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Lugh (pronounced Lou) is a god who, over the centuries, has been known by many names. In Ireland, he is also known as Llew or Lugos. In the Mediterranean, he is Apollo, the Golden God. In the far North, he is Thor. His most frequently used appellations include Light-Bringer and God-Killer.

Keely Ann Lee is lover and wife to Lugh; she is his other half. A year has passed since Lugh and Rhiannon saved her life, and Keely is now learning how to be a goddess. 

Murmur is a singularly focused demon of the clan Abrakus, bound in service to Lugh for all eternity.

Griffin is a human and Lugh’s employee. Tech-savvy and possessing mad hacking skills, he scrubs the Internet of all signs of the Pale. 

Rhiannon is the goddess of sovereignty and the horse. She is the acknowledged leader of a supernatural community known as the Pale. Lugos owes her a debt, and so he finds himself occasionally aiding her in settling problems within the Pale.

Digon is a demon who serves the goddess Rhiannon.

Angus is the god of beauty, known sarcastically as Angus the Pretty. His current occupation is that of model. He and Bride are siblings.

Gabriela is a young woman whose empathic sensitivity makes it hard for her to lead a normal life. Perhaps as an escape, she’s begun to dream of a man—her perfect man.

Darren is Gabriela’s gay roommate. After graduating from Georgia Tech, he has—perhaps out of habit—continued to offer shelter and financial support to Gabriela as she struggles to embrace the world at large.

Zee is an aging demigoddess who owns far too many cats and likes to bake. In Keely’s opinion, she’s a total badass despite her advanced years. 

The Pale is a collection of supernatural communities that live on the fringes of modern society. The few earthbound gods who have remained in this realm acknowledge Rhiannon as its leader. The communities include the scheming witches who adored Lugh’s estranged mother, the power-struggling shifters, the temperamental dragonkin, the elusive but decidedly dangerous fae, the deeply misunderstood demon clans, the cursed werewolf packs, and the occasional pissed-off demigod with parent issues all their own.

The first demon was created by the gods for the purpose of war. To ensure complete loyalty, the demon was nurtured, strengthened, and bound to his creator through the god’s own blood. And so it has been since the beginning.
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Murmur hated boats. He always had. No matter the age or size of the vessel, he detested the constant rocking.

Keely groaned. “For heaven’s sake, Murmur, it’s a yacht, not a boat. And it’s beautiful here. How can you not be enjoyin’ yourself?” She was sitting in the lounge chair next to him and waved one tan arm to encompass the blue water and the far too distant island.

He’d been in a foul mood from the moment he’d stepped on deck. “Stop reading my mind,” he replied with a low grumble. Though she seemed unaware of it, Murmur had felt her briefly touch his mind, like a butterfly pausing only to flutter away again. In all honesty, she had a right to invade his mind, and he shouldn’t complain. He was a demon, and her protector when Lugh was away.

“Lugh knows I hate boats. As soon as he returns from doing Rhiannon’s latest bidding, I wish you’d ask him to take us back to the island.” Murmur’s eyes were killing him. Even with his dark sunglasses, the bright light of the Caribbean was giving him a headache.

Keely lowered her chin and glanced over the rim of her own dark glasses. “I know you’d rather be back in Atlanta. I’m sorry Lugh insisted that you come along.” She slid her sunglasses back in place and turned her face to catch the sun’s rays. “Though I have to admit, I like spendin’ time with you.”

Murmur gave a halfhearted grunt. He liked her as well. She was unique, a newly made goddess. The god Lugh and the goddess Rhiannon had managed something remarkable, even for them. Keely was Lugh’s only love. Until recently, she’d been mortal, locked in the cycle of death and rebirth, forever returning to Lugh lifetime after lifetime, only for death to separate the two lovers. Murmur had failed to protect her during one of those lifetimes. It was something he bitterly regretted.

“Your eyes were green when you peeked over those rims. If I recall, mortal Keely had brown eyes.”

The bikini-clad goddess sighed. “Ugh! I like green better. Brown is way harder to project than it looks.”

For the first time since boarding Lugh’s wandering love boat, Murmur chuckled. “That’s why he nags you to practice. It needs to become second nature. At some point, we’ll leave this place and return to Georgia. You’ll have to at least pretend nothing has changed so Keely’s mortal mother doesn’t suffer a heart attack as soon as she sees you. Lugh tells me she’s a bit of a religious zealot and is utterly convinced he’s kidnapped you.”

Keely giggled. A moment later, she lowered her glasses again. “How’s this?”

“That’s hazel. Think hot chocolate.”

“Damn it!” Keely shoved her glasses back in place and after a few minutes said, “She means well.”

