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      Adrian’s dream shifted from the naked woman sharing his bath to a nightmare of haunting familiarity. The woman’s vacant eyes widened, and she vanished in a pop of soap bubbles.

      The bathroom disappeared, leaving Adrian freezing his naked ass off on a wooded slope in Scotland. He knew where he was—on the north Scottish coast, seven hundred years ago, after a battle to drive the monsters called Unseelies back to their own dimension.

      Adrian hated this dream. It always ended the same way. You’d think after seven hundred years I’d get over it.

      He heard sounds of the battle, out of sight where his brothers enjoyed themselves kicking Unseelie butt. Adrian’s skin prickled as the wind cut him, his dreaming brain refusing to conjure clothes. His hand went to the silver snake-shaped band that clasped his upper arm. At his touch, Ferrin unwound himself, lengthening and straightening into a long silver sword.

      His brother Hunter used to make jokes about Adrian’s “extending weapon,” and Tain had always leapt to Adrian’s defense. If not for Ferrin, you’d be dead ten times over, Tain would growl. Show some respect.

      Hunter would reply with the usual obscene gesture, and Adrian would say, “Lighten up, both of you. Go find a woman or something.”

      Their bantering voices echoed through the woods, fading before the knifelike wind. If the dream ran true to form, Adrian wouldn’t see any of them. He hadn’t seen his brothers since the day Tain disappeared.

      Adrian!

      His youngest brother’s voice ripped out of nowhere, screaming for help, as it always did in the dream. In the real incident, Tain hadn’t called for help. He’d simply disappeared. No body, no trace, no message, no hint, nothing. A witch had taken him away—that was the story the only witness could tell, and the witness had died moments later. Tain screamed for help only in Adrian’s dreams.

      Isis, make it stop.

      Tain’s face appeared out of the darkness, his once handsome visage twisted in agony. Adrian, help me!

      Naked and alone on the Scottish hillside, sword heavy in his hand, Adrian shouted, “Where are you?”

      The sounds of battle, the voices of his brothers, and the dying, fleeing monsters faded, until all was silent but for the howling wind. “I’m trying to find you,” Adrian called. “Help me find you.”

      Adrian!

      Tain’s scream was of a being in horrible pain. Immortals couldn’t be killed by normal human weapons, but they could hurt and suffer as much or more as the humans they resembled. Someone was torturing Tain, and though Adrian had searched for seven hundred years, he’d never found trace of him. Adrian only had the dreams that reminded him, like a poke in the eye, that he’d failed.

      Rage pumped through Adrian’s body, raising his temperature beyond what a normal human could tolerate. He wanted to fight, to kill. Where was a good demon to slay when you wanted one? Creatures of death magic—those who fed on death, or who were undead themselves—the vampires, demons, and monsters of dark imagination—were fair game for Immortals.

      Adrian braced himself for what would come next. Tain solidified in the air before him, still wearing the tattered surcoat over chain mail from the battle long ago. Tain’s body bled, his garments soaked red, and blood leaked from his eyes like tears. “Why didn’t you help me? Why didn’t you come?”

      “Tell me where you are. Damn it, I’ll help you, now.”

      “I trusted you,” Tain said. “I loved you.” He gestured to his body. “Look what you did with that trust.”

      “Tain, I swear to Isis I’ll find you,” Adrian said quickly. “I swear this on my blood.”

      Tain grabbed the blade of Adrian’s sword, crimson streaking his fingers as the blade cut him. “It is too late. You have killed me.”

      With amazing strength, Tain jerked the sword forward. Adrian couldn’t stop it. With a hideous feeling of futility, he watched the point slide straight into Tain’s heart.

      Tain screamed with all the anguish of the worlds, and Adrian jerked awake.

      Half awake. He was aware that he lay on his ultra-comfortable bed in his Los Angeles home, the cool sheets bunched around his bare thighs, the air conditioner blowing a chilly stream across his body.

      But the dream was not over, or at least, it had changed. A man hovered over him, fists supporting his weight on either side of Adrian’s head. The man’s face was handsome enough to border on the beautiful, his black hair spilling forward, his eyes dark, almost black, his smile seductive. He had the face of a male model, but his dark eyes held evil. He reached out a well-shaped finger and drew it down Adrian’s face from forehead to lips, a seductive touch.

      Demon.

      Adrian’s skin crawled. The demon could be part of the dream, or he could be a true demon trying to manifest by coasting in on Adrian’s dreams. Either way, Adrian felt his strength return, and along with it, glee.

      Something I can kill.

      As the thought formed, the demon morphed into a beautiful female, all lush black hair and warm nakedness, tight nipples brushing Adrian’s chest. The eyes were the same, black pools of evil, and her lips curved into a smile. “You like this better?” she purred.

      “Sorry, sweetheart, not interested.” Adrian touched the cold armband that was Ferrin and started to pull it off.

      The demon glanced behind her as though disturbed by some sound. An expression of vast annoyance crossed her face, and her fingernails tightened on Adrian’s chest. Adrian peered into the darkness, sensing a presence as well, but the dream was too foggy, and he could see nothing. With a quiet sound, the demon vanished and Adrian woke all the way.

      The bedroom was silent. Curtains billowed at the open windows, the ocean below the house rushing with the rising tide. It had been a dream, another nightmare in his continuing nightmares about Tain.

      The demon, on the other hand, could have been real. It had turned its head as though hearing someone call its name, as though it had been summoned.

      Adrian sat straight up, sheets sliding from his naked body. He reached out with his senses to the place the demon had fled and found a pinprick hole in reality. On the other side of that hole was cold rainy darkness and a woman screaming in fear . . .

      The pinprick shut, closing the portal to wherever the demon had gone, but Adrian had a direction to follow. He didn’t have the ability to project himself through portals unaided, so he’d have to do this the mundane way.

      He sprang from his bed and began to dress.
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      Amber Silverthorne fell onto her back, stunned, as the man in the black leather coat crashed into the warehouse and started to beat off the demon who’d attacked her.

      The candles marking Amber’s circle scattered, splattering wax across the dirty floor. The magic she’d invoked sputtered and died. Her terror changed to amazement at the sight of the tall man, who faced the demon with grim glee on his face, a huge silver sword in his hand.

      He held the sword almost negligently, as though it weighed nothing. As soon as the demon came at him, he swung it, slicing the blade across the demon’s pristine suit. He laughed as the demon retreated, snarling.

      The man’s black hair was bound in a tail at his nape and again halfway down his back, keeping it well out of the way of the fight. His face was nowhere near as handsome as that of the demon he fought, being more hard and square. A warrior’s face to match a warrior’s body.

      The warrior and demon were evenly matched in strength, speed, and agility. Each focused tightly on the other, the demon’s black eyes sparkling with fury. The man’s eyes were black too, like wells of darkness. The warrior chopped downward with the sword and the demon spun away, black blood flying from a wound and splashing Amber’s skin like acid.

