Color-- -1- -2- -3- -4- -5- -6- -7- -8- -9-

Ted Size- 10-- 11 12-- 13- 14-- 15 16-- 17-- 18- 10-- 20-- 21-- 22-- 23-- 24

Must Love Dragons

By
Stephanie Rowe

Contents

Chapter One
Chapter Two
Chapter Three
Chapter Four
Chapter Five
Chapter Six
Chapter Seven
Chapter Eight
Chapter Nine
Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven
Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen
Chapter Fourteen
Chapter Fifteen
Chapter Sixteen
Chapter Seventeen
Chapter Eighteen
Chapter Nineteen
Chapter Twenty
Chapter Twenty-one
Chapter Twenty-two
Chapter Twenty-three
Chapter Twenty-four
Chapter Twenty-five
Chapter Twenty-sx

The characters and events in this book arefictitious.


javascript:BGColor('white')
javascript:BGColor('lightgrey')
javascript:BGColor('silver')
javascript:BGColor('beige')
javascript:BGColor('antiquewhite')
javascript:BGColor('navajowhite')
javascript:BGColor('wheat')
javascript:BGColor('burlywood')
javascript:BGColor('tan')
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

Any smilarity to rea persons, living or dead, is coincidenta and not intended by the author.
Copyright © 2006 by Stephanie Rowe
Excerpt from He Loves Me, He Loves Me Hot copyright © 2006
by Stephanie Rowe

Warner Forever and the Warner Forever logo are trademarks of Time Warner Inc. or an affiliated
company.

Used under license by Hachette Book Group, which isnot affiliated with Time Warner Inc.
Cover design by Diane Luger
Book design by Stratford Publishing Services, Inc.
Warner Books
Hachette Book Group USA
1271 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
Vist our Web site at www.HachetteBook GroupUSA .com
Printed in the United States of America

Firg Printing: November 2006

For Debby Zimmerman, Judi Luallin, and the
Bignell family, my dear friends who came to my
rescue when | needed it most.
Acknowledgments

Asaways, | would be nothing without the fantastic guidance of my brilliant and tirdess editor, Meanie
Murray, who brings my writing to new levels with each book | write. And to my agent, Michelle
Grgkowski, for everything, but especiadly her support, her laughter, her faith in me, her advice, and her
friendship. My deepest thanks aso to al the great folks at Warner who worked so hard on this book:
Diane Luger, Claire Brown, Tanisha Chrigtie, and Marcy Haggag. And thank you also to my mom, for
keeping my lifein balance during revisons. And to Josh and Ariana, who are my world.

Chapter One

Theresa Nichols was going to starve to death and no one cared.

She didn't know which wasticking her off more, the fact that she hadn't had her no-carb pretzel fix ina



week, or the fact that Quincy LaVdle had apparently forgotten her yet again, like everyone elsein her
life

Her ssomach growled and asharp pain ground through her gut.
Who needs to eat?

Certainly not an e even-foot winged dragon under house arrest, hidden away because peoplein New
York City would freak out at the sight of areal dragon. No need to be spotted by someone who could
gart the next world war with shrieks of invasions, Martians, and other such panic-inducing nonsense.

Because of the close-mindedness of humans, sheld been stuck behind closed doors for two hundred
years, and quite frankly, it was getting old. Especialy when she was withering away, aone and forgotten
and starving to deeth.

Since sheéld been put under Quincy's neglectful care, sheld lost 161 pounds. Completely unacceptable!
She was adragon, dammit, and dragons had needs! Food, violence, destruction, incineration. None of
which shewas dlowed to indulge in Quincy's house. Heaven forbid she burn anything up or turn his
neighborsinto crispy critters.

Being deprived of food was making it that much harder to resist al her other dragon desires. She
groaned and leaned her head againgt the fridge, willing away her insatiable craving to blow up his
kitchen. Keep it together, Theresa. You can handle this.

She let out a deep breath that was alittle too smoky for comfort, then marched over to the phone and
punched the speed did. Again. And again, his answering machine came on. "Quincy! It's Theresa. |
haven't eaten in two days and I'm starving. | know you don't care about me or the Goblet, but your
brother's now the Assistant Guardian, in case you forgot. Helll kick your butt if he comes home from his
honeymoon to find that Mona has been stolen because you let the Interim Guardian die of Sarvation
while you were obsessing about some stupid math equation that no one but you cares about. And the
Council will skewer you if you screw up Guardianship. Literaly." She paused to take a bregth, forcing
hersdf not to shudder at the thought of the Council, the ruthless governing body in charge of the
Guardians and the Goblet. Guardians who screwed up were serioudy toast, even Interim Guardians.
"And if you don't get homewith food in thirty minutes, I'm burning down your house and moving in with
Becca" She dammed down the phone and glared at the Goblet of Eternd Y outh, which was currently
masguerading as an espresso machine. "Monal Thisisal your fault.”

The espresso machine said nothing.

Of courseit wouldn't. In two hundred years, Mona had never so much as hinted at being sorry for turning
Theresa permanently into dragon form. Y eah, yeah, so Theresawas the one who'd actudly drunk from
the Goblet of Eternal Y outh, but wasn't it the Goblet's duty to warn her that asip whilein dragon form
would keep her that way forever?

Apparently not.

Theresayanked open the freezer and stared at the contents. Empty. She supposed she could eat some
more ice cubes. She'd at least be hydrated when she died of starvation. Bonus.

Or maybe she could est some chairs. Nothing wrong with fiber, right?

Now that Justine, her best friend, roomie, and persona servant for the last two hundred years, was off on
her honeymoon, it was al too apparent what kind of alife Theresahad: none.



No job.

No socid life.

No friends.

And most important, no way to get food.

She dammed the door shut as her somach rumbled again and a burning sensation clawed at her belly.
Sheld bet abox of Vic's Pretzelsthat her body was beginning to eet itself. Wouldn't that be afun way to
die?

No! A dragon should die aviolent and fiery deeth! Dying of starvation was completely unacceptable.

Dammit! She dammed her tail againgt the fridge, too hungry to bother checking to seeif sheld left adent.
She wasn't even alowed to order delivery because she was guarding Mona, and it was abig no-no to
have strangers parading up to the door when the Goblet of Eternd Y outh was hiding out. Y ou never
knew if the skinny little ddivery boy might be packing asword in his stay-hot pizza bag. Plus, how was
she supposed to explain her appearance when she answered the door? No, you're not really seeing an
emaciated eleven-foot dragon with gold eyes. It's the scent from the pizza causing your
hallucinations.

Y eah, right.

She stalked over to the window of Quincy's house and stared at the darkened suburb. If shewerein her
own condo, she could probably get Xavier the doorman to get her some food, but no, their condo was
gl ashambles after Justine and Derek had gotten alittle trigger happy with Becca's machine guns.

Becca

For amoment, she considered calling Becca, Satan's favorite Rivkaand right-hand badass, but finaly
dismissed it. The Rivka had more important things to do than bring carryout to adragon, and Theresa
had too much pride to beg.

She closed her eyes and dug her clawsinto thewindowsll. You are not hungry. You are not |onely.
You are a goddess. The shattering of the wood jerked her back to the present, and she jerked her claws
away from the window. Even the house wasn't built for helping adragon | through the throes of misery.

Therewas only onething that would help her now. One man. If Zeke wasn't online, heaven help her and
the neilghborhood shewas hiding out in.

She grabbed her computer and IM'd Zeke, the only man sheld had cybersex with in the last Six months.
Six months of monogamy for Theresa Nichols, former Queen of the Suts. Astounding, wasn't it? Just
proved how good a cyberlover Zeke was. For him to satisfy adragon who was completely deprived of
all other outlets was quite the feat. Thank God for Zeke.

"Zeke? Y ou there?' she typed.
Hisreply wasingant. "Yep. You?'

Tenson eased from her body at hisimmediate response and she smiled, imagining what his voice must
sound like. Deep. Manly. He probably had thick whiskers that would make awoman tremble with
longing. Zeke was definitely abadass. She could sense the undercurrent of violencein him. Sheloved
bad boys. What dragon wouldn't? Whoever she dated had to be able to deal with agirl who liked to



burn things up and ate Six pizzas for an afternoon snack. "I bought anew piece of lingerie off the Internet
yesterday. Want meto describe it?

Slence

Shefrowned a his hegtation, and an anxiety spark shot out of her nose and sizzled on the keyboard.
"Zeke? Don't leave me hanging. Not tonight.”

Hefinaly typed an answer. "Ligten, | think we should meet.”

Shejerked upright in Quincy's microfiber recliner, damming the footrest back to the floor with an
ominousthud. "I can't meet you!" She scowled asawave of longing washed over her, smashing her
claws onto the keyboard as she typed her response. "I'm till in isolation at the FBI containment center,
remember? They haven't figured out how to keep my contagious disease from infecting everyone who
comeswithin ten feet of me." Shefdt alittle guilty about thelie, but it wasn't asif she could tel him she
was adragon. Besides, being locked up in an FBI containment facility was sort of dramatic and cool, and
way better than her red life.

"| think youre avoiding me."

Shegrinned at his perceptiveness, imagining his brows furrowed in aggravation as he typed. "Tdll that to
the dude with the machine gun guarding my door."

"Giveme hisnumber and I'll cal himup.”

Some of her amusement trickled away at his continued pressure. "He won't get close enough to talk to
me. Afraid I'll infect him."

"|an't that convenient?'

Her tail switched at histhinly veiled sarcasm and she accidentaly dropped a puff of ash onto Quincy's
hand-woven carpet from India. She'd been fending off Zeke's requests to meet for months, but something
felt different tonight. Or maybe her perception of redlity was being distorted by the fact that her somach
was beginning to eat her brain. "No, it's not convenient. 1'd love to meet you in person and engagein
somered flesh-to-flesh activities." Understatement of the year. Cybersex was better than nothing, but it
was no substitute for having a man wrapped around her. Sheld even had Justine buy her some of the
aftershave Zeke said he wore, and she sprayed it around whenever they had cybersex. The woodsy,
masculine scent was nearly enough to give her an orgasm on its own, let done when Zeke was working
his magic with the keyboard.

And when she couldn't deep, she sprayed it on her pillow and pretended he was there, hugging her
pillow to her chest. Not that she'd admit that to anyone. Dragons didn't need nighttime comfort, and she
was no exception. Shewasjust sexudly deprived and she loved to bask in the scent of the man of her
fantasies. And if sheliked it when he talked about his favorite movies and places heid like to take her on
their first date, it was only because she was so desperately londly for any kind of ared life, evenif it was
vicarioudy through Zeke. Not because she liked him or anything. Because that would be incredibly
stupid, given her permanently scaly ete.

"Serioudy, T, | don't care about your infectious disease. | can buy abiohazard suit anywhere. We need
to mest.”

Theresas heart started to pound and her hind claws curled into the floor. Zeke was her one contact with
the outside world. He was the one person who would notice if she died. Their wild and daring cybersex



and late-night gossip sessons were the only outlet that kept her sane, since violence, gorging on food,
and incineration weren't options. She took adeep breath and tried to focus. She had to reel him in before
he ruined everything, before he demanded what she couldn't give. "What's the point in meeting if you're
wearing abiohazard suit? We wouldn't be able to have sex.”

Hisreply was quick, asif hed anticipated her answer. "I want to know what you look like."

She scowled. Shewas an eeven-foot winged dragon with bluish-green scales and golden eyes. Would
that do it for him? Doubted it. " Sorry. No pictures, remember?" It had been so long since shed beenin
human form, she wasn't sure sheld even recognize hersdlf.

Slence

At his hegitation, Theresa shoved the computer off her lap and jumped to her feet, pacing past the
beautiful ash color coffee table that Quincy had specificaly forbidden her to burn up. Heet roiled through
her, struggled to escape.

A spark dipped out of her nose and landed on the hardwood floor. Crap! She ssomped it out, then spun
back to face her computer when she heard it beep. She was afraid to read Zeke's reply.

After amoment she lifted her chin, straightened her tail, and marched back over to read what he'd
written.

"| think maybe it'stimeto changetherules.
She growled at the screen. There could be no rule-changing! Face-to-face meetings were not happening!
"T?You ill there? I'm serious. Things need to change. | can't keep thisup.”

How dare he ruin the only decent thing in her life by demanding something she couldn't give, no matter
how much she might want to? She wouldn't let him. Not tonight. "The scientists are here to run more tests
on me. Gottarun." She hesitated, then added her usua sign-off. "Love your body."

Then she disconnected before he could reply.

She dammed thelid closed on her laptop and stomped across the room, ignoring the picturesrattling on
thewalls. Well, wouldn't that be fine and dandy? Not only was she starving to degth, but shewould die
alone and sexually frustrated because Zeke was about to bail on her.

Forget it. Things had gonetoo far. A girl had her limits.

She smashed her hip into the kitchen door and shoved it open, ignoring the trickle of sparks that dropped
on thetile. Quincy would just have to get over afew burn marks. Hed be lucky if she didn't burn down
his house by accident. She narrowed her eyes at the espresso machine. "1 have to eat, which meansit's
timefor ahighly illega fied trip. And you're coming with me, since | can't leave you behind unprotected.”
She picked up the espresso machine and tried to tuck it under her arm. Not comfortable, especialy for a
dragon who wasn't exactly in top flying shape. "l don't suppose you could turn into something smdler and
eader to cary?'

The espresso machine didn't so much asflicker.

"What if | take you on aflying tour of the New Y ork City skyline o you can seethis city that you've
beenliving infor thelast five years?!



Monaimmediately changed into an ankle bracelet.

Theresagrinned, dl too familiar with the desperation Monawould befedling at being locked in her
inanimate cell for so long. "That'smy girl. Maybe we can befriends after dl." At least therewas
something in thisworld that was more desperate than she was.

Forty-five minutes later, Theresawas perched on the roof of the Vic's Pretzels that was down the Street
from the condo she used to live in. She was wearing her favorite come-hither outfit: aleather miniskirt, a
black lace bra under atransparent white top, the topaz earrings she'd bought during their brief stay inthe
Amazon (so what if dragons don't have ears? The scales located on the side of her head worked just
fine), anew diamond stud in the piercing a the end of her tail, and, of course, her new ankle bracelet.

She might not have any breasts or even awaist to do the outfit justice, and her blue scales weren't exactly
sexy, but one should never underestimate the effect that sexy clothes can have on awoman's mood. Or a
dragon's.

Shetook adeep bresth and inhaled the amazing scent of fresh dough rising, letting it soak into her lungs.
Vic's No-Carb Pretzels were her reason for living, definitely worth taking aforbidden trip out into the
night air.

The sounds of the humans working the ovens drifted up to her, and she took a moment to sort out their
scents. Therewere at least three of them, two mae and one femae. Probably one person manning the
kitchens and two customers getting their late-night pretze fix. Unfortunately, incinerating dl of them was
out. Someone would notice three piles of human ash.

She growled, redlizing that food would have to suffice to appease her needs. If she could get the people
outsdefor afew minutes...

She eyed the roof and found what she waslooking for. Didn't anyone have the foresight to protect their
vents from dragons anymore? She glided over to the vent (yes, she might weigh severd tons, but that
didn't mean she had to stop practicing the double-jointed-hips walk that had brought men to their knees
two hundred years ago) and pressed her face up to it. "Hope you al are wearing your gas masks."

Waan't this going to be fun? She hadn't tortured humansin forever.

She grinned, rolled some smoke around in her chest for amoment, then expelled ahuge black cloud into
the vent. Then, for kicks, shedid it again.

The sound of coughing and the scent of human darm drifted up to her, and Theresa flopped down on her
belly and et the sensations wash over her. It wasn't actual destruction, but it soaked into her poresand
eased the desperation off her needs.

It took less than three minutes for the humans to vacate the premises. Once they were hacking away out
front, she sat up, shook off the soothing effects of the assault, and coasted down to the back door. She
tugged onit, found it locked, then grinned with delight and yanked it free, dong with the doorframe. She
tossed the gtill-locked unit into the alley and scooted inside the kitchen of Vic's Pretzels.

Threefeet indde the door, she was hit by the intense aroma of baking dough and melted butter and fell
flat on her face. Holy mother of pear!. She groaned and rolled onto her back, drinking in the heavenly
odors. Cinnamon. Fresh bread. Melted frogting for the dessert pretzels. Her claws curved against her
chest and she closed her eyes, inhaing deeply as euphoriadackened her muscles, dowed her heart rate.
She would never move again. Just lie hereforever.



A distant clang caught her attention, and she shook her heed, trying to clear it. Thiswasn't asafe
environment. She shouldn't be sprawled on the floor. Shetried to uncurl her claws, but she wastoo
relaxed, too overcome by lassitude.

Come on, Theresa. Block your olfactory receptors. Now she remembered. That's what she was
supposed to do. Basic dragon survival technique. God, but how? She couldn't recall, and it felt so good.
The freshly cooked bread smelled so divine. She didn't want to block it out. She just wanted to lie here
and suck itin.

No. She had to get up. Get up.
She held her breath, then rolled over, landing with athud on her belly. Progress. Good.

Somehow, she managed to stagger to her feet. Starting to suffocate. Need to inhale. She closed her
eyes and concentrated on shutting down her scent receptors, taking a careful breath through her mouth.
She got awhiff of hot pretzel and dmost went down again.

She dapped her clawsto her face, pinching her nostrils shut. Two hundred years of being locked away
with no threats to worry about had obvioudy eroded al her dragon defenses, not that she'd ever been a
model dragon, even asakid when sheld still been living among dragons. She'd gotten doppy, and if
there'd been red danger, she'd be dead now.

Her head began to clear, and she surveyed her surroundings. She wasin the kitchen. Tile floors, racks
and racks of pretzel ingredients, huge metal ovens, trays of cooling pretzels, pretzel-shaped pot holders
hanging on nezt little hooks shaped like more pretzels.

Her ssomach rumbled, and her mouth began to water.
Having food in her belly would help her control her nose, wouldn't it?

She lurched toward the racks of cooling pretzels, took a deep inhaation through her mouth, then released
her noseto grab atray of pretzels. She dumped arack of no-carb delights down her throat. Then
another. Then another. No time to savor. She needed to eat and run before she collapsed again.

She started to fed dizzy, so she grabbed a couple of pot holders and wedged them in her nodtrils. Better.
She turned back to the pretzels and tossed six more down her throat, the intense ache in her belly barely
beginning to ease.

It occurred to her that this was what the Dragon Cleansing of 1788 must have been like, when the
dragon dayers wiped out the dragon population. In anormal attack, a dayer would disorient adragon
with hisincredibly powerful scent and then come charging in to gain the advantage before the dragon
could recover. During the Dragon Cleansing, dl the dayers had joined together and attacked at once.
She shuddered a the thought of being hit with al that olfactory stimulation.

Any hafway decent dragon learned how to shut down her scent receptors before she was two years old.
It wasthefirst line of defense againg the dayers.

Wil, guess what? She wasn't a halfway decent dragon, apparently. She'd almost been knocked out by
pretzel dough. Imagine what asingle dragon dayer's scent would do to her. She wastoo pathetic.

"Holy Jesusl What thefuck isthat?"

Theresa dropped the tray she was holding and spun around. A guy in achef'shat stared at her from the
doorway, his mouth hanging open and hiseyeswide.



Sheimmediately bowed low, knegling before him. ™Y ou must be the pretzel chef. | adore your pretzels,
and | am honored to meet you."

He made a strangled sound and began backing around the corner. Theresa snapped her head up and
narrowed her eyesat him. "Hey! Where are you going?' She couldn't allow him to report adragon
sghting.

He yedped and dove out of sight.

She sighed and stood back up. She was going to have to kill him, wasn't she? Then she smiled and her
tall flicked. How fun! An added bonusfor the evening. She dways dept well for at least aweek after she
got to incinerate someone.

Then her tail sagged. But who would make the pretzelsif shekilled him?
Crud. What was she supposed to do? Protect hersdf or the pretzels?

Dammit. Exposing hersalf meant exposing Mona She had to kill him. She ssomped toward the door he'd
vanished through. How unfair that she finaly got to kill someone and it was a pretzel chef. Theremorse
was going to gnaw at her for weeks.

Shefollowed histrail, taking amoment to peek around the corner into the front of the store, noting the
two customers had apparently decided to head home.

Lucky for them.

Satisfied they were aone, she stepped into what looked like a supply room and saw the chef hunched
behind a stack of boxesto her right. She whacked the boxes aside with her tall, and he jerked to hisfeet.
Hisface was stark white and terror was cascading off him.

"I'mredly sorry | haveto dothis” shesaid. "But | promiseto vist you in the Afterlife with pretzels,
okay?" She closed her eyes so she didn't have to watch, then opened her mouth, but before she could
expel even atrickle of ash, she heard aloud explosion and a searing pain ripped through her |eft
shoulder. "Hey!" She snapped her eyes open just in time to see the bastard aim hisgun at her face.

Theresathrew her arm across her face as he shot again, and the bullet ripped through her right front claw,
sending pain spirding up her shoulder.

"Get out of here, you freek!" he screamed. "I'll kill you before I'll et an ugly mongter take me divel” He
shot again, and the bullet tore through her tail, nearly taking out her new tail ring.

"Ugly monster ? Areyou serious?' How dare heinsult her like that. She was wearing her sexiest ouitfit!
Was even that not enough to overcome the scales and lack of breasts? She was dready senditive enough
about her appearance without having someidiot scream insults at her.

"Y our mother won't haveto look at your disgusting face again after | get through with you!™ the chef
shouted.

Her mother ? Now, that was going too far. She lunged for him, and he shot her in the neck as he dove
over abox of yeast and crawled behind an ice machine. She jerked in pain as blood gushed down her
neck, and rage roared through her. She kicked the ice machine out of the way, reared back, and
exploded fireat him.

But dl that came out was a hack and asmall puff of white smoke.



He yelped and scooted across the floor as she frowned and tried again. Nothing but a harmless wisp.
What the hell?

Sheflung ametd storage rack out of her way and dammed her tall into the chef'sgut, pinning him against
thewall asafaint memory trickled into her mind. Waan't there something in the annal s about how
dragons should aways protect their necksin battle?

Maybe she should have gone to class more often instead of running around her home village causing
trouble with the other delinquent dragons. Had she redlized she was going to be orphaned and thrust into
nondragon society so soon with no dragon mentorsto teach her, she would definitely have paid more
attention to the lessons she was supposed to be learning.

The chef whimpered and tried to get hisgun free of her tail, to no avail. She pressed harder, and her
frustration eased. She could il kick hisheinie with her superior dragon strength. She smiled and leaned
her face up againg his. "'Insult my mama, will you? We are going to have some fun tonight..."

Something twitched around her ankle and an espresso machine dropped to the floor in front of her.

Oh, no! Sheld forgotten about Mona! The ultimate failure in Guardianship would beto let something
happen to the Goblet of Eterna Y outh. Each moment she stayed endangered Mona and put her closer to
being at the brutal mercy of the Council.

She might be afailure asawoman and as adragon, but God help her, shewould not fall & beinga
Guardian. She flung the chef aside, grabbed Mona, and spun around, bolting for the door. She lurched
into wobbly flight as soon as her wingswere clear.

It took her less than aminute to redize she was too injured to makeit al the way home. Didn't that
figure? She couldn't even rescue M ona competently.

Chapter Two

Theresa closed her eyes just before she crashed through the window of Becca Gibbs's tenth-floor
gpartment. Shelanded just intimeto get afacefull of firebdl. "Hey! It'sme!”

Thefireretrested to reved Becca standing in the living room doorway wearing ablack lesther outfit more
fitting for abiker protitute than the executive VP of Vic's Pretzels and Satan'sfavorite Rivka. "l knew it
wasyou, Dragon.”

Theresa sneezed at the flames il flickering in her nose. "Then why'd you firebal me? And my name's
Theresa™

"I know your name, and you broke into my apartment in the middle of the night." Beccawastossng a
fireba | back and forth between her hands, no doubt contemplating whether to shoot it at her. ™Y ou know
| hatevigtors.”

"Didn't you notice | was bleeding?’ Theresa cradled Monaagainst her chest, her blood dripping on the
pae blue carpet.

"l noticed."

"l cometo you for aid, and you gtill flame me?' Shetook aquick scan of the room. Antiques, floral



patterns, and lots of pastels. Not what she would have expected from Beccathe-badass-bitch-from-hell.

"l didn't want to encourage any invasions of my privacy. Besides, youre adragon. It'snot likea
low-leve firebdl's going to hurt you. Much.”

And to think Beccawas the only person Theresahad in her lifeto go to in an emergency. Sort of
summed up her life nicely. "Sometimes you're kind of hogtile.”

Becca shrugged. "I'm Satan's right hand. Do you redlly expect meto be a sweetheart?

"Got methere." Theresasghed. Justine would never let her starve or try to burn her up. Then again,
Justine would never let her out of the gpartment, either. Getting shot hadn't been fun, but being outside. ..
it had almost been worth it. "Just so you know, the only reason | tolerate your attitude isthat you do such
agood job running Vic's. If you didnt, I'd fry you right back to hell.”

"Y ou have no chance against me, Dragon.” The glimmer of ared smile curved Becca's mouth. "But if
you're going to say such nice things about my work, | suppose | could let you comein." She extinguished
thefirebdl in her figt. "Y ou can put Monain the kitchen. Shelll blend in.”

Theresa stepped around an Oriental rug that |ooked way too nice to bleed on, even if it did belong to
Becca "Thanks." Shefollowed the Rivkainto asurprisngly bright and cheerful kitchen. White laminate
cabinets, yellow walls, abouquet of flowerson avery cool old table. "Got any food?"

"Plenty. Help yoursdlf." Beccaleaned againgt the counter and folded her arms over her chest, the action
making her |eather-clad breasts even more prominent.

Theresatried not to think of the breasts she'd had before she became a full-time dragon.
Becca moved to the freezer and pulled out atwo-pound hunk of hamburger mest. "Want this?'

Theresa's ssomach growled before she could answer, and Becca gave a brisk nod beforetossing it in the
microwave.

Then... awkward slence.

Um, hmm. Two centuries of totd isolation except for onefriend didn't do alot for maintaining smal-talk
skills. Theresa covered the silence by searching through Becca's cabinets.

Becca cleared her throat. " So, did you get shot?"

"Yep." Shefound amixing bowl and dumped an entire box of cered intoit. "I brokeinto the Vic's near
my old condo and got some dinner. I'll pay you back for dl the pretzels| ate."

Beccalifted abrow. "Y ou got shot robbing aVic's?'
"Y ep. The chef was packing heat."

"Excdlent. I'll haveto get him araise. I'll check the schedule and see who was on duty tonight at thet
store and—"

"Hey! Where'sthe sympathy? Where'sthe love? | got shot!" She scowled at the Rivka
"Youreimmortd," Beccasad dryly.

"Well, he also insulted me repeatedly. And my poor, dead mama.”



Beccagrinned. "Y ou were robbing the place.

"I know, but he still hurt my feglings. Not that | care, of course. I'm adragon and | don't need the
accolades of others." She shook off the self-pity and held up agdlon of milk. "Isthis kim?"

"Always"

"Good." She poured the whole container of milk into the bowl, then grabbed aladle from above the
stove and scooped up some ceredl.

"Y ou're bleeding into your food."
"Am|7?" Shelooked down at her right hand, then wailed in dismay. "He blew up my human fingernail!"
Beccaraised her brow. "Y ou had ahuman fingernail ? Since when?”

"Thisisso unfair! | spent two hundred yearstrying different spellsand | finaly got afingernail back and
he shot it off!" She threw the spoon down and stared at the tip of her claw where her French manicure
used to be. "It was my only sign of humanity and now it'sgone!" She shoved her chair back, flames
spewing ungracefully out of her nose. "1'm going to go back there and cut off hismost precious part and
see how helikesit and—" She suddenly redlized her claws were stuck to the table. She bared her teeth
a Becca. "L et me go before | toast you."

Beccarolled her eyes a the threat, making Theresawant to fry her just to prove she could. "I can't let
you murder one of my chefs. If it was the competition, no problem. Hell, if it was anyone dse, I'd go
aong with you and cap his soul for Satan after you finished the job, but al the rules change when you
messwith my day job."

"But he destroyed my fingernail!" Theresayanked on the tableto try to free her front claws and the wood
cracked.

"Hey!" Beccaleaped across the kitchen and dammed her hands down on the tabletop. "I had to harvest
alaw school professor's soul before Satan would give me that table! Don't bresk it!"

Black smoke curled out of Theresas nose. "Then let me go!”

"Y ou redly want to murder aVic's chef? What about the pretzels?’
Sheglared a Becca "My humanity is more important than pretzels.”
"Redlly?' Beccalooked surprised.

"Of coursg, redly! To those of uswith asoul, humanity matters." She blinked hard, growling at the lump
that suddenly appeared in her throat. "Of course, you're nothing but an extension of Satan, with no
persondlity or life force of your own. Y ou could never understand.”

Becca's eyes darkened and her fingers curved into the wood, her knuckles turning white. "Isthat so?

Theresajerked back asthe Rivka's eyesturned red and began to glow. "Are you going to turn into
something scary?' Theresatugged at the table, trying to get her hands free. "Becauseif you are, I'm outta
here"

"No, I'm not." Becca closed her eyes for amoment and took a breath. When she opened them again, her
eyes were back to their regular green color.



The table released Theresa, and she yanked her hands back into her lap. She sagged with relief, and her
tail thudded to the floor. ™Y ou are one scary chick sometimes, you know that? No wonder you don't
have any friends."

Something flashed in Beccas eyes. "It'smy choiceto beaone.”
"Well, then you're an idiot, because being aone sucks."

"That'sameatter of opinion." Beccaturned away and yanked open adrawer and began rifling through
utensils. Y ou want meto pull the bullets out, or what?' Sheretrieved a pair of needle-nose pliersfrom
the drawer. "Derek would be disgppointed if | let you heal with the bullets under your scales.”

Theresa dtiffened. Derek. Of course. How silly of her to actudly hope that the gesture might have been
an indication of some sort of concern on Becca's part. She gave a bored sniff and picked up her ladle
agan. "Suit yoursdlf. Extract away."

They didn't exchange another word until Beccawas pulling out the third bullet, the one that had taken out
her human fingernail. Becca eyed the mangled claw. "Y ou redly had ahuman fingernail ?*

Theresasighed. "It was beautiful. Feminine. | loved it." Shetried not to wince as Becca dug around in her
claw for the bullet. "1t was the oneindication | had that there was till achance | could change my life.
Now I'm back to where | was. Completely stuck in this stupid dragon form.”

Becca made anoise of sympathy, then leaned back and studied Theresa, chewing her lower lip. "You
know, if you promise not to go after my chef, | might be able to get you another fingernail."

Theresa stopped breathing for afull minute. "How?"
"Oh, no." She shook her head vehemently. "I'm not giving him my soul. No way."

"Hewouldn't expect an entire soul for asinglefingernall. If it gives you hope for your future, it might be
worth hisprice

Becca's voice was suspicioudy empathetic, and Theresa cocked her head to look at her. But the Rivka
dropped the bullet on the table with a clang and shoved the forcepsinto Theresa's neck.

A stab of pain blistered through Theresa's neck and dammed into her head. "Ow!"
"Sorry." Beccaheld up thelast bullet. "Got it."

The sharp pain faded to athrobbing ache, and Theresa rubbed her neck. "Did you get some of my
vertebrae while you werein there?'

"No, but | could giveit another goif you like." Beccalooked far too cheerful as she gathered the bullets
off thetable. "How long will you have bullet holes?"

"A few hoursa mogt."

Becca shot her a curious glance as she stepped on the foot pedd to lift the lid of a smoothly polished
sainless-sted trash can. She dropped the bulletsin with athunk. "Doesit hurt?"

"Y up. But adragon is never bothered by pain, of course.” Sounded good, &t least.



"Of course." Beccawashed her hands then grabbed her keys. "I don't suppose you're strong enough to
fly home tonight?*

"Nope." Theresasighed with satisfaction as she leaned back in the chair that wastoo small for her
dragon-sized buitt. "I can't possibly go hometo my lonely existence. I'm stuck here with you. Y ou're not
exactly warm and fuzzy, but you have afull kitchen and you acknowledge I'm dive, so that's something at
least.” At Beccas scowl, Theresaadded, "Theresno food at Quin's. I'll starveif | go back."

Becca grabbed a smooth lesther wallet out of a drawer, removed acredit card, and dipped it into her
bra "I'll take care of that while I'm out."

Theresafrowned. "Where are you going?' Beccamight be Satan'sright hand, but at least shewas
someoneto tak to. Sheld had kind of a crappy night, and the thought of being alone was almost too
much to take. "Maybe you could stay here. We could get drunk and rent movies with hot guysand
complain about our lives. Justine and | used to do that alot. It'skind of fun.”

Becca gave her an odd ook as she shoved the utensil drawer closed with her hip.

"What?Y ou don't know how to do the girl bonding thing?' Theresa hopped up and yanked open the
freezer. "My God, girl. Y ou've got Sixteen different kinds of ice cream in here, Thisis perfect for abitch
session.” Her belly rumbled as she picked up the nearest pint. "' Chocol ate fudge brownie? And cookie
dough?1 love this stuff!" She glanced a Becca "I didn't know Rivkas needed comfort food."

Beccayanked theice cream out of Theresal's claws, put it back inside, then dammed the freezer shut. "'l
can't say. | haveto get some souls. Satan's running low." She flashed Theresaaglimpse at avery skimpy
ensemble under the black leather coat. "Trolling the dleysin this outfit at this hour makesit easy to find
soulswho deserve hdl.”

"Y ou have awesome breasts." Theresasighed with envy. "I wish | had boobs men could gawk at.”
Becca managed a hdf-amile. Y ou're one warped dragon.”

The Rivkas smile made Theresafed better, and she sat back down at the table. "Well, you're one
psychoatic Rivka. Bring me breakfast when you come back?!

"Aslong asyou promise not to go eat my chef."

Theresatook abite of her cered and pretended to contemplate the request. "Mmm... | won't eat him
until after you get back. How'sthat?"

Beccalifted one eyebrow. "Funny dragon.”
Theresagrinned. "Y ou know you love me."

All shegot in return was asnort and avisual of Beccaturning into an inky black puddle and disappearing
through the floor. Cool. But certainly not cool enough to tempt her to deal with Satan.

Shelooked at her mangled claw and sighed. A human fingernail, though. .. maybe.
No. She would not succumb.
Shewasn't that desperate... was she?

Heaven help her if shewas.



It wasjust before midnight and Zeke Siccardi wasin his sparsely decorated office, nursing too-old coffee
while negotiating abribe... er, payment... for some confidentia information. His contact was just about
where he wanted him when Zeke sensed someone approaching his office. "Hang on asec, please." He hit
the phone's hold button and closed his eyes, | etting his senses explore.

Two human males. Onewas angry. Tense. Carrying afreshly oiled gun. He smelled like money. The
other... nervous. Not armed. The scent of desperate sweet rolled off him. He a so carried the odor of
cash.

And the energy pulses of both men were directed toward Zeke.

He connected to hiscall again. "I don't like the price you're setting. I'll have to think about it." Then he
hung up.

Oh, sure, he would have paid the price they'd negotiated to, but since he had to get off the phone
anyway, he might aswell usetheinterruption to his advantage. The information wasn't going anywhere.

He leaned back in hisfavorite chair, awell-worn black leather chair that had soothed him for years. He
turned up the jazz emanating from his CD player, laced hisfingers behind his head, and watched the
door.

Hisvigtorsdidn't disgppoint.

The door flew open to reved a huge man with a shaved skull and aneck that blended into his head. He
looked twitchy and was wearing an expensive suit, probably custom to fit those steroid-induced
shoulders. "You Siccardi?"

"Yep." Zeke tapped hisfoot in timeto the jazz, trying to stay focused on the trumpet, and not on the
violencerolling off hisvigtor.

Twitchy Guy did aquick scan of the room. "Anyone €lse here?
" Nomll
"Don't move."

"Wouldn't dream of it." Involuntarily, Zeke's gaze flicked to the locked gun drawer by hisleft shin. It had
been decades since he'd unlocked it, but the urge was strong. He closed his eyesfor amoment and let
the music wash over him.

Twitchy Guy went back into the hall and returned aminute |ater with atall, bony man who was aso
wearing an expensive suit. Zeke would lay odds that the new addition was the negotiator.

Zeke checked the clock radio on his desk. Hed give them three minutes and then send them on their
way.

Bony Guy sat down in Zeke's guest chair while Twitchy set up guard at the door. "Nice office.”

"Thanks." He kept one eye on Twitchy, but so far his hands were by his side and not near his gun. "What
can | dofor you?'

"I hear you find people.”

"That | do."



"l hear you'rethe best.”
“lam.”

Bony Guy nodded his approval, then did a photo across the desk. A name was scrawled acrossthe
bottom. "Find him."

Zeke didn't even glance a the photo. "Why?"'

Bony Guy gave him agrin. "Because his dad misses him. Wantsto bring him home for the family
reunion.” Then he winked.

Zeke didn't buy the story for asecond. The only way they wanted to bring this missing person anywhere
wasin abody bag, which wasn't hisgig anymore. "Sony, but | can't help you."

Bony Guy set an envelope on the table. "Full cash payment up front. We know you're good for it. You
have areputation.”

"And Twitchy will kill meif | giff you."
"Who?'

"Never mind." Zekefindly took hishandsfrom behind his head and leaned forward, folding his hands on
his desk. "I'm sorry you wasted your time, but | no longer take caseslike yours.”

Bony Guy frowned. "What doesthat mean?"

"No violence. No men with guns. No dirty cash.” He spread his hands. "I'm clean and | run aclean shop
here." The scarsdl over his handstold another story. Maybe he should get them lasered off. Bite wounds
didn't exactly enhance his clean image. Hell, while hewas &t it, he should get amanicure.

Then he grinned. Some things were just never going to happen.
Bony Guy cleared histhroat. "Theréstwo million dollarsin that envelope.”

"Find someone else." Zeke had never been driven by money, even back in the day. Women? Maybe. A
good battle, definitely. Money? Not so much.

Bony didn't ook happy. "Listen, | did my research. | know what you can do. Y ou don't have moralsor a
conscience and you're letha, but you've never been caught. Y ourethe man | need.”

Zekefdt thefamiliar twitch at the back of his neck. No matter how long he went without, the allure of
that lifestyle would never go away. No worry. He was stronger than the temptation. "Y ou're working
with dated information.” Like acentury or two old. "I find people for the right reasons. And yourswon't

qudify.”
Bony grinned. "The man | want you to find isadragon.”

Thetwitchimmediatdly flared up into afull-fledged roar and Zeke had to close his eyes for amoment to
imagine hisfield of dandelions. Chirping birds. His happy place. Areal live dragon? A cat sprang up out
of the dandelions and munched abird. Damn.

He growled asthe urge crept down his arms, making them itch. Hetried to imagine Labrador puppies.
Snuggly little black Labs. Puppy kisses. No way could he take a case about a dragon. The mother of
the puppies suddenly appeared in hisfantasy, salivadripping from her chin, her eyes narrowed with the



fury that only amother could fed. Shelunged for him and he felt the teeth sink into hisarm, sending his
adrendine spiking.

Crap. He shook hishead hard and tried again. TheresaNichols. In her lingerie. Licking apath down the
ingde of histhigh. Her hair would be slky, scented of vanilla. Her skin smooth, with atattoo over her |eft
collarbone, described so vividly by her that he could picture it exactly. There was no baggage between
them. Noo deep emotions that could destroy them. Just fun and great sex. Ah. Better. He opened his eyes
again, dillness sitling over hislimbs. "No. | will not find the dragon for you.”

Bony chuckled and tossed a business card on the table. "\WWhen you change your mind, call me. You
know you can't ress.”

Stll tingling with thoughts of Theresaand her soft lips, Zeke picked up the card and photo, walked over
to the shredder, and sent them both through. "Don't underestimate me.”

He aways enjoyed it when people underestimated him, though now he was too civilized to make them
pay for it, unfortunately. Hislife might be clean, but sometimesit was asboring ashdll. Or rather, as
boring as heaven. Hell would probably prove pretty interesting. Not that it mattered. Hed walked away
from hisviolent lifestyle, and hed likely live at least another five hundred years or so before having to
worry about the Afterlife. It was amost an embarrassment hewas going to live thislong. Most dayers
died by the time they were acouple of hundred years old, their life sucked away by the munch of a
dragon.

"Oh, | know dl about you, Mr. Siccardi." Bony stood up. "Don't you want to at least find the man and
warn him that were after him?' He set areplacement photo on the table. "Either way, you know youll
track him down. If you work for us, at least you'll be paid for your efforts.” He set another business card
ontop of the picture. "Think about it Have anice day."

Zeke watched them leave and wished for amoment that he'd met them a couple of hundred years ago.

His phonerang and he picked it up automaticaly, figuring it was probably Bony trying to up the offer.
"Siccardi here”

"Mr. Siccardi, it's Ralph Greene, attorney-at-law. On behdf of my client, | am following up to seeif you
have had any successin locating TheresaNichols."

He settled back in his chair and kicked hisfeet up on hisdesk. "I may have alead, but | need to confirm
she'stheright TheresaNichols" If the €usive woman would smply meet with him, held be ableto
compare her to the sketch he was working from, and he'd know whether she was the right woman.

And, well, once he met her and thiswhole client thing was over... well... who knew? He grinned to
himsdf. He had plenty of time to waste on awoman, especidly TheresaNichols. At least he wouldn't
haveto lie about his day job anymore. Either one of them.

"Mr. Siccardi, the Situation has changed. 1t issmply of the utmost urgency that we locate Ms. Nichols by
the end of thisweek. If you are unableto find her, | have been instructed to assume she is dead and take
appropriate action.”

Zeke'sfeet thudded to the floor and he sat up. "Mr. Greene, | have never failed aclient, and | won't be
garting with you. Y ou'll have your answer by Friday."

"Excdlent. I'll be expecting acdl. Unitil then." Zeke hung up the phone then leaned back in hischair,
tapping hisfingers thoughtfully on his desk. It wastime. He grabbed hislaptop and pulled it toward him.



He hesitated for amoment, then gritted histeeth and typed: "T?Y ou there?'

Chapter Three

Theresanearly fell off Beccas red velvet antique couch when Zeke's message popped up on her
computer screen. Sheld just logged on to Becca's laptop less than a minute ago. She grinned and typed,
"| think we're psychicaly connected.”

Therewas abrief pause before the reply came. "Y ou know we are.”
Theresatensed, and her tail twitched in darm at his hesitation. "What's wrong?'
"Ah, T, you're too perceptive."

"Y eah, I'm agoddess. We've dready confirmed that.” She stopped typing suddenly. What if he was
about to break up with her? Her breath caught, and she had to close her eyesfor amoment to regroup
before she could keep typing. "I had abad night. | tried to break out of my holding cell to come seeyou
and got shot five times. No, four. Four times. Dr. Gibbs operated on me and saved my life. I'm quite
traumati zed and could use some cybersex. What say you?'

She nodded with satisfaction. Only a heartless scum would break up with her now. Not that you could
break up with someone you weren't dating. Cut her off would be the better term. Cut her off from the
greatest cybersex on the planet. Not to mention the persona connection. Trading funny storieswith him
provided her only moments of sdvation from those bouts of insurmountable londiness.

"l love your imagination,” he typed. " Shot four times, huh? Good one, T."

Her nostrilsflared and she typed faster, her claws clicking on the keys. "No, | sweer it'strue. Onceinthe
shoulder, then thetail, and—" She stared at what she'd written, then cursed and dammed her tail into the
end table. It shattered with a crack and she winced.

"Tal?"

She pressed her clawsto her head and tried to think of an explanation for her dip. Drugs? Temporary
insanity? Brain freeze from being firebaled by aRivka?

"That's how alady refersto her derriere.” Shelet out adeep breath of relief a her quick thinking.
"Y ou were shot in the ass?'

She could dmost hear him laughing and she grinned. Zeke never got al sappy on her, and sheloved that.
Hewas bad boy all the way, and it was perfect. "Y ep. | have awar wound. Want to see?’

"You know | do."

She gave hersdlf ahigh five. She had him right back where she wanted him. What man could resist the
alure of awoman's naked butt?

"Ligen, T. I metagirl.”

A girl? She sat back with afrown, picking at the Silky tassels on one of the throw pillows while she
considered his statement. ™Y ou want to do athreesome with her?* shefindly typed. She shoved the



pillow away and growled.

Two guys and one girl, maybe. Sharing Zeke with another woman? Unacceptable.
"No threesomes," he replied.

Rdief made her sigh a plume of white smoke.

" want you done, T. But thiswoman livesin my building and iswilling to go on ared date. | can't liveon
cybersex forever."

She snarled at the computer. Okay, she was atotd goddess, but thiswas a serioudy unfair handicap.
Even the best cybersex in the world couldn't compete with mouth-on-flesh contact. "Does she have a
disease? Or two? Y ou should be careful .”

There was apause, and Theresafelt her heart quicken. If he was about to dump her, she had to dump
him first. Desperate or not, she couldn't take being rejected by him.

But hisreply camein before she could make her clawstype aresponse. "Y ou and | need to take our
relationship to the next level or end it. Tomorrow night. Eleven o'clock. There's an upscale bar caled
NightGames. I'll be the only one there wearing abaseball cap. Red Sox."

She sat back on her haunches and stared at the screen, her soul aching with yearning. To meet Zekein
person. To goto abar like anormal person. To be out in society. God, how she wanted that. She caught
her lower lip in her fangs and typed aterse response. "'l can't. Back off."

"Thenit'sover. I'll wait until midnight tomorrow night. Then | change my screen name and move on. Be
there, T. Please”

And then he was gone.

She dammed the computer closed and dropped it on the couch next to her. Then she grabbed one of the
cushionsand held it to her mouth to muffle her scream of frudtration.

Theresawas on her seventh pint of ice cream when Becca appeared in the apartment six hours later. She
sat up on the couch and pointed her spoon at Becca. "Where have you been? I've been having atota
crissand | had no oneto talk to!"

Beccathrew off her leather jacket, reveding adightly torn and dirty—and dutty—ouitfit. Therewasa
long scratch down the Side of her neck and she was bleeding from her left hip. "Do | look like | care?"

Theresa caught the metallic scent of Beccals blood and frowned. "What happened to you?'

"Misdentification of apotentia soul. Thought he was human. He wasn't." She yanked open the door to
the fridge and pulled out abottled water. "It was along night." She sank down onto achair at the kitchen
table and sighed. "'l need anew job."

"Y ou need anew job. | need anew life. Weretwins!" Theresa bounded off the couch and plopped
down next to Becca, making the kitchen chair creak in protest. Now, see? Thisiswhat she needed.
Some serious girl bonding. "Want to hear about my night?"

Becca pressed the water bottle to her forehead. "1 don't know how | didn't notice he wasn't human. How
did I missthat?'



"Okay, fine. We can talk about you first." Theresa shoved the peppermint ice cream a Becca. "Here.
So, what happened? Did you kill someone? Because if you did, you haveto tel meall about it. It'sbeen
s0 long since I've killed someone | can't even remember what the high fedls like anymore." She hooked
the spike of her tail under the handle of the utensil drawer, yanked it open, and grabbed a spoon for
Becca "Eat. It'll makeyou fed better.”

Beccaignored the spoon and rubbed her nose. | think | killed him.”

Theresafrowned at the weary Rivka. "How do you not know? 1 thought you were an expert killer. A
stream of bodiesin your wake and al that." At Beccas rueful ook, she added, "Buit I'll till like you if you
didnt kill him."

The Rivka scowled. "He vanished. Not sure if he was dead or not."

"Vanishing assailants? That sounds so interesting.” Theresa Sghed and rested her chin on her claws.
"Don't even tdl me hewas dso hot. Being aRivkais serioudy the best job ever.”

Beccaeyed her. "Hetried to kill me."

"I know! And to think you get eye candy and dut outfits on top of it." She gestured at Becca's leather
budtier. Y ou are so lucky."

Beccafindly took the spoon and plunged it into theice cream. "Y ou have seriousissues, Dragon.”

"And you don't gppreciate how awesome your lifeis. So, are you going to tell me or what? Was he hot?
Bulging muscles? | need full visudization for my I-want-to-have-your-life fantasy."

"I was working, not lusting after men." Beccarolled her eyes and shoved aspoonful of ice cream into
her mouth. "1 was too busy trying to figure out what he wasto noticeif he was hot."

"Bo-ring." Theresawaked over to the freezer and picked out apint of Muddy Moose Guava. "So?
What was he?'

Beccashrugged. "No idea. I'm going to haveto do alittle research.”

"Redly?' Theresadammed the freezer door shut and spun around. "I'll help you! I'm redlly good on the
computer and I've spent billions of hours surfing the Net. | can be your assistant, doing al the legwork
whileyou're out killing." She flopped down next to Becca. Y ou don't even haveto pay me. It'll be
awesome just to have something to do. But bring homejuicy stories, okay? That's my only requirement.”

"It'smy job. | haveto doit." Beccaclosed her eyes and seemed to sag in her chair. "1 filled Quincy's
kitchen with food. Y ou can go back there now."

Theresasnorted. "Asif! Justine never had sex or killed anyoneif she could avoid it. Now that she's
married? Forget it. Dullsville. I'm totally hanging out with you from now on. Y our rifewill be so much
morefunto livevicarioudy."

"Theresal Y ou can't hang out with me.”

Theresa sat up at the serious ook on Becca's face, gripping her pint of ice cream moretightly. "Redly?
Y ouwon't let me stay?"

"NO_"

"But, why not?" Quincy's empty house flashed through Theresals mind, and she shivered. She couldn't go



back there. Not tonight. Not ever. Shewas far too vital and passionate to die of londliness and Starvation
in that miserable place. She deserved better.

"I don't hang out." Becca scooped up another spoonful of peppermint. "No offense, Theresa. It's not
persond. With your addiction to violence, you're actudly one of the least annoying peoplein my life.
Except for the fact you want to toast my chef, of course. But you'll have to go back to Quin's house once
it getsdark and you can fly again.”

Well, that was it. Theresa had had enough of being excluded. Zeke threatening to cut her off, and now
this? She threw down her spoon. "1 want your lifel™

Becca shuddered. "Trust me, you don'."

"What, | want my life? Not achance." Shefolded her arms over her chest to ward off the desperation
threstening to erupt into aviolent, fiery exploson. "I have to change my life, Becca. | can't take it
anymore."

The Rivka paused with the spoon hafway to her mouth. "What do you want from me?"

Theresatook a deep breath, her heart thudding so loudly she could fed her scales pulsing with itsforce.
"l want you to introduce me to Satan."

Beccalet out her bresth and shook her head. "1 changed my mind. A human fingernail isn't worth adedl
with Satan." She started to take a bite of her ice cream, but Theresa snatched the spoon from her grasp.

"I don't want afingernail. | want the whole shebang. Could hedoit?" She held her breath and waited.
Becca gaped at her. "Of course he can, but—"

"No buts" Theresasmacked her front claws down on the table. "Decison made." The cost smply didn't
matter anymore. She had to get her life back or go completely insane. And if she had to agreeto serve
Satan, so much the better. Having Becca's job would rock.

But Becca, party-pooping Rivka, was shaking her head. "Derek would kill meif | let you give your soul
to Satan.”

"Oh, please. Can't you make a single decision without thinking about your precious boss? It's not like
hell fireyou."

A faint red flared in Beccas eyes as she sat back and folded her arms across her chest. "No."

Theresa contemplated threatening Beccawith incineration, then had a better idea. Threaten the Rivka
with what sheld fear most of dl. Theresa grinned and fluttered her eyelashes (yeah, they werefake, so
what? The fact that dragons didn't naturally have eyelashes didn't mean she had to go without, did it?) at
Becca "Fine, then. I'll just move in here with you, follow you around, and be your best friend. I'll dways
be here because | have no life and you'll haveto do al my shopping for me sincel can't go out in dragon
formand I'll tel you al about my boring daysand I'll Sit here every night waiting for you to get home from
soul harvesting so | can hear about every man you got to meet and—"

Horror flashed over Becca'sface. ™Y ou win. Y ou can meet with Satan, but | won't let you give him your
soul.”

"Redly?" Theresalegped to her feet, her claws trembling with nerves and excitement. She was going to
meet with Satan. "Don't worry about me. I'll kegp my soul and get my human form. | have abargaining



chip hewon't be ableto resist.”

Beccagrimaced. "He's Satan. Asin, evil bastard who rules the Underworld. Any dedl you make with
him will have unbearable repercussonsfor you. It's the way he doesbusiness. Y ou'll betied to him for dl
elernity.”

Theresafolded her arms across her scaly chest and met Beccal's gaze. "1 can handle him.”

They stared at each other for along moment, then Becca made anoise of disgust and got up from the
table.

"Fing, it'syour life" Shethrew the remainder of the peppermint ice cream into the freezer and dammed
the door shut. "But don't complain to me when you get tired of being indebted to him.”

"I will so oweyou for thisone." Theresa puckered up and gave her afew kissy noises. "1 love you,
Becca"

"Y eah, remember that after you have Satan pulling your chain." She stood up. "Ready to go?"
"Now?'
"Yes, now."

"Omigod." She clenched her claws and swallowed hard, trying to calm her nerves. Her scaeswere
trembling and her tail wastwitching so badly she couldn't stop it. "We have to drop Mona off a Quincy's
officefirgt. I don't want her anywhere near Satan.” She uncurled her claws, picked up the espresso
machine, and clutched her to her chest. "I might be desperate, but I'll never let that turn meinto abad
Guardian."

"No problem. We can chew Quincy out for letting you starve when we stop by."

"Oh, grest ideal" Theresabeamed at Becca. "Y ou know, Rivka, | think my lifeisgoing to get way more
interesting now that I'm hanging out with you."

Becca shot her ahorrified look. "We're not hanging out, remember?
"Giveit up, Rivka. I'myours, youre mine. Lifeisgood.”
"Oh, for God's sake. Are you ready or what?"

"To meet Satan?' A green puff of nervous smoke leaked out her |eft nogtril, but she nodded. "Let'sdoiit.”

Chapter Four

"A massage parlor? | had no ideathey had thesein hell.” Theresa paused outside the golden door, tracing
her claw over the detailed carvings of naked women on the frame. "This art isamazing. It's not even
tasteless”

Beccarolled her eyes. "Don't be fooled. Satan's as disgusting and crass as any other oversexed,
egomaniacd mae. Money buys nice furnishings, but Satan himsdf isacretin.”

Theresaarched her brow at Becca. "Giveit up, Rivka Y ou aren't going to talk me out of making aded



with him." She checked the front of her white silk shirt for burn marks, frowning a the snged hem. She
should know better than to wear white for important meetings. White didn't go well with dragons.
"Dammit. Satan won't teke me serioudly if I'm burned.”

"Satan never takes anyone serioudy, but he's dwaysin agood mood when women are fondling him.
That'swhy we're vidting him here." Becca hit a gold-encrusted door with her hip and pushed it open, and
Theresasucked in her breath. It was time.

"Areyou decent?' Beccacalled out.
"Never! | am Satan! Thereis nothing decent about me!™

Sherolled her eyesat Theresa, then led the way inside. "Hey, Boss. Looking virile and masculine as

Theresagrinned at Becca's sarcastic tone, then stumbled to astop at the sight of a dark-haired man
facedown on the massage table, completely naked. The musclesin his back were rippling under the
efforts of three scantily clad women with breast implants. Even in arelaxed ate, his biceps were
popping, and he had the tightest little buns she could ever remember seeing. She couldn't see hisface, but
she could see enough of his profile to admire the strong lines of hisjaw. Oh, yes. Satan wasaman in
every sense of theword.

The scent of coconut massage oil wafted into her nose, and she sat with athump on the floor as her legs
gaveouit.

"My favorite Rivkal Areyou hereto kissmy feet and worship my grestness?' His shoulders shook with
the force of hisbellow, hismusclesflexing.

"I'd rather cut off your feet and worship your most hated enemy," Beccareplied, diciting addighted
chuckle from her boss. " Since when do your massage therapists wear clothes?!

Satan waved a hand, but didn't lift his head from the padded doughnut caressing hisface. "Alas, | must
adjust my persond habitsif | am to have any hope of seducing former Guardian and woman of my
fantases Iris Bennett into an eternity of naked passion and lovemaking. | show her my devotion by
eiminating dl other breasts from my life. Monumentd sacrifice.”

"Well, if you hadn't screwed her over two hundred years ago by trying to steal Mona, you might be
having better luck." Becca hooked her hand under Theresa's forearm and tugged her to her feet. "I
brought someone who wants to make aded with you.”

"A ded?You mean asoul? | love souls.” Satan immediately rifted his head, and fastened his gorgeous
brown eyes on Theresa. "A dragon? | thought dragons were extinct.”

Theresanarrowed her eyes at the reference to her ancestors inability to survive. "Do | look extinct?"

Satan's mouth curved into a delectable smile. "Oh, afemale dragon. One with spunk. | accept her soul.
Put her in with the others. Good work, my favorite Rivka. And kill my dragon expert who told me they
areextinct.”

Theresa braced hersalf as one of the massage girls grabbed her arm and tried to tug her toward the door.
"Y ou can't have my soul, Satan.”

Satan cocked hishead, aninterested gleam in hiseye. "Do tdll." At the jerk of his chin, the massage girl
released Theresaand returned to Satan, where she dammed the point of her ebow into the back of his



thigh. Satan yelped, then ordered her to dig harder, never taking his gaze off Theresa

Theresas heart started beating alittle bit faster. What if Satan decided she couldn't leave? Would she be
ableto walk away? Becca couldn't disobey adirect order to lop off Theresa's head. Perhaps she should
have thought this plan through more thoroughly. Aw, well. Nothing to be done abouit it now. It wastime
to play her trump card. "I'm the best friend of Justine Bennett, the Guardian of the Goblet of Eternal

Y outh, and—"

Satan erupted into a string of curses. "Rivkal Y ou know | cannot fregly torture the best friend of Justine
Satanette Bennett! Justine would complain to her mother, who isthelovely Iris Bennett, for whom |
yearn so completely. A cruel jokeyou play! For that | tear off your arms and—"

"Shut up, Satan. Let her finish." Becca picked up aplatinum rod with severa gold massage balls on the
end of it and rubbed it experimentally across her thigh. She nodded, then tucked it under her arm. "Il
keep this"

Heimmediatdy grinned. "My favorite Rivka, you make my day so much moreinteresting. No onedse
tellsmeto shut up, except Iris. | change my mind. Y ou can keep your arms.” Heturned hisgaze to
Theresa. ™Y ou may speak, Dragon, and because of your friendship with Satanette, | promise| will refrain
from mogt crudly torturing you. Moderate torture only. Ian't that delightful ?*

Right. Okay. She took a deep breath for courage, then launched into her speech. "When | drank from
the Goblet of Eternd Y outh—"

"What?' He propped himself up on hiselbows, giving her a peek at a sculpted chest decorated with
golden curls. "Y ou drank from the Goblet? Oh, you are so fortunate. For centuries | have lusted after that
Goblet. Only my burning passion for the former Guardian, Iris Bennett, has kept me from pursuing it
and—"

"Yes, | know the story, and | know all about Iris. Y ou don't need to keep explaining who sheis. The
point isthat the Goblet turned me permanently into adragon, and | want my human form back. I'vetried
everything, including donating to that televangelist Reverend Munsey, and nothing worked. Beccasaid
you could doiit."

