Pride of the Lion
N. J. Walters
	Аннотация
	Pride of the Lion. Hades' Carnival - 3. by. N. J. Walters
	Spell of the Lady of the Beasts
	Prologue
	Chapter One
	Chapter Two
	Chapter Three
	Chapter Four
	Chapter Five
	Chapter Six
	Chapter Seven
	Chapter Eight
	Chapter Nine
	Chapter Ten
	Chapter Eleven
	Chapter Twelve
	Chapter Thirteen
	Chapter Fourteen
	Chapter Fifteen
	Chapter Sixteen
	Chapter Seventeen
	Epilogue


Аннотация
Araminta Davenport has arrived. After giving up her librarian job to be a full-time writer, all those lonely nights alone with her cat and her keyboard have paid off. She s been invited to participate in one of the biggest reader appreciation weekends as a professional author.
She can t imagine her life getting any more exciting than that until she accidentally releases a sexy, shapeshifting, immortal warrior from a five-thousand-year-old curse.
Finally free of his carousel prison, lion shifter Leander is determined not to let Hades lure him to the dark side in a quest for world domination. Nor will he give the delectable Araminta up to the clutches of the dark one. If they can survive twenty-four hours and somehow resist losing themselves completely in the sexual haze threatening to swallow them up the curse will be permanently broken.
But the clock is ticking, the heat is rising and only the ultimate sacrifice will save them both.�


Pride of the Lion
Hades' Carnival - 3
by
N. J. Walters

Thank you to my amazing editor for your hard work, encouragement and humor. I look forward to working with you on many more books.
Thank you to my incredible readers for allowing me to stretch myself as a writer and coming along for the ride. You�re the best!


Spell of the Lady of the Beasts

Lion, wolf, tiger and bear,
Be of stout heart and show no despair.
Phoenix, jaguar and serpent, all brave,
Be not afraid, though thy destiny is grave.

Warriors brave deserve a much better fate.
You shall not pass beyond Hades� gates.
My powers I give thee to protect and to keep
From death and torture in the dark and the deep.

When Olympians� power is turned into dust
The time will come for the righteous and just.
A chance to escape from a prison of Hell.
Listen closely to all that I tell.

Feminine power will come to your aid.
You will come to life as the curse starts to fade.
The sands of time will begin to slip by
And you will have but one day�s turning to tie.

While the demons from Hell tempt and deceive,
A life must be given, a heart received.
One step from the path and all will be lost.
Your souls will be forfeit. That is the cost.

If honor and courage win the fight,
The curse will be broken, the debt made right.
Free you will be from harm and from strife
Able to live your immortal life.



Prologue

Hades stood in the mall bookstore staring at the small display of books on the rack near the door. He plucked a copy off the shelf and fingered the cover. A woman with long, flowing black hair was being chased by what appeared to be a rather nasty demon with horns and a forked tongue.
�Not a very flattering likeness, is it?�
The feminine voice was low and sultry, but Hades ignored it. He knew the woman standing next to him was attracting the attention of every man, and even some of the women, in the bookstore. She was tall and gorgeous and evil to her core. He should know. She belonged to him, was the demon he�d chosen for this assignment.
�Don�t disappoint me.�
The demon stiffened and silently moved away, instinctively shying from his quiet fury. �No, my lord.�
�Go.�
She retreated, unwilling to bring his wrath down upon her. He didn�t acknowledge the demon as she turned and hurried away. He assumed everything would be done to his specifications. After all, it almost always was. And when it wasn�t�well, those poor unfortunate souls provided him with days of entertainment until he finally threw them into the deepest pits of Hell.
Hades resumed his perusal of the book in his hands. It was written by a woman named Araminta Davidson�an impressive name for a woman who was anything but. That would work to his advantage. He could not allow another warrior to gain his freedom.
Stavros and Phoenix�the jaguar and the phoenix�had both died trying to flee with the women who released them from their curse. Roric and Marko�the tiger and the bear�both had managed to escape his wrath and now he could no longer touch them or their women.
He cursed the Lady of the Beasts, and he cursed himself for agreeing to the terms for her help without thinking them all the way through. The original curse she�d cast on her faithful warriors to keep them out of Hell still remained in effect. If they could survive the first twenty-four hours of their release, both they and the women who liberated them were free from him for all times. Failure to comply would mean Hades death and he had far too many plans to be struck down now.
It was a nuisance, but even gods had rules. He�d given his word in a moment of haste and now he had to live with the consequences. But there were still two warriors left on the carousel�the lion and the wolf. Hades wondered which one of them Araminta would set free. She was the next woman he needed in his quest for world domination. She would set one of the remaining warriors free and he would entice that fortunate beast over to the dark side, whether through threats or trickery. Didn�t matter to Hades how it happened, as long as it did.
He felt a slight surge of power behind him and turned. A rush of satisfaction filled him as he watched his first and only success walk up to stand beside him. The serpent belonged to him, body and soul. The only one of the seven immortal warriors of the Lady of the Beasts he�d brought over to his side. But the game was far from over.
�That her?� Mordecai studied the book in Hades� hands.
�Yes, it is.�
Mordecai plucked a book from the rack and opened to the back cover to study the picture of Araminta. �She�s pretty ordinary.�
Really, the warrior could be obtuse at times. �It doesn�t matter what she looks like, only what she can do. And she can free one of the warriors.�
�You�re sure?�
Surely there was smoke coming out of his ears. �Are you doubting me?� No one questioned him. No one.
Mordecai calmly shut the book and put it back on the shelf before meeting his gaze. �No. I�m just trying to understand how you can be so certain.�
Hades took a deep breath to calm his temper. He rarely lost it, but when he did, it didn�t bode well for anyone within about a hundred-mile radius. He reminded himself that working with an immortal warrior was much different than working with one of his groveling minions.
His demons and underlings were mindless creatures, doing his bidding out of perverse joy and a fear of failure. Hades didn�t tolerate failure.
The warrior, on the other hand, was an intelligent creature. Sly. Calculating. He also didn�t walk in fear of Hades as the rest of the occupants of Hell did. Mordecai�s attitude was annoying, but Hades allowed it to pass unchallenged for now. Once he had the power he needed to defeat his brothers and the rest of the gods of Olympus, he�d destroy Mordecai so he could never rise up against him.
But for now, he needed him.
Mordecai was patiently waiting for a reply. The serpent never seemed to sweat, never seemed to feel fear. It was a challenge, and one Hades couldn�t wait to meet once his war was over.
Mordecai would scream and beg for mercy before Hades dispatched his soul to the darkest depths of Hell. He�d see to it personally.
Until then, he needed Mordecai�s cooperation. �All the women who have freed you and your brethren emit a certain kind of energy, of light. And she�� he tapped the cover of the book, ��has it.�
Hades walked out of the store with the book still in his hand. He hadn�t paid for it, but there was no hue and cry from anyone who worked there. It would be amusing to read what Araminta had written, how she�d taken the dreams he�d sent her and turned them into a best-selling book. Mordecai followed two steps behind him. Where he should be. Still, Hades disliked having the warrior at his back. He snarled beneath his breath, wishing this was over and he was the ruler of both his world and this one. Soon, he promised himself. Soon.
He shoved open the door to a service entrance and conjured up a portal. The black hole emerged from nowhere, spinning faster and faster with each revolution. It grew larger and larger until it was big enough for several men to walk through at the same time. It blocked out all the light around it and brought with it the smell of brimstone and fear.
Hades inhaled deeply and smiled as he stepped through the portal and back into his realm. Mordecai followed behind him. The second both men were through, the gateway closed on itself, sealing them both inside Hell.

The Lady of the Beasts felt Hades� dark gaze upon her as she stumbled through the dark corridors of Hell. The skin on the bottoms of her feet was raw and blistered from the heat and rocks that littered the ground. Sweat rolled down her naked body, yet she shivered. To her right, a river of fire rolled by in a never-ending torrent of pain and misery, the occasional scream emitted from some tormented soul who was trapped in its depths.
Most people believed there was only one gateway into Hell, and that was past the terrifying Cerberus, who killed all who tried to leave without permission. But she knew better. There were a few cracks in Hades� realm, and she would find one of them to make her escape.
She was close. The faintest scent of fresh air reached her amid the smoke and foul-scented stench. She pretended to trip on the uneven ground, allowing herself to fall to one knee. She rested there, sucking in the hot, arid air. It stung her lungs and made it hard to breathe.
Hades could not know she was close to escape. He would do everything in his power to stop her. Since he�d given his word, he could not stop her personally, but he could put more obstacles in her way, and she did not know how much longer she could last.
She�d come a long way since being released from the prison in the bowels of Hell where she�d spent the past five thousand years, but she was still in Hades� domain. Hades was playing a dangerous game, one she prayed he would lose. Hope hinged on her faithful warriors, the ones she�d been forced to curse when she realized they could not win the war against the Greek gods and their soldiers.
How it had hurt her to lock her brave warriors in their animal forms, but it had been necessary. The curse had kept them out of Hell, but it hadn�t stopped Hades from sending his demons to watch over them. But the Lady didn�t mind that. Who better to keep her loyal followers safe until the time came for them to rise once again?
She�d told Hades how the warriors could be released from the curse in exchange for her release. But the devil was tricky and had agreed to release her from her prison and not from his domain. That she must do on her own.
But she�d tricked him too, as even the gods were subjected to certain immutable laws. And the word of a god or goddesses could not be taken back once it was given.
She sucked in another breath, knowing time was short. She could wander through the catacombs of Hell forever if she wasn�t careful, and her warriors needed her help.
Time passed differently in this realm, and she had no idea how much of it had passed on Earth. Hades hadn�t managed to free another warrior since Marko. She�d know if he had, would feel the surge of power flooding through her veins. There were only two of them left now, her lion and her wolf. Two more battles to be lost or won.
A distant roar echoed off the rock walls, funneling down the long tunnel toward her. She knew Hades was sending some of his demons her way. They couldn�t physically stop her, but they could put roadblocks in her way or trick her into going down a false trail, and she was so very close to freedom.
Although she wanted to flee, she forced herself to stay where she was. Unmoving, she was the picture of defeat. She sensed Hades� satisfaction and, as quickly as his presence had come, it was gone.
The Lady allowed some of her newly regained power to surge through her�enough to give her the strength to run but not enough to gain the god�s attention. She pushed herself to her feet and hurried along the path as fast as she could manage.
She ignored the blisters that covered her bare skin, the heat that made it difficult to breathe and the minor demons that watched her silently from their perches all around her. They could easily tell Hades she was getting closer to escape, but it would never occur to them to do so, just as it would never occur to Hades to ask them to keep tabs on her. These demons cared for little beyond their own survival. Since they couldn�t physically harm her, she was of little import to them. It was a weakness in her enemy�s lair and one she planned to exploit.
Hades� arrogance would be her salvation.
In the distance she could see a light. She could also hear the slightest sound of chanting. The music was beautiful to her ears and gave her the extra boost of power she needed to keep going.
The tunnel was long and narrowed as she climbed. Her fingernails were ragged and torn, her arms and legs bruised and battered. Her muscles strained and tendons screamed. Still, she climbed toward hope, toward freedom.

Chapter One

Araminta Davidson stuffed her cosmetic bag into her suitcase and shut the lid. Or, rather, tried to shut it. The overstuffed bag wasn�t going to close without a fight. It took several minutes, and her not inconsiderable weight to push the edges near enough for her to zip it. She straightened and blew a strand of hair out of her eyes. �That�s it, Percy.�
Her black cat glanced at her from his perch on the foot of the bed before he resumed licking his paw.
She laughed and reached out and gave him a quick scrub between his ears. That was Percy�disinterested and surly. They�d been living together for a year now and Araminta still felt like he was still auditioning her for the job as his owner. No, that wasn�t right. More like his personal house slave.
She�d gone to the animal shelter for a cute little kitten and come home with full-grown, newly neutered male cat with one ragged ear and mountain of attitude. It had been love at first sight. �I should have called you Byron, not Percy.� She�d named him after one of her favorite poets, but he had more of Byron�s dark, brooding personality. Still, he answered to Percy, when he wanted to.
�I�ll only be gone for tonight and tomorrow night and I�ll be home on Sunday afternoon. You have fresh litter, lots of water and food, and Mary Jo from next door will be over tomorrow to check on you.� Araminta pushed aside the guilt assailing her at the thought of leaving the cat behind and hefted her overstuffed suitcase off the bed. She dragged it out the bedroom door and down the short hallway to the living room. Her large tote bag with her laptop and promotional items sat near the front door, waiting for her to load them into the car. She�d already put the box of her books in the trunk.
Percy followed her into the living room and made an agile jump from the floor to the back of the sofa where he settled down to watch her, his green eyes intent on her every movement.
Araminta surveyed the room and ticked off her mental checklist. The stove was off, the cat was taken care of, she had everything she needed and the back door was locked. She took a deep breath and slowly released it.
She was really going to her first writer�s convention, and not just any convention, but the Luna Starquest Readers� Weekend. It was a limited get-together, with around two hundred and fifty readers and several other guest authors. For some unknown reason, Luna Starquest had invited her to be one of them.
And the convention was being held just down the road from her in Fargo. She really didn�t have to stay at the hotel. It was more than close enough for her to drive back and forth every day. But she hated driving on the highway at night and didn�t want to miss out on any events because she felt the need to get on the road early. Plus, her hotel room was being paid for, which was great because she couldn�t have afforded it otherwise.
Contrary to what a lot of people believed, most writers didn�t make a whole lot of money. The lucky ones, like her, made a living. And it was only the fact she�d inherited her home from her grandmother that allowed her to write full-time.
She took another deep breath to keep from hyperventilating. She�d admired Ms. Starquest�s books for years and had never imagined getting a personal invitation to the event. She had her new agent to thank for it.
As if on cue, her phone rang. Araminta hurried over to the chair by the door and dug her phone out of her purse. The call display told her it was indeed her agent, Sam Black, calling to check on her. �Hi, Mr. Black.� For some unknown reason, she couldn�t bring herself to call him by his first name. He didn�t sound like a Sam. He sounded sophisticated and cultured and just a little bit scary.
�Are you ready for your trip?�
She tucked a long, stray hair behind her ear and nodded before she realized he couldn�t see her. Her excitement and trepidation were melting her brain cells. �I�m just getting ready to load the car now. I should be on the road within the next half hour.�
�Good. I don�t need to tell you how important this weekend is.�
No pressure, though. �Yes, I know.� And she couldn�t complain. Mr. Black had contacted her because he�d read one of her three earlier books, all of which had been critically well received but had only had a limited audience. It was Mr. Black who�d taken the first book of her new series�Demon�s Wrath�and sold the first two books to a major publisher. The first book, Tiger�s Curse, had hit the bestseller lists. Very low on the list, but it was there. The second book was launching soon and the publisher had high expectations for it. The least she could do was to get out there and promote them.
�This will be good publicity for your first book and the new one. Luna Starquest asked for you personally.�
Araminta still couldn�t quite believe her good fortune. It was an amazing opportunity and she was looking forward to it.
�Call me when you get back home so you can let me know how the weekend went.� His tone was smooth, but there was no mistaking the underlying command in his words.
�I will,� she promised.
�Have fun.� With those parting words, he hung up.
A shiver raced down Araminta�s spine and she rubbed her free hand over her arm. Even though his words were innocuous enough, she�d felt threatened by them. �You�re doing too much research and writing,� she muttered. She dumped her phone back into her purse and pulled on her jacket. �You be good while I�m gone,� she ordered the cat, for all the good it would do her.
Percy jumped down from his perch and wound his way between her legs. Laughing, she picked him up and rubbed her cheek against his soft fur. �I�ll miss you. I�d take you, but the hotel isn�t pet friendly.�
She put him back down and he gave a loud grumble. Percy didn�t meow as much as he grumbled. �Besides, you wouldn�t have any fun stuck in a hotel room all day. This way you can roam the house and you have your bed and your toys.� She prayed he wouldn�t destroy the furniture while she was away.
It didn�t take her long to get her car packed, and less than fifteen minutes later she was backing out of her driveway. Percy sat on the back of the chair in the window, watching her leave. It was more of a glare really, but there was nothing she could do about it. She took one last glance at her two-bedroom cottage as she pulled away.
She turned on the radio to help drown out the voice of guilt in the back of her head. It was there along with the voice of doubt taunting her. She�d never been good in social situations, preferring books to people as a child. She had fond memories of losing herself for hours at a time in the fictional worlds of Narnia, Wonderland and Neverland.
The tendency to keep to herself hadn�t changed much as an adult. She�d gone to college and gotten work in a library soon after, but had come back to Hillsboro when her grandmother had passed away, leaving her a home and a small inheritance.
Life was good and it could only get better. As she hit the I-29, an old Rolling Stones song came on asking her to have some sympathy for the devil. She sang along as she cruised toward the city.

Araminta double-checked her appearance in the bathroom mirror. She wanted to look her best for the meet-and-greet being held in the hotel�s ballroom. Her waist-length, wavy hair was rolled up in a bun and pinned at the back of her head with several silver clips. She wished the color were more exciting, but it was plain tawny brown. She�d never had the courage or the desire to dye it, but now she was wondering if she should have.
�Get a grip,� she muttered. She was what she was and, for the most part, was very happy with her life. Her face was a little more rounded than she�d like, but then again, so was her body. �Curvy,� her grandmother had called her. �Overweight,� her mother had always pointed out.
Araminta ignored the flash of pain that memory always brought with it. Her parents were both gone now. Her father to a heart attack at the age of forty-five and her mother a year later to a car accident, leaving Araminta alone at the age of sixteen. She�d gone to live with her grandmother and had finished high school in Hillsboro before going off to college. Now she was a thirty-year-old woman who lived alone with her cat and wrote books. She was a living, breathing clich�.
�You look great,� she told her reflection. She�d started giving herself these little pep talks as a teenager and had never grown out of the habit. She turned to one side and then the other. The knee-length black skirt she wore skimmed her curves and the blouse she wore over it camouflaged her large bust. She�d exchanged her watch for a thick silver cuff to add some pizzazz.
She left the bathroom mirror behind and went back into the bedroom to collect her shoes and small purse. She slid her feet into the two-inch heels, which were quite daring for her considering she almost always wore flats. She preferred comfort over style, even though at five-four she could use the extra height.
Her purse was small, but big enough to fit her phone, some cash and her room keycard. She slipped the strap over her shoulder and headed for the door.
She�d barely left her room when she heard her name being called. Luna Starquest was gliding toward her on five-inch heels. She looked more like a fashion model than a writer with her tall, slender build and legs that seemed to go on forever. Luna was wearing a form-fitting red dress that plunged daringly in the front and ended quite a few inches above her knees. A large, thick gold chain wrapped around her neck and she wore matching bracelets on both wrists. Her shoes were covered in sparkling rhinestones.
Her face was striking, with high cheekbones and full lips, and her straight hair fell like an ebony curtain around her shoulders. �Araminta, I was hoping I�d run into you.�
�Really?� She wished she could call back the reply. It made her sound like some nerdy teenager who couldn�t believe the popular girl wanted to talk to her, although that�s exactly what this felt like.
Luna tucked her arm around Araminta�s shoulders and gave her a brief hug. �I was hoping we could go downstairs together.� They walked to the elevator and Luna hit the button. The doors slid silently open. �Look, no waiting.� Luna laughed and they both stepped in.
�Thank you again for inviting me, Ms. Starquest.�
Luna laughed again. �Please, call me Luna. And you�re welcome. After Sam brought you to my attention, I knew I had to have you here.�
Her agent had brought her to Luna�s attention. Araminta frowned. Why hadn�t he told her that? From everything he�d said to her, it had sounded as though Luna had asked about Araminta, but now it seemed as though her agent had thrust her in front of the best-selling author. She wasn�t sure how she felt about that.
�Is anything wrong?� Luna asked.
Araminta felt like a fool for questioning her good fortune. Why did it matter how she came to Luna�s attention? She was here and that was all that was important. �Nothing at all. I�m just a little nervous. I�ve never done anything like this before.�
Luna clapped her hands. �Oh, you�re a conference virgin. How exciting. I�ll definitely have to make sure you enjoy yourself.�
�I�m sure I will.� The elevator doors opened and they stepped out into the lobby.
�This way.� Luna pointed. They headed toward the ballroom, which was already crowded with people.
Araminta stumbled near the door when she saw the life-sized poster of her book�Tiger�s Curse�with her picture inset near the top right corner. Below it was a table laid out with the promotional items she�d brought from home.
�Like it?� Luna asked.
�It�s wonderful. Thank you.� She hadn�t expected her work to be showcased quite so prominently.
Luna waved aside her thanks. �Oh, it�s no trouble. My people do great work.�
Araminta couldn�t imagine having people to do those kinds of things for her. She felt like Alice going down the rabbit hole to Wonderland. She was in a whole different world. There were large posters of the other guest authors ranging around the room, but the centerpiece was spotlighted near the back. Two enormous book covers flanked a life-size photo of Luna. It was spectacular.
Eight large, rather gorgeous male models stood four on either side of the display. They wore black boots, leather pants and nothing else. Araminta broke out into a sweat.
�Come on.� Luna tugged her into the room. �Time to get a drink and mingle with the fans.�
Araminta doubted many of the people in the room were here to see her, but she could definitely use that drink. She followed Luna but soon lost sight of her as the sea of fans who wanted to speak with the popular author swallowed her up. Araminta didn�t mind. It gave her time to get her bearings and let the moment soak in.
The ballroom was strategically lit with spotlights, leaving some areas lost in shadows. The effect was quite lovely. A bar had been set up along one wall, and it was there she headed next.
A tall, handsome man, clad like the male models in tight leather pants and boots, his chest bare, stood behind the makeshift bar. He smiled and her stomach knotted.
�What can I get you?�
�Ah, a ginger ale.� As much as she wanted a drink, it was probably better if she didn�t. She felt giddy enough without adding alcohol to the mix.
The bartender winked at her and grabbed a glass. �You�re hitting the hard stuff.� He filled the glass, his movements deft and sure.
Araminta gave a small laugh. �Yeah, that�s me. The life of the party.�
He set the glass down in front of her. �It�s nice to see a woman who doesn�t have to get drunk to have a good time. Some of these ladies will get crazy before the night is done.�
�Really?� Araminta wondered if he was putting her on. She studied his long, lean face, admiring the aristocratic lines. With his long black hair and muscular chest, which she definitely wasn�t staring at, he looked like he belonged on the cover of a historical romance novel.
�Absolutely. For a lot of these women this is their one weekend a year to just let go and have fun. And they take full advantage of it.� He wiped down the counter next to her and his hand accidentally grazed hers. Heat rushed up her arm and she pulled back, picked up her glass and took a sip of her drink to cover the move. Honestly, she was acting like a skittish doe during hunting season.
�I guess so. I hadn�t thought about it like that.� She turned her head and looked out over the room. Music was pumping through the speakers and people were dancing. The models had joined the throngs of women on the floor and everyone seemed to be having a wonderful time.
Araminta felt like a fish out of water.
�Hey, my name is Rick.� He wiped his hand on a towel and held it out to her.
�Araminta.� She took his hand and gave it a quick shake, expecting tingles to race up her arm. Instead, she shivered.
He released her hand and smiled. �Nice name.� He studied her for a moment and frowned. �You�re one of the authors, aren�t you?�
She gave a small laugh and nodded. �Guilty.�
�Writing a book is such a cool thing. Maybe we can talk about it.�
Araminta was suddenly tongue-tied. This gorgeous male specimen wanted to talk to her about writing? She really had entered an altered universe.
As quickly as she thought it, she mentally smacked herself. She was stereotyping. Just because the guy was good looking and working a bar didn�t mean there wasn�t a lot more to his life. He probably had a girlfriend or wife and was working this job to make extra money. Maybe he was even working on a book of his own. She�d found that many unpublished writers wanted to talk about writing. She could relate. It was rare that she had anyone to talk to about her craft. Writers, by and large, were a solitary bunch.
Before she could answer, a group of women sidled up to the bar wanting drinks. �Bartender,� one of them called as she banged on the counter.
One of her friends sized up Rick�s naked chest. �Or should we say bare-tender.� The woman laughed at her own joke and stuck out her hand. �Hi, I�m Carol.�
�Gotta work, Araminta. Catch you later.� Rick left and went over to the ladies and took Carol�s hand. �Hi, Carol. What can I get you?�
Araminta strolled away before she could hear Carol�s reply. She doubted she�d see or hear from Rick the bartender again. She sipped her drink and watched the dance floor, envious of the women who were able to let go and just move to the music. Her foot tapped against the floor and she swayed to the beat. The atmosphere was lively and fun.
Luna swooped out of nowhere and grabbed Araminta�s hand. �Come on. You need to loosen up and have some fun.�
She barely had time to deposit her almost empty glass on a table before she was dragged to the center of the floor. Luna began to shake her hips to the beat. The movement was sensual and provocative. Sweat made her skin shimmer in the lights. Several of the male models joined them and one of them grabbed Araminta around her waist.
�Come on, baby. Dance.�
Araminta moved, but it was nowhere near as smooth and lovely as Luna. Still, she gave it her best shot. Before long, the model released her and moved on to another woman. A woman dancing near her accidentally bumped her, smiled and kept dancing. Everyone she looked at was smiling and dancing. Araminta did her best to keep up.
One song bled into another, the music never stopping. She danced with the other women, trying to get her feet to follow the intricate steps of those around her. And when she couldn�t follow the dance, she simply moved. Every now and then, she closed her eyes and let the rhythm take her wherever it wanted to lead. It was liberating not to care what anyone else thought of her dancing. The object was to have fun, not to impress anyone.
Another fast song and then another and another filled the space. Some of the music she recognized and some of it was new to her, but she enjoyed it all. No one seemed to stop dancing, so she didn�t either.
Luna�s laughter floated past her. Araminta turned but couldn�t see the other woman. She blinked as the lights seemed to dim and the shapes of the people around her began to blur. Her legs unexpectedly felt unsteady, probably a result of all the dancing. She wasn�t used to such vigorous exercise.
Araminta slowly made her way to the edge of the crowd and headed toward the doorway. Her head was spinning and she was suddenly finding it hard to breathe. Too many people in a confined space was making her too warm.
She glanced toward the bar. Rick was talking to a woman, but he looked her way, raised his hand and smiled. She gave him a weak wave before shoving open the door and stepping out into the empty foyer.
Fresh air hit her and she took a deep breath. �Party animal, you�re not,� she muttered as she leaned against the wall for a moment to catch her breath. The muscles in her legs were still quivering and her knees felt like jelly. She glanced at the clock on the wall over the reception desk and was shocked to realize she�d been dancing for several hours. Time had certainly flown.
But she�d had fun and done something she�d never done before, but it was time to call it a night. Pleased with herself and with the night in general, she pushed herself away from the wall and headed toward the elevators.

Chapter Two

Araminta hummed a tune under her breath as she rode up in the elevator. The party was still hopping in the ballroom but she was worn out from dancing and laughing with the other women. She needed some rest if she was going to get through the workshops and booksigning tomorrow. Not to mention the party tomorrow night. She was glad this was only a weekend conference or she might not make it to the end.
She dug her keycard out of her small shoulder bag and had it ready when the elevator doors opened. Her shoes made little sound on the carpeting as she made her way to her room. When the door closed behind her, she gave a sigh of relief and kicked off her shoes.
She groaned and flexed her poor abused toes. �I don�t know how those other women manage to dance all night in four-inch heels,� she muttered. �Guess it takes practice.�
She padded to the bed and almost fell face-first onto the mattress but refrained. Once her head hit the pillow, she knew she�d be out for the count. It didn�t take her long to gather her nightgown and head toward the bathroom. She stripped off her clothes and stepped into the shower, letting the warm water flow over her body.
Her skin felt extra sensitive, almost tender and she took a step back so she wasn�t quite under the spray. She soaped her body quickly and rinsed well before turning off the water.
Other than the rasp of her breathing, the hum of the air conditioner/heating unit and the drip from the showerhead were the only sounds in the room. She quickly toweled off and yanked on her nightgown. The material seemed to abrade her skin, making her flinch.
�What is wrong with me?� She studied her face in the mirror but didn�t see anything different. Same gray eyes and round face. Her eyes seemed overly bright, but that wasn�t surprising considering the excitement of the past few hours.
She plucked the silver clips from her hair and unwound it. The wavy mass fell to her waist and she tugged her brush through it. A yawn caught her by surprise and she tossed the brush aside. She took an extra minute to brush her teeth before stumbling out of the bathroom to the bed.
The light from the bathroom was still on, but Araminta left it, knowing if she woke in a strange bed the light would help orient her. The crisp sheets beckoned and she climbed in, pulling the covers up. Didn�t matter if it was summer or winter, she wanted all the covers over her.
Araminta�s mind was still running a mile a minute, processing everything she�d seen and done tonight, but exhaustion tugged at her body. She yawned again and her eyes fell shut. She snuggled down into the comfortable mattress and relaxed�

She heard the roar in the distance and there was no mistaking the distinct call of a lion. Araminta looked around, wondering where she was. Around her, lights flashed and music pumped out of loudspeakers, the heavy bass thumping so hard the ground vibrated beneath her feet.
She blinked and the sounds and lights were gone, replaced by darkness, a void, complete nothingness. Swallowing hard, she forced herself to take a step forward. She held her hands out in front of her to keep from walking into a wall or another person. She couldn�t see her hands in front of her face. �Is there anyone out there?�
A low, sinister laughter seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere, surrounding her. She spun in a circle, searching for the source. �Who are you? Where are you?� Fear pulsed through her veins and her stomach knotted. She bit her bottom lip to keep from calling out again. Whoever was there wasn�t her friend. She didn�t know how she knew this, but she did.
There had to be a way out of here. Araminta took another step, trying to be as quiet as possible.
�You can�t escape your fate,� the male voice taunted.
She ignored the disembodied voice and kept on moving, hopefully away from whoever was there. She took one slow breath after another to keep from hyperventilating. Terror made her knees weak and her entire body quiver. But she kept moving.
A faint light shimmered in the distance and she moved toward it. Or at least she thought that�s what she was doing. The light seemed to keep shifting away from her the harder she tried to reach it.
She squinted, desperately trying to see more clearly, but it was nearly impossible in the darkness. She thought she caught a glimpse of another woman, but the other person was gone, swallowed up by the darkness before Araminta could speak to her.
The light remained and she hurried toward it as fast as she could. That had to be the exit from wherever she was. A door appeared before her with a low-watt bulb illuminating it. The hum seemed out of place, but she didn�t care. She went to fling the door open but paused. What if whatever was on the other side was worse than where she was?
�You are clever.� The male voice sounded amused.
�Who are you?� She might be better off not knowing, but she wanted answers and she wanted them now. Making a decision, she grabbed the handle, turned it and yanked open the door. The hinges gave a sharp squeak that seemed overly loud. She stepped inside and the door slammed shut behind her. There were no locks, but at least she�d hear if anyone entered.
The light in this room was dim, but there did seem to be light coming from somewhere, because she could make out shapes. Araminta moved cautiously, placing her feet carefully on the ground beneath her. She couldn�t tell if she was inside or outside. It was very disorienting.
A brilliant spotlight flashed on and she shrank back, covering her eyes as she was momentarily blinded. She blinked and slowly lowered her hands, needing to see if there was anyone there with her.
She didn�t see a person, but she did see a broken-down carousel. The ride had seen better days and only two animals remained on it�a wolf and a lion. Drawn to it by a force she couldn�t deny, her feet moved until she was standing beside it. The paint was chipped and worn, but there was no denying the beauty of the carved animals. They were so realistic, so incredibly beautiful.
She ran her hand over the flanks of the wolf. His head was slightly turned toward her, his mouth opened to reveal several rows of sharp teeth. �You�re a dangerous one, aren�t you?� She wanted to stroke his head but was almost afraid to, he was so lifelike.
A dizzy spell caught her unawares and she thought she heard a wolf howling in the distance. She shook her head and reached out to catch herself against one of the posts of the carousel. �Wow, what was that all about?� This whole place was disorienting and it was making her feel slightly light-headed and nauseous.
She shuffled over to the lion and sucked in a breath. The creature was magnificent with his thick blond mane and golden eyes. She wasn�t even certain if lions had eyes the color of old gold, or if they would be brown. Not that it mattered. This was an artist�s representation of a lion, not a real one. Still, the animal was amazing with paws the size of dinner plates and thick muscles rippling beneath a layer of fur.
She reached out and touched his side and was startled to feel warmth beneath her hand. She stumbled back, clutching her hand to her chest. The lion slowly turned its head toward her, opened his large, powerful jaws and roared.
Araminta�s heart raced and pure terror enveloped her. The sharp fangs of the lion seemed to glint in the muted light. She jerked back, slipped and kept falling. She thought she might have screamed, but wasn�t certain. For a few brief moments, she couldn�t see or hear anything. It was terrifying to be plunging through a dark nothingness that wrapped around her and threatened to strangle her.
When she finally landed, it was with a thud on a soft padding. The breath had been knocked out of her so she sucked in air in big gulps. It was still poorly lit, but she could see the outline of furniture. She was in a room of some sort. She frowned as the objects came into better view. It looked like her bedroom at home.
A large male arm snaked around her, pulling her back against a massive male chest. Araminta opened her mouth to scream, but he spoke before she could manage to do more than squeak. �I�ve got you. You�re safe.�
She blinked once and then again. What was going on? Where was the carousel and how had she gotten home?
Warm lips nuzzled her nape, sending a blast of heat cascading through her entire body.
�You smell nice.� A large hand cupped her hip through the thin fabric of her nightgown, giving it a squeeze. �You feel even better.�
She knew she should do something, get out of bed, run away or at the very least, scream. Something. Instead, she lay there beside the strange man and absorbed his heat and quiet strength. Something about him calmed her fear and silenced her unease.
She turned onto her side so she was facing him, wanting to get a better look at him. She couldn�t see the color of his eyes or hair, but there was no hiding the hard planes of his face. His nose was broad and flat, his forehead wide. His jaw was strong and powerful, his neck muscular.
But it was his hair that made her gasp. It was gloriously thick and fell to just below his shoulders. She reached out and touched it, shocked when it felt soft and silky. She wanted to rub her face in it. Heck, she wanted to rub her entire body over it.
Which was crazy because she had no idea who this guy was. Still, she wasn�t alarmed or upset by that fact. She wanted to get closer to him, to snuggle against him.
A loud sound permeated the room, almost like something was purring. It took her a second to realize the sound was coming from him. She placed her hand on his chest and the vibration sank into the flesh of her palm. It radiated down her arm to her shoulder before moving lower to her breasts and still lower until she was squirming and her panties felt damp.
She pulled her hand back. �Who are you?�
�Yours.� The stark reply made her toes tingle even as her brain formed a dozen questions.
He moved so fast he was a blur. One moment, she was lying on her side watching him, the next she was flat on her back with him looming over her. He held himself over her on his hands and knees and leaned down to nuzzle her neck. Oh God, not her neck. It was one of the most sensitive parts of her body. She couldn�t help but groan when he did it again. He rasped his tongue over her jaw. His tongue was slightly rough and left a trail of goose bumps racing down her arms.
She licked her lips and grabbed onto her common sense. �This isn�t a good idea.�
�Why not?� Firm lips kissed her cheeks, her forehead and the tip of her nose.
�Ahh.� Araminta couldn�t remember what she meant to say when his mouth touched hers. His lips were soft and feathered across hers, leaving her wanting more. Without her permission, her arms rose, reaching for him.
He groaned and kissed her again. This time there was nothing soft or tentative about the caress. He captured her mouth and claimed it for his own. She slid her hands up his broad shoulders and strong neck before sinking them into his incredible hair. He groaned and thrust his tongue into her mouth when she lightly scraped her nails across his scalp.
Heat enveloped her. Her clothing felt too rough against her skin, too constricting. As fast as she had the thought, her clothing was gone, leaving her naked and open to his every touch.
He gave another rumble of pleasure that seemed to vibrate from deep within him. He skimmed one of his large hands over her side before arrowing in to cup her breast. Her chest was rather substantial, but his hand was so large he had no problem covering her breast. Her nipple stabbed at the center of his palm.
He was so much bigger than she was. Massive really. But she didn�t feel threatened by him at all. Maybe she was being crazy, but she didn�t care. She wanted him to touch her everywhere.
He was naked too, and she let her hands flow down from his scalp to his neck and shoulders and then lower to his amazing chest. Muscles rippled and flexed and he tensed beneath her bold touch.
She didn�t stop there but continued lower, wanting to feel the size and shape of his erection. She�d felt it briefly against her stomach, but it wasn�t enough. She had the urge to touch and taste this man until there wasn�t an inch of his body she wasn�t familiar with.
She wrapped her hand around his thick shaft, feeling the pulse of life and power, the heat radiating from it. Her sex spasmed and liquid trickled from her core. She licked her lips and pumped her hand up and down his hard length.
Hic cock was broad and long and she wasn�t certain she could even take him within her, but she wanted to try. That thought shook her. She�d had a college boyfriend who she�d slept with during their two-year relationship. And she�d had another long-term relationship after college that had lasted four years before she�d realized they ultimately wanted different things out of life and had broken it off.
She didn�t do torrid one-night affairs.
But she wanted to.
And she didn�t even know his name.
That thought made her tense. He purred again and rubbed his head against her neck and throat, nuzzling her sensitive skin. �Don�t worry. I�ll take care of you.�
He palmed her breast one final time before releasing it. Before she could be disappointed, his mouth covered one puckered nipple and sucked. Her entire body arched as pleasure slammed through her. He gave a low growl of pleasure and shifted to the other breast. His tongue was warm and wet and slightly rough against the taut bud. The sandpaper-like texture stimulated the already sensitive tip. She�d never felt anything like it in her life and she wanted more of it.
She wondered what that tongue would feel like against her clit and her mind almost exploded. A groan of pleasure escaped her and her hips arched against him. She rubbed her sex against his cock, letting the solid length slide over her swollen, needy clit. Her lips parted but no sound escaped as every muscle in her body clenched with growing need.
He released her breast and worked his way down her body, planting kisses on her stomach, hipbones and upper thighs. His hair brushed against her, adding another layer of pleasure to the delicious experience. It was soft and sensual against her skin and she moaned and lifted herself into his touch.
When he shouldered her thighs apart, she thought she might lose what was left of her sanity. His breath was warm against her pussy as he parted the slick folds with his thumbs. �You are so beautiful.� He leaned inward and lapped at her sex, up one side and down the other, his tongue setting every nerve ending alight with pleasure.
Araminta�s eyes almost rolled back into her head and she gasped. But he was only getting started. He lapped and sucked, his tongue slipping into her slit before pulling back again. She was almost crying, needing him to touch her clit. �Please,� she cried, tugging his hair.
He allowed her to lead him where she needed him to be. He closed his lips over the small bundle of nerves and sucked. At the same time, he ran his clever tongue over the distended bud. Stars exploded behind her closed eyes and she yelled. Her orgasm swamped her with wave after wave of bliss. He didn�t stop, but continued to suck and lick and tease until she couldn�t take any more.
She tugged on his hair again, this time pulling him away from her. He released her, rested his head on her thigh and ran a hand up and down her other leg. She was sprawled out beneath him, unable to do more than breathe for several minutes, and even that was dicey at times. When she was finally able to gather enough strength to open her eyes, she did so. As though he felt her eyes on him, he tilted his head so he could see her.
He sat up between her spread legs and his erection bobbed in front of him, still hard and thick. He hadn�t come. He�d brought her to pleasure before he�d sought his own.
She opened her arms. �Come to me.�
He started to crawl up her body, his movements stealthy and sure like a predator hunting prey. He used his knees to push her thighs wider. She captured his face between her hands and lifted up to kiss him. �Yes,� she whispered.
A loud ringing startled her out of the sensual spell that enveloped her. Her lover began to fade before her very eyes. She gasped and pulled away. What was happening?
His lips parted on a roar filled with anguish and pain. His face seemed to change, morphing into a lion before her very eyes.
Heart racing, she pulled away from him. He roared his displeasure and reached for her, but his hands seemed to go right through her�

Araminta sat up in bed, panting for breath. Her nightgown was bunched under her armpits and she shoved it down.
The ringing sound came again and her mind finally made sense of what had woken her from her most delightful dream. She reached over and answered the hotel phone that sat on the bedside table. A cheery voice on the other end said, �Good morning, Ms. Davidson. This is your wakeup call.�
She scrubbed her hand over her face, wishing she were home where her automatic coffeemaker would already have brewed the first pot of the day. �Yes. Thank you.� She managed to get the phone back onto the stand and sighed. She�d forgotten she�d ordered a wakeup call for each morning when she�d registered yesterday.
She glanced at the clock and sighed. It was past time for her to be up and around. The day was packed with events. But she almost wished she hadn�t been so responsible, hadn�t requested a wakeup call. Her chances of falling asleep again and finishing her erotic dream were less than zero.
She shoved the covers aside and sat up, letting her feet hang off the side of the bed. �What a dream.� She�d been dreaming for months now. That�s where she�d gotten the idea for her latest series. But never had she actually been in the dreams herself. And never had her dreams turned this steamy, although she�d seen the carousel twice before. Usually, she was just an observer.
Not this time. Her body was still humming from her orgasm. �Wow.� She�d never had an erotic dream before. And this one was very realistic.
�Only natural,� she told herself. �The strange hotel room, the cute bartender, the dancing and light and music.� No wonder she�d had an erotic dream. And it had even tied into her Demon�s Wrath series. �You need coffee and a shower.� That would help ground her in reality. But first she had to do something else.
With her body still sensitive from her orgasm, Araminta climbed out of bed and went straight to her tote bag to pull out her laptop. The lion had been in her dream. That was where she wanted to go in the next book of her series.
She wanted to get as much of the dream down as she could before she forgot the details. The man from her dream was perfect for the hero. She laughed as she opened a document and began to type. That�s why his face had shifted in the dream. Her subconscious was once again leading her in the right direction. She�d trusted her dreams with the first two books and she didn�t plan to stop now.
Her fingers clicked over the keys. She glanced at the coffeepot that sat on the corner of the dresser, but she couldn�t stop. Not now. This was a great beginning for her next book.

