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He bent hishead and trailed hislips

over the side of her neck.
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"Do you Hill have the Goblet?!

Oh, wow. Oh, wow. Oh, wow. She hadn't felt aman'skissin solong. "Y es. Her nameisMona" She
tilted her head and let him kiss her lower. Over her collarbone. Across her chest. Oh, wow. Her dress
wasway low cut. How low was he going to go? And in case the Otherworld judges were watching, it
wasdl in the spirit of protecting Mona. She wasinterrogating a potentia threat. And if she had to use her
body to get answers, then that just showed what a dedicated Guardian she was. Right? Of course, right.
Ask a guestion about Mona to prove it. Oh, good call. A question. She could think of one... urn...
"Areyou after Mona?'

He dipped the spaghetti strap off her shoulder, his breath hot against her skin as he kissed whereit had
been. "Yes. | need to kill you and then stedl her.”

Oh, God. That was like the sexiest thing shed ever heard. "'l love aman who isn't afraid to tell the truth.”
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Chapter One

Today Derek LaValewas going to reverse the Curse, even if it meant saving thelife of his
blight-on-the-family-name cousin, LesLavdle.

Well, okay, most of the family would claim Leswas blight number two. Derek was blight number one.
Except when they wanted money from him. Then Derek was blight number one with an asterisk.

Derek's cdll phone rang just as he was walking up the broken front steps of the dump Leslivedin. It was
his second-in-command, Becca Gibbs. "What's up?'

"Thefolksfrom McDondd's are hereto talk to you about saling our pretzelsin their stores.” Her voice
was dightly eevated; too much caffeine as usud. Becca was one high-strung woman. It made her agreeat
business partner, though. She never dept and got more work done in an hour than most peopledidina
month. "The meeting'sin five minutes and you're not here."

He glanced at hiswatch. Three minutes until his cuz bit the dust. "I don't have timeto ded with them.
Reschedule”

"Don't you redlize what a huge opportunity thiswould be?' Her voice shot up afew more decibels. Y ou
can't missthismesting!”

"I need to ded with Lesfirs." He swung the basebd | bat |oosaly from hisfingers as he rapped on the
front door and rang the doorbell. "Les! Open up!"

"Derek! You blew off Dunkin' Donuts last week because you werein the library doing research on that
goblet, and you missed the Starbucks meeting on Friday because you saw awoman with adragon tattoo
at lunch and got arrested for stalking her." She made a sound of aggravated distress. "These are
incredible distribution opportunities and you need to take them serioudy. McDona d's wants an exclusive,
and we need to think about whether that makes sense for us, and we can't do it if you're off chasing some
damned mumbo-jumbo myth!" Shewas practicaly snarling at him now, and he grinned. His business
would have been neglected into bankruptcy if it wasn't for Becca

"Go ahead and meet with them," he said. "They'll redlize you'reahell of alot more on top of thingsthan |
am, and they'll bethrilled to work with you instead of me." Hiring Beccafive years ago had been his best
busi ness decision since deciding to open Vic's Pretzels. She was abusiness and marketing genius, and
the stock price of Vic's Pretzels proved it. Gave him time to pursue more important things, like saving his
cousin'slife. Not that Becca agreed with his priorities.

Who did?

No one.



Of course, everyone who knew of his plans thought he was insane, so he supposed the fact they didn't
support him was to be expected.

Hetried the doorknob. Locked. "Les!™ A quick glance at hiswatch told him he had only two and a half
minutes now. Damn New Y ork City traffic and hiscousin for living so far out of the city. Hefdt his
adrendinekick in, and his heart began to pump.

But Beccawasn't finished. " These people want to meet with the inventor of Vic's No-Carb Pretzel, not
hislieutenant. | will stal them for exactly thirty minutes and if you don't get your designer-clad heinie over
here by then, I'm going to hand them the recipe and tell them to have at it." She dammed down the
phone.

She'd sounded like she meant it. Crap. Timeto save Less butt and get back to the office.

Bardy two minutes|eft. "Led" He dung the basebal bat over his shoulder and sprinted around the side
of the house. The gate to the backyard was locked, but he scaled it easily, an advantage of being over six
feet tall. He vaulted up the rickety stairsto the back deck and nearly crashed into his cousin, who was
gorawled in alawn chair, absorbing the rays. "Damn, Les. Didn't you hear me?”

"Screw you." Les had hisfeet cooling in amurky plastic wading poal, his bulging ssomach hanging over
the waistband of his Speedo. "I'm not listening to any of your b.s."

"I don't careif you listen or not," Derek said. "I'm here to save your sorry behind anyway."

"l don't need saving. | take care of mysdlf just fine." For the last S years, Les had been collecting
disability for an "injury" to hisback. He now spent dl histime furthering his Internet poker addiction and
bullying the neighborhood children into going to the store for him. The only time he wasn' at the
computer was when he was too hungover to focus on the screen. Solution? Sun and beer for acouple
hoursto revive himsdf. "And if you keep running around inssting the LaVale men have been cursed,
someone's going to pack you off in a straitjacket.”

Derek shrugged. "Better insane than dead." Hisfamily had aready tried to have him committed more than
once. Having avast digposableincome camein handy for purchasing hisfreedom. "Every Lavdleman
for four generations has died at the moment he turned thirty-one years, forty-six weeks, four days, Six
hours, three minutes, and five seconds old.” Helooked at hiswatch and cursed. "That'sin just over a
minutefor you."

He hoisted the bat to his shoulder and searched the yard for rabid pit bulls and homicidal yard
implementsthat might develop amind of their own. | know you're out there, you murderous son of a
bitch. I'mready for you.

Lestook another dug of beer. "The LaVale men have had arun of bad luck. Nothing more.”

"So everyone says." So his dad had claimed until the moment held become the victim of awayward
butter knife. Died right in front of fifteen-year-old Derek, while they'd been sampling ano-cdorie weffle
together.

"Theresno Curse and | don't need you here to protect me against some crap you made up.” Lesfolded
hisflabby arms over his saggy chest and glared at Derek.

No Curse? Not likely.

Not when you consider the way they'd died. One had been found impaled on his toothbrush. Another
had choked to death on lemonade. How about the one who'd been kicked in the head by a newborn



baby and suffered fatal brain damage? One unfortunate sod had actudly shot himsdlf in the head while
cleaning his gun—although that could have been legit. The onethat had been mauled to desth by a pet
hamster? Seemed alittlefishy.

Asif fate was grabbing whatever was available at that precise moment.

“I'm going to call my mom and tell her you're over here talking about the Curse again,” Leswhined. "And
then I'm going to call the cops and—"

"Shut up and let me concentrate.” If he could keep the Curse from succeeding with Les, he was hoping
that would be enough to stop the chain beforeit bit him and hisfraternd twin when they reached the right
age. Whichwasin just over aweek.

Forty-five seconds. "Maybe you should go inside," Derek suggested. "Y ou could drown in that pool."
His bat wasn't going to be much good if the water suddenly swelled up in amassive tsunami and swept
Lesaway.

"You goingde. Get me another beer.” Les belched and let his head drop back againgt the lounge chair.
"Order apizzawhileyou'reat it."

Derek looked up at the sky. No lightning bolt could come out of that blue sky, could it?

Ten seconds. He kicked an old pizza box off the deck. Not sure how cardboard could be deadly, but he
wasn't taking any chances.

Lesyawned. "I'm gonnatake anap.”
Five seconds.
Lesbelched again and picked up abeer.

"Give methat bottle. | don't want glass near you." Before he could grab the bottle, Derek'swatch darm
went off, and ahuge rock came careening over the back fence, heading straight for Les's head.

Les screamed and dove out of his chair. Derek siwung for the rock. It shattered his bat but ricocheted
away from Les and smashed through the living room window. "Believe me now, Les?'

No sound from Les.

Derek spun around. His cousin was lying on the deck, motionless, his neck twisted at an angle that was
unnatura and very, very wrong.

Frugtration ripped through him. "Dammit, Les. Why didn't you lisen?"
No onelistened. And everyone died.

Well, Derek wasn't going to die, and he wasn't going to let his brother die. He glared at the overgrown
backyard. "Y ou've just taken your last LaVale man, you hear me?’

He could have sworn he heard laughter on the wind.

Great. So he was burdened with a Curse that had a warped sense of humor.

Lucky him.



Four hours |l ater, after dedling with cops and the ambulance and begging forgiveness from Beccafor
skipping out on the fast-food meeting, Derek banged open the door to his twin brother's office, making
Quincy Lavadlejump and spill coffeedl over hisdesk.

"Damn you, Derek. Why do you dways do that?"

"Because | liketo pick on my little brother. Hello, Wendy." Derek nodded at the assistant filing in the
corner as he moved a stack of papers off achair, and dropped into the sedt.

Then he looked again. Wendy Monroe had been working for Quincy for the last two years. Every time
he'd seen her, sheld been wearing some gray outfit that barely showed she was awoman. No makeup.
Glasses. She wasthe epitome of anerdy intellectua and a perfect match for his math professor brother, if
only Quincy would pull his head out of hisbooksand redizeit.

But today she was wearing ared swester and her hair looked like it had been marked up with blond or
something. What did women call that? Highlighted. Right. She looked like sheld gotten her hair
highlighted. A monumental change for her. She actualy looked like she had a persondity. ™Y ou look nice
today, Wendy."

She smiled a him and looked him in the eye. Another first. "Thank you, Mr. LaVdle." She pulled open a
drawer in Quincy's desk and pulled out anapkin, barely keeping her hip aproper distance form Quincy's
am.

"Derek," he corrected her, asusudl.

"Of course." As she mopped up the coffee spill, her gaze flicked toward Quincy, and he was pretty sure
he saw alight in her eyes he hadn't noticed before. Had she suddenly redlized what every other woman
on campus aready knew? That his antisocial, absentminded brother was apparently atotal chick
magnet? That would account for the new sweater and colored hair. "Quincy? Do you need anything
else?' she asked.

Quincy was aready back at the computer typing away. He waved hishand vagudly in her direction. "All
set. Have agood weekend.”

She gave Derek aknowing smile. It was Monday at onein the afternoon. She il had athirty-five-hour
workweek until the weekend, but it was beneath Quin to keep track of things as mundane as the day of
theweek. "Y ou have to teach classin forty-five minutes. I'll remind you."

Quincy looked up from the computer. "Redly? Today? What class?’
"It'syour freshman lecture.”

"Oh. Right." He frowned and Wendy set a sheaf of papersin front of him. "These are the testsyou're
handing back to the students today. And on the top are your notesfor your lecture.

Derek grinned as he watched Wendy take care of his brother with calm patience. The perfect woman for
Quin. Maybe he ought to encourage Quincy to notice he had afemaeworking in his office.

After they'd taken care of the Curse, of course. Until they best it, rel ationships were pretty much
doomed. Nothing like telling your date that you'll be dead by age thirty-one to scare her off. Somehow
being beheaded by agreen bean didn't seem to mesh with domestic visions of white picket fences and
2.3 kids, astheir dad's unfortunate butter knife encounter had proven. Just think of the Situation Derek
would put hiskidsinif he had any: How do you explain to your friends at school that your dad wasthe
victim of awayward kitchen utensi| that had been momentarily possessed by a supernatura force?



Wendy finished instructing Quincy on his plansfor the afternoon, then stepped back from the desk. "Do
you need my assistance for your meeting with Derek? If not, I'll keep filing in the corner.”

Derek cdeared histhroat. "Um, would you mind giving us some privacy?'

"No problem at al." She flashed them asmall smile and then hurried out of the room.

Derek set atossed sdlad and atuna sub on Quincy's desk. "Brought lunch.”

Quincy grinned and began unwrapping the sandwich. "Grest. I'm starving. | forgot to eet again.”
"| figured that would be the case.” The door clicked shut. "Lesdied.”

Quincy looked up sharply. "When?'

"Thismorning.”

Sharp linestightened behind Quincy's glasses. "At what time?"

"Ninefifty-four and seventeen seconds. As| predicted." Maybe thiswould convince Quincy. It had to.
Derek needed help to figure what was going on and how to stop it. Time was amost out, and eighteen
years of solo pursuit hadn't gotten him any answers. He needed a partner, and since Quin was the only
person who let Derek discuss the Curse without threatening to get him committed, Quin got the nod.

His brother frowned. "Y ou were there?"
lqu).ll
"What happened?’

Typicd intellectuad. He needed every fact before drawing aconclusion. Derek sighed and filled in histwin
onthedetals, thenfdl slent.

"Huh."
"Huh? That'sdl you can say?"

"Wdll, what do you want meto say? Oh, sure, | believe al the Lavale men are cursed and you're going
to diein aweek and I'm going to die ten minutes after you?' Quincy shook his head. "I'm sorry, but |
don't buy this paranorma spooky stuff. There hasto be alogica explanation.”

"Math is based on logic. Curses aren't. Forget what you know and open your mind."

Quincy pulled off his glasses and shot Derek a superior stare. "Math isredl. Curses are myths. There has
to be something €l se going on besides some fantagticd intervention by fate.”

Derek ground histeeth. "Listen to me, Quin. We have to find out how to stop it. One week and then
we're dead. Theleisurely gpproach isno longer an option.”

"I'll do some research on the Satistical odds of al these degths happening at such smilar timesand—"

"Quincy!" Derek dammed hispadmson thedesk. "Thisisn't math! It's something more! Youll die if we
don't fix this" Derek hadn't suffered al those black eyes and the broken nose defending his nerdy brother
just to let him die from arabid ballpoint pen or something equally ridiculous. A fatal carjacking in the city?
Fine. That'sfate. A damned balpoint pen? He had his pride and he smply wouldn't be bested by a



blasted writing utensi|. "Don't ignore this, Quincy. I'm not crazy.”

Quincy leaned back in his chair and gave Derek histolerant professor look. "What would you have me
do?'

"Let'sfind this Goblet of Eterndl Y outh. Find the Guardian.”

"And then what? Kill the Guardian and stedl the Goblet asthe journa says must be done for the Curseto
be broken? Thisisthe twenty-first century. We can't go around killing anyone.”

"What if it's the Guardian'slife or ours? Y ou think | should stand back and let us die?'

Quincy leaned forward. "Faceit, Derek. There's no Goblet. Theré's no Curse. Thereissmply bad luck
among the Lavdle men. I'll write up afew equations and show that it's mathematicaly possible for dl
twenty-nine men to have died without any supernaturd intervention.”

"Fine." Derek stood up. "You do that."

"And then youll let thisgo?"

"Sure." Heturned away before Quincy could seetheliein hiseyes.

Curse or not, Leswas going to bethelast LaVale man to die at age thirty-one.

He was going to find that Guardian and do what he had to do. But his gut dropped at the thought of
killing anyonein cold blood, even to save his brother.

He hoped shetried to kill him first. Then he could behead her with a clean conscience. Murder in the first
degree wasn't exactly befitting of apretzel mogul. And what was the point of dodging the Curseif he had
to spend therest of hislifein prison dodging... well... yesh. Probably best not to think about that.

Firgt thingsfirst. Find the Guardian.

Deal withtherest later.

Chapter Two

Two hundred years a the samejob is at |east one hundred and ninety too many. Especidly when it
sucks.

Justine Bennett glared at the espresso machine sitting in the afternoon sunshine. "Enjoying yoursalf?'

The espresso machine, as usual, said nothing. Two hundred years ago Mona had been ajewd-encrusted
goblet. Today, she was an espresso machine, thanksto her chameleonic ability to change form. A kitchen
appliance who expressed absolutely no appreciation for the fact Justine had been chained to thislife for
two hundred years, protecting it from would-be evildoersin search of eternd youth.

"Pouting again?' An eeven-foot winged dragon wearing mascara and wine-colored lipstick wandered
into the front room of their high-ceilinged loft. The dragon's name was Theresa Nichols, dthough she
hadn't been in her human form in aimost two hundred years, snce sheld taken three spsfrom Mona
From rich, indolent siren to afour-footed horned monster with blue shiny scales. It was enough to make
any girl cranky, and Theresawas no exception.



"I'm not pouting,” Justine said. "1'm bored.”

Theresamoved her horned tail aside and settled onto the navy microfiber couch. Leather was atotal
no-go. Scales and clawed feet were hell on natura materids. Worse than aherd of destructive catson
speed. Certain synthetics, on the other hand, were impervious to snags and tears. Smply fabulousfor the
living comfort of dragons. "Metoo. What do you say we go barhopping tonight?*

"Sure. Y ou can fregk out the entire city of New Y ork, and I'll pick up acute guy who'll drink from Mona
and then I'll have to behead him. Soundslike ablast." Been there, done that. Lesson learned.

"Hey! If anyone deservesto be pouting, it'sme. At least you have breasts and can get men to drool.”
Theresablew a puff of black smoke, the dragon equivalent of adramatic sigh. A few sparks dropped on
the flame-resistant throw rug. Theresa had burned down their first Sx houses. It getsdifficult to hide a
dragon and remain under the societal radar when your house kegps burning down. Thankfully,
fire-retardant products became available just asthe NY FD began to keep an eye on Justine.

Not that it had been that bad. Some of the members of the fire department were quite sexy. Not that
Jugtinewas alowed toindulge. Sgh.

And none of the men, burly asthey might be, were quite amatch for an eleven-foot dragon who would
very possibly incinerate them in the heat of passion. This meant the two roomies were celibate together,
until and unless Theresa could find acure for her four-footed form. ™Y ou have any luck today?' she
asked.

Theresashook her head. "The Internet isfull of crap. With al those Web sites, you think at least one of
them would have alegitimate spell for turning me back into human form." She scowled, which entailed
flaring her cavernous nogtrils and scrunching her gold-flecked eyes until they were barely open. "When |
findly figureit out, I'm personally going to go out there and kick the butt of every fraud on this planet who
clamsto practice magic."

"Yeah, my day isgoing equdly wdl."
Theresahdd out aclaw. "Let me see”

Justine passed over her sketch pad. "'I'm supposed to come up with a creature that came from Mars and
looks very sweset but is actudly adeadly assassin. Blues, greens, and slver. Mde. Maybe amilitary
background. Can pass as human if hewantsto, but is clearly an dien when he'sin full kick-butt form.”
Justing's second job was as an animation designer for amajor movie studio. They sent her specs and she
created the creatures. First by hand, then she transferred the images to her computer and tightened up the
3-D image. It was one of the only jobs she could do and still stay at home with precious little Mona.

Unfortunately, being Monas Guardian didn't come with a paycheck. Protecting al that'sgood in the
world was supposed to be reward in itself. Y eah, who needs food and shelter?

Justine did, and supplying enough food to keep an unemployed dragon happy wasn't exactly cheap. At
least their shelter was paying for itsdf, thanks to an excellent property manager named Graham Winthrop
and centuries of Guardians who had made savvy red estate investments. Nothing like tenantsto keep the
income flowing in when they weren't making use of one of their safehouses. Their current lair wasthe top
floor of aposh condo building filled with rich resdents who guarded their privacy zedloudy. Perfect.
Boring, but perfect.

"Draw me." Theresa pulled her lipsback in adragon grin. "I'm bluish green and | kick ass. | could be
your dien assassin.”



"| already used you two years ago for the remake of Puff the Magic Dragon!" She glanced at the date
on her watch. "That ad campaign was supposed to launch this week. Have you seen any of the
commercials? We haveto find away to smuggle you in so you can see yoursdlf on the big screen.”

Theresascowled. "Y ou know | can't go. I'm a dragon, remember? No public appearances for me." She
sighed with melodramatic sdf-pity. "Draw thisnew dientolook likeme so | fed better. To givemea
purposeinlife. A reasonto exist.”

"l can't. Thisalien hasto look harmless. That's not you.”

Theresatossed the sketch pad onto the wrought-iron coffee table (very fireproof) and flopped back on
the couch. "I want to be adorable again. With pink cheeks and big boobs." She blew a smoke ring and
watched it float up to the smoke dimination fan in the ceiling.

"I'd like to have sex. Or even adate. Dinner with aguy. Anything," Justine countered. That damned
Guardian Oath. | swear to protect Desdemona’s Temptation for all eternity until | die.

It sounded ssimple enough. Until you got to the rest of it:

1. | swear never to trust anyone or make friends or emotional connectionswith anyone. To trustisto let
down my guard and endanger Desdemonas Temptation.

2. | swear never to become intimate with any man. Temptations are distractions. Digtractions are
dangerous.

3. 1 swear | will never reved any information about Desdemona's Temptation to anyone other than my
designated successor, who will be chosen with the prior approval of the Council.

4. | swear to keep Desdemona's Temptation within my physical presence at al times, unlessan
emergency dictates |eaving her with my designated successor.

5. 1 will kill to protect Desdemona's Temptation and | will dieto keep her safe. | am married to
Desdemonas Tempteation for al eternity until my deeth.

6. In al areas not specificaly covered by the Oath, | swear to follow the rules as outlined in the most
current edition of the Treatise on Guardianship.

She hated that damned Treatise. It pretty much banned her from doing anything except eating and
deeping and cutting off peopl€'s heads.

Andto think shedidn't like her job. Go figure. "I'm il ticked off a my mom for roping meinto being her
successor. What kind of alifeisthisto foist upon your only child?"

Theresarolled her eyes. "I'm so with you. Thanksto her, | have nightmares about the Council now. Hate
them. They're serioudy the most rigid, unforgiving, ruthless bastards I've ever met. | dmost wish you'd
dieso| could be Guardian. First thing I'd do isincinerate them and rescind the ban prohibiting Guardians
from having sex. And we should both disown your mom. After dl, she was the one who talked meinto
being your successor, which made me agree when you asked, which resulted in me drinking from that
supid Goblet, which turned meinto afull-time dragon, which then ruined mefor al time."

"I know. What asucky year that was. My mom dies, | become Guardian, you get stuck asadragon, and
we both never have alife again.” Mutud bitch sessonswere so cathartic.



"Serioudy, why can't we disown her and kill off the Council? It could really be alot of fun. I haven't
gotten to kill anyonein agesand—"

A high-pitched ringing blasted through the condo and then the shimmery image of Iris Bennett, Justine's
dearly departed mom, rose up from the black tilefloor (tileis very spark-proof and black hides soot and
ash—oh-s0 practical). She was wearing an embroidered black jacket, apair of matching dacks, and a
gorgeous pair of hedls. Her hair was dightly blonder than it had been the last time Justine had seen her,
and her nails were freshly manicured. "Areyou girlstalking about me again? Y ou know | can hear you,
don't you?' She gave the dragon along look, and Theresa shrank back against the couch.

Justine grinned. "Hi, Mom. Y ou look great. Since when does purgatory have such good shopping?"

Iris smoothed her outfit. "Actudly, I'm here about the clothes, inaway. It'sabit of aproblem.” She
floated across the floor and hovered in the middle of the coffeetable. Literdly, inthe middle. Her legs
disappeared into the wrought iron. It was then Justine noticed the stress lines around her mom's eyes.

"Mom?What'swrong?'

Irismoved to the edge and sat on... er, rather, in... the coffee table, folding her ankles egantly. She
hadn't lost her old school manners. "It's about hell.”

Justine felt her heart tighten. "What about it? | thought you were firmly entrenched in purgatory.”

"That's not entirely true." Irissighed. "When | died, the Council told me that the mistake that got mekilled
was enough to send me straight to hell.”

"Redlly?' For the two hundred years since her death, her mom had been visiting from the Afterlife, which
waswhere adl creatures with asoul went when they died. The bad ones went to hell, the good onesto
heaven, and oneslike her mom got stuck in purgatory while their future was sorted out. In al that time,
her mom had never spilled any details about what had happened the night she died, other than to admit
sheld made a mistake and was il paying for it. She said it was a burden her daughter didn't need to
carry. "Then, why have you been in purgatory? A clerica oversight?”

Iris shook her head. "Y ou."
"Me what?'

"Y ou're the reason I'm there." She reached out and trailed her hand through Justine's hair. "1 get credit for
being the mom of agreat kid."

"Serioudy?' Theresaasked. "Y ou mean just because you got knocked up by some random guy, you
avoid hdl?'

"Classy, Theresa," Jugtine said. Iris had never told Justine who her dad was; she had many secrets.
Theresablew sparks a Justine. Y ou're way too uptight.”

"And you're way too crass." She turned her attention back to Iris. "So? Since I'm so great, why aren't
you in heaven?'

Iriss eyebrows knitted, and atendon in her neck twitched. "Well, my fate has been in limbo while they
wait for your true nature to emerge.”

"My true nature? What does that mean?"



"It meansit hasn't been determined whether you're destined for heaven or hell.”
"What?"

Theresalet out apuff of black smoke. "Are you kidding? Justine's about as pure and bland astofu on a
diet. She'snot hell-bound.”

"Tofu'salittle harsh"—she scowled at her roommate—"but Theresas basicaly right. I'm so good that my
life has been the ultimate in boredom since | was made Guardian.”

"Amen to that. Our life couldn't get more excruciatingly dull. No oneto kill, no sex, not enough food to
bingeon..."

"Enough, Theresa," Irissaid. " Justine needs to face a Qualifying Incident, and then they'll know whether
her dark sidesgoing to prevail. If she suppressesit, then both of uswill be destined for heaven." She
patted through Justine's knee. "Don't be upset because | didn't tell you al thisearlier. | didn't want to put
any pressure on you."

Well, that was nice and everything, but... "Why are you telling me now? What's changed?'
Irispursed her lips. "1 had achat with Mevin."

"Médvin?' Justine raised an eyebrow a Theresato seeif sheld heard of Mevin. The annoyed snort of
smoke indicated that Theresawas as clueless as Justine was.

"He's the new bossin my neighborhood.” Irisrolled her eyes. "That'swhat he cals them now:
neighborhoods. Thinks it makes us sound more secular.”

"Ishehot?' Theresa asked.

Justine shoved afire-resstant pillow in the dragon's mouth and gave her aqudling glare before turning to
her mom. "What did Mdvin say?'

The pillow shot past Justines head, atrail of ashinits path.

Irisdidn't even blink at the stuffed projectile. "He has much higher clearance with heaven than his
predecessor and got the inside scoop. Apparently, Satan has spent the last two hundred years trying to
get accessto me.”

Justine shivered at the mention of the leader of the Underworld. "Why? Why would Satan want you?"

"What kind of access does Satan want? \Wooing, dating, shagging, that kind of thing?" Theresa asked,
then let out alow whistle when Iris nodded.

Oh. Jugtinewas starting to fed sick. " Satan wantsto. .. have sex with you?'
"He a0 wants me to be the queen of hisdomain.”
"What?"

Irisnodded. " After submitting seventy-eight unsuccessful petitions, he finaly picked theright Afterlife
officid to bribe. As of now, they are officidly consdering his petition to have me expedited to hell.”

"Don't even tdl methey're going to let him?* She glanced at Theresa, and the dragon's golden eyes were
wide and unblinking as she ligened to Iris, her nodtrilsflaring in agitation.



"Well, at thispoint, it'sbasicaly apoliticd decison,” Irissaid. "It'saways good to keep Satan happy.
Plus, there are afew Afterlife officids who would love to have areason to send meto hell. Not quite
over my littleincident. And since your true self hasn't emerged, wdll, nothing isredlly stopping them.”

True self, where are you?"So how long until they decide?’
"Meélvin was lobbying for two hundred years, but Satan got them down to two weeks.”

"Two weeks? Areyou serious?’ Her face began to tighten in that "I might freak out really soon™ mode,
dleviated only when Theresagave her areassuring tall flick. Surely, adragon and a Guardian could
hendlethisstuation, right? Urk.

"Apparently, he has excdlent bribing skills" Irissaid. "He even got them to permit him to comeinto
purgatory to try to win me over while the petition is pending. If he can convince meto go with him of my
own free will, then the petition won't even matter." She gestured to her ouitfit. "The clothes are part of his
attempt to win me over.”

"He'sarat bastard,” Theresaannounced. "Justine and | will go to hell, assassinate him, and cadl it aday."

Irisraised an amused brow. "I appreciate the sentiment, Theresa, but if you and Justine murder the leader
of hell, that might send meto hdll anyway. Remember the Qudifying Incident?"

"WEeéll find another way to saveyou,” Jugtine sad. "I'll find a Qualifying Incident and prove to them you
deserve better than to spend eternity as Satan's harem girl."

"How are you going to find one? It's too iffy. Our best option isto take him out,” Theresa said between
puffs of smoke and snarkles of fire. "Please? Can wekill him?"

Irisknedled in front of Justine and rested her handsin the middle of Justinesthighs. "Listen to me, baby. |
made the choicesthat put mein this postion. If that's my fate, then that's my fate." She paused to take a
deep breath. Then another one. She lifted her chin, nodded firmly, and managed atoo-bright smile.
"Things could beworse."

"Worse than being Satan's concubine for al of eternity?”
Justine cleared her throat to get the panicked squed out of it. "What's worse than that?*

Theresatapped her chin thoughtfully. "Do you think it'strue he'sthe best lover in the Afterlife? Because if
it'strue, and helll buy you nice clothes, well, it's something to consider. | bet he'd let you kill anyoneyou
wanted.”

"I've heard he's very good in bed," Iris agreed, then she looked at Justine. " "Worse would be spending
eternity in one of Satan'storture chambers. If | haveto go to hell, going as hisone and only istheway to
doit."

"Wdl, that'strue, but—"

"But you don't have that option, sweetie. If you fail the Qualifying Incident, you'll end up inhell, and it
won't be as Satan's honey. Y ou could have aredly bad time."

"A badtime..." Understatement of the millennia, anyone? If you went to hell as one of the
commoners, you didn't get designer clothes and unlimited orgasms. Y ou got tortured, disemboweled, and
other such lovely things. "Why are you warning me now? Why not two hundred years ago?”'



"Médyvin'sgreasng some pamsto try to get some of the officiasto manufacture a Qudifying Incident for
you before Satan's petition goes through. If | can get to heaven before adecision is made, weredl| set.”

Thetension in her shoulders eased. "Okay, so that's good, right?”

"Only if you maketheright choice," Theresasaid. "If you don't, your mom's screwed. Literaly. And
you'll be damned for dl eternity. That's some serious pressure riding on you, girlfriend.”

Sheglared a Theresa. "Thank you for that editorid.”
Theresa puckered her lips. "Anytime, swestie. Y ou know I'll be by your side.”

Iris cleared her throat. "If Melvin succeeds, you could face one soon, but if Satan finds out what's going
on, he might try to influence you to choose the dark path so he gets me. Be aware of the pressureto
make the wrong choice. Don't givein to your dark side.”

Jugtineblinked. "I would never givein."

Irissmiled. "That'smy girl. Keep telling yourself that." She looked at Theresa. ™Y ou need to help her,
Theresa. It won't be easy, | know it."

"I'm dl over it. If Satan interferes, I'll fry his asswhile Justine does what she needsto do. It'll work out
jugfine"

Irisfrowned. "Y ou have issues with violence. Y ou do redlize that, don't you?' Theloud ringing sounded
again, and Iris began to fade. "I haveto go. I'll come back when | can." And then she was gone.

Well, crud.

Theresawhistled softly. "Damn, girlfriend. How doesit fed to know that it's completely up to you
whether or not your mom ends up Satan's sex toy for eternity?”

Justine glared a her roommate. "Y ou're not helping.”
"Not trying to. If shewon't et ustake Satan out, | have no idea how elseto help you on thisone.”

Unfortunatdy, neither did Justine.

Chapter Three

Derek frowned at the journd in front of him, gazing at the images he'd looked at athousand times,
sketched by hisancestor, Carl Lavadle.

He was studying adrawing of the dragon Carl had claimed was afriend of the Guardian. It wasthe
sketches of the dragon that had convinced hisfamily that Carl'sjourna contained nothing but the rantings
of alunatic. Everyone knew dragonsdidn't exigt, right?

Next to the rendering of the dragon was one of hundreds of sketches of the Guardian herself. Even
drawn in black and white on journal paper that was dmost two hundred years old, Derek could il tell
she was beautiful.

Hefrowned as his eye went back to the dragon. Hadn't he seen something that looked like it recently?



He was sure he had.

He set down the journa and searched for "dragon” on the Internet. All the usud sites popped up. He
searched for pictures of the Guardian and the dragon every few months or so, hoping a picture of one of
them would appear. Y eah, it was along shot, but everything was along shot at this point.

If Carl'sjournd was right, both the dragon and the Guardian would till be alive. The Goblet of Eternd
Y outh was yet another reason why Derek's family had dismissed the journal’s contents. Dragons,
immortality, and curses? Only alunatic would believe that crap.

He clicked on anew link that hadn't come up before. It was an article about anew movie, a Puff the
Magic Dragon remake. He frowned as he clicked on the image, then his gut tightened.

The resemblance between Puff and the dragon in Carl's journa was uncanny. Even down to the earrings
and ruby ring on her left claw. He enlarged it and looked closer, and his gut dropped. Thereit was: the
tattoo on the underside of the dragon's neck. It was the same design as the tattoo on the dragon in the
journd, an unusua symbol hed never been able to match to anything. Until now.

A match could not be a coincidence.
His adrenaline spiking, he picked up his phone and called the movie studio.

Twenty minutes|ater, he was an investor in anew movie and had aname and address. For money,
people would do anything, including violate the privacy of their independent contractor animation
designer who just happened to beliving in New Y ork.

It had to be the Guardian, didn't it? What were the chances of an exact match between the new Puff and
the dragon in the journa? According to the journa, the dragon never went out in public. Who elsewould
know what the dragon looked like? Someone who'd seen the journd that hadn't Ieft hisfamily's
possession since it was written, or someone who knew the dragon. Derek would lay bets that the
animator was either the Guardian, the dragon, or adescendant of one of them. And in New Y ork! After
one hundred and eighty years, shewas gill living inthe area.

He grabbed hiskeys and shoved back from his desk, his heart racing.

His hand was cold and clammy when hisfingers touched the doorknob, which turned before he could
gripit.

Becca shoved the door open and stopped when she saw him standing directly in front of her. Shewas
wearing asharp red suit that made her 1ook like the tough negotiator shewas. Her short black hair was
gticking out at al angles, and her blue eyes narrowed. "Where are you going?'

"Out. | think | found that woman I've been searching for." Becca knew he was doing research on an
ancient goblet and a historical myth, but she had no ideahow it related to his persona life. He'd been
tempted to clue her in so she could assist him, but he hadn't succumbed so far. She didn't exactly seem
like the type to accept the truth. Much too literal and business-minded.

Shefolded her arms and blocked the door. "No way. The McDonadd's team will be here in ten minutes.
Yourenot leaving."

"Y ou rescheduled?’ Was she good or what?

"They accepted the death of your cousin as alegitimate excuse." She raised an eyebrow. "'l assumeyou
didn't kill him on purposejust to have areason not to come back to the office?



An edgein her tone caught hisatention. "Y ou think | killed him?

Shetilted her head. "1 doubt it, but if it would mean you'd get more time to do research, it wouldn't
urpriseme.”

Was heredlly that bad? Nah, shewas giving him ahard time; he wasn't that obsessed. "Can you handle
the meeting? | redlly need to go."

"Usethe phone. I'm not letting you out of your office until the meeting isover.” Beccafolded her arms
across her chest. "After the meeting, | will persondly drive you to meet thiswoman and anyone else you
want tovist."

He knew thelook on her face. There was no way he was getting past her.

And shewas right. This meeting wasimportant. And the Guardian had been around for two hundred
years. What did another couple hours matter? If he died, Vic's Pretzels needed to live on to support the
Lavadleclan for yearsto come. "Give mefive minutesto call Quincy, and then I'll be out.”

"I'm guarding the door."

Hegrinned. "I don't pay you enough, do |7

She flashed him agenuine smile. "I'd do thisjob for free. | loveit.”
"Y ou love bossng me around.”

She shrugged. "Cdl meacontrol fregk. | like being in charge of lots of money and powerful menand |
like having thetitle of vice presdent.” Anger flashed in her eyes. "Y ou let me cdl the shots. I'd give
anything for thiskind of power indl areas of my life"

Hefrowned at the Smmering rage on her face. "Everything okay with you, Becca?' He didn't know
anything about Becca's persond life. Sheld madeit clear it was off limits, and held never worried about it.

"I'mfine," she sngpped. "Y ou have eight minutes | eft. Better make the call to your brother.” She spun
away and snarled at one of the regiona directors when hetried to joke with her. "Eight minutes, Lavalle.

Beready."
"Yes, maam." He shut the door and retreated back into his office.
Beccawas right. Hed been neglecting Vic's Pretzels. And apparently her.

But in lessthan aweek, he'd have stopped the Curse. Or he'd be dead. Either way, he wouldn't be
worrying about it anymore, so that was good at least.

Hejotted anote to himself to make sure hiswill wasin order. Becca had to stay on asthe head of Vic's
or the businesswould go down, and his entire extended family would starve without the income from
Vic'sto support them.

Then he dided Quin's office number. His brother answered on the eighth ring. "Quin here.”
"I might have found her. At the very least, I've definitely got astrong link to her.”
"Her? Her who?'

"The Guardian.”



Therewas utter silence on the other end of the phone.

Finaly, Quincy spoke again, stunned dishdlief heavy in hisvoice. Y ou might have found the Guardian?'
"Yep. Shelivesin New York."

"New Y ork? How do you know?"'

Derek gave Quin the recap on the dragon sighting. When he was finished, Quincy sighed. "Y ou didn't
find the Guardian. Y ou found the designer of an animated dragon.”

"It'sthe same dragon. Trust me, I've been searching pictures of dragonsfor years. Thisisthefirst match
I'vefound.”

"Derek—"
"I need you to do me afavor.”
Quin gave the long suffering moan of brotherly love. "What now?'

"Go vigt thiswoman. | have meetings al afternoon that Beccawon't let me skip. Just go see her, fed her
out. | don't want to wait until tonight on this. What if the production company calls her and tells her they
gave out her name? 1 think it would benefit usto catch her by surprise.”

"Y ou want meto visit some random woman and ask her if she'sthe Guardian of the Goblet of Eterna
Y outh and has a best friend who's adragon?’

"No, I'll do that. Y ou just meet her and run some math equations on her. Seeif they compute.” Quin
might not believe in the Curse, but he was very perceptive. If there was something off about Justine
Bennett, Quincy would know.

"Fine. I'll stop by after my next class. Name and address, please.”

Derek rattled them off, his adrenaine pumping again. "' Cal me the minute you've talked to her. I'll take
thecdl evenif I'minamesting.”

"Fine." Quin hung up on him just a Becca stuck her head back in the room.

"Got acouple minutesto go over strategy before the meeting?' she asked. Sheld ditched her anger and
was back to her usud efficient professionalism. Good. He was much more comfortable with this Becca.

"Yep." He pulled the McDondd'sfilein front of him.
Timeto focuson business.

Y eah, that was going to be easy.

Theresawas hammering away at the keyboard and Justine was on her nineteenth rendition of her dien
(dl of them sucked, by the way; sort of difficult to concentrate when she kept thinking about Satan plying
her mom with whipped cream and champagne) when a heavy knock echoed through the loft.

Justine tensed and Theresawas on her feet ingtantly, her horned tail switching dangeroudy closeto the
chinacabinet. " Expecting company?'



"No." They didn't have friends. They were antisocia to neighbors. Justine telecommuted to work and
used a post office box for correspondence. They owned the entire top floor of their building. And they
gave their doorman avery hig tip every holiday season to keep people away.

No one ever visited.
Ever.

Except the Council, when Justine had screwed up and they decided she needed punishment. Urp. She
dill wasn't over the sx months of bamboo shoots under her fingernails and the daily chore of carving the
entire Oath (including the fine print) on her thigh. Yes, it heded up in afew hours, but it ill hurt when she
was doing it—which was the point.

One hundred and eighty yearslater, and she was till on Guardian probation. Not that there was anything
to worry about. Sheld learned her lesson after the Carl incident and hadn't taken amisstep since. And
she hadn't even endangered Monathat time. Imagineif shereally screwed up?

No, let's not imagine. She'd never be stupid enough to mess up again, so there was no way the Council
was on the other side of the door.

The elevator began to beep itsirritation at not being allowed to leave.
And their visitor knocked again. How had anyone gotten past Xavier?

"I'm outta here. Y ou better get it. Could be those hunky firefighters again.” Theresasighed dreamily as
she pranced across the room and disappeared behind the solid door at the far end of the loft.

Justine waited until she heard Theresa dide the lock into place, then she walked up to the door. "Who is
it?'

"Ddivery fromVic's Pretzds”
Theresa stuck her head back into theroom. "Let himin. | love those pretzels.”
"Just be ready to incinerate him."

"Redly?Youd let me have the honors? | love you." Theresawinked and shut the door again, no doubt
standing with her ear pressed againgt it, listening for the go-ahead to toast their visitor.

Justine frowned as she turned toward the door. She bought aVic's soft pretzel every day when she went
out to check the mail. One for hersdlf, and twenty-three for Theresa. They were awvesome and no-carb.
No one knew how Vic's had created ano-carb pretzdl, but if you had bought stock inVic's Pretzelsfive
years ago, you'd be amillionaire today—yprobably solely because of Theresa's consumption of them. "I
didn't know Vic'sddivered," she called out.

"lt'sanew sarvice" the man sad.

"| didn't order pretzels." She flipped the cover on the door's spy hole, but al she could see was abox
with the VICSPRETZELSlogo oniit.

"Someone did. They're dready paid for."
Either they had a secret admirer or it was a setup to get into the apartment. She was betting on the | atter.

A normal girl inNew Y ork City would never open the door in this circumstance. A normd girl would tell



the man to leave them with the doorman and she'd pick them up later.
Except shewasn't anormd girl. If thisman was athreat, she needed to know it and eiminateit.

Sheredly hoped hewasn't cute. It dways fdt like such awaste to have to kill good-looking guys. Not
that sheld doneit that much, but once had been more than enough.

She sighed, flicked the lock, and opened the door.

And got agunin her face.

Chapter Four

Nothing like having the tip of agun pressed againgt your left nostril to make you realy wish you had a
different job. Justine eyed the man on the other end of the wegpon. He was actually quite attractive.
Surfer-boy blond hair, apair of cut-off jeans, flip-flops, and atank top that showed off anice set of
biceps.

So not the type you'd expect to whip out agun in the middle of asunny Tuesday afternoon while carrying
abox of VicsPretzels.

She could only hope that she was being assaulted for her money or her hot bod, but she serioudy
doubted it. She was going to have to kill him, wasn't she? Was thisthe test her mom had been talking
about?

Option 1: Dont kill him.

Reault: By sparing hislife, she proves she has agood side and Mom goesto heaven, but Justine violates
her Oath to keep Monasafe and gets sent to the Chamber of Unspeakable Horrorsfor al eternity.

Option 2: Kill him.

Reault: Shefulfills her Oath and avoids the Chamber by protecting Mona, but Mom goesto hell because
Justinetook alife.

Damned if you do, damned if you don't. Literdly. Stupid Quadifying Incident. She wastotaly overthinking
and doubting herself and had no ideawhat she was supposed to do. Argh!

Then again, maybe she was overreacting. Maybe it was a case of mistaken identity and she didn't haveto
off him. It wasworth atry. "May | help you?"

"Hand over thewineglass."

Huh. So he was after Mona? How was that possible? She and Theresa had worked very hard not to be
findable. Not even Satan had been able to track them down. The only people who could find them were
her mom and the Council, because their portals were linked to wherever the Guardian was. So how in
the world had this surfer dude found them? No one had tracked them down since Carl. What trail had
they left? What mistake had they made? Thiswas not good. Redlly, not good.

But, on the plus Side, at least it made her day interesting. After ahundred and eighty years of no action
(well, except for the incident in the Amazon after Carl died), there was nothing like a hot surfer guy with a



gun to suddenly make the day much brighter. If every day had thiskind of eye candy and threatsto
Monas safety, maybe she wouldn't be so bored all thetime.

A girl could hope.

She eyed him carefully, taking amoment to enjoy his biceps before focusing on the bigger issue a hand.
She needed to find out how he'd found her, and then clean up the mess. "Please, do comeonin.”

She stepped back and he followed, keeping the gun pressed against her face.
He kicked the door shut behind him. "Whereisit?'

"Areyou going to kill me after | giveit to you?"'

"V egh”

"Sowhy would | giveit to you, then?' She peered more closdly at hisface. Hiseyeshad aweird blurry
look. Sort of glazed. Drugs? But why would a druggie spend time chasing down Mona? "How did you
find me? How did you learn about the crystal Goblet?' She wasn't about to tell him Monawas now an

espresso machine. He was working with dated information but it wasn't up to her to point that out.

He frowned, his eyebrows crunching together in thought. "1 don't know..." The gun started to drop, then
he lifted it back up. "Hand over the wineglass.”

"You dready said that." Shewaved ahand in front of hisface, but he didn't even blink. Interesting. "Let's
make adedl. Y ou leave without killing me or taking any of my kitchen supplies, and welll call it even. As
long asyou tell me how you tracked us down.”

"Hand over thewineglass."
Hmm... Not alot of creative thinking going onin hismind.

He moved so quickly shedmost didn't have timeto react. Hisfinger twitched on the trigger, she kicked
his knee out from under him, the gun went off and abullet singed her left ear. Then he was on the ground,
the gun wasin her hand, and her kneewasin hischest. "Damn you," she grumbled. "All | want is some
answers. Don't make mekill you." Now really wasn't the time to add a dead body to her list of
Otherworld credentids, "Otherworld" being defined asal things magica and nonhuman, including such
nasties as the Council and Satan.

"Hand over thewineglass”
"What are you, arobot or something?’

He shifted undernesth her, and she ducked to the side just as he whipped a knife from behind his back
and clipped her neck. So she smacked him in the temple with the gun and let him drop to the floor
unconscious. A couple centuries of training did wonders for hand-to-hand combat, especialy since men
tended to underestimate her. A five-foot-four woman? What could she possbly do to abig strong man?
"Kick your ass," she said to the lump on her floor. "That'swhat | could do to you." But he had gottenina
good whack with the knife. She was getting careless.

The door did open and Theresa poked her head in. "Did he bring pretzels?'

Justine leaned back against the wall and held her hand to her neck. The blood trickled down her
collarbone; there must be a decent-sized hole in her neck. Her quick healing capabilities didn't stop it



from hurting like hell. "I need bandages before you edt.”

Theresatossed her the firgt-aid kit then pranced over to the unconscious guy. She blew a puff of ash over
him, and watched it settle. "That'sweird."

Justine winced as she taped two oversized gauze padsto her neck. Crap. It totdly hurt. "What are you
talking about?"

Theresanudged the surfer dude with her right claw, which was sporting a fresh manicure of frosted silver
nail polish. She snorted aload of soot over him. " See how the ash dows down right before it hitshis
skin? It's being stopped by something.”

"Areyou serious?’ Justine crawled over to the guy and looked more carefully. She leaned closer, and
caught awhiff of something ddlicious. It was the scent of man. Of skin. Of aftershave. Sheinhaed
deeply. It had been too long.

"Getting off on our unconscious friend?’ Theresaasked.
"Shut up.” She ordered her nasal passagesto shut down. "Blow the ash again. | want to watch.”

Shedid, and thistime Justine definitely saw the ash linger over the surfer boy's tanned flesh, though it
dropped freely over her own skin. She frowned and peered closer. That's when she noticed the golden
hue emanating from his skin. The ash wasresting on top of the layer of gold. "Isthat hisaura?' Weird.
Sheld never seen an aura before. Wouldn't have thought it would be gold either. Maybe blue or yellow or
red. Not gold, unless he wasrich. But he looked like an eighteen-year-old beach bum, and most of those
werent rich. Of course, most of them weren't in New Y ork City either.

"Iswhat hisaura?' Theresaasked.
"That golden hue over him. Y ou seeit?!

Theresa crouched beside her and ingpected the man. "He looks normal to me. Except the ash hovering
two millimeters off hisskin, of course.”

"The soot isresting on something gold. It'slikeaglowing light. Y ou don't seeit?’
"Nope."

"Weird. Y ou ever seen soot float like thet?"

“Nope"

"Well, why would that happen?'

"Noidea"

She sat back on her hedls. "Y ou're atwo hundred and thirty-two year-old dragon. How can you not
know how ash works?'

"For thefirgt part of my life, | wasletting hot men have their way with me, and I've spent the last two
hundred yearstrying to get back in human form. | haven't exactly had time to be researching the
properties of ash.” Theresastall flicked sharply, asureindicator that she was getting annoyed.

Theresa's bad moods usudly meant avisit from the fire department, so Justine grabbed one of the many
fire extinguishers stashed around the condo. Shetossed it at Theresa. "' Suck on thisfor awhile, okay?"



Their captive groaned, and Theresa dropped a spark on the carpet next to his head, dl complaints
forgotten. "May 1?1t's been s0 long since I've gotten to kill anyone, I'm actudly twitchy from the
withdrawad. | swear | won't so much as singe the floor. Pretty please? It would be so fun. Y ou have no
ideawhat it's like to be congtantly suppressng my ingtincts. | fed like my chest isgoing to explode dl the
time Please?'

"Can't you forget about killing people for one minute and focus on the issue?"
"No, | can't. I'm adragon and it'sin my blood to incinerate and destroy.”

Justine grimaced. The last thing she needed was arampaging dragon. "Well, maybe just threaten to toast
him when he wakes up. We need to find out why he's here."

"Then can | incinerate him? Fry histrespassing assinto oblivion?' Theresawarmed up, asymphony of
toots, growls, and hisses as she worked the air around in whatever body part was responsible for
generating fire.

"Maybe. Weredly need to try to avoid killing him." But they were redlly going to haveto find an outlet
for Theresa soon.

"Y ou think refraining from deadly skirmisheswill save your mom?'

"I'm hoping." Justine tensed as the man opened his eyes and gazed at her. Such blue eyes. Too beautiful
to be owned by amurderer who wanted to ruin the world by stealing Mona. "Who are you?"

He propped himself up on his elbow, hisforehead furrowed. "I'm not sure." He peered a her. "Who are
you?"

Justine frowned. His eyes had lost that glazed look. Now he just appeared confused. "'I'm the one with
the wineglass." She braced hersdlf for hisattack. "1 need to know how you found us."

He shook his head like he wastrying to clear it. "What wineglass?'
"The one you wanted to stedl."

He snorted. "I'm abeer guy. Why would | want awineglass?' He struggled to a seeted position. "What
happened?’

He hadn't noticed Theresa, who was pacing restlesdy behind him. Justine gave her roomie alook.
Theresawidened her eyes and jerked her chin toward the surfer, flicking her tonguein frantic circles.

What was shetrying to say? Even &fter dl thistime, Justine had difficulty reading dragon body language.
um...

The dragon findly blew alittle puff of ash, and it dropped fredly over the man's skin, with no impediment.
That's when Justine noticed the golden hue was gone from his skin. Hewas just anorma guy now. He
didn't even seem to notice the gray dusting as he staggered to hisfeet. "1 gottaget home. | fed like shit.”

Hedidn't look over his shoulder, or around the room, or at Justine, as he limped to the door. He yanked
it open and nearly fell into the devator. But he wasn't holding his head where Justine had clobbered him.
He had hisarms wrapped around his midsection, like his somach was hurting. Or he was freezing cold.
Or both.

Completely freaking weird. He hadn't even remembered hisgun.



The devator shut behind him, and shelet it go. There would be no answers coming from that guy.
Justine locked the door behind him, then leaned her back againgt it. "What in the world just happened?”