“I’m sure she does,” he agreed. He’d never met the mortal, nor would he ever. By design, his race was completely invisible and absolutely inaudible to all but the gods and other demons. It made him the perfect warrior, the ultimate assassin.

“Why were you given the ability to change your skin color if only other demons and the gods can see you?” she asked, her presence having brushed against his mind yet again.

Murmur glanced down at his dark mahogany skin. He then consciously lightened it to more closely match Keely’s sun-kissed color. “So that I’m pleasing to the company I keep. You and Lugh care little, but some of the other gods are particular in their aesthetic preferences.”

Keely scrunched her nose in distaste. “That’s awful.”

“I am a demon, Keely, fashioned by the gods and bound to Lugh for all eternity. On the whole, I can tell you that the gods are a selfish lot. Current company exempted, of course.”

Keely sat up and swung her bare legs over the edge of her chair. “I’m sorry, Murmur, I didn’t remember that you don’t like boats. I’ll get us back to the island as soon as Lugh returns. The memories of mortal Keely are still the easiest for me to access. The other lifetimes are less clear, though I know—”

Murmur laid one large hand on her arm to stop her from continuing. In truth, to hear a god apologize, even a newly made goddess, made him distinctly uncomfortable.

“I’m fine, Keely. Contrary to my feelings for the other gods, I like you. You’re generous and brave, with no small amount of sass to keep life interesting. Lugh is lucky to have you.” Murmur could feel her pulse beneath the pads of his fingers and the blood surging just under her golden skin, so he removed his hand from her arm. Unexpectedly, his incisors lengthened in anticipation, but the demon pushed away the clawing hunger he felt and leaned back in the lounge chair. To hide his fangs from her, he laid a wet hand towel over his glasses and face. He would need to feed soon, and Lugh had yet to explain to Keely what that entailed.

“I hope you never let him forget just how lucky he is,” he finished, his baritone voice only marginally muffled by the fabric.

Keely laughed. “He says I’m going to give him gray hairs.”

“Gods don’t get gray hairs.”

“Yes, they do,” replied Lugh, shimmering into his natural form.

Tied as he was to Lugh, Murmur had felt the god’s pending arrival, so he didn’t flinch at Lugh’s sudden appearance. From beneath the weight of the cool towel, he was aware of Keely leaping from her deck chair to throw herself at Lugh. Murmur groaned and did his best to ignore the two besotted lovers.

“Miss me?”

“Always.”

“You do know the two of you are hard to be around, right?” Murmur lowered the cloth, his fangs now safely hidden. Keely’s long legs were wrapped around Lugh’s narrow hips.

Like most of the gods, Lugh had been called many names by mortals: Lugos, Lugh, Thor. But Llew the God Killer was the one appellation his kin had good reason to remember. With blue water and sky as a backdrop, it was easy to recall the time when most mortals had named him Apollo.

“I think we should take Murmur back to the island,” Keely purred, her legs sliding down the Golden God’s frame until her feet once again touched the deck.

In contrast with Lugh’s immaculate white shirt and slacks, Murmur wore only a pair of swim trunks. He’d long since stripped off the gaudy Hawaiian shirt because of the sun’s unrelenting heat. His body was a warrior’s body, hard with muscle and scarred from centuries of fighting for Lugh. The faint white starburst below his left ribs had only recently healed. Murmur longed for a cool breeze, a bit of shade, and relief from the almost constant thirst he felt.

Lugh eyed Murmur, one eyebrow lifting in question. “We will have to make our way back home,” he stated. When Keely started to protest, Lugh put a single finger to her pouting lips. “But I will have you all to myself for one more night on this yacht. Murmur will just have to endure. How are you doing with changing your eye color?” He lowered her glasses himself. “What do you think, Murmur?” He turned Keely in his arms so that she faced the demon.

Murmur removed his own glasses and squinted against the harsh light. His eyesight was made for low light, not this forsaken water wasteland. “Close. Keep thinking chocolate. Milk chocolate, not dark. But I believe she’s nearly ready.”

Lugh had kept Keely away from Salem, Georgia, and her mortal mother and friends for nearly a year, begrudgingly leaving Keely in Murmur’s care only when the goddess Rhiannon summoned him for some task. Unfortunately, he owed the red-haired goddess big time, according to Lugh. Rhiannon, true to her nature, was taking full advantage of Lugh’s sense of honor.

“Rhiannon again?” Keely asked, leaning into the shelter of Lugh’s body and encircling his neck with one arm.

“It’s a small thing. It won’t take me long, but she’s sending Griffin back to me, and I should make certain that he’s good with everything.”