Chapter Three

Araminta sat across from a tall, slender woman with curly red hair and vivid green eyes. She looked like a fortuneteller, which was apt because she was currently reading tarot cards for Araminta.
It was nearing the end of a very busy day of workshops and a two-hour book signing. The fortuneteller was one of several who�d been hired to add some fun to the late afternoon portion of the program. Araminta was considering using a fortuneteller in an upcoming book and wanted to see how a real one worked. Not that she really believed in such things as predicting a person�s future, but it was interesting.
Sabrina Wolfe was her name, suitably exotic, which fit her perfectly. She flipped another card over and looked up at Araminta, her forehead furrowed. �The Devil. You will be caught between opposing forces. You need to be very careful.�
Not what she�d been hoping for. She�d expected the usual you-will-meet-a-dark-stranger line. She studied the card Sabrina had turned over. It depicted a man, a woman and a treasure chest all draped in chains. Both people were reaching for opposite directions of what appeared to be a long tunnel with the treasure chest trapped between them.
�What do you mean?�
Sabrina shook her head and turned over another card. The picture on this card was a heart being pierced by three swords. �Three of Swords. There is danger all around you.�
Last night�s dream popped into her head, but she quickly shoved it aside. There was nothing dangerous about her fantasy man, unless she was in danger of having a spontaneous orgasm, which was a distinct possibility. All day long, she�d been getting visions of the unknown man from her dream and the way he�d made her feel. It was extremely distracting and disconcerting.
Araminta pasted on a smile. �I think you have me confused with someone else. I live a very quiet, low-key life. The biggest danger to me is the pint of chocolate chip cookie-dough ice cream back home in my refrigerator. Now that�s a hazard, to my hips and my waistline.�
But the other woman didn�t laugh at her joke. If anything, she became even more serious. �I can�t see where it�s coming from.� She turned over another card. The Moon. Sabrina reached across the table and placed her hand on top of Araminta�s. �Be careful of who you trust. Things are not what they seem. Someone may be wearing two faces.�
The intensity of the other woman was frightening her, and Araminta carefully withdrew her hand, gathered her purse and stood. �Well, thank you for the reading. It was, ah, educational.�
The corners of Sabrina�s mouth turned down. �You don�t believe me.�
Araminta shrugged. �I don�t believe in all this.� She swept her hands out to indicate the small table covered in tarot cards. �I don�t mean to be disrespectful or anything, but it�s just not for me. I was just curious about the process. I appreciate your concern though. I just think you�re mistaken, is all.�
Sabrina stood and Araminta got a good look at her flowing, colorful skirt and tight purple top. With the silver bangles on one arm and a trio of silver hoops in both ears, Sabrina certainly looked like a fortuneteller. She made mental notes of the other woman�s appearance so she could write it down later. No need to waste the experience.
�Just promise me you�ll be careful,� Sabrina urged.
�Sure.� It was easy to give the other woman her promise. After all, it wasn�t as though she planned to go skydiving anytime soon.
Sabrina reached into her pocket and drew out a thick, vellum card. �Take my card. If you have any questions, please call me.�
She took the card and slipped it into her purse. �I will. Thanks.� She probably wouldn�t need it for help, but she might use it for research somewhere down the road. �How much do I owe you?� She should have asked that before she sat down, but the idea of meeting a real-life fortuneteller had overridden her usually frugal self.
Sabrina frowned again. �No charge. Your conference fee covers the reading.�
�Great. Good. Well, it was nice to meet you.� Araminta slowly backed away. Sabrina watched her, her brow furrowed with concern. It was starting to freak her out, so Araminta turned and hurried out of the room. She needed to get changed into something less businesslike for the evening party.
She glanced over her shoulder and found the fortuneteller still watching her. Araminta shivered but then shook off her unease. It was all part of the woman�s shtick, her act, telling her to beware. She probably changed it up between people, telling some of them they�d find love, others that they�d gain wealth and a few were probably told to beware of danger.
It was a good plan, because people were always falling in and out of love, having small windfalls of one kind or another, or having something bad happen to them. The odds were good that she�d be right much of the time.
A voice in the back of her head whispered that Sabrina Wolfe might be the real deal. Maybe she was psychic, maybe she could read the tarot and see messages that others might not see. �And maybe I�ll become a supermodel,� Araminta muttered.
Putting the entire exchange from her mind, Araminta rode the elevator up to her floor and headed to her room to change. She�d had a wonderful day and she wasn�t about to let some ominous warning from a complete stranger ruin her mood. She�d met so many kind and generous people, some of whom had even read her books and had nothing but good to say about them. It was a heady feeling.
She let herself into her room and tossed her purse aside. What a rush it had been to have people come to her table this afternoon and want her to sign her book for them. Several of them had even wanted their picture taken with her. She�d handed out bookmarks and pens and signed books for almost two hours. When she�d left the ballroom, Luna was still signing books for fans. That would probably last another hour or so. That�s why the fortunetellers had been set up in another room. Luna always had something planned to entertain the conference goers.
She kicked off her shoes and undid the buttons of her blouse, pausing to smile as she replayed the day. She had so many ideas running around inside her brain. Her fingers itched to get at her keyboard to write it all down, but she knew she didn�t have time. Not if she wanted to be ready in time for tonight�s dinner and party. Araminta glanced longingly at the computer. �No, don�t start.� She knew herself well enough to know if she started writing she might not surface for two hours or more. That would make her extremely late. �There will be plenty of time to write when you�re home alone next week.�
She shimmied out of her skirt and tossed it onto the bed. She went to the closet and stared at the dress she�d brought for tonight�s dinner. It was sleek in design, but it had pockets large enough for her to hold her room keycard and a few dollars so she wouldn�t need to bother with a purse. The hem fell to just above her knees and the color was basic black. But the neckline showed some cleavage and she could dress it up with the necklace she�d brought. It was a daring new look for her and she was looking forward to wearing it.
Being here this weekend had brought out another side of her and she planned on enjoying every minute of it. She�d dance again tonight and maybe even have a drink or two.
Grabbing clean underwear, she headed off to the bathroom to shower and get ready for the evening.

The party was in full swing. Once again, the bar was set up against one wall and the dance floor was hopping. There were a few more men here this evening and Araminta wondered where they�d come from. Maybe some of the husbands or boyfriends had joined the conference goers for the final night.
�Here you go, pretty lady.� A glass of ginger ale appeared in front of her and Rick, the bartender from last night, smiled at her.
�You remembered.� It was very flattering and she smiled at him, lifted her glass and had a sip.
�I never forget a pretty lady�s order.� Like last night, he was once again shirtless and wearing tight leather pants and leather boots. His dark hair fell around his angel�s face, framing it to perfection. He was also flirting with her. What she couldn�t figure out was if it was for real, or because he was hoping for better tips.
And when had she become so cynical?
Either way, it didn�t matter. She was leaving tomorrow. But that didn�t mean she couldn�t have some harmless fun.
She raised the glass and saluted him. �Appreciate it.�
He propped his elbows on top of the bar and leaned toward her. �You know,� he began, his voice low and husky. �I get off in a couple of hours. Maybe you�d like to go for a drink in the hotel bar, or something.�
It was the or something that made her catch her breath. A shiver raced down her spine, but she couldn�t tell if it was from fear or arousal. This handsome-as-sin guy was asking her out for a drink. Was it the dress? No, couldn�t be. Maybe she was giving off pheromones or something after last night�s dream. She�d been thinking about it on and off all day long and it had kept her in a continual state of low arousal. Rick was nothing like her dream man, but there was no denying he was hot.
He reached out and grazed his thumb over the curve of her cheekbone, startling her. Her glass jostled and several drops of ginger ale spilled onto her hand.
�What do you say?�
What did she say? She wasn�t sure what to say. Rick�s smoldering dark eyes never left her face. He was obviously waiting for an answer.
�Ah.� Araminta threw caution to the wind. �A drink would be nice.�
Rick laughed and straightened away, but not before he picked up her hand and brought it to his mouth, licking off the droplets of spilled ginger ale. Araminta sucked in a breath at his bold action.
�A drink it is.� He glanced down at the other end of the bar where a group of women waited. �Gotta get back to work, but I�ll see you later.� The emphasis he put on the word you made it sound very intimate.
He turned away and headed toward the other end of the bar, giving her a great view of his perfect butt. What in heaven�s name was she doing? She�d made a date with a man she didn�t even know.
�You�re having fun,� she told herself. And she had to stop talking to herself in public. The problem with living alone or with just a cat was you got used to talking out loud. Fine when she was alone, but it made her seem just a bit strange in a crowded room.
Leaving her glass behind, she headed to the dance floor. Multicolored lights flickered on and off, casting everyone in an unearthly glow. The music pounded in her ears and vibrated up through her feet and into her body. She felt strangely alive and anticipatory.
Would she enjoy drinks with a handsome man or would it turn into more? Her stomach jumped at the mere thought. This wasn�t like her at all. She didn�t do things like this. But maybe it was time she did. Agreeing to have a drink didn�t mean there would be anything more to it than that. She was in a hotel surrounded by tons of people. It would be perfectly safe and maybe even fun. And she�d probably get tons more ideas for another book.
Someone grabbed her hand and swung her around and onto the dance floor. Araminta laughed at her partner, recognizing the tall brunette from the book signing.
�Remember what we learned in the dance workshop,� the woman, whose name was Patty, shouted over the thumping music. Patty circled her hips exactly like the woman in the belly-dancing workshop had showed them. Araminta followed suit and a half-dozen other women, laughing and dancing soon joined them in the display of their newly acquired talent.
Araminta didn�t know how long she danced before she decided she needed a break. She was sweating up a storm, her dress sticking to her skin. Not good considering she�d agreed to meet Rick for a drink when he got off work.
She was already having second thoughts about that. Maybe she should cancel. After all, she didn�t know him and had no plans of sleeping with him.
Last night�s dream popped into her head once again. That didn�t count as a one-night stand as it was only a dream. But she feared that she would probably measure every man she ever met against the one from her dream. Rick, who was indeed a hottie, wasn�t as attractive to her as her dream man, which was sad considering one was very real and the other nothing more than a figment of her imagination.
�Get a grip,� she whispered under her breath. �Nothing has to happen that you don�t want to. It�s only a drink. Go and enjoy yourself.� She worked her way out of the room and into the relative quiet of the hallway. The ladies� room was just down the hall so she made her way there. Two other women were leaving just as she went in. They smiled and held the door for her.
She took one look at herself in the mirror and didn�t know whether to laugh or cry. Her skin was moist with perspiration and several locks of hair had come loose from her bun. She grabbed some paper towels, wet them and rubbed them over her skin, dipping beneath the bodice of the dress to her armpits. She used several more before deciding she was as fresh as she was going to get without going to her room for a shower.
Her hair was easy to take care of. She�d done it so many times she could style it in the dark if she had to. She let it down, finger-combed it and bundled it back up again, poking pins in strategically. When she was done, she looked almost like herself again.
Her cheeks were still rosy and her eyes seemed wider than usual. It was the smile on her face that was most unusual. She was really enjoying herself.
She used the facilities, washed her hands and started to head back to the party. She�d meet Rick for a drink. After all, why should she turn down an offer like that from a good-looking man? She was single and could do whatever she wanted. It was time to start living more in the real world and not only the ones she created in her mind.
She heard male voices just as she opened the door. For some reason, she paused with the door barely cracked. She immediately recognized one of the speakers. It was Rick, the bartender. She leaned in and pressed her eye to the slight opening. She could just see the two men standing outside the men�s room next door.
�I�m telling you, man. Go for the slightly overweight ones. Most of them don�t have boyfriends or husbands, and they have low expectations. They�re the most desperate. You can get laid easy. Probably two or three times.�
�I don�t know, Rick,� the other man replied.
Rick snorted. �What�s to know? You want to get laid tonight or what? Spread some charm around and smile. They�ll fall into your palm like apples falling from a tree.�
The other man laughed. �Maybe I�ll give it a try.�
Rick slapped him on the back. �You should. I�ve already got three lined up for tonight.�
They sauntered back to the ballroom, but Araminta remained where she was, frozen by Rick�s cruel words. Desperate. Overweight. Easy. Hurt shot through her and she took a deep breath and leaned against the wall. She�d wanted to believe tonight was different. That she was different.
She might feel like Cinderella at the ball, but she wasn�t a princess, nor did she have a fairy godmother. She was plain, ordinary Araminta.
On the heels of hurt came anger. Sharp, powerful anger. It shoved aside the pangs of hurt and filled her with indignation. How dare he? Who did he think he was anyway?
She pulled open the door and strode out into the hallway. She ought to head back to the party and confront him, but she wouldn�t. Professional pride stopped her. This weekend was too important for her career for her to risk it over a guy with an inflated sense of himself.
It was time to call it a night. Time to get ready to return to reality. She�d go back to her room and pack her things. She planned to head out first thing in the morning after the final breakfast get-together.
Decision made, she headed down the hallway toward the elevators. The muted sounds of laughter, voices and music echoed from the still-hopping ballroom. She ignored it and hurried past, not wanting to run into anyone. The corridors were surprisingly empty considering the crowd that was here for the convention.
One of the doors to another ballroom stood open on her left and she hesitated as she passed by. The sign outside said AUCTION in bold letters. The information beneath it said the sale was taking place tomorrow afternoon and they would be selling off the remains of an old-time carnival. Curious as to what was being auctioned off, she took a peek inside.
At first glance, the room seemed empty, other than what appeared to be a ticket booth with chipped and faded paint off to her left. But as her eyes adjusted to the dim light, she noticed a light was on in the far corner of the ballroom. She took a few hesitant steps before her feet faltered and she came to a halt. She blinked, certain she couldn�t be seeing what she thought she was.
In the corner of the room, beneath the light was the carousel from her dream.
But that was impossible. It was only a dream, a figment of her imagination. It wasn�t real. Maybe she�d passed the open door yesterday and caught a quick glimpse of the carousel. She might not remember seeing it, but her subconscious would. That made perfect sense and explained her dream.
She took a step back toward the doorway and stopped, chewing on her bottom lip. She really should head to her room, shower and pack. But the carousel beckoned, pulling at her as if with invisible threads.
�One minute,� she promised herself. She tiptoed into the room and glanced around to make certain no one else was here. Heavy tarps were piled in one corner covering other pieces of equipment, but she was definitely alone.
She thought about closing the door but decided against it. She wasn�t staying long and she didn�t want to shut herself into the room by herself. There was something about the entire thing that was giving her the shivers. This was like something out of a horror movie�woman leaves safety of party to explore by herself and ends up being killed by a psycho serial killer.
�Get a grip.� She�d definitely done too much reading about demons and curses for her new series. It was turning her into one of those women afraid of her own shadow. She wasn�t having it.
The warning the fortuneteller had given her earlier this evening went through her head. Beware. Danger. Things aren�t what they seem. Maybe Sabrina Wolfe was the real deal. Maybe she was right.
�Don�t think about it.�
A carnival sign was propped up against one wall. It was meant to be lit, enticing men, women and children to come and play and spend their money for a few hours of fun. But was currently dark. Still, she could read the words. �Shade�s Carnival.� Must be the name of the carnival the carousel had come from.
She�d decided against using Hades� Carnival or the Devil�s Carnival in her book. Too obvious. She�d settled on Black�s Carnival, naming it after her new agent during the rewrites of the first book before it was published. Too bad she hadn�t thought about the name Shade�s Carnival. It was close to Hades. Would have been cool to have several of the lights go out when one of the heroines saw the sign. But it was too late to change now, and she was happy with the name she�d chosen for her fictional carnival.
Beside it sat another faded sign that listed the prices for various rides and the sideshows. She ran her finger over the lettering, trying to imagine what the carnival would have looked like when it was set up and everything was running.
It was easy to envision the flashing lights and blaring music, the laughter and squeals of the crowds, the smell of the grease and sugar from the food and the mechanical whoosh from the rides. She�d done a lot of research on old-time traveling carnivals for her last two books, and these signs were definitely from the forties or fifties, maybe even older. It was hard to say.
Maybe she should stick around tomorrow long enough to bid on one of the signs. If they didn�t sell for too much, it would be cool piece of Americana to hang on her office wall.
She left the signs and cautiously crept across the room to the carousel. It was uncannily like the one in her dream, right down to the chipped white, red and gold paint and the two remaining animals sitting on it. The wolf appeared just as vicious as the one from her dream did. His mouth was open, exposing sharp fangs, ready to rip at his prey or his enemy.
A shiver raced down her spine and she rubbed her hands over her arms. This was crazy. She really should just turn around and leave. She started to, but something compelled her to carry on.
Araminta slowly walked around the carousel. It would have been spectacular in its day with the beautifully carved wood, vibrant paint and gilt trim. And this was no children�s ride. The animals had both been carved larger than life, suitable for an adult to sit on.
There were many empty spots and she looked down, wondering what had been there. A small plaque caught her gaze. �Serpent.� She wondered what that would look like. It was hard to picture a large snake. Maybe it was more dragon-like. It was hard to say.
She went around the carousel, reading the various metal plaques. There was a phoenix, tiger, jaguar and a bear missing. She was almost around the carousel when she came to the other remaining animal.
She knew what it was, but was half afraid to look at it. Would the lion be like the one in her dream?
Araminta slowly raised her head and met the gaze of a huge, majestic creature�a lion, the king of the beasts. And he did indeed look like a king with his thick chest, muscular legs and enormous paws. But it was his face that held her attention. His mane was thick and shaggy, done in shades of yellow, orange and brown. His mouth was open on a silent roar, exposing sharp fangs and a pink tongue.
She shivered as memories of her dream man rushed through her. His tongue had been clever and the texture had been like fine sandpaper. �Forget him,� she admonished herself. �Concentrate on what you�re doing here and now.�
She peered into the creature�s eyes and took a step back. They were molten gold and they seemed to be staring right at her.

Chapter Four

Araminta was overwhelmed with the urge to run but was unable to move. She was rooted to the spot.
The lion�s eyes were so realistic. Whoever had carved the animals for this ride was a master craftsman. She�d never seen anything quite this spectacular. The lion was so lifelike she felt as though she could reach out and touch his thick mane and the smooth, heavily muscled flanks of his body and feel a creature of flesh and blood instead of wood and paint.
She licked her lips and glanced nervously over her shoulder. All she�d need was for hotel security to find her somewhere she wasn�t supposed to be. She really should leave.
But she couldn�t. Not until she touched the lion. She�d never really had a fascination with any animal before, but she did now. She�d had that incredible dream last night and now this. Her next shifter book would definitely feature a lion as the hero.
Her hand shook as she raised it and reached out. Fingers stroked over wood and a deep sense of disappointment struck her. She�d really expected to feel fur and warmth. Which was really stupid. She�d blame it on the alcohol except all she�d had tonight was ginger ale.
�You really are quite handsome.� That was a tame word for such a majestic creature. �Wild and feral and very impressive.� She trailed her hand over his back and stroked his mane. She wondered what it would feel like if he were real. Would it be thick and soft or coarse and rough?
She sighed and let her hand fall back to her side. As much as she could stay all night and study the carousel animal, it was time for her to go back to her room and pack for the trip home.
It was disappointing, and for a brief moment, she imagined this is what Cinderella must have felt like when the clock stroked midnight. This weekend was all about fantasy, but the fairy tale was over and reality waited.
�Fierce, isn�t he?�
Araminta whirled around and felt her face heating. She was caught red-handed. �Ah, yes, he is.�
Luna sauntered across the room, her high heels clicking on the hardwood floor. She was wearing another form-fitting dress. This one was a burnished gold and looked striking with her ebony hair. Her eyes tilted up the slightest bit at the outer corners, adding to her exotic appearance. Her makeup was flawless, her clothing runway caliber and the gold and diamonds at her neck certainly looked real.
Araminta felt frumpy in her black dress and costume jewelry.
Luna�s lips curved up into a sensual smile when she reached Araminta�s side. �He really is something special.� Luna reached out and touched the lion�s head, and Araminta suddenly wanted to smack the other woman�s hand away, to tell Luna that the lion belonged to her.
She wanted to protect him.
This night kept getting weirder and weirder.
�I saw you leave the party earlier. I thought you�d only gone to the ladies� room, but you didn�t come back.� Luna sauntered around the carousel and trailed her fingers over the wolf�s flanks. �There�s nothing wrong, is there?�
Araminta blinked when she thought she saw the wolf tense beneath Luna�s touch. She shook her head. �No, nothing at all. I just thought I�d call it a night. I�m not much of a partier.� For some reason she felt the need to apologize, which wasn�t like her. It was probably because she didn�t want Luna to think she wasn�t enjoying herself. �It�s been a wonderful weekend.�
�I�m glad you�re having fun.� Luna�s painted fingernails stood out against the wolf�s black and gray fur. With their deep-red color they looked almost like drops of blood spilling over the animal�s side. �I thought you might have decided to have a really good time tonight.� Luna flashed another smile. �I saw the bartender chatting you up earlier.�
Araminta snorted. �Me and several other women apparently.�
Luna�s lips flattened into a grim line. �Is that so?�
Crap, she hadn�t meant to make trouble for the guy, even if he was a jerk. �I knew it was just harmless flirting. It didn�t mean anything.�
Luna smiled again, but this time it seemed brittle, not quite as natural.
Araminta took a step back and let her hands fall by her sides. �I really should be getting to my room. It was a lovely evening.� And the quicker it was over the better.
�You should ride him.� Luna�s words stopped her cold. Araminta glanced longingly at the carousel but shook her head.
�I shouldn�t. This piece is old, museum quality really, and I don�t want to damage it.� As much as she longed to sit on the lion, she didn�t want to do it with Luna watching her. She�d feel too self-conscious and silly.
�Nonsense,� the other woman replied. �I know the owner of the carnival who is auctioning off all this stuff and he wouldn�t mind at all. In fact, he�d insist.� She moved closer and laid her hand on Araminta�s arm. �You must try him. I won�t take no for an answer.�
Araminta sensed the underlying command in Luna�s voice and didn�t understand why it was so important to her. She almost refused, but she thought of her agent, her publisher and her upcoming book. She didn�t want to make an enemy out of Luna Starquest by refusing such a simple request. It would make her look petty considering the honor Luna had given her by inviting her to her special author�s weekend.
�Sure. Why not?� She smiled at Luna even though she could think of a half dozen reasons why she shouldn�t. �Thank you.� As soon as she was done, she would say goodnight to her host and end this bizarre evening.
�Excellent.� The satisfaction in Luna�s voice gave her pause, but there was no turning back now.
Araminta wished she were wearing pants and not a dress. It would make this so much easier. But she could do this. A quick on and off and she�d be on her way back to her room in no time.
She stepped up onto the side of the platform, almost pitching forward when it tilted with the extra weight. The lion really was quite large and it wouldn�t be easy to climb onto his back, especially not while wearing a dress.
�Go ahead. No need to be shy.� Luna waved her hands in a shooing motion.
The lights seemed especially warm beaming down on the carousel and Araminta began to sweat. The whole room seemed hotter than it had been only moments before. Luna had moved out of the direct light, more into the shadows. She seemed almost malevolent standing there, watching, waiting.
Now she was being utterly ridiculous. The woman was giving her the chance to try out an antique carousel animal. It was a wonderful thing and would be a great opportunity. All she had to do was climb on and enjoy herself. She could definitely use the experience in her next book and the writing would be all the more realistic if she�d actually sat on the lion�s back. The heroines in her books had ridden a carousel animal. Now she was being given the chance to do it too.
�The clock is ticking,� Luna reminded her.
Once again, Araminta felt like Cinderella, except this time in reverse. In the fairy tale, Cinderella�s life went back to normal at the stroke of twelve. Araminta had the feeling her life would never be the same if she did this. She could sense Luna�s growing impatience.
�Just do it and get it over with,� she whispered under her breath. She shoved aside all her misgivings, hiked up her skirt and threw her leg over the back of the lion. It wasn�t easy, but she grabbed his neck and pulled herself upward until she was sitting on his back.
She dug her fingers into his carved mane for support. There were no handles for her to hold, which was weird for a carnival ride. Maybe it had been modified to be more of a showpiece than an actual working carousel. That made more sense than to believe it had never had handles.
�How does it feel?� Luna asked.
Araminta glanced toward Luna, but could no longer see her. The direct spotlight was making it difficult to see more than a few feet into the darkness. �Wonderful.�
Now that was an understatement. She might be a writer, but at the moment, she was at a loss for words. Her thighs were wrapped tight around the lion�s flanks and her hands gripped his mane. He might be an inanimate object, carved from wood instead of a flesh and blood animal, but he felt alive beneath her in a way she couldn�t begin to explain.
She almost expected him to tilt back his huge head and roar, letting the world know that the king of the jungle was alive and well. She must be really tired to have such loopy thoughts. It was time for her to leave.
Araminta wished she could take the lion home with her and put him in the corner of her living room, but that wasn�t going to happen. He was such an incredible creature, surely his auction value had to be more than she could afford. Maybe she could sneak back down tomorrow morning with her camera and take a few photos before she left. Having them would certainly help with her next book.
�Thank you for the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, Luna. I appreciate it.� She started to slide off the lion�s back but stopped when the carousel lurched and began to move. �What�s happening?� Araminta was shocked the ride still worked considering how neglected it appeared. She dug her heels into the lion and held on to his thick neck.
Music filled the space, starting low and getting louder with each passing second. The notes were wheezy and slow at first, but quickly picked up speed. The tune wasn�t one she knew, but was the generic carnival music that seemed to go with this kind of ride.
�This really isn�t safe. I should get off now.� She was starting to get dizzy. The ride seemed to be picking up speed as it went. Araminta was afraid to try to climb off the lion�s back while the carousel was moving. With the fitted skirt of her dress and high heels making it difficult to maneuver, she�d be sure to fall.
�It�s much too late for that.� Luna stepped closer to the whirling ride, her face a blur as Araminta went round and round. And Luna was no longer alone. Rick the bartender was standing beside her, as were all the event staff and many of the participants from the conference.
�I don�t understand,� Araminta cried. None of this made any sense. Why were they just standing there watching her? Her heart raced and her breathing came faster with each spin of the carousel, in spite of her efforts to remain calm. �Turn off the ride. Pull the plug,� she yelled above the din of the music.
Luna laughed and the shrill sound sent a shiver down Araminta�s spine. It was filled with malice and anger. �It�s not plugged in. The ride will only start for the right woman.�
Their faces were nothing more than a blur of light and color as the carousel spun faster and faster with each rotation. The lights flickered like a strobe. It was disorienting, and she leaned forward and wrapped her arms tight around the lion�s neck to keep from falling. At this speed, if she fell she would be seriously injured.
�Why are you doing this?� She couldn�t understand why this was happening, why they were standing there watching her.
�Why?� Luna moved closer and her appearance seemed changed. No, that wasn�t quite right. It was skewed, as though a mask she�d been wearing had slid off, leaving her real face exposed. Her skin was leathery, her hair stringy and lank. But it was her eyes that made Araminta�s stomach turn. Her eyes were glowing a fiery red, like the depths of Hell.
It had to be a trick of the lights and the speed at which she was revolving. Or maybe it was a dream. That�s what this was. Had to be. She�d already made it to her room and was asleep having a nightmare.
That should have comforted her, but it didn�t. Maybe it would when she finally woke up safe and sound in bed, but this felt all too real. Wind buffeted her body and face as the ride continued its mad spin. Luna and the others began chanting something, words she couldn�t understand. The lights began to flicker even more and she had to close her eyes against them. They were disorienting her and she was terrified of falling.
She clung to the lion, digging fingers into the carved wooden form, her thighs clenched tight around the animal�s flanks. She gasped when the wood beneath her gave way to solid muscle, sinew and bone. The beast was coming alive and she was riding him. She was so screwed.
Her fingers tangled in a thick mane and not inanimate wood. Her thighs gripped warm flesh and solid muscle. �Wake up. Wake up.� If she could wake herself up from this living nightmare she would be safe.
The lion tilted his head back and roared. The sound echoed around the room, bouncing off the walls. Luna laughed while the others continued to chant. Araminta screamed as the lion crouched on his haunches and suddenly sprang forward. She felt herself slipping.
Then everything went black.

Araminta opened her eyes and gasped. It was dark and she had no idea where she was. Her entire body was trembling with a combination of fear and cold. A bead of sweat rolled down her spine and her heart pounded at her ribcage as though it wanted out.
Where was she? And what had happened? She blinked and looked around. She wasn�t home. She could make out the shape of a television directly across from the bed and a small table and two chairs in the corner.
The hotel. Relief hit her with the force of a sledgehammer. She was still at the hotel in her room. And there was light coming in through the window. Not a lot, but enough from the streetlamps for her to see the shape of the furniture in the room.
�I�ve got you.� A sleepy male voice beside her gave her a jolt. Before she could move, a heavily muscled arm wrapped around her and pulled her down beside him. The fact she was on a bed registered in her racing mind. And she was with a man.
Was it Rick from the bar? Had she decided to meet him after all? Had he slipped something into her drink? She�d read about that kind of thing happening to women when they met strange men in bars.
He nuzzled the top of her head and soft hair stroked her bare shoulder. She sat upright so fast she smacked her head off the bottom of his chin. He gave an oomph and grabbed her before she could lunge off the bed.
�Where are you going?�
Her eyes widened as she stared at the large man sprawled out in her bed. He wasn�t Rick from the bar.
�I�m naked.� She was totally scandalized. How had this happened?
�I know,� came his satisfied reply.
She kept the sheet pulled over her and some space between them even as he managed to maneuver her back down beside him. He wasn�t hurting her, but his grip was like iron.
�Who are you?� God, had she ever been this embarrassed in her life? She was naked in bed with a complete stranger, which might be okay in a dream, but was definitely not okay in real life. That gave her pause. Maybe she was dreaming again. Maybe this was nothing more than a continuation of the carousel dream. It was too confusing to figure out.
�I am Leander. Who are you?�
His name sounded exotic and mysterious, much like the man. She couldn�t place his accent, but it was sexy as all get out. �Araminta Davidson.�
�Araminta.� He said her name slowly, as though he was savoring the sound. �A beautiful name. I like it.�
This was truly the most bizarre experience of her life. She was exchanging names with a man she was naked with. �Umm, how did we get here?� She had to remain calm and use her head. Whatever this situation was, she could get out of it with her dignity intact.
The light from the window was enough for her to see one broad shoulder shrug. �I�m not sure.� He wrapped his hand around the back of her neck and pulled her toward him. His breath was warm on her lips. �But I do know that you set me free. Thank you.�
Before she could ask him what he was talking about, he leaned down and kissed her. And oh, what a kiss it was. His lips were warm and firm against hers. He took his time, caressing and nibbling his way across her lower and then her upper lip. He traced his tongue along the seam of her mouth and she parted it on a gasp. He took advantage and made several quick forays that left her wanting more.
Her tongue touched his and he groaned. Liquid fire shot through her entire body, leaving her breasts swollen and tender and her sex aching. He tilted her head to one side for a better angle and deepened the caress.
Araminta had only been kissed like this once before in her life�in her dream last night. It was all consuming and went on and on. Leander took his time, making her feel as though there was nothing he�d rather do but kiss her.
It was intoxicating and seductive.
She gripped his shoulders, anchoring herself to him. He didn�t need to be standing for her to know he was a big man. Muscular too.
It was her fantasy man, which meant he wasn�t real. Disappointment shot through her. She was dreaming again.
He eased back from their kiss. �What�s wrong?� He sprinkled soft kisses on her chin and across her cheeks.
The fact that he�d sensed the change in her was concrete proof that the guy wasn�t real. What man broke away from physical contact with a naked woman to ask her what was wrong? None that she�d ever met, that�s for sure.
�You�re not real. You�re nothing more than a figment of my imagination.� And that was a stupid thing to say, but she really wasn�t thinking clearly at the moment. Between the dizzying carousel ride and the mind-altering kiss, it was a wonder she could string two words together.
�If I�m not real then you won�t mind if I do this, will you?� He trailed his lips over her jawline and up to her ear. He rasped his tongue over the whorl of her ear, making her shiver. Goose bumps trailed down her arms and over her legs, and she clenched her thighs together over the growing ache. Pure need shot through her. Dream or real, she wanted this man.
�You are so beautiful.� He whispered the words, his breath warm against her ear, and then captured her lobe between his teeth and carefully nipped. She dug her fingernails into his skin, an erotic punishment. He groaned and shifted so she was flat on her back with him on his side looming over her.
She should have been scared to death. After all, she was completely at the mercy of a man she didn�t even know. She would have been terrified if this was real. But it wasn�t. Nothing made sense, but she felt totally safe in his arms, absolutely free to give herself to him.
Araminta tunneled her fingers into his amazing hair, wishing she could see what color it was. It fell around his shoulders like a silky cloud and each strand was an erotic caress between her fingers. It was as soft as she remembered.
He groaned and tilted his head so she could reach more of it. The movement reminded her of Percy. Her cat did like getting his head scratched and so, it seemed, did Leander.
She couldn�t see the color of his eyes, but she could make out most of his features now that her eyes had adjusted to the light. His face was strong lines and angles, more rugged than handsome. His nose was flat and broad, his jaw sturdy. His was the epitome of masculinity.
Something hard and thick pressed against her side and she knew he was aroused. Instead of worrying her, it made her feel powerful, feminine. This incredible man wanted her. Maybe he wasn�t real, but so what? The dream seemed real enough and there was nothing wrong with taking what she wanted if it was all in her mind.
Her imagination had always been vivid, but she could hardly believe she�d conjured up a man as incredibly appealing as Leander. There was something about him that tugged on her emotions. Made her feel as though she knew him even though they�d never met before.
He propped his head up on one hand and stared down at her. Even through the faint light from the window, she could make out the intensity of his gaze. He traced his fingers over her lips and she opened her mouth, touching the tips with her tongue. His cock flexed against her side and her pussy spasmed.
He sucked in a breath, his chest expanding. He continued to study her face, running his fingers over her cheekbones, down her nose and across her forehead. She should have felt self-conscious, but for some reason didn�t. Leander seemed utterly enthralled with her and, if that wasn�t a turn-on, she didn�t know what was.
He reached for the sheet that was still between them and slowly pulled it down, exposing her breasts to his view. A low rumbling sound, much like a purr, came from deep in his chest. �You are exquisite.�
Beneath his gaze, she felt exquisite. It was a totally new experience for her. She usually tried to downplay her overlarge breasts. For the first time in her life, she was happy to have them.
He cupped one of the mounds and ran his thumb around her nipple, not quite touching it. The nub puckered into a hard peak. She made a sound of need, of arousal, practically whimpering. She wanted him to touch her.
�Let me have you?�
The sexy low rumble of his voice was like a caress against her skin and Araminta knew there was only one answer she could give him. �Yes.�
He smiled at her and she lost her ability to speak. He leaned down and took her mouth in a torrid kiss and she lost her ability to think. All she could do was give herself over to the sensual sensations flooding her body.

Chapter Five

Power exploded through her veins and flooded her body briefly before she quickly contained it. The Lady of the Beasts knew another one of her warriors had been released from captivity. She paused in her treacherous climb, closed her eyes and said a silent prayer of thanks. Then she wiped the sweat from her forehead, shoved her fingers into the tiny crevices in the rock wall and once again began to scale the steep, jagged cliff. Her feet and hands were bloody from trying to find purchase among the deadly rocks and every inch of her body ached. She didn�t dare draw on the reserves of her power lest she draw Hades� attention.
She was so close she could almost taste freedom.
Hades� gaze was currently directed elsewhere and his demons would do little without his order. And the God of the Underworld would not give such an order. He knew if she were killed an enormous amount of power would be released, which would bring the other gods to investigate. And that was the last thing Hades wanted. It was the reason he�d kept her imprisoned all these long years rather than attempt to kill her. He might think her weak, but she was still a goddess, still a force to be reckoned with.
A light breeze hit her face, carrying with it a hint of spring and the promise of summer. The Lady allowed no hint of her excitement to show, none of her power to leak from her control. She did not want to draw any attention her way. Not when she was so close to achieving her goal.
Voices chanted in the distance. The climb seemed endless, but she ignored her growing exhaustion and kept moving steadily toward the sweet sound.

