave him sated. A fair trade. But she would not forfeit her control any more than she absolutely must.

      She curled her fingers in the waistband of his slacks and edged them down his hips a little. His boxers slid down, too, baring more of his skin and the very top of the triangle of dark hair at his groin.

      Her arousal unfurled a little more, warm and soft and new. She wanted him in her hand. In her mouth. Inside her body.

      “Lift up.”

      He did, and she worked his pants and boxers down to the tops of his thighs. His erection sprang free, thick and hard.

      Playing her nails down his belly, she watched his muscles twitch and jerk. Then she closed her hand around his penis and sucked in a breath at the feel of him, smooth and male.

      She tore the condom wrapper with her teeth and worked it down the length of him. Not that any mortal disease could harm her. But there was something to be said for appearances. She didn’t want him to remember her among the sea of women he fucked. She didn’t want to be special or unique in any way.

      Rising, she pulled up her skirt. She wasn’t wearing any underwear.

      “Damn,” he murmured, then sucked in a sharp breath as she straddled him, bringing the broad head of his penis to her moist folds, rubbing herself against him, letting only the tip slide inside.

      The energy she’d kept locked down for over two years burst its dam, and she felt it surge through her body, luscious and rich, pushing her to do this. To take him. To feed from his prana, his life force. To take what she wished.

      Sex, or blood.

      She stared at his pulse.

      Sex. Only that.

      She lowered herself a little more. So good. The stretch and burn.

      The air was tinged with power, sparking wildly, and she tightened her hold, drawing it back, appalled that her restraint was so tenuous that she’d set so much free all at once.

      Only, it didn’t draw. It surged and grew, outside her control. Because the power surging and dancing wasn’t hers. It was…his.

      Her breath caught as she realized her error. Her head jerked up and she stared at him, his gray eyes pale and bright in the dimness, heavy-lidded with lust.

      “I can’t—” She pulled her hands away. She surged off his thighs and stood staring at him, panting.

      The air was alive and heavy. Sultry. Wet.

      The fine hairs on her forearms rose, and those at her nape. Though she was no longer touching him, she could feel him imprinted on her fingertips, and there, between her thighs.

      She took a step back.

      She’d made a mistake. A horrifically stupid mistake.

      He watched her warily, and it took all her focus to keep her own energy signature masked. Bad enough that she had made such a terrible error. Worse if she were to allow him to realize that they were like-to-like, that she, too, was supernatural.

      The feeling of electricity amped up to crackle over her skin with visible sparks for a single fraught second before it disappeared once more.

      But that second had been enough.

      Not only was he a supernatural, but one powerful enough to be able to mute his signature. He was doing that now. Had been doing that upstairs in the club. Putting up barriers to any who might read his power. And that power was vast.

      She could only hope that she was doing a better job of concealment than he was.

      Tipping his head to the side, he spoke softly, gently. “It’s all good, darlin’.”

      He shifted on the chair, as though he meant to pull his arms free.

      “Don’t,” she ordered, her voice cold and flat.

      “It’s all good,” he said again and then settled back in the chair, as though he figured any sudden moves might make her go ballistic. “Whatever has you spooked, you’re fine. You’re safe. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      A bubble of laughter tickled her throat, and she choked it back.

      No, I’m not safe.

      And I just might hurt you.
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        I have brought darkness by means of my power…

        I have separated Sutekh from the houses of the Above…

        —The Egyptian Book of the Dead, Chapter 80

      

      

      

      A place in the in- between

      Alastor Krayl kept a tight hold on his mate, Naphré Kurata. Black smoke billowed before them as they stepped from the icy portal. Once they were through, Naphré broke away from him to lean forward at the waist, palms on her thighs, head bowed so her sleek, dark hair hid her expression.

      He didn’t need to see her face to know it was a perfectly lovely shade of green. He took a circumspect step to the left, just in case she hurled. No sense putting his shoes in harm’s way. She was getting better at portal travel, even making some trips without the accompanying nausea. This wasn’t one of those trips.

      “All right, then?” he asked and shot his cuffs so a bit of white showed beyond the charcoal-gray merino wool of his jacket.

      She held up one hand, palm forward, and waved him away.

