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          Caith Morningstar: Hell’s Chapel

        

      

    
    
      I’m Caith Morningstar: bar owner, leather wearer, shoe worshipper, werewolf, Orlando’s resident ass kicker and… Satan’s niece.

      In the tween—between On High and Hell—I’ve got three rules: order, secrecy, and if you can’t manage that at least have some discretion.  Wait, make that four: no one screws with me or my stuff.  Orlando—land of that famous mouse—is my home and people are either gonna get in line or get out.

      Except someone didn’t get that memo.  Now, I’m gonna bust out my bat and smash some heads.  I’ve got zombies demolishing my home, vamps chasing me, and on top of the normal violence in my life, I’m quickly falling for an angel.

      I can handle the blood, gore, and frustration, but can I deal with the pain of loving—possibly losing—the angel Samkiel? Probably not, but I’m gonna try anyway.
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      I shoulda bought a bigger bat. Maybe one of those aluminum jobs. Or steel if they made those. I bet I could get one on the internet. I could get anything on the ’net. Right then, something a little stronger would be appreciated. Metal wouldn’t leave such a big mess for the brownies to clean up once the dust settled.

      I cradled the wood, familiar weight settling in my palm, melding with me like an extension of my arm. Louisville Slugger, a classic, a good friend no matter how recently I’d snagged him from the sports store.

      “Batter up,” I mumbled under my breath. Then again, I could have screamed the words and not a single being in the bar would have noticed. “Fucking thelac warriors,” I grumbled. “They should know better than to drink themselves stupid.”

      “Incoming!” Jezebeth, Hell’s Chapel’s resident bar bitch, and best young witch in the city (her words, not mine), shouted and then covered her ears. She sank beneath the counter, hiding, while I handled things.

      I ducked, missing a flying beer bottle, and gritted my teeth when it crashed into the mirror behind me, shattering it into a million small pieces. Custom cut mirrors were expensive. Dammit.

      The general betweeners, called tweens, fled at the first sight of trouble, scrambling toward Jezebeth to settle up and scurry home to their mommas. The remaining patrons stuck around to see how the night would unfold. Demons and angels—dems and gels—slumped in their chairs, watching the melee, picking up their glasses when someone needed a table to throw.

      I climbed on top of the bar, black soled calf-high Fluevog boots leaving smudges on the polished cherry surface. I’d have to remember to give the brownies a little extra cash to clean up the mess.

      I kicked bottles and glasses aside, traveling along the wood toward my prey. Pretty boy had to poke the thelacs and now he was learning what it meant to tangle with something more powerful than himself. Thelacs were seven feet tall, heavily muscled, black-skinned, ageless warriors and they were no one to mess with. They had all the time in the world to become the baddest of the bad.

      On High and Hell, save me from idiots. Since I had a few gels in the vicinity, I hoped someone was listening.

      My leather pants moved with me like a second layer of skin, tight and hugging my curves. It was like being naked while dressed. The black hue let me blend in with the night, become one with the darkness when it enveloped Orlando, Florida. Home of that famous mouse and… Hell. Well, a tiny bit of it, anyway.

      Right now, the clothing moved with me while I flipped from the bar, ass over head, and around again until I landed in a protective crouch in front of the asshole who began the violence. Thelacs had never heard of sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me. They tended to simply focus on the sticks and stones half of the saying. I faced off against the warrior, bat still gripped in one hand.

      “Aw, Caith…” The warrior pulled his punch and I ducked, his fist missing me by a hairsbreadth. The scent of his charred skin filled my nose. The males must have been training inside Mount St. Helens again. There was a reason true thelac warriors were darker than night. There was no better place to train than in the bowels of an active volcano. At least, in their opinion. So, while they sweated to the oldies, they were burned to a crisp.

      Still facing the warrior, I straightened once the danger slipped past and met the demon’s red-eyed gaze. “Don’t Aw, Caith me, Drek. This is my bar and you and your friends are tearing it to shit because some pretty-boy punk troll is an idiot.”

      Said troll must not have liked being referred to as a punk. Though it could have been the “idiot” portion of my comment.

      The shift of air, a delicate wind brushing my back in a caress, alerted me of his movement. I spun on the ball of my foot, stepping to the side and shifting my weight as I twirled around to crack him on the back of the head with my bat. Wood splintered on connection, showering the bar floor.

      Which… was why I really wanted a metal one.

      I dropped what remained of my weapon with a frown and poked out my lower lip. I’d had him the longest of all my bats. Three whole days. “Sorry, Louis.”

      “Heads up!” I didn’t take my gaze from the now unconscious troll but raised my hand over my head, fingers uncurled. Another hunk of wood flipped through the air to land in my palm. I so loved Jezebeth in a non-lesbian way.

      One of Drek’s friends shuffled toward me, boot scraping the concrete as he eased forward. I swung, the world blurring with the rapid movement, and shoved the end of the wood against the stranger’s chest. “Don’t test me.”

      He snorted, rolled his eyes and looked to his friends. They snickered along with him as the idiot took another step forward, pushing against my hold. I really hated baby warriors. “You had to bring the babies, huh, Drek?”

      I readily admitted I wasn’t much to look at. At five-foot-four inches, I seemed short compared to half the beings that crossed my threshold. My curves made most doubt my strength, even though my frame hid rock solid muscle beneath my layer of jiggle. While I may have the face of a pixie and the hair of a goth chick who spent too much time dying her strands with Kool-Aid, I was the ultimate Hell’s spawn with a capital Bitch.

      I smiled, showing my pearly whites, shaking my head as I pulled the weapon from his chest and turned toward the incapacitated troll. The surrounding dems chuckled, making me smile even wider. They knew me, even if the warrior-in-training didn’t.

      I dropped into a crouch next to the unconscious punk, and fingered the splinters at my feet. To the thelac, I probably looked like I was checking the man for injuries.

      Yeah, I totally wasn’t.

      Between one heartbeat and the next, I was at the warrior’s throat. I used his body against him, climbing and clinging to his massive frame. I scaled him like a spider monkey on crack and shoved the remainder of the bat’s handle against his skin with one hand. The other fisted his strands and ripped his head back, forcing him to focus on me. And only me.

      Drek held the rest of his guys back while I dealt with the asshole. “Now, what part of ‘don’t test me’ did you have trouble with?”

      I dug the wood deeper, just short of breaking skin. Evidence of his recent volcano training flaked and fluttered to the ground. At only six feet, he was a younger male, but the cracking of his flesh showed me he was very young. Perhaps only two hundred years.

      He swallowed, Adam’s apple sliding beneath the stake. “N-nothing.” His voice was barely a whisper but everyone heard him.

      I released him, shoving him away by his head as I hopped to the ground. Yeah, I got a little hint of joy from watching him stumble. That joy fell flat when he came at me. I looked to Drek and he nodded as if giving me permission to set the idiot on his ass.

      I snapped my head from side to side, listening as the joints cracked and loosened for a little fun.

      Dems had different levels of power, from the lowliest of the low who could barely start a fire, to those just a hint beneath the High Lord himself. My mother was the Dark Lord’s sister which put Mom into the latter group. That meant, as the High Lord’s niece, I had a damn big dose as well.

      My fingers burned, snippets of hellfire rising to bubble beneath my skin and I embraced the heat. It’d been a long time since I’d tapped into that side. The warmth coursing through my veins felt good.

      I took one stomp toward him, and then two. The third brought him within range, but I waited for the fourth and then struck him in the chest, palm open, dead center, over his heart. I hit him with every ounce of power I’d managed to grab in that short time.

      The big ass motherfucker flew backward, torso leading the rest until he whacked one of the building’s support posts. His head cracked against the wood and concrete before he slid to the ground in a boneless heap.

      Yeah, idiot wasn’t waking anytime soon.

      Brushing my hands together to rid myself of his stench, I turned toward Drek, leader of this band of troublemakers. “Get the little puppy and leave.”

      No one ever said I was nice.

      “Caith… He’s just…” the warrior wheedled.

      I shook my head. “No. Don’t make excuses. It doesn’t take training to be polite. Actually, you know what?” I snapped my fingers. “Gimme a sec.”

      I strolled forward, moving toward the fallen warrior. The crowd immediately parted, giving me a wide berth. I squatted and licked the pad of my thumb.  I tugged on the powers of Hell, added my own personal curse, and reached for his forehead. I’d like to see him try and get into the bar now that he was marked.

      A large, midnight black hand grasped my forearm. I followed the hand to the wrist, up the arm to stare right into Drek’s eyes. “Don’t, Caith. He’s young. This is a good place. He’s learned his lesson…”

      I glared at him. Drek was a good guy. Well, as good as any demon could be. “I swear to Hell, Drek, he pulls another stunt, fucks up my place, or looks at me funny, he’ll get marked and banned.”

      He released me, backing up, giving me space, his expression pleading. “You know what a mark means in this place.”

      “Of course I do.” I nodded. “I made the rules in this city when the first brick was laid. Order. Secrecy. Fuck, if you can’t do that, at least discretion. And above all, don’t fuck with me and mine.” I held out my arms, encompassing my bar, Hell’s Chapel. “Does this look orderly? Or unfucked with?” A shake of my head and I spit on the ground before the unconscious warrior. If I couldn’t mark him, I could at least curse him for a little while. “Get ’em out. Both your warrior and the troll. If I see either within six months, I’ll feed ’em to Jezebeth’s gators. Alive.”

      Jezebeth’s bright orange head poked above the crowd, letting me know the witch had finally made it to the top of the bar to watch the proceedings. “Are you sure they can’t have ’em now? I mean, a troll and a thelac warrior… the babies would be so happy.”

      Men went into action then, knowing how much I tended to indulge the bar bitch. The warriors grabbed their fallen comrade along with the troll that’d been involved in the whole mess and hauled ’em out by their feet. Both men groaned as they passed me, but I didn’t really have any fucks to give.

      The crowd dispersed, patrons righting their tables and chairs. Well, what was left of them. Half the customers waved to get a waiter’s attention, ordering another round while others worked on polishing off what they had in hand.

      I returned to my spot behind the bar as everything mellowed once again. I automatically reached for a glass, mixing the next order without missing a beat while Jezebeth pouted at the other end of the counter. I hated seeing my best friend sad. “Aw, Jezze, buck up. I’m sure someone will eventually piss me off enough to send them home with you.”

      The bar bitch perked up, zeroing in on me. “You think so? What if we invite…”

      I rolled my eyes. “We are not inviting people here with the hope they’ll mess up so bad they get sent to the gators.”

      Jezebeth glared at me but returned to her station, glasses clinking as she mixed and poured drinks.

      The night wore on, quiet and calm, just the way I liked it. I enjoyed running Hell’s Chapel. Giving dems, gels, and tweens a safe-ish place to congregate, interact, and get a fucking beer at the end of a long day.

      It was just… Sometimes it was a fuck-ton of trouble.

      “Night, Caith.” Jezebeth flitted toward the door. Funny how a woman wearing a pair of combat boots managed to flit. Like an orange-haired, scary bitch fairy.

      With a shake of my head, I went back to wiping down the wood, performing busy work before I went back to my quiet home. I’d been living there for more years than I could count, and even after all this time, it still seemed empty and cold. I slept there. That was it.

      A creak of the front door let me know some idiot obviously didn’t know the rules. The whole town knew the rules. Even the humans who knew of tweens knew the rules.

      I sighed, rolling my shoulders, pushing away the tension of the day. I couldn’t kill anyone. Uncle Luc was really pissed after the last soul I sent along had annoyed him so much that On High had taken the ghost off his hands. On High literally made a deal with the devil.

      “We’re closed.”

      The feet kept moving toward me, but it wasn’t the shuffle of a zombie. At least I’d gotten the priestesses to quit trying that one for a while. Apparently it was hilarious to send a brain-craving body into Hell’s Chapel at the end of the night. Though, they were typically hidden in the utility closet in an effort to scare me. They never stumbled through the front entry.

      Naw, this was strong, full of something akin to life. Dems sounded different, the thump of their feet against the ground. Heavy, almost downtrodden as if Hell pulled on them constantly. This one was lighter.

      The scent of tween didn’t reach out to me, either. In general, they tended to cause my gut to twist a little. Not painfully, the goodness simply tweaked something inside that made me a little twitchy. Not all of them, but a few races were…

      This, however, was more than a happy tween. It more than twisted my gut, it shoved at something else within me. Shoved hard.

      I raised my head, knowledge of what stood before me already tumbling through my mind before I even laid eyes on the newcomer. “You’re a fucking gel.”

      Of all the bars, in all the cities, a damned pure angel had to walk into my place. He wasn’t like other gels who frequented Hell’s Chapel. Ones who were the result of a tween and fallen-gel banging. Those men and women were more like tweens with goody-goody wings despite one of their parents’ fallen status. They came and went to On High with ease, but spent most of their time in the tween.

      The man, the angel, tilted his head in acknowledgment and then stared at me, crystal blue eyes boring into mine. His short black hair seemed to sparkle in the dimmed bar lighting and I tried to ignore his strong jaw, broad shoulders, and obviously chiseled abs. He wore a leather coat that fell to his knees with a tight shirt underneath and pants that molded to his body. I wondered what kind of package those pants hid from view. I was a dem—sorta—not a saint. Besides, a hot man—gel, dem, or tween—was a hot man.

      He wore all black and not a hint of traditional angel-white in sight, which meant he had to be hiding from something. I sure as shit didn’t want that “On High flavored something”coming into my place.

      I growled low. A fucking nod wasn’t enough. Not nearly. “So, gel, what do you want?”

      “Bourbon, two fingers, two cubes.”

      I snorted. “You have to be fucking kidding me. Gels don’t drink.”

      Among other deliciously pleasurable things. On High didn’t let gels do any of the fun stuff.

      He quirked a brow. “So, dems know everything about angels?”

      “Everyone knows enough to know that angels were banned from drinking by On High. Care to tell me prohibition has ended?” I propped my chin on my palm, elbow on the bar. I wanted to appear relaxed, at ease. He didn’t need to know I fought my desire for him, trembling with need. Even my inner-wolf, the beast typically happy to let my demon side run things, whined over the man.

      He strolled forward, muscles flexing as he walked, sliding beneath the leather, and his boots thumped against the concrete. “No, it hasn’t. Then again, I wouldn’t necessarily call myself an angel at the moment either.” He moved an arm, encompassing the room. “I am in the tween, after all.”

      He wasn’t just in the tween. He was in Hell’s Chapel.

      “What would that make you, then?”

      He smiled. “Half way to fallen.”

      I tucked the information away, too taken by his dimple, the way his eyes danced in the light, and the width of his shoulders. I bet he could bench-press a few hundred pounds without On High’s help.

      Back to business. I could fantasize about him later. “And you’re here because?”

      He leaned forward, bringing us closer together, the hint of purity and rain tainted by a cloud of sulfur easing toward me. “Because you run this town.”

      I snorted.

      He ignored me and kept going. “And because I’m going to be hunting in it.”

      That got my attention. “Excuse me? I keep the peace, and if needed, hunt.”

      “It’s needed.”

      “Fuck you.” I knew what was needed, dammit.

      His expression clouded, gaze going distant, for a brief moment and then he brought two fingers to his temple in a mock salute. “Wonderful offer, but it’ll have to wait until later. Seems I’m needed elsewhere. Rain check on the drink.”

      He disappeared in a swirl of gray smoke, the pristine white fog of a gel nowhere to be seen.

      Fuckity-fucker-fuck.
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      The house was quiet as I passed over the threshold. The familiar tension of Jezebeth’s wards wasn’t charging the air. At their kindest, they were meant to set a trespasser’s nerves on edge and encourage them to turn away. At their worst, the intruder was turned into barbecue for the brownies to take out with the trash.

      With them gone, my nerves pricked at me.

      Someone was in my house.

      Someone powerful enough to banish Jezebeth’s wards.

      Didn’t matter though. If it could bleed, it could die, and a river of blood would run by night’s end.

      I dropped my bag and motorcycle helmet by the door, flexing my fingers after relieving myself of the burden. Acting as if nothing was amiss, I tromped through the house, the sound of my footfalls echoing off the walls. My first stop was always the kitchen, my body craving food nearly as much as it craved clean air at the end of a night at Hell’s Chapel.

      Passing through the dining room, I palmed the knife I hid behind the buffet and slid it into place beneath my leather jacket sleeve.

      I kept walking, listening for the telltale heartbeat or whisper of breath, something to let me know what hid among my rooms.

      I silently toed open the swinging door to the kitchen and flicked on the lights. “Motherfucker.”

      At least twenty of the damned things filled my kitchen, gnawing on each other, what food they could find, and my housekeeper, Mrs. Jenkins. Man, I liked Mrs. Jenkins, too. While my brownies kept things clean, Mrs. Jenkins kept things running smoothly. Now she’d become dinner. Dammit.

      I hated zombies.

      Hated. Them.

      Forty-ish eyes (some hanging from their sockets and I’m not sure if they counted) zeroed in on me, their growls transforming into groans as they all turned toward me, shuffling along. Ha! Like I’d let myself become their midnight snack.

      I backed from the room, letting the door swing shut before I spun and dashed for the stairs. I had several hideaways filled with things designed to make others bleed. The one I wanted right now was located near the second floor stair landing.

      I scaled those stairs with ease and when I reached the top, I slammed my fist against the wall. The wood paneling slid aside to reveal my weapons—my pretties—and I smiled wide. I could have gone to one of the other caches in the house, but the stairs would create a tight channel for them to trudge through, making it easier to slice off their rotted heads. Or shoot them off. I was good with either.

      I shoved a Glock into the back of my leathers, a blade in each boot, and snagged my favorite set of swords. They were perfectly balanced and created with my own hands a few hundred years ago. I molded them from hunks of metal with my own fire-coated fingers and had used the pair to slice and dice more than once.

      A growl sounded behind me on the steps and I spun, arm outstretched. That simple movement had the zombie’s head rolling away as an eerie groan sounded from its neck.

      “One down, nineteen-ish to go.” I slid to the edge of the stairs, swords still in hand, one blade shining and clean, the other dripping wet. “Come on, bad boys. Let’s see what momma’s got for you.”

      Quite a few followed the first guy, heads rolling, bodies slumping and tumbling back the way they’d come. Black-as-night blood coated my steel, but I couldn’t clean up just yet. Another ten or so waited for me, staring at me from the first floor.

      I kept my gaze focused on them, watching them watching me. I was a morsel, a tasty treat ripe for the plucking and they weren’t doing a fucking thing about it.

      “Come on, guys. You want a bit of mutt to snack on?” I twirled my blades, droplets of blood flying in every direction until the tips were mostly clean.

      I stuck the tip of one blade into my arm, piercing the flesh, and blood welled to the surface. It’d heal in moments, but this hint of coppery fluid would be enough to get their attention. Zombies shouldn’t need tempting, they craved blood and brains after all, but I was too tired to spend much time on the why.

      I focused on the largest of the group. He flared his nostrils and his eyes widened, but not a peep or whisper came from him or his friends. Nope, they simply paced at the base of the stairs, focusing on me but not making any move to come at me.

      “Don’t you want a little snack?” I rolled my shoulders and bounced on the balls of my feet. Adrenaline still hummed through my veins, but dissipated with each passing second.

      Annoyed, I stepped over a body littering the steps and then another, wanting to see their reaction as I eased closer and thumped down the stairs. I wasn’t a pussy to avoid a fight. If they weren’t coming to me, I’d go to them and finish this bullshit.

      The group froze, bodies turning toward me and their eyes blazed an eerie bright green.

      Green. Not black from a priestess’ dark magic or red from a dem’s toying with things they didn’t understand. The first group I destroyed had been normal, eyes like midnight, lifeless and hungry.

      This group calculated and waited. They eyed me like an adversary and not just a snack. Someone had obviously dipped their hand in the forbidden honey pot.

      The wound on my arm had already healed thanks to my inner wolf. Droplets of dried blood marred the pristine white of my skin and the prick of pain was all but forgotten. I was too focused on the zombies now. It had to have taken a hell of a lot of mojo to make a sentient zombie that could resist the temptation of blood. In all honesty, I didn’t even know if a tweener could pull it off.

      The leader—big fucking guy wearing combat boots, chest as wide as a freight train and arms thicker than tree trunks—pulled out a blade of his own. He whipped it around with ease, pointed to me, and flicked his fingers in a “come here” motion. The creator of these fuckers obviously had a thing for the Matrix movies.

      I continued tromping down the stairs, slowly taking them one at a time. I reached the bottom and I didn’t stop until I stood among the frozen zombies.

      I remained still, taking stock of the beings that surrounded me. Three in front, badass in the middle. Two to my right. Another two on the left. That made three behind me.

      I kept my attention focused on the leader, the thing taunting me, beckoning me forward while the others were prepped to close in on me. Fuck if I was going to play into their plans.

      One of the guys to my right blinked first, stepping forward, getting just close enough to…

      A quick dip and slice, and the idiot became a legless idiot. His partner, christened Idiot Two, followed, getting severed in two at the waist. Their comrades down, the rest took that as an invitation to dog pile my ass. Good thing that’s what I wanted.

      Milliseconds ticked by and the instant they drew close enough, I stretched out my arms, pulled in a bit of power from my dear old uncle and spun, my heated blades sinking through flesh and bone with ease. Head after head thumped to the ground, bodies immediately after.

      Death march complete, I slowed my turn, dropping the tips of my weapons to the floor, using the friction of steel on wood to ease me to a stop. A perfect circle surrounded me.

      Raising my stare from the carnage, I met the leader’s gaze. “Still want to play, Papa Bear?” He narrowed his eyes, muscles in his jaw ticking. “Tut, tut. Musn’t let your anger get the best of you.”

      The zombie dove for me, leaping across the path of bodies, but I didn’t give him the chance to come closer. A quick push of power and drawing on my physical strength had me airborne, flipping backward and landing six feet away, path clear of debris. “Now, that wasn’t very nice.”

      Then again, I wasn’t either.

      Leader guy stomped forward, feet moving faster than the other zombies but not quite quickly enough. I blocked his initial strike, deflecting it with ease and taking an opening, sending a blade right through his abdomen.

      Fucker didn’t even blink.

      Zombie. Right.

      He struck again. Block. Deflect. Thrust. Block. Block. Block the mother fucking piece of shit.

      On and on it went, ’round and ’round. Dining room, kitchen (where I saw Mrs. Jenkins hadn’t quite been “reborn” yet), living room, and den. He was good with the piece of metal he carried. Wielded it like a pro.

      I was better.

      Had to be.

      Again he came at me, not a bit fatigued, steel against steel, sparks flying as they collided and I pitted my strength against his. Power pulsed and pushed behind my strikes, but he seemed to drink it in and slam it back toward me tenfold.

      The pattern of the house flowed through my mind, the placement of the furniture, each twist and turn of the halls, even the type of flooring in the rooms. Any advantage I could get, I’d take.

      Around another corner, back in the entryway, front door to my left, which meant the stairway was coming up on my rig—

      Fuck.

      A damned body part tripped me, sending me to my ass, black blood oozing over my leathers. I didn’t even want to think of the dry cleaning bill.

      I almost didn’t get to. A razor sharp blade came flying at me, courtesy of the green-eyed zombie and I crossed my swords, holding him off with all my strength. He inched closer, putting his muscle and weight behind the push, inching the edge closer to my face.

      I smelled his breath, the putrid stench mirrored by the black and green teeth he exposed when he smiled. Fucker smiled at me, eyes flashing brighter, glowing neon green in the darkness as if the prospect of killing me got him off.

      I pulled and tugged at my power, reaching into Hell and coaxing bits and pieces forward. Except, it seemed Uncle Luc had enough of me stealing from him. Most dems got to pull from the realm as needed. Then again, I wasn’t most dems.

      “I’m not gonna let you eat me, motherfucker,” I ground out between clenched teeth, using whatever I had to defeat this piece of garbage. Papa Al was a werewolf and Papa Finn was a unicorn at heart. Those genetics had to give me some extra oomph somewhere, right? And Papa Eron had the whole Father Earth thing going on. Trees were strong. It’d be great to have a little of that right about then.

      Muscles bunched, pulse pounding through my temples, veins stretched to the limit and bulging beneath my skin… One of my fathers’ powers had to help me, right? Anytime now, dads…

      The razor-honed metal eased closer, aimed for my vulnerable throat and a sting invaded my body, telling me the bastard drew blood. More evil glee slid over his features and his smile grew. His weight seemed to increase, pushing the weapon deeper into my skin and I dug down, fighting for the strength to save my own ass.

      Suddenly the pressing hatred vanished, replaced by a headless, lax body as said head smacked me in the face before tumbling away. “What the—”

      Dude, zombie blood tasted like shit.

      “What about me, baby? Do I get to eat you?” I knew that fucking fuckery voice.

      “Fucking gel,” I growled, pushing the lifeless body away. I rolled to my feet, hands still gripping steel and I lunged, pressing the tip of a blade to the angel’s neck. “What the fuck?”

      He smiled, a small quirk of his lips, and I swore his eyes managed to sparkle. “No appreciation?”

      “Appreciate that I haven’t killed you. Yet.” I eased the blade from his throat and let my gaze travel through the house to survey the damage. The place hadn’t been fancy, but it’d been mine. “I’ll have to pay the brownies a lot for this.”

      “True. For now, though, we should go.” He reached for me, fingertips almost connecting, but I stepped out of his reach.

      “Fuck you, and where? Better yet, why?”

      He didn’t answer right away, and instead, grabbed a handful of my curtains and wiped his steel clean. I had to like a guy who took care of his weapons. Even if he was an angel.

      And used my curtains.

      “Anytime, baby, anytime. As for where… I’ve got a place to lie low while I do some recon.” He dropped the curtain and sheathed his blade, the silver disappearing behind his back. “And because these guys aren’t the first, won’t be the last, and they were simply a test. I’ve heard things…” He shook his head. “This was a cakewalk, baby. You want the big bad banging down your door right now?”

      Really? Not so much. And I did need help. I just hated telling him that. Instead I said, “Whatever. You take down Mrs. Jenkins. I’ll grab my gear and meet you outside.”

      I stepped over the torso of Idiot Two and jogged up the stairs. Was it a stupid idea to go with him? Probably. But all that leather… Yum.

      Underneath my stash were two bags always ready and waiting. One for weapons and the other for clothes.

      I was a fucking boy scout with tits.
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      I looked from the gel to the hotel and back again. “Mouse House Hotel? Seriously? This is laying low?”

      The man shrugged, leather creaking with the movement. We really needed to get our clothing dry cleaned. It was too pretty to be ruined by zombie blood. “If I’m going to be half-fallen, I might as well take advantage of the benefits.”

      “Benefits?”

      “Of course. A dash of glutton and a pinch of greed and here we are.” His gaze settled on me, the irises flaring brighter. “There’s also more than a handful of lust.”

      I shuddered and it wasn’t my demon half that responded to his words. No, it was those other parts. The purity from my unicorn father urged me to step away, but my inner wolf whimpered and whined, telling me to go to him. Ever since I hit six hundred, the animal’s biological clock began tick, tick, ticking. The beast decided the half-fallen angel seemed like the perfect male to father my pups.

      Bad furball. Bad. I mentally flicked it on the nose and the wolf snapped at me. Dammit, I should have made time for a shift and run lately. The animal was edgy not just from craving babies but also because it wanted to feel the wind in its fur. But knowing that didn’t negate my desire for the angel with no name. A fact I’d rectify as soon as we got off the street.

      “An-ee-way.” I stepped off the curb, boots thumping against the asphalt as I strode toward the door. “I’m assuming you have a room, then?”

      The gel jogged to catch up to me and paced at my side. A gentle glow came from his palm and then a slim, credit-card sized room key appeared in his hand. “Something like that.”

      We walked into the hotel, pretending we weren’t covered in zombie blood and stank of their rotted flesh. The only shining light in this whole bullshit cluster fuck was the fact we both wore black so the zombie blood blended in. Though the gel did have a little hunk of gray brain on his shoulder… If I pretended it wasn’t there, maybe no one would notice.

      We stopped in front of a bank of elevators, and I stared at my reflection in the polished doors. Damn, I was caked with gore and… I pressed my palms flat against my skull, exposing my roots more fully. I so needed a dye job. Bad. Maybe I could have the concierge run out and grab me some black and red colors from the shop down the stree—

      The low ding of the elevator announced its arrival. A quick press of a button, slide of a key card, and we rose, finally depositing us on one of the upper floors. There were only two doors, two suites, on our level and I followed the gel when he turned right.

      Another slip of the card granted us entrance. Once the door thumped shut behind us, I turned toward the solid panel of wood and metal that kept the world out. It was thick and heavy, I’d give the hotel that, but it wouldn’t stand up against one of those green-eyed freaks. I fingered the flimsy brass lock. The hotel shouldn’t have even bothered installing a lock at all. This was nothing.

      I knew Uncle Luc was probably pissed at me, but I’d try to tug a little hellfire free anyway. Just a tiny bit. Hardly a breath, really. My fingers tingled, the warmth heating my heart as well as my hand, and I reached for the lock. I’d give the metal a nice boost to add a little strength and then we’d at least have a warning thud or two when someone tried to get in.

      I ghosted my touch over the cool metal, getting a feel for the barrier, and took a low breath, ready… to… relea—

      “What do you think you’re doing?” the gel hissed in my ear, his voice low and filled with disbelief as he grasped my wrist to halt my progress.

      “I’m protecting us.” I tugged against his hold, but he didn’t budge.

      “I don’t need you to pull on Hell and—”

      “I don’t need you interfering with—”

      “Do you really want—”

      “Yes, I really want—”

      An all too familiar voice cut us both off.

      “And I really want,” the deep, sophisticated male’s words slid through the air and a warm breeze followed in his wake, “to know who you are and why you’re touching my niece.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and scrunched my nose. “Dammit,” I huffed. “You should let go.” I jerked my head toward the newcomer. “He’s cut me off anyway.”

      “He?” The moist, heated breath against my ear sent a sliver of need down my spine.

      I really, really wanted this gel. Really.

      “Me.” The single syllable hit me and then the gel was gone, his body ripped away and a deep thump reached me.

      I sighed and turned to face the center of the suite, pasting on a wide smile. “Uncle Luc, this is a surprise. How are you?” He grinned at me. Probably because I remembered my manners. Mostly. “And what, by all that is On High, are you doing here?”

      My uncle flinched at the mention of his adversary and ex-home. I figured he deserved that little dig after denying me help when I was trying to avoid being zombie food.