      Amber scrambled to gather her crystals to her, chanting furiously to re-form her bubble of protective magic. Black-leather man and the demon fought hand-to-hand, the man’s sword swinging in wide, deadly arcs, the demon fighting back with the iron bar he’d tried to murder Amber with.

      “Immortal,” the demon snarled.

      The man grinned. “Good guess. What gave it away?”

      “Who Called you?”

      The silver sword went straight for the demon’s throat. “No one. I happened to be passing.”

      Amber took her concentration from the crystals for a split second. Happened to be passing? A deserted warehouse between the tracks and docks of Seattle? With a sword?

      But good thing he was. Tonight Amber had gathered her supplies and come to the scene of her sister’s murder to try to find out what had happened to Susan four weeks ago. Jack Simon, detective in charge of the case, had told her that because there were no immediate suspects the murder would be filed under “unexplained paranormal death,” and likely forgotten.

      Simon was sympathetic and truly cared about solving the crime, but he’d refused Amber’s requests to let her see where her sister had died, so she’d come here now that the police were finished, without bothering to tell him. After all, she was a private citizen, allowed to drive anywhere in Seattle she wanted.

      The police tape was gone, the warehouse deserted, forensics and fingerprint takers finished. It was a warehouse again, nothing to distinguish it from other rundown buildings in this area, except that Susan had died here.

      The demon swerved from the warrior’s sword, moving with the deadly speed of his kind. Undeterred, the warrior shifted his weight to one foot and kicked, catching the demon high on the shoulder.

      Was the man here because of Susan? A boyfriend Amber didn’t know about? Detective Simon had let her look at the notebook he’d found next to Susan—the notebook had contained words in a script Amber couldn’t read, but the writing had tingled with evil. Amber had stared at it in shock. Susan knew better than to mess with demons and death magic. The evidence indicated she had anyway, and it had likely killed her.

      Alone in the warehouse, Amber had cast a circle for protection, calling on the element of Earth, to which her magic had the greatest affinity, to guard her. She’d used quartz crystals to enhance the vibrations leftover from the murder so she might scry what had happened, plus salt to outline her circle and connect with the bones of the earth beneath the warehouse.

      Not three minutes into the ritual, the demon had arrived by the mundane method of walking through the front door, and he’d tried to kill Amber.

      She’d fought, a futile effort since demons were stronger than any mortal. Had Susan fought, too? This demon seemed to radiate even more strength and evil than the demons who ran clubs in downtown Seattle, where foolish humans went to be seduced. He’d easily thrown down her guardian and circle, and had been ready to bash out her brains when the warrior had come crashing in.

      Amber focused her energy on the crystals, trying to find her center and shut out the death match happening five feet from her. Despite his wound, the demon whirled away and now struck the warrior with the iron bar, landing a blow across the back of the warrior’s fine-fitting leather coat. The coat ripped and the bar dug into the man’s shoulders.

      The warrior used the impact to bring his large fist around and catch the demon on the side of his head. While the demon staggered, the warrior shrugged off his ripped coat and continued the fight in a T-shirt that molded to every muscle in his body.

      “Who are you?” the warrior demanded of the demon.

      To Amber’s surprise, the demon laughed. “That stays my secret.”

      “When I cut off your head, maybe I’ll fish it out of your brain.”

      “I will not die this day, Immortal.”

      The man gave the demon a contemptuous look. “You sound like a reject from a bad movie. How do you know about Immortals?”

      “I know you seek one.”

      The declaration wiped the smile from the warrior’s face. He snarled in fury and launched himself at the demon for an all-out attack. A cloud of death magic shot from the demon’s hands, slick and foul like tar. It caught the man in the side and sent him flying up and backward until he slammed high into a brick wall.

      Amber winced, fearing she’d see the warrior slide bonelessly to the floor, but he sprang off the wall and landed on his feet. He lifted his sword straight out in front of him and bellowed, “Go!”

      The sword shifted from a blade into a five-foot snake, its mouth open, fangs gleaming. It flew through the air as though it had been shot from a bow and sank its teeth into the demon’s raised arm.

      The demon tried to shake it off, but the snake clung, biting deep. It must be poisonous, but would its venom harm a demon? The demon flailed and cursed, his attempts to dislodge the snake sending him straight toward Amber and her circle. The demon slammed into the blue nimbus of magic, but Amber’s protective bubble held, the shield glowing red where the demon struck it.

      The demon’s well-tailored back and shoulders pressed the bubble as he looked up to find the warrior glaring down at him. The warrior’s biceps were thick, a V of sweat plastering his shirt to his body. The warrior grabbed the snake by the tail, and the snake became a sword again, its tip pressing the demon’s chest.

      The demon wrenched himself backward over the bubble, sliding down the other side. The man leapt after him, rolling across the magic shield an inch from Amber’s head. The demon went down, and the warrior stood over him, sword point once more at the demon’s chest. The man held the huge hilt in both hands, ready to shove the blade in.

      “Tell me,” he commanded, voice hard.

      The demon laughed again. “About Tain?”

      “What the hell do you know about Tain?”

      “If you kill me, Immortal, you’ll never know.”

      “Then I’ll flay off every inch of your hide. Tell me, and I’ll be nice and kill you quick—er.”

      The demon laughed. “Wouldn’t you love to know what I mean?” He pointed at Amber. “Ask her.”

      The man glanced to where Amber sat under the faintly glowing shield, her mouth open. The warrior’s face took on a look of absolute fury, and he spun back to the demon and rammed the sword through the demon’s body.

      Except the demon wasn’t there. He dissolved into mist and vanished, his laughter ringing through the empty room.

      The warrior stared in stunned silence at the space where the demon had lain. A few tendrils of mist lingered on the blank floor, dissipating in the cool breeze that blew through the warehouse.

      Snarling, the warrior flung his sword across the floor, where it spun and threw sparks into the darkness. Face drawn with fury, he balled his fist and punched a nearby steel girder. The metal groaned under the onslaught, and the man stayed there, head bowed, arms stretched and tight. For a moment, his shoulders shook, the fists curling even harder against the post.

      Amber kept her protective bubble in place as the warrior finally pushed away from the post and stormed after his sword. He’d driven off the demon, but there was nothing to say he wasn’t as dangerous.

      The demon had called him Immortal, and the only immortals Amber knew about were vampires. The warrior didn’t look like a vampire, but then again he might be some kind of super-vamp she’d never seen before. When dealing with wielders of death magic, you couldn’t be too careful.

      The warrior reached down and picked up his sword. His jeans fitted easily over his thighs, showing trim, tight hips and one gorgeous ass. As soon as he touched the sword’s hilt, it turned to a snake again and wrapped itself lovingly around his wrist.