"Turn you human?"' Satan cocked his head and pursed hislips. "Yes, yes, that iswell within the range of
my many and sordid powers.”

Her breath caught in her chest and she nearly staggered. He could really turn her into a human.

Satan swung his feet to the floor and stood up, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. ™Y ou give me your soul and |
make you human. It isaded. | commend your negotiating skills. | have much work for you to do."

Theresa averted her eyes, trying not to Sare at the full-frontal view. Satan had obvioudy enjoyed his
massage, and he wasn't afraid to show it. He was dmost as well-endowed as sheld imagined Zeke to be.
"| dready told you that I'm keeping my soul. What ese do you want?'

His perfectly manicured and flawless eyebrows drew together in afrown. ™Y our soul. | negotiate for
nothing dse”

"l can't give you my soul.” She dug her back clawsinto the floor, trying not to panic. "Surely thereis
something €lse you want."

He yawned and stretched his arms over his head, making his proud parts pop up even more. "'l have
everything | want. | am Satan. Anything | want, | take. All | need to negotiate for are souls.”



"There hasto be something." With Satan's manly bits dangling in front of her eyes, her need to meet up
with Zeke was nearly desperate. To beintimate. To be touched as ahuman, and alover. To havealife.
She had to find away to become human again.

A ddighted glitter flickered in Satan's eyes. "Negotiating error by the dragon. Did you noticeit, Rivka?'

"Y eah." Becca sounded bored as sherifled through abox that gpparently contained various massage
items. She picked up one that had arms and a cord hanging from it and wiggled the forked extensionsto
seeif they moved.

" She sounds desperate, you noticed, and now you're going to screw her because you redlize she wantsto
be human so badly you can get her to do amost anything.”

Uh-oh. Theresa pinched her nose shut, trying not to expd the green smoke of fear that was so telling for
her species.

"Exactly!" Satan clapped his handswith delight. "Thisis so wonderful. | had no idea.someone could be
this desperate over asilly human form, but | accept.”

Theresas heart dammed to a stop and she stared a him. 'Y ou agree? To make me human?'

"Yes. | must think long and hard about what | will demand from you in return. Come back in three
hundred yearsand | will have an answer for you."

Three hundred years? Her scales shriveled with dismay. "No." Shetook a deep breath and leveled a
golden glare a him. "'l need to be human by tonight.”

"Oh?' Satan'sgrin grew bigger. "Why isthat?'

"Because... | have achance to have sex with avery hot man." And it's my only chance not to lose the
one person in my life who might actually careif | got run over by a bus. Satan seemed like the kind
of guy who'd relate to the sex opportunity, so she kept al her other reasons to herself, hoping she could
get him to give her alittle leaway through some we-love-sex bonding. He'd forget about taking advantage
of her desperation, and she'd be human. "Great sex. Hot and swesaty. Multiple orgasms.”

Satan's manly parts grew even more aert. "Excellent reason. | like you, Dragon. | agree to make you
human, and you agree to give me whatever | ask when the time comes.”

"Except my soul.” Humanity was so close, she could practicaly fedl her teeth smoothing out and her
breasts forming. It didn't matter what he asked for, aslong asit wasn't her soul. A job working for Satan
would beright up her dley, if Beccaslife was any indication. She smoothed her features and tried to hide
her eagerness.

"Agreed." Satan beamed at them both. "Thisis o excellent. My first nonsoul negotiation. | have much to
contemplate. | will bein contact. Have excellent, multiple-partner sex tonight in my honor." Heflicked a
finger at her. "Human you be."

Raging heet burst over Theresa, and suddenly, everything glowed golden, so bright that it made her eyes
ache. Shethrew her claws over her face, but the glow kept getting brighter until all she could seewasa
glittery light. "Becca? What's happening?'

Then her toes blistered with pain, and the searing agony crawled up her legs, awhite-hot hest ripping
through her defenses. She screamed and dropped to the floor, clawing at her legs. "Get it off me! Stop
it!" It felt like her skin was being ripped off by some brutal force. She could hear Satan laughing, and she



lashed out with her tail, even astears poured from her eyes. "Y ou bastard! We had adeal!" The scales
on her somach were screaming now and she doubled over, gasping for breath. She shrieked asthe pain
shot down her left arm, then her right, then tore into her face.

Oh, God. It was too much. She couldn't take it.

Then the pain vanished and she collgpsed into a hegp, moaning softly. The golden hue faded until she
could see Becca and Satan standing there, watching her. They were tinged in gold, and Becca's brow
was furrowed with what looked like concern. "Areyou dl right?’

"l think s0." She moved one arm tentatively, then relaxed when there was no pain. Thelast hue of gold
faded, and she glared at Satan, who was laughing so hard he'd sat down and was holding hissides. "Y ou
caused me pain on purpose.”

"Y ou should have seen your face! Big tough dragon, screaming likeasissy." Heburst out into gales of
laughter again.

Bagtard. She darted to dam her tail into him, but nothing happened. She jerked her head around and
looked at her backside. No tail. Just two pae pink butt cheeks and adiamond stud that was embedded
in the skin at the base of her spine. Elation rushed through her, and she jerked her hand up so she could
seeit. Fingers. Cuticles. Her throat tightened as she stared at them. "I have hands," she whispered.

"And breasts. Very perky. | like pink nipples. Can | take apicture for my collection?”

Theresalooked down at her human body and it blurred as her eyesfilled with tears. "Oh, God. Look at
rrEII

"l am looking," Satan announced. "I cannot take my eyes off those bouncing mounds of lusciousness.™

"Shut up, you pervert." Becca shrugged off her thigh-length leather jacket and tossed it at Theresa. "Put
thison. The clothes you wore herewon' fit anymore.”

Theresadidn't want to put it on. She wanted amirror. Lots of mirrors. She pressed her pamsto her
face. Cheeks. Lips. Shelooked at Becca. "I can't believeit.”

Satan shrieked suddenly and jumped up. "Holy terror of hdll! Y our face!" He screamed again and raced
out of theroom, yelling about sdvation and demanding immediate medica carefor hiseyes.

Theresajerked to her feet, clutching her face. "What'swrong with me?' She sumbled and nearly fell.
"Oh, God, Beccal What did he do to me?”

Becca grabbed her shoulders. "Theresal He's Satan. Helied! You'refine!”

Her mind beganto clear. "What?"

"Satan makes acareer out of torturing people. Helies, he manipulates, he cheats."
"Helied." She drew adeep, shuddering breath when Beccanodded. " So I'm okay?"

"Wll, youretotaly screwed because you just agreed to give Satan anything he wanted, but as soon as
you get amakeover to update those eyebrows and the hair, you'll at least look decent when he destroys
your life." Beccareleased her, picked her coat up from the floor, and handed it to Theresa.

Theresashrugged the coat on, her hands still shaking too much to button it.



"Do you get what I'm saying, Dragon?" Beccaimpatiently fastened the buttons. "Thisisjust ahint at the
hell he's going to put you through. Are you sure you want to do this? | might be ableto talk him out of it,
gnce he hasn't even figured out what he wants from you."

Theresalooked at her hands, trembling, but human. Thought of Zeke at the bar, waiting for her. Of
Quincy'slonely house. Then she shook her head and met Beccas gaze. "I'm adragon. | can handle
anything hethrowsa me."

Becca set her hands on her hips. "Youreafool.” But there was a hint of sympathy in her green eyes.

"l can't go back to my life." She hugged the coat around her, feding chilly as only someonein human form
could. No dragon fat and scalesto keep her warm. It was the best fedling ever. "'I'm going to go get my
hair done, and then I'm going to meet Zeke." Excitement warmed her and she grinned. "I have ared date
tonight.”

"What about Satan?’

Theresa shoved the jacket deeves up to her ebows. "Bring him on.”

After checking with Quin to make sure he was able to babysit Monafor another day, Theresawas ready
to hit the city of New Y ork for aday of modernization. She'd raided Becca's closet for atemporary
clothing fix and she was armed with the Amex that she'd used only online until today.

But as she leaned againgt the wall of the elevator in Becca's condo building, her heart thudded with each
floor the elevator dropped. Toward the street. Toward people. And daylight. And normalcy. Toward the
world that had evaded her for so long.

The doors did open, and for amoment Theresa smply stared through the lobby, out the glass doors of
the building, watching aman in asuit rush by, his briefcase tucked under hisarm.

Then amessenger screamed past on his bike, hiswheds spinning inablur.

Did sheredlly belong in that world now? Shefdt asif it were amirage, afantasy that would implode the
moment shetried to embraceit.

She wet her lipsand clenched her figts. It'sreal, Theresa. Get out there.

The elevator doors started to close, and she jumped through them before they could lock her in. There
would be no closed doorsfor her anymore.

Stedling hersdlf, she strode across the empty |obby, watched in awe as her human fingers curved around
the door handle, then shoved it open and stepped outside in the sunlight.

She closed her eyes and sucked the warmth into her skin.
"Excuseme, please.”

Shejumped back as adog walker hustled by with sx dogs. All six furry heads snapped in her direction,
taills went between their legs, and the German shepherd's hackles went up with agrowl asthe dogs
sensed her true nature.

Shefroze, knowing she was exposed. A dragon roaming the streets of New Y ork.

"Stop bothering the nice lady,” the dog walker muttered, tugging on the dogs |eashes as he shot her an



gpologetic glance. "Sorry."

"Um, that's okay." She dtared after them in disbelief asthelittle group hurried off, agrowing sense of
amazement spreading over her. She was human. She blended in with the world.

She grinned, then raised her armsto the sun, basking in the freedom. The freedom to be who she was, go
where she wanted, and not have to hide. Never again. "I'm back!"

Then she threw her hand out to hail acab. Asit pulled up next to her obediently, shedid alittle jig of
excitement.

Firgt stop, Nordstrom's. To try on clothes. And bras. Skirts without a hole for the tail. How amazing was
thet?

She flopped back against the seet, fingering her hair. Second stop, Joacque LaFHaire to get her hair and
makeup done.

Third stop, Zeke.
God, what aday.

At exactly eleven o'clock that evening, Theresa stopped outside NightGames and stared up at the softly
lit windows of the bar. The tuxedoed doorman and heavy glass doors with beautiful etching suggested
thiswasn't any old bar. This place was classy, and she was so not going tofit in.

Then shelifted her chin and narrowed her eyes.

No.

Shewasin human form now.

She was Theresa Nichals, errant daughter of the richest dragon family in the Village of Uruloke.

Not only could shefit in, but she was a goddess dumming among ordinary humans who weren't worthy.

A satisfied smile curved her lips, and she marched up the steps, her new stilettos clicking on the
cobblestones. "Good evening.”

The doorman's gaze flickered to her breasts before he stepped back to open the door, and she almost
hugged him. No more screams of horror! Just men trying to catch aglimpse.

God, it felt good.

She beamed and floated past him, unable to resist ahair flip. Hair! So much fun! She'd totally forgotten!
Joacque LaFlaire had done wonders with her light brown tresses, which were now highlighted with all
sorts of luscious blond tones that matched her newly shaped eye-brows. Artfully styled layers designed
to look like sexy, touded bedhead. Styling gel. Hairdryers. God, the world had evolved. She could never
go back to being abald dragon again. Ever.

Theresastopped insde the mahogany foyer with its crysta chanddlier, her heart racing at the Sght of the
maitre d' hovering at the desk, waiting to greet her.

"Miss? May | be of service?'



She wet her lips and resisted the urge to check her cleavage for thefiftieth time. It's still there, Theresa.
Relax. "Um, I'm meeting someone here. My nameis TheresaNichols." Her voice came out feminineand
soft, not growling or snarling.

The man nodded. "Right thisway." He gave her a serene smile and gestured for her to follow him into the
lounge.

Her mouth suddenly dry, she clenched her freshly manicured nails around her new black handbag and
forced her feet to move. Was she walking like ahuman?What if she accidentdly tried to dump the entire
contents of the bread basket down her throat? She blew into her hand to test her bregth, but it was clean.
Not asingle shred of ash or smoke. She cleared her throat and hummed softly. Okay, she was good.
You can handle this, Theresa.

She stopped suddenly as the maitre d' disappeared around the corner of a gorgeous stone fireplace.
What if Satan had made her human form temporary? What if the minute she saw Zeke, sheturnedinto a
dragon again? A cold swest broke out between her shoulder blades and she took a desperate glance
around the room to seeif Satan was hiding in acorner, ready to enjoy another dragon humiliation, but
shedidn't see him anywhere. Could he change forms? Was he actudly the cute old lady with blue hair?
Shebit her lower lip.

"Theres?'

She jerked her gaze back to thefireplace in time to see aman step around in front of it. Hewas well over
six feet tdl, wearing agorgeous pair of charcoa dacks and a button-down shirt with the deevesrolled up
to reved strong wrists and awatch that screamed money and class. Dark hair, curling over hiscollar, a
diamond earring, and the sexiest brown eyes sheld ever seeniin her life,

He held up a Red Sox cap and raised his eyebrows in question.

She couldn't help the smile that broke over her face. "Zeke." His name came out as a breathy caress, and
shefelt her cheeksflameasadow grin curved hislips.

"It'sabout damn time." He closed the distance between them in two long strides and bent down. She
closed her eyestheingtant before the soft heat from hislips brushed her cheek, basking in the subtlety of
his delicious scent, in the nearness of hiswarmth.

Her body jerked with the shock of being touched by him.

In that instant, she knew she'd made the right decision, no matter what Satan asked of her.

Zeke pulled back from Theresathe ingtant hislips made contact with her skin. Hest flared through him
and awareness crawled down hisarmswith aferocity that made him blink.

Her gorgeous amber eyes widened. "What'swrong?'

"Nothing." The samdl shock hed felt must have been from the raw lust that had dammed into him the
minute he'd seen Theresa standing there next to the fireplace. Combine that with the tension il
smmering through him from yesterday's missing dragon request, and it was no surprise hed fdt alittle

zing.

Her long black skirt was snug, showing every curve, and the silky camisole hugging her upper body was
enough to make any man fall to his knees and beg for mercy. But it was the intricate tattoo on her
collarbone that had redly gotten him. Describing her tattoo had been her only capitulation to his requests



that shetell him what shelooked like. That tattoo symbolized the Theresa Nichols held gotten to know
onlinefor thelast sx months. No matter how classy and gorgeous she looked, that tattoo was the redl
Theresa, the one with no inhibitions, the one who said whatever was on her mind and never gpologized
forit.

He stepped back and gestured to histable. " Shall we?"

She gave him aworried look, but moved past him, her hips diding easily benegth her skirt. He caught a
faint whiff of her scent. An enticing aromadtirred afaint memory, something dusive that had him
straightening up and searching the room for threats.

Theresa had stopped with one hand on the back of her chair, watching him carefully.
Zeke shrugged off the sensation and pulled out her chair. "I ordered your favoritewine."

"Wineisgreat. Thanks." She eased into the chair, her hand flicking behind her asif she needed to get
coattails out of the way before sitting. She wasn't wearing a coat, however, and her cheeksturned red in
away that made him grin.

Y es, thiswas the Theresahe knew.

Hedid into the chair opposite her, hisfoot accidentaly bumping his briefcase. He frowned at the
reminder. Thiswasn't adate, at least not until business was taken care of. "No haz-mat suit required?”’

Her cheeksflared a deeper shade of red and she picked up her wine. "They found a cure earlier today.”

"Convenient." He studied the curve of her nose, theline of her jaw, the angle of her eyes, and he knew
shewastheright TheresaNichols. Her hair was different, but she definitely matched the black-and-white
sketch hisclient had given him.

Shelifted her chin and fastened her gaze on him. Her golden eyeswere unyielding, daring him to
chdlenge her story.

He shrugged and flashed her hispdmsin the universal sgn for surrender. Until he came clean, he couldn't
demand anything of her.

Tension eased from her shoulders, and she smiled. ™Y ou look different than | thought you would.”
He grinned. "Better or worse?"

Her eyesdrifted over him, and hisbody tightened. "Wll, | like the earring and the hair, but the rest of
you isalittle more conservative than | expected.” Shetilted her head, fiddling with her dangling earrings,
rubbing her thumb over her earlobe asif it were some hidden treasure sheld just discovered. "I thought
you would be more of abad boy." She gestured at their surroundings, awash with the murmur of dignified
conversation and the soft candlelight. "1 would have thought you were more of asmoky bar, loud music,
and leether pantskind of guy.”

Something shifted insde him, and he scowled. "Sorry if I'm too boring for you.”

"l didn't say that." Theresapursed her lips, asparkle dancing in her eyes. "1 know you've got that other
sde of you, even if you don't show it."

Zeke frowned and picked up hiswine. "Thisiswho | am. | don't go to loud bars, | don't get in knife
fightsinadleys, and | don't condone violence of any sort."



Some of the sparkle in her eyesfaded. "Do you have a problem with violence? Gluttony? Destruction?
That sort of vice?'

He couldn't help but raise his brows at the oddity of the question, but then he amiled. Thiswashis
Theresg, full of surprisesand completely uninhibited. "I'm avegetarian," hesaid firmly. "All living
creatures should be treated with respect and honor. Violence iswrong, no matter what."

"Well." She st her glassdown, her lipstight. "Well."

He cursed at himsdlf for caring that she looked disappointed. They weren't hereon adate. "Listen, T, |
have a confesson to make."

One gorgeous eyebrow curved up. "Didn't you just make one?’

"No." He grabbed his briefcase off the floor and set it on thetable. "I am amissing persons expert, and |
originaly contacted you because | had a client who wanted me to find awoman named Theresa
Nichols™

Wariness crept into her eyes. "What are you talking about?'

"It wasn't an accident that | met you in that chat room. | tracked you there." He grimaced at the
increasing tenson in her body, but plunged onward. "I needed to meet you in order to determine whether
you were theright Theresa Nichols."

Theresa sat up, dowly, her muscles knotting in her shoulders. "You... lied to me? All that talk, you were
just trying to get to me for a client!"

"Atfirst." Zeke quickly tugged asheaf of papersfrom hisbriefcase. "But once | got to know you, you
intrigued me on apersonal level. But before we can get to that, | have to take care of business.”

She said nothing, but her face was drawn, and her eyes were no longer quite the bright gold they had
been. "' So, when you told me that heart-wrenching story about how your dad waskilled in agang battle,
itwasalie?'

He thought of the dragon that had felled hisdad. "Hedid die. It did suck.”

He could practicdly fed the trust between them disintegrating as she glared a him. "And when | confided
inyou when | was feding londly and depressed, when you spent hourstrying to cheer meup..." She
paused, taking a deep breath to try to contain her visible anger. "Y ou were just trying to make me trust
you for the sake of your job?"

He sat up, needing to convince her. Y es, it was about the job, but it was also morethan that, T."
"Don't cdl me T anymore," she snapped.
He grimaced. "I understand your anger, but—"

"Doyou?' Sheleaned forward, her ebows damming into the table. "How can you possibly understand
how | fed right now?1 wasin that damned cell forever, and the only human contact | had was you, and
now | find out that you were lying?' She reached across the table and shoved him in the chest with
enough forceto nearly knock him over. "Bagtard.”

He regained his balance and deflected her blow, bristling under her attack, even though he knew he
deserved it. "I'm aliar? | know you haven't been in some FBI cell battling a contagious disease. Y ou've



been lying to me for months, too, so back off." When her face paled in acknowledgment of his
accusation, he shoved the papers at her. "Listen to me for one second. Y ou owe me that much, Miss FBI
Research Project.”

Shefolded her arms over her chest and leaned back in her chair, her fingers drumming restlessly against
her forearm. "Fine. Tak."

For asecond, he thought he saw aflicker of smoke drift out of her left nogtril, but when he looked again,
it was gone.

"Tak, Zeke, or I'm leaving.”
He dropped the papersin front of her. "A distant reative of yours died and Ieft you three million dollars.”
Sheblinked. "What?'

He grinned. Thiswas hisfavorite part of hisjob. "It'strue. | checked it out. Raymond Vick lived in
London, and he died six months ago, naming you as hisonly heir. Apparently, he was your mother's
uncle's grandfather from an extramarita affair.” He tapped the sheet. "Read it. It'sdll there. Yourerich."

"But..." Theresagrabbed the papers and read, her eyes skimming the pages. "It'simpossible. All my
relatives are dead. All of them." Shelooked up, her forehead furrowed. "They've al been dead for along
time A really longtime"

"It'strue, T. | do my research.”

"No. It'swrong." Shethrust the papers back at him. ™Y ou have the wrong Theresa Nichols." Her eyes
glittered at him. "Y ou courted the wrong woman for the last Six months, Zeke."

"No." He fished the black-and-white sketch out of hiswallet and handed it to her. "Y ou match the
sketch. That'swhy | had to meet you, to confirm you were the right TheresaNichols.”

She yanked the sketch out of his hand, took one look at it, then her face went white and she sucked in
her breath. "'IsLyman Peressini your client?'

"Who? | don't know anyone named Lyman." He sat up, suddenly aert asfear rolled off her. "What's
wrong? Why areyou afraid?"

She jerked her gaze around the room as she jumped to her feet. "Because Lyman Peressini drew that
sketch of me two days before he tried to murder me. He's the only one who would have the sketch, and
the fact he'slooking for me now means he'sready to do it right thistime.”

Zeke could smell the musky scent of her terror and anger, and he knew she believed her words. " T, calm
down. I'm sure you're mistaken—"

But she was dready gone.

Before he could decide whether to go after her, aloud crash from the front of the restaurant had him
sprinting for the foyer.

Chapter Five



Zeke jumped over the upended dessert cart, sprinted out the front door of the bar, and vaulted down the
stepsto the sdewak. Theresawas acrossthe street, trying to hail acab. "Theresal Wait!™

A cab stopped, Theresa climbed in, and Zeke bolted across the street, damming his hands down on the
hood asit Sarted to pull away. "Wait!"

The back door flew open and Theresajumped out. "Get out of the way! | have to get out of here.”

"Why?' He grabbed the door before she could close it, hisfingers closing over her wrist. The shock that
went through him at the contact didn't even startle him, not with this much adrenaine racing though him.
"Tdktome"

She jerked her arm free with enough force to dam him againgt the side of the cab. Her mouth opened in
horror. "Oh, crud. I'm sorry, Zeke. Areyou hurt?"

"No." Confusion warred with old memories as he pulled himsalf back to hisfeet. "What'sgoing on, T?'

"Later. HE's probably here." Her gaze shot to the nearby roofs, and Zeke ingtinctively followed her
glance.

"l don't see any snipers,” hesaid. "I think you're safe for the moment." He rubbed his elbow whereit had
smashed into the car door. "1 don't know about whoever drew that sketch of you, but it'snot my client, |
svear."

She hesitated, her gaze searching his. "How do you know?"

"Because I'm the best at what | do." He reached past her and grabbed her purse off the seat of the cab.
"I have very gtrict standards about who | take for clients, and | make certain | know who I'm working
for. Someone with a background in attempted murder would never dip through my safeguards.”

She took adeep breath, and he could see the pulse in her throat hammering as she continued to search
the street. "Did your client know you were meeting me tonight? Did you tell him where we were

meting?

"No to both." He sighed at her continued restlessness. Gone was the day where awoman felt protected
by him. "Get in the cab. I'll see you home."

Her gazeflicked to his. "I don't have ahomeright now."
"So, where are you staying?'

She grimaced, and he saw aflash of vulnerability in her gaze. Then her jaw tightened and her gaze
glittered. "1 can't go to Quincy's and endanger Mona," she muttered to hersdlf. "I'll go to Beccas.” She
grabbed her purse from Zeke and climbed into the cab.

"Whao's Mona? Who's Becca?' Zeke dipped in before she could dam the door on him. Aslong ashe
had afirst name, heldd be ableto find anyone, including "Becca” Theresawouldn't be able to hide from
him, not if he wanted to find her.

Sheglared a him. "You lied to me. Get out.”
"You lied to me. I'd say we're even.”

She scooted across the seat and got out on the other side. As soon as she started walking down the
street, he groaned and jumped out of the cab. It drove away as soon as he got the door shut, he noted



with satisfaction as he broke into an easy jog to catch up to Theresa. "Cab's gone.”
Sheignored him, keeping asteady pace while she continued to scan her environment.

Her tension began to affect him as he walked beside her, and a prickly awareness settled on the back of
his neck, made hisfingerstwitch. He was going to need afull night of jazz and yogato come down after
this experience. At least three hours of meditation aswell, to make adent in the cold tensonin his
shoulders. "T, | swear | didn't endanger you. Y ou redlly did inherit money. Can you please calm down?
Y our tenson isredly getting to me.”

She shot him avenomous look. " Screw you, Zeke Siccardi.”

"Fine." He stopped walking. "If that's the way you want it, I'm out of here. | don't need thiscrapin my
life"

"Good." She didn't even look back.
Zeke watched her walk away with asurge of regret. "The money's fill yours.”
"Keepit," she shouted.

Zeke gritted histeeth and forced hisfiststo uncurl. Easy, Zeke. Take it down a couple of levels. This
kind of stimulation was dangerous for him. Theresa Nichols needed to keep on walking out of hislife.

But he couldn't force himself to return to the bar to retrieve his briefcase. Instead, he stood on the
sdewak and watched her until she was a speck in the distance. Then he sighed and started following her.
He knew she was mistaken about his client, but he couldn't shake the tension vibrating through him. Hed
never be able to decompress unless held assured himself she was safe, not after the genuine fear that
sheld been emanating. He'd follow her to make sure she got home without incident and then walk away.
For good.

Hisresolvelasted for six blocks, until he saw adark figure grab Theresa around the neck and yank her
out of ght. "Hey!" He bolted after her, violence spewing off him so thickly he could practically hear it
hitting the ground behind him.

"Son of abitch!" Theresa cradled her head as she was flung into a Dumpster, the pain of the collison
vibrating down to her pedicure. She lurched to her feet as an annoying man in too much black circled her,
waving aknifein her direction. "ldiot. Do you redly think you can hurt me with that?"

Helifted hislip in asneer and lunged & her.

Shejerked to the left, shuddering as the blade glanced off her hip. Shit, she was out of practice. Slow,
even for her human form. He snickered and circled around, blocking her exit from the aley.

She ought to change to adragon and watch him scream in fear before she killed his sorry ass, but the
mere thought of being in dragon form made her somach lurch. ™Y ou will not make me become adragon,
you bastard.”

He lunged for her again, and she dropped to the ground and dammed her foot into the side of hisknee.
His scream echoed through the air as he went down, his blade clattering uselesdy by hisfeet.

Pain radiated up her arm and sherolled over, pulling her wrist out from under her butt. She flexed it and
flinched. Sprained, or possibly broken.



She sighed. Some dragon she was. Couldn't even defend hersalf from a pathetic human without hurting
hersdf. Justine would laugh her ass off if she knew Theresahad broken her own wrigt by sitting on the
damn thing. Gone were the days where she could take down adragon dayer and—oomph. A thud hit
her from behind, and her assailant rolled on top of her, grinding her face into the gritty ground. "Would
you cut it out dready?' She bucked to get him off her, but al he did was laugh and dig hisknee into her
back.

Could she get more pathetic?

Hisweight shifted and she saw hisarm reach past her head. Theresa saw the glitter of the knife just
beyond hisfingertips and scowled. Sheld never liveit down if shelet some street punk behead her with a
five-inch blade. Shewas adragon, for God's sake! A viciouskiller! Sheflung her arm out to block him,
then yelped as her injured wrist bent back. Dammit! Why couldn't it heal dready? Shewasin a battle!

Helaughed and hisfingers closed over the knife. "He said you'd be achdlenge. Either I'm really good, or
you suck.”

"l don't suck!" Rage ripped through her and she flung hersaf upward. He flew off her and collided with a
trash bag, flipping over it and landing with athud on hisback. "L oser."

Sheran over to him and had him pinned with her body before he could move. Her torn and bloody
camisole brushed her arm, and she reared back in true dragon fury.

"Do you redize how long it's been since I've killed anyone? I'm going to enjoy this." Even as she spoke,
her degpest dragon ingtincts were gathering strength, the fire bubbling in her chest. She closed her eyes
for amoment, trying to control it long enough to get some answers. He twitched under her and she
dammed her uninjured hand to histhroat. "Don't piss me off."

His eyes widened, and she knew her eyes were probably going al dragon-on-a-rampage on him. Very
difficult to explain golden eyes rimmed with flamesto your average human. Y et another reason to kill him.
Sheleaned down until her face was amost touching his, then blew asmall puff of smoke into his mouth.
"Tdl mewhere Lyman Peressini isor you die an ugly and painful death.”

The man'sface pded. "Who?| don't know Lyman."
She frowned.
"Who'sLyman?' her assailant rasped.

"A bastard." Lyman had been her partner in crime when they were young dragons, causing trouble all
through the Village of Uruloke. Her parents had believed that their daughter should experiencethefunin
life before shouldering the responsihilities of being the most socidly dite and richest dragon family inthe
Village of Uruloke, so they'd been happy to buy her way out of any trouble, giving her licenseto play.
And Lyman had been too far outside the fringes of acceptable society to careif hegot in trouble.

The two of them together had been bad news, but in alighthearted, harmlessway. When shed runinto
Lyman decades | ater, he'd become deadly. Evil. And when sheld realized it, held tried to kill her before
she could expose him and his organized crime ring to Satan, whom he'd betrayed. "If it wasn't Lyman,
then who hired you?"'

He was trembling benegath her. "'l don't know, | swear | don't."

Unfortunately, she believed him. He smelled too desperate and terrified to lie. " So, how'd you get the
contract?"



"| got the envelope and cash earlier today, with adescription of you," he answered immediately. "If you
showed up a NightGames, | was supposed to kill you. That'sal | know. I've had the ad in the paper for
weeks and thiswasthefirst job I'd gotten. | wasn't going to turn it down. Will you let me go now? I've
told you everything.”

"Shut up. You're babbling." What kind of contract killer put an ad in the paper? And wasit redly
Lyman's style to use someone so inadequate? Last time sheld been fighting for her life around him, he'd
been surrounded by a bunch of badass henchmen who had easily overpowered her, even in dragon form.
As an out-of-shape human, she'd be no match for Lyman's nstoday.

A cascade of tenson sparks shot out of her nose and sizzled out on the cement, and she cursed at the
dip. Didn't she have any control over hersdf anymore?

"Don't kill me," herasped. "l swear I'll never come near you again.”

"Damn right you won'. Y ou'll be hanging out with Satan instead.” Shetried not to be swayed by his
begging for mercy. As much as she liked killing, she had certain mora standards, one of which involved
not killing someone who was cowering like a puppy. She needed another reason to kill him, since he
wasn't an immediate threat to her anymore. "How many people have you killed in your life?!

"Dozens
"Redly?You'renot very good &t it."
He blanched. "Wdll, you were supposed to be my first one, actudly.”

WEéll, crapola. He hadn't even killed anyone and was practicaly prostrating himsdlf for mercy. Bastard.
How dare he ruin her night by not even being killable?

llx?l

She jerked her head up to see Zeke standing in the entrance to the dley. He was breathing heavily, and
his face was strained.

"Lucky you," shewhispered to her captive. "l can't kill you with witnesses. But if you ever take another
contract, I'll burnyou dive. Capiche?’

He nodded, and she stood up, mildly satisfied by the terror cascading off him. 1t was fun to be bad. He
sprinted past Zeke, and Theresa faced Zeke, keeping to the shadows in case her eyeswere till doing
their dragon thing. God, she needed to burn something up, and if Zeke pissed her off right now, he might
be her target. "What do you want?' The look of shock on hisface was dightly alarming, making Theresa
wonder how much held seen. "Zeke?"

"Areyou..." Hisvoice croaked and he had to clear it. "Are you adragon?'

Shefroze at his question. That he knew enough to ask that question set dl sorts of warnings off in her
mind. Adrendineracing, she did what she used to do best with men, and yanked up her camisoleto
reveal her already-healing stab wound and the underside of her breast. "He stabbed me and you're
babbling about dragons? What's wrong with you? I'm injured.”

He blinked, and he glanced at her ssomach, as she knew he would. "What?"

Shefrowned a hisfailure to drop to hisknees and declare himself her knight at the sght of her injured
body. "I'm bleeding. Go cal an ambulance.”



Hejerked his gaze back up to her face. "Areyou adragon?’

Tenacious little bugger, wasn't he? Not good. She let her shirt drop back down and tried again. "Are you
insane? Y ou're actudly asking meif I'm adragon?"'

"Answer the question.”

"No, I'm not." The panic induced by his question had curbed the worst of her dragon ingtincts, and she
knew her eyes had returned to normal, so she stepped back into the light and walked over to him. She
poked him in the chest and glared at him, trying an offensive tactic. "Y ou do redize that wasn't arandom
attack, don't you? That man was sent by your client, Lyman Peressini. Thanksto you, therésnow a
contract out on me."

Heblinked. "Y ou think that was a hit by my client? It couldn't have been. | did my research.”

"It wasyour client." She picked up her purse and scowled at him, glad that guilt had distracted him even
if her body hadn't. "Y ou lied to me and you exposed me to aman who wants me dead. You're ajerk and
if you ever bother me again, I'm calling the cops.”" She scooped her purse off the ground, tucked it under
her arm, and stalked past him, her heart thudding with his betrayd and the thought of Lyman out there,
searching for her.

She nagged down acab and turned to glare at him before she got in. "All | can say isthat I'm glad I'm out
of my cell, because | don't need you for anything anymore. Get alife, Zeke."

Then she got into the cab and dammed the door.

Zeke didn't even move. He smply stood there and let her drive away.

Zeke caught up to Theresas lant three blocks from the site of the attack. The man wastense and
agitated, and nearly wet himself when Zeke tapped his shoulder. "Excuse me.”

The guy whirled around, hiseyeswide. "What?'

Zeketook adeep bregth, forcing away his desire to dam the man into the brick wall for touching
Theresa. That's not your thing anymore, remember ? Instead, he smiled pleasantly, the itch on the back
of hisneck growing stronger by the second. "'l was just wondering about your atercation with that
woman back there."

The man blanched. "1 won't go near her again, | swear."

Zekeforced the musclesin hisfaceto relax, ordered his handsto stay by hissides. "How did you pick
her? That'sdl | want to know."

"This." The man dug into his pocket and thrust a piece of paper at Zeke. "Takeit. | don't want it."

"What'sthis?' Zeke unfolded it, then clenched hisjaw when he saw it was the same black-and-white
sketch of Theresathat held been working from. God. He'd been afool. He crushed the sketch in hisfigt.
"Who are you working for?"

"l don't know. Likel told her, it was anonymous.”

Zeke summoned up hisfavorite jazz song and let it run through his head, swaying to the best to try to stay
cam. "Givemedl the details. Now."



Lessthan forty-five minutes after the attempted nation, Theresawas ill shaking from theincident,
from the redlization that Lyman had found her. Her injured wrist was almost hedled dready, so shedidn't
bother with wrapping it. Instead, she'd raided Becca's closet for comfort clothes, and had just finished
putting on apair of pae blue sweats and a baby-soft T-shirt when someone pounded on Becca's front
door. She yelped and dove behind an armchair, her heart thudding.

Someone pounded again, and she redlized what she was doing. Dragons didn't hide, not even from other
dragons who could kick their ass. Besides, it wasn't asif hiding behind a chair would save her from
Lyman. Her only hope was to make him think she was more of an opponent than she was.

Sheforced hersdlf to stand up, grabbed a nearby lamp, ripped the cord out of the wall, and held it over
her head. Hewould kill her, but heaven help her, she was going to do her best to damage him before she
went down.

Clenching thelamp, she eased toward the door, wishing Becca was back from harvesting souls. She
could use alittlefirebdl backup. She peeked through the spy hole, then the lamp fell from her fingersand
she yanked the door open. "Zeke? What happened to you?'

He had a scratch on hisleft cheek and his beautiful shirt wastorn and filthy. Hishair wasin total disarray,
and he looked much more like the bad boy she'd imagined him to be. Delicious. He held up hishand for
slence and leaned against the doorjamb. "Firgt of dl, | owe you an apology. Y ou were right about my
client. | don't know how it happened, but | screwed up.”

At his confirmation, she had to grab the doorframe for balance as the room suddenly tilted. Lyman really
was after her. He wanted to find her so badly that held hired Zeke.

But how could Lyman il be dive? When sheld gone back to find him after escaping his clutches,
everyone said held perished in afire that had destroyed half the town. A fire that had wiped out her
family's holdings, the ones Lyman had usurped for himself.

How much worse had he becomein the 180 years since sheld last seen him? She pressed her hand to
her forehead and closed her eyes, trying to keep the nausea at bay.

"T?1 gpologized.”

She dropped her hand, lifted her chin, and gratefully focused on being angry at Zeke, instead of afraid of
Lyman. "And what about lying to me? Any gpologiesfor that?"

He rubbed his temples and gave a soft groan. "Part of thejob. It'swhat | do, but it's over now."
She scowled. "Y ou don't get forgiven just like that.”

A muscleticked in his cheek. "Don't push metonight, T. I'm on the edge.”

"Oh, and I'm not? In case you didn't notice, someonetried to kill metonight.”

The muscleticked morefiercely. "I noticed." He closed his eyes and took adeep breath. She could
practicaly fed him willing himsef to cam down. He opened his eyes and fastened his degp brown gaze
on her. "Who are you?'

She shook her head and started to shut the door. "Leave me done.”

"No." He shoved hisway inside, ashow of masculine stubbornness that made her want to grab his belt



and yank him againgt her. "I'm extremely expensive, and someone paid me alot of money to find you.

Why?

"Why should | tell you? So you can betray me to someone else?' She stepped back as he paced the
living room, atightly strung energy rolling off him. Energy that seemed vaguely darming, but familiar as
well.

He cameto astopin front of her. "The betrayd was an accident, and I'm hereto fix it. Tell mewhat's
goingon."

"Hah!" Shetried to shove past him, but he caught her upper armsand held her in front of him. Hest flared
in her from histouch, and she had a sudden yearning to throw hersdf into hisarms and beg him to ravage
her. She tensed and tried to clear her mind. "L et go of me.”

He released her so quickly she stumbled, hisface strained.

"For your information,” she announced, "l don't make a habit of trusting my secretsto men who set me
up to bekilled. You logt your chance with me, Zeke, so leave me done.”

He studied her for along moment. "1 can't leave until | get the answer to one question.”
"Fine. What's the question?"
"Areyou adragon?'

All her dragon sensesflared into self-defense mode, and she eased back from him, her ingtincts suddenly
reacting to him asathreat. "What'sit to you?'

He met her gaze for amoment, then her nose was flooded with the most amazing scent of burning pine,
of fresh woods, of earth, of melting chocolate. She had just enough time to panic, and then her legs gave
out and she collapsed in a puddie of ecstasy.

Zeke caught Theresa before she hit the ground, cradling her, adrendine spiking through him as her skin
burned through his shirt.

"Oh, my God," she moaned as she wrapped her arms around him and nuzzled the crook of his neck.
"You'readragon dayer "

"Ex-dayer." He staggered as she ran her fingers through his hair and showered frantic kisseson his
throat. Shit. He hadn't meant to hit her that hard with his scent. All he/d wanted was to see if she reacted,
since heknew sheld never tell him thetruth.

"Thisexplainsalot," she mumbled as shetried to unbutton his shirt. "I knew you couldn't have been good
enough at cybersex to make me monogamous. God, you're an asshole.” She got his shirt open and
pressed her faceto his chest, inhaling deeply. "Y ou smell so amazing. Y ou're going to kill me, aren't you?
Ooh..."

"No." He made it to the couch and set her down. Hetried to pull back, but she clutched at his shoulders,
fighting to keep him near. Her eyeswere closed, her body arching toward him. Old ingtincts swirled to
the surface, and he had to look away from her exposed throat. "I'm an ex-dayer. EX." Remember,
Zeke? Ex.

"You can't be an ex-dayer. You are or you aren't.” Shetried to hit him, but she missed and nearly fel off



the couch in aduggish mound of femae curves.

"Comeon, T." He pulled her back up and held her up-right on the couch. "I didn't release that much
scent. Help me out here.™

"Help you?' She blinked at him, her eyes glazed as she swayed toward him. "Help you kill me?"

"No." He stepped back, clutching hisfists against the instincts pushing at him to do what he was born to
do. "Help meress.”

"Resst?Hah. You dayersdont resst.” She did off the couch and rolled onto her back, her fingers
reaching for him as she ground her hipsinto the carpet. I can't believe this" She moaned with distress
and desire. "'l can't believe | want to have sex with you when | know you're about to kill me!”

Zeke closed his eyes againgt the need raging through him, the prima urge to follow his destiny, to
destroy. She'sjust a dragon, Sayer. They all deserveto die. Kill her now. He cursed and shook his
aching head. "'l gottago. I'll bein touch.”

"Zeke"

He sprinted for the door and dammed it shut behind him, hisbody pulsing with centuries-old needs that
held kept at bay for so long.

Chapter Six

Stll twitching with guilt and araging need to day after leaving Theresain agyrating pile on thefloor, Zeke
flung open the door to his gpartment, kicked it shut behind him, and walked directly over to hisCD
player and turned on hisfavorite jazz piece. Then he sat down on the floor, turned his pams faceup, and
tried to focus on peace. On the soft breeze off the ocean. On the sound of water rushing over the falls.

Theresaisa dragon.

He shook his head and shut that awareness out of his mind. The gentle blue of a cloudless sky.
| need to kill her.

Dammit!

Heforced hismusclesto relax, starting with hisforehead. Ease thetension of hisjaw. Let histonguefdll
away from histeeth.

The dragon cannot be permitted to live. It is my destiny.

He grimaced but didn't open his eyes. The sky was fucking blue, the damn birds were chirping, and |
need to day. It's been too long. | can't deny my heritage any longer .

With agrowl, hejerked his eyes open and rolled to hisfest.
Forget meditation. It wasn't happening tonight.
Work, instead.



He stalked over to the computer and dammed his hand down on the mouse, opening hisfile on Ralph
Greene, the attorney who'd hired him to find Theresa on behdf of some anonymous client.

He scowled at the screen as he scanned dl the data from his background search on Greene, the one hed
done before he agreed to take the Theresa Nichols case. Everything seemed legit. He leaned back in his
chair, clagped his hands behind his head, and stared out at the flashing lights of the city. So, Greene was
either in the dark about the true nature of hisclient, or he knew exactly what he was doing and was greeat
at covering up. Third possibility wasthat he didn't care either way.

Zeke drummed hisfingers on his head and let hismind range over dl his conversations with Greene. He
findly ended up on their last talk. Something had happened to make Greene increase the pressure
yesterday.

The question was, what wasiit?

He propped his feet up on hisdesk and hit the speaker on hislandline. Didled Greene's cell phone.
Greene answered on the second ring. " Greene, here.”

"ItsSiccardi.”

Greene wasted no time on pleasantries. "Well? Did you |locate TheresaNichols?"

"I have aquestion for you first." He did open his center desk drawer and pulled out ajewel ed dagger,
one he used for |etter opening these days. The blade was inscribed with his name and the title of Dragon
Sayer. Hisdad had given it to him during his Ascending Ceremony. It was the only weapon from his past
he kept around.

"All I need isan answer,” Greene said. "Did you find her, or not?"

"Have you ever put acontract out on someone?' Zeke traced the blade. Still as sharp asit had been the
day hed receivedit.

Greene hesitated for a split second. ™Y ou mean, a contract for someoneto be killed?'

"Yep”

"Never. I'm extremdy offended by the question, and I'm going to inform my client that | no longer
recommend your services."

"The sketch you gave me of Theresa Nicholswasin the pocket of aman who was paid to kill her tonight.
He was sent the sketch and some money earlier today, and wastold to watch out for awoman fitting
Theresas description at the place | wasto meet her. Either you set up the hit, or your client did." He
flipped the knife, caught it by the blade, then flung it across the room. It landed with athud in the
doorframe. " So, give me the name of your client, or | report you to the cops and to the Board of Bar
Overseers. | havedl your emails, the sketch you sent me, and the hit man's willingnessto tetify that you
were the onewho paid him."

"But | never—"

"Y our choice. What'sit going to be?' He spun around in his chair and studied the knife, wedged in the
doorframe. It had felt good to throw it. Too good. Finaly, he sighed and stood up.

"| can't divulge the name of my client. | would losedl credibility and—"



"Not nearly as much asyou would if you wind up ontrid for arranging ahit on someone." He picked up
the phone handset and wa ked across the room, keeping his voice cam and nonconfrontationd, with a
hint of threst laced through it. He yanked the blade out of the wood, instinctively wiped the sted off on
his pants, then shook his head. There was no blood on it. Just abit of sawdust. "Give me his name,
Greene." Hefingered the dagger, studying the emeraldsin the well-worn handle. It deserved better than
being stuck in adrawer. Surely, he could handle seeing it on aregular bas's, couldn't he?

"Givemeaminute”

"Sure." Hewalked into hiskitchen and pulled a paring knife out of hisknife rack. Then he did the dagger
inits place and stood back to inspect. It was agood fit. Sicing tomatoes wasn't much of an improvement
on opening mail, but at least it would be cutting open something that used to be alive. He took a package
of deli turkey out of the fridge, set it on the cutting board, then shredded it with the dagger. He was
grinning when he was|essthan hafway through.

"Okay," Rdphsad.
He wiped the blade clean on his pants. "What's his name?’
"Edgar Vesuvius. Hes alawyer in London handling the etate.”

"Spell it." Zeke carved the name into the cutting board. " Contact info?' He added a phone number, a
street address, and then had to flip the board over to fit the email address on there. "How does he pay
you?"

"He hasn't paid me yet. | haven't produced Theresa Nichols."

Zeke dammed the knifepoint into the board, then flicked it to watch it vibrate. "Forward me dl emails
from him and mail me dl written correspondence.”

"That'staking it too far,” Greene protested. "I'll get disbarred. Trust me, if heésamurderer, | want him
exposed aswdl. I'll go through my filesand if | find anything el se that might help you, I'll send it on.”

"Why don't | come by the office now and help you?'
"I'm not at work! It'samaost midnight!™

Zeke grinned. "Sorry. Forgot." 1'll search your office alone, thanks for the invite. Hiscdl-waiting
beeped. "I gottago. | want that info first thing in the morning, or I'm going to the cops.”

"Y ou promise you won't—"
Zeke hung up on Greene and clicked over. "T?"
"T?" afamiliar voice belowed. "Who thehdl's T?"

Jesus. A voicefrom his past. Very distant past. Adrenaline rushed over Zeke at the sound of his best
friend'svoice. Hisformer best friend and protege, Alex Montageaux. Alex had been Zeke'sright hand
the day of the Dragon Cleansing, but their friendship hadn't been able to survive the dayer/ex-dayer rift.
They hadn't spoken in ages. "Everything okay?'

"I need to cdl in the blood oath you owe me."

Zeke caught his breath and gripped the edge of the counter, letting his head drop forward. "That was
amost 350 years ago, Alex. Y ou were eight yearsold.”



"Y ou pulling out?'

"Y ou know I'm not." Thiswas one debt he couldn't walk away from, a debt that was greater than any

desire he had to save his own soul. He closed his eyes, dread and anticipation racing through him. Last
he'd heard, Alex had taken over the band of dayers Zeke had crested. Slayers had onemissoninlife,

Onegod. Therewas only onething Alex would need hishelp on. "What do you need?"

"Meet uséat..." Alex'svoice became muffled as he turned away from the phone. "What's the name of this
joint?" he shouted.

Zeke closed hiseyes and tried to think of blue sky and day lilies, but al he could see wasthe Village of
Uruloke, burning to the ground as the bodies of dragons littered the earth. Asthelast of the European
dragons were eiminated.

"We'reat somedivecdled Poison I1," Alex said.

"In New York." Hisvoice sounded dead, but his body was pul sating with an energy he couldn't
suppress.

"Hell, yes, in New Y ork. Y ou coming or what?"'

"Yes" Zeke closed hiseyes against asurge of need, not only for the daying, but for the camaraderie and
bond that he shared only with other dayers.

"Good. Makeit fast." He hung up.

Zeke didn't move for five minutes. Heleaned againgt the counter and made himsdlf think about thelittle
dragon hed orphaned. The one that had made him walk away from his heritage for good. He recaled
daying its parents, then walking around the corner to find it cowering. He smdled the burning buildings,
the metdlic scent of blood. He heard the roars of dragons fighting for their lives. He breathed the smoke,
fdtit burning hislungs and gtinging his eyes. He replayed the scenein hismind until it was so entrenched
he knew he'd have nightmares for aweek.

It was only then that he grabbed his dagger and walked out of his gpartment.

Poison | was crowded and loud. The testosterone in the bar was crawling over Zeke's skin like aflirty
woman in skimpy clothing. He stopped just inside the door, for the sole reason that he wanted to rush
ingde and let the dark energies consume him.

There was areason he spent his evenings with hisfavorite jazz recording or asolo dinner at afive-gar
restaurant. Temptation.

He surveyed the mass of bodies, smelled the scents of sex, of perfume, of swest, and clenched hisfiststo
keep from plunging into the masses and absorbing every deviant sensation he could find.

Hisfigtstightened when a heavily muscled man in jeans and stedl-toed shitkickers waked toward him.
Alex cameto astopin front of him, his shaved head reflecting the dim fluorescent lights of the bar.
"Sccardi.”

Zekenodded. "Alex."

There was atense slence, then Alex grinned and dammed his beefy hand down on Zeke's shoulder.
"Damn, it'sgood to see you."



And just like that, Zeke's resi stance vanished and the two men embraced. He thudded Alex on the back
with hisfigs and fet the bruises forming on hisback from Alex's gregting. Alex swung hisarm around
Zeke's shoulders and directed Zeke into the depths of the bar. "It's been so long, Siccardi. | thought
you'd be old and fat by now."

"I'm only ten years older than you, and you're the one who looks like you've been stalking too many
kitchens." He grinned and let the energies of the bar settlein his pores. It had been so long since held
been with one of hiskind, someone who understood him, who was connected to him through their
heritage.

"Yeah, but I'm il fagter than you.”
"Y ou were never faster."
"I'm faster and stronger..”

Zeke grinned at the familiar argument, afedling of peace settling in hislimbs. "Slower and weeker, plus
your ego makesyou vulnerable.”

Alex shot him asmug look. "Not anymore. I'd kick your assany time."

Zekeraised hisbrow and saw the glint of true self-confidencein Alex's eyes. Hisfriend had changed and
become aleader. He nodded his acknowledgment, and Alex nodded back.

Alex set his hand on Zeke's shoulder and drew him to astop in front of a corner table. Zeke inspected
the two men seated there. One he knew, the other looked vaguely familiar. The one with short dark hair
and black eyes jumped up and wrapped Zeke in asmothering hug and pounded his back. "Zeke, man!
It's about time you came back! We missed your sorry assl”

Zeke couldn't help but grin, and he thudded Marcus's back just as hard. "Missed you, too, Marcus.
How's the woman?'

Marcuss dark face gleamed with happiness. "Kicking my ass every chance she gets, of course. She's
withholding sex until | promisethat if she hasason, | won't take him away and apprentice him to another
dayer. I'm getting desperate enough to promise.”

"Promise her. The old ways are wrong."
"Spoken like a man who understands my need for sex." Marcus laughed.

"Or amanwho's till trying to pretend he's not one of us,” the man gtill sitting in the booth said. Hisred
hair was cut in aflattop, and he had along scar where hisleft ear used to be.

"Noway," Marcus said. "Zeke's our man. Hewouldn't let usdown." Helooked at Zeke. "Right?”
Zeke pressed hislipstogether and felt his relaxation begin to ebb.

Marcuss laughter faded and his eyestook on a shadowed look. " Serioudy? But you're here. |
thought—"

"He's here because he owes me,” Alex said. "I haven't told him what | need yet.”
"Hewon't help," the third man said.

Marcus glanced between Zeke and the seated man. "But hewill. He hasto."



Thethird man stood up, leaned in toward Zeke, then dammed Zeke in the jaw with hisfigt.
Zeke staggered againgt the table, quelling the urge to strike back. "What the hell was that for?!

The redhead flashed missing teeth at Zeke. "So | could tell people | kicked Zeke Siccardi's ass and lived
to tell about it. Look at you. Y ou're not even thinking about hitting me back." He sat back down with a
sneer of disgust. "He's usdess. We should kill him."

Alex leaned over the man, with one hand on the table and the other on the seat behind the redhead. He
said something quietly, and the redhead's gaze flicked to Zeke, then he nodded, and Alex stood up.
"Rathe will behave. Have aseat, Zeke"

Zeketested hisjaw as he eased into achair. "And you wonder why | don't hang with you guys anymore.”
"Y ou used to be the first oneto lay out any newcomer," Alex said. ™Y ou've changed.”

"Yep." Zekeignored the pitcher of beer and empty glassin front of him and flagged awaitressto order a
Perrier, ignoring the look of surprise on Marcuss face and the sneer on Rathe's. Alex smply looked
resgned. "So, what's up?'

Alex grinned. "Y ou look worried. Y ou afraid I'm going to ask you to kill adragon?”
Zeke shrugged, his knee bouncing restlesdy under the table. " The thought had crossed my mind.”

"| respect your decision to no longer day." Alex held up hisarm, showing the scar down hisforearm from
their blood oath. "1 won't ask you to kill adragon, brother.”

Zeke met Alex'sintense gaze, and a sudden yearning for the bond they used to share swept over him.
"Thanks"

"l just need you to point one out for me, and I'll kill it. Put your missing persons skillsto work for your
brothers."

Thefaint twitch of alarm tingled at the back of Zeke's neck, but he kept his body and face relaxed.
"Wheat are you talking about?"

"We got wind of adragon in the area. Female. Last we heard, she goes by the name TheresaNichals,
but that might not be current info."

No shit?Wheat the hell was so specia about Theresathat she had so many people trying to kill her?
Zeke's figs tightened beneath the table, but he kept his expression neutrd and leaned forward. "What's
the ded with her? Why doesyour client want her?'

Alex shrugged. "Who knows?1 just kill them."
Zeke pursed hislips, hismind racing. He and Theresawere going to have to have alittle chat.
"Zeke?Youin?' Alex asked.

He avoided the question by asking one of hisown. "Isthisapaying gig?' Back in the day, there wasno
such thing asbeing paid for daying. It was smply what dayersdid. Today, there were so few dragons
around and so few dayersthat the business had changed. It had become a specidty profession that paid
very well. Thefew dragonsthat had survived the European Cleansing &t the Village of Uruloke and the
copycat cleansings on other continents were good at staying hidden.



Alex nodded. "We have a client with a deegp pocket who wants the femae. Usudly, he finds the dragons
himsdf and callsusin to take them out. They're dmost dways dominant, aggressve maes. Thisisthe
first female he's asked usto kill, though." He gestured at the team. "Takes dl three of usworking together
to take out the maes he finds, but I'm thinking this female won't be too much trouble. We get anice
bonusif we get it done within the next seven days."

"Whao'syour client?' Zeke dapped at the back of his neck asthe urgeto day suddenly flared up. "It
wouldn't be aLyman Peressini, would it?"

Alex raised hisbrows. "It'sanonymous. Alwaysis. It'show | like it. Humans get testy when they find
dead people. | prefer not to have clients who can identify me when the bodies are found.”

"Weadwayskill them when they'rein human form nowadays," Reathe explained, giving Zekea
condescending look. "Humanswould never be able to handle dead dragonslittering their naive little
world."

Zeke shook out hisarms as the twitch began to work itsway down them. God, hewanted to doit. To
snk hisbladeinto the neck of adragon, watching itslifeblood pour out. .. he cursed and wiped the swest
off hisforehead. "I can't help you."

Alex leaned forward. "I'm cdling in my marker on thisone."

The scar on hisforearm pulsed. Zeke rubbed hisknuckles againgt it. "Why use the marker for this?
Surely onedragon isn't worth it."

"Thefemdeis." Something flickered in Alex'seyes. Worry. Anger. Desperation.

Zeke looked around the table. Marcus looked curious, and Rathe looked sullen. Zeke was certain
Marcus didn't know what was going on. He was too smple to put on aface. Rathe was an unknown
entity. Helet hisgaze sttle on Alex. "What'sredlly going on?!

"Find the dragon.”

Zeke's scar burned, and he knew he couldn't refuse Alex. But he couldn't be responsible for the death of
another dragon. Especidly not Theresa. He smply couldn't. Pointing ateam of dayerstoward adragon
was the same thing aswidding the blade himsdlf.

He needed time to assess. He needed more information. He needed to get away from his kindred spirits
before he grabbed his blade and led the way to Theresa's condo. He stood up and threw some cash on
the table to cover hiswater, sweeping the bottle up in hishand. "I'm leaving.”

Rathe looked disgusted, but Zeke ignored him and started to walk away.
"Zeke?' Alex caled after him.

Zeke didn't turn around. He heard Rathe mutter, "1 told you we should kill him.”
Then Alex said, "Don't worry. Helll help. Hejust needstimeto adjugt.”

He heard their beer steins clank together in victory, and a part of him wanted to go back and join the
men who were once hislife,

Instead, he clutched his Perrier and walked out of the bar, wishing he could have been lucky enough to
have a blood brother who was a priest. Or a Boy Scout.



Hdl, even an environmentdist would suffice

Chapter Seven

Theresa awoke to the smell of leather and the stench of city streets. She pressed her handsto her
throbbing head and groaned in protest at the sunlight burning her eyes. God, shefdt awful.

Something firm nudged her cheek. "Wake up.”

She frowned at the sound of Becca's voice and peeled her eyes open. The toe of Beccas black leather
boot tapped Theresd's chin. "Timeto rise and shine, Dragon.”

"Y our shoe smdls horrible." She shut her eyes. "Go away. | need to die in peace.”
"Y ou can't die on my living room floor. | have nowhere to store your body."

"Your floor?" Theresa opened her eyes again and peered up. Becca was standing over her, her forehead
furrowed with what could be mistaken for concern. She was wearing black leather pants, a
metal-studded bustier, and way too much dark makeup. Obvioudy, she was just getting off Rivka
nighttime duty. "Why am | on your floor?"

"That was going to be my question. After | asked you why you're wearing my clothes." Becca squatted
next to her. "If you can revive yoursdf from your night of binge drinking, or whatever it isyou've been
doing, your new boss wantsto have aword with you."

Theresa propped herself up on her elbow, blinking to adjust to the blinding morning sun. "What boss?
"Satan."

"Crap." Sherubbed her eyes and looked around the living room. Satan was on the couch, watching the
tdlevisonintently.

The sight of the couch brought back &l the memories of last night with Zeke and his pheromones, and she
jumped to her feet, then clutched Becca's arm as she swayed. "Am | dive?!

"Why wouldn't you be?'
She dug her fingersinto Becca'sarm. "Answer the question.”
"Yes youredive"

She sghed with rdlief, then frowned as she assmilated the Sgnificance of thefact shewas Hill in the
mortal world. Sheld never heard of adayer leaving an incapacitated dragon dive. It smply didn't happen.
Oh, God. Zeke was a slayer. She pressed her palm to her head againgt the sudden increase of pain.

"Dragon!" Satan snapped hisfingers at the televison. "This Reverend Munsey you mentioned, whom you
sought help from. Isthishim?"