"I didn't get to fry him. That's what happened. I'm going to have to go st fire to something €lse now that
I'm all worked up. Arethere any chairsyou don't like?' Theresa scooped the box of pretzels off the
floor. "At least heleft these. It's dways best to destroy things on afull ssomach.”

"Theresal"

"What?' She blew on apretzd to heat it up, her eyesgoing al glittery in anticipation of the snack shewas
about to get. "Y ou don't want me to burn up achair? Fine. A bed works for me. Whatever. Just pick
something soon or | might set you onfireinstead.”

"Get ahold of your ingtincts, will you? There will be no burning today. | wastalking about the surfer guy.
What was that gold glow and ash thing al about?’

"l don't know. Why do you aways expect me to know everything? Y ou're the Guardian. That's your job.
I'm just a usdless roommate who lets you save the world." She popped the warm pretzel in her mouth.
"That isone good pretzd. Thefirgt thing I'm going to do as ahuman is go find the man who crested these
snacks and give him an entire week to do with my body what he will. He'stotally deserving.”

Justine frowned as Theresa chomped the pretzels. First, her mom'svisit. Now, someone had tracked
down Mona? And he was glowing? What was going on?

All she knew was they'd been compromised. Which meant onething. "It'stimeto move on.”
Theresa stopped mid-chew. "What?'

"That guy found us. We haveto ball. I'll cal Graham and have him clear the tenants out of our SantaFe
property. Well leave tonight."

"But | don't want to leave! | like New Y ork and we've been here only five years.”

"I'd like to stay too, but you know the drill. Monas protection takes priority." She swept photos off a
table. "Clear out the persond stuff. Well have Graham take care of the rest.” Dammit. She didn't want to
leave. Lifewasfindly getting interesting! Guns, biceps, and assailants? It was about time she got to do
some Guardian stuff! How €l se was she going to get off Guardian probation, if shedidn't get achanceto
prove herself? Aslong as she was on probation, the Council had the right to spy on her unannounced and
unreveded. It drove her crazy wondering when they were around, watching every little thing she did,
waiting for her to screw up so they could toss her in the Chamber of Unspeakable Horrors.

No, she wanted to stay so she could day someone in the name of Guardianship and redeem herself.

PlusNew Y ork had great ddlivery services. If you're stuck in your gpartment most of the time, you might
aswdl livein acity that ddivers anything you can imagine twenty-four hoursaday. What could they get
ddivered in Santa Fe? Cactus pie and sand appetizers? In New Y ork they could even order aman if
they wanted to... Hmm... not abad thought... no strings, alittle action. If only that damned Council
wasn't watching, bastards.

"New York ishome," Theresawhined.

"I know." New Y ork was the one place where they weren't the weirdest couple around, dways a
comfort when your only friend is a sexualy deprived dragon considering breast implants, and you have



eterndly perky boobs that no man has fondled since long before eectricity was invented.

And now that someone had found them in New Y ork, who knew how long it would be until it was safe
to return? Maybe never. Crap. Her first duty wasto avoid the danger. Stand and fight was available only
if flight didn't work.

Theresastood up. "I'm not leaving."

"Fine. Y ou can stay here." Her voice wobbled at the thought of leaving Theresabehind. "But | haveto
leave with Mona."

"But | can't be here done. | need someone in human form to do errands for me. | need a personal
servant and you're my only option!”

"Dammit, Theresal What do you want meto do? 1 don't have achoice! I'm the Guardian, remember?
Page deven of the Guardian Treatise pecifically says| must soirit the Goblet away in the event of any
threat to her safety, which includes the appearance of idiot, gun-wielding treasure-seekers who have
somehow found her.” She dammed a picture down too hard and cringed as the glass shattered.

"Aren't you tired of running away? Don't you want alife?'

"Of course| do! Sowhat?1 tried once and we saw how well that worked out, didn't we?" It fill irked
her that sheld violated her Guardian Oath for a man who'd betrayed her. Sheld been atota idiot and she
waan't going to make that mistake again, even if it meant bailing prematurely from the coolest city on the
planet. She was going to follow the Treatise word for word even if she thought the damned book was
outdated, uncregtive, and basicaly usdess.

"Well, | might have asolution.”

Justine stared a her friend. "What are you talking about?'
"Well, | know thisguy—"

"What guy?Y ou never go out. How do you know aguy?'
"I met him on the Internet—"

"Areyou kidding? One of your cyber lovers?' She sank down on the couch. "Did you tell him about us?
Areyou the reason that man came to our house today ?*

"No, no, no. | haven't told him anything.” Theresa sat down next to her and pulled the computer onto her
lap. "1 met him when | was researching dragons who had been deprived of their human form. He'sredlly
into dl this stuff and we've been e-mailing each other and, well, | think he might have the answerswe

Justine couldn't believe the soft look in Theresals eyes as she typed away at the computer. "Youfel in
lovewith aguy you've never met?'

"It'snot love. It's great cybersex. The dragon stuff ispillow talk.”
"You like him!" Justine had never seen Theresa's gold eyes glitter like that. "It's not just sex.”

"Sureitis. HEs an amazing cyber-lover and I'm sexually deprived.” Theresa cleared her throat and set a
coaster on fire. "Helivesin New Y ork, but | told him welivein Cdifornia, so don't fregk at me."



Justine studied her friend. ™Y ou want to stay here because he's here.”

"Asif! It'snot like I'll ever meet him, thanksto my scales. | just like the view from my bedroom. Nothing
like cement to make agirl degp well a night.”

"You'relying." Justine grinned. "Y ou're aromantic. Y ou want to stay here so you can bresthe the same
ar he'sbreathing.”

"Ha. Not hardly.” But Theresakept her gaze firmly fixed on the computer screen. Avoiding eye contact,
perhaps?

"Liar." Thisaonewasreason not to leave New Y ork. She was so going to have to track this guy down
and meet him. Take pictures. Maybe invite him to the gpartment for naked beer pong so Theresa could
watch him over the security camera. Pretend they had anormal lifeinstead of one governed by the
Council and the Treatise. "Want meto stalk him for you?"

Theresadanted agaze at her. "Maybe. At least knock out the front teeth of any female he kisses.”

"Done." Justine flopped back on the couch. "How fun would that be? We haven't done anything like that
in centuries”

"And you want to go to Santa Fe? Who are you going stalk there? Rattlesnakes?"

Justine sighed. "I don't want to go to Santa Fe, but if we stay here and Mona gets stolen, we're both in
serioustrouble” And her mom would definitely haveto go to hell and play strip poker with Satan. Her
mom sucked at poker.

"Give me achanceto ask him about the gold auras. He knows this stuff." Theresa paused with her claws
over the keyboard. "Please? Running away isn't the best answer anyway. Y ou should know what you're
dedling with and eradicate it, right? 1sn't that the better solution?"

"Well, yes, but not at the risk of exposing Mona."
"A day. Giveusaday."

Justine heard the pleain Theresa's voice and sighed. How could she say no? It had been too long since
she'd had the chance to rag on Theresa about men. Life was boring and Santa Fe would be even worse.
Plus, if someone needed to be beheaded, better to do it in New Y ork. No one would even notice a
headless body in a Dumpster in this city. She was preity sure she could find a section of the Treatise thet
supported staying in town long enough to identify the enemy. "Fine. But you better be ready to incinerate
first and ask questions later if anyone else shows up here, eveniif it'slover boy."

Theresahugged her. "Y ou're the best.”

"Y eah, yeah. Go IM your sex toy. What's his name anyway?"

"Zeke. Nolast names.”

"Of course not.” She stood up. " Twenty-four hours, Theresa. And then we have to go.”
"Promise.” Theresawas dready franticdly typing. "Hell ddiver. | know hewill."

"l hope so."

If hedidn't, she might have just sent her mom into the arms of the lover from hell.



Literally.

Or maybe thiswasn't a Qudifying Incident set up by certain corrupt Afterlife officids. Maybe thiswas
samply an ordinary threat to Mona. Or maybe. .. maybe facilitating her best friend's sexud needswasa
selfless deed that would propel her mom to heaven.

Or maybe she was hosed either way.

Chapter Five

Derek stood on the marble floor of the lobby and eyed the huge black man staring him down. The name
badge identified him as Xavier, but "Death” might have been abetter fit. Sure, hewasdressedina
gold-gilded doorman's outfit and wore shiny black shoes, but there was no doubt the man was lethdl.

People didn't have that look in their eyes unlessthey'd tasted blood before and liked it. Derek
remembered that expression in the eyes of his childhood karate classinstructor just before he'd broken
the nose of hisleast favorite student.

Persondly, Derek preferred that no one get to taste hisblood. Cal him stingy, but he liked hisred blood
cdlsto bedoing their job, not staining marble floors. His black belt wouldn't do any good if Xavier
whipped out agun and popped him between the eyes. Derek cleared histhroat. "I'm here to see Justine
Bennett."

Xavier gave him along look, then broke into a smile that startled Derek with its warmth. "Thank you so
much for stopping by, but Ms. Bennett has requested privacy.” Hisvoice was cultured, histones amiable
and soothing. "I'm sure you'd prefer to go have some coffee and read a newspaper instead, wouldn't
you?'

Coffee. Now that Derek thought about it, coffee did sound good. And what had happened on Wall
Street today? A burning need to know this instant suddenly flared up insde him.

He began torifle through his briefcase, searching for his Wall Street Journal , then he stopped himself.
What was wrong with him? He was here to see Justine Bennett, not to surf headlines. He scowled at
Xavier. "l need to see her. If you could buzz her, that would be great.”

Xavier's smile broadened. " Of course, you'd much rather go home and watch television, wouldn't you?
The Y ankees are playing the Red Sox tonight. Y ou wouldn't want to missthat, I'm sure.”

Derek blinked. His feet turned toward the door even as hetried to form an argument in hismind.

Hewas six blocks away before he remembered he didn't like basebal, and even if he did, he wouldn't
put baseball over tracking down the Guardian.

Weird. Onelittle suggestion about the game and he was rushing to watch it?
Maybe hisfamily was correct, and he was certifiable and making up dl this shit.
But hedidn't think so.

Either way, he needed to meet this animator and it was clear the doorman wasn't going to let him up.



No problem. He could work around Xavier.

On hisway back to the condo building, Derek pulled a manila envelope out of his briefcase, dropped
some papersin it, and wrote Justine's name on the outside. Sure, the papers had nothing to do with
Justine, but the legalese would keep her confused long enough for him to do what he needed to do. He
seded it, raightened his suit, and marched back insde. "Good evening, Xavier." He stuck out his hand
and pumped the doorman’s hand vigoroudy. "I'm her new lawyer and | brought some papersfor her to
sgn. Derek Lavdleat your service."

Xavier lifted abrow. "Ms. Bennett doesn't see guests.”
Derek tried to look insulted. "I'm her attorney, not aguest.”
"Y ou're hungry, aren't you? Pizzasounds good..."

Jesus. He was suddenly starving? He'dd had dinner an hour ago, and now he could practicaly smell the
oregano and baking pizza dough.

"Y ou aso need coffee. Expengive coffee. Somewhere on the other side of town.”

Damn. Derek didn't even drink coffee, but suddenly hefdt likeif hedidn't get avanillalatteinlessthan a
minute, he was going to lose hismind. It was dl he could do to ignore the craving long enough to redlize
that there was no more doubt: Xavier wasworking him over.

Andif Xavier redly had thiskind of power, who knew what other impossibilities could betrue? Like
dragons, Guardians, and Goblets?

He had to know. Had to get answers. He had to find away to meet Justine Bennett, and now. His
adrendineracing, he gave Xavier ahard look. "I know what you're doing, and cut it out. | don't have
time to go get coffee or eat pizza, so drop the magic shit. | need to get back to the office." He was pretty
sure Xavier'sleft eye twitched in surprise. He took advantage by handing the man the envelope. "Just see
that she getsthese, al right? And tonight. I'll pick up the signed papers on my way to work in the
morning. Around Six?' He nodded before Xavier could argue. "Great. Thanksfor your help." He
frowned. "And tell meI'm not hungry or thirsty and | can work al night. | have alot to do, and if you
screw it up by sending me home to watch the basebal game and OD on caffeine, I'm coming after you.”

Xavier blinked.
"Undo the damage, Xavier. I'm so hungry | could eat your damned name tag.”
Xavier frowned, hisforehead furrowed deeply. "Fine. Y ou're not hungry. Y ou need to work. Go..."

"l can takeit from there.” Amazing. He was suddenly so full he couldn't even stand the thought of food.
All because of afew words Xavier had spoken. What kind of situation was he getting involved with? He
let his breath out softly, then redlized Xavier was ill staring at him.

"Justine doesn't know about me," Xavier said. "How do you?' Xavier'shands curled into fists. They were
like Sdes of beef. Probably had metal spikesthat came out of them or something. "How do you know?'
Xavier repeated. His voice was soft, but instead of charming, it was deadly.

Great. Just great.

Derek forced himself to snort and roll his eyes, even as he eased into aready stance and tried not to
wonder if he was about to get a supernatural ass-kicking. "Give me abreak, Xavier. I've been around



this crap so long it takes someone alot more subtle than you to fool me.” Would thistactic work? He
sure hoped so.

Xavier narrowed hiseyes. "How long is'so long'?"

"Too long." He gave Xavier an easy amile. "Don't worry. Y ou're better than most.” Most what? He had
no clue. "Keep at it and you'll be great. But | need to get back to the office. Get Justine the papers, and
don't worry, | won't tell her about you." God, he hoped he was making sense to Xavier, because he sure
as hdll had no ideawhat he was saying.

He madeit to the revolving door when Xavier sopped him. "Lavale?"
Derek grimaced, then turned to face him. "Y es?"
"What areyou?'

Not who, what. Best not to anayze the implications of that question. He didn't think his brain could
handleit. And somehow, he didn't think "ordinary human" wasthe right answer. "Tonight, I'mjust a

lawyer."

"And other nights?'

"Guess." Heleft before Xavier could gtart listing things he didn't want to know aboit.
Hewasin way over his head.

Which meant hewasright.

Hot damn. He was right.

The intercom buzzed as Justine was sharpening the blade of her favorite sword. After the surfer-boy
incident earlier in the day, she'd decided she needed to prepare for battle. The diamonds on her sword
aways glittered so nicely after adaying, it usualy improved her mood. Diamonds wereindeed agirl's
best friend, even when on the butt of a sword that had just beheaded someone.

Theintercom beegped again, and the red light was flashing ingstently. " Another visitor? Did someone post
atreasure map on thewall of a public restroom or something?”'

Theresadidn't look up from the computer. "It's not my fault.”

"Why would it be your fault?"

"It'snot, so it's not. So there."

"Being inloveisrotting your brain.”

"Y ou mean great cybersex isrotting my brain. There are worse waysto go."

"True." Justine set the blade on their granite-topped kitchen table (even Theresa couldn't burn that
sucker) and walked over to the intercom. She punched the gray button. "Xavier?'

"Y our lawyer |eft some papersfor you."
"My lawyer?' She glanced a Theresa. "Are you cyber-boinking alawyer?'



"Not that | know of."

Huh. Justine frowned at the speaker. "Are you sureit's not abomb?”

"It's papers.” Xavier sounded proper as aways. The man had no persondlity, but he was very effective.
"Openit," shesad.

She waited for the rustling of paper, then Xavier came back on. "It'sabunch of lega stuff. Contracts or
something. About pretzels. Nothing lethd. Want meto bring them up?”

Pretzdls, eh? Their assailant wastoo stupid if he thought they'd fall for the samelinetwice. "No. I'll come
down." She disconnected. "I'm going to the lobby."

Theresanodded and shifted on the couch, il typing furioudly. Y eah, whatever."

"Areyou getting info on gold auras, or on orgasms?' Only twenty-two hours | eft before they had to
break camp, unless Theresa could get answers.

"Okay, fine"

Justine set her hands on her hips. "1t could be someone after Monain the lobby. They might try to take
me out and come up here. Or maybe Xavier has been possessed, and when | go down there, he's going
tokill me"

"Mmm-hmm. .."
"Thereal"

The dragon findly looked up. The scales on her cheeks were shining and her eyes were glowing so bright
they were dmost bioluminescent. "Did you say something?’

"What are you doing on that computer?Isit even lega?"
Theresaslips curved back in agrin. "Leave me done, you cybersex virgin. I'm busy.”

"l guess." Justine dipped adagger in the back of her waistband and put another in a sheath between her
shoulder blades. She tucked her favorite black-market handgun into her shoulder hol ster—no need to
put the cops on aert by registering it. Then she put adenim jacket on, fluffed her hair, and freshened up
her makeup. "Good enough to date, bad enough to kick some ass." Since Monas benefits didn't include
becoming ultra-strong or fast, her best bet was to appear harmless and take her assailants by surprise. It
had worked so far and she always got akick out of the look of astonishment right before she dropped
somejerk on hisbuit.

Ah, thesmdl pleasuresinlife.

"Havefun." Theresasghed. "l want to be Guardian. Y ou get to do dl thekilling."

"Killing in the name of eternal youth is overrated, and the only way you'll get to be Guardianisif | die.”
Theresarubbed her chin. "lt'sathought..."

"Shut up and turn the intercom on. If it sounds like I'm about to be beheaded, come down and burn the
place up.”



"Yougot it, agter.”

Justine punched the devator button and waited, her foot tapping impatiently on thetile floor, her fingers
twitching restlesdy near her waistband dagger. She could be heading toward her degth, something she
hadn't had to worry about for the last one hundred and eighty years, snce the Carl incident.

Which meant today was turning out to be the most interesting day she'd had in decades.

A clear indication that sheredly needed to get alife.

From his vantage point in the shadows outside the glass double doors of the building, Derek watched the
elevator open, his body tense.

And then she stepped out into the lobby, and he nearly dropped the journal.

It was the Guardian.

Almost two centurieslater, and she il looked exactly like the drawingsin thejourndl.
Unbdievable.

Her hair was a shoulder-length light brown, sort of intentionally casua looking, as opposed to the
old-fashioned stylein the journa. She was wearing jeans and a pair of clogs, and her black V-neck
T-shirt hugged avery fit body. She was the epitome of amodern New Y orker, but there was no doubt it
was the same face as the one in the sketches.

It was her.

He watched as she chatted with Xavier, her forehead furrowed in concentration.
Time to move and agpproach her.

But he stood there for another moment. He smply couldn't believeit wastrue.

Was he going to haveto kill her?

The papers made no sense. Well, they made sense, but they didn't seem to have anything to do with her.
"It'sacontract between Vic's Pretzels and McDona d's. Why would someone leave thisfor me?”

"Inside stock tip?" Xavier suggested. "Everyone around here knows you keep the Vic's on the corner in

"Maybe." She did the papers back into the envelope and looked at her doorman. After the surfer
episode, sheld grilled him about letting the kid up. Xavier had denied seeing the boy arrive, let done
permitting him accessto the eevator, though he had seen him leave. Xavier was still meeting her eyes
eadly, so shedidn't think he waslying. But neither of them had been able to figure out how the kid could
have gotten in the eevator without Xavier seeing him. Things were getting weirder by the minute. "' So,
who left these papers?’

"l did"

She spun around, her hand going to the small of her back. A man in abusiness suit was standing insde
the lobby doors, abriefcasein one hand. He looked just over six feet, short dark hair, and a stance that



exuded readiness. He was absol utely gorgeous and made her mouth go dry, which meant the odds that
shewas going to haveto kill him were quite high.

And helooked very, very familiar.

Xavier moved next to her. "Want meto get rid of him?"

"No. Not yet." She eased away from the doorman so he didn't cramp her movements. "Who are you?”'
"Didn't my brother say 1'd be coming by?| asked him to stop by earlier.”

"Y our brother?" Thiswasthe surfer dude's brother? "He wasn't red chatty.”

The man sighed. "Y es, sometimes he'sa bit distracted.”

Her fingers closed around the knife. "Do | know you?*

It was his chin, she decided. She knew that chin. Nice angle, strong. Masculine. ™Y ou look familiar.”
Helifted abrow. Nice eyebrows. "My brother looks like me."

"No, hedoesn't." Not at dl. "Not that | believe he was your brother. Paid assassinismore likely."
The man raised the other eyebrow. "Assassn?"

"Y es, and he wasn't avery good one either. Next time you should check references.”

"If | ever hirean assassin, I'll be sureto keep your advicein mind." Hetook afew stepstoward her, and
she moved to her right, drifting to the middle of the lobby so sheld have room to maneuver. "At the
moment, however, | just want to ask you some questions.”

"AsK away." Seeing as how his"brother" had tried to kill her earlier today, she knew she ought to take
him out firgt and skip the questions. But unlike Theresa, she didn't get athrill out of killing people, and she
was il hoping held turn out to be avacuum cleaner sdlesman.

He moved opposite her, until they were both moving inadow circle, like assailants|ooking for an
opening.
Which shewas.

Was he?

A spike of adrenaline washed over her. She hadn't had agood battle in forever. How fun would it be to
have one now? Maybe she couldn't deep with him, but she could knock him around a bit.

"Y ou know any dragons?'

She stopped. "What?"

"Dragons. Know any?"

Who was thisguy?" Xavier, | think you should leave."

"| think he should leave. | think he'stired and needsanap,” Xavier replied.

"Shut up!" The man glared at Xavier. "Y ou say one more thing and I'm blowing your cover."



Justine eyed her doorman, who nodded and closed his mouth. "Um, what cover?' she asked Xavier.

"Nothing. Y ou asked meto leave and | will." Xavier scowled at their visitor. "Y ou hurt her, and you'll
die"

The man didn't look impressed by the threat. "Go have some coffee.”

Xavier growled, but he walked out the door, muttering what sounded like ordersto go to deep
immediady.

She directed her attention back to the man, catching the tail end of ayawn. "Who are you?"
Heyawned again. "The Curse. | need to know how to stopit."
"What curse?'

He staggered dightly and dapped his cheek, even ashe yawned again. "Bastard." His epithet was
mumbled, hiseyesbleary.

"What's wrong with you?"

"Xavier." He blinked and stumbled over to the wall. He leaned againgt it, then did down to thefloor, his
head collapsing againgt the wall with athud. "The dragon. The Goblet. Need answers." His eyes closed
for amoment, before he jerked them open again.

Shelet her fingers dide off the dagger. "What goblet?' Was hefaking it? He didn't look likeit. He looked
like he was about to pass out.

"Eternd Y outh." Hiseyes closed and his head dumped forward.

Shit. He knew what he was talking about. At least he didn't know Monawas an espresso machine... or
did he?"What do you know about it?*

No answer.

She withdrew her gun and pointed it at him, then eased over to him, nudging him with her toe,
No response.

Was he dead?

Keeping her gun out, she squatted next to him and fdlt his pulse. Strong.

Hewasdive.

And hesmdled divine.

Shetook aquick glance around, then leaned forward and buried her nosein his neck. Closed her eyes
and inhded him. He smdlled like man, like woods and sophitication, dl tangled up together. Surfer Boy
had smelled good, but thisguy smelled incredible.

"What's going on down there?" Theresas voice bellowed out from the intercom.
She jumped and sat up. "He passed out.”
"Whoishe?'



"I don't know." Sheflipped open his suit jacket and felt for awallet, trying not to notice he had avery
nice chest. "Got awalet."

"Ishehot?'

"l didn't notice."

"Liar! Take advantage of him while he's unconscious.”

"Don't tempt me." She opened hiswallet and pulled out adriver'slicense. "Holy shit.”
What?"

She collgpsed againgt the wall, staring at the words.

"What?"

"Hisname. It'sDerek Lavdle"

Silence for amoment. "Y ou think he's related to Carl?"

Her heart thudding in her chest, she turned and studied Derek's profile. He had Carl's chin. "Yes" No
wonder hed looked familiar.

"Well, shit and damn. Is he as good-looking as Carl was?'

"Better." She clenched thelicensein her hand.

"Better? He must be gorgeoud! Ishe gay, like Carl was? Or isthisguy fair game?"
"l havenoidea"

"Wl did he check out your breasts before he passed out?"

"Theresal | don't know! God, what am | supposed to do with him?"

"Bring him upgtairs. Well handcuff him to your bed and torture him sexually until he confessesdl. If we
blindfold him, do you think helll redize I'm adragon?’

"I think | should kill him." She stood up and pulled out her knife. "Carl betrayed me. Thisguy's 'brother’
aready tried to kill metoday. There's no way this guy can be anything but adanger to us." But she stood
there staring at Derek, who wasn't moving. Sheredly didn't think killing in cold blood was the best
gpproach, given her mom's stuation. Plus he was so good-looking and smelled redlly ddicious, and, well,
would it be s0 bad to take a couple minutes to inhae him? Not long. Just abrief moment.

"Justine? Did you kill him? | don't hear any blood rushing around down there.”

She shoved the dagger back inits sheath. "I'm bringing him up.”

"Oh, goody. Can we torture him? Burn him up? Use him until were dl heavily sated and exhausted?”
"No, to everything except burning him up, and that's a maybe."

"Sweet. Thiswill beso fun!”

Justine eased behind him and wrapped her arms under hisarms and around his chest... Oh, wow. It felt



s0 good to have him smashed up againgt her. Maybe Theresawasright. Maybe she should make him her
love davefor the next few hundred years... She dragged him into the elevator, got hisfeet clear of the
door... but didn't let go.

Not yet. She wanted to enjoy this sensation for another minute. Granted, he was passed out and limp
againgt her, but she could fed his muscles. He was aman, for God's sake, and hewas in her arms. It had
been so long. Wasthiswhy Theresa had turned to cybersex? But how could cyber-sex possibly make up
for the feeing of aman's body againgt hers, the hegt from his skin pressing againgt her and—

He twitched, spun around in her arms and flipped her benegth him, trapping her ingtantly under the weight
of hisbody, on thefloor of the devator. Big enough for moving in couches, it was apparently aso big
enough for two adultsto stretch out in avery intimate fashion.

He opened his gorgeous eyes and peered down at her, the dightest hint of smugnessin his expression.

Oh, so that'show it was? Try to lull her into submission with his manly appea and then take her out? Not
so fast. She was a Guardian first and awoman second, and he was so going down. But damn, he smelled
good.

Chapter Six

Hisfirst thought was that the sketchesin thejournd didn't do her justice.
His second thought was that her body felt extremely nice under his.
Histhird thought was that she had on agun holster under her jacket.

He suddenly didn't feel so bad about pinning her to the floor of the devator. "Y ou planning to shoot
someone?’

"You." Shedidn't sound contrite. Or worried. "Will you please attack me now?"

Adrendine rushed through him as he stared down at her flushed cheeks and disheveled hair. " Attack you
how?"

"Try tokill me"

"Oh." Hed thought of amuch friendlier, moreintimate kind of assault than killing her. Yeesh. Mindinthe
gutter? He was here to find out whether she was the woman he had to behead, not take advantage of the
fact hewaslying on top of her. "Why do you want meto kill you?"

Sherolled her fantastically gorgeous green eyes and, for amoment, he forgot about everything except
getting sucked up into them.

"I don't want you to kill me. | just want you to try, so | can day you in self-defense.”

"Ah." With that answer, it wastimeto disarm her. He shifted dightly and removed the gun from its
holster. She didn't try to stop him. Not that she had a choice. He was pretty impressed with the position
hed gotten her in, actudly. Might stay herefor awhile. Just until he was sure she wasn't going to kill him.
Y eah, that was why he didn't want to move: salf-preservation. "Thanksfor the offer to battle to the desth,
but I'll pass for now."



She scowled. "Y ou're not very accommodeting.”

"My apologies. My family would no doubt be disgppointed in my unwillingness to help someonekill me.”
Shelifted abrow at that. "Redly? Y our family wants you dead?"

"Locked up at least."

Shelooked much more interested now. "Why?"

"Apparently, I'minsane.”

Shetilted her head, seeming not at al concerned that she was till pinned underneath him. Either she
sensed he wasn't going to hurt her (yet), or shewas entirely serious about her ability to kill him.

Maybe Xavier wasn't the only one with supernatura ass-kicking skills. He shifted his position again, a
more secure setting that put histhigh in avery interesting place. He tried not to notice, but her sharp
intake of breath and the sudden glow in her eyes made it impossible for him not to think about it. Or
wonder what her lipstasted like. And...

She cleared her throat and took a deep breath. "Wdll, so, why are you insane?' Her voice was alittle
high pitched. A littlefrazzled.

He grinned. No problem. They could have a perfectly normal conversation while their legs were entwined
and his pelviswas pressed againgt hers. Easy. Ahem. "I'm insane because | believe in curses, dragons,
Guardians, and the Goblet of Eternd Y outh.”

Her face froze for a split second, before she gave him an easy smile. Too late. He'd seen her expression.
She knew exactly what he was talking about.

"You redly believein that stuff?' she asked.
"Yep. You?'
"No. I'masecular kind of gd."

At that point, the elevator door did open, and he glanced ingtinctively into the room. The door to the
gpartment swung open, and the blue head of adragon popped into the elevator, its eyesingantly
widening. " Shit!" It punched the emergency stop button in the evator, then dammed the door shut. He
heard something crash inside, followed by another curse.

Holy shit. Thereredly was adragon? And it talked? Jesus. He was never going to recover from this
night.

Justine took one look at Derek's stunned expression and knew shewas in trouble.

He'd seen Theresa, he knew what she was, and he wasn't about to believe it was a Halloween costume.

Helooked down at her, hisfacing twitching with the effort of keeping his composure. She was pretty
impressed he hadn't legpt to hisfeet and tried to bolt to safety. It wasn't every day one had their first ook
at afire-breathing dragon. The man had backbone, and she was a sucker for tough men.

"Careto amend your claim of being a secular girl who doesn't believein dragons?' he asked. Okay, 0
hisvoicewas alittle strained. It was sort of cute actually. Big man afraid of alady dragon.



"No." Yeah, great reply. Where was her brain? Why couldn't she think of asmart retort? Just because
she was having trouble thinking about anything other than the fact that there was a man between her legs
didn't mean she had to completely abandon her Guardian kills.

Helifted abrow. "So, tel methis: Areyou the Guardian or merdly her offspring?”’

She pressed her lips together. What was she supposed to tell him? It was allittle late to pretend to be the
sweet Cathalic girl from down the street. Not that she wasin agood bargaining position. He had her ina
very secure hold. Shetried to move her wrist and he grinned.

She had no chance.
Bastard.

Or not. He was the first man who'd gotten the jump on her in centuries. She sort of liked the fact that she
might have to work to take him out. No woman wants aman she has to worry about hurting.

But ill, thisStuation redly wasn't optimd. If she could just get free... She squirmed under him, and
ingantly felt something she hadn't felt in way too long. Something against her leg that sent a surge of
hormones catapulting toward her nether regions. Um, hello! Haven't seen you for a while.

"Stop moving." Derek's voice was strained.

Y eah, that was agood idea. Otherwise she might find herself doing things that she wasn't supposed to be
doing. With her mom'sfatein her hands and the Council hovering, now wasn't thetimeto violate her
Oath. Especidly since Derek might be hereto kill her.

Nothing like some heavy duty sexud attraction to make awoman forget her life might be at risk. She
cleared her throat. "Theresal A little help herel”

Derek tensed as Theresa's voi ce echoed through the door. " Are you kidding? After two hundred years of
cdlibacy, you want out from under that hunk of burning love? Forget it. Y ou need to get laid and I'm not
helping you until you do. Why do you think | hit the stop button on the devator? Take advantage of him."

Derek grinned and she felt him relax. How amazing to be so close to aman that she could gauge his
moods by the tension in hisbody. God, it felt good. Too good. She needed to focus.

"Some kind of bodyguard you have," he said.

"Shut up. And it hasn't been two hundred years since I've had sex.” Not that it was any of his business,
but sometimes agirl had to protect her reputation. She gave him her most hostile glare. "What do you
want?'

"Dinner.”

She blinked. "What?" Sheld been expecting him to say Mona, or propose aded, or demand eternd
youth. Not "dinner.”

"Dinner. My treat. How about tomorrow night?”
"A date? Y ou want adate?" A shiver of avery girlish emotion rushed through her.
Hetilted hishead. "Sure. Let'scdl it adate.”

"| don't date." But it was oh-so-tempting.



"Thenlet'scal it an exchange of information. | want to know about this Guardian thing, you want to
know who | am. I'll buy, you eat, and we both talk. Deal ?"

"Or you could bring him in here and we could torture him until he confesses," Theresa said through the
door. "I could bite off his extremities one by one. Please? Bring him in?"

Derek grinned. "My vice president knows I'm here. If | misswork tomorrow, shelll have your head. And
I'm not kidding. She has no mercy when it comesto business."

Did heredly know the only way to kill her was to behead her? She needed to find out more about Derek
LaVvadle, and the sooner the better. Despite what Theresa said, she couldn't kill him for wrestling her to
the floor and getting her hormonesin an uproar. "Fine. Dinner.”

His amile broadened. "Great. I'll pick you up here a seven. Make sure Xavier knows I'm coming. I'd
hate to pass out in my dinner.”

"Thanksfor the reminder.” She lifted abrow. "How do you know Xavier? And whét little secret do you
two have going on?'

"Sorry. No answers until tomorrow night." His smile faded. "Now that 1've wooed you into adinner date,
I'm thinking I'll take off now, but if | get up, you might kill me."

She grinned at his matter-of-fact tone. "I promise not to kill you until after dinner.”
"And Theresa?'
Her voice came easily through the door. "Fine. | won't either. But I'm not happy about it."

He nodded. "Deal." Herolled off her, sweeping her dagger out of the back of her jeans as he went.
"Insurance.”

Refusing towall in dismay a theloss of their intimate position, she jumped to her feet and faced himin
the devator that suddenly seemed very small. Cozy. She cleared her throat and nodded at the dagger
hanging from hisleft hand. "I'm very hurt you don't trust my word and felt the need to take dl my

wesgpons.”
"Except the one between your shoulder blades. | couldn't reach that one.”

She blinked. God, she liked aman who could find al her weapons. Made her fed amost doted upon.
Cherished.

He grinned at her surprised expression. "'I'm psychic.”
"Or you fdt it when you grabbed me."
"Could be that too." He reached around her and flicked open the door to her apartment. "Y our stop?'

She backed out of the elevator, kegping an eye on him. But he didn't try to barge into the loft. He smply
gave her anod. "Until tomorrow at seven. Dress up. We're going fancy."

The door did shut before she could figure out how to respond to that request.
"Hot damn, girl. Hestotdly gorgeous.”

She sighed and glanced at her blue-scaled friend. ™Y ou realize that means I'm definitely going to end up



having to kill him?"
"Y esh. Bummer."

Magor bummer.

Iris Bennett was in the middle of her Pilates workout in the living room of her house. And avery charming
houseit was. it fit in perfectly with the rest of the neighborhood. Nice yards, well-trimmed bushes, and a
grocery store with decent produce. Sheld gotten the upgrade to the higher-end residential area of
purgatory after it had become clear she'd be there for awhile. It wasn't heaven, but it wasn't bad either.
She was at peace, enjoying the moment, when there was aflirty knock on her front door.

She knew that knock. It was the knock of a scum-sucking bastard. She released her pose and rolled to
her feet, aggravation dready building.

She used to think it was a cute knock. 1t used to make her heart flutter and her body tingle. Now? She
picked up her fully loaded, double-barreled turbo squirt gun and stalked over to the door. Shetook a
moment to get it positioned, then opened the door and blasted the vile jerk with both barrels.

"Irisl" Satan dove for cover behind apotted plant, steam sizzling off his gorgeous Italian-made suit.
"Ceasetorturing the man of your wildest sex fantasies Y ou must stop!”

"Fat chance of that." She followed him behind the geraniums, unloading the water onto hislovely head.
She grinned as his hair melted and crackled and flattened. ™Y ou need new hair gdl. Y our current brand
isn't up to snuff.” She squirted the final dropsinto his ear, then nodded with satisfaction as his ear Started
to dide down the side of his neck. " So good to see you, my dear."

Satan stood up, acloud of steam rising from his deformed body and half-melted head. "I do not take any
pleasure in these attacks."

"I know. That'swhy | doit." Shetucked the gun under her arm. "Doesit redly hurt?'

"It isextreme pain that would destroy any man except Satan, the lord of the Underworld.” He wiped his
cuff across hisforehead, leaving an indent from the buttons.

"Excdlent. Y ou look hdllish. No woman will want you. So sad, too bad." Iris spun on her hedsand
marched back into her house. No need to shut the door behind her. Hed find hisway in, like he dways
did. He only knocked because he was trying to delude her asto histrue nature,

Hah. He'd fooled her once. Now? Forget it. It didn't matter how many erotic dreams she had about him.
The man was pure evil, and she was now both smart enough to see that and strong enough to resist his
dlure

In the past, she'd been hisvictim. Today, she was his equal, and she was armed.
Shewalked over to the snk and turned on the faucet for arefill.

Satan squished into the kitchen. "My love muffin, if you try to torture me with that instrument of death
again, | will beforced to manhandleit from your grasp. | cannot permit you to humiliate Satan twicein
five minutes. A man must keep hisfierce and brutd reputation intact at dl cods.”

"Stop whining. I'm just readying mysdf for your next vigt." She knew hislimits. One round held tolerate
because he was trying to woo her. If shetried another assault, held grab the gun, his handswould dip



onto her breasts and her body would betray her and they'd wind up in agyrating pile on the linoleum. She
might know he was an ass who didn't deserve her, but even the best intentions were a poor match for
Satan'skissing ability. "Where are my gifts? Y ou know | tolerate your visits only because you bring me
materia items of great value and unmatched beauty.”

Hefished adish towel out of the bottom drawer and began mopping his melted body up. "1 left themin
thelimo. They would be ruined by thewater. | was highly suspectful you might shoot me."

She grinned at his disgruntled tone as she popped the plug back in the gun. "Y ou're such asmart guy. |
aways knew there was something to you bes des being amanipulating, arrogant bastard.” She set the gun
on the counter and glanced a him.

Mistake. He was dready regaining his human form, and some form it was. He was the drop-dead sexiest
hunk of beefcake she'd ever seen, and he knew she thought so. Contemptible pig.

Satan gave her asmug grin and dropped the towel onto the counter. "I am pleased you noticed that | am
manipulative and an arrogant bastard. Does being around aman of such stature make you long for naked
flesh and moans of ecstasy?'

Yes. "Not at al."

"I can tell your resistance to my charm weakens." Satan trailed hisfingers down the side of her neck.
"Say, 'yes thisingtant, before my love explodes.”

She batted hishand away. " Say yesto moving south of the border and being your love davefor dl
eternity?"

"I will be your love dave. All you haveto do isdominate me."

It wasn't the first time her hormones had been more than haf-tempted by theidea. Everyone knew Satan
wasthe best lover in the Afterlife. ™Y ou used me, tricked me, and nearly destroyed my legacy. It'sgoing
to take alot of clothesto make up for that."

"I have much money. | am therichest being in the Afterlife, and | can buy any gift you yearnfor... Your
breasts are looking lovely asusud." He wiggled his eyebrowsat her. "l would loveto lick them.”

"Oh, please." Sherolled her eyes. "That is so not how to woo awoman.”

"Why not? Every woman wants to know aman thinks she's attractive, does she not?' He flicked thefinal
bit of water out of his hair, making the short dark ends stick up.

"Shewantsto fed valued as awoman, not as a piece of assto be bought and then nailed..." Her voice
trailed off a the smug look on hisface. "Dammit! Y ou tricked me!™

"l am compelled to trick you so | can learn what will win you over." He beamed at her. "'l will show you |
vaue you asawoman, but | will till ogle your body. It istoo ambrosia to ignore. Would you like to ogle
mine?'

"No!"

Hefeigned ahurt look. "Y ou wound me. | bargained for many soulsto securethis body. | did it for you,
my most dedicated career woman who | admire so deeply.”

She poked him in the chest. "Did you just say it'smy fault al those poor sods are stuck in the



Underworld?"
"Yes. Isnt it wonderful?* He gave her aglowing smile. "Y ou practicaly have family down there dready.”

"Never joke about my family in hell." She grabbed the gun and pointed it at his crotch. "Jugtine will not
go to hell! Do you hear me?'

He yelped and held the dish towel in front of hisfamily jewels. "I was not referring to your offspring! Put
that away before | am forced to show you how ruthless and powerful | can be!”

She hoisted the gun over her shoulder. "Never mention my family in hell again, or I'll shoot your boys
with purified water."

Helifted his chin and tossed the towd cardesdy aside. ™Y ou would not hurt them."
"You're so certain?' Shetightened her grip on the gun, and he grabbed the towe again.

"New topic," hesad quickly. "I am here to share secret information with the woman for whom my loins
throb."

"A spy? Who do you spy on?"

He snorted. "1 do not spy. | am Satan and | do no actua work myself. One of my spiesreported in, and
| thought | could parlay theinformation into hot sex with you."

Irisfrowned. "What's the secret information? That you have clean sheets on your bed and you need
someone to messthem up?”

"No, nothing likethat." He hesitated. "May | have the gun? | suspect thereisafairly sgnificant likelihood
that this news could upset you."

"Fine." She handed the gun over, her curiosity aroused. ™Y ou've never shared any political secrets before.
What'sgoing on?"

He drained the gun into the sink, then shut it in the cabinet with the plates. "The fiery sexud sren known
asyour daughter may be in danger. Someone who wishes to cause her harm has found her."

"Justine'sin danger? I'll kill anyone who comes near her!™ She bolted for the patio, which held her portal
back to the mortal world, which was where humans lived out their mortd lives and Otherworld beings
did their thing, whatever that might be. "1'1—"

Satan grabbed her arm and hauled her to astop. "No. Y ou cannot interfere. It istoo dangerous.”

"Dangerous? I'm dready dead! What could possibly harm me?* Shetried to yank free of his grasp, but
he didn't release her.

Satan gave her the smug look so typica of aman who feds superior. "Actualy, my naive butterfly, you
are not redlly dead. Granted, you are quite dead according to the mortal world, but asyou can see, you
are very dive and throbbing with vitdity and sexudlity. Sadly, you could wind up realy and truly deed.
And that is not such agood state. Even 1, ruler of the Underworld, would prefer to avoidit, and | ana
macho man who can withstand any torture.”

She scowled a him. "1 won't let anything happen to Justine.”

"And neither will 1. 1 am Satan and | will resolve the Situation with ease.”



The conviction in histone stopped her struggling. "Areyou serious?'

"Very. | know she means much to you and if she were killed, you would be very sad, and | cannot alow
thet."

Something fluttered in her belly. "Y ou careif I'm sad?'

"Of course. If you were sad, you would not want to have sex for many, many centuries. That isnot
something | can afford. A true man can go only so long without sex.”

She paused in surprise. 'Y ou expect meto believe you don't have sex with other women?”
He met her gaze without flinching. "Y ou are the only woman my tower of passion throbsfor."

"Redly?' Ack! What was she doing listening to his clams of monogamy? Focus, Iris. "What's the threat
againg Justine, how do you know about it and what are you planning to do? And if | can't do anything,
why did you tell me?*

He nodded. "Smart questions. | admireintelligence. Would you like to deep with me?"
"Satan!"

"I will continue to work on vauing you asawoman." He hed up hislovely hand when she opened her
mouth to yell at him again. "1 have assgned one of my most prized Rivkas to manage the threst. | have
not yet gotten the full report on the potential lant—"

"Assailant?' Justine was trained to handle threats to Mona, but Iris knew from her own experience that
some threats were too dangerous even for a Guardian to handle. And since Justine hadn't faced atrue
threat since Carl, who knew how rusty her skillswere?

"No fear. My Rivkawill interfere and cause the demise of the lant, but | think you should warn your
daughter to be careful. My Rivkais very good, but if word has leaked out that Desdemona’s Temptation
has been |located, others may follow.” He grimaced. " Others who are not so easily disposed of "

Iris set her hand on her hips. "Wait a sec. What do you mean, Mona has been located? By who?* She
drew her shoulders back. "By you?'

He shook hishead quickly. "I do not know where the Goblet is. Though | suspect my brilliant and
talented minionswould locate the Goblet with ease and joy, | have ordered them not to find out, and if
they do, they areto forget the information immediately. If | knew where the Goblet was, | might find the
temptation too greet, and | know you would not have sex with meif | went after it while it was under
your daughter's protection.”

"Damnright, | wouldn't." Apparently, shed better abstain from sex with Satan forever, if the only thing
keeping Justine and Mona safe was his obsession with getting Irisinto the sack. "I'll tell her to leave
town."

"No. She will befollowed. She must stay where my Rivka can protect her and end the threat before it
multiplies”

"Multiplies? Not acceptable. I'm going to talk to Mevin. Hell arrange something.”

Satan caught her hand, wrapped his elegant fingers around her wrist. "Melvin cannot interfere. No onein
the Afterlifeis dlowed to interfere in the mortal world. Y ou know that."



She pressed her lipstogether, trying not to be comforted by the warmth of histouch. Satan was
heartless, lying scum, not some sweet lover who would keep her safe. "' So how come you're interfering?”

He looked surprised by her question. "Because I'm Satan. | do my best to break rules as often as
possble”

Duh. ™Y ou know, the fact you're an unscrupulous son of abitch might actualy comein handy.”

He beamed a her. "I'm so glad you redize that. I'm very handy. Are there any rulesyou'd like meto
break for you? It would be my pleasure.”

"Just save my daughter.”

"Of course." Helaid aquick kisson her lips and dodged out of reach before she could get her kneeinto
his precious manly regions. "1 will go give ordersto my Rivkato kill this Derek person who is after her.
Y ou will be impressed with my success and want to suck my—"

"Satan!"
"Too crass?'

"Get out!" That brief kiss had been much too tempting and she needed a moment to regroup before
heading down to see Justine. She couldn't stop herself from watching his butt as he pranced out her front
door, even when heflicked her agrin over his shoulder, ddighted to catch her ogling.

Maybe sheéd ingtall a sprinkler system triggered by amotion detector before his next visit.

Y es, that was avery good plan. Or amoat of purified water. Brilliant. Sheld cal a contractor first thing in
the morning.

Chapter Seven

"| can't believe you're dressing up for aman who's planning to kill you." Theresawaslying on Justine's
bed, watching her prep for her dinner with Derek.

"I turned in my alien assassin design, so | celebrated my freedom by buying mysdf anew dress, like any
modern woman would, and I'm going to dinner.” Justine turned sideways to the mirror and sucked her
belly in. ™Y ou think thiswill distract Derek enough thet | can get some answersfrom him?"

"It better, or you're going to be busted for invoking the Emergency clause so you could go shopping
without Mona" Theresawas using Justine's favorite T-shirt to polish Mona, who was perched on the bed
next to the dragon. Theresa paused to ingpect Justine's chest. " Try duct tape. Y ou won't be able to get
breast implantsin the five minutes before Mr. I'm-Here-to-Murder-Y ou arrives, and without more boob
action, | serioudy doubt helll forget to kill you."

Justine wrinkled her nose at her not-so-buxom chest. "How do we know Derek isreally athreat to me?
Maybe my mom was referring to someone else. After dl, it was Satan who told her. Since when did he
become trustworthy? Maybe Derek is actudly an anti-Satan agent and Satan wants us to eiminate him to
clear his path toward Mona."

Theresa snorted, then ssomped out the smdll fire on Justine's bedspread. "I think spending alittletime



between Derek's legs has made you forget about your job. Y ou do redlize that your self-imposed
twenty-four hour deadline has passed and we're il here, al because Mr. Assassin offered to buy you
dinner.”

"Y ou heard my mom. We have to stay here and solve thisthing.”

"Y eah, because Satan told her that. Y ou just said he wasn't atrustworthy source of Guardian advice.
Plus, she aso said you haveto off Derek and you aren't listening to that."

Justine gave her breasts afina lift skyward, scowling when they dropped right back down into place,
then she turned away from the mirror. "For your information, I'm fully prepared to kill himif | need to.
And I'm going to dinner to get information from him, not to lust after him." Theresa snorted again, and
Judinegrinned. "Wdl, I might lust after him alittle.”

"After two hundred years of celibacy, you have to be attracted to the man who, as we spegk, is planning
your demise?'

Justine shrugged. "He does it for me. What can | say?" She tested the edge of acollagpsible dagger for
sharpness, then dipped it indde her dim black purse. "And how goesit with Zeke? Has he come up with
any info on gold auratuff?"

Theresashook her head. "He's on it, though. It's sort of awkward, because he needs more detailsto do a
thorough study and, well, | didn't figure sharing the whole Goblet of Eternd Y outh thing with him was

appropriate.”

"Amazing that you're il able to form a coherent thought after al the cybersex.” She checked her
makeup in the mirror again. Still looked fine, but her nerves weretotdly strung ot.

Y eah, it wasn't adate.
Y egh, she was merdly ascertaining his nefarious intentions so she could off him without guilt.
Y eah, hewas only using her for information.

It didn't change the fact that avery hot guy was buying her dinner. It might not be atraditiona date, but a
Guardian couldn't be choosy.

Their buzzer rang, and she jumped.
Theresagave her alook, but she ignored the dragon and hit the intercom. "Hello?"

Xavier's voice boomed through the loft. Y our attorney is here again. He saysyou have adate. Shdl |
correct him?”

"Wedo haveadate. I'll beright down." She disconnected, but couldn't quite wipe the grin off her face.
Theresastudied her. "Why the happy face? Y ou're going to haveto kill him."

"l guessit'sthat | know it won't be easy to kill him. He might even beat me." She shrugged. "It makeslife
interesting, you know?"'

"Y ou are warped, my friend."

"But of course." She checked the security of her thigh holster, then stood up. "Do | look okay?"



"If looks could kill..." Theresacocked her head. "Have you considered that this might be afarce to get
you out of here so someone can dip in and try to steel Mona?"

"Wdll, their loss. Animmortd dragon isnothing to sneeze a.”

Theresa pressed her lips together, and Justing's e ation faded. "What'swrong? Y ou should be thrilled at
the possible opportunity to turn someoneinto acrispy critter.” Shefrowned. "Fight with Zeke?"

The dragon didn't look happy. "I think Derek might be more of athreet than we're thinking. Y our mom,
wdll, she seemed redlly concerned. And | don't like Satan being involved. It just sounds off. And, well, to
be honest, I'm not sure you'd be quick enough on thetrigger if Derek came after you.”

Justine frowned. Sheld never really enjoyed that part of her job, but... well, should Derek redly ill be
dive?No. "Fine. Hewon't survivethe night, | promise.”

Theresalooked relieved. "Gresat. Just make sure you deep with him first."
"Good-bye."

When Justine Bennett walked out of the eevator, Derek decided he'd better end her life as soon as
possible.

If he didn't, he'd probably get down on his hands and knees and beg her to make hislast five dayson this
earth as heavenly aspossible.

It was acrimeto look theway shedid in that dress.

Shetook onelook at hisface, and broke into an amused grin. ™Y ou're putty in my hands."
"Quite possibly." Heignored Xavier and held out hisarm. " Shall we?"

She nodded, then frowned as she got closer. "What are the red marks on your neck?"

"Let'sjust say I'm glad you answered the intercom as quickly asyou did. Xavier didn't take too kindly to
me showing up again." He cocked alook at her as she did her hand around his elbow. "Thanksfor telling
him | was coming.”

Sheflipped him asaucy smile. "I wanted to test your manliness. Seeif you could get by him."

"It wasdl | could doto refrain from permanently disabling him." They both ignored Xavier's snort as
Derek held the door for her.

"Y ou're such agentleman.”
"I only hold the door for women who try to get me strangled before our first date.”
"Doesthat happen often?”