      The snake lifted its head and looked at Amber as the man walked back to her, its unblinking obsidian eyes fixing on her. It tested her scent with its tongue, then flattered its neck into a hood shape she recognized.

      Amber choked out, “That . . . is a cobra.”

      “Yes.” The man spoke a word to the snake, and it deflated and slithered up his arm. The cobra coiled around his bicep and morphed into a snake-shaped silver armlet that shone softly in the moonlight.

      “Is it gone?” Amber asked shakily.

      “No.” The man touched the armlet, and she heard a faint metallic ring. “He’ll come when he’s called.”

      “Then I’d appreciate it if you didn’t call him.”

      The warrior smiled tightly, then immediately lost the smile. In the split second before he closed his expression Amber saw incredible weariness—grief and exhaustion that went beyond anything she understood. He looked fairly young, about thirty or so, but his eyes held the strain of someone who’d watched ages pass.

      The man sank down on his heels to study Amber, and the breath went out of her. Strong. Big. The feeble adjectives welled up in her mind, but they kept her from blurting out, “Would you look at those thighs.” He was built like a wrestler, though not quite as bulked. His T-shirt molded to tight muscle, the neckline showing a dusting of black curls and an inviting sliver of chest.

      His hands were brown and sinewy, and had exhibited marvelous strength wielding the large sword. His face was hard and strong, cheekbones broad, his jaw square, black hair pulled back from a sharply defined brow.

      His eyes arrested her. Those eyes held cool darkness, a depth beyond anything she’d ever seen. Amber had plenty of experience with otherworldly creatures—vampires with seductive eyes and werewolves with a golden gaze that trapped you before you could even think to run. But this man’s eyes were different. She sensed something in him both ancient and as new as yesterday, a wisdom mixed with insatiable curiosity.

      In spite of the spatter of black demon blood on his shirt and arms, he was utterly comfortable and unaware of his delectable looks.

      “You like hiding behind that thing?” he asked, peering through the shield.

      “Better safe than sorry, I always say.”

      The man made a snatching motion at the bubble, and it instantly dissolved, the light bleeding down into the salt outline before vanishing.

      “Crap,” Amber said softly. She wouldn’t have time to charge the stones to raise another defensive barrier before he could strike. She was, as the phrase went, a sitting duck. No one should have been able to crack her shield like that.

      “Your spells can’t hurt me,” the man said, resting his hands on his knees. “And I won’t hurt you, so don’t strain yourself while I ask you questions.”

      Amber let fear fan her anger. “Who the hell are you?”

      “More important, who you are and why are you brain-dead enough to summon a demon? Especially one of that caliber?”

      “I didn’t summon him.”

      He flicked his finger over her stones. “I see a circle. A chalice and knife, candles, salt, incense, stones. And when I came in, there was a demon. What, you were going to cast his horoscope?”

      “If you knew anything about witchcraft, you’d see this is a circle for protection only,” Amber said hotly.

      “Which you just happened to cast in a warehouse in the middle of the night in a neighborhood rampant with feral vampires,” he said in a hard voice. “Not to mention rats, snakes, rabid dogs, and humans who’d roll you for a nickel.” He leaned closer. “Why aren’t you home tucked up in bed, little witch?”

      Amber hid her fear, pretending to be just as in-your-face as he was. “Why do you want to know so bad?”

      A corner of his mouth moved in impatience. “Just tell me.”

      “Tell me who you are, first.”

      He nodded once, as though her request was fair. “You can call me Adrian.”

      Amber blinked. “I can call you Adrian? Is that your name?”

      “Close enough.”

      “Close enough to what?”

      “Close enough to my original name that humans can’t pronounce.”

      She folded her arms, sitting back as though unworried. “Can you be more specific? Like what is an Immortal? Are you a vampire?”

      He shook his head. “Sweetheart, I’m what vampires fear. When vamps tell each other scary stories, they’re about me.”

      “I see,” Amber said skeptically. “You’re not full of yourself or anything.”

      To her surprise, he laughed. His smile made his eyes crinkle, softening them into something almost human. “I’m not a being of death magic, if that’s what you’re worried about. I’m definitely about life magic, like you. Which is why I want to know why you’re messing with death magic. This whole place reeks of it—I can’t breathe without inhaling a shitload of it. Do you have a car?”

      The incongruity of the question made Amber jump. “Yes. Why?”

      Adrian rose to his feet with lithe grace. “I say we blow this joint and get some coffee and talk. That’s what Seattle’s known for, right? Coffee?”

      “I hate coffee,” Amber said automatically. A drawback living in twenty-first century America, never mind Seattle, which pretty much had a coffeehouse on every corner. She was forever explaining she didn’t like it and earning incredulous looks from her coffee-saturated friends.

      “Then I’ll buy you tea. Come on.” Adrian reached down a broad hand to help her to her feet.

      Amber studied his hand, callused and strong with fighting, wondering whether to even consider trusting him. He was a fine specimen of a man, yes, but she’d learned the hard way that looks could disguise any amount of badness. He should not have been able to break her circle without wielding powerful magic himself, but he did not feel like a demon, and her coven would have heard about any witch that strong who’d come to town.

      His words about Seattle’s coffee signaled that he was new in town, but why he should rush to this warehouse in the nick of time to save her was beyond her understanding. Happened to be passing, my ass. She needed to find out more about him.

      “I’m a witch,” Amber said. “Aren’t you afraid I’ll turn you into a toad or something?”

      Another tight grin. “I’ll risk it.”

      Amber blew out her breath. “All right,” she said, taking his hand. “I think we definitely need to talk.”

      Like a gentleman, Adrian helped her gather her accoutrements into the carved sandalwood box she’d inherited from her mother, then he snatched up his torn leather coat, swirled it around his shoulders, and led her out into the night.
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        * * *

      

      “Cobras eat toads, I bet,” the young woman said as they reached her car. The vehicle, a Honda showing the wear and tear of living in a rainy climate, waited for them in the warehouse’s gravel-strewn parking lot.

      “Don’t give him ideas.” Adrian slung her box into the backseat and held open the driver’s side door for her.

      She gave him a startled look from her incredible eyes but climbed in and started the car. Instead of speeding off and leaving him stranded, she waited for him to get himself into the passenger seat and strap on a seatbelt.

      “Does your snake understand me?” she asked as they pulled away from the warehouse.

      “Every word. At least that’s what he tells me.”

      She gave him another startled look with eyes he wanted to get to know better. “He can talk?”

      “Sometimes he never stops talking,” Adrian said. “You pick the place. Somewhere you like. You know the town better than I do, and I’ll sit here and think about sampling Seattle’s coffee.”

      Without answering, the woman pulled out onto a little-trafficked road, and Adrian leaned against the window and contemplated her. Her long, slim fingers gripped the wheel; she sat upright in the seat and focused rigidly in front of her. He could feel the intensity of her, her fear, her anger—emotions she was not comfortable with. He sensed that these emotions hadn’t plagued her much in her young life, and now she struggled to deal with them.