Leander couldn�t believe he was free after the long centuries of captivity. The sensory overload was almost too much to handle as he struggled to take everything in. The smell of lavender drifted from a room nearby. There was the slightest hint of it on Araminta and was probably her soap. A harsh smell of cleaning chemicals overlay that. But above all of them was the sweet perfume of aroused woman. Araminta�s scent was sweet with a hint of spice and he couldn�t wait to taste her.
Her mouth was sexy with a wider bottom lip and thinner top one. He traced it with his tongue, drawing a low moan from deep inside her. He knew he should get out of the bed, knew they had to move, knew danger was all around them. The Lord of the Underworld would not wait for Leander to get his fill of the woman in his arms.
But it had been so very long since he�d felt the touch of a woman warm against his skin, felt her sweet breath on his face or heard her soft moans of pleasure.
He stroked his hand over her silky skin. It was so incredibly smooth and supple and the sounds she made when he cupped her breast made his cock swell to the point of almost bursting.
He was alive.
He pulled his mouth from hers and stared down at the face of the woman who�d answered his fervent prayers after so many years. He knew she couldn�t see him very well, but with his enhanced vision he could see every inch of her delectable body and exquisite face. Her tawny brown hair spilled over the pillows like a waterfall. Her eyes were like the mist on a foggy day, gray and mysterious. Her body was full and curvy, her breasts a handful. And he had very large hands.
But it was more than her beauty that captivated him. This woman had released him from his prison. After more than five thousand years in prison, Araminta had set him free. He owed her everything, including his life. He would not fail to protect her from harm.
The lion within him roared in agreement.
She blinked at him, so innocent and trusting, like a lamb waiting to be led to the slaughter. The image turned his stomach sour and brought a bad taste to his mouth. What would happen to her if Hades had his way?
�Is anything wrong?� He could hear the insecurity in her voice and it made him want to roar with fury. A woman this incredible should never feel inadequate in any way. He�d learned much by watching his fellow warriors be set free and knew that the women who released them were special, each of them a ray of light in the darkness, a beacon of hope against despair.
He gently combed his fingers through her hair. �No, my beauty, there is nothing wrong.�
Her cheeks turned the most delicate shade of pink and he smiled. She was shy, his Araminta. The possessiveness of his thoughts gave him pause, but he shrugged. She belonged to him now and he would not fight it.
He knew his brethren had probably felt the same about the women who freed them, and most of them had probably fought it, thinking it would make them weaker to become attached to a fragile human woman. But Leander was more pragmatic. If she could release him from the curse she was destined to be his. If he had something more to lose, he would fight harder.
His eyes narrowed and fury filled him. If Hades thought he could take her from him then the god was sorely mistaken. He would kill any demons, immortals, gods or humans who tried to take her away from him. He would protect her with his life.
�Leander?�
He shook his head to help clear away the bad thoughts. He was here with her now and that was all that mattered. He leaned down to kiss her again, wanting to sample her lush lips before moving lower to uncover all her secrets.
A harsh ringing interrupted them. Leander leapt out of bed in one motion, landing on his feet in a crouched position, ready to defend them both. The ringing sounded again and he whirled toward it. Before he could destroy the offensive object, his mind caught up with the rest of him and information flooded through him. A phone. It was a telephone.
Araminta reached out and grabbed her cell phone from the bedside table. �Hello.�
Even though he was a few feet away, with his enhanced abilities he could easily hear both sides of the conversation. �Hi, it�s Mary Jo. I didn�t mean to call you so late.�
Araminta sat up in bed. �What�s wrong? Is it Percy?�
Leander�s hackles rose and a low growl escaped him. Who was this Percy and why was she so concerned about him?
�No, he�s fine. But someone broke into your house. The cops are here now. You need to come home.�
�I�ll be there as soon as I can. Thanks, Mary Jo.� Araminta carefully set the phone back on the bedside table and stared at him.
The lamp on the bedside table clicked on and he blinked to allow his eyes to adjust. She stared up at him, her gray eyes wide and frightened. �This isn�t a dream, is it?�
Leander shook his head. �No, it�s not.� He stepped toward the bed, but halted when she pulled back. Anger speared through him, quickly followed by dismay. Did she not know he would never hurt her?
She swallowed, making the long, slender column of her neck ripple. She clutched the sheet to her breasts, but he could still see their outline beneath the thin fabric. �Who are you?�
He sighed and raked his fingers through his thick mane of hair. �I am Leander and I am a warrior of the Lady of the Beasts.�
She frowned and curled her legs protectively in front of her. �Who put you up to this? Luna? Or are you a friend of Rick?�
He shook his head. �I do not know these people you speak of.�
�I don�t know who you are, but I think it�s time you left. I have to go home.� She inched toward the opposite side of the bed. Her eyes weren�t on his face but his body, and he realized he was still very painfully aroused. He could smell her fear. It permeated her pores and made him want to roar in fury. She�d gone from arousal to fear in the blink of an eye.
He supposed it was a lot to ask of her to accept his story at face value, but she�d freed him from the curse. He thought she, more than any other, would believe. He turned and prowled toward the window and stared out into the night sky. So many buildings and lights. So many people. The world was a far different place than it had been when he�d last walked upon it.
Araminta gasped and he swung around, his senses flaring, searching for any danger. There was none. There was only the two of them in the room. �What is it?� His tone was gruffer now, but it was impossible for him to hide his disappointment and anger.
She pointed, her eyes wide as she stared at him. �Your back.�
He crossed his arms over his chest and nodded. �It is the tattoo of the lion, king of the beasts. He lives within me. I am he and he is me. We are one.�
Leander had a thought then and stalked around the side of the bed. �Why do you fear me now?�
She clenched the covers so hard that her fingers turned white. �Because I don�t know you.� She paused and cleared her throat. �I thought you were a dream.� A delicate pink color stained her cheeks.
Leander paused as a vague memory flitted through him, a dream of a woman, this woman. Had he had one? Memories of his time in captivity were vague at best, although her scent and the feel of her body were familiar.
It did not matter. He was here now and that was all he needed to worry about.
�I mean you no harm, but I must protect you. Hades and his minions will be after both of us.�
Araminta frowned and eased out of the bed, pulling the sheet with her and wrapping it around her body. �Enough. Please stop. I know this is some kind of prank.�
He tilted his head to one side and studied her. There was no mistaking the genuine hurt in her voice. �Why do you say that? Why can I not simply want you?�
She laughed, but it was a sad sound rather than a happy one. It made him want to go to her, pull her into his arms and offer comfort. He�d never done anything like that before. Hadn�t wanted to. Already she was changing him.
�Because everything you�re saying is from my book. Well, almost everything. The animal is different. I�ve only written about the tiger and the bear yet, but only the book about the tiger has been released.�
Pure possessiveness streaked through him, quickly followed by jealousy. He didn�t know how to handle the volatile emotions. She belonged to him, not to Roric or Marko. �You do not need the tiger or the bear. They are not for you.�
She frowned and shook her head. �That�s what I�m saying. They�re figments of my imagination. I wrote about them in my books. The lion was actually the next one in the series. I had a dream. I�ve already made notes�� Her voice trailed off and she seemed to gather herself. �Look, if you go I won�t make any trouble. I won�t complain to the hotel or anything.�
Leander shook his head. �I cannot leave you. Not with Hades out there somewhere, watching and waiting. You are in danger.�

Araminta needed to get dressed, pack her bags and get the heck out of here. Home beckoned, and even that sanctuary had been invaded. She�d never been the victim of a break-in before. Hillsboro was a quiet town with little crime. Someone must have seen her leave on Friday. Or perhaps they�d simply chosen her at random. Either way, she needed to get home and sort things out.
She hoped nothing valuable had been stolen. Not that she had much that would bring a thief any money, except a set of pearls her grandmother had left her. They could take her television for all she cared�it was twenty years old and clunky. Or her stereo, which she�d owned for at least a decade. Her work was the only thing of value and she had her laptop with her, so that was safe.
And she was avoiding the issue at hand�a very large, naked issue. Leander kept insisting he was a warrior of the Lady of the Beasts. Just her luck to end up with the sexiest guy she�d ever set her eyes on and he was either in on a very mean practical joke or was a sandwich short of a picnic. Either way, she needed to get him out of her room.
With the bedside light on, she could see him clearly, and she wondered how she could have ever thought him to be nothing more than a dream. He was much too substantial, too masculine, too everything not to be real.
He dwarfed her with his height. He had to be at least a foot taller than her five-four. His hair was even more spectacular than she�d imagined. It was a unique combination of blond, orange, reddish brown and gold that somehow seemed natural on him. His eyes were slightly slanted and golden. His face was unusual with its broad forehead and slightly flattened nose.
But it was the rest of him she couldn�t keep her eyes off of. He stood with his hands on his hips and his legs planted slightly apart, which emphasized the thick muscles in his calves and thighs. His shoulders were as broad as a doorway and his biceps bulged. She�d only seen abs like his on the covers of men�s health magazines. He was totally impressive.
He was also massively aroused. His cock jutted out in front of him, long and thick. The head was broader than the shaft and it was a dark shade of reddish purple, engorged and ready to get down to business.
Araminta swallowed hard at the thought of having that impressive cock buried inside her. Was it even possible? He was much larger than either of her previous lovers. Might take some work, but it would be worth it.
And what the heck was she thinking? He was a stranger.
Problem was he didn�t feel like one.
She pulled the sheet tighter around her and prayed he couldn�t see her nipples pebbled against the material. Her pussy was swollen and damp and ready to take him. She�d never been so aroused in her life.
She needed to get him out of here before she did something stupid, like jump him. �You have to go.�
Sadness emanated from him and she found herself almost feeling sorry for him.
�I cannot leave you. I must stay with you for twenty-four hours.�
Just like from her book. �Until the curse is broken.�
�Yes.�
He really believed what he was saying. She didn�t know if that made him dangerous or simply a man who needed medical help. He turned slightly away from her again and she caught another glimpse of the tattoo on his back. The lion was majestic, his jaw open to expose deadly fangs, his claws sharp and ready to defend himself. He really was beautiful.
�Where did you get it? The tattoo?�
He raked his hand through his hair again and she tried not to notice the way the muscles in his biceps and chest rippled. �I have always had it. As I have said, the lion is me and I am the lion.� His gold eyes narrowed on her face and she took a step back. �I will show you.�
Leander crouched down in front of her until his hands touched the floor. His gaze never left hers as he threw back his head and growled. The feral sound made her take a step back. It sounded just like a real lion. Which simply meant he was a good mimic, nothing more.
At first, she thought she was seeing things and rubbed her eyes. His image seemed to blur until it was overlaid with another. For a brief moment, lion and man seemed to share the same space.
Hands and feet became large paws, thighs and biceps morphed into thick flanks. Fur grew from under his skin, covering him in a reddish brown coat with highlights of orange and blond. His hair fluffed around his face, encircling it in a thick mane. His features changed, flattened even more, the man taken over by the animal.
�This isn�t real.� Araminta sat back on the bed with a heavy thump, her hands twisted in the sheet covering her. She was losing her mind. There was no other logical explanation for what was happening. The lion was massive, much larger than a normal one. He looked as though he could eat her with one gulp.
He prowled toward her and she held out her shaking hand. �Nice kitty.� She should call hotel security. But what would she say? I have a lion in my room. They�d send for the men in white coats. She tried to swallow around the lump in her throat but couldn�t. The lion stopped in front of her, his face level with hers.
She could hear his heavy breathing, feel the warm puff against her skin. His teeth appeared even sharper this close up. His long golden tail with a black tuft on the end swished lazily behind him.
�I must be going crazy.� The words came out in a breathy rush, and she sucked in a lungful of air. Her heart raced and her stomach was in knots.
There was no other explanation for having a sexy stranger in her bed, one who could shift into a lion. �I�ve been doing too much research and writing. Maybe I�ve had a mental breakdown.� The words tripped out, one after another. She always talked to herself when she was nervous, and the fact she was on the verge of being eaten by a large lion was no reason to stop. In a weird way, it calmed and grounded her.
The lion grumbled and caught the edge of her sheet between its teeth. She clung to the thin fabric, refusing to let her only covering go. �Hey, let go. That�s mine.� And why was she arguing with a full-grown male lion? She�d truly lost her mind.
Leander growled again, but this time he sounded as though he meant business. The fabric ripped and she released it, afraid he might decide to chomp on her next if she didn�t. She pushed herself back onto the bed, but he caught her forearm in his powerful jaws. He didn�t hurt her, his teeth touching her skin but not digging in. She froze, afraid to do anything that might upset him further.
Oh God, what was she going to do? Nothing in her past had prepared her for such an event. She wasn�t an adrenaline junkie, a thrill-seeker. She was a homebody, living a staid, quiet life.
When she stopped trying to escape him, he released her and dragged his tongue over her arm as if in silent apology.
�This is unbelievable.�
He growled and shook his head as if to refute her words.
She licked her dry lips and tried to think logically. He hadn�t eaten her, hadn�t even done anything to harm her. That probably meant he wasn�t going to. Or at least that�s what she hoped it meant.
Tentatively, she reached out and touched his head. He gave a low purr of encouragement and she carefully scratched behind one of his ears. His fur was short and bristly and felt a lot like Percy�s.
�Okay, what if I agree that you are a shapeshifter and an ancient immortal warrior?� He gave a rumble of approval and she kept going. �What does that mean? And why am I suddenly living my book?� That was the weirdest thing of all. If he was real, did the people from the two books she�d already written exist? It was all very confusing. Could a dream be this real? She didn�t think so.
He suddenly pulled away from her and began to change again, this time going from animal to man. Skin replaced fur and hands and feet appeared, but the heavy muscle remained constant. The fur around his face receded until only his incredible hair hung to his shoulders. The tail seemed to be absorbed by his body.
She grabbed for the slightly tattered sheet, but he yanked it out of her grasp. Leander leaned over her, his knees on the floor in front of her, his hands pressed against the mattress on either side of her hips, effectively caging her in. He was so tall he was looking in her eyes even though he was kneeling on the floor and she was seated on the bed.
�You are the special woman who has broken my curse. Five of my brethren have been freed already. Mordecai, the serpent, joined Hades without a fight after slaying the woman who freed him. Phoenix and Stavros, the jaguar, disappeared with their women, never to be heard from again.� He paused and she felt his pain like it was a living, breathing entity. �Roric and Marko, the tiger and the bear, have found their freedom, and now it is my turn to do the same.�
Araminta wanted to touch him but was half-afraid to now that she knew he was more than a dream. �I don�t understand. Why did I dream about them? Why am I writing books about them?�
He shook his head. �I don�t know. Maybe it is a gift from the Lady. Maybe it is part of Hades� plan.�
The mere thought that Hades might have been in her dreams gave Araminta the heebie-jeebies, and a shiver raced down her spine. If she believed that Leander was the real deal, Hades was also real.
�Please tell me you drugged me.� She was on the verge of hysterical laughter. This couldn�t be happening to her. She was a former librarian turned writer, for heaven�s sake. Not some sexy female adventurer from some movie or video game.
She reached out and grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. �Tell me you drugged me. Tell me none of this is real.�
He shook his head and sadness filled his gaze. �I cannot.�
He offered no more than that, didn�t try to convince her it was real. That�s when she knew he was telling the truth.
�Oh, crap.� She tried to calm her galloping heart and her chaotic thoughts. She knew what the heroines in her books had gone through. She also knew that some of the earlier women, ones she hadn�t written about, hadn�t made it. This was truly a life-or-death situation.
�What do we do? I have to go home. Mary Jo said someone had broken into my house. Percy is okay, but I don�t know what might be missing.� Her mind clicked into gear. �Oh my God, do you think the break-in might have something to do with this?� She motioned to him and back to herself. �You know, the whole thing with Hades?�
Leander growled and leaned in until their noses were touching. �Who is Percy?�
�What? What does that matter?�
He growled again.
�He�s my cat.� The look on Leander�s face made her laugh. Her nerves were strung so tight, once she started laughing, she couldn�t stop. �You�re not my first cat,� she blurted out before going off into peals of laughter again. She really had to stop. The situation wasn�t the least bit funny.
Leander sat back on his heels with a slight frown on his face. He pounced faster than she could see, grabbed her legs and lifted them, causing her to fall back onto the bed. He parted her legs, shoved them over his shoulders and leaned inward. His massive shoulders pushed her thighs farther apart, opening her for him to see.
�What are you doing?� She swatted at his shoulders, but he wouldn�t be deterred. �Stop that.� She tried to close her legs, but it was impossible with his shoulders blocking her. Was it possible to die of embarrassment? Unfortunately, she didn�t think so.
�What am I doing?� he repeated. �I�m claiming what�s mine.�

Chapter Six

�He is free.�
Hades turned from the image in the mirror he was watching, a frown on his face. The Lady was closer to escape than he thought she�d ever get. Whenever he was distracted by more pressing business, she seemed to make headway.
�Good. We�ll give the lion time to bond with the female. It will make him more agreeable if he feels he has to protect her.�
�Are you sure? That didn�t work so well the last two times.�
Hades wondered why he put up with people doubting his strategy. It seemed that everyone around him was an imbecile. He understood these warriors and knew that their loyalty could be used against them. If they forged a relationship with their woman they would feel duty-bound to protect her. It gave them a weakness. One he could expose and manipulate for his own ends. �Are you questioning me?�
Luna shook her head and he could practically taste her fear. �No, my lord.� She bowed her head and stayed as still as a statue.
This was how it should be�all his minions fearing him, jumping to do his bidding. Soon the inhabitants of not only his world, but the earth as well would be his to command.
Luna stood before him, head bowed, looking every inch the seductive beauty. Only he could see the creature beneath when he chose to. Right now, he chose to see the image she projected and motioned her forward. �Come.�
Luna hurried forward and fell to her knees in front of him. Behind him and off to his left he heard Mordecai snort under his breath. He knew the warrior looked down on the other inhabitants of Hell and the way they bowed and scraped to Hades. The warrior was proud and thought himself above the other minions. That was fine, for now. When Hades was finished with him, he would make Mordecai bow and scrape and beg. It was something to look forward to.
�Leave us.� Hades waved a hand at Mordecai. The warrior had enough sense to bow and back out of the room. He was too smart not to pay some lip service to his new master.
When Mordecai was gone, Hades motioned to Luna. �Come here, my pet.� He motioned to the thick bulge in his pants. �I have a slight problem and you have such a talented mouth. When we�re done, you can tell me everything you�ve learned about the warrior and the writer.�
Luna�s hands were eager as she pulled down his zipper and released his cock. Then she closed her hot mouth around his thick shaft. Hades gripped her head and thrust deep, making her gag as she took his entire length. She made a slight sound of pain, which only served to fire his blood. He liked some pain with his pleasure, as long as it was his partner�s pain. He pulled his cock back and drove deep again, fucking her mouth hard and fast.

Leander didn�t like seeing Araminta upset, but there wasn�t anything he could do about it. He considered himself lucky that she wasn�t screaming for help or calling the authorities. Not that he could allow her to do either, but it was a sign of her courage that she did neither.
Her skin was so soft, her body conforming to the much harder lines of his as he leaned forward. He could smell her arousal, but it was tinged with the bitter scent of fear. He gave a low growl and nuzzled the curve of one of her spectacular breasts.
Her hands were on his shoulders, but they weren�t pulling him toward her. They were trying to push him away. He swallowed his disappointment and raised his head.
Her lips, swollen from his earlier kisses, were damp where she�d licked them. Her eyes were wide and slightly glazed with passion.
Leander gave a growl of pleasure and started to lower himself again. Settled between her thighs as he was, he could feel the dampness of her pussy against his chest. His cock was harder than a metal spike. One touch of her soft hands and he would come.
�Wait.� She pushed again and he growled louder. She quivered beneath him and fear filled her eyes. He wanted to roar his displeasure to the world.
�What is it?�
She licked her lips again and he almost pounced on her. If she did it again he wouldn�t be responsible for his actions. The animal within him was riding too close to the surface. The lion wanted to claim his mate and so did Leander.
�We shouldn�t be doing this.�
�Why not?� A horrible thought occurred to him. �Do you have a mate?�
�What?� Araminta appeared confused and she shook her head. �No. I don�t have a husband.�
He gave a purr of satisfaction, leaned forward and nuzzled her exceptional breasts again. �Then what is the problem?�
She grabbed him by the hair and tugged until he looked at her again. He sighed and resigned himself to talking when he�d much rather be stroking her silky skin and tasting the sweet cream between her thighs. He raised an eyebrow in question and waited.
�Shouldn�t we be going? I mean, Hades and his minions are probably here in the hotel. I don�t want to be a TSTL heroine.�
He frowned, trying to understand what she was saying. �TSTL?�
�Too stupid to live.� She gave an exasperated sigh. �You know, the heroine in a novel who takes the time to make love to a total stranger even though the devil himself could come through the door at any moment.�
Totally chagrined, he leaned back. The worst part was she was absolutely right. They needed to get out of here as swiftly as possible. �I could make it quick.� He couldn�t quite squelch the hopefulness in his voice.
Araminta burst out laughing. �You are totally incorrigible.�
�Two minutes,� he promised. He was so ready to come it wouldn�t take any longer than that. �I�ll take much longer next time.� His voice became a low growl. �I promise.�
He reached between her spread thighs and lightly brushed her clit. She almost shot off the bed.
�You�re close too. I can make you come.� He pulled back and buried his face between her thighs, not wanting to give her time to think, to object.
His roughened tongue found the sweet bundle of nerves at the apex of her sex and curled around it. This time, when she tugged on his hair it was to pull him closer. He wanted to roar with pleasure but settled on teasing the sensitive nub with his tongue, licking it, flicking it.
She rolled her hips toward him and tightened her thighs around his head. �Leander.� His name on her lips almost made him come right there and then. He knelt on the bottom of the mattress and lifted Araminta, sliding into her in one quick stroke.
Her pussy clamped around his cock and she screamed. Her vaginal muscles rippled around his shaft and hot, silky cream bathed him as she orgasmed. Leander gritted his teeth, pulled back until only the head of his cock was barely inside her and drove inward again. She felt better than anything he�d ever experienced.
He wanted it to last forever but knew he was done for. Two more strokes and he came.
His orgasm started low in his balls, shot up through his shaft and out through the tip. He bit his bottom lip to keep from roaring with pleasure. That would probably wake everyone on the hotel floor and bring someone, probably hotel security, knocking on the door.
He didn�t know how long the pleasure lasted before he collapsed on top of her. He�d never felt so content in his life. He nuzzled Araminta�s neck, smelling himself on her. Possessiveness rose within him like a great, roaring beast and he knew in his soul there was no way he�d ever be able to let her go.

Araminta lay there, totally stunned and too spent to move. Leander hadn�t been kidding when he�d promised her it would only take two minutes for them both to come. Normally she was lucky to have an orgasm after a lot of foreplay, and then it wasn�t always a guarantee. Two minutes was a personal record.
She shivered as she remembered the sensation of his tongue lapping at her clit. It was rougher than a regular tongue, like very fine sandpaper. It didn�t hurt, but it was certainly stimulating.
Her orgasm had hit so quickly she hadn�t had time to worry about whether or not they would even fit together. Leander was rather large, in all ways, and though intellectually she knew her body would stretch to take him, in reality she hadn�t been at all that certain his cock would fit inside her. But he�d slid into her like he was made especially for her. He�d filled her completely, stretching and dominating her in one stroke, her body teetering on the edge of pain. But she�d adjusted quickly and her twinge of fear and discomfort had quickly turned to pleasure.
His heart pounded against her chest and his breath fanned hotly over her neck. It was pleasant to lie here, spasms of pleasure spilling through her, their bodies still joined. But it was also stupid. They needed to get packed and get out of here.
A slow trickle of liquid rolled down between her butt cheeks and another worry shot through her. He hadn�t used a condom, and she hadn�t thought to ask him, her common sense lost in a fog of sexual excitement.
She�d just had unprotected sex with a complete stranger. An immortal warrior, if she believed him. Could this night get any more bizarre?
Yes, it could.
If he was telling the truth, Hades and his minions could find them at any minute. She shoved on Leander�s shoulders. �Get off me.�
He raised his head and his sleepy smile turned to a frown. �What�s wrong? Did I hurt you?� He gently eased himself off her. Without him covering her, she was totally naked and felt exposed and vulnerable.
She jumped out of bed and raced toward the bathroom. Before she could make it to safety, he was on her. He caught her shoulders and whirled her around. His eyes were filled with concern. �Araminta, did I hurt you?�
She shook her head, not wanting to discuss what had just happened. He�d rocked her world, shaken it to the very foundations. It wasn�t fair, really. He was only here for a day, and only if they both survived the next twenty-three or so hours. She had no idea what time it was.
�TSTL remember? I don�t want to be caught naked if anyone comes after you.�
He frowned and slowly released her. In the blink of an eye, he went from naked to wearing leather pants and boots. She knew she should be freaking out, but she simply didn�t have the energy. What was one more totally impossible thing after the night she�d had? And the night wasn�t even over yet.
�That�s a cool trick. But you�ll need a shirt too.� No way was he going through the lobby with his chest bare. They�d probably think he was one of the cover models from the convention, and perversely, she didn�t want any other women ogling him.
�I have to get dressed.� She backed away from him and hit the edge of the doorframe before slipping into the bathroom. She shut the door and fumbled for the light. It was too bright after the darkness of the bedroom and it took a moment for her eyes to adjust.
The woman in the mirror was tousled, her hair falling in tangled waves over her shoulders. Her eyes were glazed, her lips moist. She looked totally debauched.
It was the wetness between her thighs that got her moving again. As much as she wanted a shower, there was no time. She made do with a sink of water and a washcloth. When she was clean, she grabbed her brush and dragged it through her hair. It didn�t take her long to braid the thick mass and toss her toiletries into their case.
No way was she going back into the bedroom naked. She grabbed a bath towel and wrapped it around her body. One last look around the bathroom assured her she wasn�t leaving anything behind. She opened the door to find Leander pacing in the small expanse of the room.
He stopped the second she walked in and stalked toward her. Araminta held her ground even though her instinct was to back away. There was something animalistic in the way he looked at her and in the silent, almost prowling way he moved. Which made sense considering his claims.
He cupped her face, leaned down and kissed her. Her fingers tightened around her toiletries bag and the material crinkled. His tongue stroked her lips and slipped inside but was gone before she could forget herself and do something stupid, like drag him back to bed.
�I will keep you safe.� His promise warmed her, but she also knew it was unrealistic.
�You�re not responsible for me.� If what he was saying was real, they were in for the fight of their lives. She pulled away from him and hurried to her suitcase. She tucked her toiletries bag inside and pulled out underwear, a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved cotton top. It was May and the nights were still very cool.
He clamped his hand down on her shoulder and whirled her around. Fury radiated from every line of his massive body. His lips were parted on a silent snarl, exposing rather large white teeth. �You think I cannot protect you?�
God save her from a man�s ego. �I�m not your responsibility. You have to watch out for yourself.�
�I will do both.� He drew himself up to his full height as he made his proclamation.
�Sure.� In her experience, people looked after themselves when the going got rough. Leander was a stranger. Why should he care what happened to her?
She darted around him and dropped her clothes on the bed. She grabbed her panties and tugged them on, being careful to keep the towel wrapped around her. Jeans and socks were next. She kept her back turned as she slipped on her bra and top. Tossing the towel aside, she turned and faced him.
He was standing with his arms crossed over his chest and a scowl on his face. Araminta did her best to ignore him and gathered the few remaining objects scattered around the room. She zipped her suitcase closed and set her tote bag and purse beside it. Her load was much lighter going home because all her promotional items and extra books were gone.
She�d have to contact Luna once the next twenty-four hours were over. At this point, Araminta wasn�t sure if Luna was a part of this madness or not. Her memory was a little iffy on what exactly had happened.
She could always plead a personal emergency as the reason for slipping out early from the conference. Having someone break into her home certainly qualified.
She grabbed her sweater from the chair where she�d tossed it earlier and slipped it on but didn�t bother to button it. She pulled the straps of her purse and tote bag over her shoulder and grabbed her suitcase. �I�m ready. I have to stop at the front desk long enough to hand in my keycard.� Thankfully, the room was paid for so it would only take her a second.
His frown deepened. �We should just leave.�
She shook her head. �I have to return the keycard.�
He looked as though he wanted to say more but kept his mouth shut. A muscle twitched in his jaw and she thought she might have heard his teeth grinding. She headed to the door but he was there before she could open it.
�Stay behind me,� he ordered.
�Conjure up a shirt, or something,� she shot back.
He narrowed his eyes, but a second later he was wearing a leather vest. It wasn�t a shirt or coat, but it was something. She bit her lip and decided it was better not to say anything. He didn�t look very happy with her at the moment.
He opened the door and glanced both ways. �Stay here until the elevator door opens.� He stalked down the hallway and hit the elevator button. When the bell chimed a few seconds later, he motioned to her. Araminta hurried down the hallway with her bags bouncing off her hip, dragging her suitcase behind her.

Leander didn�t like this, not one bit. His first instinct was to hustle Araminta out of here as fast as possible. But he was learning a thing or two about her and knew she was stubborn. He was also discovering he knew more about this world than he imagined. All kinds of information was stored in his brain from how to work the television in her room to what an elevator was.
He tried to appear confident, like he knew what he was doing, but this world was foreign to him in almost every way. He�d thought about using the stairs, not wanting to be trapped inside a small moving box. But he wasn�t sure Araminta could make it down the stairs with all her belongings, and he couldn�t help her carry them, needing to be ready to fight if any demons appeared.
He sniffed and nearly groaned as a whiff of her soap reached him. It was mixed with the sweet scent of her cream and his more musky, masculine smell. She might have washed, but she hadn�t done a thorough job of it. Deep within him, his lion gave a rumble of contentment.
Leander studied her as the elevator took them down to the lobby level. For a woman who�d had so much thrown at her tonight, she appeared calm and composed, not at all like the woman who�d dug her nails into his shoulders and clamped her thighs around his head to keep him from moving from her sweet pussy.
His cock flexed in agreement and he willed the unruly part of him to behave. She was right about one thing. They should have already left this place. It was dangerous for them to be here. By having sex with her to sate his physical needs, he�d put her in peril. It had been selfish of him, but he didn�t know if he could have done things any differently. The need to claim her had overridden all fear.
�Give me your key.� He held out his hand in expectation, but he should have known it wouldn�t be quite that easy.
�Why?� She held the small white card closer to her chest.
He sighed in mounting frustration. The next twenty-two hours or so were going to be extremely long if she fought him on everything. Still, he liked her independence and her spunk. He just hoped they didn�t get her killed.
�I don�t want you exposed to danger. You�ll wait in the elevator with the door open until I come back for you.�
She swallowed hard, her slender throat rippling. He wanted to stoke his lips over her pounding pulse, to soothe her fears, but knew he couldn�t. The threat was real. The faster she accepted that fact the better it would be for both of them.
She reluctantly handed him the plastic rectangle that opened the door to her room. The bell chimed and the doors silently slid open. Leander placed himself in front of her as the doors parted. Every muscle in his body tensed, and within him the lion paced and growled.
He took a deep breath while his gaze tracked all around the large area. He didn�t smell or see any demons. The coast was clear.
The lobby was fairly open with the elevators tucked into a dead-end nook. �Keep the doors open and watch for my signal.�
Araminta nodded and pressed one of the buttons on the brass elevator panel marked Door Open. Satisfied she was as safe as he could make her for now, Leander stalked toward the desk.
A single male sat tapping away on a long plastic board with keys. A computer, he reminded himself, his brain automatically conjuring up an image from memory. The man looked up as Leander approached. The man�s eyes widened and he swallowed hard, but he offered a tentative smile. �Good evening, sir. Can I help you?�
�We�re leaving early.� He tossed the keycard on the counter and turned away, his duty done. His senses were wide open, scanning for potential danger. There was only the human male here at the moment, but that could change at any time.
�Wait, sir. There�s paperwork to be signed.�
Leander whirled around and glared at the man. �Deal with it.�
He heard footsteps behind him and cursed under his breath. He should have known she wouldn�t stay where he�d put her. He caught Araminta�s arm and kept her next to him.
She smiled at the desk clerk. �I�m Araminta Davidson. The room has already been paid for. I have to go home early. A family emergency.�
The clerk�s gaze went from Leander�s hand where it was wrapped around her arm and back to Araminta. He reached for the phone. �Are you all right? Is there anything I can do for you?�
It didn�t take a lot of brains to know what the clerk was thinking. He thought Leander was coercing Araminta into leaving.
�Everything is just fine.� She patted Leander�s naked chest where the vest parted. �I�m giving him a ride home. It�s on my way.� She pushed her suitcase toward him. �Be a dear and carry this for me, will you?�
Leander wanted to keep his hands free for fighting but had little choice but to grab the handle and follow Araminta as she strode toward the front entrance of the hotel. He admired the sway of her curvy hips and the way the soft material of her jeans cupped her sweet ass.
He growled when she started to step outside and managed to shove her to one side and put himself in front of her. Streetlights lit the area. The coast was clear, the streets fairly empty. Only the occasional car passed by and several taxicabs were parked farther down the street.
It was quite a rush for him to be outside in the modern world, trying to match his knowledge to actual objects. The sounds of vehicles were continuous and the lights and colors brilliant. He took a deep breath, but his nose immediately wrinkled in disgust as it was assailed by the foul odors of gasoline and garbage. Still, he enjoyed the cool air brushing against his face and caressing his body. But there was no time for him to soak any of it in. He had to protect Araminta.
�My car is in the parking garage next door.� She waited patiently beside him, not trying to get past him. She rested her hand on his arm and gave it a squeeze. �I know this must be very overwhelming for you. You�ve been in captivity for so long.�
His lion roared within him. Did she think less of him for his captivity? He didn�t want her to see him as weak in any way. �I am fine. I am not without knowledge of your world.� He thrust her suitcase toward her. �You must take this. I need my hands free to fight.�
She wasn�t quite fast enough to hide the flash of hurt in her eyes. �Of course.� He wanted to curse and roar but did neither. She grabbed the handle and started to roll the suitcase behind her. �It�s this way.�
He stayed by her side as they hurried down the sidewalk and into the dark parking garage. The security lights were dim, but he didn�t need them in order to see perfectly. Cars were parked in long rows. There were plenty of concrete pillars and steel posts where anyone could conceal themselves while they waited to attack. Leander didn�t like this. Not one bit.
When he caught a faint whiff of sulfur and death, he thrust her behind him. �They�re here.�

The light in the distance was growing brighter and the voices louder and more distinct. Even though she knew it was safer not to draw any attention to herself, the Lady drew on some of her power to bolster her flagging strength.
Mordecai had been the first of the warriors released, but that had been decades ago. She�d been wandering this realm lost and alone ever since, searching for a way out. It made her legs weak to think she could actually be close to escape. But she didn�t allow herself to think beyond putting one foot in front of the other.
Energy hummed through her limbs and she all but threw herself to the top of the cliff she�d been climbing for what felt like weeks. She landed with a heavy thud on the hard ground but pulled herself to her knees. She had to be nearing the edge of Hell.
The perimeter between Hades� realm and the Earth was like a solid steel wall, completely impenetrable. But there were a few places where there was a break, a crack, a small passageway between worlds. Most demons would never think to leave Hell, knowing Hades would discover their actions and punish them severely. Nobody left Hell without Hades� permission.
And on the other side of the barrier, most humans would naturally shy away from the negative energy pulsing outward from such passageways. She didn�t know how safe it was to try to escape through one, didn�t know if Hades would send an avalanche of rock down to block her way at any moment, but she had to try.
Up ahead, the Lady could see light. She pushed to her feet and hurried toward the opening, running as fast as she could, her burst of energy flagging. She was weak but determined. She would escape Hell or she would die trying. The resulting blast of energy from her death would bring the other gods and goddesses of Hades� pantheon running to see what was going on. One way or another, Hades would not succeed in his nefarious plan to take over the Earth and enslave humans.
She prayed this was not another deception by the dark god, a trap of some sort to break her spirit. The Lady didn�t know how much more she could take before despair swallowed her whole. The warriors had had one another to gain strength and comfort from these long years. She�d been totally alone.
She sensed someone near her but didn�t feel any threat from whoever or whatever it was. It was disconcerting to say the least, but she couldn�t afford to stop and investigate. Her window of opportunity was running out.
The tunnel was narrowing as it came to an end and she pushed forward, stumbling into the light. She cried out and threw her arms over her face to protect it. It had been more than five thousand years since she�d last seen any light at all, and even the mellow glow of the moonlight was too much for her to bear.
She fell to her knees and felt the cool moss and grass against her skin, the wind stroking her body like a lover�s caress. Tears spilled down her cheeks and onto the ground, which hungrily sucked the moisture in. Sweet-smelling violets immediately sprang from the salty drops. Their scent enveloped her and she smiled. She was home.

Hades felt the shift in his realm as the outer barrier was breached, and he threw back his head and roared. The walls around him shook and every demon raced for cover, including Luna, none wanting to bear the brunt of their master�s anger.
The goddess had escaped from Hell. How had that happened?
His senses flared and he searched for the rift, finding the tiny breach in the wall of his domain in a long-forgotten, dusty, abandoned corner of his realm. His fury sent rocks tumbling, collapsing the tunnel so no other could use it. Candlelight flared into mighty torches and illuminated everything around him. The mirror he used to see into other realms shook and rattled in its ornate frame.
�Mordecai!� He�d kill the warrior with his bare hands for allowing this to happen. �Mordecai,� he roared again. A nearby candle flared so high and burned so hot it scorched the rock ceiling and several goblets on a nearby table shattered with the vibrations of his anger.
�You bellowed, my lord.� Mordecai sauntered into the room looking like he didn�t have a care in the world. Luna ducked out behind him and disappeared from view. He hadn�t given her permission to leave. He�d deal with her later.
Hades was literally breathing fire as he stepped down off the low dais that held his majestic carved throne and approached his general. �How did this happen?�
Mordecai didn�t even pretend not to understand what Hades was angry about, which was the only thing that kept Hades from killing him instantly. �I was training your armies. You�re the one who made the deal with the Lady. I thought you had the situation under control.� Mordecai raised an eyebrow in question and Hades wanted to hit him and shatter every bone in the warrior�s face. He promised himself he would do so just as soon as his war was won.
He took a deep breath and calmed himself. Next thing his dear brother Zeus would be coming to see what all the commotion was. He was realistic enough to know that both his brothers had spies in his realm, but thankfully, none close enough to the seat of power to discover what was really going on. After all, he had spies in theirs. There was no love, or trust, between them.
�I would rather she�d stayed here until the battle was over, but it is of no consequence. She has no power now and is even weaker than my brothers.� Hades straightened the cuffs on his designer suit, in control of himself once again. His temper was his greatest weakness and it behooved him to control it, especially in front of one as cunning as Mordecai.
�How are the armies coming along?� Better to focus on what was important. The Lady of the Beasts had escaped into a world that no longer remembered her. She was powerless against him. The world belonged to him with its greed and violence. The only step left was for him to claim it. He listened with half an ear as Mordecai droned on and on about battle plans and tactical maneuvers. Who cared about such things? Maybe Ares, the god of war, but not Hades. All that mattered to him was the outcome.
In the meantime, he would test this new warrior who�d been set free from the curse and find out what the lion was made of. What were his weaknesses and strengths? Could he be easily bought or manipulated? It would also be a test of the female who was with him. She would probably be the weak link.
Women were always weaker. Just look at the Lady of the Beasts. She�d been easily beaten and imprisoned along with her faithful warriors. He conveniently disregarded the loyalty and bravery of the last two women who�d released Roric and Marko from their captivity. As far as he was concerned, they were nothing more than an anomaly.
He dismissed Mordecai and called on four of his best fighting demons. He gave them instructions, opened a portal, sent them through the utter blackness and shut it behind them. He didn�t think they�d be coming back. But that was of little consequence as long as he learned what he wanted.
He stalked back to his massive wooden chair and threw himself into it. He rubbed the smooth wood as he turned to the mirror and commanded it to show him the warrior and the human female.

Chapter Seven

Araminta froze in place, trying to figure out where the danger lurked. Leander certainly thought that someone was in the parking garage with them. And where the heck had he gotten the sword he was now holding in his right hand? It seemed to have come from out of nowhere just like his clothing had, just like he had.
She blinked and tightened her hand around the handle of her suitcase. The night just kept getting crazier and crazier. She bit her bottom lip to keep from screaming. What was next? Some demon from Hell? Scratch that thought. She could do without the demon. It might finally push her over the edge and make her check herself into a hospital.
Leander�s gaze was centered on the far end of the parking garage. It was extremely quiet, even for the middle of the night. The sounds of traffic echoed through the cavernous building, but they were faint and distant. A plinking sound came from her left�water dripping onto metal.
She shifted position and her bag scraped against the floor. It seemed overly loud in the open area. About half the lot was empty, but there were still plenty of vehicles for someone to hide behind, which was why her car was parked near the entrance. As a single woman, she always had to be aware of such things, and she didn�t like parking garages even in the middle of the day. They gave her the willies.
She reached out and lightly touched Leander�s arm. He barely glanced her way before returning his attention to the far end of the platform. �I�m parked right here.� She kept her voice at a whisper and pointed to a spot only about twenty feet away, not wanting to alert anyone else who might be nearby. She reached into her purse and dug out her keys.
�Move slow and stay behind me,� he ordered. She was more than willing to comply. It would be stupid not to stay behind the big, strong warrior wielding a four-foot sword. And if there was one thing she wasn�t, it was stupid.
Leander eased forward, carefully placing one foot in front of the other. In order to stay as quiet as possible, Araminta picked up her suitcase and followed him, not wanting the wheels of the bag to scrape against the pitted concrete.
So far, so good. Araminta was beginning to wonder if Leander wasn�t just imagining things. Doubts began to creep in once more. Maybe he was making everything up and she was just gullible? But what would he have to gain from that? She�d already slept with him, and she wasn�t exactly rolling in money.
They reached her reliable Honda, but he stopped her before she could shove her key in the lock. �Let me.� He held out his hand and she reluctantly handed over her key. Honestly, this whole caution thing was getting out of hand.
Still, she recognized stubborn when she saw it, and the thinning of Leander�s lips and imperious lift of one brow let her know he wasn�t going to let her unlock her own door. For the sake of expediency, she surrendered her car keys.
He sidled around to the end of the car and put the key in the lock. It had never occurred to her that someone might hide in the trunk. Obviously, he was better versed at dealing with this kind of thing than she was. She wasn�t used to having to be so suspicious and overly cautious.
He flung the trunk hood up and peered into the empty space. �Put your suitcase in.� His voice was low, but she could hear the strain. He really expected something to happen.
Araminta set her tote bag and suitcase in and carefully closed it. She kept her purse slung over her shoulder. No way was she putting it in the trunk. It had her money and her cell phone. If she had to make a run for it, she wanted both items with her.
�Get in the driver�s seat and start the car.� He handed her the keys after he checked the backseat.
Leander was starting to freak her out, but she did as he asked. She was sliding into the driver�s seat when she caught a whisper of footsteps coming toward them. �Leander?�
�I hear them. Lock the door, and if it looks as though I might lose the fight, leave me behind. Drive as far as you can. Keep driving and don�t stop until you find a heavily populated area.� He closed his eyes as though he was thinking. �A bazaar or marketplace. No, you call them shopping malls. Yes, a shopping mall with lots of people. Preferably in another city.�
He couldn�t be serious. �I can�t leave you.�
He glared at her. �You can and you will.� He shut the door and she fought the urge to stick out her tongue at him. Honestly, the man did love to give her orders.
She hit the lock, started the car and was reaching for her seatbelt when the demons attacked. From out of the darkness sprang four creatures the likes of which she�d never seen in her life. Each one was about six feet tall with a massive chest and shoulders, overly long arms and leathery dark skin. Their facial features were pronounced, their eyes bulging, their ears pointed. Two of them had horns protruding from the tops of their heads. Their feet were long and bare and they wore nothing but pants. All of them held extremely lethal-looking swords.
She was aware of her harsh breathing and tried to regulate it. The last thing she wanted to do was to start hyperventilating and pass out. Still, she could barely believe her eyes. Demons really existed. Either that or four guys had just broken out of a movie special-effects studio. And really, how likely was that in the middle of the night in downtown Fargo, North Dakota?
The demon in the lead of the attack, one of the really ugly ones with the horns, gave an unearthly roar that echoed through the cavernous space as he rushed at Leander. She screamed and immediately slapped her hand over her mouth to muffle the sound. She didn�t want to distract Leander at this crucial moment, nor did she want to attract their attackers� attention her way. She had to be smart if she was going to be any help.
Leander met the creature about five feet in front of the car. With his sword raised, he gave a mighty roar that sent chills racing down her spine. Then he struck. Sparks flew as metal scraped against metal.
In a huge feat of strength, Leander threw the creature back. The ugly beast flew about ten feet before crashing to the floor and sliding several more feet. The demon was going to have a bad road rash on his back.
When their leader went down, the other three demons attacked simultaneously, making it three against one. Araminta wanted to close her eyes, to shut out the macabre scene unfolding before her, but she couldn�t look away, couldn�t not know what was happening to Leander.
He moved like the hero in some science-fiction movie, his body fluid as he avoided the sharp edges of his enemies� blades. He ducked and weaved, his sword finding openings beneath the demons� guard. None of them were killing blows, but the creatures were losing blood, or at least she thought it was blood. The thick, dark liquid oozed from their wounds and pooled around their feet on the concrete floor of the parking garage.
Her breathing grew louder and she realized it was getting too fast again. �Get a grip,� she admonished herself. She had to help him, had to do something. The downed demon was on his feet once again, making it one against four�not good odds for anyone.
She sucked in a breath and held it as long as she could. Then she did it again. Sweat had her shirt plastered to her skin, but she quickly got her breathing under control.
Araminta grabbed the seatbelt and snapped it shut after only two fumbling attempts. As if he could hear it, one of the creatures looked her way and smiled. Oh God. It actually had two rows of sharp teeth on top and bottom and its gums were positively black. All the better to eat her with, she thought. Saliva dripped down its chin. Not an attractive look.
A burst of hysterical laughter escaped her and she clamped her mouth shut.
The horrid beast took one step toward her and suddenly stopped. Araminta glimpsed a flash of light and then the creature�s head rolled from his shoulders and tumbled to the ground in front of the car. Blood splattered across the hood and some of the droplets began to sizzle, peeling the paint from her car before her very eyes. Better to look at her car than the dead demon just beyond it.
Leander�s gold eyes were fierce as he turned toward her and yelled. �Get out! Go!�
Another creature attacked him, but he jumped to the left and brought his sword up, driving the demon back. He was fighting the remaining three, keeping his body between them and her car. He was protecting her with his life.
He could have run and left her there alone with the demons. No doubt some of them would have stayed to harm her. That would have evened the odds for Leander and allowed him to easily escape and evade their attackers.
He really was a man of honor. He�d told her he would protect her.
The demon that had been decapitated suddenly turned to ash and totally disintegrated. Even the blood spatters on her car disappeared and the paint stopped bubbling. Araminta leaned forward and the thought that went through her head was that at least they didn�t have to worry about disposing of the bodies.
She laughed again, high and nervous. Her world had certainly changed in a short time if her major concern was disposing of dead demon bodies.
She clutched the steering wheel, her fingers white from the continued pressure. Leander was breathtaking to watch as he wielded his sword. Muscles bunched in his thick arms and broad shoulders as he fought, but he was light on his feet for such a large man, quick and clever. He slipped past the guard of one of the ugly horned demons and pierced the creature�s heart. It bent over but didn�t fall. If anything, it looked pissed off. The second it raised its head to glare at Leander, he lopped the creature�s head off.
Araminta jerked back as a spray of black blood hit the windshield and impaired her view. She automatically hit the windshield wash, wondering if it would work against demon blood. The wipers seemed to do nothing but spread the blood around. Not good if she wanted to see.
Araminta felt as though she was in a bubble. The sounds outside the vehicle were muted from inside the car. It all seemed so surreal. Like watching a 3D horror movie with the sound turned down low. All that was missing was the popcorn and a soda. The smeared blood seemed to disintegrate a few seconds later and she heaved a sigh of relief when the windshield cleared.
Leander was down to two demons now. One of them engaged him in a fierce fight while the other one tried to sneak behind him. Not on her watch.
Anger spurred her to action, breaking her out of the paralyzing fear that held her captive. Araminta put the car in gear, turned the wheel toward the demon and hit the gas.

