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      AS SHE TURNED TO CLOSE her bedroom door behind her, a flash of red and blue caught Sera’s eye. She crossed the room, choking back a sob as she grabbed the Spiderman comic from her bedside table. The wall-crawler superhero was Hiro’s favorite, and her boyfriend had saved the newest release to enjoy when he got back from Seattle. She had almost forgotten it.

      Guilt gripped at Sera’s raw throat, making it difficult to breathe. She held the book to her chest as tears spilled down her cheeks once again. Because of her, he would never have the chance to know what happened next to Peter Parker. A silly thought, perhaps, but after seeing his body growing cold on the floor at Danae’s feet?

      Not so much.

      We need to kill her, Bacchus. Fast, she thought to the god as she tucked the comic inside the duffel bag she carried.

      We will. The pinecone-shaped amulet pulsed as Bacchus replied. A moment later, Sera’s tears ceased when his calming energy took hold. But the guilt remained.

      Just over a week ago, Sera had wondered how she would ever get used to an ancient god speaking in her mind. A god who lived in an amulet around her neck. An amulet considered stolen from a national museum and hunted by vampire-like creatures called Bacchae. Minor details.

      Now she couldn’t imagine getting through this ordeal without his help, even if he did let Danae’s Bacchae followers torture her so she would know firsthand what future was in store for humans if Danae won. It wouldn’t be pretty. Sera understood his reasoning and forgave him… mostly, but she didn’t have to like it.

      Soon she would let the pain in; soon she would need it to drive her plan for vengeance to fruition. But she wasn’t ready for that. Not yet, but soon.

      A knock at her apartment door stopped Sera as she walked back toward the living room where her best friend Nora waited to drive them back to the safe house. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, and a chill ran up her spine.

      Surely Danae’s Bacchae guards hadn’t come to attack her already. And besides, they wouldn’t knock. Right? She took her chances, and a deep breath, confident that they couldn’t come in unless she invited them inside. Or at least semi-confident.

      You are correct, Bacchus said, amusement in his tone.

      “I need your help,” Ms. Patton said when Sera opened the door. Her next-door neighbor’s normally grim expression shaped her wrinkled face, but her eyes had an odd glossiness to them.

      “Are you okay?” Sera could count the number of times Ms. Patton had spoken more than two words to her on one hand, usually after Sera had pissed her off somehow.

      “Please. I need help in my apartment,” the woman said and turned away. She hobbled toward her door down the narrow hall, beckoning to Sera with a hand. Blood stained the back of the woman’s shirt as it dripped from a gash in the back of her head.

      Sera gasped.

      Serafina, wait⁠—

      Without a second thought, she dropped her duffel bag and rushed out of her apartment, hoping to catch Ms. Patton if she fell. The woman was clearly hurt and needed to go to the hospital. Sera had known it was only a matter of time before the older woman injured herself; she just hadn’t realized she would be the one to help the woman.

      Strong arms wrapped around Sera from behind, cinching her arms to her sides. Her heart leaped to her throat, and the memory of Hiro doing the same thing at the mall only a few weeks before flashed through her mind.

      Only this was most definitely not Hiro.

      As she turned her head to face her attacker, a stranger stood where Hiro once had. An unknown man—no, a Bacchae—with long, greasy black hair and ghostly white skin grinned at her with fangs extended. The scent of his unwashed hair, thick with cigarette smoke, wafted beneath her nose, and bile roiled in her stomach. She swallowed hard.

      “Happy to see me?” the creature asked, his grip tightening. Three other Bacchae appeared out of the shadowy stairwell next to Sera’s door, their irises red and pupils dilated like cats’.

      Shit, Sera thought, dismay settling around her shoulders.

      Ms. Patton’s door slammed shut, and the woman was nowhere to be seen. At least Sera wouldn’t have to worry about the old lady getting killed. Not in front of her, anyway. She would check in on her after she took care of the Bacchae. One problem at a time.

      Let me handle it, Bacchus said, and a tingling sensation coursed its way through her limbs as he took over her body’s movements. The amulet lit up like a crimson spotlight, pinpointing on the arms that bound her.

      The Bacchae holding her hissed and released his grasp as he stumbled backward, shaking his steaming hand.