      She had no taint of death magic on her. Some witches became seduced by it, the same way humans let demons or vampires seduce them in the back rooms of clubs in cities all across the world. It was a heady rush to command the sticky power of death magic, but it ultimately killed the witch who tried it. But this woman seemed clean and free of it, a fact which had saved her life. Adrian would have killed her if he thought the death magic in the warehouse had come from her.

      Short dark hair curled about her face and turned up naturally at the base of her neck. Her face was not beautiful, but interesting, with high cheekbones, slim nose, wide mouth. Throat lightly tanned, long neck, strong shoulders under her light windbreaker. Her scoop-neck shirt showed a tiny tattoo on her collarbone, a butterfly in tasteful colors.

      She had firm breasts inside a lace bra he glimpsed when she moved. He’d appreciated the jeans hugging her curvy hips and legs when he’d helped her gather up her things in the warehouse.

      But her eyes most of all had made him stop. They were golden brown, almost the color of whiskey—a very good malt whiskey. But there was more to her eyes besides their pretty color. She had something, some unwavering determination that had struck him hard when she’d first looked up at him.

      If Adrian made love to her, those eyes would regard him languidly, maybe lifting in the corners when she smiled. He’d enjoy making love to her, best in his decadent house in Los Angeles, with her tangled in cool sheets while soft music filled candlelit air. Fine champagne, ripe strawberries, and this woman.

      She didn’t look particularly sexually adventurous. Except for her quick once-over when he’d crouched next to her circle, she wouldn’t look at him now. No sly glances, no assessing stares, which was too bad. He would have to work on that. They had chemistry, he’d seen that when he’d knelt down and gazed at her through her magic shield. The light of the shield had shone around her, glowing out of her body with her clean, strong magic.

      Adrian was unable to shake the strange sensation that he’d seen her somewhere before. As she pulled onto a freeway, he opened the glove compartment and fished around inside.

      She shot him a glance, but didn’t stop him. “Nosy, are you?”

      He withdrew her insurance card and read the name on it. “Amber Silverthorne. That’s you?”

      “You know, an easier way to find out my name would have been to ask me.”

      But then she could have lied, and Adrian would have known it, and he didn’t want to start out with lies. “A good witch name,” he said, shutting the ill-fitting door.

      “It’s my real name. My parents were witches.”

      “Were? Meaning they’ve passed?”

      “My sister, too.” Her hands went even more rigid on the steering wheel. “She was murdered.”

      “She was murdered in the warehouse.” Adrian thought of the screams in his waking dream. He’d sprung from his bed but he’d known even then he’d be too late to save her.

      “Yes,” she answered in a dull voice. “Four weeks ago.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Adrian truly was sorry. No one needed to lose everyone they loved, especially not to the darkness of violence. Amber acknowledged the deaths without breaking down in self-pity, but he felt the grief in her, the sense of sorrow and the knowledge that she had to face the future alone.

      He couldn’t resist reaching out and rubbing her cheek with his fingers, trying to lend comfort. Her skin grew rosy under his touch.

      “I lost my brother a long time ago,” he said. “We never did find out what happened to him. I’m still looking.”

      She shot him a glance, surprise and sympathy in her eyes. “Goddess, I’m sorry. And his name was Tain? That’s the name the demon said.”

      “Yes.”

      She returned her attention to the road. “So when you came to the warehouse, you were following the demon, not me.” When Adrian merely nodded, she asked. “How did you get here?”

      “I flew.”

      She raised her brows and looked at his back as though checking for wings. He grinned. “In a 737, from Los Angeles. I’ve been tracking our demon friend since he showed up in one of my dreams weeks ago. You need to tell me everything you know about him.”

      She looked surprised. “I don’t know anything at all.”

      “You do. Maybe you don’t know what yet, but you do.”

      Amber jerked her gaze back to the road, and Adrian folded his arms and resumed his contemplation of her. She wore no rings but had three earrings in her right ear and two in her left, all silver. Wires and loops, as though she liked having things dangling and swishing around her. She wore a bracelet, again of fine silver, which softly clasped her wrist.

      Your eyes are going to bug out, Ferrin’s voice came inside his head. The cobra spoke a dialect of ancient Egyptian, one that hadn’t been heard in the world for thousands of years.

      She’s worth looking at, Adrian answered in the same language.

      Heh. Knew you’d say that.

      She’s also worth questioning. I need to know what she knows. If Amber had a piece to the puzzle to lead him to Tain, Adrian would stick by her until he found out what it was.

      Sure that’s all you want from her? Ferrin asked.

      Don’t you need to sleep or something?

      Ferrin said the ancient Egyptian equivalent of Whatever, and went silent. With any luck, the snarky snake would remain dormant for a while.

      They moved through the city into quieter districts, with large houses and sloping lawns resting on dark wooded hills that wound above one another. In a neighborhood of flower-bordered walks, Amber parked the car in front of a three-story Victorian house with a tower and a wraparound porch.

      “This is a coffeehouse?” Adrian asked dubiously.

      “This is my house. Coffeehouses are closed at this hour. We’ll have a cup in the kitchen, and we’ll talk, and then you’ll leave. I want to know what you know about this demon.”

      He touched her cheek again, letting a bit of magic ripple from him to her. “I won’t hurt you.”

      She gave him a puzzled look, then they got out of the car. Adrian carried her box of gear up to the porch. Amber unlocked and opened the front door and started to step through, but Adrian held her back with a hand on her shoulder. “Wait.”

      Her golden eyes widened again as she stepped back, and he handed her the box and went inside.
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      Adrian found a foyer with a coatrack of raincoats, umbrellas, and boots and a door on the other side with stained glass in its upper half. Beyond this lay a hall lit when he touched the switch behind the door.

      He saw walls painted a creamy color that complimented the hardwood floors and the green runner that lay the length of the hall. Open doors gave onto a huge, high-ceilinged living room on one side, an equally large dining room on the other, and a kitchen behind the dining room.

      Adrian felt the wards of protection that had been traced on every window and door and even along the vents in the walls. Every crevice or crack that could lead to the outside was warded, and he sensed layers and layers of marks, new over old. They had been laid to keep out beings of death magic—vampires, demons, afreets, and other nasties—who would not be able to cross into this house unless they were very powerful.

      Even so, he could not shake the feeling of being watched, of death lurking not far away.

      Adrian returned to the foyer and beckoned Amber in. “This house has been protected for generations.”

      Amber closed the door, shed her windbreaker, and hung it on a hook. The box of witch’s tools she kept under her arm. “Five generations. My grandfather’s grandfather built it.”

      “All witches?”

      “All.”

      “A hereditary witch. I’m impressed.”

      She shot him a look. “You seem to know a lot about witches.”