      “Sugar’ll help,” he said. He fished around in his pocket and came away with an English toffee caramel.

      “It won’t. Not fast enough. Just kill me now.” But she took the candy. Then, “I will get used to that.”

      “You will,” he said. In about twenty years, he didn’t say. Traveling via portal between Topworld and Underworld took a bit of getting used to. Why squelch her optimism? “It’s an acquired taste.”

      Straightening, she shot him a pained look. “Like opera.”

      He’d been right. She was green.

      His brows rose. “I like opera.”

      “I know. My tenants know. The whole neighborhood knows. Morning, noon and night.”

      “You could stay home while I search.”

      Naphré narrowed her eyes at him. “As if. Your brother’s dead. You need his parts in order to bring him back to life. It matters to you, so it matters to me. You’d help me find my brother.”

      Alastor frowned. “You have a brother? I was under the impression you had no siblings.”

      “No. I meant if I had one—” she caught his grin. “You’re teasing me.”

      “Took your mind off your belly.”

      She held up a finger. “Until you mentioned it again. Ugh.” She blew out a breath and glanced around.

      Following her gaze, he evaluated their surroundings and realized that Naphré wasn’t the only thing that was green. They stood on overgrown grass. Before them was a shack with a skewed roof and a door that hung on by a single hinge. Towering over that was a massive tree whose canopy stretched so wide it obscured the sky. What appeared to be a thin layer of fungus or moss clung to every spare inch. They stood in a monochromatic world painted the muddied color of old mashed peas.

      “We in the right place?” Naphré asked, her brow furrowed.

      “Yes.” Alastor had no doubt of that. He could feel the faint surge of energy that had been Lokan. Some part of his dead brother was here.

      And that left him breathless.

      He and Mal and Dagan had failed in every attempt to locate Lokan’s remains. Now, after so many weeks of failure, at last, success.

      The air around them was still and thick, humid, like a southern swamp in the middle of July. And Alastor felt certain they weren’t alone. He stepped closer to Naphré, crowding her.

      With a sigh, she shot him a long-suffering look over her shoulder, but she didn’t argue. They’d been over this before. She knew he needed to be in control, needed to protect and defend her, needed to know she was safe.

      As safe as he could make her in a place that was neither Underworld nor Topworld, a place he had no real knowledge of.

      “I’ll take the shack. You poke around out here,” Naphré said.

      “Right. About that…” Alastor caught her wrist and held her in place. She wanted to be an equal partner in their relationship, and he was having trouble with that. He‘d thought this would be an easy trip, safe, a sort of middle ground where they could each do a little learning about give-and-take. He’d been wrong. The vibe he was getting here was manky.

      Her lips tightened. He recognized that look. It didn’t bode well for his peace of mind. He worked hard at maintaining rigid control at all times, and Naphré Kurata shattered that control like a sledgehammer on Wedgewood.

      “Fine,” she said, rolling her eyes. “We’ll stay together.”

      “Bloody hell. It isn’t safe,” he clipped. “I’ll send you back⁠—”

      “To wait for you, barefoot in the kitchen,” Naphré muttered. “Are we going to have this argument every time there is the slightest whisper of danger? Because if we are, it’s going to get old fa⁠—”

      She broke off and looked around warily, obviously feeling what he felt. His skin crawled with the sensation of being watched.

      Tipping his head back, he stared up at the umbrella of branches and leaves that arced overhead.

      A multitude of slitted amber eyes stared back at him.

      “We have company, love,” he murmured.

      “So I see. You have any clue what they are?”

      “None.” Given where they were—a limbo that was technically neither Topworld nor Underworld, unclaimed as territory by any god or demigod—there should be nothing here, just as there had been nothing in Jigoku, the purgatory he and Naphré and almost been consigned to for eternity. It was that experience that had made him think of looking for other “null” pockets. In a place where time passed but did not pass, a place that was devoid of life, a soul reaper’s remains would go unnoticed.

      The thing was, he’d figured it was relatively safe to bring her here. When they’d been in Jigoku, the only threat had been their own perception of the passage of time. Armed with that knowledge, he’d erroneously assumed that would be true of all such null places. Obviously, a mistake.

      “Best we complete our business before they decide it’s polite to come and introduce themselves,” he said.