      “I came to check on you.” He sniffed, nose in the air as he tugged on his cufflinks. On High forbid he stepped out of Hell looking anything other than his best. “I felt your pull and know of your little disagreement with the thelac warrior. I was going to dispose of him, but thought I’d ask first.” His smile widened, exposing his pristine white teeth. They had some kick ass dentists in Hell. “See how considerate I can be?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No, don’t kill the puppy.”

      “Fine,” he sighed. “Now, what about this one?” He flicked his hand toward the gel still pinned to the wall. “Can I send this one somewhere? He touched you and he is already half-fallen. I haven’t had one of those in a while.”

      I hated to disappoint my uncle, he looked so hopeful, but it wasn’t happening. “No, leave him alone, too.”

      He glared at me but waved his hand toward the angel and released him. “There. You ruined my fun. Now, mind telling me what is happening in your life? The thelac was a little flicker of flame, but you yanked on my realm so hard you nearly brought one of my demons to your side. Yet you did nothing with the fire.” Uncle Luc closed in on me. “You haven’t done that since Chicago. It would be nice to have a repeat of that little episode, infans. What fun to be had.”

      I glared at him. Set an entire city on fire one time and it was thrown in my face for eternity. “Nothing’s wrong. I just had a little hiccup, but I’m fine.” I so wasn’t telling him the truth. Instead, I waved my hand toward the suite’s door. “You saw me using hellfire just fine a second ago. Everything is in perfect working order.”

      “Yes, but that does not answer my question.” He closed in on me and I took a step back. I wasn’t afraid of Uncle Luc really. I was just… afraid of Uncle Luc. “What caused you to pull from the ninth circle for no reason?”

      “Um…” I hadn’t realized I’d gone so deep. I typically stuck to the first or second circle and Uncle Luc was none the wiser.

      Thankfully-ish, the crack of wood and screech of metal cut off the rest of my words as the room’s door crumbled. In a blink I was shoved behind a large male, the broad shoulders and barely restrained strength making the pink parts of me ache. As that first bolt of arousal hit, it was then followed by a wave of disgust. My uncle? I was lusting after my uncle?

      Gag.

      The man looked over his shoulder and his gaze clashed with mine. Oh. The gel blocked my view, not my uncle. Okay then, commence with the lusting and pink-part-aching.

      When the angel’s attention returned to the main entrance, I peeked around his body. Uncle Luc stood a few feet in front of us and slightly to the right which gave me room to see the entryway.

      To see it and watch… Papa Al—Alrick—stride past the splintered mess he created. I groaned and retreated to press my forehead against the gel’s back.

      “You shouldn’t make those sounds, amica.” The gel’s deep voice vibrated through me. “It gives a man ideas. Even if he is an angel.”

      Amica. Sweetheart. Right. I wasn’t anyone’s “sweetheart.”

      A deep growl reminded me we had an audience. When that sound was followed by a flare of heat, I knew my father and uncle were about to go toe-to-toe and I had to get my ass in gear.

      Stepping past the gel and nudging him aside when he attempted to keep me back, I moved to the two males about to do battle.

      Uncle Luc had a nice roar going. “She is my niece.”

      “Well, I’m her father. Caith is my daughter.” No one could deny Papa Al was right.

      “One father of many,” my uncle sneered. Well, he was right, too.

      “Only because your sister didn’t want Caith ending up an evil asshole like you.”

      Another point to Papa Al. Mom had really been trying to have a baby who wasn’t totally evil. Hence the hellborne mojo that gave me five fathers. Literally, five donors. At least I preferred to think of them as donors. I did not want to contemplate the mess that accompanied my magical gang-bang conception. My flare to life included a petri dish, not a penis. Or five.

      The heat increased and sweat dappled Papa Al’s forehead. I noticed Uncle Luc’s narrowed eyes. “Did you just call me an asshole?”

      Hokay then. I placed my hand on Uncle Luc’s forearm, wincing at the sting that came with touching the High Lord of Hell. “Let’s slow our roll here.” The heat grew even more. “Uncle Luc,” I stepped in front of him and blocked my father. “You both care about me, isn’t that enough?”

      The snort from the angel couldn’t have come at a worse time. The fiery gaze of my uncle swung to the man and Papa Al’s had as well.

      Papa Al began, “Who—”

      “—are you?” Uncle Luc finished.

      I slid myself between the angel and my family. “This is…” I gestured behind me, wracking my brain for his name, realizing he hadn’t actually introduced himself. “This is…”

      “Sam.” His deep voice rolled over me and my wolf whimpered.

      Stupid, stupid, horny wolf. Confused, I turned and gave him a questioning look. Kind of a bland name for a gel. On High wasn’t known for simple or generic.

      He just shrugged. “Samkiel, if you wanna get technical.”

      Right. Wonderful. Angel of destruction. At least the sword made sense now.

      “Right. Sam, meet my Uncle Luc and one of my fathers, Alrick Fallon.”

      The creak of dried leather announced that Sam stepped away from me and then his large form entered my peripheral vision. I turned, giving me a better look at the large, alluring gel. He tilted his head ever so slightly. “Dark Lord,” he addressed my uncle, “and High Wolf, nice to meet you.”

      Yeah, Mom couldn’t bump uglies with just any werewolf, it had to be the biggest and baddest. Papa Al was the werewolf in North America. Hell, he often said he could have South America, too. He just didn’t want the bother.

      Both powerful males glared at Sam and no one said a word. The silence strained my nerves until I snapped.

      “Look, either whip out your dicks and grab a ruler, or we can talk like reasonable adults.” All three males glared at me.

      Well, my uncle didn’t, but that’s because he was a little bit evil and uncaring. If anything, pride filled his features. My dad, however, looked disgusted and Sam… was anything but. No, he was very, very interested in whipping his cock out. It wasn’t just his look that told me, either. It was his body, the way he breathed, the way he smelled. My wolf was out in full force and each passing second increased its need for the angel.

      “Caith Belinha Morningstar!” Papa Al was obviously outraged.

      Uncle Luc chuckled.

      Sam merely whispered, “Anytime, amica.”

      At least I’d broken the tension. “So, Papa, Uncle, what brings you two to my door?”

      “I already told you, Caith.” Uncle Luc glared.

      “Eron called me,” Alrick snapped and I groaned.

      “Eron?” Of course, Sam couldn’t stay quiet.

      “One of my other dads. He’s Father Earth—”

      “Not Mother Earth?” Sam interrupted, laughter lingered in his tone.

      I sighed. I’d explained this so, so many times. “Mother Earth is great, but she’s working with a limited reproductive system. Know what I mean?” If I stayed clinical, I might not be grossed out. “Whereas Father Earth can, uh, plant his seeds everywhere.” Nope, I got grossed out and fought the urge to heave. “Between him being my dad and the Father Earth gig, he can sense my emotions. He was supposed to contribute the whole nurturing-slash-love of nature genes to the biological soup pot.” I rolled my eyes and focused on Sam. “That hasn’t quite kicked in yet.” Turning back to my family, I gave them a rapid, if sugarcoated, run down of events.

      “Green eyes?” Uncle Luc murmured.

      “Yes, green eyes.”

      “And they were aware?” Papa Al’s words held more than a little skepticism.

      “Very. The big guy nearly took my head off. On purpose. And I don’t think he had fresh brains in mind.” That was such a big deal in zombieland. Huge.

      “Hmm…” Uncle Luc turned to Papa Al. “The little tweens won’t talk to me.” He flicked a few fingers, gesturing toward the door. “Why don’t you speak with them? I’ll see to her protection.”

      My uncle said the word tweens as if they were lower than dirt. And since all five of my fathers were tweens…

      And the offended growl in three… two…

      Instead, Papa Al didn’t make a sound. He did glare though. “I’ll accept your dismissal. For now. But you and I will go claw to claw soon, asshole.” Papa Al stomped to me, and despite his fury, he cupped my cheek with a gentle hand. “You take care of yourself, baby girl.” He pressed a kiss to my forehead and his love flowed over me in a gentle wave. It soothed the frayed edges of Hell’s fire as well as the bristling fur of my wolf and I released a soft sigh. “I’ll call you if I hear anything,” he murmured against my skin. When he pulled back, he focused on Sam. “You’ll be here with her, Samkiel? You’ll use that sword of yours?”

      “Of course.” Those two words struck my soul and reassured me more than I wanted to admit.

      I didn’t need a man to take care of me, dammit. I opened my mouth to tell my father just that, but snapped my teeth together when I became the subject of his serious stare.

      Papa Al’s gaze searched mine. “If he’s what you want, Caith, take it. Your wolf knows. I know you hate the beast but—”

      “No,” I shook my head. “I don’t hate my wolf. I just don’t understand her.”

      Hundreds and hundreds of years and I still didn’t quite get the animal inside me.

      “You don’t have to understand its desires. You just have to listen.”

      Desires… He really shouldn’t have said that word. Then again, my father knew me well and obviously knew my wolf wanted Sam. Hell, all of my parts wanted Sam in my bed.

      “I’ll call. Love you,” another murmur and then he was gone, striding through the suite, stomping over the debris until I could no longer see him.

      Uncle Luc clapped his hands together. “Now that the dog is gone—”

      “Uncle Luc,” I snapped. He may be the High Lord of Hell, but it didn’t mean he had to be an asshole.

      “I think it does mean that.” The tempting voice filled my ear and I realized I’d said that aloud. Nice.

      I groaned and dropped my head back. Instead of looking at the ceiling, my head thumped against a very wide, very firm chest, and I looked into a pair of all too tempting pale blue eyes.

      My wolf whined and rolled to its back, baring its belly.

      I was in so much trouble.

      “Ahem.” Uncle Luc’s dry tone pulled my attention from Sam. “Tell your plaything to close his eyes.”

      “Uncle Luc, you can be a little nice—”

      “I can be exactly what I am. Now, tell the toy before I burn them out of his empty little head.”

      Ugh, my uncle was such an asshole.

      Sam chuckled and I wondered if I’d said that aloud. When my uncle didn’t snarl, I assumed I hadn’t. But how…

      Heat that had nothing to do with my uncle and everything with the gel, surrounded me. “Your anger, your annoyance… It’s in your tone,” he ran his nose along my neck like I’d seen wolves do. “Your scent.”

      I shuddered. Not from fear, but from desire. Dammit, I did not need this. Especially with a fucking gel, even if he was half fallen.

      The scent of sulfur banished the angel’s musk and I focused on my uncle as he repaired the door and then brushed the frame with ghosts. Actual ghosts.

      “Uncle Luc,” I whined. “You can’t leave them there.” I glared when he flashed an innocent expression.

      The man hadn’t been innocent in his entire life.

      He huffed. “They won’t make a sound unless someone tries to break the barrier and these don’t have eyes or ears. They’ll simply sense the presence and shout.”

      At least he’d learned his lesson after that perverted ghost he tied to my bedroom door when I was sixteen.

      “You swear?” My eyes narrowed.

      “On my own fires of Hell.” He pressed a hand to his heart. Or rather, where it’d be if he had one.

      “Good enough.” I jerked my head in a quick nod.

      “Call me if you need help.” He spread his arms wide.

      I rolled my eyes and stepped forward, allowing him to wrap me in a hug that was almost comforting. It totally would have been if it weren’t for the race of hellfire that accompanied the hold.

      “I promise, I will. I’ll scream for you all.”

      “And we will come running, infans.” With that, I got another kiss to the forehead. Uncle Luc pulled away, flashed a glare at Sam, and was gone in a flurry of sulfur.

      “That was… interesting. Eclectic family.” Sam’s voice cut into my thoughts and my wolf rushed forward, aching for him.

      I fisted my hands, tightening until my nails dug into flesh. My skin itched and stung with the animal’s fight to be free and I knew what’d happen if the beast got control. I’d throw myself at the man. I’d drop to my knees and beg to be taken over and over again.

      Horny bitch.

      It agreed.

      “Yeah, my family’s a little different,” I snapped, still fighting my wolf.

      “I’d heard the rumors…”

      All of On High, tween, and Hell had heard the rumors. It was what caused more than one cocky male to make a pass at me.

      Just because my mother made love with five men to conceive me didn’t mean I played that game. And it was making love. Mom cared for each of my fathers as much as the sister of Lucifer could. They still had their dicks when all was said and done, and for Mom, that was the closest thing to true love.

      My hellfire stirred, sliding forward and lurking behind my wolf’s coiled form. “Contrary to popular belief, I am not my mother’s daughter. Orgies are not my thing.”

      “Good to hear.” He strolled forward, predatory menace in each step. He was so very, very dangerous.

      He closed in on me until his warmth overrode the fires of Hell and his scent filled my nose. I was so aware of him. Every cell in my body called for him, his touch and taste. He leaned toward me, lowering his head until his mouth hovered above mine. Would he be sweet or smoky? I’d heard gels were all about purity and light, but he wasn’t a pure gel anymore…

      His voice sank into me, stroking every nerve as if it were his hand, and banking the fire that roared in my veins. “Because when I finally make you scream my name, there will only be the two of us.”

      The wolf said yes please, and when his orbs flared with red-hued need and he flashed me a smirk, I wondered if he’d heard the animal. Instead of commenting, he took a step back, stealing the comfort of his nearness.

      “You can have the shower first.”

      I licked my lips and shook my head, trying to banish the arousal that clouded my mind. “Shower?”

      “Shower. Quit looking at me like you want to eat me. If you don’t, I’ll taste you right here and now, Caith.” Aching desire filled his words.

      “But,” I blinked, still battling my want. “But gels don’t…”

      “No, but half-fallens know about pleasure. So, unless you want my hands on you…”

      Oh, I did. I very, very much did… Instead of succumbing to him, I went against every instinct. I did something I hadn’t done since I was a toddler playing with the pixie king, Papa Percy.

      I ran.
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      I emerged from the bathroom wrapped in nothing but a white terrycloth robe I’d found hanging on the back of the door. Thank On High for efficient hotels. My bag of clothes didn’t include comfy PJs or undergarments, so for now, I’d rock a robe and nothing else.

      I left the steamy warmth for the chilled master bedroom and found… a thoroughly cleaned Sam. His skin was free of zombie blood and gore as was his clothing.

      “I thought you were keeping guard,” I accused. Even with Uncle Luc’s wards, I worried we’d been tracked and he’d hunted down a shower of his own?

      “I did.” He swept his hand up and down, a gesture encompassing his body. “This is the beauty of being a gel. Instant cleanliness. It wouldn’t do for one of On High’s best—or worst—to be dirty.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “At least it saves on dry cleaning bills.”

      He jerked his chin toward the bed and I spied my clothing, fresh and clean. “I took care of yours, too. Couldn’t have that fine leather getting ruined.”

      I felt the same way. While fire could happily destroy zombie blood, it wasn’t exactly conducive to cleaning leather.

      “Thanks,” I murmured, unused to actually thanking someone for anything. Oh, there was Jezebeth, but the witch wasn’t “someone.” She was… Jezebeth.

      “Come eat, Caith.” His low words crept into me and forced me to refocus on him.

      “Eat?”

      “Eat. Even you have to eat.”

      I nodded. “And you? Gels don’t…”

      “No, not even half-fallen ones benefit from eating, but feeding…” Need flared in his gaze and his chest expanded as he drew in a deep breath. “That’s another story.”

      I looked my fill while he was distracted by his desire. He was even more delicious now that he’d shed the large jacket. His thin shirt clung to his chest, outlining every carved muscle. His leather pants traced his thighs, but the juncture of those legs interested me most. He was long and thick, the clothing capturing his hard shaft and hiding him from my gaze. My body responded to his, nipples hardening and center clenching, begging to be filled. I wanted him inside me. My wolf craved his flesh. My fangs would sink through skin and flesh, claiming—

      I tore my gaze away, staring at the plush carpet as I fought to get my racing heart under control. The wolf wanted Sam as its mate. Mate. For life. My very long, never-ending life.

      And gels live forever…

      Hellborne half demon and a somewhat fallen angel together for eternity. So not happening.

      I cleared my throat, fighting to speak. “Feeding?”

      “Yes, feeding you is definitely something I can do.”

      I didn’t imagine his version of feeding and mine were the same. When I padded to the table, I noted several room service plates spread out before me but only one fork. A fork Sam held and it didn’t look like he’d relinquish it any time soon.

      “I’m capable of feeding myself.”

      “Of course you are, but where’s the fun in that?” He smirked and my clit twitched in response, my body silently calling for him.

      The wolf, however, wasn’t quite so silent inside my mind. It whined and whimpered, tail wagging and raised high for the gel. I pushed the beast’s desires away. Jumping into bed with a man, a gel, I barely knew was a very bad idea.

      Very.

      The wolf disagreed.

      “Look, Sam, I appreciate you helping me out—”

      He eased closer, surrounding me with his scent. Musk and sweetness with hints of sulfur. That last aroma was proof of On High’s rejection. And the combination of those three flavors tormented every part of me.

      I wasn’t just a demon, or only a werewolf. My mother is the devil’s sister, my fathers are a devout warrior from the crusades, a pure of heart unicorn, father of the earth, a teasing pixie, and finally… a werewolf.

      I had bits of each of them in my blood and they all craved the gel before me.

      “I didn’t help you out. I saved you, Caith.”

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “Assisted a little, actually, but,” I shrugged, “to-may-toh, to-mah-toh. I’m alive and I get that you may have had a small part in that whole drama. But this,” I waved my hand between us, “isn’t happening. I don’t even know you.”

      Really, I resisted because I wanted it too much.

      He eased closer and I stood my ground, refusing to shuffle away. I couldn’t show weakness. The very second he found a chink in my armor, he’d take advantage of me.

      Well, “take advantage” was more like “pounce on me and make me scream his name.”

      I gulped.

      Sam raised his hand and traced my arm with his fingers, starting at my wrist and traveling higher. He didn’t touch me, his digits hovered over my skin and the robe, but his heat sank into me nonetheless. My body answered, flaring to life, sending arousal along my veins.

      I was so gone for this guy. So very, very gone.

      Sam’s travels brought him over my shoulder, to the column of my neck, and finally to my cheek. I knew my face was flushed, the heat of my blush unmistakable.

      And then… then he attacked my control. Not with a shove, but with a gentle touch of his palm on my skin. I sighed with the connection, the tension filling my body immediately fleeing with the link.

      “Your body knows me, Caith,” he murmured.

      I couldn’t tear my gaze from his, from the desire in his stare or the stark lines of barely repressed need that filled his features. “My body doesn’t speak for me.”

      “Maybe it should.”

      I tried to shake my head, but I couldn’t get my muscles to respond. Stupid wolf. No, something else urged me to stay in place and take what Sam had to offer.

      Yes, my wolf was there, but so was my demon… my warrior’s courage told me to quit acting like a pussy. My pixie’s mischief reminded me of how much fun could be had in bed. The earth’s need to grow and reproduce shoved me toward baby making activities. And, hell, even my purity-hunting unicorn bits told me it was time to get my groove on.

      Nope. Wasn’t happening. Really. At all, even.

      “No, it shouldn’t speak for me,” I screamed at my disjointed genetics and demanded control once again. I was able to take one step back and then two, putting space between us. “And it won’t. I know your name and nothing more. I’m in control, not my hormones.”

      There, I almost sounded sure of myself.

      “Maybe.” He tilted his head in acknowledgement. “So, get to know me. We have a few hours before morning.”

      He sounded unthreatening, but the lie was in his eyes. When the blue bled to the brightest red of sunrise, I knew arousal still attacked him. The color meant that the part of him that’d brought him crashing to the tween was close to the surface.

      It shouldn’t have excited me as much as it did.

      “Sam…” I shook my head, but when he snared my hand, sending a jolt of awareness racing through me, I didn’t put up much of a fight.

      Not when he touched me or tugged or encouraged me to sit on his lap. The hard ridge of his cock was unmistakable, as was the vibrating moan that escaped him when I wiggled my ass to get comfortable.

      My wolf was thrilled that we’d brought one of On High’s to his knees, only able to release guttural sounds instead of words.

      “Eat with me. Lemme feed you. Between bites, you tell me about yourself and I’ll tell you about me.” He licked his lips and I wondered what he’d taste like. “And when we’re done, I’ll discover your body’s secrets.”

      I wanted him to hunt them all. Like, really, really wanted him to.

      But I wasn’t that sexy-smile-I-will-drop-my-panties girl anymore. It’d been hundreds of years since I’d hopped into bed on a whim. The ‘70s free love movement didn’t count. So, yeah, years.

      “There will be no secrets or bodies or…” I licked my lips and his gaze dropped to my mouth. Kissing.

      Danger, Caith Morningstar, danger.

      Sam ignored my words and leaned forward to uncover the first dish.

      Oh, On High, he went for the jugular right out of the gate.

      Beef, lightly seared and gloriously pink. My mouth watered as he speared a small square and lifted it from the plate. When he leaned back and held it before my lips, I whimpered. When he traced my lower lip, teasing me with the taste and scent, I whined.

      “I ordered things that would appease all of you.” His voice was husky and deep. “This is for your wolf,” he whispered and I opened my mouth, taking the morsel.

      The coppery flavors coated my taste buds as the meat melted on my tongue. “Oh, On High, that is good.”

      I swallowed the chunk and then another was presented to me, moist with blood and teasing my beast with the delicious aroma.

      “Make that sound for me again,” he crooned.

      That was easy.

      “How about some of this?” He leaned forward once again, lifting another metal cover aside to reveal…

      I moaned and the food hadn’t even passed my lips!

      Sam chuckled, flashing me a knowing smile. If I hadn’t wanted the food so bad, I’d have kicked him. But I did. So I didn’t. He speared a chunk of the pale fruit and leaned back, presenting me with the treat.

      “A little sweet for your unicorn?”

      I opened my mouth for the piece of apple, biting and crunching the fruit. So, so fresh…

      “Let’s see what else we have, hmm?” Another lid lifted, another delicacy.

      Mashed potatoes—organic of course—grown in my father’s earth.

      Chocolate cake in the shape of my uncle wearing a tiara and a tutu that appealed to my pixie. There had to be a tweener in the kitchen to whip up the treat so fast. Yum.

      “Gimme…” I wasn’t afraid of chowing down in front of a guy. His hard cock proved that he liked all of my curves. He could watch me keep that shape he found so arousing.

      I hadn’t seen anything that represented my battling father, but he gave me another bite of apple and I figured I’d ask later.

      Ask…

      “You,” I swallowed a piece of meat. “You haven’t told me anything about you. The way to my bed isn’t entirely through my stomach.”

      It went a long way though.

      “Hmm… Not much to tell. I’m Samkiel, angel of destruction, purifier of souls. All that.”

      I snorted. “I think the ‘all that’ portion of your statement is probably why you’re in the tween and not On High.”

      “Maybe.” He took a bite of apple and I almost whimpered. Almost.

      “You said you couldn’t eat.”

      Sam shook his head. “No, I can eat, but it doesn’t nourish me. The taste… that’s another story.” He stabbed a piece for me. “Anyway. That’s it. I destroy and purify. I have for uncountable years and I will for many more.”

      I licked my lips, gathering the remnants of my last nibble of beef. “But why are you half fallen?”

      He grimaced, the arousal I’d spied fading away. “I made a choice that On High didn’t agree with. I purified a spirit that was probably best left to your uncle. So,” he shrugged, “I’m here.”

      “You thought for yourself.” It was one thing I never understood. The detailed rules and requirements and… My demon brain couldn’t wrap its head around the concept of an angel’s lack of choice.

      “I thought for myself,” he agreed.

      “Was it bad? I mean, what you did?”

      Sam placed the fork on the nearest plate with a soft clink. When he turned back to me, seriousness filled his gaze, his look intent. “I felt—feel—the person I touched was worth redeeming and I still feel that way. Not because it brought me to you, but because—while I know he’s your uncle and I’m sorry for this—she didn’t deserve what would have happened to her in Hell.”

      Her.

      “Did you love her?” I hoped he hadn’t. Really hoped. I’d heard of angels falling in love with a human in the tween. He smiled and I cursed myself for asking the question. “Don’t read into it,” I rushed the words out. “I was just curious.”

      “Uh-huh.” His smiled widened. “I know what you’re not saying, but no, I didn’t love her. I followed her family, and despite her mistakes, she was a good person. She’d just made a lot of mistakes.”

      “So… you being here. Is it permanent?” Not that I wanted him to stay in the tween forever or anything. I definitely didn’t want to hang out twenty-four seven or stare at him naked.

      “It depends on On High and you.”

      “Me?” I whispered.

      “Uh-huh.” Need filled his face, desperation for me plainly written across his features. “You.”

      Then his hands bracketed my face, thumbs tracing my cheekbones and holding me steady as he eased closer. He gave me plenty of time to pull away, to say no, but I couldn’t bring myself to utter the single syllable. No, not when my mouth watered and body called for him. My skin stung, the wolf pushing forward and stretching my flesh. My gums ached, fangs threatening to burst forward. The animal wanted me to sink my teeth into him and claim him. Gel or not, Sam belonged to us.

      And that scared the hell out of me. But not enough to make me stop him.

      He brushed his lips across my mouth, teasing me once, twice, and on the third pass, he lingered. He taunted me with his scent and taste, pressure increasing, and then he lapped at the seam of my lips. I opened for him at the first skating touch. I wanted to delve into him as much as I wanted to be possessed by him.

      He tasted just as I imagined, sweet and hot, and so fucking delicious. I pushed against him harder, going deeper and finding more of his flavors. I wanted all he had to give and then some.

      My nipples were hardened pebbles, firm against his wide chest and I squirmed to rub against him. I swallowed his groan and did it again, reveling in his sounds that countered my own. His dick was hard against my ass, throbbing and pressing against my flesh.

      What would it feel like to have him inside me?

      Heaven.

      I wasn’t ready to make myself that vulnerable, but I could…

      Without breaking our kiss, I changed position, pushing and flexing until I straddled his hips. The new pose had my soaking pussy against the seam of his leather pants. The heated surface scorched my center, and I ached to take him into my body.

      No, not now. I wasn’t ready for—

      Sam gripped my hips and pulled me tightly against him, pressing my pussy along his length. He encouraged me to slide over him, rub my needy flesh over his captive shaft. I moaned and whimpered, unable to stop the sounds from escaping. I took the kiss deeper, giving and taking all I could.

      His lips left mine for a brief moment. “Give it to me, Caith.”

      And just like that, the rush of arousal vanished in a blink.

      Everyone wanted me to give, give, give… They only wanted to take, take, take…

      So many people had taken from me in the past.

      Stupid girl, hadn’t I learned from my mistakes?

      With a hoarse cry, I wrenched from his arms, back colliding with the table. Dishes rattled and clattered as they fell to the ground, but I ignored the sounds and mess I created.

      “No,” I rasped, still backing away.

      Sam remained in place, chest heaving and eyes glowing with unfulfilled arousal.

      “Caith?” His voice held a hint of confusion.

      “No.” I cleared my throat and tugged the sides of my robe together. I was nude beneath the sumptuous fabric, a fact I’d forgotten too quickly. “No.”

      “Caith,” he murmured.

      I shook my head, backing farther away. “No, Sam. I’m-I’m sorry, but I can’t do this.” I eased closer to the door, aching to run. Hadn’t I learned my lesson? “I’m sorry.” The suite had only one bedroom… and one bed. One, massive king sized bed. I couldn’t climb beneath the sheets, not while Sam was near. I’d succumb to him then. Let him take and take until I had nothing left to give. “I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      Sam ran his palm over his face. “Just because I’m half fallen doesn’t mean I’m an asshole, Caith. I’ll sleep—”

      “No,” I whispered. “I need to stay out here. Please.” I hated that I begged, but the bed tormented me.

      Sam stared at me, his gaze searching and hunting and I prayed I could keep those broken bits of me hidden a little longer. “Okay. I’ll see you in the morning, then.”

      “Right,” I nodded. “In the morning.”
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      I sprang from slumber to fully conscious in a fiery rush. My wolf jolted forward before I could stop the beast and the centering wave of adrenaline that had my mind focusing filled me.

      Thank you, Dads, one and five.

      Hellfire from my mother lurked, anxious to consume me as well, but until I knew what’d brought me from sleep, I needed to keep it under wraps. Fire in a hotel was never a good thing.

      I remained in place, forcing my breathing to remain slow and even despite my sudden awareness. The rush of cars rolling down the streets below reached me. There was no squealing race of tires on asphalt and no horns honking in annoyance. No alarms blared and shattered the quiet. No shouts filled the air from other tenants.

      Nothing out of the ordinary.

      Sam’s scent didn’t reach me, the sweet and sulfur not coming to me with the cool air. So, it wasn’t him.

      There was no telltale stench of rotting corpses that came with zombies.

      But there was something… A sluggish heartbeat. Not the healthy thump of a living being which meant…

      Vamps.

      God, I hated vamps. Their dust got everywhere. Everywhere. Their ashes were worse than beach sand.

      Keeping my eyes closed, I listened and focused on the sounds filling the suite. Had Sam heard them yet? I doubted it. Yells would have woken me, right?

      Right.

      I hoped. I’d been exhausted when I finally fell asleep and what if they killed him while I snoozed. I didn’t want to fuck him—not yet—but that didn’t mean I wanted the guy dead. If angels could die. I wasn’t sure.

      “What the fuck?” Sam’s shout told me he was alive. The snarls that came on the heels of his words told me more than a few vamps were visiting.

      I exploded from the couch, shoving the blanket aside, swords in hand and the blades ready to take on a few intruders.

      Or rather, six vamps in the living room and who knew how many in the bedroom.

      And funny thing… They all had green eyes.

      “What the fucking fuck?”

      I didn’t have too much time to consider the green-eyed assholes. Not when three rushed me, and I was forced to dodge the sharpened claws of fangy guy one and two. Fang bearer three managed to slice into my bicep, exposing my muscle to the air.

      Asshole. I kicked the guy, catching him in the center of his chest, sending him stumbling backward. That split-second reprieve gave me a shot at decapitating one and two so when three came forward once again, I could let him get close. Close enough to feel his putrid breath on my face.

      Of course, slicing off a vamp’s head was a quick and easy trip to Hell. Just about any tween died when I gave them a nice cut along the neck. Quick and easy.

      But for this one… I had other plans. The fucker thought it was a good idea to cut me?

      Screw that.

      Dropping my blades, I gripped one of his shoulders, shoved my free hand into his chest past his breast bone, shattered the cage protecting his heart, and tugged it free. I squeezed and yanked and held it in my palm, the muscle still throbbing.