Leander was furious with Araminta for not leaving the moment he�d commanded her to. She should have gone to safety as he�d ordered her. But at least she was inside the car and away from the fight. That was something.
He was quickly learning that Araminta might appear to be meek and mild, but she was really a lioness in disguise. She was stubborn and didn�t take orders well. He only hoped that trait didn�t get her killed. They were in a fight for their lives and it was his duty to protect her.
The demon fighting him wasn�t the smartest one he�d ever come across, but it was incredibly strong, its dense body made for wielding weapons and destroying weaker foes. He knew the other remaining demon was creeping around behind him. Leander also knew he had to kill both demons quickly. With Araminta still here, he was handcuffed. He couldn�t move away from the car for fear one of the demons would go after her. He had no idea what their orders were from Hades.
He struck hard and low, literally slicing the demon�s legs out from under it. His sharp blade sliced through bone, muscle and sinew as though it were water. Leander gave thanks that he had enough of his power to conjure both clothing and weapons. He wasn�t nearly at full strength, but he had more than enough power and sheer brute strength to protect himself and Araminta.
The creature fell to the hard concrete but didn�t stop fighting, and wouldn�t until it was dead. Demons were tough bastards. Leander aimed his sword at the demon�s neck just as he heard the screeching tires of a car. He finished off the demon with one final thrust and whirled around in time to see the remaining demon flying over the hood of the car before going airborne. Araminta had struck the creature with the car.
Leander didn�t pause to think about everything that could have gone wrong, how the demon might have been able to punch out the glass of the windshield and skewer Araminta with his sword. Leander launched himself into the air and landed behind the demon, swinging his sharp blade with all his might. The creature sensed him at the last minute, but it was far too late. Leander hit the demon with his sword and a blast of power. The demon lost its head and its remains burst into dust, scattering in the breeze.
Breathing hard, Leander stalked toward the car. He didn�t know if he wanted to hug Araminta or toss her over his knee and beat her. As he approached, she unlocked and shoved the passenger door open. �Get in.�
He willed his sword away and climbed into the metal vehicle. It was a tight fit as the space was small and he was not. He�d barely gotten the door shut when she took off. The tires squealed, rubber burned and then they were on the road.
He braced his arms and legs to keep from flying forward when she suddenly braked. He knew what a car was, but being in one was a totally different experience. He and his brethren had been moved around in the closed back of a truck for many years, but this was different, more real.
She sped off again, and the speed at which they moved thrilled him. It was faster than any horse could ever go.
�What the hell was that?� Her knuckles were white against the steering wheel and her arms were stiff with tension.
�You should have left when I told you to.� He clenched his hands into fists to keep from reaching for her.
�No shit, Sherlock.� She shot him a glare and immediately looked back at the road, but not before he caught the hint of tears in her eyes. �I couldn�t leave you behind. Not to face those creatures alone.�
Something inside him crumbled and his heart began to ache. Leander studied Araminta as she guided the car through the traffic, weaving in and out of lanes. No one but his fellow warriors had ever stood beside him. She was human and easily killed, yet she hadn�t run from the demons, but had protected his back instead. Her courage humbled him but did little to quench the fury flooding his veins.
�I can handle a few demons. But I was at a disadvantage because I had to protect you as well.� He took a deep breath and tried to rein in his temper, knowing full well he�d never do anything to hurt her. He needed an outlet for his anger. If he couldn�t beat her, he could always fuck her until they were both too tired to walk.
His cock stirred and he growled. Right now, he couldn�t take either action. All he could do was replay the fight in the garage and think of all the things that could have gone wrong.
Araminta pulled over to the right, the sudden move shoving him against the car door. �Get out.� A car horn blared behind them, and a car pulled around them and sped off.
He studied her pale face in the streetlights. What was wrong with her? They needed to get far away from here. �What are you talking about? We don�t have time to stop. We need to keep going.�
Her glare got even fiercer. Wisps of hair had escaped her braid. Her bottom lip was red and damp and he knew she must have bitten it more than once during the fight.
She pointed to the door and he caught the fine quiver in her fingers. �Get out.�
Goddess, she was magnificent. He really wanted to kiss her, to take her down onto the seat and fuck her until they were both lost in mindless pleasure.
�If you don�t want to have to worry about me get your ass out of my car. I can take care of myself.�
She was kicking him out. Trying to get rid of him. Anger and fear warred for supremacy within him. �Hades will send demons to kill you.� They had to stay together. It had nothing to do with the way she felt in his arms and had everything to do with his honor. He needed to protect her.
�Then that�s my problem, isn�t it?�
Leander raked his hands through his hair and his elbow hit the window. He started to swear but swallowed the foul language, not wanting to upset Araminta any more than she already was. He was jammed in here so tight he wasn�t certain he�d be able to get out. He took a deep breath, forcing himself to remain calm.
What was it about Araminta that made him crazy? His lion roared inside him, a sharp reminder of what he knew to be true. She made him nuts, scared him to death, because she belonged to him.
Never in his tens of thousands of years of living had he had something to lose. He and his fellow warriors were friends, brothers even. But they were all battle-hardened warriors and knew they might fall one day in the service of the Lady. This was different. Araminta belonged to him. And he belonged to her.
He reached out and touched the side of her face. His fingers were rough against her petal-soft skin. She shuddered and briefly closed her eyes before glaring at him again. She truly was a worthy mate for him. Suddenly, he wanted to smile and laugh but refrained because she truly looked angry with him.
He leaned forward and brushed his mouth over hers. Her lips tasted sweet, but they also tasted of remembered fear. Her skin was salty and musky with the remnants of terror. She�d faced four demons and hadn�t run, hadn�t left him.
�You scared me.� It was the closest he could come to an apology because he still believed she should have left him behind to fight on his own. Her safety was everything to him. It was a stark realization to come to, that this human�s well-being meant more to him than anything else. More than freeing his goddess, more than his fellow warriors, more than his own safety.
�I don�t understand you.� The anger seemed to drain out of her, leaving only fatigue and wariness behind.
�I know.� He brushed a stray lock of hair behind her ear. He could lose himself in her beautiful misty-gray eyes.
�You don�t look very comfortable. There�s a lever under the front of your seat. Just pull it up and push and your seat will shift back.�
He did as she told him and the seat slid, giving him more legroom. He still couldn�t say he was comfortable, but at least he didn�t feel quite so hemmed in.
He faced her, knowing he had to be fully honest with her. �The next day is going to be harder than anything you�ve ever experienced. The demons back at the garage were only the beginning.�
She took a deep breath and slowly released it. �What were they?�
�They are Arrocks, vicious fighting demons. Not too smart but built for endurance.�
Araminta drew back and rested her head against her seat. �I don�t understand. Why doesn�t Hades simply attack and kill us? He has the power.�
Leander frowned. �I thought you knew the story of the Lady and the curse.�
�I dreamed it and wrote about it, but I have no idea what�s fact and what�s fiction.� She turned her head and faced him once more. �So Hades doesn�t want to attract the attention of his brothers or the other gods and goddesses. And his being in this realm for too long or sending too many of his minions to one spot would do that.�
�Yes. That much power in one area would bring some god or goddess poking around. There is no trust in the court of the Greek gods.�
�But you and your fellow warriors are already here and have existed in this realm for thousands of years.�
Leander thought she looked tired and longed to take her into his arms. But this was neither the time nor place. �We should keep driving.�
She shot him a look of frustration and released a long sigh. �Of course.� Araminta put the car in gear again and eased out into traffic. He studied how she moved and handled the vehicle. He understood what a car was and the mechanics of driving, but seeing it was something else altogether.
�And, yes, we have been here for so long we do not attract the attention of the other gods and goddesses.� Araminta was involved in this fight and she deserved to know the truth. She hadn�t asked for this, but she was a pawn in a war between gods.
�So what is Hades� plan?�
Leander shook his head. �I�m not sure. I think he wants us to lead his armies. If we were stationed in strategic points around the world, it wouldn�t be hard for Hades to open portals and have his demons stream out. While his demons were taking this world, my brethren and I could engage the other gods. The war would be over before it began. The Greek gods are much weaker now than they were in ancient times.�
Araminta started to turn toward an off ramp to head toward the highway, but at the last second she turned the car down another road. This one had two lanes of traffic and seemed quiet. �Because they gain power when people worship them. And people don�t worship ancient Greek gods and goddesses anymore.�
He inclined his head. �Exactly.�
She shook her head. �I can�t believe I dreamed all of this and wrote about it. I mean Tiger�s Curse is the first book in my Demon�s Wrath series. I�ve already written a second book about the bear warrior. Was that real? Where did the ideas come from?�
Leander shrugged, but the idea of Hades invading Araminta�s dreams bothered him greatly. �I don�t know if it was Hades manipulating you so you�d be more likely to accept me, or if it was a gift from the Lady herself.�
�I guess it doesn�t really matter.� Dawn was breaking on the horizon and Leander knew she was right. It didn�t really matter how she knew these things, only that she did. The next few hours would decide their fate. Once it was over, if they were still alive, they could figure out their next move.
Leander stared out the window, soaking in the sight of the world after being trapped for thousands of years. He was used to seeing it all secondhand, taking memories from the demons who�d attended them for all those years. This was real and it was incredible.
The colors and sights were astounding. The occasional vehicle whizzed by them, heading in the opposite direction. He saw fast-food restaurants, gas stations and a Wal-Mart in the distance. Imagine being able to walk into a building and buy all manner of ready-made clothes, food and so much more. He longed to visit them all and experience them firsthand in a leisurely manner.
But nothing caught and held his attention like the woman sitting next to him. Araminta was the greatest treasure this world had to offer, and he would protect her with his life.
He reached out and settled his hand on her thigh. After a moment�s hesitation, she rested her hand on top of his. For now, it was enough.

Hades reclined on a black velvet sofa wearing a pair of loose black pants. He was feeling much better about things since he�d viewed the Lady through the magic of the mirror he�d bartered from a powerful sorceress two thousand years ago. The goddess was naked, powerless and alone in the middle of a vast untamed forest. She was no threat to him.
He, on the other hand, was doing quite well. He had a drink in his hand, his armies preparing for war and a deliciously nude Luna at his feet. He was still angry with Luna but needed her. He�d punish her later for her earlier transgression when her part in this was done.
He was just finishing watching the warrior and the woman as they fled from the city. The scene on the mirror faded away and he wished he could watch for longer. But when the action happened outside his realm he was limited to a mere hour a day, so he used the power sparingly. He�d already used most of his allotted time watching the lion fight his demons.
It was interesting to see one of the warriors at odds with the woman who freed him. She�d actually tried to get rid of him, ordering him out of her car. Hades could use this to his advantage.
He crooked his finger at Luna and she climbed up his body, naked and ready to do whatever he asked of her. She settled on his thighs and he admired the way her ample breasts swayed as she moved. �This situation could be good for me. Araminta seems to be fighting the warrior.�
�She�s a mouse.� Luna rubbed his erect cock through the fine silk of his pants. �All she wants is to be left alone in her pitiful little home writing her silly books.�
�Hmm.� Hades considered his options. He�d thought about attacking and not giving either of them any opportunity to make a deal. After all, that hadn�t worked out well the last time he�d tried it.
The warrior seemed loyal. He could have cut and run, leaving the woman to her fate at the hands of the demons. But he�d stayed and fought. Hades hated the warriors for their honor even as he wanted it pledged to him.
But the woman was different. She seemed ripe for a deal. He discounted the fact Araminta had run down one of the demons. She was frightened and thought she needed the warrior to protect her. Look at how fast she�d tried to kick him out of her car once she was safe.
He�d take the warrior off her hands in exchange for a more interesting life. After all, no one could be satisfied with such a pitiful existence. He�d read the reports on Araminta and studied her strengths and weaknesses. After all, that was the best way to discover what someone wanted, what would tempt them to make a deal.
And if there was one thing he was good at, it was making deals.
Luna tugged down his zipper and licked her lips. Hades waved his hand, feeling rather magnanimous again. �Go ahead and have your fun. Then you�ll go back and visit Araminta and offer her the deal of a lifetime.�

Chapter Eight

Araminta drove by rote, paying more attention to the man beside her than to the road in front of her. She�d avoided the highway, not wanting to have to deal with extra traffic. Not that it really mattered. It was a fairly short drive home anyway and traffic was light at this early hour of the morning. She wasn�t looking forward to facing the break-in at her home or whatever Hades was going to throw at them in the next eighteen or so hours.
Dawn would break in the distance soon, golden with promise for most folks. But her own future was looking pretty bleak at the moment. Being attacked by demons had made the entire situation all too real.
Her stomach growled, reminding her that no matter how crazy life got there were still some things that didn�t change�she was hungry and she had to pee. And if there was a chance she might die today she might as well eat everything she wanted.
�I�m going to stop and get something to eat. Do you want anything?�
She sensed his interest pick up. �Can we stop here?� He pointed at a popular fast-food chain just up ahead on the right.
�Sure.� She turned on her signal light, pulled into the parking lot and found an empty spot near the door. �Okay, here are the rules. No swords allowed and you need to put on a shirt, something that covers more of you than that vest does. No bare chests allowed in the restaurant.�
He frowned, but a second later the vest disappeared and his magnificent chest was covered by a sleeveless leather tunic with ties in the front. She swallowed hard at the casual display of power. The guy was magic, in more ways than one.
Don�t think about it, she admonished herself. Yes, he was sex on a stick, but he was also immortal and his time with her was temporary. Plus, he had a mission that was more important to him than anything. If she let herself have feelings for him she�d only be hurt when he left. That�s assuming they both survived the next few hours.
�Will this do?� He frowned at her and she realized she�d been sitting there like an idiot staring at him.
She grabbed her purse and shoved open her door. �That�s fine.�
He was beside her before she reached the door to the restaurant, opening it and holding it for her. Head held high and shoulders back, she started to march up to the counter but suddenly changed directions. �I�m going to the ladies room.�
She was about to push open the door to the bathroom when she realized he was right behind her. She whirled around and slapped her hand on Leander�s chest, stopping him in his tracks. �You can�t come in here.�
�Why not?� His frown got darker and his gaze narrowed.
She pointed to the little sign of the stick-figure woman on the door. �Ladies only. If you need to use the bathroom, you go there.� She pointed at the other door.
�I do not want to leave you alone.� He started to muscle past her, but she planted her feet and refused to budge.
�You can�t go in there. You�re going to get us in trouble if you keep this up.� Already she could see several patrons watching, a couple of them with frowns on their faces. Not good. They were attracting attention, something they didn�t need, not with demons chasing them. �I�ll only be a minute. If it makes you feel any better, stand guard by the door.�
�I will do that.� He crossed his massive arms over his chest and stood with legs braced apart next to the entrance to the ladies� room. Araminta only hoped that no other woman needed to pee in a hurry. She didn�t think Leander would let them in.
She hurried to the first stall and took care of business. When she was done, she washed her hands and tucked some stray ends of hair behind her ears. She really needed to brush and braid it again but didn�t want to take the time. There was no telling how long Leander�s patience would hold.
She stared at her reflection in the mirror, studying it and searching for changes in herself. Surely everything she�d gone through should have left its mark. Her eyes were tired and slightly bloodshot, but she didn�t look bad for a woman who�d been dragged into a war between a god and goddess, slept with an immortal warrior and been attacked by demons. She looked like herself, only exhausted and slightly shell-shocked.
She gripped the edge of the sink and took a deep breath. She could do this. After all, she really didn�t have a choice in the matter.
�Araminta?� The bathroom door was shoved open and Leander loomed large in the doorway.
�I�m coming. Hold onto your horses.�
He frowned at her, his expression becoming even more concerned. �But I have no horses. We drove in your car. Are you sure you are okay? Did you hit your head?�
In spite of her fatigue and fear, she smiled. �It�s just an expression. It means have some patience.�
He grunted and held the door for her but didn�t step back. Her arm grazed his chest as she walked by. It wasn�t fair. The guy had fought yucky demons. He should reek of sweat and demon, whatever the hell they�d smelled like, but instead a hot scent, much like the desert air, seemed to permeate his skin. It was delicious and made her want to rub herself against him.
Shaking off her growing arousal, she stalked to the counter. �Do you know what you want?� There were two young men in the lineup ahead of them so she motioned to the menu suspended from the ceiling behind the counter. �Everything they have is listed.�
Leander tilted back his head and studied the various meal deals and single offerings. It occurred to her that he might not know how to read. She wasn�t even sure what, if any, written language had existed when he�d last walked this world. Hieroglyphics maybe.
She sidled up to him and tugged on his hand. He leaned down so she could discreetly whisper in his ear. �Can you read?�
He nodded solemnly. �Yes. Even though we were held in stasis for all those years, we absorbed all the learning and creations of mankind. I can read and speak all languages.� The corners of his lips tilted upward and she found herself holding her breath, hoping he would smile. �But it is much different experiencing it in the flesh.�
Araminta couldn�t begin to imagine how disconcerting it must be for him to be free and in a world that was so different from the one he�d left behind. The fact that he was functioning at all was to be admired. And he could read and speak all languages. That was intimidating as all get out. The guy was not only built like a god and a first-class warrior, but he was smart too. Compared to him, she was ordinary at best.
No, it was just as well that he was leaving once the curse was finally broken. Better to focus on practical matters and put aside all thoughts of him as a sexy, intelligent guy who she really liked in spite of his domineering tendencies.
�Do you even have to eat?� It occurred to her that he might not have to. After all, the guy was immortal. She had no idea what the rules were when it came to Leander.
�Not often. But I am hungry after going without for such a long time.� He pointed to one of the pictures. �What exactly is that?�
�It�s a breakfast sandwich with bacon, cheese and eggs.�
He nodded. �I will have some of those.�
The teenage boy behind the counter stared up at him when Leander stepped forward to place his order. �Can I take your order?�
Leander nodded and began to order. �I will have three of those.� He pointed at the breakfast sandwiches. �A number one, a number two and a number three breakfast.�
Araminta stood beside him, gaping at him as Leander continued to order. The boy behind the counter could barely keep up. She only hoped she had enough cash on her to pay for everything. He finally finished with two orange juices.
Leander turned to her. �What will you have?�
�Ah.� She wanted to say she wasn�t sure she could afford anything now that he�d ordered, but one glance at the excited expectation on his face and she resigned herself to whatever the meal would cost. She could use her bank card if she didn�t have enough cash on her. The guy hadn�t had food in several thousand years. No wonder he wanted to try everything. �I�ll have the number two breakfast with whole-wheat toast. And a coffee.�
He frowned. �That is all?�
�Believe me, that�s more than enough.� She gained weight easily and normally wouldn�t have eggs, bacon and toast for breakfast, but after the night she�d put in she figured she deserved it. �We�ll take it to go,� she told the young man, who was openly staring at Leander.
When he told her the price, she dug into her purse and came up with the money. Luckily, she had enough cash with three bucks to spare. She was happy not to have to use her bank card. She had no idea if Hades had access to such records or not, but it was better to be safe than sorry. Her squeaky-tight budget would take a slight hit but it was worth it. It was definitely the most expensive fast food order she�d ever had.
When the clerk started to bag their meal, it occurred to her that it probably wasn�t wise to let too many people see Leander. She�d gotten used to his odd features, but the clerk couldn�t stop sneaking glances at him and they�d also be on the security feed.
�Damn.� She should have thought of that. This whole cloak-and-dagger running from a vengeful god thing was new for her and she was bound to make mistakes. She only hoped it didn�t cost them their lives.
Beside her, Leander tensed. �What is it?�
She stepped back and snuck a look at the other patrons in the restaurant. There weren�t a lot as most folks were using the drive-thru this time of day, but there were enough. �You probably shouldn�t be in here. You draw too much attention. All we need is for someone to take a picture of you and post it on the Internet. Does Hades even use the Internet?� It felt crazy to even be asking a question like that, but it was necessary.
Leander brushed his thumb over her bottom lip, the light touch sending a quiver of desire pulsing through her. She needed to keep her wits about her and not succumb to his potent allure again. She needed coffee, hot, strong coffee. She was tired and on information overload and it would be all too easy to lean against Leander and let him take care of everything.
But that was only smoke and mirrors. He wasn�t staying, so she couldn�t let herself depend on him.
�Do not worry, my beauty. I will take care of that.�
Fear broke through her fatigue. �Don�t you dare do anything to bring more attention our way,� she commanded.
�Your order is up.� The teenager behind the counter shoved several large bags and a cardboard cup holder toward them. Araminta grabbed the drinks and one of the bags, leaving the rest for Leander.
He stayed behind her until they reached the door, then he moved in front of her. He gazed over the parking lot before herding her back to the car.
�What about the security cameras? And I think one of the other patrons took a picture of you with his cell phone.� Worry gnawed at her gut. She didn�t want the demons to find them again so soon. They probably knew where she lived, but maybe not. Araminta still had hope she could hide Leander there until the time ran out on the curse.
He waited until she was in the car with her door closed before sliding into the passenger seat. He set the bags on the floor at his feet. �I sent out a pulse of energy. All electronic gadgets will have malfunctioned while we were there. There will be nothing but static on the security tapes and the picture will be little more than a blur of color.�
�You�re sure?�
�Yes.�
�Hmm.� She passed him the drinks. �Handy skill. Hold onto this, I�m going to park at another restaurant down the road and then we�ll eat.

Leander wiped his mouth with the napkin, feeling replete after thousands of years of gnawing hunger. The food seemed strange, but most of it was tasty. He hadn�t particularly enjoyed the hash browns, finding them too heavy and oily, and had left two of the three he�d ordered in the bag. The eggs and bacon were surprisingly good and he�d particularly enjoyed the breakfast sandwiches. The best of all was the orange juice.
�Here.� She held out a paper cup with steaming liquid. �Want to try my coffee?�
He reached over and took the cup from her hands, his fingers grazing hers. She sucked in a breath and quickly began to stuff her garbage into one of the paper bags. It was satisfying to know his touch affected her. Goddess only knew that her mere presence had him continually semi-aroused.
He caught a whiff of her scent�lavender, tinted with light arousal�and he barely swallowed a groan. Now was not the time or place. Araminta had been right about that back at the hotel, and it was even truer now. They were in a vehicle out in the open. They were also among people, which would hopefully temper Hades� actions. Any kind of public fight would bring unwanted attention and the chance that the other gods and goddesses would discover what he was up to.
Leander canted his head to one side and let that thought simmer. Maybe he should take Araminta to a heavily populated area and keep her there until the time ran out on the curse. Of course, Hades had no scruples and could easily involve innocent people in their fight. What to do?
�Are you okay?� Her voice snapped him back from his thoughts.
�I am fine.�
�You going to try that?� She motioned to the cup in his hand. He brought the cup to his lips and sipped. The brew was bitter. He frowned and tasted it again. It didn�t get any better.
�You enjoy this?� It was foul stuff, not at all how he�d imagined it given Araminta�s obvious enjoyment of the beverage.
She laughed and took the cup from his hands. �It�s an acquired taste.� She took a large mouthful and swallowed before releasing a satisfied sigh.
Leander grunted and decided he did not particularly like coffee. He would like to try tea sometime. Maybe that would be more to his liking. And it was one of the two most common and socially acceptable beverages on the planet. Every culture served a variation of one or both of them. If he was going to live in this strange new world he would have to learn to adapt.
If being the operative word. They had to survive the rest of the day until the clock stuck midnight tonight.
Araminta wiped her hands with a paper napkin and shoved it into the bag with the garbage. �We need to get rid of this and get back on the road.�
�I�ll do it.� He didn�t want her away from the minimal protection the vehicle gave her, not even to walk to the garbage can a few feet away. If they were attacked she could always drive away. Not that she would if previous experience was any indication. He was still angry at how she�d put her life in danger back at the parking garage.
He shot her a glare. �Stay in the car and do not move.�
Rather than be intimidated by him, she shot him a saucy smile and saluted him. �Yes, sir.�
His lips twitched but he refused to smile. She had to take the threat to her personal safety seriously. The worst was yet to come.
He grabbed the bags, opened all his senses and scanned the area before climbing out of the car. The garbage can was clearly marked and only ten feet away from them. He kept his eyes and ears peeled for any sound or movement that didn�t belong. It was more difficult to use his sense of smell as the acrid odor of garbage and gasoline filled the air.
He heard Araminta�s phone ring just as he reached the garbage. He dumped the paper bags and hurried back to the car. She was just answering it as he slid back into his seat and shut the door.
�Where are you?� The voice on the other end was female and extremely agitated. Leander�s ears twitched with curiosity as he used his enhanced hearing to listen to her conversation, experiencing not a twinge of guilt at doing so. Everything in her life for the next eighteen hours or so concerned him.
�I�m about fifteen minutes from home. I got delayed with some minor car trouble.�
Leander muffled a laugh. He guessed bouncing demons off the hood of her vehicle counted as car trouble. She shot him a glare and returned to her call.
Something deep inside him shifted and settled. He didn�t understand what it was at first. It was an unfamiliar feeling, one he�d never experienced before in spite of all the years he�d lived. It was contentment.
Araminta soothed the savage beast within him. Both he and the lion were content to simply be in her presence, to watch her graceful movements as she gestured while she talked, to listen to her warm, soothing voice. She truly belonged to them.
�I won�t be much longer. I promise. Are the police still there?�
�Yes,� Mary Jo answered. �They said they�d stay since you were on your way.�
�Tell them we�ll be there shortly.�
�We?� Mary Jo questioned.
Araminta ignored the question. �I meant I�ll be there shortly. See you in a bit.� She disconnected the call and tossed her phone into her purse. �We have to get going.� She started the car and pulled on her seatbelt. �Buckle up.�
Leander didn�t want to put on the safety harness. He felt jammed into the vehicle as it was. But one glance at Araminta�s face told him she was going to be stubborn over this. He heaved a sigh, grabbed the belt and snapped it in place just as she had. The cloth band tightened against his chest.
�That wasn�t so hard, was it?�
He growled at her and her eyes widened. She said nothing and quickly pulled out of the lot and onto the road. The next ten minutes passed in silence.
�What are we going to tell the police about you? They�ll ask who you are and they�ll want to see identification.� Araminta chewed on her bottom lip and several of her fingers tapped against the steering wheel. �That�s going to be a problem.� She glanced over at him. �I assume you don�t have any identification handy, certainly not a birth certificate or a driver�s license. You won�t exist in any database.�
He hadn�t considered that. In this world people seemed to need multiple pieces of paper and numbers to prove they existed. It was indeed strange. All they�d have to do is look at him to know he existed. �I will not leave you.� Just the thought made his chest tighten. Leaving her alone would be a clear invitation to Hades and his minions to attack.
�Well, you can�t very well come with me, can you?� Her fingers continued their rhythm. �I can drop you off at the corner of my street. You can wait until you see the police cars go and then join me at the house.�
�No.� When it came to her safety he was unmovable.
Her lips tightened and she frowned. �It�s a good plan.�
�It leaves you vulnerable to attack.�
�I�ll be surrounded by the police,� she pointed out.
Leander snorted. �That will not stop Hades.�
�But if you come with me and have no identification the police might decide to take you in for questioning. What then? I could be alone for hours.�
Leander�s growl filled the car. His lion was furious at the mere thought of Araminta being left alone to fend for herself against Hades. His fingernails elongated and dug into the leather seat, ripping it slightly.
�Hey, watch the claws.�
He opened his mouth, tilted back his head and roared his displeasure. Araminta jerked and the car swerved one way and then another before she righted it. Several vehicles passed them, horns blaring.
�Stop that.� It was the quaver in her voice that shamed him. He hadn�t meant to frighten her.
�I am not angry with you,� he growled, �but at the situation.�
�I understand that.� She glanced around and then veered into the deserted parking lot of a small grocery store. Seconds later, she cut the engine and they sat in thickening silence.
Dawn had arrived while they�d been eating and a splendor of orange, yellow and red tinged the sky. He wished he were standing on a mountaintop with Araminta in his arms so he could really see and enjoy his first sunrise in more than five thousand years. Maybe tomorrow if all went well.
�Leander,� she finally began, pulling his attention from the rising sun. She reached out and touched his arm and her warmth soaked into his skin. �It�s the only way. If the police want to take you in for questioning, I�ll be in even more danger.�
�I will not let them take you from me.� He undid her seatbelt and pulled her onto his lap. It was a tight fit, but he didn�t mind having her plastered against his body.
�Hey.� She threw out her arms to balance herself. �What are you doing?� He wrapped his arms around her and buried his face in her hair, inhaling her sweet scent into his lungs. It helped settle him even as it pushed his arousal to a new level.
She sighed and leaned back so she could see his face. �What am I going to do with you?�
The words love me were on his lips, but he did not speak them. Now was not the time. He�d only met Araminta mere hours ago, but already she was his life. His sole purpose was to keep her safe. He trusted his instincts and they were roaring at him to protect her. She was a gift from the goddess, and one he planned on keeping.
�Leander.� She pressed her hands against his face, her eyes solemn. �You can�t attack the police. That will only bring more of them. And what if they shoot you?�
�I am immortal.� It would take more than bullets to stop him. Only beheading him or tearing out his heart would work. And the second one was iffy. He might be able to regenerate a heart. He wasn�t quite certain.
�But I�m not.� The sadness in her voice threatened to unman him. �If you�re taken by the police or harmed I�ll be all alone to face Hades.�
The fact that she was right didn�t make the situation any easier. He hugged her close to his heart, enjoying the soft press of her breast against his chest and the push of her thigh against his groin. Her sweet essence filled his nostrils and he knew he would be able to find her no matter where she was in the world.
�All right.� He caught the edge of her chin with his thumb and forefinger and tilted her head up. �We do this your way. But if you are harmed I will not be happy.�
�I�ll be sure to keep that in mind.� Her dry tone once again reminded him of her sense of humor and her boundless courage. She was going into this situation alone. To protect him.
It was almost more than he could bear. It made him feel trapped, much like he�d been for all those centuries. Now that he was free, he wanted to fight, to protect.
He leaned down and captured her tender mouth, savoring its softness and the bitter taste of the coffee she�d had earlier. Maybe he�d acquired the taste after all, for he now found himself enjoying it quite a bit as he nipped playfully at her lips.
He forced himself to break away. �Promise me you�ll be careful.�
�I promise.�
He sighed in resignation. �Then let�s get this over with.� The faster the authorities were dealt with, the quicker he would be back with her.
�Everything will be okay,� she promised. �You�ll see.� She climbed back into the driver�s seat and started the car.
Leander closed his eyes and prayed she was right.

A gentle hand touched the Lady of the Beasts. She opened her eyes and peered up into the face of an elderly Native American man with black hair liberally streaked with gray. �My name is John Running Bear and I am here to help you.�
She smiled up at him, feeling the power that ran through his fragile human form. This was a man of great strength and integrity. �Thank you.�
He shook out a blanket and wrapped it around her naked body. With a show of strength that belied his years, he lifted her easily and carried her though the thick woods. The Lady soaked in the sounds of the forest�the wind in the trees, the hoot of an owl and John�s soft breath against her face. The birds swooped and flew ahead of them, adding their voices to the mix. In the distance, a wolf howled his lonely song.
�How did you find me?� She hadn�t called him to her, hadn�t had the strength to do so.
John smiled, and the lines radiating out from the corners of his eyes deepened. �Ah, the brother bear came to me and would not leave until I followed him.�
The Lady frowned. �Marko is here?� She didn�t sense her warrior in the area.
John shook his head. �No, Lady. Although I have met your Marko, it was the bear of the forest I followed here. In fact, there was a parade of animals heading to the meadow where I found you. It was no hardship to follow them.�
The Lady pulled herself upright and glanced over John�s shoulder. The corners of her mouth turned upward at the sight behind them. Deer and bear, fox and squirrel, animals big and small, enemies and friends all trotted on the path. For the first time in more than five thousand years, she laughed.
John stopped in his tracks and the trees themselves shivered in delight. The air itself wrapped around her in a loving caress and the early morning sunlight fought its way through the thick branches to reach her.
�It is good to be free.�
As if her words released him from his thrall, John began to walk again. �There is a story in my family passed down from generation to generation of a goddess who was beloved by the animals and, indeed, by the very earth itself.�
�Yes.� She sighed and rested her head on John�s shoulder. �I have been gone for far too long.�
�But you are back.�
She nodded. �I am back.�
�Rest. You are safe,� he assured her.
�I am safe, but not all my warriors are. Some are lost to me. Others, their fate undecided.�
�But some have fought and survived,� John reminded her.
�So they have,� she agreed. �So they have.� She closed her eyes and let herself rest, knowing she was finally safe from Hades. But the battle for her warriors was still ongoing, and she would not stop until she�d done all she could to help them win their freedom.