      “This will not end well for you, my children,” Bacchus said, his deep voice booming out from Sera’s mouth. “Go back to your mistress and tell her that death is coming.”

      The tallest, and meanest looking, of the four Bacchae stepped forward. His height, shaved head, and neck tattoos peeking out above his black leather jacket were intimidating enough before he raised his gun. Even with a god controlling her limbs, she found it next to impossible to stay confident as she stared down the barrel of the silencer. She gulped, her pulse drumming in her ears.

      “Your time is at an end, old man. Don’t make us kill the girl,” he said.

      “Sera, what’s going—” Nora appeared at the door, her green eyes opening wide as she took in the scene in the apartment building’s hallway.

      Everything seemed to happen in slow motion after that. The Bacchae with the gun moved his aim to Sera’s best friend and pulled the trigger. Despite the silencer, the sound of the bullet releasing ricocheted in Sera’s mind. She wasn’t sure who had control of her body when she leaped from where she stood, into the path of the bullet.

      Pain exploded within her arm as the bullet tore its way through muscle and bone and embedded itself in the doorframe by Nora’s head. Red splattered the wall next to the hole.

      Everything sped up again as Sera hit the wooden floor on her side. Nora screamed and pulled back inside the apartment, protected by one of Bacchus’s safeguards when he created the Bacchae—the need to be invited in. Three sets of iron-gripped hands pulled Sera to her feet.

      They hadn’t learned what it meant to face a god yet.

      Bacchus’s roar of fury ripped from her throat like a battle cry as she pulled her arms together. The two Bacchae holding her limbs stumbled in surprise and nearly collided but didn’t release their grip.

      An unearthly growl echoed down the hall from the stairwell.

      Sera caught just a glimpse of a dark-haired man charging up the last steps, his eyes glowing as if they housed the sun, before he raised a hand and sharp claws extended from his fingernails. He used them to rake against the Bacchae closest to him, shredding the creature’s chest open to the bone. The bacchae’s scream was cut off as the new arrival’s other hand punched through the exposed ribcage and clenched the beating heart until the organ, and the body surrounding it, shattered into glittering dust.

      Whoa. Sera didn’t have time for any other thoughts before Bacchus took over again. The fight was over in a matter of moments with the help of the mystery man. Or whatever he was.

      A golden haze settled around them as the last of the Bacchae dissipated. Sera bent over and panted, wincing as she jostled her injured arm. She had almost forgotten about the bullet. Heat spread like honey from the amulet down her arm and into the wound. She watched with fascination as the blood ceased to spill, and the hole closed.

      Working with a god came in handy but had also caused this whole mess. She would consider it a silver lining.

      When Sera stood straight, Theo Pratt, the detective who questioned her after the Bacchic amulet went missing, looked back at her. His dark eyes were stern as ever as he tucked the Bacchae’s dropped gun into his interior jacket pocket.

      “We need to talk,” he said.

      Shit, she thought again, her shoulders sagging.

      She hadn’t even stopped to think about the fact that Julia Dixon, Theo’s partner, had gone missing from the detective ranks. Danae had killed her, too. Of course he would come by after Sera had been questioned by them both, more than once, and it was only going to look worse for her when they found out Hiro was gone, too.

      First, an amulet she had unearthed last summer had been stolen from a national museum, and now two people she knew were dead. At the hands of an evil Bacchae witch proclaiming herself Queen, no less. Great.

      But what the hell had she just witnessed? The man’s eyes had glowed, and he ripped a Bacchae to shreds with his bare hands. Who was he? What was he?

      Whatever he was, she didn’t have time to stop and think and feel about any of that. No distractions. She had more Bacchae to kill, and she was beyond pissed they had shown up at her door.

      “Thanks for the help, but now’s not a good time.” She turned her back to him and headed toward Ms. Patton’s apartment door.

      “Where’s Julia?” Theo asked, suddenly ahead of her with an arm against the wall, blocking her path.

      Are you going to help me? she asked Bacchus.

      I believe in you, Bacchus replied. She could almost see him lounging on a Roman couch, sipping wine from a chalice as he dismissed her. Sometimes she wished she could throttle the god.