      The sound of claws and nails scrabbling against bark accompanied a shifting of dark bodies that emerged from the shadows, then faded back just as quickly.

      “Roof.” Naphré dipped her chin toward the sagging hut.

      He looked. What had been empty a moment past was now covered by massive creatures that bore resemblance to both a rodent and an arthropod. Their bodies were armored in a jointed, bony exoskeleton while their limbs were covered in sleek, shiny fur, like a seal’s. They clung to the branches and the roof of the hut, eerily still.

      Beneath his feet, the earth shifted, a subtle tremor.

      Something stirred in the leaves over their heads, disturbing the sultry air. Alastor glanced up. The number of amber eyes looking down at them had increased exponentially.

      And the sensation that he felt Lokan here had increased, as well.

      He hesitated, torn. He ought to get Naphré out of here, get her somewhere safe.

      “Don’t waste this opportunity,” she said, squirming from his hold and dipping to draw a knife from her boot.

      She was cool and calm and competent, and he reminded himself that she had survived as a Topworld enforcer for years before he came along. But that tidbit of logic went only so far in the face of perceived threat. The emotions he kept chained howled for release.

      Again, the earth shifted, enough that he was forced to correct his balance. The creatures on the lowest branches snapped and snarled, baring teeth that were arranged in rows, pointy and serrated.

      The next shift was anything but subtle.

      “Whoa!” Naphré grabbed at him as the earth beneath their feet gave a great, undulating roll, like the coils of a massive snake unwinding. When the ground finished its sickening lurch, the tree appeared to have grown even taller, the roots more exposed.

      Trapped in the gnarled, twisted morass of roots and earth and slick, green slime was a rectangular box. It looked like a coffin sized for a small child.

      He took a step forward. The rodentlike creatures surged along the branches, nails clicking, teeth bared. Slowly, he took another step forward. Again, they moved in equal degree.

      Attention split between them and the box, he took yet another step.

      The creatures held still, which ought to have pleased him, but instead made him strangely uneasy. The air felt like it hummed with pent-up energy and expectation.

      “Do this, before they get hungry,” Naphré said.

      With a flicker of regret—he’d bought these slacks less than a month ago—he got down and crawled through the tangled roots toward the box, his fingers sliding along the slime-slick surfaces. There were markings here. A cartouche. A flail. Now was not the time to do a full evaluation. He grabbed hold, gave a tug, then tugged harder. Extricating it from the roots proved unexpectedly challenging. He tugged. He yanked. The box was well and truly stuck.

      But this close, any doubt he’d harbored evaporated. He could feel Lokan here. Something inside that box had belonged to Lokan. Or was Lokan. He hated that thought, but he couldn’t discount it.

      The roots were thick and twisted and the more he pulled, the more they seemed to close in on the small coffin. He dug his fingers into the earth, underneath a root and, with a twist, snapped it off.

      “Alastor.” At Naphré’s call, he rolled onto his back. “Try this.”

      Her knife sailed through the air toward him. She was already pulling a second knife from the sheath at her waist.

      He caught the hilt and rolled back over to hack at the roots and work at freeing the box. Naphré stood nearby, knife in hand, watching his back.

      With a high-pitched shriek, one of the braver creatures dropped from a low branch. The weight of the thing forced the air from his lungs as it landed on his back. Hot breath fanned his neck and saliva dripped to his skin, sizzling like acid.

      With a snarl, Naphré dragged it off him.

      Alastor was on his feet in a blink, moving toward her, but she shot him a look so hard it’d turn a diamond to dust.

      “Mine,” she said, and he knew that with that single word she was saying a great deal more.

      He had to trust her to watch after herself. He had to swallow the urge to coddle her to death. Or he’d lose her. He knew that.

      “Bloody sodding hell.” Then, “Spit’s nasty,” he warned.

      The creature snapped and snarled and lurched for her throat. It took everything Alastor had not to leap into the fray. With a grunt and a thrust, Naphré took it out, stabbing deep to its underbelly and dragging the knife up.

      The blood that sprayed them both was cold and black.

      “Quickest way to get me out of harm’s way is to get the damned box,” she said as another creature braved the drop.