"What?' As Becca ducked into the bedroom, Theresa glanced at the television, where aman with
flyaway blond hair and white robes was gesticulating. "Y eah, why?'

"Interesting.” He leaned forward, staring intently at the television. "Do you think he has Otherworld



powers? Isthat why you thought he could turn you into ahuman?’

"I don't know. | figured it was worth asking." Shewiggled her shoulders and tried to focus. Chills
crawled down her arms and she rubbed her biceps, trying to generate some blood flow.

"Does Reverend Munsey get good ratings?'
Shefrowned at Satan. "1 guess so. He was written up in the Times afew months ago.”

"Hmm..." Satan stood up and faced her. "I came hereto torture you for fun, but | have anew planthat is
most impressive. Y ou will arrange for me to be aguest on this ugly man's show. Many viewers. Most
excdllent for recruiting purposes. | have anew accountant soul, and he explained that my expensesare

outpacing my recruiting.”
Theresablinked. "I don't know Reverend Munsey. | can't get you on the show."

"It isour agreement. Y ou must." He beamed at her. "Sunday night a nine. My scheduleis open. Iriswill
be most impressed if | am on anationa television show endorsed by God, and | will aso acquire more
souls. Onceagain, | provewhy | am Satan.” Then he vanished in a poof of gold bubbles.

"Lucky dragon.” Beccawaked back into the room, now wearing a sharp black suit and demure makeup,
in the fastest clothing and makeup change Theresahad ever seen. "I thought for sure he was going to cut
off your arm or something. He spent the morning trying to get Iristo support his petition to have Satan Jr.
released from Afterlife prison. She must have pelted him with over ahundred water balloons before he
got too melted to continue. He wasin such arage when he got back to hell."

Theresawould have liked to have seen the water balloon attack. After seeing water melt Satan's son into
apile of goo, she could imagine how much fun it would be to met Satan. Of course, Iriswasthe only one
he'd dlow to melt him. Anyone else would be dead by the time thefirst water balloon hit him in the head.

"I don't know which pissed him off more, the fact held failed with Satan Jr. or that Irisisonce again
immuneto his charm,” Becca continued as she walked to the fridge and pulled out a bottled water.
"Lucky for you, he doesn't like to torture people unless they're conscious. By thetime | was able to wake
you up, heldd started watching that Reverend Munsey show.” She whistled softly. ™Y ou should buy a
|ottery ticket today, Dragon.”

"Y eah, lucky me." Being dive and untortured was sort of balanced by the fact that her childhood friend
and morta enemy Lyman Peressini had found her and her cyberlover wasadayer. "l don't really have
time to be arranging Satan's media appearances.”

"Beglad that'sal you haveto do. It could have been alot worse.”

"Y ou mean, it could have been alot better. If I'm going to spend time | don't have working for Satan, the
least he could have done was have me go kill and torture someone. Being his booking agent isamost as
boring as babysitting Mona" Theresafrowned as shefindly registered the significance of Beccals uit.

"Y ou're going to work?"

"I dways go towork. | don't suppose I'll be lucky enough to have you gone by thetime | get home?"

"Actualy, you will." Since Zeke knew how to find her here, the chancesthat Lyman also did were too
high. "I'm going to Quincy's, but don't tell if anyone asks."

Becca paused midsip of her coffee. "Areyou in trouble?’



llemll
"Redly? What'sup?'
Sheturned to the Rivka. "Redlly?'Y ou want to hear about it? | could redly use some advice and—"

Becca cleared her throat and stood up. "Never mind. | just thought maybe there was someone you were
going to kill, and | thought | could go aong and nab hissoul. If not, then | don't havetime."

"Why are you so cold?'
Beccas eyes glittered. "Trust me, Dragon, you don't want to get close to me. It'sfor your own good.”
"That's crap.”

"I'm Satan's right hand, which means even if you and | were best friends, I'd haveto kill you if he ordered
meto." Dark red flashed in her eyes. "The mere fact we were friends might even be reason enough for
him to give the order, depending on hismood.”

Theresa cocked her head as she studied the Rivkas face. "Has he forced you to do that before?!

"I'm leaving." Becca dung her handbag over her shoulder and picked up her briefcase. "Keep in touch,
okay? Derek asks about you every time hecals.”

"Right. Derek." She didn't need Beccaanyway. Or Zeke. She was human now, and it wastime for her to
find her own life. She picked up her outfit from last night and her new purse. "Have agood day. I'll see
you around.”

"Isthat blood on your shirt?"

"Yes" Theresashut the door on Becca's next question and walked out to start her new life.

On her way to Quincy's office to retrieve Mona, Theresa called the property manager who handled all
the Guardians safe houses. The Guardians red estate assets were deeply hidden behind the veil of
numerousfictiona corporations, so asto keep the whereabouts of the Goblet untracesble.

Asusud, he answered on thefirst ring. "Graham Winthrop, property manager. May | be of assstance?!

"Why do you aways answer the phone so formaly?'Y ou have my number in your speed dia and you
know it'sme." Sheloved teasing the proper gray-haired man who had no ideathat the two women held
been working for the last fifty years were actudly the Guardians.

"Ah, Ms. Nichols. A pleasure, asaways, to hear your lovely voice," Graham said in that warm voice
Theresaloved, like Santaand your favorite grandparolled into one.

"Yes, asadways. Listen, how are the repairs going on our condo?’
"They will be donein approximately four weeks. There was Sgnificant damage.”

Therewas no curiosity at al in Graham's voice about what had caused al the damage. They paid him too
much to be curious. "Well, do we have another location in New Y ork City?"

She heard the typing of computer keys. "I'm sorry, but that isyour only property within five hundred
miles”



"Can you buy me anew one? | need a place within the hour, in the city, completely untracesble.”
"It shall be done. Where shall | have the keys delivered?

She paused to think for amoment. “To Quincy's office. I'll be there in about twenty minutes. I'll stay there
until they arrive." Now that Quincy wasthe Interim Assstant Guardian, dl hisvitaswere on record with
Graham aswell. "I need a couple of corporate credit cards, too. Justine took ours went she went on her
honeymoon. Make sure my name isn't on any of the documentation for the credit cards or the condo.”

"It never is, Ms. Nichols"

An excellent point. How had everyone been able to find her if she was untraceable? Would the new
location even be safe? Not that she had a choice. She had to live somewhere. She'd just haveto be
careful until she could neutrdize Lyman. Y egh, like that was going to be easy.

"Anything dse, Ms. Nichols?'
"Nope, that'sit. Thanks."

She hung up and hummed to hersdlf as she leaned back in the cab. She sighed at the thought of never
seeing her favorite dayer again, then chided herself. She was ahuman now. Independent. Self-sufficient.
She was claiming her own life and didn't need Zeke anymore. Or Becca or anyone ese. Sheld find new
friendsand get anew life.

So there.

Theresawaked into Quincy's univeraty office and found him sprawled back in hisdesk chair snoring.
Monawas perched on thefiling cabinet in the corner, and in front of her was afresh cup of steaming
espresso, and athin man in amismatched suit and glasses reaching for it.

"Hey!" she snapped. "Get away from that espresso machine!”

Quincy jerked upright, knocked his knee into the desk with athud, and nearly fell over as he dove out of
his chair toward Mona. "'l told you my espresso machine was off-limits," he blurted as he scrambled
toward the man in the corner. "Don't drink from her, Stuart, or | swear I'll haveto kill you."

Stuart drew his shoulders up. "I've been grading exams for eeven consecutive hours. The coffeemaker in
theloungeisbroken, and | need caffeine. It's completely unteamlike of you to be hoarding thisfor
yoursdf."

Quincy stumbled to astop in front of Stuart. "Y ou poured some? Give it back."
Stuart hugged the cup to his chest. "No. It'smine."

Theresafolded her arms and leaned againgt the doorframe, waiting for the SOS from Quin. Because
Quincy-the-math-geek would never be able to get Stuart or anyone else to do anything they didn't want
to do.

"Did you drink any yet?' Quincy asked, showing agrasp of the Situation that surprised Theresa. Usudly
he was too buried in his equations to waste brainpower on anything else.

Stuart'sface turned red. "I had adrink earlier today. It's great espresso.”

Theresatensed. Stuart was now one-third immorta. What were they going to do with him? Kill him, of



course, but if they murdered a professor on campus, someone was sure to notice. Damn Quin for being
such abad Guardian, and damn hersdlf for actudly trusting him to watch Mona.

"Youwhat?' Quin dammed theflat of hispam into Stuart's elbow, sending espresso flying. It landed on
Stuart's shirt, on piles of documents, and al over thefloor. "Y ou drank from her?"

"Quincy! Look what you did!" Stuart howled with dismay as the brown stains spread across his chest.
"What is wrong with you?'

"Y ou will take anap now," Quincy ordered.

Stuart picked up apiece of paper and tried to wipe off his shirt, muttering about Quin's bizarre behavior
of late.

"Y ou will take anap now," Quincy repeated. "Y ou are very tired and need to deep for three hours.”

Theresarolled her eyes as she redlized Quincy wastrying to use the power of suggestion to make Stuart
fal adeep. Quincy, the mortal human, now fancied himsalf an Otherworld being with the power of
suggestion? Two weeks ago, he was a disbeliever who refused to acknowledge dragons, Curses, or
anything magica, and now he was deluding himself that he was actudly one of them? It was sort of cute,
actudly, to see him findly accepting that the Otherworld wasred.

Stuart balled up the piece of paper and tossed it at Quincy. "What are you talking about? | don't have
timetodeep.”

Quincy grabbed Stuart's shoulders and stared him down. "Y ou will deep now! | order you!™

Stuart shoved Quin off him. "Get agrip, man! You'relosngit! | won't touch your damn coffee again, dl
right? Back off!" He spun toward the door and dammed to a stop when he saw Theresa. "Well, he-llo."

Quincy jerked around, his eyes widening. "Who are you?'

Sheraised abrow at Quincy. "I'm who's going to save your sorry Assistant Guardian behind, that'swho |

His mouth dropped open. "Theresa?'
"Yep." She crooked her finger at Stuart while Quincy gaped at her. "Come here, Stuart.”

Stuart straightened histie and strutted over to her. "Are you astudent? Or ateaching assistant?' he asked
hopefully. "Areyou my teaching assgant?'

"I'm looking for ajob, actudly."

Quincy motioned for her to wait, and then ran to his desk and dialed his phone. Theresalevered hersdlf
off the door and assessed Stuart, trying to decide the least messy way to kill him.

"Dont hurt him yet,” Quincy said. "Give me asecond.”

A lecherous gleam appeared in Stuart's eyes as he gave Theresa an appraising look. "Y ou're going to
hurt me?"

Before she could answer, Quin interrupted. " Stuart! Phone!™

She and Stuart both looked at Quincy, who was holding out the handset to his desk phone. "For me?|



didn't hear itring."

"For you." He gestured with the phone. "Just talk to him."

Stuart gave a sdf-important shrug and then walked to the desk and took the phone. "Hello?!
Theresaraised her eyebrows at Quin, and hewinked at her.

Thirty seconds later, the phone clattered to the floor and Stuart collapsed in apile. He was snoring
before his head hit the ground. Quincy grinned at Theresa. | called Xavier, your doorman. Hetold Stuart
to deep for six hours. How did you become human again? Y ou look grest, by the way."

Um, there would be no need to tell Quincy she'd made aded with the devil. "1 had no ideathe power of
suggestion worked over the phone." Theresa shut the office door and locked it, then walked over to
Stuart and nudged him with her toe. He grunted and curled up into the fetdl position and started to suck
histhumb. "That's disgusting.” She turned back to Quincy, who wastrying to clean up the spilled
espresso. " Since when do you have the power of suggestion?' Or not.

Quin grinned. "I've been hanging out with Xavier alot lately, and hetold methat alot of humans actualy
have Otherworld genes somewherein their heritage. Hetried his power of suggestion on me, and | was
actualy somewhat resstant to it, unlike my wimpy brother. Xavier said that might indicate that | have the
power, too, o hestraining me." He straightened up. "I fed thiswaeird tingling sometimes when I'm trying
to suggest something, which | think ismy power trying to burst free"

"Or it'syour human brain about to implode on itsalf.”

He gave her adisgusted sniff. "Doubt all you want, but I've run some equationsoniit, and | think the odds
arequite high that | have some sort of Otherworld gift. It'sjust amatter of identifying it.”

"And if your equationsindicateit'strue, then it hasto betrue.”
"Math never lies”

Theresa snorted. "Whatever you say, Mr. Math Professor.” She walked over to his chair and sat down,
putting her feet up on the desk. "' So, are you going to kill Stuart or can 17

"We can't kill him." Quincy straightened his button-down shirt, tucking it back into hiskhakis. "Heés my
colleague.™

"Should've thought of that before you let him drink from Mona" She frowned. "Who e se has drunk from
her? Do you even know?"

"No one, | swear." He shot her ahostile look that she'd never seen from him before. "If you hadn't
dumped her on me without any preparation, | wouldn't have been in thisSituation.”

"Fne I'll kill him." She sucked in some air and began to churn up some hest in her chest, ignoring
Quincy's protests that there could be no killing. Tension eased from her body as the prickling flames
burned her lungs and crept up her throat.

But before she could incinerate Stuart, there was a high-pitched ringing that had her groaning. She was
gl trying to swallow the flames when Iris Bennett, defrocked Guardian and the bane of Satan'slovelife,
gppeared in the middle of the desk. "TheresaNichals, tell me you haven't made aded with Satan!™

Theresawinced. Like she needed alecture from Iris, her surrogate mother, right now.



"What?' Quin whirled toward Theresa. "Y ou made aded with Satan, and you dare get al over me for
fdling adegp a my desk? The Council will fry you for that!"

"Theresal" Irissusudly pristine hair was bedraggled and soggy, and her expensve pants were dripping
with water, no doubt from her rumored water fight with Satan. "I've been trying to find you for the last
hour, ever since Satan showed up in purgatory, making someinsane claim that you'd made a dedl with
him—" She stopped talking as she took in Theresa's appearance. "Y ou're human. Y ou did make a dedl
withhim."

Theresa decided to clean up the spilled espresso. Not much point in denying the obvious.

She yanked a napkin out from under a croissant on Quincy's desk and started to mop up Mona, while
Iris clasped her hands to her chest and made anoise of distress. "I'm devastated. | shall have to report
you to the Council immediately. How can my daughter's best friend, whom | have nurtured and cared for
like my own since she was thirteen years old, betray me and the Goblet like this?*

Theresa dapped the ngpkin at atextbook. "I didn't betray anyone. | haveto get Satan on atelevision
show. That'sit. Monais safe, everything isfine. | needed to be human in order to guard Mona

aopropriatey.”

"How do you even know what you need to do? All you do is have cybersex and burn people up.” Iris
shook her head in dismay. "I'm going to request that they make me Interim Guardian while Justine and
Derek are out of town.”

Theresawhirled toward Iris. "I'm sick and tired of having everyone think I'm worthless. I'm going to be
Guardian and | can handleit." Shejerked her chin at Quincy. "He's the one who let someone drink from
Mona"

Iris squawked and shot aglare at Quincy. He drew his shouldersback. "I'll handleit. Theresaand | will
kill him."

Theresablinked at the conviction in histone. Hadn't he just refused to kill anyone? What was up with the
change of heart?

"I'm going to get both of you taken off Guardian duty,” Irissaid. "Don't you even know you don't haveto
kill him if he'shad only one drink? It's the subparagraph of the third footnote on page 186 of the
gppendix to the Treatise.”

Appendix? There was an gppendix? She looked at Quincy, and he shrugged once. "Don't you think it
would have been helpful for someoneto give usacopy of the gppendix?"

Irisraised her brows. "Y ou don't have one?"
"No. Never heard of it."

Irisshook her head. "1 swear, it'slike the Council wantsthe current Guardiansto fail. Am | the only one
who knows dl the details of Guardianship?'

"Um, yeah?'

Iris nodded at the acknowledgment of her greatness. "I'll get you a copy of the appendix tonight." She
eyed the suckling Stuart. "'If he doesn't get another drink from Monawithin seven days, hell returnto his
ordinary self. Keep him imprisoned for aweek and hell befine. It's only after two drinks that the effects
becomeirreversible.” Theringing began again. "I'll be back soon. In the meantime, try not to compromise



the safety of Mona, okay?'
"Thanks—"

But Iris had already vanished, no doubt on her way to get them both removed from duty. So unfair. Just
because sheld been forced to be a useless sidekick for the last two hundred years, no one gave her any
credit for being able to accomplish anything. Like she was supposed to know the rules of an appendix no
one had ever told her existed!

Screw that. She was going to prove she was capable. She stood up. "I'm taking Mona."

To her surprise, Quin didn't argue. "Keep her hidden for aweek so Stuart can't find her—or anyone else
who might have drunk from her." Helooked at Theresa. "I screwed up. I'm sorry.”

She couldn't stay mad at the genuine remorse on hisface. "Y ou're redly gpologizing to me?'

"Y es. Sorry about letting you starve, too." He ran his hand through his hair, and she suddenly noticed that
it was getting alittle long. Not much, but enough to hint a even more changesin Quin'slife snce hed met
hisfirst dragon. "It'sjust, well, thiswhole Otherworld thing has redly thrown mefor aloop.”

"l understand.” Shetouched hisarm. "It'salittle overwhelming.”

Hiseyesglittered at her. "It is, but I'm not going to let Iris get mefired. I'm completely capable of
hendling this"

Shegrinned at hisfire. "Y ou're not nearly as much of awussas| origindly thought you were, Quincy
Lavdle Keepit up, and | might actualy start thinking of you as hot.”

His cheeks flushed afaint pink and he cleared histhroat. " So, what now? Y ou going back to my place?"
"Nope. | got anew safe house, s0 I'll be heading there."
He frowned. "What's wrong with my place?’

"Security breach. It'll be too easy for them to find sinceit's registered under your own name." Finding
Quin'swould be ano-brainer for Zeke, and even Lyman wouldn't be challenged.

"Them?'
"Yeah." She stood up and walked over to Mona. "Come on, girl. Were going for aride.”
"Themwho?'

"No onel can't handle." She studied Mona. "Hey, if you can turn into something small and subtle, I'll take
you around the city with mewhile| try to track down this asshole from my past.”

The epresso machine didn't change.

"Hetendsto havelots of heavily muscled men working for him. It'll be aserious battleif they find me.
Lots of violence and fun stuff like that. Way better than sitting around Quin's office reading the covers of
math textbooks, unlessyou redly want to stay behind dl by yoursdf..."

The espresso machine flashed and in its place was aleather cord threaded through acrystd vid. The vid
was filled with ablue-tinted liquid. Theresa picked it up and tied the cord around her neck, so the via
rested between her breasts.



Quincy frowned. "Y ou think shell be safe with you?'
"I'm an immorta dragon, Quin. | can handle anything."
Except maybe aparticularly virile dragon dayer.

Chapter Eight

After spending aday trying to figure out how to dedl with the reappearance of Lyman and the fact that
her cyberlover was adayer who'd nearly killed her, Theresa had decided her only option wasto get

tough.
It wastime for some aromatherapy.

It was late morning when Theresa pulled her eighth chocolate cake out of the oven and set it on the
counter in her new condo. She made sure the pillows were spread liberaly over the kitchen floor, then
sheleaned over the cake, pulled the cotton wads out of her nogtrils, and inhaed.

The aromaof freshly baked chocolate cascaded into her nose and her knees buckled.

She dropped to the floor, but clutched the counter, keeping her head above the cake. | can handle this.
Sheinhaed again, concentrating on redirecting the luscious scent away from her receptors. The room
started to get fuzzy, but she gripped the counter tighter and sucked in more cake odor. She scrunched
her eyes shut as she visualized a door damming shut and the scent drifting down adifferent hallway, away
from her vulnerable core.

Shetook another bregath, and another, and till she didn't collapse. Her grip didn't dip from the counter
and her brain stayed on the useful Sde of fuzzy. After afew more minutes, she opened her eyes.

Dizzinesshit ingtantly as shelost her focus, so she shut them again, visudizing the door and the halway.
She grinned as the strength returned to her limbs.

Still breathing deeply, she climbed to her feet and pressed her nose against the cake asit began to cool
and the intengity of the aroma faded.

Findly, she opened her eyesand smiled. "I am agoddess.”

It wasthefirg time sheld made it through the chocolate cake chalenge without ending up on her back on
thefloor. Eight tries, but victory was il victory.

Maybe sheld been asucky dragon her whole life, and maybe her parents weren't around to care, and
yeah, it wasalittle late to be getting her act together, but she was going to do it or dietrying.

Literdly.

Plan for the day:

Firgt, become immune to Zeke's pheromones.

Second, find that rat bastard Lyman and kill hissorry ass.

But God, if Lyman was dive, then that meant she wasn't the last dragon on the planet. She didn't want to



kill one of her own kind, not when their racewas dl but extinct.

Lyman had told her that he was the only dragon who'd survived Uruloke, and when sheld learned he was
dead, sheld thought she was the only dragon left. Sure, thered been rumors of other dragon enclaves
besides Uruloke, but dragons kept to themsalves, so sheld never confirmed their existence when she was
living in Uruloke, and sheld never found a hint of their existencein the centuries since.

But if Lyman wasdive, there was at |east one other dragon on the planet. He was an ass, but hewas a
dragon, and just knowing he was out there made her fed lessadone.

Or it would until hekilled her.

She sighed and flopped down on her new couch. For thefirst timein forever, she had afragile woven
textile for acouch covering. It would never stand up to adragon's scales, but for ahuman, it was soft and
ddightful.

She surveyed the room, with its soft lighting and fragile furnishings, none of which were fireproof or tough
enough to withstand the smack of an irritated tail. It was perfect, and it was hers. All hers. Only hers. She
pursed her lipsand redized it was alittle weird to be officidly riving aone.

Which was great. Perfect. Because she was going to take that freedom and buy herself anew life, with
new friends.

She picked up her laptop off the wicker coffee table and logged on so she could Google Lyman. But she
hadn't even typed his name before an IM from Zeke popped up. "T. We need to talk.”

She shivered with excitement, then immediately rolled her eyes. She couldn't even smell him and shewas
dill usdess "Why didn't you kill melast night?"

"I'm an ex-dayer. | dont kill dragons anymore.”

"No such thing as an ex-dayer.”

"AsI'mlearning."

Shefrowned. "What does that mean?"

"It means next time we meet, you need to turn off your scent receptors.”

The thought of meeting him, again made goose bumps pop up on her arms. Pathetic, shewas. "Y ou
think? What a brilliant idea. Wish I'd thought of that myslf."

"T, ligen. | fed redly bad about my client setting up ahit on you.”

She sighed and shut down her desire to forgive him and ask him to come over and give her afull body
massage. "What do you want, Zeke? | don't have time to be trading messageswhen | haveto find the
man who's after me.”

"I needed to find you, so | went online.”
Find her? Shejerked upright and sniffed, but she didn't smdll him. "Find me how?"
"I'm amissing persons expert. With enough information, | can find anyone.”

A knock sounded at her door, and shejumped. "Isthat you?' she typed.



The message appeared on her screen. "Yep."

Excitement mingled with fear as she Stared at the door that separated them. "Can't you respect agirl's
need for privacy?' shecaled out.

"Nope. Open up." Zeke'svoice carried through the door. "1 won't stun you, | promise.”

"Thelast words a stupid dragon getsto hear." She set the computer on her coffee table and went to the
door. She peeked through the spy hole and felt her heart tighten. Zeke had one hand on each side of the
doorframe and he wasleaning on it. Hisface was drawn, and there were circles under hiseyes. He
looked like hell.

Good. "Go away."
"If I was going to kill you, | could have doneit last night.”
"Not achance. | wasfaking it. You'relucky you left when you did, because | was about to burn you up.”

Helifted his head, an amused smile curving the corner of his mouth as he stared at the spy hole. "I'm
tracing the London attorney managing your supposed inheritance. Theré's no record of himin London,
but there are some leads | ocdly. If you help me by telling me what you know about Lyman, | can put all
the info together and find him. Shut him down before he getsyou.”

It was tempting. She didn't have the foggiest idea how to find Lyman. And it was sort of sweet that Zeke
wanted to save her. "But | can't trust you.”

Hiseyesglittered. "Listen, Theresa, hereésthe dedl. | inadvertently endangered adragon'slife, and that's
unacceptable. I'm going to guard you and keep you safe until we diminate the threat, and that'sthe way it
is"

She yanked the door open and glared a him. " So, the only reason you want to help meisthat I'ma
dragon? Isthis part of your dayer ten-step recovery program?"

Heblinked. "Yes."

"Jerk." She shoved himin the chest, but unlike last time when she knocked him into the taxi by accident,
he didn't even budge. She frowned, and shoved harder. Likeawall. "'l thought you were some weak
excuse for aman.”

Helooked resgned. "Some of my dayer traitsare returning. | figure that it's because | have unresolved
issues”

"Sayer issues. Y ou wouldn't understand.” He picked aduffel bag off the floor in the hall, then shouldered
past her into the condo. He dropped his bag on the floor, walked to the window and peered out,
muttering under his breeth about the fire escape being right under the window.

"Hey, dayer boy. | don't want your help.”

He turned around, leaned against the windowsill, and looked down at her. "1 screwed up, T. I'm not
waking away fromit."

She stepped back from the energy pulsating off him. He was too dangerous. "Okay, hereésthe ded,
Zeke. You lied to me, you set me up to be killed, and you're adayer. | would be afoal to trust you.”



Something flickered in his eyes, something that made her hacklesrise. Zeke was hiding something.
"Weve been ingant-messaging for sx months" he said. "Y ou know you can trust me."

"What do | know about you? Everything was a setup.” She narrowed her eyes. "Do you even own a
modd train set and play with it a night to dleviate Sress?!

He looked embarrassed. "No, but—"

"Do you actudly liketo be tied down during sex?'

"It goes against my dayer ingtincts not to bein control,” he admitted.
"l don't even know you, o how can | trust you?"

Heraised hishand asif to touch her, then spun away and walked to the other side of the room. He
leaned against the arm of the couch and folded his arms across his chest. "My favorite color isblue. |
hate being a vegetarian and | love agood fight, even though I'm trying to change. | hate that I've killed
hundreds of dragons, and the fact that | was the one who organized the Dragon Cleansing of 1788 ill
keeps me awake at night.”

Her hands went to her ssomach. ™Y ou werein charge of the Cleansing?' She grabbed the arm of the
couch and sank into the cushions, unable to hide her horror. "My parents died in the Cleansing.”

Hislipstightened. "In the last twelve hours since | met you, dl the ingtincts I've suppressed for so long
have come back with avengeance. So | need to channel that into something productive. Not that I'm
going to be violent while doing it. I'm just going to change my future by saving dragons. Y ou, for
example"

"So, I'm an example." Not quite what she'd had in mind last night when she'd headed to the bar to meet
him, with visons of Zeke adoring her and worshipping her body. Zeke, the man who might have made
her an orphan... her throat suddenly tightened up and she had to blink severd timesto clear thetears
from her eyes. She didn't want Zeketo redlly be the enemy.

He touched her arm, and they both jumped at thejolt, but he didn't let go. " T, I'm struggling here. | need
your help. Let me protect you." There was adesperation in hisgaze that felt al too familiar. She knew
what it waslike to despiseyour life. "I haveto dothis" he said. "And you need my help. Without me, this
guy will find you before you find him, but | can sop himif you'll et me. We can help each other.”

Oh, that sounded so nice in theory, but Lyman wasn't aman who would be easily stopped. "And what if
you kill mein amoment of accidentd reverson to your dayer heritage?’

Hewinced. "If you act human around me, | should be dl right. It'swhen you start doing dragon things
that it getstough.”

"Likewhat?"

"Likeletting smoke curl out of your nose. Growing atail. Dropping at my feet in agyrating pilewhen |
release my pheromones.”

Like she could control that. "1 fed so much safer around you now."
He flinched, but he didn't stop pressuring her. "I'm the best at finding people.”
She cocked her head, trying to think strategicaly instead of emotiondly. "I admit, | could use your



missing persons expertise.”
"So, we work together?!

"On certain conditions.” She paced away from him, her mind racing. "Firgt condition: We team up from a
distance. | don't trust you not to kill me, so you haveto stay away from me."

Hefrowned. "I can't protect you if I'm not near you."

"Y ou're not going to protect me! I'm adragon! | can save mysdlf from anyone except you. Y eesh. Men
get so full of themsdalves sometimes.” She spun toward him and jiggled up some energy in her chest, then
sent abolt of flame out of her mouth and set hishair on fire. " See?"

He dammed the flames out with his pams, his eyes suddenly going al dark and smoky. "Y ou are so hot "

Her lower body suddenly tightened in response to his expression. "Oh, no, you don't, Slayer. Stay away
fromme"

He walked toward her, and she backed up. "Here's my first lesson as your new protector: Did you know
that the attraction between dayers and dragonsisn't one-sided?’ His gaze caressed her body as he
neared her. "It's supposed to give the dragons a chance. Even the odds.”

She fdt the wall againgt her back and she tensed as Zeke's hands landed on either side of her head. "No
one ever told methat before." Or maybe she'd missed the lecture on it. Obvioudly, blowing off dragon
education as akid and then being yanked out of dragon society as ateenager had serioudly impaired the
development of her dragon skill-set and knowledge base.

"Wetry not to advertise our vulnerability.” He leaned forward and pressed his nose againgt her throat and
inhaed. "What my scent doesto you? Y our flames do that to us."

Oh, God. His breath againgt her skin felt so good. "Hames really work you over? But how comeyou
guysdon't go down when wetry to fry you in the heat of battle?' She winced when her voice squesked.

"Becausewetraintoresst it." Hislips brushed her neck, and she had to grip hiswaist to keep from
faling down. "I'm alittle out of practice. No dragon has shot fireat mein aredly long time.”

The heady excitement of power rushed through her. "So, | could render you defensdlessif | wereto do
this..." Sheblew asmal flame onto his shirt, and he groaned. "Or this..." Shelet aflickering torch
smmer at the end of her tongue.

He dammed hishipsinto hers and dropped his head, taking the flamesinto his mouth just before hislips
crushed hers. New hest flared out of her and flames burst from her mouth and into his. He groaned and
his knees buckled. He landed with a thud between her feet, hisarmswrapped around her waist. He
pressed hisfaceinto her belly, making al sorts of noises of distress.

She clutched his head to her body, her hips pressing against him. He was putty in her hands, and the rush
wasincredible. Dragon ingtincts burst to the surface, and she stared down at the dayer between her legs.
Hewasat her mercy. | must destroy him before he killsme. It istime for the slayer to die. She
grabbed his hair, softly tugging until he was forced to tip his head back and look at her.

His eyes were glazed as he stared back up at her. "T..." Thethroaty groan was dl he could manage, but
the sound of her nickname on his lips reached deep, penetrating past the instincts that were demanding
his desth.



| don't want to kill this man.

But the flames surged in her chest, and she knew she couldn't stop. She had to kill him. It was her
dedtiny. "Zeke..." She gagped as more flames shot out of her mouth. "Do something.”

He groaned again and sagged againgt her, his hands gripping her butt so tightly she was sure he was going
to leave bruises. She saw awarenessflicker in his eyes, the redlization that he was facing his own desth.
Her fingerstightened in his hair and she bent down, sparks dropping al over him as heat and an
uncontrollable urgeto fry him surged to her chest.

Oh, God. Shewasgoing to kill him. Now. "Zeke..."

Suddenly shewas hit with hisdayer scent and her legs buckled. He caught her as she dropped and she
flung hersdf againgt him, desperate for hismouth on hers, for the fed of hisflesh againg hers. Flames
burst out of her nose as he dammed his mouth onto hers, drinking in her fire as more of his scent filled her
mind, took over her body.

She had to have him. Had to fed him. She yanked at his shirt, and he stripped it off, tearing her blouse as
he fumbled for her body. The carpet caught fire and he rolled her on top of it, smothering the flameswith
her body as he pushed her skirt up and tore off her panties, his mouth everywhere, hisfingersdiving into
her mogt intimate parts as she drank in his scent, sucked in through her pores.

"God, T, | can't wait."

"Don't wait. Please don't make mewait." Shetried to get his pants unfastened as she twisted under his
ministrations, but her fingers were too uncoordinated. She sent astream of flame at hiswaist, and hisbelt
disntegrated into acloud of ash. His pants followed and she grabbed his hair, tugging him upward. "Do it
now, Slayer. Now!"

She wrapped her legs around his hips as he plunged into her, screaming as the rush of sensation ripped
through her body. He shouted her name and drove deegper as smoke rose up around them. She threw her
head back and clutched his shoulders as flames burst from her, spewing upward past Zeke's face. His
eyesrolled back in his head and his body convulsed against hers. A burst of his scent flooded her and fire
exploded inside her, her body twisting and sizzling as release cascaded through her.

She screamed his name and he caught her shout with akiss asthe last tremors vibrated through both of
them.

Zeke returned to consciousness dowly. His head was throbbing, his body ached, and something was
digging into hisback.

Then heredized hewasn't done. A warm body was lying across him, and hair wastickling his chin.

He peeled his eyes open and lifted his head. Touded blond curls were spread over his bare chest, and
suddenly he remembered what had happened. Oh, shit! Had he killed her? Then he fdlt her ribs expand
with abreath. She was alive. He curled hisfingersinto her hair and rubbed gently, inhaing her scent.
Dragon, cinnamon, and smoke. Hislower body twitched, but heignored it. Aslong as she didn't flame
him, hed bedl right. "T?'Y ou okay?'

She mumbled something and nuzzled her face into his chest.
He smiled and | et his head drop back to thefloor, still playing with her hair. "Theresa. Wake up, hon."



She groaned again and moved againgt him. Then hefelt her body tense, and shelifted her head, ever so
dowly, until shewaslooking a him. Her gold-flecked eyes blinked warily at him. "Zeke?!

He nodded. "How do you fed?
"Likel went on adrinking binge."
"Me, too."

Her brow furrowed as memory came back to her, and he grinned when her cheeks flamed red as she
recalled how the encounter had ended. "Oh, God." She rolled away from him, fumbling for thefirst
clothes she could find, which ended up being his shirt. She sat up, her back toward him, while she tugged
iton.

He grabbed the collar and pulled it up over her back as shetried to get it over her shoulders. "I didn't
hurt you, did I”?' Her hair caught in the collar and helifted it free.

She shook her head. "I'm fine. Y ou?' Her voice was brisk, cool.
"Alive"

Shefinished buttoning his shirt and turned to face him. "How come your face isn't burned? Didn't | blow
flaneson you?"

"I'm somewhat immuneto fire." He propped himsdf up on his ebows and ran his mind through the
muscles of hisbody. He felt weak, asif held been sick for months. "Natura sdlection for dayers.”

Shefrowned. "So, how are dragons supposed to kill dayers?’
Heraised hisbrow. "Y ou redly don't know?'

Her cheeks got red again, and she stood up, tugging her skirt down as she went. "Oh, sure, | know. |
wasjust checking." Sheran her fingersthrough her hair and stared down a him with a haughty look. " Just
so you know, I'm an expert in dragon fighting techniques. No dayer has achance against me. | graduated
at thetop of my class.

"Then how come you can't block my scent?' He stood up, and Theresa averted her eyes while he tugged
his pants back up.

She staked into the kitchen and he heard something crash. "For your information,” she shouted. "1 can
block your scent. Y ou just caught me unaware." Another loud bang and then something shattered.

He peered around the corner. Theresahad amixing bowl in her hand, and there was broken pottery at
her feet, dong with ametal pot. She stopped when she saw him, her arm up asif she'd been about to hurl
it to thefloor.

"Isthat how dragons|et off their seam when they can't burn stuff up?”
Sheblinked. "What?'

He eased into the kitchen. "Well, you're pissed because you just lost control and had sex with adayer.
Y ou're frustrated because you weren't able to block my scent. Y ou can't burn me up because you need
meto help you find the guy who's after you. So you have to do something." He shrugged. "Makes sense.”

She gtared a him. "Y ou're not going to tell meto stop?"



"Why would 1?Y ou have to do what you need to do. I'd rather you break dishes than shoot me." He
eyed the floor and felt acertain envy for her ability to embrace her heritage. "So, I'll just go wait inthe
other room until you're finished and we can talk." Good thing he had brought hisiPod. Hed put on some
jazz and meditate while Theresadid her thing. "Take your time."

He turned around and walked out, before he lost salf-control and grabbed that bowl! from her and hurled
it againgt thewadll.

He unzipped his bag and grabbed hisiPod and his yogamat. There was a place in the corner where the
rug wasn't charred from their lovemaking—ifresh heet surged through him at the thought—so he set up
there, crossed hislegs, and closed hiseyes.

Thirty minutes later, Theresa stared at the mess sheld made of her kitchen and felt relaxed for the first
time she could remember. Every new dish Graham had furnished the place with was broken, and theroll
of paper towelswas apile of ash in the sink. So were the wooden spoons and awooden salad bowl.

She picked up ahandful of ash and let it Sft through her fingers, drifting back down to the stainless sted.

How different it fdt to let her inhibitions go, without worrying about Justine telling her to control hersalf.
No censorship. Just acomplete and unashamed embrace of who she was.

She clasped her hands over her head and stretched, relishing the energy pulsating through her body.
Sure, it wasn't the same as actudly killing someone, but she couldn't believe how good shefelt.

Good enough to dedl with the man in her living room.

Chapter Nine

Theresa peeked around the corner at Zeke, but his eyes were closed. His chest was naked and barely
moving with his breath. He was completely at ease, Sitting cross-legged on ared yogamat, but his body
was well-defined, and she half expected him to legp up with asword at any second.

Involuntarily, shelicked her lips, and it wasn't because the dragon in her wanted to eat him.
Get it together, Theresa.

She detoured into her new bedroom to put on underwear and some less-alluring clothes, then returned to
the living room. She waked over to him and nudged him with her toe.

His eyes opened immediately and he shut off hisiPod. "Finished?"
Shenodded. "Let'stak.”

Herolled to hisfeet with an easy grace that reminded her that he was adayer, not an ordinary man with
aperfect chest. "Y ou're going to tell me about Lyman?'

She stopped him with ahand to his chest, jumping at the jolt that went between them, the jolt that she
now knew was the dayer/dragon reaction. "First, though, we need to talk about the sex we had:"

Hiseyes got dark and smoky, and her heart started thudding.



So sheturned away and walked to the other side of the room. She sat down in her computer chair and
tucked her feet up under her and waited for him to it on the couch. He did, and she redlized she should
have brought him his shirt from the other room. It was too hard to concentrate with him half-naked.

No, it wasn't. Sheld just destroyed an entire kitchen. Her dragon urges were under complete control. She
lifted her chin and folded her arms across her chest. "That sex meant nothing. Evenif | thought you were
afreak, we still would have had sex because of the dayer/dragon thing." When he said nothing, shegot a
little nervous. "Right?"

Findly, he nodded. "Yes, | expect you're correct.” He stretched his arms out aong the back of the couch
and rested hisright ankle over hisleft knee. "I've never had sex with adragon before, so | wouldn't know
from persona experience.” A faint flush of aggravation stained his cheeks. "No decent dayer would let
himsdf succumb to the dlure of flames”

She fdt atinge of empathy. "Wdll, | failed at being agood dragon, too, so | guess we're both out of
practice.

He met her gaze and nodded. "We had no chance to stop ourselves.”
"Soit meant nothing?'

He shook his heed. "1t meant something.”

She dug her toesinto the seet, clinging to thefabric. "What did it mean?"

"It meanswe have to be careful around each other. Y ou amogt killed me, Theresa. And last night, when
| hit you with my scent and you went down? | dmost killed you.”

He drummed his fingers on the back of the couch. "We're dangerous together. Our heritage demands we
battle to the death." He lifted hishand. "L ook at my fingers. See how they're curling? Every minute I'm
with you, I'm thinking about how you're adragon, and | get thistwitch." He closed hiseyesand let his
head lean back. "I haveto fight it constantly.” Then he opened his eyes and looked at her, hiseyes
glittering. "And at the sametime, | want to screw you until we're both too exhausted to move. And none
of these emotions have anything to do with you or me persondly.”

She shivered a the intengity in hisgaze. "Y ou think the attraction we had online was the dayer/dragon
suff? That'swhat it's been from the beginning?"

"Yes" He sat up and leaned forward. "We can't trust any of the intense emotions between us, T. They
aren'tred.”

She pursed her lips. Hewasright, and it was easier that way. She'd never felt intensely about any
member of the opposite sex in her entirelife, and she didn't intend to start now. Her first loyaty wasto
the Goblet—who would protect Mona if she was killed? Besides, Zeke had lied to her, set her up, and
wanted to defend her honor only to exorcise the demons from his own past. "Just so you know, | il
dont likeyou."

Something flickered in his eyes, but he shrugged. "That's your prerogative. So, tell me about this Lyman
person who wants you dead.”

Shefingered the crystd vid at her neck and tried to think about how to tell the story without reveding
Mona, or her Guardianship status. "Lyman Peressini isadragon.”

Hewaited.



She played with Mona.
"That'sit? That'sal you're going to tell me?"

She tried to decide which nugget about Lyman to share. "He's probably rich and involved in something
ilegd.”

Heraisad hisbrow. "Was heyour lover?'
Shefdt her face flush. "That's none of your business.”

"Yes, itis. Persond vendettas are different from professona ones.” He shifted forward on the couch, and
his eyes became intense, focused. "Why does he want you dead, T?"

She cleared her throat. "There are severd possibilities.”
"Several ? What did you do?"

She bit her lower lip, her mind racing. She'd never told anyone about her timewith Lyman. There wasn't
aperson dive, either in the morta world or in the Afterlife, who knew.

"T?' Hewas on the edge of the couch now. "Y ou can trust me."
She met hisgaze. "Can 17

Before he could answer, her cell phone rang and she grabbed it, grateful for the respite while she
gathered her thoughts. "Hello?"

"Theresa It'sBecca I'mat NBC and | just finished amediainterview for Vic's Pretzels. The assistant
who helped us aso works on Reverend Munsey's show. | traded a free pass good for one mortal sinin
exchange for the Reverend's schedule. Reverend Munsey's doing abook signing at Between the Pages
right now, and helll be there for forty-five minutes. Y ou're welcome, thisisn't about friendship because
you now owe me, and I'll collect." Then she hung up.

Theresagrinned as she hung up. She loves me. "I gottago.”
Zekefrowned. "We're not finished.”

"I haveto run an errand.” She assessed her "I'm akiller dragon” outfit and decided it wasn't quite
appropriate for winning over atelevangdist. More cleavage and thigh needed. He might be a preacher,
but men were men and they were no match for awoman on amission. "Work on finding Lyman. I'll be
back."

But when she emerged from her room five minuteslater, Zeke was standing in the living room, waiting.
Hedidn't even give her achanceto protest. "My job isto keep you dive, so I'm coming.”

She tucked a pae blue handbag under her arm. "I don't want you following me around. I'm till not surell
trust you." Truthfully, she wasn't sure she trusted herself around him. Whether or not the attraction
between them was persond,, it was till hard as hell to resist.

He rubbed hisjaw while he considered her request. "'If something happensto you..." Anguish and guilt
flashed in hiseyes, and he shook hishead. "No. | won't let it.”

She shrugged off the surge of sympathy shefelt for him. The man had daughtered thousands of dragons,
quite possibly her own parents! There could be no sympathy for the dayer. And how could she be



attracted to him? Call upon your ruthless dragon instincts, Theresa. She set her hands on her hips
and leveled aglare at him. "Y ou need to leave me done. Got it?"

He narrowed hiseyes. "All clear.”

"Good." She opened the door. "L et me know what you find out about Lyman. Y ou can work from my
placeif you want. Make sure no one breaksin while I'm gone.”

He didn't move as she shut the door behind her.

Theresa kept it together until she got into the elevator. The minute the doors closed, her legs buckled and
she started shaking.

God, Zeke made her nervous. She closed her eyes and leaned her head againgt the elevator wall. If he
was the one who had orchestrated the Dragon Cleansing, then he was the dayer of legendary skill. The
best there ever was. She would have no chance against him.

None.
Every minutein his presence, shewas a hismercy. At thewhim of hiswillpower.

How was she ever going to learn how to block his pheromones? She sighed as heat pooled in her lower
body. Just the thought of his scent made her want to drop to the floor and beg him to take her. She
didn't want to block it and that made her, truly, the worst dragon in the history of the world.

Theresawa ked into Between the Pages, pausing just inside the door when she saw Reverend Munsey
seated at his book-sgning table. Instead of the white flowing robe he wore on television, he was wearing
ared kimono that had what |ooked like fourteen-carat-gold designswoven into it. Hanging from the
bottom were glittery tasselsthat made her blink when they caught the light. His nose was oversized, his
skin alittle mottled, and he had only four fingers on hisright hand. She'd never noticed that on television.

Hedidn't look as grandiose as he did on the small screen. He dmost looked asif he was
overcompensating in an attempt to win over the room. He looked sort of weak, not aman of power at
dl.

And to think she'd thought he could turn her back into ahuman. What an idiot shewas.

He looked up from the book he was signing and handed what was apparently hislast copy of To
Heaven with Love to alittle old lady wearing al green. She was beaming at him, and hislong, flyaway
gray hair seemed to actudly vibrate with energy. "It was such a pleasure to meet you, Reverend,” the
lady said. "If you ever need aManasareading, I'll do it for free.”

Theresajerked to attention at the reference. Did Reverend Munsey know what a Manasawas?

The Reverend's eyes glittered, and in that instant, she knew he was more than he seemed. He clearly
knew that Manasas could not only read minds but ferret the degpest secrets out of even an unwilling soul.

So, was hisimpotent gppearance afarce? A trick? She studied him with renewed interest, fire bubbling in
her chest in reaction to the identification of a potentia threst.

The Manasawaddled off, and Reverend Munsey watched her leave, athoughtful and calculating look on
hisface. He was so caught up in whatever he was planning that Theresawas able to walk right up to him
unnoticed.



She dgpped both hands down on the Signing table. "Hello.”

Hejerked back, his pale blue eyesflicked to hers, then he jumped to his feet, leaped backward, and
crashed into adigplay of New York Times best sellers. The stand tipped over and a cascade of
paperbacks rained onto his head, but he didn't even notice. He was staring at Theresawith his mouth
open, his eyes wide with shock.

Oh, God. Had she turned back into a dragon? She jumped away from him and glanced down at her
body, ready to bolt. But her breasts were still there, and there were no scales to be seen. Then what was
wrong with him?

Shereturned her gaze to him. "Reverend Munsey?"

He scrambled to hisfeet, stepped on atassel, and went down again, hisforehead clunking with a painful
thud on the signing table. He landed in afull face-plant on the carpet and didn't move.

The Manasawas by hissdeingantly. "Call an ambulance,”" she shrieked. Then her eyesturned green and
garted flashing aternately like giant orbs as shetried to read the unconscious man's mind. " This woman
attacked the Reverend and tried to kill him! Arrest her!™

Whoa. "I didn't touch him." Theresa backed up a step as people swarmed around the downed leader.

The Manasalegped to her feet, her eyes pulsating in her head as she pointed at Theresa. "Y ou shdll pay,
you... you..."

Theresafdt aweird tingling and redlized the Manasawas trying to read her. Theresawrapped her fist
around Monaand bolted for the door. What was a Manasas range? Ten feet? Twenty? It couldn't be
more than that, could it? Another five feet and sheld be outside. She glanced back over her shoulder and
saw the Manasa had pulled the Reverend's head onto her 1gp, and she was crooning a him, showering
his staticky hair with kisses.

Suddenly, aheavy weight dammed into her from the side and she crashed into the security reader next to
the front door. She landed on the floor and aman pounced on her, his stinky garlic bresth making her
nosewrinkle.

"I got her!" he shouted. "Reverend Munsey will not go unavenged!”

Asif he could keep her down. She was a dragon, for heaven's sa—oomph. A middle-aged woman with
adog collar around her neck and a skull-and-crosshones tattoo covering the left side of her face flung
her body across Theresals pelvis. "I'll help!” sheyelled. "Reverend Munsey will save my soul if | keep his
attacker from escaping!”

Idiots. Two meady humans couldn't incapacitate adragon. Sherolled her eyes, then tensed to fling them
off. Off you go, loser humans—omigod. Her breath whooshed out as a man who probably did sumo
wrestling in his spare time dropped on her chest. "Count mein for the soul saving,” he announced as he
flattened her breasts with his enormous butt cheeks in the mammogram from hell.

Shetried to shove him off her chest so she could catch a breath. What kind of rabid followers did this
guy have, anyway?

A pair of teenage girls vaulted onto the sumo wrestler'slap, and she felt her ribs crack.

Can't.



Breathe.

"Me, too!" Someone landed on her left ankle, and she fdt it wrench. Then pain shot through her right
knee as someone else jJumped on that, shouting about salvation.

Getting.

Dizzy.

Gray spots began to dance across her vision and the room began to darken.
No! No decent dragon ever fainted. Ever! Shewould not fant.

Would.

Not.

Fai—

"Theresal" Zeke sprinted around from the front window held been watching through, ammed the doors
open, and grabbed the first foreign ankle he could find, hauling a preppy college kid off the pile.

He redlized where the guy had had his hand, so he flung him into the wall, grinning at the satisfying crash.
Thetwin girlswent tumbling more gently, the biker chick landed on top of them, and Six more people
found themselves Sitting on the carpet instead of his dragon.

Heignored the screeching of the customers and faced off with the largest man held ever seenin hislife.
Theresawas dmost completely hidden benegath the spread of hisbody. "Get the fuck off her, you
bagtard.” He didn't even wince at the violence building inside him. He opened his senses, embracing it,
drawing in the strength he knew he'd need.

The man folded his Stonehenge pillar arms across his chest. "My soul will be saved. Y ou cannot remove
rre.ll

"| beg to differ." He wrapped his hands around the man's forearms and yanked. The man flew past Zeke
and plowed into the crowd of onlookers, taking out at least adozen. Limbsflailed, people shrieked, and
Zeke bent over Theresa

She wasn't breathing. Her lips were blue, and there were tinges of gray around her eyes. Her legswere
contorted and her hip looked asif it had been didocated. "Jesus." He pressed his fingersto her throat,
but he couldn't find apulse. A sharp pain knifed through his gut and the edges of his mind began to
blacken.

"Wakeup, T," he ordered, hisvoice cracking. "Y ou have no right to die while I'm trying to protect you."
Helad hishand on her chest, willing her to revive, then dropped his head when he felt the shattered ribs
collgpse under hislight touch.

He pressed hisforehead againg hers, leaving his hand resting on her sternum, between her breasts. "Oh,
God, T, I'm so sorry. | promised I'd save you and | failed."

He heard ydling about Reverend Munsey and he closed hiseyesto shut it out.

Then he felt her ribs shift again, and he turned hishead to look. Wasit hisimagination, or was her chest
no longer as concave asit had been? He jerked upright as he felt more shifting under his hand, not daring



to hopefor theimpossble. But the bones were definitely moving. What was going on?

He glanced over his shoulder, but no one was paying attention to them. They were too busy trying to help
the people he'd sent flying. He turned back to Theresa, and his breath caught when he saw that her lips
weren't blue anymore, and her hip seemed normdl again.

He had to beimagining it. Deluding himsalf. Dragons lived for about seven hundred years, but they
weren't immorta and they didn't have specia healing capacities.

Then he passed hishand over her face and felt her breath, watched her ribsrise. Yes. He leaned forward,
cupping her facein his hands, his chest tight with hope. "T? Come on, hon. Y ou can do it. For me.”

She coughed, and then her eyes opened, her golden gaze flicking to him. "Zeke?!

Oh, God. He dumped forward, pressing hislipsto her forehead. "Never scare melike that again, or I'll
kill you." He smiled softly as he rubbed histhumb over her cheek. Hefet asif he could touch her forever.
Helaid hishand on her ribs. "Arethey cracked?'

Shetook ashuddering breath, then nodded. "Y eah, but they're all right. They'll be good in a couple of
hours.

He frowned and helped her sit up. " So, want to tell me how adragon can hedl from brokenribsina
couple of hours? Not that I'm complaining. Just insandly curious.”

Her cheeksturned bright red and she cursed under her breath. "I have to get out of here. Theré'sa
Manasa around here somewhere. A green one."

Zeke glanced around the store, but saw only regular humans. He peeked out the window and saw an old
lady in green hovering over agtretcher asit was being loaded into an ambulance. She climbed in behind
it, and then it roared off with the squedl of sirens. "She'sgone.”

"Thank God." Theresaleaned forward, letting her head rest between her knees. "'l can't believe | was
bested by abunch of humans." She shot asdeways glance at Zeke. "Did you hurt anyone?’

"I merely asked peopleto get off you." He scowled at the memory of how good it felt to fling those
people aside. "Dont try to distract me. | want to know how you hedled.”

"Go away."

"No." He cupped her elbow and their gazes met with the shock that jumped between them: "Let'sgo
before anyone noticesyoure il here.”

"Right." She hauled hersdlf to her feet, clearly trying not to lean on him for support. He released her, but
kept his hands near in case she needed him. HEd never expect Theresato ask for help on anything, or to
admit she needed it.

A cop was suddenly blocking their path. No, two cops. "I'm afraid we need to ask the two of you some
questions.”

Theresasighed. "Will thistakelong?1 redly need to get going.”

"Notlong a dl."

Chapter Ten



A dragon too inept to avoid jail was an offenseto dl of dragonkind.
And the fact she was unable to escape on her own was even more of an offenseto al dragonkind.

Theresatugged on the bars, and wasn't able to bend them even alittle. In the old days, it wasimpossble
to keep dragonsin jail. They'd smply breek free, or dl their dragon comrades would raid thejal and
rescuethelr friend.

She leaned her forehead against the bars. Sheld beeninjail for six hours dready, and there would be no
dragon coming to her rescue. The only dragon she knew was Lyman, and held be morelikely to kill her
than rescue her... Shejerked her head up and sucked in her breath. If he found out she was here, shed
be astting duck.

But there was no way out—she was surrounded by cement and iron bars. Three cops had been to visit
her, and she'd told them again and again that she'd had nothing to do with the Reverend's tumble, but
they hadn't let her go.

She spun around to find Zeke heading down the hallway toward her, being escorted by aguard. "Zeke!"

He gave her areassuring smile that made her fed better, then stood back while the guard unlocked the
door. "Y ou havefifteen minutes, Siccardi. That'sdl | can giveyou.”

"Thanks." Then Zeke stepped inside and the guard locked the cell door behind him.

Theresaimmediady flung hersdf into Zeke's arms. He cursed and released her ingtantly. "Every timel
touch you, | want to kill you and have sex with you," he growled.

She pulled herself together with ashudder, forcing herself not to grab him again. "1 fedl the sameway.”

Hewalked to the other side of the cell and leaned againgt the bars. " Stay over there for the moment,
okay?'

She sat down on the cot and hugged her kneesto her chest. "Why am | still in here? Did you find out
what's going on?"

"Reverend Munsey died.” Helooked grim.

"Serioudy? All he did was hit his head."

"The Manasais claming that she saw you assault him."

"I don't get it. Why would shelie? And why arethey listening to her?"

He scowled and pulled aworn dagger out of his pocket, absently fingering the emeralds on the handle.
"'Someone's putting the pressure on the department to keep you here. | can't figure out who'sbehind it,
but I'm working on it." Helooked up and met her gaze. "They're talking about charging you with
homicide

She gulped as a sudden thought occurred to her. "Do you think Lyman arranged it? What if he set it up
s0 he could come get me?* She jumped to her feet and nervoudly scanned the cell. "I have to get out of
here"



"He couldn't have st it up. How would he have known you were going to go see Reverend Munsey?"

She swalowed hard and tried to quell her rising parancia. "Y ou don't know Lyman. If he has set up shop
in New York, hélll have tentacles everywhere." She shook the bars. ™Y ou have to get me out!"

"I'mworking onit. | should have you out by this afternoon. They can't keep you here on no evidence, no
matter who is pulling the strings.” Zeke touched her arm, and the shock made her jerk around to face
him. "The mediaare aready reporting on Reverend Munsey's death. One station announced awoman
named Theresa Nichols has been taken into custody, but no one has a picture of you yet."

Shefdt the blood drain from her face.

"I'll stay at the gtation the whole time, and my buddies are the ones assigned to watch your cell. You'll be
safe until we can get you out.”

She nodded, feeling his conviction. Sayer or not, he was going to keep her safe. "Thanks."

Hemanaged atight smile. "'l haveto tdl you something, T. Lyman's not the only one searching for you.
Therés ateam of—"

A dark, inky shape formed on the floor of the cell. Zeke eyed it, then took a step back as Beccarose
from the floor. She was wearing her Vic's Pretzels attire, which consisted of ared suit, scarlet hedls, and
demure gold studsin her ears. "Theresa, Satan is pissed.”

"Who the hell are you?" Zeke raised his dagger and moved between Beccaand Theresa.
A firebdl flared to lifein Beccas hand. "Don't threaten me, boy. I'm not in the mood.”
Theresashouted, "Don't kill him! Thisis Zeke Siccardi.”

"Oh. Different story." Becca extinguished thefirebdl. "Y ou're the one who helped them track down
Satan Jr., right?’

"Uh-huh." He eyed her hand. "Areyou aRivka?"

She narrowed her eyes. "I'm not a Rivka. I'm Satan's number one Rivka, thank you very much. Why are
you here?

He spread hishandsin a show of innocence, hisdagger intheflat of hispalm. "Trying to get T sprung.”

Before either of them could reply, the back wall of thejail cell turned gold and a bunch of bubbles burst
from it, Satan in the midst of them. There was black smoke coming out of hishead and his eyeswere
glowing like burning coas. "Dragon! Y ou killed Reverend Munsey! How am | going to get on televison
now?" He flung aglowing finger toward her, and she dove to the floor asthe cot she'd been on exploded
inaball of hdlfire. FHames were nothing to adragon, but she wasn't willing to test her resstance on
Saan'shdlfire.

"Satan. Chill out." But even Beccawas staying out of range.

Satan stepped to where Theresawas lying, billows of black smoke swirling around his head. "Our dedl
wasthat you would get me on Reverend Munsey's show, and instead you killed him!™

"I didn't kill him!" She scrambled to her feet and ran to the far corner of the cdll as another bolt of fire
shot from Satan's finger and charred the urind. "I'll do something esefor you. Want meto go soul
harvesting with Becca? I'd be redlly good at that.”



"No! | want something that no one else has! Souls are boring!"

"There has to be something Theresa has that you want." Becca shoved Satan with her foot just ashewas
taking am at Theresa, so he missed and blew a chunk out of the cement wall ingtead. "Think, Satan. This
isagreat opportunity.”

His eyes glittered with sudden energy, and his glowing finger dropped to hisside. "I want the Goblet.”
Becca muttered, "Uh-oh."

"No!" Theresaclutched the crysta vid that hung around her neck, the one that sheld hidden from the
cops when they'd booked her into jail. She sstumbled away from Satan, tripping on the smoldering
mattress.

Zeke caught her and she twisted away from him, trying to get asfar from Satan as possible.
Satan's eyes dropped to the via and they widened. " Sheisthere?!

"She'sat my condo.” Theresa backed into the corner, her heart thudding. " She's an espresso machine,
remember?’