      A low growling buzzed in her mind. Sera froze in place as she tried to decipher the odd sound and sensation, her hands half raised to push him out of her way. Did he bring a police dog with him? She didn’t want to turn around to find out.

      “Where’s Julia?” the detective repeated.

      “I don’t know,” Sera snapped back.

      It wasn’t entirely untrue—she didn’t know what the Bacchae had done with the body. Either of the bodies. She braced herself for the overwhelming grief she expected to come, but Bacchus had done his job suppressing her emotions well. A hole existed where her heart should have been. She breathed a sigh of relief.

      “I need to check on Ms. Patton. They hurt her to get to me,” she said as she tried to push past his arm. Not to mention all the blood she needed to clean off the wall. The night had turned into a real mess. Just the way Bacchus liked it, of course.

      “We need to get inside before anyone comes to check on the noise. I’ll check on your neighbor after we talk, but it looked worse than it was.” His voice held a hint of something new, something other than his usual rigid seriousness. The tone was softer, almost reassuring.

      How the hell did he know the older woman wasn’t dead? The growling coursed through Sera’s mind again, leaving a fuzzy, disorienting feeling behind and distracting her from her thoughts.

      Are you growling at me? she asked Bacchus, shaking her head to clear it.

      Bacchus chuckled in reply, but it wasn’t the same deep tenor as the growling. That is not me. Let’s talk to him, Sera. Don’t you want to know what he is?

      Confused, Sera ceased to struggle against the detective’s arm, although she didn’t move away either. What he is? I don’t have time for this, Bacchus. Can’t you just fill me in later?

      Play nice, Bacchus urged, sending another pulse of calming energy through her body. Her shoulders relaxed. You don’t want to seem guilty after all.

      Fine. But you better help me out of this mess if you’re wrong, she said to Bacchus. She snorted, ignoring Theo’s questioning look.

      Giving in to the god’s logic, she stepped back and swept an arm toward her apartment door. “Come on in, but we’ll be leaving soon.”

      “We?” Theo asked with a smirk as he stepped inside, before he caught sight of Nora, who had refused to let Sera return to her apartment by herself. Maybe she regretted that decision now after the near-death experience facing supernatural creatures. The second one in less than a month.

      Despite the scare in the hallway, the petite blonde woman squared off with him by Sera’s side, hands on her hips, one eyebrow raised, lips pursed, and a look that would reduce most men to groveling. Typical Nora. Her best friend had a flair for the dramatic. At least the gunshot didn’t seem to be affecting her too severely. Getting abducted and used as bait by a crazed witch who was hunting for Bacchus may have helped with that.

      “Ah, I see.” A few locks of his wavy, dark brown hair fell in front of his eyes as he nodded before turning back to Sera.

      Nora’s huff made it clear she didn’t approve of his non-reaction.

      He moved farther into the living room of Sera’s tiny apartment, which was just large enough to hold a two-person couch, a small chair, a side table, and a coffee table that served more like a bookshelf most of the time. Home for the last two and a half years.

      The detective removed his brown leather jacket and laid it on the back of the couch, his eyes dipping to the scarf around Sera’s neck. “I’m going to cut to the chase—I know you have the amulet.”

      Sera blinked at him, her heart constricting. “Are you here to arrest me?”

      What the hell, Bacchus? Anger made even her internal voice shake. There was no way she was going to let herself get arrested tonight.

      Just wait, Bacchus said, a hint of humor in his tone.

      For what, your handcuff fantasy? she shot back.

      “So, you don’t deny it?” Theo continued to stare intently at her, his eyes searching her face.

      “Listen, despite your fancy fighting moves back there, you don’t know what you’re getting involved in. I guarantee, you don’t want me to answer—” She stopped, her mouth popping open, as he pulled his sweater off over his head.

      “I don’t know what’s happening,” Nora leaned close to whisper, “but I like it.”

      “What are—” Sera’s mind reeled as he continued to undress, taking off his white undershirt. An expansive, colorful tattoo spanned the breadth of his muscular chest from the bottom of his collarbone to his navel.