      From the corner of his eye, he saw Naphré stabbing and punching at its head. He went for the box.

      Others leaped from the lowest branches. Not to attack her, but to attack their fallen comrade, Naphré’s first kill. They fell on it, and in seconds there was nothing left but an exoskeleton shell.

      Alastor hacked at the tree’s roots, focusing on his task, aware that behind him, a stream of black blood flowed along the earth, and the creatures began dropping down on them like rain.
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      Twenty-four hours later, Mal was back on the balcony railing, waiting for Kuznetsov and obsessing over the wacko chick who’d left him in the basement of the club with his dick so hard it hurt and a not-so-lovely case of blue balls.

      Damn, she’d been hot. And crazy.

      Not a great combination.

      He had no idea what had made her bolt. Whatever it was, he figured it was a problem that ran deep and had little to do with anything he’d done or said.

      Hell, she’d been the aggressor. It wasn’t like he’d dragged her down there by the hair.

      So why the fuck was he left feeling like crap about the whole thing?

      Maybe because he had his own deep-running issues.

      The thought brought a dark smile to his lips. Yeah, he did. No question about that. And one of those issues was finding his brother’s killers.

      Which was why he was here, to follow-up on information that had led him to Kuznetsov, not to think about some girl he’d almost banged in a basement.

      He didn’t have long to wait. Maybe twenty minutes later, a cab pulled up. Mal leaned forward, forearms on his thighs, weight hanging a thread away from freefall.

      The High Reverend got out, followed by a woman. Again. Her white coat was pale and bright, a fall of straight, dark hair swinging forward as she dipped her head. Her hand rested on the open passenger-side back door. She made no move to close it.

      Mal had staked the guy out for a week. High Reverend Kuznetsov habitually came home alone. Damned fucking inconvenient that he’d altered his habits two nights in a row.

      Kuznetsov bent and said something to the cabbie then straightened and looked at the woman. She shook her head, the movement graceful and controlled, almost languorous. No…wrong word—serene. Her bearing, her movements, everything about her was serene.

      Something nagged at him. Mal found himself wishing he could get a clear look at her features.

      Be careful what you wish for.

      She tipped her head back and unerringly turned her face toward him. As if she knew he was there. Which was impossible, because Mal couldn’t be seen unless he chose to be. And at the moment, he didn’t. So anyone, mortal or supernatural, looking at this balcony would see only an empty rail.

      Except the woman was looking straight at him.

      Seconds ticked past. Then she looked away.

      Catching her hand, Kuznetsov tried to draw her close, but she resisted, holding her place at the edge of the curb. He took a step and went to her. Her body language was reserved as the High Reverend embraced her.

      The angle made it hard to be certain, but it looked to Mal like she dipped one hand inside Kuznetsov’s coat while the other caressed the back of his neck. Embracing him? Something about the way she held herself made Mal think that wasn’t the case. Repelling him? That didn’t quite fit either.

      She turned her head, avoiding the press of Kuznetsov’s lips. He grazed her cheek, and then the interaction was over. The woman stepped back, gliding off the curb onto the street, her hand resting once more on the open cab door.

      Something about her held Mal’s attention. A supernatural? He opened his senses, reached for her, and found nothing. Not even a hint of supernatural vibe. She read as mortal.

      Still, Mal stared at her a moment longer, intrigued. His senses were telling him she was human. But pure instinct was telling him she wasn’t. And since he himself could camouflage his energy signature, he had to assume others might be capable of the same.

      With a last word, the woman turned and climbed back into the cab. Kuznetsov slammed the door shut. Guess he didn’t like having his intentions thwarted. The taxi rolled away, picked up speed and, finally, disappeared around the corner.

      For a long moment, the High Reverend stood there, staring down the now-empty street. Mal didn’t need to be able to see his features in order to read his disappointment. It dripped off him like melting snow.

      Finally, Kuznetsov turned away and entered the building directly opposite Mal’s perch. Alone.

      The night was looking up. The cold air suddenly felt sharper, the lights of the city brighter. Kuznetsov and the knowledge he harbored were dancing almost within reach.

      About fucking time. Lokan’s soul was missing, his body hacked to bits and scattered somewhere Mal and his brothers hadn’t been able to find. They needed to get Lokan’s remains and his soul in one place.