Chapter Nine

Araminta glanced in the rearview mirror but Leander was already gone, vanished in the blink of an eye. For a big guy he could really move. She�d question if he were real but for the minor rips in the passenger seat from his sharp claws and the tingling of her lips where he�d kissed her before he�d climbed out of the car.
He�d been furious at her suggestion that she go on without him. His golden eyes had burned with an inner fire and the roar that had filled her car had made the fine hairs on her entire body stand on end. But she�d never truly been afraid, not for herself. She�d instinctively understood his anger was not directed at her but at the situation.
Her house was just up the road, an older bungalow surrounded by mature trees and a fenced yard. Several of her neighbors stood on their front porches watching the excitement. Two police cars sat in front of the house, one in the driveway and the other by the curb. She pulled in behind the one in her driveway and climbed out of her car.
Immediately, the officer on her front porch turned toward her. �Ms. Davidson?�
�Yes.� She grabbed her purse and hurried up the walkway, hand extended. �What happened?�
�I�m Officer Adams.�
She started to go around him, but he blocked her path. He was tall and good-looking with a serious expression. She frowned, but he shook his head. �Let�s take a moment and talk before you go inside.�
Her stomach jumped and breakfast soured. Was the damage inside that bad? Araminta clutched her purse strap in a death grip, took a deep breath and nodded. She could do this. The faster she dealt with the authorities, the faster they would leave. �All right.�
�Where have you been?�
�I was at a writer�s conference in Fargo.�
�You stayed in the city rather than coming home?� He took out a small black notebook and made a note.
�Yes.� Her gaze went to her open front door and back to the officer. �I don�t like to drive at night, and since I was a guest author the room was paid for by the convention organizers. I knew I�d be at some events until late.� And she was rambling so she shut her mouth.
The officer nodded. �Makes sense. Who knew you were going to be away this weekend?�
That question made her stop and think. The list was longer than she�d thought. �My next-door neighbor, the conference organizers and most of the people attending.� When he raised an eyebrow in question, she elaborated. �I was one of the featured authors so there was a lot of advance publicity.�
The officer�s blue eyes darkened as he continued to jot notes. �So the hotel staff probably knew too?�
Her knees felt wobbly but she stiffened them and squared her shoulders. �I imagine so. My agent knew too.�
He sighed and stuffed his notebook into his shirt pocket. �That�s a lot of people.�
Her heart sank. �So you�re saying we�ll probably never know who broke in.� Leander seemed to think it was related to the whole war with Hades, but it might be nothing more than a simple robbery. And World War II was a slight disagreement between countries. She was lying to herself. This was all about the mess she�d found herself in the center of. She knew it as sure as she was standing here.
�I�m sorry, Ms. Davidson. But that�s the way it goes sometimes. We�ve dusted the locks for prints, but I wouldn�t hold out much hope.�
�Can I go inside now?� She nibbled on her bottom lip, wondering where Leander was and hoping he was safe.
�Absolutely.� He stood back and allowed her to walk in front of him. When they reached the door, he held it open for her.
The first thing she saw was the mess. Cushions, books, DVDs and knickknacks were tossed everywhere. A plant had been upended in the corner and dirt was strewn across the carpet.
Another officer turned in her direction when she entered. �Ms. Davidson?�
�Yes.�
�I�m Officer Kent.�
Officer Adams took over and spoke to the other officer. �She gave me a list of everyone who would have known she was away this weekend.�
�Good. We�re just about finished here.� He turned to Araminta. �Could you take a look around and see if you notice anything missing.� He frowned and motioned toward the television in the corner of the living room. �None of your electronics seem to be missing, except for your computer. I didn�t see a desktop or a laptop anywhere.�
�I have my laptop in the car. I took it with me to the convention in case I got inspired to write.� And she was so thankful she had. Losing her work would be worse than losing anything else she owned.
She started down the hallway and whirled suddenly. Both officers immediately went on alert. Officer Kent�s hand dropped down to touch his sidearm. �Where�s Percy?�
�Who?� Officer Adams asked.
�The cat.� Officer Kent�s hand fell away from his weapon as he reminded his partner about her pet. He offered her a reassuring smile. �Your neighbor took him over to her place. She said you could leave him with her until we left. I don�t think your cat likes people.�
That was an understatement if she�d ever heard one. Percy didn�t like anyone but her, and Araminta believed that was only because she was the one who fed him. He tolerated Mary Jo for the same reason. Her neighbor snuck him treats from time to time.
Relief hit Araminta hard and she placed her hand over her racing heart. Her first question should have been about her beloved pet. If something had happened to him she�d never have forgiven herself. �Thank you.� She turned away, using the wall as support as she made her way toward her bedroom.
She stopped in the doorway and leaned against the jamb for support. Dresser drawers had been upended and the bed stripped. The sheets and blankets were tossed onto the floor.
�Looks as though they were searching for something specific.� Officer Adams had come up behind her. He motioned to the top of the dresser. �Check your jewelry box. We need to know if anything is missing.�
�This makes no sense,� she muttered as she went to her jewelry box and opened it. Her grandmother�s pearl necklace and matching earrings were still there. Other than a gold chain she�d gotten for her eighteenth birthday, everything else was costume jewelry. �It�s all there.�
She took a step back and sank down on the bare mattress. �I don�t understand. I don�t have expensive things or a lot of money. I own the house, but that�s about it.�
The officer hovered beside her. �Do you have any idea what they might have been looking for? Anything that might have value.�
She dropped her purse beside her and buried her face in her hands. She felt violated in the worst way. This home had always been her sanctuary, her hope. Now it was tainted with fear. She scrubbed her hands over her cheeks and took a deep breath. �The only thing that has value is my work. And I can�t see anyone else wanting it.�
�You said you�re a writer?� Officer Adams checked his notes.
She nodded and felt her cheeks warming. �Romance author. I write paranormal romance.� She stood and tried to appear professional. �The thing is, I just turned in the galleys for my latest book and have barely started working on the third book. I have about twenty pages and my notes. But that wouldn�t be of value to anyone but me.�
He made a few notations in his notebook before putting it away again. �Okay, if there�s nothing else you can add we�re finished here.�
�You�re leaving?� She wanted them to go, needed them to go so Leander could join her, but for the first time in her life she was afraid to be alone in her own home. Unacceptable. She stiffened her backbone. �Do you need me to sign a statement or something?�
He reached into his pocket and drew out a card. �We�ll file a report. I�ll contact you later today or tomorrow. If you think of anything you can add to what you�ve already told me, please call.�
She took his card and slid it into the back pocket of her jeans. �Thank you.�
He started to leave but hesitated. �Do you have anyone you can call? I don�t expect them to return,� he hurried to assure her. �This was probably the work of kids out for a lark, probably searching for drugs and alcohol.�
�I don�t have either.�
He nodded. �They probably didn�t take the television, because, well��
�It�s okay to say it. It�s old and basically worthless.� She still had one of the old heavy clunkers. She�d been planning on buying a flat screen this summer if her royalty check was big enough.
He smiled. �Yeah. It wouldn�t have been worth the money to drag it out of here. They probably got frustrated when they couldn�t find anything and wrecked the place instead.�
She nodded, even though she knew that likely wasn�t the scenario. �I�m sure you�re right.� But if it this did involve Hades somehow, what did he want? What was he searching for?
She followed Officer Adams to the front door. His partner was already by their police cruiser. Two other officers strode down the road toward the car parked at the curb.
�They�ve been talking to your neighbors to see if anyone noticed anything unusual,� he told her in reply to her unasked question.
She nodded. Great, now all her neighbors would be watching her house more closely for the next day. Exactly what she didn�t need.
�There was no sign of forced entry, but these locks are old. You should probably get a locksmith out and install some newer ones. You�ll probably sleep better.� Officer Adams motioned toward their car. �I�m going to have to get you to move your car so we can leave.�
�Oh, of course.� With her mind spinning, she�d forgotten she was blocking their vehicle. She patted her pockets, her mind blank.
Officer Adams seemed to recognize her difficulty. �Are they in your purse?�
�Of course,� she repeated and hurried down the hallway. Her purse was still sitting on the bed where she�d left it. She dug for her keys but couldn�t find them. Upending her purse, she dumped the contents on the bare mattress. Everything was there but her keys.
They were still in the car. She�d been in such a hurry she�d left them there.
Officer Adams had joined his partner in their vehicle and they were both waiting on her. The other police car had already left. Most of her neighbors had drifted inside. She hurried to her car and breathed a sigh of relief to see her keys still in the ignition. She started the car and backed out of the driveway. The police car pulled out and headed down the street.
Araminta pulled her car back in, turned it off and this time removed the keys. Her front door was wide open and she hurried inside, slamming the door behind her. She clicked the locks on and scurried to the back door to make sure it was locked.
Not that it really mattered. Obviously the locks hadn�t been much of a challenge for whoever had broken in. They were old locks from the fifties and she�d never changed them because there simply wasn�t that much crime here. She lived in a good neighborhood in a good town.
Leaning against the door, she took a deep breath. She was shaking and her stomach was queasy. Officer Adams was right. She needed new locks, better locks in order to feel more secure, maybe even an attack dog or an Uzi. She swallowed the lump in her throat and wondered if she�d ever feel safe here again.
The refrigerator cut in and the humming sound broke the silence and made her jump. She usually loved being by herself, enjoyed her own company and her books, but now the quiet felt oppressive, almost frightening. She pushed away from the door and went to her office. She�d only caught a glimpse of it earlier. Like the rest of the place, the floor was filled with papers and stuff from the top of her desk. Paperclips, rubber bands and pens were everywhere.
Tears welled in her eyes, but she blinked them back. There was no time to cry. She had to get Percy back from Mary Jo. With that mission in mind, she headed back to the front door and locked it behind her before hurrying down the pathway and up the sidewalk to the small house next door. They were practically identical in layout, both older two-bedroom bungalows built in the fifties.
The door opened before she reached it and Mary Jo stood there, concern etched on her face. Her name suited her as she had brunette hair, blue eyes and a smattering of freckles. She looked like the girl-next-door, and Araminta had known Mary Jo most of her life. They�d played together as children and, while Araminta had moved away for a short while, Mary Jo had stayed home to nurse her ailing mother. When her mother had passed on, Mary Jo had stayed in the house she�d grown up in. She worked full time at the local grocery store in their bakery department and decorated cakes on the side.
�Is anything missing?� Mary Jo practically dragged her into the house. �I couldn�t tell for sure, not in all that mess.�
�I don�t think so. The police think it was probably kids looking for booze and drugs, and when they didn�t find anything they wrecked the place.� That was as good a story as any and, if she hadn�t met Leander and stumbled into the whole curse mess, she�d probably believe it.
�Well, that�s a relief. You want some coffee?� Mary Jo went to the counter and poured a cup for herself. �I made coffee cake too.�
Araminta shook her head. �No, thanks. I need to get home and start clearing away that mess.�
�I�ll come help you.�
�No.� When her friend simply stared at her, Araminta tried to smile, knowing she�d been more than a little abrupt. �I mean, I think I need to go through this mess myself.� And she had no idea when Leander was going to show up.
�Okay.� Mary Jo looked a little hurt, but there wasn�t anything Araminta could do about that. She didn�t want to drag her friend into the middle of this war she found herself embroiled in. Then her friend�s expression changed. �You said we when you called. Did you bring a man home with you?�
Araminta knew she looked guilty. She was no good at lying, not to Mary Jo who�d known her for so long.
�Well then, that�s okay. As long as you call me later with more details.� Mary Jo came over to her and bumped hips. �You go, girl.�
�It�s not like that,� she blurted out.
�Well, if it�s not, it should be. You deserve to have some fun.�
Araminta didn�t know whether to laugh or cry. Her life was spiraling more out of control with every passing second. �Where�s Percy?�
Mary Jo snorted. �He�s currently sunning himself on my bed and showing his indifference to the world.� Her friend was the only other person who appreciated Percy�s unique personality.
Araminta hurried down the hallway and everything inside her settled when she saw the big black cat sprawled out over Mary Jo�s heirloom quilt, looking every inch like the conqueror of the world. She went to him and he turned his head away, letting her know he was displeased with her for leaving him home alone.
�Hey, Percy.� She scratched him behind his ragged ear and he deigned to swivel his head and peer at her with his piecing green eyes. �Time to go home.� He didn�t stir and she knew she�d have to carry him if she was going to get him to move.
She scooped him up, loving the heavy weight of him, the comfort of his warm body against hers. She was chilled to the bone.
Mary Jo was waiting by the front door for her. �You sure you don�t need any help?�
�I�m sure. And thanks for everything.�
Her friend shook her head. �You�d do the same for me. Call me,� she ordered.
�Tomorrow,� Araminta promised. This would be over by then one way or the other. If she was still alive, she�d call Mary Jo.
She could sense her friend watching her, so she forced herself to take her time as she walked down the driveway, around the white picket fence and up to her own front door. Araminta only hoped that Mary Jo�s curiosity didn�t get the best of her. The last thing she needed was her friend coming over and running into one of Hades� demons. That would be a little difficult to explain.
She fumbled with the keys and unlocked the door. Percy was a dead weight in her arms and she knew it would take at least a week of his favorite cat food, the expensive kind, before he forgave her for leaving him behind. He had to have been frightened when whoever it was had broken into the house.
She shoved the door open and stepped inside.
�Where the hell have you been?�
She jumped about a mile in the air and inadvertently crushed the cat. Percy hissed his displeasure and vaulted from her arms to land agilely on the floor and scurry away. Rough hands grabbed her and pulled her against a rock-hard chest. Immediately the familiar scent of a hot afternoon in the desert filled her nostrils. It was earthy and elemental and all Leander. She threw her arms around Leander and held on to him, needing the support, both physically and emotionally.

Leander was almost out of his mind with worry. Araminta hadn�t been here when he�d arrived. When he�d seen the police vehicles leave the street, he�d made his way through the backyards of all the houses on the street, avoiding several small dogs until he�d finally reached Araminta�s home. He�d knocked, but she hadn�t answered. Terrified for her safety, he�d forced the back door open and rushed through the house calling her name. Before he could launch into a full-blown panic�an up until now unknown emotion�he�d heard the front door open.
He closed his arms around her, his panic receding with each second he held her. She was safe. Hades hadn�t gotten to her in the time they�d been apart.
Her face was buried against his chest and he thought he heard her sniff. Worry assailed him. Was she crying? She�d already dealt with so much, and this fight had barely started. He tried to ease her away so he could look at her, but she clung even tighter.
He rubbed his hand up and down her spine, soothing her as best he could. He brushed his lips over the top of her head and rocked her gently in his arms. His fellow warriors would bust a gut laughing if they could only see him now. Him, the king of the beasts, tamed by a small human female.
A nasty hiss sounded from his left and he glanced at the back of the sofa. A huge black cat with a ragged ear sat there glaring at him. �This must be Percy.�
Araminta nodded, gave another suspicious sniff and stepped away. He studied her critically. In spite of everything, she was holding it together admirably. He immediately missed having her in his arms, but he knew they had to get down to business. There would be time for pleasure if they survived. No, when they survived. He would accept no other outcome.
Her eyes were moist, but she blinked hard several times and offered him a faint smile. �I had to go over to Mary Jo�s place next door to get Percy. He�s not exactly happy with me at the moment.�
Leander walked over the sofa and squatted down beside it. He held out his hand to the cat and waited.
�Percy doesn�t really like people.� Araminta hovered behind him and he could sense her uncertainty.
�I�m not a normal person,� he reminded her. He gave a loud purr and the cat canted his head to one side, studying him. Leander made the sound again and Percy stood and leapt down to the bottom cushion of the sofa. Seconds later, the cat began to purr and butted his head against Leander�s outstretched hand.
Araminta gasped. �He likes you. He rarely comes to people at all. Usually, he�ll turn his back and give the cold-shoulder treatment.�
Leander scratched the cat behind the ears and slowly stood. �He recognizes a fellow cat when he sees him.�
Araminta looked startled, then her lips tilted upward. It was astonishing to see the change that came over her entire face. Her gray eyes brightened and her skin took on a rosy glow. She opened her mouth and laughed. The sound rushed over his skin like velvet, stimulating every nerve ending and stirring his blood.
He reached out, pulled her into his arms and kissed her.

Chapter Ten

One second Araminta was laughing, the next she was being kissed senseless. There was a sense of urgency from Leander that pulled her in and shoved aside everything else. She gripped his shoulders and then slid her arms around to his back, wanting him closer. Her breasts were plastered against his chest as their mouths melded together. Tongues twined and heat raced through her veins.
In the short time they�d been apart she�d worried about him, which was ridiculous when she thought about it. Leander was an immortal warrior, strong and more than capable of protecting himself. She�d seen the way he�d handled those big, ugly demons that had attacked them back at the garage. It was herself she should be worried about. She was human and had no experience with defending herself. She was totally dependent on him and her wits to survive this ordeal.
Leander�s hands seemed to be everywhere at once, stroking her arms and rubbing her shoulders and back. Finally, they landed on her butt and he lifted her into the cradle of his pelvis, rubbing her sex against his rather impressive erection. Her feet were dangling in the air, but she wasn�t afraid he�d drop her. His strength was enormous.
She tore her mouth from his and left a trail of kisses down his thickly corded neck. �This is crazy.� And it was. With everything she knew from her dreams and writing her books, Hades or one of his representatives could arrive any moment. There was no time to indulge in passion.
�Absolutely,� he agreed. Then he scraped his teeth over the sensitive nerves near the base of her neck and she forgot all the reasons why this wasn�t a good idea. Her fear had morphed into something even more elemental�the need for sex.
He flexed his fingers on her behind and lifted her higher. Wanting to get as close to him as she could, she twined her legs around his waist and her arms around his neck. They stood in the middle of her messy living room, lost in one another, with uncertainty swirling around them.
Leander took several steps forward, the motion rubbing his hard shaft against her jean-covered pussy. She moaned and canted her hips so she could feel more of him against her. Her panties were damp and slick and her clit tingled in anticipation of more.
Sanity tried to reassert itself. �We shouldn�t be doing this.� They really needed to make a plan. Yes, that was it. They needed to� He rubbed his erection against her again, and she lost her train of thought as a wave of pure lust swamped her. She dug her nails into his shoulders and bit her bottom lip to stifle a moan.
Her back hit the wall and his forehead rested against hers. �I know. One. More. Minute. I need to taste you.� His breathing was harsh, his chest expanding with each lungful of air he took in.
When he put it like that, how could she refuse? She knew their time was limited to the rest of today. Once the clock struck midnight, they�d either be dead or he�d be free from the curse. That�s the way it worked in her books, and now that she knew that what she�d written wasn�t fiction she didn�t want to waste a moment she could have with him.
Leander was an immortal warrior. If he survived, he�d leave her and find his fellow warriors. He�d also try to find a way to free the one still cursed. She might have just met Leander, but she knew him. Knew everything he was rested on a solid bedrock of honor and loyalty. How could she not be attracted to a man like that?
This wasn�t a romance novel like the ones she�d written. This was reality, as strange and unbelievable as it was. There would be no happy ending for them. He was immortal and extraordinary in every way. She was an ordinary woman leading a rather ordinary life.
Sure the women in her books survived the ordeal and gained love in their lives, but she didn�t know how much of that was truth and how much was simply her writing a happy ending. She�d like to think she had a chance to survive, but she really didn�t see how her future could include Leander, not permanently.
But she�d have memories of him, hot, sexy memories. Enough to last a lifetime. Because she knew that she�d never be attracted to another man the way she was to Leander. He was quickly spoiling her for other men.
He leaned inward, rubbing his chest against hers. Even through the layers of their clothing the caress was pure magic. Her nipples tingled and tightened into hard nubs.
�Take off your shirt,� she commanded. It was gone in the blink of an eye, leaving hard, sculpted muscles for her to touch. Oh, yeah. She loved the way he could remove his clothes with just a thought.
She licked her lips and placed her hands on the broad expanse of male flesh. A low purr rose from deep in his chest. The rough, sensual sound no longer startled or surprised her. She was coming to love the way he responded to her touch. It made her feel feminine and powerful.
�I love your chest,� she told him. She twined her fingers through the light tuft of golden hair that sat in the center. His flat brown nipples drew her attention next and she lightly rubbed them. His purr turned to a guttural groan.
He cupped her face and tilted it upward until she was staring into his hypnotic golden eyes. He licked his lips and she caught a glimpse of sharp white teeth. His hair cascaded around his shoulders, a mass of reddish brown, orange and blond. Unable to resist, she sifted her fingers through the thick locks. His eyes narrowed, giving him an even more catlike appearance.
Where her pelvis was pressed against his, she felt the flex and pulse of his cock and her core answered with a melting sensation. She was empty, longing to be filled.
�Araminta,� he began, but said nothing more. He shook his head and kissed her again, slanting his lips over hers. One large hand slipped beneath her top and moved upward until he found her breast. He covered the mound and squeezed.
She moaned and tilted her hips, rubbing her core against him.
He tugged aside the cup of her bra, shoving it beneath her breast to expose her bare nipple. He rubbed the distended bud, the resulting sensation sending a bolt of heat straight to her pussy. She gripped his head and kissed him harder, sucking on his tongue.
He growled in pleasure and took control of the kiss until Araminta could barely catch her breath. He teased her nipple, lightly pinching the nub before soothing it.
It wasn�t nearly enough. Araminta felt as though a volcano was welling up within her, getting ready to erupt at any moment.
The knock on the front door echoed through the house with all the subtlety of a cannon blast. Leander released her and her feet hit the floor with a thump. He whirled around and faced the door, sword extended, ready to take on whatever threat might exist. Her legs felt like jelly, and Araminta barely caught herself from landing on her ass in a heap on the floor.
Gasping like she�d run a marathon, she could only gape at the front door when another knock sounded. Galvanized to action, she righted her bra, yanked down her shirt and pulled her sweater tighter around her. Thank heavens they hadn�t gone any further, although part of her cursed whoever was at the door in spite of the fact that she had a good idea of who it was.
She rubbed her face and smoothed her ragged braid as best she could. �It�s probably Mary Jo.�
Leander frowned and started toward the front door. Even though her knees were still rubbery, Araminta sprinted after him and grabbed the back of his pants, tugging him to a stop.
�You can�t answer the door.�
They glared at one another, ignoring a third knock.
�I will protect you.�
�I�m sure you will,� she readily agreed. �But if Mary Jo sees you she�ll never leave. She�s a wonderful friend but nosy and a bit of a gossip. She�ll tell everyone about you, and that�s not what we want.� She motioned to the hallway. �Wait in the bedroom.�
Leander growled, low and menacing. �Check first.�
Araminta went to the long, thin window on one side of the front door and peered through the lacy curtain. Sure enough, Mary Jo stood on the front stoop holding a coffee cake on a plate. �It�s her,� she whispered.
Leander gave her a long, hard look and raked his fingers through his disheveled hair. �Be careful,� he warned. �Trust no one. Hades manipulates humans when it is to his advantage.�
She could see the worry in his gaze and crossed her fingers over her heart. �I promise.�
He nodded and slid into the bedroom, leaving the door wide open. She knew he�d be at her side in a heartbeat if she needed him.
The banging came again. �Araminta, are you in there?�
She took a deep breath, squared her shoulders and opened the door. �Hi. What are you doing here?� She was about to ask Mary Jo why she wasn�t getting ready to go to work when she remembered it was actually Sunday, and Mary Jo didn�t work on Sundays.
Her friend shifted her weight from one foot to another. �Can I come in?�
Araminta shook her head. �It�s not a good time. The place is a wreck.�
Mary Jo frowned. �Let me help you clean it up. You shouldn�t be alone right now. You are alone, aren�t you?� She peered closer. �Your face is flushed. Are you okay?�
�I�m fine.� She swallowed her growing impatience and reached for calm. �It�s just there�s a lot of work to do, and the police said I should do it myself. That way I�ll know if anything is missing. If you help me, I won�t know.� Araminta thought that lie was positively inspired.
�I just want to do something to help.� Mary Jo glanced away and chewed on her bottom lip. Araminta felt like an ungrateful wretch, but knew she had to be cruel right now in order to protect her friend. If she survived the day she�d make it up to Mary Jo. The last thing she wanted was for her friend to get caught up in the war she was involved in.
�And I really appreciate it, but now is not a good time. Tomorrow. I promise I�ll call you tomorrow and we�ll get together.�
�I�m working tomorrow,� Mary Jo pointed out.
�Tomorrow night. We�ll order a pizza or something.�
Mary Jo�s expression lightened. �Okay. If you�re sure?�
�I am.�
Mary Jo shoved the coffee cake at her. �Take this in case you get hungry later and don�t feel like cooking.�
Araminta took the plate and felt tears well in her eyes. She very well might never see her friend again. �Thanks.�
�Hey, it will be all right.� Mary Jo put her hand on Araminta�s arm and gave it a squeeze. �If you change your mind and need some help or just want some company please call. I�m going to my quilting club this afternoon, but I�ll be home later.�
�I will.� Something crashed inside and Mary Jo peered around her. Araminta shifted slightly, not knowing what had happened. �I gotta go and see what Percy is into.�
Mary Jo reluctantly stepped back. �Remember.� She mimicked holding a phone to her ear. �Call me if you change your mind.�
�Thanks.� Araminta shut the door and leaned against it, releasing a pent-up breath. The cake plate was clutched to her chest. She�d had no idea she could lie quite so effectively. It was a little disconcerting.
�You did the right thing.� Leander appeared beside her, making her jump, his sleeveless tunic once again covering his incredible chest. He moved with a quiet and stealth that was really quite impressive. He pulled back the lace curtain and glanced through the window. �You don�t want to be responsible for any harm coming to your friend.�
He was right. As much as she hated to lie to Mary Jo, she really had no choice. Her friend�s life was at stake.
She pushed away from the door and went into the kitchen to set the cake on the counter. She gripped the edge of the countertop and stared blindly out the window. Her back yard looked normal, with the mature trees and hedge surrounding it, the fence peeking out between the foliage. Leaves had started to appear, but there were only a few flowers in bloom save the crocuses and daffodils. Would she live to see the garden in all its summer glory again?
She sensed Leander behind her and turned. �So what do we do now?�
His expression was grim. �Now we wait.�

Leander�s senses were all on alert. His ears were constantly twitching, searching for any sound that didn�t belong. He kept one eye on Araminta and the other on the entrances. It was too quiet.
What was Hades up to? What was he waiting for?
It was frustrating not knowing. Leander was a man of action and it galled him to stand around here waiting for Hades to attack. He�d had far too many years of inactivity. He wanted to take the battle to Hades, but he had Araminta to protect. His personal wants took a backseat to her safety.
She�d been unusually quiet since her friend left, going around her house with a garbage bag and a broom. Several lamps were shattered and the glass was scattered across the floor. She swept up the pieces and dumped them into the trash bag.
He helped as much as he could, placing books back on the shelves. He�d never had a home, had always traveled the world with the Lady and his fellow warriors. They�d stopped when they wanted, eaten what they wanted and he�d never imagined life any other way.
But he knew it was different with humans. Even back five thousand years ago, humans had created permanent homes for safety and shelter, gathering tools and food for survival. Humans were much more fragile, their lives incredibly short.
During the years he�d been trapped, he�d learned so much more about the human race. Their homes had become more elaborate over the years, their belongings more important. Personally, he thought they put too much stock in such things, but he understood it was their custom.
This was Araminta�s home. Her sanctuary. And it had been defiled. This was no random break-in. He could smell the underlying stench of sulfur and rot. Hades had sent several of his demons here. But what was his purpose? Had Hades been searching for something or was the purpose simply intimidation to make Araminta more frightened so she would be more likely to bargain with him?
He growled and his claws extended out of his fingertips. His lion didn�t like that idea at all. Anyone who dared to frighten his woman deserved to die.
�Everything all right?� She stood in the doorway of her bedroom with a partially filled garbage bag at her feet. Behind her, he could see her bed was made up with fresh linens. It was all too easy to imagine her spread out on top of the flowery quilt that topped the sheets, her tawny hair spread over the pillows and her pale thighs parted.
He swallowed and ignored the ache in his cock. �I�m fine.� His voice was rough and harsh, but he couldn�t help it. He wanted her with a fever that showed no signs of abating.
Was this a trick of Hades? Was the Lord of the Underworld doing something to make Leander want her so much? Leander didn�t think so, but it was a sobering thought.
She swiped her hand over her forehead. �The bedroom is done. I�ve got at least eight loads of laundry to do and a bag of clothing to go to the drycleaners. I didn�t know what they touched, so I�m washing pretty much everything from my dresser as well as the sheets that were on the bed.�
Araminta left the garbage bag in the doorway and came toward him. Her eyes widened as she took in the state of the living room. �You put everything away.� She blinked hard several times. �Thank you.�
Uncomfortable with her thanks, he shrugged. �It was nothing.�
She put her hand on his arm and her fingers scorched his skin where they gently rested. The muscles in his arms and shoulders clenched and his cock hardened. �Not to me.�
He so badly wanted to scoop her into his arms, take her to her bedroom, kick the door shut and stay there for the next several weeks. He figured it would take that long for him to quench his initial thirst for her. He wasn�t sure he�d ever quite have his fill.
He stiffened his resolve and took a step back. Now was not the time to indulge in physical pleasure. Her eyes darkened with hurt and she let her hand fall back by her side. Anger surged through him. He needed to be strong for her and for him. There could be no relaxing his guard until the time ran out on the curse and Hade was no longer a threat.
�Would you like some coffee cake?� Araminta headed to the small kitchen with him right behind her. He loved to watch her ass while she walked. She had a first-class behind, plump and firm, and he longed to take a bite out of it.
He cursed and reached down to adjust his unruly dick in his pants, grateful she didn�t glance over her shoulder and notice his predicament.
She stood in front of the window, staring out into the yard. It was large by most modern standards with mature trees and plants. A wooden swing sat in one corner, the wind rocking it slightly. Leander felt hemmed in by civilization and wished he could drag Araminta to the desert or the mountains where he could better protect her away from the prying eyes of her neighbors.
He put his hands on her shoulders and moved her away from the window. �It�s not safe for you to be so exposed.� He could feel the tension thrumming through her. Although it was against his better judgment, he pulled her back against his chest and wrapped his arms around her.
His lion began to purr and everything inside him relaxed. This was where she belonged. His cock flexed in ready agreement. He ignored his more carnal instincts and focused on taking care of her emotional needs. She needed comfort, and it was his job to provide it for her.
�What�s going to happen?� She tilted her head back and stared up at him.
He shook his head and placed a light kiss in the middle of her forehead. �I don�t know. I expected to hear from Hades by now.� The morning had come and gone and it was now afternoon. All this waiting was beginning to wear on him, and he knew it had to be doing the same to Araminta. Maybe that was Hades� plan, to lull them into a false sense of security. Wasn�t going to happen. Leander knew Hades wouldn�t give up, would attack when they least expected it. He gently touched her cheek. �Hades sent his minions to search your home.�
Araminta stiffened and sucked in a breath, but she nodded. �I expected as much.�
Her bravery continued to impress him. �What could he have been searching for?�
She shook her head. �I honestly don�t know.�
Leander made himself release Araminta. As much as he wanted her in his arms, he could not allow himself to become distracted by her. A thought occurred to him. �What were you writing?�
She leaned against the counter and nibbled on her bottom lip. Leander wanted to nibble on it for her, wanted to lick and sooth her abused mouth. There was much he wanted to do to her.
�I�d started to outline my third book. The one about the lion.�
All his senses kicked into overdrive. �You were writing about me?�
�I�m not sure if it was you, per se, but it was about a lion shifter and a writer.� Her gaze grew thoughtful. �Do you think that was it?� She shook her head before he could answer. �But I didn�t write much past the beginning. We�ve already gotten farther than the characters in the book.�
Disappointment swamped him. He�d been hoping there was something in her writing that would help them. Something, or someone, was moving around outside. He cocked his head and heard the lightest shuffling on the dry grass.
He tried to tap into more of his power so he could determine who or what might be out there. Nothing. He was still weak with only the bare bones of his power available to him. He could manifest clothing and his weapons and nothing more. He had to depend on his enhanced senses, natural power, speed and cunning to protect Araminta.
He prayed to the Lady that it would be enough to save them both.
�I need to go and check the perimeter. You stay inside, and whatever you do, don�t answer the door.�
�Are you sure you should go out there?� She reached for him but stopped herself. Leander wanted to roar. His hatred for Hades grew with each passing second. Because of the threat to them, Leander had been forced to keep Araminta at arm�s length. It was the hardest thing he�d ever done, and now she was leery about reaching out to him. It wasn�t to be borne.
He grabbed her by the shoulders and yanked her into his arms, burying his face in the curve of her neck. He inhaled, taking in the various scents that surrounded her. She smelled of clean, honest sweat and her perfumed soap. He nuzzled her and inhaled again. There, ever so faint, was the sweet scent of her arousal. In spite of the danger, in spite of the way he�d put up a wall between them, she still wanted him.
He felt the barriers he�d erected start to crumble. Groaning, he dropped a quick, hard kiss on her mouth. �Stay inside.� He set her away from him and stalked to the back door. He closed it none too gently behind him.

Chapter Eleven

Araminta pressed her fingers against her tingling lips and stared at the back door. The sound of it slamming still rang in the air. The man was driving her crazy with his mixed signals. One minute it seemed as though he didn�t want to be anywhere near her, and the next he was all over her.
Her nipples tightened and she swallowed a moan as her pussy clenched. The man was so damn sexy all he had to do was walk in a room and she wanted him. Which was crazy given the situation they were in.
She admired the fact he was trying to remain in control and not give in to the sexual urges they both had. He was staying focused on the task at hand�survival. She should follow his lead and do the same.
She took a deep breath and slowly released it. Her body was still hyperaware but slightly more under control. She headed back to the bedroom, grabbed the garbage bag and carried it into the smaller bedroom, which acted as her office. Papers were strewn everywhere. Most of them were of no importance to anyone but her. There were contracts and manuscripts and reams of research.
The mess was quite daunting.
Even if her manuscripts had been taken, she still had all of them on a flash drive that was attached to her key chain tucked away safely in her purse, plus they were all on her laptop as well. Her laptop case now sat just inside the office door where she�d stored it earlier. Against Leander�s protests, she�d gotten her suitcase and computer out of the car, figuring her belongings would be safer in the house. Now she wasn�t sure, but it was too late to do anything about it.
She thought about taking out her laptop and trying to do some work. Anything to take her mind off the mess her life had become. But the jumble of papers wasn�t going to go away unless she took care of it, and only she could sort out the paper explosion on the floor.
She gingerly walked across the floor to her desk. Her favorite paperweight, a rock from the coast of Maine, sat unmoved and undamaged. She and her grandmother had taken the trip the year before her grandmother had passed away. They�d rented a cabin on the beach and had spent five glorious days there. She ran her finger over the memento.
Family pictures and several award certificates still hung on the wall, their glass frames intact. There was no quick way to deal with this mess. She�d have to sort through it one piece of paper at a time.
That called for coffee and maybe a piece of the coffee cake that Mary Jo had brought over. She could practically hear it calling to her from the kitchen counter. Maybe she should have some cake first. After all, if she didn�t make it through today she wouldn�t need to worry about her weight any longer. And if she did make it through today she�d probably need the extra calories to fight demons. Made perfect sense to her. Cake first, clean later.
�I thought he�d never leave.� The feminine voice was laced with boredom and a hint of malice.
Araminta whirled around, kicking up several pieces of paper in her wake. Heart pounding in her chest, she faced the intruder.
Luna Starquest was leaning against the doorjamb with her arms crossed under her ample breasts. As always, her outfit was stylish and form fitting. The dark-blue low-cut dress clung to her curves and stopped barely south of her crotch. She was wearing matching shoes with heels that had to be at least six inches.
�What are you doing here?� Araminta couldn�t wrap her mind around the fact that Luna was standing in the middle of her home. She hadn�t heard anyone come in. Besides, the front door was locked and Leander was out back. Could she have slipped past Leander?
Luna laughed. �Haven�t you put it all together yet?� Luna straightened away from the door and gave a mock sigh. �Really. Do you think I�d bother with a little nobody like yourself if you didn�t have something I wanted?�
That hit her where it hurt the most. Araminta was very insecure about her ability as a writer. No one, not even her beloved grandmother, had thought she could make her living selling her stories. Her last serious boyfriend had informed her it was time to grow up and put childish dreams aside and concentrate on her real job. That�s when she�d shown him the door. Even her recent success hadn�t put a dent in her self-doubt.
Luna�s gaze tracked over the mess on the floor. �Had a slight problem, have you? You poor dear.� Her mocking tone shook Araminta out of her funk and stiffened her spine.
�What do you want?� Several memories tumbled across her brain. Luna had been there. She suddenly remembered how Luna had encouraged her to ride the lion on the carousel, had been there when everything went strange. Her memories of exactly what had happened were vague, but Luna had been there, of that she was certain. �You�re part of this, aren�t you?�
Luna touched the tip of her nose and laughed. �Smart girl. Took you long enough to figure it out.� She shook her head, her smile slightly cruel and the pity in her gaze more mocking than real. �Why Hades even wants to bother with you, I don�t know. But he does, so that�s that.�
�What do you mean?� Adrenaline pumped through her veins, swallowing the fear that threatened to swamp her. Luna was one of Hades� minions. She didn�t look evil, but then evil seldom did, which is why it was so effective. She�d do well to remember that.
Luna reached into her deep cleavage and pulled out a rolled document about eight inches wide. It seemed to Araminta that it appeared out of nowhere, because no way had it been there before. Luna�s dress was so tight it wasn�t possible Araminta could have missed the bulge it would have made.
The other woman flicked her wrist and the document unrolled. It appeared to be parchment paper with fancy calligraphy covering it. �Hades has a proposition for you.�
Her knees grew weak at Luna�s pronouncement, and Araminta leaned against the desk. The scene was unfolding exactly like it had in the books she�d written. Hades offered a deal to one or both of the people involved. This situation was totally surreal, but it was also all too real. It was hard for her to wrap her head around it.
Even though she knew what her answer would be, she had to kill time. Leander would be back soon. Or at least she hoped he would. She had no idea what might have happened to him, but she hadn�t expected him to stay outside for so long. Something must have happened to him. Worry ate at her, but she shoved aside her darker emotions and strove for calm.
Struggling for nonchalance she didn�t feel, Araminta put her palms on the desk behind her to support her quivering body and summoned up a strained smile. �Well, I�m waiting.�
Luna smirked, her ruby-red lips curving upward in a smile that was more cruel than friendly. �Look at you, all brave. We�ll see how long that lasts.�
Araminta�s hand inched back toward the rock paperweight. As weapons went, it wasn�t much, but it was something. �I�m waiting.� It might not be smart to taunt Luna, but Araminta was tired of being bullied by the woman or demon or whatever she was.
�Hades, Lord of the Underworld, sends his greetings. He�s offering you fame and fortune beyond your wildest dreams. What have you always wanted?� Luna�s voice deepened and seemed to fade into the background as she continued. The more Luna spoke, the easier Araminta could see the world the other woman described unfolding in front of her. �Best-selling novels, awards, your books being made into movies, crowds of people who love you. It�s all yours. But there�s more.� Luna paused and her words seemed to permeate Araminta�s very soul. �A family. A handsome husband. Someone to love you forever.�
�Yes,� Araminta whispered. She could see it all so easily in her mind�s eye. She was happy and actually skinny in the vision of her new life. Awards lined the shelves of the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves in her new office/library. The room was larger than the home she�d grown up in.
Outside the window was a garden in full bloom. Lilac blossoms scented the air along with the sweet smell of freshly cut grass. It was one of her most favorite smells in the world.
�Hey, beautiful.� She turned away from the window and watched as a tall, handsome man joined her. His hair was dark and fell to his broad shoulders. His eyes were a vivid green. A faint scar bisected his right cheek. He was the spitting image of the hero from the first book she�d ever written.
Araminta frowned. There was something wrong with this picture. Before she could clear the fog from her brain and figure out what was bothering her, the man put his arms around her waist, leaned in and kissed her. This was no first kiss, but one of longtime lovers. His lips were cold against hers, and she had the urge to shove him away and run just as fast as she could.
She put her hands against his broad chest and pushed. He released her and smiled as though he sensed nothing wrong between them.
�You�re looking beautiful as always, my sweet.� He picked up a file from the desk to his right. �Just a small piece of business to take care of today. You need to sign this contract, babe. Nothing is final until you sign.�
Araminta blinked. Her mind was fuzzy and something wasn�t right. �I don�t know.�
�What�s to know?� the man said. �You know you want me. You want all of this. And it can be yours.� He shifted behind her and kissed her neck. A shiver raced down her spine. Her blood ran cold. �We were meant to be together, you and I. Our life will be perfect.� He nibbled on her lobe and whispered in her ear. �All you have to do is sign.�
It suddenly occurred to her that she didn�t know the name of the man kissing her. Nor did she recognize the home she was standing in. Nothing about this place was familiar.
The walls seemed to shiver around her, fading in and out of focus, revealing darkness beyond. She shook her head and pulled away from the man. �No. This isn�t right. You�re not right.� She�d created him for a book. He didn�t truly exist. �None of this is real. You�re not real.�
In the distance, a lion roared. The loud, tortured sound snapped Araminta out of the fog that enveloped her like a thick blanket. She blinked, mentally fighting her way out of the stupor that held her captive. It wasn�t easy. A part of her wanted to stay, wanted to sink into the vision and bask in the attention of the handsome man, to curl up in the corner of that magnificent library, to read the engravings on the awards on the shelves.
Still, a part of her knew it wasn�t real, didn�t really exist anywhere other than in her mind. Leander was real. Hades� curse was real. She closed the fingers of one hand around something slender and hard, digging her fingernails into her palm. She tightened her other hand around the rock she held. That was reality, not the pretty, cold picture Luna had painted for her.
The man and the beautiful home slowly began to fade, gradually disappearing into the shadows until she was back in her office with Luna standing next to her, contract on the desk in front of them. Araminta had a pen clenched in her right hand. Horror filled her at the thought of what she�d almost done. She threw the pen across the room where it bounced off the wall, cracked and landed on the floor. Ink seeped out onto the carpet.
�No! You can�t trick me like that. I won�t sign.� She felt the rock paperweight beneath her other hand and squeezed it. Her stomach was queasy from whatever Luna had done to her. It had been like being trapped in a waking dream where you knew something was wrong but you couldn�t escape. It was pure evil.
Luna shook her head in obvious disgust. �You stupid females are all the same. You could have everything you�ve ever wanted and you turn it down. And what does that get you.� She shook her finger at Araminta. �I�ll tell you what. Nothing.�
Bosom heaving and nostrils flaring, Luna gestured to the contract still sitting on the desk. �All the warriors have their own agenda, and they don�t care if you have to die in order for them to succeed. Don�t expect Leander to protect you when the chips are down.�
�Several of the women have survived.� She�d written about it in her books. She knew there was a chance.
�Are you sure?� Luna taunted. �Do you know what parts of your book are real and what parts are just you making up your sickly sweet happy endings?�
Araminta�s chest tightened. No, she didn�t know for certain. All she had was hope. A thought hit her from out of nowhere and she suddenly knew what Hades� minions had been searching for. But she had to get rid of Luna and find Leander before she went for it.
�Why don�t you go back to wherever you came from? We�re done here.�
Luna�s laughter was like nails down a chalkboard. �I may be done with you, but I�m not done yet.� She turned and glanced over her shoulder and crooked a finger toward the doorway. �Here kitty, kitty.�

Leander sauntered into the room, trying to appear as detached as possible, and breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Araminta standing there safe and sound. The contract on the desk in front of her was a stark reminder of how close he�d come to losing her to the dark side.
Seeing Araminta with the pen in her hand poised over the contract had given him a shock. Then he�d noticed her eyes. They were glazed over like she was drugged or something. He knew then that she was trapped in some sort of waking dream much like the one that had temporarily snared him in the garden.
The devil was cunning. Instead of fighting Leander, he�d slowly captured him in a web of pleasant dreams, one where Leander and his fellow warriors were sitting around a campfire swapping stories of past glories. It had been so real he could still smell the wood smoke on his skin.
He�d missed those times and his friends. They�d been trapped together, but communication had dwindled over the long years to the occasional thought or passing of information. He hadn�t heard any of them speak aloud in thousands of years.
The cool air, the campfire and the companionship had all dulled his senses. It was only the lion pacing within him and the nagging feeling something was wrong that had roused him from the web of deceit surrounding him. Once he�d broken the pretext of the vision, it had shattered into a thousand pieces, leaving him alone, cold and empty inside.
He�d raced to the back door, fear striking his heart when he realized it was wide open. Control was key, so he�d forced himself to go slowly, give away his presence to whoever was inside.
He�d heard Araminta�s voice first, sounding slightly slurred and weak. Then he�d heard the other voice and his blood ran cold. Now he faced the woman who called herself Luna. She�d had many names over the years, but he easily recognized the stench rolling off of her. She belonged to Hades.
He didn�t dare do more than glance at Araminta, needing to keep all his attention on Luna. He wished the demon weren�t quite so close to Araminta. He needed to get Luna away from her.
He leaned against the wall and crossed his ankles, appearing like a man with nothing much on his mind. �What�s on your mind, demon?�
Luna laughed and came toward him, her movements slow and sensual. �Now there�s no need for name calling, kitty.�
He cocked a brow at her and folded his arms over his massive chest. Araminta straightened behind Luna. She appeared unharmed and he gave thanks to the Lady for that.
Luna stopped in front of him and walked her fingers up his chest, the dark-red tips of her fingernails looking more like blood against his leather tunic. He captured her hand and thrust her back. She teetered on her high heels but quickly regained her balance. �You warriors are all the same. You never want to have any fun.�
�I don�t mind fun,� he began. Luna licked her lips and blatantly stared at his crotch. �But I�m particular about who I have it with.�
Luna jerked back as though he�d struck her, and her eyes began to glow a hellish shade of red. Some of the glamour slipped from her fa�ade and he caught a glimpse of the demon beneath. Leathery skin in a dark shade of brown, fingers like talons and razor-sharp teeth. But in the blink of an eye, Luna, in all her sexual glory, was back.
�Your loss.� She shrugged and sauntered back to the desk, lifting the parchment in her left hand. �I guess that means it�s time to get back to business.� She tossed a glance over her shoulder at Araminta. �But really, you�d rather fuck that plump little mouse than have some of this?� Luna ran her free hand over her breast and down between her thighs.
Totally disgusted by the display, Leander gave a curt nod. Inside him, his lion paced, wanting to leap and take the demon down and tear out her throat for the insult to his mate. He restrained the beast, but he felt his nails growing into claws and knew his facial features had shifted somewhat, leaving him looking more like an animal than ever.
�There�s no accounting for taste, is there?� Luna carried on, totally unconcerned by how close she was to losing her head. But Leander wanted to hear what Hades had to say before he dispatched her. As Roric had always said, knowledge was power.
Behind Luna, Araminta started to move. He didn�t dare look at her and alert the demon. He willed her to stay where she was, but knew she wouldn�t. Araminta was stubborn to a fault. It was one of the things he adored about her even as it made him want to shake her. He gave a sigh of relief when Luna moved back closer to him.
�Hades, Lord of the Underworld, blah, blah, blah,� Luna began.
One corner of Leander�s mouth kicked up. �I don�t think Hades would appreciate his words being described as blah, blah, blah. You wouldn�t want me to misunderstand the message, would you?�
Luna heaved a sigh. �You warriors are definitely more trouble than you�re worth.�
�Hades doesn�t think so,� he reminded her.
Striking a pose with one hip cocked, Luna began reading every word on the parchment. Leander ignored most of the rhetoric, keeping one eye on the demon and the other one on Araminta. His lion was pacing, insisting something wasn�t right. Would Hades send more demons to attack? Likely, but when?
Leander pulled his attention back to Luna when she reached the part about Hades� offer. �I will free the Lady of the Beasts from Hell if you join me in my quest to secure my dominance over the world.�
In the distance, almost as though it was in his heart and not his ears, Leander swore he could hear chanting of some kind. Over the deep male voices, he could hear one feminine one, and it made him smile. A surge of power shot through him and in his heart he knew the truth.
�Hades can�t offer what he doesn�t have. The Lady is free from his domain.� She was still incredibly weak, but somehow he knew she�d made it out of Hell on her own. His Lady was nothing if not resilient.