      “I know a lot about everything.” Adrian slid off his leather coat, frowning a little over the rip the demon had made, then hung it on the hook next to her windbreaker and followed her to the kitchen.

      Despite Amber’s claim to loathe coffee, a coffeemaker rested on the counter, which she had perking away with a packet of coffee she pulled out of a cupboard. She filled a tea kettle with water and put it on the stove and filled a mesh ball with loose-leaf tea.

      She moved with efficiency, her body lithe in jeans and her short-sleeved shirt. In addition to the butterfly on her collarbone, she had a Celtic interlaced tattoo around her upper arm.

      He saw the tightness in her shoulders, tension from her sister’s death. He wished he could have met her before the tragedy, when her mouth had turned up in ready smiles, when her laughter had echoed through this kitchen. He knew it had, because he felt it lingering. Adrian could also feel the remnants of shock and pain and imagined her down here fixing herself a cup of tea after she’d learned of the murder, trying to find calm.

      The coffeemaker finished, and Amber poured out a cup of rich-smelling brew. At about the same time the old-fashioned tea kettle whistled. Amber poured the water into a small teapot and brought it to the table with their cups.

      “Sugar?” she asked. “I don’t have cream, only milk.”

      Adrian held his hand over the cup. “I like it plain.”

      “Good.” Amber thumped down in the chair, as though he’d passed some kind of test. She positioned her tea mug on the table and looked him full in the face, her dark hair in damp ringlets on her forehead. “Are you some kind of witch? Maybe a long-lived one, which is why they call you Immortal?”

      “No, not a witch.”

      “Then what?” Her tawny gaze flicked over his face. “Not a vampire, because I wouldn’t be able to look at you without becoming your drooling slave.”

      “Not a vampire,” he agreed. “I am a creature of the night, though. And of the day, too.”

      “Thank you; that’s very clear.”

      He turned the coffee mug around on the straw placemat in front of him. Time was, the very mention of the word Immortal made all magically inclined creatures stop in awe. But the world had marched on, computers took the place of arcane lore, and no one remembered.

      “Immortal means I’ve been around a very long time. I was born on the Nile during what Egyptologists call the fourth dynasty, when Khufu made the great pyramid at Giza. I was brought up by Isis and Hathor, trained to fight the forces of death magic. I can sense death magic days after the creature has been there, and I can sense when a human or life-magic being has been dabbling in death magic. I can sense all magical creatures. For instance, I know there’s a werewolf on your back porch.” He lifted the coffee to his lips and took a sip.

      Amber didn’t show any surprise. “That’s Sabina. She’s a friend, and she likes to check up on me.”

      A young woman with a thick volume of blond hair was peering in through the glass half of the kitchen door, her hands cupped to see inside. She waved when Amber looked over, and Amber rose to let her in.

      Sabina looked to be about Amber’s age, but Adrian sensed an oldness about her that came from her wolf form. Werewolves were difficult to place age-wise because their human bodies were more resilient than normal human ones. She wore bright red sweats, easy to get into and out of when she shifted. Her golden wolf’s eyes skewered Adrian, narrowing a little when she couldn’t make out what he was.

      “Hey, Amber,” Sabina said, her voice light but betraying caution. “Who’s the hunk?”

      “This is Adrian. Adrian—Sabina. My friend. He knew you were a werewolf.”

      “Yeah, well, lots of people do.” Sabina fetched a cup from Amber’s cupboard, helped herself to coffee, and sat down at the table with them. “Your date?” She ran a shrewd golden gaze up and down Adrian. “He’s good looking at least.”

      “Not a date,” Amber said with emphasis. “We were just talking.”

      “About what?”

      “About the death of Amber’s sister,” Adrian said, setting down his cup. “Amber was just about to tell me everything.”
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        * * *

      

      Amber frowned at him, but she did want to tell him. She’d kept what happened bottled up inside too long, where it pushed at her and hurt her. If Adrian could give her any information on who this demon was and why he’d killed Susan, she wasn’t going to hold back. She’d pick his brain for as long as it took.

      She took a fortifying sip of tea and told Adrian and Sabina how Detective Simon had arrived to tell her Susan had been killed, and had driven her to the morgue to show her Susan’s remains. Amber would never forget the smell of the place as long as she lived—heavy disinfectant that couldn’t quite cover the odor of death. Susan had lain on the gurney with her eyes closed peacefully, but her face had been bruised and battered, and she’d had deep cuts all over her torso, evidence of an ugly fight.

      Detective Simon had shown Amber photos of the crime scene, mercifully without Susan’s body in them, and asked Amber what she thought Susan had been doing. From the photos, Susan had gone to the warehouse to prepare a circle, complete with quarter candles and stones, herbs, salt, incense, and holy water, but what she’d meant the circle for and what magics she’d meant to perform, Amber couldn’t tell from the black-and-white pictures.

      Detective Simon had shown her Susan’s notebook with sketches of the circle and notes for the ritual. Susan’s notes looked normal enough, but two pages had been covered with the evil-looking script Amber had never seen before.

      “He kept the notebook as evidence,” Amber finished. “But he let me copy some of it. I haven’t been able to figure out what kind of language it is. I haven’t found anything like it on the Internet and not in books, and no one I know has ever seen it.”

      “Show it to me,” Adrian said. “I’m something of a linguist.”

      Amber nodded and rose, taking her box of accoutrements, and went upstairs to her bedroom to fetch the papers. The room next to hers, which she and Susan had used as a workroom, was cluttered with preparation for Beltane—ribbons, garlands, candles, and robes that Susan would never wear waited. Amber wiped tears from her eyes as she thought of the celebration she and Susan were to have hosted together, as they did every year.

      Can’t cry right now, she told herself. I want to find the bastard who killed her, and if this Adrian can help, let him. We’ll make her killer pay, and at Beltane we’ll dedicate the entire celebration to Susan.

      Amber carried the papers back downstairs to the kitchen. She found Sabina leaning across the kitchen table talking to Adrian in a fervent manner, her words too low for Amber to hear. Adrian listened as he lounged back in his chair, his long legs barely fitting under the table, fingers negligently holding his coffee cup.

      He looked utterly at home here at the same time he overwhelmed the kitchen like an ancient god, maybe Dionysus, god of wine and revelry, who’d decided to relax and stay awhile.

      Strange that she was thinking of Beltane rituals, which involved the coupling God and Goddess, and now Dionysus. When Adrian looked up and caught her eye, heat burned swiftly through her. Why did his eyes have to be so sinful? They were deep and black, impenetrable, as though they held ancient secrets. They were eyes she could stare into for a long, long time.

      Sabina broke off when she noted Amber in the doorway and sat back down, taking an innocent sip of coffee. Amber plopped the pages in front of Adrian, with effort not looking into his eyes.

      “The copies probably aren’t that great,” Amber said. “I was in a hurry and I didn’t know what I was writing.”