      Recovering from a moment of pure astonishment, Sera realized she was staring at the image of a giant conch shell, as if the top had been lopped off to reveal the whorl within and the ridged piece laid against his skin like an ancient breastplate. The outer ridges curled over his shoulders and under his arms like the spokes of a wheel and disappeared under the top of his pants.

      As he breathed, pearlescent shades of white, pink, and gold rippled and made the spiral pop, like a real shell across his chest. She continued to stare, the unmistakable sounds of thunder and roaring winds filling her ears.

      What on Earth is happening? she thought to herself.

      “Well, that was unexpected,” Sera said, unsure of what else to say. An impromptu striptease was not something she’d prepared for when he had stepped into her apartment. Arresting her, possibly tasing her, sure.

      She peeled Nora’s tight grip from her arm.

      Tell her… the growling sound seemed to say in her mind.

      Tell who what? she asked Bacchus, annoyance at the mind game making her tone sharp.

      That wasn’t me. His soft laughter rumbled in her thoughts.

      “I know you have the amulet,” Theo said, “and I know about Bacchus.”
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      THEO STOOD AS STOICALLY as he always did despite the anvil he had just metaphorically dropped on the two women. That and the fact he was now topless.

      “Uh…” Sera tried to think of something to say, but she was still trying to focus her mind. It was beyond difficult to think straight with him standing there half-naked, displaying his elaborate tattoo, and she had no idea why.

      “I know because I’m also connected with a god. Xolotl.”

      “Bless you,” Nora said.

      Theo smiled, a dimple appearing on each cheek. Well, wasn’t that cute. The few times Sera had interacted with him—if his usual silent observation could be called interaction—she wasn’t sure the man had smiled or made any face other than one of stern disapproval. He should definitely do it more often. The dimples made him much more tolerable.

      “Xolotl is the Aztec god of death and lightning.” He tapped his chest tattoo. “This is his wind breastplate. We’ve been working together, merged, for nearly one hundred years.”

      Tilting her head to the side as she processed his words, Sera couldn’t be sure she’d heard him right, mainly because he’d said it so casually. Better be on the safe side in case she was hearing things.

      “Say what now?” she asked.

      Theo let out a breath and ran a hand through his mop of dark hair. The growling noise returned to her mind, and he nodded a moment later. “I don’t reveal myself to mortals often, so let me just show you.”

      Bending his knees into a fighter’s stance, he kept his gaze connected with Sera’s as he held his fists before his face. His pupils changed first, transitioning from dark brown to a reddish-gold that glowed like the sun behind a thin cloud at sunset. Just as they had during the fight in the hallway.

      Then the shell tattoo began to shimmer, the colors swirling together as they came to life, raising the iridescent ink from his chest. The image continued to rise out of his skin until an actual, hard breastplate made from the twisted spiral of a conch shell covered the front of his body.

      Long, thick claws grew from his nails, and a deep growl emanated from his throat as he took on a predatory demeanor. The image of a black dog with a long snout baring its teeth was superimposed on the man’s face like a hologram.

      Without thinking, Sera stepped in front of her friend, who appeared more awe-struck than scared.

      Sera glared at him. “All right, we get it. You’ve got a god friend. You can turn off the magic show.”

      I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about this, she thought to Bacchus. Daggers formed in her mind.

      Only his rich chuckle replied. Of course.

      As Theo returned to an upright posture, the shell smoothed back into his skin like melting butter, and the color faded from his eyes. The dog simply vanished.

      “What’s the deal with the giant tattoo?” She crossed her arms.

      Stepping around Sera to get closer to him, Nora peered at the ink. “Can I touch it?”

      “No. The tattoo is from my merge with Xolotl years ago.” Turning his shirt right side out again, he pulled it over his head.

      Nora sighed with a wistful note.

      Seriously, how did this not seem to faze the girl? All this god and magic stuff creeped Sera out, making her long for the non-supernatural days she’d enjoyed only a few short months ago. But with everything that had happened since—and was still happening—an ordinary life might never be possible again.

      “And a merge means what exactly?” Sera asked. If she couldn’t go back, she might as well get educated.

      “You really don’t know much about this world, do you?” His expression became quizzical as he put on his sweater.

      “Listen, my whole world turned upside down in a very short amount of time. You don’t have to be rude about it.” She scowled back at him.