"You'd be surprised."” Helet the door dide shut and rested his hand on her lower back to guide her
toward hislimo. "Thisdressistoo fitted to hide the dagger back here." He rubbed histhumb over it. At
least asix-inch blade. If she wasn't the Guardian, she was one highly prepared Girl Scout. A surge of
awareness rushed through him. If she was by his side when the Curse hit, together they might have a
chance.



"I'm wearing that knife because | thought you might want to go treasure hunting later. Figured I'd give you
somegods.”

He eyed her as hisdriver opened the limo door. " The dresswould have to come off for elther of usto get
to that."

She gave him awide-eyed look. "1 know."

He cursed under his bresath as she did into the car. Thiswas going to be some kind of night.

It was after they'd ordered, but before the appetizers arrived, when Justine brought it up. "Are you
planning to kill me?'

He grinned. "What hagppened to the first-date smal talk?*

She frowned at hissmile and how it made her belly go al jiggly. "I don't do small talk. Areyou going to
try to kill me or what?'

He raised one dark eyebrow, and his grin faded into something much more subtle, and much more male.
"Not aslong as you look that good in that dress.”

Heat oozed through her body, and she shifted in her chair, her fingerstightening around the stem of her
wineglass

Focus, Justine.

She thudded her glass down on the linen tablecloth, nearly spilling the wine. "My mom said she heard you
intend to end my life."

He regarded her over the rim of hisglass. "Whao's your mom?"
"'She has connections.”
"Isshethe Guardian?'

A twinge of disgppointment gutted her. She didn't want him to really be after Mona. "What do you know
about the Guardian?"

He swirled the golden winein his glass, watching it catch the light.

Sheleaned back in her chair and folded her arms over her chest, and let the silence Sit between them.
"Y ou look like you'd be difficult to kill," he observed.

"l am."

"Soaml."

Shewaiched hisfingerslightly stroke the rim of the wineglass. Such alight touch. Delicate. Tender.
Ahem. She shook her head and dragged her gaze back up to hisface. "Are you immorta ?'
Hegrinned, anew light gleaming in hiseyes. "Nope. Y ou?'

She narrowed her eyes. "Nicetry." Asif she was going to announce she was, that was equivalent to



admitting she was the Guardian.
"If you weren't immortd, or familiar with such things, it wouldn't have occurred to you to ask.”

Crud. He wasright. Where was her brain? Y ears of training down the toilet just because her body
couldn't stop noticing he was aman. She leaned forward, picked up the butter knife and began rapping
the handle on the table. "Y ou're the one who brought up the Goblet of Eternal Y outh yesterday before
you passed out in my lobby." Shefrowned. "What was up with the nap anyway?1 grilled Xavier onit and
he gave me some stupid story about astrip club and your sex addiction, but | don't buy it."

He leaned forward and dipped the knife out of her hand. "I'm not supposed to tell you.”

She picked up afork and starting tapping that handle on the table. " So what? He's making up
unfavorable stories about you. 1'd think you'd want to clear the air.”

"I do, but he till scaresme. | don't want to messwith him. But | don't have asex addiction." Hemade a
move for the fork, then stopped when she gave him awarning look. "Let's make aded. Y ou want info. |
want info. Neither of usisgiving it up.”

She stopped tapping the fork and cocked her head. "What kind of ded?"

"I cantell you're prepared to kill me. Y ou suspect I'm planning to do the same to you. We got the tough
stuff out in the open aready. Why don't we share info and see how it goes? Otherwise, we can go
sraight out to the parking lot and see who will win." He leaned back, one hand resting casudly on the
table, the other arm draped over the back of his chair.

Only the restlessdrumming of hisfingers gave him away.
She grinned at the energy emanating from him. "I do prefer to know dl the details before | take action.”
"Metoo. Ded?'

She pursed her lips. Evenif shetold him things she wasn't supposed to, she could gill exterminate him
afterward. And then at least, sheld have answers. If he wasn't immortal, he wouldn't be able to best her.
Shefet asurge of disgppointment at the thought she could kick his ass, then frowned at hersdf. It wasn't
like she was going to date the man, so a pansy was good in this situation. She nodded briskly. "Fine. It's
aded."

"Don't sound o thrilled.”
"No, it'sfine" She picked up her glass. "To the exchange of info."
Hetook the glass from her hand. "L et's dance.”

She jerked her hand away from him even as atremor of awarenessrolled through her body at the
thought of him holding her. "What?'

"Dancing. You've heard of it?"

"Don't be asmart-ass." Derek might not be wielding asword, but the man was heavily armed and using
hisentire arsend, if the seam rising from her lower body was any indication. "Therésno one else
dancing." She waved an arm around the sparsely populated restaurant, where the tuxedo-clad waiters
were hovering in the corner, waiting for abeckoning from their exquisitely dressed patrons.

He jerked his head toward the back of the room. "That corner was made for dancing.” His gaze flicked



over her dress, and shefelt her thighs clench. Oy.

She glanced at the smal secluded areaiin the corner with agorgeousinlaid wood floor and some floaty
curtains. Only someone seated at their table would have the right angle to see past the curtainsinto the
corner. It was private and secluded, perfect for aromantic interlude.

Or ahodtileinterrogation.
He stood up and held out his hand. " Shall we?!

She took a deep breath. Dancing would be the perfect opportunity to put her dressto work and question
him. That'swhat shewas herefor, right? Right. Dance with him.

A flutter of excitement rippled through her. There was something about the combination of intense sexud
attraction and the knowledge that he might pull ablade at any moment that was quite thrilling. She
reached between her thighs, gave her gun areassuring pat, then stood up. "Fine."

Justine let him take her hand and followed him as he wove between linen tablecloths and expensve
crystal candlesticks. She watched him eyebal awaiter into turning up the music.

A man with power. Her fingerstightened around his, and shefelt a shiver of anticipation.

They dipped between the curtains to the dance floor, and he did his hands around her waigt, hisfingers
curving around the dagger pressed against her lower back. "I love awoman who carries weapons,” he
murmured as he coaxed her againgt him.

Oh, hell. Why not? She flattened her hands on his chest, did her fingers under the lapels of his jacket,
trailed them up to the back of his neck. Shefelt hisbody tense as she pressed hersdf againgt him.

Her breath released in along Sgh and she let her eyes close for amoment. God, it felt so good to have a
man hold her.

Not just any man. A man who might want to kill her, and freely admitted it. No deception, like there had
been with Carl, just open honesty. A man who didn't even hold it against her that she might haveto lop
his head off at any moment. That was the kind of man you could take hometo Mom.

And he smdled so unbelievably good.

She turned her head and pressed her face against the side of his neck and inhaled. He smelled like woods
and spice and man. If she died right now, that might be dl right with her.

"My turn," he sad.
What? He wanted to bask in her fragrance? Sure.
"Areyou the Guardian?’

Oh. That kind of turn. She sighed, then froze a his small groan as her bresth eased over his neck. That

was the response she'd been angling for when she bought the dress, but she hadn't quite prepared for the
intense rush of having him respond to her sexudity. Therewas acertain level of smug, female satisfaction

at making aman quiver, evenif it was merely part of her job.

She blew on his skin again, grinned as he made asmall noise of protest, then answered his question.
"Yes. I've been the Guardian for the last couple centuries.”



His hands skimmed her lower back, hisfingers searing through the thin fabric of her dress. Y our turn.”

She pressed her body against the hardness of his chest, not quite able to keep herself from doing it.
Because she was agood interrogator, doing her best to distract him while she grilled him. Right?"Are
you related to Carl Lavdle?!

"Y es. He's my ancestor. What happened with him, anyway?" He rubbed his cheek againgt her hair, and
she barely managed to stop hersdf from making a horribly embarrassing femae coo of encouragement.

Totd abstinence had dmost convinced her she could survive without sex, but one minute of human
contact... It would take her the next three centuriesto get over the feding of Derek's whiskersresting
againg her head.

Justine cleared her throat and pulled back dightly. " Carl befriended me shortly after | became Guardian.
He was my best friend and convinced meto rglect Theresa. | told him about Monaand appointed him
my successor. Right after he took the Oath and the third drink, he tried to behead me." She shrugged.
"So | beheaded him first. Theresaforgave me. | got put on probation. We moved to the Amazon where
Monaturned into apiece of fruit and got abducted by monkeys. And yes, there are some very old
monkeysin the Amazon now. When we finaly got her back, we decided civilization was easer to
control. And now we're back, we're bad, and we try our best to kill people first and ask questions later.”
Shefrowned as sheredized he was now staring at her. "What?"

"Y ou murdered my ancestor?' Helooked dightly shocked.

"Sdf-defense. The guy wasaprick and you should pretend you aren't related to him if you have any
hope of getting home dive tonight.” Not that he redlly had a chance. Not after sheld just told him about
Mona's chameleon ability. Why had she done that? To make him into more of adanger, so shewould be
forced to remember she couldn't get cozy with him? Yeah, that wasit.

Derek studied her. "I didn't think you were actually thetypeto kill."
Shelifted her chin. "It'swho | am. Got a problem with that?"

Hetilted his head and traced the tendon in her neck with hismiddle finger, drawing an involuntary quiver
from her. "I'll haveto think about it."

She blinked at the fact that she dedlt in desth wasn't an automatic " See yalater, baby." Something legpt
into her belly and settled there. Was it hope? Dammit. She had no right to hope. Even if Derek could
handle her job (and that was abig if), he was planning to steal from her and send her into the Afterlife.
And she had to return the favor, remember?

And even if by some miracle shedidn't haveto kill him, her Oath required her to have no loyalties except
to her successor and to Mona, which iswhy Carl had kept their relationship platonic. She would never
have considered breaking her Oath for alittle dap and tickle, and Carl had redized it ingtantly and played
the gay-confidant angle. At the moment, however, she was having serious trouble not thinking of rumpled
sheets, swesaty bodies, and wandering lips. Y et another reason to kill Derek: If he coaxed her to violate
her Guardian Oath, shewould bein very, very big trouble.

He bent his head and trailed hislips over the Sde of her neck. "Do you still have the Goblet?!

Oh, wow. Oh, wow. Oh, wow. She hadn't felt aman'skissin solong. "Yes. Her nameisMona." She
tilted her head and let him kisslower. Over her collarbone. Across her chest. Oh, wow. Her dress was
way low cut. How low was he going to go? And in case the Otherworld judges were watching, it was dl



in the spirit of protecting Mona. She wasinterrogating a potentia threst. And if she had to use her body
to get answers, then that just showed what a dedicated Guardian she was. Right? Of course, right. Ask a
guestion about Mona to proveit. Oh, good call. A question. She could think of one... urn... "Areyou
after Mona?"

He dipped the spaghetti strap off her shoulder, his breath hot againgt her skin as he kissed where it had
been. "Yes. | need to kill you and then stedl her."

Oh, God. That was like the sexiest thing she'd ever heard. "' love aman who isn't afraid to tell the truth,
evenif it might interfere with hisgetting laid.” She caught her bregth as hetrailed hisindex finger over her
breastbone, histouch light and hot. "Why do you need to sted Mona?'

"That'stwo questionsin arow, but I'll give you abreak because you taste like heaven." He paused for a
moment to suck on her throat. Oh, God. Maybe thiswas his weapon. Make her so weak she couldn't
fight when the time came. Unfair. She had to turn it back on him. Regain control. "According to Carl's
journd, it'sthe only way to break the Curse. No offense, but I've decided I'm willing to trade your life for
that of generations of Lavadlemen.”

She grabbed hisface and kissed him, his breath mingling with hers as he took over the kiss, plunging to
take possession of her soul. His armslocked behind her as he bent his head, histongue hot and wet and
... oh, God. Shewas going to explode right there on the dance floor, in a public place.

Hedidn't even break the kiss, hiswords faling into her mouth with his breasth and his essence. "Why'd
you curse us? It redly sucks."

She dipped her hand under hisjacket, her fingers diding between the buttons of his shirt. What was up
with the undershirt? Didn't he know that it was more important for her to caress his bare chest than to be
all proper with adamned undershirt? How else was she supposed to get him so turned on he couldn't
think straight? Oh, yeah. Right there. Kiss me lower . "What curse?'

"Y ou sound breathless," he murmured, hislips skimming the top edge of her very low-cut dress. "Ouit of
shape?'

"Hah. | could kick your assall day long and gill have the energy to run amarathon." She scrunched her
eyes shut againg the torrent of sexual energy racing through her and tried to think about her job, "What
curse?'

"The Cursethat killsal the Lavale men at age thirty-one." Histhigh dipped between hers, and she let
out alittle yelp, nearly dropping to the floor and dragging him with her. "I love awoman who's loaded
between her thighs."

Please tell me he'stalking about the gun. "I couldn't decide whether to shoot you or stab you, so |
came prepared. I'm sort of awhimgica killer. Whatever weapon strikes my fancy at thetime.”

"God, you're hot." He moved hisleg again, and she found his mouth, pouring years of abstinenceinto him
as heflooded her with heat, with passion and raw sex. "Y ou owe me an answer. Why did you curse us?"

"I don't know about any curse, | swear."

Derek broke the kiss, and she dmost wailed with dismay. He frowned at her. ™Y ou're serious? Y ou
didn't curse us?'

She blinked and tried to pull back, attempting to un-clench her fingers from the back of his neck. "Why
would | curseyou?'



"Because you were mad at Carl and beheading him showed you how much fun it would be to torture
Lavalemenfor eternity?' His brow was furrowed, but his hands were ill on her back, though the
fervency of their exploration had faded somewhat.

She shook her head, endeavoring to focus again. There were too many hormones rushing through her for
her to have any chance at rational thinking. "1 don't even know how to curse anyone, and for your
information, beheading Carl redlly wasn't al that fun.”

He rubbed histhumb over her chin. "So, if you didn't do it, then you don't know how to undo it?"

"No." He was definitely using sex to distract her. She was morally offended, and as soon as he stopped
talking, she was going to start kissing him again to weaken his defenses to her own interrogation.

"ThenI'll havetokill you."
Shetook adeep breath. "Wdll, if you're going to try to kill me, then I'll have to kill you."
"Want to have sex first?"

A blast of heat rushed through her so hard she amost stumbled. "I'm not allowed to have sex. Guardian
Oath thing."

Helifted abrow. "Y ou have asucky job."

"It hasits perks." She wrapped her hands around his upper arms, trying to focus on her job instead of
relishing thefed of his bicepsflexing under her touch. " So, what's with the gym-rat body? Part of your
plan to take me out?' Or did he know the only way to kill her was by beheading her?

"I've studied dmost every kind of self-defense in an attempt to beat the Curse when it comesfor me. I'm
quite proficient when it comesto threats against my well-being.” He did his hands down to her butt and
hauled her againgt him. "I could give you quite abattle, | think."

Her heart stuttered, and then burst to life. How could she pass up this opportunity? Not just sex, but sex
with agorgeous man who could possibly beeat her in afight to the death; one who knew dl her secrets,
and wanted her anyway. No long-term commitments, obvioudy. Just sex. Sex as part of her job, that is.
Sheran her hands over his chest, let herself absorb the fed of his muscles under her hands. She looked
up, met hisgaze, and spoke atruth that terrified her dmost as much asit excited her. "If having sex with
you was necessary for meto protect Mona, | don't think it would violate my Oath.”

A dow grin spread over hisface. "'l have many secretsthat I'll spill only in the heet of orgasm. Asagood
Guardian, it'syour duty to find them al out. After dl, that'swhy I'm propositioning you. To distract you
S0 you accidentaly tell me everything | need to know."

Her fingers dug into his chest on their own, laughing a her complete inability to stop them. "Then for the
sake of Mona, | guessI'd better sacrifice mysdlf." Shefdt hot, the room was spinning. She took a deep
bresth and lifted her chin. "But in the interest of being able to concentrate on the interrogation, | think we
should agree that there will be no nation attempts until we are both satisfied. .. that we've gotten all
theinfo we need.”

"Ded." The hedt in hiseyeswas Smmering.

"Mona's safety isvery important to me. | fed | must begin the interrogation as soon as possible. Skip
dinner?’



"Héll, yes. Y our place or mine?'
"l have aroommate.”

"Right, the dragon. My place." He grabbed her hand and tugged her out of the a cove. Had they been
putting on a show? No one in the restaurant seemed to notice them, but who cared? Shewas going to
have sex! And she didn't even haveto lie or pretend she was some sweet thing! It wasincredible. Sex
with honesty, what a concept.

And she even had the Treatise angle covered.

She hoped.

Chapter Eight

Hewasafool, but he didn't care. For thefirst timein hislife, he had the chance to be with awoman who
knew the truth about him and didn't think he was certifiable. He didn't have to hidewhat he bdieved in,
and he didn't have to worry that shed fal in love with him and then hed die on her. It was such arelief.

Hedidn't even know if shed keep her promiseto not kill him until he was ready, and he didn't care. Hed
spent hislife preparing to fight off aviolent death, and held be ready if she tried something.

Sort of made the thought of sex with her dl the more interesting, actualy. Instead of worrying that he had
to protect her from his baggage, he had to protect himsdf from her.

A definite turn-on.

He glanced down at her as the doorman opened the door to let them out of the restaurant. Her cheeks
were flushed, and she grinned at him. "Having second thoughts?"

"Not achance."
llDad(! mn

He dammed to astop upon finding Becca standing next to hislimo. His driver was dumped in the front
seqt, apparently taking anap. At least he hoped that's dl it was. Beccawas wearing ajog bra, running
shorts, and Nikes, and she looked even more strung out that usual. "Becks? What are you doing here?!

"I wasin the middle of aworkout, when | heard that you were out with the Guardian! Isthisher?’

Hefdt Justine tense againgt him, and she stepped away, her hand diding under the hem of her dressand
toward her gun.

"Who are you?' Justine asked. She sounded calm and unconcerned, but he knew what she was
wrapping her fingers around under that black silk.

"Justine, thisismy vice president of Vic's Pretzels, Becca Gibbs. Becca, thisis Justine Bennett, my date
for the evening." He stressed "date," hoping Beccawould take the hint. Tonight was not the night for a
session on marketing strategy. Not that she was dressed for work. In fact, held never before seen her out
of asuit. It sort of made her look human. He'd never considered her human before. Shewas his
workaholic VP, and nothing else.



Justine glanced at him, her eyebrows arched in surprise. "Y ou own Vic's Pretzel s?!

"In name only. Beccasin charge.”

"He invented the No-Carb Pretzdl," Beccasaid. ™Y ou should see what he'sworking on now.”
"Can | get your autograph for Theresa?' Justine asked.

Hegrinned a Justine. "Are you sureit'sfor her? Maybe you want amemento of our date?’
"Hey!" His VP scowled at him. "We need to talk."

"Tomorrow. I'm on adate." A date who still looked ravishing in her dress, the heat from hiskisses il
flushing her cheeks.

Becca shook her head. "Thisisredly important.”

Justine suddenly frowned at him. "Wait a sec. The guy who came after Monayesterday was from Vic's.
Y ou sent that surfer to kill us?1 was beginning to think you weren't the type to have someone else do
your dirty work." She looked very disappointed, and the lust was starting to vanish from her face.

"I don't know any surfers." Helooked at Becca. "L ater, okay?' Having his vice president show up inthe
middle of adate was amgor mood killer.

"No!" Beccaglared at Justine. " Shel's adanger to you."
Oh, she hasno idea. "Trust me, I've got ahandle on the Situation.”

"Excuse me, Mr. LaValle, isthiswoman bothering you?' The doorman walked down the steps toward
Derek. "l could cal the police."

"No, it'sfine." He dipped atwenty out of hiswallet and handed it to the man. " Sorry if we're being loud.
If you'l just excuse us—"

"You betit'sfine," Beccasnapped. "'l keep himin line, so back off." She snarled likeawild animd, and
the poor man nearly fdl up the stairstrying to get back inside.

Derek dowly turned to Becca, acold feding cregping up his spine. "Did you just grow ?'

Justine stepped in front of him before Becca could answer, her hands on her hips as she scowled at
Derek. "Y ou said your brother came by earlier to see us. The only person who came by was akid with a
box of pretzelsand agun.”

Beccamoved closer, and her eyeswere narrow dits. "Get away from her, Derek."

He held up his hand to stave off hisvice president for another minute. " Justine, my brother isamath
professor. He's not asurfer, he would never try to kill you and | would never ask him to. | asked himto
stop by, and he said he forgot. Typica." He stepped back as Becca shoved her way between them.
"What's so important that it can't wait until tomorrow, Becca?'

"Hang on." Beccadapped her hand over his mouth and focused on Justine. "Goblet Girl, did you say
someonetried to kill you, and it wasn't Derek or his brother?

Justine narrowed her eyes. "What'sit to you?"



"That means someone besides Derek has found you! I'm not prepared for that!" Beccaflung her hands
up and whirled away, rattling off something in aforeign language and gesticulating wildly.

Derek frowned as he watched her pace. HEd never seen her this crazed, thistense, thisfrazzled. In fact,
she was dways the epitome of professionaism. "Becca? What's wrong?'

Justine grabbed hisarm, spinning him toward her. "Why does she know about me? Now I'll haveto kill
her, and it'syour fault. And who e se have you told? Because I'm going to have to take them out too."
She gave him ahard shove and folded her arms across her chest. "Did it ever occur to you that | don't
like killing people, and now you're making me go on amass extermination spree? Isthat thoughtful ? Is
that nice? What kind of date are you anyway?"

"l didn't tell anyone," Derek snapped. "Quincy knows, and that'sit. If there's someone else after you, it's
not because of me."

Becca turned back toward them, her handsin fists by her sides. "Okay, we need to go somewhere and
talk. All three of us" Shejerked her head at a couple strolling by, happily obliviousto their little
discusson. "Privacy needed.”

Derek opened his mouth to decline the offer, when he noticed agray spiral of mist floating up toward
Beccasface. "Um, Becca?'

"What?"
"Y our somachissmoking." He blinked. "Areyou on fire?"
Justine stepped up next to him. "Holy crap.”

Becca glanced down at the orange and blue flames roaring on her abdomen. "Bastard. Like | need to
ded with thisright now. Hethinksit's so hilarious to send me notesthisway." She scowled a them. "Do
| look like I'm laughing?'

"Y ou never laugh," Derek said. "Jesus, Beccal Do something! Y ou're onfirel" Helooked around for a
fire extinguisher or help, but strangely enough, there wasn't another human in sght anymore. A chill ran up
his spine and he eased hisfeet into aready position.

"lan't that painful 7' Justine asked curioudy.

"Of courseitis. But I'm not giving him the satisfaction of letting him know." She eyed Derek. "l was going
to tell you anyway, but | guessthisisthe best way. At least you'll probably believe me.”

"Tel mewhat?' He gaped as the flame faded on her somach, leaving behind a series of red scars. "What
the hdl'sgoing on?'

Shelooked down &t her belly. "Watch."

The scars twitched, convulsed and then began crawling over her ssomach, rearranging themselves.
"Jesus!" He jumped back, yanked up Justine's dress, and grabbed her dagger free before she could stop
him. He gripped it in hisfist, held it ready, ignoring the amused |ook Justine shot him.

"Quit freaking out and pay attention,” Becca snapped.
"I'm not freeking out," he shot back. "I'm arming mysdlf.”

Justine touched his arm as she moved closer to him. "Look at her scomach, Derek. It's fascinating.”



"Said by the woman who lives with a dragon and probably seesthis stuff every day.” But he dropped his
gaze to Beccas midriff as Justine leaned forward for a better view. As he watched, the scars moved into
letters... into words... He looked up at Becca as he read the words etched into her skin. " 'Kill them
both'?*

She nodded grimly. "1 work for Satan. And he just ordered meto kill you." Shelifted her hand and a
fireball formed init. "Unfortunately, | have no choice but to do exactly as he commands.”

How doesimmortality stack up against Satan's persond servant?
Justine decided it was probably best not to find out.

She threw hersdlf to the ground as afireball hurtled toward her. It exploded next to her hair and set it on
fire, aswell astwo potted plants that had been decorating the front step of the restaurant.

"Dammit, Justine! Y ou moved!" Becca shrieked as Derek ssomped out the flames that used to be avery
cute, very pricey highlighting job by the Joacque LaH aire. Sheld been on the waitlist for six months
before she'd gotten in, and now it was burned up?

A tota waste of money.

Derek pulled Justine upright, using hisjacket to smother the rest of the flames. She yelped asthe cloth
pressed againgt her head. Nothing like third-degree scalp burns to make a Guardian wish someone
would behead her.

"You al right?' Derek squatted in front of her, hisforehead furrowed in concern as he peered at her
burned hair. "Looks bad."

Oh, how totaly swest. She actudly had to blink hard to keep her eyes from filling up. She dapped his
hand away. "Guardians don't need comfort. We hedl quickly and are trained to be independent.”

"But your head isburned. Doesn't it hurt?'

"Likehdl." Hmm... speaking of hell... she shot aquick look at Becca, who was giving her avery
unfriendly look. But at least there were no morefireballsin her hands. That was agart. "Derek? Satan's
assassinisill here™ She pushed him aside and hiked up her dressto grab her gun. Not that she was
particularly optimistic about agun's usefulness againgt Satan's servant, but it wasworth atry.

"Back off, Becca." Derek moved between Becca and Justine, and Justine felt another flicker of warmth.
Mr. Mortal Guy was protecting her, an immorta badass? How adorable. She paused to bask inthe
moment, then shoved him aside so she had aclear shot at Becca

The doorman came outside again with another couple, and al three of them froze, their gazes fixed on her
gun. Justine glanced a Derek. "A little help, please?’

"We have thisunder control,” Derek said firmly. "Please go back insgde and keep everyonein until we
leave™

"No problem.” Thetrio bolted back inside, and Justine figured they had about five minutes until the police
showed up.

Beccadidn't look happy. "I wouldn't have hit her at dl if she hadn't moved." She scowled at Justine.
"What were you thinking? Do you have any ideahow much trouble | would have beeninif I'd killed



you?" She paed suddenly and sat down hard on the smoking flowerpot. Her breath started coming in
wheezes, and she put her head between her knees. " She's okay," she muttered. "Didn't die. No harm
done. Deep bregth. One... Two..."

Justine glanced at Derek while Satan's hel per counted to ten, then started over. He shrugged, then
cleared histhroat. "Becca? Y ou okay?'

She snapped her head up. "Of course I'm not al right. | dmost killed the Guardian! Do you have any
ideawnhat it's like to have Satan pissed at you?' She started to wobble, and returned her head to
between her knees. "Goblet Girl, if you ever do something that stupid again, I'll follow you to the Afterlife
and torture you for dl eternity.” Shelooked up, and her eyeswere glowing red. "And trust me, I'm more
than capable of doing it.”

Derek cursed and took a step back, grabbing Justine's wrist and yanking her with him. "Good lord,
Becca. What areyou?'

"I'maRivka Created by Satan, kept dive by hislifeforce, destined to obey his every command, yada,
yada, yada. I'm sureyou've heard it dl before.”

"Um, no. | haven't. Y ou were created by Satan? And he exists?' Derek looked shocked, his jaw muscles
twitching asif he was trying desperately to process everything before he ended up dead.

Justine nudged hisarm with her gun, and he glanced at her. "Derek. | don't want to be rude and interrupt
thislittle educationa session, but she hasn't killed usyet. If you'll step out of the way, I'll take care of this
gtution.”

Becca stood up and brushed the flower remains off her butt. "Hello? Obvioudy, I'm not planning to kil
either of you. If | was, you'd be dead by now."

Justine narrowed her eyes and trained her gun on the Rivka. "A little cocky, are you? I'm very difficult to
kill."

The Rivkas eyes grew redder. Sort of looked like glowing embers. Interesting. Somehow, Justine
couldn't drum up any regret that she'd managed to avoid Rivkas until now.

"I'm hisbest Rivka. Trust me, you'd be dead.” Beccas fingersturned red and afirebal beganto formin
her pam.

"I'm the best Guardian in athousand years. Trust me, you're no match for me." She released the safety
and took aim on Beccal's forehead.

Derek stepped between them and Justine quickly averted her gun. "Okay, hang on, ladies—"
"You'recaling mealady?' Beccaasked suddenly. "Even after dl this?'
Derek hegtated. "Sorry?"

"No! That'sso nice!" The red faded from Beccas eyes. "No one ever cals me alady once they know
what | do. A freak, the damned, a murderous bitch who deserves to be dismembered, yes. But alady?"
She beamed at Derek, and a surge of something rushed through Justine. Jealousy, maybe? He was her
mantokill, after al.

"Hey, Rivka," Judine said.



Beccaglared & her. "My nameis Becca."
Judtinelifted abrow. "Isit?"

A faint red flushed her cheeks. "Wadll, it has been for five years. | kind of likeit. Better than the one Satan
gaveme.”

Something in the Rivkas expression touched Justine, something that said that Becca might understand
what it was like to hate her job. Becca was someone who understood centuries of isolation. So she
shrugged. "Fine. Becca, you said Satan had ordered you to kill usimmediately, and you said you had to
obey him. But you didn't kill us, and you aren't trying to. What gives?"

Derek raised the dagger again, hisfingers relaxed around the hilt in an expert grip.

Becca sighed and spoke to Derek. "Firgt of dl, the 'them' referred to you and your brother, not you and
her. Once you found Goblet Girl—"

"Jugtine. CAl me ugine”

Beccaglanced at her, and something in the air between them changed. It wasn't friendship, but it was an
understanding. "Once you located Justine, you became a danger to her. Y ou know, thewhole
kill-her-gtedl-the-Goblet thing? My assignment was to monitor your search for her. If you found her, |
had to report in to Satan. Apparently, he has decided you need to be destroyed before you can follow
through on your plan to do her in."

Derek blinked. "Y ou mean the whole five years you've been working for me, you've actudly been spying
onme... for Satan?'

At Becca's nod, the dagger wavered in his hand and he let his arm drop to his sde. He muttered
something about Satan and hell and insanity, then sat heavily on the top step leading into the restaurant.
"Didn't you think that was something | might have wanted to know?'

Becca shrugged. "For what it's worth, you're the best assgnment I've ever had. | love working for Vic's."

Suck up. Justine patted Derek's arm and gave him awarm smile. Deception was the worst. She'd never
lieto him, especidly not for five years. Kill him? Quite possibly. Lieto him? Never. Obvioudy, shewas
the better woman for him.

Beccaeyed Justine. "Why would Satan careif you lived? Everyone knows he lusts after the Goblet, and
having you aive doesn't help hisodds.”

"I don't know..." She frowned suddenly, her gut dropping. "Oh, God. | do know. He's courting my
mom. He's probably trying to win her over by keeping me dive." She dumped onto the step next to
Derek.

Derek shifted away from her. " Satan's courting your mom? Are you kidding?'
Beccagstared at her. "Redly?’

"Long gory." Justine sighed and tried not to notice Derek'swary gaze. "I'm sureit's not that big of aded.
Redlly." When he didn't return to his spot by her Side, she sat up straighter and tried to shakeit off. " So,
Becca, why isDerek Hill diveif you're supposed to kill him?”

Beccagrinned. "Loophole.”



Like the one that was going to let her worship Derek’s body tonight, despite her Oath. Not that getting
naked with him was high on her ligt of priorities a the moment. And he definitely didn't look like aguy
with swesty sex on the brain.

"What loophole?' Derek asked.

"Wll, | haveto do exactly what Satan says, but sometimes he's not specific enough.” Becca nodded at
the smoking remains of the petunias. "He said | had to kill them both." She blinked innocently. "1 thought
he meant the plants.”

Jugtine grinned. "That's brilliant.” If they'd met in other circumstances, maybe she and Becca could have
been friends. "'I'm impressed by anyone with the gumption to go againgt Satan.”

Beccareturned the smile. "Thank you. | do my best to thwart him whenever possible. | might haveto
obey him, but it doesn't mean | have to make things easy for him."

"What about when he ordersyou to 'kill Derek LaValle now'?" Derek asked.

Beccawrinkled her nose and gave anod of acknowledgment. "That will be tougher to evade. That'swhy
we need to get this sorted out before he smartens up. Sometimes he gets the order right on the second
try. Other times, it takeslonger.”

"Sort what out?' Derek asked.

"Theway | seeit, we have two options,” Beccasaid. "My first choice, and the easiest one, isto have you
kill Justine before | can stop you. Then you can steal the goblet and end the Curse.”

"Um, hdlo?I'mright here." Maybe she and Beccawouldn't be so close after dll.

Becca stood up and brushed the embers off her butt, ignoring Justine. "Quite frankly, Derek, yourea
much better bossthan Satan is, and | don't want you to die. I'm willing to trade Justine's life for yours, but
if Satan gets pissed and kills you anyway, it sort of defeats the whole purpose of breaking the Curse.”

Justine picked her gun up off her lap and wrapped her hand around it, letting it angle dightly toward
Derek. "So much for being friends, Rivka"

"I have no friends," Beccasnorted. "But if | let Derek kill you, then Satan will be pissed a me..." Beccas
voice faded and she chewed her lower lip.

"We wouldn't want that, would we?" Justine tapped the gun against her knee, her grip loose but ready.

Derek looked thoughtful. "Vic'swould bein trouble if Satan killed you. We redlly need you in charge of
things. And I'm not all that high on killing Justine,” he added. " So what's the other option?"

"Find another way to end the Curse besides killing Justine," Becca said.

Jugtine let the gun point toward the floor, and saw both Becca and Derek notice her action. He set the
dagger down and gave her anod. She grinned. "Y ou were ready for me, huh?”'

He grinned back. "Always." He was till smiling when he turned back to the Rivka. "' So, how would we
find out how to end the Curse, Becks?"'

"l have no idea how to break curses," Beccasaid. "That'swhy it'smy least favorite choice.” She
brightened all of a sudden and dapped her thigh. "I just had anidea! I'll go create a diversion somewhere
else, and Satan will send me off to dedl with it. While I'm gone, you can do whatever you need to do to



Goblet Girl, and it won't be my fault, so hewon't torture mefor it. And if | can snare him someredly
good souls, hell be in such agood mood he probably won't kill you." She nodded at Justine. "No
offensg, it'sjust that my options are pretty limited, you know? The Rivkarules only alow so much room
for manipulation.”

"No offense taken.” Well, maybe alittle. But only because Becca had actudly come up with away to
avoid killing Derek. How bad could Beccasjob beif she could outmaneuver her ordersto assassinate
someone? It wasn't asif Justine wanted to kill Derek, or anyone e se, for that matter. But she did what
she had to do, because the Oath wasn't nearly as poorly written as Satan's Rivka rules apparently were.

Derek frowned. "I'm not sure that's the best option, Becca..."

"No worries. | can make this happen." Beccawinked at him, then lifted her chin and shot him avery
restrained, professiond look. "Bass, I'm taking a couple personal days from work. Everything isin order
at Vic'sand should run by itself for afew days, because | know you'll be busy 'taking care’ of Goblet
Girl. I'll be back when things... quiet down." She shook Justine's hand. "It was great to meet you. Sorry
it couldn't have worked out differently.” And with that, she turned into a black vapor and dissolved into
the cement.

Derek cursed, grabbed for the dagger, and jumped to hisfeet as the black vapor vanished. "Do dll
Rivkasdo that?'

"So I've heard." Justine held the gun tightly, watching hisfingers around the dagger. His grip was il
relaxed, so shedidn't move. Yet.

Derek eased over to the spot Becca had been standing, lightly probing the ground with histoe. "1 think
sheliked you."

"Liked me?' She snorted. "Y ou're ddluded.”

Derek gave asmall laugh as he finished hisingpection of the ground that had sucked up Becca. "For the
first timein my life, | dmost wish | was" He flipped the dagger around, so he was holding the blade
between two fingers. "My vice president is Satan's disciple. Sort of takes some adjusting.”

She eased to her feet, watching the blade reflect the nearby street lamp. ™Y ou going to follow Beccas
suggestion? Destroy me while she distracts Satan?”

He thumbed thetip of the blade. "I need to think onit."

The tension dropped from her shoulders and she smiled. "Good plan." Not that it changed anything; she
gl had to take him out. He knew too much. One encounter with amind-reading Manasaand everything
he knew would be on the Otherworld black market. Even now, aManasa could be hunting him down.

She knew she needed to end thisthreat immediately.
But shedidn't move.

Do it now, Justine.

He eyed her. "What about you?"

"Stll deciding.” Fire the gun at him. But her hands remained on her hips, the gun hanging loosely from
her fingertips. The faint sound of srens echoed in the distance, and she knew it wastime to vacate.



He nodded. "I can respect that." He cleared histhroat. "Listen, | think we should forgo the...
interrogation session tonight. Things are complicated.”

She pressed her lipstogether to keep hersdf from protesting. "'l agree.”
He glanced at her, and she was pleased to seetheregret in hiseyes. "So, I'll giveyou acal?!

"Sure." Annoyed at how fast she dug into her handbag for her business card, she managed to dow herself
down to arespectable pace as she walked over to hand it to him. "Y ou're thefirst guy I've given my
number to since | took the Oath. Seems a bit anticlimatic, you know, with the whole'l haveto kill you'
undercurrent going on.”

He gave her arueful smile. "Well, you're the first woman I've promised to call snce | found out | was
cursed, so were about equdly antisocid.”

"Aren't we the perfect match?'
Something flickered in hiseyes. "Maybe."
Ooh. Shedidn't like the way her belly jumped in response.

Grab the dagger and end it. She managed to get her fingersto curl, but that wasit. She smply couldn't
doit.

"Want aride home?'

She gave aquick shake of her head. "Not agood idea. | need someair." Close proximity with Derek
and his delicious scent and unbelievabl e kisses was not what she needed. She needed adap upside the
head and an ice pack between her legs.

Hefrowned. "Areyou sure you'll be safe?"

"I'mimmortal and I've been training in combat for over two hundred years." The Srenswere loud now,
and it wastimeto leave.

Hedidn't look convinced. "The city can be dangerous at night.”

See? How was she supposed to shoot a man who worried about her, even knowing who shewas and
that he might haveto kill her tomorrow?

Unless...

Chapter Nine

"So what's the loophole?' Justine asked before her mom had even fully appeared.

Irisfrowned. "What are you talking about?' She was sporting a gorgeous ruby ring and apair of Manolo
Blahniksthat had seemed innocuous last week, but now hinted at things Justine smply didn't want to
know about.

She decided not to ask about the source of the expensive accessories. "The loophole in the Oath. What
isit?"



Irisseyesimmediately darkened. "A loopholefor what? Y ou dready learned how to disinherit a
successor and get her back. What now?"

"Killing someone who knows about Mona, who knows everything. Wheré€'s the loophole so | don't have
tokill him?' She hed her breeth. Please let there be a loophole. She'd decided that Derek must be the
manufactured Quaifying Incident her mom had mentioned. He was tempting, but also adecent guy. She
wasn't supposed to have sex with him, and he didn't deserve to die. Surely, she was supposed to do
some innovative Guardian-ing and come up with another solution, right? That wasthe test?

She didn't want to consider the alternative. That hewas ared threat and she had some redly tough
decisonsto make. "So? Loophole?’

Iris collgpsed onto the kitchen chair, whooshing right through it and disappearing through the floor.
"Um, Mom?' Sheleaned over to peer & thetile, but there was no sign of Iris. "Wheréd you go?'

Iris suddenly popped up through the floor and Justine jerked back, her heart jumping. "Don't do thet!"
"Sorry. Fainting in the mortal world isapain. | need adrink. Do you have any tequilaaround here?’
Justine plunked hersdf back in her chair, trying to cam her heart. " Above the fridge, whereyou left it."

Irisfloated over to the cabinet, pulled out a bottle and whipped off the top. She chugged it for five
seconds before lowering it "'l needed that." She carried the bottle over to the table, ignoring the trail of
tequiladripping from the bottoms of her feet asthe liquid ran right through her. "Please tell meyou aren't
thinking of violating your Oath for aman."

"Wadl, no. | just want to know if there'saloophole.”
"Theresno loophole. Trust me.”

Asthe resident expert on Guardianship, her mom would know. The Council had originaly asked her to
write the Treatise on Guardianship, ahuge honor. Only the best were asked to write treatises. Of
course, they'd changed their mind after she'd gotten hersdf killed, but that didn't change the fact that her
mom was the expert. "Are you sure?’

Iris closed her eyes and muttered something about prayers and children who break their parents hearts.

Justine cut her off before she could gain momentum. "Oh, come on, Mom. | don't need aguilt trip. It'sa
business question. I'm asking as a Guardian, not as your daughter.”

Iris opened her eyes and gazed at Justine for along moment, before she sighed with resignation. "Here's
the ded. Thenight | died?| violated my Oath."

"Redly?" Jugtine inched forward. "How? For aman?"

Irisignored her question. "'l saved Mona, but | died, asyou know." Iristook another swig. "When | got
to purgatory, the Council showed methe pendty for Oath Violation."

Goose bumps popped up on Justineg's arms as she leaned forward. "Y ou mean the Chamber of
Unspeakable Horrors? What isit?

Iris shook her head. "It isliteraly ahorror too unspeakable for words."
"Could you be more specific?' The Treatise didn't spell it out, and no Guardian had ever actually been



sentenced to it and emerged with a sound enough mind to report onit.

Iris gave her aconsidering glance. "Wdll, imagine being skinned dive, then plunged into avat of rubbing
acohal while getting your eyes stabbed repeatedly with burning hot needles. Imagine enduring that for dl
eternity without ever being alowed to deep or take abreak, while being surrounded by people you
know and hate who are enjoying every single pleasure and joy you've ever yearned for in your entirelife.

Areyouimagining?'

"Um, yeah." She blinked her eyes severd times, forced hersdf not to cover them with her hands.
"Well, it's exponentialy worse than that.”

"Oh." Justine shook off the shudders and picked her gun up, stroking the cool metdl.

"The Council spared me from the Chamber because | saved Mona." Iris pointed the bottle at Justine.
"But that I'd almost violated my Oath? | would have gotten an eternity in the bowe s of hdl for thet little
maneuver, if it weren't for thefact | had you. So don't violate your Oath, or even think about it. They'll
know."

Crud.

"If someone knows details about Mona, you have to kill that person. End of story. There are no other
options. Each day you delay moves you closer toward an officia Oath Violation.”

Justine pressed her lips together and tried not to scowl. " So there's no way to save him? Even if he's not
adanger?' Not that he wasn't adanger, but on the chance he abandoned his quest to kill her and stedl
Mona, well, she wanted to be prepared to let him live... for the sake of her mom, of course. Going
above and beyond to spare amortd's life might meet the standards for a Qualifying Incident. If the
Council was even the dightest bit modern, they might even consider creetive problem-solving aplus. But
since she couldn't afford the Oath Violation, her only choice was something that was entirely supported
by the Treatise.

Iris shot her alook of total disappointment. "Y ou know, asamother, | worked very hard to set agood
examplefor you. | ensured you had aroof over your head, and thisiswhat happens? Y ou consider
violating your Oath? Spurning everything | gave you?' She sighed heavily. "I don't know what to do with
you. | redly dont."

"Mom, I'm not going to violate my Oath. It wasjust asuggestion and..."

"What's going on?" Theresa shuffled into the kitchen, wearing alace camisole and sk boxers,
custom-made of course, complete with aholefor her tail. "Oh, hi, Iris. Drinking again?"

Irisglared at the dragon. "Y ou're supposed to be taking care of my baby girl. Justine is considering
violating her Oath. Why haven't you been on top of this? What have you been doing?'

"Cybersex."
Irisblinked. "Again? Every time| visit, you seem to be having cybersex.”

"Justinewon't let mekill people or burn things up. | need some ouitlet to keep my dragon ingtincts sated
or thingswill get ugly around here. Besides, it'sfun." Theresayawned, her long tongue curling over her
teeth. "What timeisit anyway?" She wandered over to thefridge and pulled it open.

"Too latefor you to beindulging in sdf-gratification. Y our best friend ison the verge of descending into



an eternity of ungpesgkable horrors,” Iris sniffed.

"Mom! Get off Theresas case. She's my friend, not my keeper.”" Justine gave the dragon an apologetic
grimace, and got a puff of smoke in acknowledgment.

"Y ou two are ateam and she's dropping the bal | because of a sex addiction. Pathetic. She should be
replaced as your successor.”

"Hey!" Theresadammed the fridge shut, agallon of orange juice hanging from her |eft claw. "I've been
putting in my time for two hundred years. |'ve earned my spot as the successor!"

"Not if you have asex addiction,” Irissaid. "If you don't shape up, I'll have to report you to the Council
and—"

"I'm not the one planning to have sex with aman who wantsto steal Mona," Theresa snapped. She
yanked the cap off the juice and threw it on the counter. "Talk to your daughter." She upended the gdlon
and started pouring the liquid down her throat.

"Theresal The Council could belistening right now!"

Justine yanked the plastic container out of the dragon's claws, ignoring the snarl of protest. "Can't you go
gtick your head in thetoilet or something?”

"No, | can't." Theresagrabbed the juice and turned her back on them as she finished chugging.

Irisgave agroan of dismay and swung around to face Justine. "Isthat redlly what the loophole question is
about? 'Y ou want to have sex with Derek?"

"No. Of course not. Hah. Hah"

Iristook another dug of the dcohoal, then let the bottle thud to the counter. After amoment, she gavethe
girlsadetermined look. "Okay, I'm amodern woman. | understand the need for sex. Women have
sexud urges, just like men.”

Oh, God. Thiswas s0 not the conversation to have with your mom. "Never mind. It wasjust athought.
Anyonewant a pretzel?'

"Do you think I'm immune when Satan talks about licking every inch of my body?1'm not.”
Ugh. "Mom—"

"Licking isgood,” Theresasidied up to the table and leaned on it, her golden eyes glittering. "1 wouldn't
mind Zeke licking me. The backs of my kneesare my favorite place... or arethey? | can't actualy
remember anymore. Cyber-licking isn't quite the same, you know?"

"l have fantasieslike any other woman," Irissaid, with aquelling look at Theresa, "'but I'm not going to
act on them. Sometimes you have to think with your brain instead of the throbbing between your legs.”

"Mom!" Someone behead her now. Please.

"Oh comeon, Iris. Y ou've been out from under the Guardian Oath for two hundred years. Do you really
expect usto believe you haven't been out there getting down and dirty with the good-looking residents of
purgatory?* Theresawiggled her eyebrows and grinned.

"Theresal" Justine snapped. "Will you please shut up? | do not need to envision my mom's sex lifel”



Iris tapped through Justing's arm. " Swestie, believe me, | understand your womanly needs. They can
drive you to do incredibly stupid thingsthat ruin your life and your career." Shefrowned. "So, if you're
redlly feding desperate, maybe it would be best if you did have sex. If you controlled the Situation, then
you wouldn't end up introuble, like | did." She grimaced. "But even if you think you can justify
intercourse as necessary to Monas safety, it would be very difficult to get awvay with it. The Council isn't
stupid, you know."

"Okay, fine. | won't have sex. New topic."
"Chill out." Theresatossed the empty plastic jug at her. Y ou're way too uptight when it comesto sex.”
"Only when it involves my mom, so back off."

Iriswaan't finished. "If you do have sex, you better be very certain it's meaningless with no emotiona
attachment. No loyalty to anyone but Mona. It makes you vulnerable, and that leads to bad decisons.”
Iristipped her head thoughtfully. "But if you redlly did have to have sex to save Mona, then how would
you keep it meaningless? | wonder..." Shefaded off into aruminating slence.

"Redly?' Theresastail switched with excitement. ™Y ou think there might be away we can get Justine
laid? Sheredly needsto lighten up. She'sdriving me crazy with dl her rules.”

"What, are you guys my pimps or something?" Justine folded her arms across her chest and leaned
againg thefar counter. "Thanks, but I'm al s&t."

Irisrubbed her chin. "Maybeif you had him blindfold you, that might work. Then it would be faceless

"I've never tried blindfolds.” Theresapicked up adish towe and fingered it thoughtfully. "Impossible to
have cybersex blindfolded, you know? Logidticd difficulties

Iris continued her musings. "Or if there was Smply intercourse without foreplay. But do you like foreplay?
| do. | especidly likeit when—"

"Satan's Rivkaamogt killed metonight,” Justine blurted out. Please, someone, spare me fromthis
discussion.

Irisblinked. "What?'

"See my singed hair? Burned scap?’ Hopefully there were afew scars il left. " She threw afirebdl at
me and amost melted my heed off."

A dow flush rose up Iriss neck to her cheeks. "That son of abitch told me he was going to send her to
keep you safe. And | believed him." Shelunged to her feet. "I can't believe helied to meagain! I'm going
to go find him and—"

"It was an accident,” Justine said quickly. Somehow, sending her mom off in arage after the mogt evil
being that existed didn't seem like agood idea. " She didn't mean to.”

Iristook adeep breath and eyed her. "What exactly happened tonight?"

"Shewasaming for..." Maybe she shouldn't mention the burnt flowerpots. No need for Satan to know
how Becca had dodged hisorders. ... Derek, and | got in the way."

"So, shedidn't try tokill you?Y ou swear?'



"| swear. She wastrying to keep me safe.” She studied her mom, who had sagged into her chair with
relief. "How did you get Satan to send his Rivkato protect me? Why isn't he after the Goblet?"

"The power of withholding sex, my dear." Irisnodded a Theresa. "Y ou should try it. Even withholding
cybersex should work. Woman have power over men. It's nature, and you must take advantage of it
whenever possble”

Not the advice she wanted with the memory of Derek'skiss still sizzling on her skin. Surdly, libera
handing out of sex could be awegpon aswell, couldn't it?

Mssighed. "Now that I've thought about it, | don't think theres away around the prohibition. | think you
must continue to abstain unless you can get the Treatise updated.” A high-pitched ringing filled the
gpartment. "l haveto go."

"What?' Theresastall smacked the floor. "Y ou can't announce Justine hasto stay celibate and then leave
without helping us problem-solve.”

"Sure shecan,” Judtineinterrupted. "It's okay. Redlly."

Iris gave Justine aquick hug. "Make me proud, my dear, so | can brag to al the other parentsin my
neighborhood. | understand the need for sex, but Derek is smply too dangerous. Kill him instead. It'sthe
least you could do for your own mama, so | don't have to spend eternity feeling guilty because | wasn't a
good enough mom to keep my daughter out of the Chamber of Unspeakable Horrors" Sheleveled a
finger a Theresa. "And you get some therapy.”

And then she shimmered out of sight.
Theresawhigtled. "She'sredlly good at the guilt thing.”

"No kidding." Justine picked up the abandoned bottle of tequila. "1 fedl like | should go Sit in the corner
for twenty minutes and think about my behavior.” She stared moodily at the alcohol and wished she could
drown her sorrowsinit. Too bad the Oath banned all substances that could impair reaction time (page
seventy-three of the Treatise). "I'm completely traumatized by al that sex talk from my mom. | don't
think I'll ever recover."

"I'll distract you. How'd your date go?'

"He admitted he was there to kill me and stedl Mona, then we amost dept together, but there wasthis
wholefirebdl incident.”" She sighed. " Sort of killed the mood.”

"Yeah, | can see how that would be abuzz kill." Theresa clucked with empathy, and Justine fdt alittle
better.

"Then | learned that someone else a so knows about Mona, so we have more than one enemy. Plusthe
Rivkaworksfor Derek and isal cozy with him. She wants him to go ahead and kill me because she
can't bear for himtodie

Theresa pulled three frozen pizzas out of the freezer. "Why does he haveto kill you? It's not just about
his quest for immortaity and world domination?