      “Hungry? Eat this, fuckhole.” I shoved the pulsating chunk of meat into his mouth, ensuring I thrust it deeply until he could do nothing but swallow his own heart’s blood.

      Now his body would crave it, would cannibalize itself until he was nothing but a starving, deteriorating mass of disgusting vampire. He’d be gone in an hour. Tops. Already his strength left him, retreating as his nature hunted more of what it craved. I shoved and he tumbled backward, crushing the coffee table when his bulk collided with the wood.

      I slowly bent, gaze still on the other three vampires, and grasped the handle of my blades. “Who’s next?”

      I was more than ready to play. These guys thought it was okay to wake me? Yeah, not so much. I’d been having the best, sex-filled dream that featured Sam and that bed and—

      A deep, masculine groan, one without a hint of vamp, reached me.

      Sam.

      The snap of wood and a thud of something heavy striking a wall filled my ears.

      Sam? Or did he toss a vamp?

      “Look, I don’t have time for this,” I snapped and pointed at the vamps standing near me. The dumb asses didn’t have sense enough to run. “One, two, three. That’s the order of your deaths unless you run now.”

      I got three wide smiles, their white fangs gleaming in the low light.

      I shrugged. “Suit yourselves.”

      It took two seconds and another deep groan from Sam to kill my opponents just as I’d said. Piles of ash decorated the carpet and marred the gleaming black leather that encased me.

      I kicked the bedroom doors in, sending the two panels banging against the wall and the echoing boom had the room’s occupants focusing on me.

      Ten vamps and three piles of ash. Thirteen. Apparently these fuckers really wanted us dead. Or, at least, wanted to make sure I died.

      Not happening.

      Three stood over Sam, his face bloodied and bruised, while another three waited to jump into the fray.

      That left four facing off against me.

      One step and a single swing took out the first. A flying arc took out the second. The third was a dick and disappeared on me, blinking out of sight. Then I was frozen as thick arms encircled me and captured my arms.

      I hated vamps and their whole teleporting thing. That was the only way they could have gained access, and now they used that ability against me. I still held my swords, but they were useless while I was captive.

      The fourth opponent closed in on me, giving me a menacing smile that widened the closer he got. The one at my back lowered his head, stinking breath fanning over my skin.

      When vamp four was within range, I kicked out, striking him in his stomach. The male instinctively bent forward, arms clutching his middle. I jerked my knees up, the vamp at my back holding my weight, and wrapped my legs around the neck of the male in front of me.

      Lightning fast, over before either male realized, I squeezed, tightened, and yanked. My thighs might jiggle, but beneath the fluff were muscles that could tear a man’s head from his body. Or, at least this bloodsucker’s head.

      With the vamp holding me falling off balance, it took one backward head butt to get him to release me. Then another spin, slice, and that guy was dust.

      “Two for one,” I murmured. I shifted my attention to Sam and the six closing in on him.

      My mother’s molten fury filled me until I bubbled with rage. My wolf’s howl echoed through my mind and Papa Leth’s battle cry escaped my lips. In two steps I was on them, blades cutting through air and ash. They’d gone after Sam. Fuckers.

      With the distraction of my yell, Sam was able to gain his feet and then we battled side by side, arms, legs, and blades working in unison to defeat the green-eyed vamps. One after another fell, and at some point one of my swords ended up in Sam’s hand, telling me more than words could that I trusted the gel.

      Which was… weird. I didn’t trust men. Ever. And yet…

      Yet Sam swung the blade in a massive arc and cut down the final vamp, ending their bloody conflict as the creature floated to the carpet in a flutter of dust.

      I wiped my forehead, brushing aside sweat, and I knew I left a streak of gray in my wake. I hated fighting vamps.

      I leaned over and shook my head, shaking free ashes that invaded my hair. “I need another shower.”

      Sam huffed and released a low chuckle. “That’s all you have to say?”

      “I hate the color green?” Boy, did I ever.

      “Yeah,” he sighed. “I’ll be happy when we figure out where they’re coming from.”

      “Zombies and then vamps. Notice an undead theme here?”

      Sam nodded and I fought the whimper that threatened to break free. He was sexy even covered in dead vamp. I was so fucked. Eventually. “Yes, I do. Makes me wonder what else we’re going to be faced with.”

      I straightened my back and leaned from side to side. I only had six hundred years on me and I felt as if I’d hit my millennial. “If whoever it is sticks with undead, we’re gonna be fine. I mean, what? Maybe they have stronger zombies? Or vamps?” My back cracked and I sighed. “At worst, I might need a few extra Band-Aids.”

      Sam quirked a single brow. “You think vamps and zombies are the only undead?”

      I frowned. “What else is there?”

      “Oh, amica,” he murmured and suddenly a demanding mouth was plastered to mine, tongue delving past my lips and I sank into the searing kiss.

      His scent replaced the vamps’, filling my lungs with delicious aromas until my world revolved around Sam. I leaned against him, letting him take my weight as we explored each other. Green-eyed tweens forgotten, I focused on the gel, on the sensations and desire he stoked inside me. My wolf hadn’t fully retreated and now it pushed at me even harder.

      Mate. Mate. Mate.

      I was so very close to giving in.

      Then, as quickly as he’d stolen my lips, he released me, leaving us both panting and heaving for breath. “I have so much to teach you,” he whispered.

      I coughed and pulled from his embrace, pushing until he finally released me. “I think we’ve shared enough.”

      “Hmm…”

      “We, uh, need to leave.” I moved farther away. I needed space, time to think. His nearness was not conducive to my “no sex with Sam” campaign.

      “Agreed. I know of a—”

      “Oh, no. You picked this place. The next hideout is my decision. Besides, I know someone who can help.”

      “Help us more than your uncle? You know someone more powerful than the High Lord of Hell who left us with ghosts to notify us if anyone sneaked in?” His cocky smirk annoyed me and I had half a mind to carve it from his face. Then I remembered how lovely those lips were and settled for glaring at him.

      “Uncle Luc gave us a quick and dirty alarm system. He’s not technically supposed to interfere. Same as On High. Everybody’s minions are autonomous, but the bosses aren’t allowed to dick with things.”

      “Such respect.”

      I strode toward the door. I needed to grab my bags and then snare a cab. “C’mon. We need to get a move on. If we hurry, we might get muffins fresh from the oven.”

      “Muffins?” Confusion filled his voice. “Where the hell are we going that’ll give us protection, answers, and muffins?”

      “Jezebeth’s.”

      “The bar witch?”

      I paused in the doorway and looked back at Sam. Damn, he was sexy, and I wished we didn’t have green-eyed whatevers on our tail because I felt my control wavering. And I couldn’t think of anything better than stripping naked and showering. Together. With all the wetness and slick and mouths and—

      I cleared my throat. “Yeah, a witch and a bitch in one. Plus, there’s her mother.”

      “Who are you talking about, Caith?”

      It was my turn to smirk. “Haven’t you ever heard of Helene Renard?”

      Sam’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

      Oh was right. From On High to Hell and back, everyone knew Helene Renard. And feared her whether they wanted to admit it or not. On High and Uncle Luc never wanted to see a Renard in their realms, which meant the family continued to grow and strengthen and I got to keep my best friend. BFF had a whole other meaning when neither woman died.

      “Exactly. Grab your stuff, gel. We’ve got a date with the scariest woman in the tween and her homemade muffins. Hopefully she made blueberry.”
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      I slowly brought the car to a rolling halt. I was damned thankful I’d made a quick stop at home and snared my car. I fled with my bike last night, belongings strapped to the seat, but I wanted breathing room as I went about my day.

      I looked at the Renard home through the windshield. It appeared the same as always, gorgeous and timeless. Which it should considering Momma Renard gave the place a magical facelift every decade or so.

      Climbing from the vehicle, I shoved the door closed and turned toward the house. I’d spent countless days with the Renards over the centuries. While my demon nature kept me snarling and quick to anger, the Renards were bright and loving. Something I desperately needed over the years. The women in the family kept my rage at bay and brought a smile to my face.

      True, my fathers loved me, but only Papa Percy played with me. And my mother… was not the most maternal woman in the world.

      Which was why I valued Momma R so much.

      A whiff of sweetness and sulfur carried on the breeze and I didn’t need to look around to identify my visitor. The heat from his presence and the way my body called for his was a hint as well.

      “Took you long enough,” Sam murmured.

      “Yeah, well, I prefer not to be stranded when my feathered friend leaves me behind.”

      His voice belied his anger. “I wouldn’t leave you behind, amica. You’re too important to me.”

      I snorted. “Right.”

      “I want my hands on you and that’s very, very important.”

      Cocky asshole. I ignored the fact that my wolf said, “Yes, please.”

      When had I turned into such a whore? About the time I laid eyes on the half-fallen angel.

      “What’d you do while I drove here?” I murmured.

      “This and that.” He shrugged.

      Before I could prod him for a better answer, the front door of the Renard house squeaked as it pushed open, drawing my attention, and Momma R stepped onto the porch. She was trim and gorgeous, hair perfectly in place and makeup magically applied. The only thing that marred the woman’s appearance was the ever-present stained apron. Even at our distance, I spotted the flour and purple-blue ruining the fabric.

      Smiling widely, I left Sam in my wake as I rushed up the stairs. I’d held things together so far, pretending that fighting green-eyed zombies and vamps didn’t bother me in the least. But with Momma R so close…

      I didn’t stop my jog until I crashed into the lithe woman. I wrapped my arms around Momma R’s waist, holding her close and breathing in the woman’s homey scent. The witch could destroy a city block with a few whispered words and was dangerous to anyone who annoyed her, but to me, she was simply a surrogate mother.

      Momma R enveloped me in peace and love.

      “Hello, my little demon.” Her voice was a soothing song and the remaining tension bled from my body.

      Those small hands skated up and down my back and I ignored Sam’s heavy tread as he climbed the steps.

      Momma R did not and I sensed the woman’s anger whip out at the angel. “What brings someone from On High to my door? We have an agreement.”

      The scrape of Sam’s boot on the porch alerted me to the fact that Momma R shoved the man without laying a hand on him.

      I slowly pulled from my surrogate mother’s embrace. “I brought him with me. Sort of.” It was more like Sam attached himself to me like a barnacle. “He helped me out of a couple binds yesterday.”

      Hours ago.

      Sam snorted, but a stomp told me Momma R shoved him again.

      “He’s okay, Momma. Let’s go inside and I’ll fill in you and Jezze.” My best friend was practically bouncing inside the house, anxious to burst onto the porch. But since Momma R was the more powerful of the two women and I brought a stranger along, it was Momma who met us.

      The woman cupped my cheeks, those powerful eyes boring into mine as if hunting for the truth.

      And… Sam was an idiot because he just had to interrupt. “What are you doing to her?” He rushed forward and clamped a hand on my shoulder. Probably ready to rip me out of the woman’s embrace. “Leave her be.”

      The witch froze, and I sighed.

      “Excuse me?” Momma R’s voice was too calm and smooth.

      “Momma R, he doesn’t know better.” I pulled free of the woman’s gentle hold and stepped back. “You can’t blame a guy for worrying. He’s spent the last eight hours keeping me alive and you’re… Well, to everyone else you’re very scary.”

      “Hmm…” The witch’s searching eyes didn’t miss anything as her gaze flitted from me to Sam and back again. When her attention remained on me, a knowing gleam filled her features. Ugh. Even Momma R knew I wanted to ride Sam like a cowgirl. “Come inside. I made muffins and we can discuss this unpleasantness.”

      With that, Momma R spun and entered the house.

      “Blueberry?” I hoped it was blueberry. Nom, nom, nom.

      “I knew you were coming,” Momma R called over her shoulder. “Of course they’re blueberry.”

      I moved to follow her and a soft hand on my forearm stopped me as Sam’s presence invaded my space. “You have an unholy love of blueberry muffins.”

      Unholy. That was me, despite my mother’s attempt otherwise.

      I turned my head to the left, lips hovering near his ear. “Baking goes hand in hand with love and affection. With… with having a real mother.”

      Cursing myself for revealing too much, I pulled away from him and entered the house, not slowing until I hit the kitchen. Jezze was bouncing around the room, snaring bits of muffin while avoiding her mother’s glares and whips of magic. My friend’s laugh filled the area and my heart clenched. My best friend acted like a kid—even at three hundred seventy-two—and it was something I envied. Had I ever been so carefree? Ever been able to laugh and tease my mother? No.

      “Caith, ohmahgahd, you have to try some of this.” Jezebeth ducked yet another smack and flashed me a grin. “So good.”

      “Caith can have her own.” A small plate holding a single, large muffin glided through the air.

      When Jezze reached for it, her hand slid right through the food and her friend frowned.

      “Neat trick.” Sam’s words halted all movement.

      Momma R stilled and then slowly placed her mixing spoon on the rest before carefully turning. Oh, crap, she had that look in her eyes.

      I leapt to my feet and bolted to stand before him. “Now, Momma R, you can’t kill him. He’s half fallen so taking his head only gives him a fifty-fifty chance of ending up back in On High. I mean, you don’t wanna curse a mostly good guy to Uncle Luc, do you?” I smiled, hoping the witch agreed with me. When Momma R didn’t immediately respond, worry filled my veins. “C’mon, I actually like parts of him.”

      The woman tried to look past me. “Which parts?”

      “Yes, amica, which parts?” He placed his hands on my hips and held me steady as he rubbed his half-hard cock against my ass.

      Momma R’s eyes widened, Jezebeth squeaked, and a heated blush stole over my cheeks. The man no longer needed to worry about Momma R sending him to Hell. I’d save the woman the trouble.

      “I see,” the witch murmured.

      “No, there’s no seeing needed. He just chopped off a head or two and that’s all.” I rushed the words out, hoping the two women believed me.

      Their echoing snorts told me they did not.

      Caith’s got a boyfriend… At least it’s only one. Jezebeth’s voice floated through my mind.

      “This is the first time my little demon’s brought a boy home.”

      Sam’s chuckle filled my ear and I jumped forward, putting space between us. “No, this is not bringing a boy home. This is appreciation and I thought he might be able to help. That’s it.”

      “That’s not it,” Sam piped up, and I slowly turned to face him. He grinned widely, hands deep in his pockets. He was having way too much fun with this.

      “Oh, that’s so it.”

      “Then what do you call what we did when I was—”

      The ground could open and send me straight to Uncle Luc’s now.

      I rushed forward and slapped my hand over his mouth. “I call it nothing.”

      He smiled wider against my palm and mirth filled his glacial eyes. He slowly raised his arm and grasped my wrist, gently tugging my hand away. “I call it being more than just friends or even ‘help’ with your problem. Much, much more. Why won’t you admit it, amica?”

      “Now, I understand,” Momma R’s voice rang out in the ensuing silence and I turned to face the witch. “You would have beheaded him for calling you sweetheart if you didn’t care for him, little demon.”

      A spear of anger smacked me a split-second before Sam spoke. “Stop calling her that.”

      Yes, Uncle Luc could call me home any second.

      “Why?” Momma R’s lips twitched.

      “She’s not a demon.”

      “But she is.”

      Sam growled. “Not only a demon, then.”

      “Hmm…” Momma R pointed at the kitchen table. “Sit, I’ll get you a muffin.”

      I released the breath I’d been holding and let some of my tension drain away. Even if I disagreed with half of what had been said, I was happy Sam hadn’t been killed. Or worse.

      I snared his hand and tugged him to the table, only releasing him when I pulled my chair out and lowered into a seat. The moment he took a seat, a treat was placed before him. The muffin was still hot and I stared at it longingly.

      The butter would melt so nicely…

      As if reading my mind, Sam swapped our plates, giving me a wink before he took a bite of my cooled breakfast.

      I ignored the dreamy sigh from the other side of the table. Both dreamy sighs. I also ignored Jezze’s wistful expression and Momma R’s knowing smirk.

      “What brings you two to my door? I imagine it was not just to introduce me to your young man.” Momma R’s voice was smooth as silk.

      “He is not my young man.” Besides, he was probably as old as dirt.

      “Hmm…” How was it that Momma R could make a simple sound say so much? The witch focused on Sam. “Tell me, Sam, why are you on On High’s bad side? Do not get me wrong, I believe my little demon needs a man who skates the line of right and wrong since she does so herself. I would simply like to ensure I will not have to kill you later.”

      “Gah… We are not doing this. No intimidating my dates. Seriously.” And that was when I realized I’d said…

      “I think we’re more than dating, aren’t we, amica?” I didn’t have to turn my head to know the stupid angel was grinning.

      Desperate to change the topic, I jumped into the real reason I dragged Sam to the Renards’ and it definitely had nothing to do with me introducing Sam to my surrogate family. I’d deal with my crazy fathers later. And my mother… Dammit. No, I wasn’t introducing him to anyone because we weren’t dating.

      “Green-eyed zombies killed Mrs. Jenkins.” I blurted the words without any warning.

      That got everyone’s attention.

      “Aw,” Jezebeth frowned. “I liked her. She grew a whole plot of wolfsbane just for me.”

      Heat whipped through the room, bringing a wave of sulfur with it and I sighed. “You’re pushing against that half-fallen status, Sam.”

      “Wolfsbane is dangerous to werewolves,” he snarled.

      I rolled my eyes. “I know. Jezze grew it to annoy Papa Al and the local pack. It’s not like I have pups on the grounds, so we used it to tweak their tails. The local alpha and I have—”

      “I’d love to see you swollen with…” I wasn’t sure if he was joking or not. His grin was teasing, but his eyes were drifting from blue to red.

      “No. No. We are not having that discussion because we’re not… we aren’t… we—”

      Jezze snorted. “You so are. Give up already.”

      Trying to refocus the group, I began again. “They weren’t mindless. They attacked me, they didn’t come running when I sliced my arm, and that one guy was strong as a mother trucker.”

      I ignored Sam’s chuckle. I was ignoring a lot about him yet I was still attuned to his every move and breath.

      Ugh, I was gone for him.

      Stupid, stupid, Caith.

      “Really?” Momma R leaned forward and Jezebeth practically bounced in her seat.

      I nodded. “And vamps. They appeared in our hotel suite this morning.”

      “You shared a suite?” Of course Jezze caught that. “Caith and Sam, sitting in a hellcave…”

      “The point is a crap-ton of them attacked and kicked some serious butt.” I was doing so well with not cursing in Momma R’s house. “We dusted them and came here.”

      “Hmm…” Another sound that meant nothing and everything. The low ding of the oven silenced whatever else Momma R was going to say as she turned to pull another pan from the heat. “Jezebeth. Go to the attic and bring the book.”

      “The book?” Jezze’s eyes were large.

      “Yes, yes. There is something there, but I cannot remember. Perhaps a notation from seven hundred years ago. It could be eight hundred. The book will tell me.” Momma R was distracted as she poked and prodded muffins. “Off you go.”

      Jezebeth shot me a confused look, but did as her mother asked.

      “As for you two… Caith, I believe Francois misses you.”

      The casual words were an order and I rose from the table, ignoring Sam’s furious snarl. Stupid men who couldn’t bother finding out all the facts before getting angry.

      I snatched my muffin and wrapped it in a napkin before padding toward the back door. When Sam didn’t move to follow, I glanced at him over my shoulder and ignored his glare. “Coming?”

      “I dunno, do you need some alone time with Francois?”

      I snorted. “C’mon.”

      I stepped through the backdoor and tromped down the porch steps. I strode over the patchy lawn toward one of my favorite places. Overgrowth blocked my path, but it was easy to nudge aside. Sam’s heavy tread told me he followed albeit at a distance. His low grumbles reached me, but I couldn’t quite make out his words.

      The gnarled and twisted shrubs gave way to the clear bank of the river and I plopped down on the moist ground. It took less than a second for one of my favorite men in the world to climb from the water and rush toward me. He was large, the largest of his kind, and nothing more than a big puppy dog. He slowed as he neared, crawling forward until his massive head rested on my lap. His nostrils flared and I knew he caught scent of Momma R’s muffin. He gave me those sweet, pretty, pretty please eyes and I chuckled.

      “I’ll split it with you,” I murmured and the big guy’s tail twitched and wagged ever so slightly as he opened his mouth widely.

      “Caith?” The crack and snap of twigs announced Sam’s imminent approach and his shout was unsurprising. “What the fuck?”

      Sam’s shoes slipped and slid over the wet bank and I simply smiled at Francois.

      “Sam, meet Francois. Also known as Franky-baby.” The gator huffed and I grinned. I tore off a hunk of muffin and popped into the massive alligator’s mouth.

      “You… He… Caith, leave the gator alone. They’re not pets and I know demons are supposed to be resilient, but getting eaten isn’t exactly something you can recover from.”

      Aw, he sounded so worried.

      “Franky-baby’s not gonna eat me.” I popped another bite into his mouth and then rubbed his chin. “He lubs me, don’t you, sweetheart?” That got me a gentle nuzzle to my stomach. “That’s right,” I cooed.

      “Caith…” Worry was evident in his tone and I sighed.

      Knowing I was running Francois off before we had a chance to visit, I popped the rest of the muffin into Francois’ mouth and then nudged him. “Off you go. You’re scaring poor Sam.” The gator whined. “I’ll bring you a nice treat later. If you’re lucky, I might even have one of the Hell’s Chapel customers for you. I’ve been annoyed lately and you know what that means.”

      The gator flicked his tail with happiness and gave me one last nuzzle before he left. Once Francois was in the water, Sam slowly approached.

      “What the fuck was that?” His voice trembled and I inwardly smiled. So, the big, bad angel was afraid of a gator.

      “That was Francois. He’s one of Jezebeth’s babies, but I hatched him at my house. The mother’s nest was destroyed save for Franky-baby. I took care of him until he was big enough to survive on his own and then Jezze and I released him here.”

      “You took care of him?” Disbelief was plain, but I didn’t get offended.

      I supposed I could understand his surprise. It wasn’t every day a guy discovered his girlfriend—no, friend—snuggled with gators on the riverbank.

      “Yup. He stayed in the house while I had a lake built just for him on the property. Once he was too big for that we brought him here.” Large eyes rose from the river water and were joined by two other pairs. “And now,” I gestured to the small trio in the water, “he has a couple of girlfriends and he’s one happy gator.” I sensed Sam’s intent gaze and I turned my head to meet his stare. “What?”

      He simply shook his head and lowered to the ground beside me with a sigh. “You’re a good person, Caith.”

      I ignored the growing knot in my throat and pretended a nonchalance I didn’t feel. “I try. I mean, sometimes it works and sometimes it goes down in a flaming city-wide ball of hellfire that burns for days and kills hundreds of people.”

      I tore my gaze from his and turned my head toward the river, staring at the water but not seeing a single thing. I pretended I hadn’t just exposed a part of my heart and prayed—a demon prayed—that he’d pretend he hadn’t heard my words.

      “Well, this turned out okay. He hasn’t eaten anyone has he?”

      “Well…” I winced. “A little bit, but the brownie was tiny. A quick wash and patch job and he was just fine. He works for me now and manages the brownies at the bar. Hell’s Chapel wouldn’t be shiny each night if it wasn’t for Dead Nettle and his crew.”

      Man, I loved those brownies. Every night they came into the club and cleaned it from top to bottom. It was a win-win situation. They loved to clean and I paid with finger food. Remembering Dead Nettle’s little encounter with Francois, I realized I hadn’t left a bonus for the brownies last night. Dammit. I’d take care of that later.

      Sam chuckled and shook his head, dark hair falling forward to cover his forehead. My fingers itched to brush the strands aside, to sift through the waves, but I held myself in check. I squeezed the napkin into a tight ball, fighting the urge.

      The river continued to flow past. Francois eventually got tired of watching us and floated off, his girlfriends tagging along.

      “Still turned out all right.”

      “Yeah.” I took a deep breath and slowly released it. “It did. Sorta.”

      I let the soothing bubble and gurgle of the river roll over me, stroking my frazzled nerves—the events of the night catching up with me. Memories of those livid green eyes haunted me, drifting across my vision only to be followed by splashes of black blood and sprinkling ash. A tremor hit me and I refused to accept that it stemmed from fear.

      Re. Fused.

      Sam leaned against me, bumping my shoulder with his. “Like I said. Good.”

      I hummed, mind still rolling the violence through my head like a never-ending movie.

      He lowered his chin, lips a hairsbreadth from my ear. “Stop thinking about it. Breathe for a minute. Relax.”

      “I am relaxed. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      He chuckled, moist breath fanning my skin. “Liar. On High doesn’t like liars.”

      I grinned. “Good thing I’m not trying to get in with the higher ups.”

      “Eh, I’ll put in a good word for you.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Amica.”

      My body reacted to that low word, nipples pebbling and pussy growing heavy and achy in anticipation. I was like one of Pavlov’s dogs. Ring a bell and I panted for food.

      “Sam…” I leaned away, catching myself by placing my palm on the damp ground, but he wouldn’t have that. He slid an arm around my shoulders and tugged me back, and I couldn’t complain. I wanted his touch just as much as I disliked it. “This isn’t a good idea.”

      “Hush.” He brushed a soft kiss against my temple. “I think it’s a wonderful idea. So do you if you’ll stop thinking for a minute.”

      “But—”

      “No. No monsters. No gels, no dems, and no tweens.” Sam was so very, very tempting.

      “I…”

      Sam nibbled my earlobe. “What’s your favorite color, Caith?”

      “Um…” I was supposed to talk while his mouth was on me?

      “Favorite.” He licked my neck. “Color.”

      He captured my skin between his teeth and bit. Not hard enough to break flesh, but enough to send a hint of pain through me. My wolf took notice of the sting, whining and huffing. It wiggled its tail in a rapid swoosh, urging me to give Sam whatever he desired.

      “P-p-pink.”

      I felt, rather than saw, his smile, those sinful lips curving against my shoulder. “Not red or black? No mistress of the night?”

      I grinned and decided to give in to him. For now. I tilted my head to the side, granting him greater access, before I answered. “No, I grew up wanting to be a fairy princess and…” I forced a laugh from my mouth and pulled away. “Not a good thing when one of your dads is the pixie king whose ex was the fairy queen and—”

      Sam growled, a sound that aroused my wolf and did lovely things to my pink parts. It got even better when those familiar, large hands reached around me, grasped my hips, lifted me from the ground and then hauled me onto his lap.

      “Don’t change the subject. I’m not talking about your fathers.” He forced me to straddle his lap and I didn’t put up one hint of a fight. “I’m talking to you, Caith Belinha Morningstar. From the battlefield and a promise of God. Isn’t that what your names mean?”

      Sam’s cock grew and hardened beneath my ass and I swallowed the whimper that threatened to break free. Instead, I tried to focus. “Why are you asking?”

      “Because,” his deep voice vibrated through me, the sound pinging off my nerves. “I want to know everything about you. Because… because something in me says I have to know your every secret.”

      “But, Sam—”

      His hands left my back and I whined only to have that replaced with a soul deep moan when his lips captured mine. He tasted like sweetness, and pure life, and the smoky warmth of my mother’s home. Heaven and Hell in one and I craved him. Craved.

      Sam’s tongue tangled with mine, stroking and petting and sampling… I did the same, exploring and committing every one of his flavors to memory. Something this good couldn’t remain forever and I wanted to savor each snippet of happiness.

      Demons didn’t get a happily ever after.

      Though, I wished they did because I could see myself with Sam in the future. Maybe not every day or every hour, but… there.

      He cupped my ass, fingers kneading my flesh and using his hold to encourage me to rock and shift against him. Once again his cock was hot and hard between my legs, our clothes kept us separated, but pleasure still managed to span the barrier.

      I sucked on his tongue, pretending it was the thick length of his shaft. My mouth watered at the thought of tasting him, learning every inch of him. My wolf nudged and shoved me, begging me to do just that.

      Mine. Mine. Mine.

      I fought the desperate need to consume him, to claim him with every part of my body. Hellfire devoured my veins, making me burn for Sam, but I fought its attempt at branding him as my own. Not here, not now, not exposed and unaware.

      He snaked beneath my top, touching every part of me he could reach. Nimble fingers reached around and flicked the button of my pants and lowered the zipper. I whimpered, anticipating his touch and I whined when his hands returned to my back. Returned and dipped beneath the waist of my leathers, palms making room and exploring my ass.

      “Sam…” I needed so, so much.

      He pulled away to murmur a few words. “So hot. Caith…”

      I didn’t slow my rocking motion, using the friction to increase our shared pleasure. I’d come, any minute now, his body giving me everything I needed to find release.

      “That’s it, Caith…”

      My pace stuttered. Would he tell me to give? Would he be another man who took and too—

      “Take what you need, Caith.”

      The right words. The perfect words.

      My wolf howled, announcing its choice in mate and I echoed the sound aloud, sending it flying through the air. I screamed to On High, taking the bliss and letting it course through me. It slid along my nerves and the rush eased the hellfire, overriding it with the power of my release.

      My pussy clenched and tightened on air, pulsing with the desire to be filled, overtaken by Sam.

      Mine. Mine. Mine.

      Blunt teeth latched onto my shoulder, adding a hint of stinging pain to the ecstasy that enveloped me and yet another tsunami of joy struck. I wondered if this was what being in On High felt like, if every day was a life of orgasm and wonder.

      Sam chuckled, the sound vibrating through me and sending pleasurable aftershocks pinging through my body. He released my shoulder and slowed his attentions, gentling me until I was merely slumped against him.

      “Not so much, amica.”

      “Hmm? Not so much what?” I ignored the fact my words slurred.

      “Being in On High is not twenty-four seven orgasms.”

      “Sucks to be you guys then.” I snuggled closer and Sam moaned. His hold shifted and he stilled my movements. It was then I noticed he was still thick and solid against my. “Sam…?” I eased away from his chest. “You didn’t?”

      He gave me a rueful smile. “No, I—” I was quick to reach between us, fingers connecting with the button on his pants, but his large hands stopped me. “No, it’s fine. This was for you.”

      “I’m not a selfish lover, Sam. Lemme take care of you.”

      His expression was pained, raw desire warring with his resolve. “If I… If we… I can’t go—”

      The snap of twigs and rustle of the nearby bushes warned me of someone’s approach and a second later Jezebeth stumbled into our small area. My best friend’s eyes opened wide and then she whirled around with a squeak. “Uh, sorry to interrupt, but Mom wants to talk before we go to the bar.”

      I nodded, not really paying attention to Jezze’s words and mulling over Sam’s. “Gimme a second.”