Murmur mimicked Lugh by arching a single questioning eyebrow at him. Griffin was entirely human, someone Lugh had recruited to monitor the Internet for him. “And she’s explained all about the Pale?” Murmur inquired.

Lugh nodded. “Apparently, Rhiannon did so in great detail. I’ve had to triple his pay, and I’m sure there will be no end to the list of gadgets he’s going to want me to purchase now that he’s got an inkling of how wealthy the gods are, but I’m more interested in judging for myself...”

“His mental state,” Murmur finished, while Keely absently ran her fingers through the short blond hairs at the base of Lugh’s neck.

Distracted, Lugh gave Murmur a curt nod. “And what supernatural beings make up the Pale?” he asked, turning his full attention back to the goddess in his arms.

Keely rolled her eyes. It was hardly the first time Lugh had quizzed her on such matters. “The scheming witches, the power-struggling shifters, the temperamental dragonkin, the elusive but decidedly dangerous fae, the deeply misunderstood demon clans.” Keely paused to incline her head toward Murmur with a smile.

He grinned back, bowing as best he could from where he sat.

“And the occasional pissed-off demigod,” she finished, looking up at Lugh.

“And the werewolves,” Lugh reminded her. He then kissed her lightly on the forehead and turned his blue eyes to Murmur. “With all that, Griffin’s biggest concern is you.”

“Why Murmur?” Keely asked, glancing back at the demon.

“For the same reason you feared him when you were mortal. Because he’s a demon, and humans don’t understand what Murmur’s race really is,” Lugh patiently explained. The blond god placed another light kiss on her cheek, as though he couldn’t seem to help himself. “I need to speak with Murmur alone for a moment. Would you mind terribly if I asked you to go down to the galley to make me a sandwich?”

Keely grinned up at him. “I get it. You don’t want me listenin’.” She rose up on her tiptoes to nibble at the faint whiskers along his jawline. “Just so we’re clear, I’m never gonna be the good little wife and make myself scarce every time my man wants to plot and plan with his best friend.”

“Of course you will. You adore me.”

She laughed. “That I do.”

Lugh playfully swatted her barely clad bottom the moment she sashayed away to do his bidding.

“Ouch!”

“And just so we’re clear, my love. I prefer to have my irresistible wife wait for me in our bedroom, where I can find her after I’m done plotting and planning.”

“Keep dreaming, buddy,” Keely snapped but then grinned over her shoulder in invitation.

Murmur covered his eyes with the towel again and moaned as the two looked at each other like lovesick fools. “Someone get me off this boat! You guys are killing me.”

“Sorry, Murmur,” Keely cooed. He heard the sound of her feet as she scurried away.

When she was gone, Lugh drew close enough to cast a shadow. Murmur lowered the almost-dry towel. “What do you require?” he asked tiredly, sliding the sunglasses on to protect his eyes.

“When was the last time you fed?”

“At Rhiannon’s.” The memory of what the goddess had demanded of him at the time confirmed everything he’d ever thought about Rhiannon.

“That was months ago. Nothing since then?”

“Nothing of consequence.” 

“Why the hell not?”

Murmur felt Lugh touch his mind. It was a white heat he’d long ago learned to endure. He raked a hand through his dark hair, which was touching his shoulders, longer than he liked to keep it. “Because you’ve insisted on such remote locations. I didn’t want to draw too much attention.”

Lugh sighed but brought his wrist level with Murmur’s mouth. “Do it quickly while Keely is below deck. I should have paid closer attention.”

Murmur knew it was as close to an apology as Lugh was going to give him. His hunger rose sharply, and his incisors lengthened with the god’s command. Without hesitation, Murmur bit into Lugh’s wrist right over the pulse. He then took what he needed from the god, gulped greedily at the fresh blood, his cells starved for nutrients. Strength began to flow into tired muscles. His headache receded. The terrible thirst he’d endured since his injury began to fade.

“What are you doing?”

Keely’s abrupt return prompted Murmur to close off the wound in Lugh’s wrist long before he was sated. He was careful not to leave any evidence of blood on the god’s wrist or his own mouth.

“He’s feeding me,” Murmur answered, pushing Lugh’s wrist away and before the blond god could sugarcoat the truth for Keely. “As gods require energy of their followers to live and thrive, demons require blood.” In a voice meant for Lugh’s hearing alone, he mumbled, “Thank you. I was going to have to seek you out if you did not offer soon.”

Lugh just nodded, his mind remaining connected for a few more seconds before the heat of his presence withdrew from Murmur’s mind.

“Like a vampire?” Keely asked with a touch of horror.