Heleaned forward, staring at her fist. "Give her to me.”
"l cant."
"Then | take back the human form.”

She stared a him. "No." The protest came out as only awhisper, and she was vaguely aware of Zeke
sucking in his breath. "1 can't go back."

Satan waved hishand dismissvely. "It matters not. | do not actualy give you that option. | want the
Goblet. The contract demands you giveit to me." The smoke around his head began to thin, and he held
out hishand. "Now."

Shetightened her grip against a sudden urgeto hand it to him.

"You'retotally hosed," Beccasaid. "The contract has power initself. You'll be unabletoresst, just as|
can't resst adirect order.”

Theresatried to back up farther, but her body was aready pressed against the bars. "I can't.” There was
no greater failure for a Guardian than to lose the Goblet to Satan, as Iris could attest to. Theresawould
not only befired, she'd get sent to the Chamber of Unspeakable Horrorsfor al eternity.

And worse than that would be having to live with the knowledge that sheld ended up being thefailure
everyone had aways proclaimed her to be.

Her hand began to tug on the vial, trying to break the leather strap that held it around her neck, and she
redlized she wouldn't be able to stop hersdlf from handing it to him.

Satan's eyes gleamed and asmile grew on hisface.
Oh, God. Shetore hersdlf away from his stare and fell to her kneesin front of Zeke. "Kill me."

Satan harrumphed in aggravation and Zeke's face tensed. " What ?'



"l can't resst Satan's demand. A Guardian must choose death over giving the Goblet to Satan or suffer
eternd torture at the hands of the Council, in the Chamber of Unspeakable Horrors." She stared up at
him, desperate. "If you kill me, Zeke, it will save your soul forever.”

She saw adarknessroll over hiseyes. "Y ou're the Guardian of the Goblet of Eternd Y outh?!

"Interim Guardian." Her hand tried to creep toward the necklace again, so she tucked her hands under
her legsto immobilize them. ™Y ou have to behead me. It's... the only way to kill me." Under other
circumstances, sheld be concerned about telling adayer exactly how to kill her, but at the moment, regret
was awasted emotion.

"But..."
"Doit, Zeke." She closed her eyes. "Do it for me, theway | did it for Iris. Save me from mysdlf, Zeke."

"Hewon't kill you," Satan snorted. "He istoo enragptured with your breaststo consider dicing off your
head. Y ou do not have the luck of the Iris"" He snorted and dapped hisleg. "I am so entertaining. Did
you comprehend my pun?’

Theresaopened her eyes and looked at Zeke. He was staring down at her, alook of horror on hisface.
But there was aburning violence in hiseyes, an ingtinct that was rising to the surface. He would take her
lifeto save her soul. A puff of green smoke leaked from her nose, but shelaid her head back to expose
her neck. "Doit."

Zeke's gaze fastened on her throat, and he withdrew the dagger from hiswaist, hisjaw grinding and his
body nearly twitching. She could smell the violence and desth emanating from him. "Kill me,” she
commanded. "I beg you, Sayer."

"Sayer!" Satan shrieked. "Completdy unfair to seek assstance from adragon dayer!” A bolt of flame
shot past Theresa's head and dammed into Zeke's chest. His eyes widened and he clutched his chest, a
pillar of smoke leaking between hisfingers.

"Good God," he croaked. "That hurt like hell." But he blinked, and she saw him adjust hisgrip on the
blade, and she recalled that he said adayer had some built-in protection from flames, even from hdllfire,
apparently, though she doubted held be able to hold out for long againgt Satan. "Do it, Zeke," she
whispered, laying her head back, further exposing her neck. "Now."

He drew the blade back and she closed her eyes, tensing for the blow.
"No!" Satan shrieked.

There was awhoosh of flames, and Theresa snapped her eyes open in time to see Zeke's chest catch fire
again. He cursed and sat down next to her, wheezing. "Jesus, T. Y ou accuse me of having secrets?

She sat up, and afew billows of green smoke leaked out of her nose. ™Y ou okay?"

His eyes grew even darker and he brushed his hand through the smoke asif he was drinking it in through
hisskin. "Yesh, I'll kill youinasecond. | just need aminute.

She saw the pain in his eyes and realized that despite her assurances, killing her would destroy him. How
could she ask him to do that for her? She touched his cheek. "I'm so sorry.”

"Damned dayer!" Satan grabbed Zeke and flung him aside. Zeke landed with athud on top of Becca,
and then Satan sat down next to Theresa, his gaze worried. "Guardian, you do not need to die. | do not



intend to abuse the Goblet. | hear many rumors that there are people out to kill you. Assassin yesterday.
Sayer team today. If you die, the Goblet will be unguarded. Very bad. Iriswill be most angry if the
Goblet falsinto the wrong hands. | propose to hold the Goblet for safekeeping until you can protect her
sady.”

Sayer team? Oh, God. Please |et that be one of Satan's lies. She scooted away from him, clutching
Monain her fist again. "You're Satan. You lie."

Zeke groaned and rolled off Becca, who was bleeding from her forehead.

"Yes, | lieoften and well. | am glad you noticed my talent. | would lie about this, aswell." Satan sighed.
"But you know about my burning need for Iris. If | abused the Goblet, would she ever have sex with
me?'

"Noway."

"Exactly. | cannot risk it." A soft yearning fell over hisface. "If | hold the Goblet and do not useit, what
greater test of my loveisthere? Shewill realize | am worthy, and she will stop fighting her need for me."
He sighed with longing. "Thisis my opportunity to win her heart forever and ensure aflawless eternity for
usboth.”

Zeke shook hishead asif to clear it, and helooked at her. The torment in his gaze was apparent. How
could she send him to an eternity of personal hell because of her own stupid bargain?

Besdes, she knew Satan wasn't lying about his situation with Iris.

She took adeep breath and unclenched her fist to look at the crystal vid. She could have given Monato
Quin for safekeeping while she e uded various ns, but it wastoo late for that now.

Please let this be the right thing to do.

She reached behind her neck and untied the leather thong, her figt tight around Mona. "1 want one of your
ironclad agreements that you will give Mona back to mewhen | have ended the threststo my life. Lyman
and the... dayer team, most specificaly.” God knew, as a Guardian, there could be threats against her
life forever. She had to be specific.

Helicked hislips. "Agreed. It isdone.”
Theresalooked at Becca "Ishelying?’

The Rivka shook her head. "He added it to your previous agreement. Y ou'll get her back when you're no
longer in danger from them, but not before.”

Theresahed Monaup. "Be safe, friend.”

Theblueliquid flashed slver, then Theresa dropped the vid into Satan's outstretched hand, her somach
churning with acid. "Iriswill never forgiveyou if you use Mona," shereminded him.

Satan's eyes sparkled as he held up the vid. " Sheis so beautiful. So powerful. A legend. | amin awe of
her."

Oh, God. What had she done? Theresa managed a tremulous smile, knowing Monawould appreciate
being adored. "Fed freeto take her to some cool museums. Shed likethat." Be positive.

Thevid flashed bright red, and Satan nodded. "I own the best pornography museum in existence. | will



take her through that.”
Theresagrimaced. "That's not exactly what | meant.”

Satan stood up, then fastened Monaaround his neck. "We shdl havelots of fun." He sighed. "I wish
Satan Jr. was unfrozen so he could enjoy this moment.”

Theresaamost choked at the thought. Monawould not be safe with Satan's son. "Is he getting out any
time soon?"

"Not yet, but once Iris sees| am aman worthy of her, she will sgn my petition. The Council will not be
ableto turn down arequest from aformer Guardian.” He stroked the vid. "Come, Goblet. | want-to
show you off."

"Um, Satan, if you show her off, someone might try to stedl her.” Or the Council might find out and come
knocking.

"S0?1 am Satan. | am unmatched in my manliness.”

"Or Irismight think you had the Gobl et to be cool, and not because you wanted to keep her safe,”" she
tried. Her heart was racing, and she felt sick watching Satan fondle Mona.

Satan frowned. "The dragon makes afairly inteligent point. | shal contemplateit before taking action.”
He snapped hisfingers. "Rivka. Come dong."

"I'm right behind you," Becca said. She had wiped the blood off her forehead, but therewas still ared
smedr.

"Excdlent.” Satan disgppeared in an explosion of gold bubbles, fill fondling Mona

The golden hue faded, leaving the three of them alonein the charred and blackened cell. Zeke sat up with
agroan, leaning on the smoking mattress. "So, | don't haveto kill you?' Hisvoice was strained.

"Not at the moment.” Shetook in his sooty gppearance, the violence still smoldering in hisgaze. "I'm so
sorry | dragged you into my mess."

He dismissed her with aflick of hiswrigt. "I need aminute." He crossed hislegs, closed hiseyes, and
rested hishands, palms up, on hisknees. A faint humming emanated from hislips.

Theresa dropped her face to her hands, a shudder raking through her.

"Dragon." Beccas voice was quiet, and Theresalifted her head to find Becca extending a hand toward
her.

Theresagrabbed it and let the Rivka pull her to her feet, waiting for a smart-ass comment about how
sheld warned Theresa.

But instead, Becca flicked some ash off Theresa's shoulder. "That was agood recovery, given the
stuation.” She pulled awet wipe out of her jacket pocket and handed it to Theresa. "He's not planning to
use Mona, but he's Satan, and | doubt helll be ableto resist the allure indefinitely. Y ou better get rid of
your stalkers soon.”

Theresa pressed the wipe over her face, basking in the cool wetness while shetried to think of aplan.
"Does he have acdl phone?!



"Sure. Why?"

"Text me hisnumber. I'll have Zeke continudly text him reminders about Irisuntil I'm out of jail, and then
I'l doit."

Beccagrinned. "l likeit. Guilt-tripping Setan hasto be afirgt. I'll send him some, too." She saluted
Theresa. "Good luck, Dragon. I'd hate to see you in the Chamber. I'd stay and chat, but | have ameeting
to discuss our advertising plan for our new blueberry pretzd."

Oh... pretzds. It ssemed like 0 long sSince her biggest problem had been when she was going to get her
next pretzd fix. The thought of them made her ssomach grumble. "Can you get me some samples?

Becca nodded toward Zeke, who was still meditating. " That was one greet coup, calling out adayer to
kill you. Y ou nearly blew Satan's brains out from the shock. For that, | will get you some blueberry
pretzels." Then sheturned into an inky black puddle and dissipated into the floor.

Theresasighed and sank back down, her legs ajellied mess. She let her head drop to her knees as she
hugged her legsto her chest.

Shelifted her head. "How are you feding?'

Hiseyeswere their norma shade of brown, and hisface was cam again. "Y ou made aded with Satan to
regain human form?'

She nodded. "Two hundred years ago, Iris Bennett was the Guardian of the Goblet. She was also the
mom of my best friend, Justine, and she was my guardian, Since my parents had been killed in the
Cleansng.”

Their eyes met, and she quickly continued. "She fell under Satan's spell and was going to give Monato
him, so she begged meto kill her. She was quite the badass, so | had to go into dragon form to kill her. |
then had to drink from Monaso | could become the Backup Guardian.” She managed arueful smile. "'l
wasin dragon form. | couldn't change back after | drank from her. Been stuck that way ever since, until a
few daysago."

"Until you made aded with Satan so you could meet with me?”

She shrugged and concentrated on cleaning the dirt off her hands with thewipe. "The point isthat I'm the
Guardian of the Goblet of Eternd Y outh, and | just handed Mona off to Satan. Oy." She rubbed her
templesand eyed him. "And I'm supposed to kill you now that you know."

Herased hisbrow. "Areyou going to?'
"After you get meout of jal."

He amiled. "Thanksfor the heads-up. I'll be sureto keepitin mind." Helet his head rest againgt the
cement wall, propped his knees up, and rested hisforearms over hisknees. "' So, you think Lyman could
be after you because of the Goblet?!

"No," she said with certainty. "He never knew about that part of my life."
"You sure?’Y ou might talk in your deep.”
Shefdt her cheeksflush again, and Zeke looked surprised at her embarrassment. "He was your lover.”

"It was only for aweek, and it was 180 years ago. Our short-lived affair has nothing to do with why he's



after metoday.”

He searched her face. "Then what does? Y ou might aswell tell me. It can't possibly be adarker secret
than the fact you made a deal with Satan and just handed him the Goblet.”

She stuck her tongue out at him. "Was that necessary? I'm already freaking out about it. Theresreally no
need for reminding.”

"Sorry." Trueregret flashed in hiseyes, making her fed alittle better.

Her hand went to where Mona had been around her neck, and she frowned when she encountered
nothing but skin. She didn't know whether to tell Zeke the rest of the story about Lyman, but she was so
tired of being done. Would it be so bad to have someone helping her out?

"X?I

Before she could answer, asharp rap on the bars caught her attention. She and Zeke both jumped to
their feet. The guard had returned, and with him was atdl, attractive man wearing an expensive suit and a
pair of stylish glasses. The man was standing dightly back, and Theresa couldn't see him that clearly. The
guard eyed the cell. "What happened here?'

Zeke answered before she could think of a plausible explanation. " Exploding gas main. Almost killed us.
Right?'

The cop raised askeptica brow. "Gas main? Y ou'll owe meif | put that in my report, Siccardi.”
"Yougotit."

The officer nodded, then looked at Theresa. "Y our attorney is here. Siccardi, you can come out.”

"I don't have an attorney." Shelet her nogtrilsflare, trying to catch ascent of the attorney. He smelled like
cologne and ordinary human. She shot aglance at Zeke, and he gave an dmost imperceptible nod. He
hadn't scented anything dangerous about the guy, either. But why was he here? She hadn't even been
charged.

The man stepped forward into the light. He had a strong jaw and broad shoulders, and his eyeswere
intelligent and strong. He met her inspection and didn't look away. "TheresaNichals, | presume?”

She nodded.

"I'm Percy Adams. I'm adefense attorney and a M assachusetts senator. I'm here to offer you
representation.”

The guard unlocked the door. " Siccardi, if my boss catches you in there, I'll be screwed. Get out and let
theattorney in."

Zeke hesitated, and Theresawaved him off. Aslong as Percy wasn't adayer, she could kick hisass.
Dragon versus human. Hmm.... who got the over/under on that one? Dragon wins, dl thetime. "I'll be
fine"

Hefrowned. "Y ou sure?'
"Yes. Just go work your connectionsto get me out, okay?'

"No problem. I'll be back." He gave Percy along look, then stepped past the man.



Percy walked into the cell with his briefcase, and Theresa flinched as the door clanged shut behind him.
She suppressed the urge to call Zeke back. Instead, she folded her arms across her chest and declined to
gt on the burned-out cot. "Why are you here?"

Percy waited until Zeke and the guard were out of sight, then he answered. "Y ou're being charged with
murdering one of the most renowned television persondities of the decade.”

"But | didn't do it, they have no evidence, and the charges will be dropped.”

He amiled, and she was startled by the warmth init. His eyes crinkled up and helooked kind. "Thisisa
redlly high-profile case, and you'll bein high demand from every crimind attorney in the Sate. Let me
represent you and I'll get you off." He leaned forward and she saw his gaze flick to the tattoo on her
collarbone. "For free. That's how much | want your case. The publicity will be great for my career.”

"Well, aslong asit's not because of any concern for my well-being." Seemed to be a habit with those
around her. "Are you any good?'

"I'm the best. Ask around. Y ou'll see.”
She shook her head. "I don't need your help.”

Something flickered in hiseyes, but he smiled again. "Y our friend won't be able to get you sprung. Y ou
need me"

Something tingled at the back of her neck and she studied him more closdly. "And how, exactly, would
you know he's not going to succeed?'

He gave asmug grin. "Because I'm connected. Too many careers can be made by solving the murder of
such an esteemed citizen as Reverend Munsey. Y ou will be apawn, and | have the political connections
to clear your name.”

Shetilted her head as she sniffed again. There was something about his scent. Something odd. But she
wasn't practiced enough at sniffing people out to know what it was. But something was up with Percy.
Sheld keep him close until Zeke could check him out and figure out what it was. So she forced agrateful
smile onto her face. "If you can get me out of jail today, you can represent me."

Histeeth flashed in abig smile. "Wonderful. I'll take good care of you."
Y egh, she didn't doubt that.

As he stood up and beckoned to the guard to release him, she wondered briefly if she should have
waited for Zeke to check him out, but what choice did she have?

God help her if thiswas as bad aded as the one shed made with Satan.

Chapter Eleven

That evening, Zeke scowled when Percy pushed open the front door of the police station and strolled
into the reception area. The man was too suave to be trusted, though he'd checked out so far. Percy was
indeed a senator, he had a successful law practice, and he'd even graduated from Yae Law School. His
resume was flawless, but Zeke didn't buy it. HEd keep digging until he found out what Percy was hiding.



Theresa had told him about their conversation, and he'd agreed it was smart to keep stringing Percy
aong until they could figure out what was up. Maybe Percy was merely acrooked politician jumping on
the chance for some press. And maybe he was more.

Percy noticed Zeke and arched an eyebrow in greeting. "Mr. Siccardi. How nice to see you again. Have
you been waiting for Ms. Nicholsal afternoon? | should have let you know what time she was getting
released.”

The pleasure's all yours. Zeke ground histeeth and attempted to be polite. "Thanks for getting Theresa
out of jail." Trueto Percy's claim, Zeke had been unsuccessful in leveraging her release. Someone was
leaning hard to keep her injail, but Percy had managed to pull the right strings.

Zeke scanned the man's outfit. Impeccable suit and hair. A little too much cologne, but for the
less-sensitive humans, it would probably be unnoticeable,

Percy nodded and did into achair on the opposite Side of the room. "It'smy job." He hesitated, then
sad, "Are you planning to take her away when sheisreleased?’

"Yep."
"l need to meet with her again.”
Zeke shrugged. "Y ou'll haveto work it out with her.”

Percy shifted in hischair, and Zeke could practically smdll the anxiety lesking off him. Zeke grinned to
himsdlf and went back to reading his newly accumulated file on Lyman Peressini. Y eah, Zekewasa
peaceable man nowadays, but somehow he couldn't drum up any regret about making Percy quiver with
fear. Aslong as Percy was afraid of Zeke, held belesslikely to think he could get away with anything
regarding Theresa.

"Sccadi!"

Zeke looked up to see one of his police buddies (he'd made lots of useful contactsin severa centuries of
missing personswork) stick his head into the reception area. ™Y our girlfriend will be out in a couple of
minutes"

"Thanks"
He started to shut down his compuiter, then felt Percy staring at him. "What?"
"| didn't reglize you and Ms. Nicholswere romantically involved.”

Zeke shrugged and didn't bother to clarify. He continued shutting down his computer. Then the back of
his neck twitched, and he jerked his gaze to the door of the station just as Alex shoved the door open
and stepped ingde, trailed by histwo dayer flunkies, Marcus and Rathe.

He eased hislaptop shut as Alex walked over to the reception desk, oblivious to Zeke's presencein the
corner.

"I'dliketo vidt with adetainee" Alex said.

The receptionist handed him aform and aclipboard. "Fill thisout, Sgnit, and return it to me with two
forms of identification. No guarantee your request will be granted, however.”

Zeke st hislaptop on the chair next to him as Alex scowled at the receptionist. "1 don't havetimefor a



form. Thisiscriticd. Her nameis TheresaNichols and—"

"Alex." Zeke stood up as Percy's gaze jerked away from his magazine and settled on Alex.
Alex spun around, hisfeaturestense, "Zeke."

He glanced over Alex's shoulder at the faces of his comrades. "Hey, Marcus. Rathe."
Rathe ignored him, but Marcus gave him ahappy amile.

"Y ou haven't returned my calls," Alex said. "Makes me think that you're not going to honor the life debt
you owe me." His eyes darkened. "According to dayer code, that's a death sentence.”

"I know." Zeke's heart stuttered as the door leading to the holding cells opened, but a young man walked
through. Not Theresa. Zeke had to get the dayers out of there. "Y ou said seven days. It's been less than
twenty-four hours."

Alex's gaze narrowed. " So, you're saying you'll help me?!

Zeke heard Theresas voice through the door, and his adrenaline spiked. "Yes, I'll help you." He shot
another glance at Percy, but the lawyer had turned his back and wasrifling through his briefcase. Zeke
lowered hisvoice anyway. "Assuming the Theresa Nichols they have in custody isthe person you're
looking for, you can't kill her while she'sin the police station. And if shelearnsyou're after her, shelll
disappear." He began to direct the dayersto the door. "Why do you think I'm here? I'm using my
contacts, but if you hang around, you'l ruinit." He shoved the door open and held it, tensing asthe
holding cell door began to open. "I'll call you later and report. | promise.”

Alex studied him, then clapped him on the shoulder. "Thanks, man."
The thanks was S0 heartfdt that Zeke wasimmediately suspicious. "What'sredly going on, Alex?'

"Nothing." Alex herded his men out the door. "WEéll wait to hear from you. Y ou let me down, and | will
kill you." The door siwung shut behind them, and Zeke frowned. Something was off.

"Zeke?'

He spun back around at Theresa's voice. Her face was drawn and her clothes were il charred from the
bout with Satan, but her eyes were bright. "T!" He was across the room in three big strides and hauled
her againgt him in afierce hug. Electricity made them both jump, but he didn't let go, and after amoment,
sherdaxed agang him.

He glanced at the front entrance again, but there was no sign of the dayers. He felt her sgh, and he
hugged her tighter.

"Ms. Nichols?'
"What?' Theresa quickly released him, and Zeke scowled as Percy stepped up to them.

"We need to talk about our game plan for getting the charges dropped,” Percy explained. "l think a press
conferenceiskey.”

"No!" Zeke and Theresaresponded at the same time, and Percy |ooked startled.

"We need to keep my identity asecret,” Theresasaid. "Isthat possible?’



Percy wrinkled hisbrow. "Of course not. The story will be top news tonight. Reverend Munsey was
well-loved and admired. Many people will be devastated by his death.”

"But can't we keep me out of it as much as possible? No cameras. | didn't even touch him, and after | get
cleared, | don't want people pointing at me for the next six months.” Her voice was getting alittle
high-strung, and Zeke touched her arm. Thejolt made her jump, but it also gave her the strengthto reinin
her emotions. "Y ou can be the media presence. Invent areason why we have to keep me hidden. You
canturnit into abig mystery. The mediawill loveit." Shefocused her big, golden eyes on him. "Do you
think you could arrange that?*

A faint tinge of red flushed Percy's cheeks, and he nodded vigoroudy. "Well, yes, | think | could do that
foryou."

She beamed at him, and aggravation rumbled through Zeke. " T, weredly haveto leave.”

Percy put his hand on Theresa's shoulder, and Zeke briefly envisioned accidentaly breaking the man's
wrist. Percy's gaze flickered to Zeke's, and he quickly removed his hand.

Zeke amirked at him.
"Ms. Nichals, we need to talk."

She hooked her fingers through Zeke's belt oop, keeping him close. "Fine. We can go get some coffee
or something now."

"Not agood time." Zeke glanced again at the door, half expecting Rathe to come charging back in a any
moment. Or this Lyman fellow, who gtill didn't have aface. "Weredly need to go."

Theresapicked up on hisurgency. "How about dinner tonight, instead?"
"Excdlent. Where?'

"My place" Zeke sad. "Cometo my office."

Percy shook hishead. "I need to have a private conversation with my client.”

"No worries. I'll give you space.” He shot alook at Percy, then on awhim, threw hisarm over her
shoulder, prepared for the jolt before it happened, so he didn't even react outwardly. " Come on, hon.
Let'sget you home."

She raised an eyebrow at him, and he winked at her.

"I'm not your hon." Sheflicked hisarm off her shoulder. "Percy, I'll meet you a the Gas Griller a seven
tonight.” Then she shot an annoyed ook at Zeke and walked out, leaving both men behind.

Percy grinned, watching the sway of her hips as shewaked away. "A woman with spirit.”
"Shut up.”

Theresa hadn't even flagged down a cab by the time Zeke caught up to her.
"What was with the dismissal?" he asked, sounding grumpy.

Grumpy? He dared to be grumpy after held just jerked her around like that? She whirled toward him,



her hands on her hips. ™Y ou hugged me! | actually thought you were worried about me, that you cared
what happened to me!"

Hefrowned. "l do care—"

"But it was only to show off to Percy. To make him think you had me. There was so much mae
testosterone leaking out of you, | could havefilled abathtub.” She poked his chest, completely ignoring
the eectricity that jumped between them. ™Y ou don't even care what happens to me, do you?'

He grabbed her fist and wrapped hishand around it. "I do care! I've been Sitting in that reception area ll
day waiting for you to get out, caling in every favor | haveto freeyou.”

"Only because you think saving adragon will save your soul.” She yanked her fist free. "Percy wantsto
use mefor mediafame, you want to use meto save yoursdlf, Satan wantsto use meto get Iris. | could
kill lots of people for Satan, but does he want that? Of course not! I'm sick and tired of everyone using
me! Do you redizethat | have vaue on my own? Do you?' She pushed him again, and atrickle of smoke
puffed out of her nose. "God, I'm sick of this!" A cascade of sparks spilled free, and she spun away from
him.

God, she was pathetic. Every time she got upset she started leaking dragon bits, for heaven's sake. Just
because Zeke didn't care about her as a person didn't mean she should get upset and—

"Theresal" Zeke grabbed her arm and spun her back toward him, and she caught her breeth at the
blackness of his eyes. Shit. Sheld forgotten about tempting him with her sparks. He covered her mouth
and nose with his hand and leaned forward, hisface strained. " Theresa, there's aband of dragon dayers
intown looking for you. They werein the lobby right before you came out, and they could still be out
here, waiting. Get it together, get in the cab, and get the hell out of here.”

She stared at him and felt the Strength drain out of her body. "How many?* She might be ableto kick the
ass of any human, or even any Otherworld being, but adayer? A team of dayers? A diver of green fear
smoke trickled out between hisfingers.

They both stared at it for amoment, then he cursed and pinched her nose shut. ™Y ou have to get ahold of
yourself." Hisvoice was rapy and harsh. "Get out of here. I'll comeby in alittle bit."

"But what if they find me?' She winced at the tremblein her voice, but she couldn't helpit.

"You'll be safe a your new place." He flagged a cab with his other hand and it pulled up beside them. He
jerked open the cab door and shoved her ingde. "Don't leave the house until | talk to you."

She nodded and yanked the door shut, twisting around to watch him as the cab drove away. The lines of
his body were tense and rigid, and she could tell he was straining to keep hisdayer ingtincts at bay. She
sighed and flopped back against the seat when he disappeared from sight.

It was agood thing he wasn't taking the "keep Theresadive" misson persondly. Sheld been anidiot to
pin any hopes on that amazing hug in the police tation. What kind of future could they have? It wasn't as
if she could control her dragon personaand keep it hidden al thetime, and it wouldn't exactly work to
have a boyfriend who would kill her the first time she blew some smokein the midst of aPMSrage.

Ironic that she'd wanted to be in human form for so long, and now that she was, it wasn't enough to solve
her problems.

An hour later, Zeke ill hadn't fully regained control after holding Theresa while she was spewing smoke.



He'd hung around the station to make sure the dayers hadn't followed her and to wait for Percy, but he
findly bailed before he lost control and barged into the station and assaulted the lawyer.

Findly arriving home, Zeke dammed his gpartment door shut, violence and the need to destroy railing
through his body. Who was he kidding, thinking he could hang out with Theresaand guard her? He was
afool. A damnfoal.

But he had to keep her safe. Lyman... Alex... thethreatswererea, and he'd brought both to her door.

He didn't even bother with the yoga mat. He smply walked over to adoor that he hadn't opened in
years, keyed in the darm code, then stepped inside.

Theinterior room was pitch black and it smelled of mold and leather and metal.

The sporestickled his nose, and he sneezed as he caught the string hanging down in the middle of the
room, right where he knew it would be. He tugged it and the single lightbulb came on.

In the corner were his trunks of weapons, accumulated over 150 years of daying and 200 years of
retirement. He picked up abegeweled sword and blew the dust off the handle, and sneezed again. This
waswhat hed have to useto kill Theresanow that she wasimmortal.

Growling, hethrew it aside and picked up the punching bag that was propped in the corner. A cloud of
dust blew into his lungs, and he coughed as he hung up the bag. Then he stepped back and studied it.

Walk away, Zeke. Meditate.
Screw that.

He dropped his shields, embraced the violence, and dammed hisfit into the synthetic leather. Dust
billowed in the air and choked him. He bent over and coughed, trying to rake oxygen into his chest.

"Bastard!" A heavy blow came down on his back and Zeke dropped to his knees, groaning from the
pan.

"Alex?' Herolled to the right as a club came down onto the mat, right where he'd been. Mold and dust
burst from the mat and Alex dropped the club as a cough racked his body.

Zeke jerked his shirt up over hisnoseto filter. "What are you doing here?"

Alex cleared histhroat, then glared at Zeke. "1 saw you with the femae dragon outside the police station.
That was her, wasn't it? Y ou're trying to protect her from me, you bastard!" He grabbed the club and
swung again. Zeke ducked, and the bat dammed into the punching bag.

Zeke'slungs convulsed as another cloud of moldy dust released into the air, and he grabbed a gun from
the pile of wegpons as Alex bent over, his hands on his knees as he sucked in awheezing breath. The
gun was empty but heamed it a Alex anyway. "Truce?'

Alex hdd up ahand while he finished coughing. "Bagtard,” herasped. "You die”
Zeke coughed again. "Who's got your balsin avise?'
Panic flickered across Alex'sface. "No one."

"Liar." Zeke cleared histhroat. "Y ou tell me, and I'll tell you about the dragon. Then you try to take me
out and | whip your ass. It'll belike old times." He pulled his shirt over hisface again and inhaed



shalowly. "We can't fight in here anyway or welll both die" He saw theindecison on Alex'sface and he
pushed harder. "Alex. It'sme. Nolies."

Findly, Alex nodded and flipped the bat to the mat, then jerked his shirt over his nose as another cloud
of spores puffed up. "This place should be condemned.”

"Thanks." Zeke tossed the gun in the corner. "Come on.”

Five minutes later, they were settled on Zeke's couch with acouple of frosty Heinekens, Tostitos, and
sdsa

Zeke leaned back on the couch and set hisfeet up on his coffee table. "What's going on, Alex?"

Alex leaned forward, resting his forearms on histhighs as he spun the bottle in his hands. He stared at the
table, not meeting Zeke's eyes. "There'sawoman.”

"TheresaNichols?'

Alex shook his head and leaned back, hisleft leg jiggling. "The daughter of adayer. Her name's Jasmine
Swift." He stared a something on the wall acrossfrom him. "I love her."

Zekesat up. "You do?' Sayersdidn't fal inlove. In accordance with their heritage, they mated, they
enrolled their sonsin dayer-training camp once they started walking, they abandoned their mate and
daughters once they'd fathered a son, but they never, ever fell inlove. "I don't understand.”

Alex 9ghed, and asmal smile curved hismouth. "A dayer on my team waskilled in battle. | was badly
injured and couldn't fight anymore, so | took his body back to his mate for burid.” He shrugged, and
Zeke was astounded by the soft look in his eyes. "His daughter Jasmine was the only one who was home
at thetime. Shetook care of me. | wasin love before she finished cleaning the blood off my shoulder.”

"Damn." Zeke leaned back and rested his arm on the back of the couch, the bottle swinging from his
fingertips. "1 don't know what to say."

Alex's eyes darkened. " She didn't want me to day anymore. Said it was too dangerous, and since I'd just
brought home her dad, she had apoint.”

Zeke grinned in smug satisfaction as he absorbed the meaning of Alex'swords. "Y ou're giving up daying?
Welcometo the club, man."

"l said I'd think about it, but I haven't told the team yet." He gave Zeke aresigned look. "She was very
convinang.”

Zeke thought of how tough Theresawas, and he smiled. "I canimagine.”

Alex sghed and ran his hand over his shaved head. "A couple of weeks ago, my client, the one with deep
pockets, gave me the Theresa Nichols assgnment. Said he wasin the process of locating her, and he
hired meto kill her once shewasfound.”

Zeke stopped swinging the bottle and listened intently.

"Jasminewouldn't let medoit, so | said no. Said | was settling down." His eyes grew dark and weary.
"He took Jasminethe next day."

Zeke cursed and sat up, trying not to think of the crazed rage he'd fly into if someone ever kidnapped



Theresa

"I haveto kill TheresaNicholsin six daysor Jasmineisdead.” Alex hung hishead. "'l split up my team
and have hdf of them looking for Jasmine. Marcus and Rathe are with me to make sure Theresa doesn't
live"

"Whet about the dlient? Why not find him?"

Alex shook his head. "I've made surethat al our contacts are untraceable so he couldn't identify us.
Ironic, huh? Even you wouldn't be ableto find him." His gaze met Zeke's and his eyes were pleading. "'|
can't lose Jasmine, Zeke. For her, I'll do what she has forbidden meto do and kill TheresaNichols." He
snorted. “Ironic, isn't it?"

Zeke thought of how hed amost beheaded Theresaiin thejail cdll. It wasn't quite the same thing, because
he'd been under the influence of her smoke, but still. He set hishand on Alex's shoulder. "I'm with you.”

Alex looked at him, desperate hopein hiseyes. "Redly? Y ou'll hand TheresaNichols over to me?"

Zeke ground histeeth. "We have ablood oath, my brother. If it comesto that..." Hetook a deep bregth.
"It won't cometo that."

"But if it does?'

"It won't." If it did... it would be an impossible choice to make.

Chapter Twelve

Lyman Peressini ingpected himsdlf in the mirror and flexed his muscles. He admired the cords of hisarms,
his washboard stomach, and his well-defined quads. Y es, Theresa Nichols might have rgected him
before, but when she saw what he looked like now, she would findly be his. Finally.

Helicked hislipsand felt hisgroin tighten.

And if shedidn't succumb to him, shed die.

God, he was good.

Oneof hiscdl phonesrang, and he picked up. "Yeah."

"Vido here. There's agreen Manasa named Shella here to see you. Want to talk to her?

Ah, the Manasawho had dedicated hersalf to Reverend Munsey. She liked to supplement her income by
sharing secrets with Lyman. Sometimes she had items of interest, sometimes not, but often enough that
talking to her was worthwhile. A Manasawithout scrupleswas a precious find indeed. "' Put her through.”

"Y ou want to meet her?'

"No, you ingrate. | never meet anyonein person. Put her on the phone." Vido was ardatively new
employee, but he should have learned by now that no one ever saw Lyman'sface.

Therewas aclicking sound, then afemale voice came on theline. "Hello? Sir?"



llYg.)l
"| was there when Reverend Munsey died, and | picked up something | felt you should know."
He sighed with impatience and stroked his hand over hisabs. "What isit?"

"The woman who killed him? Theresa Nichols? She was there on behdf of Satan. Apparently, Satan
wanted to be on Reverend Munsey's show, and she was going to try to negotiate it."

Lyman sat down with athud on hisblack |eather sofaand cursed Reverend Munsey's desth. Having
Satan on the Reverend's show would have been the perfect opportunity to manipulate the leader of the
Underworld. He dammed hisfoot through the wall. Plaster dust exploded al over the hand-woven
carpet, making him stop and take a deep bregth.

There was no need to get upset. Hisorigina plan was still proceeding nicely. He would get what he
wanted, and he would take advantage of this opportunity to learn more about Satan. He sat down on the
sofaand crossed hislegs, setting hisleft hand on histhigh. " Are you certain sheisworking with Satan”?”

"l read her mind. | never make errors.”

He chuckled. Sheilawas convinced Theresa had killed Reverend Munsey, but the green Manasa had
been set up, and wastoo foolish to redizeit. "Excdlent. Thank you."

"| dso got avibe of something ese, but | couldn't totally read it."

He admired his pedicure and envisioned Theresa sucking histoes. He groaned and fell back against the
couch, moving his hips as he did his hand over the front of his pants.

"| think Theresahas something to do with the Goblet of Eterna Y outh.”
Lyman's head snapped up. "What?' He stood up, clutching the phoneto hisear. "Tell me now!"
B D P I

"Stop blubbering in fear! Tell mewhat you saw!" He paced the room, his mind racing as he waited for
corroboration of the one piece of unconfirmed information his entire plan was built on.

"I don't know exactly, but she definitely has a connection to it. Maybe she knowswhereit isor guardsit
or something. I'm not sure, but | definitely saw the Goblet." She paused. " And the sensation was so
familiar. I'm surel've seen it before.”

"Excellent work. Tl Vido to pay you ten thousand dollars for exclusverightsto thisinformetion.”
Exclusive rights meant she would forget the information and be unable to sdl it anywhere dse. "Any more
information on Theresa Nichols, Satan, or the Goblet that you bring mewill earn double, aslong asit's
true. If theinformation turns out to be false, then you will be tortured and killed, of course.”

"Oh, I know, sir. | would never forget. Y ou're so ruthless and—"

Lyman disconnected and let the phone dangle from his fingertips, his mind whirling.
Satan knew Theresa.

Theresals connection to the Goblet was confirmed.

He grinned. After alifetime of planning, everything wasfinaly coming together. He waked over to the



mirror and gazed a himsdlf again, smiling at his booming erection. He didn't know which was more
exciting, Theresa, the Goblet, or findly having Satan a his mercy. Once he took care of al three of them,
he wouldn't have to hide from Satan anymore. He could finally come out of hiding and accept the glory
dueto him, Lyman Peressini.

He hit the wa kie-talkie function on his phone. "Vido. Send in the redhead and two blonds. Blindfold
them asusud.”

"Excellent choices, Sr. They will beright in."

Lyman threw down the phone and closed his eyes, envisoning Theresain her naked glory, writhing under
him as she screamed his name.

Soon.

Iris Bennett was Stting with Jerome, a pirate who was the only modern-thinking member of the Council.
They were engaged in a heated debate about the proper wording for the amended section on Guardian
chadtity in the Treatise on Guardianship when an explosion of gold bubbles burst through thewall of
her living room.

Jerome jumped up and whipped his sword out of its scabbard, and Irisfelt the heat of embarrassment
risein her cheeks. A vidt from Satan was not what she needed while trying to work herself back into the
Council'sgood graces.

"Iris, my lovel" Satan waswearing acasua pair of black dacks and agold silk shirt with puffy deeves.
The shirt was open to hiswaig, reveding atanned and buff torso.

She grimaced and dragged her eyes away from hisbody. "Thisis not agood time."
"Nonsense. It isalwaysagood timeto bask in my sexudity.”

Jerome sheathed his sword and picked up the bottled water he'd been drinking. ™Y ou're not welcome
here. Leave."

Completely ignoring Jerome, Satan dropped to hiskneesin front of Iris. "As| have fredy admitted on
many occasions, | am devastated by your refusal to open your heart and legsto me.”

Jerome pressed the lip of hiswater bottle against Satan's |eft ear, and Irisglared at Satan. " Shut up, now

Hisfingers danced down her calves and sent shivers up her legs. "I know you have not forgiven mefor
using you to try to steal the Goblet, and you do not believe | have reformed myself, so | am bringing
proof."

Jerome interrupted before she could kick Satan inthe shin. "Let him talk. If heredlly has redeemed
himsdlf, thiswould be agood thing for the Council to know." But hetilted the bottle until adrop dipped
out and hit Satan's ear.

Satan yel ped and jumped sideways as asmal hole melted through his earlobe. "Do that again and | will
skewer you with athousand acid-laced needles," he snapped. "Only because Irisisheredo | not rip your
intestines from your body and weave them into anew swester for myself.”

Jerome held the bottle higher. "Just try it."



"Hey, boys! Ease down!" Shefolded her arms over her chest. " Satan, talk aready.”

Satan beamed at her and did hisfinger under the leather strgp around his neck. Helifted it, and acrysta
vid containing blue liquid winked at her. " Seethis? Y ou admit | havethisvid under my control, yes?'

Shefrowned. "Y es, 07"
"So!" He spread hisarms and beamed at her. "It isthe Goblet of Eternd Y outh!™
Jerome sucked in his breath and she fdt her heart stutter. "What?'

"Yes!" Helegped to hisfeet and bowed deeply. "I have been in sole possession of the Goblet for severa
hours, and dl | have done istake her to my porn museum and gaze at her with respect and awe."

Irisstared at the sparkling crystd. "You lie" shewhispered. "It hasto bealie. That's not Mona."

"No, itisnot aliel" Hetraced hisfingersreverently over thevid. "TheresaNichols, Interim Guardian, is
being stalked by many bad people and may die at any moment. She gives me the Goblet for safekeeping
until she knows shewill stay dive." Helaid hishand over his chest, pressing his pam againgt the bare
skin. "Shetrusts me, and you should aswell." He lifted Monato hislips and kissed her.

"Theresa gave Mona to you?' Bile and horror curdled Iriss ssomach and she lunged for the vid.

Satan spun out of her reach. ™Y ou know how badly | yearn for Mona, to use her for my own benefit and
to increase the resources of hell, yes?!

"Yes," she croaked, not daring to look at Jerome, who was on his cell phone and caling for help.
Redlizing his bottle of water wasinadequate for dealing with the Stuation, he was ordering machine guns
loaded with purified water, and she saw Satan shoot alook of aarm in Jerome's direction.

Tap water would melt him, but hed regain hisform in moments. Purified water would put him down for
months, possbly with permanent damage. " Satan,” she said. "Give her back."

"No." Heturned back to her. "It isonly my lovefor you that iskeeping Mona safe.” He strode to the
window and peeked out, no doubt looking for the Council's troops. He ingpected Irissyard, then
dropped the curtain. "Y ou shal see now that | am worthy of your love and your body. | am Satan. Y ou
arelris. Wewill have an eternity of perfection together, no?* He dangled Mona between hisfingertips,
making her swing back and forth. "Please, fed free to openly admire my brilliance.”

OK God.
Shefelt Jeromelean into her. "Get it back from him," he whispered. " Now."

Irisheld out her shaking hand. " Satan, you have proven yoursdlf. | believe you, so you do not need to
keep her anymore. Please, give her to meand..." She swallowed hard. "And | will go on adate with you
tonight.”

"No!" Hejumped to hisfeet, clutching Monain hisfist. "I want an eternity! | do not forgo the political
advantages of Monafor one date! Nothing less than forever will sufficel™

Jerome shouted and threw the bottle of water at Satan. The leader of hell screamed with rage, dammed
Jerome againgt the wdl with some invisble force, then whirled around and vanished in afunnel cloud of
gold and black bubbles.

"Accept hisoffer, Iris" Jerome groaned. " Sacrifice yourself.”



She stared after Satan. Sheld never seen black bubbles from him before. He was dways gold. Pure gold.
She swdlowed hard. Black bubbles meant they were in really deep trouble,

Lyman was a badass dragon who would rip her apart without breaking aswest. The dayerswould down
her with only their scent. Put them together, and Theresaknew it wastimeto start making awill.

Hah. Asif shewould admit defeat. She was a dragon, and dragons kicked ass, end of story. Okay, fine,
maybe she wasn't as much of aletha weapon as she needed to be, but that was something she could
change.

It wastimeto learn how to fight and master the ability to block the dayer's scent.
And there was one man who could teach her both, aslong as he didn't accidentally kill her.

She scowled and dammed the hammer onto a huge nail. The hammer dipped out of her sweaty hand and
thudded onto her toe, sending pain shooting up her leg. "Crap!" She grabbed the hammer, wiped the
perspiration off her brow, and glanced at the clock again. Zeke could be here any minute and she wasn't
finished.

She grabbed her cell phone and called Becca
The Rivkaanswered on thefirst ring. "What's up, Dragon?”’
"I need your help. Can you come over?'

"I'm about to fire someone for trying to steal the recipe for our new blueberry pretzels. I've been looking
forwardtoit al day. Can it wait?"

"No. Please?' She bit her Up and hoped the Rivkawouldn't turn her down. "I'll oweyou."
"Y ou dready do."

"Il oweyou more."

Beccasghed. "Fine. I'll beright over."

Theresa sighed with relief and shut her phone as an inky black shape rose up from her floor and took the
shape of Becca. "What's up?"

"Thank you so much for coming. Y ou're the best!"
"It'sfor Derek. HEd want meto help you."

"Of courseitis”" Shedidn't have timeto worry about the reasons. She held up aheavy ironring. "I'm
trying to attach these to the wall, but they keep coming out when | yank on them." She pointed to the one
aready hanging on the wall, about five feet above the ground. "Watch." Shelooped afew fingersthrough
it, planted her left foot on thewall, then yanked as hard as she could. After the third tug, thering came
free and she flew backward and crashed into afloor lamp. The lightbulb shattered asit hit the floor, and
Theresajumped back up. "See?"

"Y ou called me over here for home decorating?' Beccawas frowning at her. "What do you need these
for?"

"I need to immobilize someone who'sredly strong.” She thought for asecond. "It'll be kind of like



torturing.”
Beccasface rdlaxed into asmile. "Why didn't you say so? I'm an expert at torturing.”
"That'swhy | cdled.”

Becca set her hands on her hips and studied the wall. " See, your problem isthat the walls aren't built for
thiskind of activity." Shewalked around the gpartment, taking inventory and shaking her head. She even
stuck her head into the bedroom. "Y ou've got nothing here that'll do. We'd have to do some major
recongtruction.”

"No time. He could be here any second.”

Becca pursed her lips and tapped her foot. "I'm sure | could arrange for Satan's torture chamber to be
avaladle”

Theresa shook her head. " Transportation issues. | have no way to get mysdf or anyone elseto hell.”
"But | can.”
Theresaraised her brow. "I thought you had to go fire someone.”

Beccawalked over to the couch, sat down, and crossed her legs. "For torture, I'm happy to stay." She
sighed and rested her arms on the back of the couch. "Ironic, isn't it? | hate torture, but because | have
Satan's life force kegping me adive, he orders me to embrace torture and even likeit, 0 | haveto.” She
rolled her eyes. "'l disgust mysdf.”

Theresastared at the Rivka. It was the most Becca had ever revealed about herself, and it made Theresa
want to grab a couple of wine coolers and kick back with her. "That sucks.”

Becca shrugged. "Well, nothing | can do about it, right?" She sat up and seemed to shake off the
melancholy. "Let'sget on with it What's the plan?’

"Remember, Iriswill rgect you forever if you use Mona" Theresahit Send on her phone and forwarded
her eighth message to Satan in the last ten minutes, nervoudy whiling away the time while she waited for
Zeke to show up. She hadn't seen him since the police station, and she was alittle antsy, wondering when
he'd appear and what state held be in when he showed up.

She and Becca were ready, though. Ready and nervous. Beccawas hiding out in the bedroom, Theresa
was positioned on the couch. Waiting.

She was typing her ninth text message to Satan when the door to her condo opened and Zeke walked in.
The phone dipped out of her fingers as she drank in his scent. God, shed missed him. Eveniif it was only
adayer/ dragon attraction, it didn't matter. She smply felt better having him around.

Helooked tired and strung out, but there was an energy rolling off him that she hadn't seen before.

It was adark and violent energy, and it made her want to get down on her knees and crawl acrossthe
floor to him so she could rub up againgt him and absorb him into her body.

She hugged the tasseled throw pillow to her chest instead and bit her lower lip.

Zeke kicked the door shut with hisfoot and threw hislegther jacket onto achair. "You dl right?"



She nodded, not quite trusting herself to speak.

"Good." He sat down on the armchair, set his elbows on his knees, and dropped hisforehead to his
padms.

After amoment of slence, Theresafrowned. "Are you dl right?"
Hefindly lifted his head, and she saw intense wearinessin hisgaze. "No, I'm not."
She scooted toward him so she could stroke his shoulder. "What happened?!

He managed a haf-smile, then took a deep breath as he leaned into her touch. The weariness|eft his gaze
and his shoulders became stronger. "Okay, Theresa, hereésthe dedl. The dayersintown? They'remy old
team. | trained them. They're the best.”

Sheraised her eyebrow. "1 fed much better now, thanks."
He grimaced. "I owe one of them alife debt, and he wants me to hand you over.”
She peeked at the door. Unlocked.

"l wastrying to avoid it," he continued. "But | just found out that if | don't help him kill you, the woman he
loveswill be murdered.”

Shewalked over and locked the door. Then did the dead bolt.
"She's dready been kidnapped.” Hisvoicewas strained. "l can't let him lose her.”

Zeke'storment was S0 intense that she wanted to wrap her arms around him and hug his sadness away.
Then she scowled at hersdlf. He's a dayer, remember? Have no mercy. Her lifewas a stake, and she
had to make that her priority.

She shoved aside her guilt and turned her back to him. Then she dipped the earplugs out of her pocket
and shoved them up her nose. Tried to inhale through her nose. Impossible. Perfect.

"I have x days until you haveto die, so | figurewe havetimetotry to find hismate." Zeke dammed his
fist into the couch. "We have to find her."

Theresadidn't turn around to face him. "What about Lyman? | thought you were going to help mefind
him." Sheflinched at the nasd twang in her voice, hoping he wouldn't notice.

He cursed and sounded so weary she dmost abandoned her plan. "If you stay hidden here, you should
be okay. This placeis pretty untraceable, and it's as safe as we're going to find. Well tackle Lyman next
week."

"Hidden?" She stalked into the kitchen and yanked open the top drawer where sheld stashed the items
shed purchased on the way home from the police station. "I've been hiding forever and I'm sick of it."
She dammed the drawer shut with her hip. "I don't have to protect Mona anymore, so | have no reason
to hide out. I'm taking charge of my life, starting now. I'm not going to sit around waiting for Lyman or
your friendsto find me."

Sheturned around, then jumped when she redlized Zeke was standing right behind her. He caught her
ams. "T? Areyou listening to me? The situation with my friend's mateisamajor complication.”

God, he looked so miserable that she almost changed her mind.



But she couldn't afford empathy. Not now. She touched his cheek, trailing her finger over hisbristled
jaw. "I'm so sorry, Zeke."

Then she opened her mouth and set his shirt onfire.
Warinessflickered over hisface, and then hiseyeswent al smoky. "What are you doing?'
More flames came out of her mouth, and he clutched her ams. " T?"

Heat surged into her lower body, but she willed it away and blew flame rings past hisright ear. His gaze
followed them, and then helooked at her. The lust in his eyes was S0 intense that her knees dmost
buckled. "God, Theresa, you're so hot."

"I know." She blew more flame at his chest, and he groaned.

Then he grabbed her face and kissed her. Histongue thrust into her mouth and she nearly cried at the
heat pouring through her body. "Oh, God, Zeke." Shethrew her arms around his neck and let her fire
erupt into hismouth. It seared into histhroat, and he deegpened the kiss.

She sighed and pressed her body against him. Need to breathe. She broke the kiss so she could inhae
through her mouth, and she saw Zeke's glazed eyesblink in surprise. "Why aren't you reacting?'

She redlized then he must have released his pheromones, and asense of pride burst through her. Sure,
sheld needed earplugsin her nose, but till. Victory to the dragon! She held hisface between her hands
and blew more flames onto hisface turning his skin red.

"T?" Hisknees gave way and he dumped to the floor at her feet, gazing up a her with such raw lust and
despair on hisface, that shewas unableto resist.

Shelet him tug her to the floor, and he rolled on top of her, hislipsfranticaly sucking at her neck, her
throat, her collarbone. She clutched at hisback, diding her hands under his shirt as she sent more flames
shooting past his head. It felt so good to let go.

Hisleft hand cupped her breast, and she shuddered even as more fire poured from her nose. He ground
hishipsinto her and pleasure pooled in her lower belly. Shetugged him closer. Have to have more.
Need him closer.

His mouth closed on her nipple through her shirt and her hips came off the ground with an involuntary
yelp and an explosion of flames. "Oh, God, Zeke."

Then hisbody quivered, and he collapsed on top of her in adead weight.

"Zeke?' Shetapped his shoulder. "Y ou there?" Hisface was pressed againgt her breasts, his body limp
on top of her.

She sghed and let her head flop back on the floor as she wrapped her arms around his muscular back. It
worked.

But what about her? Why had she responded with that much passion? She'd been protected from his
pheromones, and yet she'd been as helplessto resist as sheld been when he hit her with them.

"Damn, Dragon. Y ou weren't exaggerating,” Becca said from the doorway. "Even Satan doesn't have
that kind of power over the opposite sex.”

There was the dightest hint of admiration in Beccas voice, and Theresa smiled. She couldn't remember



the last time anyone had admired her for anything, and it felt brilliant. She twisted her head so she could
look at the Rivka. "Want to help mewith him?"

"] think | need a cold shower firs."

Theresagrinned, and shetried to roll Zeke off her, but his dead weight was too much. Pethetic Dragon
Disease drikes again. "Becca?!

"Oh, fine"

Together they got Zeke off Theresa, sttling him gently on the kitchen floor. Becca grabbed the
handcuffs, but Theresa shook her head. "We have to wrap towels around hiswrists so he doesn't get
bruised.”

Beccaraised her eyebrow. "lan't he your mortal enemy?”
"Yes" Theresatugged open her dish-towel drawer and removed the softest ones.
"Didn't | overhear him saying hewas going to help hisdayer team kill you, if necessary?'

Theresawinced at the reminder of his betrayd. "Maybe." She decided one towd wasn't thick enough, so
she doubled them up before wrapping up hisleft wrist and tying it softly. She stuck her finger undernesth
to make sure he fill had circulation, then started on his other wridt.

"So, why do you careif he gets bruised?’

Theresa carefully locked the handcuffs around the towels, then sat back on her heelsto inspect her
handiwork. Zeke looked so defenseless. The lines were gone from hisface, and he looked younger than
his 350 years. He looked as sheld imagined he would, stretched out on her bed after anight of passion.

"Dragon? Why do you careif hiswrists get alittle bruised?'

She shrugged and wiped some ash off hischeek. "I don't know, okay? Leave me done.”
Beccawhistled softly. "The dragon has a soft spot for the dayer, huh?’

She glared at the Rivka. " Shut up and help me get him to hell before he wakes up, okay?'
Beccagrinned, an amused glint in her eyes. " Anything for the badass dragon.”

Chapter Thirteen

Zeke's head felt as if someone had clubbed him with adedgehammer. He groaned and tried to rub his
forehead, but he couldn't reach it. He snapped his eyes open and found himsalf staring at a cathedral
ceiling covered in the most incredible swirls of color and paint, al of it gilded with gold. They were
ancient scenes of ... he narrowed his eyes and looked closer. A man was sprawled on his back,
thousands of tiny daggers wedged in hisbody. Satan was standing over him, adelighted grin on his
face... Oh, shit.

Hejerked hisarms with renewed force, wincing as pain wrenched through his shoulders. The heavy iron
chains clanged, but he couldn't begin to bresk them. Sweat trickled down his back as he struggled
harder. Crap. What had he done to warrant ending up here!



"Oh, good. You're awake."

"Theresa?' Herifted his head, searching desperately for her. When he saw her standing at the foot of the
king-szed bed he waslying on, he nearly groaned in rdlief. "T! Get me out of herel”

"It'sokay, Zeke. You're safe Shewaswearing apair of jeansthat fit her curvesjust right, and ablack
T-shirt that showed off the tattoo on her collarbone. Her hair was swept up in adisheveled knot on top
of her head, and her eyes were concerned. "Are you okay?' She crawled onto the bed and knelt next to
him, checking hisrestraints.

"What's going on?' He stared at her while she shifted the padding on hiswrists. "Did you bring me here?!

She sat back on her hedls, her jaw clenched in determination. "I'm redlly sorry | had to kidnap you, but it
wastheonly way."

"Tdl meI'm not in Satan's torture chamber."

She grimaced. "Y eah, sorry. | didn't have anything set up at home, and Becca arranged for me to borrow
thisplace”

He searched her face, trying to figure out what she was thinking. " So you could torture me?”
"No." She swung off the bed and walked over to agolden control panel onthewal. "For training.”
"Traning what?'

She hit abutton and the top half of the bed began to rise, until hewas sitting up. "Craftmatic bed," she
sad. "Comesin handy."

From this position, he could see the entire room. There were dl sort of strange-looking devices adorned
with leather straps and meta bits. But there were also severd shelves of erotic massage oils and objects
that looked Otherworld in origin. He shifted and felt atug on hisankles. A quick glancetold him hewas
shackled there aswell, but again, Theresahad covered his skin with thick towelsto protect him. He
frowned and looked a her again. "Fill mein, T. What the hell'sgoing on?"

She cameto stand at the foot of the bed, shifting restlesdy. It was then he saw the apprehensionin her
eyes.

The fear. He softened his voice, wishing he could reassure her with histouch. "T, what'swrong?"
"I need to learn how to protect mysdlf from dayers.”

He raised hisbrow. "But you didn't react in your agpartment.”

A faint pink flushed her cheeks. "Earplugsin my nose."

He grinned a her embarrassment. "Excdllent idea.”

She shook her head. "I don't want to walk around with a plugged nose for the rest of my life. | canbea
good dragon. | know | can.” She dammed her fist into her pam. "So thisiswhat were going to do.
Y ou're going to teach meto resst your pheromones.”

Hefrowned. "Y ou want meto hit you with them?"

"Yes." She gave him an apologetic pat on his shin that made him jump. "But | don't trust you not to kil



meif | go too crazy, so | decided to incapacitate you."
Hisfrown deepened and he tugged at hischains. "I can ress killing you.”

"Maybe, but it's not arisk | want to take." She leaned on the brass footboard and leveled her gaze at
him. "Tel me everything about the pheromones. Arethey al the same or do they differ?’

He closed hiseyes. Helping her was agreat step in overcoming his past, but it was also abetrayd of his
life debt to Alex, and could possibly endanger Alex's mate.

"Zeke?'

He opened his eyesto find her golden eyesfastened on him, begging for his assistance. Thefear inthe
eyesof hisindomitabledragon did himin. "Il help.”

A relieved amilelit up her face, and the achein his gut eased. "Thank you."
He nodded and refused to think about Alex or his mate.
Shethrew her leg over the end of the bed and climbed up next to him. "So? Talk to me."

He cleared histhroat and shifted as much as his chainswould alow. "All dayer pheromoneswill rob you
of your strength. They'll make you dizzy and relaxed. Y ou won't careif you die or live because you'll be
inthisblissful state of euphoria. Y ou'll see the dayer asthe bringer of such pleasuresthat you'll adore him,
beg him to come close to you. That's how the dayers can get close enough to stab the dragon in the
underside of the neck.”

She made anoise of disgust. " Slayers should be ashamed of themselves.”
Heeyed her. "It'singinct. It's nature. We didn't planit.”

"Still annoying.” She pulled her knees up to her chest and rested her chin as shelooked a him. "What
about the... other suff?'Y ou didn't mention that."

"The sexud attraction part?' At her nod, he continued. "Well, the way you react to meisunusua.”
Her cheeksflushed. "How unusua ?'

Hefindly said the words that had been bothering him al dong. "I've never had it happen before.”
Sheraised her eyebrows. "Redly? Never?'

He shook his head. "I've killed hundreds of dragons, plenty of them femae." A flicker of rancor ran
through him at the thought of al the dead dragons, and he scowled. "It was never likethis."

She scooted forward dightly, so her toes were brushing his hip. "It's not your fault you killed them."
"l don't want to talk about it."

"Then I'll talk." She probed him with her gaze. "I think it's admirable that you want to change your
dedtiny.”

He gritted histeeth and stared at the shelf of massage ail.

"I mean, I'm not saying that | necessarily think you're going to succeed, but it makes me hate you lessfor
the fact you might havekilled my parents.”