The Lady of the Beasts soaked up the power of the group who sat around the campfire chanting. She was perched in the center of the circle near the blaze, enjoying the heat on her flesh. It was so different from the dry, fetid air in Hades� domain.
She watched John, the elderly shaman, dance around the outside of the group, his voice strong and sure above all the rest. They hadn�t forgotten her. The centuries might have left her name in dust on the earth, but there were pockets of people who still worshiped her, still respected her. It was from them she drew power.
John had told her of the green movement, those who wanted to protect the land and the animals. That was her domain and thus she drew power from it. There was still plenty of greed and corruption and fear and anger to feed Hades, but she was no longer as weak as she�d been.
The delicious vegetable soup she�d eaten earlier had nourished her body and now the chanting was renewing her soul. Her limbs were no longer skinny and fragile, but firm and strong. She could feel the years of her captivity falling away.
Laughing, she rose to her feet, let the blanket fall away and began to dance, her naked body moving to the rhythms of the chant. The very earth itself seemed to embrace her, as though welcoming her back. Tears came to her eyes as she absorbed pure power from the soil through the soles of her feet.
She raised her arms and cried out to her warriors, praying they would hear her and would feel her power. They would know Hades no longer held her captive.

Deep in the hills of North Carolina, a large man walked across his yard, basking in a moment of utter contentment as he pictured the woman waiting inside the house. His life had changed much in the past months and, although his life was blessed, he could not forget his fellow warriors, his friends who were still in jeopardy.
Suddenly, he froze in mid-stride. A heavy weight lifted from his soul and it sang with unfettered joy. The tiger within him roared with pleasure.
The back door slammed open and Aimee, his mate and the very reason he was alive, rushed toward him. �What is it? I can feel some sort of energy swirling in my chest.� Worry filled her face and he knew it would take long years before the fear of Hades truly left her.
He grabbed her in his arms and swung her around in a circle. �The Lady. She has escaped from Hell. I can sense her in my heart.�
Aimee wrapped her arms around his neck and hung on. �That�s what that is?� She twined her legs around his waist and immediately he wanted her.
�Yes. You can sense her now because you share my essence, my life�s energy.�
�Wow. It feels warm and kinda nice.� She nibbled on her bottom lip and he immediately wanted to taste her mouth. �What should we do? Should we go find her?�
Roric cocked his head to one side and concentrated. �I can feel her, but I don�t know where she is. We will listen with our hearts and wait. We will find her or she will find us.�
Aimee�s cell phone rang and she yanked it out of the back pocket of her jeans. �It�s Kellsie.� She answered the phone. �Hey, Kellsie.�
�Did you feel that?�
Aimee laughed. �We certainly did.� She could hear a male voice in the background urging Kellsie to give him the phone.
�Marko wants to speak with Roric.�
�I figured as much.� She held out the phone to Roric. �Marko wants to talk to you.�
�I�d rather talk to you.� Roric buried his face in her neck and nuzzled her.
She laughed and shoved the phone against his mouth. �Talk.�
He growled at the man on the other end of the line. �I�ll call you later, Marko.� He could hear the bear laughing as Aimee clicked off the phone. �We need to celebrate this momentous occasion. Then we�ll make plans.�
�I�m all for celebrating,� Aimee agreed. Roric held her close to his body and carried her into the house and up to their room so they could celebrate in the most elemental way possible. And if he knew Marko, his fellow warrior and Kellsie were about to celebrate too.
As he set Aimee on the bed, he wondered if this meant another warrior had been released from the curse and was now fighting for his freedom. Aimee pulled him down to her and the thought was lost. If the battle had already begun, there was little they could do to help unless they were contacted. He hated feeling so helpless, wondering if his fellow warrior would last the night.
But his sadness and anger were tempered by his joy, and his heart was filled with a warm light, as though the Lady was trying to soothe his soul. He inhaled her power, her magic, and turned to the miracle he�d been given by the goddess he served. Sensing what he needed from her, Aimee opened her arms to him and, when he eagerly went into them, she kissed him.

Chapter Twelve

Araminta�s heart skipped a beat when Leander spoke of the Lady of the Beasts being free from Hell. That meant that Hades could no longer touch her. He�d agreed to free the Lady, and if he tried to hurt her now his own power would rebound on him and kill him. Or at least that�s what was in the books Araminta had written. It felt right.
Leander leaned against the wall, looking as though he didn�t have a care in the world. His attitude was disconcerting to say the least. The Lady might be free, but their lives were still on the line. That hadn�t changed.
�What else do you have to offer?�
Her heart nearly stopped when Leander spoke. Was he seriously considering siding with Hades or was this a ploy to kill time? She glanced down at her watch and barely swallowed a groan. It was late afternoon and there were still far too many hours they had to survive to break the curse and be free from Hades� wrath.
Several hours seemed to have slipped away and she wondered how long she�d been trapped in the dream-like fog, the spell that Luna had woven around her. Like most dreams, it had only seemed like a few minutes, but it must have been a much longer time.
Leander�s hair fell behind his impossibly wide shoulders. The blond, orange and reddish-brown hues caught the late afternoon sun streaming through her office window. With his molten-gold eyes and broad, flat nose, he appeared more like the lion that lived within him.
She wanted to see the lion again, to touch the tattoo of the beast on his back. There was so much she wanted to do with him and the chance might be lost. They both might be dead within a few hours or less. Araminta had the sense that Hades was toying with them, letting them get hopeful they could survive before swooping in to destroy them.
She took solace from the fact that two of the warriors had survived. And, regardless of what Luna said, Araminta truly believed that their women had too. In fact, she was almost certain they had.
Had those other women felt the sense of connection and the sexual attraction to the men they�d released from the carousel? If she survived this encounter, she planned to find out.
�Hades can offer you anything your heart desires.� Luna tossed her head back, letting her hair fall over her shoulder like an ebony curtain. �All you have to do is ask. I�m authorized to fulfill any of your wishes. Every last one of them.� She licked her lips and Araminta wanted to smack the other woman for her blatant sexual come-on.
But Luna wasn�t done. She sauntered toward Leander, her hips working back and forth. Araminta knew she couldn�t hold a candle to Luna when it came to looks and figure. Luna was stunning, while she was average at best.
�Anything?� The way Leander said that one word made Araminta�s heart clench. His gaze was intent on Luna. Araminta might as well not even have been in the same room with them. Her fingers tightened around the rock. She wasn�t sure who she wanted to use it on more, Luna or Leander. Right now, it was a toss-up.
Luna glanced over her shoulder and smiled at Araminta, making her blood run cold. �Hmm.� She tapped one painted fingernail against her ruby-tinted lips. �If you got rid of her we could talk in private.�
Araminta felt her cheeks heating. There was no mistaking Luna�s offer. The hussy demon wanted to have sex with Leander. Too bad for her. Araminta wasn�t going anywhere. This was her house and Leander was her man.
The thought froze her in place. What was she thinking? Leander wasn�t hers. He was a warrior on a mission and Luna was offering him whatever he wanted on a silver platter. The Lady of the Beasts was free, but would that be enough for Leander? After all those years in captivity, would he still be loyal to the goddess now that the chips were down, or would he throw his lot in with Hades? Would he trade her life for the freedom of the remaining warrior?
She swallowed hard and watched as Leander�s cool gaze flicked to her and then back to Luna. �What do you have in mind?� His query shattered her heart but strengthened her resolve. She hadn�t asked for this, but had been pulled into this war against her will. Maybe she should have taken Luna�s offer.
No. She couldn�t do that. No matter what Leander did, she�d done what she knew was right. Some might think her stupid, but she�d written those two books and had multiple dreams about Hades and the world he ruled over. No matter what the document said, there would be a loophole. Hades always won when it came to contracts. It was his strength. She would not risk her eternal soul in such a way.
Luna ignored Araminta as though she was of no import. And she supposed in the scheme of things she wasn�t. For the most part, she�d lived a lonely life. Her grandmother had loved her, but even she hadn�t understood Araminta�s need to write, to create stories and other worlds populated by the most amazing people.
�I could send her to Hades.� Luna�s suggestion had sweat beading on Araminta�s forehead. She had no desire to see that realm or its leader firsthand.
�Now what would be the point of that?� Leander�s soft-spoken words barely reached Araminta�s ears, and she strained to hear what he was saying. �She is mine. It is you who belong in Hell.�
He attacked so swiftly he was little more than a blur. He shot out his hand, but it was no longer his hand. It was a massive paw tipped with razor-sharp claws. He ripped through Luna�s chest and tore out her still-beating heart. Blood sprayed, the splatter covering Leander�s shirt and the wall, peppering the papers strewn on the floor.
Araminta slapped her hand over her mouth to smother her scream of horror. Luna slowly fell to her knees, her face pale and her eyes wide open. Her lips were parted as though she meant to say something. What that might be they would never know.
Luna�s body swayed and toppled to the side. Blood flowed from the open wound, soaking into the papers and carpet. The stain would never come out. Hysterical laughter bubbled up, threatening to erupt.
Then Leander tossed the heart onto the floor beside Luna�s body. Araminta dove for the garbage bucket, barely making it before she lost the remains of the large breakfast she�d eaten hours ago. The rock tumbled from her hand as she grabbed the rim for support. Her legs gave out and she dropped to her knees.
�Araminta.� She heard Leander�s concerned voice over the retching but shook her head. She couldn�t look at him right now. He�d ripped out a woman�s heart.
Was she next?
Araminta slowly raised her head and shuddered at the sight of Luna�s body lying in a pool of blood. �You killed her. You killed a famous romance author in my home.� Her voice rose with each word until she was almost screaming.
Leander shook his head. �She was a demon, not a human.� As if to prove his point, Luna�s body began to sizzle. Just like the demons back at the garage, her entire body shriveled and turned to ash. Even the bloodstains on the wall and carpet turned to ash.
�I�m not cleaning that up.� The absurdity of what she�d just said made her drop her head into her hands. She was losing her mind.
Leander walked to the window and shoved it open. A heavy wind blew in and gathered the dust from the floor and walls. It swirled around, almost forming the shape of a woman before being swept out the window. She didn�t know where the ashes went and didn�t care. They were out of her house. That was all that mattered.
He slammed the window shut and stared out into the late afternoon sky. Dark, ominous clouds were forming to the west. Araminta pushed to her feet. Not wanting to leave herself undefended, she grabbed her rock. Not that it would do much damage. She wasn�t sure she could even make herself hit Leander. Then the final words he�d said to Luna sank in, leaving her even more confused. Had he told the demon she was his?
�Araminta.� He strode toward her, stopping when she took a step back. Pain filled his eyes and his hands clenched at his sides. �I would not hurt you.�
She swallowed hard, hating the sour taste in her mouth. �I wasn�t sure there for a moment.�
He briefly closed his eyes and nodded. When he looked back at her, his eyes were gleaming. �Make no mistake. You belong to me. To us.� He held up his hand and it morphed into the powerful paw of a predator before her very eyes. �There is nothing either of us would not do to protect you.�
Wow. That was a lot for a girl to take in. But one question remained. �Why?�
He shook his head and canted it to one side as he studied her. �Why does the sun rise in the east? Why do the birds sing?� He placed his hand over his heart. �These things just are.� He took another step toward her. �You are in my heart, Araminta Davidson, and there is no removing you from it.�
He moved closer still and started to lower his head. She ducked out of the way at the last second. A low growl filled the air. He wasn�t happy.
�I have to brush my teeth.� She motioned to the wastebasket where the remains of her breakfast sat. No way was she kissing him after puking up her guts.
His scowl disappeared and he offered her a tender smile. �Go and see to yourself. I will take care of this.� He leaned down and brushed several kisses over her forehead.
Araminta turned and fled into the bathroom, closing the door behind her. �Oh God.� She rested her head against the cool mirror and took a deep, cleansing breath. Drawing back, she stared at herself. Her face was as pale as chalk, her eyes huge. Wisps of hair had escaped from her braid and hung around her face, framing it.
She grabbed her toothbrush and quickly got rid of the nasty taste in her mouth, replacing it with minty freshness. When she was done, she thought about brushing out her hair and washing her face but didn�t bother. It didn�t really matter what she looked like. They needed to talk and make a plan of action. Hades would be back and soon.
She emerged from the bathroom but didn�t go out to the kitchen where she could hear water running. Leander was actually cleaning up after her. That made him one special man. No, he wasn�t a man. She had to keep reminding herself of that. He was a mythical warrior, one with a mission.
Turning, she went into her bedroom. It was no longer the sanctuary it had been. A demon invasion had pretty much taken away any sense of safety she�d had. Percy perched on the end of bed and gave a low grumble when he saw her.
She sat next to him and he immediately climbed into her lap, offering her comfort in the only way he knew how. She cuddled him close and, for once, he allowed it. �What am I going to do, Percy?� He grumbled again in response, drawing a tiny laugh from her. �Maybe I should put you outside just in case.� She�d hate to see him killed or hurt in this fight.
He bumped his furry head against her chin, and she hugged his heavy body to her chest, needed the warmth and comfort. Her entire life was upside down and she had no idea what was going to happen next. Even if she survived she would never be the same again. She would be one of the few who knew that demons, curses and ancient gods were real.
�I envy the cat.� She jumped when Leander spoke. He stood in the doorway of her room, watching her with unreadable eyes. He�d removed his stained shirt, leaving him clad in only his leather pants and boots. As always, the sight of his broad, firmly muscled chest momentarily distracted her.
�Why?� She asked because she really wanted to know, plus she needed some time to compose herself.
Leander prowled toward her, his gait smooth and stealthy, like a lion on the hunt. Every nerve ending in her body fired at once, sending tingles racing over her skin.
�Because he is touching you and I am not.�
Oh, wow. �Ahhh.� She shut her mouth before she said something even more stupid. Whenever he said things like that she lost her ability to string together a sentence. She also found herself trying to memorize them to use later in a book. The writer in her never stopped working and she couldn�t help herself.
Leander stopped in front of her and crouched down. He parted her knees so he was between them. Percy craned his neck toward Leander and he obliged by rubbing the cat behind the ears. �Go,� he whispered to Percy, and damned if the cat didn�t listen to him. Percy shot her a glance over his shoulder and then gracefully jumped from the bed and padded out of the room. It was just the two of them now.
Her breathing quickened and her heart began to race. They should talk. That was important.
But she�d almost signed over her soul to Hades. It might have been under coercion, but it had almost happened. She could have been killed. There wasn�t a doubt in her mind that Luna had been more than capable of the task.
Now Leander was crouched in front of her. His unusual, masculine face was only inches away, his full lips and strong jawline within touching distance. Did she really want to talk?
The answer didn�t surprise her. Leaning forward, she pressed her lips to his, sighing when he kissed her back.

Leander didn�t know if he�d ever get over the gut-wrenching fear of finding Araminta alone with one of Hades� minions. His lion roared in agreement. The only satisfaction he had was that he�d dispatched Luna back to Hell where she belonged.
Hades was pulling out all the stops, tempting both him and Araminta. Leander wondered if he�d done the same with all the other warriors who�d been freed from the carousel or if this was a new development. He so badly wanted to talk to them but had no idea how to find his friends.
Araminta made a small mewling sound that fired his blood and made him forget everything else. She was alive and so was he and nothing else mattered. He slanted his mouth over hers, deepening the caress, and tasted mint and desire upon her lips.
Animal instinct was riding him hard, and he had the need to claim her, to mark her as his so that all who came in contact with her would know who she belonged to, would know she was his.
He gripped her thighs and pulled her closer. Fisting his hand in her braid, he held her still as he plundered her mouth, leaving no dark corner unexplored.
She was panting heavily now, her eyes slightly dazed when he pulled back. He loved her stormy-gray eyes and sucked in a breath when she licked her moist red lips. Satisfaction roared through him when he tugged at her top and she didn�t stop him from removing it. She was wearing a lacy bra that barely contained the bounty of her breasts.
He covered both mounds with his hands, testing their fullness and weight with his palms. She gasped and then moaned when he rubbed his thumbs over the puckered tips, caressing them through the thin fabric.
Leander lowered his head and pulled one pert nipple into his mouth, sucking on it. He rubbed his tongue over the lace-covered nub, loving the breathy sounds of arousal Araminta made.
Slowly, he tugged down the straps of her bra, pulling the restrictive garment from her so he could release her breasts. Magnificent. There was no other word for her or them. The mounds were firm and large, the nipples pink and lush. He reached behind her, unhooked the bra and tugged it away.
Her long braid fell over her shoulder so he took it in his hand and brushed the end of it over one of her nipples. �Leander.� The way she moaned his name made his cock throb.
He leaned inward and rubbed his hair and face over her breasts, much like a cat showing his favor. A loud purr escaped him. He sensed her surprise and then she dug her fingers into his scalp and twined through the thick mass of his hair. Like any cat, he loved having someone rub his fur or, in this case, his hair. He purred again and turned his head to latch onto one of her nipples.
She jumped and then groaned as he sucked and rubbed and carefully raked his teeth over her sensitive flesh. His balls drew up tight and his pants were becoming more uncomfortable by the second so he willed himself to be naked. His clothing disappeared and his cock sprang free, giving him a moment of temporary respite.
He had to get her naked.
Leander attacked the fastening of her jeans. It only took him a moment to yank down the zipper. �Lift up,� he ordered as he pulled down her jeans, taking her panties with them. Araminta supported herself on her hands as she raised her bottom off the bed.
In two seconds flat, he had her completely naked, her shoes and socks tangled with her jeans. He grabbed her legs behind her knees and tipped her back. She gave a small squeal as her back hit the mattress. He spread her legs wide, licked his lips and lowered his mouth to her lush core.

Araminta couldn�t seem to catch her breath, not with Leander watching her, a predatory gleam in his molten-gold eyes. This man was so different from the one who�d coldly killed a demon in her office. This man was all passion and fire. Both sides were part of him and helped make up the man she was quickly coming to care deeply for, which wasn�t smart considering the situation. But, at this moment, she didn�t care about curses or gods or immortal warriors. There was only Leander and Araminta, a man and a woman.
He looked determined and very aroused. Her pussy throbbed just watching him. He licked his lips and leaned inward, pressing his mouth against her slick folds.
She fisted the comforter in both hands, needing something to hold on to as he explored her in the most intimate manner. He probed and licked and teased every crevice, every nook with his tongue. The rough texture stimulated every nerve ending and sent her arousal rocketing through the roof.
�Leander.� She breathed his name and moaned when his tongue probed her channel, driving as deep as he could go. Her breasts ached so she covered them with her hands, wishing it were his hands on her once again. His fingers were long and broad, his palms huge, and he�d had no trouble covering all of her with them.
He purred and the sensation was like having a warm, living vibrator caressing her skin. �Don�t stop,� she ordered. She�d never experienced anything like this before in her life. Leander was an incredible lover.
In answer to her command, he captured her clit between his lips and tongued it. The sandpapery texture of his tongue sent lightning bolts of pleasure shooting through her. She closed her thighs around his head. No way was she letting him go, not when she was so close to coming.
He reached up and pushed her hands aside until his palms were covering her breasts. It was perfect. While his mouth and tongue teased and tormented her pussy, his clever fingers played with her breasts.
She�d never felt so alive before. Maybe it was the specter of death that surrounded them. Maybe it was simply Leander himself. Araminta didn�t know and didn�t care. She reached for her orgasm, wanting it with every fiber of her being.
She cried out, balanced on the edge of orgasm, but it slipped away once again and she moaned in frustration. She was so close.
Leander released her breasts and moved one hand between her thighs. She tensed, waiting for him to touch her. When it came there was nothing subtle or tentative about it. Like Leander himself, his touch was bold and overwhelming. He thrust two large, thick fingers into her core, stretching her to her limits.
Araminta dug her heels into his shoulders and cried out as her vaginal muscles loosened and tightened in a rhythmic pattern. He sucked hard on her clit and her body clenched and spasmed around his fingers, squeezing them hard.
Head thrown back, she rode out the wave of pleasure, tasting every last drop of it before her body went lax. Leander removed his fingers from her core, drawing a moan of pleasure as her channel contracted around them. He paused long enough to lap at her cream, making another one of those rumbling noises that she loved so much. He was like a big cat, his pleasure a tangible thing.
He stood and she blinked at the very visible reminder that he hadn�t come yet. His cock was huge and hard, the reddish tip wet with his arousal. The heavy veins that ran up and down his length were pulsing with power and barely restrained lust.
�On your knees.� He started to roll her over and she knew what he wanted. She�d never had a man take her from behind before. The thought was exciting, and though she�d just come, she felt passion rising within her once again.
She was a normal woman who liked sex and had enjoyed a select few partners over the years. But this was more elemental, a raw ache that went beyond the physical. She was on fire for Leander. Only he could satisfy the clawing need inside her, fill the emptiness.
�Spread your legs apart.� He tapped the inside of her thighs and she widened them. He gave a rumble of approval. She felt hot breath on her core a moment before his long tongue stroked over her pussy, making her jump. �So hot and tasty,� he murmured.
Araminta could feel her face heating. No other man had ever been so blunt about his sexuality, had never said such earthy things to her, but she liked it, liked the way he wanted her so much. It was a complete turn-on.
He gripped her hips and he slid his cock between the folds of her pussy. Rubbing back and forth, he coated his erection with her juices while teasing her clit with each stroke. She moaned and undulated her hips for maximum pleasure.
He put his knees on the bed beside hers and fitted the head of his cock at her slick opening. It was a tight fit, but he pushed steadily inward until the thick head was inside. Before she could take a breath, he powered all the way in.
In this position he went deep, stretching the sensitive tissues as she struggled to conform to his length and girth. He held himself steady, both of them breathing heavily. After a moment, he leaned down and nipped at her nape, making her jump. The motion drove him deeper, making them both moan.
�Okay?� he asked.
She nodded and shoved her butt toward him. He surrounded her with his massive body, impaled her with his large cock, but she�d never felt safer.
He wrapped one arm around her midsection and began to move. His thrusts were short and hard, and she was glad he was holding on to her or she would have probably fallen face first onto the mattress. Leander gripped her nape between his teeth, keeping her pinned in place as he took her.
He reached between her spread thighs with one hand and rubbed his thumb over her swollen clit. She cried out, her pussy squeezing his cock. Leander released his hold on her neck and roared. There was no other word for the sound he made. It was the powerful roar of a lion that almost deafened her as it echoed in her ears. His cock pulsed inside her, his release flooding her core. He kept coming and that set off another round of spasms within her.
Araminta�s arms gave out and she fell forward onto the bed with a groan. He was still so hard and hot inside her, still coming. She had no idea how long it lasted, but finally he gave a grunt and removed his arm from her waist. She flopped onto the mattress, limp as a noodle.
Leander hissed as he carefully removed his shaft and stretched out beside her. She didn�t know what to say, not after such earth-shattering lovemaking. Well, it was earth-shattering for her. For all she knew it might be normal for him.
She stroked her hand over his shoulder and his entire body arched in pleasure. His tattoo. She�d forgotten all about it, but suddenly wanted to see it again. �Roll over.�
He stared at her a moment, unblinking, but came to some internal decision and turned onto his side, his back toward her. A majestic lion stared back at her, his eyes the same color as Leander�s. No, not the same color, the same eyes.
They were one and the same.
She reached out and touched the creature�s head. Leander�s shoulders stiffened and then he rubbed his head against the pillow. It was fascinating how the two were connected. The lion was a part of him, the relationship totally symbiotic.

Chapter Thirteen

Leander wanted to roar again but desperately swallowed back the aching need to voice his pleasure, not wanting her to think he was more animal than man. He loved the feel of Araminta�s hands on his back, touching his tattoo. It was as good as having her stroke every inch of his body. He knew she had no idea how sensitive his tattoo was.
His entire body was still humming from making love to her. His cock should have been limp after the orgasm he�d just had, but he was still hard as steel and ready to go again. But he wouldn�t do that to Araminta, didn�t want to make her sore. He could fuck all night long, but her body was much more delicate and fragile than his. He had to remember that she was human and he was not.
It frustrated and angered him that even if they survived today he would lose her in a few short decades. No, not if, but when they survived. Araminta would live no matter the cost to himself. She was too precious to him.
Funny how in the long millennia before the war with Hades, none of them had ever considered taking a mate. They were warriors. They fought when necessary, they ate when they wanted and fucked willing women when the urge was upon them. But that was all secondary to their task of protecting the Lady.
Maybe it was the long years in captivity that had changed him, had made him appreciate the warmth of a woman�s body, her laughter and softness, made him want more than he�d had.
She stroked her hands over the lion�s flanks and his hips bucked, his cock jerking as if urging him to roll over and reach for her. If she kept this up he wouldn�t be responsible for what he did.
A muscle jumped in his jaw, and he clenched his teeth to keep from rolling over and taking her again. He didn�t think just any woman would have him feeling this way. He knew himself too well to believe that. He�d had his fair share of women in the days before the curse. Fucking was fun for both parties, but he�d always been ready to leave once it was over.
Not so with Araminta, and not just because he was honor-bound to protect her. No, he wanted to be with her. Her intelligence, her courage and her subtle beauty all drew him. It was as if the universe had created her just for him.
And he would not fail to protect such a treasure. He would not fight fate, nor would he question his good fortune. They were meant to be together, but if that could not happen, he would die protecting her.
She slid her small hand across the lion�s back and down his left flank.
Leander could take no more torture. He rolled and pounced on her in one motion, her shriek turning into a moan of pleasure as he shoved his way inside her. She was still wet from her earlier orgasm and took him easily. He purred, loving the way her pussy closed around him like soft, wet velvet.
�Again?� Her eyes were wide and her lips parted.
He leaned down and kissed her, twining his tongue against hers. When they were both breathless, he pulled back, letting his lips hover an inch away from hers. �Again.�
Araminta locked her thighs around his hips and moved with him as he fucked her. Her slick channel spasmed around him and he knew she was as close to coming as he was. This time was gentler than the last, but it didn�t take long. He rocked them both, supporting her back with his hand, leading her into each deep stroke.
She dug her fingernails into his shoulders and her eyes never left his. They came at the same time, neither of them looking away. Leander felt his heart lock and knew no other woman would ever own it. He belonged to Araminta and she to him.
Tears filled her eyes and he leaned down to lick away one salty drop that escaped from a corner. �Don�t cry.� He hated to see her upset.
She swiped at her eyes. �I don�t know why I�m crying.�
He kissed her, not knowing what else to do. He continued to thrust in and out of her hot depths, wanting to comfort her, loving the way her pussy squeezed him as though it would never let him go.
But time was moving fast and they�d already taken a big risk by making love. He reluctantly shifted off of Araminta. �We need to get dressed.� He played with the messy tail of her braid, sweeping it over her skin. �We don�t want to be TSTL,� he teased her, remembering her earlier reference to her writing.
She gave a watery laugh. �No, I guess we don�t want to be that.� She sat and grabbed the comforter as if suddenly realizing she was naked. He pulled it away from her, not wanting her to hide her body from him.
�Go get cleaned up.� He stood, and in the blink of an eye was clothed in leather pants and boots again.
�That�s just not fair.� Looking disgruntled and totally adorable, Araminta climbed off the bed, bent down and grabbed her clothing off the floor and left the room. His eyes almost rolled back in his head when she bent down and he got a glimpse of her glistening pussy. His lion roared, wanting to feel her juices filling his mouth and flowing down his throat before he fucked her again.
But that wasn�t going to happen. He�d already risked her safety as it was. The clock was ticking and Hades wasn�t done yet. The next few hours would be a fight for their lives and their very souls.
He clenched his hands at his side, his fingers morphing into giant claws before he got control of himself. Hades would not have his Araminta. He�d follow the demon god into Hell itself and slaughter him if he tried.

Araminta stared at her reflection in the mirror and shook her head. She looked totally debauched, her cheeks were red, her lips swollen and her hair a mess. Her limbs were loose, her body relaxed.
Under normal circumstances, she�d be very happy, but these were anything but normal times. Hades was waiting to kill them or turn Leander to his side. She really had to get her act together before she ended up being a TSTL heroine. Not exactly how she wanted to be remembered if she didn�t make it through the rest of the day.
She looked longingly at the shower but knew there wasn�t time. She quickly pulled on her clothes and decided, what the heck, there was time to redo her hair. She took out the braid, ran her brush through the tawny mass and made fast work of braiding it again.
It was only as she was reaching for the bathroom door handle she remembered what she�d meant to tell Leander. She pulled open the door and hurried back into the bedroom. �Leander.�
He appeared in front of her so fast she almost stumbled into him. He caught her in his strong arms. �What is it?�
His unusual features no longer seemed strange to her. He�d never look totally human, his facial structure was too strong and broad, his nose too wide and his hair such an unusual color, but he looked perfect to her. He was simply Leander and she loved him.
She sucked in a breath and averted her gaze. When had that happened? She couldn�t love him. He wasn�t staying. Couldn�t stay.
He caught her chin in his hand and lifted it until she was staring at his face. He looked worried so she tried to smile. �I remembered something while you were�chatting with Luna.� Araminta didn�t quite know how else to phrase it. �I think I know what Hades� demons were looking for when they wrecked my home.�
�What is it?� His amazing eyes were intent on her, his entire focus on what she was saying. And what a turn-on that was.
She forced herself to get on with the job at hand. �I got an email a while back from a reader. I ignored it, thinking the person wasn�t quite playing with a full deck, if you know what I mean?�
Leander frowned, making him appear forbidding and menacing. �You mean you thought she was lying?�
�I thought she was lost in the story, thinking it was real when it was make-believe.�
Leander caught on quickly. �But it is not make-believe.�
Araminta hurried to her office with Leander on her heels. �I know that now, but I didn�t then.� She grabbed her computer bag and headed out to the living room. Better to be far away from the room with the bed, although she didn�t think that would stop Leander if he wanted to make love to her again�the wall, the floor, the sofa were all possibilities.
Her body throbbed in agreement, her breasts swelling against the lacy cups of her bra. She ignored her arousal and sat on the sofa, setting her laptop on the coffee table. �This woman was asking about the first book in the series, the one about the tiger.� She powered up the computer and waited impatiently for it to start up. �She also included a website link for a site that was devoted to the Lady of the Beasts. I checked out the website and it had some pretty interesting stuff, but most of it was information that was already in my book.�
Leander�s tension was palpable. �What are you saying?�
�I�m saying that I think I might be able to contact at least one, possibly two of the warriors and their women.� Her fingers clicked over the keys as she retrieved the email from the file where she kept troubling messages. �If this woman was telling the truth she�s the one who freed the bear.�
�Marko,� Leander whispered.
She nodded. �Yes, Marko. And the website she sent the link for had a huge white tiger icon on it.�
Leander sat on the sofa next to her, practically vibrating with excitement. �It has to be Roric.�
�Maybe.� She didn�t want him to get his hopes up too high. �Here it is.� She brought up the website and swiveled the computer so they could both see the screen. The stylized lettering of the banner read Lady of the Beasts and there were seven links, one for each animal, as well as a contact button.
She scrolled and hit the link for the white tiger. Immediately the page opened and the legend of the Lady unfolded. Leander reached out and touched his finger to the photo of the enormous white tiger. �Roric.� His tortured whisper just about broke her heart. �Show me the rest.�
Araminta clicked on the link for the bear, and when the page opened she gasped at the photo of the giant brown bear standing on his hind paws. Beside her, Leander sucked in a breath. �Is that him?� she asked.
�Yes. It�s Marko.�
She clicked on the other links but found only generic photos of a phoenix, jaguar, wolf and what appeared to be a Chinese dragon. That had to be the serpent.
�Mordecai,� Leander growled.
�The serpent.� She glanced at the accompanying text and it matched what she�d written in her book. �So he went over to the dark side and joined Hades.�
Leander nodded, his features grim. �I don�t understand how he could do such a thing.� He shook his head. �He was always challenging Roric�s leadership, but I never imagined he would join our sworn enemy.�
�Being held captive for five thousand years can change a person,� she began, but he shook his head again.
�He is a warrior of the Lady of the Beasts, his first and only duty is to see to her safety.�
Araminta ignored the pang of jealousy that rocked her. She had no right feeling angry or envious at the way he talked about the Lady. After all, she was a goddess and she�d created all the warriors. Of course their first loyalty was to her. They�d protected her since the dawn of time. She�d known Leander less than a day.
Still, it was disheartening and she struggled with her composure.
�Let me show you the email.� Better to keep all her thoughts and energy devoted to saving herself from Hades. She shivered at the memory of the earlier encounter with Luna. She didn�t want to experience anything like that again. The dream world had seemed to fulfill every one of her heart�s desires, but there�d been a sinister quality about it, as well as an emptiness that still echoed in her soul.
Soulless. That�s what it was. She�d rather die than spend eternity in such a place. Not that she�d be given another opportunity to take the offer Hades had put forth. In the books she�d written, the offer had come once and, if denied, Hades resorted to more deadly tactics to get his way.
�See, it�s from a woman named Kellsie Morris. She says that the legend is real and if I�d like to talk to her I can call her at that number.�
�Let�s call her. Maybe I can speak with Marko. He might have information vital to our survival.�
Araminta got her phone and placed the call. It rang four times and she figured it would go to voicemail on the next ring. But before it could do so, a woman answered. �Hello.�
�Is this Kellsie Morris?� Araminta gripped her phone, very aware of Leander hovering beside her, his massive frame tense with anticipation.
The voice turned wary. �Who wants to know?�
She licked her dry lips. �This is Araminta Davidson, and I think you might be able to help me with a rather large problem.�
�Ohmigod, you freed one of them. Which one?�
�Leander. The lion,� she added in case Kellsie didn�t know the warrior�s names.
She heard yelling in the background as the other woman called for Marko. �Marko is coming. How much time do you have left?�
Araminta glanced at the clock on the mantle. �Five hours.�
�Too long.�
She didn�t need Kellsie to tell her that. There was something in the air, a thickening, a growing menace that made her want to run and hide in the closet like a frightened child. Except there was no hiding, not from Hades.
�Marko is here and he wants to talk to Leander.�
She held out the phone to Leander. �Marko wants to talk with you.�
Leander took a deep breath and shook his head. �Can you make it so we can both hear whatever he has to say?�
She nodded, pressed the necessary button to activate the speaker and placed the phone on the table in front to them. Then she nodded at Leander.
�Marko. Is it truly you?�
�My friend.� The voice was deep, more a bass rumble. Leander was visibly overcome with emotion. He tilted his head back and swallowed hard.
�I never believed I would ever hear your voice again.� Leander leaned forward and rested his forearms on his thighs. �How did you defeat Hades and break the curse?�
Araminta leaned forward too, not wanting to miss a single word. Before Marko could reply, the phone suddenly went dead. The silence was deafening. �What is wrong?� Leander demanded.
She picked up her phone and hit redial. Nothing. �I don�t know. This shouldn�t be happening.�
�Hades.� Leander sprang to his feet and held up his right hand. A gigantic sword appeared, the sharp metal blade gleaming as he circled the room.
Araminta checked her computer screen only to find it blank. �Computer is down too.�
�The time of waiting is at an end and the time to fight is here.� Leander sounded as though he was relishing the coming battle. She�d much rather run until the clock ran out and they were safe. She was a thirty-year-old romance writer, not some crazy female action hero. The height of excitement in her life had been attending the writer�s conference. And look where that had gotten her.
If she lived through the rest of the day she might never leave the house again.
Buck up, she scolded herself. She�d lived in obscurity her entire life, never making waves, never leaving a mark on the world. Here was her chance to be a part of something bigger than herself. The fate of the world was at stake. She�d written the darn books so she knew the truth of the matter. If Hades managed to get the support of even one more warrior, he�d probably have the power to stage a takeover of the world before the other members of his pantheon even knew what was happening.
Hades would then be the most powerful of all the Greek gods and he would be unstoppable. Only the warriors of the Lady were here on Earth and had been for so long that the other gods and goddesses accepted their presence in this realm. Their being freed hadn�t raised a blip on their radar.
But why hadn�t they noticed when two of the warriors had been destroyed? Definitely something to ponder if she survived the next few hours.