“Vampires aren’t real, Keely,” Lugh answered, his voice calm and reassuring. “Though demons are the most likely reason the myth persists. They cast no reflection, can be felt but not seen, travel at great speed, and require blood to survive. Murmur is bound to me through a blood bond. He can survive for long periods of time using the blood of mortals, but to be at full strength and to heal wounds like the gaping hole he sustained during the attack on you, he needs the blood of a god. Rhiannon had been donating while you were healing, as a favor to me.”

“And is that why you’ve got to go every time she breaks a nail?”

Lugos nodded again. “She wanted Murmur for herself, but he’s been with me too long. I couldn’t let her have him.”

“Well, that’s good to know,” Murmur grumbled. “I didn’t know my ownership was in question.”

“Ownership!” Keely cried. “Lugh, that’s barbaric!”

The blond god had the good sense to grimace. Keely had been human not that long ago and could not possibly understand what such a bond entailed. Because Lugh could enter his demon’s mind at will, he and Murmur had no secrets.

“You’re a friend, Murmur,” Lugh replied aloud for Keely’s benefit.

Despite knowing the depths of Lugh’s attachment to him, Murmur snapped back, “Am I?” He snatched his discarded shirt from the deck floor and rose from the chair in one swift motion. “It doesn’t always feel that way to me.”

“I know you don’t like Rhiannon and only put up with her because I ask it of you. And yes, Murmur, I consider you a friend. I did not create the dynamic between god and demon.”

“No, you did not,” he admitted. “I’m just....” Murmur hesitated.

“...in a foul mood,” Keely inserted.

Murmur grunted. He definitely was. But he owed Lugh the whole truth. Lugh’s insistence on only truth between the two of them was why Murmur had decided, so many centuries ago, to serve this particular god. And because of their blood bond, Murmur would always need Lugh far more than the god would need him. Any other god could donate in an emergency, but Murmur would always need to return to Lugh to feel truly sated. He raked his hand through his hair once again and made his confession.

“I dream of a woman.”

Keely started to ask something, but Lugh forestalled her by pulling her to him. “Demons do not dream, Murmur.”

Murmur immediately felt Lugh invade his mind again. He didn’t resist the god’s intrusion. It was Lugh’s right, but Murmur felt enormously protective of his dream woman. “As a rule, they do not, but I have been dreaming nonetheless. It is always the same. She has never spoken to me. She’s young.” Murmur’s dark eyes locked with Lugh’s blue ones. “Though I know it should be impossible, she can see me—all of me, even into my soul if I have one.”

“Of course you have one,” Keely insisted.

Lugh didn’t reply immediately. Instead, the god took the time to weigh his words and scan Murmur’s memories. “Are you certain she isn’t a demon?”

“She’s no demon,” Murmur answered, grateful that Lugh hadn’t probed too deeply. The god had only wanted to assure himself that Murmur spoke truth to him.

“And what would you do if you found her?” Lugh pressed.

Murmur had been asking himself that same question for months. Demons did not dream—but he was now dreaming of her almost constantly. He had her scent, knew what it was to touch her, to be seen by her, to be heard and to hear her breathe against his ear. And yet, he did not know what she was or even if she was real. “I only know I’ll never find out while I’m trapped on this boat or restricted to the areas you deem safe for me to roam.”

“Are you asking to be released from my service? Do you want to return home to the demon realm?” Lugh asked, his voice calm, patient.

Murmur shook his head no. He needed Lugh. The bargain he’d made with the Golden God had been an eternal one. Lugh had always treated him fairly, entrusting him with more freedom than the other gods thought wise. Over the centuries, the god’s affection for him had deepened. Murmur knew that Lugh had long since stopped thinking of him as just a servant; he was now more like a brother than a friend. Though the god would never permit himself to claim Murmur as family.

“I need time and your permission to search. To see if this is real or not.”

“He’ll give his permission. Won’t you, Lugh?”

“It’s not that simple, Keely,” Lugh replied.

Murmur watched Lugh gently pull Keely’s body tight against his much larger frame and protectively wrap himself around her. Murmur wasn’t even sure the god was aware of what he was doing. As a demon, Murmur shared many of the same powers as the gods and had never had much reason to envy them. His worst burden had always been loneliness, yet he’d found a way to exist without being seen or heard except by a select few. The craving for blood, so abhorrent to mortals, had always been natural to his kind. It wasn’t until Lugh and Rhiannon had transformed Keely that Murmur had begun to dream of his own mysterious woman. He’d begun to crave something other than blood.

Lugh rested his chin against the crown of Keely’s head and sighed almost wearily. “Do you have any idea where she might be?”

Murmur shrugged, just a ripple of muscle that betrayed the enormous strength of his kind. “North of here. That’s all I have at the moment. When we get back to Atlanta, maybe I’ll know more.”