      “Go back to the bar?” Disbelief filled Sam’s tone.

      When did I begin thinking of him as Sam and not just another gel?

      “Yeah, green eyes or not, Hell’s Chapel has to stay open.” I eased backward and rolled to my feet.

      Sudden embarrassment flooded me and I looked away as I buttoned my pants and then brushed off mud and grime coating the leather. Maybe Sam could give them an angelic once over before I left.

      “Go ahead, Jezze. I’ll be there after I talk to Sam.”

      Jezebeth snorted. “Talk?” she scoffed. “Right.”

      With that, the witch disappeared, leaving us alone again. The moment I knew Jezze was out of hearing range I turned back to Sam.

      “You said that if you… You can’t what?” I focused on him, waiting for his answer and recognizing the pain in his features.

      “If I take pleasure in you, if I accept your touch and finish, then I…” he tore his attention from me and I noticed the strong line of his jaw and the muscle that tightened in his cheek. “I can’t go back to On High. I’ll be stuck in the tween. I can touch you and stroke you, but I can’t… I’m pushing the boundaries as far as I can, but taking you, finding the ultimate pleasure with you… I just can’t.”

      I forced myself to remain standing, to not crumble beneath the weight of his words. My wolf howled its protest, but I couldn’t be bothered with the animal, not when little cracks were marring my heart. Could I have become that attached to him in so little time? Been turned into that needy girl in less than a day?

      Yes. The answer was yes.

      “I see.”

      I did, but I didn’t.

      “Thank you for your help last night, but I’m sure you can understand why I never want to see you again.”

      Ever. Fucking asshole. “I want you, I’ve been teasing and tormenting you, but I can’t finish the job. So sorry. Oh? You think I’m your mate?” Yeah, not happening.

      Sam turned his attention back to me and took a step forward. “Caith… Don’t…”

      I shook my head and backed away.

      I wished I was able to vanish in a puff of sulfur and smoke like my mother, or even a swirl of golden air like my pixie king father. But what I could do was run. Shift and race away and forget Samkiel. I tore through the bushes at a run, increasing speed as I let the wolf rush forward. From one stride to the next, I went from two feet to four, clothes vanishing with a mere thought.

      At least Papa Percy gave me that. All five of my fathers gave me so many things, but no one had ever given me the cure for an aching heart.

      Fuck it, I didn’t need anyone anyway. I had my friend, my bar, and… nothing else. And I’d never want anything more again.

      Definitely not a half-fallen angel who made my pulse race and hellfire burn with just a look.

      Definitely not him.
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      By the time I got to the bar, I was really feeling the lack of sleep. I wasn’t a two-hundred-year old child any longer. Girl needed a bed.

      Balancing my massive mug of coffee courtesy of Momma R, I brushed my hand over the warded handle and found… the magical guard missing. I huffed and lowered the carafe to the ground, making sure it wasn’t gonna fall over before I released it. So help me, if zombies or vamps were inside, I’d burn the whole place to the fucking ground.

      Maybe.

      Remember Chicago…

      Well, I had better control today. Better control and I wished I’d hauled my blades along, but zombie blood was a bitch to remove once it dried, and Momma R was a master at cleaning them. Which meant I was left with whatever weapons filled the bar.

      After fishing the key out of my pocket, I slid it into the lock and listened for movement inside. No moaning or shuffle of feet on the bare concrete. So, no zombies. Maybe. Vamps were still a possibility. Too bad wearing a cross didn’t do a damned thing.

      That had been a painful lesson. It also stopped Papa Leth from buying me crosses for every birthday.

      I let my mind flip through the layout of the club—the sword that rested atop the beam above the front door along with the three foot long, two by four to the left of the entry. Then the gun—

      The lock flipped and the door wrenched open to reveal…

      “Are you gonna stand out here all day?” Drek, leader of the local thelacs. Great.

      And the young idiot from last night lurked behind the commander. Lovely.

      “I was contemplating how I was gonna kick your ass,” I growled and without hesitation, punched the massive thelac in the chest. I was gratified when the seven-foot male stumbled backward. “Fortunately for you, I’m about blood-covered out.”

      Drek narrowed his eyes, and stepped back. “That’s why we’re here.”

      I sighed and bent down to snare my travel mug of steaming coffee. “Does everyone in town know about last night?” I grumbled and took a sip of my morning wake-up call. Burning hot. Not hellfire hot, but still delicious. “You’d think a girl could have a little privacy.”

      Drek slammed the front door, the vibrations shaking the entire building.

      The entire wrecked building.

      My gaze scanned the open space and I noted the still shattered tables, the glass that littered the ground, and the splotches of blood that coated the concrete. The damage was the standard Hell’s Chapel fare. None of it was difficult to clean by the brownies. So why the hell was my bar still a disaster area?

      “What the fuck?”

      Drek’s rumbling voice vibrated through me. “We wondered the same thing. But you never know with you, and who am I to question the mistress of our town.”

      I snorted. “That never stopped you before.”

      He chuckled. “True. But I am about to annoy you, so I’d like to get on your good side first.”

      With a groan, I turned back to the two thelac warriors. “What now? I didn’t mark the puppy and he’s still breathing.” I gestured at the younger male. “What more do you want from me?”

      The massive man smiled, exposing his deadly, poisonous fangs. If a thelac couldn’t beat you to death, injecting you with his toxin would do the job.

      “You misunderstand. I do not wish to take, I wish to give.” I raised a single brow in question and Drek pointed at the warrior puppy. “Edzard is appointing himself your guardian.”

      “Hell save me from interfering males.” I dropped my head back, glancing at the wooden crossbeams. Damn, blood got all the way up there, too. “I don’t need a guardian.”

      “We disagree,” Drek countered.

      “Disagree all you want, but I don’t want him.”

      “I was not clear. High Witch Helene Renard disagrees.”

      Now I groaned. “Seriously?”

      “Yes.” A single syllable that sealed my fate.

      “Fine,” I grumbled. It wasn’t like I could refuse an order from Momma R. “He stays, but he helps. Obviously, the brownies took a vacay, and I gotta get the bar ready for tonight. My liquor delivery will be here in an hour.”

      Of course, the local liquor supplier was wolf owned and I knew how protective and chest beating the pack could be. Ugh.

      Hearing my decree had Edzard grimacing, but he nodded. “If it means you will allow me to protect you, then yes.”

      I chuckled. “You say that as if you had a choice.” I turned my attention to Drek. “Leave the puppy here. I’ll send him home when I’m done with him.”

      The smile he flashed said he knew something I didn’t. I opened my mouth to ask, but Drek presented me with his back and promptly left the bar.

      Great.

      I sighed and met Edzard’s gaze. “All right, puppy, let’s get the bar into shape.”

      “I’m not a dog,” he snarled, flashing his fangs.

      I stepped past him, pausing long enough to pat his large bicep. “Keep telling yourself that, but the fact you had to tell me proves my point.”

      Was I ever that young?

      Probably, but I’d never admit that aloud.

      “I’m going to call Dead Nettle to see what the hell happened last night and then I’m starting on the worst of it. Straighten out what you can and start a pile of junk near the front door. We’ll have the brownies haul it away once I get them here.” Those little fuckers better be dying in a ditch. All fifty of them. I rounded the end of the scratched and pitted bar and reached for the phone. I dialed the number from memory. It rang, and rang again, the trilling sound continuing until the answering machine picked up. I ignored the rambling request to leave a message and then the long tone told me I could give him a piece of my mind.

      “Dead Nettle, it’s Caith. What happened to you guys last night? Hell’s Chapel is a disaster area. Call me when you get this message. I need your crew here ASAP.”

      With that, I dropped the handle into the cradle and returned my attention to the mess that was my bar. It was going to take forever to get things sorted.

      No time like the present.

      I bent over and snared half a table, the other piece nearby was nothing more than kindling. Well, at least I could burn this stuff after hours. A quick shot of hellfire and poof.

      That wouldn’t solve my lack of tables and chairs. Dammit, what was up with the brownies?

      The annoying buzzer announced someone was at the back door and I sighed. Okay, check in the liquor order and then clean. I went toward the bar, focusing on the doorway hidden behind the curtain, only to be brought up short by a snarling thelac.

      “Stay back, it could be a trap.”

      “Oh, that’s so sweet.” I patted his back. “But the green-eyed monsters are a little stealthier. That’s just my order. You stay put.” I scooted around him and resumed my path, leaving a growling puppy in my wake.

      As I suspected, it was merely the delivery, and Ellery was waiting with his clipboard as always. I met his easy smile. At least he seemed happy to see me and wasn’t intent on protecting me from everything bad in the world.

      And then… Ellery’s nostrils flared and a different expression filled his gaze. His eyes yellowed with the presence of his wolf, and gray fur slid free of his pores. The scent of his arousal struck me and then I remembered…

      Remembered I should have showered—again—before leaving Momma R’s.

      I took a step back, putting space between me and Ellery. I really hated this about werewolves. If they scented an unmated, aroused female wolf, they were all about getting their groove on. For some reason, due to my make up, they really really wanted me.

      It was one of the reasons I stayed the hell away from the local pack after my split from the alpha. A girl couldn’t look at a hot guy without getting my leg humped.

      “No, Ellery, I don’t want you.” I took another step.

      “Yes,” he growled. “You do.”

      “Ellery, I would really like to just get my order and go back inside. So why don’t you look at your happy little clipboard, count out my cases and we’ll get this done.”

      He licked his lips, tongue flicking his sharpened fangs. “You’re unclaimed.”

      “But I’m not really a wolf, remember? Just a mutt. Isn’t that right?” I normally kicked a wolf’s ass for saying those words, but I had to do what I had to do.

      “You’d still carry pups.” He came closer.

      “Last chance, Ellery. I know I smell good, but that was because of some gel. I swear.”

      That had the wolf snorting. “You and a gel? Never happen. This is for me. You want me, Caith.”

      Yes, me and a gel. For at least a few hours anyway. Then he’d been a dick and destroyed my wolf’s hopes. My hopes, really. But fuck him. Thinking about him wasn’t going to solve my current problem.

      Ellery flexed his hands, claws replacing his human fingers and I internally groaned. “You asked for it. Remember that. When your alpha drags your sorry ass off, you remember to tell him I gave you a warning.”

      He smiled widely, exposing those wicked fangs. “Come to me, little bitch.”

      Bitch? Hell no. I was gonna make this one hurt.

      It took two strikes. Okay, it took one strike, and the second was because he pissed me off. Then he was out like a light. I dragged Ellery to the brick wall and propped him against the scratchy surface. Now, for good measure, I licked the pad of my thumb and pressed it against the wolf’s forehead. A burning tingle filled the digit and Ellery’s skin glowed with my power. When I removed my touch, the spot glowed, and pulsed a deep red before finally fading into nothingness.

      Humans wouldn’t see the magical brand, but the tweens, dems, and gels? Yeah. Just as I’d tried to do to puppy last night, Ellery was now banned from Hell’s Chapel. No amount of force would allow him on the grounds once he drove away.

      Wolf handled, I got to work, comparing Ellery’s inventory with my order and hauled the correct crates from his truck. It didn’t take long to unload and even less time to pull the rolling door down and secure it. I’d call for someone to haul him away and that would be that.

      Brushing my hands off, I headed toward the main part of the bar, yelling to Edzard as I went. “Yo, Puppy.” I stomped toward the common area. “Give the local alpha a call and tell him I warned him and there’s an unconscious wolf in my—” I slid to a stop the moment I pushed past the curtain. “Oh, fuck.”

      Those two words were met by a narrow-eyed stare from Papa Leth and a sigh from Papa Finn. Papa Eron raised a single brow, while pixie king Papa Percy grinned. I knew those four dads weren’t a big problem, but it was the fifth, werewolf, Papa Alrick, who was going to be a little difficult.

      “The local alpha?” His voice was deceptively soft. “And what warning was he given? Is there a reason there is an unconscious wolf… Where is he?”

      I scrunched my nose. He wasn’t mad at me. Just the opposite really. He was damned protective of me—they all were—but Papa Al had issues with the local pack being so… local.

      “Well, the thing about it is…”

      “Caith,” he snapped and I sighed. There was no getting around it.

      “You know how werewolves get all bow chicka bow bow around girl werewolves and how that sometimes kinda sorta happens with—”

      The rolling growl was not unexpected. Nor was the way he jumped to his feet or came barreling toward me. I did manage to block him. Sorta. I placed my hands on his chest, attempting to keep him at bay, and he had me sliding for a couple feet before he realized I wasn’t moving out of his path.

      “I took care of it. He’s out like a light and banned from the grounds. That’s what I told the alpha I’d do if another wolf pulled a gimme-gimme. Now, if Puppy will call Justin so they can get him…” I glanced around, finally noticing there was one six-foot, black as midnight warrior missing. “What did you guys do with Puppy?” I turned my questioning look to Papa Leth.

      The large male merely shrugged. “He wouldn’t let us in. I knocked him out. Your third father tied him up. We did allow your fourth father to put a smile on his face.”

      The man looked as if he expected me to be happy about that.

      “Papa Leth, quit numbering the dads,” that was one of the oldest arguments in the book.

      “Why? I am your first father. I was granted the honor of visiting your mother’s bed before—”

      I stuck my fingers in my ears. “I’m not listening to you. I was an immaculate conception, dammit.”

      That earned me a glare from Papa Leth and I lowered my hands. “There was one Immaculate Conception and you were not it. Your mother took us into her—”

      “Oh Hell, no.” I smacked my hands over my ears again. “We need to seriously change the topic here.”

      It was my werewolf father who tugged my hands away. “We will return to the wolf in the alley.”

      I winced. “Maybe we should go back to conception.”

      “Why did he feel…”

      “No. Just,” I shook my head and stepped around him. “Not going into why he felt the way he did. At all. Ever, even.”

      “Is he worthy of you? This male who is not the wolf, yet you want him?” Papa Leth again. He was very old school, very big with the worthiness and power and ability to separate heads from bodies.

      “It doesn’t matter, Papa Leth, because we’re not getting together ever again.”

      And wrong thing to say, because I had all five—even my peace-loving father Eron—snarling about a male who used me and tossed me away.

      Ignoring every growl and yell, I placed two fingers between my lips and released a loud whistle, silencing them before they picked up pitchforks and hunted Sam. “Let’s focus on why you’re here, okay. You five never visit me at the same time. This show of solidarity is…” Scary as Hell. “Surprising.”

      Papa Leth glared at me as if he read my mind. “We brought your swords.”

      “Aw, man. That means…”

      “Helene called,” Papa Percy finished.

      I looked at him, eyebrows raised. “Helene?”

      No one called the woman by her first name. Except, apparently, Papa Percy.

      Percy shrugged. “Until, or unless, your mother decides she wants another child, we are free to associate with other women.”

      Of course, that brought me a nice mental image of Papa Percy and Momma R doing the wild thing and I gagged. “No, just no.” I shook my head. “Never say those words ever again.”

      That had him grinning even wider.

      Thankfully Papa Finn cut in. “She told us of your troubles and we swung by to pick up your father—”

      “Fourth father,” Papa Leth interrupted.

      “Fourth father,” Finn glared at Leth, “and your swords before coming to hear the words from your lips.”

      “It really isn’t that big of a deal.” I got five skeptical glances. “All right, it was a semi-big deal, but I’m fine. Papa Al is poking his nose into people’s business and Momma R is looking into the green-eyed stuff.” I let my attention move from dad to dad. “I promise I’m okay. And I promise to call you if I run into trouble again. But for now, there’s not much I can do but work.” I finally settled on my warrior father. “I can’t sit and wait, Papa Leth. You didn’t teach me to run and wring my hands, and whining won’t solve anything.”

      He glared at me, but finally gave up and sighed. “Fine. You will call and you will be careful.” Papa Leth kicked something, his boot colliding with—probably Edzard’s body. “And see if Drek will give you a better bodyguard.”

      “He held his own.” Papa Al tossed that in, which was high praise coming from my father.

      “Hmm…” My “first father” focused on me. “I suppose. Come, it is time to go.”

      He rose to his feet and I slid past Papa Al then rounded the bar so I could go to him. He handed over my blades, bending low and whispering a prayer as he placed them in my hands.

      Papa Finn pressed a cool kiss to my forehead, his innate purity burning my skin for a bare moment before he stepped back. Then Papa Eron tickled my cheeks with blades of grass that rose from his palms.

      Papa Percy was next and despite his bright and frequent smiles, he was the most perceptive of the bunch. “You’re sad, little light.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Helene told me someone helped you. That you brought him to her home.”

      I sighed. “I thought he was— It doesn’t matter because he’s not and it’s okay.”

      “Caith.” He pulled me into a tight hug and spoke into my ear. “Why?”

      “Gels and dems don’t mix and he… he isn’t willing to leave On High for me. Which is fine.” Tears stung my eyes. I hated the vulnerability. “It’s fine.”

      Percy pressed a kiss to my cheek and squeezed me a hint tighter. “You’re the best of us, Caith, and if a man can’t recognize that, he isn’t worthy of you. The man meant to stand at your side will throw away everything for you. Everything.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “I know.”

      He pulled back and pressed a soft kiss to my forehead. “If you won’t call us, call Helene.”

      I chuckled. “She’ll just call you five anyway.”

      “True. Love you, little light.”

      “Love you,” I murmured and turned toward where I’d left my “fifth father.”

      He lowered the phone pressed to his ear and poked the screen before pocketing the cell. “The male behind the building has been handled.”

      “You’re not having him killed, right?”

      “That is still under negotiation.”

      I groaned and stared at the ceiling. “Daaad, you can’t kill everyone who gives me trouble.”

      “True, otherwise your gel would not be worrying about returning to On High.”

      “Does everyone know about Sam?” No privacy. I had none.

      “No, just me, Perceval, and Helene, but that does not mean I won’t tell them if you do not give me a true smile the next time I see you.” With that warning hanging in the air, he tugged me close and wrapped me in his arms.

      My wolf huffed and chuffed, snuggling close to our father, our alpha. It was like coming home, his scent soothing the hurts Sam left behind. “I’ll do my best.”

      And I prayed my best would be good enough.

      I also prayed I wouldn’t see him. For a while. At least a hundred years. Maybe I’d be put back together by then.

      My dads left, the front door banging closed and I padded around the corner, hunting for Edzard. I found him tied up with vines courtesy of Papa Eron and a large smile courtesy of Papa Percy. I had no doubt the trail of white blood came from a hit from Papa Leth. With a sigh, I tugged at the vines.

      “C’mon, Puppy. We’ve got a lot of work to do before the bar opens.”
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      I escorted a whining Edzard and bouncing Jezebeth to the front door of the bar. Last call had come and gone and I just kicked the last dem to the curb. The place was a little worse for wear, and I hoped the brownies showed up overnight. I’d called again, putting the fear of On High and Hell into my message to Dead Nettle. I’d show up early tomorrow just in case the brownies remained on strike. If I knew what they wanted I’d give it to them and be done with the mess. But did the short beasts call me back? No.

      Jezze was pumped, vibrating with energy and I envied the little witch. I was beyond exhausted and all I wanted was a comfy bed and twenty-four hours of uninterrupted, green-eye free sleep.

      Sleep.

      Ugh. If the brownies hadn’t taken care of the bar, they sure as hell hadn’t cleaned up my home. Which meant, with or without protective spells, I had no place to lay my head.

      On High hated me. Period. Full stop.

      I flicked the lock on the door and then leaned my head against the worn wood with a groan.

      “Caith?” Jezebeth sounded way too cheery. “What’s going on, chickie?”

      “I don’t have anywhere to stay tonight.”

      “Come home with me. You know Mom—”

      I pushed away from the panel and shook my head. “No. I’m not about to bring this bullshit to your house.”

      Jezze propped her hands on her hips and glared at me. “It’s not like Mom can’t take on whatever those things were.”

      I shook my head again. “Nope. Not doing it. I love you guys and—”

      “We love you, too. That’s why I’m telling you—”

      “—I refuse to put you in harm’s way. I’ve handled worse, Jezze. You know I have. This morning aside, I don’t bring other people into my bullshit.”

      Jezebeth narrowed her eyes further. “You can’t do everything yourself.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe not, but if I go down, I go down alone. Besides, Papa Al is looking into things and I’m sure the other dads are, as well. It’s good. I’m good.” I forced a smile to my lips. “I promise.”

      I swore that whatever happened, it wouldn’t involve my only friend and surrogate mom.

      “Fine,” Jezze snapped. “If you’re not staying at home and you’re not bunking with us, where are you going?”

      That… was an excellent question.

      “With me.” The deep baritone seemed to shake the sidewalk and I realized I’d forgotten about Puppy.

      I whirled to face the large thelac warrior and raised my eyebrows. “With you?” I snorted. “Hardly.”

      Edzard shrugged. “You want somewhere safe where you can sleep. We have the Necan.”

      The Necan, the one and only bed and breakfast for visiting thelacs. The males didn’t do well without a strict hierarchy which meant the warriors all stayed in one place. Otherwise, there was no telling what could happen. One thing could lead to another, and then thelacs were battling azaars and fifty shades of hell would break loose on the streets of Orlando.

      “And you think I’ll be welcome?”

      Puppy grinned. “A chance to fight whatever may come after you? Of course. Drek would beat me if I didn’t take you with me.”

      I jerked my head in a quick nod. “Okay, but call ahead. The first male who thinks I’m easy prey will be missing his balls before morning.”

      Puppy winced and his hands jerked toward his junk, as if covering himself with his hands would save him. Ha! “I’ll tell them.”

      “Good.” I spun and reached for Jezze, giving my friend a tight hug. “I’ll see ya tomorrow.”

      “Are you sure about this?” Jezebeth was worried and if I were telling the truth, I was a tiny bit as well.

      “Sure-ish.” I released my best friend. “I’ll call if I need the cavalry.”

      The witch sighed and nodded. “I know. I just worry about you.”

      Yeah, well, I worried about myself, too. “I’ll be fine. I’ll be back by ten tomorrow.”

      At Jezebeth’s nod, I turned back to Edzard and strode past him. “C’mon, Puppy. Let’s get a move on. Momma needs a shower.”

      A deep rumble came from Edzard. I slowly turned, realizing exactly where the puppy was looking as I’d strode before him. Yes, I had a bangin’ ass, no I didn’t want him staring. There were only a few reasons a thelac made that noise. Exhaustion, anger, and desire. And with his staring…

      “That sound had better have been because you’re tired.”

      Despite his size and the air of menace that surrounded all thelac warriors, he managed to look innocent and sweet. “Of course.”

      “Uh-huh. Call the Necan.” I didn’t believe him for a second, but right now, I didn’t have enough energy to argue. “My car’s around the corner.”

      The slow thump of boot striking concrete told me Edzard followed, and his low voice let me know he’d done as I asked and called the Necan.

      Good. I didn’t think they’d deny my request. Orlando was my town, after all, but I wasn’t a thelac and those dems were notorious for their secrecy and desire for privacy.

      I rounded the building and froze in place. On High hated me. Fuck it, Uncle Luc had to hate me, too. All kinds of deities hated me with a passion unrivaled.

      Because, yeah, my car was there. In a million pieces. And not torn and crushed pieces. No, that would’ve been too easy.

      Nope, each bit and part of the vehicle now lined the parking lot. Screws and nuts and bolts and panels… All lined up in a metal row that spanned the lot. No note, no hint of the perpetrators identity. Just gleaming metal.

      Wait, not all of it gleamed. One piece glowed. Glowed bright and glaring and neon green.

      “Dammit, they turned my fuzzy dice into an evil nightlight.” The evil bastards were going down for that alone. I’d killed the zombies and vamps and now they taunted me? I couldn’t wait to tear them limb from limb.

      Edzard stopped behind me, his voice cutting off as his boots slid over loose stones. “Uh, Drek, I have to call you back.”

      That wasn’t the least bit respectful and I knew those words would cost him at least a month of training in Mount St. Helens. Poor little dem.

      Poor little dem? What the fuck was I thinking? Poor little Caith’s awesome car. Well, awesome-ish. It had a few dozen dents and double that number of scratches from the valkyrie who got pissed when I cut her off a couple weeks ago. But, it was my car.

      “What happened?”

      I closed my eyes and took a calming breath. “What does it look like?”

      “Like you pissed off that troll yesterday and he decided he wanted to turn your car into a puzzle.”

      I glared at him over my shoulder. “Thank you, Captain Obvious.” Fucking troll with his fucking metal fetish. Was it that pretty boy? “So you think the troll is down with the green-eyed monsters?”

      Edzard shrugged. “Looks like it. You know how they are. They itch for any excuse to do something like this.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I can’t deal with this right now. Like, at all. Let’s grab a cab because I’m not hoofing it to downtown mousetown.”

      Over the years, as the famous mouse’s domain expanded, so had the dems. Now if there was a smiling crowd walking around, a person could be sure there were snarly dems nearby. It was a nice offset that kept my town from crumbling into Hell. Happy balanced evil and Orlando got to stay in the land of no-fire.

      I strode toward the street, arm raised to hail our transportation when a large hand snared my wrist. And it felt… good. I fought the shiver that overtook me. Parts of me recognized a fellow dem. Sure, I had a lot of goodness going on inside me, five dads took care of that, but it couldn’t eradicate my demon half. Couldn’t blunt the desires that had me easing closer to the thelac.

      My wolf whined and pawed at the desire burning inside me. Burning. Burning. The beast ached for Sam, desired him above all else, but my dem bits definitely appreciated a fellow demon.

      “No cab needed.” He drew me closer until his arms enveloped me and I fought not to rub against him like a cat in heat.

      I didn’t want Puppy. At all. My heart still craved a certain asshole gel even if it was a bad idea.

      Except… Take him, my demon half whispered. Take. Him.

      I swallowed hard, pushing that part of me into the back of my mind. I wasn’t taking anyone anywhere. Ever. Or at least for a very long time.

      “Wha—” Darkness stole over my body and smothered every hint of light.

      The whoosh of wind filled my ears, the air snatching at my hair, and I remembered thelacs didn’t have to do the whole driving thing. They simply had to visualize a location and they were gone. Demons flew, a thelac’s dark skin blending with the midnight.

      Poof.

      One second passed, and then two, and then we appeared in an empty bedroom. The walls were deep red, the burgundy hue of dried blood and I wondered if it really was blood. Who knew with thelacs. I continued my perusal, gaze skimming over the massive bed, the masculine furniture and the cuts and gouges that marred many of the surfaces. I didn’t want to think about those. If the walls were blood, were those remnants of the battles the room had seen?

      I shuddered and the arms that still enveloped me tightened ever so slightly. That squeeze reminded me I was still held by Edzard and it felt… nice. I trembled again, pulse increasing and skin heating with the first hints of desire. The dem wanted him, but my heart and mind… still lingered on an asshole gel.

      This was… wrong.

      I carefully stepped back, trying to extricate myself, but the puppy merely tensed and remained unmovable.

      “Edzard?” I brought my hands to his biceps and dug my fingers into his flesh. “Lemme go.”

      Puppy rumbled and his cock hardened, his thickness unmistakable against my hip. “Hmm… Smell good.”

      Of course I did. Of course. And I decided leaving with a thelac was a good idea. Smooth move, Caith. Real smooth.

      “Yeah, I’m sure I do, but…” I squeezed tighter, digging in as deeply as I could without breaking his skin. “But we’re not doing anything about it.”

      He hummed and leaned toward me, pressing his face to my neck. “Couldn’t smell you in the bar, but now…”

      “But now nothing.” I leaned away. “I would really like to not hurt you. Mainly because it’d be nice to be safe for a little while and my handy dandy personal clothing cleaner isn’t around at the moment.”

      Not that I wanted the gel nearby. At all. I figured On High couldn’t hate me for the blatant lie since I was Uncle Luc’s niece, so it wasn’t as if I was missing anything with their disapproval.

      “I’ll clean you.” Another rumble and those heated hands grasped the waist of my pants, hold tightening and I knew the leather couldn’t withstand a thelac’s determination.

      “Dammit, Puppy. I said—”

      It didn’t matter what I said because I stumbled forward, Edzard’s hold suddenly gone. A crunching thump drew my attention to the other side of the room. A dazed puppy leaned against the wall, the white of the broken drywall sprinkling pale powder over him, contrasting against the deep red.

      “Thank—” I turned my attention to my savior. “You?”

      AKA Samkiel, asshole angel and sexy as hell male in leather.

      No, bad brain. He’s not sexy. He’s ugly and delicious and lickable and…

      Convincing my brain he was a bad guy wasn’t working well. Then I had to remember he wanted me, but not enough to give up On High for eternity. Which, really, I could see his point, but come on. What was there not to like about me? Other than my demon bits.

      Otherwise I was perfect and we’d totally rock some hot sex and adorable babies. Eventually.

      But he wouldn’t give up On High for me so no eventual babies.

      Gah, I felt like I lived in a pinball machine, my mind constantly repeating the same things just slightly rephrased.

      “What,” he paused, his chest heaving as he fought for breath. “What in the seven rings of Hell are you doing here?”

      Should I tell him there were nine and they were called circles? When I noticed his face growing redder and redder by the second, I decided against it.

      “I’m—”

      “A thelac nest? Really, Caith? I knew you were half demon, but I didn’t realize that made you stupid.”

      Oh Hell no.

      “Excuse me?” The two words were deadly calm, the quiet before the hellstorm, and Sam didn’t seem to realize the danger lumbering forward.

      The angel glared at me. “They would love nothing more than to father the next generation of Morningstars with you. What would it be like for them to have a connection to the High Lord? What power would they have?”

      I snarled at him and refused to acknowledge he was a little bit right. “I wouldn’t—”

      “You wouldn’t have a choice.”

      I fought to steady my breathing. Rushing into a confrontation with anger riding my shoulder was a straight trip to failure. “You believe that I can’t protect myself?”

      “It didn’t look—”

      I held up my hand, using a hint of power from my fathers. My mother’s blood would hurt Sam, I just wanted the asshole to shut up. “You don’t get to speak any longer.”

      His pale blue eyes widened in surprise when his lips remained clamped together.

      “Just because I don’t destroy everyone I come across doesn’t mean I can’t.”

      I kept my stare on him as snippets of hellfire eased forward to coat my skin. My fur emerged just as carefully, impervious to the heat that enveloped my body. Behind that were the twining glows of white and green from my pure of heart dad and my father who lived and died by the earth.