He glanced at her, years of pain burning in hischest. "'l am so sorry if | killed your family. If 1 could bring
them back, | would. No matter what the cost to me.”

Shetilted her head and looked at him, sadness heavy in her eyes. | beieve you."
"Butif | did kill them, could you forgive me?"

After along moment, she shrugged, her fingers absently playing with the hair on hisforearm. "Honedtly, |
don't know. It's sort of strange to think about forgiving adayer for doing what they do. | mean—"

"Forget it."

They were both silent for along moment, then Theresa cleared her throat. " So, um, the way you react to
my flames—isthat unusud, too?'

He met her gaze. "'l don't know. Y ou're the first dragon whose flames I've been unable to block."
A look of pride settled on her face and her eyes glimmered. "Redlly? Because I'm so powerful 7'

"| thought it was because | was out of practice, but now I'm not sure.” The second she'd hit himin her
apartment, he'd thrown up his defenses, and it hadn't made a bit of difference. He knew hisbarriers had
been secure, and sheld burgt right through them. If he were in the daying business, it would serioudy
concern him. Asit was, it made him fed better, knowing she had adefense againgt him if he did lose
control. Not that he planned to, but the more time he spent around her, the more his old dayer tendencies
were resurfacing, and it was getting more and more difficult to deny who he was.

Theresasmiled. "I think it's because I'm abrilliant dragon. So maybe dl your dayer friendswill fal a my
feet. They will dl lust after my body and—"

"Let's practice your defenses so you don't have to use the flames" he interrupted.
Sheraised her brow. "Why are you so testy?"
"Because I'm chained up in Satan's torture chamber. Can we get to work so | can get out of here?"

"Fine." She scooted closer to him, and he caught awhiff of her scent. Not her dragon scent, but her
aroma as awoman and a human. She smelled like vanilla and sogp, and something soft and vulnerable
that made him want to grab her and protect her.

Hah. Asif sheld let him do that. Which made him want to do it even more.
"Zeke? What e sedo | need to know?'

He dragged histhought away from her softness and tried to focus. " Okay, so when we use our
pheromones, we try to sneak up on the dragon and rel ease them before the dragon knows we're there. I
they see us coming and shut down their sensors, then we're screwed.” She was listening so intently he felt
uncomfortable. "Very few dayers can take down afully functioning adult dragon.”

"Y ou can."
"Wha?"'

"The dayer who orchestrated the Cleansing was said to be able to best any dragon.” She met his gaze,
but there was no accusation in her face, Just curiosity. "That'syou, right?”



He grunted. "'In the past. Not anymore.”
She nodded. "It's good for meto learn from the best. Continue.”

"Firgt, you'll haveto learn how to block my scent." He could fed her toeswiggling againgt hiship and he
ingtinctively shifted his hipsto be closer to her. "But then the tough part islearning recovery.”

Her forehead furrowed. "What's that?"

"My team will sneak up on you and hit you with pheromones before you can block them." That battle
drategy was alittle embarrassing when he explained it like that. Felt like cheeting. But it was the destiny
of dayers, and they had no choice in the matter. "Y ou need to learn how to recover once you've been
hit."

She chewed her lower lip. "I practiced that with chocolate cake. Sayer scent isway tougher, but it'sthe
same concept, right?”

"Same concept,” he agreed. He smiled and wanted to touch her, give her comfort. He tugged on the
chains and was able to move hiswrist far enough to tap her ankle. "Don't look so worried. You'll be able
todoit."

Shelifted her chin. "Of course | will."
He grinned. "Okay, S0, you ready?"

She met hiseyes, and he saw thetrust in them. Something swelled in his chest, and a the sametime, he
felt fear. Fear of |etting her down.

"Give me asecond." She closed her eyes, and her forehead furrowed in concentration. Her lipswere
pressed tightly together and the tendonsin her neck bulged.

T, rdax."
III w‘]lt."

"Y es, you can. Clear your mind." He gave her the same ingtructions he'd used when he taught young
dayersto resis the flames of dragons. A tense mind isjumbled and vulnerable. Focus only on blocking
the scent. Know you can do it. Don't stress about failing. Nothing bad will happen to you.”

Thetension in her neck eased and her hands relaxed.
"I'm going to release some scent now, okay?"
Her neck became tense again and she nodded even as she scrunched her face up. "Doit.”

"Relax, T. Envison your god of immunity.” He sent aminuscule amount of pheromoneinto theair, and
Theresa sucked in her bresth. " Soften your mind. Picture the scent drifting through your body, unable to
latch on to anything.”" He kept focused on the feminine curve of her throat, taking his own advice and
clearing his mind from the fact she was adragon, his prey. " Send the scent out through your fingers and
toes. Carry it through your body and release it untouched into the air.”

He smiled as he saw her body relax and he increased the dosage. "It isharmless, avisting chemica that
you will acknowledge and then send on itsway."

Her body was ill, except for therise and fal of her chest as she breathed.



Histhroat tightened with pride at her accomplishment, and he opened the dams, hitting her with thefull
force of hisscent. "Let it roll through you, T, likeavisitor passing through. Y ou don't fear it, and it cannot
touch you."

Sheinhaed deeply, her face relaxed and her body at ease.
Hefdl quiet and continued to bombard her with the pheromones, letting her work through it on her own.

After severd minutes of success, he said quietly, "Brand the image of the scent leaving your body, then
open your eyes. Keep your vision soft, focus on your inner eye."

She opened her eyes and he saw the blurry golden hues. "Release the chemica from your body,
Theres"

Her gaze flicked toward hisface, and suddenly she sucked in her breath. "Zeke." His name was athroaty
whigper and hisgroin tightened.

"Focus, T. Cdm your mind."

"Oh, God." She shut her eyes again and her body relaxed again dmost immediately. "I can't keep
focused with my eyes open,” she whispered.

"Yes, you can." Hetook amoment to clear hisown mind. "Open your eyes, T."
She scrunched them shut, and he chuckled.

"You'relaughing a me" she complained.

"I'mlaughing with you."

Her eyes snapped open and she glared at him. The glare lasted less than a second as lust swept over her
and sheféell forward, her hands on his chest. "Oh, God, Zeke."

Jesus. Heir lust dammed into him and his muscles clenched. "Theresa. Clear your mind. Thereisno lug.
No fear. Smply your own power."

She straddled his hips and yanked his shirt out of hisjeans. Her lips caressed his belly and he groaned.
He couldn't stop his hips from thrusting againgt her. He leaned his head back againgt the pillow, willing the
violence out of hisbody. "Theresa," he snapped. "Look a me."

She curved her neck to look at him, even as her hand dipped under the wai stband of hisjeans. " Shut
them off, Zeke."

"No. You can doit. You can recover.” Icon recover . His breath was coming heavy now, his body
draining against the front of his pants, the itch cregping down the back of his neck and down hisarms.
Hetried to pull her head away when shelicked her way up his ssomach, but the chains tightened around
hiswrigts. Damn. "Envision each cell in your body reecting my scent.” He swallowed hard as she
pressed her pelvis againgt him. He wanted to throw her onto her back, grind his hipsinto hers, and—No.
Theviolence lured him, yanked at his saf-control, but he forced himsdlf to relax even as he wanted
Theresato writhe on top of him.

You could kill her right now, Sayer.

"Theresal Visudize yoursdf triumphing over it." He focused on doing the same. He would not succumb.



She groaned and his body tightened. Her eyes met his, and he could seethe lust in her gaze, the
hopel essness and despair. "Take me, Zeke."

Take her, then kill her. "No! You don't want me." And | don't want to kill you.
"Yes, | do." She crawled up him, her body pulsating with lust and fear and need.

She rubbed her breasts over his chest and he almost jerked at the chainsto grab her, but he restrained
himsdlf, forcing his handsto lie quietly on the golden weave of the bedspread. "Theresa. Look at me." His
voice was raspy and harsh, but it was dtill his, and hewas till in control. Bardly.

Her moan made his body clutch, and she looked a him, her body pressed againg his. "Make it stop.”

"Youfall only because you think you can't succeed." He met her gaze, drove her with hiswillpower ashis
ingtincts grew more powerful, pulsating in every pore of hisbody, demanding that he finish the task heldd
begun. | will not kill the dragon. "Y ou are stronger than this, Theresa. | believein you.”

Her eyeswidened, and anew defiance surged into them.

"Yes" hewhigpered. "Y ou've got it." Unbidden, his body released more pheromones, and he knew he
was beginning to lose the battle to keep her safe from him.

She kept her gaze focused on hisface, but he could fed the strength returning to her body. She dipped
her hand out of his pants and sat up, her nodtrilsflaring. "I'm doing it."

He clenched hisfigs. "Good job."

Sherolled off him and jumped off the bed. "I'm doing it!" She clasped her hands over her head and did a
little hip shake that had him groaning. "I rock!" She jumped onto the bed next to him and did adrum roll
on hisbdly, grinning hugely. "Release more, release more!”

"You'reaready getting dl I'vegot." Hisingtincts recognized that she was no longer ahelplessvictim, and
his daying needs began to dacken, replaced by the sdlf-awareness that the dragon was afull-strength
threat and it wastime to retreat. Thank God.

"And you didn't even try to kill me." Shelooked ddlighted by that redization, and he groaned to himsdlf at
her unawareness of hisinternd struggle. "Thank you so much for helping me. I'm so pumped!” She leaned
over and gave him aquick kiss on the cheek and the jolt jumped between them.

She pulled back and rolled off the bed.

Zekeexnded inrdief and regret. Even ashisdayer ingtinctsto throttle her faded, his body had
responded to her lustful attentions, and those fedings were till pulsing through hisveins.

But she hadn't used any flames on him, so he couldn't blame that. Either it had been part of his destructive
dayer ingtincts reacting to her defensel essness, or held responded to Theresa, pure and smple.

If it wasthefirgt, then he was angry with himsdlf for being unable to control hisingtincts.

If it was the second, then it scared the hell out of him. How could he possibly be attracted to awoman
who made him into exactly what he didn't want to be? A dayer.

No. It could never work.

Thiswas business only, and it was time to remember thét.



Chapter Fourteen

Later that day, Theresalet herself into her gpartment. Becca had picked her and Zeke up in hell and
dropped them off at Vic's. Zeke had gone to his office to check messages and follow up on hisfriend's
mate, after making Theresa promise she wouldn't go to meet Percy until he came back to escort her.

She flung open her door and kicked it shut. On the one hand, it was kind of cute that he wanted to
protect her, but on the other, it wasrealy annoying. Protect one day, turn her over to aband of dayers
the next. It was enough to drive adragon insane.

"Theresa"

Theresajumped and spun toward the kitchen to find Iris standing in the doorway, her arms crossed and
her eyesflickering with anger. "Irisl What are you doing here?"

"Wherés Mona?'

"Uh..."

Irissface pded. "Tdl me sheisn't with Satan. Tell me hewaslying to me."

"Wdl..."

"Sweet mother Mary, Theresal” Irisflung up her hands. "1 knew | should have gotten you replaced!™
"No, it'sfine. See, he'sjust keeping her safe because | have dl these assailants after me..."

"That's no excuse for handing the Goblet over to Satan.” Iris stalked past her, her black silk pants
swishing as she walked. "Okay, heré's what we have to do." She reached the middle of the room and
turned to face Theresa. "' Jerome was present when Satan showed us hisvid and clamed it was Mona—"

Theresa stumbled, her hand going to her throat. "The Council knows?' shewhispered. "Are they coming
for me?'

"Jerome sent me here to find out the truth. As soon asit's confirmed, you'll be confined to the Chamber
of Unspeskable Horrorsforever, and probably Justine will aswell, since she'sthe officid Guardian.” Iris
took a deep breath and spread her hands, trying to maintain her composure. "1'm not going to let you
drag my daughter down with you."

"Hey." Theresa had had enough of Irismaking her fed inadequate. "l did the best | could in the Situation.
| will get Monaback and everything will befine.”

Irisglared at her. "God hdp dl of usif you'rewrong."

"Hey! Don't give methat look! Y ou forced thislife on me. I'm doing the best | can, and youredl over
my case al thetime. For God's sake, you've never even thanked mefor killing you!" She shot a burst of
flamesthrough Irisfor emphasis. "1 made aded with Satan that had nothing to do with Mona, and then
he ordered me to hand him Monaand | couldn't disobey, so | told Zeketo kill meinstead!”

Iriss eyebrows shot up. "You did?"

"Yesl Hesadayer, so | even blew flames on him so he wouldn't be able to resst killing me.”



Iris stood up Straighter, an odd ook on her face. "Redly?"

"Yes, redly! It would have destroyed Zeke to kill me, but | was going to sacrifice both of usto save
Mona. Then Satan pointed out that if he abused Mona, he'd lose you forever, and that's when | knew he
readly didn't intend to use her. So | agreed, and | put extra safeguards in the contract to save her,
confirmed by his Rivka, Becca. Mona's safe, and I'm doing everything in my power to end the threatsto
me 0 he hasto give her back. So leave me done!” She blinked suddenly, redlizing Iris had disappeared
behind athick cloud of dragon smoke.

Iriswaved her hand through the smoke, trying to clear it, aproud smile on her lips. "It's about time.”
"About timewhat?' Theresafrowned at the delighted look on Irissface.

"It's about time you grew up." She amiled at Theresaagain, then settled hersaf among the cushions on the
couch. She patted the pillow. "Come sit.”

Theresafolded her arms over her chest. "Why do you look so happy? Y ou never look this happy when
youretaking to me."

Irislooked at Theresawith obvious affection. "When you cameto live with Justine and me after your
parents were killed, you wereirresponsible and flighty. | worried about you dl thetime, but | had no idea
how to help you find your baance.”

Theresafrowned. "My parents had encouraged me to embrace life.”

"Yes, | know." Iris shifted on the couch and studied Theresa. "When you showed the strength of
character to kill me and then took the Oath as Justine's successor, | hoped that you would rise to meet
the demands of the position, but you didn't. Y ou smply sat around, spending al your time worrying about
being stuck in dragon form and engaging in cybersex.”

Theresas shoulders drooped and she sat down on her new armchair. A few faint sparks sagged out of
her nose. "Was| redlly that bad?' Iris had raised Theresa since she was thirteen, and she'd thought of Iris
as her surrogate mom. To know Iris had had such alow opinion...

"But | can seethedifferenceinyou today." Irisleaned forward, her gazeintense. "'l can tell you're taking
responsbility for your actions, and I'm impressed.” Theresalifted her head dightly. "Redlly?" Iris nodded.
"For that reason, I'll stal the Council. I'll tell them | haven't been able to locate you. My portd islinked to
thework and home locationsfor you and Quincy, and I'll fiddle with the settings so it can't link to you
directly. That way, aslong asyou're not in any of your known locations, we won't be able to find you."
Theresa cocked her head. "Can you do that?' Iriss cheeks turned pink. " Satan taught me how to adjust
my portal so | could have more freedom to travel. Of course, | grestly disapprove of bresking the rules,
but to save you and Justine, I'll doit." She stood up. "I doubt | can get you more than aday or two.
Once the Council confirmsyou gave up Mona, they'll put you in the Chamber and you won't have a
chanceto get her back." Her eyes were soft and warm as they settled on Theresa. "Make me proud,
Theresa. | know you can.”

Theresalifted her chin. "I'm going to make mysdlf proud.”

A high-pitched ringing filled the gpartment. "I have to go. Good luck, sweetie." Irisfaded from sght as
shewas blowing Theresaakiss.

Theresaleaned back in her chair to absorb the discussion. Even though she'd handed Mona over to
Satan, Iris believed in her. What an amazing feding. She sat up and clenched her fists. She would make



thiswork out. She would.
"TheresaNicholsat lagt.”
"Crap!" Sheleaped to her feet and whirled around at the sound of along-forgotten male voice.

Lyman Peressini was lounging in her bedroom doorway, leaning againgt the frame, hisarms folded
loosdly over hischest.

"Oh, God." Sheran for the door and he broke stance and sprinted, damming his body in front of it asplit
second before she reached it.

"Y ou're not getting away from methistime, Theresa" Heflashed perfect white teeth at her and turned the
dead bolt on the door.

She backed away dowly, her mind frantically whirring. He was so much bigger than he used to be.
Tdler, more muscular, tougher. Hisdark hair was short, his suit expensive, hiswatch aRolex. "Did my
parents money buy that watch?"

"This?' He held up hiswrist and started walking toward her. "1 spent your family's money centuries ago,
before| set thefireto fake my death. Thisismine.”

She bumped into the end table, then grabbed the lamp and brandished it like aweapon. Why didn't she
have a stash of guns like Justine? She couldn't burn up another dragon. The flames would just bounce off
him.

Lyman grinned. "A lamp, Theresa? Surely you can do better.”
"Why'd you send thet hit man to kill me?’

He snorted. "Oh, please. | never thought that human would have any chance of killing you. | wanted to let
you know | was around. Tease you abit."

"Grest bit of funit was," she said, backing toward the window and the fire escape. " Thanksfor the
laugh."

"Ixnay on the fire escape.”" He waggled hisfinger in the direction of the window. "I'm much faster than
you are. You'll never makeit." He gestured to the couch. "Have a seat. There's so much to discuss.”

Shetightened her grip on thelamp. "I'll stand, thanks."

"Suit yourself." He settled on the couch, crossed hislegs, and rested his arms over the back of it. He
looked relaxed, and she knew he was messing with her, giving her the ol' "I'm so physicaly superior to
you that | can practicdly fall adeep and il kick your assif you try to escape” routine.

Bastard. Why had she spent the last two hundred years screwing around instead of honing her combat
kills? Pheromone-resisting skillsweren't going to hel p againgt another dragon.

"So, | have three options for you." His voice was pleasant and friendly.
"Lay 'emonme.
"Hrgt option: Become my mate.”

Sheblinked. "What?'



"Mate. Sex. That kind of thing." Lyman's eyes gleamed and hisfingers began to drum on the back of the
couch.

Her belly churned. "What're my other options?"
"Give methe Goblet of Eternd Y outh.”
She became distracted by a sudden rattling noise. "The what?'

"The Goblet. | know you're the Guardian. The Manasaread you." The gleam in his eyes became even
more vibrant. "In fact, | want both. | want the Goblet and | want your body."

That damn Manasa. They should al be shot. Reading without permission. Totaly unethical. And how the
hell did he know the Manasa had read her? The green bitch had probably tattled to him. Therattling
noise grew louder, and she glanced at the window. No one wasthere. "Third option?"

"Die"

She swallowed and suddenly redized the rattling was the lamp, vibrating because her hands were
trembling so badly.

Lyman's gaze followed hersto the lamp, and he gave her asmug smile.

Ugh. She hated that smile. She threw the lamp at his head and he barely ducked in time. It smashed
againg the wadl and fdl to the floor in abunch of pieces. Good. She hadn't liked the lamp anyway. "Il
give you two choices."

He arched an eyebrow. "Yes?'
"Leavemedone.”
llor.?l

"Die." Hmm... it had sounded much more believable when he said it. Damn. She narrowed her eyes and
let a puff of smoke out to accentuate her badassness.

Hegrinned. "I don't know which | like more, your spirit or your body. Last time| ravaged you, we were
both in dragon form. Y our human formiseven loveier.”

"Y ou're disgusting. Y ou don't have permission to fantasize about my body."
"All themorereasonto doiit."

"Cretin."

"Sut."

Asif that insult could upset her! Sheld worked hard to be promiscuous when she was younger. It had
been her only outlet when Justine and Iris hadn't et her incinerate anything. "Y ou're just jealous because |
had way more, way better sex than you did when we were growing up.”

Hisface darkened and he stood up. "I have dl the sex | want nowadays."
"Then you don't need me."

"You'reright, Theresa" He walked toward her, and she forced hersdlf not to back up. Hecameto a



stop in front of her and looked down &t her.
Shelifted her chin and met hisgaze.

"I don't need you," he agreed. "1 want you." He reached out and traced his finger down the side of her
face. Ugh. "Come with me. Be my mate. I'm very rich now and I'm gaining power. All | need isthe
Goblet, and soon | will be able to dethrone even Satan.” He rubbed his thumb over her lip. Gross. "I will
be God, Theresa, and you will be by my side."

God? Wasthat what thiswas al about? She studied him, trying to piece everything together. "Y ou've
redlly raised the bar for yoursdlf. Last | heard, you wanted to rule the Village of Uruloke. Now you want
to be God?'

"Uruloke was practice." He leaned forward and closed his eyes, inhaling deeply. "Y ou smell so good,
Theresa. | will be so sad if you choose death over being my mate. It would be such awaste of agood
fuck—"

"Enough!™ She dammed her kneeinto his crotch. He gasped and crumpled. She grabbed his head and
smashed her knee up into hisface. Then she jJumped back as hefdll to the ground.

"Y ou bitch!" His beautiful nose was gushing blood al over her new floor. She started to run for the door,
then skidded to a stop as she caught the scent of unfamiliar men on the other side. Of course he wouldn't
go anywhere without hisflunkies.

She spun around and sprinted for the window. For the first timein two hundred years, shewas glad she
was adragon. Shelifted her aamsto shield her face, then flung hersdf through the window. The moment
she wasfree of the building and saling through the air, she whispered her trigger word to turn hersdf into
winged dragon form. "Floghdraki."

Nothing happened.

"Hoghdraki." She quickly said it out loud, watching the cement rush up toward her with aarming speed.
Still humean.

Shit!

"Hoghdraki!"

Nothing.

"Crap!" Shecurled into abal just before smashing into the pavement.

As Zeke approached Theresa's gpartment, he heard a crash come from within. Two heavily armed men
were guarding her door, and he broke into a sprint when he heard someone moaning on the other side of
it.

For thefirgt timein decades, he didn't try to suppress hisdayer ingtincts.

One of the men jumped in front of him, and Zeke dispatched him with akick to the head and took out
the other with anicely aimed chop to the throat. He crashed through the door, splintersflying asthe
doorframe shattered. What was she doing with such aweak doorframe? He'd have to upgrade that.

He skidded to astop in the living room. A man was trying to crawl to the door, blood gushing from his



nose. Theresawas nowhere. "T? Areyou okay?' He sniffed, but her scent was faint. She wasn't there
anymore.

The man coughed, and Zeke put hisfoot on the man's shoulder to stop him. "Who are you?"
"'She jumped out the window."

Thank God she'd gotten away. Zeke grasped the front of the man's shirt, pulled him up to his knees, and
had to stop himself from flinging the man across the room by accident. Calm down, Zeke. He put him
back down.

There was a stirring from the downed men in the hall, and Zeke frowned. "Who are you?' he repeated.
"I'm her boyfriend,” the man said, his voice raspy from the blood and the broken nose.
Zeke narrowed his eyes and studied him more closgly. "Lyman Peressini ?*

The brief twitch under the man'sright eye confirmed his suspicions, and Zeke grinned. "'1've been wanting
to meet you." He patted Lyman's head condescendingly. "I'm adayer, and | don't like you."

Lyman's eyes widened, and then his gaze flicked toward the door. "Y ou can't take us dl,” he sad.

"l only want you." Zeke grabbed Lyman by hislapels, pulled him to hisfeet, then threw him on the couch.
"Alex Montageaux's mate, Jasmine. Whereis she?'

"I have no ideawhat you're talking about.” Lyman'sright eye twitched again in confirmation of Zeke's
suspicion.

Rage roared through Zeke. Dragon or not, the man would pay for threatening the only two people Zeke
cared about. Suddenly glad heldd started carrying his daying knife with him, he pulled it from the sheath
under hisarm and flicked thetip. "Oh, Lyman, you make thisfar too easy. Did you know | have access

to Satan's torture chamber? Want to go on afield trip? | bet you'll be excited to talk, and asadayer, |
imagine I'll get acertain pleasure out of convincing you..."

Lyman paed, and Zeke gradualy became aware of shouting outside the window, coming from the dley.
He hegitated for amoment, listening to the shouts. Horror. Disgust. Grief. He cocked his heed, hisgrip
tightening on the wegpon. ™Y ou kill anyone down there?"

"| told you, Theresawent out that window."

"Shit." He bolted to the window and |ooked down. There were people standing in acircle around...
something. He was on thefifth floor and it was dark, so even hisdayer eyes couldn't see clearly what
they were looking at. He leaned out and inhaed. Blood. Theresa.

Horror ripped through him, but he shoved it off as he stared at the carnage, trying to figure out what was
going on. It couldn't be Theresa down there. She would have changed to dragon form and flown off. And
if she caught awing and had ahard landing, she'd be fine because of her immortality.

He glanced over his shoulder and saw Lyman crawling toward the door, where his men where climbing
to their fedt.

Then helooked back into the dley and sniffed again. Dammit. He could definitely smell Theresa
"Theresal"

No answer.



Helooked back into the room, and saw Lyman's men had pulled him to his feet and were heading out the
door. Getting away with information about Alex's mate. The man who'd lied to him and put two contracts
out on Theresa. He could not be allowed to walk away.

Zeketurned to go after Lyman, then spun back to the window, jumped through the opening and started
racing down thefire escape.

Chapter Fifteen

Theresaawoke fedling asif sheld just been ran over by acluster of slampeding teenage dragons. She
moaned and pulled her pillow over her head. "Ow." Even that hurt.

The bed shifted as someone landed on it. "T? Are you awake?"

Shelifted one end of the pillow to find the dayer of her fantasies peering at her, hisforehead furrowed in
concern. Hisface was drawn, hiswhiskerslong, and his eyes|ooked weary. "Zeke? What's wrong?”'

"You." He gently tugged the pillow out of her hand and cupped hisfingers under her chin, asoft jolt of
energy sparking between them. "Y ou had meworried, T. Never do that again.”

Before she had time to digest what he was about to do, he leaned down and brushed hislips over hers.
Histouch was soft, gentle, hislipswarm againg hers, filling her with a sense of rightness and warmth.

She sghed as he broke the kiss, and he smiled down at her, stroking her hair. "1 think that's thefirst time
we've kissed when neither of uswas under the influence of the dayer/dragon aphrodisiacs.”

"It didn't suck."

Herased hiseyebrows. "Didn't suck? Do you redize that you could totaly destroy my mae ego by
saying that after | kissyou?'

She wiggled deeper under the covers and sighed. Her bed had never felt this comfortable before. It was
cupping her aching body and easing the pain out of her muscles. "It wasn't akiss. It was more likea
nuzze"

"Nuzzle?' Chalengeflashed in hiseyesand helaid hishands on either sde of her face. "I'm completely
insulted.” Thistime when he bent his head, hislips caught hersin akissthat had her toes curling. His
breath was minty and delicious, and when he dipped his tongue between her teeth, shefelt asif shewas
going to melt into the bed.

Hisfingerswerein her hair, his mouth deep on hers, and it was the most amazing kiss sheldd ever had in
her life. When he broke the kiss, he eyed her. "Well?"

Sheredlized her handswerein his hair, holding him to her. She probably ought to let go. Inaminute. "It
wasamazing.”

He grinned and kissed the tip of her nose, then sat up, rolling out of her reach.
"Wait. Where are you going? That'sit? Y ou're going to tease me with that kiss and wak away?"

Herased hisbrow. "Doesn't your body hurt?'



"Yes..." Shefrowned asthefull extent of her aching body sank into her consciousness. Every inch of her
was throbbing with pain. "What did you do to me?"

"What did you do to yourself? Two days ago, you jumped out of your apartment window and apparently
decided turning into awinged dragon that could fly off to safety was abad idea." He frowned &t her.
"What were you thinking? | know you'reimmortal, but your body was nothing more than apile of Jel-O
by thetime | got to you. | had to knock out six bystanders, because they wouldn't let me take you. They
wanted the ambulance to take you to the hospital. | figured that would raise too many questions, 0|
brought you to my place."

"Your place?' Shefindly glanced around the room. Navy wals, acouple of paintings of nature scenes.
The furniture was wooden and functiona, but not interesting. Typica bachelor pad. Shelooked down at
thered plaid sheets and smiled. She wasin Zeke's bed.

"T?What happened with the window? Why didn't you change?'
"Um..." Shefrowned as shetried to recall what happened.
"Did Lyman push you out?'

"Lyman?" She sat up suddenly, yelping as pain shot through her body. "Omigod. Hewas a my
gpatment!"

Zeke carefully wedged apillow behind her back. "1 know. | met him."

"You did? Y ou werethere?' Sheleaned againg the pillow as the memories cameralling back. "He
knows about Satan and the Goblet and he threatened to kill me so | kneed himinthe..." She stopped as
she suddenly recalled her trip through the window. "I couldn't turn into adragon. That'swhy | crashed. |
couldn't turninto adragon!" She held out her arms. ""Floghdraki."

Zeke jJumped off the bed. "I don't think you should be turning into adragon in front of me."

"l can't! Look!" Shewaved her hand at him. "Hogh-draki! Floghdraki! Floghdraki! I'm not changing.”
Oh, God. Oh, God. "I can't turninto adragon!”

Zeke sat back down next to her. "T. Calm down!"

She clutched the comforter, her chest tightening until she couldn't breathe. Black spots started dancing in
front of her eyes and she kicked at the blankets, struggling to get free. To run. "'l can't turninto adragon!™

"Theresal" He grasped her shoulders and turned her toward him.

She struggled againgt him, trying to wrench out of hisgrip. "What did Satan do to me? | can't be adragon
anymore? It'swho | am! | can't dedl with—" His pheromones smacked her in the nose and she
scrunched her eyes shut, immediately focusing the way held taught her in the torture chamber.

When she opened her eyes afew minutes|ater, Zeke waslooking at her with an expectant expression on
hisface."Y ou ready to talk rationaly now?"

"Tak?Youtriedtokill ma"
Heraised his brow.

"Okay, fine, you didn't," she conceded. She scowled a him. "But it was alow blow to hit mewith the
pheromones when | was dready fresking out."



"Not at all. Y ou need to learn how to get over it when you're distracted.” He looked pleased with
himsdf. "Youdid great.”

She grinned suddenly. "I did, didn't 1?7 I'm abrilliant student.”
"Or you have agresat teacher.”
"Nope," she said. "It's definitely the student. Haven't | told you what agreat dragon | am?”

"Many times." He pulled achair next to the bed and sat down, and she instantly missed his presence on
the bed. "Okay, T, | talked to Lyman. I'm pretty sure he's the one who has my friend's mate.”

"Tdked?' Shefrowned. "Y ou didn't kill him? He'sadragon, you know. Y ou could have tortured him for
information and then killed him to save me." She narrowed her eyes. "Did you actudly let him go?'

Hiseyesflickered. "l won't day him."

"Oh, right, the Slayeraholics Anonymous probably wouldn't give you your next chip if you do.” She
sighed at the hurt look on hisface. "Ligten, it'snot that | don't repect your desire not to day anymore,
because | do. For God's sake, I'm adragon. Trust me, | support it. But don't you think the situation
cdled for it? | mean, Lyman'sahorrible person and he's killed so many people.” She sighed as she
replayed her words. "I meant, | used to be adragon.”

"Y ou spent two hundred yearstrying to get out of dragon form," Zeke said. "Why do you careif you
can't take adragon form again?"

"Becauseit'swho | am! Y ou deny your heritage, but | embracewho | am. The reason | needed to be
human again wasthat in this society, being permanently in dragon formisunbearable. If | were fill inmy
village with hundreds of other dragons, it wouldn't be abig dedl. But | want both. | need both. | love
being human, but I'm also adragon and I'm proud of it."

Heleaned back and stared at her, asif the concept of embracing heritage was completely foreign to him.
"Redly?'

"Yes." Shetouched the tattoo on her collarbone. " See this?!
"Of course"

"It'sthe mark of my family. All the dragonsin my father'slineage have the mark. My mom devel oped one
after shemarried him. I'm proud of thismark, and | will never hideit."

Heran hisfinger over it, histouch sending tingles down her spine. "I haven't seen this on other dragons. |
had no ideaiit was adragon mark."

She tensed at the unreadable expresson in hiseyes. "Does it make you want to kill me?
He met her gaze. "No."

"Glad to hear it." She sighed and leaned back on the pillow, letting her arms flop above her head. "Inthe
dragon world, my mark makes me extremely desirable. It'sasign of power and wealth and longevity."
She frowned. "Expectations are extremely high if you sport that tattoo, and | hated that asakid. | did
everything in my power not to meet any expectations whatsoever."

Zekeleaned forward, hisforearms resting on the mattress. "Did you know Lyman from back then?!



She nodded. "He was at the other end of the spectrum. Hisfamily lived in arun-down house on the
outskirts of the village. His dad believed that steding and being drunk al thetimewashismissoninlife,
and that's dl hedid. Everyonein the family wasatotal loser, but | liked Lyman. He was smart and he
was determined to do better than his heritage. He hated it when people looked down on him for being a
Peressini, and he used to talk about how someday he would rule them all and they would be forced to
bow to him." She frowned. "He caled himsdf God when he came to my apartment, actudly." What had
he meant by that? It hadn't sounded like arandom brag. "I think he'strying to become his version of
God."

Zeke frowned. "What would that mean, to him?'

"Ruling everyone. Humans and al Otherworld beings, | suppose.” She pursed her lips and tried to think
of what Lyman would be up to.

After afew moments of silence, Zeke asked, "So, when did you guys become lovers?”
She danted aglance a Zeke. "Why does that matter?’

"Helps mefigure him out." He shifted in his seet. "1 chose to go after you instead of following Lyman, sol
don't know where heis. | need as much information as| can get."

"And knowing about hissex lifewill hdp?!
llYall

She narrowed her eyes, but she saw no jealousy in his expression. Just determined curiosity. Not that she
wanted Zeke to be jealous, but, well, okay, fine. She wanted him to be jedlous, and that was just Silly.
"After I'd been the backup Guardian for twenty years, Justine, the Guardian, fired me as her successor.”

Zekeraised hisbrow, but didn't interrupt.

"So, | went back to Uruloke. | hadn't been there since the Cleansing, and | wanted to seeif my family's
house was ill standing. It was, and Lyman wasliving init, soending my family'smoney." She frowned,
recaling that vigt. "At first | was excited to see him, because | thought | was the only dragon who had
survived the Cleansing. He admitted held dways had acrush on me, and, well..." She snuck aglance at
Zeke, garting to fed uncomfortable. "We sort of got together.”

Zeke's eyes darkened ever so dightly. "Did you love him?"

"No, but | was pretty lonely, having been cast off asa Guardian and stuck in dragon form.” Shefelt her
cheeks heat up. "Since he was adragon, he wasthe only onel could... wdll... you know."

"So hel's never seen you naked in human form?”

"No." She grabbed one of the pillows and hugged it to her chest. "So, anyway, after 1'd been there afew
days, | redlized there was something weird going on in thetown. | did alittleinvestigating, and discovered
Lyman was ruling the town through violence, crime, and blackmail. Hewaslike alittle dragon mafiaboss,
terrorizing the village of humans. Hed dso made aded with Satan, but he was cheeting him.”

Zeke whistled softly. " Chegting Setan? How?"!

"Satan had an Otherworld Detector that he used to expose Otherworld beings who were hiding out as
humans. It helped Satan handpick the soulsthat he wanted to recruit for hell, snce Otherworld souls
bring moreto the table." Needing comfort in the face of the memories of Lyman, sheingtinctively reached



for Zeke.

He cupped her left hand between his palms. "L et me guess. Lyman wanted the Otherworld Detector so
he could identify Otherworld beings who didn't want the world to know they weren't human. Instant
blackmal.”

"Exactly. Satan had leased it to Lyman, demanding 95 percent of the profitsfrom itsuse.”
Zeke made anoise of understanding. "Lyman lied about the profits.”

"Big-time. And | found out." She picked a piece of lint out of Zeke's whiskers and rubbed it between her
thumb and forefinger. " So, | told him to move out of my parents house and leave the town, or I'd tell
Satan that he was cheating him. We both knew that Satan would not only take Lyman'stoy back, but
aso torture Lyman big-time.”

Zekegrinned. "l likeyour style, T."
Shereturned the smile. "Judtine thinks I'm too extreme.”
"Never." Hejerked hischin. "Continue."

Her smilefaded. "He and his henchmen tackled me. Evenimmortd, | had no chance against them. They
tossed meinto one of the rooms in the basement, which had been turned into a dungeon.”

Zekeseyes narrowed and hishands did to her thigh, hisfingersdigging in ever so dightly. "And?"
"And there was adayer inthere"
Hisjaw flexed. "A dayer?'

"Uh-huh. They'd tortured him until he was crazy with rage. They locked usin and left usthereto battleto
the death." She shuddered at the memory of the pheromones flooding that little room, and Zeke's hands
rubbed her thighs.

"What happened then?' Hisvoice wastight.

"The dayer pretty much best the hell out of me, and he couldn't understand why | wouldn't die. Why |
kept reviving." She managed asmile. "l guess| forgot to tell him he had to behead mein order to kill me."

Zekelet go of her thigh to grab her hands, hisgrip so tight it amost hurt.

Shedidn't ask himto let go. "Anyway, the last time, he was sure held killed me, and he collapsed in
exhaustion and passed out. We were in the Sde of the cellar where my dad had put in an emergency
tunndl, in case of an attack by the dayers, so as soon as he went down, | took off.” She frowned. "I il
don't understand why my family didn't use the tunnels to escape the Cleansing.”

Zeke rubbed the back of her hand with his thumb. " So you got away?'

"Yep. | think the dayer followed me, but he wastoo far behind to catch me." She shrugged. "So, | went
back to Justineto tell her what happened, but when | arrived, she wasin the middle of killing the man
sheld appointed Assistant Guardian—he wastrying to seal Mona. As soon as she killed him, we took
Monato the Amazon to hide. | didn't get a chance to go back to Uruloke for ten years, and when | did,
Lyman was gone and my house had been burned down. Rumor wasthat hed died in thefire." She sighed
and studied their intertwined hands. "I figured justice had been served, so | left.” She met hisgaze.
"Guess| figured wrong, huh?"



"Guess 30." Herdeased her hands and shoved his chair back. He walked over to the window, leaned on
the window frame and stared outside.

"Zeke?'
Hedidn't turn around. "Never in my life have | wanted to kill adragon more than | do right now."

The anguish was heavy in hisvoice and shefelt his conflicted emotions. He hadn't been willing to kill
Lyman at her gpartment to get hisfriend's mate back, but after hearing her story, he wanted to.

The knowledge warmed her, and she kicked back the covers, frowning when she redlized she was
wearing clothesthat weren't hers. Overszed sweets and abaggy T-shirt, both of which smelled like
Zeke. Had he changed her clothes for her? Seen her naked? She wasn't wearing abraanymore. She
smiled and walked over to him. He tensed at the jolt when she did her arms around hiswaist, but she
ignored it and laid her cheek againgt hisback. ™Y ou don't haveto kill him," shewhispered. "I'll kill him."

Hedidn't rlax, but hedidn't pull away, ether. "Y ou weren't strong enough before.”

"Y es, but I've spent the last 180 years honing my skills| while he's obvioudy sat on his butt egting
pretzels," sheteased.

Zeke snorted. "He looked fit to me."

"Yeah, hedid." She shuddered at the memory of how quick held been, how big. "Helookslike he's put
on about two hundred pounds of muscle.” She buried her face in Zeke's back and tried not to think about
the fact she wasn't even close to the physical condition she'd been in before sheld gone soft on pretzels
and house arrest. " Just out of curiosity, when you day dragons without using your pheromones, how do
youdoit? Gun?'

"A gun doesn't work unlessit'sreally high caliber and | shoot the dragon about twenty times in the same
place”

"S0, how do you kill them?”

"Dagger in the underside of the neck.” He turned around in her embrace and set his hands on her
shoulders. His eyes were so dark they were amost black, and his neck muscles were so tight they
looked like stedl cords. "I can't have this discussion with you right now, T. | want to day so badly | don't
know if | can stop mysdlf.” Hishands did to her neck, histhumbstracing circles on her throet.

She swallowed. "Do you want meto flame you?"

Hiseyes narrowed. "I don't know how long that will keep working. | think maybe I've been letting it
work because | wanted you to stop me." He did hisright hand lower and cupped her tattoo. "But if you
tried to stop meright now, it might have the opposite effect. It might fuel the rage instead of changing it to
lust." Helet go of her so suddenly that she dmost fell over. His eyes were black, very black.

She reached out to touch him, and the instant her fingers brushed againgt his skin, he jumped away and
spun toward her. "Don't touch meright now." Hiseyesglittered. "I'm going back to your gpartment now.
I'm going to seeif | can track Lyman through scent.”

"Andif youfind him?'

"Hedies"



She saw the anguish flash in hiseyes even ashe said it, and her chest tightened. "Zeke, don't go now. If
you kill him, you might never forgive yoursdf."

"If you or Jasminedie, I'll never forgive mysdlf either." Then he dammed the bedroom door shut behind
him and was gone.

Theresa stared after him as she heard the front door open and shut. Should shefollow him?
No. He wouldn't find Lyman. The dragon was too smart to leave atrail for adayer to find.

Sherolled her shoulders, grimacing at the ache. While he was running around, she'd do her own
deuthing. It wastimeto find Lyman and face him down, but not before she took care of some business of
her own. Shefdt in her pocket for her cell phone, then frowned. It was till a her condo.

There was no phone in the bedroom, so she walked out to the living room and saw a phone on the sofa
table. She waked over, rubbing her back as she walked. Sheld falen five stories onto cement. How
could her body have recovered already? It should take at least aday or two... or had it? How long had
Zeke said it had been?

She eased to the couch and dialed Zeke's cell phone.
"What?"' he snapped.

"How long was| unconscious?’

"Just over two days."

Two days? Iris said sheld be able to hold off the Council for aday or two. By now, did they al know?
Was she out of time?"Zeke, will you do me afavor and grab my cell phone and abunch of my clothes?|
can't go back therefor awhile.

She heard his heavy bregthing and the rgpid thud of hisfest, asif he was sprinting. "Because of Lyman?'

"No, I'd like to stay there in hopes Lyman showed up again so | could kick hisass. It's Goblet of Eterndl
Y outh issues. And if a pirate, a businessman, and an old man are at my place looking for me, don't hurt
them, and don't give them your name or any way to find me, okay?"

Hisfootsteps stopped. "Areyou in trouble?"

"Y eah, you could say that."

"How can | hdp?'

She amiled at the concernin hisvoice. "Just get my stuff for me, okay?!
"Sure." He hesitated. "T? Be careful, okay?"

"I'll do my best not to get killed, if that's what you mean.”

He growled. "I meant, don't go out and do anything stupid. Remember, theteam of dayersisill in
town... shit."

She sat up at the sudden tensionin hisvoice. "What?'

"Alex knowswherel live and can get into my place. Y ou're not safe there. If he finds you, hell kill you.



Y ou need to get out.”

She jumped to her feet, then groaned and bent over as the pain shot through her. Two days was not
enough time to recover from afive-story skydive. She straightened gingerly, her hands on her lower
back. God, she felt older than 232. "So I'll meet you at Becca's, okay?' She set her hands on her hipsto
hold her pelvistogether and waddled toward his bedroom. "Did you salvage my sneskers?"

"I had to tossthem. They smelled like your blood and it was alittle distracting.”

Ah, thedifficulties of dayer/dragon intimacies. "Guessit'll be barefoot then. Unlessyou'll be back soon
with my Suff?"

He grunted. "Get out of there as soon asyou can.”

"Yeah, you'reright." She pulled open his closet and studied his shoes. A pair of Teevas, someloafers,
and three pairs of running shoes. They dl looked too big. Surely he had someredly old pair in the back,
from an old girlfriend or something?"I'll seeyou inabit." She hung up and eased down to her kneesand
crawled into the closet, feding around in the back. When her hand hit alarge box, shetugged it out.

She opened it, then jerked her hands back when she realized what was inside. Heavy boots with sted!
toes. Black pants with thousands of meta rivets, welded to thick, tough leather that would stand up
againg dragon teeth and claws. It was hisdaying armor.

She sared a it for along moment, then cautioudy rubbed the leather. She could fed the energy of dl the
dragon blood pounded into its depths, and she quickly dropped it.

There were answersin that lesther. He'd been in Uruloke for the Cleansing. He might have killed her
parents. Did sheredly want to know the truth? What if she got an answer she didn't want?

She had to know, for her sake and Zeke's. She closed her eyes, picked up the pants, and pressed the
leather to her dragon mark.

No reaction. Not even afaint tingling.
She pressed a different part of the leather to her mark.
Still nothing.

She systematically went through the entire fabric of both pant legs, and then his boots, and her mark
remaned quiet.

She sared at the tiff leather, her mind racing. A dayer received his armor when he made the rank of
dayer, and heworeit for al dayings from then on, because it was supposedly imbued with magic
protection. Her mark hadn't reacted, which meant her family's blood wasn't on hisdaying armor.

Zeke hadn't killed her family.

She hugged his pantsto her chest, unable to stop the trembling in her body as she scrunched her eyes
shut. At that moment, she redlized she wouldn't have been ableto forgive him if heid killed them.

But he hadn't.

Chapter Sixteen



Zeke's phone rang suddenly, and Theresa jumped, then groaned as her body protested. She grabbed the
handset. "Zeke?'

"Theresa?Isthat you?'
Shefrowned a the unfamiliar voice. "Who isthis?'
"Percy. Percy Adams. Areyou dl right?’

Her attorney. Sheldd forgotten al about him. *I'm fine. Why?" She packed Zeke's things back into his
daying box and shoved it back into the bowels of the closet.

"Y ou didn't show up for our dinner the other night. I've been calling your cdll phone. | was getting
concerned.”

"Just got busy. How did you know where | was?' She grabbed Zeke's Teevas and strapped them on,
pulling the straps as tight asthey'd go. About three Sizestoo big, but they'd have to suffice.

"I didn't. I findly tracked down this number when | couldn't reach you. | haveto report to the judge
tomorrow. Can we get together?"

She grabbed the door handle and pulled herself gingerly to her feet. Asmuch as she didn't want to dedl
with Percy, he was alead they hadn't checked out yet. "Fine. What timeisit?'

"A little after ten."
She glanced at the bright sunshine. Ten in the morning, apparently. "How about lunch, then?”!
"Dinner would be better. | have to bein court today."

"Fine. How about seven? Well try the Gas Griller again?' She shut the closet door and leaned againgt it
for amoment, feding the strength beginning to return to her body.

"Excelent. Shdl | pick you up?' She heard the rustle of papers. "I have Mr. Siccardi's address right
here”

"No, | won't be here anymore.”
"Troublein paradise?"

"Something like that. I'll see you then." Zeke's phone beeped. "Gottago. Later." She clicked over.
"Zeke?'

"Theresal"

Shegrinned & the sound of her best friend's voice. "Justinel How'd you find me here?’
"Oh, my God! Y ou gave Monato Satan?"

Theresa's smile faded. "How did you find out?!

"Everyone knows, Theresal Everyone! The Council showed up in the middie of our honeymoon and
took me and Derek into custody. They're holding us responsible for your actions. Werein the foyer of
the Chamber of Unspeakable Horrorg!"



"Oh, God." Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God. Bile churned in her belly and she sank to the floor, clutching
the phoneto her ear. "I'm so sorry, Justine. | didn't think anyone would find out and | didn't mean to

"| can hear the screams of the people being tortured, Theresal | can fed their pain. The sound of their
terror isso horrific | can't stop shaking! And I'm only in the foyer! If we don't get Mona back, they're
going to throw Derek and me into the Chamber. Did you hear me? The Chamber !"

Theresals body began to shake. "I'm coming. I'll turn mysdlf in and—"

"No! Don't you dare! If you do they'll put you in here, too. Y ou have to stay out of the Council's reach
until you get Monaback.”

"I'll find her, | promise. I'm so sorry.”

Justine took a deep breath, and seemed to regain some of her control. "Don't be sorry. Just retrieve her.
Fast. Before Satan uses her. Mom's working on Satan from her end, but she and the Council arein
disagreement about how to handle him. They want him dead, she wants to negotiate with him. So, it'sup
toyou."

She clenched her figts. "I won't et you down.”
"If you do, | will kick your assfrom hereto hell." Then she hung up.

Theresaleaned her head against the closet door, clutching the phone to her chest as she tried to regroup.
What had she done? Endangering her best friend? Just so she could be a human? She groaned and
pressed the heels of her hands to her forehead.

She had to cdm down. Justine wasn't in the Chamber yet. It was just another move by the Council to
pressure Theresainto making a strategic error.

She could fix this. She would fix it.

Firg thingsfirst. She had to take out Lyman. But how was she going to manage that as an injured human?
He'd change to dragon form and bite her head right off. And the dayerswould kill her, too. And none of
that would matter if Justine was in the Chamber being tortured for al eternity.

She sighed. She had to talk to Satan. Every time she talked to him, things got more screwed up, but she
had no choice. Frowning, she dialed Becca's cell phone, amost hoping the Rivkawouldn't pick up.

Beccaanswvered immediately. "Becca Gibbs, Vic's Pretzels.”
"It's Theresa. | need to meet with Satan.”

"Sorry, Dragon, but he'sin ameeting al day starting in ten minutes. Do not disturb, or helll rip off your
head and serveit for afternoon teaand dl that jazz."

"So we have ten minutes. I'll befast. Please? It'sreally important.”
Beccasighed. ™Y ou're becoming extremely demanding.”

"I know. | owe you. Isn't it nice to know 1'm going to be forced to be your humble servant for the next
ten yearsto make up for al your favors?'

The Rivkagave amoan of capitulation. "Fine. I'll come pick you up. Where are you?'



"Zeke's. Yourethe best. I'll love you forever.”
"Now that's aterrifying thought. I'll be therein a couple of minutes.”

"Great. Thanks." Shetouched her mark and frantically tried to come up with a plan that might actually
work.

Zeke opened Theresa'stop dresser drawer and jumped back at the sight of more lace than held ever
imagined existed, let done had bonded together in one place. He stared at the contents for a minute, then
inched toward the bureau. She'd asked him to pack up abunch of her clothes and that probably included
undergarments.

But handling her lingerie was so personal, and he was doing everything in his power not to make this
personal. There was too much at stake to make this persondl.

He took a deep breath and peered into the drawer, keeping his hands clasped behind his back. L ots of
black and red. Some emerad green and blue. Gold to match her eyes. A set of pearly black buttons
caught hiseye and he tentatively reached insde and tugged alacy top free.

Heheld it up, the thin shoulder straps dangling awkwardly from his scarred fingers, then he grinned.
Theresa had bought this top less than amonth ago. He il recalled when sheld described it to him, telling
him she'd bought it just for him. But with the whole Satan J. fiasco and now this, they'd never had timeto
cybersex with it. He fingered the tag. Still unworn. Sheld saved it for him.

He grinned and tossed it in aVic's Pretzels duffel bag held found under the bed, aong with the rest of the
clothes he'd grabbed for her.

Fedling much more comfortable, herifled through her lingerie drawer, picking dl theitemsthat shedd
described to him at some point. After sx months of cybersex, there were alot he recognized. He held up
one zebra-print thong and chuckled at the memories.

"S0o, you're a pervert now."

Zeke jJumped, threw the thong back in the drawer, and dammed it shut. Then he spun around to face his
friend and enemy, Alex. "What are you doing here?’

Alex wasleaning againg the doorframe, hisarmsfolded across his chest, an amused grin curving his
mouth. "l was tracking adragon to kill her. Instead, | discover my former mentor is obsessed with the
femae dragon's underwear. Are you planning to wear it or just put it under your pillow to foster erotic
fantases?'

Zekefdt his cheeks burn, and he yanked open the drawer again. " Shut up. I'm packing abag for her."
"So, you're having sex with her ingtead of killing her?* Alex'stone hardened. "Isthat how it is?"

"It'scomplicated." Zeke grabbed another handful of lingerie and shut the drawer. That would haveto be
enough. He threw them in the bag and started to zip it, frowning when athong got stuck in the zipper. He
grabbed the red lace and tugged as he heard Alex shift behind him.

Hed just wrapped his hand around the fabric to give it agood tug when he felt the cold metal of agun
agang histemple.

Hefroze.



"Refusal to honor alife debt is payable by death.”

Zeketurned his head dightly so he could look a Alex. "Wouldn't Jasmine be happier if you could rescue
her without killing adragon?'

"I don't care." Hetossed an envelope at Zeke. | got thistoday at my hotel room."

Zeke caught it, then quickly untangled the red lace from his hand. He shook the contents of the envelope
into hishand. It was a picture of an attractive woman with blond hair. Her hair was tangled and there was
dirt on her face. Shelooked furious and was giving the camerathe finger.

Zeke couldn't help but grin at thefirein her eyes asheimagined it directed toward hisfriend. A
well-muscled man in atight T-shirt, jeans, and copious amounts of hardware stood off to her right,
dightly behind her, watching her with careful scrutiny. "Isthis Jasming?”

"Yeah." Alex leaned over his shoulder to peer at the photo. "She'satyrant." Affection made hisvoice
Soft.

"No wonder you gave up daying for her. Shelooks like she's more than amatch for you." He studied the
photo for along minute, then tapped the photo. "I've met that guy.”

Alex grabbed his shoulders and shook him. "What? Where? When? Who is he?

"Hewas here earlier today. | broke hisnuts." Zeke shrugged out of Alex's grasp, got the zipper closed,
and dung the bag over his shoulder.

Alex amed the gun at Zeke again. " So, where's he keeping Jasmine?’
Zeke cleared histhroat. "Well, | got distracted before | could torture him for information.”
Alex growled and released the safety. ™Y ou let him go? Y ou disgust me.”

Zeke didn't back down from the metal barrel. "After | took out his boss, | was about to interview all of
them in adignified way when | discovered Theresahad fdlen five stories out the window in her escape
from them."

Alex pulled the gun back and peered at Zeke. ™Y ou rescued the dragon instead of going after the man
who'd attacked her and stolen my mate?"

"Yesh"
Alex rested the gun barrel on his shoulder. " Shit, man. Y ou have ared thing for the dragon.”

"Never." He shoved past Alex and walked to the front door of Theresa's condo. "It's part of my attempt
to overcome my daying history. Save the dragon and al that."

"Thisredly complicatesthings" Alex muttered. "How could you be so supid asto fdl inlovewitha
dragon? At least | fell in love with awoman who was the daughter of adayer. | mean, she doesn't want
meto day, but at least | don't have to worry about accidentally killing her if shelegksalittle smokein the
hesat of passion.”

Zeke danted him alook. "I'm not in lovewith Theresa™

"Good. Then killing her shouldn't be aproblem.”



"I'm an ex-dayer, remember? Slaying any dragon isa problem for me.”

"You're not going to day her. You're going to kill her to save my woman. That's not daying. It's honoring
adebt. I'd ask youtodoit evenif you weren't adayer.”

Zeke grimaced. "Let'sfind Jasmine and then it won't be an issue.”
"Whatever you say, lover boy."

"Shut up." He opened the door, stepped out into the halway, then closed hiseyesand inhded. "I figured
| could track them from here."

Alex cameto stand beside him and breethed in. "Which isthe leader?
"The onethat smdlslike dragon.”
"They dl smdl likedragon."

Really? Zeke frowned and bresthed in again, but he was unsure what he was scenting. It had been along
time since held tracked dragons. The only dragon scent he could think of was Theresas, and Lyman's
scent was mixed with hers. Probably got it on him when hewastrying to hurt her. Anger roiled through
him, but he forced hisvoice to remain steady. ™Y ou might be right. Smell the one that's high-pitched?"

Alex gave him awary look, but didn't comment on thetension in hisvoice. "The onethat smellslike
anabolic geroids?’

"Yeah. That'shim." Zeke started waking down the hdl, following the medicind scent. He hadn't redlized
that'swhat Lyman smelled like, but now that Alex pointed it out, he redlized hisfriend wasright. No
wonder Lyman wasahig guy.

They said nothing asthey rode down in the devator, but Zeke felt Alex studying him thoughtfully.
Zekeignored him.

They got outside and stood for amoment, sniffing.

"Steroid guy gotinacar,” Alex said.

"Hisname's Lyman Peressini.”

"Lyman, huh?" Alex rolled the name over on histongue. "I get to kill him when wefind him."

"WEelIl both take him out." He sniffed again. "One of hisflunkies got in the car with him, but the other
headed down the street.”

"Totheright."
"Thenlet'sgo."

Zeke dung the duffdl over his shoulder and started walking down the street. Hunting dragons with Alex.
It felt so wrong, but at the sametime, it felt more right than anything held donein along time.

God, hewaslosing hismind.

Chapter Seventeen



Three minutes later, Theresaand Becca arrived in the lobby of what appeared to bea
twenty-four-carat-gold porn museum. Arched marble ceiling, huge pillars, marble floors, and more
obscene scenes than even a cybersex addict could possibly imagine. Theresa stared at the celling murd.
" Are those supposed to be humans? Because | don't think humans can actudly do that."

"Don't even ask. Satan can expound for days on the stuff in here." Becca headed toward a set of double
doors at the back of the room, each of which had a set of golden breasts positioned at head height on the
door. Beccalifted up apair of golden hands and brought them down so they cupped the breasts. She
whacked them firmly together severd times.

A loud catcall sounded from the other side of the door, and Beccatook adeep breath. "Every moment in
his presenceisarisk. You redizethat, don't you?"'

"Unfortunately, | do." She touched the Rivkas shoulder. "Thanks."

"Y ou so owe me." Then Beccashoved her hip into the fifteen-foot-high gilded door and it swung open.
"Hi, honey, I'm home."

Theresafollowed Beccainto the room, and stopped short. There wasn't asingle gold item in the room.
No sexud objects, not even ahint of anything inappropriate. It was the epitome of a Fortune 500 CEO's
office. Beautiful wooden furniture, maroon lesther couch, tasteful paintings... "Isthat a Picasso?"

"Yes, itis. Hesigned it to me persondly.” Thewall folded out and Satan stepped through a hidden door.
He was wearing an expensive charcoa gray business suit, polished black loafers, and a Rolex with a
black leather band and a diamond face. "Dragon. Are you here to offer your soul? | am most pleased,
but do not havetimeto tak." Hefrowned at Becca. "I have amost important meeting in severa minutes
and | need timeto prepare mysdlf. | have great opportunity for world domination.”

Theresafrowned. World domination? Sounded alittle too familiar. "Who are you meeting with?"

Heflicked hisfinger toward her, and suddenly she couldn't bresthe. She grabbed her throat and fell to
her knees. Help ? Anyone ?

Becca gave her aworried glance. " Satan? Can you let her go? Shejust hasaquick question.”

"Sheintruded in my business." Hewalked over to his desk and studied the plush chair for amoment
beforeeasingintoit. "Do | ook rega and domineering? Intimidating and in possession of abrilliant and
andytical business mind? Shrewd and ruthless?’ He pulled aleather-bound photo abum out from under
hisdesk. "Should | put the dbum of my best tortures out, do you think? Would that impress or seem
arrogant?' Hetugged at histie. "Does my tie match?"

Omigod. Her lungswere burning. Head spinning.
"Satan, you look great.” Beccatilted her head. "Are you actudly nervous about this meeting?”

"Never. | wastrying to make you fed vaued by asking questions. It is practice for making Iristhink |
vaue her for more than the luscious curves of her pearly-white body."

"Ah"

Theresawhacked Becca on the leg as her lungs seized.



Beccaglanced down. "Oh, right. Hey, Satan, if you kill Theresa, Iriswill be pissed.”