“All right. Go to the island tonight, where you’ll be more comfortable. Keely and I will remain here. We’ll meet you on the plane tomorrow. Once I have Keely safely back in Atlanta, you can begin your search. But, Murmur, if I have need of you, I will expect you to return to me immediately.”

“Of course. Thank you.” Murmur spared Keely a sad smile, and then his image melted away into nothing, mere molecules of air moving across the water toward that single, distant island.
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“You do remember that Sebastian and I are going to Highlands this weekend, Gabby?”

Gabriela wrinkled her nose. “Of course I remember. Why wouldn’t I?”

“’Cause you spend way too much time in your own head, darlin’,” Darren accused, his hands planted firmly on his hips and one very expressive eyebrow raised to an impossible height. “Promise me you’ll get out and do something exciting while I’m gone. Go to a bar. Go dancing. Get completely shit-faced on outrageously named drinks and kiss a stranger. Just do something wild, Gabby! I expect you to have a fabulous story by the time I get back. I don’t want my Monday to entirely suck.”

Gabriela smiled at her roommate. She loved his animation, his caring, his sweetness, and his simply putting up with her. “I promise. I’ll do something.”  He was the one guy, though completely gay and in love with being in love, who understood how hard it was for her to cope with the world. She saw too much in people, felt too much of what wasn’t said between them. Darren had somehow understood this and scooped her up during her sophomore year at Georgia Tech. He’d given her a safe place to perch in his very colorful life. In turn, she’d given him unconditional acceptance, something he sorely craved. They were both out of college now, and like a habit too hard to break, Darren was still looking after her.

“Are you packed?” she asked, uncurling from the couch.

“Totally. Sebastian’s on his way.” Darren’s jeans were a little too tight, his t-shirt sheer. With eyes lit with excitement and not a small amount of mischief, he added, “We’re driving up tonight after dinner with Andy and Nathan.”

“Tonight? Don’t you want to head out in the morning?”

Darren grinned wickedly. “Absolutely, girl! I want every second of alone time I can get with my man. Especially after Nathan paws him tonight. Last Saturday at Rollo’s, that skank all but drooled on Sebastian whenever Andy left to get more drinks.”

Gabriela held on to her smile. Darren had been ranting about Nathan’s behavior all week long but refused to say a thing to Andy about his boyfriend’s flirtations. For Darren’s sake, she hoped Sebastian realized what a prize her roommate was. She tried to feel happy for Darren, to share the joy he felt when he talked about his latest infatuation, but she had inadvertently seen things in Sebastian’s head that troubled her. She had learned as a child to keep her warnings to herself. And she knew that no one really wanted to be told, when they were falling in love, about the possible betrayals lurking within a potential lover’s mind.

“I’m going to take a bath. If I miss Sebastian, make sure you say hi for me. And have fun, sweetie.” She blew Darren an air kiss, which he dutifully caught as she disappeared into her bedroom.

Once alone, Gabriela leaned against the closed door and tried not to feel responsible for the choices Sebastian had made. Stringing together her days was getting harder to do, not easier, and it left her drained most of the time. She was twenty-eight, with no real direction, a classic example of her generation’s failure to launch. She would have been living in her parent’s basement, except that she had no parents—no family, no one’s basement but what Darren was willing to provide for her. Despite his complaints, Darren had landed a decent position with a solid company right after Tech. But for years now, Gabriela had worked no-brain jobs, earning just a little above minimum wage. It was Darren who paid their bills, though so far she had managed to scrape together half of the rent each month.

Unfortunately, Gabriela hadn’t chosen her major as wisely as her roommate had. Needing to understand people and probably her own shortcomings, she’d gravitated toward psychology, a field requiring years of study before she would make enough income to support herself. She was already struggling with too much college debt. What had she been thinking? She should have gone to a trade school. Then, at least, she’d have been less of a burden to Darren.

“Idiot,” she hissed with a roll of her eyes. If she’d gone to any other school, she would never have met Darren. Her roommate was right—she spent far too much time in her own head. It was only a little after seven, and all Gabriela wanted to do was crawl into bed and dream of him, her mystery man.

“You’re pathetic. A man like that doesn’t exist,” she lectured herself, pushing away from the closed door. Darren had a point. She needed to try to meet someone real. She just wasn’t sure she had that kind of courage.

And yet, despite being a dream, he felt real—those hard and very masculine features, eyes as dark as onyx. There was something in his utter stillness and his confidence that both frightened and beckoned her. And then there was the way he looked at her, as if she were his entire world. What real man ever looked at a woman that way?