      The only parent’s genes that didn’t physically alter my appearance were Papa Leth’s. He’d stormed the walls of Jerusalem during the crusades, fueled by belief in On High and strength alone. A passing glance at me didn’t reveal Papa Leth’s influence on my body, but one second in battle against me and my opponents were quick to realize their mistake.

      “I can level this city, Sam, but instead, I choose to cling to the parts of me that remain good. The parts that love Jezebeth and my bar and my fathers. Because if the part of me that belongs to my mother and Uncle Luc had control, I would have scorched the hotel to the ground last night, destroying hundreds of people, the vamps, and you. If that bit took control, my home for hundreds of years would have been ashes with a single thought.” I blunted the strength of my fathers and battled my hellfire back into place. I swallowed all that power and placed the cage around it once again until I looked just as human as everyone else. I leveled my brown-eyed gaze on him, showing him my control just as I’d shown him my strength. “But I love my home.”

      But I don’t love you.

      I’d keep telling myself that lie. It hadn’t been twenty-four hours and already I… Nope, it was lust. It had to be lust. Uncle Luc was working overtime and shoving a deadly sin down my throat. Right.

      “Caith…” Stricken eyes met mine.

      A commotion in the hallway was followed by the crack of breaking wood and the door slammed against the wall. Drek charged into the room, snarl on his lips as he exposed his deadly fangs. His gaze swept the area, his attention lingering on me, then Edzard and finally settling on Sam.

      His focus remained on the gel even as he spoke to me. “Caith?”

      “I’m fine. It was a misunderstanding.” I swallowed the next words that rushed to my lips. Misunderstanding because Sam’s an asshole. “It’s okay, Drek. Sam’s just leaving and it’d be great if you could take Edzard.”

      “What happened?”

      My stare settled on Sam. “Nothing. Sam was just confused, but I’ve explained things.” I looked to Drek. “Now we’re good and I’m still tired. So if you could drag Puppy out of here, I’ll send Sam on his way and I’ll get some sleep.”

      I smiled, hoping to reassure Drek, but when he simply narrowed his eyes, I knew I’d failed. Yes, I’d failed, but he did as I asked nonetheless. It took moments for a few of the thelacs to carry Edzard from the room which left me and Sam alone.

      “Caith, I…” Sam reached for me and I stepped away. “I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

      “Why?” I quirked a brow.

      He frowned. “What do you mean why?”

      “I mean,” I spoke slowly as if he were a child. “Why do you care? Did you suddenly decide I’m worth forsaking your illustrious On High?”

      “You can’t expect—”

      I held up a hand, cutting him off. “You know what? You’re right. I can’t expect you to feel things that aren’t there.”

      Sam snorted. “You mean to tell me they are for you? You’d leave Hell for someone you love?”

      “I already have, Sam. My fathers, Jezze, Momma R… My soul calls for the fires of Hell, but I love them all and so I deny my nature and stay. For them.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not the same. You can always go—”

      “No,” I snapped. “If I leave the tween and go to Hell, that’s it for me. So I have to weigh my love for heat and destruction against the feelings I have.” I spun away, unwilling to look at him any longer. “Just go, Sam. I don’t expect anything from you. There’s no point.”

      “It’s not the same,” he tried again.

      “You’re right,” I whispered. “But you should ask yourself if you’re trying to convince me or yourself.”

      He growled. “Caith.”

      I stared at a pale pink spot on the wall and fought the emotion that pummeled me. “Please leave.”

      Quiet descended and I wondered how long I’d have to remain immovable and silent before he gave up.

      One second turned into two which turned into forty-seven.

      He’d stared at my back for forty-seven seconds before he finally vanished in a swirl of sweetness and sulfur. Today the sweet overrode the proof of his half-fallen status.

      So, his decision was pushing him toward On High’s welcoming arms. I supposed that was good. For him, at least. For me… not so much.
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      I met a sheepish Edzard outside the Necan the next morning and I imagined that if a thelac warrior could blush, he would be at that moment. I was annoyed with him, but when his dark hair fell forward and brushed his eyes, I remembered he was nothing but a three hundred-year-old puppy.

      I clomped down the porch steps, my boots thumping over the worn wood, and sighed. He had those big eyes with their red irises that cried out for a hug and forgiveness. Forgiveness I could handle. The hug so wasn’t happening. I’d had enough thelac hospitality to last a lifetime.

      I hit the pavement and tilted my head back to meet his gaze. Dammit, he looked so pitiful. With a sigh, I turned left, sticking my hands in my pockets as I made my way down the street. I’d made it a dozen feet—alone—before I finally turned back to him.

      “You watching over me today or what?”

      The corner of his lips twitched and then they slowly parted into a grin. Of course, right that second some downtown partygoer had to emerge from the alleyway and stumble right into him.

      “Dude. Sorry, man.” The stranger groaned and I tensed, waiting for the thelac to rip the little human limb from limb.

      I really hoped Edzard would give the puny kid a break. I hated the paperwork that came with disappearing tourists.

      “Dude.” The boy straightened and reached for Puppy’s mouth. “Are those real? That’s fuckin’ wicked.”

      And that made Edzard snarl. Thelacs weren’t big on touching unless they were doing the touching. That had the human jerking back and tripping on his own feet until he plopped into a heap at Puppy’s feet.

      “No need to get your dick in a knot, man.” Instead of standing, the kid merely fell backward farther until he lay spread eagle on the sidewalk.

      I hated downtown mouse-land. The morning drunks always got on my nerves. It was bad enough I had my own crap to deal with but hung over humans… I shuddered. It was why Hell’s Chapel was as far away from them as possible but still close enough to keep the tweeners in line when they decided to go dancing au naturel.

      “Dude.” The human pointed at Edzard and I wondered if the kid was looking to lose a finger. Or hand. It depended on the thelac’s mood. “Are you in that new movie? With the things and the things with that thing? Dude. Gonna be the best movie ever!” The boy burped, and my eyes watered with the stench. Dayum. “Can I totally get your autograph?”

      Edzard shifted his attention from the human to me and raised a single, questioning eyebrow. I wasn’t sure if he wanted to give the human the autograph he craved or rip the boy’s head off. Better to be safe.

      “C’mon, Eddie, we gotta go.”

      Edzard grunted and stepped over the kid, following in my wake. I ignored the whining human. He should be thankful, not ungrateful. Kids today…

      In my time—

      I cut that thought off at the pass. I was starting to sound like my fathers. Gah.

      In no time, Edzard was padding beside me, his body between me and the empty street. Aw, someone had taught him manners after all. I had half a mind to push him in front of an oncoming car. Protect that!

      I took a deep breath and sought calm. I was wearing my uber bitch hat and I didn’t have time for a ragefest. I had to get the bar going and find someone to put my car back together. Or at least haul it away and give me a few hundred bucks for it. Then I could put that toward a new hunk of metal.

      I’d liked that so much…

      We turned the next corner and found what I’d been hunting. A few cabbies were parked on the side of the road. The trip would cost a pretty penny, but I didn’t want to go for the alternative. Touching Edzard was so not happening.

      I put two fingers between my lips and sucked in a breath to release a harsh whistle to get their attention. With Edzard at my side, I’d probably go for the SUV driver, but really, I just needed to get to Hell’s Chapel.

      Before I made a sound, Puppy tugged my hand down. “We don’t need a ride. You know I can—”

      “Oh, we’re not doing that again.” I shook my head.

      “But—”

      “Nope.” I stopped and whirled to face him, hands on my hips. “That little prelude to love shack we had in my room isn’t happening again. Little Eddie,” I ignored his darkening glare, “is staying in his pants.”

      Not waiting for him to say anything else, I got back to my task and released that harsh sound.

      The three men turned their attention to me and they all took time to take me in from head to toe. And like most men, they lingered on my tits. It seemed tits were a universal occupation. Tween, gel, or dem, they all had to take a long look.

      I’d dress more conservatively, but dammit, they were one of my best features. I’d say that On High gave them to me so I’d flaunt them, but I doubted On High had much to do with breasts. Well, not a half-demon’s anyway.

      Of course their staring had Edzard growling and me sighing and I hoped we’d get to the bar without bloodshed. Ignoring the sound, I jogged across the street and pretended their stares didn’t bounce in time with my loping strides. I also ignored the way Puppy’s growl turned into a moan as he stared at my ass.

      Males.

      I slowed as I approached the SUV driver. “Know where Hell’s Chapel is?” The guy nodded. “Feel like driving out there?” Edzard finally came to a stop beside me and the cabbie looked the thelac up and down with a frown on his face. I dug into my back pocket and tugged out my wallet. It was nothing to slip a few bills out and make them visible to the guy. “Double for us both and take less than twenty minutes.”

      “Deal.” The cabbie didn’t hesitate to reach for my cash, but I stepped back.

      “I’m not that dumb. Half now, half upon delivery.” The man snorted. I hated having to deal with humans sometimes. I waved at the other two men nearby. “You want me to go to them? Because I got no problems leaving your ass here and giving them the hundred-dollar fare. Your choice.”

      The cabbie glared and held out his hand. “Fifty now and—”

      “Yeah, no.” I shook my head. “Still not dumb. Twenty-five now and—”

      “Caith, I can—” Edzard interrupted and I was sure he was trying to be all helpful and stuff.

      “No, you can’t. This guy is gonna take my twenty-five and haul our happy assess across town.” I narrowed my eyes at the human, daring him to argue.

      “Fine,” he snapped and held out his hand. “Twenty-five and your friend better not get that makeup shit on the seats.”

      Oh. Right. I almost forgot about Puppy’s, er, makeup. “He won’t.” I grabbed Edzard’s wrist and tugged him toward the back doors. “C’mon. Get in and keep your makeup on.”

      That had Edzard releasing a snort that quickly turned into a cough. “Right.”

      Shaking my head, I climbed in, and the second all doors closed, we were off, the SUV racing down the streets. Soft music filled the silence. At least until the cabbie spoke.

      “So, you’re Caith, right? Caith Morningstar?” The guy tried to make it sound like an innocent question, just a cabbie making conversation.

      The thing about it was… no one but tweens knew my real name. I never changed, but the Morningstar surname belonged to the tweeners, dems, and gels only.

      I shot Edzard a look, wondering if he sensed anything from the male. I didn’t detect any hint of other in him, but I hadn’t been awake long and coffee wasn’t filling my veins. I raised a single brow in question and he gave me a small shake of his head.

      I wasn’t wrong. Human guy then. “Yeah, I’m Caith. Caith Murray, though.”

      “Oh, ‘cause I heard it was Morningstar. You own Hell’s Chapel, right? He got that right, huh?”

      I merely hummed, my skin itching the longer we remained in the man’s cab. Even half-asleep, I knew danger wasn’t imminent, but that didn’t make me feel better. The wolf prowled beneath the surface, its hair on end and lips curled back in a threat. Yeah, the animal wasn’t any happier than I was.

      “Yup, I own HC.” I ignored Edzard’s piercing stare.

      “Right, right.” The cabbie had a white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel, and sweat beaded on his temples.

      Nervous. But why? And how long would it take to discover the point to this rambling questioning.

      “I went there once. To Hell’s Chapel. Good times. Some weird shit, right? You’re into that kind of stuff…”

      He kept speaking and I continued to stare at his profile. No way had this man gotten over the threshold. My bouncer was better than that, and now that I was easing more toward awake, I realized not a hint of tween, dem, or gel clung to him.

      I focused on the passing scenery, eyes unseeing as I listened to the sounds filling the space. The wolf added its help, seeking the steady thrum that filled humans. “When was that?”

      The cabbie’s heart rate increased, the muscle fluttering in his chest and sending blood flooding his veins. The stink of his sweat filled the SUV and I listened as each droplet slid over his skin.

      Twined through it all was the stench of his lie.

      “N-N-Not sure. A while ago, though.”

      “Uh-huh.” Liar, liar, may Uncle Luc set your pants on fire and eat your soul for breakfast.

      “So, is it true? The weird stuff? My cousin says—”

      “Who’s your cousin?” Two could play the questioning game.

      “Well, you don’t know him. He’s only been in once. He was vacationing here for a few days.”

      Another lie. Even on the off chance his “cousin” was a tweener blabbing his mouth, everyone was required to stop by on their way in and out. If it was under twenty-four hours, a call did the job, but I hadn’t had a day-er in at least a year. Why come to the house of the mouse if they weren’t gonna stay a while?

      “Uh-huh. You should have him stop by and see me.” I let my gaze drift from the scenery and finally meet the cabbie’s gaze in the rearview mirror. “I’ll buy him a drink.”

      “He doesn’t—”

      “I insist.” I smiled widely, knowing my canines were just a bit longer than a human’s, shining a hint whiter than theirs as well. If he looked close, he’d see a slight shimmer of heat rising from my skin. “I’d love to catch up with him. See what he thinks of Hell’s Chapel.”

      The man swallowed hard and carefully pulled alongside the curb, popping the SUV into park the second we halted. “I’ll-I’ll do that.”

      I nodded at Edzard to leave and the man glared at me, trying to stare me down before he finally gave up and climbed out.

      Alone, save the human, I leaned forward, bills in hand. I didn’t place them in his palm, choosing to press my hand against his chest. I let a hint of hellfire flow, making my touch a smidge painful and I didn’t miss the initial stink of burning cloth.

      “Double. As agreed.” He sucked in a harsh breath and I didn’t wait for him to acknowledge me before I left the vehicle. When I turned back to him, hand resting on the door, I smirked. “Thanks for the ride.”

      I slammed the door closed, the whole vehicle shaking with the force, and walked toward my bar. On his own, the cabbie wasn’t a threat to my life. There was no reason not to present him with my back. Now. Later though, once I discovered why he was asking his questions and how he knew way too much about my business, I’d introduce him to my blades.

      Secrecy or mother fucking discretion. There was nothing secret or cautious about that shit.

      Edzard hadn’t gone far and the almost permanent glare was firmly in place.

      “What was that?” he snarled.

      “What was what?” I feigned ignorance as I dug in my pocket for the bar’s keys.

      “You know what.” He wrapped his large hand around my forearm and jerked me to a sudden stop. “What was that? You should have let me—”

      Without a word, I placed my palm on his skin, squeezing as hard as I could as I sought out the purity in my soul that came from Papa Finn. Heat wouldn’t do a damned thing against a thelac warrior, a demon born of fire that trained in volcanoes. But no dem could stand pure goodness. So a split-second passed and Edzard went from snarling warrior to pouting puppy. He dropped to his knees, my fingers still encasing his forearm, and a strangled whine came from the six-feet plus badass.

      “You males keep forgetting who I am and that’s a very, very big mistake. I’m tolerating you because I like Drek. As much as I can like a thelac.” I squeezed tighter, pulling a moan from him. I hated being a total bitch, but sometimes it was necessary. “You’re cute, but you’re getting on my nerves, Puppy. So you’re going to hang around, pretend I need your help, and assist me when asked. Try to puff up that chest of yours one more time and you’ll lose your heart. Got it?”

      At Edzard’s nod, I released him and strode away, ignoring his heavy panting. “C’mon, we got shit to do.” I pushed the key into the lock and twisted, granting myself entrance. “Dead Nettle didn’t call me back, so I’m assuming the bar is—” I let the door swing open and I pressed my lips together in a tight frown. “As fucked up as it was last night. Nice.”

      I ignored Puppy’s groan as he climbed to his feet and strode into the bar. At least it wasn’t totally destroyed as it had been the night before. I’d given stern warnings to the more violent of my patrons last night. “You break it, I skin you alive and feed your flesh to the hell hounds.”

      As threats went, it was pretty effective and I tucked it away for future use.

      The front door squeaked as Edzard stepped in. “Where are your brownies?”

      “Good question. One that isn’t going to solve today’s problem.” I tugged off my jacket and tossed it onto the bar.

      A quick stretch of my arms and twist of my back had things popped and cracked back into place. It also had Edzard frozen and not breathing. Glancing over my shoulder, I met his gaze with a raise of my eyebrows. “What?”

      He swallowed hard. “N-nothing.”

      I sighed. “It’s an ass, Puppy. Albeit, I think it’s pretty banging, but it’s just an ass.”

      Did the dem never get laid? It would explain last night’s gimme-gimme-fest.

      A booming thud and then a crash came from the back of the bar, the sound immediately followed by a high-pitched yell. Dammit, what now?

      I strode toward the source of the sound, trying to remember if I’d locked the back door. I thought I had but…

      “I’ve got this.” Edzard’s voice had dropped the evil growl of his inner-dem and I slowed. Fine, let the puppy get his ass handed to him because if I wasn’t mistaken, the grumbles that reached me belonged to one currently cranky witch.

      He yanked down the curtain that shielded the back rooms from the common area and I glared at his back. I’d hung that curtain all by myself and he just tossed it aside like—

      A bellowing roar was followed by a high-pitched screech that said Puppy scared Jezze and then a wave of glimmering, glittering power flew through the doorway. That was immediately followed by a flying Edzard. I ducked as he sped past and wasn’t surprised when he hit the opposite wall with a sickening thud.

      Poor kid was always getting thrown.

      I almost went to his side but then I remembered his chest puffery and attempt at taking care of me. He’d be fine.

      Jezebeth padded from the back room, shaking my head and brushing my hands. The remnants of her blossoming magic were twined with her hair and fine dust covered her skin.

      “What the hell?” My best friend ran her palms over her jeans. “A girl comes in to help out and some big assed demon comes charging in and—” Jezze grinned. “Hey. Did you see?” Jezze pointed at Edzard. “He’s still breathing. I’m totally getting better.”

      “True.” In the past, a throw like that meant it was a permanent lights out for her target. “Good job. High-five!”

      I raised my hand for Jezze and what we did… didn’t resemble a high-five by any definition. Two immensely powerful women who could destroy a city block—or more in my case—couldn’t manage to slap our palms together. Coordinated we were not.

      A painful groan had us focusing on a dazed Edzard, and Jezebeth sighed. “So, you brought him back.”

      “Yup, he’s like a little duck. I think he imprinted on me. Like I’m his helpless mother.” I shuddered. Motherhood to a thelac. Jezebeth nibbled her lower lip, attention flitting from me to Edzard and back again. “What?”

      “Nothing.” Jezze shook her head and went back to brushing the pale powder from her clothing. “Nothing at all.”

      I mirrored my friend’s movements from moments before. “No.” I spied Jezze’s pale blush. “No.” I gasped. “You want Puppy? Really? What was with the throwing then?”

      Jezebeth glared at me. “Don’t call him that,” she snapped. “And he just surprised me. I’ll be sure to check him over for injuries later.”

      I raised my hands, palms out to placate my best friend. I also resolved not to tell Jezze about Edzard’s minor sexual control issue when it came to me. Once the puppy got his hands on Jezebeth, he wouldn’t look twice at me.

      “I’m sorry. Chill out. I’m just surprised, that’s all. Your mom is usually…”

      Protective as hell.

      “Well, she’s not the one who’s gonna fuck him, is she?”

      Shock struck me and I stared at Jezebeth, completely floored. “Okay then. You have fun with that. Go patch him up or whatever and keep your rage-y magic to yourself, m’kay?”

      Surprise coated my friend’s face and it was as if Jezebeth hadn’t even realized she’d called her power forward, but I definitely saw the twinkling glow. Could I survive an attack from Jezze? No doubt. Did I want to get into it with my best friend and then face Momma R when I wanted my boo-boos kissed? Fuck. No.

      Jezebeth frowned at her arms and then turned her attention to me. “I—”

      I shook my head. “It’s fine. He’s got you hot and bothered-slash-sparkly. We’re good.” I looked toward the back entry. “You were checking in our order?”

      Jezze nodded. “Yeah, but—”

      “I got it, go see to Edzard.”

      “But—”

      “Go before he fully regains consciousness and you don’t have an excuse to dab his forehead or whatever.” I wasn’t really sure what a person did when taking care of another, but I’d seen a few movies.

      “Except—”

      “Go.” I risked a little shock from Jezze and nudged my friend toward Edzard. “I’m good.”

      With that, I made my way toward the back, ignoring my best friend’s continued protests. It wasn’t like I had never checked in an order. Hell, I’d done it on my own yesterday hadn’t I? Kicked a wolf’s ass first, too.

      I totally had this.

      Except when I waded my way through the dust and realized that today’s delivery guy was none other than the local pack’s Alpha, Justin Abbott.

      Goody.

      Also, On High hated me.
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      Justin stood in the doorway, shoulder pressed to the doorframe as he leaned against it, pretending he hadn’t just watched Jezze destroy the back room. He was a perfect blend of bad boy danger and innocent boy next door and a part of me hated him for it. He was beautiful and deadly with his dirty blond hair and jade green eyes. They glittered and slithered to amber when the man’s wolf was on the edge and ready to pounce on his enemies. On High save the man who pissed off the local alpha.

      Good thing I was a woman since I had the habit of annoying him. Often.

      “Justin,” I stepped over a downed shelf, ignoring the crunch of glass and the way the alcohol stung my nose. “What brings you by?”

      Another crack and another wave of scotch invaded me. I fought the urge to sneeze and banished the stench. My wolf whined and begged me to get the smell out. But I was stronger than the animal and I sure as hell was stronger than Justin.

      Justin crossed his arms over his chest, flexing with the movement as if to remind me of his strength. As if I could forget. It might have been a few decades (nine but who was counting) since we’d dated, but his power and pure masculinity weren’t something that could be purged from my mind. Even now, my body recalled the way he held me, cradled me and pinned me when I fought for dominance.

      That one time in the forest by the river… I shuddered with the memory, the way I’d sobbed for him and shattered in his arms.

      “You’re remembering how good it was, aren’t you?” His low voice sliced through the air and pierced my heart. “That last time? Out by the riv—”

      Annoyance sprinted forward. “I’m not remembering anything. Why are you here, Justin?”

      His grin was pure sex and seduction and my body weakened beneath the power of that smoky expression. That was a panty-wetting smile.

      Da. Yum.

      Maybe just one more time…

      My wolf snarled at me, snapping and biting at my mind and I twitched beneath the mental onslaught. It growled low, making its fury known.

      What the—

      Not mine.

      Not mine. Dammit, was the animal still hung up on the angel. Granted, it had been fewer than twelve hours since I saw him, but still. He didn’t want me, want us. Wasn’t that enough? The wolf bared its fangs at me. Okay, apparently not.

      I cleared my throat and fought to push my scrambled emotions down. I needed to think of something other than sex with him around.

      “Can’t a guy stop by and visit a friend?” Pure sin filled his voice and I squashed the hint of desire that threatened to snake up my spine.

      “If we were friends, of course. But since we’re not. Then no.”

      “Aw, Caith.” He pushed away from the doorway and stepped forward.

      The second he even hinted at closing in on me, I held out my hand to halt his progress. I could have burned him to a crisp with a whisper of thought, but I only wanted him outside my space. He could walk through the front door for all I cared, but this area was mine.

      “Keep it out there, Justin.”

      He held up his hands, palms out as he eased from the building and into the alley. “Okay, okay. I’m backing off. I see you still need to work on your trust issues.”

      Asshole.

      “I don’t have trust issues. I have you issues.”

      Justin sighed. “Not this again. Caith, I—”

      “You were fucking me while looking for someone better.”

      He growled, eyes flashing yellow. “It wasn’t someone. I was looking for my mate.”

      “While fucking me.” It didn’t hurt like it had. My heart had long ago patched itself against Justin Abbott. My vagina however…

      “We were good together. You can’t deny that,” he snarled.

      “No, I can’t. But I obviously wasn’t enough as evidenced by the small detail you were fucking me while looking for something better.” I ignored the fact that my voice rose with each word until the ground trembled beneath my feet.

      All right, maybe I still had a little residual anger.

      Justin ran a hand through his hair in frustration. “I was looking for my fated mate!”

      I smirked. “And did you find her? Tell me, Justin.” I stepped forward and he backed away, nearly tripping over himself to give me space.

      A flicker of orange caught my eye and I glanced at my hands. Huh, I’d called up a bit of hellfire. Damn. That meant Uncle Luc would know I was pissed. How long did I have before he showed up? I couldn’t think about that now. I’d deal with him when he appeared. I had a bigger wolf to fry.

      “Tell me, in the thirty-six years we were together and the ninety we’ve been apart, have you found her?”

      He narrowed his eyes and pressed his lips together until they formed a white slash across his face. “You know I haven’t.”

      “You haven’t.” I nodded and decided to be a little bitchy because, hey, I was the devil’s niece. Might as well use what the devil gave me. “You think that could be because On High thinks you’re a dick?” I ignored his warning growl. What was he gonna do? Attack me? “Because despite the fact I’m his enemy’s niece, I’m still a breathing being and you, Justin Abbott, Orlando Alpha, are still an asshole without a heart.”

      Justin’s fur pushed through his pores, turning his tanned skin gray. His eyes that’d been fluttering between green and yellow settled on yellow and his teeth lengthened and sharpened to his wolf’s fangs. Which, in general, violated my “be fucking discreet” rule, but I admitted I’d goaded him a tiny bit. How many times had he snarled at me and said I’d never drive him to drink, but I’d always drive him to fur?

      Except, unlike all the other times I’d donned my uber bitch cape and pushed him until he broke and he actually came after me. He leapt toward me, arms outstretched and claws reaching for my throat.

      “Shit,” I whispered and ducked, allowing my own beast to come forward while fighting my hellfire to chill the fuck out.

      I dove to the right, boots skidding over the pebbled asphalt, as I allowed my nails to sharpen and grow. The last thing I wanted to do was harm him, but if it came down to my neck or his… yeah, I was all for continuing to live.

      Justin spun and snarled, baring those wicked fangs. His muscles tightened, coiling as he prepared to pounce once again.

      “Now, Justin, you don’t wanna do this.” I tried for calm, but wasn’t sure I succeeded. When he took a step toward me, I realized I hadn’t. “C’mon, man. You know I’m a bitch. It’s what you used to love about me.”

      Love. The word was cold ash on my tongue.

      Another rolling growl came toward me and I cursed myself. This was why I never wanted to see the alpha. I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. Even if he deserved every word I flung at him, I needed to stay quiet. A battle between me and Justin only had one end and it wasn’t one I’d savor.

      I knew he was going to leap a split-second before his feet left the road, his massive muscular body flying toward me in a powerful rush of fur and fang. I prepped myself for the coming bouts of pain. Running wasn’t going to end this confrontation. Standing and fighting would bring it to a conclusion and I only prayed he’d submit before I damaged him too much.

      I flexed my hands and released the beast, allowing my skin to be consumed by my midnight fur and eyes to glow red.

      A werewolf I may be, but there was no way Satan’s niece was gonna look like a normal gray wolf. My uncle, apparently, had standards.

      I adjusted my stance, prepared to accept the male’s weight and use his momentum to flip us over. If I could land on top, get the dominant position…

      But I didn’t need any position because a rushing wave of white stole my vision, the light blinding in its intensity and a cool, rolling power enveloped me in a breath of calm. It ebbed and flowed with my pulse until my heart no longer raced. Even my wolf was soothed, whimpering and whining as it hunted for more of that scent…

      Scent. Sweetness and sulfur.

      And who else’s strength would manifest as pure white?

      Lovely.

      Justin’s whimper reached me and then the heavy thump of a body striking asphalt—a sound I was way too familiar with—pierced the pale veil. As quickly as the rush appeared, it evaporated and gave me full view of the alley once again.

      A familiar back blocked my view, the wide shoulders, trim waist, and gorgeous ass combined with the man’s aromas told me exactly who had come to my rescue.

      Sam. Samkiel. Angel who wouldn’t fuck me because…

      All righty then. Not a place for my mind to go at the moment. Especially when I peered around Sam and spied a furious Justin prone at the gel’s feet.

      The half-shifted werewolf rolled to his feet. He cracked his neck and shook his arms, proof he was attempting to banish his beast. The animal retreated in slow steps and I knew exactly how my ex was feeling at the moment. His blood was heated and the wolf was craving a nice hunk of my ass. And not in a yummy, come lots of times way.

      The second Justin’s fur was gone, Sam went on the offensive, cutting me off before I could get a word in. Like, get the fuck off my land or leave before I shove that vodka bottle so far up your ass…

      “You need to leave.” Sam crossed his arms over his chest, stretching his thin shirt. “Now.”

      Justin snorted. “Why? Because you said so? Caith and I have a few things to talk about.” Those eyes flashed yellow once again. “Don’t we, baby?”

      That had my animal bristling. Sure, it’d panted after Justin only moments ago, but that was before he tried to rip my throat out. It didn’t want him any longer. Even if our pups would be adorable.

      Stupid wolf’s biological clock.

      “No,” Sam took a step forward, “you really don’t.”

      Oh, this could only end badly. I scooted around Sam and placed myself between them, keeping both males within sight. “You know what, let’s stop here, huh?” Before Sam ended up the new Orlando Alpha. A gel leading a bunch of werewolves. So, so not fun. “Justin, say what you gotta say and then you should leave.”

      The wolf narrowed his eyes, attention flicking from me to Sam and then returning to me. He jerked his chin toward the gel. “Is this my replacement?”

      I sighed. “Justin, what do you—”

      A mocking, cocky expression coated his features and he curled his lip. “Don’t you love the way she screams when—”

      “Justin.”

      “What?” He feigned innocence. “I wanna make sure the new guy knows you love it when you’re licked right—”

      Justin reached for me, fingers curled and prepared to touch that spot.

      “Enough.” I smacked his hand away. “I said enough.”

      That derisive smile returned. “I’m just trying to save lover boy some time, Caith.”

      Through the whole sordid encounter, Sam remained a quiet, unmoving presence to my left. His muscles didn’t tense, he didn’t shift his weight, he didn’t even twitch. And yet I knew Sam was looking for an excuse to pummel Justin.

      I had half a mind to encourage him.

      “Samkiel isn’t—”

      “Samkiel?” Justin’s expression transformed from contemptuous to joyful. “Then he doesn’t need pointers at all, does he? Your pretty angel isn’t going to fuck you is he?” The wolf eased closer and I held my ground. “You always go after the ones who won’t give you forever, don’t you, sweetheart? I wasn’t willing to give up a mate, and this one,” Justin shook his head, “won’t dirty his pretty wings with Hell’s Bitch.”

      Hearing the words shouldn’t have hurt. Not anymore. Ninety years, right? Sure, it hurt a lot that first decade, but I was over it. I was over him and the only reason my tears stung was because Jezze’s magic got in my eye. Right.

      “What do you want, Justin? Say your piece before I send you to Uncle Luc.” It was a standard threat, one he always answered the same way.