"Excdlent point, Rivka. Thisiswhy | endure your failureto grovel a my feet." He flicked another finger
a Theresa and the pressure on her throat vanished.

Shesucked inair. Oh, thank God.
Satan sighed with abored air. "Well, Dragon? What do you want?"'

She dragged in another load of oxygen and staggered to her feet. "When you turned me into human form,
| think you forgot to leave me the ability to change back into adragon.”

He flashed his pearly whites a her. "Nonsense. | forget nothing."
Shefrowned. "Y ou did it on purpose?

"Of course did. You didn't specify, so | took advantage. Dismissed.” He reached into his drawer and
put on headphones and closed hiseyes.

Beccagave her aresigned look. "1 told you making aded with Satan was abad idea. Ready?"

"No, | haveto follow up." Her heart was thudding so loudly she wouldn't have been surprised if Satan
garted dancing to its rhythm, just to mock her.

Beccaraised abrow. "Y ou're sure you want to risk it?"

She thought of Justine and Derek in the foyer of the Chamber and nodded. "Definitely.”
"Fine." Beccatapped the desk in front of Satan.

He lifted the headphones off one ear. "What?"

"Hey, Sex God, the dragon's not finished. Can you give her another few minutes?'
"Why should 17"

"Because Irisis my surrogate mom," Theresasaid. " She careswhat happensto me.” God, it felt good to
say that and know it wastrue.

Satan grunted his annoyance, but removed his headphones. "Y ou have thirty seconds. Go."
Shedidn't wastetime. "I need to be able to change into dragon form. Will you fix it?"

"No."

"Can we make another dedl to include that option?' Sheignored Beccarolling her eyesat her.
"No."

"Isthere anything | can do to get the dragon form back?'

"| like to watch stupid people suffer when they make bad deals. No dragon form. Suffer and make me

Shelifted her chin, suppressing her rising panic. "I'm not suffering. | like being human. It'sjust that | need
to be able to get into dragon form to get Mona back.”



"Hah! Hah!" Satan shoved back the chair, beaming with delight. "I am so glad you need her back!
Excdlent bonud | canfed your desperation! Brilliant! Brilliant!™

"That worked well," Becca muttered from behind her. ™Y ou couldn't have thought of a better approach?
"Shut up.”

Satan was laughing so hard she could barely concentrate.

She had to come up with something. "Irisisvery upsst with you."

Thelaughter stopped instantly and Satan stared at her. "Iris cameto you? She'sin love with me, isshe
not? The Goblet put her over the crest, no?"

"I think it would help if she didn't have to worry about the Council throwing me and Justine in the
Chamber."

"What? Satanette in the Chamber?' He jJumped to hisfeet in outrage, alittle funnel cloud of smokerising
from thetop of hishead. "Why would that happen? | would never endanger the fruit of my loing™

"Justine has been detained by the Council. If | don't get Mona back from you, they'll put Justine and me
in the Chamber. Irisisvery upset about that.”

Satan dumped in hischair, hishands clagped in hislap. "How isit possible that my brilliant plan
backfired? | am so confused.”

"How about you give Monaback to me? Then Iriswill be happy and Justine will be safe” 1t wouldn't
give her back her dragon form, but at this point, she didn't care.

Satan straightened his back and his eyes blackened with stedly resolve. "No. | will not admit failure. 1 will
resolve this Situation in my favor. | have the Goblet until you eliminate the threats againg you, and | shall
make the best use of thistime." A knock sounded at the door and he jumped.

Theresa and Becca exchanged glances as Satan tugged at histie again and ran hisfingersthrough his hair.
"Timeto go, Dragon,” Beccasaid.

"Wait asec." Theresamoved forward. " Satan, if you give me back Mona, I'll give you the identity of a
man who cheated you." Screw Lyman. If she couldn't kill him hersdlf, sheld let Satan doit.

"Many try to cheat me. They dl end up here when they die and then | have them a my mercy for al
eternity.” Satan brushed her off and stood up. "Begone, peons. It istime for a power summit.”

"Lyman Peressini cheated you. Helied to you about how much money he made from the Otherworld
Detector. He didn't die, and he's probably still using it and making tons of money fromiit.”

"I know that already." Satan rolled hiseyes. "Lyman Peressini will die soon enough and | will torture him
forever. It istoo much effort to track him down. He will do more bad things and have such a black soul
that hewill bevery useful to me. Now, leave or | shall rip out your intestines and pour burning acid down
your throat."

Beccagrabbed her arm. "Trust me, Theresa, leaving while you still have dl your body partsisthe smart
thing."

"Fine." She followed Beccato the door. Why stay? Iris and Lyman had been her trump cards, and she'd
played them and failed. Now she had nothing more to leverage Satan with. Dammit! There had to be



another way!
Becca opened the heavy door and stepped back to admit the person who'd knocked.

A large, well-muscled man in adouble-breasted suit, a black trench coat, dark sunglasses, and the most
enormous nose sheld ever seen walked into the room. He turned his head toward them, then his step
fdtered. "Theresa?'

Theresatensed. Did she know this man? Did she want to? He looked like a mafia stereotype, right down
to the two armed men in dark glasseswalking in behind him. "Who are you?"

He stared at her, or at least helooked asif he was. She couldn't see his eyes past the glasses. Hisface
and body weren't at al familiar, so she carefully opened her scent receptors and sniffed. He smelled
faintly reminiscent of ... she wasn't sure. Had she scented him before? Any decent dragon had a
photographic memory for scents, but shed aready demonstrated exactly how well her nose worked.

Satan was suddenly standing next to them. "Do not bother my esteemed guest, peons. Be on your way to
do my bidding and harvest souls." He giggled nervoudly at their guest. "These two are my servants.
Lovey breadts, no?"

"And on that note, we'releaving." Theresa skittered past Satan and his guest and stalked into the obby,
Beccaright behind her.

The Rivka pulled the door shut behind them. " So, what now? Since that worked so—"

Theresa dapped her hand over the Rivkas mouth as she caught the echo of the conversation between
Satan and his guest. Had his guest just mentioned an Otherworld Detector? " Shh!™

Becca knocked Theresals hand away. "Touch melikethat again and I'll firebal you."

"Bequiet." Theresamoved next to the door and pressed her ear againgt it. The thick wood muffled the
conversation, so human earswouldn't hear it, but she wasn't human, was she?

"He has surveillance cameras and motion detectorsto protect his privacy. Hell kill you for
eavesdropping.” Becca stepped back, distancing herself from Theresa.

"Just giveme asec.”" She closed her eyes and reached out with her senses, trying to hear.
"How did you get my Otherworld Detector?' Satan asked.

"I killed Lyman Peressini and took it."

Theresafrowned. Was Lyman really dead? If so, shed take this dude out to dinner for sure.

Satan barked with laughter. "Oh, | lovelies. If you had killed Lyman, hewould bein hell. Stupid humans
do not do their research. Do you think you can lie to Satan? | am not the leader of the Underworld for
nothing. Tell mewhy you areredly here or | shall cut up your body in little bits and feed them to my
overszed Japanese goldfish.”

The man cleared his throat, but the wood was too thick for Theresato scent for fear. "'l do havethe
Otherworld Detector."

ll&?l

"So, | want to offer atrade."



"Trade? | do not make trades.”
"The Goblet of Eternad 'Y outh in exchange for the Otherworld Detector.”

Satan burst out into roars of laughter. "Asif the Otherworld Detector isworth the Goblet! Y ou make a
good joke, or you are very stupid and are not worthy of ameeting with me. Besides, it isaready mine. |
do not need to trade for it. If you haveit, you must return it.”

Theresamoved over as Becca cozied up next to her. "He must not have armed the door,” the Rivka
whispered as she pressed her ear against the door.

Theresagrinned at the Rivka. "If | wasalesbian, | think | could fdl inlove with you. Killing, harvesting
souls, breaking therules at work. ..."

"Shut up. | can't hear.”

Theresa's smile widened. When all thiswas over, she and Beccawere so going to have to hang out.
"... I want the Goblet," the man said.

"That ismost excdlent to know. | will enjoy knowing you are yearning for something you cannot have.”
"Then, how about if | triple your take on the souls of Otherworld beingsin return for the Goblet?'

Therewas along slence, then Satan findly spoke, the amusement gone from hisvoice. "A most
interesting offer. How isit that you have such an appeding thing to offer me?"

"l am the leader of the Otherworld mafia. | control the Otherworld, and if | can get the Goblet, | will own
al of the beingsin the Mortal world. Y ou control the Afterlife. Together, we can rule over dl.”

"l do not share power," Satan said.
"Neither do I, but if we both more than double our current territories then we're both better off."
Theresaflattened her pams on the wood. "If Satan agreesto give up Mona, I'm going in.”

"Alas" Satan said. "No matter how tempting the offer is, | cannot give up the Goblet. Sheismineonly
temporarily, and then | must return her to the dragon.”

Good boy, Satan.

"TheresaNicholswill not be aproblem.” The man's voice was strained and something familiar pingedin
Theresa's memory. She was certain she knew him, and he certainly seemed to think he knew her. She
glanced at Becca, who shrugged.

"If you agreeto the dedl," the man said, "'l will accept the terms of your ded with the dragon. She will not
interferewith my plans.”

Men. So arrogant. So annoying.

"No, | rglect your offer. | need to use the Goblet to seduce the woman of my dreams. That ismore
important.”



"Areyou sure about that?" The man sounded alittle too calculating for her comfort.
"Certainly. Yes" Therewasathud asif Satan had dammed hisfist into thetable. "Yes. Yed"
A beep sounded and Becca jerked Theresa back from the door. " The sensors just came on.”
"Someoneislistening!" Satan shrieked and aloud crash came frominside.

"Timeto go." Beccagrabbed her arm and Theresalet the Rivka drag her through the floor into an inky
black puddle.

Chapter Eighteen

Zeke and Alex hated when they reached the exterior doorsto an office building. They'd tracked Lyman's
flunkie to the door, and the man had apparently gone inside.

Alex gared up at the modest redbrick building. "Y ou think Lyman has his offices here?!
Tengon gripped Zeke. "I think | have my offices here." Alex looked at him. "He came here for you.”

"Apparently.” Zeke shifted the duffel bag and wished held brought a gun, then chastised himsdlf. He didn't
carry gunsanymore. "Let's seeif héswaiting for me."

They rode the elevator up in silence, the scent of their prey heavy in the smal enclosed area. The familiar
twitch started at the back of Zeke's neck and crept down hisarms, and he didn't even try to suppressit.
He could only hope they didn't runinto Theresa, or any other innocent, for that matter.

Hefollowed the scent right to his office door, then inspected the air. "He's not here anymore.”

"Wl let'sgo ingde and see what gifts he left you." Zeke opened the door, which was aready unlocked,
and they stepped insde. Nothing looked disturbed, but the scent of their prey was everywhere. Without
speaking, they split up, Alex taking the reception area and Zeke ingpecting his office.

Hewaked carefully around the room, touching nothing, but couldn't find anything amiss.

Findly, he reached the trash can and peered inside. Nothing in there except trash. He was about to st it
down when a photo caught his eye. The dragon that Twitchy Guy and Bony Guy had tried to hire him to
find. He fished the photo out and studied it.

It wasn't Lyman, and the name on the back of the photo was Zeus. What were the chances he had
nothing to do with Lyman? Slim to none, Zeke would bet. Too many dragons springing up to bea
coincidence. He found the business card at the bottom of the trash. No name or address. Just a phone
number.

He grabbed his office phone and punched in the number. It was an automated voice-mail box, so Zeke
said, "Zeke Siccardi here. I'm congidering taking the Zeus assignment, but | need to meet with you and
get some more information. Please call me as soon as possible” Heleft his cell phone number then hung
up, rubbing hisfingers over the corner of the card.

Alex cameinto the office. "I can't find anything that he touched.”
"Meédther."



Zeke tucked the photo and business card into his back pocket. "L et me just get my computer and some
other stuff, and then well seeif we can pick up his scent outside again.”" He dropped the duffd bag on the
floor, then walked around his desk and sat down.

He leaned back in his chair and something clicked in the seet cushion. It was so quiet that human ears
wouldn't have heard it, but Alex jerked his gazeto Zeke's. "What wasthat?'

Zekefroze. "Booby trap?"
"Wdl, get up.”
"What if that triggersit?'

"What if you dready did and you have one second to move before your balls get blown off? How are
you going to satisfy your dragon?' Alex was aready next to him, peering under the chair. "Ooo0..."

"000... what?'
Alex sat up. "Bad news, man."
"What?"

"Y ou have a piece-of-shit chair and your out-of-shape ass broke one of the springs.” He held it up and
grinned.

"Biteme." Zeke grabbed his computer and shoved the chair back as he jumped to hisfeet.

"No thanks. Save that for your dragon. If adragon nibbles on you during sex, does it hurt as much as
when they bite you in battle?'

Zeke ground histeeth. "I wouldn't know." He didn't count the sex they'd had asreal sex. It had been
pheromone-induced. Nothing more.

Alex caught hisarm and spun him toward him. "Wait asec. Y ou're this hung up on this chick and you
haven't even dept with her?' He looked delighted at the idea. " She too smart to succumb to your
chams?'

"She'sadragon. I'm adayer. It's not agood match.”

The amusement in Alex's eyes glimmered. "It took Jasmine kicking my assfor meto becomea
one-woman man." He dammed his hand down on Zeke's shoulder. "Welcome to the club, man.”

Zekeglared at him. "How can you rib me about this and then tell me | have to hand her over to you in the
same bregth?"

Alex sobered. "Y ou're right. Jasmine would accuse me of being callous.” Then he shrugged. "I can't help
it. I enjoy the thought of killing adragon, evenif it's your woman."

"You'reabastard." Zeke grabbed the doorknob to his office door, and the explosion threw him back
into Alex and hurled them both into the opposite wall.

Zeke awoke afew seconds later. He was sprawled across Alex, his head ringing and his body blistered
from the heat. But his laptop was till clutched againgt his chest. Damn, he was good.

Benegth him, Alex groaned.



Zekerolled to hisside and redized that the front of his office wasfull of flames. He sat up and elbowed
Alex. "Get up.”

"Son of abitch." Alex groaned. "It was a setup. We were supposed to follow his scent here.”

"No kidding." Hed been anidiot to think Lyman would have been dumb enough to et hisman
accidentaly leave atrail for them to follow. After Theresas story, he should have redized Lyman wasa
formidable opponent. "Y ou okay?'

"No. I'm pissed.”

"Not aspissed as| am." Lyman had destroyed his office. Invaded his persond space. Manhandled his
dragon... er... adragon that was under his protection. It was personal now. Zeke stood up, then
grabbed Alex'sarm and hauled hisfriend to hisfeet. "At least he'stoo egotistica to bother learning that
fireisn't the best way to kill dayers.”

He shoved the computer under his shirt and ran through the flames, Alex on hishedls.

As soon asthey floated up through the floor of Becca's apartment, Theresaturned to the Rivka. "1 need
you to teach me how to fight."

The Rivkaraised abrow. "Why?'

"My old boyfriend wantsto kill me, and if | can't turn into adragon, | have no chance againgt him." There
was no time for a pity party about the fact she would never get to fly again. Oh, wow. She sat down
heavily on the couch. She was never going to be ableto fly again. Or knock out someone with her tail.
Or incinerate someone. Then shelifted her chin and shoved the thoughts aside. She had bigger concerns.
"l need to learn how to kick hisassin human form."

Beccaglanced at her watch, then shook her head. "I can't. | have so much to do at Vic's, then | haveto
hit the streetstonight. | till haven't found that guy who tried to kill me after pretending he was human.
Satan wantsto know what heis, and until | find him again, I'm risking Satan'swrath, and | redlly hate
that.”

Theresafrowned. "I want to go with you."

"Don't you have enough going onin your life right now? Plenty of people who need killing, avery hot guy
who worships your body, and the upper hand in your dealings with Satan.”

Theresa brightened. "Y ou think Zeke wants to worship my body?* Sheimmediately chastised herself for
eventhinking it. "Hesadayer. He wantsto kill me."

Beccatook asip of her water. "Just because you have to kill someone doesn't mean you don't wish you
didn't haveto." Her face darkened. "Hell, you can kill someone you love. It doesn't lessen your love. It
just makes you hate yoursdlf and hate your job."

Theresatilted her head at the Rivka, watching the anger cloud her features. "True."
"Damn true." She dammed down the bottle. "1 haveto go." Then she vanished through the floor.
Well, okay then.

When thiswas over, she and the Rivkawere so going to need to have some girl talk. That girl had issues
that definitely needed chocolate and wine coolersto resolve.



Ten minuteslater, Theresawas wearing a pair of Becca's black spandex shorts and ared sports bra. She
studied the woman on the DVD and tried to mimic her stance. Balance on left foot. Right knee up.

She frowned as Cameron Diaz jumped up in the air and did atriple kick into aguy's head before doing
two somersaults and landing on top of atwo-story building. Something that would be much easier to do
in dragon form.

Nothing like the specid effects of Charlie's Angels to make awoman fed inadequate.

Shelifted her chin asthe three Angels advanced on the Thin Man. "I can so do this. They're underfed,
overglammed movie gtars, and | am so much tougher.”

She dammed her foot into Becca's dining room chair, then karate-chopped it, and pain shot up her hand
and wrigt. She yelped, then smashed her hed into the padded seat. "1 will kill you, you bastard!™

"Maybe you should try recovering from your five-story swan dive before attacking household
furnishings" Zeke said from the door.

Her heart legping, Theresa spun around. Her smile faded as shetook in hisdirty face, the burnson his
neck, and his blackened jeans. "Omigod. What happened to you?' She ran over to him and touched his
injured neck, and he jerked under her touch. "Sorry." She sniffed him, but didn't smell any blood. "Are
youdl right?'

He dropped her duffel bag on the floor and cupped her facein his hands. "Are you okay? Did Lyman
come after you again? Or one of hishenchmen? Any threats?'

She shook her head. "I'm fine. But you're not. What happened?”

He sighed and let hisforehead drop until it rested against hers. He closed hiseyes and didn't say
anything.

After aminute, she gently tapped his somach. "Zeke? Tak to me."

Helifted his head and met her gaze, hisface mereinchesfrom hers. "Don't |et that bastard get to you,
okay?'

She nodded, aware of hiswarm breath on her lips. "I wasn't planning on it. Will you teach me how to
fightin human form?'

llYall
Sheblinked. "Yes? Y ou aren't afraid of accidentaly killing me?!

He grimaced, then let go of her. ™Y ou need to be able to protect yoursalf. He's more of athreat than |
thought, and you need to be prepared. I'll handle my ingtincts.”

She frowned as he released her and turned away. "What happened?"
"Wheré€'sthe bathroom?"

"Guest bathroom isdown the hall to theright. That'sthe onel use.”
He turned and headed toward it.

Her worry about him began to morph into annoyance as she watched his back disappear into the



bathroom. When he dammed the door, that wasiit.

She marched over and knocked on the door. "Zeke. Aren't you going to tell me what happened? Did
you find Lyman?'

The shower turned on. "No."
Shewaited, but she heard only the thud of hisjeans hitting the floor. "Well, what happened to you?'
"Alex was at your gpartment. He found out where you lived.”

"Hetried to bum you up?' She grinned. "Did you tell him you wouldn't help him kill me, so hetried to
take you out?"

"No."

Oh. "So you told him you'd help him kill me?' She glanced at the front door. Unlocked. "Is he coming
over?'

The shower curtain did and she knew he was in the shower. He cursed as the warm water hit his burns.
"Zekd"
"It'sunder control."

Argh! Very annoying me-male-protector-you-weak-female attitude. She stalked over to the front door
and yanked it open. Clouds of steam billowed into the hall, and she stepped inside and dammed the door
shut behind her.

She heard Zeke jerk in surprise and then a clunk as he knocked an elbow or some other bone into the
wadl.

Shewalked over to the shower curtain and flung it open.

He jumped, spun around, and had her in a headlock against his chest before she had timeto react. They
both stood there for along moment as she watched atrail of soap trickle down his corded thigh, over his
knee, and down his shin to his cute little toes. When water began dripping off her breasts, shefinaly said,
"lt'sme."

"I know that now. Don't sneak up on me. I'm not in agood state right now."

"Areyou going to keep mein aheadlock against your naked body indefinitely?' She assumed he was
naked. The angle of the headlock was keeping her from seeing any redly interesting parts.

"I'm thinking about it."
She grinned. "Becca says you worship my body. Isthat what thisisall about?!

He cursed and released her, but didn't push her out of the shower. So she dowly stood up and faced
him, blinking againgt the water blasting her in the face. Hishair wasflat againgt his heed, his chest
deightfully furry, sparkling with droplets. Perfect abs... shetrailed her glance downward and smiled.

"Y ou were wasting time with cybersex, Zeke. Y ou're definitely worthy of in-person sex.” During their
pheromone-induced sex, she hadn't had the opportunity to appreciate his attributes. Her loss, apparently.

He growled. "I'm trying to take a shower."



She dragged her gaze off his manly regions and looked at hisface. His eyes were dark and stormy, like
those of aman who had suddenly redlized that asexua siren was standing in his shower wearing nothing
but spandex shorts and a sportsbra. "No, Zeke, you're trying to avoid me by taking a shower. | don't
like being manipulated, so I'll just stand here while you shower, so | can ask questions.”

His gaze flickered with something dark. "I'm having atough day."

"Me, too." Shefolded her asams and glared at him, trying not to flutter her eyelashes asthey were
pounded by the shower. "'l found out Satan intentionally took away my ability to changeinto adragon
and I'll never get it back on my own. The Council knows| gave Monato Satan, and they have Justinein
custody, and if they catch me before | get Monaback I'll be in the Chamber of Unspeakable Horrors for
al eternity. And Satan met with aman who proclaimed himself head of the Otherworld mafia, and he
wants to make aded for the Goblet, s0if | don't get this situation taken care of quickly, | could bein so
much trouble. And then my salf-gppointed protector comes home covered in burns and hewon't tell me
what happened.” She grabbed abar of soap and handed it to him. "Don't let me stop you. | like watching
you massage your own body. It's like cybersex with aNetcam.”

Hisface darkened and his eyesflicked over her body. Was she wet and shiny? Totaly del ectable?
Probably. She smiled and wiped some water off her breastbone, grinning when his eyesfollowed her
hands. Men. Such putty when it came to the opposite sex. "Zeke. How'd you get burned?' She didn't
even need to woo him with flames. Wet workout clothes were more than enough.

He took a deep breath, then closed his eyes and began rubbing the soap gingerly over hischest. "l
followed the scent of Lyman's man to my office. Hed set abomb for me.”

Her chest tightened. " A bomb?* she echoed, her voice dightly faint.
"Y eah, but he forgot that flames don't kill dayers.”

Thank God. She sat down on the edge of the tub, belatedly redlizing that put her face right at the same
height as a certain perky body part. Um, hello. "For you to get burned, it must have been pretty intense.”

"Yeah, | guess.”

She closed her eyesfor amoment, trying to ease the achein her chest. After abit, she opened her eyes.
"So, he wants you dead, too? But why?"

"I don't know." Heturned to rinse his chest, putting a set of very tight buns so close she could practicaly
lick them. "I brought a photo | want you to look at. It'sin the back pocket of my jeans, if it didn't meltin
thefire”

But | don't want to go get your pants right now. She liked where she was. " So, what about Alex?"'

"He understands | don't want to kill you or help him." Zeke began to soap his back. She watched his
hands run the soap over hislower back and over his butt and down the backs of hislegs, and she began
to fed dightly warm. "But he loves Jasmine, and her safety trumps.” He threw the soap in the corner, and
it hit with athud. "Unfortunately, my life debt trumpsal aswell.”

She thought of what Beccahad said. "Well, at least you don't sound happy about contributing to my
death. That makesmefed dightly better.”

Heturned around to rinse his back, his gaze hot on her face. "God, T, you're making me crazy."

The achein her chest suddenly turned into something silky and hot. "I am?What did | do?’



He reached with one hand and pushed her wet hair back off her face, hisfingerstrailing through the
tangles. ™Y ou need to get out of my shower."

Shedidn't move. "It's Becca's shower."
"Lymantried to kill metonight.”
"Hetried to kill me 180 years ago. Now you and | are practicaly twins."

Hisfingerstightened in her hair, and she gripped the edge of the tub, dl too aware of his nakedness and
thefact her face Was at hip level. He sighed. "What am | going to do with you?”

"Ravage my body?"
He stared down at her.

"Or you can teach me how to defend mysdf and we can kick Lyman's ass and retrieve Jasmine. Then I'll
be safe, you'll be safe, the Goblet will be safe, and we can revert to our cybersex relationship.” Her heart
was pounding as she gazed up at him. She managed a casual shrug as she watched the water cascade
over hischest, down hisbdlly, over his... "Whatever worksfor you."

He thumbed her dragon mark, his touch a caress that made her want to rub up against him. "Nothing
about you worksfor me," hefindly said. "You and |. We don't work."

She stood up findly, her breasts brushing againgt his chest through the drenched sports bra. "Don't worry
about killing me. | can handleyou.”

He cupped the back of her neck. "How do | choose between you and my life debt, T? How?"
"Don' let it cometo that,” she whispered.

His gaze droveinto her eyes, the pain in their brown depths papable. "How do | take you, knowing |
took everything away from you? Y our family, your world, your village?'

Shelicked somewater off her upper lip. "I found your dayer armor.”
Hetensed.
"Did you weer it for every daying you did?"

He dropped his hand from the back of her neck, shut off the shower, and got out. "I don't want to
discussthat." He grabbed atowd and scoured his hair with it, ignoring the water al over therest of his

body.

She stayed in the shower, her heart thudding. "1 need to know. Did you wear that for every daying you
did?"

He brushed the towel once over his chest, then wrapped it around hiswaist. "1 want you to look at the
picture| brought back with me." He picked up his burned pants and fished around in the back pockets.

"Did you weer it for every daying?"
He shoved aphoto &t her, holding it in front of her face. "Do you recognize him?"

Shedidn't evenlook at it. "My parents blood wasn't on your daying armor. Y ou didn't kill them while



you werewearing it."
A look of disbelief swept over hisfeatures and he let the photo drop to hissde. "What?!

She stepped out of the shower and walked over to him. ™Y ou didn't kill them while you were wearing
your armor. | ask again, did you wear that for every daying you did?"

He stared past her, looking at the wall behind her with adistant look on hisface, asif hewasimmersed in
memories he couldn't share.

"Zeke?!
IIY$II
"Y es, what?"

Helooked down &t her. "l worethat for every daying. In accordance with the custom of dayers, the
blood of every dragon | ever killed is on that lesther. Even if | had to go back later to getit, | did asmy
kind requires, and | spilled their blood." The pain in hisface was so heavy, she couldn't help but lay her
hands on his cheeks. He stared at her. "I didn't kill your parents?’

"You didn't kill any dragon | wasrdated to. My mark would havefdt it." Shetried to lighten the moment.
"Does this mean we have a serioudy screwed-up relationship? Since we actually have to discuss whether

you dayed my family?'
" Screwed-up doesn't begin to describeiit.”
"In agood way, right?'

He sighed and leaned againgt the sink, pulling her up againgt him. She nestled between hislegs, letting her
hips press againgt his towel-clad nether regions. He held up the photo. Do you know him?”

"Y ou want to talk about photos when you've just been liberated from your past? Shouldn't you be
showing your exhilaration by ripping off your towe and throwing meto the ground and violaing my body
in more ways than any dragon has ever heard of ?*

"Now you sound like the TheresaNichols | knew online." He managed agrin, but she could till seethe
drain on hisface,

Darn it. She wanted to take that pain away. Light sexud banter wasn't doing it. So, what else was she
supposed to do? No one had ever accused her of being particularly adept at sensitive commiseration.
She sighed. "Okay. Show methe photo.”

Hating one's heritage was unfamiliar territory for her, so she wasn't exactly sure how to help him. After
al, he had killed lots of dragons, and he still wanted to. As Beccasaid, it didn't make him bad. Hmm...
maybe she should get him and Becca together for some "we hate what we are compelled to do" bonding.

He held up the picture and she glanced at it briefly. Then she grabbed it. "Omigod. | totaly know him."

Chapter Nineteen

Zeke watched the shock come over Theresas features, and a part of him wanted to reach out and wrap



her up against him. Not to comfort her. To comfort him. To know that she forgave him for who he was.

But he couldn't ask, because he didn't want to know if she didn't forgive him. And if shedid, it wouldn't
meatter anyway. He would till kill her if hisblood oath gave him no choice, and that pretty much ended
the topic right there.

She frowned at the picture, running her finger over it. "I mean, | don't know him, but | saw him today."
She looked up. "He was the one talking to Satan. He's the one who wants Mona." Her eyes narrowed.
"I'm positive he knows Lyman. | think they're working together."

"Redly?" A break like this could be the connection he needed to piece everything together. "Hisnameis
Zeus"

"Zeus? Stupid name.”
"Hesadragon.”

"A dragon?' She sat down on thetoilet, leaning against Zeke's thigh as she tapped the picture on her
chin. "New Y ork City isbecoming dragon centra." Shelooked up. "So, how do wefind him?"

"I was hired to find Zeus s0 a couple of guys could kill him." He reached over and gathered Theresa's
hair, squeezing the water fromitsends. It dribbled with amusica trickle onto thetilefloor. "1 told them |
wouldn't do it. Y ou know, my whole I-don't-kill-or-endanger-dragons-anymore shtick."

"I'm familiar with that philosophy.” She followed his movements with her gaze as he grabbed another
towel and draped it over her hair, patting the water out of it, but she didn't move away, or moveto help
him. Shesmply sat il and et him do what hefdlt like doing. " So, if we can find him, we can torture him
until headmitswhere Lymanis™

"I don't torture dragons.” He rubbed the towel over her back, wiping away the droplets from her smooth
shoulders.

"Dragons don't have such qualms. I'll do it." Sheturned dightly so he could access her entire back. " So,
how do wefind him?'

He skimmed the cloth over her lower back. "'l haveacal in to the men who hired me. | said | was
thinking of taking the case, and | needed more information.”

"Tel them I'm your sidekick. Y ou hired me to do the dirty work you don't have the stomach for
anymore."

Heran out of skin to dry, so he tossed the towe into the sink, and Theresa turned back to face him. "I'd
rather not have any dirty work done," he said.

Theresasmiled and stood up. "I know, darling, but the world's an ugly place. I'll protect you as much as|
can, okay? Y ou find the bad men, and I'll take care of them." Sheleaned in and gave him aquick kisson
his mouth, then bounced away before he could decide whether to grab her and haul her against him or
order her never to touch him again. ™Y ou just need to help me hone my battle skills, and I'll be ready to
take them on for you."

He stared after her as she flounced out of the bathroom. She turned just as she reached the door, abig
grin on her face. "Y ou do redlize that's one of the best ideas I've ever had, don't you? I'll satisfy my
dragon urges by doing lots of violent stuff, and you can pretend that the world is a peaceful place. We
might be the perfect team, Sayer." Then she winked and pulled the door shut behind her.



Satan fiddled with the vid, cocking his head in time to the swooshing of the liquid within as he tossed it
back and forth. Iris nearly had a heart attack each time it went airborne across her living room. " Give her
back to me, Satan.”

Helooked at her and spun the leather cord around hislittle finger. " So, | presume you have an answer for
me? Thisiswhy you contacted me?"

She'd gotten the Council's consent to track him down and attempt a negotiation, and held responded to
her summons dmost immediately. She leaned forward, giving him aclear view of her cleavage. To her
aurprise, he didn't even try to snegk apeek. Hejust kept fiddling with the vid restlesdy.

She spoke the words the Council had ordered her to say, based on their theory that negotiating with
people who stole Monawould encourage copycat behavior. "I can't marry you and moveto hell. I'm
sorry, but that's too major acommitment at thistime." She hesitated, redlizing that if she delivered the rest
of the Council's message, Satan would walk.

So she ad-libbed her own idea. "If you return Mona, | will go on adate with you, and we can see how it
goes." It was the most she could offer. The Council would noticeif she packed up and moved to hell, but
adate was innocent enough to fal below their radar, especidly if shewas ableto retrieve Mona.

"No." He stood up. "Y ou are saying that only to get me to turn over the Goblet." He leaned down and
pressed hisface againgt hers. Y ou have no intention of marrying me, do you?"

"l sad I'd gtart with adate, and | will." She noticed hislack of endearments and flirty comments, and
frowned. "Do you even want me? Why aren't you trying to seduce me?"

"Because | have agrand offer.” He hung Monaover hisleft ear and swayed his head back and forth,
letting her tap softly againgt the sde of hishead. "1 choose you over world domination, but if you will not
admit your love for me, then world domination will do much to fill my londy nights. | can wither away in
yearning for your love for only so long. | had Dragon at my mercy and | used my wish onyou, and it did
not pay off." Hiseyeswere glittering. "1 am Satan. | do not waste opportunities, so | do not waste this
one. Y ou spurn my show of devotion. | accept your spurn. | move on.”

Shefrowned. "Y ou're moving on? Y ou're giving up on me?"
llYall

"I don't want you to give up on me!" She stood up as gold bubbles began to fill the room. "I just need
time"

"Takethetime. Y ou come grovel to me when you decide your love for meistoo powerful to deny. Satan
isdone groveling." Hejerked his head and sent Monaflying up into the air, then caught her behind his
back. He grinned. "1 am Satan. | have an important phone call to make." Then hevanishedinan
explosion of gold bubblesjust asIrislunged for him.

"Wat! 1]

But he was gone. With the Goblet.

Theresa's duffel bag rang just as she shut Zeke in the bathroom with his burned jeans. It wasn't her
phone. His? She ran across the room and dug her hand into an outside pocket of the bag, grabbing the
ringing phone. She hit Send. "Hello?"



Silence.

"Thisis Zeke Siccardi's phone. May | help you?'

A man findly answered. "'l am returning hisphonecdl.”

"Excdlent Y ou're cdling about Zeus, right?"

Silence, but she heard the rhythm of his breathing change. Oh, he was calling about Zeus, definitely.

Theresa carried the phone over to the couch and sat down, curling her feet under her. "I'm Zeke's new
enforcer. | do the dirty work so he can continueto livein hislalaland. I liked the money you offered—"
Had they offered money? They must have. "So | told him we needed to follow up. We need more
information on Zeusto be ableto find him."

Moredlence.

"Yes, well, anyway, | have dinner plans at the Gas Griller tonight. | assume they have abar? Maybe we
could al meet there after dinner? Would nine work for you?"

More silence, but she could hear him breathing.

"I know, you're probably wondering if I'm some freak who stole Zeke's phone. I'm not. He'sin the
shower. Y ou want Zeus found, you know Zeke's your man. We're in high demand and have a number of
pressing cases a the moment, so if were going to fit thisin our schedule, we need to move fast. Be there
at nineand bring al the information you have. And bring the payment aswell. We don't work for free."

Finally he spoke. "I am glad to hear Mr. Siccardi has changed his mind. Wewill bethere.”

"Excdlent." She hung up just as Zeke waked out of the bathroom. Sadly enough, he had pulled hisjeans
back on, but he had been considerate enough to leave the top button undone, and his shirt was
goparently still in the bathroom.

She settled back on the couch and inspected him. ™Y ou know, for someonewho isall into peace and
eschewing violence, you've kept yoursdlf pretty fit."

Heat flickered in his eyes, and her belly answered immediately with adance of its own. "Who was on my
phone?"

"The Zeus guys. Werre meeting with them at nine at the Gas Griller, after we meet with Percy.”
Heflicked astrand of wet hair off hisforehead. "Percy?’

"My attorney. Remember the whole ‘arrested for attempted murder' thing?”

"Forgot about that.”

"l know." She tossed her phone onto the couch. "So many thingsto keep track of. | think | need a
secretary. Y ou think Beccawould help?”!

Hisgazetrailed over her. "Y ou're getting the couch wet."
She sat up at hisodd tone. "So?"

"So, it'snot your couch.” He wiped adrip of water off hisforehead and shoved hiswet hair out of his



eyes.

"Agan, 07"

He raised hisbrows.

"Oh, fine." She dammed her feet to the floor and stood up. "Happy?"

"Y ou'redripping on her floor."

"I'm wet. These things happen.”

He shook his head. "It's rude."

She frowned. "What's your problem, Siccardi ?*

Hisface wasinscrutable. "You. Y ou're tracking water al over your friend's house.”
"She'snot my friend, she's—"

"If you wereredly polite, you'd take off those wet clothes and put them in the dryer so they didn't ruin
her house"

A sudden hest raced through her and she drew her shoulders back. "Isthat so?" she asked dowly.

"Mmm-hmm..." He walked toward her, his gaze fastened on her face. Not even asingle peek at her
body, but she till tingled as he approached.

He stopped in front of her, not touching, but the heat from his body was pressing againgt hers.
Shetilted her head s0 she could ook up at him. "Y ou look like a man with sex on the brain.”
The corner of hismouth curved up. "Am | offending your delicate sensibilities?’

"Not at dl, but I'm just wondering what changed. Wasn't it like five seconds ago that you were dl high
and mighty about how you might kill me?" She reached up and traced her finger over the thick stubble on
hisjaw. "I mean, not that I'm opposed to it, but | have afirm rule when it comesto sex: Both partners
must always have aclear understanding of what it means. Savestrouble later.”

He growled, and excitement whistled through her. ™Y ou make me think about it, and I'm going to decide
it'snot agood idea."

"We can still have sex eveniif it'sabad idea" Sheflattened her hand on his chest and was pleased to see
him suck in his breath. She knew it wasn't from thejolt, because they were both so used to it, they barely
noticed it anymore. "But hereésthe thing. | need to know what you're thinking. If thisisraw anima need
to channel your suppressed daying needs, that's onething." Shelooked up a him and swallowed hard.
"If it's because you've decided that you can't live without me as your nearest and dearest, that's
something else entirdly. | need to know." She leaned forward and kissed hisleft nipple and then hisright
one, giving each afarewd | swipe with her tongue. She smiled when Zeke groaned softly, and looked up
a him. "Wdl?What'sthe dedl, lover boy?"

"I don't know."

She sighed with disappointment, then immediately chastised hersdf. What was her problem?
Disappointed about what? It wasn't asif she wanted acommitment from him. Wasn't thiswhole "seize



the human form” thing about becoming independent, even from him?

Right. Sheforgot. Good to remember. She forced hersdlf to shrug. "No sex until you know what it is. |
don't like mix-upsin the bedroom.”

He frowned and traced her nose with hisfinger. It was dl she could do not to tip her head up and let his
finger dideinto her mouth. ™Y ou sound like awoman with aplan.”

"l am." How, exactly, was she supposed to tak rationaly while hisfinger was tracing her collarbone? She
folded her arms across her chest. "Before | became stuck in dragon form, | had alot of sex, and |
learned quickly that not having rules could create abig problem.”

He rubbed her dragon mark. "Did you ever love Lyman?"
“No."
Hisfingers drifted lower, skimming the edge of her bra. "Not even when you were akid?'

"No, but he had a crush on me. He was askinny kid and totally geeky when we were teenagers. Not
nearly manly enough for me." She closed her eyes as he dropped his head and trailed hislips down the
sde of her neck.

"Youlikemanly men?"
"Of course." She swallowed when he kissed her throat. "' Only manly men can keep up with me."
"Am| menly?'

"You'rea vegetarian. | need aman who rips the meat from the bones, not one who uses scissorsto
open his package of frozen soy burgers.”

He gently bit her shoulder, and her knees began to tremble. "Would something like that satisfy your
needs for amanly man?"'

"Maybe." Her fingersitched to grab him but she wouldn't do it. She wouldn't make the first move, only to
have him pull back with some lame excuse about accidentally daying her. She clasped her hands behind
her back and kept her eyes closed.

Histeeth grazed her shoulder again. "What timeis dinner with the lavyer?”
"Seven. Eight. | can't remember. Seven.”

He grabbed her wrist and turned it so her fingers brushed against bare flesh that wasn't hers. ™Y our watch
saysit'samost four." He brought her hand up to his mouth and kissed her pam. "We havetime.”

"Timefor what?' Oy! Her voice had totally sounded way too breathless there. She was the sex goddess.
She was the one who took control in the bedroom. But by not taking control here, she wastaking
control. Making him decide.

She dready knew what she wanted.

| He took histime answering, and shefelt hisenergy draw back in a concerted effort before he
answered. He stopped licking her body. "Timeto do some B&E."

"B&E?' Bisfor breasts, E isfor erotic?



"Y ep. Want to come?'

She opened her eyes. That wasway too crass for Zeke to have meant it as she'd taken it. He wasn't
crass. Hewas addicious cyberlover who used romantic and wonderful language. "What are you taking
about?"

"l found alocal addressfor Edgar Vesuvius. It's not too far away."
She blinked. "Edgar Ves—who?"

"Edgar isthe London attorney who hired Ralph Greene, who paid meto find you. | haven't been ableto
link Lyman to Ralph Greene, so I'm hoping | can do that through Edgar.”

"Oh." Shetried to shake off the hormones still bubbling inside her belly, but dragon needsraged in
protest. They'd been stirred up and would not go to deep so easily. ™Y ou want to go search his house?
Now?'

"Yeah. | doubt Edgar Vesuviuswas hisreal name. I'm thinking it might be an aliasfor Lyman, so | want
to check the house out and seeif Lyman livesthere. Or at least seeif we can find any info there that |eads
usto Lyman." Hiseyeswere till dark, histhumb caressing her padm where hislips had been.

Dammit. Shefdt like damming her tall into awall. Or two. Sheld been so certain held been ready to
capitulate to hisneed for her. What was his problem? She scowled at him. 1 serioudy thought you were
about to seduce me.”

"l was, but you talked so much | had timeto think about it. Decided it wasn't agood idea."
Argh! "Serioudy, Zeke, asadragon, | have needs.”
Heraised his brow.

"Violence, food, sex. Burning things up." She shoved him off her and stalked away. "It's part of who |
am, and | embraceit, unlike you. But it means| need outlets." She paced acrosstheroom. "I can't burn
stuff up very well now that I'm in human form. Kicking Lyman in the nutswas good, but it redly wasn't
enough. Pheromone-induced sex was grest, but | was so out of it, | don't really remember it." She spun
toward him. "And then you get al wet in the shower and then come out here and fondle me, and get me
all worked up, and then you shut me down! Y ou don't want me to torture anyone, you won't have sex
with me, and now that I'm permanently in human form, six pizzasfor lunch isgoing to have mgor
repercussions for my svetefigure." She dammed her hands on her hipsand glared at him. "I'm adragon,
dammit, and you've just put me over the top!"

He stared at her, and she knew any hope of anything between them was so over. She Was everything he
couldn't abide about himself, so how could he accept those traitsin awoman? "'l can't take being around
you anymore. You're so cam, you deny al your ingtincts. Wdll, | can't and | won't!" Shewhirled around,
her skin crawling with the need to turn into a dragon and go on arampage. A scream of need echoed
inside her, but she clenched her teeth. | will not fall apart in front of anyone. "I need to get out of
here." She spun around, grabbed Beccas spare key from the coffee table, and turned toward the door,
then stopped abruptly.

Zeke was standing in her way, feet spread, fists clenched, violence rolling off himin thick, black waves.
His eyes were so black she couldn't see his pupils and the tendons in his neck were flexed.

Shefet her body tremblein responseto hisenergies. "Zeke?!



"| can fed your needs. They're echoing through my body." His voice was strained, hisjaw clenched.
"Y our need to destroy something istaking over me."

"You hateit, don't you?" Shetossed the keys onto the couch and circled him. If shéld had atail, it would
be twitching with anticipation. "I loveit. | lovewho | am, but I'm sorry if | make you into someone you
hete"

He moved toward her with a sudden lurch, and she jumped over achair to get out of hisway. "Y ou're
everything | don't want in my life" he sad.

"I know." Sheflexed her fingers, watching hisbody for cluesto which way he was going to go. She could
fed the violence ralling off him, but it wasn't deadly. It was smmering with the thrill of battle, the
adrenaline of agood fight, and her own need for action flared in response. "So sorry."

"You'renot sorry."

"I know." She jumped at him, kicked at him with her left foot. He caught her ankle, flipped her onto the
couch and lunged for her.

Sheralled off the couch, landed on her hands and knees, then jumped to her feet and scrambled out of
his reach as he sorang to hisfeet. Her heart was thumping, energy racing through her. "I've never battled
with a half-naked man before.”

Dark energy smoldered in his gaze as he circled the couch. ™Y ou need to practice fighting. Self-defense.”

"Isthat what thisis?' She caught ahitch in hisgait and she doveto the left to avoid him. "I was hoping it
wasforeplay.”

To her surprise, he lunged in the same direction she was going, and his shoulder hit her in the belly,
knocking her onto the floor. She kicked hisleft foot out from under him and rolled away as he dropped
to the ground.

But his hand closed around her calf. Adrendine raced through her and she dammed her bare foot into his
head. But held dready moved and her hedl thudded into the muscle of hisbicepsinstead. He sucked in
his breath and hauled her toward him.

Her body raked over the carpet as she did toward him, and she flung up her arm to block him ashe
dropped over her, hiselbow pointed at her neck.

He stopped with thetip of hiselbow pressed againgt her throat, his body pinning her to the ground. There
were beads of sweat on his brow, and his body was hot against hers. His eyes were dark, but there was
aleve of pogtive energy in there that hadn't been there before. Amusement and an undercurrent of

sexud energy.

Chapter Twenty

Theresaswallowed and felt his elbow press harder againgt her neck. " Are you going to take me out?"

He moved over her, so he was|ooking down at her, his eyes smoldering. Y ou need alot of practice. |
beat you and | wasn't even trying.”



"Meeither." She shifted suddenly and tried to dam her knee into his somach. Excitement rushed over her
when he blocked her and trapped her leg between histhighs. Yes. This was the kind of man a dragon
needed. One she couldn't hurt. Did it get any hotter than this?"l wasafraid I'd hurt you and | didn't
want my dayer to start blubbering.”

He replaced his elbow with his hand, wrapping hislong fingersall the way around her throat. " Serioudy,
T, you redlly do suck a hand to hand.”

"But it'sonly in human form. In dragon form, I'd kick your ass." They both knew she probably wouldnt,
but who cared?

"I'm terrified.”" He sounded amused.
Her body quivered with the adrendine of thetusde. "Let'sgo again. Thisisexactly what | need.”

He pressed harder againgt her, and her belly tightened. "1 don't want to hurt you, T. What if | lose
control ?*

"Y ouwont. Do you fed violent toward me right now?"
He frowned and she watched the confusion come across hisface, "But how—"

"It'syour heritage, Zeke. Y ou have to have an outlet for your needs. If you won't day adragon or do
anything violent, it buildsinsde you until it explodes. | know. It happensto me dl thetime." Shetugged
her hand out from under hiship, well avare that he allowed her to free hersalf. He was sironger than she
was, end of sory. Shelaid her hand on his chest. She could fed his heart racing under her touch. "By
gparring with me, by letting out your needsin asafe way, you satisfied your ingtincts enough that you can
control them.”

The musclesin hisjaw were working and his forehead was furrowed. "When | used my punching bag, it
only made thingsworse."

"Maybe your needs are directly related to adragon. A punching bag doesn't cut it." She shrugged. "Any
kind of excess eases my twitches, but you need adragon in your life"" Sheimmediately bit her lip. Why
had she just said that? If he suddenly came begging to her, she wouldn't know whether he wanted her for
who shewas, or because she could take away that part of himself he hated the most.

He shook hishead. "I don't buy it."

Or maybe she had nothing to worry about. "Y ou're adayer. Accept it and deal with it. Stop denying it or
youll—"

He put his hand over her mouth, and she bit him. He jerked his hand away, hiseyesblazing. "Y ou bit
rrell

"I know. It felt great. Will you bite me?"
She could fed the struggle within him. "No. | can't bite adragon.”

"Yes, you can." Shetouched her fingersto hislips. "It'sal about channeling your inginctsin asocialy
acceptable direction. Or morally acceptable, in your case." She tapped her finger againgt histeeth.
"Ravage adragon, Zeke. See how it fedls."

"l can't." But helightly grazed her finger with histeeth.



She nodded, suddenly bregthless. "Do it again. Bite the dragon, Sayer."
He frowned and suddenly levered himself off her. He sat back on his hedls, hisfacewary. "Stop it.”

"Stop what? Stop forcing you to admit al those needs and fedlings churning inside you?' She propped
hersdf up on her elbows and felt aramblein her chest. Shit. Now was not thetime for flames. She
wanted himin his sane mind, not groveling at her feet in achemically induced hormone puddle. "Yourea
dayer. Youday. Youday. Youday."

Hisface darkened, and it killed her to seethe pain in hiseyes. "Not anymore.”

"You'l dways need to day. Admit it and channd it." Shefixed her gaze on his. "'l need thisoutlet. You
need this outlet. Embraceit. Maybe well be good together.”

A growl emanated from deep in his chest, and her heart fluttered. Sherolled to her belly, then scooted
over infront of him. Hewas il gtting on his hedls, so shelicked his sscomach.

Hejerked and shelightly ran her teeth over hisabs.

Hisfingers sank into her hair, pressed against her scalp, pressing her against him. She cameto her
knees so shewas level with him. "'l want to eat you."

He sucked in his breath, then grabbed her around the waist and tossed her onto the couch. She landed
with athud and grinned as he loomed over her. "Ravage the dragon, Sayer."

He dropped onto the couch, aknee on either side of her hips, his eyes burning with emotion. Not
violence, not anger, not even smply lust. It was need. Stark, burning need for her.

She reached out for hisface, and he caught her hand and pressed hislipsinto her pam, his gaze never
leaving hers

He released her hand just as suddenly and dropped his hands on either side of her head and loomed over
her. His biceps were corded, his chest flexed, hisface dark with emotion. "If | gart to hurt you, kill me."

Her heart clenched for him and shelaid her hand on the side of hisface. "I'm not going to haveto kill you,
Zeke. If anything, I'm the one who might hurt you—"

"Promiseme. If | start to turn on you, promise meyou'l kill me. Therésagunin my duffe bag. It's
loaded.”

Shefrowned. "I hate guns.”

He bent his arms and lowered himsalf severa inches, then brushed hislips across her mouth. "Promise
me, T, or I'll walk away. | can't take the chance of hurting you."

"Y ou have seriousissues, you know that?" At the warning look in hiseyes, shedid her amsaround his
neck and tugged him toward her. "Fine. I'll shoot you in the heart, okay?"

He groaned and dropped his body onto hers. Hest flickered in her lungs as his bare chest pressed against
her skin, as hislips enveloped hers, as his energy soared through their skin and into her body. Sparks
rumbled through her and she tangled her fingersinto his hair, trying to kiss him back deeper and deeper.
"I need more," she whispered.

"What do you want?' The words dipped from hislipsinto her mouth as he wrapped his hands around
her ssomach, hisfingerstracing her ribs, sngeing the skin on her bely.



"Teeth," shewhispered.
"Y ou're anaughty dragon.”

"Can't helpit." She groaned as she felt his teeth scrape across her |eft nipple, through the wet sports bra.
Her body burned asif held left asearing mark in his path. "1 haven't burned up anything in too long. I'm
trading vices"

Hisfingers caught the edge of her bra, and he tugged it upward, catching her nipple between histeeth
before it was even fully free. His breasth was warm, his bite sent chills shuddering through her body. She
twisted under him, trying to get more of hisbody againgt hers. His skin was hot, hisbody hard, his
muscles curving under her touch. "Thisisnothing like cybersex,” she mumbled as she dropped her head
back to let him work hisway up her body.

"I would hope not." He nibbled on her throat while his hands roamed the curves of her body. "I've aways
been aphysica person, not aword guy.”

"Y our words kept me going just fine for the last six months.” Shelet her hands dide down his back,
marveling at the dip of his spine between his shoulders, the curve of hislower back. Hewas dl man. He
wasred. And he waswith her. It had been so long. Too long. The pheromone sex had been achemically
driven blur, but thiswasred. Intense. Overpowering.

She dipped her hands under the waistband of his jeans and over histight ass, feding the muscles clench
under her touch. She grinned and bit his shoulder. His body spasmed, and he jerked his head up to look
at her."You like to teke risks?"

The heated look in his eyes sent chills rushing through her. “I'm adragon. | haveto."

He growled, then grabbed her wrists and held them over her head. "Don't keep reminding meyourea
dragon.” He caught her mouth in akissthat drove dl thought from her brain. All she cared about was his
taste, his energy, his spirit, and she clawed at hiskisswith her mouth, trying to draw himin.

Shetugged at her wrists, desperate to fed hisbody againgt hers, but his grip tightened as hiskiss
increased in intendity. She writhed under him then tugged again, intentiondly forcing him to tighten his
grip. For thefirst time ever, she was deeping with aman who was tougher than she was. The fact that he
didn't want to acknowledge his hard edge and his toughness made her crave him even more.

Lyman had been stronger, but held tried to kill her. Zeke was stronger, tougher, and wanted nothing
more than to be a gentle softie, even as histrue self fought to erupt. So hot.

He did down her body and caught her |eft breast between histeeth again, and she groaned. "Leave a
mark, Zeke. Mark me."

"I can't.” Thestrainin hisVoice, the burning need, threw her own answering need into arage, and she
yanked her hands free with an unexpected strength, then grabbed his shoulders and flung him off the
couch. He landed with athud on his back and caught her as she dropped on top of him. He yanked her
braover her head, diding it down her arms. But when he got to her wridsts, his eyes flashed with
something that made her belly shiver with excitement.

He glanced at her face, then twisted the strgps around her wrists, locking her armstogether. Then he
cursed and started to undo it.

She pulled her hands out of hisgrasp. "No. | trust you."



"l don't." Hisvoice wasthroaty even as his hands cupped her breasts, histhumbsflicking the tips.

"Never argue with awoman who is half-naked and sitting on your pelvis." She scooted backward, letting
her bound handstrail over his chest. She curled her fingers around the waistband of his jeans, then bent
and swirled her tongue around his nipple.

He cursed and caught hisfingersin her hair, his somach flexing until she could see every musclein hisflat
belly. She scooted her butt toward his feet, letting her tongue trail over his skin even as she fiddled with
his zipper. A little difficult with the bra handcuffs, but with agrowl of success she yanked it down, then
dipped her hand insde. Sheld just cupped the silky hardnessin her hands when Zeke grabbed her wrists
and pulled her hands out.

Before she knew what he intended, he flipped her on her back, stretched her arms over her head. "You
ureyou trust me?'

She stared into the black depths of his eyes and shivered. There was so much emotion bubbling in there,
pain, degth, and something e se. Something tender that made her nod. "l trust you."

Helifted the corner of the coffee table and did her hands under theleg. "Y ou can get free easlly if you
needto."

"Thenit'snofun."

He dropped hishead and caught her mouth in akissthat had her body vibrating and her skin twitching.
"It'sasfunas|'mgoing to get."

"I think itll suffice," she managed as he traced a path down her belly, licking and nipping at every inch of
her body.

When he reached her spandex shorts, her whole body clenched in anticipation, yet the moment she felt
the wet materia dide over her hips, she was hit with such apowerful dam of emotiond intengty that she

gasped.

Zeke stopped ingantly, hisface level with hers. "What happened? What's wrong?' His brow was
furrowed, hiseyesworried.

She sucked in her breath, even as her body shifted under him, reaching for him. “I'm fine."
His scowl didn't lessen. "Are you sure?'

Shelifted her head and kissed him, unable to keep hersaf from touching him. "It'sjust been solong thet |
wasn't prepared for how 1'd react. Thisis nothing like the pheromone sex we had.”

A smile of pure masculine smugness curved hislips, and he disappeared from view. Then therewasa
whisper of atickle on her inner thigh, and her shorts did over her feet and vanished. His hands wrapped
around her legs, and then his mouth met with her inner core. The resulting bolt of eectricity brought her
hips off the floor, and she heard him groan asit struck him. «

In the back of her mind, apart of her brain wondered what the jolt meant, then his mouth and hands
were everywhere and she forgot about everything but him, histouch, his soul, hisbeing. He shifted, and
shewas vagudly aware of the thud of hisjeans hitting avase and a crash asit hit the floor, then hewas
moving up her body, nipping and licking ashisskin did over hersin atease of heat and eectricity.

Shetugged at her wrists, desperate to grab him, and the coffee table flew over their heads. He covered



her with hisbody asit crashed into the wall, then he grinned down at her, aflicker of lusty amusement in
hisface.

Sheld never seen him look like that, so at peace, and she wrapped her legs around his hips and pulled
him againg her. "l need you, Zeke."

The amusement vanished and he shifted hisweight and suddenly drove into her. Her body lurched with
theinflux of heated energy, and she grabbed for him, desperate to crawl inside his skin and cuddle
againg the heat burning inside him. He would make her warm, so warm. She knew it, if only she could
get ingde him. Shelifted her hips, trying to bring him deeper insde her, closer to her heart, insde her
soul. It'swhere he needed to be, she knew it. For both of their sakes.

Theintendty of emotion building ingde her continued to grow until shefdt it would burst out through her
skin and consume them both. It was hest, it wasfire, it was smoke, it was everything she was and
everything hewas and it was fusing into one.

The orgasm came with such unexpected force that she grabbed his shoulders, hanging onin afutile
attempt to keep her body from coming apart. She was vaguely aware of him shouting her name, hisarms
like stedl pipes as he kept himself from crushing her with his own explosion. She felt hisheat shoot
through her body, curl around her belly, wrap itself around her lungs, and squeeze her heart until shewas
nothing but him.

Zekeburied hisfacein Theresas hair and inhded deeply, using hislegs and armsto tuck her into the
curve of hisbody. Shewas hot to the touch, and little jolts of eectricity shot into his skin everywhere they
touched. He smiled and tugged her closer, embracing the tremors nipping at their bodies.

He hadn't killed her.
He hadn't even been tempted.

And he couldn't remember the last time held fdlt this at peace. The congtant itch at the back of his neck
was gone.

Shewiggled againg him. "Zeke?!
"Yeah?' Hekissed her earlobe.
"How do you fed ?"

"Excdlent. You?'

"I'm not sure.”

A tremor in her voice caught his attention, and he lifted his head to look &t her. Shelooked worried, and
her mouth was tense, an expression he wasn't sure held ever seen on her face. "What'swrong?”

"Did you fed it? All those shocks and the dectricity?'
Hetraced the furrows in her brow with histhumb. "Y eah."
"What do they mean? Why does that happen between us?'

He propped himsdlf up on his elbow to get a better [ook at her. Her eyes were wide and she was
chewing her lower lip. "1 don't know. Why doesit matter?"



She hugged her armsto her belly, her golden gaze searching his. "I just, well, for amoment there, | felt
likel couldn't live without you. Like our soulswere one." Shefrowned at him, till chewing her lower lip.
"l didn't likethat feding."

Heidly rubbed hispam over her bdly. "I fdt it, too."
"It was just because of the shocky things, don't you think?"
She sounded on the edge of panic, so he nodded. "Probably."

"Probably?" Sherolled away from him and stood up, fisting her hands on her hips and staring down a
him.

That's when he noticed the marks on her body. Breadts, belly, thighs. Lots of little bite marks. But instead
of panic or violence surging through him, a sense of tightness settled in his gut. His marks were on her,
and helikedit.