      Adrian nodded absently as he perused the paper, his lashes flicking as he took in the words. “This script is very old.”

      “Like Old English you mean?” Sabina leaned to him, her breasts pressing the table’s edge. “Like Beowulf?”

      “Far older than that.”

      “Egyptian?” Amber asked. “Not hieroglyphs but the script—what’s it called—hieratic?”

      “Older even than that,” Adrian answered. “This is a script from before the rise of human civilizations.”

      “How can that be?” Amber asked, sitting down again. “You have human civilization and then you have writing, not the other way around.”

      “I didn’t say the writing was human.”

      Amber’s gaze froze to him. “Demon, you mean?”

      “Maybe. I can’t decipher it, at least not here. I’ll need resources. And the rest of the page.”

      Amber poured more tea into her cup from the small teapot on the table. “I was lucky to get that, and only because I talked to Detective Simon hard and fast.”

      “I might convince him to give up more.”

      Sabina gave him a skeptical look. “Could you? Why is that?”

      “Let’s just say I have a way with people.”

      “Does it have anything to do with your snake?” Amber gestured to the silver cobra coiled around his upper arm. The sleeves of his T-shirt were cut short, baring the smooth bulge of his biceps, probably to accommodate the armlet. “What is your interest anyway? I’m grateful that you saved my life tonight, but I have to ask why you’re so adamant to know what happened to Susan.”

      “Because this goes beyond your sister’s death,” Adrian answered. “Something larger is going on, and I want to know what.”

      “Something larger?” Amber didn’t like that. She had been noticing in the last months that the number of vampires in town had increased, that shadows seemed to lengthen, that dark alleys had become darker and people stayed indoors more at night, unusual because the weather was finally becoming warmer.

      Adrian leaned forward a little, strong fingers cradling his coffee mug. “You feel it, too.”

      Amber gave him a reluctant nod. Sabina frowned as though she had no idea what they were talking about.

      “Death magic is growing in strength,” Adrian said. “It should not be—the balance between life magic and death magic should remain in perfect equilibrium. If it grows too strong, and the balance is tipped . . .” He held his hand palm up, then flipped it over, his eyes somber. “Things could get bad. I mean very bad, like it hasn’t been since this writing was created.”

      Amber touched the scrawled words, which seemed to twist into sinister lines before her eyes. She wondered again where the hell Susan had come across it, and why her sister, one of the most talented and careful witches Amber knew, had decided to copy a demon script into her working notebooks.

      She also wondered why Adrian was so familiar with it, and what his connection was with the demon. She looked into his eyes as she sat back in her chair, but whatever he knew, he hid and hid well.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian watched Amber tense, her anger turning to worry. She puzzled him, because his magic should be able to make her relax and speak to him readily. No direct manipulation, just a gentle nudge to make her talk to him and answer questions without terror. But whenever he tried to influence her in any way, Amber rose beyond his touch as though she never noticed him nudging.

      Adrian alone of his brothers had the power of making people trust him—each brother had a talent the others lacked. Not that any of them used their magic often—he and his brothers came when Called, killed the threat, and departed.

      At least, that’s how it was supposed to go. Adrian and his brothers had soon discovered they enjoyed staying after the battle was over, dancing at the victory feast, answering the unspoken offers of young women with sly eyes. Adrian liked drinking wine and talking with grateful people, sharing their joy that death magic wouldn’t carry off the children tonight or that the world wouldn’t be destroyed for at least another day.

      For the last seven hundred years, since he’d lost Tain and decided not to return to Ravenscroft where the Immortals lived and trained, Adrian had dwelled in this world among humans. He’d never settled in one place for long, leaving before people got too worried that he never aged. But even living among humans, he still hadn’t been able to become like them, to enter into their world of families and close friendships. He was forever an outsider, unable to relate to anyone except his brothers, and even then he couldn’t say he’d been close to any of them except Tain.

      He glanced at the page of writing again, mundane notebook paper and ballpoint ink, tracing shapes of letters so ancient and powerful they didn’t have names. He couldn’t read the words, but he had an idea what they were, and he didn’t like it.

      He looked up at Amber. Sweet chiseled face, tawny eyes following his every move. Red, full lips touching her teacup, her brow furrowing the slightest bit as she sipped the hot brew. Fingers long and strong, holding the mug with surety. He wondered how those fingers would feel moving down his torso, finding every hollow of him.

      When Amber had been out of the room looking for the paper, the werewolf Sabina had told him with a vicious snarl that if Adrian did the one-night stand thing with Amber, taking advantage of her grief, Sabina would rip out his throat. Sabina had meant it, and as a werewolf, she could certainly do it—or try anyway.

      Sabina didn’t need to worry. A one-night stand with Amber wasn’t what Adrian had in mind. Months, maybe, on a tropical island, watching her swim in the waves, laughing at night as they lounged by a fire. Waking up in the morning to see the sun on her face, moonlight licking her body at night.

      Not a one-night stand. A very long association and every hour worth it.

      It wouldn’t last, though. Nothing lasted for Immortals, only time, and loneliness.

      Adrian wanted to continue this conversation with Amber alone, in any case. He glanced at Sabina, brushing her with subtle magic and the suggestion that she leave.

      “I should go,” Sabina said. Amber glanced at her in surprise, but Sabina shoved back her chair, clattered her coffee cup to the sink, and headed for the door. “I’ll patrol the green behind our houses and keep an eye on things. And if you need me, just holler. Or scream the house down. I’ll be here.” She shot Adrian a final dark look, then banged the back door closed behind her.

      Adrian swallowed the last of his coffee and pushed the cup aside. “I need to shower. I have dried demon blood on me.”

      Amber’s eyes flickered at the abrupt change of subject. “Do you need me to drive you somewhere? Are you staying at a hotel?”

      Adrian stood up. “No, I’m staying here.”

      “Oh, really?” Her gaze flattened.

      “I’m not leaving you alone. This house is well warded, and Sabina is watching, but demons are tricky.” He touched the writing. “Your sister likely died because of this. You don’t need to die for it too.”

      “Sabina will notice anyone trying to get in and come to help,” Amber said. “She noticed you.”

      Adrian shook his head. “She’s not strong enough to fight this demon, and werewolves are mortal, which means she’ll need to sleep sometime.”

      “Oh, and you don’t?”

      “I do.” Adrian enjoyed a moment visualizing her sleeping next to him, but her steely gaze told him she wanted him nowhere near her bed. “But I can stay awake when necessary. For as long as it’s necessary.”

      Amber hesitated, clearly weighing having Adrian stay here against the danger of the demon she’d seen with her own eyes.

      “Fine then,” she said, not happy. “The guest bedroom is at the top of the stairs and has an attached bathroom. Towels are in the linen closet at the end of the hall.”