      He raised both hands in a gesture of surrender. “I didn’t mean it that way. Xolotl told me about you and Bacchus, and I assumed Bacchus would’ve given you more information.”

      Why are you holding out on me with all of this? Anger flashed brightly in her mind as she questioned the god. She hated being caught off guard, even more so after all that had happened with the Bacchae.

      You’re learning well enough on your own, came his reply, mirth tangible in his words. The response was typical by now but also annoying as hell.

      “Apparently not. Pretend like I don’t know anything except I have a god in my head who likes to keep secrets from me,” she said.

      Someone’s testy, Bacchus said with a tsk-tsk.

      Sera rolled her eyes and took a seat on the couch, waving Theo toward the chair next to her. Whatever else the man had to share would probably be best heard while sitting. Not to mention that she still felt weak from her torture and comatose state two days ago. Oh, and that fight in the hallway didn’t help either.

      Nora plopped next to her, curls bouncing as she tucked her legs beneath her. Sera’s best friend couldn’t be more her opposite—her curly, short blonde bob haircut, bright green eyes, and tiny stature contrasted as sharply as an aged cheddar next to Sera’s straight dark brown hair, steel grey eyes, and average height. Not to mention the stark personality differences.

      Yet the two had been thick as thieves since the day they met in their Li’l Archaeologists summer camp, and Sera wouldn’t want to go through any of this craziness without Nora beside her.

      Dimples appeared in Theo’s cheeks again for a brief moment before he sat in the chair. The cuteness factor of the sight had faded as her annoyance rose.

      “Okay, so you’ve probably noticed that working with Bacchus comes with some downsides,” he said.

      Trying to hold back a derisive snort, Sera burst into a coughing fit as she choked on her spit. Because her inner klutz had to come out eventually. “Talk about an understatement,” she managed to get out.

      The god tsk-tsked again. Am I going to have to come out and defend myself?

      “I mean specifically about using his power.” Theo chuckled. “With Xolotl’s power, I can shift into a dog, a giant dog who used to be uncontrollable.”

      “Like a werewolf?” Nora’s eyes brightened with interest.

      He nodded. “Gods using human bodies to shift into different creatures created the werewolf lore, much like Bacchae encounters turned into vampire mythos. But, as I said, I couldn’t control the dog side of Xolotl. I used to wear an amulet like yours, but a conch shell is not as easy to hide. So, we decided to merge. He became a part of me, our memories combined.” He tapped his chest. “And his symbol, the wind jewel, became this tattoo.”

      “And now you can control him?” Sera asked.

      “Yes, completely.”

      Can we merge? she asked Bacchus. Fatigue tugged at her insides, the ever-present downside to using his powers. At least she hadn’t blacked out—yet.

      It’s possible. Do you want a tattoo of the amulet across your chest? Bacchus flashed an image of the necklace melting into the skin around her collarbone. She shuddered.

      The growling sound in her mind amplified, and Theo smirked. The pieces clicked into place.

      “Is that Xolotl speaking to you?” Sera tilted her head to the side.

      His mouth dropped open. “You can hear him?”

      “All I hear is growling in my head, and every once in a while, I catch a word. So, if that’s him, then yes, I hear him.”

      “That Gift is incredibly rare,” he said, his eyebrows lifting toward his hairline.

      “Gift? You mean like Renee having the Sight?” Nora asked, smacking Sera on the arm in her excitement.

      Is this what you meant earlier tonight when you said I had talents I didn’t know I possessed? Sera asked, rubbing her abused arm. Having a Gift didn’t seem possible. She’d never even had an inkling of listening to others’ thoughts before now. Except for Bacchus, of course.

      That and more, he replied. Cryptic as usual.

      “Who’s Renee?” Theo asked.

      “You’ve been following Sera around searching for the stolen amulet, and you don’t know who Renee is?” Nora gave him a disbelieving look.

      Annoyance flickered across his face. “I haven’t been following her around. She was never truly a police suspect. Julia was the one always pushing the idea.”