"Some curse apparently requires my deeth in order to break it. What kind of jerk would write meinto a
curselikethat?" Justine grabbed afourth pizzafor hersalf and turned on the oven.

"A jerk with apersona vendetta against you."



"Me?What did | ever do to anyone?'

"Well, you'vekilled afew people.”

"All in the name of duty. How could anyone take that personally? Derek doesn't takeit personaly.”
Theresa cocked her head. ™Y ou should havekilled him. Bad decision, girlfriend.”

"I know. | guess!'ll doit tomorrow." Justine svung the bottle from her fingertips, watching it sway back
and forth. "He owns Vic's Pretzdls, by the way."

Theresa sngpped to attention. "Y ou're kidding."

"Nom,"

"Wll, good lord, girl! We haveto find away to save him!" Theresaran out of the room and was back
with her computer in less than five seconds. "Tell me everything that happened. Y ou can't kill him. He's
my reason for living!"

Justine felt asurge of hope. "Mom saysthere'sno loophole.”

"Thereésaways aloophole. Talk to me, sster. Wewill not relinquish the pretzeldl™

"You'vefindly lost your mind." Quincy shoved hiskeyboard away and leaned back in his chair, hisbrow
furrowed.

"No, I'vefindly found it." Derek perched on the edge of the chair across from his brother's desk. "
know it sounds crazy, but | saw al this stuff actually happen. | swear it."

Quincy picked up apen and drummed it on hisdesk. "Y ou want meto believe that Beccaisactudly a
disciple of Satan?"

"Rivka. She'sbound to him by hislifeforce.”
"And she shootsfirebd|s?'

"Yep. And Justineisthe Guardian. We've dready been through this. | need your help, Quin. I'm hoping
you'll be able to see some pattern that will help usidentify who originaly wrote the Curse." He leaned
forward. "We need one of your brilliant equations. That'sdl. Y ou don't haveto kill anyone. Just do what
you like best."

"Sorry, Derek, but my answer is till the same asthelast time you asked me: No. Y ou need
psychologica help, not encouragement.” Quincy punched the intercom on his phone. "Wendy, I'll take
that number now."

Damn his brother and his close-mindedness. "What number?"

The door opened and Wendy sashayed into the room. Or rather, someone who looked vaguely like
Wendy. This Wendy was wearing afitted black top (since when had her chest been that big?) and a
short red skirt that hit her hipsin the right places and made her legs look like they went on for eternity.
She was sporting some stylish new hairdo and was wearing makeup.

Shedidn't just look hot.



Shewasszzling.
What happened to Wendy-the-librarian?

Even Quincy seemed to notice, if the way he was gaping a her swaying hipswas any indication. "Thanks,
Wendy."

"Anything for you, Quin," she purred.

Quin? Since when did she call him Quin? He studied his brother as Quin's gaze tracked Wendy's every
movement. All the more reason to break the Curse, if Quin had finaly found awoman.

She handed Derek apiece of paper. "At your brother'srequest, | did alittle investigating. Thisisthe
name of apsychiatrist who specializesin people who have trouble separating fantasy from redity.”

He crunched the paper in hisfist and scowled at Quin. "Are you serious?’
Quin nodded. "Wendy did the research. Thisdoctor isbest inthefield.”

"Youdidnttel her everything, did you?' He clenched hisfist tighter as he thought of Justine and her gun.
"It'sareally bad ideafor Wendy to know too much."

"Don't worry. She's sworn to secrecy.” He gave his assstant awink, and she shot him asultry look, then
sauntered around the desk and leaned next to him. Quincy dipped his hand around her waist, then hauled
her onto hislap.

And then they were going a it. Hands roaming, lips smacking, little moaning noises coming from Wendy.

Whoa. Derek looked away, momentarily shocked by the display. After years of being too buried in his
work to notice there was actualy another gender on the planet, Quin chose now to get involved with a
woman? Four days before they both died?

A low moan from Wendy drew his attention back to them. "Hey." He dammed his padm down on the
table. "Quincy, thisisredly important.”

Quincy broke the kiss and peered over Wendy's shoulder, even as his hands caressed her lower back. "l
know it'simportant. Call this doc before you lose your mind. The line between sanity and insanity can be
S0 tenuous." He rubbed Wendy's butt and shot her alook that promised things Derek didn't redlize
Quincy even thought abot.

Derek frowned. ™Y ou feding dl right, Quincy?'
His brother gave him avery masculinelook. "What do you think?*
Wendy twisted around. "Call the doctor, Derek."

"No." Derek stood and tossed the wadded up card on the desk. "Y ou're too buried in denid to redize
the truth, Quincy. Forget | asked. I'll figure it out on my own. And remember, if you die, you'l leave
Wendy behind.”

"Can't think of a better way to go." Quincy returned to the make-out session, nearly laying Wendy out on
the desk with the force of hiskiss.

"Spoken like atrue nonbeliever.”



When Quincy's only response was to dide his hand up the back of Wendy's swester, Derek turned and
stalked out of the office. Maybe he ought to give Beccaacall and have her blow up Quincy's desk with a
firebal or two. Then again, Quin might not take his mouth off Wendy |ong enough to notice.

"Derek!"

He glanced over his shoulder to find Wendy running down the hal toward him. Her shirt was half off her
shoulder and her hair was amess. "I'm not taking the card, Wendy." He didn't even bother to dow
down. "I havework to do."

"No, not that." She reached him and lowered her voice. "I just wanted you to know that | believe you."
"What?' He stopped waking and she dmost ran into him.

"I believe you." She clutched his deeve and gazed up at him, her face unlined in its honesty. "I want to
hdp."

He narrowed his eyes and uncurled her fingers from hisarm. "Why? Hasn't Quin told you that no one
ever believesme?'

"Yes, hedid." Her cheeksturned pink. "But | love your brother, and if there's any chance he'sgoing to
diefromaCurse, | want it stopped. | want kids and picket fences and acute little house with him, and I'll
do whatever it takesto save him." She reached for Derek again, her eyeswide with emotion. "Don't
resent him. He's so buried in math, inlogic, that he can't comprehend things that can't be explained with
equations. Heloves you, and that's why he's worried about you. The fact he can't accept what you're
saying issmply because of how he's hard-wired. But | believeit and | won't lose him." She pressed a
paper in hishand. "Herés my cell phone. Cal meat any time. | can help you. | know people.”

Hefolded hisfingers around the paper, even as he studied her. "What people?’

"Y ou don't think you're the only oneto run into problems with the supernatural, do you?' She jumped
when Quincy stuck his head out of hisoffice and caled her. "I haveto go. Cdl me. I'll help you however
| can." Shethen rushed back to Quincy, who put his hand on her elbow in a possessively male way.

Derek shoved Wendy's number into hiswallet—not that he planned to get her involved. If Justine found
out Wendy knew about the Goblet, sheld kill her. Cal him old-fashioned, but there was only one woman
whose death he was willing to cause.

By ten o'clock the next morning, Justine and Theresa hadn't found aloophole that would keep Derek
aive, and she hadn't heard from him. The clock was ticking on Oath Violation, and she was getting antsy.
"If he doesn't call soon, I'm going to haveto track him down and kill him." She dammed the Treatise
shut and dropped it on the coffee table, then flopped back againgt the couch.

Theresadidn't even look away from her computer screen as she scooped up the book with her Ieft claw
and tossed it back in Jugtine'slap. "He'sthe pretzel king. He'slike asaint. Y ou'll be damned forever if
you kill him. Well come up with something..." She clicked her mouse, then sucked in her breath. "No

way."
Justine jerked upright. "What? Did you think of aloophole?!
"Just got an e-mail from Zeke. The golden auraisasign of being possessed.”

"Hah! | knew there was something off about the surfer.”" She scooted next to the dragon and tried to lean



over the two tons of flesh and scalesto read the screen. " So, who was our surfer possessed by ?"

Theresa scooted to the left and angled the screen dightly toward Justine, pulling her tail to the other Sde.
"'Someone from the Afterlife. HEs not surewho."

"Afterlife, huh?' She scanned Zeke's e-mail, but there was no additiona information. "Well, gold would
imply someone affiliated with heaven, right?* She pulled back, careful not to snag her seater on
Theresa's scales. "But why would someone from heaven want to kill me and steal Mona?'

Theresa cocked her head. "Maybe it's the manufactured Qudifying Incident. Maybe the surfer was ates,
and you let him go, so now they think you're getting soft. They redlized Satan's Rivkais sniffing around,
and they're worried you won't be able to resist afull assault by Satan. Maybe they want to eliminate you
and bring in someone more ruthless. Like adragon, for example.”

"S0 I'm supposed to alow heaven's next assassin to kill me? Sinceit'sfor the grester good?' Justine
snorted. "1 won't even let Derek kill me, let alone somewimpy surfer.”

Theresarolled her eyes and gave her the "poor stupid roommate” expression. "No, you were supposed
tokill the surfer.”

"So killing an innocent who happened to get possessed would show I'm tough enough to be a Guardian?!
She kicked apillow out of her way and stood up, pacing the length of the room. "That makes no sense.
Nothing makes sense.”

Theresa settled back on the couch and folded her claws across her belly, her lips curved in an amused
grin. "Maybe you're supposed to be smart enough to figureit out.” Theintercom buzzed, and Theresa
used the end of her tail to hit the button. "Yello."

"It's Xavier. Justing's needed in the lobby—Umph." There was a crash, then athud, then ahowl of pain,
then silence.

Uh-oh.

"That didn't sound good." Theresastail twitched and a cascade of sparks shot out of her nose. "Maybel|
should investigate. Pretty please?"

Adrendine rushed through Justine. "I think it's my party, but you can incinerate anyone who comes after
Monawhile I'm gone." Thiswas turning out to be the most interesting week sheld had since shelost her
virginity when she was seventeen. "I'll go check it out." She darted over to the bookcase, grabbed her
gun, and raced to the elevator. A little action was exactly what she needed. Shoot first, think later.

"It could be atrap.” Theresas eyeswere gleaming and her lips were pulled back to show glistening teeth.

"I know. Totaly exciting, huh?" Justine flung open the door, dove into the e evator and pressed the [obby
button. She tightened her grip on the gun, pressed her back into the corner of the elevator, and aimed a
the doors. Whatever had grabbed Xavier probably knew she was coming, and it/he/she/they would be

ready.
Wedll, so was she.

Chapter Ten



The elevator doors whipped open in the lobby and Justine barely managed to avoid shooting the old lady
from the third floor as she waddled into the elevator. She waggled a crooked finger at Justine. "Drug
addicts. Despicable. Progtitution will be next.”

"What?' Justine did the gun behind her back and edged past the woman, trying to catch a glimpse of
what was waiting for her.

The woman pointed her purse at the lobby. "Gang war. Go back upstairs and lock your doors before
society destroysdl of us. I'm going to go donate money to Reverend Munsey on the religion network.
Get him to say aprayer for us."

"Um, okay. Good luck." Justine stepped out of the elevator and let the doors dide shut behind her. The
lobby was silent. No one was in there, but the security desk had been reduced to apile of rubble.
"Helo? Xavier? Areyou here?'

"May | suggest you return to your condo and don't answer the door for ashort while?'
Her heart lifted, and she spun around, letting the gun drop to her sde. "Derek?

He shoved the heavy front door out of hisway and stepped into the lobby. "I redly meanit,” he said.
"Y ou need to go back upstairs.”

Gone was the millionaire businessman gppearance. Hisjacket and tie were missing, his shirt wastorn,
and therewas araw red mark on hisright cheek. Cheeks flushed, hair messed up. He looked rugged,
masculine, and oh-so-hot. A designer suit guy and awarrior? Yum, yum. Her belly tightened and she
had to order hersalf not to look at the curve of his bicep peeking through hisripped deeve. Focus on
splintered desks. "What happened to you?'

Helurched to astop, asif it took al hiseffort to keep from moving forward. "Exactly how well do you
know Xavier?

"| don't. HE's the doorman. Why?'

Derek scowled and took areluctant step toward the remains of the desk. "Have you noticed he can
make people do things merely by suggesting it to them?' He took another step, then turned around and
grabbed hold of the front door, asif something were pulling him across the lobby and he wastrying to
fightit.

"What are you talking about?' She watched Derek's erratic movements and the hair on her arms began
to prickle.

"Remember when | fell adeep in the lobby the other day? He told me to take anap.” He jerked back
from the door, and one hand supped free. He cursed and tightened his grip on the door with his other
hand, muttering some not-so-complimentary remarks about Xavier.

"Y ou're certain he made you fal adeegp?' Sheld heard of people with the power of suggestion, but had
never met one. Or maybe she had, apparently. The ones of lesser power could influence only humans,
but the redlly good ones supposedly could manipul ate Otherworld beings.

They were considered highly dangerous, becauseif they were redly good, you didn't even redize you
were being influenced until it wastoo late. Combine a strong power of suggestion with atwisted sense of
humor or something darker, and, well, it could get ugly.

"Y es. He seemsto use those powers to protect you. Convinces people they don't want to bother you.”



Hisvoice was strained, his biceps bulging with the effort of hanging on to the door, even ashe pulled
agand it.
Wil, no wonder Xavier was s0 effective at hisjob. "Obvioudy, it'sagood career choicefor him." She

watched Derek's fingers diding off the door and felt her adrendinekick in as his hand flew off the door
and he spun toward her with agrunt of aggravation.

"He's not merely adoorman.” His brow furrowed and hisjaw flexing, he worked hisway acrossthe
room toward the desk, his path uneven and crooked, asif he were being yanked and he wasfighting it. "l
think he's here because you're here. | thought he was supposed to keep you safe. After dl, hetried to kill
melast time | was here. But tonight, he was different.”

"Different how?' She watched as Derek reached the splintered desk and began kicking the boards aside
in afrenzy. He was uncoordinated and hisface was wrenched asif hewasin pain. "What's wrong with
you?"

He cursed, then bent toward the pile of rubble. "Tonight, when | walked in, hetold meto kill you.
Immediately and without mercy.”

Shejerked the gun up and aimed it at his chest. "Why would he do that?" The barrdl wavered dightly and
she had to use a second hand to keep it aimed at his heart.

Derek shoved aside severa pieces of wood to get to along sword, which glittered as he picked it up.
"That's redlly not our mgor concern at the moment.”

She sucked in her breath and took a step back from the one thing that could actudly kill her. "Whered
you get that?'

Hetook apractice swing, like a batter warming up in the on-deck circle. "After he suggested | kill you,
he gave me this. Said the only way to get the job done was to behead you.”

Shetightened her fingers around her gun and willed her hands to be steady even as the nose kept wanting
to dip away from Derek. Dammit. Thiswas not thetime for her to lose her nerve. "Derek.” She kept her
voice cam. "What are you doing?"

"lan't it obvious? I'm going to kill you." He dapped the blade againgt histhigh in visble aggravation.

She moved toward the middle of the lobby, so she had room to maneuver. Her heart was racing, and she
couldn't take her gaze off the letha wegpon as he diced it through the air. "1 thought you were going to
think about it."

Hetook another cut. "1 did. | came up with an excdlent plan that | need your help with. | have no
intention of killing you yet. Unfortunately, your doorman has other idess."

She kept the nose of her gun aimed at his chest, keeping a safe distance between them as he advanced
on her. "Where's Xavier?'

"Unconsciousin the middle of the street. | tried to convince him to rescind his suggestion, but hesa
stubborn bastard.” Derek's dark eyes flicked to her neck and then to his blade.

She eased her feet gpart and raised the gun, her blood thundering in her ears. " So, that's how the desk
got broken?"

"Mmm-hmm." He swung the sword thoughtfully, studying it with interest. "Quincy would be o interested



inthis. | bet there'samath equation to describe the perfectly balanced sword. It flows quite nicely
through theair." He held it in aready position and fixed his gaze on her. "I haveto kill you now, but I'll do
my best to allow you to get in ablow that will temporarily disable me. | expect his suggestion will wear
off, and then we can have acivilized discusson.”

" Temporarily dissble? All | haveisagun.”

Tengon flickered across hisface. "I'm trusting you on this. I'll fight the compulsion, and give you a chance
to knock me out or something. Don't try to kill me. | know you may have to ultimately but there will be
plenty of opportunity for it later.” He lunged and siwung, and she barely dodged it in time. She got anick
on her shoulder, but nothing serious. Y €.

"Where'd you learn how to use asword?' She spun around, keeping out of his reach, the gun trained on
his heart. Steady and unwavering.

"Agan, irrdlevant at the moment. Can't you focus?' He moved dowly, circling her, his eyesfixated on her
neck. "I don't know how long I'll be able to fight this off. Knock me out, already, will you?'

"How?If | get close enough to hit you, you'll cut my head off." He lunged again, and she dodged out of
the way as the blow veered off to theright at the last second. It was a precise swing, letha and perfect
for beheading. "Derek, I'm redlly sorry. Y ou're too dangerous. | haveto kill you."

He scowled at her. "You redize that if we don't find away to end this Curse, Lavale men will come
after you until one of them finally succeeds, don't you? It's not just me you need to worry about.”

Her gun wavered again. "1 hadn't thought of that.”

"Think quickly, my dear." And with that, he lunged for her again, and she knew ingtantly it would be a
desth blow.

She cursed as the gun barrel dropped ever so dightly, but she didn't hesitate. She pulled the trigger and
the bullet thudded into his gut.

The sword clattered to the floor. He dropped to his knees, clutched his belly, aready oozing with the
bright red of fresh blood. "Y ou cdl that temporarily disabled?' And then he fell to the ground
unconsciousin apuddle of hisown blood.

And to think she hated her job. Go figure.

"You can't give him adrink." Theresawaslying on the kitchen floor next to Derek's body, her head
resting againgt his cheek. "Y ou're supposed to kill him, not bresk rulesto save him." She snuffled against
hisneck. "My poor pretzel king. I'll misshim so much.”

Justine chewed her lower lip as Derek bled al over thetile, apool of blood spreading out benegath his
hips. "If | don't give him adrink, hell die”

"Should have thought of that before you shot him. Y ou think they'll haveto close Vic's Pretzels down?|
mean, he was the creative genius behind it, right?" Theresamuttered an epithet. "So unfair. How am |
supposed to survive without those pretzel s?*

Jugtinelaid her hand on hischest, dipping it under his shirt. Still warm, but bardly. "But what about the
Curse? One of the Lavale menwill eventualy succeed.” She shook her head. "I can't riskit. | haveto
keep Monasafe." She met Theresa's weepy gaze. "'l have to keep him aive so we can bresk the Curse.”



The dragon sat up. "No way, girlfriend. Bad choice. Even for pretzdls, it's not worth it!"

"It'sthe only option." Justine jJumped to her feet, hustled over to Mona, and poured a cup of the
aways-prepared frothy liquid. "One drink won't make him immorta.”

"It's4till highly forbidden. And after that whole Carl thing, you're really not supposed to be making this
kind of decision without getting prior authorization.” Theresastail wasflicking and her pupils narrowed in
her golden eyes as she stood up.

"Prior authorization takes seventy-three years, and Derek's going to die in about one minute." She knelt
next to him, closed her eyesfor amoment while shetried to clear her mind of al emotion. Logic only.
Am | making the right decision ?"Theresa?"

Theresa dropped next to her with athud. "Fine. The fact you haven't dept with him yet and are ill
planning to kill him when the whole Curse thing is over does lend credence to your claim that it's purely
about Monas safety, even if itis highly forbidden.”

Derek's body jerked and seized, and Justine knew he was near the end.
Time's up, Guardian. Make the decision.

She grabbed his head, opened his mouth and poured the steaming espresso down histhroat. Her hand
was shaking so much she barely managed to hold on to the cup.

Theresa steadied Justine's hand with aclaw. "Easy, girlfriend! Y ou're going to give his esophagus
third-degree burns."

"Hell hed." If shed doneit in time. She poured the last bit of steaming coffee over the cozing wound in
his gut, then grabbed a pair of needle nose pliers and poked them into the hole in his ssomach. She
wiggled them around until she found the bullet, then pulled it out. God, she hated blood.

She tossed the bullet onto the floor, where it hit with a clank and rolled to a stop. Then she leaned back
on her hedlsand waited, her chest tight. "Isit just me, or isit redly difficult to bresthe in here?'

"It'sjust you." Theresa's nose wasinchesfrom Derek's face, her gaze unblinking. "Come on, Pretzel
King. Y ou can doit."

Justine touched Derek's skin. Cooler than it had been. He was too still, too pae, and his breath was so
shallow she could barely see his chest move. Blood was 0ozing fredy from hisbelly, stirred up by her
fishing around in there. "I think I'm going to be Sick.”

"He'stoo far gone. He needs more," Theresasaid.
"But that'll be two drinks." Two drinks would make him amost immorta. Not quite, but too damn close.

Theresasat up and leveled astare at Justine, her claw resting on Derek's shoulder. "Y ou've dready given
him one. Y ou might aswell do it again, revive him, and prove that you did it for the right reasons. If he
dies now, you have no proof that saving him wastheright choice. Y ou'd just ook like you wimped out."

"Hell be so much harder to kill." Hed been so skilled with that sword. Giving him adose of immortaity
could serioudy affect her odds.

"Didn't sop you with Carl."

"Y eah, but | was mad at him, and he wasn't exactly acompetent opponent.” She laid the back of her



hand against Derek'sface. Too cold. She jumped to her feet and ran over to Monato fill the cup again.
"Why did this happen?’

"Because you put abullet in his abdomen.” Theresaleaned back on her haunches, her gold hoop earrings
swaying with the movement. "Haven't you ever heard of akneecap?'

Justine pulled his head onto her lap and poured more of the espresso down histhroat, stroking his neck
to get him to swallow. "I've been trained to kill, not maim." She hadn't even thought of akneecap. Idiot!

She poured the rest of the bailing hot espresso over hisbelly, then set the cup on the floor.
They waited.
No response.

"He needsmore." Theresawas standing now, fiddling with the hem of her camisole as she watched
Derek.

"No way. Two drinks are highly forbidden. Three drinks? There's no judtification for that." Why wouldn't
he revive? It wasn't supposed to end like this.

"l know. | just thought I'd point out that it was an option.” Theresaran to the freezer and pulled out a
Vic'spretzd, caried it back to Derek and set it on hischest. "A memoria to our pretzel king."

Justine batted the pretzel away. "He's not dead yet! Cut that out!" Shelaid her hands on his cheeks and
leaned over him. "Come on, Derek," shewhispered. "Don't die on me. Not yet."

A puff of black smoke shot out of Theresa's nose as she stalked away from Justine. "Y ou're SO
ungrateful. | don't know why | waste my time hanging around with you."

"Because you're adragon with no other friends and you need meto do your errandsfor you." She tensed
as she saw a blue spark jump off Derek's ssomach. Hope exploded through her body, shattering the lump
that had settled in her gut. "Did you seethat?’

"Seewhat?' Theresa paused in the doorway.

Another blue spark popped up. Followed by agreen one. And then aseries of gold and silver. "It's
working!" She set hishead on the floor and backed up as fireworks began exploding off hisbody. Relief
rushed through her asawhigtler erupted from his shoulder and spun off toward the ceiling, whipping
around with a high-pitched squeak as white sparkles hit the floor. Whistlerswere aredly good sign.

Theresapranced over to Derek, Sighed with delight and leaned over him, letting the sparks hit her in the
face. "l lovethispart. | wish | could producefire of different colors." Her skin Szzled asthe sparks
landed on her scales. "It's so beautiful. It'slike the Fourth of July.”

Justine sat down by the door, out of the range of most of the sparks. "I forgot what thiswaslike. |

haven't seen the fireworks since Carl drank from Mona." It was a pyrotechnic display that would make
any mad scientist batty with envy. "It'sincredible.” Now that she knew he was going to be dl right, she
could enjoy the moment. All they had to do was break the Curse and prove shed made the right decision
by giving him two drinks. Then she could kill him, and everything would befine.

Because shewould kill him. Because that was her job and she never shirked her duties. Right? Of
course, right. It would be no problem to follow through. No problem at al. Everything was perfect. She
pressed her fingersto her temples and tried to rub the sudden headache away.



Theresabeamed at her. "I think we should do this more often. Pick random people off the street, let them
drink from Mona so we can see the light show, then kill them. Don't worry, as the only non-Guardian in
the room, I'll do the dirty work."

Justine blinked at her friend, barely visible behind the cascade of vibrant fireworks. "Then why didn't you
offer to give the drink to Derek instead of me?"

Theresa's mouth fell open. "Oh, wow. | didn't even think of it at thetime. | wastoo traumatized by the
thought of losing Vic's Pretzdls. I'll do it next time, | promise.”

"Oh, like| plan to bein this Situation in the near future.” Justine hauled hersdlf to her feet asthe fireworks
subsided. "Thanksfor nothing.”

Theresastail switched, banging into the cabinet. "What does that mean?"

"It meansthat you're supposed to be my right hand, and you contribute absolutely nothing around here.
Y ou edt, you have cybersex, and that's about it.”

Theresastood up, her tail whacking achair into thewall. "It's not my fault you were too freaked about
your sex toy dying to think of it yoursdf."

"I wasn't freaking and hel's not my sex toy!" Justine leaned into the dragon's persona space. "l was
relying on you to ground mein amoment of crigs, and you let me down. In fact—"

"Hey! Don't be taking it out on me just because you amost killed lover boy by mistake! That was your
fault and—"

"Um, hdlo?'

They both looked down. Derek was lying between them, and he was covered in ash. He gavethem a
wesk wave. "'l don't mean to interrupt, but Theresais spitting on me.”

"Derek!" Jugtinesfirst reaction was to drop to thetile and hug him, but instead, she took a step back.
"How'sthe murderousinclination?'

He cocked his head to study her, and something insde her gut curled. "'l seem to be back to my normal
fedings about you."

"So you're not going to try to kill me?" God, he looked hot, stretched out on the floor, covered in soot
and blood and his belly spouting sparks.

"Not at the moment." He touched his stomach, where ared scar was till generating small sparkles.
"Can't say the samefor you, apparently. | said temporarily disable me, not put abullet in my stomach.”

"Um,wdl..."

Theresa cleared her throat. "Well, I'll just leave you two to work out your lovers spat. I'll bein the other
room if you need me." She dropped adish towel on Derek. "Fire-retardant fabric, so you can useit while
you're till onfire. Sorry about the ash.” She then spun around, narrowly missed Derek's head with the
spike on the end of her tail, and stalked out of the kitchen.

Justine managed aweak smile for Derek, who had propped himsdlf up on an elbow, his partialy burned,
blood-soaked shirt falling open to reved aheavily muscled chest. What to say to aman after you've
amogt killed him? She couldn't exactly apologize, since shedd been shooting to kill. "Um... you have nice



chest hair. Just the right amount. Not too much. Not too little. Oy. How pathetic wasthat? Did she have
nobraina al?

Heraised an eyebrow at her. "Y ou could have just asked me about it. No need to go to such lengths just
to get my shirt off."

She grinned and felt the tension ease from her body. Y ou're not mad?”

"Wel, I'm alittle offended.” He levered himsdlf to agitting postion, leaning heavily againgt acabinet. "l
thought we had an understanding.”

"Ingtinct. Sorry." She cocked her head. "Don't you owe me an gpology? | mean, you tried to kill mefirst
anddl."

"Hey, | did dl | could to avoid killing you, aclaim you can't make, | might add. It's Xavier who owesyou
the apology, not me. Whereis he, anyway?' Helet his head drop back against the wood and closed his

eyes.
"l have no idea. I've been occupied with saving your wimpy mortal behind.”
He frowned and fingered the red mark just above his cutelittle belly button. "How am | not dead?!

"Y eah, about that." She chewed her lower lip. "I sort of brokearule, so | think | made up for shooting
you."

He opened his eyes, and raised his eyebrows. "Dare | ask?"

Jugtine avoided his gaze and busied hersaf with brushing ash off her jeans. "Well, it'skind of
complicated..."

" She gave you two drinks from the Goblet of Eternal Y outh," Theresa shouted from the other room.
"Y ou're not immortal yet, but you're close. Be sure and thank her with appropriate body massages—with
hot ails. | have somein my bathroom if you want to borrow them.”

Her cheeks swelled with heat as Derek grinned. "Theresal I'll handlethig!™

"No, you won't. Y ou're sitting there being dl girly." Theresathrew the kitchen door open and stuck her
blue head into the room. "Here's the deal, Derek. Y ou guys have to break the Curse now, or Justin€'sin
deep shit. So quit Sitting around and get on it. Don't you diein like three days or something? And clean
up the mess you made on the kitchen floor. Y ou're such ableeder." Shelet the door dam shut, muttering
about inaction and usdless mortals.

Chapter Eleven

Derek couldn't believe what hed just heard. ™Y ou immortalized me?

"Not al theway, but pretty much.” Justine cleared her throat. "It was the only way to revive you. |
couldn't let you die yet. For Monas sake."

He cocked an eyebrow at her addendum. "Mona, huh?' Shelooked cute, sitting there with aguilty flush
on her cheeks, her clothes still covered in hisblood. He grinned at the thought she'd broken the rulesfor



him. Y eah, maybe it was about saving Mona, but she'd still doneit. She hadn't saved his ancestor, had
she? Point for him.

"Of course. For Mona."

"Widl, thanks, | guess.” Heflexed hisarms. He didn't fed any different, he ftill felt weak actudly.
Although, he did fed surprisngly well, if one considered the fact hed amost died about three minutes
ago. "So, what does two drinks do to me?'

"Wadll, it'll take you afew centuriesto get old and die. And you'll hedl from most things, but a serious
desthblow would still do you in." Justine chewed her lower lip, her brow wrinkled. "A third drink would
make you immorta, for al practica purposes.”

A glimmer of hope rushed through him. ™Y ou think two drinkswill be enough to stop the Curse?”

"Even three drinks wouldn't be enough.” Her gaze flicked to his chest, then back up to hisface. "Y ou
could still be beheaded. Even now, beheading would be my best bet to kill you. I don't think the gun will
work on you anymore, unless | shoot you in the head repestedly or something.”

"Well, aslong as you have astrategy to ensure my demise, | fed so much better.” He stretched hisarms
over his head, as strength began to return to hisbody. "But | guess that means Monawon't bresk the
Curse then. So much for that plan.” He was two-thirdsimmortal and still on track to diein three days.
[ronic.

Justine stood, her face suddenly tense. "Wasthat your plan? To drink from Mona?' She set her hand on
her hips. "Did you set up that whole scene in the lobby hoping I'd shoot you and then revive you?'

"I own amultimillion dollar pretzel company. Do you redly think I'm stupid enough to actudly think that
would be agood plan?’

Shetilted her head. "I don't know. Maybe you inherited the business and Becca keepsit going. Maybe
you're only afigurehead and in redity your brainis cgpable only of changing engine oil and watching
bassbdl games.”

He snorted. "For your information, | invented the No-Carb Pretzel asatribute to my dad, Victor
Lavalle whoselife goa had been ano-carb waffle, and then | took the company public, adl before |
hired Becca. Becca has merely managed things while I've been dedling with the Curseissue.”

"A littletesty, are we?' Shelooked amused.

Great. So glad he could provide entertainment. "No. Just because my entire family thinks I'm insane and
aliability doesn't mean it bothers me when someone questions my basic inteligence.” He pulled himsdf to
his feet, leaning againgt the counter as hislegs adjusted to hisweight. "I don't care at dl.” Thered beena
time, yes, but not anymore. He had more important things to worry about than what other peopl e thought
of him. Funny how the threat of a Curse will put thingsin perspective.

"Would it make you fed better if | told you | thought you were brilliant, incredibly sexy, and aman
worthy of me?'

Hegrinned. "Do you?'
"No. | just wanted to know if it would make you fed better if | did."

But he caught her glance at his bare chest, and a sense of satisfaction breezed acrosshim. "Liar.”



Shelifted her chin and met hisgaze. "I never lie. So, what's your grand plan? It better be worthy of two
drinks of Mona, or I'll haveto kill you immediately.”

Right. They had more important things to dedl with than whether the heat from the dance floor was il
buzzing between them. "Basically, we need to find out who cursed my family, then make them undo it.”

Shefolded her arms. "For this, | saved you?"
"Y ou saved me because you couldn't bear to have me die.”

Something flickered across her face. "Don't even say that, Derek. Y ou know | can't afford to have you
live"

"Why not?If | don't haveto kill you, why would you haveto kill me?"

She paced to the other side of the kitchen and leaned against the counter, her hands braced next to her
hips. "Y ou know too much about Mona. | agree that we need to bresk the Curse to keep other Lavalle
men from coming after me, but after that..." She grimaced. "I can't let you live."

Okay, so hedidnt redly like that answer. Hisend god, after dl, had been to continue living. And now
gpparently, he had severd centuries worth of living to lose out on, not just another fifty years. All the
more reason to try to stay dive. "Y ou'rereadly going to kill me? Regardless?’

"Yes" Shecleared her throat and shifted her weight. "And | can't deep with you ether. It would violate
my Oath! The only sex | can have is meaningless, empty sex designed to save Mona."

Heleaned againgt the counter. The strength was dowly returning to hisbody. "I can live with that."

Her cheeks flamed red, and the tension in the room skyrocketed. She wasn't immune to him. Not one bit.
And awareness of that hit him low in the gut. Helevered himsdlf off the counter and began to walk across
the kitchen toward her.

She held up her hands asiif to block him. "I'd till haveto kill you."

He reached her and cameto ahdlt, hisbody mere inches from her, but not touching. ™Y ou'll try, you

She planted her pams on his chest to block him. Her hands were warm, her fingertips soft. "Why areyou
doing thisto me? There have to be plenty of women in thisworld who'd deep with you willingly.”

He could fed his heart thudding againgt her touch. ™Y ou're the first one who hasn't thought | wasinsane.
Plus, thefact you plan to kill metakes away alot of my guilt that I'll haveto kill you if we don't solvethe
Curse. Y ou balance me."

The corner of her mouth curved up. ™Y ou have such low standards.”
"I'm aman. We don't have any standards.” He reached up, twisted hisfinger in astrand of her hair.
She didn't push hishand away. "I haveto kill you, not deep with you."

He lifted his other one and cupped the back of her head. "What if | promise never to tell anyonewhat |
know?"' Er... anyone ese, and held make sure Becca, Quin, and Wendy didn't talk either. "I'm very
trustworthy. Ask anyone | do busi ness with—I'm the epitome of ethical. Let meinterrogate you. It would
benefit both of usto have this Curse eradicated, but if you can't drop your natura defenses and let mein,
we might not succeed.”



Sheleaned forward dightly, until her mouth was barely aninch from his. The scent of mint and freshness
curved into him. "It doesn't matter who you tell," she said, her breath warm againgt hislips. "A Manasa
could get dl the information out of your mind before you knew what had happened. And then it would be
on the black market and I'd be in so much trouble.”

Manasa. Another word he didn't know. "Okay, | give. What's aManasa?"

"A Manasalooks human and they livein the morta world like any human, but they can extract even the
deepest secrets out of anyone's brain. They then usually sdll the information. Nowadays, they use eBay.
Fastest and easiest way to set up an auction. It'svery lucrative, actually. Newspaper reporters love them,
because they can get the scoop on stories. They usudly buy the exclusive rights so the Manasa can't
resd| it. Manasas are pretty common, though they vary in their skill level. There are probably at least
twenty or thirty in New York at any giventime." Shelicked her lips and fixed her gaze on his mouth.
Then shetrailed her finger over hisjaw.

He closed his eyes for a second, then dropped his hands and stepped back. He took a deep breath.
Focus on the priorities. Hislife. The Curse. The mind-reading Manasa. " These Manasas, what if they're
not reputable? What keeps them from resdling?!

Her hands dropped from his chest and she cleared her throat. "Basicdly, once they extract theinfo, it
morphsinto a printed document that pops up wherever they store dl their files. Usudly alocked safe or
something. If someone buysthe exclusiverightsto it, the Manasa givesthem the origind file. Oncethe
Manasaturns over the original, they can't remember or accessthe information. If it'sanonexclusve sde,
then the Manasa gives them a copy. Aslong as the Manasa has the original in their possession, shell
awaysknow exactly what'sinit." Justine fiddled with her sweater, smoothing nonexistent wrinkles, then
moved away from him.

Herolled that last bit of information around in histhoughts. " So, could aManasaread my mind and figure
out who cursed me?"'

Justine stopped fidgeting and looked at him. "Maybe, but what about everything el se they would learn?
Too much risk." She shook her head. "'l can't let you doiit.”

"Il buy theexclusverights."

Sherolled her eyes. "Impossible. Do you have any idea how much aManasawould chargefor a
preempt on information about Mona? It'd be astronomical.”

He shrugged. "1 have tons of money. Ending the Curse seems a decent thing to spend it on. Do you know
any Manasas?'

"WEell, not persondly—"

The door burst open and Theresawalked into the kitchen with a phone book. She was aready leafing
through the pages. "There are some listed in here. Why don't | start calling?'

"Don't you have anything to do other than eavesdrop?' Justine asked.

Theresalooked up, surprised. "Y ou know | don't. | have nolife. I livevicarioudy through you." She
turned to Derek. "By the way, I'll deep with you. Y ou're quite protected by Mona, so | probably
wouldn't burn you to death. I've loved you for years, ever ancel bit into my first Vic's Pretzd. 1t would
be my honor to take away your sexua frustration.” She puckered her lipsin adragon kiss.

Derek shot aglance at Justine, who was looking amused and annoyed at the same time. He looked back



at the dragon, in her sports braand jogging shorts. He wasn't sure rejecting adragon was agood idea,
and deeping with one was probably aworse choice. "Tdl you what. Let's solve this Curse thing first and
then see how things go.”

Theresa shrugged and went back to reading the yellow pages. "'Fair enough. I'll have you know though,
that before | became adragon, | was well known for being the best lay in the entire township.”

Heblinked. " Serioudy?"

"When agirl hasbeen cdibatefor aslong as| have, sex isnot something she jokes about." Theresaheld
up the phone book. "I found a Manasathat has abig ad and atop rating on eBay. She's practicaly
around the corner. She even takes credit cards, so you're golden.” She tore out a page and handed it to
Derek, fluttering her eydashesat him. "Here you go. I'll bewaiting hereif you need me."

He grabbed the page. "Thanks. | think."

Justine scowled at her roommate, then grabbed Derek's arm. "Come on, Derek. We have aCurseto
eradicate.” Shedidn't et go, her fingerstight around hisarm.

He stole aglance at the dragon over his shoulder, and she winked at him.

Chapter Twelve

Justine paused outside the ramshackle storefront, complete with bars on the windows. She checked the
paper she held in her hand one last time, and looked back up. "fast cash,” she read from the battered sign
above the door. "1t looks like one of those cash-advance places that screws desperate people.”

Derek peered over her shoulder, and she tried not to inhale his delicious scent. "It's the right address.
Y ou think she's closed down?"

"Maybe." Shetucked the paper in her pocket. "Listen, thisisasign were not supposed to visit a
Manasa. I've heard lots of horror stories about them, and | think it's best if we don't..." He pulled open
the door and stepped inside. "Derek! Just because you're dmost immortal doesn't mean you can ignore
r.rell

"I was perfectly capable of ignoring bad advice even when | was completely human." Hisvoice faded as
he disappeared from view.

She stalked into the ramshackle store. There was an old countertop with bars protecting the employee
from customers. The carpet was smdly and tattered—it might have been green once. A few fluorescent
lights dangled from the ceiling and one of them wasflickering in amost annoying way. "For your
information, Mr. Pretzel King, it wasn't bad advice, it was..." She stopped talking when alittle old lady
waddled out of the back room. The wrinkled woman looked familiar...

She took onelook at Derek and snorted. "Drug addict. | don't deal in that nonsense. Get out.”
Jugtine snapped her fingersin recognition. Y ou livein my building.”

The crone eyed Justine, then her face brightened. "Of course, you're that gd from the top floor. What are
you doing with the drug addict who brought gang warfare into my building? He threw our nice doorman
out in the gireet. Is he pimping for you?"



Derek grinned. "Yes, shesmy best gd. My clientslove her.”

"Shut up.”" Justine ebowed him aside. "He's not adrug addict, though if hewas, held a least have an
excuse for hisbehavior. Werelooking for atenant who used to be here.”

The woman's forenead wrinkled even more, if that was possible. "I've been here for fifty-seven years,
dearie. I'm afraid the previous tenant islong gone.”

Justine frowned. "' So, are you the Manasa?*

The woman suddenly stood taller and the wrinkles seemed to melt off her face as she whipped out a
handheld PDA and typed into it. "Buying or selling?' Even her clothes seemed to take on fresh life.

"Buying my own information," Derek said.

Shethrust her hand toward him. "L et me see the cash, please.”

"I planto pay for it with acredit card,” Derek said.

"If it'sacredit card, payment must be made before | give you the information.”
"Eipe"

She beamed at them, and opened a black door. "Come to the back. The cash-'n'-go businessis afront
to keep the undesirables from stalking me.”

"But you advertisein the yelow pages,” Justine pointed out.

"Of course. How elseam | going to get business?’

"But if you'retrying to hide, why advertise?'

The Manasarolled her eyesat her. "Y ou aren't abusi ness expert, you?"

Justine made a face at the Manasa as she led them into a green room. Kelly green actualy. Foor, wals,
ceiling, carpet, furniture, framed paintings that blended into the wall, curtains. Nothing but green. "Y ou're
agreen Manasg, | takeit?'

"No, | just like the chdlenge of working in an antistim environment.”
Green and sarcadtic. Thiswas going to be fun.
"What does 'antistim’ mean?' Derek asked.

"It meansworking in an environment that isn't conducive to my powers, one that does the opposite of
dimulate: antistim. It'sredlly not that difficult to understand, even for ahuman.” The Manasawent to a
green closet and pulled out a green jumpsuit and agreen wig. "Every Manasa has a color that openstheir
mind for reception. Mine's green." She began putting on her outfit "Asayouth, al | needed wasto be
wearing agreen stone in my earrings, but now that I'm older, it takes alittle more." She picked up a
makeup jar and began spreading green face paint on her cheeks.

Derek frowned. "I don't mean to insult you, but the information we need is buried deeply. Even | don't
know what it is. If your power isfading—"

"Silencel" She snapped her fingers sharply. ™Y ou obvioudy know nothing about Manasas. I'm very



insulted. Are you sure you're not adrug addict?’

Justine touched hisarm. "A Manasa growsin power with age, which iswhy they need more of their
simulant color. If she needs this much green, it means she draws on a tremendous amount of power."
She smiled at the Manasa. "I've never been in the presence of such power. I'm very honored you will see
lﬁ"

The Manasa harrumphed. "The man isannoying in hisignorance of Manasas. Can we leave him outside?
| don't like to work in the presence of annoying people.”

Justine grinned &t the sartled expression on Derek’'s face. "He's the one with information and money."
She grunted. "I'll have to charge ahardship fee, then." She held out her hand. " Credit card, please.”
Derek kept it in his pocket. "Not until 1 see what you can do.”

The Manasanarrowed her eyes. "Then | don't help.”

"Fine." Derek turned to leave, grabbing Justineswrigt. "I heard blue Manasas are better anyway."

She had to stifle agrin asthe Manasa legpt over the green couch and flattened hersalf across the door.
"Fine. Well negotiate fee after information is on the table. Come, come. Sit, Sit."

"We negotiate the fee, now," Derek said. "Thisisn't acarte blanche.”
The Manasatilted her head, her arms still spread across the door. " So, what do you want?”'

"I would like you to uncover some information buried insde my mind, and | want to buy the exclusve
rightsimmediately,” Derek said.

The Manasawas shaking her head before he could finish speaking. "I cannot set aprice until | know the
information. Then | assesswhat | could get on eBay and | let you preempt. A recipe for chocolate
cookies would not go for the same price asinstructions on how to break into the World Bank. Y ou see?"

Justine touched Derek'sarm. "It's how they do it. Y ou have no choice. See why | didn't want to come?”
"That'swhy I'm very rich." She beamed at them. ™Y ou stay?'

Justine caught hisarm and pulled him aside, lowering her voice. "Derek, you can't do thisunlessyoure
prepared to pay whatever price she asks. There's no way we can afford to have her put it on eBay."

"Whet price do you think shell charge?"

She shrugged. "I don't know. A couple million dollars at least. Not for the Curse, but for the information
on Monathat shell inadvertently run across.”

He rubbed hischin. "I'll block it, then."
"You can't block aManasal A pink one maybe, but a pink one would never be able to get to the Curse.”
The Manasa clapped her hands. "Come, come. | have an enemain an hour. No timeto waste.”

"Fine" Heturned to face the Manasa. "I'll offer you one hundred thousand dollarsfor any informeation
you find. If it'svaueless, you till get the money. If it'sworth more than that, you can't raise the price.”

The Manasas eyes widened. "Must be valuable.”



"Tome. | don't want you raising the priceif you decide| redlly need the information. One hundred grand
or wegoto..." He dipped the phone book page out of Justine's back pocket and scanned it. ... to
Manasas-R-Us."

"No! They aretrying to put me out of business! | will not let you go to them. One hundreditis." Sheran
to agreen desk, pulled out agreen sheet of paper, filled in the blanks, then handed it to Derek. "That's
the contract. Y ou must dlow me to access the information, and you must pay me one hundred thousand
dollarsfor exclusverights. My grandsonisaWall Street attorney and he wrote amost excellent
contract. Ironclad, he says. Sign.”

Derek signed, then handed over his credit card.

"That's some kind of pretzel business,”" Justine observed as his card went through for the agreed-upon
amourt.

Derek grinned. "Chicksloverich guys, right?"
"Not enough to let them liveif they should bekilled.”

"A woman who can't be bribed." He brushed his hand down her arm and gave her hand an affectionate
queeze.

Shefrowned a thetingle in her arm and stepped away from him.

The Manasatucked the credit card receipt in her pocket and patted it severd times. "Sit. We begin.”
Derek sat, and Justine stood off to theright. "Will this put me out of your range?

"Yes, you'll befinemere,” the Manasasaid. "Why? Does the lady have secrets?!

"Everyone has secrets.” Sheignored the sympathetic look on Derek's face. "1've kept Manasas out of my
mind so far and I'd like to keep it that way." Shefolded her arms over her chest and scooted afew more
feet totheright.

"I'm aprofessiond. | don't read uninvited. Usudly." The Manasasat acrossfrom Derek. "Ready?" At his
nod, her eyeswent redlly wide, and then the sound of bubbling water filled the room. Then her eyes
turned kelly green and began flashing dternatdy, like Chrismas lights.

Derek, to his credit, didn't even move. The man was adapting to his Otherworld experiences with
impressive gplomb. Not bad for amortal... er... almost mortd.

"Y ou have a crooked penis.”
Derek gagged. "What?'

"Chill, Derek. | won't tdl anyone," Justine said, but she couldn't keep the laughter out of her voice. "Does
it il work okay?"

"Of courseit works! And it's not crooked. What kind of scam is this? We want to know about the
Curse" he snarled at the Manasa.

"You logt your virginity to aprogtitute,” the Manasa continued.

Justing's nose wrinkled. "A progtitute? But that's... gross.”



Derek spun to face Justine, his face so white he looked like he might pass out. "1 didn't know shewasa
progtitute, | swear. My cousin Les paid her off and | swear | didn't know until later. | wasfifteen! | didn't
even know what a progtitute was."

The panic on hisface convinced her. "'l believeyou." Herelaxed dightly.

"But you should know, I'm free. So you might not be interested in me..." Justine added.
"Thisisover." He stood up and headed for the door.

She grabbed his arm as he tried to storm past her. "The Curse, Derek. Y ou need thisinfo.”
"Then you need to leave." Hewouldn't even look at her, and his cheeks were tinged pink.

She couldn't suppress asmile, and she gently patted his shoulder. "That'sfine. I'll wait outside.”
"I require awitness," the Manasasaid. "Too many cheaters. Especidly since he'sadrug addict.”
"I'm not adrug addict,” he growled. "Surely you can seethat.”

The Manasa had followed him across the room, her green eyes il flashing. ™Y ou gave up the woman
you loved because you are overly mord and protective. Afraid you would die on her, and you felt that
was sdlfish. But you cried when she married someonedse.”

Derek's mouth dropped open and he pulled away from Justine. "I didn't cry. | don't cry. Hell, | didn't
even cry when Justine shot me.”

The Manasaleaned closer, until the light from her eyes cast agreenish glow on Derek’'s skin. "Y ou cried
for three weeks when your father died. His death iswhy you refuse to get serious with awoman. But you
craveintimacy and want to fal inlove. Y ou arejedous of your brother that he is with awoman who
loveshim. Angry that he can rise above this Curse.”

"I'm not jealous, and | never cry, and | don't want to fall inlove. I'm too busy to fal inlove. | just want to
stay adivel Why can't you see that?" Justine couldn't suppress achuckle and shelightly dugged himinthe
upper arm as he pushed past her to go back to the couch. "Y ou're such a softie. | thought real men didn't

ay.
He dammed himsdf down on the sofa. "I'm not soft.”

She sat next to him and tucked her arm through his, leaning her head on his shoulder. ™Y ou could be my
big, strong man. Kicking ass and writing poetry for melater that day."

Hetried to extricate hisarm. "I don't write poetry.”
"Y ou wrote apoemto agirl inyour ninth-grade class."

The Manasareturned to her kelly green chair across from him. "Then you cried when she said she didn't
love you and was nice to you only because she had a crush on your brother.”

Justine burst out laughing at thelook of agony on Derek's face. "Don't look so worried, Softie. Weall
have our secrets." Shetightened her grip on him and leaned againgt him.

His shoulder relaxed under her cheek and he touched her face briefly before he focused on the Manasa.
"Can you please get to the point with the Curse?”



"Asyouwish." Slence. Then, "The Goblet of Eternd Y outh. Y ou have drunk from it." The Manasa
sounded shocked. "It isred. You know whereit is"

Jugtine's amusement vanished and she dug her fingersinto Derek'sarm.
"The Curse," hesaid. "That'swhat | want to know. Please focus."

The Manasaleaned forward, her eyesflashing even fagter. "The Guardian. Y ou know her. Sheis..." The
Manasalet out asquawk and the light in her eyes stuttered. " The woman who sitswith you! The Goblet
isinmy building!"

Justing's heart seized up and acold chill swept over her. "Derek," she whispered in astrangled voice.
"Thiswas such amisteke.”

He said nothing, but he flexed his biceps under her hand. A reassuring gesture the Manasawould never
be ableto see. "The Curse, please.”" Hisvoice was calm, firm. In control.

Did he truly understand how bad thiswould beif it got out? They had to kill the Manasa. There was no
other choice. Qudifying Incident failure, she was so sure. She was going into the Chamber, her mom to
hdll, and—

Derek st hishand on her inner thigh and did it north until hislittle finger was dmost touching one
particular seam in her jeans. He began rubbing histhumb in leisurely circles on the denim, drawing hest to
her nether regionsin about amillisecond.

Asdigtractions went, this was one of the better ones.

And it worked too. There was no sense in freaking out about ungpeskable horrors and momsin hell. The
info was aready out and they'd dedl with it in afew minutes,

"S0, the Curse," he repested.

The Manasas lips curved back into atwisted smile, her eyes practically vibrating with flashes of green
light. "Many years ago, but the magic is strong within your body. A complex pattern. Very complex.
Encrypted? Y es, encrypted. No one but the creator would be able to undo it."

Justine watched Derek’'sface. As much asit sucked to betied to a self-absorbed goblet, being cursed
might be worse. The guy had even denied his true love because he didn't want to die on her. But it was
probably for the best. Serioudy, it clearly wasn't histrue love or he wouldn't have been able to walk

away.