      “If I thought you wanted to be Alpha, I’d take you up on that offer. Then again, what wolf would follow the daughter of a hellborn whore?”

      My hand itched to punch him, to send my fist flying through Justin’s skull and out the other side so my skin was painted a pretty red. Fire burned my palm, sliding over my flesh until my fist was covered in the swirling red.

      Yes, I wanted to hit him.

      Fortunately for him, Sam sated my desire. In a blink, Justin went from standing beside me to flying through the air until he collided with the side of the building. He struck the bricks with a sickening thud and slowly slid to the ground. He hadn’t lost consciousness, his glazing gaze still filled with fury. But now it was focused on Sam.

      “Gels don’t…” Justin spat and I was satisfied to see blood dribbling from his lips. “They don’t…”

      Sam’s attention was fixed on his hand and the small, red indentations on his knuckles. He shrugged. “The angel of destruction does.”

      I’d forgotten that part about him. He was a violent angel. Still good and pure at heart, but that didn’t make him a pussy.

      Sam left my side and slowly moved toward Justin. My body yearned to keep pace and follow in his wake, but I resisted. It was between the two men now. Me getting in the way wouldn’t solve anything and considering my frayed thoughts, I was bound to piss Justin off even more.

      Sam crouched before my ex. “The angel of destruction will happily rip out your throat for talking to her like that and for talking about her in that way. Are we clear?”

      Justin chuckled. “How would that go over with On High? You refuse to fuck her and lose those pretty wings of yours, but killing me is good with the big guy?”

      My heart squeezed. I really hated that my business ended up being everyone’s business.

      “Caith is important to me, which makes her important to him.” Sam wrapped his hand around Justin’s throat and true worry fluttered in my chest.

      “But not important enough to bend the rules.” Justin smiled widely, exposing pink-tinged teeth.

      The muscles on Sam’s arm flexed, skin stretched taught and I didn’t hesitate to rush forward and lay my hand on his shoulder, giving him a gentle squeeze. “Sam, it’s fine.” Sam turned his head toward my, red-rimmed eyes meeting mine and a question lurked in their pale depths. “He’s being a dick, but there’s no denying the truth. You can’t kick everyone’s ass because they’re saying something you don’t like.”

      He arched a single brow, telling me he could do exactly that.

      “Leave him be, Sam,” I whispered and ignored the concern that entered his gaze, the way he looked me over as if to assure himself I wasn’t injured.

      He didn’t have the right to worry.

      Sam obviously found me well enough because he released my ex and moved back, giving me room to breathe. “I want him gone.”

      That made two of us.

      “Other than acting like a fuckhole, what did you come here for, Justin?”

      The alpha wolf glared at me as he pushed to his feet, lips remaining pressed together. He brushed off his jeans, wiping away the sand and dirt. When he was as clean as he was gonna get, he focused on me. “I came to talk to you about Ellery.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “He’s not up for discussion.”

      “He made a mistake.”

      “Yes, trying to mount me in the middle of delivering my liquor was a mistake.”

      Justin clenched his jaw and the vein in his temple pulsed. “I came to plead his case.”

      “You?” I snorted. “You would have had a better chance if you’d sent my father.”

      He met my gaze, eyes still amber and holding mine in an iron grip. He wanted to fight for dominance? Now?

      “Look, Justin,” I snapped his name, “if I had a dick I’d whip it out and measure it to prove I’m the better wolf, the stronger wolf. But since you wanna have this stupid staring contest, why don’t you talk while you glare. I’m over this meeting. I have better things to do with my life.”

      “Like play with your little gel?” he sneered. “I may not have mated you, but I at least fucked you, Caith.”

      “This again,” I sighed. “So? We had sex. He won’t have sex with me. The one thing you have in common is that you’re not willing to give up anything for someone else. Can we please table that fucking topic already? I’m two seconds from sending you to Uncle Luc—”

      Justin smirked. “Then you’ll—”

      “—and I will send your whole fucking pack with you!” The rage bubbled over, sending my blood boiling through my veins. I couldn’t stop myself any longer, couldn’t keep the hate and evil that lived inside me from taking action. Wrapping my fingers around his throat was easy. Lifting him until his feet didn’t touch the ground was easier. Shoving him against the wall was child’s play. “Try me, Justin. Push me a little more. See how fast I can focus on every damned wolf in Orlando and send them to Hell.” I shook him. “Try me.”

      Justin’s face reddened, darkening and growing purple as his air ran out.

      A cool, sweet breeze bathed my skin, the scent of goodness and light enveloped me and a soft hint of sulfur somehow calmed my raging soul. It was just enough to ease me, a gentle balance that resonated with every part of me. My muscles softened, the tautness easing until I finally dropped Justin to the ground. He crumbled to the asphalt, clutching his throat as he fought for breath. The harsh rasp of his uneven breaths filled my ears, but I brushed the rough sounds aside.

      I had only one focus.

      Sam.

      He murmured in my ear, hands cupping my shoulders as he turned my toward him. Thick arms eased me close and then he enfolded me in his hold. “I have you.”

      Right. He had me even if he didn’t want me.

      “You know that’s not true,” he murmured against my hair.

      No, I didn’t know.

      “Then I’ll show you.”

      I was speaking aloud. Or was I? I didn’t know. Not when the hellfire continued to pump through my body and burn from inside out.

      “It doesn’t matter, Caith. Let’s deal with the wolf and worry about the rest later.” He cradled my head with his hand and urged me to rest my head against his chest. I didn’t fight him, instead choosing to go with the movement and listen to the gentle beat of his heart. When he spoke, the words vibrated through my mind, filling me every thought. “What do you want with Caith?”

      Justin tried to speak. “I—”

      “You will speak with me. You want something from her. Tell me. When she feels like dealing with you, she will. Or should I let her go and see how fast she turns you to ash? You know she will so why are you still pushing her?”

      Because as much as he hated me, he still wanted me.

      More words I probably said aloud, but I couldn’t deny the truth. Neither could the alpha, which was why Justin didn’t say a word.

      “Say what you need to say, wolf,” Sam growled and my animal responded with a low, desperate whine.

      “I came to see if she’d be lenient with Ellery. He’s my sister’s kid and he’s young.” Justin’s boots scraped on the asphalt as he climbed to his feet. “Give him a break, Caith.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and pressed against Sam even harder, trying to crawl inside him so I could avoid the hard decisions in my damned life. But hiding never solved anything.

      “Why should I?”

      “He’s a good kid,” Justin replied. “He’s just stupid and lacks control.”

      “So I should have him in my bar?”

      “I’m teaching him how to be a better wolf. Part of that is apologizing and making reparations. I just need to know you’re not going to kill him the second he steps through the doors.”

      I snorted. “You’re teaching a pup about apologies. Funny.” Sam traced my spine with his fingers, sending a small shudder trailing in his wake. I took a deep breath, pulling in his calming scent. “If he wants to apologize, then he comes here at ten tomorrow morning. The brownies are on strike. He can help clean.”

      Justin growled. “The nephew of the Orlando Alph—”

      I spun in Sam’s hold, almost thankful he kept me restrained as I fought to claw Justin. “And I’m the Princess of Hell. Titles don’t give you the right to be an elitist, asshole. If he ever wants to come near my bar again, if he wants to retain permission to be in my town, he shows up here at ten tomorrow morning.” I took a deep, calming breath, absorbing more of Sam’s scent. “Now, leave. Don’t take the truck and my liquor order, don’t touch anything in my fucking alley. You turn and you leave or I won’t be responsible for my actions.”

      I closed my eyes, unable to watch him walk away without fighting to finally and permanently rid myself of Justin’s place in my life. His boots crunched over the gravel and cracked asphalt, his steps sure and strong. The sounds lessened the farther he got until his tread was barely a whisper.

      “He’s gone,” Sam murmured. “You okay?”

      I released a mirthless laugh. “Not really, no.”

      “What do you need?”

      I sighed. “Something you can’t give me.”

      With a shake of my head, I stepped forward, expecting him to release me. Except… he didn’t.

      “Wait a sec.” He encouraged me to turn and despite the fact I didn’t want to make myself even more vulnerable, I did as he desired. “Just because I can’t give you what you need right this second doesn’t mean I never will. Caith…” His gaze captured mine. “You gotta give a guy a second to catch up, okay? Lemme spend time with you that doesn’t involve blood, gore, or ash.”

      I frowned. “So, you’re saying you wanna date me?”

      Sam’s smile was blinding. “Yeah, that’s what I’m saying.”

      “Caith? Are you okay?” Jezebeth’s hesitant voice broke into our moment of solitude. “Edzard said to let you and Sam deal with Justin. Are you all right?”

      Still focused on Sam, I answered my friend. “Yeah, I’m fine. Almost perfect.” Pleasure filled Sam’s gaze as if he was the reason behind my feelings. Just because he was right didn’t mean I was happy about it.

      But he was gorgeous, so that took away a lot of my annoyance.

      “I’m good. Hey, Jezze?”

      “Yeah?” Jezze’s light steps reached me, those small feet padding over the road.

      “Put out a sign, Hell’s Chapel is closed tonight.”

      “Closed?” My friend’s surprise was easily heard. Which was understandable since Hell’s Chapel had never been closed since I took ownership.

      “Yeah, we’re closed. I got a date.”

      When Sam’s lips parted to form a blinding smile, I knew I’d made the right choice.

      Just because I can’t give you what you need right this second doesn’t mean I never will.
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      I tugged on my skirt for the millionth time, inching it back into place as I fought to cover myself. Flashing skin and flashing skin were two entirely different concepts. Each time I nudged it down, Jezze was there hiking it back up.

      “Dammit, Jezebeth.” I slapped at my friend’s hands. Yes, a half-demon werewolf badass was engaging in a slap fight with a witch.

      No one could make that shit up.

      “You, dammit.” My best friend zapped me, tiny sparks arching from her fingers to me. “You like this guy and you know he likes you. If you wanna bring him up to scratch, you gotta give a little to get a lot.”

      I snorted. “Up to scratch? Have you been reading too many historical romance novels or did you take a trip down memory lane recently?”

      We really had too much fun scandalizing the men and women during the regency period.

      “Neither,” Jezze snapped.

      The word liar jumped to my tongue, but a look at my friend’s expression told me voicing my accusation would end in a lot of pain. Physical for me, emotional for Jezebeth. So, I remained silent as the witch poked, prodded, and nudged my outfit into place.

      The black skirt was form fitting, clinging to my hips, tracing the lines of my thighs and ending a few inches above my knees. A good ten inches of my legs were exposed to the air and that’s where my boots picked up, hugging my calf.

      I extended my leg, admiring the shined, black leather. Man, I loved my Fluevogs. These weren’t my everyday calf-high lace up boots. Those suckers took a blood-soaked licking and kept on kicking customers in the face. No, these had delicate, seductive webbing that snaked up the length, giving hints of my skin and teasing the viewer. I’d seen them online and whipped out my credit card so fast, the plastic smoked. They were sexy demon chic from top to toe. And that curvy heel! It was as if the tween knew exactly what I needed.

      A flick to my arm had my attention swinging to Jezze. “Quit drooling over the shoes.”

      Then the woman turned back to the pile of makeup nearby and I did a quick lip check to make sure I hadn’t been drooling. And… I was dry.

      “Liar. I wasn’t drooling.”

      Jezze snorted. “You are so easy.” The witch turned and faced me once again, sponge in one hand and powder-caked brush in the other. “Now, hold still.”

      I leaned away. “What are you doing? You wouldn’t let me do my own makeup.” I eyed the rich, creamy foundation that coated the sponge. “So what’s up with this stuff?”

      Jezebeth rolled her eyes. “I’m evening out your skin tone and adding a hint of color.”

      “But you said—”

      “I said you weren’t rocking goth chic tonight. You can look like a real girl.”

      “I am a real girl.” Mostly. Except for those demon bits and that werewolf part and then…

      The witch shifted and placed the implements on the counter before turning back and grasping my hands. “Yes, but you also hide behind all that makeup, your clothes, this hair.” Jezebeth brushed some of the bright red strands from my face. “For one night, quit hiding. Let someone else see the real you and if it doesn’t work, you can go back to thick eyeliner, sparkly eye shadow and dark lipstick.”

      “I like my hair,” I grumbled, refusing to address the rest of my friend’s words.

      It took forever to dye and bleach the strands so that most of it was black and I had bright, shining red streaks peppered throughout. Sometimes it was blue or purple when the mood struck, but I enjoyed the splash of bright color.

      “You know that’s not the point.”

      Yeah, I did. Still wasn’t talking about it though.

      The rapid rap of knuckles on wood echoed through the house and I froze in place. My heart stopped and I fought for calm.

      “He’s here.”

      “Well, yeah.” Jezze came at me with an eyeliner pencil. A light brown pencil. Blech. “He’s supposed to pick you up at seven and it’s seven.”

      “I’m late?” Panic bum-rushed me.

      “A tiny bit, but Mom will keep him busy.”

      Right. Momma R. Since my house was still a disaster area—fucking brownies hadn’t shown up—I’d grabbed a few things from my closet, Edzard at my side, and then shot to Jezebeth’s.

      The low murmur of voices reached me, Momma R’s holding a hint of annoyance and censure while Sam’s remained smooth and deep. Okay, Momma R was pushing him, but he wasn’t rising to the bait. That was good right?

      “Jezze…”

      “Hush, almost done.” I submitted to a few more swipes and brushes before my best friend finally stepped back. “There, all done. Now, let’s get you into your top and you’ll be good to go.”

      Right. I needed more clothes. Jezebeth made me wait to slide my shirt on until makeup was done. Because… “I am not letting you out of here with foundation smeared all over yourself.”

      It made me realize that was what I normally did—makeup then clothes. But, I ran a bar and slung drinks. I wasn’t sure the customers cared if I had a swath of white around the neck of my T.

      I followed Jezze into her bedroom and the woman bypassed the pile of clothes I brought along and instead, went to her own closet.

      “Uh, Jezze…” I snared the top I’d picked out. “I thought—”

      “Yeah, not so much.” Jezebeth spun. “Arms up.”

      “But—”

      “Trust me. Now do it,” the woman snapped and an arc of electricity smacked my hand.

      “Fine,” I grumbled and did as my best friend demanded.

      In two seconds, the fabric drifted down my body. And then in that third second, my bra vanished.

      “Jezebeth, what the fuck?” I spun and faced the witch. The smiling witch who dangled my bra from her fingertip.

      “The blouse is meant to be worn without a bra.”

      I looked down my body, my breasts practically falling from the neckline. “The chesticles need support, hon. Yours are the same size as mine. We are not women who rock out with our titties out.”

      “It has a built in bra. Just look at yourself in the mirror. If you’re super uncomfortable, I will let you wear this monstrosity you call a bra and send you on your way in a frumpy, crappy, ugly t-shirt.”

      I glared at Jezze, but did as asked, padding toward the full-length mirror. The moment I caught my reflection in the glass, I froze. “Holy shit, is that me?”

      The witch entered the picture. “Yup.”

      “Damn, I’m hot.”

      “Yup.” Jezze sounded all smug about it, too.

      My friend’s striking red shirt molded to my body, exposing enough of my breasts to be arousing but not trashy. The skirt clung to my hips, accentuating the dip of my waist and flare of my body before narrowing at my knees. Between the skirt and shoes, I was a vision of hidden seduction.

      “Holy shit,” I whispered.

      Jezze thumped me. “No calling on On High. He’ll ruin your date out of spite.”

      Yeah, Jezze wasn’t wrong. Well, she might be a little. I didn’t think the big guy was a spiteful ass, but I was the devil’s niece. So, there was no telling.

      My friend stepped around me, delicate fingers brushing at the fabric. “Now, are you ready?”

      I tugged on my skirt again, fidgeting with the fabric as I fought down my nerves. “Yeah.”

      “Good.” Jezebeth rested her hands on my shoulders, capturing my full attention. “Have fun. You only get to experience your first date once.”

      I frowned. “I’ve been on—”

      “Nope,” she shook her head. “You’ve had hookups and meetups and everything that was definitely not a date.”

      “But with Justin…” My frown deepened.

      “No, you met him at the bar and you two fell into something. This is a date, Caith. He’s picking you up, taking you out, and returning you without sex anywhere in between.”

      “We could…”

      “You know you won’t,” Jezze countered. “This is more than a regular booty call. So take the time and get to learn about each other.” Jezebeth’s expression became even more serious. “What you’re asking of him is a big thing, Caith. You said your wolf has made up its mind, but not everyone has an animal to fall back on. Show him why you’re my best friend, why you protect this town and keep your uncle at bay when he’d love nothing more than to swallow up Orlando in one big gulp. Everyone else loves you,” Jezze released me and fussed with my top. “Now show him why.”

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat and pretended my eyes didn’t sting. “You love me?”

      Then I had my arms filled with the powerful witch, our bodies close as the woman’s arms wrapped around me. “You’re the sister my mom refused to have.”

      Of course, our sweet moment had to be interrupted. Because now it wasn’t just the soft voice of Momma R and Sam that reached me.

      Nope, it was several, specifically five more.

      “Oh, shit,” my best friend whispered.

      Oh shit was right. Jezebeth released me to race toward the front of the house and I was right behind her, hands cupping my breasts to keep them from bouncing out of my top. I hoped Sam was still breathing by the time we got to the living room. We followed the growls, snarls, and threats that poured into the house. The two of us slid to a stop in the entryway, attention on the living room, and I saw what I’d expected. Sort of.

      Momma R was arguing with Papa Percy and I could see the affection strung between them despite Momma R’s anger toward the pixie king.

      Papa Alrick had his fangs and claws in place as he roared at a bored looking Sam.

      Behind him, Papa Eron, despite his caring nature, glared at the gel.

      Papa Finn looked annoyed at the situation and not necessarily at the angel. He might not be in my corner but he wasn’t in the dads’ either. He generally wasn’t big on violence. Unicorns were the embodiment of purity. Mostly. Papa Finn had sex with my mother obviously. But he never got his hands bloody. He left that to the other dads.

      The most troublesome of the dads was Papa Letholdus. He had his favorite blade pressed against my date’s throat.

      With a growl of my own, I bypassed fathers two through five and went right up to the glaring warrior. “Papa Leth, let him go right now.” My father didn’t respond and I laid my hand on his wrist, wrapping my fingers around the thickness and tugging. “I mean it.”

      “No. We have heard the rumors and we will not stand for this insult.”

      Dear Hell. “You heard rumors? What was said? From who? I can promise whatever was said isn’t true. Now, let the nice-ish gel go.” I tugged again. “Papa?”

      Papa Leth finally turned his attention to me and his eyes were filled with pure fury… on my behalf. If I wasn’t so worried about Sam, I’d be touched by his concern.

      “It has been said this one will not forsake On High for you. That is an insult your fathers cannot abide. You are worth being banished to Hell itself. Even your second father is willing to brave Hell for you should you ever need us.”

      “Truth,” Papa Finn added. Which was a huge sacrifice considering the purity of his soul.

      “We expect no less from your mate.” Papa Leth gave my a small smile. “So we will send this worthless creature on his way and find a male who is good enough for you.”

      Hell save me.

      “Okay. Enough is enough.” I yanked on Papa Leth’s sword arm. “I mean it. We can talk about this like adults.”

      “We are your fathers and we will—”

      “I am an adult. I’m perfectly capable of making my own relationship decis—”

      “Like that spineless Justin,” Papa Percy broke from his argument with Momma R. “Apologies, Alrick, but the wolf is an ass.”

      “Agreed.” The werewolf wasn’t the tiniest bit annoyed with the disparagement of the local alpha. “I hated it when you two were together, but he was a wolf, so I allowed it. But this,” he practically spat, “is an entirely different matter.”

      “Agreed.” The other four fathers chorused.

      Everyone needed to stop agreeing.

      This was so out of hand. I turned my attention to Sam. “I’m sorry about this.”

      Sam grinned at me, his expression revealing his desire. “It’s fine. You look gorgeous.”

      That had Papa Leth pressing his blade against Sam even harder and Papa Alrick released a rolling growl.

      “Oh my Hell. You four need to back off.”

      Papa Percy jumped back in. “Why not five?”

      I sighed. “Because you know Papa Finn is here under duress. He hates violence.” All I’d wanted was a date. A nice meal. Maybe some making out. Good conversation. Was that too much to ask? Apparently, it was. Growing more annoyed with every thought, I finally laid down the demon-tinged law. “Look, you five are gonna leave right this second,” I snarled, my sounds overriding all other conversation.

      Now I had everyone’s attention. Momma R and Jezebeth had the grace to seem afraid while the fathers each had an expression that I clearly read as “or what?”

      Sam was… amused. Well, I’d take amused over disgusted and aching to run for the hills. Mainly because I was already having a hard enough time controlling my wolf. If it had its way, we’d mount him in the middle of the living room, company be damned.

      I focused on the more violent of my fathers. I let a hint of my hellfire snake through my veins and settle in my eyes, making flames dance in the orbs. “I will make Chicago look like a campfire, Papa Leth. So help me, I will.”

      He frowned, obviously weighing my words, but the others sensed my conviction.

      “Now, Caith…”

      “Let’s not be hasty…”

      “I like him. I want to go on record that I like the angel…”

      “Do you know how long it takes to regrow trees, Caith Belinha Morningstar?”

      Good to know Papa Eron had his priorities straight.

      Papa Leth narrowed his eyes. “I don’t think you will.”

      “Try me.” I glared back.

      Sam cleared his throat. “Uh, what happened in Chicago?”

      My nothing was drowned out by everyone else’s. I hadn’t been proud of destroying a chunk of the city with my fire, but what happened was…

      Papa Leth huffed and lowered his sword, his scowl remaining on Sam. “I will let you date our daughter, but if you hurt her, I will draw and quarter you and shit down your throat as you gasp for air.”

      I gagged. “Papa Leth, come on.”

      Sam merely raised a single brow. “I was under the impression that Letholdus served On High.”

      Why couldn’t Sam shut his mouth? Why?

      Papa Leth mirrored Sam’s movement. “I will always love and serve On High. My sword is always prepared for On High’s command… But not before my child. I will kill to keep her safe and die to save her life.”

      Tears sprung to my eyes. My papa, my first father who hardly ever spoke of anything but swords and battle, loved me. Without saying a word, I launched myself at him, hugging him tightly. He patted my back, obviously unused to affection but I didn’t care.

      “I love you, too, Papa Leth.” As quickly as I attacked him, I released him, brushing the moisture away and refusing to meet anyone’s gaze. “Now, all of you get the fuck out.”
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      We didn’t touch as we walked to the car, the crunch of gravel the only sound that broke the silence. My fathers disappeared, albeit grudgingly, as I sent them away which left me and Sam with Momma R and Jezebeth. Momma R simply gave me a hug and told me to call if I wasn’t coming home. Then Jezebeth had to ask if gels used condoms or did they shoot blanks and not carry diseases.

      I almost sent Jezze for an extended vacation to Hell for that one. Almost.

      The fact that I needed help at the bar was the deciding factor.

      When we finally got to Sam’s vehicle, he stepped past me and opened the door widely. I stared at the panel, following the line of the metal to his hand gripping the handle, up his arm, over his shoulder, and I finally focused on his face.

      “I’m capable of opening a door.”

      He grinned and I pretended my body didn’t heat with the curl of his lips. He opened his mouth to respond, but of course someone from the house had to cut in.

      “Let him open the damned door. He’s being chivalrous and shit.” Jezze’s yell was immediately followed with… “Ouch. Why are you hitting me?”

      I sighed and decided getting away was better than arguing about the frigging door. I carefully lowered to the seat, knees pressed together and wiggled my way into the vehicle, hoping I wasn’t flashing vag.

      Sam stared down at me, an unfamiliar light in his eyes.

      “What?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing. Just looking. You’re beautiful, did you know that?”

      Warmth that had nothing to do with his sexiness, or my hellfire, suffused my face and I shook my head. “I’m just…” I shrugged. “Me.”

      “And I like you.” That was followed by a wink and then he nudged the door closed, leaving me alone in the car.

      It didn’t take long for him to round the hood and slide behind the wheel. The vehicle roared to life, the deep rumble of the engine vibrating the air with its throaty growl.

      “Ready?” He raised his eyebrows in question.

      “As I’ll ever be.” I was so in over my head.

      Sam popped the car into gear and it took no time to pull away from Jezebeth’s house and jump on the highway. The vehicle purred its way down the road and I took a moment to examine the interior, the supple leather seats, the sparkling dash, and the… new car smell?

      “Where’d you get the ride?”

      He glanced at me, smile in place and I found myself answering it with ease. “Half-fallen, huh?” His gaze flicked to my cleavage and then it traveled over my body, seeming to trace my curves with his focus. “I knew you wouldn’t want to transport there with me, so I needed something.” He shrugged.

      “Is it stolen? Not that I care.” I was a demon after all. “I just wanna know if we’ll be chased down by cops.”

      “Borrowed.” He stressed the word enough to know the answer to my question was yes.

      That had me laughing. “If you’re not careful, you’ll become a permanent resident of the…” That was the question to be answered with our date—possibly dates—wasn’t it? “Uh, right,” I cleared my throat. “So, where are we headed?”

      Sam’s smile was strained now, lips tight and happiness no longer reaching his eyes. “You’ll see.”

      “Okay,” my grin was equally tense.

      The quiet that surrounded us was awkward as the car raced down the road, and I wasn’t sure how to return to our teasing attitudes. Rather than try, I let the oppressive silence remain. Hopefully when we got to our destination, I could banish the unease.

      Hopefully.

      The drive continued, bright lights of the city greeting, but instead of stopping at Orlando’s center, he continued through town. Civilization drifted away, buildings becoming sparser and street lamps lessening.

      “Where are we going?”

      “Told you it was a surprise.” The tick of the turn signal followed his words as we turned onto a nearby street.

      Another five minutes and we pulled into a packed parking lot. Cars squeezed into each space and some simply pulled onto the grass. Sam swung our car around the building and took an area overshadowed by the place. The spot was completely empty and bare of others, but considering its lack of lighting, I could understand the lack of occupants. If I wasn’t a dem and he wasn’t a gel, I’d probably be a little concerned as well. Considering we were probably the most dangerous beings in the area, I wasn’t worried.

      The second we rolled to a stop, I reached for the handle except a soft, warm touch on my leg had me stopping and looking back at Sam.

      “Stay put for me? Lemme get the door.”

      I opened my mouth to tell him I was a big kid now, but instead, I released the lever. “Sure.”

      The smile I received was worth it. Even my wolf enjoyed the expression, practically whining in approval and whining that she was ready to claim him. Now.

      But we couldn’t. Not when things were so up in the air. When he came to me, ready to sacrifice for me, I’d sink my fangs into his flesh and mark him. Well, as much as a gel could be marked. I wasn’t sure they could scar and it wasn’t the time to ask.

      The click of the latch drew my attention to him and I placed my hand on his, allowing him to help me teeter from the car. The shoes were gorgeous, but I wasn’t used to heels and I prayed to On High and Hell that I wouldn’t embarrass myself. When his gaze dropped to my legs once again, his expression heating with desire, I figured embarrassing myself a little was worth that look. He wanted me.

      I let my attention drift to the juncture of his thighs and found him hard and thick for me. Further proof he craved me.

      But craving, wanting, wasn’t enough for me.

      Dammit, why did I keep focusing on what he wouldn’t do? I needed to look at what he was willing to experience and consider for me. He could have simply flitted back to On High and left my wolf pining for him. Instead, he was here, we were together, and we were about to do… something.

      Sam drew me forward and I easily acquiesced to his silent request. Yes, I complied and then complied again until he had my front pressed to him. His cock throbbed against my lower stomach, the familiar length seeming to reach for me, beg for my heat. I was more than willing. More. Than.

      He released my hand and brought his up to cup my cheek, thumb sliding over my cheekbone. “Did I tell you that you’re gorgeous?”

      “Um…” I licked my lips, mouth suddenly dry.

      Sam followed the move with his gaze, blue eyes blazing hotter. Without a word, he brushed his mouth over mine, the kiss soft and sweet despite the passion that filled him. He was a vision of barely restrained male, one bound and determined to keep the kiss light.

      Ha!

      On his next ghostly caress, I let my tongue come out to play, lapping at his lips and drawing a groan from within him. His hold changed, arms around my waist and pulling me firmly against him as he fought to deepen the kiss as well. Our bodies matched, my curves molding to his hardness with ease. We were a match, dem and gel. He just needed to see that now.

      Our tongues tangled, passion rising higher with each lap, lick, and caress. The longer it continued, the hotter I became, pussy moistening in preparation of his possession. He would fill me, stretch me, sink into me…

      But he wouldn’t.

      I pulled from the kiss, yanking my mouth from his and then buried my face against his shoulder. We were both panting, fighting for air.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      Sam placed his cheek atop my head. “You shouldn’t apologize. I enjoyed our kiss.” He pressed his lips to my temple. “I’ll never deny your touch.”

      No, he’d just deny himself completion.

      Instead of voicing the words, I eased from his grasp and refused to acknowledge his statement. I occupied myself with tugging my skirt down and flicking a speck of invisible lint from my shirt. “What kind of place is this?”

      He didn’t answer at first, probably waiting for me to meet his gaze, but that wasn’t happening until I got myself under control.

      When he finally sighed, I knew I’d waited him out. “It’s a place free of our kind.”

      I frowned and finally looked at him. “Our kind?”

      He leaned down, his sweet scent drifting over me. “No dems, no gels, no tweens.”

      “Neutrals?” Specifically humans.

      “Yup, just you, me, and others who can’t hate us for what we are.” He snared my hand and tugged me until I faced him once again. “It’s a blank slate. I wanna get to know you without all the BS that goes with everything else.”

      That had me chuckling and leaning close, lowering my voice before I spoke. “Gels can say bullshit now?”

      “If they can borrow cars…”

      With a roll of my eyes, I stepped away and twined our fingers before continuing toward the front of the building. “C’mon, Mr. Bullshit.”

      “Hey, I might be offended,” he grumbled but I didn’t hear any real heat in his voice.

      “Where’d you bring me anyway?” We rounded the corner of the building and I spied the bright light. I furrowed my brow and turned a questioning look on Sam. “The Corner Bar?”

      Sam shrugged. “It used to be on the corner. They moved and didn’t want to change the name.”

      “How well do you know this place?” I stepped aside as he tugged the door open and granted us entrance. The second he stepped into the darkened room, I had my answer.