      Nora pursed her lips. “Okay. Well, Renee is a friend of my mom’s and a witch. A pretty powerful one, too, it seems. Her house is super protected by magic like a safe house, so we’re headed there after this chat. She also has the Sight, which means⁠—”

      “I’m aware of what the Sight is,” he interrupted, back to his old stern self. “But I’ve only heard of one or two others who possessed the ability to hear other gods, and it’s usually after a merge.”

      Sera groaned, rubbing her face with her hands. “Wait, there are even more of you merged?”

      The detective grinned. “Oh, yes. Bacchus really has been keeping you in the dark.”

      I did tell you about the others. It’s not my fault you don’t listen well, Bacchus chimed in.

      “You told me about other gods encasing their essence into artifacts before they faded completely into mythology, but not about this merging thing. And also not that long after an evil Bacchae witch murdered my boyfriend in front of my eyes. So, don’t lecture me on not listening well,” Sera snapped out loud without realizing, fuming at the god.

      “Wait, your boyfriend is dead?” Theo asked, his eyes widening.

      Dead. Gone. Finished. No pain. It almost hurt to not feel anything, like she was dishonoring him somehow. “Yes, and so is your partner Julia. She was working for Lorenzo Vicari, who apparently is one of the Bacchae. An ancient one. Only her plan of becoming immortal backfired. Do you know much about the Bacchae?”

      “Wow. I’m very sorry to hear about them both.” He sat back in the chair, shaking his head in disbelief. “Yes, I know quite a bit about them. Xolotl and I had been keeping watch on them for a few decades as they became a bit unruly. Until Bacchus fixed that, of course.”

      He let out a deep sigh. “Man, I knew Julia was dirty, which is why I didn’t tell her the amulet was in your bag when we questioned you at the diner. But I⁠—”

      “So, you did see it!”

      He frowned. “Of course I saw it. I wouldn’t consider wrapping it up in a towel with the chain sticking out to be hiding it.”

      Sera snorted. What a know-it-all. Not everyone had a penchant for thievery and deception.

      “Can I see it?” Theo asked.

      “Uh, sure.” She unwrapped the scarf, revealing the pinecone-shaped amulet.

      Leaning forward in his chair, Theo’s face got close as he stared at the amulet on her chest, and she caught a whiff of some sort of fruity soap or shampoo. Not the scent she expected him to choose. Her cheeks grew warm at the uncomfortable nearness, and the amulet burst into a crimson blaze, causing Theo to tumble back into his chair.

      “I never got a good look at it in person.” He chuckled. “I can see Bacchus is very protective of you.”

      The god beamed with pride inside her head.

      “Most of the time, and very proud of it, too.” Despite the sarcasm in her words, she smiled. The depth of the god’s internal wrath had surprised her—and would have been terrifying in another situation—when they faced Danae, but his almost childlike demeanor had become as familiar as family.

      “Let’s go back to the part where you said you’ve been working with this god of yours for one hundred years,” Nora said, her gaze thoughtful.

      “Right. When you merge with a god’s essence, you become god-like in many ways, including the immortal bit.”

      “Did it hurt to merge?” Nora’s eyes moved down to his chest.

      The lines of his jaw moved as he clenched his teeth. “Yes.”

      “So, you’re like, super old?” Nora asked.

      Biting her lip, Sera held in her laugh. At least she didn’t choke this time. Leave it to Nora to disregard any kind of personal boundaries with her questions.

      He shrugged. “Depends on your point of view. I’m young compared to some of the others.”

      “And you’re never going to die?”

      “Not of natural causes,” he said.

      “Renee is going to flip,” Nora laughed.

      “Do you police the Bacchae or something?” Sera asked.

      “Not exactly. We just ensure the supernatural world stays in the shadows, which means reminding the Bacchae of their place from time to time.”

      “So, you probably know about Danae, one of the Eternal Bacchae? One of Bacchus’s original creations?”

      He nodded, his eyes narrowing. “Her bloodthirsty, manipulative behaviors are well known to us, especially because she’s an exceptional witch, as well. She’s planning something. What that is, I don’t know, but the whole god community is on high alert. Even the other Eternals on the High Council are wary of her. Unfortunately, she’s very good at keeping her secrets.”

      “She’s the one who killed them. She wants to take over the world. Make humans into Bacchae lunchmeat.” Gross but not wrong.