The Manasalet out a high-pitched squeal and a green laser beam shot from her left eye and burned a
hole through thewall. "Y ou have been cursed by evil! The ultimate evil!"

Derek barely glanced at the smoking Sheetrock. "And what evil isthat?"

"Satan!" Two more stresks of light shot from her eyes, and both Justine and Derek ducked asthe glass
picture frame behind them exploded.

"Satan again?' Derek sat back up and helped Justine do the same. " Are you sure about that?"

The Manasa's eyes swelled to grapefruit-sized orbs, then burst in an explosion of green light. All that was
left behind were her regular, human eyes, regarding Derek with acaculating expresson. 'l am certain. All
curses must be signed by the curser, in order to activate it. It was Satan's Sgnature. Not a signature as



you humans use to sign acheck, exactly, more of amagic mark, until you get the printout of thefile. At
that point it's trandated into human-speak as best it can." Her gaze flicked toward Justine. "So, you are
the Guardian. Many people are very interested in the Goblet.”

Derek's hand returned to her leg as Justine scooted to the edge of the couch. ™Y ou signed a contract,”
shesad. "lronclad. Y ou must give usthe origind file."

"Oh, certainly." The Manasawalked over to thewall, flipped a painting asde to reved asafe. She
shielded the safe with her body, then punched in acode. The door opened and she pulled out agreen file
folder. "Hereitis"

Derek took it and handed it to Justine. "Inspect it."

She opened it. All the information was there, right down to Derek's crooked penis and the fact Justine
was the Guardian. Relief tugged at her, but she didn't relax. "It'shere, but | don't know if it's the copy or
theorigind.”

His shoulder rested againgt hers as he scanned the document. "I thought you said they had to give the
origind. That it wasbiological or something.”

"They do." Shelowered her voice. "But | don't like the look on her faceright now." The Manasas eyes
were whipping back and forth in rapid bursts.

Derek grimaced when he checked out the Manasa. "' So, how do we find out for sure?

"I don't know." The woman's head was how spinning around on her neck. "Good heavens. What's wrong
with her?'

Derek cursed as green rocks burst out of the celling and pummeled the Manasain the head and
shoulders.

The Manasathrew her head back and opened her mouth as a scream tore out of her throat.

Justine dammed her hands over her ears and Derek jumped to his feet. Then the Manasalegped up, ran
to the safe, yanked out ared folder and thrust it into Derek's hands. "Fine! The original! It isdone!”

Her head stopped rotating, the rocks disappeared, and her eyes stopped dancing around in her head.
She glared at them. "Now you have both the origina and the copy, and | can't remember anything, other
than that something very big just dipped away and that | will never sign a contract before acquiring
information again. Go away."

"Wereleaving." Derek removed his hand from her inner thigh and stood up.

Justine had liked histouch far too much. For heaven's sake, a part of her wasn't sure what was worse:
Derek no longer touching her or the fact he was cursed by Satan.

No, Satan wasworse. Discovering they were going to have to take on the lord of the Underworld took
precedence over physica contact with aman every day of the week.

She dammed the door on the way ouit.

Chapter Thirteen



As soon asthey got into the cab, Derek caled his brother. He got voice mail three times before Wendy
finaly picked up. "Quincy Lavdlesline. May | hdp you?'

"Wendy. It's Derek. | need to talk to Quincy.” He drummed hisfingers on histhigh, ran his hand through
hishair, shifted on his sedt. "Ishe there?'

"He'sworking on atheory and ordered me not to let him be disturbed. Can he get back to you later?’

Derek ground histeeth. He wasn't used to being screened. Quincy aways picked up by the fourth or fifth
time he called. It took that long to penetrate his subconscious. "It's redly important. | need to talk to
him."

"Isit about the Curse?'

Her voice carried in the cab, and Derek saw Justing's eyebrows raise. "Who are you talking to?' she
mouthed.

Hewatched her fingersidly stroke her gun and redlized the bloodthirsty Guardian had just found another
threat to her secret life. He schooled hisfeaturesinto a blank expression, asif he had no ideawhat shed
said, then looked past her. "Yes, itis" hereplied to Wendy. "It's very important | speak with him.”

Wendy clucked her disapprovd. "I don't think that would be agood idea. He redlly worries about you
and thiswhole Curse thing. Y ou'l just upset him and then helll be distracted the rest of the night.”

"He'saways distracted.” He'd tried to get Quincy acell phone once, but hed never remembered to
chargeit. Ever. It had been atotal bust. Heredlized he was crushing thefilein hisfist, and heforced his
hand to relax. "Let metak to him, Wendy. Now."

"I'm the one who believes you, not him. Tell me. Maybe| can help. As| said before, | know people, and
I'm highly motivated to save hisdisbelieving behind. | want to marry him and I'm not going to get the
chanceif hedies™

Heredized Justine had moved in alittle closer to him, her ear only afew inches from the phone. A flash
of interest crossed her face at Wendy's clam. "What people?’ she mouthed.

Derek shook his head and moved the phone to his other ear, away from her. She stuck her tongue out at
him and climbed over him so she could listen to the phone on that Sde, her hands on his shoulders, her
hips skimming over histhighs. Helet his breath out dowly and tried to concentrate on the cdl. "'l need his
math skills, Wendy. Unless you're as good with numbers asheis, put him on."

"Fine," shesighed. "But I'm doing thisunder protest.”

Somehow, the thought of annoying his brother's secretary didn't worry him. It smply didn't measure up to
being shot by a Guardian, dmost defrauded by aManasa, firebaled by aRivka, and cursed by Satan.
"Understood. Thanks."

Quincy picked up afew minutes|ater. "This better be critica.”
"How areyou at breaking through an encryption?”

"I love encryption. | thought this was about the Curse. Otherwise | would have picked up the third time



you called. What do you need?’

Derek opened the folder and pulled out the Manasas report. "I have a six-page document that's
encrypted. | need it deciphered in twenty-four hours."

"Sounds fun. Can you drop it by the office?I'll start working on it now. Do you have akey to the
building? 1 don't remember if the outside doors are locked or not.”

A spurt of energy shot through Derek and he grinned at Justine. If anyone could decode Satan's cursg, it
was his brother. "We're five minutes away, and your building doesn't get locked until after hours."

"Oh, great. So, when will you be here?"

"FHve minutes, Quin."

"Excdlent. | can't wait. Encryption isablast. When did you say you needed it?'

"I'll writeit dl down for you." Derek watched skepticism cloud Justine's features, and she pursed her lips.
"Perfect. Will you be staying for dinner?* Quin asked. "I could have Wendy order something.”

"No, Quincy. Y ou need to start working on it right away."

"Of course | will. What elsewould | do?"

Hegrinned. "I'll seeyou in acouple minutes."

He hung up and Justine shot him adoubtful look. ™Y ou actudly trust him to stay focused long enough to
decodeit?'

"Once he gets started, nothing will be able to pull him away. He's absentminded only because he's so
focused on hisprojects.” Derek ran hisfingers over the symbols that made no sense. "How ironic would
it beif hewasthe one who findly ended the Curse, and he doesn't even believein it?"

Her forenead was ill furrowed. "And if he can't do it?"

"We convince your mom to use her body to barter with Satan to save me. Y ou told Becca and me that
Satan was courting her, right?"

"Derek!" Shedammed himin the chest. "Not funny.”

No, but it was agood distraction to keep her from remembering that Wendy had asked about the Curse.
As annoying as Wendy was with her protectiveness over his brother, he'd prefer not to be saddled with
causing her death. Now that he knew about Satan and the Afterlife, well, he sort of had avested interest
in keeping hismorta snsaslow as possible.

Derek managed to keep the conversation with Justine focused around the Manasa, the Curse, and their
plan for Iristo interrogate Satan, until after they'd dropped the information at Quincy's office. Helost
control of the discussion when their cab was about ten blocks from Justing's condo and they passed a
woman dressed as a hooker. Theinstant he saw Justine's gaze flick toward the woman, he knew he was
introuble.

"Derek—"

"Dont say it."



"Do you cry when you get asplinter?”

Heglared at her. "1 didn't cry when you shot me." So difficult to maintain his dignity after the Manasahad
reveded al. Hewould never get over this. So much for any subconscious desire for ahot affair with the
Guardian before they engaged in a battle to the degth.

"True." She gave him a speculative look that made him cringe. "Isit redlly crooked?”

He ground histeeth. "It hasadight curve." He stared out the window. It was better than looking at
Jugting's face while sheimagined him with adeformed penis.

"How dight?'

He gritted histeeth, then turned and leveled adark look at her. "I've been told it is exactly the right
amount of curvature to enhance the experience.”

Her eyebrow went up. "Isthat so? By who?"
"If you're that curious, perhaps you'd like to make your own judgment.”
She blinked, and a thoughtful expression came over her face. Y ou know, | think that'sagreat idea."

She sounded completdly serious, and hesat rushed through him. "'l thought sex was off limits. Eternity of
ungpeskable horrors and al that.” That was why held backed off. He was no hero, but he couldn't justify
getting alittle action at the cost of her soul. Especialy if he had to kill her. Hed fed like mgor shit if he
killed her and damned her to an eternity of unspeakable horrors. If he knew she was heading up to
heaven for unlimited rounds of golf, well, hed be ableto live with ending her life as atradeoff for al the
future generations of Lavale men. Hed at least be less guilt-stricken.

"Sex is banned, but thisisn't sex. Thisis purely business. Just aquick look-seeisdl I'm talking about.”
She grabbed thefile and opened it. "L ook here.” She pointed to thetitle of thefile. "The Manasa
identified you as 'the drug addict client." Maybe she was kidding, or maybe she's not one hundred
percent accurate. If she'swrong about who cursed you, 1'd like to know before we rush off after Satan.”

He blinked. "And this has what to do with my body?"

She dapped thefile shut. "If | can confirm some of her other claims, like your crooked penis, then I'll fed
more confident that she wasright about the Curse.”

If Justine went digging around in his pants, there was no chance he'd be happy with anod and a
handshake. He'd kissed Justine dlready. He'd had her body pressed up againgt his on the dance floor.
Hed tasted her skin and her lips. If he wound up with his pants around his ankles and Justinesface at hip
level, it wasn't going to be so she could take one look and walk away. He cleared histhroat. "I can
confirmit.”

She made aface and shook her head. " See, that's not enough for me. Firgt, you cal it curved and she
said crooked. If it'sredly only curved, then how do we know she wastotadly right about the Curse?”

"Fine. It's crooked. Move on."
"No. Still not enough.”
"Youthink I'd admit it if wasn't true?'

She folded her arms across her chest and gave him aquelling look. "Maybe you're biased. Maybe you



think it's crooked because the progtitute told you that, but it realy isn't. So maybe the Manasawas
picking up on your neurosis, but not the facts. Which would mean she picked up on Satan because of the
Rivkaand the Curseisn't redly by him." She paused to take abreath, her gaze flicked to hislap. "I can't
go after Satan unless | know for sureit'sthe right thing to do.”

"No! | will not have my penistreated likeit'saclueto be read and discarded.” Only awoman would
suggest such athing. They had no concept of itsfragile ego.

She cocked her head, and he could practicaly see her andyzing the Situation. "Isthe curve evident inits
flaccid sate?"

"Judtine, let it done
She scooted forward and rested her hand on hiswaistband. "Isit?"
"No. So thereyou go. A clinicd exam will reved nothing."

Something in her eyesflashed. Shelooked like awarrior now, not asensua lover. "Derek, my eterna
soul, and quite possibly my mother's, rests on my ability to vanquish the Curse and save Monafrom
generations of threats by LaVale men." She swung her leg over hisand straddled hislap, her face tense
with determination. "1 wasn't made Guardian for nothing. | can kill asneeded and | can most definitely
generate a hard-on without getting emotionally involved.” She dropped her hips and settled againgt him.

Hewas pressed asfar away from her asthe seat back would alow. He could not make the same claim.
"Jugine—"

She threw her arms around him and dammed her body againgt his, her mouth hot and wet againgt his. It
took less than two seconds for him to lose the battle. He dove into her mouth, histongue desperate for
hers. Skin. He needed skin. He yanked her shirt out from her jeans and plastered his hand over her bare
back. She was warm, soft, aive.

God, he needed her.
Want. Wanted her. Not need.

She was higher than him, holding hersaf up on her knees as she poured hest into his mouth. Yes. It was
all it had been on the dance floor and more.

Much more.

Thiswas the woman who had shot him in the gut. That was abond held never had with anyone, and it
was dragging himinto her spell.

She degpened the kiss, her hands frantic in hishair, her hips moving againgt his, grinding, taking contral,
demanding his response.

God, it felt good to let her drive. He fdt like he was always the one managing everything and everyonein
hislife. But not now. Not with Justine. The sense of freedom was exhilarating. Let her take responsbility,
not him.

He let his hands roam, taking in every curve of her back. He massaged her shoulder blades, ran his
fingers down her spine, dug into the muscles of her lower back, cupped her bottom, relishing the softness
under histouch. Soft, yet firm. Justine was awoman, asexud being that was driving him to the brink, yet
at the sametime, she was afighter who would never let hersdf fall.



Hisother half.
If such athing existed.
And right now, he smply wouldn't think about the fact they might be battling to the death in the morning.

Right now, it was about the fed of her breasts pressed againgt his chest, about her hips driving into his,
commanding his body to reply. He had no chance againgt her, and that was fine with him.

She moved her head to the Side, her lipstrailing heat down the side of his neck as she tugged his shirt out
of hisjeans.

No problem. Happy to oblige.

He helped her get his shirt free and she shoved it upward, feasting on his chest asif shewould die without
thetaste of himin every cdl of her body. Her lipsweretight around his nipple, her hands kneading his
stomach, diding lower, her fingers on the button of hisjeans.

With agrowl he didn't even recognize, he grabbed her around thewaist and pulled her upward, burying
his face under her shirt to taste the skin over her ribs. Shetasted like vanilla, and something else.
Something hot. Something dangerous. Something that teased him to take arisk.

Hefdt like he was hovering at the top of acliff, peering over the edge, with Justine down below,
beckoning him to jump, to risk, to fly. What was down there? Something dark. Something dangerous.
Something o unbelievably amazing that it was worth risking everything.

He knew in that moment he wouldn't turn away. Not from this. Not ever. No matter what the cost to
himsalf. He grabbed her hand and guided it to the front of hisjeans. It was the start, and he knew it
wasn't going to end there. They were both init until the end. He knew it, and he could fed the
commitment in Justine's body, in the desperation of her kisses. No matter what the cost to either of them,
they weren't turning back.

The seat lurched suddenly, and they were flung forward. Justine smashed the back of her head into the
Plexiglas divider with athunk and ayelp, and Derek flew into her, and then they both were on the floor,
tangled up in amess of limbs, heavy breathing, and too many clothes.

"Sorry," the cabbie said. "Didn't notice the red light. Not that | was watching you guys, because | wasn't.
Go ahead with your business. | can drive around for hours."

Justine groaned, and Derek looked at her. Her hair was a disheveled mess, her shirt was up around her
armpits, and shewas il bregthing heavily. Raw heat surged through him and suddenly dl he wanted to
do was bury himself in her essence, to lose himself forever.

"Don't sarea melikethat,” she muttered. "Get off me and let's get out of thiscab.”
"Right." He grabbed the edge of her shirt and tugged it down over her breasts.

It took them severd minutes, afew inadvertent gropes that sent hormones raging again, and asignificant
bribe to convince the cabbie to stop the cab and actudly let them out, but they were findly on concrete
again. One block from her condo.

They stood there for amoment, looking at each other.
Was the moment lost? Had sanity returned, dong with thoughts of unspeakable horrors and curses?



Justine's gaze flicked to the front of hisjeans, then back up to hisface. "I'll race you to my place. Winner
gets naked first." Shetook off running before he could even agree.

He loved awoman who took control.

Chapter Fourteen

Just as Justine knew he would, Derek caught up with her as she was yanking open the door to her
building. He grabbed her around the waist, soun her around, and hauled her against him, shoving them
both through the open door as he shackled her with kisses. She sighed and dipped her hands under his
shirt, relishing thefed of hisbody under her fingers. There was nothing like aman's body, with al the
curves and hardness that were so different from hers.

She could fed desirein hisbreeth, in the way he clutched her againgt him, and it reached inside her and
tugged at an answering need deep insde. They'd both been isolated for so long, and it wasimpossible to
fight it any longer. He made her fed dive, and she hadn't redized how dead she'd been insde until hed
woken her up.

"I know TheresaNichols lives here and I'm not leaving until you buzz her." Derek's lipstrailed down the
sde of her neck as an unfamiliar male voice penetrated her sexualy deprived haze. Alarm burst through
her at the man'sreferenceto Theresa.

No one knew Theresaeven existed, let alonethat she lived here.
"Derek.” Theword fell into his mouth, but he stilled ingtantly and pulled his head back.
"What'swrong?'

Justine forced hersdlf to let go of him and turned around. Derek released her and followed her gaze, his
body tensing next to her.

A manin hislate twenties was standing at abrand-new security desk, arguing with Xavier. Hewas
wearing apair of jeans and acollared shirt, with the deevesrolled up and the tail untucked. Hishair was
abit long, abit ragged, but it looked like he'd styled it that way. It wasintentional dishelvement of the
highest fashion. She wouldn't be surprised if his casud ook cost more than Derek’s nicest business auit.

The man was leaning on the desk, his body language relaxed even as he repeated his request to see
Theresa.

"You are hungry. Y ou need to go to arestaurant and get some dinner," Xavier said. Hisarmswere
folded across his chest, his dark face cold. He shot aglance at them, then his face tightened when he saw
Derek. Hetouched hisfingersto the stitches on his forehead, then gave Derek adight nod before turning
back to the man. "Y ou need to go eat."

Judtine dilled at his"suggestion.” Who was Xavier?
"That doesn't work on me," the man said to Xavier. "I'm immune.”

Adrendine flooded Justiné's body. If Xavier redly had the power of suggestion and this man was
immune, then their visitor was of the Otherworld. Someone with powers was after Theresa. And possibly
her. And Mona. She eased the dagger out from under her left arm and hid it behind her right thigh, her



heart pounding. "May | help you?'

The man turned his head, giving her an easy glance. Hisface was angular, dignified. Handsome, inaway
that wasn't nearly as masculine as Derek’s but good-looking nevertheless. There was no sign of gold dust
and he didn't have the LaVdle chin. "Not unlessyou know TheresaNichols," he said.

She noticed then that Xavier had taken off hisuniform jacket and wasrolling up hisdeeves. "I'll take care
of thisvisitor, Ms. Bennett. Would you like meto take care of your lawyer aswd|?"

Derek frowned, and she knew what he was thinking. Where was the Xavier who'd tried to get her killed?
This Xavier was about to knock two men around to protect her. Then again, shed never seen Xavier
resort to violence before, so thiswasn't the old Xavier either. Something was up with him, and she
doubted it was good. "No, Derek iswith me. He'sfine. Asfor him..." She nodded at the man. "Who are
you?"

Their visitor gave adeep bow that bespoke of an old-world grace. "Zeke Siccardi a your service."
For an ingtant, Justine's mind was a blank.

And then she redlized who it was and her adrendine sent her heart into a pounding frenzy. Theresas
cyber lover! The one who had been doing research on dragons and gold auras and, apparently, where
Theresalived. How had he found them? She glanced at Derek, but he was watching Xavier, who, in turn,
was intently focused on Zeke.

Zeke smiled, showing dimplesto diefor. "I'm hereto surprise Theresa. Y ou know her?”
"How did you end up at this address?'

"It'snot too difficult to find someoneif you know what you're doing." He held up amanilaenvelope. "l
got someinformation she might likeand | thought I'd deliver it in person.”

She watched him wave the envelope. It could be instructions on how to turn Theresa back into a human.
Or information about gold auras, or even aout the Curse. She waked toward him, her fingers practicaly
twitching with eagerness. "Theresa doesn't live here anymore, but I'll be happy to get that to her.”

Hefrowned, and she noticed asmall diamond earring in hisleft ear. Theresawould love that.
"Redlly? She moved?' He tucked the envelope back under his arm as Justine got close enough to grab it.

"Yes" Justine dmost managed to look him in the eye as she answered. Almost. Shewas aterriblelliar
and if he had any brainin hishead at al, he would redlize it. Her heart was thudding so loudly she was
certain he could hear it. Calm down. Count to ten. "But | can get the envelopeto her.”

"l want to ddliver it mysdf.” Zeke levered himsef off the desk and stood up, ignoring Xavier asthe
doorman circled Zeke. He was plenty tall enough for Theresain her human form, not quite big enough to
make an eleven-foot, two-ton dragon fed dainty, though. "Whereis she?'

"Sheisn't seeing vigitors, Zeke. I'll get it to her." She held out her hand for the file, but he made no move
to hand it to her.

He cocked his head. " She said the same thing when | suggested we meet. Why isn't she seeing anyone?"

Justine reluctantly dropped her hand, but didn't give him any room. "She'ssick. .. Y eah. Contagious.
Yes. That'sit. She has a contagious disease and has been quarantined.”



She fdt Derek’'s look, but she didn't dare meet his gaze. She would crack if she so much aslooked at
Derek. Xavier wasligening intently, his hands flexing at his sdes asif he was ready to toss Zeke out on
his head as soon as Justine gave him the nod.

"What kind of disease?’ Zeke asked.

Justine shifted her weight and tried to find a place to put her hands. "A parasite she picked upin the
Amazon. It'sdeadly, and airborne. It wiped out awholevillagein two days." Don't laugh. Don't laugh.

Helifted askeptical eyebrow. "So, isshe going to die?’

"Hopefully not. They've found adrug that keeps the symptoms under control, but she's still contagious.
Deadly to anyone." He looked ready to argue, so she quickly added, "She'sinan FBI lab at an
undisclosed location. No human contact. I'm her only living kin, so the FBI dlows meto send her
packages once aweek."

Zeke siwung the envelope from hisfingertips and studied her. His eyes were too penetrating, too
knowing. "Why didn't shetdl me? We EM dl thetime.”

Shit. She could throw aknife with deadly accuracy from fifteen yards, but was about to put herself and
Monaand Theresain jeopardy because she couldn't lie to save her life, though she had afeding that no
meatter how well she lied, Zeke would know. He was too astute, too savvy. Too dangerous. She shot a
panicked "werein deep shit" look at Derek.

Xavier tossed his jacket on the expensive, handwoven carpet and moved behind Zeke while Derek
stepped up beside Justine.

Zeke didn't even twitch, but suddenly there was an awareness prickling off his body, and she wondered
whether Derek and Xavier together would be able to take him. What was Zeke?

Derek cleared histhroat and broke the silent sandoff.

"Listen, Zeke, no one knows why women do what they do," he said easily. "I hate to interrupt, but
Justine and | were on our way updtairsto... chat." He gave Zeke avery malelook and held out his hand
for the package. "Have mercy on me, brother. Give usthe package and let me get her upstairs before the

moment passes.”

At Derek’'s comment, Justine lunged for his arm and wrapped herself around it, rubbing her breasts
againgt him even as her adrendine raced and she longed to conk Zeke on the head with her gun and teke
the envelope. "Oh, Derek. | thought you'd forgotten.”

He did his hand down her back and grabbed her butt, giving her a steamy look that made her want to
climb ingde his suit with him. "Not a chance, sweetheart.”

Zeke shook off the tension with a visible shake, then flipped the package to Derek, though the ng
sharpness hadn't | eft his eyes. He was capitulating for the moment, but it was on his own terms. He was
enough man for Theresa, and that might be abig problem. "I'm jedlous," he said. "My woman is under
FBI lockup, apparently. No action anytime soon for me."

"| fed your pain." Derek caught the package, then wrapped his fingers around Justiné's wrist and tugged
her toward the elevator.

Justine followed him, turning her head to bid farewell to her mysterious doorman. " Xavier, we need to
tak later."



"Of course." Zeke and Xavier'smale laughter followed them across the lobby, and she could practicaly
fed the heat emanating from Derek.

The ingtant the elevator doors closed, he pressed her againgt the wall with its expensive flowered
wallpaper. "Thanks for going dong with the cover to distract Zeke."

She softened againgt him as he leaned into her. "1t was agood plan. Thanks for helping me out, and
protecting Theresa" His heat was pressing into her, curving into her body like sensual caresses. "I have
to admit, it'sreally nice to have a partner who isn't driven by bloodlust and food cravings.”

"Partners? Isthat what we are?' He grabbed her wrists and locked them by her sides, pressing them
againg the brass bar flanking the walls of the elevator. Then he dropped his head and laid asoft kisson
the curve of her neck.

She closad her eyes and dug her fingersinto the waistband of his pants, sighing at the fed of hiswarmth.
"| think we are," she whispered. "For the moment. Until death do us part.”

The door to the elevator did open at her gpartment, but they didn't move. "Were here" Derek's breath
tickled her neck. "Shdl we continue this?'

Yes, do me!

No, save my soul!

Yes, take away my loneliness!

No, I'mterrified of unspeakable horrorsand | can't bear to send my momto hell!
"Derek—"

"Resigt thetemptation!" Theinterior door flew open and Theresa shoved her head between them. "The
Coundil just left!"

"Ohmy God!" Justine shoved Derek aside and nearly fell over him as she lunged for the door. He caught
her just as shetripped over hisfeet. "What did they say?'

Theresa clutched an empty pretzel box to her chest " They were not happy you were gone for so long.
I'm supposed to be emergency backup only! They had heard about Derek and his drinks, and they were
coming to check up. And you weren't here! Do you have any idea how difficult it isto stall three men
who are over six hundred years old and have interrogated some very bad people?’ Theresasface was
pale gray and her golden eyes were bloodshot. "They were here for two hours! I'm atotal wreck!"

Justine's gut thudded to her toes as she stepped into her gpartment. "They know about Derek's drinks?!
She was suddenly cold, so cold, and she jumped when Derek shut the door behind them.

"Yed" Tearswelled up in the dragon's eyes as she sat heavily on thefloor, rattling the chinain the nearby
cabinet. "What am | going to do if they abduct you and throw you into the Chamber of Unspeskable
Horrors? I'm going to be done herefor eternity! I'll go insane. | can't bear my scaled exileaone! And
you... what will happen to you? It'stoo awful for wordsl What if they come back? They'll find you, you
know. They told me they would. Y ou can't escape them!™ She broke down into heaving sobs, her scales
vibrating, her tail alimp rag on the floor. "Y ou can't leave me here again. | can't take the pressure! And
Zeke e-mailed me and said the gold aura meant he was possessed by Satan. Satan! Thelord of the
Underworld is after us, and so isthe Council! | can't dedl with thigl"



"Oh, swestie, I'm so sorry." Justine reached out to hug the dragon, then dropped her arms when the
dragon didn't respond. A hug was so inadequate when everything she said was completely true. The gold
aurawas from Satan. .. not redlly surprising. The Council? Unexpected and so not good. Justine sat
beside Theresa, resting her head againgt her friend. "I'm redlly sorry you had to endure the Council.”

She didn't even look up from her sobs, until Derek tapped her forehead with the envelope held gotten
from Zeke. "' Got something for you."

Theresatook arasping bresth of tears and anguish. "Pretzels?'
"Better than pretzels," Derek said.

She sghed heavily, and the envel ope caught fire on the corner. Derek cursed and smothered the flames
with his hand. Then helooked in surprise a his palm, no doubt in awe at itsinstantaneous heding. Such a
minor burn was inconsequential to him now. He glanced at Justine, then handed the envelope to Theresa
"We met Zeke. He wanted you to have this.”

Theresa's head snapped up and her pale face reverted ingtantly to her traditional blue-green complexion.
"Zeke? My Zeke?'Y ou met him? Where? When? Was he gorgeous? Did he have awedding ring on?”

Justine smiled as Derek escorted Theresato the couch, enthralling her with details about Zeke. He even
told her about Zeke's dimples, and the fact held called Theresa"hiswoman.” Thelook on Theresasface
when hetold her that was priceless, and Justinefelt her heart mdt just alittle.

Hewas a softie.

How was she going to kill him?

But what choice did she have? The Council was onto them.
There were no loopholesthat could save either of them now.

As Theresa opened Zeke's envel ope and squealed how he'd given her his research on how to turn a
dragon into a human, Justine met Derek's gaze over the dragon's head.

She knew he redlized the significance of the Council visit as soon as she saw theregret in hiseyes. At
least one of them was going to end up dead, possibly both of them, and possibly something much worse.

He gave her aquick nod, and she gave him ahalf smile. It was agreed: They would go forward aslong as
they could. Hell, they were taking on Satan. How much worse could the Council be? (And no, she didn't
want to know the answer to that question.)

How long until the Council returned? How many hours did they have until they ran out of time? No idea.
Five minutes? A day?

Likethethreat of the Curse hadn't been enough of a challenge.

Iris checked the connection between the faucet and the hose, making sure there were no lesks. Plastic
was spread over the floor to catch the flood she planned to make, along with any melting body parts.

Today was about full-scae warfare.

A musical knock sounded on the front door, and she pumped the nozzle on the hose, double-checking it
was on itsmost powerful setting.



"My sex kitten, it isyour stud muffin, responding to your e-mail,” Satan trilled from the front step.

"Comein." Shelifted the nozzle, steadied it with atwo-handed grip, and aimed at the kitchen door. "I'm
in the kitchen, naked and ready for you."

"Oh, my darling! | knew you would come around!" Satan rushed around the corner, and Irishit him
square in the face with a powerful rush of water.

Unfortunately, he was wearing a Gore-Tex rain outfit, complete with goggles and aface mask. He threw
his hands on his hips and stood under the assault of water. "Youlie! Y ou get my manly regions eager with
anticipation of asexua marathon, and you ambush me! | do not understand. | am emotionally shattered
by your actions."

She released the trigger. Bastard. Since when did he get that smart? Water dripped off his hood, hitting
the plastic sheet on the floor with rhythmic drops. "How stupid do you think | am? Did you redly think |
wouldn' find out?'

He sighed heavily. "Find out what, my love? If you're referring to my harvesting of two hundred and thirty
soulsyesterday, | ask you, what do you expect? | am Satan. Itismy caling. My best Rivkafound a cult
that waslooking for sponsorship, so | offered my services.”

"Not that." God, she wanted to turn himinto apile of jelly. "Take off therain gear. | promise| won't
shoot you."

Satan chuckled and waggled agloved finger at her. "Oh, my large-breasted fantasy woman, you are
turning into my perfect mate. Y ou lie without even onefacia twitch. Soimpressve.”

Irisfrowned. Hewasright. She had every intention of shooting him. "Did you turn on your brain today or
something?'

"My best Rivkachdlengesmedaily. | redized | cannot dwaysrely on my manly brawn and my specid
Satanic talentsto overpower everyone. | am courting the souls of some Harvard Law School professors.
Soon | passthe Afterlife bar exam and will write unbreakable contracts and issue incontrovertible
orders" He sighed suddenly and sat down heavily on akitchen chair with aloud squish. "It isvery
disheartening to redize how much | do wrong. | have much to fix."

Iris hesitated, trying to read his body language. His shoulders seemed too droopy for thisto be another
scam.

Not that it mattered. He wasin trouble. She whipped the hose back into firing position. " Justine told me
about the surfer.”

Satan looked at her, but the goggles kept her from seeing his expression. Good. No need to be tempted
by his come-hither eyes. "Which surfer?' he asked. "'l have taken the souls of many surfers. They are
willing to trade much for the perfect wave."

"The one who showed up at my daughter's condo with agun. Hetried to kill her and steal the Goblet."

Satan sat up straighten "1 protect her. Why do you refuse to believe me? | will go to great lengthsto win
your favor." Satan shoved the goggles up on hisforehead, hisface a picture of innocent confusion. If he
hadn't nabbed so many Hollywood souls, she might even be inclined to buy it. "Why do you blame me
for this?'

"Because he had agold aura."



Something twitched in hisface, then it was gone, but she was certain he knew what she wastaking
about.

Disappointment rushed through her, and she redlized sheld been hoping he didn't. " And you cursed
Derek Lavadle. You'rethe reason hel's after Justine." Her fingers twitched on the nozzle, but she held off.
Answersfird, torturelater. "Y our signature was on the Curse." She moved closer. "Y ou betrayed me."

"No." Hisvoice was soft. Angry. Hisfists clenched. "It is| who have been betrayed."

"Asif! How do you figure?' If hetried to blamedl of thison her just because sherefused to et him stedl
Mona, shewasturning himinto apuddle.

He held out hishand. "Hose, please. | will giveit back after | explain.”

Shetightened her grip on her wegpon, knowing she was unlikely to get it back. But she needed answers
quickly, and she did have afew water balloons stashed under the sink. Justine had said Derek'stime was
running out, but Iris had sensed another threat that Justine had denied. Nice. Her daughter met an
attractive man and ingantly starts hiding secrets from her own mother. It hurt so deeply, after all she did
for her.

Satan leapt to hisfeet and laid hishand on her cheek. "My love pancake? What iswrong?'

"Nothing." She shook him off and shut down her desire to lean on him. Asif Satan could understand the
emotions of being amother. "Take the hose, Satan. Y ou better make this good.”

"Oh, very good. | have adark secret | havetold no one. Until now."
A secret that thelord of dl things evil considered dark?

Thiswas going to be good.

Chapter Fifteen

Satan turned off the faucet, emptied the hoseinto the sink, detached it, and threw it out the kitchen
window. Then hetook off the rain suit, reveding avery nice-fitting tuxedo.

"Going somewhere?' The man certainly knew how to dress. He looked ravishing. She wanted to run her
fingers over that fine fabric and well-muscled body.

Instead, she walked around to the other side of the table and sat down.

He settled himself across her from and pulled an envelope from hisjacket pocket. "I was going to invite
you to an opera at the Met tonight. | have reservations at avery nice restaurant in New Y ork. Five star."
He pulled out two tickets and did them across the table to her.

Disbelief and yearning rushed through her as she picked up the tickets. They were crigp and redl, and
promised anight she hadn't had since she'd died. "How can we go to New Y ork? The only placel can
go inthemorta world isto vist Justine, wherever sheis." Shewaslucky to have gotten that much. Being
adisenfranchised Guardian didn't give you much leverage for negotiating Afterlife benefits. If shed retired
in good standing with full Guardian perks, sheld have access to anywhere in the mortal world she wanted,
at any time. Shedd have alovely housein heaven and... Stop torturing yourself. Iris. Shed made a



choice and that wasit. No point in still getting upset about it. She set the tickets back on the table and
pushed them away. "I'm sure you're not alowed to take me mere."

"l am Satan. | break rules." But hisclam didn't have the same energy it usualy did. "I redlized | need to
woo you. Lawyer soul told methat. Very wise man. Made me redlize the many ways | screw up.”

She moved her hand so her pinkie finger was touching the tickets, stroking them. "Tel me who went after
my daughter, Satan. Y ou say it wasn't you. So who wasit?' Exonerate yourself so | can accept your
offer for a night in New York. Not that she was going to deep with him or consent to be his
Underworld concubine, but she'd tolerate his company for achanceto go out in the city.

He sighed heavily. "After you broke my soul—"
"Y ou mean, after | ruined your quest to seduce me and sted Mona?”
"Yes, that. After you crudly regected me despitedl | had to offer... well... | wasvery upset.”

Iris pulled her hand back from the tickets and clenched them in her Iap. "How upset?' Thiswasthefirgt
time he'd admitted her actions had had any impact on him. She was most pleased to know held been

Upset.

He gave her puppy-dog eyes, but she didn't buy it. "Y ou were the first woman to rgect Satan, the best
lover inthe Afterlife. My ego was very damaged. And | had big plansfor the Goblet.”

"Yes, | know." That had been quite the night to remember. It wasn't every day agirl got to foil Satan's
plans.

"So, | needed to restore my manliness. Prove to everyonethat | was still ared-hot lover who could
seduce women at will." He puffed out his chest and thudded hisfist on thetable. "I decided to share my
virile lovemaking with as many women as possible.”

Something dark settled in Irissbelly. "Y ou went on a sex rampage while | wastrying to save my eternd
soul from the Chamber?

"Exactly!" He clapped his hands with delight as she shoved her chair back from the table and headed for
her stash of water balloons. "Unfortunatdly, | had the misfortune of impregnating one of my conquedts.”

[riswhirled around to face him. "What?"

He sghed heavily. "Or so she clams. She named him Satan Jr. and has been trying to use him to get
access to my kingdom.”

She clutched the edge of the counter, fought off dizziness. ™Y ou have a son!"

He started to rise to assst her, then sat back down when she glared a him. "I believe so. Only someone
with my blood would be able to create agold auravery smilar to mine—"

"But you don't have agold aura" That had been her one hope when Justine had told her. Despite what
the Manasa claimed, if Satan didn't have agold aura, how could he have possessed the surfer?

A red flash lit up hiseyesfor amillisecond. "Do you think | am so weak | cannot control my powers?'
He gave her an impatient sniff, and then was suddenly encompassed with abrilliant golden hue. He shut it
off just asabruptly. "Y ou wish to contest me further, or shal | continue with my tale of woe and misery?’

"My gpologies.” Sheworked her way back to her seat and sat down with an ungraceful thump, rubbing



her temples. Illegitimate sons and gold auras. It was too much. "Please continue.”

"Thank you." Hewas sitting stiffly, his shoulders turned away from her. "So, as | was saying, someone
with my blood could possibly create agolden aurasimilar, but inferior, to mine. In addition, he might be
ableto impersonate my signature.” He sghed heavily and some of therigidity left his upper body. "How
weary for my soul that my ungrateful love child hasinherited some of my specid skills. Geneticsis
unpredictable. He could have ended up an emasculated, powerless loser with less power than the
average human, but no. How awful for me." He thumped the table with his palms and his eyes guttered
with red. "1 gave them much money for good schools and excellent persona chefs, but they want more.
He wants to become my heir. How can ahaf mortal be heir to hell? What happensif he dies? Anarchy
would bevery bad." He threw himself back in his chair, nearly upending himself onto the floor. Only a
quick grab of the table kept him upright.

Iris nabbed the tickets as they started to dide off the now-tilted table. "So, what did you do?"

"| told him he could have ajob in hell." Satan pounded his heart and spread his hands wide. "Generous,
no?'

"Offering your illegitimate kid ajob instead of love? Sure, greet idea.” She frowned at the tickets, then
tossed them at Satan and clasped her hands on the table. "Did he takeit?"

"No. The youth of today think they are deserving of much, even though they have done nothing to earn
it." Satan stroked the fine materia of hissuit, then sniffed his gold and diamond watch, giving anod of
satisfaction. "Satan Jr. decided that if he managed to get the Goblet, | would be so desperate for it that |
would trade for it. Announce him asmy heir in return for the Goblet.”

Her empathy for Satan Jr. vanished at that revelation. Let the scum betortured by hislongingsfor hell
and the Goblet. "Idiot."

"Precisdy." Satan picked up the tickets and waved them at Iris, wiggling his eyebrows at her. "He amost
stole the Goblet one hundred and eighty years ago. But by then | redized you were my true love muffin.
So | saved your daughter and banished Satan Jr. from the Afterlife. | haven't heard from him since, but
apparently, heis till around.” Satan rubbed hischin. "Heishdf mortd. He should be dead by now, no?
And since | banned him from the Afterlife, dead for him would mean heis nowhere. Gone. But he
remains. How isthat possible?' He dipped the ticketsinto hisjacket pocket.

Iriswatched the tickets disappear from view, wondering whether he'd ever taken Satan Jr.'smom to the
Met. She sat up the instant she redlized what she was thinking and glared at Satan. How could she be
such anidiot to be jedous, especialy when her daughter's future was at stake? He's not worth it.
"Ligen, I'm dl for hearing your travails about your namesake, but the bigger issueis. Can you undo the
Curse? It'syour signature.”

"Alas, | cannaot. It isn't my sgnature. Hehasto do it."
"So, makehimdoit."
III w,]rntlll

Irissnorted. "Y ou rule the Underworld and you can't get your own flesh and blood to unmakeasimple
curse?'

Satan donned hiswounded expression. "I am very powerful. | am adeedly forcethat al fear. Happily, |
do not know where Satan Jr. is, nor do | careto. And eveniif | did, we hate each other quitealot.” He



sighed heavily and propped his chin up on hishands, his e bowsresting on the table. Tell me, Iris, how is
it that our children can disgppoint uslikethis? | give him lots of money, | give him ajob, and he ill tries
to kill the daughter of thewoman | love?'

Irisfelt her heart soften ever so dightly. "I know how you fed. Justine refusesto kill Derek, and she
keeps secrets from me. Her actions could send meto hell, or put her in the Chamber of Unspeakable
Horrorsfor eternity. | have given her dl the advice | can, and till she disregards me. What elsecan |
do?'

Satan reached across the table and wrapped hislong fingers around her hand, rubbing his thumb over her
pam. "My son will not die. Y our daughter will not kill. How they can they be so selfish after all we have
donefor them?Itis so difficult to be a parent today."

"Don't | know it." She dtared at their intertwined hands and didn't pull away.

Satan laid his other hand on Irissforearm, stroking her skin ever so softly. "I have a brilliant ideato help
us recover from the betrayas of our children.”

"I'll bet you do. And Justine didn't betray me." Yet. She had a bad feeling about Derek. No man was
good enough for her daughter, and certainly not one who wastrying to kill her.

"Go to New Y ork with me. Let me show you off to the mortal world and let them long for the Afterlife
where women of your mystique live. We shal dance, sing, eat, and have doppy sex for days." He
beamed and gave her hand atug of excitement. "Excedllent plan, no?'

To get away from everything... it was so tempting. And when would she ever get the chanceto go to
New Y ork again? And she did have acell phone, if Justine needed to reach her. She turned her hand
over and wrapped her fingersaround his. "Fine. I'll go to New Y ork, but no sex."

Fresh energy surged into hiseyes. "Nonsense. An evening in my presence and you will be unableto resist
m"

"Now | really won't deep with you." No woman wantsto be considered a sure thing, especialy by
Satan. "Y ou're not that good-looking."

"Of course | am." He sashayed around the table, then pulled her to her feet. "Wewill rent afive-star hotel
room and have hot sex for hourswithout stopping. | am the best lover in the Afterlife.”

She dlowed him to sweep her into hisarms and twirl her around the kitchen, unableto resist the fed of
hishands around her, hissmile soirresgtible. "Is sex different in the Afterlife than in the mortd world?"

His dimples degpened. "Oh, yes. Very much yes. Very, very, much yes. You will be so glad to beinthis
world once | bring you to ecstasy repeatedly.”

Irisfelt aglimmer of anticipation rush through her, so she released him and moved out of hisreach. "Il
joinyouin New Y ork only if you promise not to mention sex once. If you do, then I'll never deegp with
you." She grinned at the horrified expression on Satan's face. No way could herisk testing her threet, but
how would he ever make it through an evening without bringing up hisfavorite topic?

Should makefor avery entertaining night.

Derek paused in his Internet research to watch Justine. Her forehead was wrinkled, her lips pursed, her
face intense as she concentrated. She was smart, aswell astough and incredibly sexy. It wasredly



unfortunate they hadn't met under other circumstances.

She was searching the Treatise on Guardianship for details on exactly what she had done wrong and
how to fix it. She was making alist of argumentsto buy them time should the Council show up before she
and Derek broke the Curse.

Shelooked up and smiled when she caught him watching her. "Will you tell them you set up atrust to
fund the Lavadle men's quest for the Goblet for the next five hundred years? That you've | eft detailed
indructionswith six different attorneys on how to find me and what Monalookslike? Soif | kill you
before we end the Curse, I'll be fending off Lavale men forever, and eventualy one of them will fail to
succumb to my feminine charm and actudly kill me.”

"Feminine charm?' Oh, shehad no idea.

She gave him aflutter of her eyelashes. "No? Then how e se do you describe your hopeless infatuation
withme?'

"Y our bregdts.”
Shegrinned. "Redly?1 thought it was my scintillating persondlity.”

"I'm way too shalow to be attracted to your mind, or your courage, or your toughness." He flexed his
biceps and gave her ashdlow leer that had her laughing, then he dropped the pretense. "Truthfully, it's
because you're the first woman I've met, including my own mother, who's seen inside my warped brain
and hasn't tried to get me committed. That, and the fact that your kisses suck my brain dry and leave me
unableto think coherently. That'sared turn-on for aguy.”

Her smile widened, and he grinned at her. Justine was no softie and he liked that.

Shewas till smiling when shelooked down at her notes again. "' So, you agree then?' Her tone was
seriousagan. "You'll support the trust story?"

"Sure. | can even set one up just to proveit. It's actudly not abad idea"”

Her smilefdtered as she looked up. "Waell, that's not redlly necessary. | mean, you don't really want to
have me stalked for dl eternity, do you?'

"Of course not. But | have my duty to my progeny.”
She stuck her tongue out at him. "Duty sucks."

"I agree." Hereturned to surfing the Internet for information on how to destroy Satan. Surprisingly, there
were quite afew sites devoted to that very purpose, though he hadn't found many that seemed remotely

legitimate. He clicked open alink and scanned the page. ™Y ou think if we barbecue a banana and shove
it up hisnose, hishead would redly explode?’

"You goright ahead and try it." Sheflipped apageinthe Treatise. "I'll be sureand vist you in the
Afterlife after Satan killsyou for smashing amushy bananain hisface.

"Wiseass"

She grinned at him as ahigh-pitched ringing filled the gpartment. Justine's smile vanished and she
dammed the Treatise shut. "Mom?"'

Mom? No fair springing the mother intro on him without notice! He checked his shirt for Sains, ran his



hand over his stubble, then stood up and faced the kitchen door.

"Water. That's Satan'sweak point. He meltswhen hit by water." The unfamiliar female voice came from
behind him, so he spun back toward the kitchen just in time to see an attractive young woman shimmer to
lifein the middle of the kitchen table next to his computer.

He set one hand on the back of his chair and schooled hisfeaturesinto an impassve expression, ressting
the urge to take a step back.

Jugting's mom was wearing an degant black evening gown, and was heavily weighed down with
diamonds. Her hair was swept up in aknot at the back of her head. She looked dmost exactly like
Justine, except that she was refined and looked much more fragile.

He liked Justine's rough-and-tumble attitude better.

Justine rested her hands on the Treatise, her eyeswide. "Wow, Mom. Y ou look hot. Where are you
going?"

"TheMet." The woman studied Derek, then walked out of the table and glided around him. He stood
more erectly, then amost sat down when she walked behind him to check him out. "So thisis Derek

Lavadle Stll dive, | see” She clucked her disapprova, then glided to astop in front of him. "I'm Iris
Bennett, Justineés mother.”

"Niceto meet you." Hereached for her offered hand, but hisfingers went right through hers. Hefdt a
sort of tingling where her image was. "Firg time I've met aghogt.”

Her lipsthinned. "I'm not aghost. I'min purgetory.”

He grimaced. "I'm very sorry. My knowledge of purgatory is somewhat limited." When her face didn't
soften, he added, "I didn't mean to insult you. Y ou look lovely in that dress.”

Justine came to stand by his side, tucking her arm through his. "Don't bother sucking up to her. Aslong
asyouredill dive, shewontt like anything you do or say. Right, Mom?'

"Right." Iris passed her hand across his chest, leaving atingling behind where sheld been. "But | do admit,
you have good taste. He's dmost as good-looking as Satan. Nice muscle tone.”

He couldn't keep the look of surprise off hisface. " Satan's good-looking? | thought he had red skin and
horns.”

Iris narrowed her eyes and leaned her face closeto his. " So now you insult my date for the evening?'

"No! | didn't meanto, | swear." Hetugged at hiscollar. "I think we got off on the wrong foot." Iristurned
her back on him and he ground histeeth. Good thing he wasn't planning on marrying Justine. Having a
mother-in-law who wanted him dead and felt he was inferior to hell'sleader didn't exactly bode well for
the relationship.

Justine poked her mom in the back, keeping her hold on hisarm. "Stop harassing Derek. Y ou might as
well let him enjoy hislast few daysin the morta world.”

"l guess" Iristhrew him another long stare over her shoulder, her eyes dark and threatening. "If you kill
my daughter, I'll torture you for dl eternity. | have connections, you know."

Her hand moved toward his computer, and he wondered briefly whether he was about to be pummeled



over the head by alaptop. He edged toward the table and curved his hand over the compuiter, tugging it
until it wasunder hisarm. "'l believe you.”

She harrumphed, then turned toward Justine, which suited Derek just fine. There was adark power
rolling off her that was positively daunting. "Darling, | must run, but | wanted to let you know what Satan
sd”

Justine tensed againgt him. Y ou're going on adate with him?"
"Yes" Irisfolded her asams over her chest and dared Justine to chalenge her. Like mother, like daughter.

Justine didn't back down. "I'm sick and tired of you guilting me with this Qudifying Incident to save you if
you're dready planning to go down on him... | mean go down with him. To hell.”

Derek sat his hand on her back and she moved alittle closer to him.

"Who | have sex with isnone of your business,” Iris snapped. "But if | do decide to have sex with Satan,
that doesn't mean I'm going to go to hell and be hismistress. Theonly way I'll end upin hell isif you don't
get yourself together." She shot Derek ahard look for emphasis.

He gave her aninnocent amile.

Iris spun away from them and walked through the table to the Treatise. She ran her fingers over the
embossed cover, and awistful longing passed over her features. Then she gave the book afirm dap and
faced them. " Satan'sillegitimate son Satan Jr. impersonated him. He sent the surfer and cursed Derek.”

Justine's mouth dropped open and Derek had to concentrate on not doing the same. The bastard son of
Satan was causing trouble with the identity theft of hisleader-of-hell dad? Of course. How glly of them
not to think of that.

"We have no ideawhereto find him or what he looks like or anything,” Iris continued. "But apparently,
he believes helll win his daddy'slove if he can steal Mona." She danted alook at Derek. "We don't know
why he cursed the LaVale men, though.”

Justine let out alow whistle. " So, Satan knocked up some woman and refused to acknowledge hisown
son, turning him into a bitter, deprived psycho we have to track down? But you can't giveusasingle
ghred of information to help usfind Satan Jr.?"

"Exactly.” Irisblew them both akiss. "I must be off. If you need me, cal my cell. Well be staying at the
Waldorf if you need us."

"Y ou're going on adate instead of helping us?' Justine asked. "Can't you at least get Satan to help?”

"Weve done al we can. It's up to you. Good luck, swestie, and don't forget to kill Derek as soon asyou
can. Derek, lovely to meet you." Then Iris shimmered out of Sght with ahigh-pitched ringing.

"Okay, so do you have any bright ideas on how to track down a half-breed Satan who can hide from his
own dad?" Justine tugged the computer out of his grasp and sat down at the tablewith it. "I don't
suppose held be listed in the white pages?”

Derek pulled up achair and sat next to her, shoving aside the feeling of despair hovering at the edges of
hissoul. "Thisisagood thing. At least now we know where to focus. We can—" He paused as an inky
black shape formed on the kitchen floor.



"We can what?" Justine looked up from the screen just as the shape began to take the form of awoman
he knew quite well. A woman who happened to be Satan's right hand. A woman who was awaiting
direct ordersto kill him. Justine cursed. "Oh, like we need to have time to ded with her right now. If she
gartstelling you to kill me, I swear I'm going to shoot her.”

"She could have received her ordersto kill me." He dowly eased his chair back from the table as Justine
jumped up and darted across the room to where she kept her guns.