Hades was not happy. And when he wasn�t happy everyone around him was miserable. Mordecai was no exception. He stood with his hands loose at his sides, ready to protect himself if the god suddenly decided he was expendable. Mordecai hadn�t survived this long only to lose his soul and his life because Hades was in a foul mood.
�How could this happen?� Hades was dressed all in black, as usual, the Armani suit tailored to perfection, the linen shirt smooth and crisp, the silk tie understated. Personally, Mordecai didn�t know how the guy could be comfortable wearing the tight garb. He much preferred his khakis, boots and a T-shirt, but to each his own.
Mordecai shrugged. �Luna was too impetuous. She assumed because Leander acted interested that he was. The guy�s a lion. He plays with his prey before he kills it. He�s also extremely protective of those he considers his.�
Hades glared at him and paced from one end of the room to the other. �I need another warrior. You�re not enough.� He sneered, but Mordecai didn�t rise to the bait. His ego was much too healthy to be bothered by such a small slight.
�You need at least one more warrior,� he agreed. �Two would be better.�
Hades glared at the mirror into other realms and watched as Leander circled the tiny living room of Araminta�s home. What remained of Luna had appeared in Hades� antechamber not long ago, and since then Hades had been on the warpath. He�d killed the poor demon who�d brought the remains to his attention. Mordecai assumed he didn�t adhere to the adage of not killing the messenger.
�And they actually made contact with one of the other warriors.� Hades pointed at the mirror as if it would tell another tale simply because he willed it. The mirror showed what was, not what the viewer wished to see.
Mordecai leaned against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest, confident that Hades wouldn�t try to kill him yet. He still needed Mordecai alive, plus he�d gotten the worst of his anger out when he�d slaughtered the poor unfortunate messenger.
�Modern technology is a bitch. It�s not like the old days when we�d have to send up a smoke signal or wait for days or months for a messenger to arrive. Just be glad that the Lady hasn�t found them. She could transport them to anywhere on the Earth with just a thought.� It might not be a wise thing to do, but Mordecai wanted to see how Hades would react when his failure was tossed in his face.
The god glared at him and smoke literally rose from his body, seeping out from beneath the cuffs and collar of the suit jacket. �The Lady is weak and lost somewhere in a godforsaken forest. No one remembers her name anymore, let alone worships her. She will not gain any power, therefore she is of no consequence.�
Mordecai inclined his head. �As you say.� Better to placate the god, for now. �Is it time to take the fight to Leander? He is the most fierce of all of us, even more so than Roric.� He�d always wondered why the lion hadn�t taken leadership of their group from the tiger. He was more than capable. But then some people didn�t want to lead, were content to follow. Mordecai was not one of those people.
Hades strode to the far end of the room and threw himself down onto his throne. The dark wood gleamed in the candlelight that flickered from the enormous iron candelabras ringing the room. The shimmering light caught Hades� face, illuminating it. The god�s handsome face appeared sinister and sly, more true to his actual nature.
The Lord of the Underworld rested his elbows on the arms of his chair, steepled his fingers together and contemplated his options. �If we are to fight in the middle of a town, I will have to create a barrier of sorts. It wouldn�t do for Zeus or Poseidon to hear about what was happening. They have spies everywhere.�
Hades glared at Mordecai, who held up his hands in mock surrender. �I�m not one of them. You�re the one who found me,� he reminded the god.
�So I did.� He tapped one finger against his chin. �If I use energy on a force field, I will have to send fewer demons to fight.� He pointed at Mordecai. �You will go with me.�
Mordecai straightened away from the wall and smiled. �I wouldn�t have it any other way.�
�No, I don�t suppose you would. You�re a bloodthirsty creature.� Hades stood and prowled across the floor, coming to a stop in front of Mordecai. �Just remember your place.�
�That, my lord, is something I never forget.� Mordecai let one corner of his mouth tilt upward, giving Hades a sly smile.
�Good.� Hades snapped his fingers and four enormous demons entered the room. Each was clad in leathery brown garments made from the flesh of lesser demons, and Mordecai knew it was thicker than steel armor. Each carried a sword in one hand that they angled across their chests before bowing to Hades.
They were an ugly lot with their glowing red eyes, their sharp teeth and dark skin. They spoke little but growled a lot, displaying their blackened gums. Their misshapen skulls and the short horns protruding from either side of their foreheads made them appear even more grotesque. They lived to fight and would follow Hades� commands and unthinkingly give their lives for the god.
�Good choice.� These creatures spit acid and were quick on their feet. They would give Leander quite a challenge. Mordecai was looking forward to watching the battle.
Hades glared at him but refrained from answering. Mordecai enjoyed baiting the god even though it was a very dangerous pastime. But there was so little to give him joy in this realm that he took it where he could.
The god motioned to him and Mordecai strolled over to stand beside him. Hades swept his arm in a circular motion and thick black smoke appeared. It circled, getting faster and faster with each rotation. The circle grew larger until it encompassed half the room. The scent of burning flesh and brimstone grew more pungent. Mordecai had grown used to the smell, but it always made him feel like washing himself clean. He was used to fresh mountain air and the crisp scent of fir trees, or at least, he had been. This was his life now.
He shoved aside all thoughts of the past and stepped into the swirling mass beside Hades. All his senses disappeared when he stepped into the void. It was like being struck blind, deaf and speechless. There was no sound, nothing to see or hear or touch. But he grimly put one foot in front of the other, heading toward the light in the distance.
Hades was in front of him with the demons leading the way. No way would Hades enter the earthly realm first. No, the god always sent others ahead, those who were expendable. Mordecai was expected to protect his flank. He conjured his sword and held it at the ready. This was going to be one hell of a fight.
He laughed at his own pun�a hell of a fight, indeed�and stepped out of the tunnel and into the center of a middle-class living room in North Dakota. He raised his sword and saluted his former friend.

The Lady of the Beasts sat naked on the earth, soaking up the energy from the ground and the sun shining down on her. The sun would be gone soon, lost behind the mountains. But that didn�t matter. She could recharge her lost energy with the rays of the moon just as well.
Hades and his ilk never truly understood her or her connection to this world. She was of the earth and skies, drawing power from every grain of sand, every ray of light, every heartbeat of the animals who inhabited this planet.
Like all gods and goddesses, she also gained power when people worshiped her. Not that she�d ever demanded such a thing, not like the Greeks had. She�d always been content to live among the animals in the forests or mountains, but people had started saying prayers to her after a hunt or a harvest, and it had strengthened her, lending energy to the blazing light within her. It had also pleased her that humans hadn�t killed indiscriminately, had understood the sacrifice the animal made in giving its life so that they could live.
Then the gods and goddesses of Olympus had marked the world with their presence, bringing their greed and petulance with them, destroying the delicate balance of the world. They thought her weak. What they did not understand was that she was content to simply wait them out. She�d lived much longer than any of them, had seen creation itself and knew that the time of the other gods and goddesses would come and go and she would remain, as always, while they faded into the annals of history and time.
There�d been no need for them to attack her, to attack her warriors. Herself, she could forgive them for, but not her warriors. They were her creation, her children. And, like any mother, she was fiercely protective. It pained her that some of them had been lost to her, but she could not think about that now. One of her warriors was in immediate danger.
Leander. Her pale-pink lips curved upward in a gentle smile�the king of the beasts, so fierce and so protective. He would need her help soon, and she wanted to be ready to give what she could.
As the sun sank behind the mountain and the moon appeared in the sky, she began to chant. The musical notes fell easily from her lips, more sound than words, and all around her the world went still, the animals straining to hear her.
She sang for all the years she�d been kept away from what she loved best, locked in a dead world of rock and decay. A misty rain fell on her, the earth�s tears washing her clean. She sang for joy, for being reunited with all she loved, and the sky cleared, the clouds floating away.
A wolf howled nearby and a bear grunted just beyond the tree line. An owl hooted and a squirrel chattered. Soon the forest was alive with the music of the animals as they joined her in her song of celebration.
John Running Bear�s voice joined the chant from where he waited for her just beyond the clearing. She knew he would wait for her as long as was necessary, ready to help her with whatever she needed. He was truly a remarkable man, with one foot in this realm and another in the land of the gods.
The world was changing again as people realized just how precious the animals and the natural world was. People were fighting to save their world and she drew strength from them. Change was inevitable, and whether the human race survived or not was up to them. No matter what happened, she would survive, and she would rebuild, one tree, one animal at a time.
That was her true power, her true calling.

Chapter Fourteen

Araminta glanced warily around the room, hating that she had no idea where the next threat would come from. Leander�s broad shoulders gleamed, his tanned skin like polished bronze as he slowly turned in a circle, eyes narrowed, nostrils flared. He was a sight to behold, one she would have enjoyed if it weren�t for the fact she was expecting more killer demons to appear at any moment.
�Where are they?� she whispered, not quite knowing why. It was sort of like being in a library or a church where you naturally kept your voice low. There was such an air of anticipation the room practically hummed with it.
The light seemed to dim and then one entire corner of the living room seemed to totally disappear from view. �What�s happening?� Even as she asked, she knew. She�d written about the portals to and from Hell in her books, the ones that only Hades could command to open at will. But this wasn�t supposed to happen. Not in reality, and certainly not in the middle of her living room.
�Get back.� Leander reached out with one long arm and yanked her behind him.
Araminta hated the fact that she was unarmed. She didn�t have a gun, nor did she know how to use one even if she had. But she did have kitchen knives. She scurried into the kitchen, keeping one eye on what was happening behind her. The knife block sat on the counter and she drew the largest one, gripping it in her hands. �You better be worth the money I paid for you.�
She was about to head back to the other room when a thought occurred to her and she grabbed the reminder of the knives and shoved them into the oven. Better to be safe than to let one of the other knives fall into enemy hands.
The entire living room was almost lost to the black hole. It had grown much larger in the past few seconds. Red eyes glowed from the depths of midnight and the air filled with a pungent burnt smell that had her wrinkling her nose in displeasure.
Leander stood still as a statue, sword arm raised and ready. His other hand had morphed into a large claw-tipped paw, which she had to admit was more effective than simply using a knife. Those lethal claws meant he could really take a nice-size chunk out of his enemies.
Her bloodthirsty attitude surprised her. But then again, when a girl was fighting for her life her priorities changed. She was glad to have Leander on her side, even if she wondered if it would be enough.
�Stay behind me.� He kept his voice low and calm even as the first creature stepped out of the void.
Araminta swallowed hard and her knees went weak. She forced herself to straighten them but took a step back when a second demon appeared quickly behind the first. Shit, these guys were big and ugly and ready to fight. One of them opened his mouth and roared. Spit flew from his mouth and spattered onto the floor. The wood began to sizzle and burn. Crap, there had to be some kind of corrosive property to his saliva. Not good. Not good at all.
Leander attacked immediately, which wasn�t easy given the small space. The demons were as large as he was, and there were more coming through the black swirling circle. Swords clashed and sparks flew. Leander thrust one demon up against the wall. The picture window shuddered and photographs fell from the wall, the frames crashing onto the floor.
The fighting was fast and intense. There were now four demons in her home, and Leander was holding them all off at once. This was so unfair.
Leander raised one large booted foot and hit one demon in the stomach. The demon crashed into one of her bookshelves and tipped it over. Books and trinkets flew everywhere.
Not her books! They were her most treasured possessions and she had to fight the urge to try to gather them up and move them to safety. Paper and ink, that�s all they were. She could replace them when this was over. Not the ones her grandmother had given her as a child, the voice in the back of her head taunted. They were one of a kind and very precious.
Her television went flying and she ducked as it barely missed her head. It shattered into several large pieces. No loss there. She�d needed a new one anyway.
She realized she was practically hyperventilating and forced herself to take a deep breath. Leander was a fighting machine, keeping all the demons back, but their sheer numbers and the fact he was protecting her meant he wasn�t able to kill any of them.
Just when she thought it couldn�t get any worse, two more figures stepped out of the void. Araminta�s blood ran cold as she got her first glimpse of the one in the fancy suit. These weren�t demons, but she was very afraid she knew who the first man was, no, not a man, a god. If she wasn�t mistaken, that was Hades himself.
She tightened her grip on her knife, not really knowing what good it would do her against the Lord of the Underworld, but it was better than nothing. Hades jerked his head at the man slightly behind and to his left. He was tall with jet-black hair that hit his shoulders and eyes as dark as midnight. He was wearing boots and khaki pants and a skintight T-shirt that stretched at the seams. He was big and broad and, when he looked at her and smiled, it sent a chill down her spine.
Mordecai. Had to be. He was exactly as she�d described him in the first book. This was the warrior who�d killed the woman who�d freed him and then joined up with Hades.
Leander released an ear-splitting roar and attacked with a vengeance. One demon lost his head before he could move out of the way. The demon�s head bounced to the floor, leaving a slimy trail of blood and brain matter. The wood sizzled and burned.
With the area so tight and space at a premium, there was little room for the three remaining demons to maneuver. She noted with a sneer that Hades and Mordecai stayed near the portal opening where it was safest. Cowards.
Leander kept the demons blocked in as best he could, but one of them managed to slip around him and came straight toward her. He was huge and wearing some kind of leather armor. She didn�t want to speculate what kind of creature the leather was actually made from.
Araminta kept moving away from the grotesque creature until she hit a wall. She had two choices. She could run and hope she stayed alive or she could stay and fight and probably die.
Leander ducked under a demon, stabbing him in the stomach where the breastplate of protection ended just above his waist. A quick twist and he pulled his sword arm up, slitting through the leather armor and opening the demon from navel to throat. Demon blood and guts spilled everywhere. Leander�s chest and arms were covered in blood and burns where the demon�s spit had hit him. Their blood burned too. He had to be hurting, but you�d never know it from the fierce gleam in his eyes. He caught her gaze and roared. �Run!�
Araminta half-turned to escape out the back door to freedom but couldn�t make herself do it. If she left Leander alone in this fight she�d regret it for the rest of her life. Better to take a stand with him than to run.
The demon was smiling at her and she hid her right hand behind her back, concealing the knife as best she could. Her only hope was to surprise the creature. He stalked toward her with a smile on his face. She shuddered at the display of black gums and rows of sharp teeth. He�d tear her to pieces if he caught her.
Her chest heaved as she struggled to take in enough air. Her limbs felt weak, but determination flooded her. She would not let Leander down.
The demon rushed at her, arms raised, sword outstretched. He struck out, his blade cutting through the air as she ducked beneath his arm. Being short was an advantage in this situation. She jammed the sharp carving knife into the creature�s belly as she�d watched Leander do to the other demon and yanked upward. Her blade met the edge of the armor and went no farther. Her kitchen knife was no match for the demon�s armor and nowhere near as strong as Leander�s sword. Knowing she was in trouble, she yanked out the knife, avoiding the worst of the spray of blood and guts. But some of it hit her and she winced as her skin began to burn.
The demon let out a roar and fell to its knees. It glared at her, death in its gaze as it dragged itself toward her. Her arm and hand were burning from where the creature�s blood had hit her. Crap, it hurt. Tears filled her eyes as she twisted on the kitchen tap and stuck her hand, knife and all under the stream of water. It helped soothe the burning sensation a little so she no longer wanted to scream aloud with pain.
The creature was on its hands and knees, crawling faster and getting closer. She pulled her arm from beneath the spray, prepared to defend herself once again.
The demon sprang at her, and she dropped to her knees and scuttled away as fast as she could. Her attacker hit the counter hard enough that he should have been knocked unconscious. But no such luck. The creature fell but shook his head and picked himself up again. This guy just wouldn�t die.
The entire house shook and she heard glass breaking in the living room. The fight there was still going strong. Leander roared, the beloved sound making her eyes fill up. She swallowed hard, glad he was still alive but knowing there was still too much time left until midnight. Araminta had no idea how much, but she didn�t see how they were going to make it.
Her hands and knees were covered in demon blood and slime that burned her skin. Already blisters were forming on her hands. The demon she�d stabbed grabbed the edge of the kitchen counter and used it as support as he came at her once again. There was no choice left. She had to go outside, had to leave Leander alone with the other demons and Hades.
She hurried to the back door, cursing when the handle slipped in her grip. Araminta swiped her hand over her jeans, leaving a stain of demon sludge behind. Her fingers continued to burn, but she ignored the pain, turned the lock, twisted the knob and shoved the door open.
She stumbled out into the dark yard and took a breath of crisp spring air into her lungs. It steadied her and she ran out onto the grass, turned and waited for the demon to follow her. Even though he was injured, she knew the creature would be close behind.

Leander let out a roar that made even Hades cringe as he dispatched the final demon, dragging his claws across the creature�s throat before chopping off its head with his sword. Mordecai and Hades both watched him, the first one with a gleam of pleasure in his eyes, the latter with a hint of amusement.
He�d kill them both. But first he had to save Araminta, and after he did that, he promised himself he�d shake her until her teeth rattled. He�d told her to run, but she�d disobeyed him and stayed. He�d watched in horror, unable to help as the creature attacked her. The only reason he knew she was alive was that the demon hadn�t come back to fight him.
He whirled around and sprinted from the burnt and blackened remains of the living room, not caring that his back was exposed to his enemy. Nothing mattered but reaching Araminta. He jumped over a fallen bookshelf, shoved aside the dining-room table and almost skidded on a trail of demon blood as he entered the kitchen. Somehow she�d injured a full-grown demon that was more than twice her weight and had about a foot in height on her.
The back door was wide open and he practically flew through it. The demon was staggering toward her, sword raised. Araminta was holding a bloodstained carving knife in her hand.
Instinct kicked in and the lion took over. His clothing and sword disappeared in a flash as he leapt at the demon. Bones lengthened, muscles stretched, fur replaced skin and both hands became lethal weapons as his fingernails became claws. His powerful jaw parted on a roar of sheer fury.
The demon sensed the danger from behind, half-turning to meet him, but it was too little too late. Leander struck hard and fast, slashing at the demon with his claws, tearing the leathery armor from its body. Strong jaws clamped down on the creature�s head, shattering bones before ripping at what was beneath them. Blood spurted everywhere, covering him. He knew it burned, but he could barely feel the sting. All he cared about was the kill, the fact that this demon could no longer hurt his woman.
Araminta stood nearby, one hand over her mouth, the other gripping her knife. Leander dropped the demon and swatted it once more with a massive paw. Then he tilted back his head and roared so loudly even the leaves on the trees trembled with fear.
The sound of clapping reached his ears and he quickly turned to face the newest threat. Hades stood a few feet away, hands coming together once more. �Bravo, lion. That was quite a performance. Very impressive.�
Leander positioned himself in front of Araminta and then shapeshifted, letting the lion fade away as the man took his place. Clad once again in pants and boots, his sword in his hand, he stood with his feet braced to face his biggest enemy, the god himself.
Behind him, he could hear Araminta struggling for breath. He knew this was a lot for her to assimilate. In less than a day, her entire life had been turned upside down. She�d been attacked several times by demons and tossed in the middle of a war that had begun thousands of years before she�d even been born.
Yet she hadn�t run away to save herself. She�d engaged a demon, fighting alongside him. His chest swelled with pride even as his heart ached. He wanted to turn to her and take her into his arms but didn�t dare, not with Hades and the traitor, Mordecai, so close by. He couldn�t even bring himself to look at his former friend.
A soft hand touched his back. His tattoo rippled as the lion shuddered with delight. Araminta. Even now she was seeking to comfort him, to let him know he wasn�t alone. He took a deep breath and slowly released it. Adrenaline pumped through his veins, his muscles flexed and determination solidified. He would protect Araminta. Hades would not have her life or her soul.
Hades strolled forward and stopped just beyond the reach of Leander�s sword. He shook his head. �Such a waste of good fighting demons.�
�Then you shouldn�t have sent them,� he countered.
Hades laughed and Leander barely suppressed a shudder. There was something about the god that made him want to grab Araminta, toss her over his shoulder and run. Hades was too sure of himself, too confident. Leander glanced around, wondering if there were more demons coming.
Then he wondered why the humans living in the neighborhood weren�t peering over their fences. Araminta�s backyard might be filled with mature trees, but surely someone had heard something with his roars and the demons� cries. He quickly glanced to his right and then to his left but saw no one. His acute hearing told him the four of them were alone.
�Oh, no one will bother us.� Hades flicked his hand toward the sky. �I�ve got a force field around this house. No one gets in or out unless I will it.�
Araminta stepped out to his left side and he had to fight the urge to shove her behind him. �Doesn�t that defeat the whole purpose of getting the warriors to join you?� She sounded so composed all he could do was stare at her. �After all, won�t Zeus and the others notice such a display of power?�
Her jeans and top were ragged with rips and holes burned into the fabric from the demon�s blood and saliva. Her hands were red and sore and he wanted to roar with the injustice of it all.
�Intelligent question, Araminta. I knew you were different from the others.� He frowned and shook his head as if disappointed �Just not smart enough. I thought you�d be happy to be rid of the warrior in exchange for the fulfillment of your dreams.�
Araminta chewed on her bottom lip, looking worried. Leander took a step closer to her, wanting to be close enough to protect her if Hades tried anything. And then there was Mordecai. He glanced at his former friend and found him standing in the shadows watching the drama unfold.
She tilted her head to one side and her braid fell over her shoulder. �You sound so familiar.�
Leander stiffened. That couldn�t be good. What connection had Hades made with her?
Hades� smile made Leander uneasy. The god gave a short bow. �Allow me to introduce myself. You know me as Sam Black.�
Araminta stumbled and Leander caught her with his left hand.
�My agent?�
Leander looked from one to the other, trying to understand the implications. It seemed Hades had infiltrated Araminta�s life long before she�d freed him.
�Yes, Araminta. I�m the one who got you your big publishing contract. I�m the one who pulled your career out of mediocrity. You couldn�t have done it on your own. Without me, you�d still be nothing.�

Araminta was reeling from this latest development. Almost being killed by a demon and watching as Leander brutally dispatched the creature had been more than enough for her already frayed nerves. But this, this was the final straw on the camel�s back.
�Why me? I don�t understand. Why send me the dreams to write my books? Why get them published? Why get me to go to the writer�s conference? Why the elaborate setup?�
Hades looked pleased, as though she was some kind of prize pupil and he the willing teacher. �Once again, intelligent questions, my dear.� He tugged on the cuffs of his shirt and aligned his suit jacket. �This pesky little detail called free will. I can influence, but I can�t make a person do something they don�t want to. Unless, of course, they sign over their soul to me in a contract.�
�I didn�t do that.� She struggled to remember the terms of her contract with her agent. That only had to do with her books and not with her. Still, she couldn�t allow herself to relax.
She longed to throw herself into Leander�s protective embrace. Even now, even knowing she�d been in league with his enemy, albeit unknowingly, he was beside her, ready to defend her.
He truly was one of a kind. The world needed him if they were going to survive this bid for world domination by Hades. The sad truth was, she was expendable, while Leander was not.
She might not have the muscles and power to fight Hades, but she did have something else�brains and common sense. If she could keep him talking long enough, keep him entertained, maybe the clock would run out on the curse and they would both be free. It was all she had to cling to.
�No.� Hades tapped a finger against his jaw. �No, you didn�t do that. I couldn�t take the risk. If I tampered with your soul in any way, it might have kept you from being able to free the warrior. I needed you untainted until you set the lion free from captivity.�
There was some satisfaction in that. Not much, but some. Depression hit her hard when she realized her entire publishing career was a sham. The devil himself had sold her books to a publishing company. It had nothing to do with the books she�d written from the stories he�d sent to her in dreams.
Her aspiration of being a successful writer shattered, but she shook off that disappointment. She started to speak, knowing she had to keep Hades talking, but he held up his hand to silence her. �Enough. I know what your game is. You want to keep me talking until time runs out on the curse. Smart girl, but not smart enough. That�s not going to happen.�
Hades turned to Leander. �Last chance, lion. If you join me I release the girl, free and unharmed for the rest of her life.�
�Don�t do it.� Araminta grabbed Leander�s arm and shook him, or at least tried to. It was like trying to shake a mighty redwood. Leander wasn�t moving. �He�s either lying or he�s got a loophole.� She thought fast. She�d written about the other two warriors and knew how Hades thought. �He said for the rest of my life. I bet I�d have some sort of unfortunate accident right after you leave. Maybe get hit by lightning or a bus or something.�
Hades laughed. �What an imagination you have.� His features tightened as he turned his attention to Leader. �Time is running out, lion. Tick tock.�
She stepped in front of Leader and dug her fingers into his shoulders. �If you do it I�ll never forgive you. You need to fight to free yourself. The world needs you.�
�How very tedious.� Hades was no longer amused. Araminta could feel the waves of anger emanating from the god.
�How about this then. Leander, give me the girl and you can go free. You can find your fellow warriors and meet me again on the field of battle after I conquer this little planet. I may not be able to attack you ever again if you somehow break the curse, but that only holds as long as you leave me alone as well. Attack me after you are free and all bets are off.�
Leander stirred and Araminta knew he was going to toss Hades� offer back at him. There was no doubt in her mind that he would protect her, give his life for her. She loved him too much to let him do such a thing.
�How about I go with you if you promise to leave Leander alone for as long as he lives. No matter what happens in the future,� she added as extra protection.
�Yes, I�ll leave him alone forever.� She started to sigh with relief until Hades added, �Unless we meet again when I launch my takeover of the world. If he fights then, all bets are off.�
She nibbled on her bottom lip. There was something wrong with his offer, but she didn�t have time to figure out what was bothering her, and it was better than the alternative�Leander�s death. And probably the best and only offer she was likely to get from the god. Time was running out.
�Araminta, no.� Leander dragged her to his side and placed one large hand over her mouth to keep her from speaking. She tried to fight him, but his hold was unbreakable. She stomped her foot down on one of his and he didn�t even flinch.
�This is boring and is getting us nowhere.� Mordecai stepped out from the shadows. Between one breath and the next, he attacked. Leander shoved Araminta aside and she fell, barely catching herself with her blistered hands and stopping her face from hitting the ground. While Leander�s attention was turned to her safety, Mordecai struck hard with his sword, stabbing Leander in the side and yanking his blade upward, opening up a huge wound. Blood poured down Leander�s side, painting his chest red in seconds.
Leander let out a grunt of pain and slowly fell to his knees. As if in slow motion, he tilted to the side and fell to the ground with a heavy thud. Araminta screamed. What had she done? Her distraction had caused Leander�s death. She tightened her grip on her kitchen knife and ran at Mordecai, screaming in anguish as she struck. But he was a warrior and countered easily, shoving her aside. As he raised his sword, she caught a glimpse of black off to the side.
�No, Percy.� But the cat wasn�t listening. He flew through the air, hissing and spitting, and landed on Mordecai�s arm, digging his claws into the warrior�s flesh just as he struck. Mordecai�s aim was deflected and he missed Araminta�s heart, but the sharp blade sank into her stomach. Mordecai swatted Percy aside, sending the cat flying. He disappeared into the underbrush and she prayed he was unhurt.
Suspended upon his sword, Araminta couldn�t move. The world around her went still. Mordecai yanked out his blade and she fell to her knees, her legs unable to support her weight. The knife fell from her hands as she clutched her stomach. Warmth spilled onto her hands. In the distance, she heard a lion roaring.
Cold, she was so very cold.
�Araminta.� It took every ounce of strength she had, but she managed to turn her head toward the sound of Leander�s voice. It was better that way. She didn�t want to feel her life�s blood running out of her and onto the ground.
Leander pulled himself along the ground, claws digging into the earth as he reached for her with his other hand. She toppled to the side, wanting to be near to him one last time. She reached out with one bloody hand but their fingers didn�t quite touch.
�I love you,� she whispered.
His roar of anguish almost broke her heart. �Araminta,� he growled. �Don�t you give up. Stay with me.�
She wanted to stay. Oh, how she wanted to. It would be so nice to have one entire day with him untainted by demons and curses, a day where they could be nothing more than a man and a woman.
Okay, so he�d always be more and she�d always be human, but that was okay by her. All she wanted was one day to love him, to do ordinary things with him like cook dinner and maybe go to the park. Watch a movie on television or spend the day in bed.
That would be good. Definitely spending the day in bed.
She smiled as the world began to fade around her.
Hades stood next to her shaking his head. �So much waste. I�ll have both your souls now.�
Leander growled in protest and started to rise, ready to fight in spite of his debilitating injury. Hades sneered, manifested a sword and stabbed Leander in the stomach, pinning him to the ground with the blade.
Terror hit her. That couldn�t happen. Not now. She wouldn�t allow it. She dragged herself along the ground, reaching for Leander�s hand. If only she could reach him, maybe she could protect him.
Her thoughts made no sense at all. What could she do?
A dark pair of eyes watched her and Mordecai came into sharp focus. She could almost hear his voice in her head. And maybe she did. Reach for him. It was a command.
Finding a store of strength she didn�t know she had, she reached out to him. Leander stretched toward her, arm extended, muscles trembling. Their fingertips touched and she smiled.
Then the world exploded.

Chapter Fifteen

He had failed.
Leander felt his life�s blood spilling onto the ground, but that didn�t bother him. It was the sight of Araminta�s blood that made him want to roar in anguish. He was immortal. As long as he still had his head, his body would rejuvenate given time. But there was still too much time left until midnight. Hades would soon own their souls if the curse was not broken, and both he and Araminta would be trapped in Hell forever.
He�d failed the Lady of the Beasts and the shame of it almost broke him. It was his duty as her immortal warrior to defeat the curse and join his fellow warriors�Roric and Marko. Together with the Lady, they would free Arand�the wolf�and defeat Hades.
But he had lost. He did not care about himself so much, but such a fate could not befall one with as pure a soul as Araminta. She�d tried to save him. She�d attacked Mordecai, an immortal warrior, with no more than a kitchen knife.
His heart filled to bursting with love for her. He reached out for her, wanting to touch her, to save her.
Mordecai had betrayed him. He�d betrayed them all.
A voice whispered in his head. Reach for her. He stuck out his hand, reaching for her, muscles straining, pain ripping through his injured side. His fingertips were stained with blood.
She whispered that she loved him and he cried out in anger and frustration. He could not lose her, would not lose her. But the light was slowly fading from her eyes. �Araminta,� he growled. �Don�t you give up,� he commanded. �Stay with me.�
Hades manifested a sword, stood above him, staring down with his soulless eyes. The god raised the blade and thrust it downward, pinning him to the ground. Leander gritted his teeth to keep from yelling with the pain that burst through his gut. He wasn�t sure he had enough strength left to remove the sword.
Araminta�s breath was labored, and when she coughed, blood tinged her lips. He ignored the sword. He ignored Hades and Mordecai. Nothing was as important as touching the woman he loved and letting her know she wasn�t alone.
He reached out his hand, stretching beyond the pain, beyond the agony ripping at his belly. He would love her forever, beyond time and space. He prayed to the Lady for strength and pushed his body past his limits, smiling when he felt the slightest graze of Araminta�s fingertips against his.
They had fought together and they would die together. He had failed her, but he would protect her soul in the Underworld.
Love and a sense of peace enfolded him.
The world exploded around them in a shower of light so bright he had to close his eyes against the sheer brilliance. Hades� cursed and Mordecai roared in pain. Colors exploded behind Leander�s eyes, so many beautiful colors.
In the distance, Leander thought he heard a clock chiming, but he couldn�t count off the hours. Energy, pure and potent, poured through his veins, and he knew what he had to do. Even though only the tips of their fingers were touching, he poured his life�s energy into Araminta, willing her to live.
He managed to open his eyes and squint against the brilliant light that seemed to surround them. Her eyes were almost closed, their vibrant gray dulled as her life�s blood drained out of her.
�No,� he gasped. �Araminta. You must live.�
She tried to speak, but she was too weak to form words. He kept his gaze on her as he reached down with his free hand and grasped the sword pinning him to the ground. He took a deep breath, wrapped his hand around the blade�ignoring the way it cut into his fingers and made them bleed�and yanked.
He ground his back teeth together to keep from yelling aloud as the blade moved a few inches. His lion writhed in agony within him. His blood poured down the blade of the sword. He disregarded the pain, shut out everything but his growing need to reach Araminta.
He gritted his teeth, muscles in his neck cording as he pulled again. This time the sword slipped out. He tossed the weapon away and rolled onto his side. He was losing way too much blood, but he didn�t care.
Araminta�s eyes were closed and he prayed he was not too late. He dragged his weakened body over to her and cupped her face in his blood-stained hands. She was limp, not responding to his touch.
Frantically, he searched for a pulse in her neck. It was no more than a flutter, but it was there. He leaned over her, his breath mingling with her last gasp. �Come back to me. I love you.� Each word was ripped from his soul. A lone tear rolled down his cheek and splashed onto her lips.
Leander pushed his life�s energy into Araminta, willing her wound to heal, all the while praying she hadn�t lost too much blood. He was capable of healing himself of injury, given enough time, but he ignored his wounds and concentrated solely on Araminta. Every fiber, every cell of his body strained toward the goal of healing her.
Time lost all meaning as they lay on the cool hard ground, their blood soaking into the earth, a sacrifice of their love and commitment to one another.
His eyes closed and he blinked them open. He could not remember ever being as weak as he was now. A normal sword would not have wounded him so deeply, but Mordecai�s sword was one of the seven forged by the Lady herself, given to her warriors when they were created. They were powerful weapons meant to protect one another, never to harm a brother-in-arms.
Leander�s energy waned and he rolled back onto the ground beside Araminta, unable to hold himself on his side any longer. Araminta still hadn�t moved and worry tore at him. Had his efforts been enough? Even though every tiny movement was pure agony, he slid his arm beneath her and dragged her toward him until her head rested on his shoulder.
There was nothing more he could do. He had no idea what had happened to Hades and Mordecai. With any luck they were both back in Hell where they belonged. But where were he and Araminta? Were they in Hell or was this some other place, an antechamber designed to resemble her backyard?
He guessed it didn�t matter so long as they were together.
Leander�s eyes slipped shut. His lion chuffed, offering comfort. He tightened his grip on Araminta, refusing to let her go as darkness overtook him.

Hades swore in ten different languages as the brilliant light surrounded him, leaving him practically paralyzed. It was stronger than any he�d ever encountered, and he had little defense against it. The light was hot and seemed to burn straight to his core.
Mordecai grabbed him by the arm and yanked him toward a portal that appeared behind them. The warrior dragged them both into the dark tunnel just as the backyard exploded in an ocean of color.
Hades threw his hands over his face, but he was momentarily blinded. The light drilled into his eyes all the way to his brain, leaving him in utter agony. It was only by sheer will he stayed upright. He would not show any more weakness than necessary in front of the warrior. It wouldn�t do for the immortal being to get any ideas.
�What the fuck happened?� Hades� voice was powerful and authoritative, just the way he liked it. He lowered his hands as the soothing darkness enfolded him. Mordecai didn�t answer, but then again, he knew the warrior had to be feeling the effects of whatever that light was. The serpent also didn�t enjoy traveling through the portals, so he�d feel even more uncomfortable than Hades was. At least that gave him some pleasure.
They stepped out into his chamber, and Hades strode to his chair and threw himself down onto it. He would never admit to anyone that his knees were weak and he was sick to his stomach. There was something about that light that was dangerous to him. �Well?� he raised an imperious brow.
Mordecai shook his head. �I�m not sure, but I think that was the curse being broken.�
�But time hadn�t run out.� They�d still had several hours, time he�d planned to use watching both the woman and the lion die before dragging their souls to his domain. He�d been cheated. He drummed his fingers on the arm of his chair as he pondered this new development.
The warrior went to the long sideboard filled with food and drink and poured a goblet of wine. He walked to the throne and handed it to Hades. �I think the clock might have had some help.�
�The Lady?�
Mordecai nodded. �The light that struck felt very familiar. It�s possible the Lady was able to make time seem as though it was passing slowly when really it was moving faster.� He paused. �Much like when Luna used your power to catch Araminta in that waking dream.�
�Hmm.� Hades sipped the wine and contemplated Mordecai�s explanation. �So the Lady is not as weak as she seemed.�
�Not then, but it takes an enormous amount of energy to manipulate time. That�s if she was indeed responsible for what happened.�
Mordecai strode to the wall and leaned against it, losing himself in the shadows. Hades didn�t care where the warrior stood as long as he knew where Mordecai was. He didn�t trust the warrior. Of course, he didn�t trust anyone so it was a moot point.
He turned and stared into the mirror. It was dark. �Show me the Lady.� A vision of a dark meadow slowly came into focus. The goddess was lying in the dirt, naked and obviously exhausted. There was no way for him to know if she�d had a hand in this latest debacle or not. Either way, she was now powerless.
�Show me the warrior and the girl,� Hades commanded. A pinprick of light appeared in the center of the mirror, expanding slowly outward. The warrior was lying on the ground with the girl lying half on top of him. Neither was moving. He couldn�t tell if they were dead. All he knew was he didn�t have their souls. Would never have them now.
�Damn the Lady.� He flung the goblet toward the mirror, not wanting to see the image any longer. He realized what he�d done just as the goblet struck the glass. He flung out a surge of power, calling the wineglass back. If the mirror broke he would be blind to the world outside his realm. But there was no need. Mordecai�s hand hit the object and knocked it aside. Once again, the serpent had proven his worth.
�So there is only one warrior remaining.� Hades continued as though nothing had happened and he hadn�t almost destroyed his only link to the earthly plane.
�Arand.�
�The wolf.� Hades rubbed his hands together. �We know who the woman is. All we need to do is bring them together so she can set him free.�
�We need a new plan. The old one isn�t working.� Mordecai resumed his position leaning against the wall.
Hades thought about sending a bolt of lightning at the warrior and disintegrating him, but as much fun as it would be to watch the warrior burn, he needed him if his plan was going to succeed. Of course, he could do it without the warrior, but it was so much easier to have others do his fighting for him.
The warrior also wasn�t lying. Inserting demons into the lives of the women who freed the Lady�s guardians hadn�t worked. Neither had offering them deals. Maybe an all-out attack was in order. That�s the way he�d done it in the early days. He�d gotten Mordecai but lost Stavros and Phoenix. A dead warrior was no good to him. But his latest approach had allowed the last three to escape. Two of them were free. He muttered a curse, hating to admit he�d lost to Roric and Marko.
At least Leander was out of the picture. He was seriously injured but could recover given time. Hades knew the warrior would soon be dead. Hades had seen how the warrior looked at Araminta and knew the lion would use his life force to try to save her. Other than beheading, the only way for one of the warriors to lose his life was if he willingly gave up his life force to another. Personally, Hades didn�t understand why the warrior would do this for another. It didn�t matter if Araminta lived. She was human and of no consequence. He might not get the warrior�s soul, but the lion wouldn�t be offering any interference in the future.
�Maybe you�re right,� he conceded. �What do you suggest?� He would listen to what Mordecai had to say and then make his decision.
In the shadows, Mordecai smiled, and there was such evil intent in it that a shiver raced down Hades spine.
�Here�s what I think we should do.�

The Lady shivered, chilled all the way to her soul. It was strange for her to be cold. In all the years of her existence the temperature had never affected her.
�Lady.� The soft voice was followed by a gentle touch.
�John?�
�Yes.� A blanket was wrapped around her. �What have you done to yourself?�
What had she done? For a moment, all was blank. Then it returned in a rush. She�d shifted time. Only a few hours, but it had taken an enormous amount of energy, of power. Time was not under her jurisdiction, and her actions would definitely cause ripples in other planes of existence.
�Come. You must not stay here.� John lifted her until she was standing. She was so weak she leaned against him. �I�ll carry you.� He started to lift her, but she stopped him.
�I can manage.�
He was disgruntled but allowed her to walk, keeping his arm around her waist and lending her his strength. �What can I do to help you?�
Love flooded through her, pure and clear as a mountain stream. �You�ve already done more than enough. I just need to rest and recharge.� Again.
There was still another warrior waiting to be set free.
She wished she knew what was happening with Leander. She�d done all she could for him and his woman. The rest was up to him. She glanced up at the sky and sent what little power that remained inside her spiraling off in his direction.
When she swayed, John ignored her weak protests and lifted her into his arms. And she allowed it, having spent all her reserves.
�I have camp set up. You�ll rest and eat.�
She nodded, was too tired to speak any longer. The fight was not over and would get worse before it got better.
She prayed for Roric and Marko and the women who were now a part of them. She prayed for Stavros and Phoenix, fallen warriors lost in the battle. She prayed for Arand, still trapped and waiting. She prayed that Leander might yet live. His soul had not yet passed over, not wanting to leave the woman behind.
And she prayed for Mordecai and the dark path he�d taken.