      “There aren’t enough Bacchae for that kind of mission,” he said, although he sounded unsure.

      “That’s why she’s after the amulet. She knows she can restore their procreation ability, and all the other powers of theirs that have suffered since Bacchus took them away. And then she’ll build an army.” Sera reached up to clasp the amulet, the sharp ridges of the pinecone digging into her skin. “But we’re going to stop her.”

      Theo drummed his fingers on the chair, looking at her thoughtfully. “You wouldn’t be the first to try. You’re going to need an army of your own.”

      “Right, I just didn’t realize another god was right here in front of me the whole time,” she said.

      He grinned. “And I know of at least two others who usually jump at the chance of a good fight.”

      “You want to help?” she asked, surprise in her voice. Were they all going to be this easy to recruit?

      “Of course. That’s part of the reason I’m here.”

      A buzzing sound caught their attention. Nora jumped up and ran over to her jacket, hanging on a hook next to the door. She pulled her cell phone out of the pocket.

      “Hey, Renee,” she said into the phone then paused for a moment. “Yeah, we’ll be on our way back over soon. We have some…” She glanced at Theo. “Interesting news.”

      While Nora finished the conversation on the phone, Sera eyed the detective, whose young face had returned to the reserved look she had grown accustomed to. She really preferred the other side to Theo, the non-stern side, but she supposed his actual age of at least a century had something to do with his demeanor.

      “Does merging with a god make you like the Bacchae, then?” she asked.

      A lightning bolt flashed across Theo’s eyes. “No. Bacchae were created from a god’s blood, at least the Eternals were. Newer ones created by another Bacchae aren’t as powerful as the Eternals, and the farther away the lineage gets from the original divine blood, the less enhanced their abilities. So, for example’s sake, Lorenzo is not as powerful as Danae, and anyone Lorenzo creates is even less so.

      “In contrast, those of us who have merged are like gods incarnate. On their own, the Bacchae’s power doesn’t compete with a god’s. But against an army? Even gods have their limits.”

      Sera shuddered at the thought of an immortal life bonded to a god. Some people dreamed of achieving such a thing, and some actually did. But losing everyone she loved in her life again and again to old age—or worse—didn’t sound like her cup of tea. Or coffee, in her case. Life was precious, and she’d lost too much already. All she wanted was to stop Danae and then carry on with her life. Oh, and do her best to keep building a better relationship with her father, too. Bacchus would move on to another human host, and life would be good. Well, normal anyway.

      “Renee’s getting nervous about us being away from the safe house and wants us to come back over as soon as possible,” Nora said as she came back to the couch, leaning against the arm.

      Sera sighed, finding it almost hard to believe how much her life had changed yet again.

      Theo stood and pulled his jacket on. “I’ll let you two fill her in. I’ve got to head down to the station to complete some paperwork. I’ll see if anything has come in on Julia and Hiro—” he stopped short when he looked at Sera.

      The shock of hearing his name out loud struck her in the gut harder than a swing from a gladiator.

      No, she told Bacchus firmly when he started to ease the grief again. She wanted to feel it this time, to hold on to the raw pain. She needed to honor Hiro’s memory this way. Wrapping her arms around herself, she bent over, afraid she was going to throw up.

      “We still have questions. I’ll give you my phone number,” Nora said quietly, her voice fading as she must have walked away from the couch.

      “I’m very sorry for your loss,” she heard Theo’s voice at the door before it clicked shut.
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      AS THE SUN DIPPED BELOW the horizon, Solomon returned to Lorenzo’s mansion and headed for his room. The Mediterranean style compound hidden in the wooded hills of the District had been his home for the last few decades, and if Danae’s plan failed, they would have to move on soon. Too many people would question their lack of aging.

      After seeing Nora outside the witch’s house early that morning, he had spent some time alone in the city, trying to make sense of his jumbled thoughts. The dark-haired girl Serafina and the god’s relic were inside the row house, comatose according to Nora, and part of his job included getting them back. Or at least the amulet. The problem was Nora had stolen his heart. That much he knew for a fact.

      But what was he going to do about it?