***
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MURMUR CLOSED HIS EYES and just let his thoughts drift. The sun had finally set, and he lay on the beach, letting the sound of the sea soothe his troubled mind. In truth, Murmur had little hope of finding her. He wasn’t at all sure she was real. More likely, he was going slowly mad. It often happened to his kind. Centuries upon centuries of isolation, of remaining unseen and unheard, lacking even the ability to look upon one’s own reflection, was maddening. Proximity to Lugh and the demigoddess Zee, Rhiannon’s daughter, had given him some relief, but his loneliness was all-consuming at times. He’d been surprised when Lugh granted him permission to search. Despite the monotony of his existence, he had a reason to look forward to their return home.

Murmur slowly ran the pads of his fingers over his own face, the bridge of his nose, his cheekbones, his chin, and wondered what Lugh and Keely saw when they looked at him.

I don’t think you’re real.

His heart slammed hard in his chest as he felt a woman’s voice slip into his mind like evening mist floating onto land. It had sounded soft and a little sad. Had she truly spoken? Or was his mind playing tricks on him? How could she enter his mind so easily?

I’m not convinced you’re real, either, he thought, not at all sure he wasn’t talking to himself. Once again, Murmur got the sense of surprise, an echo of a gasp, perhaps. His brow furrowed. Am I going mad? The thought crossed his mind before he could censor it.

A smile. If you are, so am I. Maybe we can share a doctor.

This dream woman possessed a sense of humor. He liked that. Where are you?

Her sigh drifted through Murmur’s mind. I’m safe at home, dreaming. And you?

He tunneled his hands into the sand and tried to slow his rapid heartbeat. Murmur concentrated on the threadlike connection she’d established and carefully replied, Lying on a beach in the Caribbean.

Disappointment saturated his mind. So far away.

Tell me where you are, and I will come to you. Murmur sent the command and then held his breath while he willed her to answer him. If this was real, he needed to find her.

Confusion. But you come to me every night now.

Murmur’s brow creased again. Was she reaching out to him while she slept? How was that even possible? He tried once more. How do we meet in your dreams? All he could remember about his own dreams was a busy street; she looks up from where she’s been sitting and sees him, truly sees him. Murmur doesn’t recognize the street. There are no landmarks; it just seems to be a modern city. But the second their eyes meet, Murmur knows with absolute certainty that she can truly see him—all of him. That moment of recognition had pierced his heart and stayed with him even as the dream itself faded.

He perceived another sweet sigh inside his mind. It might have been a trick, nothing more than the warm, tropical ocean breeze against his skin, but he felt her fingers trail along the line of his jaw. The sensation was so real that he lifted a hand to his face again.

Too beautiful for someone like me.

As her connection slowly receded from his mind, he reached after it, but his effort was as effective as grasping water. And then she was gone. Only the persistent ache in the region of his heart gave him any hope that the exchange had happened at all.
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Chapter 3
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For the Jamaica-to-Atlanta leg of their trip, Lugh had arranged for them to take a private jet. Lugh, of course, piloted the aircraft himself. Keely had sat in the copilot’s seat during takeoff, but not long afterward had retreated to join Murmur in the luxurious cabin for the duration of the flight. They sat in companionable silence, Murmur with his eyes closed against the bright light outside and Keely trying to tackle a book on quantum physics that Lugh had given her.

The moment she tossed the book across the cabin, Murmur’s lips twitched before he could suppress the smile. “Heavy reading?” he grumbled from his seat.

“I don’t get it. If that’s the owner’s manual on how to be a goddess, I’m failing miserably.”

The frustration and defeat he heard in her voice made Murmur glance over. “You’re not in any way failing, Keely. You need to be patient with yourself. All that knowledge will come. Believe me, eternity is a very long time.”

She batted away her brunette locks to study him. Her eyes weren’t mortal Keely’s brown; they were those of a being so new to its own creation that Murmur ached for her. He wanted to help, but what encouragement could he offer that Lugh had not? He just stared into those star-strewn, night-sky eyes of hers and hoped she felt his support.

“Did you dream of her again?”

Keely’s question was so unexpected that Murmur flinched. “Yes. No. Well, kind of—” he found himself saying.

“So, do ya think she’s real?”

“I don’t know. I hope so, or I’m going mad. And if that is the case, then Lugh will need to take steps to protect everyone.”

Keely burst out laughing and relaxed back into her seat. “I don’t think it’ll come to that.” When her eyes met his again, they were mortal Keely’s chocolate brown. “Have you figured out what to do once you find her?”