      “Sam!”

      “What’s up, man?”

      “Long time no see!”

      “Hey, baby. Missed you.” That feminine purr snared my attention and I swung my gaze to the lithe woman slowly slinking toward us. Slinking. Like a cat in heat.

      I was more than happy to spay the bitch. Didn’t she see…

      I was ready to tear into the human female—and Sam, if he moved toward her—but he saved his own ass. He ducked behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist, tugging me against him. His scent enveloped me and the growing anger immediately slithered back inside me.

      “Tori, how are you? I’d like to introduce you to Caith.” Sam rushed the words out, seeming to be in a hurry to deflect the female.

      Good. I’d hate to scorch the woman from the earth.

      Tori stopped short and her gaze traveled over me from head to toe. From the woman’s expression, she didn’t like what she saw. Tori flicked her fingers toward me. “What are you doing with that?”

      My beast snarled and snapped, anxious to tear the woman to shreds. My hellfire was in complete agreement and was happy to let the wolf take the lead. I’d been reminded about Chicago and was a little hesitant to ease forward when the beast would get the job done.

      “Tori,” Sam snarled, and for a gel, it was impressive.

      Not scary, though, as evidenced by Tori’s response. “What? You had this and you’re going after that.”

      Another sneer from the twig. Did the woman even have breasts? Maybe she was a hungry vamp who hadn’t eaten in a while.

      I adopted my very best, nicest smile—which was a feat considering my heritage—and laid it out for the chick. “Honey, I’m the best cocksucker south of the Mason-Dixon.” Sam stiffened, the woman’s mouth dropped open, and I flicked my fingers at the competition. “Now, move along.”

      The chick continued to look like a fish, lips parting and then closing once again. “What’s the Mason-Dixon? Are you gonna let her talk to me that way?”

      Sam buried his face in my hair, his body shaking with a chuckle. “You’re bad.”

      I turned my head to speak against his temple. “You like me that way.”

      “You’re right.” He eased back to meet my gaze. “I do.”

      “Dammit, Sam.” The chick stomped.

      “Have a good night, Tori.” Sam released me just enough to grab my hand and lead me away, leaving the glaring Tori in our wake.

      He managed to keep it together until we claimed a table in the back of the bar, our space tucked into a dim corner. I moved to slide into a chair, but he was there first and held it for me. I didn’t bother glaring at him for the consideration. It was… nice. No other guy had taken the time to think of me. Only what I could give them.

      Instead of leaving his chair in place, he tugged it close to me and sat so our legs touched from thigh to calf. His weight was soothing and arousing, calming my nerves from being in a strange, human-only place and sparking my desire for him once again. Damn man.

      Sam leaned close. “Best cocksucker this side of the Mason-Dixon?”

      I tilted my head toward him. “I have been given that award more than once.”

      I didn’t miss his growl and definitely didn’t miss his forceful actions moving me until our lips were once again pressed together. It wasn’t an equally balanced passion. No, it was him taking and claiming me with his mouth. I sank into our connection, allowing him to take the lead and put his brand on me. The wolf lay passively in my mind, my hellfire banked beneath his onslaught. For the first time in my life, I was passive and giving with a male.

      And it scared the hell out of me.

      He broke the kiss as if sensing my sudden unease, pressing his forehead to mine as we shared breath. “Never again, Caith.”

      That familiar part of my psyche bristled, hating demands from anyone, but his next word had it shut down in an instant.

      “Please.”

      Okay, I could handle a please.

      “I wouldn’t, Sam,” I murmured.

      “Good.” He brushed his lips over my forehead and leaned away, reaching past me to snag something from a passing man. He released a low “thanks” to the guy and then returned his attention to me.

      He held a bundle of laminated sheets bound together by a single ring in one corner. Each page had print on both front and back and I scooted closer to see what he’d been handed. It looked a little thick to be a menu…

      My eyes scanned the top of the page and I froze, disbelief filling every ounce of me. I slowly turned my gaze from the pages to meet Sam’s stare.

      “Seriously?”

      He gave me a goofy grin.

      “I mean, seriously?”

      That smile widened.

      “Hell no, Sam.”

      “C’mon.” He bumped his shoulder against mine. “We can learn a lot about each other from our choices.”

      “Like you have horrible taste? Because I know that already.” I stared at the plastic covered sheets as if they were puppies ready to come to life. The purity of puppies… I shuddered.

      “You know you wanna do it. Quit trying to pretend you don’t.”

      I shook my head. “No, the not wanting is completely real. Hard core, hard pass.”

      “One. Just do one and if you hate it, I won’t push you.”

      I eyed the sheets, fear thumping through my veins. Did I want to do this? No. But it was obvious it’d make him happy so… “Fine. One song. One. And I pick the location of our next date because it sure as hell isn’t going to be karaoke.”

      Sam’s blinding smile made my heart stutter and my breath catch.

      Okay, maybe I’d belt out two.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          13

        

      

    
    
      I roared the last chorus of the song, raising my voice and singing loudly enough so On High and Hell heard me. Amazingly enough, once I had the microphone in hand, I’d actually enjoyed myself. Which was… weird. But, they didn’t kick me off stage for modifying the songs, so all was good in my singer-ly world. It was good in their worlds, too. Had they voiced a single objection to my freestyle substitutions… It would have been Hell on Earth.

      I tilted my head back and released the final, off-key and horribly flat note. Panting from exertion, I lowered the mic and finally let my gaze move from the ceiling to the crowd.

      The non-clapping, non-hooting, non-woo-hooing crowd. I glared at them, letting the heat of my anger rest on each man and woman in turn. I forgave Tori for her fury, I stole Sam after all, but the rest… I sneered at them, one final warning before I opened up a can of hellfire whoop ass.

      Sam jumped to his feet, hands clapping loudly and a whistle escaping his lips with a shrill screech. That seemed to shake everyone from their stupor and I at least got a few half-hearted claps.

      Barbarians. Didn’t they know expertly crafted lyrics when they heard them? Cyndi Lauper hadn’t been popular in the eighties for no reason.

      One last glare for the crowd and I shoved the microphone at the MC before walking to the edge of the stage and hopping down without a hitch in my step. The patrons parted for me, some even stumbling out of my way as my anger smacked into them. Heathens.

      My anger hovered around me like a dark and dangerous fog, but…

      Cyndi Lauper. C’mon, man, that was a classic.

      I stomped the last few feet toward a grinning Sam and didn’t voice a single protest when he hauled me into his arms and laid a rough kiss on my lips. It was short and hard and… delicious.

      “That was…” he chuckled. “Something.”

      “Amazing. The word you’re looking for is amazing.” I arched an eyebrow, daring him to disagree with me.

      “Aww, amica.” Another kiss, this one gentle and lingering. “You’re amazing.”

      “No one else appreciated it,” I grumbled.

      “No one has ever heard Girls Just Want to Have Fun quite that way before.” He lowered his head, mouth against my ear. “Big penis, Caith?”

      I shrugged. “I have fun with a big penis. So, I tacked that on.”

      Girls just want to have fuuuuunnnn… with a big penis. The melody still floated through my mind and each repetition had me easing toward releasing a smile.

      I turned my head, my own lips brushing him. “Be thankful I made it family friendly.”

      Sam snorted. “Right.”

      “I could have said nine-inch cock.” I rocked my hips against his, a slight movement that had his breath catching. “But I didn’t want to tell all the women how big you are. They’d try to take you, I’d have to kill them, and it’d be Chicago all over again.”

      “Caith,” he groaned. “Quit moving.” He gripped my hips. “Please.”

      I huffed. “Fine. Ruin my fun.”

      Sam brushed his lips over my neck and stepped back. “Take a seat. I’m up after this guy.”

      He scooted around me and I sat in his chair, breathing in his scent as I watched him weave his way through tables and past patrons. Damn, the man looked as good going as he did coming. Not coming, coming. Just, like, walking toward me. I really needed to get sex off my brain because now I was thinking about him hardening and our hips meeting and…

      The rough scrape of wood over concrete alerted me to my new companion. The chair beside me was yanked away and then Tori—the whore—sat beside me.

      “I don’t know why he’s with you,” she snapped.

      “And yet he is.” I rolled my eyes and gave Sam a reassuring smile when he stared at them. “So, run along.” I made a shooing motion with my fingers. “Should I throw a ball for you, puppy?”

      “Did you just—”

      “You are chasing after him like a small dog. And you yap a lot.” I focused on the annoying woman. “Is that on purpose or is just instinctual? I haven’t really made a study of your people.”

      Now I sounded like a speciesist. Which, I was a tiny bit, but Jezze always told me it wasn’t nice to act like I was better than others. Even if I was. Because, really, half-demon werewolf on one side and skinny human on the other… The choice was pretty obvious.

      “Are you serious?” Tori’s eyes were wide, the whites shining brightly in the dim light.

      I took a sip of my whiskey, enjoying the burn as it slid down my throat. I licked my lips, catching any hint that remained. I kept my eyes trained on Sam, watching desire fill his features when I lingered on my lower lip.

      “Excuse me,” Tori nudged my forearm.

      Oh, Hell no. I slowly panned my attention to the annoying human and slid my fiercest glare in place. It was the look that sent thelacs running and my uncle’s most dangerous demons scattering. “As serious as On High striking you dead.”

      The chick screwed up her face and poked again. “What are—”

      “You’re gonna remove your hand, stand up, and walk away.” My wolf disagreed. It urged me to tear our competition to shreds and be done with it. Sam was beginning his song at any moment.

      The woman frowned. “Sam—”

      All right. Enough. I turned toward Tori. “You know those homicidal women who get all jealous and kill their boyfriend’s ex-girlfriend because the woman still has the hots for her guy? You following me?” Tori nodded. “I’m that chick. I will straight up cut you and feed you to my best friend’s gators.”

      Tori gulped, her face suddenly pale and expression filled with fear. “Uh…”

      “Run along, now.” I tried the shooing motion again and Tori stumbled to her feet.

      “You’re crazy.”

      I nodded and took another burning sip of my drink, hissing with the sting. “Yup, pretty much.”

      With one last glare, the woman stomped off.

      Good riddance.

      Just as I lost sight of Tori, the opening stirrings of a song filled the air and I turned my attention back to the stage. Sam stood beneath the spotlight in all his dark and sexy glory, and not for the first time, I hated the fact he wasn’t ready to throw his angelic—literally—life away for me.

      All in due time, I supposed.

      The guitar kicked it off, the notes telling me exactly what my guy was about to belt out and I rolled my eyes. Because, really? Summer of ‘69?

      I sighed and ignored Sam’s singing. I was too enthralled by the shake of his hips and the way his shirt stretched over his chest. That had me thinking of stripping the fabric from his body and…

      I needed to get laid. Bad. Except I only wanted Sam and I knew that wasn’t about to happen.

      I sang along in my mind. Back in the summer I learned about ‘69…

      Sue me. The original lyrics weren’t that fun.

      His gaze locked on me, I figured teasing him wasn’t out of the question so I lifted my glass to my mouth and licked the rim, running my tongue along the edge. His expression turned even more heated, but he continued singing. Huh. Next I took a small sip and lowered the tumbler so he could see my mouth. I once again licked my lips, lingering on the lower lip and then capturing it between my teeth to nibble lightly.

      Oh, that had him stumbling a little, but he continued his song.

      When his attention was diverted, I eased my chair over, giving him a clearer shot of me. Specifically, my legs and the way my skirt slid a little higher over my thighs.

      Ooh, he mangled that verse. I almost felt bad.

      But I was half-demon, so that feeling didn’t last.

      When he still continued singing, I fingered the hem of my skirt, sliding my fingers beneath the fabric and nudging the cloth a hint higher. And that did the trick.

      Sam gave up every pretense of singing and simply shoved the mic at the MC and jumped from the stage, the jarring of the hop not slowing him a bit. He closed in on me, racing between tables and customers until he was at my side. He snared my hand and pulled me to my feet, careful despite his obvious need.

      “We’re leaving.”

      I poked out my lower lip in a fake pout. “Already? I was going to sing—”

      He snarled at me and spun, forcing me to trail after him and I couldn’t suppress the grin that jumped to my lips. Sure, karaoke had been interesting, but an evening surrounded by Tori and a bunch of random humans paled in comparison to private time with Sam.

      Besides, I ached to kill them all and be done with it. Humans were so, so… annoying.

      I kept pace with him as we raced through the night, dodging parked cars and random humans we came across. In seconds we were behind the bar, our vehicle still tucked in the darkness. Sam dragged me to the borrowed car and spun me around until my back was pressed against the cool metal.

      “Tease,” he growled and then he was against me, surrounding me, consuming me with his need.

      He tasted, nipped, bit, and caressed me everywhere he could reach. There wasn’t a hint of exposed skin he didn’t encounter, sensitizing my nerves with his nearness. When he hooked a hand behind my knee and encouraged me to lift my leg and wrap it around his waist, I snarled, causing him to freeze in place.

      “Caith?” I sensed the worry in his tone.

      “This fucking skirt is too fucking tight to fucking do this fucking fuck fuck.” I wanted him touching me, dammit. Touching and rubbing and making me come and I didn’t give a fucking fuck fuck that we were in the middle of a human-laced parking lot.

      Sam released my leg, his hand smoothing the fabric back in place yet still teasing me with his caresses. “This isn’t the place anyway. You just… you make me forget.”

      I hummed. “I like forgetting. Lots of it. All of the forgetting and much fucking.”

      “Caith.” I caught his grimace despite the darkness.

      “I know, I know.” I did even if I hated him a little bit. “I’m good.” I took a deep, calming breath. “I’ll be good.”

      “Caith! This way!” The strange male’s shout yanked my attention from Sam and my body’s reaction was instinctual.

      My wolf rushed forward, anxious to protect us from whatever threat lurked, and my fangs dropped. They extended and sharpened in a stinging rush and the light coppery flavor of my blood dappled my tongue. My hellfire was next, the heat enveloping me while my vision reddened as the fire filled my eyes.

      I was Caith Belinha Morningstar, Princess of Hell, and nobody fucked with what belonged to me.

      Samkiel, Angel of Destruction, belonged to me. He just hadn’t accepted it yet.

      “What the—” Sam’s question was cut off by the rapid click and sudden flashes of light that told me the enemy wasn’t an individual but a machine.

      A small bit of metal and plastic that had the power to destroy everything I’d built.

      “Fuck. Snatch him.”

      One date. One night. One snippet of time. That’s all I wanted. Just a chance to be a normal demon girl going out with my gel boy. But no, some dick with a camera had to hunt me down and snap pics.

      “Caith?” Sam still hadn’t caught on, but I didn’t have time because the fucker was already racing toward a car on the other side of the lot and he couldn’t get behind the wheel. The second he got the thing roaring down the street, I’d have to hunt him. Which would probably take all damned night and I had a date to finish.

      Those thoughts had me hating the stranger even more. If my makeup got messed up… Or my shoes. My shoes.

      I knew there’d be scuffs. I just knew it.

      The lights on the vehicle flashed, telling me the male managed to get it unlocked.

      He so wasn’t getting away. I put on a little additional speed, careful to keep it slow enough for human standards, but still quick enough to catch him.

      Ten feet separated us. Then five. Then two.

      “Gotcha,” I hissed as I tackled him.

      Our momentum destroyed his grip on the car and sent us rolling into the grass and out of the low light cast by street lamps. Darkness enveloped us and I fought my hellfire to retreat. Lighting up like a bonfire wasn’t exactly circumspect.

      The camera clattered across the ground, thumping over the hard surface and bouncing off the occasional rock. I really hoped that’d demolished whatever pics he’d managed to snare.

      “What the fuck, Caith?” Sam’s hiss filled my ear, but I didn’t have time to be all answer question-y.

      “Grab the camera. Destroy it.” I wrapped my hand around the human’s throat. Because he was human. No tweener, dem, or gel would risk pissing me off. Green-eyed fuckers excluded. I really needed to figure those out.

      But for now…

      “Caith?” Sam again.

      “Grab the camera.” I jerked my chin toward the right. “It’s over there somewhere. Destroy it.”

      “Wha—”

      The man beneath me squirmed and fought to get free, so I tightened my hold on his neck. “You will stay put or you will never get up again. Got it?” The stranger stilled and the stench of fear burned my nose. “Good.” I jerked my head in a quick nod. “He had a camera, Sam, and he surprised me. While you simply gasp when surprised, I do a hell of a lot more. Which he took a picture of. Grab it. Destroy it. Period.”

      Still frowning, Sam left me and I ignored his censorious look. The man didn’t know what it was like to be me, to be responsible for keeping our kind under wraps amongst humans. Sure, he destroyed things, but under orders. I had to think for myself to ensure everyone’s safety and more often than not, that involved violence. Staring down at the male who’d interrupted my date, I decided it’d involve a lot of violence.

      I focused on the non-descript human. He was brown from head to toe. Brown hair, brown eyes, brown clothing…

      “Who are you? Who sent you?” When he didn’t immediately answer, I squeezed harder, cutting off his air until his face turned a bright purple-red. “Who are you? Who sent you?”

      I relaxed my grip enough to let him drag in a harsh breath. He panted, fighting for air, but he didn’t answer my question. So, I repeated the process. Squeeze, question, release. It took three tries, my tightening lasting longer and longer each time, before he finally answered.

      “Nobody. I was paid to take some pictures.”

      “Uh-huh.” I did it again. Now my wolf was in on the fun, enjoying the various colors of the man’s face. He scented like that cabbie, a friend? Was this his “cousin”? There was also a hint of Tori.

      My wolf didn’t give a damn about the scents. It wondered if I’d let the human go so we could hunt him down as a wolf.

      No.

      It pouted.

      “Try again.”

      “I-I-I swear.”

      “Caith?” Sam interrupted. “I think he’s telling the truth,” he murmured.

      I turned my attention to him, spying the camera in his hand. The whole camera.

      “I told you to destroy that,” I snapped.

      “Won’t…” The human gasped for air. “Matter.”

      I glared at the man beneath me. “What do you mean?”

      “It was connected to my phone. Every picture got sent to the cloud.”

      “Fuck.” Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      The human smiled, his eyes filled with joy at ruining my plan.

      I took a soothing breath, fighting my wolf back into its cage. I couldn’t think about killing the guy now. I had to fix my growing problem. Fast.

      “What the hell is going on?” Sam again. “The cloud?”

      “You cannot be that behind the times.” I shook my head. “Watch him. Don’t let him get away.”

      “I really think—”

      “No.” I held up my hand. “I have no problem with you being a part of my life, Sam. There are hardly any areas where we’ll really bump heads. But this is one of those times where I need you to let me do my job.” Time was of the essence. “So, give me your phone and the camera. Watch him while I make a few calls and we can leave once I have my people on it.”

      “Hey, I don’t know anything. I didn’t see anything, really,” the human pleaded, but I didn’t give a damn.

      “As an FYI, On High doesn’t like liars, so stopping right now would be a good idea,” I dryly drawled. “Sam?”

      Still obviously confused, he did as asked and moved to stand over the human while I stepped away. Sure that the prisoner was secured, I went into action with the phone. A few button pushes had my call going through.

      “Hey, Jezze, can you call Manon and Drek?”

      “Uh, Caith?” Jezebeth sounded unsure, but I didn’t have time.

      “Yeah, one of the neuts stumbled across me and Sam and I got a little hot. Pics were sent to the cloud, Jezze. So I need you to find them while Manon and Drek interrogate the piece of shit.” I glared at the asshole who’d ruined my evening.

      “You sure it’s a good idea to get a vamp near a human? I mean, Drek is threatening enough with his muscles.” I didn’t miss Edzard’s muffled shout. “But a vamp…”

      “Manon is under control.” Now, anyway. “And we could use her ability to capture the guy’s mind.” My heart still raced and I fought for control. I did not like being second-guessed. “I need it done now, Jezze. I don’t have their numbers with me.”

      “Right, right. One minute will get them there. Do you know what storage site he’s using?”

      I glanced at the cracked camera. “No. Once Manon gets here, I’ll send her to your place with the camera.”

      Jezebeth’s objection sprung to her lips. “Mom’s not gonna let a vamp in the house. Especially not that one.”

      A vampire kills an entire village one time…

      “Fine. But I need this done, Jezze. Now.”

      Without waiting for confirmation, I ended the call and turned back to the man whose body I craved. Then I looked at the male whose blood I’d love to bathe in.

      “What’s going on? What are we doing?” Sam pounced on me the second the call ended.

      “Now, we wait.”
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      By the time we returned to Momma R’s, I was beyond exhausted. The events of the last couple of days were finally creeping up on me, the stress of attempted assassinations coupled with the “Sam Drama Llama” had me running on fumes. I was ready to crumble and all I craved at this point was a bed. Not even a full bed. A pile of random blankets would work.

      Quiet reigned during our drive from the bar to Momma R’s place. For me, it was because I was rolling the encounter with the human through my mind. On Sam’s… I was sure it was something along the lines of “what the fucking fuck?”

      I couldn’t exactly blame him.

      The car rolled to a gentle stop in front of the house and I blindly reached for the handle. “Thanks for tonight, Sam. It was…” I glanced at him, fighting for a smile that refused to appear. “It was interesting.”

      “Caith…”

      I ignored him and stepped from the vehicle, bending down to peer at him through the open doorway. “I’ll see you when I see you, right?”

      I couldn’t make promises. My wolf howled at me for walking away, but my heart couldn’t take any more battering and bruising. If it happened, it happened. But after the encounter with the human, I didn’t have high hopes.

      I stepped back and nudged the door closed before turning toward the house. Shower, sleep. Hell, the shower was negotiable.

      The scents of sweetness and sulfur filled my nose a split-second before Sam appeared. He was all blazing eyes, midnight hair, and muscular male and it had my body yearning for his touch.

      “Dammit. Wait a second,” he growled.

      “It’s fine. Tonight obviously wasn’t our night and if you want to try again later, we can. If not,” I swallowed past the lump in my throat. If not, it’ll kill me. “Then we won’t. Simple as that.”

      Sam cupped my face, holding my head steady as he glared at me. “Nothing with you is simple.”

      I wrapped my fingers around his wrist, fingers pressed against his pulse point. “Nothing worth having is simple.”

      The world was so basic and yet confusing at the same time.

      “So, what? You’re just gonna walk away now?”

      I let my eyes drift closed, shutting him out of my mind. “I’m not walking away. I’m crawling on hands and knees, and begging my wolf to understand. You were disgusted when you heard my plans, Sam. Don’t pretend you weren’t. And that’s fine.” I pressed my lips together and took a soothing breath. “It’s fine. You’re a gel. You have one job for On High with strict instructions and rules and… you’re a good guy. In the tween, things are more fluid. My word is law in this town and I… I am not always a good person.”

      I begged my beast to play along. “So, I’m gonna go inside, strip down and step into the shower and pray the noise blocks out the sound of you leaving. If that doesn’t work, I’ll shift and go for a run.” Forcing my eyes open, I met his intent gaze. “But regardless of what I do in the next five minutes, your action remains the same. You’re gonna go and maybe you’ll think about tonight and decide if you still wanna come by the bar sometime and have a drink or talk or… something.” I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll see you when I see you, Sam.”

      His voice was hoarse and rough when he finally spoke. “I don’t want this to be goodbye, Caith.”

      “It’s not. It’s a see ya when I see ya. Maybe that’s tomorrow. Maybe it’s two weeks from now.” I shrugged. “You know how I feel. You just need to figure out if you can deal with all parts of me.”

      I couldn’t resist one last touch, one caress of skin on skin that’d last me until Sam made some decisions of his own. I reached for him, fingers hovering over his mouth before I finally rubbed the pad of a single digit along the soft, smooth flesh. “Goodnight, Sam.”

      He didn’t try to stop me when I padded around him and toward the house. No, he didn’t stop me, but he didn’t leave either. There was no telltale crunch of feet on gravel or the roar of the car’s engine. Nope, the only sound that reached me was the rustle of the wind in the trees. There was a soft splash from behind the house, more than the flow of the river, and it told me Francois was hanging around with his ladies.

      At least Franky would have a good night.

      Momma R’s magic flowed over me with a gentle stroke, but I knew any visitors—attackers—would be fried the moment they touched the invisible barrier. When Jezebeth finally convinced me to stay with them, it’d been with the clear understanding that Momma R would pull out all the stops. There would be no warning shot across the bow. If it wasn’t meant to be on her land, it was dead. The only current exceptions were Sam and my fathers.

      My heels clicked and clacked over the worn wood of the porch and the screen door squealed when I tugged it open. Hell, even the front door taunted me with a low, mournful grind.

      Sam still hadn’t left.

      I carefully closed the panel with a low thud, trying to minimize the sound that echoed through the house. I shouldn’t have bothered, trying to keep quiet. The entryway had a straight line of sight to the kitchen and it was easy to see Jezebeth cradling a cup of coffee as she sat at the counter. Beside her was another steaming cup of the bitter brew.

      Not bothering to strip off my shoes and get comfortable, I clomped down the hall toward my best friend. The moment I was within range, Jezze held out a hot mug and I gave her a grateful smile. I sank onto a barstool and propped my elbows on the table, staring at the random pattern of the granite countertop.

      Seconds ticked past, neither of us saying a word and simply sipping our drinks. One minute turned into two which turned into five and finally Jezze spoke.

      “Wanna tell me about it?”

      I snorted. “Not much to tell. Wanna tell me about that human?”

      “Not much to tell. Yet. Manon and Drek are doing their things. Secretly, I think they’re also doing each other on the down low, but not my bidness.”

      I tipped the cup back and swallowed some of the burning liquid, enjoying the scorching heat. “You always make it your business.”

      “True. In the spirit of nosiness, what happened?”

      “The human, mostly.” I shrugged and took another hot mouthful, swallowing it down and letting the scalding warmth soothe my hellfire. “We didn’t talk about it, but essentially, I’m me and he’s him. Devil horns versus wings and he’s still enjoying the ability to fly, huh?” I gave her a rueful grin and then drained the mug, thumping it down on the counter once it was drained. “See you in the morning. I gotta go in early and call in some new brownies since Dead Nettle and his crew aren’t keen on working right now. I want my house cleaned and the bar spotless and I’ve got a shit ton of paperwork to get through.”

      “What about Sam?”

      “Sam is gonna do what he’s gonna do, but life doesn’t stop for cocky, demanding, overpowering, sexy as fuck…” I cleared my throat and ignored the sudden warmth in my cheeks. “Life doesn’t stop just because someone has a bad day.”

      I left my friend to her late night caffeine and headed toward the stairs. Now that the steaming drink had calmed my frayed nerves, I was careful as I headed upstairs and toward my room. Momma R was sleeping and no one wanted to wake that wicked witch.

      “I heard that,” the words were teasing, but they were also Momma R’s which had me jumping with a squeak and spinning toward the source.

      My surrogate mother was framed in her open doorway, the moonlight bathing her in an ethereal glow. She looked sweet as pie, but I knew the woman would destroy a city block because of a paper cut. That had been a fun experience in the 1700s.

      Momma R sniffed. “It wasn’t just a paper cut.”

      I grinned. “Sorry I woke you. I’m just gonna shower and head to bed.”

      The witch padded toward me, bare feet silent on the polished wood. She wrapped her arms around me, urging me to rest my head on Momma R’s shoulder. “I didn’t expect you to return. Want to talk about it?”

      “No,” I mumbled and returned the witch’s hug.

      Delicate hands stroked my back and Momma R released a low, haunting hum that always relaxed me. It was a song older than time, she said. One that could calm even the angriest demon. Including my Uncle Luc. I didn’t wanna know how Momma R knew that fact.

      “It’ll all look better in the morning, little demon.”

      I snorted. “Right. Because I will suddenly have my brownies back and green-eyed monsters are going on a vacay and then the human asshole will cease to be a problem. Wait, then the pics of me getting my flame on will disappear from the cloud.” I sighed and eased away from Momma R. “Sorry, I’m a little ragefire-y right now. I’ll shower—”

      “Take a bath. The new tub can endure a bit of your hellfire. You know it would relax you.”

      I nodded. “Okay, bathe and then tomorrow figure out what else could possibly go wrong.”

      “Well, I have solved one of your issues.” Momma R smiled.

      “You murdered the human?” I was hopeful.

      That had the witch laughing. “No, your father, Percival made me promise to cut back on killing.” That had her releasing a longsuffering sigh. “But I have obtained brownies for your home and bar. Blooming Aster and her family are already in residence and putting things to rights. You can return home tomorrow.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I overstayed my welcome, huh?”

      “No, little demon.” Momma R cupped my cheeks. “Never. But you are an independent soul, much like your family. You require your own space or else you lose your temper and I like this house. Now, go relax and I will see you in the morning. I am making you pancakes.”

      “Angel ones?”

      Momma R rolled her eyes. “Yes, angels so you can pluck off their wings. Now, go.”

      Momma R nudged me toward the end of the hallway and I went. At least some of my problems were resolved. A long bath, a good night’s sleep, and all would be better in the morning.

      Or I’d turn the whole town to ash and start over.
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      The next morning was a little better—courtesy of a contrite Ellery doing the dirty work at the bar—and the night ended with me snug in my own home, Momma R’s wards in place and everything sparkling like new.

      Blooming Aster and her family were gods and goddesses on Earth. All signs of black goo and entrails were banished, and my furniture was back in shape. Even better, Blooming’s mother, Wilting Bluebell, agreed to be my housekeeper. The woman was nearing six hundred and she was tired of long nights. She loved her job, don’t get her wrong, but her joints preferred warm days over chilly nights.

      I did not give a flying fuck. I let the brownies take over my home which left me with one less thing to worry about. As far as I was concerned, it was their house as long as they left me space to store my weapons and sleep.

      The bar was the same. Brownies invaded. Invaded.

      And I had never been happier. At least, that’s what I told myself.

      I said that the first day when I found Bergamot behind the bar, pouring drinks to newcomers. The mixed tweener loved his brownie heritage, but the man was six feet tall and menacing as hell thanks to his demon dad. He wasn’t exactly built for fast as hell late night cleaning. I’d merely shrugged and had him fill out new hire paperwork.

      Said it again on the second day when all new chairs—spelled of course to deter breakage—appeared courtesy of another of Blooming’s relatives.

      I decided to adopt them all and never let them go. Ever. But not in a “you’re captive” kind of way. Because that would be creepy. And wrong.

      Then again, I was the devil’s niece. I could probably get away with it. But I didn’t and on the thirteenth day of pretending to be deliriously happy with my Sam-less life, shit got real.