      Adrian relaxed a little. He’d fully intended to linger outside and watch the house whether she liked it or not, but things would be easier if he were inside it. “Let me check the house again to make sure all is well, then I’ll take a shower.”

      “In that case, I’ll get the towels.”

      She had to push past him to get out the door, which meant that they spent a moment in close contact. He slid his arm around her waist, unable to stop himself. If he pulled her against him, they’d just fit, her head tucked under his chin. He felt her heartbeat beneath his arm, speeding like a rabbit’s and not entirely in anger.

      “After you,” he said, changing his half-embrace to a gentle push against the small of her back. She flushed and ducked out the door, and Adrian watched her go, grinning to himself.

      Adrian walked the house, checking every door and window, while Amber rummaged in the linen cupboard upstairs. He saw her carrying towels, pillows, and sheets into the bedroom at the top of the stairs as he checked the windows in the hall. He found a bedroom farther down from the guest room filled with books, candles, and framed art posters—controlled clutter. He caught a faint whiff of the perfume Amber wore and the lingering odor of life-magic.

      The bedroom next to this one had the same kind of organized chaos but also an air of sadness and disuse where there shouldn’t be, tinged with the tiniest hint of death magic. Susan’s room, he guessed.

      He touched the wards of the window, letting his magic flow through the symbols drawn there. The runes glowed out of the walls then faded to become invisible to the non-magical.

      Adrian reinforced all the wards in that room, then went through to strengthen the wards on the rest of the big house, including those on the staircase that wound to the top of the tower. He felt the history of the place as he wandered it, but none of that history had been gruesome until Susan’s murder. The house held the usual succession of births, deaths, marriages, parties, happiness, sadness—everyday life.

      Amber was still in the guest bathroom when he finished, running the water in the shower stall to get it warm for him. In an old house like this one, hot water would chug slowly through the pipes, unlike the almost instant steamy heat that came out of his shower in his Los Angeles home.

      Amber didn’t hear him come in, and didn’t turn around. Quietly setting Ferrin, who morphed to a snake, on the bedside table, Adrian shed his stained shirt, pulled his boots and socks from his feet, and peeled off his jeans before walking, in his underwear alone, into the bathroom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Amber jumped, pulse racing, when she found six foot six of golden muscle in the bathroom with her.

      He looked down at her with a teasing smile, his eyes warm and enigmatic at the same time. The bare hollow of his throat enticed her, as did the black curls that spread across his strong pectorals. Amber wanted to touch the planes of his body, explore his warm, male skin with her fingers.

      She hadn’t wanted him to stay, but the demon had terrified her, and Adrian exuded an aura of protectiveness. That protectiveness, as well as the fact that he was a stunning, hard man who’d saved her life, made Amber less reluctant to keep him near. She couldn’t stop herself reaching out, letting her fingers land lightly on his chest.

      Adrian flinched, eyes closing, body stilling. He’d been laughing at her, teasing, but the teasing vanished, and now Adrian held himself tightly as though her fingertips resting on his chest brought him pain. Amber started to pull away, but his brows drew together, an expression of deeper hurt, and she let her hand remain.

      She glanced around him at the mirror to view his strong and straight back, and gasped. His skin was covered with scars, wounds crisscrossed on top of wounds, some old, some new and raw. Some were shallow scratches on his skin and some were deep, where he’d been cut to the bone. There were so many, telling of countless fights.

      Amber was no stranger to fighting. Being a witch, she’d had to learn to defend herself against beings of death magic, in not only magical but physical attacks. She could fight if she had to with a short, half-moon knife that fitted to her knuckles, and Sabina had taught Amber plenty of moves that might come in handy.

      None of her preparation had readied Amber for the brutal attack of the demon tonight, a fight that Susan had lost and which Amber would have lost without Adrian. But her rare fights and even the struggle tonight were nothing to what must have caused the wreckage of this man’s back.

      She traced a triangular pucker of skin on his shoulder where someone had driven a sharp object into him. “Good Goddess, what has happened to you?”

      Adrian opened his eyes, which were filled with old pain. The darkness inside was like a chasm into time itself. “A warrior has to expect to be cut now and again.”

      “Now and again?” she asked incredulously. “Some of this skin looks like it’s been through a meat shredder.”

      He shrugged. “Swords, knives, arrows, bullets. No meat shredders.”

      Amber also noticed that an abrasion he’d sustained from the demon tonight was already closing, the wound a pink line. “What are you? And don’t give me another lesson about ancient Egypt.”

      His gaze became more enigmatic still. “Something forgotten in this world.”

      “Fine. If you don’t want to tell me, I can just ask your snake.”

      He started to laugh. “I thought you were afraid of Ferrin.”

      “I never said I’d stand close to him when I asked.”

      Adrian continued to smile. He threaded his fingers through the short hair that curled on the back of her neck and leaned down to kiss her, his tongue sweeping briefly into her mouth. She tasted the sharp bite of him, and then the kiss was finished, leaving her heartbeat racing.

      He raised his head and rested his broad forearms on her shoulders, continuing to play with her hair. “Amber Silverthorne, I’m glad I found you tonight.”

      She smiled a little. “I’m glad you found me too. Or I’d be dead.”

      “Yes, you would be,” Adrian said without boasting. “I thank all the goddesses that I reached you in time.”

      She touched his jaw. His whiskers were sandpaper rough, like a human’s. But then again, vampires shaved and acted as normal humans, as Amber had discovered the hard way when she was younger. A vampire could glam a person’s mind to accept them as a human. She’d been in love with the vamp called Julio for six months before Susan had removed the glam, and Amber had learned the awful and humiliating truth.

      Susan wasn’t here anymore to get rid of glamour spells and protect her little sister. Amber had to recognize danger and remove it herself.

      Amber lightly stroked Adrian’s jaw, feeling the strength of his muscles beneath his skin.

      The pulse beating hard at his throat told her he was very much alive, and no vampire. But nor was he a werewolf or any other kind of shapeshifter. Amber had known Sabina since childhood, and Sabina had always exuded a predatory air, sometimes narrowing her golden eyes to watch people with the look of a wolf sizing up a rabbit. Sabina also carried the sense that she was part of a collective—her family, her pack—people who would fight at her side.

      Adrian had nothing of the wolf about him. He had the predatory air but one that said he fought alone. Amber sensed his aloneness was not his choice but something he had learned to live with. The sheer loneliness she felt from him was overpowering.

      Adrian’s hand firmed on the nape of her neck, as though he would stop her from falling. “I’m sorry,” he said softly. “You aren’t ready for what I am.”

      Amber wasn’t quite sure why he was apologizing. She continued to look into his eyes, and the vast emptiness she saw there gradually lessened, then shut her out, until she was simply looking at a strong man’s dark eyes.

      “I need to shower.” He slowly withdrew his fingers from her neck, then before she could stop him he slipped his briefs to his ankles, stepped out of them and walked casually to the shower stall.