      Solomon enjoyed his life as an Immortal, getting to see the changes—both good and bad—that humans made to the world over time. But he wasn’t entirely convinced he wanted to be a part of the changes Danae wanted, even if it meant living without their full abilities. That plan meant the end of the human species. The end of Nora. Unless she accepted an Immortal life, of course.

      His feelings for the blonde beauty had snuck up on him so quietly he hadn’t realized how much she meant to him until he had lost her. He hadn’t fallen in love with anyone since he was mortal, but every time he parted with Nora, he felt a piece of his heart stay with her. Only seeing her again put it back together.

      Low voices coming from his maker’s meeting hall caught his attention. He scanned the hallway to see if anyone else was near before making his way to the double doors as quietly as he could. He didn’t need to see inside; Lorenzo’s and Danae’s voices drifted out as Solomon stood beside the doors.

      “She will have to. She cannot face them while wearing it.” Lorenzo laughed. “It is a genius plan. Genius!”

      “I’ll need one of the Council members to assist me in the ritual.”

      “Certo,” his maker said. “I will have one of them fetched from their beds now. I⁠—”

      “No, not a mortal. The blood must be Eternal,” Danae snapped.

      “Ah. I see.” A pause. “Who do you recommend?”

      “Nestor.”

      “I will ensure he is on his jet tomorrow.”

      “No one can know we requested his presence, Lorenzo,” Danae warned. “At least not until the binding spell is reversed, and we are freed from this curse.”

      Solomon almost laughed. This curse. The queen sure knew how to spin the propaganda. He had learned Bacchus revoked their gifts due to the overreach of Immortals like Danae, those who didn’t heed the god’s rules and sought powers far beyond their grasp.

      But it had taken him extensive research and careful questioning to uncover that fact, and most of the other Immortals only knew what had been told to them, which was not much. It was no wonder most Immortals in Danae’s employ were caught up in her visions for a new world, believing the god had cursed them.

      “Not a soul will know, Your Majesty.” Lorenzo’s lips made a smacking sound.

      Guessing the ancient Italian had kissed the back of Danae’s hand, Solomon knew she’d be cringing at the touch. He didn’t blame her. Slipping away from the door, he continued to his private room, a chill spreading through his bones.

      As one of the members of the High Council and an Eternal—those with Bacchus’s own blood coursing through them—Nestor ruled the Immortals inhabiting South America, while Danae controlled all of North America. Their proximity meant it wouldn’t be unusual for the two Eternals to meet, but it was far from normal to keep it hidden.

      Determined to get some rest despite his turbulent thoughts, Solomon peeled off his clothes and lay down on his King-sized bed. The mattress and sheets were the finest available, a small luxury he requested every time they moved. Although Immortals didn’t need to sleep the way humans did, relaxing for an hour or two rejuvenated their minds and bodies faster, and Solomon preferred to do so in finery he never knew existed as a black child in the pre-Civil War South.

      A handful of minutes later, a knock sounded at his door. Solomon groaned as he pushed himself off the bed and answered the door, still nude. Modesty wasn’t really his thing.

      “Her Majesty requests your presence in her chambers,” the Immortal guard stated. She looked Solomon up and down hungrily and gave him a wink. “And now I know why.”

      Letting out a sigh, he dressed again. This time he wore sweats, an undershirt, and house loafers, assuming, like the guard, that Danae’s request would involve bedroom activities. She enjoyed watching him undress or else he wouldn’t have bothered. At least she didn’t require more formal attire for such occasions. He followed the waiting Immortal to the queen’s guest quarters.

      She sat on a cushioned stool in front of an ornate vanity mirror, brushing her hair. Her dark brown strands had a natural wavy curl to them and tumbled to her waist. For a few minutes after the guard left, she continued the methodical brushing, her eyes locked on her own in the mirror. Whatever inner dialogue she was having, Solomon knew to wait until she addressed him.

      Finally setting the brush down, she stood and faced him, the scent of her arousal drifting across the room like an expensive perfume. The sapphire silk robe she wore fell to the floor silently as she slipped it from her shoulders, leaving her naked save for the ruby-red collet necklace she wore. A replacement for the amulet, he guessed.

      Solomon couldn’t
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