"Derek. Here." Heturned just in timeto catch a gun Justine tossed at him. She cocked her own wesgpon
and gave him a cheerful smile. "We decide how and when the other dies, and no Rivkasgoing to
interfere. If she orders either of us deed, well kill her."

Hefrowned at the gun in hishand. "Aren't you afraid I'll use thisto shoot you? Render you helplesswhile
| grab asword to do you in?'

"Y ou're asoftie, remember?’Y ou won't kill me unlessyou haveto." She pointed her gun past his
shoulder. "She'samost here”

"I'm not asoftie." He cocked his own gun, but kept it by hisside as his vice president took solid form.

Beccawas wearing an al-black ouitfit: jeans, sneskers, T-shirt, and aleather jacket. Her short, dark hair
was spiky and her fingernails were painted black. Over her shoulder was a bulky black bag that looked
perfect for carrying machine guns or other such friendly accoutrements.

Not the pin-striped professional he knew so well.

Shewas ashark as abusnessvoman. AsaRivka? She wasintimidating ashdll. "Hello, Becca" Hedid
hisfinger over thetrigger. "Did | missameeting with McDonad's?"

"Probably, but that's not why I'm here," she said. "We have amgjor problem and it will be herein about
two minutes"

Chapter Sixteen

Becca dung the bag over her shoulder and let it land with athud on the kitchen floor. "Goblet Girl, | don't
know who you pissed off, but you have a serious army on the way to this condo right now. Since you
have to stay dive long enough for Derek to kill you and break the Curse, I'm here to help.”

"Areyou kidding? Why would an army be after me... ? Oh! Isit Satan ¥.?"
"It'snot Satan Jr. It's Penhas.”
"Penhas?' Justine nearly dropped to her knees as true panic dammed into her. "Are you sure?"

"Yeah, I'm sure." Becca unzipped the bag and hauled out a couple of machineguns. "l rarely get to use
these because I'm supposed to use fireballs—Satan thinks it makes me scarier—but | thought you could
usethem.”

"Could the Penhas be working for Satan Jr.? Maybe we could track him through them?' Derek dung one
gun over his shoulder and accepted another one. "What are Penhas anyway?'



"Penhas are just another Otherworld being,” Justine interrupted before Becca could answer. "Guns work
on them, so noworries." For him. "Why are they after me?' She grabbed severa guns and would have
poached afew hand grenades if Becca hadn't given her an odd look. God help her, what had she done
to deserve Penhas? Her gun dipped out of her grasp, and she had to wipe the swest off her palms before
she picked it back up.

"They're here to sted the Goblet and kill you. And | serioudy doubt they'd sgn on with Satan . They
don't get into Stuff like turf wars over hell.”

Derek waked to the window, his gun resting on his shoulder. "Theresastring of yellow cabslined up in
front of the building." He glanced briefly a Becca. "If they're not with Satan Jr., then how would they
know where to find Mona?"

"Noidea." Beccakicked the bag under the table. "Theresalot of them though, and they must mean
busi ness because most of them are half naked.”

Justine's heart actually stuttered and she had to St down. "They're half naked?' Oh, God. She had no
chance, did she?"Derek, you have to take the lead on this one.”

Hedidn't look away from hisvigil by the window. "Why? What'swrong?"

"Nothing." She stood up. How was she supposed to tell him? " Never mind. Just keep Mona safe if
something happensto me.”

"They know she's an espresso machine too," Becca added as Derek turned to give Justine along look.

She refused to meet his gaze. Instead, she used M ona as an excuse when the espresso machine morphed
into abottle of erotic massage ail.

Beccadared & it. "Impressive.”
The bottle flashed a hot pink color, then returned to atranducent red state.

"Stop showing off," Justine sngpped. "Can't you turn into abag of rice until they're gone? | don't think
sensud ail isthe right thing to be when abunch of haf-naked men are on their way here.”

Her gut lurched when Mona promptly became atwo-liter bottle of massage oil, instead of a six-ounce
bottle. "That's not helping,” she hissed.

Derek waked away from the window, grasped Justin's arm and tugged her away from Becca. "What's
wrong with you? Why are you afraid of the Penhas?' He kept hisvoicelow, so Becca couldn't hear.
"What'stheir power?"

She felt her cheeks heat up. " Sex."
" 'Sex' ? What do you mean?'

"They're like one big walking pheromone. Unless you've had sex lately, you won't be ableto resst them.”
Her heart wasracing so hard her chest was beginning to ache. "I've heard of women killing their own
children to have sex with a Penha. Thelonger you've been cdlibate, the more power they have."

The understanding on his face made her want to crawl under the couch and die of embarrassment.

A light knock sounded on the front door, and Becca held out her hands and churned up afew firebdls.
"All right, Justine. Let 'emin.”



"Me?" God no, she couldn't face Penhas. Not in her state. Damn that Treatise for making her vulnerable,
Derek headed for the door. "I'll do it.”

Thank God. Before he could open it, a shriek from Theresa's room jerked her attention. "Theresal”
Justine bolted for the back of the loft, even as the knocking on the front door grew louder.

Gun up and ready, she burst into Theresa's room. The dragon was standing in the center of acircle of
dried fruit and some other mangled stuff Justine couldn't identify. Theresawas Staring a her hand, her
mouth hanging open like shed lost her mind. " Theresa? What'swrong?' There were no Penhasin the
room. Safe, for the moment.

Theresafinaly looked up, and held her hand out to Jugtine. "L ook a my fingernail."

"What?' Shetook adistracted glance at her roomi€e's gppendage, then froze in disbelief. On the middle
toe of her right hand, the claw had been replaced by ahuman fingernail, complete with a French
manicure. "'It's human!”

"I know! Can you believeit? It was one of the spells Zeke gave me. It was supposed to do all of me, but
thisisagart, don't you think?' The dragon blinked back atear, and Justine suddenly felt her own throat
get alittletight.

Then aloud thud from the front room made Justine jump.

Theresa's head snapped toward the other room. "What's going on out there?!

Justine winced as Derek shouted at her to come back. "We're being attacked by Pehnas. Come on.”
Theresa's golden eyes widened. "Penhas? Y ou're so screwed.”

"I know." She hoisted her gun up and sprinted back to the other room, vaguely comforted by the thud of
Theresasfeet right behind her.

They made it to the main area of theloft just asthe interior door to the condo splintered. In stepped a
man wearing nothing but apair of jeans and the perfect amount of five-o'clock shadow. He had muscles
inal theright places, and his eyes were a brilliant shade of green that matched the emerddsin the butt of
his sword. He turned toward Justine and Theresa, and flashed them a smile that reved ed straight white
teeth. "Good afternoon, ladies.”

Sweet mercy. He was perfect. Heat flooded her lower body.

Beccaydped and threw afirebdl at him. It hit him in the chest and he immediately exploded in apuff of
blue smoke.

Justine whirled on Becca, unfulfilled need raging through her. "Why'd you do that? Hed done nothing
wrong!"

Beccarevved up another firebal asthe eevator door did shut to return to the first floor. "He nearly got
you, Goblet Girl." She nodded at Theresa. "Dragon.”

"My name's Theresa, Rivka.”
"Mine's Becca. Can you shoot flames?

"Better than you can hurl afirebal,” Theresa snorted.



"Haveyou had sex lately?"

"Severd timesaday. I'm good."

Beccajerked her chin a Justine. "What about you? Y ou seem alittle vulnerable.”

"I haveto gtay. It'smy job." Tingling zinged through her belly when Derek touched her shoulder.

"Y ou don't haveto stay." Hisvoice vibrated with asexudity shed never noticed before. ™Y our
vulnerability provesyou're agood Guardian.”

She shrugged off histouch and shifted restlesdy, trying to shake off the urges pulsing through her.

"She can't say," Theresaannounced. "Shell be down on her knees offering blow jobsin lessthan a
second.” She patted Justine's shoulder. "Y ou're like adried up old maid, swestie, and you need to bail ."

At that moment, the elevator door opened and six guys walked in. The man in front was blond, tan, and
wesaring nothing except boxers and alight splattering of chest hair.

He gave Jugtine a brilliant smile as he casualy swung anicely polished sword from hisfingertips. ™Y ou
look lovely tonight, Guardian.”

"Oh, my..." Justine dropped to her knees, vaguely aware of the machine gun hitting the floor with a
thunk, of Theresasnickering next to her.

Beccadisntegrated him with afirebdl that had Justine moaning with frustration and fury.

"How could you kill him?" Jugtine grabbed her gun and jumped to her feet. " ou can't invite yoursdlf into
my house and then go around killing al the beautiful, naked men who show up on my doorstep!” She
unloaded fire and was satisfied when Becca vanished into adlither of inky black soot that melted into the
floor.

The second man headed straight for Justine, asword in hishand. All it took was asmile, and she
dropped the gun. "Take me. Now." She held up her arms and ran toward him, but Derek sprayed him
and the others with bullets, and dl she got was an armful of blue smoke. She whirled on him. "That was
completely uncalled for. Youll pay for that.”

Chapter Seventeen

Given the mutinous expression on her face, Derek was guessing that their imminent battle to the death
was going to happen now. "Justine? Maybe we can tak about this?!

"No." She stomped over to the gun and picked it up asthe elevator door did closed, no doubt on itsway
downgtairs to pick up more Penhas. "How dare you!" She released the safety on her gun and pointed it
a him. "l can't let you kill these gorgeous men."

Hetensed and lifted his gun, vaguely aware of Theresa howling with laughter off to the left. "Theresa?
How abouit alittle help here?’

"Shoot her in the somach. Shelll survive, but that should get her out of our way long enough to ded with
them.”



He consdered the woman standing before him with the twitchy trigger finger, flushed cheeks, and dightly
glazed eyes. "'l can't shoot her." He put up hisgun.

Theresasnorted. "And you cal yourself aman? No worthy man would resist shooting hiswoman for her
own good."

"She'snot my woman."
"You're pathetic. | rescind my offer to have sex with you. Asdesperate as| am, | till need amanly man.”
Theresa made a groan of sdf-sacrifice, then tapped Justine on the shoulder with her tail.

Derek ducked when Justine jerked, and her gun shot abullet over hisright shoulder. "He'sthe pretzel
king," Theresatold Justine. "Think carefully about how traumatized I'll beif you shoot him."

"What?' Justine glanced a Theresa, but her gun was still aimed in Derek's direction. "I haveto kill him.
Didn't you see what he did to my new sex toy?"

"Dont doit." Derek tried to assume a soothing tone as heinched closer, his eye on her gun. A few more
feet and held be ableto grabit. "Y ou don't really want to kill me, | promise.”

Then he noticed adark shape appearing around Justine's feet. Becca?

Hisvice president appeared behind Justine, grabbed her in aheadlock and wrenched the gun out of her
hands. Gave her aquick elbow to the head that dropped her.

"Hey!" He amed the gun at Becca. Y ou touch her again and you'refired." The devator rattled and he
knew it was on itsway back up again.

She tossed Justing's gun to him and gave Derek an appraising look. "Interesting she didn't shoot you as
soon as you killed one of them. She must be powerful to hesitate for that long, especidly when shel'sthat
susceptible. And she must have avery strong aversion to killing you, aswell. Notice how she didn't
hegtate to shoot me?"

Theresa snorted her disgust as a sense of satisfaction settled in Derek's chest. So the Guardian wasn't as
bloodthirsty as she made herself out to be, at least when it came to him. Maybe he could leverage that
into alonger life expectancy... or something.

"I'll be resstant to the Penhas dlure for afew moments, but then I'll have to go, and even Theresawill
eventudly succumb.” The elevator dinged itsarriva and they al turned to faceit. "Unlessthey send
women, you should befine. Soit'll be up to you.” The door opened and Becca shot afireball without
even waiting for their visitor to spesk.

"How long are they going to keep coming?' Theresaasked. "I mean, they'retotdly hot and everything,
but we can't keep knocking Justine out and shooting them.”

"Thisisjust the start. Therésalot of them. They'll come until they get the Goblet.” Two more cameinthis
time, and Becca hesitated for afraction of asecond until sheincinerated them. A thump at the back of
the gpartment made Becca jump. "They found the stairs. Can't you fed them?' She shivered. "I gottaget
out of here. | suggest you do the same." And with that, she vanished into the floor in adither of

blackness.

Theresaburned up the last two, then high-fived Derek as the door did shut. "Oh my God. How fun was
that? It has been s0 long! Have sex with meright now so | can withstand their dlure for hours. Think how



many | could kill! An endless supply of victims!" She held her front claws over head and wiggled her hips
in adancethat was far more frightening than sexy.

He picked up apillow from the couch and tucked it under Justine's head. " Can you stop celebrating long
enough to tell me what other powersthey have?"

"Just what you've seen, Wimp Boy. It'snot like they can fly up here or break down the door with a puff
of breath, so chill. They're generdly peaceful and they have no battle skills whatsoever, except the sex
thing, whichis pretty much al they need with Miss Sexudly Deprived here”

He smoothed Justing's hair off her face, and was dismayed to see her eydidsflutter. She waswaking up.
Not good.

"Unlessthey brought axesit's going to take awhile for them to get through the back door,” Theresa
continued. "It's specially reinforced to keep any Mona-stalkers at bay."

Justine groaned and sat up. "That bitch hit me, didn't she?"
Derek eyed her carefully. "Y ou want to kill me?"

Sherubbed her head. "Do | want to? No. Do | haveto? Well, we both know the answer to that
question.”

Rdief rushed through him. Shewasdl right. "Good. Y ou're back to normal," he said gruffly. But they
needed to get out of there before the next batch showed up. He turned to Theresa as he cupped Justine
around the waist and hel ped her to her feet "'Can you fly?"

She grinned. "Of course | can. Justine never lets me, though. She'safraid I'm going to get shot down by
an antiaircraft missle or something equdly dire”

"Well, you get to now." He ignored Justing's grunt of protest. "Can you carry both of usand Mona?'

"If I wasin shape| could, but | haven't flown since we lived in the Amazon. | could carry Mona, but
that'sit." Her eyes were sparkling and he could practically taste her eagerness to do what she'd been
denied for so long.

"Take Monaand go to my gpartment. Just go through awindow. I'll get it fixed later." Hejotted the
address down and handed it to the dragon. "Now, go."

"Yougotit." Shegrinned. "l can't bedievel get tofly."
"Just don't get shot down,” Justine said.

"I'll do my best." She danced out of the room, singing about leaving on ajet plane. He couldn't help but
amileat her excitement. Thesmdl joysinlife.

The eevator beeped, and he swung around, unloading his gun through the eevator door beforeit even
opened. When it did open, there was nothing inside but alot of blue smoke.

A lot of smoke. Meaning they'd packed the men in there. The Penhas didn't need axesto get through. If
they kept coming long enough, held eventualy shoot the door apart for them. He needed anew plan.

Justine frowned at him. "I don't think | likethat you just did that. I'm fedling alittle hogtile toward you."

"Resg it, Judtine. It'sthe Penhas. They're getting to you." He pulled the emergency stop on the elevator,



but the pounding from the back of the gpartment intensfied. How long until one of them ran off to pick up
afew axes? But at least no more would be coming up in the elevator, unlessthey knew how to shimmy
up elevator cables.

"Penhas. Right. | gotit." She closed her eyes and hugged her armsto her chest, her lipsmoving inasilent
mantrathat he redly hoped would work.

Theresa came back carrying the extremely large bottle of massage ail. "I'm okay for the moment. Never
thought al my cybersex would come in so handy, but it'shelping me. | do fed sort of weird, though.”

"Then go. Well caich up with you later.”

"Don't rush. I'm going to take the long route. | haven't flown in forever." She got adreamy look on her
face that said she might zip around the New Y ork skylinefor hours.

Like they needed to have adragon sighting right now. "I have an entire freezer full of experimentd flavors
of Vic's Pretzdls. Help yoursdf.”

Theresasighed. "That's so cruel. You know | can't resst that.”
"Just get out of here.”

"You got it." Sheran toward the window and broke through it, wings sprouting out of her back as she hit
thefresh arr.

Incredible. She was graceful and delicate as she soared through the air, with her horned tail flicking and
puffs of smoke coming out of her nose. He had no idea how he knew it, but he was pretty sure that was
happy smoke. Maybe he was getting the hang of Otherworld language. Go figure.

"I can't doit, Derek." Justine abandoned her mantraand opened her eyes. "I haveto go let themin." She
whirled and bolted for the back of the gpartment, but Derek managed to tackle her as she went by. "Get
off meso| canlet themin!" Sheflung her knee upward. He twisted, and she dammed hisinner thigh
instead of her target.

He grunted with the impact as pain ricocheted down hisleg. "Jugtine! They're going to kill you."

"So what? Death by sex isthe only way to go." She dug under her arm, and he blocked the dagger as
shethrust it toward histhroat. "Release me s0 | can rip off my clothes and fling my body at their mercy!™

"If you diefrom sex, it's not going to be with aPenha" He tossed the dagger out of her reach. It clattered
to astop inthe corner. "If you let those men kill you and take Mona, you'll go in the Chamber of
Unspeakable Horrors, remember?”

Something moved in Jugtines eyes. A faint recognition. "Penhas," she whispered. "They're here for me."

"Yes." He cupped her face with his hands, keeping her pressed to the floor with his body. "Focus,
Justine, Fight it off. We need to get out of here. Just keep it together for five minutes.”

"Oh, sure. No problem.” He saw adesperation in her eyesthat belied the sarcasm in her tone. A pleafor
help that he never thought held seein the eyes of hisindependent, self-sufficient Guardian.

It reached in his gut and yanked free something he'd kept locked up since hisdad had died. It surged
over him and exploded in his chest, and he dug hisfingersinto Justine's shoulders. I won't leave youl. |
won't let you die." Heldd thought those words about Quincy many times, but held never actually promised



them to anyone. Until now.
And it scared the daylights out of him.

Then he heard them shouting her name, and he felt Justine tense under him. "I can't help mysdf,” she
groaned. "I need to respond to them. | haveto..." And then she grabbed hishead and kissed him. "Have
sex with me, Derek."

"Now? " The pounding from the back of theloft intensified, and he thought he heard the sound of wood
splintering. Cal him old-fashioned, but it didn't exactly seem to be the most romantic Situation for a
Seduction.

"It'sthe only way for meto resst them.” She twisted under him, shoving at his shoulders. "If you dont, I'll
kill you to get free and then welll both die and Monawill be gone." A Penha shouted her name, and she
winced. "Derek!"

"Youresureitll be okay?"
llYall

Hetook adeep breeth, and then kissed her. For redl. With dl intention of full follow-through. She flung
hersdf into the kiss, pouring her heart and soul into his mouth.

The power from her kiss stunned him, and he nearly lifted his head to break from the eectricity rushing
through him. It was too much, it hit too deep, it curled his gut painfully where he didn't want to fedl

anything.

Then he heard the Penhas yelling her name again, and her hands dove for the button of hisjeans. "Now,
Derek," she whispered into his mouth. She yanked his pants open and bit the side of his neck.

"Most men don't respond well to thiskind of pressure,” he muttered even as he raked his hands across
her belly and tugged her jeansfrom her hips.

She arched under him, gasping as he did his hands over her thighs, and he dipped the denim off. Her skin
was S0 Soft, o hot, piercing hisfingertips like daggers. "Y ou fed likeyoureonfire”

"I'm burning up." She shoved her hands under hisjeans, her hands digging into hisbutt as she franticaly
kissed his neck, histhroat, his collarbone. "'For you. For us."

There was no mistaking the sound of wood splintering, and a banging coming from the floor of the
elevator, dong with the constant sound of men calling for Justine,

"Now, Derek."

He shucked his jeans and moved between her legs. She wrapped her legs around his hips, and he thrust
hard and deep. She screamed and he couldn't suppress his shout. Their reaction was instant, explosive
and branded them both as their bodies convul sed together. One movement, one response, two souls
melted into one with a heat so intense he was certain there was smoke rising from their bodies.

She writhed under him, her fingers digging into his shoulders as he crushed her againgt him. Hefelt like
every musclein hisbody had triggered at the same time, and he couldn't stop himsdlf from driving into her
asfar and degp ashe could, and it still wasn't enough, until hefelt her soul latch onto his, draining his
body of its essence, absorbing it into hers and thrusting it back, revived, refreshed, and dive.



Alive. Hefdt so dive.
God. What had just happened to him?

Helooked down into the face of his Guardian, and saw the same look of shock on her face he knew was
on his. He kissed her softly and rested his forehead against hers. Closed his eyes and absorbed her,
s0aked in the moment.

"Mom says Satan claimsto be the best lover in the Afterlife,”" she whispered againgt hislips. "That'sonly
because you aren't dead yet."

He opened hiseyesand smiled. "If | had time, I'd show you what | can redlly do."

A crash from the kitchen indicated that the door had findly given way, and aman's deep voice drifted
through theloft. "Guardian? We are herefor you."

"Timeto go," she sad. "Off, off."

Herolled to his side and jerked his pants on as she did the same thing. "Did it work?"
Shegrinned a him. "The only man | want to get naked with isyou."

"Excellent." Hetossed her agun. "To save Mong, it was aworthwhile sacrifice.”

"Sacrifice?" She amed the gun at the kitchen door, and took out the front row of men in apuff of blue
smoke. "Y ou'll be dreaming abouit that interlude for the rest of your existence.”

Hekilled the next group that swelled forward. "Aswill you. Got afire escgpe?’

"Yep. In Theresasroom." She sprinted to the back of the loft, and he was right behind her. She yanked
up the window and sprayed afew more bullets behind her just before Derek shut the door and shoved
thearmoirein front of it. A puff of blue smoke floated through the crack under thewood. "Y ou firgt," she
sad.

"A gentleman never has sex with awoman and then leaves her behind to face possessed Penhas done.
Youfird."

Sherolled her eyes and stepped out onto the fire escape. " Theres no room in my lifefor chivalry.”
"Maybe there should be."
She paused, with one foot on the ladder. "What does that mean?”

Hefrowned. It had sort of dipped out. Must be resdua he-man urges after their moment of intimacy;
taking care of hiswoman and dl that. Ingtinctive response to sex. Neither of them could afford anything
more than that. "1t means you shouldn't argue when | offer to fight off naked menfor you."

"| thought it meant you weren't going to kill meif we couldn't solve the Curse.” She tarted to climb down
and hefollowed her. "It's not very chivarousto have sex with awoman and then kill her."

"Agreed. But it's not very ladylike to deep with aman and then kill him." They both dropped to the
ground, and sprinted for the nearest cab.

"As| sad, theré's no room for chivary in my life," she said as she dove into the backseat of the cab.
"And didn't you promise back there that you wouldn't let me die?’



He busied himsdf shutting the door. "I was talking about the Penhas."
"Ah. Too bad for me."

Too bad for both of us. Hefdl onto the seat next to her and gave the cabbie directions as scantily clad
men began dropping from her fire escape. "Wdll, on the plus side, we managed to have sex without
endangering your eternd soul.”

She leaned back againgt the seat and closed her eyes, breathing heavily. "Maybe the Penhas will follow
LBll

"You think?' He dung hisarm around her shoulder and pulled her against him, so she wasresting against
his chest. He needed her to be there, and she didn't seem to mind.

"I canonly hope."
He kissed the top of her head. "Shdl | leave atrail of breadcrumbs so they can find us?'
"Definitdy.”

Chapter Eighteen

Juginewas il feding alittle dizzy by thetimethey arrived at the Wadorf-Agtoria, after athirty-minute
ride around the city to make sure they'd lost the Penhas. Sex. Sheld had sex. It had been over ahaf hour
snce held rocked her world, and her legs were still trembling, her brain was till consumed by some soft
fuzzy emotion, and she didn't want to move out of Derek'sarms. Ever.

She didn't even have the energy to tell Derek to quit being a gentleman when he hel ped her out of the cab
and kept his hand on her back asthey waked up to the front desk. She wanted him to keep touching
her, to put his head next to hers and whisper sweet nothings.

And then shewanted him to rip her clothes off and take her right in the lobby of the hotel, in front of all
these people and gorgeous pieces of furniture. Orgasm after orgasm. L ots of exposed flesh. Licking,
kissng, caressng...

Oh, shewasin such trouble,
"You dl right?" His brow wrinkled as he peered at her, his eyeswarm and soft.

"Just because we had sex doesn't mean I'm going to shirk my duty or put your life above Monas eternal
sdfety.” Yeah, yeah. What she said.

One eyebrow arched in amusement. "Methinks the Guardian doth protest too much.”
"Shut up.”

Derek gave her an easy smile, then leaned on the reception desk, his hand still caressing Justine's back.
In amoment, she would reclaim her independence but, for just one minute, she wanted to enjoy the
sensation of aman doting on her.

How was she ever going to go back to her life?



"Can you ring the room for Iris Bennett please?' Derek asked the young man behind the desk.

Right. Forgot they were there to dedl with Satan. Nothing like thoughts of evil Otherworld beingsto help
bring a Guardian down from the high of her first orgasm in two centuries.

The clerk gave him apracticed smile. "One minute." He studied the compuiter, then dided the phone.
After amoment, he said, "I'm afraid sheisn't in. Would you careto leave a message”?”’

"No, thanks. Well try again later."

Justine leaned around Derek. "Do you have alisting for Setan?"

The clerk barely managed to retain his bland expression. "I beg your pardon?'

"He doesn't use hisown name. He'sa celebrity.” Well, hewas, in away. "Please check."
Hedid asinstructed, and shook his head. "No Satan."

She glanced at Derek, then leaned closer to the desk clerk. "1 don't suppose Iris has two rooms
reserved?’

“No."
One room for her mom and Satan. Dismay curdled in her belly and she turned away from the desk.

Derek dipped his hand around her elbow. "1t's not even eleven yet. They're probably ill out on the
town. Let'sget adrink at the bar and wait for abit. Decompress.”

Right. She could use some decompression.

She followed Derek to the bar, and sank down into a plush couch next to alow table, while he went off
to get drinks. She couldn't hel p but watch him as he walked away from her, his stride easy and long, his
jeansfitting perfectly over his gorgeous behind. The one she'd been wrapped around only a short time

ago.
He glanced over his shoulder, caught her looking and grinned.
She amiled back. Why pretend? After that sex, he had to know she had the hotsfor him.

She groaned and | et her head flop back againgt the cushions. How could she kill the only man who'd
given her an orgasm since she'd become a Guardian? And not just any orgasm, one that was so
incredible she was Hill feding sparks pricking her fingers and toes.

"Guardian?'

Her eyes snapped open. Three men stood in front of her. One was apirate, right down to the gold
earring and scabbard. Another was wearing awhite robe and had along white beard. A third man was
wearing anavy suit and an understated tie.

The Council.
Uh-oh.
She gave them acalm smile—asif! "So good to see you again.”

"We need to meet with you," the businessman said.



Yeah, | figured. "Have aseat." Derek walked up behind them, and shetried to tell him to leave with her
expression. He frowned and glanced at the men.

They sat in unison, onein each of the armchairs surrounding the coffee tablein front of her. "Whereisthe
Goblet?' the pirate asked.

Derek raised his brows when he heard the question, and he took a closer look at the men.
"Sheiswith my designated successor,” Justine said.
"Agan?' The old man pulled out a notepad and jotted something down.

Somehow, she doubted it was a compliment about her excellent fashion sense. She cleared her throat.
"According to article seven, section three, subparagraph A of the Treatise, entrusting physica custody of
the Goblet to the designated successor is permitted in emergency Stuations.” All that Treatise-trading
had come in handy. "We were attacked by Penhas and had to separate. Deadly force was involved,
which triggers the Emergency Response clause, which permits meto bresk al rulesthat, in my sole
discretion, | deem necessary to ensure the Goblet's safety.” Hah. Take that, ye conservative old men
in dated attire. "Asismy right, | have deemed that the emergency state will continue to bein existence
until we end the Curse on thisman." She pointed at Derek. " And until we find out who sent the Penhas
after us”

The three members of the Council stared a her in surprised slence.
Guessthey'd never before dealt with a Guardian who'd actualy read the Treatise.

Derek moved past the men and sat down next to her, giving her aprivate wink. She grinned at his
gppreciation of her brilliance.

The pirate eyed him. " So, you're the Cursed one."

"I'm Derek LaValle, of the Lavalleclan." Derek stood up and shook everyone's hands. "1'm working
with the Guardian to bresk the Curse so later generations of LaVale men don't continue to come after
the Goblet until they eventualy succeed. Justineisasellar Guardian and hastried to kill me on more than
one occason. | am fully awvare she lets melive only for now, and when the time comes, shewill kill meas
sheissupposed to."

"Sit," commanded the old man.
"At your service." Derek did as directed, and Justine could see the tension in his neck.

It made her fed better to know he had her back. Y es, she was accustomed to working independently,
but he was agood addition. The Penhas would have been awee bit difficult to manage by hersdlf. She
shifted her leg so her |eft thigh rested againgt his. It was adight touch, but the contact made her fed
settled. Grounded. Especidly when he leaned back and pressed his shoulder againgt hers.

For now they were ateam, and it was okay with her.

The businessman sat across from them, his gold watch flashing in the candlelight. "We are hereto set a
date for your Judgment.”

A Judgment? That sounded like aredlly unpleasant thing. Sheld skipped the section in the Treatise on
Judgments, an oversight that might have been abad idea. "Thanksfor the offer, but | decline.”



He raised hiseyebrows. "Y ou can't decline.”
"Oh." Terribly unfortunate. It had been worth atry.
"Two days hence. We will comefor you."

"Two days?' She dug her fingersinto the arm of the couch, but tried to keep her voice cam. "That's not
enough timefor meto prepare.”

"The head of the Council has vacation planned next week. She needsto get this done before she leaves.”

"Vacation? Y ou're depriving me of enough time to gather evidence to save my eternal soul because she
has vacation plans ? |sn't that a due process violation? I'll—" She clapped her mouth shut when Derek
increased the pressure of his shoulder againgt hers. Don't make things wor se, Justine.

"It's plenty of time." The businessman stood up. ™Y ou'll till be allowed to present your side.”

"Not that it will help you save your soul. The decisonisbasicaly made." The old man tucked his notepad
into the folds of his robe and teetered hisway to hisfeet.

Widll, if that wasthe case, she might aswdll have wild sex with Derek until her brains melted. The
memory could sustain her through an eternity of unspeskable horrors.

Then the pirate winked at her. "They're blowing smoke, my love. | like your approach. Shows
innovation. Evolution of the position to adjust to modern society. Save the Goblet and you'll be fine."

"She's doomed ether way." The old man latched on to the pirate's arm and gave him aquelling glare that
hed the pirate glowering a him. "Don't give her false hope."

"It'snot false." The pirate whipped out hissword and pointed it at the old man's neck. "How many times
do | havetotdl you not to grab me?'

The old man flicked the tip away from him with onefinger. Y ou'retoo volatile for this pogtion. No
wonder you died by amutiny from your own crew."

"It wasn't amutiny, you old bas—"

"Enough.” The businessman stepped between them and confiscated the sword. " The decision hasn't been
made," he announced. "Until dl informationisin, it's<till undecided." Helooked at Justine. "Unlessyou
lose the Goblet. No trid if that happens.”

'I'll save Mona"

Derek leaned forward. " We will save Mona. She needs me, and that's the only reason I'm il dive.” She
gave him agentle bump of gppreciation with her shoulder and he squeezed her thigh.

His support gave her the courage to smile at the Council asthey loomed around the table.

"That'sal. Well be back for you intwo days," the busnessman said.

"Doomed," the old man said before the businessman grabbed his deeve and prodded him to the door.
The pirate's golden earrings sparkled in the candilight. "Y ou'll befine.”

She touched hisarm. "Do you mean that? Becauseif | really am doomed to an eternity of unspeakable



horrors, | want to know now."

He patted her hand. "It'sall up to you.” Then he gave Derek athumbs-up and wink. "Excellent job with
the Penhas, Cursed One."

"Jerome!" the businessman shouted. "Now!"

The pirate's face darkened and he stalked toward the door, muttering epithets and extolling the virtues of
piracy and the high sess.

She gaped after him, heat rising in her cheeks. "Pen-has? How did they know what you did? Do you
think they were actudly... watching?'

Derek leaned over and kissed her hard. Deep. He sent dll her emotions rushing through her until her
fingerswere burning as she leaned into him, clutching his shirt. When she was 00zing around thefloor ina
puddle of sexud bliss, he broke the kissand grinned. "I don't want you thinking of anything but me when
you think about what we did in your loft."”

She sagged into his chest. "Y ou're such an arrogant male. | hate arrogant males.”

"Yeah, | cantell." He nibbled on her earlobe, his chuckle vibrating deep in his chest. "What do you say
we go track down your mom and Satan and get this dedl taken care of 7'

She hoisted hersdlf off him. "Let'sdo it. | have a Council to thwart."

Satan shut the door, leaned againgt it, and gave Irisaleering grin. "It istime to rock your world, no?!

Iris put her hands on her hips and tried to give him astern look. "I told you, just because | |et you take
me to the operaand buy me dinner doesn't mean I'm going to have sex with you."

Hewiggled his eyebrows and levered himself off the door, gliding across the plush carpet. "No, but the
fact you didn't object to one room and one bed says much.”

"It says | waslooking forward to forcing you to deep on thefloor.” She turned on the ornate brass lamp
next to the embroidered sofathat framed the seating area.

He shrugged off histuxedo jacket and tossed it on the king-sized bed. "We will deep on the floor
together. And on the bed. And on the coffee table. And in the shower." He cameto astop directly in
front of her, hisbody only inchesfrom hers. "I am the best lover in the Afterlife. We will have sex on
every piece of furniturein thisroom. Twice. And then we start over.”

She scooted around the sofa and flicked on the floor lamp. "No."

He gave her awounded look and legpt over the sofato land in front of her as shetried to skulk around
the back of it. "But why? How do you find the cruelnessin your soul to reject me? | have been waiting
for you for two hundred and twenty-four years. Do you redlize how long that isfor aman of my virility?"

"It hasn't been two hundred and twenty-four years. Y ou went on a sex rampage, remember?' She turned
to go the other way, then froze when he caught her wrigt. "L et goof me."

"| dready forgot about dl the other women. | have no mind for anyone but my love muffin." Hetraced his
fingerslightly over the necklace hed given her earlier in the evening. With its perfect diamonds and the
way Satan had begged her to accept it, she'd been unable to turn it down.



"But you're alying, manipulative bastard, remember?’ Yes, Iris, remember? You know he'll break your
heart, use you and cast you aside. Just say no! It'sall lies!

But what if it wasn't liesanymore? What if he really wanted her for who shewas?

"Of course | lieand manipulate. | am Satan. | can be no other way." Hetrailed hisindex finger over her
collarbone, and a delighted smile broke over hisface. "Goose bumps! | turn you on!”

"I'm cold.” But it was getting more difficult to keep the hostile tonein her voice. How could she help it?
He was Satan and held dways had a place in her soul. What woman could resist those dimples? He
wore histuxedo like he was born for grestness, and it framed his narrow waist and wide shoulders

perfectly.

"| shall heat you up, then." He moved closer and kissed her throat, hislipsdrifting over her skinlikea
butterfly. "I am Satan. | am heat. | amfire. | burninyou."

"What do you want from methistime?' Her voice was Soft, her fingers curving into hisfine shirt instead
of blocking him. "Nolies."

"I want you to be my queen. My eternal bedmate and adviser." He ran histongue down the side of her
neck. "If you want to rule hell, that'sfine too. Whatever it takesto get you by my sde.”

"What about Mona?' Her voice was breathy, and she knew he noticed because of the smile that curved
hismagnificent lips.

"I want Monavery badly, but | have aready proven | want you more, no?"

Damn. Hewas right about that. "'l won't relocate to hell." She sighed and tipped her head back ashe
showered kisses over her chest, down to the neckline of her black silk gown.

"If you cometo hell, you will learn how to torture innocent souls and ruin lives. We will use the misery of
others asforeplay for our lovemaking. Y ou will have unlimited accessto victims on which to release dl
your violent and amoral ingtincts, and | will adorn you with obscene amounts of the finest jewery. Plus|
have amost excellent assortment of automobiles and wines. People have traded much to get their most
important dreams." He purred softly and nuzzled her neck. "Hell isvery nice. Nicer than heaven.”

"| thought you were only supposed to take souls." She clutched his shoulders as he did his hands over
her lower back, holding her up as he nuzzled the neckline of her dress aside, hislipswhispering over the
tops of her breasts.

"I am Satan. | break rules. My flat-screen televisons and surround sound make me very popular for
parties. Best in the Afterlife.” Histongueflicked her nipple, and Iris couldn't suppress her quick inhae.
"Comefor avigt. If youwant to leave, | let you go. If not, | worship you for eternity and vaue your mind
and your intelligence. Y ou will grow an enormous ego and be impossible to tolerate. It sounds wonderful,
no?'

"But you betrayed me," she whispered. How could sheforget that?
Helifted his head and met her gaze. "'l am sorry."
She pulled back, and her heart thudded. "What did you say?"'

"I apologize. | expressmy remorse. | admit | wasa... scum-sucking bastard? Isthat good? Or, how
about... roya pinprick unworthy of dog doo? Or..." Hewrinkled hisbrow. "I know! | deserveto have



my manly regions dathered in ahletic cream that makes them burn until | scream likeagirl.”
She amiled. "Y ou've been rehearsing your gpology.”

"Oh, yes. Doesit show?| am very remorseful. Will you alow me now to bring you to ecstasy that only
those who have been a my sexua mercy can even begin to understand?”’

Shetilted her head and felt the ache in her chest. The one that had been with her since the day sheld met
him. " Satan?'

Hiseyeswere glistening, his handstight againgt her lower back, histhumbs rubbing circles againgt thethin
materid of her dress. 'Y es, my burning hot pile of lusciousness?’

A loud knock on the door interrupted her before she could finish. "Mom! Areyou in there?'

Oh, no. "Justine? What's wrong?" She shoved Satan off her and lunged for the door, but Satan grabbed
her and hauled her up againgt him, hisbody hard againgt hers.

"Satan, that's my daughter. | haveto go." She couldn't let Satan and Justine meet. She had to find away
to stopit. "Release me, now."

"Not yet." And with that, he kissed her. A soul-searing, burning kissthat stole her mind, wrenched open
her heart, and infused her with heat, passion, and something el se that made her knees tremble and her
hands shake.

He broke the kiss and stared down &t her, astartled look on hisface. "I hereby declare myself your
servant for dl eternity, Iris Bennett.”

That was dl he said, but the stark honesty and vulnerability in his voice reached her in away nothing hed
ever said had before.

Chapter Nineteen

Justine was just about ready to kick down the hotel door when it opened and her mom dipped ouit.

She was il dressed, thank heavens. " Justine, sweetie, what are you doing here?' She shut the door
firmly behind her and leaned againgt it, keeping atight grip on the knob. "'l am your servant,” aman's
voice said through the door.

"I lick the ground you wak on. | cry when you leave my sght.”
Her mom's cheeks flushed. "Ignore him."

"If you make him sign that in triplicate, it might be worth it to have the ruler of the Underworld be your
servant," Derek observed.

He stopped observing when Justine elbowed him in the gut. "If Satan can stop begging for afew minutes,
we need to talk to him," she said.

Thejerk on the other side of the door tapped firmly.

"Satan doesn't beg! | throw my offended nature back at you! | worship the woman with the legs most



lovely. Thet isnot begging!”
Iris shook her head sharply. ™Y ou can't spesk to him." Justine wrinkled her nose. "He's naked, isn't he?”

"I am not naked, but | can be very quickly. Would you like to ingpect my manhood before | take your
mother to the highest mountains of pleasure?’

"No!" He sounded like alove-stricken teenager, not a badass lord of the Underworld. "Keep your
clotheson!" She caught aglimpse of Derek grinning broadly, and she glared a him. Heimmediately
wiped the smile off hisface and sucked his cheeksin.

"Satan! Go lather yourself up in the bathtub,” Iris snapped.

"| cannot drag mysdif that far away from you, my luscious love monkey." Therewas athud asif hed
fdlen againg the door. "1 must press myself againgt thiswood until | can fed your flesh against my body."

Iriss cheeks turned pink. "Can't we dedl with thistomorrow?”

"Trust me, Mean, | redly don't want to be here, but we can't leave until wetalk to him about Satan Jr."
"Sniveing bastard,” Satan announced. "l spit on my velvet soft sperm factory that crested him.”

Derek turned away and erupted into a coughing fit.

Justine smacked Derek on the shoulder. "It's not funny."

"I know. I'm sorry." He coughed again and his eyesweretearing. "I'll stop.”

"It'sreally important that we ask you afew questions,” shetold the door. "Let usin.”

"Certainly. Anything for the daughter of thewoman | will caressfor al eternity.” The knob started to turn,
but Iris squawked and lunged for it.

"Don't comeout." She gave Justineaworried look. "I'm afraid if he seesyou, it will stir up longings for
Monathat aretoo strong for himto resist.”

"l am Satan. | am strong. | canresist.” Pause. "Do you have the Goblet with you, daughter of my fantasy
woman?'

"No, | don't." Asif shed be dumb enough to wander around New Y ork with Monain her back pocket.
There was areason she was the best Guardian in athousand years.

"Then | am Satan. | am strong. | canresist.” He knocked on the mahogany. "Release me, beautiful one.
Let measss your daughter.”

"Y ou could save her lifeand it won't get meto moveto hell withyou,” Irissaid. "Don't even think you can
manipulate me.”

She glanced at Derek, who was il grinning broadly.

"I'm sorry, Justine, but thisishilarious,” he said. "I can't believe I'm listening to Satan try to seduce your

"Man-to-man, if you assst me, | will grant your grestest wish," Satan called ouit.
"I'd like the Curse ended,” Derek replied.



"Oh. Except that. Would you like alarger manhood? | could arrange that.”
"I'm al s, thanks." He shot Justine alook that had her cheeks heating up.

And her mom noticed, if the raised brow and stern, albeit disgppointed, look on her face was any
indication. "Justine? A private word?"

"The Council visited tonight,” she blurted. "They're having a Judgment in two days. If | can't bresk the
Curse by then and prove | did the right thing by giving Derek the drinks from Mona, it's the Chamber of
Unspeakable Horrorsfor me."

Iris paled and clasped a hand to her chest. "Sweet mother Mary. | was afraid of this."

"My love pumpkin! | sense your distress! | come to your rescuel™ With aloud tear, Satan ripped the
door off the hinges and flung it behind him. He threw himsdlf through the doorway and hauled Irisagainst
him, nearly suffocating her by pressing her faceinto his chest and cooing disgustingly sweet thingsinto her
eqr.

Satan was drop-dead gorgeous, no pun intended. At least six four, broad shoulders, dark hair,
penetrating eyes, and ajawlineto die for. No wonder her mom had sex fantasies about him. How could
she have resisted Satan's full-court pressfor so long? Impressive.

Derek cleared histhroat and sauntered up behind Justine, bresthing softly against her neck. "Don't even
think about it," he said.

An unfamiliar flutter danced in her belly. "Areyou jed ous of Satan?"
"No." He snorted. "I'm just looking out for you. Don't read anything into it."
"Mother of dl evil soulsand destroyer of lives" Satan yelled suddenly. "I cannot believe what | seel”

Shewhirled around to find Satan had shoved Iris off him and was Staring at Justine asif shewasa. ..
well... shewasn't sure what Satan would find terrifyingly odd, but whatever it was, she seemed to have
cornered the market onit.

Iris cursed and tried to shove him back into the hotel room, but he sidestepped her so quickly she missed
and tumbled past him onto the carpet. He leaned toward Justine, not speaking. Not trying to touch her.
Jugt garing. And sniffing.

"Isit just me, or are hiseyes glowing red?' Derek whispered in her ear.
"They are," she whispered back. "Do you think we should be concerned?’
"It'svery possible" hesaid.

Satan leaned closer, his eyes pulsating with red and orange as he continued to suck in her scent. She
pressed back against Derek's chest. "Too bad we tossed the machine gunsin the Dumpster.”

"Because I'm sure they would work on the leader of hell.”

"Good point." A thin spiral of smoke popped from the top of Satan's head and began to curl toward the
caling.

Derek'sarm dipped around her waist and he moved them both backward, ever so subtly. "1 think maybe
we should leave.”



"No. We need hishelp.” She glanced at her mom, who was trying to untangle her stilettosfrom the
floor-length dress. "Mom? Please do something. HE's getting alittle scary.”

"I think it'sthefact that | can actudly see flamesflickering in hiseyesthat'sredly intimidating,” Derek
sad, hisarm tightening around Justine as the carpet under Satan's feet burst into flames.

"On second thought, we could come back later,” Justine said.
"Satan!" Irisfinaly freed hersalf and climbed to her feet. "Y ou're scaring her.”
Hewhirled around, clutched Iriss shoulders, and yanked her close. "What is this about?!

"Hey! Let go of her." Justine grabbed Satan's arm, and she was ingtantly repelled backward and
dammed into Derek.

"You dl right?" He peded her off hischest and set her upright again.

"I've dways wanted to be flung across the hal by an unseen force emanating from the leader of hell, so
yes, I'm great.” She took amoment to regain her baance. "We need to save my mom.”

"He'stoo inlove with her to hurt her." Derek nodded at the bickering couple.

Satan's hands were on her mother's shoulders, but Justine could tell his grip was gentle, even ashewas
arguing with Irisin low, frantic tones and the smoke coming out of his head continued to thicken. Iriswas
trying to get him to shut up by covering his mouth with her hands, but she didn't gppear to be having any
SUCCESS.

"Does she know?"' Satan shrieked. "Y ou mugt tdll mel"
"Shehasnoidea,” Irissaid. "And sop ydling!"

Satan screamed suddenly, ahorrible noise of anguish and pain and devastating londliness that had Justine
and Derek collgpsing to the floor, crushing their handsto their earsto drown out the horrific noise. Pain
blistered her eardrums and she screamed.

Then he vanished in apuff of gold bubbles and Justine nearly cried with relief asthe pain vanished.
Beside her, Derek groaned.

Iris stomped out the carpet fire. " Sometimes his temper tantrums are so annoying.”

Her earswere ringing but she could still hear her mom. She glanced at Derek, and he nodded hewas dl
right. "That was atemper tantrum?"'

"Yes. Don't worry, you get used to them. Hardly bothersme at al anymore.”

Justine tugged at her earlobesto shake off the resdud ringing. "What does he do when he'sredly mad?
"The Chamber of Unspeakable Horrors. Come onin. We need to talk."

Justine staggered to her feet as Derek rose next to her. "The Chamber? He did that?

"Y es, and the Council bought it from him to use for their adminigiration of justice." Sheflicked onthe
overhead light and moved Satan's tuxedo jacket off the bed. " Satan meant it as ajoke, but they actudly
useit. Makes you wonder whether hell isthe bad place, doesn't it?"



"Um, no, not really." Justine followed her mom into the room, and Derek lifted the door off the bed and
leaned it into the frame. "What's Satan pissed about?"

"St"

Justine chose the bed, and Derek sat next to her. Irisstood in front of them, shifting her weight back and
forth, fiddling with her rings, not meeting Jugtineés gaze. "I'm telling you this only becauseif | don't, he
will."

"Tdling mewhat?' Her mom's agitation was making her nervous. "What'swrong?"

The room shook suddenly and Satan exploded through the wall. He was carrying a five-foot-high teddy
bear and abox of condoms. He thrust them at Justine. "'For you."

"Thanks. | think?' She looked at Derek, who took the box of condoms.
"I'll carry these" he said.
"Sweetie?' Iris cleared her throat. "Y ou know the man | had an affair with before you were born?"

"The one you won't talk about?' Shetried to move the teddy bear to the side so she could see her
mother, but Satan moved it back so it sat on her 1ap.

"For you," he repeated.

"Okay." At least there wasn't smoke coming out of his head anymore and his eyes had returned to
ordinary black.

"Justine, meet your dad. Satan, thisisyour daughter.” She sighed heavily. "Enjoy."

"What?' Justine jumped to her feet, legpt backward, tripped on the bed, and landed sprawled on her
back.

"Fruit of my loind Do not despair! | will rescue you!”
Sherolled to the Side just as Satan landed where she had been. "Derek?”

"Got ya" He pulled her to her feet and put himself between her and the ruler of the hell, who was
puckering hislips and making kissy noises at her. "Back off, old man," Derek said evenly.

Justine set her hand on Derek's back as he shielded her, unable to suppress the surge of warmth toward
him for stepping in. When was the last time anyone had protected her from anything? She didn't usualy
need it, but right now? Derek glanced over his shoulder at her, and she smiled at him.

He nodded, then turned back when Satan pointed afinger at Derek's chest. Thefinger was glowing red.
"No man touches my daughter without my permission. Unhand her, you morta oaf!"

"Satan! Down!" Iris grabbed his arm and shoved him onto the bed. " Stay!"

He bounced up and down on the gold-flecked comforter, hisface beaming. "I cannot believe we share
offspring. Thisistoo wonderful. Y ou cannot reject the father of your beloved daughter. We shdl bond
and betogether for dl eternity.”

Justine's mind was spinning. And if her father really was Satan, then maybe her head actualy was
spinning too. "Mom?"



Irissighed again. "Y ou know that dark side | mentioned the other day? Well, it's Satan's genes. It'sa bit
of aburden to overcome, I'm afraid.”

"I'm hdf Satan? Isthat what you're saying? I'm half Satan?' Oh, God. It had been hard enough to avoid
the Chamber when her only baggage was | etting Derek live when he shouldn't. Once she was known to
be Satan's daughter, what chance did she have?

"Why did you keep thisfertility accomplishment from me?" Satan demanded. "I was unableto provide
birth control for my daughter'sfirst sexual encounter. How will | ever recover? Sheisdestined to be the
best femaelover in the Afterlife and | have not been present to give her advice on the matter! How do
you forgive yoursdf?'

"That explainsthe sex at your place," Derek said under his breath. "1 thought it was awfully good.”
She ebowed him. "That was me, not my dark side.”

"WEell, then channd your dark side and kill me that way when you decideit'stimefor meto go. I'll die
with asmileon my face."

"Thereason | didn't tell you," Irissaid to Satan, "was because you seduced me and then disappeared for
twenty-four years. By the time you came back, Justine was a young woman and al you wanted was
Mona. Y ou didn't deserve Jugtine.”

Satan held hishandsto his heart and fell back on the bed. "Y ou wound me with your words. If | had
known my sexua potency had resulted in an offspring | did not have to spit upon, | would not have lied
to you, convinced you to give me Monaat the expense of your eterna soul, and driven you to the point
at which death was your only escape from my charms and the bonds of your Oath. See? It isyour fault,
but I will forgive you because | love your bressts and repect your intelligence.”

"Excuse me?' Justine held up her hand. "Isthat what happened that night you died? Y ou were going to
givehim Mona?'

"Yes" Irisleaned againgt the ornately carved dresser with asigh of resignation. "When he came back the
second time, he confessed he was Satan and that he wanted the Goblet. | was soin lovewith him | didn't
care. | was handing Monaover to himwhen | realized what | was doing. | was under hisspell and |
couldn't top mysdlf, so | chose death instead.”

"Wow." Justine looked at Satan, who was still sprawled on the bed. "Y ou redly are an asshole.”

He propped himsalf up on his elbows and beamed at her. "That | am. Y ou are proud of your papa, are
you not? Satan isthe only one dastardly enough to trick a Guardian.”

"One of two," Justine corrected.