      No way could she not look. The scars didn’t lessen the beauty of his body, the strong back that led to tight hips and firm mound of backside. His left buttock held a tattoo of a pentacle, an upright five-pointed star surrounded by a circle.

      Adrian glanced at her, mouth quirked, knowing she stared, and entered the steam-filled stall. Smiling another smile that crinkled the corners of his eyes, he shut the opaque door, and steam swirled around to obscure his body.

      Amber remained staring. What she’d seen between his legs as he stepped into the shower had been firm and well shaped. She couldn’t stop herself from imagining that firm cock rising to her hand while he touched her with languid fingers, his dark eyes promising sin.

      In the shower, Adrian started to whistle. Amber swallowed hard and made herself turn around and walk from the room.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Adrian finished his shower Amber was long gone. Too bad. Watching her hair get spiky in the steamy room, her gaze riveted to him as he teased her with his nakedness had made his blood burn.

      But he was right that she wasn’t ready for what he was. Adrian had learned to take the best life offered and enjoy the hell out of it, because it didn’t last. But if he rushed Amber, he might hurt her, or scare her, and something was prompting him to take care of her, to be gentle.

      Adrian dried himself off and pulled on his jeans, walking lightly through the guest room to the hall. The door to the bedroom he’d identified as Amber’s stood tightly closed. He sensed her behind it, in bed perhaps, her breathing too rapid for sleep. He grinned and retreated to his own room.

      He sprawled across the double bed, hands locked behind his head. The taste of Amber’s kiss had been delectable. The feel of her gaze on him had been even more delectable. She’d wanted to look at him, and she’d wanted to touch him, which gratified something deep inside him. Adrian didn’t frighten or unnerve her—she was strong, and he’d sensed a wanting in her that was raw and basic.

      He wanted her with the same intensity, and he was certain she felt it. Witches carried nature and a part of the mother Goddess in them, and he could feel in Amber her solid connection with the earth. Even her name, Amber, grounded her—amber being used in magic rituals for healing, protection, and strength. Her magic would complement Adrian’s if they coupled, and the experience would be rough and pleasurable, and hard to forget.

      As soon as he judged Amber to be asleep, Adrian rose, and in only his jeans and bare feet, went softly down the hall to Susan’s bedroom. As he’d sensed when he’d first explored the house, Susan’s room felt different from the others in the house. She’d begun to explore negative energies, which had drawn them to her like a porch light attracting moths.

      Dabbling in death magic drew death magic, a fact which Susan had obviously known, because she’d put a stand of black candles across her windowsill in effort to keep negativity from crossing. It hadn’t worked. Adrian could smell a taint in the air where it was absent in the rest of the house. There had been no tendrils of death magic in Amber’s room, and he was willing to believe her innocent of whatever Susan had been doing.

      No, he wanted to believe it. He wanted to find someone who was exactly as she seemed, with no duplicity to her. Most witches he met were eager to tap into his power and often suggested complex sex rituals through which they could grip some of his magic. At times, he let them, holding back the strongest parts of his magics, which could hurt and even kill them, but the aftermath always left him unsatisfied.

      Of course, if Amber wanted to practice sex magic with him, he’d throw himself down and invite her to come on in.

      He stepped into the center of Susan’s bedroom and stretched his senses. She’d been dabbling in many things—from studying the hieroglyphs of a cult of Apep, dark serpent god of Egypt, to demonic languages. Why had she copied out the demon script? Susan would not have been strong enough to withstand such death magic if she invoked it, and she must have known that.

      He wondered where she’d come across the script at all. The script had been used in ancient times by demons to write rituals to their own gods, invocations that contained strong death magic and unbelievable evil. Only an incredibly powerful demon, or one very, very old, would even be able to read or understand this language today. The suspicion that the demon Adrian had faced tonight was an Old One chilled him to the bone.

      One of Adrian’s life tasks was to keep demons from overrunning the human world. He could not kill them all, much as he wanted to, because life and death magic had to stay in balance. Too much of one or the other could unmake the world. Adrian and his brothers had been created to keep that balance.

      In ancient times, death magic had been immensely strong and had nearly wiped out living magic and the world time and again. Isis had gotten a priest of Amun to agree to give Isis a child, and she’d born Adremenhotep—now called Adrian—an immortal demigod who would help humans fight against death magic for millennia to come. Isis had wanted him half human so that he’d have compassion for humans, and half god to have the magic and lifespan of a god.

      A hell of a life. Adrian’s four younger brothers had come along one at a time, each sired by a priest and a different aspect of the mother Goddess. A family of warriors, Immortals, living outside of time until summoned by a spell referred to as the Calling.

      At first Adrian and his brothers had done nothing but answer the Calls, unaware that they had a choice. But so much happened since their creation, so many world changes—wars, power shifts, populations rising and falling, to rise again. All of them had experienced unbelievable loneliness and grief, as well as unbelievable joy. Now here Adrian stood in a Victorian house in the twenty-first century in the Pacific Northwest, his brothers far away, thinking of the kiss of a woman in a way he’d not in a long time.

      He shook his head as he began opening drawers and going through them. He’d chosen not to answer any more Calls since Tain’s disappearance, sick and tired of the goddesses who refused to help him. Tain was gone, they said, and Adrian would just have to live with it.

      But when a man saw nothing before him but empty years, fighting endless battles, while the most powerful goddesses in the universe couldn’t find his brother . . . It pissed him off a little.

      Adrian found what he’d expected to find in a witch’s room—boxes of candles sorted by color; herbs tied into bags or loose in jars; incense, both readymade sticks as well as loose incense she’d mixed herself; a mortar and pestle; and common plastic spoons to measure out various herbs and salts. A rustic broom stood in one corner, its handle decorated with colorful streamers.

      And he found books. Shelves upon shelves and piles upon piles of books from the latest popular press on Wicca to old texts on herb lore, folk lore, and folk magic. Susan had marked up her books, highlighting lines or circling rhymes, folding down pages or marking them with scraps of bright paper. None of the books bore the demon script or even made reference to it.

      In the bottom drawer of Susan’s desk, he found her notes in three-ring binders, neatly organized into one notebook per year. Within those organized into seasons, rituals, notes of tarot readings and scryings, spells and esbat workings.

      “I’ve already been through all those,” Amber said from the doorway.

      Adrian didn’t jump. He’d heard her footsteps in the hall, caught her scent on the air, felt the unmistakable touch of her aura. Adrian knew, somehow, that he would always be able to sense her coming.

      He flicked slowly through Susan’s last notebook without looking up. “I know you have. But I might see something you missed or didn’t understand.”

      She came to him, feet whispering on the carpeted floor. She wore a long nightshirt loose at the neck, which gave him a glimpse of the soft woman inside.

      “How could I not understand?” Amber asked. “Susan and I were trained together.”
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The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
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or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
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contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
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DISCLAIMER
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