Murmur was not surprised at Keely’s confidence in his ability to find his dream woman. He answered her as honestly as he would have answered Lugh. “No. I’m not sure she’d be safe with me.” Keely gave a snort of derision, so Murmur immediately added, “Even you seem to forget that no one else can see me, and yet you openly interact with me in public. I’ve seen the side glances mortals give you. They think you’re mad. The same would happen to this woman. She might even come to believe it herself. Lugh knows it’s a dangerous thing I ask of him. Seeking out and interacting with someone who is not a god or my own kind is dangerous for that person.”

Keely cocked her head. “Oh, I didn’t think of that.” After a moment, she asked, “Have you ever been with a woman?”

He looked away and groaned. “This is not an appropriate conversation to have with you.”

“Maybe not, but I don’t know if demons are, well, y’know...able,” she finished feebly.

Murmur took a deep breath and squinted out the plane’s tiny window. He really did not want to talk about this with her. Lugh should be the one to answer her questions, not him. He slid the window blind down to block some of the glare. “I can. I have. And we will not discuss this further,” he replied with as much patience as he could muster. He turned back to her just in time to catch the delicate shrug of a shoulder.

“Sorry, I didn’t know you’d be such a prude about the topic.”

“I’m not a prude. I just think Lugh should answer such questions for you.”

“Perhaps, but I doubt you’d tell him if you were a virgin. Males don’t like admitting—”

“Stop it, Keely. Just stop!” Murmur ran his fingers through his dark hair, his frustration building. He wanted her curiosity back on safer ground, though it was no less personal. “You asked about the woman,” he prompted and was rewarded with her bartender smile.

“What does ‘kind of dream’ about her mean?” she asked, using air quotes.

Murmur was silent for a time, reliving the events of the previous night. He raised his hand to his jaw and traced the exact line he’d imagined her fingers had traveled. Finally, he admitted, “I think she reaches out to me somehow while she’s dreaming, or as she’s falling asleep. I believe she spoke to me, mind to mind, last evening.” Murmur turned to Keely to read her reaction. The goddess was grinning broadly.

“Good. Progress. Any new idea what she could be? It stands to reason she must have some connection to somethin’ within the Pale. Otherwise, how could she possibly manage such a thing?”

“Not necessarily,” he cautioned, reading the obvious enthusiasm in her expression. “There are some humans who possess psychic ability.”

Keely’s smile immediately faltered. She absently tucked a wayward lock of hair behind one ear, her brow momentarily creased. “But wouldn’t that come from a genetic connection to a race within the Pale? Even if it’s only a trace amount?”

Murmur shrugged. He’d never actually thought of that. Perhaps Keely was right; perhaps, over time, various races had mingled with humans. “Lugh must have you reading up on genetics, too.”

Keely rolled her eyes. “I feel like I’m in grad school and sleeping with the professor.”

Despite his earlier frustration with her, Murmur found himself chuckling because it was such a perfect description of the god he served. Lugh was a god of light, of illumination, of truth.

“Stop laughing at me!” Keely half-heartedly protested before giving in to her own fit of giggles.

***
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GABRIELA MANAGED TO sleep far later than she’d intended. Not that she had anything planned for today. The latest boutique to employ her hadn’t put her on the schedule for this weekend. It was just as well; she and the manager both knew she was too introverted to make a good salesperson.

Though it was nearly lunchtime, Gabriela went through her morning routine. It never took her very long. As a rule, she wore very little makeup and had never been the type to spend time fussing with her hair. The dark blonde locks were mostly straight and fell thickly almost to her waist. She braided the mass quickly and secured it with a band before devoting not quite thirty minutes to her daily yoga practice. A cup of her favorite herbal tea, and Gabriela was curled up with a book in her preferred chair next to the window. It was not at all what Darren had envisioned for her wild weekend, but it was exactly what her quiet soul craved. Perhaps later in the evening, when the August heat eased a bit, she’d walk to the park. It wasn’t exactly a bar, but she’d have gotten herself out of the apartment. And there would be people.

Was it possible to fade from one’s own life? If so, that appeared to be what she was doing. Without Darren around to constantly nudge her, Gabriela would have become invisible long ago, even to herself.
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Chapter 4
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Keely’s suggestion that his mystery woman had a genetic connection to a race within the Pale had Murmur mulling over every impression he could remember about his dream woman. He might not recognize the dream’s landscape, but Murmur could recall the tiniest detail about her. She was small in comparison to him, but then, most mortals were. She felt fragile in his mind, her bones delicate. He had feared hurting her. It would be so easy. He must remember to be careful if he found her.

Her eyes were gray-green and enormous, jewels set in a pixie-like face. That color reminded him of places like old forests, secret glens, and misty moors, all locations he found cool and soothing. Murmur rubbed his fingertips together as he recalled the sensation of her hair in his hands, like silk but neither light nor dark in color. Wheat, the color of wheat, with darker hues of brown cascading through his fingers. Her touch had always felt feather light, a breeze against his battle-worn skin.