Satan stood up so quickly, she didn't even see him move. One second he was on his back, the next, he
was vertical. It made her fingerstwitch for her gun, just in case he decided he wasn't entirely pleased to
find out he had a daughter. "Who e se hastricked a Guardian?' he demanded.

"Carl Lavdle. | gave him three drinks of Monaand designated him my successor before | redized he
only wanted Mona. He cameto kill me and stedl her." She eyed her mom. "I chose his degth though, not
mine"

"Well, you didn't love your betrayer,” Irissaid. "I did." Her gaze flicked toward Derek. "I fear the past
may repeet itsdf.”



Derek said nothing, but his eyes narrowed and he glanced at Justine.
What did that mean?

"Y ou admit your love! | am helpless with bliss over your declaration!” Satan dropped to the carpet in
front of Irisand laid hislips on thetips of her designer heds. "And your love till burnsinyou like the
orgasm that would never end.”

Iristapped him in the chin with her toe. "Explain to Justine what happened to Carl, you thieving son of a
bitch."

He jumped to hisfeet and kissed her hard. " See?'Y ou would not call me such pet namesif you did not
love meback." He smiled a Justine, who was still standing near the bed with Derek. "Wewill beabig
happy family. | have large house with many amenities.”

"Carl." Irissvoice was sern.
Satan nodded. "Of course. | shdl reved al."
"Good boy." Iris patted his head, and Derek coughed again.

"He'swhipped,” Derek whispered. "1 think the balance of power has shifted over the last few centuries.
Y ou have nothing to worry about with your mom."”

"Said by aman who doesn't have Satan sniffing at his mother'sknees." But he did have apoint. "Think
we could figure out away to useit to our advantage?'

“Probably."

Satan kndt in front of Justine and took her hand in his, then pressed hislipsto the back of it. "My darling,
Satan Jr. made dedl with Carl. Hewasterrible artist, but Satan Jr. promised him wedth and fameif he
stedl the Goblet and kill you. Like all other mortas, his greed was strong and he took the bargain.” He
puffed out his chest and gazed up at her. "But even then, | must have sensed our familia bond becausel
interfered to save you."

Iris snorted, but Satan ignored her. "I offered Carl a better deal to confuse him, and it caused him to go
after you in blatant way that gave you time to behead him. Then | banished Satan Jr. from Afterlife”” He
frowned. "But it appears he managed to issue the Curse. He was quite displeased with Carl'sfailure.” He
legpt to hisfeet and pummeled Derek on the back. ™Y ou are cursed by my bastard offspring who triesto
stedl my kingdom. Itisbad. | fed your shame. 'Tisugly to be marked by such aman.” He held out his
finger and it glowed red. A spark shot out the end of it. "If shameistoo gredt, | kill you, yes?'

"No, thanks. Appreciate the offer, however." Derek shot an undecipherable look at Justine, but she was
too stunned to worry about what it meant.

"Carl made aded with Satan Jr.? But | thought he was my friend, afriend who got too greedy.” She
pressed her fingersto her temples. "How could | have been such anidiot asto trust him?' Shefelt
Derek’'s hand on her shoulder. Derek had been honest with her. So what if he had to kill her? At least he
admitted it and didn't deceive her. She patted his hand and smiled at him.

Satan waved hisfinger a her. "Firgt lesson, offgpring, no friends. Y ou end up having to kill them al. |
think we should name you Satanette. No Satan Jr. | spit upon the name. Satanette would never steal my
kingdom from me. For that, you become my heir. Most pleasing Situation, no?"



Ack. "No thanks. | don't think running hell is quite my style.” Satan looked so devastated, she had to
look away.

Derek cleared histhroat. "Can we table the parenta lectures? We need to find Satan Jr. within the next
forty-eight hours, or Justine getsto go into the Chamber you crested.”

"Or you die," she added.
Satan brightened. "That Chamber islots of fun. You'l enjoy it."
"Satan!" Derek snapped. "Whereis Satan Jr.?"'

"Happily, | do not know. But he has probably made a deal with someone you know, like he did with
Carl. That person can lead you to him. | will be very pleased to have him die. Good luck." He stood up.
"I must have sex with the mother of my child now. If you survive the Chamber, Satanette, you will have
to comevigt hdl. Itisvery luxurious.”

Iris grabbed her purse and tucked it under her arm. " Sorry, Satan. But all this reminiscing has reminded
me of exactly what asalf-serving jerk you are. Y ou don't deserve me, and you certainly don't deserve my
daughter.” She clasped Justinesarm. "Come on, sweetie. We're leaving.”

Shelet her mom lead her out as Satan fell to the floor begging for mercy and crying for Satanette and his
true love. Derek shot him a sympathetic look, then reset the door behind them. Separating them from
her... father?

Oy. She was going to need some therapy to ded with that one.

And then the even more brilliant news. Satan Jr. was using someone elseto betray her? Great. Just gredt.
When she found him, shewasgoing to kick hisass...

Wait asec. Lightbulb moment.

If Satan was her dad, that meant Satan Jr. was her half brother, which meant she was supposed to kill
her disnherited half brother? And then kill her dad, to protect her mom and prove her loydty wasn't to
her dark sde?

Choose between Monas safety or the lives of her black-blooded relatives?
Smdled like aQudifying Incident to her.

No problem. All she had to do wasfind out which of her friends had signed a pact with Satan Jr., use
them to find Satan Jr., get him to undo the Curse and render him unable to ever be athreat to Mona
again without actualy killing him, emascul ate Satan S0 he couldn't use sex to lure her mom to hell, and
find away to avoid the Chamber of Unspeakable Horrors. Oh, and kill Derek.

All thiswas supposed to be accomplished in two days before the Judgment? No problem.

She stole a Sideways glance at the man who was trying to convince Satan he was trustworthy enough to
be dlowed to leave with Satan's daughter. Theleader of the Underworld hadn't had any difficultly getting
through the broken door and now had Derek in a headlock. Then Derek broke Satan's hold, flipped the
leader of hell on hisback and then ground his kneeinto Satan's chest. Satan crowed with ddlight,
pumped Derek's hand, and invited him to move to hell and work for him.

As shewatched Derek help Satan to his feet, sheredized Derek would trade agreat ded to save himsdlf



and his progeny.
Would he make aded with Satan Jr.?
Maybe.

Chapter Twenty

After sending Iris off to purgatory, Derek and Justine grabbed a cab to head back to his place. As soon
asthey got in, an awkward silence settled around them. Derek watched Justine as she picked at atorn
piece of vinyl on the backseat and stared out the window, her forehead furrowed in thought.

"So. Satan's your dad." The words sounded strange rolling off histongue. Sort of put into perspective the
few times held had to meet the parents of women held been involved with. Little had he known how bad
it could be.

The piece of vinyl tore off in her hand and she clenched her fist around it. "Apparently. Though | haven't
decided whether to acknowledge him or not.”

"Canyou do that?' He frowned at the tenson in her face.
She shrugged and let head flop back againgt the seet. "I don't know. Hopefully.”

He opened her fist and extracted the vinyl. "I don't think I'll ask you to marry me anymore. Talk about a
father-in-law from hell.”

Sheglanced a him. "It'snot funny.”

"No, but given the other things on our list, thefact that your dad istheruler of hell isn't that big of a
concern." The mere fact he could make that last statement indicated just how much trouble they werein.
"So your dad has arap sheet? Big ded. If we don't find your half brother and break the Curse, either
you'l beinthe Chamber for dl eternity, or I'll be dead and dl the menin my family will continueto die.”
He dropped the vinyl on her Iap. "That, my dear, isabig ded."

"Good point” She sghed and absently traced her fingers over hisleg. "So, any moreideas on how to find
my hdf brother?

"Maybe we can leverage your paternity into working for us?'

She pursed her lips as she consdered his question. "Well, since Satan Jr. wants Mona so his dad will
acknowledge him, maybe if we got Satan to declare him heir, he'd back off and drop the Curse."”

"Satan dready gave that honor to you."

"Y es, but in amoment of brilliant foresight, | didn't accept, did 17" She gave arueful smile. "Did you see
how bummed out hewas? | actualy felt bad for aminute.”

He hooked histhumb under one of her fingers and caressed it while he considered her comment. " So,
you'll make aded with Satan?Y ou'll accept your inheritanceif hell give hdf of it to Satan Jr.?"

She scowled. "1 redlly don't want to be heir to hell. I'd probably have to start torturing people and stuff
likethat. Killing in the name of Monaisonething, but | redly don't think | have the ssomach to survive an



eternity of poking skewersinto people'seyes.”

"Yeah, | can seethat That might not be much of an improvement over the Chamber.” Hedid hisarm
around her waist and rested his chin on her head. There had to be something el se he wasn't thinking of .
He needed more information. "Okay, so explain thisto me. How come Satan and Satan Jr. can't help
themselves to the Goblet? They both seem to know whereit is.”

She played with the hair on his forearm. "M ona has a built-in protection againgt Satan, and apparently his
offspring. They can't touch her. The Guardian hasto hand Monaover to them of her own free will,
though being threatened with degth counts as free will. The Guardian is expected to choose degth, like
my momdid."

Heidly rubbed her back as he considered that. " So, after your mom killed herself to save Mona, Satan
was standing there in the presence of an unguarded Goblet and he couldn't touch it?!

"Yep." She snuggled deeper againgt him, relaxed but ready to react to any threst.

Her hair smdled like strawberries. So innocent for such abadass. He smiled and nuzzled her hair. "That
must have been aserious blow to hisdelusions of grandeur. Total impotence.”

"Hence the sex rampage and Satan Jr., | guess.”
"So how come you can touch Monaif Satan Jr. can't? Y ou're hdf Satan.”

She shrugged. "1 would guess| didn't inherit Satan'strue evilness. Monaisin no danger from me, and she
knowsit. Satan J. inherited the gold aurathing, | didn't. Hopefully, | managed to bypass most of those
truly Satanesque attributes.”

He nodded. "Makes sense. If you wereredly evil, your mom would dready bein hell, huh?"
"Probably.” She hesitated, then pulled away so she could see hisface. "Can | ask you something?”

"Sure. What's up?' He caught awhiff of cedar smoke when he released her. Was that her Satan genes?
Heliked it: cedar smoke and strawberries. It fit.

She furrowed her brow. "When Satan said that Satan Jr. had probably made a deal with someonein my
life, someone who would want something Satan Jr. could provide... Youfit thebill." She sat back,
scrutinizing hisface,

He gave asmdl smile even asatinge of regret tightened in his chest. Hed wondered when sheld make
that connection. "Y ou think I'm betraying you to Satan J.?"

Her eyes narrowed and she deegpened her examination of hisface. "Well, you'd be the perfect
candidate.”

"True." Hetwirled her hair around one finger. "It would probably work, don't you think? Not abad
idea"

She knocked hishand away. "Cut it out. I'm serious. Did you do it?!
"Doyouthink | did?’
She lifted abrow. "Y ou didn't answer the question.”

Disappointment made his shoulders sag. "Neither did you." No statement of trust from her. "But no, it's



not me, and if you ask meto swesr it, I'm walking away."
But she smiled and hefdt her rddax. "I knew it."
The condriction in his chest disspated at the conviction in her tone. "They why'd you ask?"

"If you'd just found out you were half Satan, wouldn't you start to doubt your own ingtincts? Wonder if
you really had a clear grasp on evil?1 mean, for al | know, you could have been a mass murderer, and
my haf-Satan gut ingtinct would have thought that made you a perfect candidate for ahusband.”

Thelast of the tension vanished from his body, replaced with aheady energy that had him wanting to
jump out of acab and run the last few blocks to his condo to shakeit off. "Excellent point. | only murder
people on Sundays after church, so you can go ahead with your plansto marry me."

"Great. Oneless thing to worry about then." Shelifted her brow. "So what next?*
"Adde from planning our wedding?'
"Uh-huh."

"My place. Well check on Mona, get some food, regroup. Figure out who Satan Jr. has working for
him, then somehow leverage that into aviable plan of action.”

"It'salittle vague, but I'll keep thinking." She snuggled against him and tucked her head under his chin. He
rested his cheek on her head and spun the information through his mind, trying to work out who might be
Satan's accomplice. They had to find out who it was and find Satan Jr., because if they failed, one of
them was going to die, and he wasn't sure any longer who he wanted it to be.

They walked into Derek's gpartment to find his brother and Wendy pinned in the corner of the kitchen by
afire-breasthing dragon who had turned the muted beige tones of the room into fashionable charcod.

Justine stopped, her hand going for her gun.
Derek nodded at Quincy, huddled behind the chairs. "Hey, Quin. How'sit going?"

"Theresadragon in your kitchen!" Quincy was pale and wielding awooden spoon likeit was asharp
knife

Derek tossed his house keys on the kitchen counter. "Dragons don't exist, Quin. Areyou dl right? You
seem abit tense. A beer maybe?' He hummed to himself as he grabbed a beer and tossed it at his
brother.

It hit the wall next to Quin's head and landed with athud on the floor, rolling to astop by Theresals
clawed feet.

"Y ou need to work on your reflexes, bro." He selected a beer for himsdlf and bottled water for Justine,
who wasin the doorway pointing her gun at Quincy.

"Don't kill them just yet." He pushed the barrel toward the floor and handed her the water. "I think we
both need adrink."

She accepted it. "1 can't make any promises about their safety.”

"Y ou can dways shoot them later." He moved in front of her to block her line to his brother, whistling



cheerfully. Somehow, he suspected Quin wouldn't be able to continue with histhreats to have Derek
committed anymore.

Wendy waved a him. "Can you cdl off the dragon?”

"I think you should be more concerned about Justine." Her gun was againgt her thigh, but she was
studying his guestsintently, no doubt engaging in full recon before taking action. He turned to Theresa.
"Areyou going to kill them?

"I'll burn them up if you'd like meto,” Theresasaid. "Justine gets cranky if | incinerate people without
weighing al my optionsfirst. Y ou know, police get dl agitated if enough missing persons get tracked to
our door."

"If you want to fry these two, go ahead." Justine waved her gun at Quin and Wendy. "I don't like them."

Derek couldn't help but glance at his brother after that remark. Quincy's mouth was hanging open and
Wendy was hiding behind him.

"Redly?' Theresalooked a Derek.

"Not yet." He dung hisarm over Justiné's shoulder. Shefit perfectly under hisarm, and he liked having
her there. He could feel adagger in the sheath beneath her arm, and he stroked hisfingers over it.

Wendy begantorise. "l don't think Derek'sgoing to let it hurt us."

"1t?" Theresashot aflame a Wendy that caught the ends of her hair on fire. "Sincewhen do | look like
an it? Just because you have breasts and shave your legs doesn't make you some sexy siren. | am way
sexier and way more feminine than you and if you cal mean it one moretime, I'll—"

"Sorry." Wendy patted out the flames. "Truly sorry.” She ebowed Quincy. "Get up and quit cowering.”
She stood up, and Derek was surprised to see that she was wearing a snug-fitting tank top and a short
black miniskirt. She had the legs and bodly for it.

Quincy eased to hisfeet. "I decoded the encryption.”
Derek glanced at Justine, and saw his own hope reflected on her face. "What did it say?"

Quin set his briefcase on the table, keeping an eye on Theresa. "It's a Curse by someone named Satan Jr.
The encryption wasn't particularly impressive.” He pulled acomputer printout from his briefcase and
garted reading. " 'l anagod. | will inherit the throne. No one shal best me, not even some worthless
mortal who can't draw. | curse the worthless mortal, and al his male progeny. Degath to you and yours at
the same moment the Guardian kills you, until | have the Goblet in my hand and the throne beneath me.
Until the Guardian'slast breath is gone by your hand. Until | am acknowledged asthe ultimateruler.
Yourstruly, Satan Jr." Helooked up. "Isthis ajoke? An attempt to make me believe thereredly isa
Curse?'

"You'relooking at adragon, Quin. Y ou can answer your own question.” He sat down at the table and
reread Quincy's notes. "L ooks like the journa wasincomplete. We have to set Satan Jr. up on the throne
in addition to killing Justine and steding Mona." He thrust the notes into Justine's outstretched hand.

"You'reright." She sighed with aweariness he fdt in hisbones. All he wanted wasto collapsein abed
with Justine and fall aslegp with her scent wrapped around him. " So, we find him and negotiate?”

"Any suggestions on tactics?'



She rubbed her forehead with the back of her hand and sank down onto the seat next to him. "Well, the
three things he wants most are his daddy's acknowledgment, me dead for screwing up his plans, and the
throne of hll. If we can get him those three things, he might lose interest in Mona. Aslong aswe can
save her, I've donemy job."

"Or we could try to save you aswdll. Just athought.”

"| agree with Derek." Theresa dapped her tail againgt acabinet, leaving adent in thewood. "Listen to the

Derek rested his arm on the back of Justine's chair and kneaded her neck. "If we could hand him hédll, he
might be willing to forego your death.”

She shot him asoft smile. "Wouldn't that be something, if we both ended up surviving?'

Hemet her gaze. "The odds are againgt it."

"I know." Shetouched his hand briefly. "I know."

He cleared histhroat. " So, we need to find him. Any ideas?'

She sighed. "Fresh out, unfortunately.”

"I can help with that.” Wendy was |eaning againgt the counter, her armsfolded, her gaze shrewd.

Theresagrowled. Quin patted Wendy's arm and looked proud. Justine hooked one arm over the back of
the chair and raised her eyebrow at Wendy. "And who, exactly, are you?"

"I'm going to be the next Martha Stewart—except for the prison thing." Wendy fluffed her sweater and
strutted around the table. "I will be the most powerful, richest, and most influential woman in corporate
America" She stroked her waist, ran her hands over her butt. "And the most beautiful and the best in the
sack. Men will worship me. Women will want to be me. And Wall Street will bug my phone in hopes
they can sted some nugget of my brilliance.”

Ah. Derek and Justine exchanged |ooks, then she thinned her lips and nodded at Wendy. " So, you're the
one who made the deal with Satan Jr.?"

"World domination in exchange for handing over the Goblet and the Guardian, courtesy of the Lavdle
brothers and their unfailing quest to locate you." Wendy sauntered around the kitchen and sneered a
Theresa. "Y ou are nothing in comparison to me. Y ou see how Quincy fel for me? He'sjust an example
of how theworld will be my playground.”

Quincy frowned. 'l was... practice?'

Wendy chucked him under the chin and Quincy's eyes narrowed. "I had to get closeto you in order to
keep tabs on the Lavale men, so Satan Jr. enhanced my sex gpped to snare you." She stopped by the
refrigerator, set her hands on her hips, spread her feet, and surveyed the room. "As soon as| ddliver al
of you to him, hewill kill you, and I'll control corporate America. It'stimefor awoman to be at the top of
dl theligs, don't you think?"

A stream of flames shot past Wendy's head and set the paper towelsonfire. "Youreanidiot,” Theresa
snarled.

Justine jumped up and knocked the flaming paper towelsinto the sink. "Did you send the Penhas after



Lg?l

"All I did was report my findingsto Satan Jr. He did the rest, though he did call off the Penhas when you
killed so many of them. Something about pissing off the wrong person. So, technicadly, I've committed no
crime." Wendy gave the room a haughty look. "I know what I'm doing. If he gets caught, I'm clean.”

"Yes, s0 clean,” Theresagrowled. "Like apublic sewer.”
"Y ou used me?" Quincy asked.
Wendy ignored them both, thrusting her breasts in Derek's direction. "So? Y ou ready to die?"

"No, but wed liketo talk to Satan Jr." Derek watched as Justine moved behind Wendy and pulled out
her gun. She motioned for him to continue. "' Can you set up ameeting? Tonight?'

"Of course." At Wendy'sreply, Justine lowered her gun and nodded with satisfaction. "Hell enjoy having
the chanceto kill dl of you persondly.” Wendy glanced over her shoulder, moving to the Side when she
redized Justine was behind her with agun. "He's staying in town. Shdl we head over now?"

"Worksfor me." Justine gave Wendy an innocent smile and holstered her gun. "Derek?”
n I lm I n.ll
Theresastail switched. "Do you think we should torture her first to make sure we can trust her?!

Wendy paled and moved next to Quincy, who immediately walked to the other side of the kitchen.
Derek nodded at his brother, and Quin scowled back.

"She's dready admitted she'staking us over there so he can kill us," Justine said. "What e se would she
be hiding?'

"l don't know." Theresastail switched again and dammed into Wendy's legs, knocking her to the
ground. "Oops. Sorry." Her gold eyes glittered as Wendy dusted hersdf off. "I'll stay here and guard
Mona"

"The Goblet hasto come with us, now." Wendy shot Theresaahostile glare. Theresaflicked her tail and
then laughed when Wendy jumped and ran to the other side of the room.

Derek nodded. "Wendy's right. We need to bring Mona so we have leverage for our negotiation.”
"Derek?| don't think that'sagood idea," Justine said.

"It'sthe only option. Satan Jr.'s not afool, right?' He did a glance toward Justine as he opened the door
to hischinacabinet. "I mean, he recruited Wendy, after all." He sdected his most expensive wineglass,
hiding his smile from the preening Wendy.

The goblet had been part of aset of four, but the other three had exploded and killed hisunclein a"freak
accident,” according to hisfamily. He held it up and Wendy's eyes widened. Justine nodded and Theresa
gave him athumbs-up.

"It'sbeautiful," Wendy dghed. "I can't bdieveit'sill intact after dl these years™
"Immortality works on crysta the same ason humans” Derek said. "Let'sgo."

"Right." Wendy's face was flushed with excitement and there were beads of swegt on her forehead as she



practically skipped toward the door. " Satan Jr. won't believe it when | show up with dl of you and the
Goblet. I'm so awesome.”

Derek reached the door first and pulled it open. In the doorway stood alarge black man with a shaved
head. His jaw was jutting out, his arms were folded across his chest, and his brow was furrowed in
anger.

"She'sthe betrayer." Xavier pointed afinger at Wendy. " She's the one who forced me to turn Derek into
an assassin. She'sthethreet to the Guardian, and | will not fail at my job." Then he pulled agun out of the
back of hisblack jeans. Justine shouted and lunged for hisarm, but Derek was closer and dammed into
Xavier's shoulder asplit second after a shot rang out.

Quincy hollered awarning and dove behind the couch as Wendy dropped to the floor, turned gold, and
then shimmered out of sght. Derek and Xavier smashed into the wall and ricocheted onto the floor, and
Theresa cheered and lit aset of curtainson fire.

"Did you seethat gold thing? Sheisso going to hdll," Theresasaid. " Satan's going to kick her butt for
helping out hisson.”

Justine stomped over to Derek and Xavier and glared down at them. "Nice work, Xavier."

The doorman nodded, obliviousto her sarcasm. "Y ou're welcome, Justine. Always glad to help.” He
kicked Derek off him. "Derek, | think you need to go—"

"Shut up!" Derek and Justine shouted at the sametime.

"He'son our side," Justine added. "Don't you dare send him off into a deep deep right now.”
"But hetried to stop me." The big man tucked his gun out of sight as Derek rolled to hisfeet.
"l don't suppose you know where we can find Satan Jr., do you?' Derek asked.

Xavier frowned. "Who?"

Y eah, as he thought. Their onelink to Satan Jr.'s whereabouts was now dead.

"You guys aretotally screwed,” Theresasaid. "And | don't mean that in the naked, sweaty way that
leaves you writhing with pleasure and begging for more.”

Justine flopped down on the couch and pulled apillow over her head. "This sucks."

"Anyone want apretzel?' Theresaasked. "With dl this doom and gloom, I'm jonesin' for some comfort
food."

All hands went up.

Chapter Twenty-one

Twenty minutes later, they had practically cleaned out the freezer of pretzels, Xavier had confessed to
being appointed by Iristo protect the girls, and Quincy wasin shock.

And Satan J. was lill & large.



Derek and Justine each had their [aptops out and were searching the Internet, but it wasn't that easy to
find aligting of Satan Jr.'s favorite hangouts or residences.

All of their combined ass-kicking skills and they weren't even going to be able to use them. She dammed
her computer shut and shoved back from the table, her fists bunching in aggravation. She turned to
Xavier. "Areyou certain you have no ideawhat Satan Jr. lookslike?"

Xavier shook hishead. "As| dready explained, | wastaking to Wendy when | felt acool draft over my
back. The next thing | knew, everything | saw had agold tingeto it."

"Probably the effect of being under Satan Jr.'sinfluence," Derek said.

Xavier shrugged. "All | know isthat | had asword in my hand and | was on my way upstairsto kill
Justine. But when Derek showed up, | told himto do it instead. | thought maybe | could force mysdlf to
stop him, or that he'd be too strong for me to compel, but he wasn't." He looked at Derek in disgust.

"Y ou let me down, and then nearly got me run over by acity bus.”

Derek didn't seem ruffled. "She's il dive, isnt she?l'd say | did dl right.”
Xavier grunted.

Justine stood up and walked over to Xavier, who was stting on the couch with hisfeet up, eating pretzels
with Theresa. "Xavier, | gppreciate your trusting Derek not to kill me, but we redlly need to find Satan Jr.
Did you see Wendy arrive or leave?'

"Shetook acab."

"Alone?'

Xavier shrugged. "Honestly, | was watching her legs, not who was with her."
"Shemust have loved that," Derek said.

"I can't believe fdl for awoman who was possessed by the devil's spawn.” Quincy waslying on his
back on the floor, staring at the ceiling. "I'm such aniidiot.”

"Hey!" Jugtine said. " Satan isn't the devil, 'spawn'’ isalittle harsh, and she wasin cahoots, not
'possessed.” Derek raised abrow at her, and she shrugged. "They're my family."

"Back off, devil girl," Quincy said. "1 am now serioudy considering the viability of Derek'stheory that I'm
going to diein two days. My world has been shattered and | appreciate being allowed to piss and moan
abit, if you dont mind."

Derek thumped thetablein victory. "Do you have any idea how good this feelsto have you believe me
after years of being told | was crazy?'

"Well, | fed like shit, so back off."

Derek grinned at Jugtine. "He's amath professor. They get moody when they learn theworld isn't dll
about logic and mathematica theories. HEll befine”

"If you say s0." Justine yawned and glanced at her watch as she weaved back to the table. AlImost two in
the morning. Less than forty-eight hours until Derek would die from the Curse, and they were wasting
time talking about his brother. "I need caffeine.” Lots of it. Too bad Monawas still massage oil. Shewas
the best espresso around.



Theresamarched over to the table and set her laptop in front of Justine. "And you think I've been wasting
my time with cybersex. Read it."

Sheleaned forward. " 'T, | can't believe you'relocked away inan FBI cell. | want to meet you, bask in
your smilewhile hold your hand...™

"Skip to theend,” Theresainterrupted.

"Fine" Shedid asdirected. " 'And if you still want to find Satan Jr., I've attached the Y ahoo! driving
directionsto his placein Connecticut.” Elation whooshed through her. "Are you kidding? Zeke found his
place?' She double-clicked on the attachment, her heart pounding with anticipation.

"He'sagenius" Theresasad.

"Apparently.” Justine leaned forward to read the attachment, and felt Derek |ean over her shoulder, his
chest brushing againgt her back. She caught hiswoodsy scent and smiled.

Derek set his hand on her shoulder, in the crook of her neck as he read. It was autométic, ingtinctive, and
it made something in her belly tighten. " That's about an hour and forty minutes outsde the city,” he said.
"We can make it there before four."

Normally, getting Derek alone for two hoursin the middle of the night would make her mouth water.
Now? It was alittle overshadowed by the fact they'd be on their way to track down an insane bastard
son of Satan in hopes of averting avery nasty fate.

"You look like you haven't dept in days," Xavier observed from the couch.
"Wehaven't," Derek said. "Not redly."
"Youll bealiability behind thewhed. I'll drive," Xavier said.

Good cdll. It would be ashame to be only afew milesfrom Satan Jr.'s house only to preempt the Curse
with afata car accident due to one of them taking a nap while they were supposed to be driving.

"Y ou guys should take this opportunity to catch some deep,” Xavier said from the front seet. "I'll wake
you up if anything interesting or unusudly dangerous occurs.”

Justine was 0 tired she barely managed anod. Derek grunted something, then Xavier raised the privacy
pand.

And they were done.
Completely and utterly aone.

Too bad shewas too exhausted and strung out for sex. All she wanted wasto deep. Shewas Sitting
sideways on the seat, her feet tucked up under her, an arsend of weapons on her lap. The fake goblet
wasin abox between her feet, waiting. Not exactly prime snoozing position.

"Come here." Derek hdd out hisarm. "We both need someres.”

The offer was too tempting to turn down. She shoveled al the weapons onto the floor, then scooted next
to him. When helifted her into hislap and curled her legs under her, shedidn't argue. Too tired, and his
warmth felt too good againgt her.



She sghed and rested her head againgt his chest. Hisfingers were drifting through her hair, while his other
arm held her againgt hisbody. A cozy, intimate moment that could be so romantic if they were different
people, in different circumstances, on adifferent mission.

"Thiscould beit," he said. "In acouple hours, the Curse could belifted.”

She closed her eyes and nestled her face againgt the curve of his neck, letting the soft touch of hisfingers
in her hair relax her body. " Or the house could be empty.”

"Or he could kill uswith firebals the minute we step out of the car.”
She shook her head. "Hewon't kill usuntil I hand him the Goblet."

"And if you dont?Hell kill you eventualy. And then you go to the Chamber." Hisfingerstrailed down
the side of her neck, and she shivered. "Unlessyou kill mefirg.”

She pressed her finger to hislips. "Can we not talk about that?"
Helifted an eyebrow. "Isthe Guardian getting squeamish?”’

"No." Shewasn't, was she? Nothing had changed: She was going to prove she was aworthy Guardian,
save Mona, and wind up having her own chapter in the next edition of the Treatise. And lifewasgoing to
be grand. Rah. Rah. Rah.

Thisiswhat shed wanted. A chanceto prove hersef. A little bit of interest in her life. So what was
wrong with her? Why wasn't she fired up? She had plenty of peopleto kill, to save, and to hate. Lifewas
good.

Shefdt hiswarm sigh againgt her neck, and she shivered. "What about you? Areyou still going to kill
me?'

"It'syou or my brother."
Shelifted her head and looked at him, but hisface wasin shadow. "That's not an answer."

"I know." He caught her face between his hands and fastened his gaze on her just as they went under a
greetlight. The utter regret and pain in his eyes nearly broke her resolveright there.

Oh, God. She could love this man. Under other circumstances. Sheéld never befoolish enough to fal for a
man who stood between her and the Chamber of Unspeakable Horrors. Never.

He dropped his head dightly, until hislipswere amost on hers.
"Dont," shewhispered.

"l can't hdpit." Thewords had barely dipped out before hislipstouched hers. It wasn't awild, sexud
kiss of someone looking for loophole sex. It was the kiss of someone whose soul might be her perfect
meatch.

She pressed her hand againgt his chest to push him back, but instead, her fingers curved into the fabric
and shelet her lips part under his. Yes.

Then aloud beep made her jump back. "What wasthat?' Her chastity belt darm going off? Lord knew
she needed one, apparently.



"Xavier." Hekissed her quickly. "Don't go anywhere."
Better plan: Run away asfast as| can.

He reached around her and pressed a button while she pressed her hand to her forehead and tried to
regroup. "What'sgoing on, Xavier?'

"Therésaman standing in the middle of the road up ahead and he appears to be aming a flamethrower
at the car. Shdl | mow him down?'

Justine frowned. "What does he look like?"
"He'swearing agold Elvisjumpsuit.”
She met Derek's gaze. " Satan Jr.?'

"Gold jumpsuit, mechanicaly asssted fire-throwing? Sounds like a Satan wannabe if I've ever heard of
one"

"Let'sgo ded with him, then." She scrambled off hislap, saved from herself by the psychotic son of the
leader of hell.

"I agree." He hit the intercom button again. "It's probably Satan Jr. Stop the car.” He let go of the button
and caught her arm as she leaned down to retrieve her weapons from the floor. "We're going to have to
ded withthis, Jugine.”

She hit her lower lip. "By 'this," you mean how are we going to approach Satan Jr.”?"
He shook hishead. "I mean us. It's getting complicated and—"

"No. | can't dlow that to happen." She pulled out of his grasp and started gathering her arsend. "Thisis
about business, Derek. We can't forget it. Ever.”

"Whenit'sover, weregoing to talk.”

"Fine. When thisisdl over. If youre dill dive, well tak." She shoved the last dagger in her ankle sheath.
"You ready?'

He picked up his gun and opened the door. "I've been waiting for this moment my wholelife.”

Chapter Twenty-two

Derek stepped out of the car first, Justine on his hegls. The car was stopped next to an dley replete with
trash, Dumpsters, and the odor of rotting food and public bathrooms.

Xavier had hiswindow down. ™Y ou want hdp?’
"You play backup,” Derek said. "If things are going badly, get Justine out of here.”
She shook her head. "No way. I'm the Guardian. Thisismy battle.”

"I'm the one who's Cursed. It's my battle. I'm not going to let you get killed—"



"Helloooo? | have aflamethrower. | suggest you throw yourself at my feet and beg for mercy beforel
incinerate you." A flame shot over their heads. "I'm very dangerous.”

They spun around to face ther assailant, who was standing in the middle of the road, just past the
entranceto thedley.

Hewas over six feet tall, with wavy blond hair, blueeyesand... eydiner? His skintight gold jumpsuit
accentuated his dark tan. Thick musclesin his shoulders and chest suggested he spent his share of timein
the gym, and his quads |ooked like they would split the seams of hisleggingsif he moved.

"So, you're Satan Jr.?" she asked.

Perfectly coiffed white-blond eyebrows went up. "Y ou've heard of me? Have you been to my Web site
and seen my ligt of accomplishments?’

"Actudly, your dad told us about you."

"Liar!" He shot abolt of flame at them, and they barely got out of the way. There was aloud whoosh
behind them and she turned around in time to see the contents of a Dumpster erupt in atower of
conflagration. What was with al these flamethrowing peoplein her life these days? Derek was the only
onewho didn't need afire extinguisher hanging around his neck.

"My father doesn't peak of me!™ Satan Jr. bellowed. "You lie"
"Excellent plan to bring up daddy," Derek whispered.
"Y ou have a better one?'

"Maybe." Derek took a step forward and raised hisvoice. "I've met Satan and heisn't nearly the man
you are."

"Damn right heisn't. Have you seen what he's done with hell? Total disgrace. He needs an infusion of
modern thinking." He kept the gun aimed at them, but he didn't pull the trigger. " So, you're the Guardian.
About time| got to seewhat you looked like." He gave her athoroughly male appraisad that made her
want to kick himin the shin.

Instead, she folded her arms over her chest. ™Y ou stopped us on purpose? Y ou knew we were the ones
inthecar?'

Herolled hiseyes. "You killed Wendy. | don't have time to make another deal, and to be honest, I'm
tired of you screwing up my partnerships.”

Derek frowned. "But how did you know where we were?'

"I have atracking deviceon al Lavale men. I've spent two hundred years waiting for one of you to find
the Goblet, sncel haven't had any successfinding the blasted thing. It's about time you found it." He
amed thetip of the flamethrower toward Justine. "I'm tired of playing games. Hand over the Goblet.”

She pointed her gun at him. "Y ou know | can't.”

"Of course you can." His gaze dropped to her chest and then returned to her face. "Hand it over, and
then when you end up in hdll after | kill you, I'll make you my love dave. Put you up in anice house and
al that suff. It'd be agreat dedl for you."

Justingsbdlly roiled in disgust. "1 appreciate the offer, but | dready have my own plansfor ensuring an



eternity that doesn't suck."

Satan J.'s gaze flicked toward Derek. "Him? That worthless morta ?"

Derek breath was hot on her ear. "'I'm in your plans?’

"He's not really morta anymore,” shetold Satan Jr. as she glared at Derek to be quiet.

"What? He drank from Desdemonas Temptation?' At Justine's nod, he screeched and sent a burst of
flame over their heads. "Everyone getsto drink from that Goblet except me."

"Your dad didn't," Derek pointed out.
Satan Jr. looked thoughtful. "True." He aimed the gun at Justiné's chest. "Hand it over.”
"l cant," shesaid again. ™Y ou know that."

The gun pointed toward Derek. "Y ou can. If you kill her and give it to me, and then help me take over
the throne by tomorrow, I'll releasethe LaValesfrom the Curse.”

Her gut tensed and she tightened her grip on her gun, unable to look at Derek. It was everything he
wanted. How could heturn it down?

"I'm not redly the bloodthirsty type," Derek said. "1 was hoping for aded.”

Relief, heat, and something € se flooded her body and her gun dropped to her sde. Her gaze blurred for
asecond, and she blinked severa timesto clear her vision.

"| like deals. What kind of dedl?" Satan Jr. asked.

"Undo the Curse, and I'll get your dad to make you heir to the throne of hell. 1sn't that your end goal ?*
Satan Jr. narrowed his eyes. "Why should | believe you? What leverage do you have with him?"

Justine thought of her mom. "We have access to something he wants more than the Goblet.”

"You lie. There's nothing he wants more." But he looked interested, and the nose of the flamethrower
dipped about an inch.

"Y ou think Carl betrayed you on his own? Satan interfered because he craved something more than the
Goblet," Derek said.

"What? He interfered? Son of abitch!" Satan Jr. hurled the flamethrower to the asphalt. "He refusesto
acknowledge me, then the minute | start to make a success of mysdlf, heinterferes” He ssomped around
on the street, kicked afire hydrant, then added ahowl of agony to hislitany of complaints. He grabbed
his flamethrower and tried to set the hydrant on fire. "Argh!" Hefindly whirled around and shot atree,
which obligingly went up in asmall conflagration. He pointed hiswegpon at Derek. "Do you know he
won't even admit I'm hisson?!

"He admitted it to us," Derek said. "That's how we knew about you."
"Youlie"
"l swear."

Satan Jr. stared a him for along moment then kicked at a stray newspaper that was on fire. "He's ill a



s0n of abitch.”

"Agreed,” Derek said. "Do we have adea ? We get him to claim you're agreat kid and you take back
the Curse?'

Satan Jr. narrowed hiseyes. "Ded." He fastened a hard gaze on them. "But if you publicly embarrass me
by dumping a pitcher of water over my head and making me melt to the carpet in front of dl the girls, |
will persondly kill you."

Derek lifted his eyebrows but he nodded. "No water."
"We promise." Justine raised her voice. "Mom? Can you please come here?”

Derek gave her abland look that she suspected was masking his surprise at this latest Otherworld talent.
"Y our mom can hear you caling and shélll just pop on up?!

"Yep." All indl, hed done quite an impressive job handling the events of the last few days. Hewould
have afuture in Otherworldnessiif he survived the Curse and her sword.

Which hewouldnt.

Sgh.

No. No sigh. Shewasfinewith it. She had to be. It was her job. Her destiny. Get over it.
Derek eyed Satan Jr. "Can you do any weird stuff?”

"Lotsof it You need to read my bio." He unzipped his jumpsuit and pulled abusiness card from among
hischest hair. "My url ison here. Y ou can see my list of accomplishments. I've done some grest work
with some of the gangsin Los Angeles. Lots of death and dismemberment.”

Derek took the card and flipped it over. "I see you have some of your highlights here?!

"Yep. That first one? Twenty-three dead and six injured. Three of them were even innocent bystanders,
and | 4ill got them to sl their soulsto me before they died." He puffed his chest out and smacked it with
hispam.

At that moment, a high-pitched ringing filled the air, and Satan Jr. whipped the flamethrower back up,
turning in circles and shooting at the air, shouting that he would not be taken dive.

"Satan J.! Chill! It'sjust my mom!*"
"Oh." Helet the weapon drop. "I knew that."
Whatever . Iris shimmered into view. "Justine? Where are we?'

"An abandoned city street in New Y ork at two forty-five in the morning having a negotiation with Satan
J." She eyed her mom's negligee. "Dare | ask?"'

"Trust me, | haven't seen him sincel walked out.” Iris sghed wistfully and stroked the black silk. "He has
such nicetaste, though.”

"Hey, lady.” Satan Jr. swaggered up to Iris. "l don't know who you're pining for, but | can make you
forget him." Hedid an Elvis pelvis gyration, with an extrathrust at Ms. "What do you say?"'



Iristook onelook at him, then patted his cheek fondly. ™Y ou remind me so much of Satan.”

Satan J. did another hip thrust that brought him closer to Iris. ™Y ou want me, don't you? | can smell your
lug."

Irisimmediately smacked him through the face. "Don't be obscene. Y ou can't smdl my lust.”

He howled with rage, and showered her with aburst of flame. ™Y ou will not reject me! | am the heir to
hell!”

Thefirefaded and Iris stood there, glaring at him. ™Y ou can't burn me up, you dolt. I'm only animagein
thisworld. No wonder Satan won't acknowledge you. Y ou'd be quite the embarrassment.”

Justine waited until afresh burst of flames faded and her mom'simage emerged from the smoke again.
"Mom, youreredly not helping the situation.”

"What situation, dear?' She eyed Satan J. "Shoot me again and I'll makeit rain dl over you."
Satan Jr. whimpered and shot a glance up at the sarry sky.
"Can shedo that?' Derek asked.

"Not that | know of, but given how little | gpparently know about my own mom, I'm not going to clam
anything for sure," Justine whispered. Sheraised her voice. "Mom, | need adeal. Agree to go on another
date with Satan if helll acknowledge hisson.”

"And make meher," Satan J. said. "And tdl everyone I'm great.”
Irisraised her eyebrow. "Y ou're going to barter off my body to save your own behind?"
"TosaveMona."

"I'mretired,” Irissaid. "Monasfateis no longer my concern. I've officidly cut Satan off and I'm not
alowing him back into my life"

"It fill bothers you that you failed at Guardianship, doesn't it? A Guardian needsto be on duty for five
hundred years to get benefits, and you didn't makeit. Y ou didn't even get to write the Treatise.” Irisgave
her a sharp look, and Justine pressed harder. "Y ou and me, Mom. We can save Monafrom Satan and
Satan Jr. It'syour chance for redemption.”

"Hello? Anyoneforget I'm here?' Satan Jr. waved the flamethrower. "Who isthiswoman and why isshe
talking about my dad like she knows him? There's only one woman Satan bel ongs with and that's my

The three of them exchanged glances, then Derek said, "Thiswoman is Satan's vice president of
recruiting.” It was better than admitting she was Satan's current crush.

Satan Jr. eyed Iris. "I'll haveto fire you when | take over hell.”
"Finewith me. I'll get Satan,” Iris said and she dissolved.

She returned with Satan in lessthan aminute. Satan's hand was on itsway down the front of Irisslingerie
when they appeared.

Satan Jr. howled and immediatdly lit hisdad on fire.



Satan chuckled and zapped his son with a blaze that turned his gold jumpsuit into abdl of fire. The
flames subsided after amoment, and both men were ill standing. The only evidence of the flame war
was Satan Jr.'s hair, which was alittle charbroiled.

"Why aren't you burned to awimpy pile of ash?' Satan demanded. ™Y ou obvioudy didn't inherit my
supreme skill with fire, since you resort to using aflamethrower like an impotent mortal.”

Satan Jr. narrowed his eyes. "Hame-retardant fabrics."
"Oh." Satan nodded. "Good thinking."
Satan Jr. blinked. Hard. "What?*

"Areyou deaf?' Herolled hiseyesat Iris. " The unacknowledged bastard of my loinsis deaf aswell as
mortal. | am delighted to declare him beyond usaless. Come, let us depart and invent new waysto
engageinora sex acts"

"Remember our ded,” Irissaid softly.

Satan Jr. gave agleam at her mother's breasts that was too much for Justine to dedl with. She tapped her
dad on the shoulder. "1 changed my mind. The ded you made with my mom isoff. Thisoneiswith me."

Heraised abrow. "What do you want?"

"Acknowledge Satan Jr. Tell him he's great and mean it. Have a birthday party for him. Set him up on
some dates.”

A sneer lifted one corner of hismouth. "Why should 7'
Sheturned to Satan Jr. "And if he does, you have to swear off Monaand drop the Curse.”
He hoisted the gun up and rested it on his shoulder. "I dready said | would. | want the throne though.”

"Be happy with an acknowledgment and shut up. He's not abdicating.” Justine walked back to Satan. "I'll
acknowledge you as my father if you do this."

Satan blinked. "I don't need your acknowledgment.”
IIBth_II
Derek stepped forward. ™Y ou can have my soul.”

Satan grinned immediately. "That would be lovely. | hear you're agood warrior. | could make good use
of you. Plus, Iriss daughter likesyou. Y ou could be quite the bargaining tool."

"Derek!" Judtine grabbed hisarm. ™Y ou can't give him your soul! That would make you his servant.”

"I want hissoul," Satan Jr. announced. "I want you to alow meto bring al the souls I've harvested into
hell.”

Satan siwung around to face his son. Y ou've harvested souls?"
Satan Jr. flexed his arms and made his pectord muscleswiggle. "Almost five hundred thousand.”
"But you have no affiliation with hell.”



Satan Jr. shrugged. "People don't redize that at thetime.”
"Soyou lieto them?' Satan asked.
"Of course.”

Hetilted his head. " And you offer them deals you can't fulfill because you do not actualy represent hell?*

"Yep.
Satan inched closer to his son. "And then you trapped their soulsin some empty space because you had
nowhere to put them?”

"Yougotit."

"Huh." Satan rubbed his chin. "Do you torture them excessively and with greet vigor and enthusasm?”

Satan Jr. snorted. "Of course | do. What's the point in having them if | don't? Tortured souls are the only
onesthat areany good in hdll."

Satan's eyes started gleaming. "And have you harvested any innocent souls that would have goneto
heaven wereit not for your deceitful and rude interferencein their lives?”

Satan Jr. nodded. "Almost ten percent. | have to torture those the most, obvioudy. They'll beno good in
hdll if they're dill clean.”

Satan gave afull dimple grin and clapped Satan Jr. on the shoulder. "I had no idea you were so talented,
my much-hated illegitimate cherub.” He dung hisarm around Satan J.'s shoulder and beamed at the
group. "Did you hear what he did? Haf amillion soulswith no training and nothing to barter with. | knew
hewas my son!”

At Satan's declaration of acknowledgment, relief rushed through Justine and she grinned at Derek. He
gave her aquick nod of victory and even Irislooked pleased by the bonding.

"You tried to kill me every time we met, and then you banished me from the Afterlife.” Satan Jr. pulled
away from Satan. "'Y ou've denied I'm your son since | wasborn.”

"Of course| did!" Satan looked ddlighted. "It drove you to accomplish great things.” He beamed at Iris.
"I am the best father in the Afterlife. No wonder you had me sire your daughter.” He dugged Satan Jr. on
the shoulder. "Y ou can have ajob as my head harvester. How about that? It has been vacant sincel
killed the last one, but | bequeath this position of great honor and entitlement to you.”

"But | hate you and want to destroy you and your kingdom," Satan Jr. said with afrown.
Justine's dation began to fade. "It'sagresat offer.”
"Takeit." Derek moved up behind Satan Jr. and eased the flamethrower off his shoulder.

Satan grinned. "What father would not be proud of your hostile attitude? Brilliant | am, for rgjecting you
for two hundred years and forcing you to become the man you are. We shal harvest souls and seduce
women together!" Iris cleared her throat, and Satan blanched. "Wéll, you can seduce women. | will assist
you."

Satan Jr. noticed Derek and yanked the flamethrower out of hisreach with a scowl. "How badly do you
want me?'



"You aremy son! Thereisno degree. It is absolute.”

"Then | spurn your offer and everything you stand for. | reject you as you relected me. | will destroy your
kingdom before your eyes."

Justine groaned and sat down on the bumper of Derek's car.

Satan blinked and wiped away atear. Y ou are so perfect. | am bursting with pride for the fruit of my
loins"

Satan J. turned to Justine. "Y ou've given methe greatest gift of al, the opportunity to rgject my father.”
He knelt before her and kissed her hand. "For that, | withdraw my quest for the Goblet.”

"Redlly? That's awesome!" Sheleaned down and kissed him on the head. "Thank you so much!"
Satan Jr. bowed deeply. "At your service, Guardian.”
"Saving Monawithout bloodshed. Impressve.” Iris sat next to her. "Not bad.”

" See? Even he puts the woman over the Goblet." Tears were flowing freely now from Satan's eyes. "He
ismy son, and | worship him."

Satan Jr. stood and turned toward Satan. "I spit on your legacy and | rgject your overtures.” He set the
weeping Satan on fire again, then snapped hisfingersand alimo pulled out of anearby dley.

He had just opened the door when Derek stepped forward and set his hand on the door. "What about
the Curse?'

"The Curse continues. Watching Lavalemen dieisfun.” Hetried to open the door, but Derek shoved it
closed with hiship.

Justine jumped to her feet. "What? Y ou're not keeping your promise?’
"I'm Satan Jr. | never keep my promises.”

Satan started sobbing, wailing about hislove and pride for his son.
Derek'sface darkened. "Y ou'll keep thisone," he said quietly.

"No, | won't." Satan Jr. blew akissa Justine. "When your lover dies, | will comfort you, and if hekills
you ingteed, then | will haveyou inthe Afterlife.”

"She'syour sgter,” Satan sobbed. "Y ou cannot make love to her until her mind explodes.”
Satan Jr. blanched and he looked at Justine. "Y oure my sister?”

"Yes. Asyour sigter, | request you drop the Curse. | don't want to be stalked by LaVvale men for all
eernity.”

Satan Jr. snorted. "If they do kill you, so what? I'll save you in the Afterlife and we can destroy Satan
together. It'll be loads of fun." He grimaced. "But | don't want to see you naked. Gross.”

Derek dammed hispam into Satan J.'s throat and shoved him againgt the car. ™Y ou will not walk avay
without undoing the Curse. End it now."

Satan Jr. made araspy, choking noise. "No."



"Thenyou die”
"Y ou do not kill my evil progeny!" Satan declared. "Unhand him now, you morta beast!”

Derek's eyes were glazing now, hishand tight on Satan Jr.'s neck. "Undo the Curse, you son of abitch. |
won't let you force meto kill her."

A weak smile curved Satan Jr.'slips. "Y ou'll have to choose between saving the Guardian or your
brother and dl the other LaVale men. Either way, you will be tortured by your choicefor al eternity.
That'swhat makesit so fun. Kill me. | don't care. | can get Satan from the Afterlifejust aseasily.”

"I lovethisboy," Satan sobbed. "Heis o brilliant, ishe not? | am so proud of him. | welcome him to my
bosom.”

Justine leaned around Derek's shoulder, pressing her face up againgt Satan Jr.'s nearly bloodless one.
"Having trouble breathing, bro?"

Satan Jr.'slips moved, but no sound came out.
"Withdraw the Curse" shesad. "End it."

He shook hishead and curved hislipsinto asmall grin, but she saw theflicker of fear in hiseyes. Derek
frowned and she knew held seenit. "Doit, Derek."

"My pleasure." Derek pretended to tighten his grip, and panic contorted Satan Jr.'s features. He arted
gruggling, kicking Derek's shins, armsflailing, tearsfilling hiseyes.

One more minute and they'd have him.

"No!" Satan shouted. "Y ou will not kill my boy!" Then there was aflash and Derek was dammed into the
limo. Hefdl to the ground, a six-inch hole through his gut from afirebal that had continued on through
the Sde of the car.

"Derek!" Justine dropped to the ground next to him, her hands going immediately to his chest. When she
felt his heart beating, she had to drop her head and close her eyes for amoment to gather hersdlf.

"Servesyou right,” Satan Jr. said. He kicked some dirt on Derek, so Justine grabbed her dagger and
plunged it into histhigh.