Araminta awoke to a chill that gripped her bones and made her shiver uncontrollably. Why was she so cold? An uneasy feeling filled her and she wondered what had woken her. Something warm rubbed against her face and then butted against her nose. The action was followed by a grumbling purr. Percy.
She managed to pry open her eyes enough to create a thin slit of vision. Why was it so hard? Percy was staring at her, his green eyes filled with concern, or as concerned as Percy ever got. Maybe it was time for his feeding. Percy was always worried about being fed on time. Why was her mattress so lumpy and why had she gone to bed wearing her clothing?
Her eyes started to close, too heavy for her to keep open, but Percy let out another grumble and she forced them back open. �Okay, I�m awake.� Honestly, the cat thought he was the boss of her. He was probably right, but there was no need to let him know that.
It was difficult for her to open her eyes all the way, but she managed. She blinked and stared around her at the familiar trees and shrubs, at the swing in the corner and the fence just beyond. She was outside in her backyard. No wonder she was cold. It might be late May, but nights still got cool in North Dakota.
In a daze, she lay on the grass and wondered how she�d gotten here. At first, her memory was a blank, a chalkboard wiped clean. She frowned and tried again. Like a light switch being turned on, memory rushed back, images tumbling over one another. But there was enough for her to make sense of it, to remember.
Hades. The curse. Mordecai striking both of them with his sword. Leander falling and being pinned to the ground by Hades� blade.
�Leander.� She cried his name and scrambled to her knees, ignoring the shaft of pain that shot through her head and the way her stomach roiled when she moved. Her mattress wasn�t lumpy. She�d been lying on him.
He was lying so still on the grass with his eyes closed. Dried blood coated his stomach, side and the pants he wore, but at least the bleeding seemed to have stopped. She wasn�t much better as blood coated her top and jeans. The traitor Mordecai had stabbed them both, leaving them to die.
She swallowed back the bile that momentarily lurched up from her stomach and took a deep breath to steady herself before she touched Leander�s face. His skin was like ice. Why was she still alive? She�d felt herself die, felt the darkness overtake her. She�d been so afraid of ending up in Hell, but yet here she was. And why didn�t her stomach hurt?
She yanked up her blood-soaked top and stared at her belly in disbelief. Instead of a gaping wound, there was a long reddish scar. What had happened?
�Leander.� She released her top and turned her attention back to him, patting his cheek. �Wake up.� If she was okay then he should be too. Right?
She remembered a light and a world filled with color. So many beautiful colors she knew she could never name them all. Was that heaven?
The man still wasn�t moving, so she shook him. �Stop this. You�re scaring me.� Screwing up her courage, she placed two fingers against his neck, searching for a pulse. Nothing.
Tears began to flood her eyes, spilling over and then flowing down her cheeks. �No. You can�t be dead.� She thumped her fist against his chest in anger. �Wake up. It wasn�t supposed to happen this way.�
She swiped at her face and studied his side in the dim light that spilled out into the yard from her kitchen. Her whole house was still ablaze with lights, the back door wide open.
He couldn�t be dead. Not after all they�d been through. Not now when the curse was broken. And it was broken. If it wasn�t, Hades would still be here or they�d be locked away somewhere in his realm.
Maybe they were in Hell. Maybe her prison in Hell was to be beside Leander�s lifeless body for eternity, never able to wake him, always mourning what she had lost.
�No. I won�t stand for it. You hear me.� She grabbed his face between her hands, leaned down and kissed him. It worked in the fairy tales, so why not in real life? �True love�s kiss is supposed to break all curses. It has to bring you back to life.� She kissed him again, ignoring the fact that his lips were cool to the touch when they were always so warm.
She broke off the kiss and stared down at him, willing his eyes to open. �I love you. I love your lion too. Please, I understand that you can�t stay with me. I just want you to live. Please.�
Desperate now, she lowered her head to his chest and began to sob. Maybe she wasn�t destined to have a happy ending like the other women had. Other women. Hope jolted alive within her. Maybe that was the key.
Araminta jumped to her feet but hesitated, not wanting to leave him alone. She pinned Percy with a glare. �You stay with him.� As though the cat understood, he settled next to the large warrior and rested his head against one gigantic biceps.
Satisfied the cat would watch over him, she raced into the house, ignoring the scorched floors and walls, broken glass, ripped books and the shattered remains of her furniture. At least the demons were gone, their bodies turned to dust and returned to where they�d come from. Not having to deal with their bodies was a plus.
Where was her cell phone? Last she�d seen it, it was on the coffee table next to her computer. She shoved fallen bookshelves out the way and tossed aside sofa cushions. She only prayed the phone hadn�t been damaged in the fight. There. Under the chair was her computer, and right next to it was her phone. It must have gotten kicked there during the fight.
She dived for it and held it carefully in her hands. �Please work. Please work. Please work,� she chanted as she pressed the on button. The cell phone came to life and she breathed a sigh of relief.
Her hand was shaking as she hit the redial button. Kellsie�s number was the last one she�d called. �Please answer, please answer,� she breathed under her breath. She worried about Leander lying alone out back with only Percy for company. Was there still a chance for him or was she too late? She started back to the yard, but tripped over some debris and fell to her knees.
The phone only rang once before being answered. �What?� The voice was male and very disgruntled.
�Is this Marko?�
�Who wants to know?�
Tears continued to drip down her face, but she ignored them and pushed herself off the floor. �This is Araminta.� She heard the sudden shuffling of clothing as he shifted position.
�The curse is broken.� It was more a statement then a question, but she answered him anyway.
�Yes.� She glanced at her watch to confirm that it was indeed past midnight. It was almost one o�clock. �But something is wrong. Leander isn�t moving.�
�What do you mean he isn�t moving?�
Keeping the phone against her ear, she gave him a rundown on the events as she hurried back out into the yard, not wanting to be away from him any longer. Leander hadn�t moved. Neither had Percy. �He�s just lying here.�
�You�re sure his wounds are closed?�
She took a closer look at his bloodstained stomach and was relieved to see the wound had closed, leaving an extremely long, reddish scar, just like hers. The gash on his side was similarly healed. �Yes. Both wounds look like they�re several weeks old rather than minutes.�
�And you say that your injury was fatal?�
�I thought I was dead.� She paused and rephrased what she�d said. �No, I know I was dead. There�s no way I should have lived with the severity of that gash and the amount of blood I lost.� It made her queasy just thinking about it.
�He gave you his life force.� Marko was matter-of-fact, as though this was an everyday occurrence.
�He did what?� How could he? He was necessary to win the fight against Hades. The world needed a champion, a warrior like Leander. Plus, she loved him. How could he leave her alone?
�He gave you his life force, but he gave you too much.� Marko paused and she clutched the phone tighter, her knuckles turning white
�What can I do?� There had to be something. She wasn�t willing to give up, not without a fight, not until all hope was gone.
�Are you willing to die for him?�
No hesitation. �Yes.� After all, technically she thought she already had.
�Good. Then put the phone down, lay your hands on his chest and picture the energy inside your body leaving you and flowing into him. But be sure to hold back enough for yourself.�
�Okay.� Suddenly she knew what to do. After all, she�d written the damn books. She knew what had happened to the other warriors, how they�d shared their immortality with the women who�d saved them. Or at least she thought she knew.
Who knew what was fact and what was fiction since Hades had given her the stories through her dreams? But from what Marko was telling her, this part seemed to be true. And she needed to believe, needed to think there was some way to save Leander.
She put the phone down next to her, laid her hands on his chest, over his heart, and closed her eyes. She pictured the beautiful lights she�d seen, imagined them flowing from her into Leander. It was easier than she�d thought it would be.
Her entire body heated and warmth flowed down her arms, out the palms of her hands and into Leander. She willed him to live. �Open your eyes, goddammit.� The light began to dim and she started to panic. What if it wasn�t enough? She pushed harder, giving him all her love, giving him everything she was. The energy pulsed harder and ripped out of her control. Much like riding a runaway train, Araminta held on and prayed.

Leander floated in a sea of darkness, lost in time and space. He had no idea where he was, but that didn�t bother him. Araminta was alive, he was sure of it, and that was all that truly mattered.
He wished he could have been with her longer, spent the remainder of her life by her side. But it wasn�t to be. Sacrificing his life for her was a small price to pay. At least Hades didn�t have his soul. It seemed that no one did.
He felt a slight tug and frowned. What was that?
The tug grew greater and a wonderful warmth enveloped him. It felt comforting and loving and he automatically moved toward it. Was it the Lady come to claim him? While he was saddened at the thought of never seeing Araminta again, he was glad to be going home, ready to give whatever was left of his life essence to aid the Lady in the continuing war with Hades.
His lion stirred and then growled. Leander tuned into his senses, trying to understand what was happening. He sniffed the air and listened carefully, but he couldn�t smell or hear anything.
Suddenly, his entire body jolted as what felt like a million bolts of lightning shot through him. White light surrounded him, filled him, followed swiftly by a rainbow of colors.
�No,� he yelled, finally understanding what was happening. But there was no stopping the life force from returning to its rightful owner. It streamed into him, happy to be home once again. Leander sat upright just as Araminta slumped over him. He caught her limp body and clutched her to his chest. �What have you done?� he roared.
He turned her in his arms and lay her across his lap. He heard a voice yelling in the distance and swiveled his head, growling, ready to attack anyone who threatened his Araminta.
Percy meowed and Leander shot his gaze toward the cat. Beside him was a rectangular box, Araminta�s cell phone. The voice was coming from there. He almost ignored it, but his keen ears caught his name being called by a familiar voice. He grabbed the phone. �Marko?�
�It�s me. What happened to Araminta?�
He held her closer to his chest. �She gave my life force back to me.�
�Damn, I told her to hold some back.�
Leander frowned. �What are you talking about?�
�Listen up. You can share it with her, your immortality. Give her some of your life force, but not all of it. You still need most of it.�
�What will that do to her?�
�It will save her life and you can be together.�
Leander dropped the phone and gathered her close to his heart. He murmured under his breath, willing the light from within him into her once again. But this time he carefully controlled it, letting it flow a little at a time until he felt her stirring. Colors swirled around them, enveloping them as a slow, warm stream flowed from his hands into Araminta. When he felt she�d had enough, he stopped and hung his head as exhaustion and gratitude tugged at him.
Noise not far from him reminded him that Marko was still waiting on him. He grabbed the phone. �Thank you, my friend.� His heartfelt emotions made his voice quaver.
�My pleasure.� Marko chuckled. �I think you have other things to attend to now, but call me later. We have much to discuss together and with Roric.� The bear paused. �Love her and do not let her go. The woman in your arms is a miracle. She gave her life for you.�
�I know.� He thumbed off the phone and stood with Araminta safe in his arms. �Come on, Percy.� The cat ambled beside him as he went inside the house, pausing only to close and lock the door behind him. He dumped the phone on the counter, carried Araminta into her bedroom and gently set her down on the bed.

Chapter Sixteen

The loveliest warmth filled Araminta. It was like floating in a pool of warm water on a hot summer day. She sighed and stretched, but it wasn�t water beneath her. It was firmer than that.
�Look at me.�
She�d know that deep, commanding voice anywhere. Her eyelids fluttered open and he filled her vision. �Leander.� He was leaning over her, his incredible golden eyes filled with concern. His brows were furrowed, giving him a very stern expression. She smiled at him, feeling kinda loopy, as though she�d had one too many glasses of wine on an empty stomach. She reached up and rubbed at the furrow in his forehead. �You�re cute when you�re angry.�
One corner of his mouth kicked up and the lines on his forehead smoothed out. �You�re not afraid of me when I�m angry?�
She giggled. That didn�t seem right. She wasn�t a giggler, but she couldn�t seem to help it. Now what was it he�d asked her? Right. �No, silly, I�m not afraid of you.� She reached up, linked her hands around his neck and yanked him lower. �You�re my lion.�
He cocked one eyebrow at her and she giggled again. He looked so fierce, his exotic features making him appear more lion than man. His long mane of hair fell to his shoulders, the colors enthralling. She slid her fingers through several locks.
�So I�m yours, am I?�
She gave him a stern frown. �Of course you�re mine.�
He leaned down and rubbed his nose against hers. She loved the smell of him, masculine and spicy heat. �Does that make you mine?�
�Absolutely.� There was something she was forgetting. Something important. She strained to remember.
�What�s wrong?� Now it was Leander�s turn to rub her forehead and try to erase the deep furrows of her concern.
�I�ve forgotten something. Why don�t I remember?� She frowned at him even though it wasn�t his fault. Or at least she didn�t think it was his fault. Percy chose that moment to jump up beside them. He grumbled and bumped his head against her arm. �Hey, Percy.�
�How much do you remember?� Leander sat back and she sank into the pillows. Pillows, she was on her bed in her room. Nice. How had she gotten here?
�Not much.� She chewed on her bottom lip as she struggled to remember. Leander groaned, but she ignored him as she scoured her memories for details. She came straight up in bed. Bad move as her head protested, sending shards of pain ricocheting through her skull. She would have toppled over if Leander hadn�t caught her. Percy gave a disgruntled grumble, turned his back and sauntered down to the end of the bed.
�Hades.� In spite of her headache, she swiveled her head from one side of the room to the other, searching every dark corner.
�He�s gone. It�s past midnight.�
Past midnight. That meant the curse was truly broken and the danger over. The throbbing in her head settled into a dull ache. �We did it?� How had they survived? There�d been too much time left. �How?�
Leander shrugged, his large shoulders blocking most of her view of her room. �Who knows? Maybe the Lady was able to help. I�ve found that time sometimes moves in strange ways when gods and goddesses are involved.�
�But you were dead.� She remembered it all clearly now. All remnants of giddiness left her and she was stone-cold sober once again. �You died.� She ignored the pain, sat up and ran her hands over the broad expanse of his bare chest, over his washboard abs and up his injured side, grateful there was only a long, reddish scar there now.
He caught one of her hands and flattened it over his heart. �You died too. I gave my life force to you so you could live.�
�I gave it back to you.� She remembered it all now, waking up to find him so still beside her, her frantic phone call to Marko and trying to bring him back to life. She thumped him on the chest with her free hand. �Don�t ever do anything like that to me again.�
�Don�t ever do anything like that to you?� he sputtered. He threw back his head and roared. The entire room vibrated and a painting on the other side of the room fell off the wall and crashed to the door, the glass shattering into a dozen pieces. Araminta slapped her hands over her ears and winced. Percy gave a very loud grumble, jumped off the bed and headed for the door, leaving them alone in the room.
Leander lowered his head and scowled at her. �You died for me.� He thumped his chest hard. �For me.�
In spite of the fact she wasn�t really afraid of him, her heart sped up. Okay, maybe she was the teeniest bit afraid. She�d never seen him quite this angry.
�Promise me.� He gripped her shoulders and yanked her close to him. �Promise me you�ll never do anything like that again.�
He was so upset and she wanted to soothe him, really she did, but she couldn�t lie to him. She carefully shook her head. �I can�t.�
Oh boy, if she�d thought he was angry before, she was wrong. She instinctively tried to pull away from him as his face morphed into that of the lion, complete with gigantic fangs. He shook himself and the lion retreated, but she knew the creature was very close to the surface.
�Why?� A muscle pulsed in his jaw and another one jumped beneath his eye.
�Because I love you.� She caught his face between her hands. �Because I�ll do anything to keep you alive.�
He grabbed her and yanked her against his chest. She could barely breathe, but she sensed he needed to hold her. Who needed to breathe anyway?
She wrapped her arms around his waist and held on tight. His breathing was labored as he all but crushed her against him. His huge muscled arms were shaking.
�It�s okay. Everything is okay. We�re both alive.� She remembered pouring Leander�s life force back into him. �Why aren�t I dead?�
�Because I gave some of my energy back to you.� His voice was slightly muffled because his face was buried in her hair, but she understood him.
�But you�re okay?� Had he given her too much?
He nodded. �I�m fine.� He raised his head and his eyes were luminous. As she watched, a lone tear rolled down his cheek. To see a man this strong, an immortal warrior, a shapeshifting lion, shed a tear for her almost broke her heart.
�Hey, it�s okay. You�re okay. I�m okay. It�s all good.� She patted his cheeks, rubbed his shoulders, touching him wherever she could reach him.
He nodded. �You are now immortal. Like me.�
Whoa. That stopped her cold. Yes, she�d written about it in her books, but she�d always assumed that part of it was purely fiction. You couldn�t make a human immortal, could you?
�Really? You�re sure?� She noticed that her headache was already fading.
Leander nodded. �Marko said it was so.�
She swallowed hard and tried to digest what that meant. She was immortal. Everyone she knew would die and she would still be alive. �Will I age at all?�
He shook his head. �You will remain as you are now.�
Crap. If she�d known in advance what was coming she might have tried to lose ten pounds first. And she�d obviously slipped a gear if she was concerned about her weight. �What does this mean?� She hadn�t meant to ask the question aloud. She didn�t want Leander to think he was responsible for her now. He�d saved her life and kept her soul safe from Hades. That was more than enough.
And speaking of Hades. �The curse is truly broken, isn�t it? You�re safe from Hades?�
Leander grabbed the hem of her top and yanked it over her head. She sputtered when the material covered her head, but raised her arms and helped him remove it.
�Yes. We are both safe from him and his minions. If he attacks us it will rebound on him three fold.�
�Cool.�
Leander reached for her bra.
�What are you doing?� she asked. Not that she minded getting naked with him, but she�d just noticed they were both still covered in blood and probably some demon gunk too. Not that her skin was burning anywhere�a sure sign of demon gunk. She guessed that when the life-force energy had healed them it had taken care of the minor burns too.
�I�m getting you naked.� The hot flare in his eyes momentarily distracted her. He got up and removed her shoes and socks. Then he reached for the opening of her jeans.
�Why?�
His entire body froze, sexual energy emanating from every pore of his body. Oh my. Her nipples puckered and her pussy clenched before flooding with arousal.
�Because I plan to put you in the shower and clean you up.� He removed her jeans, taking her panties with them as he tugged them down her legs and tossed them aside. �Then I plan to kiss every inch of your body and fuck you until you scream.�
Sounded like a plan to her. She shoved aside all her questions, all her concerns about what happened next. She was under no illusions. Leander was an immortal warrior, a guardian of an ancient goddess. He�d obviously have to go back to work. That wasn�t exactly the kind of job you retired from.
And where would that leave her? Immortal and alone. She�d really become the crazy cat lady if she wasn�t careful. Maybe they could see each other occasionally.
An immortal booty call. Not exactly what she�d hoped for her life, but it was better than the alternative�life without Leander.
On the other hand, she�d have plenty of time to read all the books she wanted, to learn everything she�d ever wanted to learn. She could go back to school anytime she wanted. Provided she could come up with the cash. Finances could be another problem.
Leander scooped her into his arms and all her worries disappeared along with the last of her headache. He was here with her now and that was all that mattered. She rested her head against his chest, loving the heavy solid beat of his heart. His skin was so warm it was almost hot. He felt so alive, so good. She rubbed her nose against his chest and he gave a low growl.
She looked up at him and grinned.

Leander knew he�d never seen a more beautiful sight in all his existence than a bloodstained and exhausted Araminta. Her beautiful hair was matted, but he�d take care of that in no time. He still couldn�t believe she wasn�t yelling at him, flinging recriminations about what he�d done to her and her life.
He�d gotten her killed. Yes, he�d revived her, but then she�d saved him. She loved him. He didn�t know what that meant to her. Forever was a long time to want to tie herself to him. He wasn�t about to question his good fortune at the moment. He�d clean her up and make love to her before asking her if she�d stay with him.
It was good to have a strategy.
He walked into the bathroom and set her carefully on the counter. He turned to start the shower, needing to get the worst of the blood and dirt cleaned off before he ran a bath for her to soak in.
Araminta sat on the vanity watching him, a small smile curving her sweet lips. His gaze narrowed as he followed the track of her eyes. They weren�t on his face. They were on his bare butt. He�d forgotten he�d willed his clothing away on his way to the bathroom. He was used to being naked and it didn�t bother him in the least.
But her heated gaze was making his body come alive. His cock jerked and began to swell. He ignored his erection, went back to her and grabbed the end of her braid. He pulled off the elastic and unwound the strands, letting them play over and around his fingers in an erotic caress.
�I can do that,� she offered.
�Let me.� His voice was hoarse with desire. It thrilled him when she acquiesced and let him unbind her hair. It felt as though he was unwrapping a long-awaited present. He couldn�t wait to wash it.
He lifted her into his arms, stepped into the shower and released her legs until her feet touched the floor. �Steady?� The water poured over them both and he maneuvered her so the spray cascaded over her hair and body. She closed her eyes and tilted her head back, obviously enjoying the feel of the water against her milky-white skin. His dick throbbed and his balls ached for release.
She nodded and opened her eyes. �I�m feeling stronger by the minute,� she assured him. But he wasn�t convinced. There were dark shadows beneath her eyes and she�d lost a lot of blood. Hell, she�d died for him. It might only have been for a matter of seconds, but it had happened. She might be immortal now, but she was newly so. It would take time for her power to evolve. She still needed time to recover from her ordeal.
He reached for the bottle labeled shampoo and poured some into his palm. �Turn around.�
She sidled around, accidentally brushing his cock with her hand. He growled but stayed steady. He would finish this the way he wanted. She belonged to him now whether she knew it or not, and he would always see that all her needs were met from this day forward. It was his right and his honor to take care of her.
He stroked his hand over her scalp, evenly distributing the shampoo before he began massaging her scalp. She gave a moan of sheer pleasure and moved closer to him. Her lush ass rubbed against his shaft and he thought he might lose control. Her skin was soft and wet against his dick. His lion roared inside him, but he bit his lip and didn�t allow the loud sound to escape. If he did, the echo in the shower might deafen them both.
He took a step back and continued to work the shampoo down her dark tresses, letting the soap and water clean all the dried blood and dirt away. When the water finally ran clean, he picked up her body wash and squirted some of it into his palm. It smelled like lavender. It smelled like Araminta.
His dick was already hard, but it turned into a steel spike the moment he caught a whiff of the soap. Her skin always smelled like lavender, even after fighting the demons, he could still get the faintest scent of it.
�Everything okay?� She started to turn to face him, but he stopped her by putting his hands on her shoulders and rubbing. She gave a sigh. �That feels so good.� He brushed her hair over her shoulders so her back was bare and worked the soap down her slender spine, stopping when he hit the top of her buttocks.
Leander took a deep breath and chained his growing arousal. He was determined to pleasure her first. He cupped both mounds of her lush ass and squeezed. �I love your ass.�
The sound she made was almost a squeak. �Really?�
He moved his hands over her butt, shaping the full globes before sliding his fingers through the dark crevice. �Oh yeah.�
Unable to resist, he leaned inward, letting his cock slip between the cheeks. Araminta went up onto her toes and slapped one hand against the wet tiles for support. He angled his body until his cock slipped through her legs and stroked along the slick folds of her pussy.
Araminta gasped and shivered. He pulled back and drove his cock along the folds again, this time making sure he stroked her clit too.
�So good,� she gasped.
He leaned down and nipped at her shoulder, letting her feel the slightest graze of his teeth. �You think that�s good? You haven�t seen anything yet,� he promised. He pulled back and turned her so she was facing the side wall. Then he lowered himself to his knees behind her.

Water flowed over Araminta. She was so hot she was surprised steam wasn�t rising from her skin. Leander�s lips grazed her lower back and then her behind. The guy was literally kissing her butt.
Sharp teeth nipped and she jerked and then groaned when his rough tongue soothed the tiny bite. She�d probably have a hickey on her ass. The thought made her grin. Her lion was marking her.
Strong hands pushed her legs apart and she leaned her cheek against the cool tile. Hot breath caressed her pussy. He turned her suddenly so her back was against the wall, and then his tongue was there, licking and tasting. �Oh my God.� She bit her bottom lip to keep from crying out. It was so good. He curled his clever tongue around her clit and stars burst behind her eyelids.
A low sound reached her ears. It vibrated through and around her, adding to her arousal. Leander was purring. He really was a giant cat at heart. And he was all hers.
At least for now.
She shoved aside all thoughts of later and concentrated on the now. Leander�s tongue rimmed the opening of her pussy and then pushed inward. She cried out, her body trembling to hold back her orgasm. She didn�t want this moment to end.
But her body was too primed and Leander too determined. He lapped and sucked and stroked her pussy, teasing her clit and making her crazy. Warm water cascaded over them. It was like standing beneath a waterfall in some exotic hideaway where only the two of them existed.
Two thick fingers pierced her core and the tension filling her body exploded. She cried out, her hips jerking, blood running thick and hot in her veins. She cried out his name as he whirled her around so she was facing the tile once again. Then he fit the head of his cock against her opening and pushed his way inside.
�I can�t wait.� His voice was rough, strained. �I have to have you.�
Araminta couldn�t talk. If it weren�t for Leander�s hands on her waist and his pelvis pushing against her lower back, she�d be a puddle in the bottom of the tub.
�Bend forward,� he commanded.
He eased her lower body away from the wall and pressed her upper body closer. The movement opened her up for him, allowing him to slide deeper into her hot depths. Her vaginal muscles clamped down on his cock, holding him securely. He stretched the delicate tissues, stimulating every nerve ending.
He surrounded her and filled her in the most delicious way.
He slid his hands up the white tiles to cover hers. Their fingers linked and then he began to move, slowly at first, but then with increasing power. He nibbled on her neck and teased the lobe of her ear with his teeth.
She arched her back, pushing her breasts against the wall to try to relieve the growing ache in her nipples. She wanted�no, she needed his touch.
�Leander.� She wasn�t sure what she wanted him to do, but he had to do something. She couldn�t take this much longer. His cock, large and smooth, powered in and out of her at a quickening pace.
He growled and slid his hands around her to cup her breasts, pulling her away from the wall. The only thing holding her upright was his hands. His fingers played with her nipples as he continued to move within her.
Araminta let her head fall back against his shoulder. She breathed his name again, wanting to tell him how much he meant to her, wanting to reaffirm her love. But speech was beyond her.
Heat grew between her thighs, her pussy pulsing with each powerful stroke. �Come for me.� His rough command would not be denied.
She came hard and fast, her entire body quivering. She screamed and the world went dim, but she didn�t worry about falling. Leander would take care of her.

Araminta slumped in his arms and Leander held on tight, willing his legs to hold them both upright. His lungs sucked in much needed air, his cock still rippling within her hot, silky depths. He groaned when her pussy gripped his dick as another spasm rocked her core.
He buried his face in her wet hair and inhaled her sweet scent�lavender and arousal.
Addictive.
His.
She shivered, and it was only then he felt the cold water beating down on his shoulders. They�d used up all the hot. He frowned. Her bath would have to wait until later. He inwardly cursed himself. He was supposed to be taking care of her, not mounting her like some animal in heat.
Even though he wanted to stay buried in her hot depths for the rest of the day, he carefully pulled out. His cock flexed in protest. He was still hard and ready to go.
Araminta�s knees buckled, and he scooped her into his arms. He maneuvered them both out of the tub and then held her with one arm while he turned off the water. Silence surrounded them. The occasional plink of water and their heavy breathing the only sounds.
Leander grabbed a thick white towel from a stack on a nearby shelf and began to dry Araminta. It wasn�t easy. The woman was totally boneless. Her eyes were closed and a small smile played at the corners of her mouth. He couldn�t take his eyes off her as he blotted her wet hair as best he could.
Finally, he gave up and tossed the towel aside. He lifted her into his arms and carried her back to the bedroom. He yanked back the covers and bundled her into bed, not wanting her to catch a chill. Of course, she was immortal now, and maybe the cold wouldn�t bother her as much. Maybe it would. They both had so much to learn.
And they had forever in which to learn it.

Chapter Seventeen

Araminta snuggled closer to Leander, loving the heat that radiated from his large body. She�d never look at the shower the same way again. She didn�t think she�d be able to step under the warm spray without imagining Leander�s strong arms around her and his thick cock inside her.
She shivered as another spasm raced through her body.
But how long would she have him? Surely he�d want to go to the other freed warriors as soon as possible.
�What is wrong?� The deep rumble of his voice vibrated through her cheek where it rested on his broad chest. She could hear the heavy thump of his heart and the sound brought such happiness to her. They�d both survived. They were alive. She had no right to wish for more.
Yet she did. She�d fallen in love with her immortal warrior and wanted to spend the rest of her days with him. �What now?� She turned the question back on him rather than trying to explain all the conflicting emotions swirling around inside her.
He tightened his arms around her and kissed her temple with warm lips. �Now you rest.�
She pushed away and propped herself up on one elbow, needing to see his face. He looked relaxed, his long hair feathered over her pillow. But even resting, the sharp angles of his cheekbones and jaw stood out, making him appear harsh. She knew better.
�But what about after that? What about tomorrow?� There, she�d asked. Better to know what was coming than to spend hours or days worrying about it.
He reached up and toyed with a damp lock of her hair. �Tomorrow, we contact Marko and Roric and find out if there is any way to locate the Lady and free Arand.�
�That�s the wolf, right?� And the only remaining creature left on the carousel.
Leander nodded. �Yes. Hades is not done yet. And though we might not be able to interfere in his destiny, I must try to help Arand if I can.�
She understood that. She truly did. He was a hero, after all. He wasn�t the type of man who sat back and did nothing when his friend was in danger.
�And I wish to see my friends again after all this time. We were together, but able to share very little these past centuries.�
She rubbed his chest, needing the physical connection. �That�s so sad.�
He offered her a smile. �It is done now.�
�Not really.� She�d written a plot summary for the series, so she knew better. �Hades isn�t done. He�s still going to try to take over the world.�
Leander cupped her face in his hands. �We will do what we can to stop him. It will not be easy. We have no idea where he will end up next or how soon Arand will be released.� He appeared thoughtful. �It�s happening faster and faster now. There were years between Mordecai and Stavros and Phoenix�s releases. There were only a few months between Roric and Marko�s release. Only weeks between Marko�s release and mine.�
She�d noticed the same thing. �Time is running out.�
He tugged her toward him, positioning her so she was lying on his body. Her breasts were pillowed against his chest and her pelvis was aligned with his. Her eyes widened. He was still majorly aroused. �But�� She broke off, not quite knowing what to say. He�d come. She knew he had.
He rubbed her lower back, pushing her more firmly against his erection. �I always want you, Araminta.�
Wow. That was a huge turn-on. But she couldn�t afford to get distracted just yet. �When are you leaving?�
He frowned, stilling his hand at the base of her spine. �What do you mean?�
She chewed on her bottom lip. �I mean. I know you�ve got duties and things to do. I was just wondering how long you were staying with me.� She was proud of the fact she�d gotten through her small speech without breaking into tears. Oh, she would miss him so much. Her chest hurt and she wanted to yell at the unfairness of it all, but that would be childish. She�d known going in what the score was.
He moved and she suddenly found herself flat on her back with him hovering over her. He did not look pleased. �You want me to leave you?�
Why was he making this so hard? She tried to look away from him, but he caught her face in his big hands. He smoothed his thumbs over her cheeks and deep sadness filled his beautiful gold eyes. �You do not want me?�
�That�s not it at all.� No way did she want him to think that. She took a deep breath and served up her heart on a platter. �I love you.�
The sadness retreated, replaced by a questioning look. �I don�t understand. If you love me, why do you want me to leave?�
Was he being dense on purpose? �I don�t want you to leave, but I know you have to. You�re an immortal warrior to a goddess. You have duties and responsibilities. I get that. I really do.� That sounded mature and confident even though she was dying inside.
He shook his head, his fluffy mane of hair brushing against her skin. �No. I do not go without you.�
�Really?� Her heart leapt at the possibility that their time together wasn�t done yet.
He sighed so deeply his breath ruffled her hair. �I love you. I have said it, have I not? I have never said that to another woman.�
�Ever?� She could hardly believe it.
�Ever,� he repeated. �You are my heart and share my immortality. You are mine. You belong to us.� He leaned back and allowed his face to shift until the lion appeared his golden eyes staring down at her. Then the lion retreated and Leander was back. �We both want you and will not give you up.�
Araminta meant to say something appropriate for the moment. Instead, she burst into tears. Concern and panic filled Leander�s face, his expression almost making her laugh.
�This was not meant to make you cry.� He leaned down and kissed her. �You must stop.� He licked a salty tear from her cheek.
�I must, must I?�
He nodded. �I do not want you unhappy.�
She sifted her fingers through his hair, loving the way it clung to her skin. �These are happy tears.� She sniffed and tried to stop, but another tear rolled down her face.
�I do not fully understand you, but I will.� It was a vow and a promise and she took it as such.
�I don�t know where this is going or what will happen, but I�m in this with you.�
�Forever,� he told her.
�Forever,� she agreed. She flung her arms around his neck and held on tight. �I love you so much.� It should have been impossible, but there was no denying what her heart was telling her. She loved the man holding her in his arms�lion, immortal warrior and man. She loved all parts of him.
�You are my gift from the goddess, Araminta. A prize for all my years of confinement and loneliness, for my years of service.� He shifted position slightly and parted her legs. She felt the heavy probing of his cock and wrapped her legs around his waist and lifted her hips.
He slid into her moist channel and they both gave a sigh of happiness. His lips found hers and they kissed as he made love to her again.

Epilogue

Leander pulled Araminta down onto his lap and smiled. He couldn�t believe he was sitting in the living room of Roric�s mate with Marko and his woman beside him. Araminta had put her life on hold, packed up the car with their luggage and Percy and headed across the country. Thankfully, her neighbor, Mary Jo, had agreed to watch the house while they were away. Mary Jo had taken one look at him the first time they�d met and given Araminta a strange hand-smacking gesture, which Araminta had later explained was called a high five. Araminta�s friend approved of him and their relationship.
It had taken them three days to get here, but neither of them had minded the long hours in the car. It gave them time to talk and to share more about their pasts. He and Araminta had arrived in North Carolina yesterday and he was pleased that all three women had become fast friends.
None of the women knew exactly what being immortal meant. They could not conjure weapons and clothing as the men could. Nor did they have enhanced strength to help them fight. But they would live forever. The only thing that would kill them was beheading. There was no way back from that. But Leander didn�t know if Araminta�s body would heal as quickly as his would. He thought it would, considering how quickly her wounds had healed, but it wasn�t something he was willing to test. It was a constant concern. He hated to have her out of his sight.
�What will we do next?� It was Marko who asked. He and his mate, Kellsie, had flown out from California to be here with them. Kellsie sat on the arm of his chair, playing with the bear�s long hair.
�I�ve got a theory.� Araminta sat forward, but Leander kept his arms looped around her, making sure she stayed put.
�What?� Aimee asked.
The two women had bonded over the stories they were writing. Aimee was creating her graphic novel and Araminta�s second book was about to be released. She might no longer have an agent, but the publisher still wanted the rest of the series. She�d been working day and night on the third book in the series and hoped to have it finished within weeks. Both women had had dreams about Hades and the curse and had spent hours comparing notes. Their stories were similar, but there were enough differences to keep them guessing as to what was truth and what was fiction.
When Hades had been trying to bargain with them, he�d said that if they attacked him then he was no longer bound by his word not to harm them. Leander and Araminta had talked about it and both agreed they thought the god was lying. After all, Hades had agreed to leave them alone if they broke the curse. They, on the other hand, weren�t bound by any such an agreement. All they�d had to do was break the curse and reap the reward�freedom and a guarantee that Hades could not harm them in any way. And that guarantee of protection included the women who�d freed them as well.
Leander wondered if this was Hades� way of trying to keep them out of the coming fight in order to protect their mates. Definitely something he needed to think on some more and discuss with his fellow warriors when the time was right, but not tonight. Tonight was about renewing bonds of friendship and making new ones.
�In the first book I wrote, there was only you and Roric.� Araminta waited until everyone nodded and then continued. Leander wondered where she was going with her line of thought. If he�d learned anything in their short time together it was to not underestimate his mate�s intelligence.
�But near the end of the book, I wrote about you mentioning your favorite movie actress. One who just happened to be in horror movies. The name was fictitious, but I was wondering if it happened in real life.�
Aimee nodded. �I�m a huge horror movie fan and have got Roric hooked on them.�
The tiger smiled at his mate. �I still do not understand why the people in these movies do not fight back.� He turned to Leander. �They have no instinct for strategy, but the popcorn is good.�
Kellsie laughed. �It�s supposed to be fake, Roric. Sometimes I live and sometimes I die. It�s the nature of the movie business.�
�So you mentioned Kellsie by name?� she asked Aimee.
�Yes, I did,� Aimee confirmed.
Kellsie�s laughter died. �I think I see where you�re going with this.�
Araminta inclined her head. �Did you read one of my books or mention me to Marko?�
�I was reading the first book in the series, the one about the tiger, on the movie set where I met Marko and freed him.� Kellsie glanced at her mate. �You know what this means?�
�That Araminta has already met the woman who will play a part in the final chapter of this tale.� Marko�s dark-brown eyes studied Araminta, and Leander fought the urge to growl at his friend. He did glare at him though, but the bear did not look away.
�I�ve thought about this a lot. It was a long drive here.� She sighed and Leander wished he could do something to help her figure things out, but she had an agile mind and he knew it wouldn�t take her long. �I know I must have met the woman who will free Arand. I just don�t know who she is.�
�Have you met anyone new lately?� Roric asked. He leaned forward and rested his forearms on his thighs.
�That�s the problem. I�ve met too many new people. Luna Starquest�s readers� weekend was filled with new people.� Araminta shivered and Leander pulled her tighter against his chest. He knew she was remembering how close they�d both been to losing their lives.
�Maybe if you made a list it might help?� Aimee suggested. �Keep it to people who really made an impact on you. It would have to be someone memorable.�
�Was there anyone there you�d been wanting to meet?� Kellsie asked.
�Only Luna.� Araminta rubbed her hands up and down her arms. �And that didn�t work out quite as I�d planned.� Everyone went silent. They�d all shared their harrowing battles and narrow escapes with Hades the night before.
�Think,� Roric prompted. �If what you say is true, then it had to have been someone you wanted to meet. Someone you were drawn to.�

Araminta stared at the people sitting around the room and wondered how in the world she�d gotten here�six people, all immortal, all bound together by a war and a curse that began about five thousand years ago.
But it wasn�t over yet, and that was what was driving all of them. Both Kellsie and Aimee were watching her and she could feel their silent encouragement. It was great to know two other women who were going through the same thing she was. It gave them plenty to talk about, although their talking time had mostly been limited to all six of them in the same room. Their men were just as possessive of them as hers was of her.
It should have annoyed her. After all, she was a modern, independent woman. But she kind of liked it, especially after the ordeal they�d been through.
Roric, his long black-and-white-streaked hair falling around his shoulders, was staring at her expectantly. And Marko was watching her with his intense brown eyes. Both men were tall and strong and handsome. It was strange to see the heroes from her books come to life. There were differences, but there were enough similarities to leave her feeling like she�d walked into an episode of The Twilight Zone.
Leander tightened his arms around her and she leaned into him, loving the way he snuggled her in front of his friends. He was big and macho and deadly, but he had no problem with public displays of affection.
Araminta brought her wayward thoughts back to the problem at hand. Who had she met at the conference? The list was long. Was there anyone who�d made an impression on her? When she thought of it like that, it was obvious. �The fortuneteller.�
�What?� Leander shifted her in his arms so she could see his face. �What fortuneteller?�
�It was after the book signing. Luna was still seeing fans, but there were a bunch of tarot readers and fortunetellers set up in another room for entertainment. I was tinkering with the idea of making the heroine in the final book of the series a tarot reader so I went for a reading. I wanted to see how she approached it so it would be more realistic in the story.�
�Do you remember her name? Where she was from? Anything?� Aimee was the one who asked.
Araminta struggled to remember the woman�s name, replaying the exchange in her head. �Wait.� She struggled out of Leander�s arms. �Let me up.�
He stood and deposited her on her feet. �What is it?�
�I�ll be right back.� She left them all in the living room staring after her and ran upstairs to the guest room they were using. Her purse was sitting on the chair in the corner. Percy grumbled at her as she grabbed her bag and hurried back out, but he didn�t follow her. He was content to lie on the bed and bask in a sunbeam coming in from the window.
�It�s in here somewhere.� Araminta dropped the bag on the coffee table and began to dig through it.
�What are you looking for?� Leander hovered over her, ready to be of assistance.
She looked up at him and smiled. �She gave me her card.� When he looked perplexed, she added, �Her business card, with her name and address on it.�
�That�s got to be it,� Kellsie proclaimed.
Araminta dragged out her wallet and searched through receipts. She really had to clean out her purse. It wasn�t here. The men were getting restless and anticipation filled the air. Where had she put the card?
She�d tucked it in the side pocket for safekeeping. �Here it is.� She pulled out the vellum card. �Sabrina Wolfe. That�s her name.�
�Where does she live?� Roric demanded.
�New Orleans.� She glanced at the others. �I guess that means we�re going to Louisiana.�

Hades looked away from the mirror and the cozy scene faded away. He hated those immortal warriors, but he hated the women even more. How dare those human women foil his plans? Not so human now though. They were all tinged with immortality that would only grow and strengthen as time went on.
Leander hadn�t died after all. How�disappointing. Hades wanted to kill someone. Anyone.
He stood and turned to the demon guarding his chamber door. Raising his hand, he released a yell of frustration and sent a bolt of lightning winging toward the unfortunate creature. It screeched and caught fire, burning to a crisp in seconds. It was poor compensation for Hades considering what he really wanted to do.
But retaliation against the warriors and their women was impossible. He�d agreed to the terms of the Lady of the Beasts when they�d struck their bargain and now he was stuck. If he or any of his minions attacked any of the freed warriors or their women, it would rebound worse on him, killing him. Something he wanted to avoid at all costs.
His blood boiled. It was rare anyone got the better of him in a bargain, and when it did happen it left him brooding for centuries. He couldn�t afford to be distracted right now. There were too many plans to make.
As if summoned by his thoughts, Mordecai walked into the room. The serpent raised one eyebrow in question as he stepped over the remains of the guard demon. �Trouble?�
Hades waved his hand. �It�s nothing.� He motioned to the mirror. �You did not kill the lion.�
Mordecai looked supremely unconcerned. Hades wanted to shake the warrior�s confidence. He was too sure of himself. �You failed,� Hades pointed out.
�No, I didn�t. I thought you wanted him alive to try to convince him to join you. He couldn�t do that if he was dead. The woman was disposable, the warrior was not.� Mordecai leaned against the wall, arms crossed over his chest. �It was the Lady manipulating the time continuum that messed things up.�
The warrior had a point, even though Hades would not admit it. �They know about the woman in New Orleans.�
�It doesn�t matter. All the pieces are in place, ready when you are, my lord.� The warrior added the two final words at the end as an afterthought. Hades gritted his molars together. Once this battle was won, he�d make the insolent warrior pay.
�What about the Lady?� Mordecai asked.
Hades waved his hand in the air and the black glass in the mirror changed, the scene growing lighter. The Lady of the Beasts appeared. She was seated beneath a large redwood tree, peering up at the sky. �She doesn�t appear to be too concerned about her remaining warriors, does she?� Hades watched Mordecai and was disappointed when the warrior seemed impervious to his barb. �The goddess is of no import. I will waste no more time on her. The end is at hand.�
Mordecai smiled, and it gave Hades pause. It was too much like the smiles he saw when he gazed at his own reflection. �Then all is as planned.�
Hades mentally called several of his fiercest demons to him, suddenly not wanting to be alone with the warrior. Which was ridiculous. Hades was a god, Mordecai an immortal warrior�strong, yes, but nothing when compared to the strength of a god.
�Yes. All is as planned. Let�s go.� Hades strode from the room. Mordecai glanced at the mirror in the corner and then followed.
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