Sheimmediately frowned. "What's that smug, maelook for?'

He nodded at her and she looked down. Then she smiled. "Well, see? Y ou didn't kill me." Shetrailed her
finger over amark on her breast and he felt hisbody hardening again. When shelooked at him, he could
see the heat smoldering in her own eyes, which elevated his even more.

"You liked thet | bit you."

"Of coursel did. I'm adragon.” She sighed and dropped her hand. "A dragon without atail. Two
hundred yearstrying to get out of dragon form, only to start the full-court pressto get back there. All |
want istwo forms. That's my heritage. Isit too much to ask for?' She whirled away, grabbed her duffel
bag, and started walking back to the bedroom.

That's when he noticed the gold piercing at the base of her spine. A smple diamond stud, but it had him
on hisfeet in aheartbeat, alow growl emanating from his chest.

She spun around to face him just as he did hisarms around her waist. For an instant, she leaned into him,
but then pulled back. "We need to go search that guy's house. No time for another roll in the hay."

Helet her dide out of hisgrasp and followed as she walked into the bedroom and tossed the bag on the
bed. "What's wrong?'

She shrugged and rifled through the bag, her cheeks dowly turning red. "Every piece of lingeriein here
was one we had cybersex with."

"I know." He sat down next to the bag and held up an emerald green lace bra. "Try thisone.”
She snatched it from hishand. "I'm not using any edible oil right now. We haveto go.”

"Fine." He leaned againgt the headboard, crossed his ankles, and clasped his hands behind his head. It
just felt so right to St there and watch her dress. He loved the soft curves of her body, the way she
flipped her hair up to get it out of theway. "Y ou going to talk to me?”

"About what?' She grabbed a black thong and did it up over her hips.
"Whatever's bugging you. If it's not the marks, whet isit?'

She paused with her black jeans on, but unzipped. "1've aways prided myself on being an independent



girl, Zeke. Since my parentsdied, I've been taking care of myself.” She sighed and pulled on the zipper,
but it was apparently stuck. "But when Justine l€ft, | realized 1'd become dependent on her, leaving me
with nothing once | lost my placein her life. No one. And | redlized | had to do something about that. Get
alife. Become independent so | don't rely on anyonetheway | relied on Justine.” Sheyanked &t it again,
then made a noise of frugtration.

Herolled off the bed and landed on hiskneesin front of her, tugging her hands off her pants. "There's
some materid stuck.”

She set her hands on her head and stared at the wall while he worked on her zipper. "But when we
were... when | fdt..."

He freed the zipper and it did up with an accommodating burl. "When you fdt like you were crawling
insdemy skin and | wasinside yours and it felt like we had to be together forever or we would both
die?"

She gared at him.

He stood up and fastened the top button of her jeans, worried by the look on her face. "It'snot abig
dedl. Just something about the dayer/dragon connection.” He was certain it wasn't, but he wasn't about to
let her know that. Not yet. Not until he figured out his own responseto it.

She sarted chewing her lower lip again. Y ou think?'
"I'msure.” He pulled ablack camisole out of her bag. "Here. We have stalking to do."

She glanced down, then started to laugh. "I can't wear ablack camisole with agreen bra. The strapswill

"S0?' Hewasrdieved by her amile. "I likethe green bra. If | seethe straps, it'll make methink of hot ail
and sensud massage.”" He fingered the bra straps. They were silky and soft and did under hisfingerslike
her soft skin.

Her smilewidened. "Fine"

He watched her settle the camisole over her body, then studied how it hugged her curves and showed
her dragon birthmark. He held up asweatshirt. "And now you have to cover the whole thing up so no
other man can ogle you."

She laughed then and threw the sweatshirt back a him. " Since when are you jeal ous and possessive?'

He caught the sweatshirt with afrown. "I'm not." He threw the sweatshirt on the bed even though he
wanted nothing more than to pick it up and wrap her up init.

"Y ou haveto get dressed.” Shetossed him apair of boxersthat he'd stashed in the bag, having stopped
at hisplace before arriving at hers. "I prefer you in aleopard-print thong, but sSince you don't have one,
these will haveto suffice.”

He tugged the underwear on. "So, now you're jeal ous and possessive? |s that why you want me
dressed?’

"Never. | don't careif other women rip off your clothes.”

"You aure?'



Annoyanceflickered in her eyes. "'l don't careif athousand other women crawl inside your skin."

He yanked on the clean jeans shefished out. "Well, I'd careif anyone else crawled insde your skin." The
minute the words were out and he saw her tiffen, he regretted saying them. Hell, he didn't even know
why he had. Did heredly care?

He watched her stalk out of the room and knew he did.

Chapter Twenty-one

A hdf-hour later, Theresaand Zeke werein the suburbs about to engage in someillicit behavior, which
would make her day full of dragon delights: great sex, astop for take-out junk food, and some crimina
activity. So much better than Sitting at home under Justine's lockdown.

She refused to think about what had happened during the great sex. Everything was fine. Normd.
Nothing had changed between them. And just to prove it, she rested her hands on Zeke's shoulders as
she peered around him. " See anyone?”

"Nope." After knocking on the front door and getting no response, they'd scaled the brick wall at the
back garden and were peeking around a statue of a naked woman.

She sniffed the air and scented nothing of concern. " Seems good to me.”

"Agreed." Heled the way around a garden of expensive-looking flowers and jumped over apond of
exaticfish.

They reached the back door of the quaint house, and Zeke tested it. Locked.

"No problem.” Theresa grabbed the door handle and yanked. Her hand flew off it and the door stayed
shut. "Dammit. I'm atotal wussin human form.”

Zeke pulled out alock-picking kit. "Violenceis overrated.”
"Youreapanintheass"
The door clicked and he opened it up. "But I'm effective.”

She hesitated in the doorway. Incinerating people was one thing. Breaking in was entirdly different. It
wasn't an activity thet typicaly satisfied dragon urges.

IIT?I

"Coming." Shewaked insde, sniffing scents, checking to seeif someone was hiding. No onewasthere
a the moment, but the smdlswerefamiliar. "I know who lives here. I've met him."

Zeke scented the air aswell, and he frowned but didn't say anything.

Shefollowed Zeke farther into the house, stepping around expensive antiques with fancy carvingsand
gold etchings. They werein astting room, with high-backed chairs covered in plush velvet upholstery
and ahuge crysta chanddier hanging from the celling. There was atwe ve-by-twelve murd over the
couch, apainting of ascenic village. Theresatook acloser 1ook, then her belly lurched. "Oh, my God."



"What?' Zekewasrifling around in adesk.
"Look & themurd."
She heard him shift; then he sucked in hisbreeth. "It'sthe Village of Uruloke. Before the Cleansing.”

Her eyesraced over the mural, her heart jumping with each house she recognized. "Look! That's my
house."

Zeke moved beside her. "The huge onein the middle of the town?"

"Yes." She climbed up on the couch, trailing her fingers over the building that used to be her home. "See
those white curtainsin that window? That was my room."

Zeke hopped up next to her. "Did you used to climb down that tree to sneak out?"

"Of course." She peered closer, then gasped. "That's my mom. Look! There sheidl” Her eyesblurred,
and she blinked quickly to clear her vison. "She's..." Sheblinked again. "She'skissing Lyman's dad.
Where's my dad?'

"The guy in the expendve clothesisLyman's dad?"

"Yes" Shefrowned and studied the painting more closely. "Lyman's dad never wore clotheslike that. His
clothes were dways torn and filthy. He was too busy drinking and stedling to bother with his

appearance.”
Zeke peered closer. "Isthat you?"

"Where?'

He tapped hisfinger on the image of ayoung woman wearing abeautiful gown, the kind her mom
wouldn't let her wear because she always tore them and got them dirty.

She narrowed her eyes. "Yes, it is. My hair was brown back then, and | used to weer it like that.”
"Isthat Lyman yourewith?' He sounded alittle disgruntled. "1 thought you never dated him."

"I didn't." But aguy who looked more like the suave Lyman of today than the skinny Lyman of their past
had his arm around her. She was clutching hisarm, gazing up a him with alook of total adoration. "I look
fa."

Zeke shook his head. "Not fat. Pregnant.”

"What?' Her hand went to her own stomach, trying to suppressthe bile rolling around inside. But Zeke
wasright. In the painting, her other hand was on her swollen belly, and Lyman's hand was on top of hers,
alook of smug male pride on hisface. They both had wedding rings on, and looked happy. "Oh, my
God. That's disgusting.”

Zekeflicked at theimage with hisfinger, then walked to the other end of the painting while Theresa
dropped down on the couch and stared up at the celling. 1 think I'm going to vomit.”

"It was Signed by the artist in 1945, after your interlude with Lyman.”

She groaned and flopped her arms over her face. "l am so grossed out by this. | have a stalker."



"We have a bigger issue than that. This painting had to have been commissioned by Lyman. So what'sit
doing in Edgar V esuviuss house?'

Shefrowned. "Well, maybe Edgar isLyman'sattorney.”

"Thisisthekind of painting you have in your own home, T. Somewhere you can look &t it every day.
Either Lyman lives here now, or he used to live here.”

"Here?' She scented again. The familiar scent could belong to Lyman, if held been wearing some cologne
or something e seto mask hisscent. ™Y ou smdl him?"

Zeke shrugged. "I thought | got awhiff of him when wefirgt arrived. | don't smell it anymore, but it could
have been him. Especidly if he hasn't been hereinawhile.”

She had sudden visons of Lyman lying on the sofa, staring up at her imagewhile he... Oh, gross. She
rolled off the couch and landed on her feet and felt the familiar heat building in her chest. "I need to
incinerate this painting.”

Zeke was at the other end of town, studying the painting intensdly.

"Zeke? 'Y ou better move. | don't want to burn you up.”

Hefindly tapped the painting. "Who lived here?’

"Who cares? Thisisastaker painting. It must be destroyed immediately.”

He turned to her, and she was shocked to see the pain on hisface. "Zeke? What's wrong?"
"That'sthe house. That's where it happened.”

Before she had time to think about what she was doing, she was on the couch next to him, her hand on
hisarm. "Where what happened?'

He turned to the painting and touched one of the dirt roadsin the middle of town. "1 killed the dragonsin
this house, and then this one. Then Alex and the team took over the middie of the town and | went down
here. We knew it was the bad section and figured the toughest killswould bein thisarea, so | took it."
Hisvoice grew hard and she could fed him will away the emation.

He tapped alittle shack that she recognized ingtantly. "I killed two dragons, then | waked into the other
room and found a skinny boy there. He was trying to get away, but hisleg was broken and he couldntt.
Hewas too scared to change into dragon form. He just looked at me and waited for his death.” He
closed hiseyes. "That'swhen | redized | wasamongter. | walked away from that kid and |ft thet life
forever."

Zekefdt the pain in his chest with an intensity he hadn't felt in decades. Seeing the house brought it all
back. "Who lived there, Theresa? Tell me hisname." Sudden hope rushed through him as he stared at the
little shack that had been so vivid in hismemories. Hed find that dragon or his progeny, and hed make
amends. It wasthe only way to closethewound. "T? Who isit?'

She didn't answer. Her face was white and her eyeswide. A sick sense of dread settled in his somach as
he drew back from her. "What's wrong? Are you disgusted by me?'Y ou knew what my past was." His
voice was harsher than he intended and he felt atwinge of guilt when she winced.

"No, it'snot you." She swallowed hard and met hisgaze. "I think it'sbest if you let go of the past.



Nothing will be solved by hanging ontoit. Save my life and thelife of Alex's mate and you'l be even.”

He grabbed her arm as she started to turn away, redizing that she wastrying to hide the truth from him.
"It wasyour family, waan't it? A brother? A cousin?' Hisfingers dug into her arms. "Tell me!"

"Y ou don't want to know!"

"l have to know. Dammit, T, tell me!”

"Fine! It wasLyman!"

Helet go of her and sucked hisbreath in. "What?'

She nodded. "1 was the one who broke hisleg. He made apass at me and | threw him off aroof. That's
why | waan't therefor the Cleansing. My parents sent me off to live with Justine and Iriswhile my dad
was running for mayor so | couldn't screw up hiselection. After the Cleansing, Iriskept me.”

He sat down heavily on the arm of the couch. "Lyman?’

"Lyman." She kneded between hislegs and leaned on histhighs. "The fact his parentsdied isn't the
reason he hasturned into afreak, Zeke."

Helifted hishead. "How did you know | was thinking that?'

"Because | know you." Her hands rubbed hislegs. "Y ou did him afavor by killing them. They were
horrible people, and by freeing him from them, you gave him a chance. Of course, he completely
screwed up and became an insane killer, but hey, not everyone can be me.”

"No. I orphaned him." He ran his hands through his hair. "He's the one who has been haunting my dreams
al thistime. HEsthe one | haveto save."

Shetightened her grip on histhighs. "Y ou can't save him, Zeke. It's Lyman. He wants to impregnate me
and then kill me. He kidnapped Alex's mate. He cheated you and tried to murder you twice. He's not
worth your regret."

He spun away from her, his head throbbing. He cursed and dammed hisfoot into an armchair. It flew
across the room and dammed into thewall with athud.

Theresagrinned. "Let it out, Sayer. Let'strash his house and burn it down.”

"No!" He stalked over to the desk and yanked open adrawer. "There has to be another way."
Theresa dammed her hands on the desk. "Zeke! Lyman is not an innocent! He's amass murderer!™
He met her gaze. "I've dreamed abouit that kid since that day. | cannot kill him. | can't doit.”

She pressed her lips together and dug her fingertipsinto the desk, her jaw flexing in her attempt to
contain her emotions. Findly, she grabbed aletter opener off the desk, walked over to the painting, then
stabbed it through Lyman'sface.

The anger rolling off her made the back of his neck twitch, but he didn't try to stop her.

She sawed her image out of the painting, then her mom's. Then she ripped out Lyman's house. Then she
stalked back over to the desk, threw the pieces into the trash can, and set them on fire with a puff of
flame that made Zeke's groin tighten. "Lyman will not control my life or yoursanymore.



Then she turned around and stalked out of the room.

Zeke reached for the pieces of painting, to salvage what he knew would be dear to Lyman's heart, but
they were dready engulfed in flames. All he could do was watch them burn.

Now he owed Lyman twice.

Theresawalked into the bedroom and saw an enormous portrait of herself hanging over the bed. She
was wearing adinky white nightgown that she remembered al too clearly from her brief interlude with
Lyman. Her somach rolled at the memoriesit brought back.

She st the painting on fire, then sat on the floor and lifted the dust raffle to peer under the bed. Lyman
had aways believed under the bed was the best place for putting anything important. There were abunch
of pillowsthere and an old rug. She pushed the rug to the side and grinned at the box hidden behind it.
"Ah, Lyman, you never change."

She pulled the lockbox out and checked it. Locked. "Zeke!™
"What?'

She jJumped when hisvoice wasright in her ear. ™Y ou scared the crap out of me. What are you doing
here?' She glanced up at hisface, and ingtantly felt bad. His cheeks were hollow and his eyes heavy.
"Had to get alook at my asswhile | dove under the bed, huh?’

He managed asmall grin, but amusclein his cheek wasticking. "The houseis pretty clean. | don't think
anyone actudly lives here. It's probably more of an auxiliary location. Since | couldn't find anything of
interest in the rest of the house, | decided to check on your progress, but your assis abonus.”

Oh, hewas 0 tense. "Want to have sex to relieve your stress?' She regretted the words as soon asthey
came out of her mouth. She wasn't ready to be intimate with Zeke again.

His gaze flicked to the burning portrait over the bed. "Probably not the best time, but | appreciate the
offer.”

"No problem,” she said quickly. "Open this."

She sat on the bed next to him as he took the box from her. Zeke jimmied the lock open and lifted out a
date book.

She leaned over his shoulder and looked at it. "It'sfrom last year."

They flipped through the pages. Each day was blocked off with meetings. Some of them werelisted
under the name Reverend Munsey and some under the name Zeus. "He knows Reverend Munsey, too?"
She tapped her fingers on her chin. ™Y ou know, Reverend Munsey totaly freaked when he saw me. |
didn't know why, but if he was buddies with Lyman, that would explain it. He must have known about
me"

Zeke made asmal sound of triumph, and she peered at the page he was reading. "Percy Adams? He has
Percy's mestings listed in here, too?" Shelooked at Zeke. "We are so going to torture Percy at dinner to
find out what he knows." He gave her alook and she shrugged. "What? He's not adragon. Totaly
torturable.”

"You'reincorrigible"



"I'm adragon and I'm insatiable. Y ou know you loveit."

He raised hisbrow at her, and suddenly the room felt way too small as sherecalled the intimate fedings
sheld had during their love fest. "1 meant, you like my body. That'sit." She jumped up and away from
him. "Let'sgo find Percy."

"Notorturing.”
Sheran out of theroom. "Make me!"

She grinned at his snort of aggravation.

Satan sat on his heart-shaped bed with its fourteen-carat-gold quilt and stared at the three objectsin
front of him.

Ontheleft was apicture of Irison abeach, laughing at the camera.

On theright was Zeus's business card, on the back of which was scrawled the number of souls hewould
provide Satan.

In between the two of these was Mona.
A knock sounded at hisdoor. "Satan. It's Becca. What do you need?”
"Enter, Rivka"

The heavy golden doors opened and she walked inside. He saw her take in the display on the bed, but
her face reveded nothing.

Helet hisgazeflick back and forth between the objects. "World domination or another few centuries of
rejection by thewoman of my fantases?'

She sighed and checked her watch. "1 have amesting in five minutes. Make adecison or let me come
back later."

Hefrowned. "Areyou still working &t that pretzel establishment? That assgnment isover. Y ou should be
devoting al your resources to soreading my power and influence far and wide."

She dropped her wrigt, her face sudioudy bland. "I have ameeting with an informant about the being
who tried to kill me."

"Most excellent. | hopeit is someoneworthy." He gestured at the display. "Tell mewhat to do.”
"Give Monaback to Theresaand keep working on Iris. She'sworth it.”

"No."

She sghed. "So, go into businesswith Zeus."

"No."

He could hear her teeth grinding and he beamed at her. "I much enjoy making you wait. You are so
impatient. Snap decisonsfor you. Indecison istorture, no?'

She shrugged. "Fine. If my mysterious assalant kills me next time, you'll be the one deprived of my



sarvices" Shewalked over to achair shaped like hisfavorite female body part and sat down. "I'll skip
the medting."

Hewaggled afinger a her. "Y ou try to manipulate me so well. Y ou areamost excdlent chdlenge. |
make decison now." He studied the display.

Iriswas no doubt what he wanted most, but she was not succumbing to his charms. Made the decision
much more complicated.

Hefindly lifted hisfinger, let it glow red, pointed it at the business card, then at the photograph, then did
it again. "Eenie meenie miney mo. Caich awoman by thetoe. If she hallers, throw her in apit of acid.
Eenie meenieminey mo. You. Shall. Die." Hisfinger ended up pointing at Iris, and he nodded with
satisfaction. He had very admirable decison-making skills. Helooked up at Becca. "Arrange meseting
with Zeus Tdl him | will give him Mona"

"Y ou ditched your chance at true love based on eenie meenie miney mo?" Shelooked incredulous. "Is
thishow you make dl your mgor decisons?”

"Yes. Most excdlent choice, no?'

She stood up, her face dightly pink. "Excellent," she snapped. "I'll go setit up." She vanished through the
floor before he could think of more reasons to torture her.

So he sighed and stretched back on the bed. World domination would be most impressive. Surdly Iris
would be unableto resst aman of limitless authority. World domination and Iris. He would haveit al.

Chapter Twenty-two

Zeke and Theresa showed up at the Gas Griller afashionable six and ahaf minuteslate after stopping at
Becca's so Theresa could raid her closet and Zeke could grab some fresh clothes. Zeke looked hot ina
pair of jeans, black boots, and aloose-fitting dress shirt that hid his heavily muscled upper body. She
was wearing anew pair of black jeans, a pae blue camisole top and a cute, short jacket that showed just
enough to be promising, but not enough to be dutty.

Percy was both aman and her attorney, so she needed to appeal to both sides of him.

Dressed in asharp suit, hewaswaiting for her at atable in the corner, champagne on the white linen
tablecloth, ared rose lying across the empty place across from him while he sudied the menui.

"Doesn't look like alawyer dinner," Zeke grumbled in her ear. His hand was on her back, and there was
ahumming of eectricity jumping between them. "L ooks like he'strying to seduce you.”

Shegrinned a the edgein Zekesvoice. "Yes, it does. It will makeit al the easier to get himto fall into
my clutches and revedl al." She stopped and faced Zeke. ™Y ou need to disappear.”

"What?' He shook his head. "No."

She could fed the tension rolling off him, so she tugged him out of sght of Percy, then wrapped her arms
around his neck and gently bit his chin. He groaned softly and dipped hisarms around her waist. "Cut it



"No." She kissed him, and he responded instantly, pressing her against the wal and burying her with a
kissthat made energy sizzle through her body. When he finaly broke the kisswith anip on her neck; it
was only hisarmsthat were keeping her vertica.

Therewas alook of surprise on hisface. "I fed better now."

"l don't." She gripped hisforearms and tested her legs. "Y ou're killing me here, Sayer." Sherolled her
eyesashissmilefaded. "1 meant because you're so sexually potent you rob me of the ability to walk."

"Oh." He gave alittle head twitch that was dl about testosterone, and she had to laugh.
She pushed him away. "Go hidein the corner and let me work my magic on Percy."
"I'll be hereif you need me."

"I won't need you. | don't need anyone. I'm letting you stay only because | worry about you on your own
out inthishig, violent city." Sheflipped her hair a him, then swung away before her face could betray
her. She might not need him, but she liked knowing he was backing her up. She liked it way too much,
actudly, and it worried her dmost as much asthe impact of their love fest did.

She shook her head to clear it. Now was not the time to think about Zeke. She smoothed her shirt, lifted
her chin, and strutted around the corner. Percy saw her immediately, awarm smilelighting up hisface.
Sheimmediatdly fdlt bad for al her thoughts about torturing him. Who could torture aman who had eyes
that kind?

"Ms. Nichols, I'm so glad to see you." Hisvoice was alittle more nasal than she recaled, but he stood as
she arrived, caught her hand, and kissed the back of it, then pulled out her chair. "I wasworried when |
didn't hear from you."

She dlowed him to assist her seeting, then gestured at therose. "A lovely touch. Thank you."
He sat opposite her, and gazed at her. "Y ou look gorgeous tonight.”

She cleared her throat and felt awave of hostility come from the corner where sheld left Zeke. "Yes,
thank you. So, can you get the police to drop the charges?’

"Oh, let'snot talk businessyet." He lifted the bottle of champagne and filled her glass. "A toast to you.”

She shifted in her chair and scratched her ear. "Cheers.” Shetook aquick sip then set it back down.
IIS: n

"Y ou do not like the champagne? | will send it back."

Shetilted her head and studied him. "It's perfect. Relax. Thisisn't adate. Y ou don't need to impressme.”
Something dark flickered in his eyes, but was gone amost immediately as helifted hisglassto takeasp.
Theresaleaned forward, |etting her cleavage distract him. "How well do you know Lyman Peressini?"
Hisface blanched and he coughed, spitting his champagne al over the table. "Who?"

"And Zeus?'

His face became even whiter, and he looked around the restaurant. "Keegp your voice down," he hissed.



"And Reverend Munsey? It wasn't an accident that you showed up to represent me after his death, was
it? How do you four fit together?' Boy, thiswas fun, watching him panic. It was dmost as good as
incinerating someone.

He grabbed her wrist and leaned forward. " Shut up.”

"Shut up?' Shefdt awave of anger riding in from Zeke and she pulled it in, absorbing it into her body.
She leaned close to Percy until her nose brushed againgt his.

He yelped and jerked back, holding hisnose. "Watchiit."
She narrowed her eyes. "l barely touched you."

"Dragon grength.”

Her breath sucked in. "Y ou know I'm adragon?"

He cursed, and shefdt fire beginning to roll around in her chest. She grabbed histie and pulled him
toward her. "Who the hdl are you?"

Hisfingers closed around her wrist. "L et go of me," he said quietly. "People are staring.”
"Youthink | care?'

"If you do not release me, | will call assault and leave you to hang.”

She snorted. "As| said, you think | care?!

Hisface darkened. "'If you release mein away that does not draw attention to this table and affect my
professond reputation, | will tell you what you wish to know."

She stared him down, suddenly aware that Zeke had moved closer. She released Percy and tried to cam
down. "Tak." She dropped her hand to her hip and then waved in Zeke's direction, willing him to back
off. "Makeit fast."

Percy straightened histie, took aquick glance around the room, then looked back at her. "One of my
platforms as a senator is environmental issues, as|'m sureyou're avare.”
"l ignore politics.

Annoyance flickered over hisfeatures. "1 have been arranging the purchase of severa large tracts of land
in the western part of the state. Preservation of forests." He leaned forward, hiseyes glittering. "But in
actudity, I'm creating ahaven for dragons.”

Her heart lurched, even as she reminded herself not to trust him. "For al three of us?' What aparty she
could have with Zeus and Lyman. Rah, rah, rah.

He shook his head. "There are more than twenty living there now. Mostly femalesand smdler maes. I'm
going to regenerate the dragon population.”

She sat back and drummed her fingers on the table, trying not to revea her excitement at the thought of
more dragons. Of a place where she could fly. Oh, right. She couldn't fly anymore. " So where does
Lyman comein?'

"Lyman ismy primary investor. He finds the dragons and brings them to the reserve. No dominant males



S0 he can avoid territorid battles.”

"Y ou mean, o he can rule over dl of them. Makes sense.” She pursed her lips. "And Zeus?'
Percy scowled. "Zeustakes a percentage of the funds for himsaif."

"Why?

"He has an Otherworld Detector and threatened to expose me.”

"Redly?' Well, that was atwist she hadn't expected. "What are you?"

"A dragon.”

"Redly?' Another dragon? She scented him again, then shook her head. "Y ou don't smell like adragon.”
"l hide my scent.”

Shelifted abrow. "Impossible.”

"l have resources at my disposd.”

"Likewhat?'

He shook his head. "Professional secrets.”

Okay, fine. Sheld ded with that secret later. She had more important things to uncover first. "'So, where
does Reverend Munsey comeinto this?"

"A friend, isal."

She pursed her lips. "If he'safriend, why are you defending mefor killing him?
"He would want justice, and | think you are innocent.”

Sheraised her brows. "Try again.”

He studied her for amoment, then gave adight inclination of hishead. "I arranged for you to be held on
trumped-up charges so | would have the opportunity to discuss the reserve with you.”

"Y ou mean, S0 you could blackmail meinto doing what you want, by using the threet of incarceration to
pressure me." She sat back in her chair and folded her arms over her chest. "What do you want from
me?'

"l want you to join me a the reserve." He gave her aflattering smile, resting his hand on thetable. "Be
with me, Theresa. | can give you everything you've wanted. Dragons, aplaceto live, aman worthy of
you."

Zeke's power crashed against her so hard she had to grab her chair. Percy sat up and looked around,
scanning the restaurant.

She hastened to digtract him. "What makes you worthy?"

Helooked at her again, but she could sense hisrestlessness. "I have money and power. | am strong. | am
attractive. | am agreet lover. | am adragon. Everything you want, | am." He reached acrossthe table
and grabbed her hand. "Y ou and I, Theresa, we will rule the dragons, Side by side.”



Shegtudied him. "That sounds like something Lyman would say. Have you discussed thisllittle plan with
him?*

"I will protect you from Lyman." He rubbed histhumb on the back of her hand. "'Lyman will never bother
you again. Y ou likethat, don't you? A man who will keep you safe?’ He studied her intently. "Unlessitis
Lyman you yearnfor. If so, | will step asde. Do you want Lyman? Ishe your true love?"

It was far more than a casua question. Was he Lyman's pawn? Did this reserve even exist, or had
Lyman created afantasy, knowing it was the one thing that would lure her? Or was she missing
something? She tightened her grip on hishand and lifted his hand to her face. She pressed her nose up
againg hiswrist. She managed apartid inhadation before he yanked hiswrist away.

But it wasn't soon enough. He smelled like Zeus. They both carried a strong masking scent that hid their
true odor. It was the same phenomenon she'd noticed in the house of Edgar Vesuvius.

She studied him, watched the warinessin hisfeatures. " Get the charges against me dismissed and I'll visit
the reserve with you."

Heimmediately took his phone out of hisjacket, hit speed did and spoke into the phone. "Drop the
charges againgt TheresaNichols, effectiveimmediatdly.” Then he snapped his phone shut. " See? With
me, you will want for nothing. Without me, you will suffer. I'll take you to the reserve now.”

Shefdt Zeke'swarning, and she shook her head. "No, tomorrow. | have ameeting with some folks
about Zeus later tonight. And | want to wait until | know the charges are dropped.”

Hisneck flexed. "1 don't trust you, Theresa Nichols. We go now, or you lose the opportunity forever.”
He nodded at her collarbone. " Some dragons at the reserve have that mark,” he said casualy.

Her hand went to the tattoo. "Are you certain?' She was unable to keep the excited hope out of her
voice.

"Yes" Aneyebrow arched. "Family, perhgps?”
She froze. Only Zeke knew about her mark. Zeke and Lyman.
Going with Percy would be walking into Lyman'slair, she was certain.

But what if he had her family? What if there were redly other dragons? People she knew? Friends? She
would never be done again. She would belong.

"Itisashort helicopter ride away," Percy murmured. ™Y ou can see your family. Run with dragons. Have
your dreams.”

A wave of tenson came from Zeke.

| know, Zeke. It was atrap, the best one she'd ever seen or even heard of . But she wasn't the flighty
dragon she'd been when sheld known Lyman. Not anymore. She ground her teeth and stood up,
clenching her figs. "I'm not interested.”

His eyeswidened and he jumped to hisfeet. "You lie."
So true. "Good night, Percy." She spun on her hedl and waked away from the table.

He grabbed her arm, hisfingersdigging in. Y ou belong to me."



Shejerked her arm free, her heart racing. "1 belong to no one."

"| shall permit you to walk away only if you choose Lyman instead of me. Any other choice isthe wrong
one"

Zeke was suddenly standing on her other sde. He said nothing. He didn't try to interfere. Didn't try to do
amanly "I shdl rescuethefar maiden” thing. Hesmply was.

It was the perfect response.
"I chooseto be done," she snapped at Percy. "Lyman can go to hell and so canyou.”
His gaze flicked to Zeke. "Isthiswho you choose?' Disgust dripped from hisvoice.

Zeke sad nothing, but suddenly atrickle of his pheromone wafted in her nose. She dammed her shidds
in place and snapped her gaze to Percy'sface.

His eyes narrowed. "Zeus doesn't like people interfering in his pet projects.”

"S0, now you're going to sic Zeus on us?' she asked. The fact held noticed Zeke's scent indicated he was
indeed adragon. So how come he didn't smell like one?

"Zeus does hisown thing. | have nothing to do with him." His gaze swept them again, then he spun past
them. He stalked out of the restaurant, and they saw him through the window as he beckoned to alimo
that was waiting down the Street.

"Should we follow him?' She stared after him, unable to stop the creepies crawling up her spine.

"Y es. We have time before our next meeting." Zeke brushed his hand over her lower back, and she
jumped at the intengity of the shock ricocheting through her body. There was so much energy emanating
from both of them she was surprised they hadn't both started daughtering everyonein the place. "You all
right?’

Shelifted her chin. "I'mfine. Let'sgo.”

She could tell by the look on hisface that he knew she was lying, but he didn't argue. He just tightened
hisgrip on her and let her lean into him asthey walked ot.

If awoman leans on aman for support but nobody commentson it, doesit redly count as needing him?

She hoped not. God, she really hoped not.

Zeke scowled at the way Theresa sat apart from him once they got into the cab. Held felt her reach out
for him in the restaurant, but now she was on the other side of the backsesat, her body erect. He was
tense, she was agjitated, and the energies rumbling around the cab were making his skinitch. "It's okay to
rely on someonedse, T."

She frowned. "What are you talking about?'

He did over and rested his arm across the back of the seat. "Percy freaked you out. So what? He
bothered me, too."

Sheturned her head so she could look at him fully. "He did?"



"Sure." Zeke picked up her hand and fiddled with her fingers. "' wanted to day him. | hate that.”

A smile curved her lips and shetightened her grip on hishand. "I wanted to run away, but at the same
time, | wanted to get down on my knees and beg him to take me to that reserve.”

He rubbed his thumb over her hand. ™Y ou miss being around other dragons, huh?"

"Of course." Shesighed. "1 suppose you don't miss other dayers.”

"Actudly, | do, but being around them doesn't work for me."

She raised her brow and studied him. " So, you're done and it sucks."

"It'sfine" He cleared histhroat. "Listen, | can find that reserveif it exists. We can go visit it on our own.”
Her eyes suddenly filled with moisture. 'Y ou can?'

"Of course. Y ou don't need Percy or Lyman for that." He grinned and wiped a thumb over her glistening
cheek. "Y ou might have to handcuff me to abed, though. I'm not sure I'd be able to take being around a
bunch of dragons.”

She laughed then. "Oh, | think you're doing pretty well. | would have liked you to day Percy, but you're
way too controlled. It's not in me to do harm to other dragons, but if | were adayer, | wouldn't have
ressted.” Her face darkened suddenly. "What did he sméll like to you? Did he smdll like dragon?”

"No. | should haveredized it when | met himinthejail cell. Heintentionaly smellslike nothing
identifiable." He paused, hesitating to voice the thought that had been gnawing at him.

"That'swhat Zeussmdled like, too."

"Redly?' He rubbed his chin, trying to make sense of it.

She studied him. "What are you thinking?"

"Did Percy or Zeussmell like Lyman to you? At dl?'

"No, why?'

"Can any dragons take more than one human form?"

She tared at him. "Not that I've heard. Why?Y ou think Lyman is Percy? Or Zeus?"

"Percy said too many thingsthat sounded like Lyman. And the scent being off. And his sengitivity with his
nose after you cracked Lyman's the other day.”

She sat up, and he could see her pulse throbbing in her neck. "But dragons can't do that.”

"Sayers can't have sex with dragons and not kill them, either. Things happen that aren't supposed to.”
Shelifted her brows. "Wasthat a necessary comparison?’

He shrugged. "Y our camisole dipped down. It'sthe analogy that Sorang to mind.”

They both glanced down to where the curve of her breast was peeking out. She grinned and left it where
it was and leaned back againgt his arm, which had somehow dipped off the back of the seat and was
now around her shoulders. " So, you think Lyman, Zeus, and Percy are the same person?’



"It'squite possible." He drummed hisfingers on her thigh. "Lyman uses the Zeus personato rough up the
Otherworld community and do his dirty work. He uses the Percy personato get power over the human
world. Hell, he could be Reverend Munsey, too, for al we know, using him to get more accessto
people, and get more money."

"But Reverend Munsey died. Lyman's not dead.”

Zeke held up hisfinger, then pulled out his phone and dided anumber from memory. "Siccardi here" he
said. "When's Reverend Munsey'sfunerd ?' Helistened, then winked at Theresa "Okay, thanks. Let me
know if they find hisbody."

She gaped a him. "Hisbody ismissing?”

He snapped his phone shut. " After he was pronounced dead, the ambulance was hijacked and his body
golen.”

"Shit." She leaned back, pressing her fingersto her forehead. "How isthis possible? Dragons can't do
thet."

"Dragons can't jJump out of five-story windows and crash to the ground and walk away."
"I'm not pure dragon anymore.”

"So maybe heisn't either.” He absently rubbed her thigh while he tried to think of how Lyman could be
changing bodies. She didn't pull away, and he smiled to himsdlf. She might think she wanted to withdraw
from him, but her ingtincts were driving her in the opposite direction.

He knew she needed to be independent, and he'd let her. Aslong as she didn't go too far away.

And he wasn't kidding himself that it was just because he wanted to keep her safe. It was something else
entirely.

Theresa played with hiswatch, her fingersrestless. "Y ou know, Lyman may be hiding under these other
identities because he's afraid Satan will find him and punish him for cheeting. Maybe he wants me so he
can keep me from exposing him to Satan. Then, when I'm under control, he can drop the identities and

be himsdf publicly.” She pursed her lipsin thought. "I'll bet Lyman would want nothing more than to be
recognized for dl hismoney and power. It must be driving him nutsthat he hasto hide."

Zeketurned theideaover in hismind. "That makes sense. In order to go public, he hasto kill either you
or Satan."

"But | aready told Satan.”

Zeke met her gaze. "Y ou know he doesn't want you only because of Satan, Theresa. He's obsessed with
you."

Shewrinkled her nose. "'l know. It'sdisgugting.”

Helaughed at her expression and hugged her againgt him asthe cab rolled to astop. "Thelimo pulled up
to the curb ahead," the cabdriver said. "What do you want me to do?"

Zeke sat up and peered out the window to see what was going on. The limo door opened and out got a
man. Not Percy.

"It'sZeud!" Theresabounced on the seat next to him. "Do you think Percy changed into him when he got



into thecar?| can't bdieveit. It doesn't make sense.”

"Let'sgo seeif Percy's ill inthelimo.” He opened his door and hopped out, and Theresa scooted out
after him. Something dammed into his back and he crashed into the side of the cab, then he spun around
to see Alex with Theresain aheadlock, aknife at her throat. "Jesus, Alex. Let her go. We don't have
timefor thisright now."

"No." Alex's eyes were bloodshot, he was unshaven, and his eyes had bags under them. "My client just
went into that building.”

"Zeus? Damn, man, why didn't you tell me?" Zeke didn't darelook at Theresas face right now, or he
knew he'd lose contral. "We're onto him."

"Toolate. | just got acal from himthat | had until midnight tonight to kill Theresa, or Jasmine dies. He
said you were following him, asked me where | was, and led you to me." His hand was shaking with
anger, hiseyesblack with rage. "Forgive me, brother, but | have to kill the woman you love, and I'm
doing it right now."

Chapter Twenty-three

Theresa bristled with outrage. How dare this son of abitch threaten to kill her? And with aknife. A knife!
It would take ten swipesto cut off her head with that meady wesgpon.

Alex's pheromones dammed her hard and dizziness whirled around her. She growled and dammed up
her shields. Less than aminute and her head cleared. Damn, she was good!

Then she caught a glimpse of Zeke's face and nearly lost her concentration. He looked so angry and so
worried that her belly went al warm insde. She recalled suddenly that Alex had called her the woman
Zekeloved, and Zeke hadn't contradicted him. And right now, there was nothing in hisface that indicated
he was going to let hislife-debt-brother kill her. He was terrified for her safety, and it was so cute she
wanted to kiss him. Instead, she gently kicked him in the shin, and his gaze flickered to her face.

She stuck her tongue out at him.

He looked startled for amoment, then she saw the tension ease out of him as he recalled her special
immortd status, of which Alex was not aware.

Of course, it would il hurt like hell if he jabbed her in the gut with the knife, so it would be best to avoid
thet.

"Y ou know, Zeke," shesaid, "I'll bet they're holding Jasmine a the reserve.”

"Where? Y ou know where they're keeping her?* Alex's hold tightened on her throat, and she crossed her
eyes at Zeke as he started getting concerned again.

"Probably." Hisvoice wasimpressively cam as heregarded hisfriend. "Alex, wethink ZeusisLyman
Peressni, the same guy who tried to kill me, who istrying to negotiate with Satan for world domination.”

ll&?l

"So, if you kill Theresahere, hes morelikdly to rid the world of one more dayer than to let you go. Who



will rescue Jasmine once you're dead?"

Shefdt Alex's grip tighten even further, and she sank her teeth into hisarm. He jerked hisarm away from
her."You bit me!"

"I'm adragon.” She dodged out of hisreach and rubbed her neck. "Y ou were cutting off my air. What
elsewould | do?It's not like flames would hurt you.”

Zeke grabbed her and shoved her behind him.
"Ligtento me, Alex," Zeke said. "The only way to save Jasmineisto keep Theresadive.”

Alex's gaze flickered between them, his dagger clutched in hishand. "I'll do whatever it takes." Hisvoice
was desperate.

"Asyou should. But if you kill Theresa, Zeuswill kill you, ashe'sdready tried tokill me. It'sup tous
now, Alex." Heheld out hishand. "Trust me."

Alex groaned and ran his hand over his shaved head. "What if you're wrong?"
"Have | ever been wrong when it comesto warfare?!

Zeke's voice was laced with a controlled danger Theresa had never heard before, and she knew she was
seeing the emergence of the legendary dayer of yore. Thiswas the bad boy she'd sensed inside him, and
it made her insdeswant to crawl under his skin and make him hersforever.

She caught hersdlf immediady. There would be no skin-crawling between them.

Alex met Zeke's gaze for along moment, then shook his head. "Y ou've never been wrong, but you're out
of practice.”

"I'mright.”

Be till her beating heart. Men who oozed sdlf-confidence were so hot. She causdly laid her hand on
his shoulder and nearly jumped from the energy that legped off him, straight to her belly. Hismuscles
wererock hard, and his skin was burning.

Alex findly nodded and dipped the dagger into hiswaistband. "Let'sdoiit.”

Zeke held out his hand and they did some weird handshake thing, then they both turned and started
walking toward thelimo, asif they'd psychicaly made battle plans. She jogged a couple of stepsuntil she
caught up with them. "So, do | no longer need to kick Alex's ass?'

Alex snorted and Zeke grinned at her. "'l think hell behave, right, Alex?"

"No dragon isever safefrom me. I'm adayer.”

She amiled at the bluff and wedged between them. " So what now?"

"Firgt, questions to be answered.” They reached the car and Zeke tried the door. Locked.
He nodded at Theresa. "Would you like the honors?"

"Totaly." Shelooked around for awegpon, then Alex sighed and handed her agun.

"Try not to bresk it."



"No promises.” She grabbed the gun and dammed it into the window. It shattered on the second blow.
She beamed at Zeke. "That was so fun.”

He grinned back. " ou need therapy."
"That'swhat Iris says, too."
Alex aready had the door open. "Threewomen in here. No onedse."

Theresastuck her head insde. Three shapely women werelolling in the back of the limo, watching them
with bored interest. They didn't seem particularly concerned that their window had been broken.
"WheresLyman?'

Oneof thewomen held out her wrigts. "Kill me by dicing my wrigts. It'll messup hiscar with dl the
blood.”

Shegrinned. "If youingg..."

Zekeimmediately hauled her back and leaned in. "We're not hereto kill you. We just need to find
Lyman. And Percy. Did Percy turn into Zeus?'

The women stared at him in sillent resistance. The one nearest Theresawas tapping her foot, and the
action caught Theresa's attention. She glanced down in time to see the woman's foot transform from a
dim and dainty size six to alumberjack’s booted s ze fifteen, and then back again.

Holy shit! She pinched Zekeésarm. "They're Mablevi!"
"What?' He stared & her. "But Mablevi don't redly exist."

The woman who had changed the form of her foot was glaring at the other two women, asif one of them
had spilled their secret.

"Of coursethey don't." Omigod. Thiswas so codl. It was like discovering an unknown species. "They
can change into any human form. How would anyone catch them? It's the ultimate cover.” She scooted in
next to the foot-changing woman. "And of course, they have kept their existence a secret, or the world
would get totaly freaked that no oneiswhat they seem. So, what can you guys do? Can you change
szes? Weight? Stuff likethat? Isdl that true?!

Alex opened the driver's door and pressed his dagger to the driver'sthroat. "Just in case," he said.

"My nameisVeronica" the Mablevi said. "Y ou free usfrom Lyman and we will tdl you everything.
Ded?'

"Tota ded. What does he have over you?'
"Our children."

"Bastard!" She glanced a Zeke, who till had his battle face on. So hot. "Did you guys change Lyman's
gppearancefor him?"

Veronicanodded. "He worked with us for decades, certain that there must be away we could use our
powersto change him. It only worked after he gave himself atransfusion of our blood. And even o, it
takesdl three of ustouching his skin smultaneoudy to take effect. It lasts only two hours and Sx minutes.
Lyman can become Zeus or Percy or Reverend Munsey."



Hot damn! They'd been right!

Alexinterrupted. "I don't give ashit how he doesit. Wher€'s he keeping Jasmine?
"Thereserve." Zeke wasn't asking. He was stating.

The women nodded. "That's where our children are aswell. It's heavily guarded.”
Alex tapped the driver on the nose with his dagger. "Y ou know how to get there?'
"Yes gar."

"Good." Alex tossed the man into the passenger seat and got behind the whedl. "Get in, Zeke. Were
going to go kick some ass."

Theresa scooted over to make room for Zeke. " So what's Lyman doing? Is he going to notice the car
missing soon? We need to take him out as soon as we get back.”

The Mablevi shook her head as Zeke sat down. "He's meeting with Satan to trade for the Goblet of
Eternd Y outh. Once he getsit, he's going to kill Satan. HEll beawhile.”

Theresaimmediately bolted over Zeke toward the open door. He grabbed her arm as her feet landed on
the pavement. "T! Y ou can't go after him by yoursdf.”

"l can't let the Goblet go. I'll be so screwed, and so will Justine!™ She tried to wrench her arm free, but
she had no chance againgt his grip. Big strong man wasn't so appealing right now. Annoying was a better
word. "Let mego."

"I'm coming with you."

"No!" Veronicagrabbed hisarm. "One man will have no chanceto free our children. Both of you must
come.”

Alex revved the engine. "Life debt, Zeke. Get in the damn car. We're going now."

Theresa couldn't stand the look of fury in Zeke's gaze, so she decided to make the decision easy for him.
"l won't do anything until you get back, okay?I'll call Beccaand get her to stall Satan.” She pulled out
her phone and saw six missed callsonit. All from Becca. Crap! She must not have been able to hear the
ringer in the restaurant.

She dided Becca, who answered immediately.

"Dragon! Where have you been? Satan is about to make a deal with Zeusto hand over the Goblet! Zeus
isaready in Satan's reception area, waiting for Satan.”

"Shit! Canyou gdl him?'

"How? He's Satan! Theingtant he knows I'm trying to stall the meeting, helll rushiinthere asfast ashe

"Iris. Tel him Irisheard about it and sheis coming to see him. I'll go get her.”
"Fine. But you better be here within five minutes. He'sreally excited about world domination.”

"I will." She hung up and looked at Zeke. "'l haveto go get Iris."



"Comeon, Zeke," Alex snapped. "We haveto go!"
He ground histeeth. "Y ou swear you won't go near Lyman?"

"Areyou kidding?Hed kick my ass. I'm not going near him." She was aready diaing Quincy's office
number. "lriswill talk Satan out of it and the meeting won't happen. Well ded with Lyman when you get
back."

"Promis=?'
She nodded. "I'm not anidiot."

He growled then grabbed her and hauled her againgt him, damming her with the force of hiskiss. She
embraced the dectricity humming between them and sucked it into her body, desperate for the
reassurance it gave her, which of course made her completely pathetic, but who the hell cared?f it gave
her the courage to go ded with Lyman, she wasn't turning away fromit.

He broke the kiss and stared down at her. "Y ou get yoursdlf killed and I'll be redlly pissed.”

Shegrinned. "Just don't day any dragons. If | have to spend the next two hundred years dragging you out
of apit of despair, I'm the one who'll be pissed.”

"Two hundred years?Isthat how long you're willing to hang around me?

Helooked too thoughtful for comfort, so she pulled out of hisarms. "Go save agirl, will you?'
"Keep your phone on and keep me apprised.”

She heldit up.

He kissed her again, then released her with areluctance that made her want to cling to him. So shelet go
instead.

He got into the car, but before he shut the door he reached out and squeezed her hand. "I'll 1ook for
dragons with your mark, okay?"

She blinked as moisture suddenly filled her eyes. That was the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to
her. "Don't do anything stupid, okay? Any worthwhile dragon will kill adayer first and ask questions
later.”

"I'm coming back for you, don't worry." Then he dammed the door shut and Alex took off.

The smell of burnt rubber scratched her nose, but she easily shut it out. It was about damn time she got a
handle on her skills. She hit Send to call Quincy, and prayed she wasn't going to have to face down
Lyman by hersdf.

Chapter Twenty-four

Quincy's phone was picked up on thefirst ring. "Quincy Lavalesoffice.”
"Iris?'



"Theresa? Isthat you? Thank heaven! When | told you to disappear | didn't mean so | couldn't find you
inthe event of an emergency!”

"Y ou heard about Satan?"

"Satan? I'm talking about Quin. When the Council couldn't find you, they took him instead. Now Justine,
Quin, and Derek are dl under house arrest, and they are going to start tossing them into the Chamber
one by one a midnight tonight if you don't get back here. I'm sorry, Theresa, but you need to turn
yoursdlf in. The Council isat Quincy's house, waiting for you to cal him there. Just go to Quin'sand—"

No way! She wasn't giving up when she wasthis close. " Satan has a meeting with the head of the
Otherworld mafiain five minutesto turn over the Goblet. He has given up on you, so hefeds he has
nothing to lose. | need you to come with me right now to stop him."

Iris made a sound of distress. " Satan redlly gave up on me?"
"What do you expect? Y ou regjected him for two hundred years."
"So now you'reon hissde?’

"I need you to talk him into giving the Goblet back, and the only way that's going to happenisif you
convince him he has a chance with you."

"But the Council has forbidden meto negotiate with him!"

"Here's your chance to save your daughter without hanging me out to dry. Make adecison, Iris. If you
won't come with me, I'm going on my own." She sensed Iriss resistance building and had a sudden idea.
"Satan has been cdlibate for along time, and | know he likesmy body. I'll offer him my body for all
eternity if helll give me back the Goblet. Y ou know my reputation. I'm aimost asfamous for great sex as
heis"

"Youwill not have sex with Satan!"

"It'sthe only way, Iris. | totally understand that you can't go againgt the Council. I'll do it. He's pretty hot.
I'm sure it would befun. Ishe asgood in bed as|'ve heard?"

Iris made a strangling sound and Theresaheard acrash, asif sheld hurled something againgt thewall. "l
am the former Guardian,” Iris snapped. "It is my respongbility to protect the Goblet when the current
Guardiansarefailing.”

Theresagrinned &t the jedlousy knifing through Irisstone. ™Y ou're sure? | wouldn't want you to do
anything you regretted.”

"I can't have you mucking it up with some floozy offer for sex. It will haveto beme. | will doit. The
Council will not care about the method if | retrieve the Goblet.”

Theresagave hersdf amenta high five. So much for Irisbeing totally over Satan. Y ou're at Quin's
office? No Council ?

"No Council. Get over here now and take me to Satan.”

"Will do. Beccaand | will be therein aminute to transport you to hell." Theresa hung up the phone and
dialed Becca



Lessthan two minuteslater, Becca, Iris, and Theresamelted up from the floor of Satan's office. He was
pacing the room but whirled around when he saw the blackness on the floor.

Theresaheld her breath as she watched Satan takein Iris. Hisface was impassive, hiseyes cold. Shit.

Iris strode forward and stood before him. " Satan, | have changed my mind. If you give Theresathe
Goblet, | will have sex with you.”

Oh, that was romantic.

Satan snorted and sat down in his office chair. He dung hisfeet on the desk and clasped his hands behind
hishead. "Too late, Iris. | have moved on."

Irissjaw jutted out. "Youlie"

He gave her abored look. "I lie often, but | do not lie now. A man can take only so much abuse. Zeus
admires me grestly, and | realize how badly you beat me down. | accept it no more. | move on.”

"I will not beg," Iris said haughtily, though Theresa could hear the hurt in her voice. "Y ou have my offer."

"I know you throw your body a me only because you vaue the Goblet. | will not accept your body
under false pretenses.”

"But you want my body! That'sal you've ever wanted!"
"No, itisdl | ever asked for. | want your soul aswell.”

Herolled hiseyes. "Not your soul asinyour soul, but your soul asin your emotiona commitment. Yes, |
am Satan, and | deserve more than empty sex. | deserve more man merely being atool for you to save
the Goblet and recover your vaunted position as fabulous Guardian.” Hefolded hisarms over his chest
and glared & Iris. "l rgject your offer.”

"You'rean ass."

"Thank you. | work most hard at my more unsavory characteristics.”
Dammit! Too much pridein the room for effective resolution.
Becca elbowed Theresa and nodded toward Theresa's breasts.

Theresaraised her brow in question and Becca grabbed her own breasts and wiggled them, mouthing, "
Make Irisjealous."

Theresashook her head and whispered, "It work only if she thinks Satan wants me.”
Beccajust winked at her and fluffed her breasts again.
"Fine, but | think you're giving Satan too much credit,” she whispered.

Then she shrugged off her cute jacket, dipped the straps of her camisole off her shoulders, and tugged
down her top until it barely covered her breasts. She was standing behind Iris, so she waved to get
Satan's attention.

His gaze flicked to her and then to her dmost-exposed chest, then back up to her face.

Theresa pointed to Iris, then back to her own bressts.



Satan's eyes narrowed, then awicked smile curved up. Then he turned back to Iris. "Please leave. There
is nothing that can tempt meto stray from my plan of trading the Goblet for world domination.”

Theresatook a deep breath to calm her racing heart, then stepped up beside Iris. She cupped her
breasts, giving herself even more cleavage. "What about these?"

Iris glanced at her, then gasped as she looked at Theresa's cascading breasts. "What are you doing?’

Theresawaked around the desk and leaned forward, so her breasts were mere inches from Satan's face.
"I know you like them.”

He raised abrow, then leaned forward and smashed hisface in them, rolling around for along moment
and making al sorts of moaning noises. Theresa had to turn her head and cough to keep from laughing at
Iriss gasp of shock.

Findly helifted hishead, hishair dl messed up. "Red. Very nice”

"I anwell known for my sexud skills" shesad. "1 will becomeyour love davefor eternity if you return
the Goblet to the custody of a Guardian.”

Satan raised abrow, and Theresagrinned at him, knowing Iris couldn't see her face.

Iris snorted. "He has plenty of women. Hell never take you." But there was anote of darmin her voice
that made Satan's eyes gleam.

Heimmediately grabbed Theresa around the waist and pulled her hipstoward him. She threw her leg
over hislap and straddled him. "What do you say? Do we have aded ?*

He grabbed her ass so Iris could see. "I have heard rumors of your sexua prowess. Plusyou are quite a
naughty dragon. | think we could have great fun torturing people while we were naked and writhing in
orgasmic pleasure, no?"

She stroked hisface, trying not to laugh at the mutterings coming from behind her. "I lovetorture.”

He shot alascivious grin at her. " A perfect match. Why did | not seeit before? Sex and violence. We will
have most delightful time. It isaworthy trade. | accept. The Goblet isyours.”

"No!" Iris grabbed Theresa by the arm and yanked her off Satan's|ap. Theresa hit the floor and rolled to
her feet in time to see Iris shove Satan back from the desk and grab him by thetie. "I am the Guardian. It
isup to meto save the Goblet. It is| whom you must have sex with, not Theresal™

"My most beloved mortd! Y ou redly do want me! It has nothing to do with the Goblet! | am yours!”
Satan beamed, wrapped his hand around Irisswrist, and pulled her onto hislap. She went easly,
wrapped her ams around him as shefdl againgt him, her lipsfinding hisas he pulled her close. Her
fingerswerein hishair, hishandsfrantic over her body, little noises coming from both of them.

Theresagrinned at Becca "Excdlent plan, Rivka"
Beccabowed. "I'm brilliant. Glad you recognizeit.”

There was acrash and they turned to see Satan clear his desk with asweep of hisarm and throw Irison
top. He had started to climb on top of her when Becca jumped between them with an impressive
disregard for her own safety, given the look of sexua need on Satan's face. "Uh-uh-uh, Satan. Before
yOu can consummete, you need to give back the Goblet.”



"l can't."" He shoved Beccaout of hisway and started to unbutton Iriss shirt as her fingers yanked histie
loose. "l dready gaveit to Zeus."

Theresa's ssomach dropped with athud. "What?'

"Yes. It will return to you when you satisfy the contract you made with me. Until then, Zeuswill amuse
himsdf withit."

"No!" Theresagrabbed him by the hair and hauled him off Iris. He whirled around, grabbed her by the
throat, and reared back to throw her across the room.

"Stop!™ Iris shouted.

Heimmediately dropped Theresawith athud and turned to Iris, whose shirt was open, revealing a black
bra. He started back toward her and she held up a hand. "Release Theresa from the contract so she can
retrieve the Goblet from Zeus."

Theresa coughed and rolled to her knees, trying to catch her breath.

Satan gave agracious sweep of hisarm. "For you, my love, it shal be done. The contract can be nullified
if both parties agree." Heflicked afinger toward Theresa. "Do you agree to nullify it, Dragon?'

"God, yes."

"Wait!" Beccagrabbed Theresasarm. "'If he nullifiesit, you both go back to status quo.”
"Gresat. Do it. We haveto get Zeud!"

"No, Theresa, that means you go back to your prior state. Y ou'll be stuck adragon again.”

Theresajerked her gaze to Satan, who nodded. "It isthe only way, Dragon. | do not make the laws of
hell. Wdll, | do, actudly, and thisis one of them."

"No." Becca stepped between them. "Theresa, you can't retrieve the Goblet because of the contract, but
| can. I'll kick his ass, take his soul, and hold on to Mona until you've satisfied the terms of the contract
and can take her back.”

Satan laughed out loud before Theresa even had time to drop to the ground in rdlief. "Rivka, snce when
do you consder yoursdlf at liberty to nate one of my business partners? Even Satan must have
some business ethics, and killing off people | make dealswith as soon as| do the deal would makeit
most difficult to get people to bargain with me. And since souls must be fredly given, | cannot threaten
them." He waggled hisfinger a Becca. "Bad, bad Rivka. We must have some refresher training, | think.”

Her eyes glowed red, and her hands went to her hips.

Satan giggled with delight. "Rivka, | order you not to interfere in any way with Zeus. Do not hurt him. Do
not distract him. Do not do anything other than return him to the Mortal world when he requestsit. And |
order you to tel me now if | have left aloopholethat alowsyou to interfere.”

Her gaze flashed with rage. " Since when did you get that smart?”
"Lawyer souls. Very handy. Loopholes?!
She ground her teeth, but shook her head.



"Excdlent." Heturned to Theresa. "It isup to you. Tell mewhat you wish, and | shdl do it, but decide
quickly because my body craves my truelove and | cannot wait much longer.”

Panic raced through Theresa. Surely there was another way? If she became a dragon forever again, she
would lose everything: her newly found freedom, her independence, and Zeke. But she couldn't et her
friends be thrown into the Chamber. She couldn't fail at being a Guardian. Dammit! There had to bea

way.

Zeke would help her. Together they could do it. "Give me asec." Sheturned away and dialed Zeke's
number. "Zeke? Where are you?"

"I'm coming back. Alex picked up the rest of the dayers, so they're going to the reserve. What's going
on?'

Her legstrembled with relief and she clutched the phone. "Lyman has the Goblet. | need your help.” She
never thought she'd ask for help from anyone, but thereit was. And it felt damn good to have someone
willing to help her.

He cursed. "Don't go after him. Well find away to get it back. Y ou can't retakeit, but | can. I'll get it for
you."

She heard the conviction in his voice and suddenly redlized he planned to kill Lyman. Hisanguish over his
decision cascaded over the airwaves, and her belly lurched.