      And they had to find the identity of his killers.

      Having Lokan back was the real prize his brothers sought.

      But Mal knew they might be forced to settle for vengeance, served cold and raw and bloody.

      Unlike his brothers, he wasn’t convinced they could bring Lokan back. Even if they found his remains, time was running out for his soul. If he partook of the food of the dead while he was trapped somewhere in the Underworld, he would be lost to them for eternity.

      An eyewitness put Kuznetsov in the right place, right time the night Lokan had been killed. Witness or participant. Either way, the High Reverend had information Mal wanted.

      Staring at the building across the street, Mal drummed his fingers on his thigh as he waited for his quarry to make it home. He imagined Kuznetsov greeting the concierge, taking the elevator, stepping off at the sub-penthouse, into the marble entryway⁠—

      A faint glow filtered through the floor-to-ceiling windows of apartment 2602.

      “Honey, I’m ho-o-ome,” Mal murmured. Only honey wasn’t there. She’d left in a cab. Without even a kiss. For some reason, that made Mal grin.

      He waited, giving his prey plenty of time to settle in. Twenty minutes later, he hopped off the rail and eased open the balcony door of the unoccupied condo he’d been using for stakeout. The commingled scents of dust and varnish and paint hung in the air. He’d done his homework. The previous owners had moved out weeks ago, and the current owner was remodeling everything before moving in, right down to the marble sills on the windows. Which had made the place perfect for surveillance.

      He strode through the empty living room, made it halfway to the front door.

      Then he paused, turned, and looked back at the balcony and the star-flung sky. Adrenaline surged. He’d made twelve stories before without a scratch.

      Sixteen just might be his lucky number.

      Besides, he fucking hated elevators. He found the confines far too similar to a cell.

      With a laugh, he sprinted back toward the balcony rail, vaulted it, and soared.
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        …may my heart guide me

        at this hour of destroying the night.

        —The Egyptian Book of the Dead, Chapter 22

      

      

      
      Calliope gave the cab driver an address on the opposite side of town. As the car pulled away, she glanced back to see Kuznetsov standing where she’d left him, staring after her. But his gaze wasn’t the one that made the fine hairs at her nape prickle and rise. Someone else watched her.

      She detected no supernatural energy signature, which suggested her unseen voyeur was human. Suggested, not proved. And she was all about proof. Especially after the near-disastrous error she’d made last night.

      No. She wouldn’t think about that. It would serve no purpose to chastise herself endlessly. Learn from her mistake. Move on. But there was still the issue of the buildup inside her, bubbling and steaming and nearly ready to blow the lid off the pot. She would need to find a way to correct that.

      When the cab was several blocks away, she leaned forward and said, “I’ve changed my mind. I think I’ll walk from here.”

      The driver swiveled his head to look at her over his shoulder. “From here?”

      His tone suggested he only barely refrained from adding, “Are you crazy?” Which prompted her to glance around. They were in an office district in the heart of downtown, an area all but deserted at this time of night. It was like the place locked its doors and rolled up its carpets as soon as the workday ended. To a mortal, the darkened buildings and even darker shadows must look threatening.

      “I think it is not safe for you here,” the driver muttered.

      Lovely. Of all the cab drivers in the city of Toronto, she’d drawn the one whose fatherly concern appeared to extend to the entire female population.

      “I have a daughter your age.” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t want her walking here alone at night.”

      A daughter her age. She very much doubted that.

      “Maybe I take you somewhere with more people?” he asked. The reflection of his face in the rearview mirror showed three parallel lines in his furrowed brow, and dark eyes narrowed in concern.

      She didn’t want to go somewhere with more people. She wanted to get out and head back the way she’d come, but if she pushed, he’d remember her, and she preferred to draw the least amount of attention possible. She thought for a second, then altered her plans and gave him the name of a popular restaurant several blocks to the northeast, back in the direction they’d come from.

      Things changed. It was always easiest to change with them, like water flowing around rocks. Eventually, it was the rocks that wore away and the water that found its true path.

      As she settled back in the seat, she pulled out her phone. Until that instant, she hadn’t been expecting a call. But now
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