"Reverse the Curse, you bastard!”

He howled with pain, clutching hisleg ashefdl into the back of the limo. "Never!" He yanked the door
shut and the limo sped away. She grabbed her gun and fired at thetires, but it was dready out of range.

"Want meto go after him?' Xavier was suddenly by her sde. "'l can catch him.”

She pressed her lips together and assessed Derek's injury. The wound was cauterized from the heat, and
the Monain hisveinswas kesping him from dying instantly, but even two-thirdsimmorta wouldn't
recover from this. "No. We need to take care of Derek."

"But Satan J. will get away."

"If Derek dies now, men it won't matter if we catch Satan Jr. And we still have two daysto find him.
Help me get Derek inthe car.” Xavier hooked his hands under Derek’s shoulders and she grabbed his
feet. She scowled at Satan, who was looking immensdly pleased with himself. "Go stick your headina



va of purified water."

Satan beamed at her. "Aren't you proud to be my daughter?' He tucked an arm through Irissarm.
"Come, Iris, let usgo celebrate. | owe you for bringing my soninto my lifeagan.”

Justine staggered to her feet, hunched under Derek'sweight. "Y ou're going with him?"

Iris sighed and touched Justine's hair. "I'm so sorry, swestie, but thiswas the way it had to be. Tell the
Council you killed him. They'll be impressed and reward you. | know it hurts, but at least it'sfindly over
and you didn't have to be the one to actudly kill him." Shetook Satan'sarm. "Come on, | think she needs
tobedone”

They disgppeared in ashimmer of gold bubbles, leaving Justine alone with Derek. Not dead yet, but on
hisway.

Chapter Twenty-three

"Ontheplussde" Xavier said asthey carried Derek toward his car. "With that holein hisgut, hell die
looking like the pretzel that made him rich. Y ou should have an open casket. I'm sure he'd appreciate the

irony.

"Shut up." She could see the asphdt road through hisbelly and it was freaking her out. They got him
ettled in the backseat, and Justine climbed in with him. "Take us back to his place.”

"Certainly." He pedled out so fast she was flung into the door and Derek did hafway acrossthe set.

She righted them both, then pulled his head onto her Iap and patted his cheek. "Derek. Can you hear
me?'

Hiseyesflickered open. "l wasfaking it. I'm fine."
"Liar." Shebit her lip. "I can seethe seat through the holein your torso.”

"Well, that explainsthe pain,” he said. "What's up with you and your family al aiming for my somach?
Do | have atarget painted on it or something?’

She managed a smile and wiped some charred bits off hisforehead. "We're just abloodthirsty bunch.”
He nodded, then grimaced with pain. "Where are we going?"

"Your place”

A frown wrinkled hisforehead. "To Mona?'

"Maybe." She avoided his gaze, picking some gravel off hisshirt instead.

He reached up and tugged her hair so she bent over him. "Wefailed with Satan Jr., Justine. My lifeisnt
worth you being in the Chamber for eternity. Y ou haveto let medie”

She blinked back the moisturein her eyes. "What about your brother?”
He closed hiseyes and cursed under his breath.



She sighed and spread her hands on his chest, under his shirt. The skin was still warm, his heart was till
beating. Monawas working hard to keep him aive, but she could sense hisenergy fading. "Drive fadter,
Xavier."

The only response she got was therev of the engine and the squedl of tires.
"I don't suppose there are any loopholesfor usng Mona?' His voice wasfaint and gravelly.

"No." She smoothed his hair, even though it was so short it didn't need it. " Since the threat of Satan and
Satan Jr. are gone, thereé's no reason to keep you dive. | have dl the information | need to dedl with it on
my own. If | giveyou thethird drink, | might aswell start packing my bags for the Chamber.”

"Then don't doit." Hisvoice was so faint she had to lean close to hear him.

Her vison blurred, and she knew he wasright. She had to let him die. "Derek, I'm so sorry.”
Hedidn't say anything.

"Derek?'

He was unconscious.

Derek woke up to blackness, and he knew he was dead. He'd failed Quincy. Failed al the Lavalle men.
And hed lost the girl. He groaned softly.

Then awarm hand touched his chest. "Derek?"
Heturned hishead, but it was too dark to see. "Justine? Where are we?"

"Y our den. Theresatook over the guest room, Quincy'sworking in your room, and Xavier ismaking
cdlsintheliving room. Y ou've been unconscious for amost two days."

"But | should be dead..." He reached down to his ssomach. Intact. No pain. "You did it." Elation and
warmth rushed through him, chased ingtantly away by anicy fear for Justiné's future. He grabbed for her
hand, crushed it againgt his chest. Y ou shouldn't have doneit. Y ou'll go to the Chamber for this.”

"It'slooking likethat." He heard her take a deep breath, and then she laid her other hand on top of their
intertwined fingers. "I took a chance. We had two days|eft. | thought maybe we could still find Satan J.
and end the Curse.”

"And did it work? Did you find Satan J.?" Please tell me you found a way to save your self.

She sighed. "We spent the entire time looking for Satan Jr. but he has completely disappeared. Even
Zeke couldn't find him." Helaid his hands over her face, trying to read her expression with his hands. He
could fedl the furrow in her brow, the tense set to her mouth. "Wetried. They're still trying. But Satan Jr.
disappeared for dmost two hundred years. He knows how to do it, and he won't be found unless he
wantsto. It'sover, Derek."

He wrapped hisfingers around her wrist and tugged gently. Smiled softly when sherolled on top of him.
"I'm not worthit."

She hesitated, then her voice became brisk and businesdike. "1t wasn't about you. | hoped that risking
my future to save your life might be aQualifying Incident. | did it to save my mom."



Wasthat redlly the only reason shedd doneit? He traced her lipswith hisfingers, rubbing softly to release
the tension from them. "Y ou redly think it would have saved her?!

Slence. "Maybe."

Ah, hissweet Guardian. "Y ou've complicated my life, now, you redize?"

"How s0?'

"How am | supposed to kill you, knowing that when | do, you'll go into the Chamber?’

She sghed heavily, her breath warm againgt hisfingers. "Well, now you know how | felt when you were
dying. It'sacrappy postion to bein, trading lives of people you lo—Um, care about.”

He cupped her face with his hands. "Why did you give methe third drink? Tell methetruth." If you tell
me you love me, I'll walk away forever. I'll burn the journal so no LaValle man will ever be able to
find you. He frowned. Would he redly trade his brother'slife for hers? Y es. His brother would go to the
Afterlife. Justine would go to the Chamber. It wasn't achoice. All she had to do was say the word.
"udineg? Tel me"

Silence.

Findly, "The Council could beligening.”
o

"So, | can't give up yet," she whispered.

What did that mean? Did that mean she did love him, but that she wasn't willing to let the Council know?
If she saved him because she loved him, there would be no escape clause. But if she proved she had
saved him for Mona's sake, she till had achance.

He wanted to hear the words before one of them died, just to know. But it wasn't worth her eternity to
hear her say sheloved him or to say those words himself. To anyone listening, it had to smply be about
the Goblet. Not about love. Not about divided loydties. Helifted his head, laying the tenderest kiss he

could on her lips. A kiss he hoped told her how he felt.

For along moment, neither of them moved or spoke. Then he felt her fingers brush againgt his cheek and
he closed hiseyes.

Then Justine took a deep breath. "1 saved you because | decided you had alegitimate point about your
progeny stalking me. | was hoping you might have anew plan, now that the Satan Jr. ideacameup a
dead end."

"Of courseyou did." He sighed and let his hands rest againgt her waist. Hmm.... She waswearing
something slky and thin. "It wasavdid plan.”

"Thanks. I'm gtill going to kill you, though. Just so you know."

"I believe you." Her body felt so good againgt him. Warm and soft, her skin so smooth. Why was shein
bed with him? How would she explain that to the Council? How would they explain it, because he wasn't
going to let her face them on her own. Helet his hands dide up her body until he got to her hair, digging
hisfingersin the soft tresses as an ideaformed in hismind. "1 know why you saved me. | know why
you'rein bed with me now."



"Why?" Her voice was soft, tinged with desperation. " Tl me, please.”

"Y our mom and the Penhas are proof that celibacy weakens a Guardian. But sex enabled you to defeat
the Penhas." He pressed hislipsto her forehead and let hishead fall back on the pillow. "If you let me
make loveto you al night, and then kill me, you'll prove to the Council that even non-Emergency sex
doesn't weaken your ability to defend Mona. Sex makes a Guardian stronger, no matter what the
context." He frowned and stopped playing with her hair. "' So, basicdlly, you're usng me so you can have
other lovers”

"Wow. That's brilliant." She thudded her pdms againgt his chest. "That's exactly why I'm here with you.
Because I'm abrilliant Guardian who iswilling to risk her future for the sake of the Goblet and getting the
Treatise and the Oath updated so | can protect Mona adequately.” She shifted on him, her thigh nestling
againg his. "Will you have sex with me? For the sake of my future?"

No rushed sex on the floor of her condo with Penhas hanging from the rafters. Slow, passionate
lovemaking with al thetimein the world to bask in the other's body. Helet his bresth out dowly and let
his fingers skim down her back, over her behind to the soft skin on the backs of her thighs. He traced the
tip of her nose, her cheekbones, the curve of her chin. "How long do we have?

"Seven hours until my Judgment. Eight until the Curse strikesyou.”

"Which means six hours and fifty-nine minutes to prove your case for saving your soul and getting your
Treatise updated so your future is Chamber-free" he said. "The extraminuteisfor usto engageina
battle to the death before you go off to your Judgment.”

Shekissed him gently. "Just so0 you know, I'll fed really bad when | kill you. Redlly, redly, bad.”

"Noworsethan I'll fed when | kill you." He anchored her hipsagaing his, hislegstangling around hers.
Hmm... skin-to-skin on their legs, his chest was definitely bare, and he could fed the satin of her panties
quite clearly as she pressed againgt him. "Am | naked?'

"Yes Theresaindged.”

He grinned and dipped his hand under the silky camisole covering her lower back. Oh, God. Thefed of
her skin. So soft. So dive. So warm. "And you didn't argue? Try to protect my modesty?"

Hefdt afeather light kiss on his collarbone. " She's afire-breathing dragon. | didn't dare interfere, but |
thought | better deep in here with you to make sure she didn't take advantage of you while you were

passed out.”

"Mmm..." He cupped her shoulder blades, pressing his pams againgt her, drawing her upper body down
tohim.

"Wadll..." He paused to lift his head and suck gently on her neck. Then he grabbed her tighter, wrapped
hisleg around hers, then flipped them over so he was above her. "We need to have redlly intense,
mind-blowing sex so you can prove you're aworthy Guardian when you try to get the Treatise
revamped.”

"Exactly." Her hands pressed againgt his chest, her fingerstracing his nipples.
He kissed her breast through the silk and felt her arch againgt him. "Want to trade bettle scars?"

"I have none. They al hed quickly.” Her fingers dug into his shoulders, and she shifted under him. "'Y ou?"



"l haveaholeinmy gut.”

"Y eah, that one might actualy leave amark.” She did her hands down his chest to hisbelly, her fingers
caressing. "It'salittle smooth ill."

He grunted and closed hiseyes. It fet so good to have her against him, under him, touching him. Her skin
hot againgt his, her flesh red and dive under histouch.

Justine felt like her insides were going to spill over with hest, passon, and other things she didn't want to
put anameto. They had so littletime. "Kissme, Derek."

When hislipstouched hers, it was as if someone had ripped her salf-control from her body, replacing it
with aburning heet that couldn't be restrained. She threw her arms around his neck and pulled him up
againg her, kissng him desperately, deeply, shoving al the heat and passion within her into his soul.

Histongue dove into her mouth, and she met him, danced with him, embraced him as he invaded her
body. She needed him, needed his bresth in her lungs, needed histouch on her skin.

He broke the kiss, and shefdt arush of loss, of londiness, until shefet his hands span her waist, hislips
caress her belly. God, she wastotaly quivering under histouch. Was she that desperate for the touch of
aman?

No, she was that desperate for Derek's touch.

It was only him who could satisfy the need that had flickered to lifeinside her. It was asif sheld kept it
doused for two hundred years, and hiskisshad ignited it again. It would never go out. It would burn
forever, yearning for him.

No, that wasn't good. She couldn't yearn for anyone, especialy not him. "Derek..."

His mouth closed over her right breast and she couldn't remember what she'd been planning to say. She
was vaguely aware of him diding her camisole over her head, but the touch of hishands on her amsas
he dipped it off, thefed of histeeth nibbling on her nipple, the heet of hisbreath on her skin... well... it
wasalittle distracting.

A lot digtracting. "Remember that love dave comment?* she whispered.

Shefelt the roughness of hiswhiskers againgt the soft skin of her inner thigh ashe grinned. "I remember
the love dave comment.”

"If 1 kill you, then we might be able to arrange something,”" she whispered. She closed her eyes, relishing
inthefed ashis hands wrapped around her thighs, hislips caressing her. "Get you a porta to me or
something.”

Hedidn't answer.

She couldn't help her body from twisting under him, her legs from wrapping around him, skin-to-skin, the
heat was building. God, shefelt like shewason fire.

Derek traced hisway back up her belly with hislips. "I fed like I'm burning up."

"Metoo," she gasped. It was asif her blood were boiling, meting through her arteries, setting her heart
alame.

"Must be your dark sde," he said, his knee moving between hers and his hands stroking every inch of her



body. Here, there, again, hislips. Too much, so much, sensation overwheming.
"Next to the bed,” she managed, her voice too raspy to be hers.

Derek reached over and the sound of foil told him he'd found what shed put there. "Aren't we both
immuneto disesses?’

"Y ou want another Satan Jr. running around?'

"It would actudly be Satan the third, and under certain circumstances, it wouldn't be abad thing." He
torethe foil and shifted hisweight.

His handsfound her breasts again, hislipstugging at her nipples, and something exploded in her bely.
Hest, fire, flames. Something hot. Something dark. "There aren't enough LaVadle maesin thisworld,” he
sad as herolled over, taking her with him. " Something needs to be done about it."

She gtraddled his hips, then eased herself dowly down. Sensation after sensation rippled through her, and
sheknew it wasright. Hewasright. They wereright. "Y ou'd be willing to raise Satan's grandkids?!

"I won't have ason until the Curseisover." He grabbed her hips, moved with her, deeper, harder, until
she was certain they were one. One body, one soul, one essence, one flame burning with deadly heat. He
yanked her down on top of him, rolled again, until hisweight was pressing her into the mattress, his
strength againgt her, around her, insgde her. "But if | ever get to that point, | choose you.”

Heloved her.

And then he drove into her again, so hard, so deep, and shefelt his soul explodeinto her body. She
screamed and clutched his shoulder, hisarms, she didn't know what. All she had was hisflesh, hisskin
under her hands, againgt her, holding her to this earth, kegping her grounded even as he shuddered
againg her, shouted her name, and held her so tight she thought they had melted into one.

Derek woke to the fedling of acold blade pressing the side of his neck.
Hedidn't open hiseyes, didn't move, didn't tense. He gave no indication that he was awake.
The mattress shifted under his hips, and he knew Justine was standing over him with asword.

Hed stashed his own sword under his side of the bed, next to where his hand was draped over the edge.
He moved hisfingers ever so dightly and fdlt the handle. He wrapped his fingers around it, then waited
for his opportunity.

She would need to take a backswing to generate enough momentum to dice his head off. He hoped hed
have time to take her out when shedid it.

He could still fed her skin againgt his, hear her name on his breath as shefdl adegpin hisarms. Thiswas
not how it was supposed to end.

A light knock sounded at the door and he felt Justine jump and heard her suck in her breath. "What?'
"The Council ishere," Theresasaid. "They're waiting to escort you to the Judgment.”

Justine cursed softly. "They're early.”

"Can | fry the old one? He kegps making snide remarks about how the Chamber of Unspeakable



Horrorsisal warmed up for you. Hesredlly pissng me off."
Give her permission. Don't let themrule your life, Justine.
"No," Judtinesaid. "L eavethem done.”

"Fine" Theresasaid. There was apause, then, "Derek’'s not worth your eternal soul, Justine. The Afterlife
isn't such abad place. Hell make new friends. Hell be okay... Hey!™

The doorknaob rattled. "Justing, it's Quincy. Don't kill my brother.”
Quin. Shit. He had to kill Justine now. If he didn't, Quin would die.

Justine cursed again, and he felt her weight shift and the blade disappeared from his neck. She wastaking
her backswing.

Instantly, he grabbed his sword, spun off the bed to his feet and raised his blade to her neck.

She stopped her blade so it was resting againgt his neck, mimicking his stance.

"Morning, love" hesad. "Last night was greet."

"Better than greet. Blew my mind." Her gaze flicked toward hiswaist. "'l seeyou're ready to go again.”
"Don't cut it off."

A sad smile curved her mouth. "1 wouldn't dream of it." She cocked her head. ™Y ou know, it'sdightly
curved, not crooked.”

"What's going on in there?' Theresaasked. "Are you guys chatting? Just kill him, for heaven's ske.™
"Why are you so bloodthirsty?" Quincy asked.
"I'm adragon. It'smy nature,” she snapped. "Want meto proveit?'

"Youtry to fry meand I'll behead you. Derek's not the only one who's good with asword. Besides, |
have to talk to Derek. | found something out about the Curse." He pounded on the door. "Derek! Let me
in! | have to show you something.”

Derek and Justine exchanged looks. "What happensif you refuse to go with the Council?' he asked.
"They teke me againg my will."

"Can they do that?"

"Yep. Threeagaing oneand dl that."

"What if it'sfour againgt three? I'm sure Theresaand Quincy would be willing to step up and provide
assgance.”

Judtinefelt asurge of hope swell in her chest, and sheimmediatdly squashed it. "If | don't go, it will be
another black mark against me. Thefact | got Satan Jr. off Monas case will go along way toward
gparing me, but if | refuseto go, I'm screwed.” Dammit. She sounded like she was about to cry.
Guardiansdidn't cry.

He cocked his head. "Do you want to kill me?!



"It doesn't matter." But her voice quavered ever so dightly.
"It matters." Heraised hisvoice. "Key isabove the door, Quin. Comein.”
"Oh come on, Derek. Y ou want meto kill him too?"

The door opened and Theresaand Quincy shoved their way through the door. Theresa stopped firdt.
"Hot damn, Justine. He'satota hottie. He looks great naked!"

The corner of Derek's mouth curved up, and Justine poked him with the sword. " Show off."

"Gottaget her on my side somehow.” He nodded at Quin, but didn't move the sword from Justine's neck.
"Whet do you have?'

"I don't think Satan Jr. can actudly curse people,” Quincy said.
Derek groaned. "Y ou're denying the Curse again? That's why you'rein here? It'stoo late for that."

The old man, the pirate, and the businessman appeared in the doorway. Justine froze and felt her throat
close up with fear. "Guardian, it'stimeto go."

"Back off, old man," Theresagrowled. "Shell go when | say she goes.” Then she set hishairpiece onfire
and blew it down the hall with agust of hot air. He shouted in protest and ran down the hall, covering his
head and muttering about unspeakable horrors.

"Onedown,” Derek said. "Twoto go."

"All you've doneispisshim off," Justine said, her gut sinking. Shewasin so much trouble. "It doesnt

change anything important.”

"Sureit does." Theresadammed her tail into the other two and sent them crashing into thewall. " See?
They won't bother usfor afew minutes.”

The pirate groaned and rolled onto his side, but the businessman was dready fumbling for his
BlackBerry.

Quincy stepped over the pirate. "Justine told us last night how Satan Jr. bragged that he harvests souls dll
thetime, telling them he has the authority to make dedl's, even though he doesn't.”

"Helies" Derek said. "So what?"

Quin paced the room, his hands flying with excitement. "' So, what if he'slying about the Curse? Whet if
he clams he can curse, but he can't?’

"Thenwhy areweadl dying?'

Justine's right arm was starting to tremble, so she added her other hand to the sword.
"Thisisridiculous." The businessman shut his Black-Berry and stood up. "Guardian, it istimeto leave."
"Let himtalk," the pirate said. "' want to hear thistheory.”

Quin stopped in front of Derek. "Didn't you say that Satan Jr. enjoyswatching usdl die?’

"Yeah, 07



"Sowhat if he's showing up and doing it himself and theré's no Curse. It's only Satan Jr. and the tracking
device he dready admitted he useson us.”

The pirate whistled softly. "He could be onto something.”

"It'spossible.” Justine clenched her teeth and tried to keep the sword at Derek's neck. Derek looked like
he could go on for hours, and her arm was about to fdl off. "He's dimy enough to do it."

Derek glanced at her, noticed her trembling arm, then sighed. "Why didn't you say you were getting
tired?' He dropped his sword and then took hers. "WElI call atruce until we get this settled.” He pulled
her against him so he could rub her trembling biceps. "Why are you so stubborn?’

Sheleaned into him. "Because | refuse to be bested by amortd .”
"But I'm not morta anymore, am |7

The businessman perked up. "Not mortal?' He opened his BlackBerry again and began typing furioudly.
The pirate peered over his shoulder to inspect what he was entering.

Quin wasn't finished. "l ran some equations on the Curse, and it doesn't compute. It's not legit. | think the
wholethingisascam.”

"Canyou proveit?' Derek asked.

"My math isflawless." Quin sounded quite offended. "Though | haven't had time to recheck my work as
thoroughly as 1 would prefer, given the repercussons of this particular Stuation.”

Derek rubbed his chin on Justine's head. " So, we could set atrap for Satan Jr., then incapacitate him
when he shows up. If | don't die, then we know theres no Curse. If | do, then your math waswrong.”

"Then we both die." Quincy sighed. "Maybe it's not worth the risk. Killing her would be the safest option
for us" Heturned away and dammed hisfist into thewall.

"If Derek dies, Quincy will still have ten minutesto try to kill Justine and sted Monato bresk the Curse,”
Theresasaid. "'l vote againgt the plan. Behead them both now.”

"Yes, kill them." Toupee guy was back with the charred ends of his hairpiece littering his head.

Derek picked up the sword and handed it back to her. "Or we can battle it out now."

Shelooked at the blade. "That's the low risk dternative. Highest likelihood of successfor both of us."
"Yes, itis" heagreed. Heraised hissword.

"Behead him," toupee guy sad.

"Doit," Theresasghed.

"l wish | had moretime,” Quincy muttered. "1 redly think this Curseisasham.”

The business suit guy took notes and said nothing.

"Intereting,” said the pirate.

Justine raised her sword. "1 have no choice.



"l know." Helifted histo meet hers. "Let'sdoit."”

Chapter Twenty-four

The room was so quiet Derek could hear the crackling of the old man's till burning toupee.
Blades up.
Readly.

He met Justine's gaze, and he knew what he had to do. He'd lost the ability to choose long ago.
"Judine?'

She nodded once, adjusted her grip on her sword.
He did the same, then blew her akiss.
Shetightened her lips, and then they both swung at the sametime.

He dammed the butt of his sword into the back of toupee guy's head, Justine smashed hersinto the
businessman's gut, and Theresa screeched with delight and pounced on the pirate.

Quincy stood in the middle, looking startled.
"Youll regret this," the businessman gasped. "Thiswon't look good in the report.”

Pirate guy grinned up a them from under Theresastail. "Can | help?'

Forty-eight minutes |ater, they were ready.

A bunch of pillows were shoved under the covers on Derek's bed, a reasonable facamile of Derek
buried under the blankets. Derek himsalf was under the bed. They hoped that Satan Jr.'s locating device
would track Derek to the bed, and Satan Jr. wouldn't take the time to assess whether the lump under the
coverswas realy Derek or not. HEd see the lump, assume the obvious, and decapitate the pillowswhile
the rest of the group took him out.

If Satan Jr. didn't fall for it, Derek was dead because he was trapped under the bed with nothing but a
Super Soaker. Or if thereredlly was a Curse, the pillow decoy wouldn't work either.

Everyone wasin place, and now dl there was|eft to do was to wait.

Justinewasin the closet, only afew feet from Derek's bed, armed for her key role with her cigarette
lighter and walkie-talkie.

She shifted position for the umpteenth time, then peered through the hole in the closet door, and
wondered how Derek was doing under the bed.

L ess than three minutes until he was supposed to die.

Derek dead.



She drummed her fingers on the wall, shifted again, then gave up and opened the door.

"Stay inthe closet." Hiswhisper was so low she could barely hear him.

"No. Kill me." Shekicked asword at him acrossthefloor. "Just doit.”

He stuck his head out from under the bed. "No."

"You haveto! | can't St here and watch you die.”

A smadl amile curved hislips and softened his eyes. "Then st there and help me catch him.”
"What happened to you wanting to kill me?"

"l can't kill awoman who loves my crooked penis. Where will | find another woman like you?”
"It'snot crooked. It'sdightly curved.”

"Andyouloveit.

"Maybe." Oh, who was she kidding. It wasn't his penis. It wasn't even the fact he was ready to kill her.
She smply loved him and al he was. What other reason could possibly justify the fact she had two-thirds
of the Council hogtied and gagged in the bathroom? Even if Derek lived, her soul wasalost cause. And
her mom's, shewas sure. "Derek, | can't let you die.”

Hisgrin got bigger. "Go back in the closet. We have just over aminute.”
She scowled a him. "If you die, | will persondly kick your ass.

"Aslong asyou avoid the Chamber, you can kick anything of mine you want." Then hisfacetensed. "Did
you hear that? The ceiling's cresking. He's here.”

Her gut dropped and she grabbed the sword and held the handle toward him. "I can't let you die."

"Forget it, Jugtine. I'm not killing you. | believe in Quin. We're going to catch Satan J. and end this." He
scooted out of Sight. "We can argue later, but if thisis going to work, you have to go back in the clost.
That's how you can save me."

She took a deep breath. He was right. She was a Guardian. She could handle this.
ll@!ll
"I'mgoing." She ducked back into the closet and hit her walkie-takie. "Game on."

"Right-0," said Jerome, the pirate guy. Now that he was on their side, he got to be called by hisred
name,

She held her breath and watched her clock tick. Five seconds.

She stood up on the footstool and flicked the lighter on, holding it next to the smoke sensor.
Four.

Three.

Two.



One.

The ceiling collgpsed and crushed the bed.
The sprinkler system went on.

Thefire dlarm sounded.

And someone screamed. And didn't stop. It was even worse than Satan's screaming when he had the
temper tantrum. "I'm melting, you pigsl How could you do thisto me? Y ou will dl diefor thigl”

"Let meburn him up,” Theresashouted. "Please, let medoit!”
"Get back,” Jeromeyeled. "I have water balloons! We have to make sure he can't revivel”

Justine dove out of the closet, straight for the bed. The mattress was buried under severa feet of plaster,
acoffee table, and agrand piano from the gpartment above. The glass from a coffee table was sticking
out of the mattress, having cleanly beheaded the pillow.

If Derek had been in the bed, he'd be dead now. But was he dead anyway? "Derek? Are you okay?'
She shoved aside some picture books and an ottoman and stuck her head under the bed. "Derek?"

Silence

Her heart seized up, likeavisein her chest. "Derek! If you're messing with me, | swear I'll behead you
without asecond thought!™

Then ahand crept out of the darkness and wrapped behind her head. She was met with afamiliar set of
lips, atongue she loved very much, and the scent of aman that she could never live without. She grinned
and let him pull her undernegth the bed.

Justine fidgeted with her new suit, courtesy of Derek's favorite tailor and apecia import of Itdian
fabrics.

Her mom, Theresa, Quincy, and Derek were ditting in the reserved seats at the front of the Judgement
room. Satan had been given a specid visitor's pass after providing proof of parentage, but he was till
surrounded by six guards carrying bazookas filled with purified water. Hisarms were folded over his
chest and he looked extremely cranky.

He hadn't spoken to any of them, including Iris, since they'd melted Satan Jr. into a puddle and stuck him
in the freezer so he couldn't reform.

Therewas adoor at the back of the room that was |ettered in gold: chamber of unspeakable horrors,
created BY SATAN.

Toupee guy had pointed to it several timesin his speech. At least he hadn't had time to get anew
hairpiece and looked ridiculous wearing his half-burned rug.

The head of the Council, IsabellaMarcdllini, looked at Jerome. "Y ou have something to add?’

Jerome stood up, straightened his eye patch, and strode into the center of the room. 1 think thisincident
showsthat guarding Desdemonas Temptation is no longer aone-person job. Satan Jr. was alegitimate
threat and it took ateam to uncover it and take him down."



"A team," Satan said proudly. "My son is quite the badass, ishe not? No training, and it still took awhole
team to mdt him. Imagine what he will do with more experience?’

Irisglared a him. "Sch!"
Satan refused to look at Iris, but he shut his mouth.

Justine took a deep bresth and tried to dow her heart rate. They'd done everything they could. Her
speech had been grest, sheld cited many clausesin the Treatise, and now Jerome was closing it out.

But even if shewas spared, what would the Council do with Derek? He was immorta now, and he
wasn't supposed to be.

"If Satan speaks again, shoot him." 1sabellawaswell known for her conservative and ruthless views, and
shewasin aparticularly bad mood because she'd had to delay her vacation for aday dueto the
temporary incapacitation of certain Council members who had been tied up in Derek's bathroom.

"Justine showed excdllent ingtincts by recruiting aworthy staff to assst her and by breaking rules so she
would be able to save Desdemonas Temptation,” Jerome continued. " She succeeded in kegping the
Goblet safe, and in my opinion, that isthe most important factor to consider. | recommend that we create
ajob family. Promote Justine Bennett to Head Guardian, and assgn Derek LaVale as Assstant
Guardian. The dragon can continue to be Justine's successor, and Quincy LaVale can be Derek's
successor."

Quincy stood up. "1 respectfully dedli—"

Theresaand Derek yanked him down. Theresa sat on him and gave | sabellaa sweet smile. "He accepts.
Please, goon.”

"In addition," Jerome said. "1 recommend you assign the retired Guardian, Iris Bennett, to update the
Treatise to re-fleet amore useful and modern rule system. She will work with the current Guardian and
the Council to redefine the rules. As a Guardian who failed partidly due to the outdated Treatise, |
believe she should be given this honor to redeem hersdlf. If she succeeds, | recommend we present her
case again to cong der reingtating Guardian benefits.”

Irislet out asmall gasp and clapped her hand over her mouth.
Justine grinned. They hadn't told Iristhat part of the plan.

Then she redized Jerome had returned to his chair. The room was slent, and everyone was staring at
| sabella as she read her notes and conferred with her assstant. It was now up to Isabella.

Even Satan was Slent. Waiting.

Asthe slence dragged on, Justine's adrendine faded. The Otherworld didn't evolve. It didn't become
modern.

|sabella cleared her throat and surveyed the room. "I agree with Jerome.”
What? Redlief rushed through her and her knees started to buckle.

"Derek LaVale has proven his competence to protect the Goblet, and it is clear he and Justine Bennett
work well together. | support forming ateam and creating backup. Justine should have cleared it with the
Council first, however, so | suspend her and Derek from Guardian duties for two months.”



Shefdl to her chair, her chest condtricted and her vision blurry. Derek was safe. It was over.

"In addition, the fact that M's. Bennett orchestrated the melting of her own brother to save Mona shows
that her light Sde trumps her dark-side loyalties. Therefore, | declare the Qualifying Incident met and
both she and her mother will be spared hell unlessthey do something dseto earnit.”

Satan screeched and jumped to hisfeet in protest and Irislet out awhoop of triumph. Justine was too
exhausted to do more than drop her head to the table and sag with relief.

"Subject, of course, to Satan's request for political relocation of Iris," 1sabellaadded. "His petition will be
remanded to committee for discusson. Decison duein three hundred years. The Council isin charge of
updating the Treatise, subject to the expert advice of current and past Guardians. And Iris Bennett,
though she till failed at the pogition, is neverthel ess the best writer who has ever served as Guardian, so |
regretfully give her the position of writing it. But shelll have to do an unbelievablejob to haveeven a
remote chance at benefits." She rapped her gavel on the podium. "Dismissed.”

"Three hundred years?' Satan howled. "What about my son? 'Y ou steal my woman and my son?"

"Oh, right." 1sabellaturned the microphone on again. " Satan Jr. will stay frozen until someone givesusa
good enough reason to defrost him. Thank you again.”

Justine lifted her head, staring at Isabellain stunned disbelief. They'd gotten everything they wanted? Even
her mom getting to rewrite the Treatise. How wasit possible?

Then she saw Isabellawink at Derek as she waked out of the room.
She spun to Derek as he reached to hug her. "What did you do?'
Hegrinned. "A lifetime supply of Vic's Preizels. Even Afterlife judgeslike to watch their carb intake.”

"Y ou bribed her? I'm completely outraged by your absence of faith in Jerome's ability to sway her and
your utter lack of morals." Then she threw her arms around him and jumped up, wrapping her legs
around hiswaist. "Y ou're too awesome.”

He caught her against him, his hands wrapped around her bottom. "I told her 1'd be too distraught to
keep Vic'sgoing if you were facing unspeskable horrors or if | wasworrying about your mom.” He
kissed her nose. "l also said that if you were excused, then you and | would be visiting my mother-in-law
inthe Afterlifealot, and that | would dways bring pretzelswhen | visited. Lotsand lots of pretzels.” He
grinned. "There are serious advantages to being a pretzel mogul.”

"And what about the mother-in-law comment? Did you redly tdll her we were getting married? | mean,
itsnot like welve even talked about it." Or even had timeto think about it. But she was thinking now.
Oh, yes, shewas definitely thinking about it.

"I had to tell her we were getting married to ensureit didn't sound like abribe." Hetralled hisfingers
aong her collarbone. Y ou don't haveto do it, though.”

She clasped her hands behind his neck, unable to keep the grin off her face. " So you don't want to marry
me?'

Helifted abrow. "I'm not cursed anymore. I'll take the first woman who saysyes."

Her smile got wider. "What makes you think | would say yes?'



"Because no other man would be crazy enough to marry Satan's daughter.”
"S0, I'm desperate?’

"Yep. Andsoam|.”

"You are? Why?'

"Because no other woman stirs my soul like you do."

He kissed her softly. "I'm agoner for a Guardian with agun and an espresso machine. Especidly a
Guardian who loves me enough to save my life even at therisk of her eternal soul.”

"| saved your life because | needed your help to end the Curse," she teased.

"But in the end, when it was al over, you didn't kill me." He pressed her pdm to hislips. "That'swhen |
knew you had it bad for me, Guardian.”

"Andyou didn't kill me."

"Exactly. Truelovedl around.”
"Say it

He caught her face between hishands. "1 love you, and I'm going to use our two-month suspension to
make loveto you in so many different waysthat only our immortdity will keep ussurviving dl the
orgasms. | figure we can get married today, and then take off on ahoneymaoon.”

She hugged him fiercely, nearly overwhelmed by the love vibrating in her body.

He crushed her againgt him. "I hope you don't mind the vacation. She needed to punish you, so | made
the suggestion and sheliked it." He pulled back far enough to see her face. His eyeswere bright, hisamile
brilliant. "I can't have my true love burning hersdlf out. | insist on avacation at least every two centuries.
Let Theresaand Quincy earn their titles.”

"I've never had avacation. It'sagreat wedding gift." She grinned. "'l love you too, and | will marry you."
It was the most amazing feding to embrace her love for Derek. There was nothing to hold them back
anymore.

Oh, sure, Satan Jr. would eventudly be unfrozen, Satan wasn't going to give up on seducing Iris, Theresa
was gill stuck in dragon form, Derek's vice president was Satan's servant, and she serioudy doubted
they were going to be able to convince Quincy to accept his new assgnment and drink from Mona, but
how dull would her life be without dl of that?

Truelove, great sex, and lots of threats coming from dl directions. Her life was perfect.
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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 LaVale had apparently forgotten her yet again like everyone esein her life.

Her ssomach growled and a sharp pain ground through her gut. Who needsto eat?

Certainly not an eeven-foot winged dragon under house arrest because no onein New Y ork City could
cope with the redlity that dragons do exist. Heaven forbid she be spotted by anyone who could start 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. Especidly when she was withering away, done and forgotten
and starving to desth.

Sheld lost ahundred and sixty-one pounds in the last week since sheld been put under Quincy's
neglectful care. Completely unacceptable! She was a dragon, dammit, and dragons had needs! Food,
violence, destruction, incineration. None of which shewas alowed to indulge in in Quincy's house.

Being deprived of food was making it that much harder to resist dl her other dragon needs. She groaned
and leaned her head againgt the fridge, crushing away her insatiable craving to blow up hiskitchen.

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, hisvoice mail cameon. "Quincy! It's Theresa. | haven't eaten
intwo daysand I'm starving. | know you don't care about me or the Goblet, but your brother's now the
Assgtant Guardian, in case you forgot. Helll kick your buitt if he comes home from his honeymoon to find
that M ona has been stolen because you et the Interim Guardian die of Sarvation while you were
obsessing about some stupid math equation that no one but you cares about. If you don't get home with
food in thirty minutes, I'm burning down your house and moving in with Becca" She dammed down the
phone and glared at the espresso machine. "Mona! Thisisal your fault.”

The espresso machine said nothing.



Of courseit wouldn't. In two hundred years, Mona had never so much as hinted at an gpology for turning
Theresa permanently into dragon form. Y eah, yeah, so Theresawas the one who'd actudly drunk from
the Goblet of Eterna 'Y outh, which was currently masquerading as an espresso machine, but wasn't it the
Goblet's duty to warn her that asip while in dragon form would make her stay a dragon forever?

Apparently not.

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

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 importantly, no way to get food.

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

No! A dragon should die aviolent and fiery desth!

Dammit! She dammed her tail againgt the fridge, too hungry to bother checking to seeif sheld left adent.
She wasn't even dlowed to order ddlivery because she was guarding Monaand it was a big no-no to
have strangers parading up to the door when the Goblet of Eternd Y outh wasthere. Y ou never knew if
the skinny little delivery boy might be packing asword in his stay-hot pizzabag. Plus, how was she
supposed to explain her gppearance when she answered the door? No, you're not really seeing an
emaciated dragon with gold eyes. It's the scent from the pizza causing you to hallucinate.

Y egh, right.

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

She closed her eyes and dug her clawsinto thewindowsll. You are not hungry. You are not lonely.
You are a goddess. The shattering of the wooden frame jerked her back to the present, and she yanked
her claws away from the window. Even the house wasn't built for helping a dragon through the throes of

misary.

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

Guessit was another night of cybersex to try to take her mind off her life and the fact that she was going
to be thefirst Ssize-zero dragon in the history of the world.

She grabbed her computer and IM'ed Zeke, the only man she'd had cybersex with in the last sx months.



Six months of monogamy for TheresaNichols, former dut queen. Astounding, wasn't it? Just proved how
good acyber lover Zekewas. For him to satisfy adragon that was completely deprived of al other
outlets was quite the feat. Thank God for Zeke.

"Zeke?Y ou there?'
Hisreply wasingant. Y ep. You?'

Tenson eased from her body a hisimmediate response and she smiled, imagining what hisvoice must
sound like. Deep, manly. He probably had thick whiskers that would make women tremble with longing.
He was definitely abadass. She could sense the undercurrent of violence in him. Sheloved bad boys.
What dragon wouldn't? It wasn't asif she could date a pansy who couldn't deal with agirl who liked to
burn things up and ate six pizzasfor an after-noon snack. "I bought anew piece of lingerie off the Internet
yesterday. Want me to describe it?"

Slence

She frowned a his hesitation and an anxiety spark shot out of her nose and landed on the keyboard.
"Zeke? Don't leave me hanging. Not tonight.”

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

Panic rifled through her and she jerked upright in Quincy's microfiber recliner, damming the footrest back
to thefloor with athud. "I can't meet you." She scowleo asawave of longing washed over her, smashing
her clawsinto the keyboard as she typed her response. "I'm till in isolation in 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." A little stab of guilt shot through her, but it wasn't asif she could tell him she
was adragon. Besides, being locked up by the FBI was sort of dramatic and cool, and way better than
her red life.

"| think youre avoiding me."

She grinned at his perceptiveness, imagining his brow furrowed as he typed. "Téll that to the dude with
the machine gun guarding my door."

"Give mehisnumber and I'll call him up.”

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

"lan't that convenient?'

Her tail switched at histhinly veiled sarcasm and she accidentally dropped a puff of ash on Quincy's
hand-woven carpet from India. Sheld been fending off Zeke's pressure to meet for months, but
something fdlt different tonight. Or maybe her perception of redity was being distorted by the fact that
her ssomach was beginning to egt her brain. "No, it's not convenient. I'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 aman 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 onitsown, let alone 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, not that she'd
admit that to anyone. Dragons didn't need nighttime comfort, and she was no exception. Shewas just



sexually deprived and she loved to bask in the scent of the man of her fantasies.

"Serioudy, T, | don't care about your infectious disease. | can buy a biohazard suit anywhere on the
Internet. We need to meset.”

Theresa's heart sarted to pound and her hind claws curled into the floor. Zeke was her one contact with
the outside world. Thewild and daring cybersex they had was her only outlet that kept her sane, since
violence, gorging on food, and incineration weren't options. She had to red him in before he ruined
everything, before he demanded what she couldn't give.

"What's the point in meeting if you're wearing a biohazard 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? She doubted it. " Sorry. No pictures, remember?" It had been so long since sheld been
in human form. She wasn't sure sheld even recognize herself.

Slence
At the hesitation, Theresashoved the computer off her lap and jumped to her feet, pacing past the
beautiful ash coffee table Quincy had warned her not to leave burn marks on. Heet roiled through her,

struggling to escape. A spark dipped out of her nose and landed on the hardwood floors. She scomped it
out, then spun back to the computer when she heard it beep.

After amoment, shelifted her chin, straightened her tail, and marched over to read what he'd written. |
think maybe it'stimeto change the rules”

She growled. There could be no rule-changing! Face-to-face meetings were not happening!
"T?You il 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. Love your body."

Then she disconnected before he could reply.

She dammed thelid closed on her Iaptop and stomped across the room, ignoring the pictures rattling on
thewdls. Well, wouldn't that be fine and dandy? Not only would she starve to deeth, but shewould die
aoneand sexualy frustrated.

Forget it. That wastaking it too far. A girl had to havelimits.

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. "'l have to egt, 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. "1 don't suppose you could turn into something smaller and
easer to carry?'

The espresso machine didn't so much asflicker.



"What if | try to sneak you into amae strip club?’
Monaimmediately changed into apair of edible underwear.

Theresagrinned. "That's my girl. Maybe we can be friends after dl." At least there was something in this
world that was more hard up than shewas.

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
(over the "edible underwear,” of course), ablack lace bra under atransparent white top, the topaz
earrings sheldd bought during their brief stay in the Amazon (so what if dragons don't have ears? The
scales|ocated on the sides of her head worked just fine), and she'd even put anew gold ring into the
piercing a the end of her tail.

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 breath and inhaled the amazing scent of fresh-baked dough, letting it soak into her lungs.
Vic's No-Carb Pretzelswere 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. Too many to incinerate; someone
would notice. Frustration tried to roll through her, and she shoved it asde. Food would have to suffice to
appease her needs. All she needed wasto get them outside for afew minutes...

She eyed the roof and found what she was looking for. Didn't anyone have the foresight to protect their
vents from dragons anymore? She glided over to the vent (yes, she might weigh severa tons but that
didn't mean she had to stop practicing her double-jointed-hip 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."

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

She grinned, rolled some smoke around in her chest, then expelled ahuge cloud of black smokeinto the
vent.

Then for kicks, shedid it again. The sound of coughing and the rush of human adarm 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 pores and eased the desperation of her needs.

It took |ess than three minutes for the humans to vacate the premises. While 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 entire unit into the dley and scooted inside the kitchen of Vic's Pretzels.

Three feet ingde the door, she was hit with the intense aroma of baking dough and melted butter, and she
fell flat on her face. Holy mother of pearl. She groaned and rolled onto her back, drinking in the
heavenly odors. Cinnamon hot pretzels. Warm frosting. Her claws curved against her chest and she
closed her eyes, inhding 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, to overcome by lassitude.

Come on, Theresa. Block your olfactory receptors. Now she remembered.

That's what she was supposed to do. Basic dragon surviva techniques. God, but how? She couldn't
recdl, and it felt so good. The freshly-cooked bread smelled so divine. She didn't want to block it out.
Shejust wanted to lie here and suck it in.

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

Somehow, she managed to pull her feet under her and staggered 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 amost went down again.

She dapped her clawsto her face, pinching her nogtrils shut. Two hundred years of being locked ina
condo with no threats to worry about had obvioudy eroded all her dragon defenses. Sheld gotten doppy,
and if there'd been real danger, she'd be dead now.

Not only wasn't she human, but she was aso asucky dragon. Life waslooking better al thetime. Her
head began to clear, and she surveyed her surroundings. She was in the kitchen. The floors, shelves of
pretzdl ingredients, huge meta ovens, racks of cooling pretzels, pretzel-shaped potholders hanging on

little hooks shaped like more pretzels.

Her ssomach rumbled and her mouth began to water.
Surely 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 inhale through her mouth, then released
her noseto grab atray of pretzels. She dumped the contents down her throat. Then another. And
another. There was no time to savor them. She needed to eat and run before she collapsed again.

She was starting to fed dizzy again, so she grabbed a couple of potholders and wedged them in her
nogtrils. Better. She turned back to the pretzels and tossed six more down her throat, the intense achein
her belly barely beginning to ease.

Thisiswhat it must have been like when the dragon dayers would hit town, back when the Dragon
Cleansing of 1788 wiped out the dragon population. In anormd attack, adayer would disorient a
dragon with hisincredibly powerful scent, and then come charging in to gain the advantage before the
dragon could recover. In the Dragon Cleansing, all the dayers had joined together in an unprecedented
maneuver and they'd attacked at once. She shuddered at the thought of being hit with dl that olfactory
gimulation.

Any halfway decent dragon learned how to shut down their scent receptors before they were two years
old. It wasthefirst line of defense againgt the dayers.

Wil, guess what? She wasn't a halfway decent dragon apparently. Sheld dmost been knocked out by
pretzel dough. Imagine what a dragon dayer's scent would do to her? She was too pathetic.

"Holy Jesusl What thefuck isthat?"



Theresa dropped the tray and spun around. A guy in achef's hat was staring at her from the doorway, his
mouth hanging open and his eyes wide with horror.

Sheimmediately bowed low, knedling before him. ™Y ou must be the pretzdl chef. | adore your pretzdls,
and | am so honored to mest 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

gghting.
He yeped and dove out of sight.
She sighed and stood back up. She was going to have to kill him to ensure his silence, wasn't she? Then

shesmiled, and her tail flicked. How fun! An added bonus for 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 she killed him?
Crud. What was she supposed to do? Protect herself or the pretzels?

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

She stepped into what looked like a supply room, and saw the chef hiding behind a stack of boxes. She
whacked the boxes aside with her tail, and he jumped to his feet. His face was stark white and terror was
cascading off him.

"I'mredly sorry | haveto dothis" shesaid. "But | promiseto vidt you in the Afterlife with pretzels,
okay?' She closed her eyes so she didn't have to watch, but before she could incinerate him, she heard a
loud explosion and a searing pain ripped through her |eft shoulder. "Hey!" She snapped her eyesopenin
timeto seehimam hisgun at her face,

She threw her arm across her face as he shot again, and the bullet ripped through her 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 ring.

"Ugly monster ? Are you serious?' How dare heinsult her like that? She was dready sengtive enough
about her gppearance without having someidiot scream insults at her.

"Y our mother won't haveto look at your disgusting face again after | get through with you!" Her mother ?

Now that was going too far. Shelunged for him, and he shot her in the neck as he dove over abox of
yeast and crawled behind an ice machine. Pain racheted through her, she felt blood trickle down her
neck, and rage roared through her. Timeto die, jerkoff. She kicked the ice machine aside, reared back
and exploded fire at 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. Same result? What the hell?

Sheflung ametd storage rack aside and dammed her tall into the chef's gut, pinning him againgt the wall



asafaint memory trickled into her mind. Wasn't there something in the annals about how dragons should
aways protect their necksin battle? Maybe she should have gone to class more often instead of running
around town causing trouble.

He whimpered and tried to get hisgun free of her tail, to no avail. She pressed harder and her frustration
eased. She could il kick his hiney with her superior dragon strength. She smiled and leaned her face up
agang his. "Insult my mama, will you? Were going to have fun tonight..."

Something twitched between her legs and an espresso machine dropped to the floor in front of her.

Oh, no! Regret dammed into her. Sheld forgotten about Monal The ultimate failure in Guardianship
would beto let something happen to the Goblet of Eterna Y outh. Each moment she stayed endangered
Mona

She might be afailure as awoman and as adragon, but God help her, shewould not fail a being a
Guardian. She flung the chef aside, grabbed Monaand spun around, bolting for the door. She lurched
into wobbly flight as soon as her wingswere clear.

It took her less than aminute to redlize she was too injured to makeit all theway home. Didn't that
figure? She couldn't even rescue M ona competently.
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who knowsit.

Every now and again, if awriter isredly good and eats al her veggies, a character will walk into ascene
fully formed, requiring amost no work; that'swhat Finn did for me. | waswriting Maybe Baby, and had
no ideawhere | was going with it (that's how | write, hence the need to dye my grays) and BOOM!
There he was. All redheaded and bird-thieving and wisecracking; | just loved him. So when | had the
opportunity to write asecond book, | knew it had to be Finn's.

What made The Comeback Kiss (on sde now) so much fun to write wasthat | had this carefree,
live-by-the-seat-of -your-pants guy in Finn, and | just had to send him back home again. There was so
much fun stuff waiting for him in Lucy's Lake—his cantankerous uncle and goody-goody brother, and his
regret personified in Tessa, the one woman he couldn't forget—that | couldn't resst damming thisdick
guy into the one Situation he couldn't scam hisway out of. Plus, | love reunion stories. They make meal
warm and fuzzy insde. Hopeit does the same for you!

Happy reading!

www. lanidianerich. com

In Stephanie Rowe's Date Me, Baby, One More Time (on sale now), Justine Bennett is cursing her life.



She'sthe Guardian of the Goblet of Eterna Y outh, she hasn't eft the house in ages, and it's been over
two hundred years since she's had sex. But she'sasurvivor and here are afew tipsfrom her Guardian
handbook:

Survival Tip #1:

Get your prioritiesin order. See cute guy. See cute guy reach for the Goblet (yes, the one that has
recently shape-shifted into an espresso machine). Kill cute guy immediately. Y eah, it'sathanklessjob,
but that Guardian Oath you took pretty much limits your options. Not that the Goblet ever appreciates
the sacrifice. Epresso machines can be so ungrateful.

Survival Tip #2:

Abandon all plans of having a personal life. Y ou're married to the Goblet, end of story. (I know, |
know, what's the point of staying young forever if you'relocked in your New Y ork City condo with no
one but a cranky, oversexed dragon to keep you company?)

Survival Tip #3:

Whatever you do, don't trust the gorgeous pretzel mogul standing outside your door. Why?
Because he's the one ready to behead you and stedl your legacy, dl in the name of saving the men of his
family from adeadly Cursethat's going to kill him in lessthan aweek.

Survival Tip #4:

Never, ever, ever, ever, ever have sex with the gorgeous pretzel mogul working his way into your
soul. If you do, not only will you wind up being tortured in the Chamber of Unspeakable Horrorsfor all
eternity, but you also may lose your heart, and he just might lose his head.

www.stephanierowe.com