She couldn't let him do it. "Zeke, don't come. It'll be over before you get here.”
"Dammit, Theresal Don't do it! I'm on my way! Send Becca up to get me right now!"

"| can't et you sacrifice yoursdlf for me." She closed her eyes. "'l love you, Zeke." Then she turned off her
phone and tossed it on the floor. She squared her shoulders and faced Satan. "Doit.”

Therewas aflash, then blinding pain, and Theresafell to the ground as shards of pain blew through her
body. She closed her eyes and shuddered as her body convulsed with agony. When it finally settled, she
lifted her head and felt the long curve of her dragon neck. She glared at Satan. "Was the pain necessary?'

"Not at dl. But it wasfun, no?' Hedidn't wait for an answer, but turned and swept up Irisin hisarms.
"Come dong, my love. We have much to do."

Iris peeked at Theresaas Satan carried her toward the wall. " Get that Goblet back."

"I know." Theresarolled to her feet and stalked toward the door as Iris and Satan disappeared in an
explosion of gold bubbles. "Whereis he, Becca?!

"He dtill hasto bein the reception area. He can't leave hell unless| escort him. A handy safeguard to
keep people from running out on Satan.”

"W, let'sgo.”

Resentment flashed in Beccaseyes. "I can't help you. If | go in there, and he asks me to take him back
to the Mortd world, I'll haveto. I'll stay in here, so he can't leave.”

"Good cdl. I'll befine." Shetook adeep breath, smacked her tail againgt Satan's desk to pump herself
up, then pulled his door open and marched into the reception area.

Zeuswas Stting in one of the plush leather couches, swinging Monaaround on hisfinger. Zeus snapped



hisfist closed around the Goblet and sat up. "Becca? I'm ready to—" He saw Theresaand jumped to his
fedt. "Who areyou?"

"Giveit up, Lyman. | know it'syou." She lashed out with her tail and he flew acrossthe room and
smashed into a statue of anaked woman.

He somersaulted to hisfeet and shoved Monainto his pocket. "I have no ideawhat you're talking about.”

"No?' Shedammed him with her tal again and flung him into thewall. " Give me back my Goblet." She
tried to get him before he recovered, but he vaulted to hisfeet and over her tail, so dl shedid wasclip his
foot and make him fal on hisface. Bastard. "V eronicatalked. We know your shtick, Lyman. Zeus.

Percy. Reverend Munsey."

Zeusran behind apillar. "Fine. | admit it. | an al of those men.”

She smacked her tail into the pillar and it shattered. "Give me back the Goblet, Lyman." She swung
again, knowing she had to take him out before he turned into adragon. If they were both dragons, she
had no chance. She clubbed him in the side of the head as he dove behind the couch, then she vaulted
over the couch and landed on him, pinning him to the floor. She bared her teeth at him, letting her sdiva
drip on hischest. "1 would have left you done, Lyman. | didn't care what you did or who you chested.
But you sent assassins after me. Idiot.”

He gave her acam look. "So tell me, Theresa, does knowing how powerful | am make you want me?"

"Never." Hetwisted under her, and she dug her clawsinto his extremities. "Y ou don't get to rule the
world, Lyman. Not today. And you don't get to havethe girl.”

Hisface darkened. "I could have made you my queen.”

"| dready rule my own little world. Why would | want to share leedership with you?' A puff of smoke
leaked out of her nose. "Y ou tried to kill methefirst time. Then you tried to kill me again. Quite frankly,
I'm getting Sick of it." Shewound her tail up hisleg, the spike amed for acrud blow. Shelet it hover
over hiscrotch, waiting for panic to creep into hiseyes. There wasnone. Y et. "Y ou didn't give Satan the
real Otherworld Detector back, did you?'Y ou cheated him again, only thistime, I'm not going to let you
get away withit."

A smug expression filtered into hiseyes. "Let him test it. Then helll know if it'sred.”

She gtared at him for along moment, then panic hit her. She jerked her head up. "Beccal”
The Rivkastuck her head in the door. "What?'

"The Otherworld Detector isatrap. If Satan usesit, it'll kill him. Y ou haveto stop him."
Becca hestated. "So what if hedies? | don't have ordersto save him."

"If he dies, so do you, remember?’

Becca pressed her lipstogether for along moment. "If | die, I'll finally be released from him.”

"Dammit!" Shethrew Lyman into thewall and galloped over to Becca. She grabbed the Rivka's
shoulders. "Y ou're the only person bitchy enough to put up with me. I'm going to be stuck in dragon form
again and you'll beall | have! You are not allowed to die! Do you hear me?"

Beccafrowned. "Y ou'll have Zeke. Y ou don't need me."



Theresas heart burned with pain. "I'm adragon again. Y ou think the dayer will be able to handle that?
Besides, boys are boys, and they can't replace girlfriends. | need agirlfriend and you'reit!"

Beccadtared a her, alook of startled surprise coming over her face. " Shit, girl, you'reredly desperate if
I'm your best hopeat afriend.”

"Hell, yes, I'm desperate! Save your bastard boss already!”
"Fine. But you'll owe mefor this."
"Add it to thelis—" But Becca had dready vanished through the floor.

Theresa spun back around and froze. An enormous silver dragon was standing in the middle of the
reception area. Hisfive-gpiked tail wasflicking restlesdy, his sixteen-inch claws had aready dug holesin
the floor, and his wings were brushing againgt the top of the three-story cathedra celling.

Chapter Twenty-five

Lyman was even bigger than he'd been 180 years ago. At least four times her size, and hismuscles were
bulging under his scales. He was huge, and he wasfit, and she was neither.

Her heart thudded and a billow of green smoke blew out of her nose.

Hisdlver lips pulled back in asneer when he saw the fear amoke. "Care to change your mind, Theresa? |
might be willing to spare your lifeif you beg me and promise me enough.”

"Never." Shefranticaly glanced around the room for his discarded pants. She saw one cuff peeking out
from behind ancther pillar. Mona.

Lyman followed her eyes and snickered. "Y ou can't have her, Theresa. Not only do you haveto retrieve
her, but then you have to get out of here. Y ou need Becca, and you just sent her off to rescue Satan.

Y ou chose your friend over kegping me pinned down." His enormous head shook back and forth. "Silly
girl. What doesit matter if Beccasdiveif you're dead?' He whipped histail suddenly and it dammed
into her sde and flung her into thewall.

She crashed into it and thudded to the floor, blood rushing down her side from the spikes. Sheignored
the pain and jumped to her feet. A few puncture wounds were not going to kill her. Not anymore.

Lyman bared histeeth at her again. "'l know you'reimmortal, Theresa" Helet histail droop over his
shoulder and ran aclaw aong hislongest spike. "Thiswill work very nicdly for dicing your head off.
Oopsie, no moreimmortality for you, huh?' He dammed histail toward her, and sheflew up into the air
asit whipped harmlesdy by.

Before she had a chance to congratul ate hersdlf, helurched into the air and sank histeeth into her wing.
"Bastard! That's my favoritewing!" She tucked her head and wings as she tumbled back to the ground.

She hit with athud and jumped to her feet, adrenaline numbing the wing even asit drooped sadly beside
her.

Lyman landed smoothly on the other sde of the hdl. "Y ou don't get to reject me, Theresa. Y our family
wastoo good for me my wholelife, and now I'm too good for you. | waswilling to let you join my party,



but you do not get to rgect me." A burst of flames exploded from his mouth and set the couch on fire.
"Do you understand? | am worthy! | am better than everyone! | will ruleal dimensiond | will be known
asthe man who took Satan's kingdom while his own heir was trapped in afreezer!”

Shecircled to theleft, watching for his next move. " So that's why you had to move now. Because you
were afraid Satan Jr. would screw up your chance to huddle up with Satan.”

"Satan J. isnothing. | will destroy him aswell." He lunged for her and grazed her foot as she jumped
over thewall of flamesthat used to be the sofa.

She scanned the room, searching for an option. She grabbed a piece of a destroyed statue and hurled it
at him. It clunked him in the head, and he roared with rage and charged her.

Sheimmediately dropped to her back and used her hind feet to launch him over her head as he dove on
top of her. He crashed through the wall and she jumped up and spun around as he wiggled free, histall
whipping fiercdly.

Flames were pouring out of his nose, black smoke obscured her view of him, and histail smashed into
the huge wooden doors and ripped one off itshinge. He lunged for her and histeeth sank into her leg and
he flung her across the room, where she smashed into another statue and thudded to the floor, her body
screaming in pain. ™Y ou die now, bitch."

A black image suddenly rose from the floor between them. "Caling adayer's girlfriend nasty namesis
never agood idea”

Her mouth dropped open in horror. "Zeke?"

The image took the shape of Zeke, and he was facing Lyman. Beccashimmered briefly, then
disappeared back through the floor. Zeke glanced back at Theresa, his eyes widening with shock. "T?'

Shewaved aclaw, steding hersdlf for hisrgection. "I'm adragon again. For good.”

He gave her acareful ingpection. ™Y ou look good asadragon. | like the bluish-green scales. Talil ring.
Very sxy."

A dow warmth spread over her. "But I'm adragon.”
"l noticed.”
Lyman roared with rage and zapped Zeke with afireball.

"Zekel" Shedoveinto the flamesto rescue him, diding on the marble floor right past where held been
standing. She scrabbled to her feet. "Where are you?”

"Over here, Lyman.”

Sheturned her head to see Zeke standing on the other side of the room, leaning casudly againgt apillar.
His body was relaxed, but his eyes were gleaming with deadly intent. Thiswasthe dayer that dl dragons
had feared, and she shivered.

Lyman snorted and danced around the room, circling toward Zeke. "Y our pheromones won't work on
me, Sayer."

Zeke didn't move. "Haven't you heard the legends about me?' His eyestracked Lyman's every step,
asessing. "l don't use pheromones.”



Lyman hesitated for afraction of asecond, but Theresasaw it. "Lies. No way you could havekilled dl
those dragons without pheromones.”

Zeke amiled, a predatory smile that made her scaes curl iningtinctive fear. " See? That's why you dragons
are 0 easy to kill. Y ou underestimate me, and it makes my job so much essier.”

Despite hisamile, the violence wasrolling off Zekein thick waves. He was embracing it, but she could tell
itwasdl directed at Lyman. He was doing what sheld told him: embracing it and channeling it. Shewas
safe, but Lyman wasn't.

And Zeke wasn't.

Shesdled next to him. "'l can't let you do this, Zeke. | could never livewith mysdlf if you killed him. Let
medoit."

Hedidn't take his eyes off Lyman, who was sneaking up toward them. "Y ou said you loved me. Did you
mean it?'

She sank her teeth into her lower lip. "If | say no, will you |leave?"
He grinned. "Nope. | loveyou, so | need to save your life from the big bad bully."
"Dammit, Zeke! 1t's not worth it for you to lose your soul.”

"See?You do love me. If you didn't, you'd tell meto kill Lyman and you wouldn't be worried about me.
Duck."

They both ducked afraction of a second before Lyman whipped histail at them. It crashed through the
air where their heads had been and three of the spikes got wedged deeply into the pillar.

Zeketook her claw and tugged her across the room as she glanced over her shoulder at Lyman trying to
get histall free. "How did you know he was going to do that?"

"Every dragon hastaes." He shoved her onto the burning couch. "Sit."
She sat, staring at him. "But you knew before he moved.”

Zeke glanced at Lyman, who wastrying to chew hisway through the pillar to free histail. " Some people
say I'malittle bit psychic when it comesto dragon warfare. | tend to agree.” He pulled out a dagger.
"Stay here”

"What? No!" She jJumped up as he walked over to Lyman.

He ducked suddenly and Lyman's back claw caught Theresain the gut and ripped open her belly and
flung her across the room. She landed with a crash in the corner.

Zeke spun toward her, worry creasing hisforehead. "1syour head still attached?”
"Y es, but my stomach hurtslike amother.”

"Hang in therefor aminute.”" She could see him shake off the concern and go back into battle mode as he
swung back toward Lyman. He jumped out of the way as Lyman tried to bite him, then dove in the same
direction Lyman swung his head and plunged his dagger up into Lyman's exposed neck.

Theresa clutched her own neck as Lyman gagged, recalling what had happened to her when the chef had



shot her in the neck. Necks were dragons Achilles hedl, and Zeke had just gotten aclear shot.
He yanked the dagger free and dammed it home again, blood pouring down hisarm.

"Stop it!" she screamed. His anguish was smashing into her, driving her to her feet even through her own
pain. "Zeke Sccardi, you stop stabbing him right now or | will never have sex with you again!™

He yanked the dagger free and turned toward her, hisface tight. "We can't have sex. Y ou're adragon.”

"l can sill have cybersex,” she snapped as she dithered her way across the floor toward him, holding her
arm over her bleeding bely. "I can't let you kill him." She held out her hand for the dagger. "Y ou'll never
urviveit.”

Zekeraised his brow, ignoring Lyman's coughing behind him. "Y ou're going to kill him? I'm the dayer. |
can't let my woman do my dirty work. I'd never liveit down." His eyeswere still dark from the battle,
violencedill consuming him.

She wrapped her tail around Zekeswaist. "'I'm not going to let you kill him." She kept her grip loose,
reedy to tighten if he fought her.

Zeke glanced down at her tail and ran hishand over it. "Thisdiamond stud is extremely sexy when you're
in human form."

Heat rushed through her at histouch. " Stop trying to distract me."

"Stop acting like you can actualy keep me from daying him." Zeke took aglance over his shoulder to
assure himself that Lyman was still stuck to the pillar. The dragon was pressing a piece of broken statue
to his neck, trying unsuccessfully to stanch the flow of blood. "1t won't work, Lyman. Y ou'll die stuck to
that pillar in Satan's reception area”

"No." Lyman threw the statue, but Theresa smacked it away with her claw.

She fastened her best dragon glare on Zeke. "Listen, dayer boy, | like you, and | don't want to seeyou
torture yoursdlf for another two hundred years. Lyman isn't going to dietonight." She knew that if she
killed Lyman, it would still haunt Zeke as much asif held doneit himself. For Zeke's sake, neither of them
could kill Lyman, no matter how badly he deserved it.

"But you will, bitch."

Zeke whipped around and flung his dagger at Lyman. It sank into the dragon's neck, evoking ayowl of
pain from Lymean.

Theresatightened her tail around Zeke. "Zeke. Cut it out! I'm going to get Beccain here and have her
take you home."

Heglared a her. "Asif I'm going to let Lyman live. Hell keep coming after you, and | can't dlow it. He
hasto die

She redlized suddenly that there was no haze of violence on his eyes. They were clear and brown. She
sat down heavily on her haunches, but didn't release him. ™Y ou'd kill him for me?'Y ou'd sacrifice your
soul for me?"

"Saving your lifeisn't asacrifice. It'san honor." He rubbed the scales on her cheek.

Shelaid her claw over hishand and sighed. "That's the sweetest thing anyone has ever done for me.”



"| secured world domination for you!" Lyman shouted. "I am the real man here.”

Zeketook her claw and kissed it. T, | redlized something while | was kicking Lyman's butt. The
cold-blooded daying of adragon iswrong, but killing someone to defend the woman | loveisan honor.
If he happensto be adragon, then that'sthe way it is.”

"But whet about the fact you killed his parents?”

"That'swhy | had the hit out on him,” Lyman crooned. "I knew that al dong. | wasgoing to usehimto
find you, and then kill him when | was through with him. Hah! The jokeison you, Sayer!"

Zeke didn't look away from Theresa "'l dayed his parents, and | will haveto live with that. Y our
acceptance of your heritage is helping me accept my own past. Lyman deservesto die. Killing him saves
you, and saving your gorgeous dragon hideis going to be my redemption.”

She beamed a him and threw her forearms around him.
"Easy, T," hegasped. "Y ou weigh about twenty times more than | do right now."

Sheimmediately let go of him, and he grabbed her face and pulled it down until shewas at eye level with
him. "Theresa Nichols, you saved my soul and | will loveyou forever. Even if we can't ever have red sex
again, I'll hang out with you and watch cable dl night. If thereserveredly exigts, I'll take you out there
and hang out while you do your dragon thing. Well figure out away to make thiswork."

She blinked again, but thistime, she couldn't keep the trickle of dragon tears from inching down her scaly
face. "But I'm adragon.”

"And | loveyou." He kissed thetip of her nose. "We might have to have lots of intense virtua sex to
channd my daying tendencies, though. Isthat okay?'

Shesighed like atota girl. "Oh, Zeke, you completely rock."
"Doesthat mean you love me?"
“Totdly!"

He grinned. " So, then, are you going to let mekill Lyman so we can get on with our lives? If welet him
live, it'sjust amatter of time until we both die by hishand.”

"Well, that would suck." She couldn't stop grinning. "I'm so excited that my man hasfindly acknowledged
thethrill of killing someone. | knew you had it in you!"

"Killing isjudtified only in sdf-defense or defense of those you love." He gently poked her in the neck.
"Y ou till need therapy, you bloodthirsty dragon.”

She rubbed up against him, trailed her tail spike over hisback. "Oh, tame me, dayer boy,” she purred.
"Please”

"Hey!" Lyman shouted. "I'll make aded with you.”
Zeketurned toward Lyman, caressing Theresastall.
"It'stoo late for that, Lyman. My mate agreed to let mekill you."

Her heart thudded to astop. "Y our mate? 'Y ou want me to be your mate?”



Hegrinned at her. "Of course| do. Didn't | make that clear?’
"l can make Theresa human again,” Lyman shouted, his voice squeaky with desperation.

Theresa's gut dropped as she and Zeke looked at Lyman. "What did you say?' Zeke asked, hisvoice
completely cam, even ashisfingersdug into Theresastail.

Lyman lay quivering, his head flat on thefloor, histail still wedged in the pillar. "I've been coveting the
Goblet ever sincel found out Theresawas the Guardian 180 years ago and—"

"How did you know back then?| didn't tell you!"
"Youtak inyour deep.”
"Oh." Shefdt her cheeks heat up and gave Zeke a sheepish amile.

He amply rolled his eyes and turned back to Lyman, his hands continuing to caress her tail. A man who
wasn't threatened by an affair amost two centuries ago was a man who was secure in his masculinity.
God, he was hot. "So?"

"So, while | wastrying to track her down and raking in money as Reverend Munsey and extorting money
using the Otherworld Detector as Zeus, | had ateam working on the problem Theresa encountered when
she drank from the Goblet. | didn't move on the Goblet until | had asolution.” His eyes burned with
desperation. "I'll tell you how to override the Goblet so she can switch back and forth between formsif
you let mego. I'll promise never to bother the two of you again, and you do the same. I'll trade my
knowledge for my life, and then we have a cease-fire. Agreed?’

Theresas heart was thudding and she leaned close to Zeke. "Do you think he'stelling the truth?”

He turned toward her, his eyes masking histhoughts. "It'sup to you, T. It'syour life and your revenge.
Either way, I'm not leaving you."

She met hisgaze. "Y ou redly mean that, don't you?"

Hetook thetip of her tail in hishand and kissed her diamond tail ring. "It'syour cadl, T."
She glanced at Lyman sniveling next to the post. "He deservesto die.”

"Yes, hedoes."

Shelooked at Zeke. "But we deserve each other more.”

He shook hishead. "Well till have each other."

"Okay, let me clarify. We deserve agreat sex life more than he deservesto die.”
Zekegrinned. "That'salot of sex, because heredlly deservesto die.”

She grinned back. "What can | say? You'reredly good in bed.”

Hisgrin turned into alecherousleer. "Y ou've only seen me on the floor of theliving room. Y ou won't
believe what I've got in the bedroom.”

Heet washed over her and shefdt her tail tighten around him involuntarily. Shewas ill garing into
Zeke's eyes when she spoke. "Lyman, you have adeal.”



Chapter Twenty-six

Accompanied by Zeke, with Iris, Becca, and Satan waiting outside, Theresa flung open the door to
Jerome-the-pirate's bedroom. After careful discussion, they'd decided he was the Council member to
approach, and they decided to do it when he was a his most vulnerable so he couldn't cal in the Council
enforcersto cart her off.

Her crew was ready to fend off anyone who tried to throw her into the Chamber, and it was the most
amazing fedling. Not only wasn't she done anymore, but she had ateam behind her. And it felt grest.

"Jerome!" Sheflicked on the overhead light. "Wake up.”

There was ahowl of holy terror, then Jerome legped from the bed, landed on hisfeet, and grabbed a
sword from next to his bed. He had it aimed at Theresa'sthroat afraction of a second after Zeke had his
dagger pressed to Jerome'sjugular.

Zeke winked at her, and she grinned. He was so hot now that he wasn't totally suppressing al hisdayer
talents. And he was so much happier. “Say uncle, Jerome."

Jerome gagged and dropped his sword, his eyes flashing with rage. He was wearing only apair of plaid
boxers, and Theresawas surprised to redize that he was actudly very fit. Didn't look half-bad.

"Stop gawking," Zeke ordered. "Y ou're taken."

She blew him akissand didn't deny hisclaim. "Okay, Jerome, heré's the scoop.” She held up the crystal
vid. "We got Monaback."

"Oh, thank God." Jerome sat down on his bed with athump. Zeke had to jerk the dagger away to keep
from impaling Jerome as he dropped. "Has anyone used her?"

"Nope. And we didn't even damage the tentative political truce with hell. Have the Council cal off the
bounty hunters searching for me and the ns searching for Satan." She dangled Monain front of
him. "And then you'l free Justine, Derek, and Quincy, and I'll give Monaback to them.”

He hdd out hishand. "Give her to me."

Theresatightened her grip around Mona. "Y ou know | can't give her to anyone except a Guardian. I'm
not making that mistake again.”

Jerome managed asmile. "Good to see you can learn.”

Zekejiggled the dagger next to Jerome's ear. "Don't insult my woman."
Theresagrinned. "So, Jerome? Ded ?'

He rubbed hischin. "I can't spesk for the Council "

"Why not?'

"Because | am but amember. | am not thefinal decison maker."

"It'satime of peril." She held Monaup. "I will hand her over to Satan if you don't give mewhat | want.”



Hisfacetightened. "That's blackmail."

"Isanything ese going to keep me out of the Chamber?”
"Well, no."

"Then, yeah, I'm blackmailing you."

Jerome's mouth twitched in amusement. "Asapirate, | respect that gpproach. Asa Council member, |
haveto officidly protest.”" Hefinaly grinned at her. "Oh, hell, what can | say?| admire blackmail. It
reminds me of the good old days.”

She dropped her hand. " So?"

"So, it'saded. | think the Council istoo uptight, and I'll enjoy going against what | know they would
want meto do." He smacked his pams on histhighs and stood up. "I'll tell them you coerced mein an
ugly battle of willsand | managed to negotiate an excellent deal.” He cocked his head. "How about, |
fired you from Guardianship even though you begged me repeatedly not to take avay the onethinginlife
you cared about?'

She waited for the rush of failure, but it didn't come. Zeke raised his brows at her, and she shrugged. "I'm
okay with that, | guess."

Zeke nodded. "Y ou don't need that job anyway. Too much interesting stuff going on."

She nodded dowly. He wasright. She didn't need the Council's gpproval or the Guardianship anymore.
She was good enough on her own. She grinned at the sense of freedom. "And you'll free Justine, Derek,
and Quin?'

Jerome nodded. " Of course. We werejust using them as pawnsto trap you. That was my idea, actudly.
| did that once when one of my enemies made off with my ship. Killed the bastard in cold blood when he
came crawling back to try to rescue hisfriends." He sighed with longing. " That was a good day."

Zeke sheathed his dagger and sat next to him. "How'd you get on the Council with that kind of
background?"

Jerome shrugged. "They needed an enforcer, since they're too pristine to get their hands dirty. Not that
they let me do much. Not like the old days." He shook off the melancholy and looked up. " So, we're
good, then?I'll file the paperwork and Justine or Derek will come by to pick up Mona, if you can
manageto restrain yoursalf from handing it back to Satan?"

"For you, anything." Shetied Monaaround her neck again, fingering the vid with abit of melancholy. She
wouldn't missthe regtrictions on a Guardian'slife, but sheld miss Monaand her shape-shifting, and she
hed afedling Monawould miss her aswell. The Goblet's life was even more boring than Theresas had
been, and Justine would never take her on field trips as Theresa had. She held her up. "I promiseI'll
comevigt."

Monaflashed bright white once, and Theresa smiled and tucked Monainside her shirt. "Ready to go,
Zeke?'

He stood up. "You got it." He eyed Jerome. "Word of advice?"

The pirate raised hisbrows. "Sure."



"Sounds like you need to go back to pirating.” He grinned at Theresa. "Denying your heritage isthe path
to misary.”

Jerome shot Zeke an gppraising glance. "Who says| don't have my own agendaright now, in perfect
dignment with my heritage?'

They both looked a him in surprise, and he gave Zeke ashove. "Get your girlfriend out of my bedroom,
Sayer, before | change my mind."

"Weregoing." Zeke offered her his hand, and shetook it, holding tightly as he led the way away from the
Council and her old life.

Theresa gtretched, relishing the fed of Zeke's naked body wrapped around hers.

Hedidn't lift his head from her breasts. " Sometime, welll have to make it to the bedroom. I'm redly good
inthere”

She glanced up at the underside of hiskitchen table. "I don't know, Zeke. Y ou're awfully good in the
kitchen. It takes ared man to admit he's great in the kitchen."

"I'm greet in the kitchen."

She grinned and ran her hands through his hair, enjoying its softness. "We should probably go.”
"Probably."

"I think you ruined my dresswhen you toreit off me."

"Dragons should get married naked anyway. Clothes are for wimps."

Shegrinned. “I'm up for it, if you think al your handsome dayer friendswon't mind seeing me naked.”

He sat up and grabbed the blue-green silk dress from thefloor. "They're alittle uptight. Y ou should be
dressed.”

She grinned as he grabbed her hand and pulled her to her feet, holding out the dressfor her. It wasthe
exact color of her scales, and sheloved it. White wedding dresses were for wimps, and certainly not for
dragons who had Satan and his ex-Guardian lover standing in as the parents of the bride.

Zeke leaned againgt the counter and watched her while she got dressed. Sheloved hisfascination with
her body, especialy since she was equally enrgptured with his.

"So, T, | haveto ask you something.”
"Go ahead.”
"Now that you've been fired from Guardianship, | thought you might be looking for ajob."

She stepped into the off-the-shoulder dress and gave him her back, running her fingers over the
blue-green pearls while he buttoned her into her dress. | was excited at being liberated from that
confining lifestyle because | thought you were going to support mein the lap of luxury. Since those men
had to pay up for your finding Zeus, you're loaded.” She chuckled at the thought of Lyman trying to
escape Twitchy Guy and Bony Guy. Seemed they had some problemswith how the leader of the
Otherworld mafia had done business, and silly Lyman had forgotten to add that to his negotiation for



freedom.

"| was |oaded before. Now I'm more |oaded. But your long-lost relatives from the reserve are aready
demanding | givethem freebiesto find the rest of their clan." He finished the buttons and | et hisfingers
drift over her shoulders. "They're going to drain me dry, and since they're your relives, you owe me."

She turned to face him, wrapping her arms around his neck. "Fine, Slayer. What do you want?"

He kissed thetip of her nose. "Be my enforcer. Even though Alex isnow my partner, Jasmine won't et
him day anything, not just dragons. Y ou're the only bloodthirsty crew member, and since | know you
need an outlet, | wondered if you'd be interested.”

Excitement rippled through her. "Y ou mean it? Y ou're not going to be like everyone except Beccaand
tell me | haveto be good?"

"Y ou are good, but you're dso adragon and you have some rather violent needs that require satisfying."
Hegrinned at her. "It'stheleast | can do as aworthy mate to provide an outlet for them so you don't
burn down our place.”

She beamed at him. "I'm the luckiest dragon ever. | have a man who can save me, who loves my body
and loves me exactly theway | am.”

"Doesthat mean youll take the job? Be my partner?'

A sense of true completeness settled through her and she nodded. " Someone has to kick some ass
around here. It might aswell beme."

Hegrinned. "Wdl said, my love. Just remember, I'm here to back you up if you need me."

She amiled. "Oh, | need you, Zeke Siccardi.”

"I never thought I'd see the day when you fredly admitted you needed anyone.”

She shrugged. "What can | say?Y ou tamed the wild dragon.”

"Not even close, T. Not even close” He pulled her againgt him. "And | wouldn't have it any other way."
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Chapter One

Nick Rowlings checked the deadbolt on the insde of the steel door to make sure it was locked, then he
walked across the polished oak floor, his heavy boots thudding on the perfect varnish. Hetook a
disinterested glance at the stacks of food and beveragesin the corner that were supposed to sustain him
for the next few weeks he was on guard duty.

He reached the white, horizontal freezer, broke the padlock off with aflick of hiswrist, then leveraged
the heavy lid up, letting it dam againgt the wall with acrash that |eft anice dent. A threefoot by fivefoot
block of ice stared back up at him, swirled with amixture of blurred colors: pink, blue, and alarge
amount of gold. It was amost asif someone had tie-dyed the ice cube. "So, you're the big, bad heir to
the throne of hell, huh?"

Theice cube trembled, and Nick grinned. "I hear you were stupid enough to get yoursalf melted and then
frozen before you could reform. True?!

The frozen block vibrated even morefiercely, and Nick heard the faint whisper of aparticularly crestive
epithet he hadn't heard since hed lived in hell. Literdly. "Watchiit, little man. | might hate your daddy as
much as you do, but talking to me like that won't get you released on my watch, no matter who comes
after you."

Jerome, one of the members of the Otherworld Council, which was the self-gppointed governing body of
al non-human beings, had hired Nick to guard Satan Jr. after getting wind that Someone was going to try
to spring him.

Seeing as how Nick was the baddest badass in the entire Otherworld and Satan Jr. was one sick
sociopath with ahell of alot of power, Jerome had figured hiring Nick to keep Satan Jr. in hisicy prison
was aworthwhile expenditure of Council funds.

Nick had been bored and figured fending off amajor Otherworld assault on behdf of Jerome might be
interesting. Especialy since Jerome was doing it against Council orders.

Anything that could pissthe Council off washigh on Nick'slist of worthy activities.

He heard akey turn the dead bolt, and he dammed the freezer lid shut, then spun around to face the
door, hisbody tense. Play time.

He leaned againgt the freezer and rested his pams on thelid, on either sde of hiships. He drummed his
fingerson the metd. Waiting.

The stedl door flew open tike it was made of paper.
Ah, a challenge. Nice.

Then aman stepped insde, and Nick immediately rose to hisfeet as an intense sensation of belonging
swept over him. There was no mistaking the wavering air around the man's body, like the heat rising off a
sdewak on ahot summer day. Thisman waslike him.

But that wasimpossible.
Nick was supposed to be the only Markku left.



The man stopped suddenly and stared at the air above Nick's head, his eyeswidening in surprise. He
was just over six feet and solid, but not nearly as big as Nick. Hisblack pants, black sweater, and black
boots made him look like he was trying too hard, as did the military buzz cut. The man's gaze flicked
down to Nick'sface. "Who are you?'

"Nick Rawlings. You?'
The man cocked his head. "Don't recognize the name. Y ou're not with us.”

"Us, being... 7' Were there more Markku? Nick's heart accelerated for the first time he could
remember.

But instead of dropping to his kneesto honor the sole descendant of the former leader of the Markku,
the man dropped only his shoulder and charged.

Shit! Nick bardly jJumped out of the way in time, totaly unprepared for another being to be dmogt asfast
as hewas. The man dammed into the sde of the cooler, his head smashing dl the way through the metal.
Heroared and reared back, dragging the cooler across the floor as he tried to get his head free. Nick
grabbed hisgun, leveling it at the back of the man's head.

No. You must protect your men.

Nick hedtated at the command in his head. His men? He had no men. Hewas aone and heliked it that
way.

Thisisyour man.

"No. It'snot." He gritted histeeth against the dmost overwhel ming urge not to shoot, covered hisright
eyewith hisleft hand to protect against ricochets, and then forced himsdlf to pull the trigger. He unloaded
the clip againgt the back of the Markku's head. The bullets bounced off the man's skull, ricocheting al
over the room, embedding themsavesin the wal, the ceiling, shattering the water cooler that was
supposed to keep Nick hydrated for the next three weeks, whizzing through the wegpons closet in the
corner and setting off a cascade of fireworks, and one bullet even bounced off Nick's shin. The man
shouted in protest and twisted so hisfeet and pams were flat against the cooler. He shoved hard, trying
to yank hishead free as his body shuddered with pain.

Nick emptied hisclip, grabbed his second gun and kept firing, damming bullet after bullet againgt the
Markku's skull asthe Poland Spring water doshed around his feet, ruining the perfect floor. He didn't
bother to enjoy thefact that the Council would have to spring to get the floor re-finished, jumping back
asthe man finaly yanked his head free, sending metd remnantsflying.

One piece whizzed past Nick's shoulder and diced through the wall, disgppearing from sight with the
force of the Markku's thrust.

The Markku whirled around and dammed hisfoot into the side of Nick's knee.

Pain shot through Nick as he dropped to the floor, cursing his downess, hisfailure to react to an
opponent asfast as he was. The Markku pulled out a knife with agolden blade and Nick swore under
his bresth. Wheat the hell was he doing with that kind of weapon?

The Markku drove the blade down toward Nick's right eye, and Nick jerked his head hard to theright.
The blade scraped Nick's cheek and dammed into the wooden floor, barely missing itstarget. Fire
scorched his skin from the brush of gold and he sucked thefireinto his system, using the heet to fuel
himsdlf. Fresh energy flared in his body and he threw the Markku into the wall. Nick was on hisfeet and



over the guy before the man had stopped diding down the wall, leaving abig dent in the plagter.

The man hurled the knife and the blade plunged into the front of Nick's right shoulder. Nick dropped to
hisknees, gritting histeeth againgt the raging pain, againg the poisonous fire spreading through his body.
Use the heat, Nick. He pulled the golden fireinto his body, charging himsalf with the flames, using the
painto fue hisbody even asthat same heat drained him, sucked away hislifeforce.

The Markku jumped to hisfeet and lunged for the knife, but Nick grabbed it first. He yanked it out of his
shoulder with aroar of anguish then dammed it into the Markku's right eye. The man exploded in a
cascade of gold dugt, his death scream his only legacy asit bounced off the steel door and echoed in
Nick'sears.

Nick clutched the blade, and shook the gold dust off his eyelashes, watching it float down, mixing with
the Poland Spring water to create ariver of sparkling mud.

The door flew open and Nick reared back to throw the knife, diverting hisaim at the last second when
he redlized who it was.

Jerome yel ped and ducked as the blade sang past his ear and embedded itsdlf in the stedd door behind
him. “lItsmeg"

"No kidding." Nick pressed hisleft hand to his stab wound, trying to stem the flow of blood. The more
he could mitigate the damage now, the lesstrouble held bein later.

"Right. Because you'd have killed meif I'd been anyone ese." Jerome straightened up, his scabbard
swinging by hisside. In honor of hismortd life pillaging on the high seas, he was sporting full pirateregdia
today, including an eye patch, even though both his eyes were fine. Jerome only wore the eye patch when
the seas were rough, so to speak. Having a Markku break into Satan Jr.'s freezer deep inside Council
headquarterswould qudify.

Nick kicked a piece of the water cooler out of hisway, then stumbled with sudden weskness. Shit. He
had to get out of there. He had less than a half-hour before he was dead to the world for at least a couple
of days. How was he going to get out without explaining why to Jerome? Asfar as Jerome knew, Nick
hadn't inherited the post-battle-weakness from his dad, and since no one else knew Nick was a Markku,
no one knew about his vulnerability. Heintended to keep it thisway. So he folded hisarms over his chest
and glared at Jerome, mustering up al his energy to appear enraged and powerful. "Why didn't you tell
me it was a Markku that had been hired to stedl Satan Jr.?"

Jerome paled and he tugged the eye patch up so he could look at Nick with both eyes. "No shit? Hewas
aMarkku?'

Nick waved at the gold dust, and Jerome scanned the room, his gaze coming to a stop on the ice chest.
A big hole gaped in the Side, and the sound of dripping water was coming from the insgde of the chest.
"Hesthawing!"

"Y our problem. Not mine." Nick turned his back on Jerome to hide a shudder of fatigue, then he
grabbed his stash of wegpons and turned to head out, only to find a pesky piratein hisway. "What
now?'

"You can't leave. What if they send more? No one can beat aMarkku except you. Y ou know that."
"| kept Satan Jr. safe. Now I'm gone.”
Jerome drew his shoulders back and set his hands on his hips. "They'll kegp coming. I'll keep paying. |



need you."

Nick ground histeeth, trying to come up with an excuse to leave that wouldn't reveal too much.
"Jerome—"

An old, bearded man in awhite robe strode into the room, followed by abusinessman in an Armani suit.
Paul and Otis, the rest of the Council. Nick cursed under his breath, then locked his jaw againgt the crash
of anger as he faced the two men who'd betrayed and killed his father, and wiped out his race.

In due time, he promised himsdlf. In due time, the Council would pay for what they'd doneto hislegacy.

"Jerome! What's going on here?' Paul asked, his hands hiding insde the flowing folds of hiswhite robe.
Nick figured he kept hiswhite hair dyein there. No way was Paul old enough for awhite beard.
Probably dyed it to give himsdf more clout in the Otherworld politica arena.

"Jerome! Isthat Satan Jr.'sice chest?' The businessman, known as Otisto those lucky enough to get on
afirgt-name basiswith him, whipped out a BlackBerry and his manicured fingers started flying over the
keys as he typed out an email. "We need backup refrigeration immediately.”

Paul eyed Nick. "Who are you, and what are you doing here?'

Jerome shot awary glance toward Nick, and Nick suddenly redized what Jerome was thinking. Unlike
most people, who didn't bother to notice the heat-blurred air around his body, the Council might, and
they'd know what it meant. And they'd have him killed. Timeto go. "l wasjust delivering Jerome's dry
cleaning. Gottatake care of those puffy slk things he cals shirts.” Nick hoisted his machine gun over his
shoulder, shoved his handgunsinto his shoulder holsters, and walked out, ignoring the protests of Paul
and the curious stare of Otis.

"Wait!" Jerome grabbed hisarm. "If you leave, who will protect Satan Jr.?"

"Fromwhat?' Paul demanded, histoupee glittering as the gold dust began to settle. "What's this dust
from?What's been going on here?' He stopped suddenly and held out his hand, letting the glittering
remains of the dead Markku settle on hispam. "Isthiswhat | think it is?"

Nick had no idea how much Jerome was going to tell Paul and Otis, seeing as how Jerome wastrying to
effect amodern-day mutiny against them, and the trembling in Nick'slegstold him he didn't havetimeto
find out. "Fine. Y ou're worried about Satan J.?' He walked over to the block of ice, pulled out agun
and peppered the corner of the block until asix-inch piece fdl off, ignoring the shouted protests of all
three Council members, who didn't quite dare gpproach him while the bullets were flying.

He holstered his gun and Paul lunged for the small block of ice. Nick swept out of his reach, walked over
to the portable fridge that Jerome had set up for him.

He dumped out the contents, shoved the chunk of Satan Jr. insde, then tucked the fridge under hisarm.
"If anyonetriesto re-form Satan Jr. without this piece, hell be missing something important. Probably not
worth therisk."

"Y ou can't take that!" Paul threw himsdf in front of the door. "Otis. Cdl for backup.”
"Already am." Otiswas fumbling with his headst, trying to get it into hisear.

Nick looked at Jerome, who gave the dightest nod. So Nick picked up Paul, tossed him aside, and
walked out.



He shuddered with weakness again, and broke into an uneven jog, forcing hisfailing body to hurry and
willing hisway through the pain in his damaged knee. Had to get out of here before he collgpsed. No
way did he have the thirty minutes hed initialy thought. The gold blade had taken more out of him than
he'd anticipated. Need to hurry. Twenty feet to Jerome's office, where he'd anchored his black market
portd. He preferred to travel using his motorcycle, but held figured that if Jerome was right about the
threat to Satan Jr. and Nick got attacked, he might not have time to get back to his safe house by
ordinary means, and he was glad hed had the foresight.

He shoved open the door, kicked it shut, then strode to the middle of the room, to thefaint circle outlined
on thefloor. The portal opened as soon asit sensed his presence and he closed his eyes against the faint
humming that vibrated in hisbody. A couple more minutes. That'sdl he had.

The humming stopped and he opened his eyesto find himsdf surrounded by four walls of stedl, deep
underground. All that wasin there was abed, afridge, and a bathroom. His body trembled and he
dropped the ice box.

He grabbed the chunk of ice, his muscles aching with the effort, staggered over to the freezer, and threw
it ingde. Then he madeit the three feet to the bed and collapsed, |etting the weakness overtake him, like
ablack cloud.

He had aminute, maybe two, |eft of consciousness, and he relaxed. He was safe now.

Then his phone rang. He sighed with relief at the sound of Toby Keith, thering hislittle Sster had
programmed into his phone for her calls. He hadn't heard from her in over aweek, and held been starting
toworry.

Groaning, he yanked his phone out of his pocket and flipped it open, letting it rest against the side of his
head. "Whereve you been?' He closed hiseyes and let his hand flop to the mattress.

"Nick! You haveto hdp me!"

Thefranticnessin hissster's voice caught him and he battled against the wave of pending
unconsciousness. "What'swrong?' Histongue felt thick and heavy.

"They're going to kill meif you don't do what they want!"

Her voice became distant and fuzzy and he cursed, struggling to stay conscious. Not now. "Who?"
Another voice came on the phone. "Kill the leader of hell by Sunday or your sister dies.”

You've got to be fucking kidding.

And then the world went black.

"l can't believe you want your life forceto be agoldfish.”

"It's better than having my life force be Satan." Her heart thudding, Becca Gibbs, Satan's favorite Rivka
and personal dave, carefully set the Tupperware container holding Ellie the fish in the middle of the spot
sheld cleared in New Y ork's Central Park. Threelarge flashlights were set up around them, illuminating
theisolated clearing.

"Maybe. How do you know sheisn't some evil life force just waiting for achance to force her soggy will
on theworld?' TheresaNichols-Siccardi switched her tail in typical aggravated-dragon fashion, upending



asmdl tree and crushing adrinking fountain. "Maybe she's Satan's worst nightmare and once you give
her your body to act through, the world as we know it will be destroyed.”

Becca danted a glance a the testy dragon as she wiped her sweaty hands on her jeans. "She's a gol dfish
. Therés no way she's harboring some evil soul.”

"And everyone thinks Monais only an espresso machine, but she's actualy the Goblet of Eterna Y outh,
chock full of enough power to disrupt the natural order of hell and the mortal world. Looks can be
decelving." Theresablew apuff of ash out her nose.

Beccatensed at acracklein the dark woods, staring into the black night for along moment. Waiting.

"Y o Rivka, what if you turn into afish, huh?" Theresawrinkled her blue-green-scaled nose. 'Y ou want
meto eat you and put you out of your misery?I'm generally not into eeting friends, but if it'sthat
important to you, | suppose | could be persuaded.”

There was no other noisein the woods, so Beccaturned back to the circle she was cresting, trying not to
wince at each gust of wind. She knew Satan would figure out what she was doing. Her only hope wasto
get it done before he showed up. "Firgt of dl, we're not friends. Second, if you even think about eating
me, I'll turn you into apile of ash." She hadn't spent three centuries thwarting Satan only to have aprima
donnadragon have her for alate-night snack. "Third, I'm not going to turn into afish. I'm only going to
connect to her lifeforce."

The dragon snorted. "But you're nothing but afigment of Satan'simagination, kept dive by hislifeforce
and his persondity, so if you switch your life support machine over to Ellies then won't you havethe
persondity of the fish?Isagoldfish redly better than Satan?' She flashed an gpologetic smile a thefish.
"No offenseintended.”

"If 1 link to awesker spirit, then my persondity will trump and I'll be able to be mysdf.” And then I'll
truly be free. Becca paused again to listen to the night. There were crickets chirping, an owl hooting off
to her left, and frogs were croaking down at the nearby pond. Normal night sounds that indicated the
leader of hell wasn't out in the darkness, sipping wine and waiting for her to crossthet line.

She took a deep breeth, then walked acircle around herself and Ellie, pouring purified water in an
unbroken line.

The dragon burned amosquito out of theair. "Don't you think it'swishful thinking that you actudly have
your own scintillating personality buried under there somewhere?"

"No." Sweat dripped down her back, even though it was a cool night for summer. What if she didn't
have her own personality? What if everything she was was Satan, and when shelinked her lifeforceto a
goldfish, she no longer existed? She fatered in her steps and had to clamp her hand over the top of the
gold vase to keep the purified water from spilling. No. She'd done her research. She was certain this
would work.

"| serioudly doubt he bothered to give you an identity when he created you."

"Would you please shut up? Y ouredriving me insane!” She clamped her fingers around the vase of
purified water so she didn't drop it by accident.

"Sorry." Theresa sat back on her haunches and folded her wings. " So, where did you say you found this
sdl?!

"It'snot aspdl. It'saprocess. And | came up with it myself after three centuries of research.” She



finished pouring the circle, set the vasein the middle of it, and then took off her black boots and set them
aside, wiggling her toesin the grass and the earth. Dirt was pure. Elementd. Red. Everything Satan
wamn't.

The dragon snapped astick as she shifted position, making Beccajump. "Why don't you find a spdll that
dlowsyou to generate your own lifeforce instead of merdly trandferring your lifdine from one being to
another?'

She shot the dragon adisbdieving look. "Y ou serioudly think 1'd be out here with agoldfish if therewasa
way for meto generate my own lifeforce? I'm not hardwired that way."

"Wall, that sucks™
"Gee, you think?"

Theresawas thankfully silent while Becca set up eight shot glasses at evenly spaced intervas around the
insde of the circle, dropped atwenty-four-carat-gold bal inside each one, then filled each of them to the
top with purified water.

"So, if you succeed and then some owl swoops down here and eats that fish, you're dead, right? It dies,
you die?'

"| can protect agoldfish long enough to get her back to the Goblet of Eterna 'Y outh to make her
immortd.”

Theresa sucked in her breath. " She can't drink from Monal That'ssoillega! The Council would kick al
our assesfrom hereto hell!™

Beccalooked up and met the dragon's gaze across the eerie shadows from the flashlights. "How many
favors do you owe me, Dragon?”

Theresawhistled softly. "Damn, girl, you drive aharder bargain than Satan.”

Beccamanaged agrim smile as shelaid one of Satan's custom dress shirtsin the center of thecircle, and
then poured a spoonful of Ellieswater in the center of it. "So, you'l help?!

Theresaheld her claw over her heart. "'l love you, girlfriend. I'll do anything you need.”

Beccatensed and shot the dragon ared-eyed glare. "How many times have | told you that we're not
friends? It's too dangerous for you."

The dragon snorted and flicked her tail inirritation. " Shut up, dready. Y ou can't scareme. I'm an
immortal dragon who survived making aded with Satan. Do your spell and let's get you and Ellieto
Monadready, okay?'

She piled a stash of cedar sticks on top of the shirt, then sat back on her hedls. "We are not friends™
Theresaput her claws over her ears and started humming the theme from The Brady Bunch.

"Oh, for God's sake." Becca gave up on the dragon, then took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Once
she began the spdll, Satan would fed it, and her only chance to survive would beto get it done and
vanish before he arrived. She hugged hersaf and whispered a prayer to the heavensthat she wasn't
alowed to acknowledge. It was time.

Becca hdd out both hands and afirebal popped up on each hand, heat and flame whirling in the dark



night. She blew akissto Ellie, svimming happily in her little bowl. "Don't Iet me down, girl,” she
whispered.

Her heart wasracing so fast dl the heartbeats had blurred into one, and her breath was harsh in her
chest. Shefixed her gaze on Satan's shirt, and then whispered the words she'd spent so long working out.
As soon asthey were out of her mouth, she crossed her wrists and shot the pile of stickswith both
firebdls. The shirt exploded in an array of golden sparks, her voice rising above the din as she shouted
the next words.

"Shit!" Theresashouted. "Y ou meted the Tupperware container! Save Ellie!™

Beccafdt her concentration dip, but she yanked it back. | have to finish.

She grabbed the northern-most shot glass and threw the contents down her throat.

The pain wasingant, blinding. Jesus. Shefdt like her ingdes were being bled with acid.
"Becca? Areyou dl right?!

Bitterness diced through her throat, blades ripped through her gut, searing agony tore apart her chest.
Thiswaswrong. Something wasterribly wrong. Couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. It hurt like a
mother-f—

"Rivkal Y ou betray me! | am much chagrined!”
Sheflinched at the sound of afamiliar male voice. Satan had found her too soon. Dammit!

"Rivkal You must look a mewhilel skewer the life from you! It is so much more pleasurablewhen | can
bask inyour fear."

She hunched over asthousands of invisible knives stabbed at her flesh, tasting blood as she bit her Up to
keep hersdf from screaming. She was not going to give him the satisfaction. Never .

"Hey, asshole," Theresasaid.

Becca struggled to find her voice, but the pain was too extreme. If she opened her mouth, sheld start
screaming or sobbing or something equally unworthy of being Satan's best Rivka.

"Theresal" Satan exclaimed. "It isso lovely to see the comrade of the fruit-of-my-loins. You are
wonderful with fire. Would you careto replace my best Rivkaafter | kill her? The benefits of working for
me are quite extensive. | can send you a copy of my employee handbook, if you like."

"Let her go," Theresasaid.
"Go where? Sheisdying, cannot you see that?'

Beccadropped to her knees, clutching her throat, trying to yank out the unseen daggers dicing at her
skin. Sheld never fdt pain likethis. She couldnt... think...

"Why isshedying?' Theresas voice was blurry and distant, nearly crouched over by the pain shredding
her body.

"Because shetried to cut my lifdineto her. So | poison thelifeine, then | throw it back in her face, and
now shedies. Itisddightfully ironic, isit not? She gets what she wants and then she diesfor it? 1 love
irony. Look a me now, Rivka."



Becca groaned and cracked her eyes open adit and squinted up at her boss. Satan was dressed in an
impeccable Itaian suit, and he was wearing a boutonniere. He had anew haircut, and afresh shave and
looked debonair enough to be welcomed into any palace.

Bastard.

He beamed a her. "Even in desth, you cannot disobey me. Such isthe fate of aRivka. It will take you
severd thousand yearsto die. The pain will increase exponentialy every six hours and your body will est
itself from theingde out. Does it not sound ddightful ? One of my new scientist soulsjust figured out how
to do that to my Rivkas, and thisismy first chancetotry it." He peered more closdly at her. "Doesit hurt
very much, Rivka?'

Several thousand years of this? Impossible. She gazed up into his beautiful blue eyes and knew held
won. "Reestablish thelink." Her voice was harsh, the words mottled with agony, but she knew he
understood.

His smile became broader. "Hmm... you do not wish to suffer pain that is so extreme it would drive you
insaneif | were not present to ensure you stayed conscious and aware through the entire process?”

She gave him asnarky look that answered his question. How she managed a snarky expression through
al the pain, she had no idea. Must be her naturaly resilient attitude. More likely it was her Satan genes. It
was hislife force that gave her the strength to survive historture. She was nothing without him. Nothing.

Her ssomach lurched and she turned her head toward hisfeet. If shelost it, the least she could do was
ruin his polished shoes.

"You are my best Rivka. | gain much benefit from having your services. Perhaps | should spare you
despite your ultimate betrayd." Satan rubbed his chin and studied her thoughtfully. " So, what shdl |
demand in return for gparing you? Hmm. .. so many choices.”

A groan leaked out of her and she crumbled the rest of the way to the ground, no longer able to will
herself to stay on her knees. Satan chuckled. God help me.

"How can she owe you anything?' Theresaasked. "Doesn't she have to do everything you tell her
ayway?'

"Yes, yes, just about," Satan said.

Just about? What didn't she have to obey? She gave araspy hack as sherolled to her sidein the grass,
crunched inabdll.

"l shall have to consult my experts on how best to use this Situation to benefit me and torture you,” Satan
sad. "But | will collect. We agree to agree. Agreed?”

She knew it would be amistake, but she had no choice. Like dl of her life, she had no choice.
Resentment churned inside her as she managed anod. She grimaced when Satan clapped his hands
together with glee. "Thisisamonumenta event. | have outsmarted my best Rivkafor thefirgt time. Thisis
quite fun. No wonder you do thisto me all thetime. | shall have to develop this skill more completely and
| can torture you more often.”

Please... No.

He leaned down and patted her head. "1 release you from the pain, Rivka. You will liveand | will be
back to tell you what you owe me. Have alovely evening." He smiled a Theresa. "I will ill hireyou as



my second-best Rivka, if you like." And with that, he vanished in an explosion of gold bubbles, and the
pain vanished abruptly from Becca's body.

She sagged against the ground, her face mashed in the cool dirt as her body gasped for air.
Theresa scooped Ellie up with the vase and sat next to Becca with athump. "Wow. Are you okay?'

"Peachy." Becca closed her eyes as tremors began to rack her body. She was so cold. So weak.
Couldn't move. Just wanted to lie there.

"Cold?" Theresaleaned closer, let out agrowl, and then set Beccaon fire.

Yes. Beccaarched under the heat, absorbing it into her body, pulling it in to al the damaged cellsasthe
tremors began to fade.

" S0, he crushed you like agnat, huh?"
Beccatook a shuddering breath. "I'm not agnat.”
"Y ou look sort of like one."

"Fed like one." Was she drooling? Probably. Too much effort to swalow. Sheld just lie here for the next
decade or so until she got her strength back.

Shefdt Theresashift beside her. "Waéll, Ellie survived though. That's good news.”
"I'm s0 glad to hear that." Onelessthing to fed guilty about. The night waslooking up.
"So, arewe going to try your spell again?’

"Not tonight." Such abummer. Three hundred years of planning and anticipation shot to hell. Literdly.
God, shefdt like crying. Like sobbing. Like lying on her somach and throwing afull-fledged temper
tantrum. "Thanksfor savingme.

"That'swhat friendsdo."

Beccamanaged to pedl her eyes open, then jerked back to find Theresa's golden eyeslessthan aninch
from her face. "Theresa, we aren't friends. We can't be." She had to say it. Had to make the dragon
understand. It was so important.

Theresarolled her eyes. " Sometimes you're a bitch.”

Becca couldn't keep from grinning, even though it hurt to move her face. She fdt like her body was
melting into the restoring earth. Not one single bit of strength in any areaof her body.

"S0, you going to stay there dl night?' Theresa asked.
"No. Let'sgo." She mentdly ordered hersdf home.

Nothing happened. She didn't turn into an inky black cloud and melt through the ground only to pop up
through the floor of her condo. Shewas il in human form, and ill in the park. Damn. Sheld never been
too weak to shimmer.

Theresasighed. "Seeing ashow | till owe you for about azillion favors, | guessthat means!'ll haveto fly
you home." Shetucked Elli€'s vase indde Beccas shirt, then did her claws under Beccas body. "Don't



worry, Rivka, it'snot because | like you."

"Good. Smart dragon.” Home. Her bed sounded so good right now. Especidly since shed figured out
how to ward it againgt Satan. Her condo was the one place Satan couldn't reach her.

Oy. She owed Satan. Something above and beyond soul harvesting, playing assassin, genuflecting to his
greatness, enduring his attempts to amuse himsalf with other peopl€'s pain, most commonly her own, and
other such Rivkaobligations.

That was so very, very not something to look forward to.

THEDISH

Where authors give you the inside scoop!

From the desk of Stephanie Rowe

Five reasons why fiery sexpot dragons and oh-so-hot ex-dragon dayerslike the charactersin MUST
LOVE DRAGONS (on sde now) should never date:

1. There's no such thing asan "ex" dragon slayer . If he's got dayer genes, he's going to havethe
al-consuming need to kill any dragon he medts... evenif it'shisbeloved cyberlover whom he needsto
protect from an n that he accidentally sent after her. Protect the dragon, kill the dragon—it'sdl so
confusing for aman. And the harder hetriesto deny his heritage, well, it'slike trying to hold back
floodwaters with a paper towd. The pressure's going to keep building, and eventuadly ... let'sjust say the
dragon better be up-to-date on her dayer self-defense techniques.

2. Sayer pheromones. Talk about aladykiller! All adayer hasto do isrelease aweelittle bit of his
pheromones, and bam! Instant dragon gphrodisiac. Makesit redly, redly difficult for agirl to say no.
Pheromone-induced sex is definitely something to write home abolt. ... if you surviveit.

3. Flames take on a whole new meaning. On the plus Side, dragons aren't defenseless against those
sexy dayers. Dragon flameswill bring adayer to hisknees... and suddenly he's at the dragon's mercy.
Which can be fun. Heh, heh, heh. And if you mix some flames with some pheromones. .. watch out!

4. His pesky friends. Ex-dragon dayers attract other dragon dayers, who aren't trying to deny their
heritage. Nothing like having ateam of dayerson her tail to ruin adragon's day. Especialy when her
ex-dayer protector has alife debt to the dayers that requires him to turn the dragon over to them. Life
debt vs. love of hislife. How doesadayer decide?

5. That slayer/dragon attraction. It'sthat whole "l need to kill you, but first | must make loveto you
until both of usare unconscious' thing. Literally. How isadragon supposed to tell whether the sparks
flying between them are the result of centuries-old ingtincts or old-fashioned true love?

Sncerdy,
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From the desk of Elizabeth Hoyt

Gentle Reader,

| have noticed over the yearsthat there seem to be unwritten rules for the Romance Hero. Rulesthat all
romance heroes appear to know and follow unconscioudy. All romance heroes, that is, save my own,
Edward de Raaf, the Earl of Swartingham and the hero of THE RAVEN PRINCE (on sale now). Sadly,
Edward gpparently never received the Romance Hero Rule Book, possibly dueto the unreliability of the
posta system in Georgian England. Below, | have listed afew of the rules and, ahem, Edward's own

response.

1. Heroes are always handsome.

Edward: (snort) Well, that oneisjust plain ludicrous. Who wants to read about pretty boys and
macaronis, | ask you? A scar here and there lends a certain gravitas to a gentleman's countenance.

2. Heroes should never fal off their horse.

Edward: Libd, srrah! | have never, ever fdlen off my horse, and | will meet in the field of honor anyone
who dares say 0. It istrue that, upon occasion, | have been unseated, but that could happen to any
gentleman and isan entirely different matter.

3. Andif they do fdl off their horse, they do not swear.

Edward: | was not swearing. | merely caled the beast arevolting lump of maggot-eaten hide,
and—follow my reasoning closaly here—the horse did not know what | was saying.

4. Heroes do not start brawlsin brothdls.

Edward: | did not actualy start the brawl. Besides, what would you have me do when attacked by four
men? Note: | did end the brawl.

5. Heroes do not have trouble keeping their secretaries.

Edward: | am not surewhat you are getting at.. .

6. Heroes dways keep their temper.

Edward: | do not have atemper and anyone who says so—(censored)

7. Heroes should not fantasize about the breasts of their female secretaries.

Edward: What kind of namby-pamby novels are we talking about here? | should think—



8. Heroes should be romantic.
Edward: Hal HA! | haveyou there! | will have you know that Annafound absolutely no fault with my
lovemaking. In fact—

9. Heroes do not confuse romance with lovemaking.

Edward: (censored)

10. Heroes should be transported by true love.

Edward: With that | have no argument.

Y ours Most Sincerdly,
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