She was no demon, nor did she carry demon blood, of that Murmur was certain. She was too ethereal in his mind. Her scent was clean, as light and elusive as her touch. She was no shifter or werewolf, then. In his dreams, there had been no hint of animal musk in her scent. What did that leave? Witch? Dragonkin? Fae? Witch was a strong possibility. Could a mortal mate with one of the dragonkin and live? Murmur doubted it. They were a volatile breed and, when angered, possessed a raging heat that could reduce a mortal to ash. His mystery woman had felt cool to his touch. So, no, not dragonkin.

Murmur dismissed fae altogether. There were too few in this realm, and all lived in fear of Rhiannon and Lugh. They kept to themselves and did their best to go unnoticed.

A witch, then, he decided. Could she be trying to summon him? If the conversation last night had been real and not the beginnings of his mind spiraling into madness, then no. Murmur was convinced she wasn’t aware of what she was doing.

Unexpectedly, he felt the breeze of a presence move inside his mind, and everything inside him stilled in anticipation. He was beginning to recognize the soothing calm that seemed to herald her mind-touch.

I find that I keep thinking of you. Are you thinking of me?

Murmur’s heart stumbled. Yes, he quickly thought back as he tried to grasp the connection she’d initiated. But it kept slipping away. Frustrated, he growled, I need to find you. With all the authority he could infuse into the thought, he inquired, What is your name?

A smile bathed his mind in her amusement. He then caught a flash of pale skin and the curve of her neck. 

I am no one.

Murmur frowned. He tried again. Will you not give me your name, little one? She seemed to give a mental shrug before she started to withdraw. Trying not to panic, Murmur poured all the desperation he felt into this single request in the hope it would draw her back to him. I need to know your name. He waited, counting each beat of his heart. Was she gone again? On the fourth heartbeat, he was rewarded.

Like sunlight filtered through dark eyelashes, she replied, I’m called Gabby.

Murmur frowned. That didn’t sound right to him. It was far too common a name for someone so extraordinary. As the full version of her name came to him, Murmur’s lips slowly drew back into a smile of triumph. He savored every syllable of her name as he sent the thought back. Gabriela.

A blush rushed up along beautifully pale skin to color her cheeks. No one calls me that.

A sense of possessiveness roared through Murmur, and his smile widened. To me, you will always be my Gabriela.

“Is she talking to you now?” Keely’s voice asked.

Murmur gave the goddess the smallest of nods. He was afraid anything more might cost him his connection. He needed to keep his dream woman talking to him so he could pinpoint where she might be. She, not he, was the one holding the mind link. What are you doing?

There was a hesitation, as if she were trying to decide why he was asking.

I am returning home, he offered.

No longer on a tropical beach. How sad.

Murmur smiled at the teasing note wrapped around the thought. Returning to Atlanta, he supplied, hoping she would reveal her own city. Her link to him was stronger, if only faintly, now that he was traveling north. He perceived a fluttering of those long lashes against alabaster skin. 

So close.

Alarm? Or was it excitement he felt from her? Murmur wasn’t sure. I would never harm you. He sent the thought, knowing it to be true. He would never harm this woman. He immediately felt her laughter bubble up inside his mind like a thousand bubbles racing to the surface. Another part of him was aware that Keely was watching him intently.

The sudden jolt of the plane touching down and the brakes being applied to rein in their speed was too external a sensation for Murmur to ignore. Whether this woke Gabriela or frightened her, he didn’t know. Either way, the connection wavered, and she was gone as swiftly as she’d come. Murmur could do nothing but groan as the full weight of his lonely existence came rushing back.

“She’s gone,” he announced.

Keely placed a hand on his arm. “I have faith that you’ll find her.”

***
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GABRIELA WAS SURPRISED to find a sense of loss upon waking and a trail of tears on her cheek. She must have drifted off again. She sighed heavily but then smiled at the memory of her dream man. Of course, her mind had imagined that he was coming to find her. I would never harm you. The way he’d said it had been so adorable that she’d laughed. As if her perfect man could harm her. He was everything she was not: darkly beautiful, strong, a warrior of old. She knew instinctively that he was the type of man who would protect a woman. Hadn’t Darren always insisted that she was far too fragile for this world and needed someone to look after her? Gabriela laughed at herself and then rose from her chair to stretch. Too bad her mysterious dream man was just a figment of her overactive imagination, probably the result of reading too many romance novels.

She glanced at the clock. It wasn’t quite three in the afternoon. She still had hours yet before heading to the park.
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