      Heh, it was even Friday the thirteenth. Party day for the dems, gels, and tweeners. My bar was always hopping as were the rest of the town’s vacationers. Well, the non-human half, anyway. My patrons always packed Hell’s Chapel as if it were Mardi Gras. The road was filled with my people, Orlando residents and visitors always putting the partyers’ strange appearances on the local mouse’s parks.

      Which was fine with me and everyone else. It let them rock out with their fangs out.

      And normally, I was in the middle of it with them, stomping on the bar, raising my glass and tossing back a shot. The alcohol turned to vapor before it hit my stomach, so it meant a night of swigging liquor with ease. But tonight… I just wasn’t feeling my normal joy.

      Instead, I stayed behind the counter, ignoring Jezebeth flirting with customers and the way Edzard glared at any male who got too close to the witch. I also ignored the women who slipped Bergamot their numbers. Let him get his fuck on as long as it wasn’t in my back room.

      The cluster fuck of my life didn’t involve those three directly. At the moment, it included one belligerent, dumb ass, fuck hole of a human. Apparently, Tori grew a set of brass ovaries since my date with Sam because there she was, pushing her way past a thelac demon that had to be at least a millennia old and then some. Ooh, there went a troll stumbling into a goblin. I flicked my attention to the door and then back to the impending fight. My staff went into motion, wading through the chaos Tori caused. I’d deal with how the woman managed to sneak in later.

      Eek, Tori went tumbling into a kappa. I hoped the gray-green vamp didn’t suck the human bitch dry in the middle of Hell’s Chapel. Later was fine, but I really didn’t want to deal with a dead body tonight. My wolf was strained and snappish with Sam’s absence. It was hard enough keeping the beast under control. I knew I’d snap if I had to handle a corpse.

      It’d be another Chicago.

      I still felt really bad about that.

      Damn it, the bitch went bulldozing through a satyr’s conversation. I hoped the male didn’t decide to give her a whack with one of his cloven hooves.

      Finally the woman shoved her way to the bar and collapsed over it, chest pressed to the smooth wood as she panted for breath.

      I wiped the surface with my towel and then focused on the chick. The quicker she said what she needed to say, the quicker she was gone. I wasn’t ready to test the brownies’ spelled furniture yet and there was no guarantee Tori wouldn’t start a brawl. She was pretty in a skinny, lemme use your right arm as a toothpick kind of way.

      “What the fuck d’ya want?” I felt no need to be polite. At all.

      “What have you done with him?”

      I sighed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. If you’re looking for Sam, I haven’t seen him in weeks.”

      Thirteen days, but I wasn’t counting.

      “Not Sam,” the bitch snarled. Which was surprising. Not the snarling but the ‘not Sam’ part. “My brother.” Tori narrowed her eyes. “I know about you and all this. My cousin talked to you and then you took Sam from me. Now my brother. You have it in for my family.”

      “Look, Tori, I’ve been accused of many things—most of them true—but having it in for your family isn’t on my list of evil deeds.” Lately. Though the woman showing up at Hell’s Chapel gave me ideas. “So back the fuck up and either explain yourself or get the fuck out.” I reached for a glass. “And if you’re staying, you gotta order. No one sits at the bar without ordering a drink.”

      The woman pressed her lips together until they were a white line. “Fine. I’ll take a white wine.”

      I stared at her. Hell, the demons and tweeners nearby stared at her. “Excuse me?”

      “White wine. This bar can’t be a complete waste of space. The sign is all modern and pretty despite all this,” she wrinkled her nose, “grime. You have to have white wine,” Tori sniped.

      Everyone surrounding her took a giant step back, leaving the human in an empty three-foot-wide circle.

      Cardinal rule in Hell’s Chapel—you don’t talk about the logo. It was my baby and the first person to utter a word—good or bad—was on a straight shot to Uncle Luc’s. Do not pass go, do not get a fire retardant suit.

      I took a calming breath, fighting my wolf and hellfire back. If either found a chink in my armor, they’d be on the loose and tearing through Tori.

      “This isn’t the place for you, Tori.” The voice was deep velvet and filled my ear a moment before the delicious scent twined around me. It sank into my blood, filled my veins and slithered through my body. It touched those shriveled nooks and crannies and filled them with hope.

      So much fucking hope and I wanted to punch him in the suck hole for handing it over. Because if he walked away again…

      Tori opened her mouth to reply and the man behind me cut her off. “You’re going to leave.”

      “But my brother…”

      “Took an extended vacation, but is at home now. Your cousin is with him. Leave Hell’s Chapel and don’t ever come back.” The order in his voice was unmistakable and even I was tempted to follow his directions.

      “No,” Tori bristled. “I know—”

      “That, for your health, you’ll leave.” The man’s tone was hard and unyielding. And very, very scary.

      Well, probably to the human. To me? It just got me hot and aching to climb him like a tree.

      The woman frowned and a Styrofoam cup was pushed across the gleaming wood. “Here’s your drink. Leave.”

      That had me frowning and I turned my head to stare at Sam’s profile. Sam. I knew his voice, but there he was. Sam.

      “We have white wine?”

      He shifted his gaze to me ever so slightly. “Call it a bonus of being me.”

      Ah. Angel powers used for evil. Though, it could be called for good since it was a good thing Sam got me out before I busted out a can of evil hellfire.

      “In a cup with a straw?” Damn, Tori screeched loud. “I demand—”

      “Okay, enough.” I raised a hand as I released a sharp whistle. It didn’t quiet anyone, but it did get one of the security guards’ attention. “She’s out!”

      Screeching continued as Tori was corralled and hauled away. Bitch kept her Styrofoam cup of white wine though, didn’t she?

      The second Tori disappeared, her spot was reclaimed by customers, all waving cash and yelling orders.

      Sam was still a physical presence beside me, but I had a bar to run. Even if I wanted nothing more than to roll in his scent. Sex didn’t pay the bills.

      Unless I was a hooker. And then I better be damned expensive because if I was gonna lay on my back for cash, I was gonna be a high class whore.

      “Caith?” he murmured my name and I fought the shudder that threatened.

      “I’m busy, Sam.” I poured a double for the goblin in front of me and lit a shot for the guy from Uncle Luc’s ninth circle. Man liked a little fire with the burn.

      “I know, but I need—”

      Hell no. “You need to talk to me, but I got a business to run.”

      He didn’t respond to that. At least, not right away. “There are things…”

      “Is this the it’s not you, it’s me brush off?” I spun toward him. “Because I’ll save you the trouble. It’s not me, it’s you. There. Done.”

      “Are you always such a hard ass?”

      “I like that little jiggle she has in her ass, m’self.” Then the drunken troll belched, sending a putrid stench through the air.

      Sam’s eyes flared brightly in the dim interior, the sparkling blue now holding the barest hint of red around the rim. Huh. “Don’t stare at her ass.”

      “Free country.” The troll shrugged.

      Sam took a step forward and the troll’s lips split into a grin, revealing black, rotted teeth.

      Like lightning, I poured the troll a shot of bourbon and placed a hand on the center of Sam’s chest. “That’s enough.” I glanced at the troll. “Charlie, take it and go.” The troll pouted and I rolled my eyes. “Unless you want to end up beneath my boot, you’ll get.”

      That had him racing away, stumbling when he collided with one of the building’s support beams.

      Alone-ish, I spun on Sam. “What do you want?”

      “You.”

      I snorted. “On High doesn’t like liars. Try again.”

      “It’s true.”

      “Uh-huh.” Another order was shouted nearby and I got to work, pouring, shaking, and smiling at the next patron to approach the bar. “Sell me a bridge.”

      “Not getting my bridge,” Truck the Troll—save me from tweeners who chose their own names—grumbled. It was the first thing he’d eaten that’d tried to cross his bridge without paying the toll. He liked the taste so much…

      “No, Truck. I’ll get my own.” I smiled at the old troll.

      The male shuffled off and for once, there was a small lull in the rush. At least enough to allow me to drag Sam to the back room and kick his ass. Quietly. If it got too loud, we’d incite a riot.

      Though, it would test the brownies’ spell on the furniture…

      Maybe tomorrow.

      “Berg!” I raised my voice over the remaining crowd and he turned his attention to me. “Taking five!” I held up my hand, fingers spread and the male nodded his understanding. That done, I grabbed Sam’s wrist and pulled him behind me. “C’mon.”

      It took no time to haul him behind the newly hung curtain and then tug it back in place. Once physically hidden from the customers, I put distance between us. I crossed my arms over my chest and adopted a bored expression. Even if my body was filled with a cacophony of emotions, I could pretend to be unaffected.

      “Well? You wanted me here.”

      Sam gave me a rueful grin. “And now I don’t know what to say.”

      “Then I’ll go back to work and when you figure—” The rest of my brush off was muffled by firm lips and an insistent tongue as Sam captured my mouth with a fierce kiss. It was fast and furious, not a gentle seduction but a plastering of lips that silenced me in a single move. It didn’t last long, just enough to shut me up.

      “You’re a hard ass, Caith.”

      “You said that already and it’s nothing new. You’re like a record that’s skipping. I got a guy who can work on that for you.”

      Sam glared. “I can cut the head off a zombie and ash a vamp without thought. You, you confuse the fuck outta me.”

      I chuckled and wiggled, stepping out of his arms. I was too weak. When he was holding me, he could say jump and I’d say how high followed by lemme bend over for you big boy. “Easy answer to that one. Leave me alone.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Then I don’t know what you want from me.” I spread my arms wide. “This is me, Sam. Do I want you? Yes. We both know that. But I won’t be a dirty secret and I sure as hell won’t take a half-assed mating.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      I huffed. “It’s not that complicated.”

      “I took care of the human for you.”

      Talk about a switch in topics.

      “Manon and Drek took care of him.”

      Sam shook his head. “No, they got the truth out of him. I made him forget. Then he enjoyed a nice vacation with Manon.” He blushed and I grinned. “I also worked with Jezebeth and got the net cleaned. Took out a few other sites as well.” He glared at me. “There were entirely too many pics of your cleavage.”

      “Excuse the fuck outta me?” I raised my eyebrows and my anger bubbled to the surface. “Forget? Vacation? Jezebeth? Are these things a pure as fallen snow gel should be doing?”

      He tapped his temple, bringing my attention to his eyes and the red-rimmed irises. “Not so pure.”

      I pressed my lips together. “Why help me then? You know On High isn’t keen on everything you did. Why bother?”

      “Because I can’t not help you.” He strode forward and I eased back until I struck the wall. Still he came toward me, bracketing me with his arms and holding me captive. “You’re inside me now. Something happens to you, upsets you, and I wanna fix it.” He leaned down and ran his nose along my neck. It was instinctual, the urge to tilt my head to the side and expose my neck to him without thought. He was my mate. No matter my strength, no matter my power, I would always be vulnerable to him. “Those brownies, Wilting Bluebell, Bergamot… I knew having them would make you happy.”

      “Momma R found them for me.”

      Sam bit my shoulder, sending a small ache through my body that thrilled the wolf. “No. I had her tell you she found them because I knew you’d be angry with my interference.”

      “You’re right. I would.”

      He laved the mark. “But not now because you know you need them and you’re going to forgive me.”

      “Who says?”

      “Your wolf.” He sucked the spot and I knew there’d be a mark when all was said and done. Not a scar, but something and that appeased the wolf. Another bite, another lick.

      “My wolf what?” He was talking? Why was he talking? What was with the talking? More biting. Biting was good.

      “Your wolf is gonna forgive me for being an ass and then you’re gonna give me a chance to get to know you.”

      A chance to get to know me. Right.

      I ducked his arms, sliding from his loose grasp, and bolted to the other side of the room. “Dating. We did that, Sam. Did it and you disappeared.” I shook my head. “Not happening again.”

      Sam tilted my head to the side, so like a wolf trying to finish a puzzle. “Momma R has one of my feathers.”

      “Her name’s Helene to you,” I snapped. No one got to call the witch Momma R but me.

      “And she told me to make you happy and call her Momma R,” he countered. “Like I said, she has one of my feathers.”

      A feather. An angel feather.

      I narrowed my eyes. Gels didn’t just flit around giving the things away. It locked angels in place like a leash. If they were in On High and lost one, they were stuck until it was recovered. Same with the tween or Hell. It was like losing a bus pass.

      “Your feather? Why?”

      “Why do you think?” He looked at me like I was an idiot.

      “Is that a trick question?”

      “Caith,” he growled.

      “Explain it to me in small words. I’m not about to assume something and I’m sure as hell not going to become attached to you just so you can disappear again. So, spell it out like I’m three.”

      Sam took a step toward me and I scurried back. Not in fear. Well, a little bit of fear. But not of him. It was fear of what I’d do if he came near. I was done with throwing myself at him. Really. Mostly.

      He tucked his hands in his pockets, the move outlining his generous package. Man, I wanted to get my hands on him. Bad.

      “I know I disappeared after our date. I was conflicted. For as long as I can remember, On High has been about protection and caring and I… didn’t have a problem with your plans for the human. That fucked with my head. So, I figured out a solution that didn’t involve me completely falling out of grace while still protecting the tween.” He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “It won’t be easy and I’ll probably piss you off more often than not, but I’m not leaving this time.” He eased closer and I remained in place, caught by his words. “I’m in this and Momma R has my feather as insurance. It’s keeping me in the tween and you know she can call me to her without difficulty.”

      I nodded. Yeah, a witch with an angel feather? Total badass. She could make Sam do things… “That was a lot of trust, Sam.”

      In Momma R, in my adopted family.

      “I trust her because you trust her. On High has a good opinion of her even if they don’t want her near them. Ever.”

      I grinned. Wasn’t that the truth? “So… You’re here.”

      “I’m here.” He moved even nearer.

      “And you’re not leaving?”

      Sam shook his head and took another step. “And I’m not leaving. We’re going to settle this thing between us, Caith.”

      “My wolf decided already.”

      He stood a hairsbreadth from me and the beast howled in approval. “And now it’ll make me see the truth.”

      I sucked in a deep breath. “Okay.” I released the air in a slow glide. “Okay. Where are you staying? When do you wanna have our date?”

      Sam cupped my cheeks and lowered his head. He whispered his next words against my mouth, sealing the syllables between us. “Your place and every day.”

      Sweet. That was my only thought. Seductive and sweet and arousing and my knees nearly buckled from the overwhelming desire that fluttered over me. It was a perfect kiss, not too much pressure or too much tongue and just enough closeness to tease and tempt me.

      “Asking,” Kiss, “to move in wasn’t in your vocabulary?” Not that I would have said no.

      “I didn’t want,” Suck, “you,” Lick, “to say no.”

      He was perfection. Perfectly perfect perfection.

      “Yo, Caith! We got a problem!”

      And of course my perfectly perfect perfection had to be interrupted and I pulled my mouth from Sam’s. “Coming, Berg!”

      Not likely any time soon.

      Sam pressed a lingering kiss to my forehead. “Go. I’ll see you at home.”

      Home. Man, I liked the sound of that.

      Home? I furrowed my brow. “How are you getting there?” Since Momma R had his feather, transporting wasn’t possible. “Without all your feathers, you can’t—”

      Sam shoved the back door open, metal swinging wide to reveal the most gorgeous, panty-wetting motorcycle I’d ever seen. “Gel money is as good as any other and On High gave me some cash to cover things while I’m in the tween.”

      The door remained wide as he strode to the bike and swung his leg over. I’d give anything to be seated behind him, the rumble of the motor vibrating my body as we raced down the road, his scent surrounding me.

      He gave me a wink and I squeaked.

      Then like any other girl, I ran away to be embarrassed. In private. I also checked to make sure I wasn’t drooling.

      Because, ohmahgawd hot.
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      Our first bonding experience involved ice cream. Not bondage, bonding. I needed to make sure I said the word clearly when I repeated the story to Jezze in infinite detail down to the fact that he dripped a little bit of vanilla…

      Ahem.

      I snuggled into the love seat, a piece of furniture that somehow magically —angelically?—appeared in my living room. The leather gave beneath me, the scratched and scarred surface welcoming me in the soft cushions. I slid the spoon between my lips, allowing the sweet flavors to slither down my throat, and I moaned in appreciation. Comfy seat, yummy ice cream, and smoking hot man. What more could a girl want?

      A claiming bite…

      I ignored my wolf.

      My feet dangled over the edge of the seat, heels thumping against the frame. I hadn’t bothered tugging off the boots when I’d come home, too excited to see if Sam followed through with his decree and moved in. Then everything was overshadowed by Sam and ice cream. He was a god among angels.

      I just wouldn’t say the words aloud. On High could be pissy.

      The TV played some random late-night show, the host being zany, the guests fake as hell, and the musical guests lip-syncing with the best of them. Which meant I could pretend to watch while actually staring at Sam on the sly.

      Except, when I looked at him from the corner of my eye, it was to find him outright staring at me. All righty then.

      I decided that if he could focus on me, I could return the favor. I wiggled around, shifting until I sat sideways on the loveseat, back resting against the arm and one knee resting on the smooth surface. I dug in and slid an ice cream caked spoon between my lips, moaning at the sugary sweetness. Sam’s eyes darkened, the pale blue transforming to a deep navy.

      “Caith,” he wheezed.

      “Wha’?” I opened my eyes wide, feigning an innocence I’d never had.

      I thumped my shoe against the seat again, the movement subconscious, but it snared his attention.

      Sam set his empty carton and spoon aside and then turned back to me. “C’mere. Gimme.”

      I furrowed my brow, tugging the utensil free. “Huh?”

      He didn’t answer, simply snagged one pant leg and then the other, tugging my feet onto the furniture. Hell, onto his lap.

      “Ew, Sam.” I wrinkled my nose. Stinky feet were a regular occurrence in the Morningstar household.

      “Hush,” he murmured, his attention not straying from the maze of laces and hooks that kept my boots in place. Deft fingers released the knots, aged ties coming undone with ease and before I knew it, Sam slid first one boot and then the other from my feet.

      I sighed in relief. After a long day, there was nothing more heavenly (heh) than tugging off my boots and stretching my toes. Now Sam had half of that chore handled. And then some. Because then the socks were gone and after that… oh, wait, I had discovered heaven and it came in the form of Sam’s magic hands.

      “Oh…” I moaned. “Right there.”

      That drew a chuckle from the gel and I couldn’t find the energy to be annoyed at his laughter. Nope, especially not when he dug his knuckle into my arch and…

      “Don’t stop,” I groaned.

      “Never.”

      I let my eyes drift closed, body relaxing as Sam stroked and massaged my feet, fingers kneading my tense muscles. His hands glided over my skin, poking and prodding areas that had me whining and moaning as the knots released.

      “That’s it.” I sighed. “I need you to be here every day. I can forgive your goody-goody tendencies as long as you do this.”

      “Uh-huh. What do I get to forgive your die-everyone-die desires?”

      I snorted. “I only have a handful of people on my hit list at the moment. You make it sound as if I’m Uncle Luc.”

      “Not an answer.”

      I forced my eyes open and quirked a brow. My answer tumbled out before I had a chance to think the words through. “I am the best cocksucker south of the Mason-Dixon.” I was sure I could hear a pin drop because those few words brought us back around to our great big problem. I coughed and cleared my throat. “Sorry.” I struggled against his gentle hold. “Never mind.”

      “Nope, you’re not getting away that easily.” He held me fast. In fact, he yanked me closer, manhandling me and repositioning me as he desired until I straddled his lap.

      “This is getting to be a habit.” My wolf howled in approval, loving being this close to him.

      “We need to get past this.” His eyes were too intent, his gaze searching my features and I turned my head, afraid of what he’d find.

      “I’m good. Nothing to get past.”

      “On High doesn’t like liars.” His lips turned up into a seductive grin.

      “Good thing On High already hates me,” I shot back. I knew the truth even if Sam refused to open his eyes. “The Morningstars are the shit on On High’s boots, Sam. I don’t know why he gave you cash to use or why he’s letting you take time to explore this. The fact remains I’m a demon—”

      “Half.”

      “—and you’re a gel. A full gel.” I dared him to disagree.

      Sam shrugged. “I’m not gonna question him on this one. He’s giving me a vacation and I’m going to take it. Period.”

      I leaned forward, resting my forehead against his. The position soothed me, calmed the wolf and allowed me to just breathe. “I’ll be honest, I don’t know how this is gonna work, but I don’t wanna let you go.”

      “I figure this relationship is like any other.”

      “And you came to this conclusion how?”

      He brushed his lips across mine and I fought the urge to simply tackle him and go at him like a cheesecake. “Compromise.”

      “Huh?”

      “What did you plan on doing with that human from two weeks ago?”

      I winced. “That depends on how you’ll feel when I tell you. Hypothetically, conjecture-ly, he’d be feeding Francois and the girls though the femur sometimes gets caught in Franky’s throat and I gotta chop that bit—”

      Sam pressed a finger to my lips, quieting me. “And I’m supposed to leave him be and let him get sorted out after he dies in fifty or so years. Instead, I handed him off and made the vamp promise not to permanently injure or kill him.”

      “That’s a lot of leeway considering vamps don’t feel like vamp-dom is dead, but if you ask the witch doctor on 53rd—”

      “We’re not talking about the witch doctor. We’re talking about you, me, and compromise.”

      “Compromise?” I wasn’t sure it was a word in my dictionary.

      “Yes, you let me have my goody-two-shoes way sometimes and other times I’ll let you destroy to your heart’s content.”

      I nibbled my lower lip. “I gotta think about this. We need a guide. Like, are zombies fair game? What about the green-eyed vamps? Or regular vamps? Then there’s the traffic cop who patrols outside the bar. That guy is cruising for a destroying.”

      That last bit got me the smile I’d been hunting. “That was a reach there.”

      “Girl’s gotta work with what she’s got.” I grinned.

      “Uh-huh.” He leaned forward, giving me another of those sweet kisses. I had to admit that while the nearly chaste brushes left me frustrated, they were also tender and touching. They weren’t a rush to the finish line like I was familiar with.

      “Are we gonna have clear guidelines though? Like, I get hell demons and you get fairies?”

      Sam jerked away. “How come you get hell demons? Maybe they need a little forgiveness.”

      I snorted. “Hell demons? Ha! They’d rip your head off for even saying that.” I patted his chest. “Don’t worry, I’ll protect you.”

      “By what? Glaring at them?”

      “You know I’m a badass. Don’t be a hater.”

      “I still think I get hell demons.” He squeezed my hips, reminding me that his hands still stroked my body. “You can have fairies.”

      I reared back, disgust filling me. “What the hell am I gonna do with fairies. They whine when you try and burn their wings.”

      “Aw, come on. Don’t tell me you tried to—”

      “I was three.” I rolled my eyes. “And I didn’t have a magnifying glass, I had hellfire. And their wings were so…” I shuddered, “fluttery.”

      “On High, help me,” he murmured. “How about we agree to leave our respective homeland residents alone and we’ll negotiate the tweens. I get final say on humans.”

      What he said made sense yet… “I get the big, non-vegetative tweens. The leaf bearing peeps tend to be passive.”

      “You don’t think I should take the big ones?”

      I pressed my lips together. “Why? You don’t think I can handle myself? Because I can so shove my sword so far up your—”

      “Anybody home?” The loud voice boomed through the house and I groaned. “I brought pizza, Caith!”

      That had me groaning again.

      Sam growled, his hands digging into my hips and his arms tensed as if he were about to push me from his lap and destroy the newcomer. That so wasn’t happening. I’d finally found help, I wasn’t about to lose them over a growly angel.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and yanked him toward me, plastering my lips to his in a deep, passionate kiss. It was filled with tongue and teeth, moans and groans, and shifts and rubs. His cock was hard and hot against my pussy, leather separating us and keeping me from taking and claiming him. But… I wouldn’t do that without his permission or a loudly screamed “bite me, baby.”

      So I remained tangled with him, my nipples pebbling and hardening, quietly begging to be stroked and plucked. He’d nibble and suck the nubs, make me scream and writhe for him…

      The heavy thump of combat boots on marble flooring reached me and it definitely reached Sam because he tore his mouth from mine. And the second the kiss ended, he was back to growling.

      “What’s he doing here?”

      The seductive scent of fresh pizza, extra cheese, extra pepperoni, reached me, calling to my stomach. Damn, the man knew how to order a pizza. My tummy growled, the beast echoing the sound, and saliva pooled in my mouth. I hadn’t eaten anything substantial all day and—

      “I live here,” Bergamot mumbled around what had to be a mouthful of pizza.

      So. Jealous.

      “You—” Sam snarled as he pushed me from his lap. He at least shoved me aside rather than tilting me backward. I should be thankful for that, right?

      “Yeah, dude. Want a slice?”

      I flipped my hair from my eyes and finally surveyed the two men. Sam was all indignant angel and Bergamot was… Bergamot. The man was as sweet as the day was long, but tended to be oblivious to undercurrents. He was very much a “say what you mean” kind of guy. Which I liked. Good or bad, I knew where I stood with the brownie.

      Sam now glared at the droopy slice of pizza Bergamot held out for him and then that glacial stare swayed to the brownie. “No, I don’t want a slice. I want to know why you’re in my girl—in Caith’s house.”

      Aw, he almost called me his girlfriend. Which was cute. And touching since no man had ever… In hundreds of years…

      “I live here.” Berg shrugged and focused on me. He switched targets, urging the piece toward me. “Want it?”

      I spared a glance for Sam and decided to ignore the man’s glare. “Sure.”

      The crust was still hot, the cheese still melted and gooey. Heaven in the tween now rested in my hand. I folded it in half and took a massive bite, filling my mouth with the hot wonderfulness.

      I closed my eyes and released a moan. “Damn, that’s good.”

      “Caith,” Sam snapped. I should probably pay attention. Soon even.

      After one more bite.

      “Caith.”

      “Wha’?” I mumbled.

      “What is he doing in your house?” If Sam were a demon, his eyes would be sparkling red and fire would have coated his skin.

      Instead, he just looked like a really angry man.

      “Live here, man.” Berg’s words were equally mumbled and those three syllables had Sam twitching and tensing.

      Oh, that expression did not look good. I swallowed hard, pushing the remainder of the bite down my throat and slid into the small space between Sam and Berg.

      “Sam, you remember Bergamot? You arranged for his family to work for me, remember?”

      “Yeah,” another mumble from Berg. “Thanks for that, man.”

      I spun toward Bergamot. “Berg, take the pizza to the kitchen. We’ll be there in a sec.”

      The half-brownie’s face fell. “No Kung-fu theater tonight? I thought we were gonna watch—”

      Sam was tense as a tree behind me, his violence barely suppressed. “No, maybe tomorrow night. Lemme just… Go away, Berg.”

      “Where—”

      “Go. Away.” I glared. Men were so very dense sometimes.

      “Fine,” Berg grumbled.

      The second Bergamot was out of sight, I spun toward Sam.

      “I want him. I’m judging his brownie ass,” Sam growled.

      “No,” I shook my head. “I got the big ones, remember. He’s big.”

      “Brownies are small. Makes him mine.”

      “But he’s a big brownie. That puts him back in my arena.”

      More growling and I really shouldn’t be turned on by his aggression. “He won’t be anywhere near you if he’s smart.”

      Ignoring the bits of pizza residue on my hands, I laid my palms against his chest. “He’s one of my brownies, Sam. You hired the family.”

      “Is he living here with you?” He took a deep breath.

      “You know where brownies live.” Everyone knew brownies lived with their employers.

      Except when they randomly disappeared like Dead Nettle’s crew. As soon as I got my hands on those guys…

      “I don’t want him here.” The words were sharp and fierce and I… did not give a flying fuck.

      “I’m glad compromising is working already,” I drawled and ignored his fiery glare. “Seriously, Sam. You hired the family and he’s an okay kid. He does a good job at the bar and doesn’t cause trouble here at home. Honestly, I love Blooming’s whole family.”

      “You better not love him,” he grumbled.

      I basked in this new feeling for a moment. A man was jealous. Over me. I needed a plaque engraved to commemorate the moment.

      “Compromise, Sam.”

      “Fine,” he huffed. “I’ll let you kill the next human if you let me take out the overgrown brownie. That’s fair.”

      I had to admit, it was very, very tempting…

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          17

        

      

    
    
      The next morning we held hands as we meandered our way around my manmade lake. Francois had spent many happy afternoons sunbathing on the banks and swimming in its depths. Today, turtles broke the surface, taking breaths before diving deep once again. A handful of fish rustled the smooth water, chasing prey or popping out to snatch a bug. It hadn’t just been a home for Franky, it’d been my sanctuary as well. It gave me a place to think, to get my damn evil impulses under control as I thought about my days.

      Silence hovered between us, the tension in Sam unmistakable. He was still pissed that I hadn’t let him kick Berg’s ass. Nor had I let him banish the brownie from the house.

      I bumped my shoulder against him. “Gonna stay mad all day?”

      “All century,” he grumped.

      “Naw, you like me too much.” I tilted my head back and smiled.

      “Maybe,” he huffed. “One black eye. One.”

      I chuckled. “No. Can’t do it. My other brownies ran off and I need them. Besides, you hired them for me, remember?”

      “Didn’t know they’d bring a giant, hot guy with them,” he grumbled.

      “You think he’s hot?” I waggled my eyebrows. “Does that mean I get to see a little man on man action?” I winked. “Kinky.”

      “No, it was an observation. I get hard for one person,” he tugged and pulled me against him. Like always, my body molded to his, finding home amongst the hard planes of his body. “And that person is you.” Sam lowered his head, brushing his lips across mine in a soft, gentle kiss. “It will only ever be you.”

      I hummed and let my eyes drift closed. “Good. I’d hate to hafta kill someone.”

      Another kiss, a nibble of my lower lip. “On High doesn’t like you killing people.”

      “Good thing Uncle Luc encourages it then.”

      He merely shook his head and released me. “C’mon. Show me your land.”

      My land. It was something I was proud of. Over the centuries, I’d always attempted to make a true home for myself, one that I could lovingly care for, and I’d finally done it.

      I had a home. I wasn’t being shuttled off from papa to papa or being run off with fire and pitchforks any longer.

      Home.

      I repeated some of my story about Franky and his time with me, how I’d decided to turn my home into a small sanctuary for orphaned and injured gators by making my own lake.

      “I put in a slab over here so I could sit and watch.” I pointed to the large square of concrete near the bank.

      “Not a bench?”

      “No, you know I like to sit and cuddle. They can’t crawl onto a bench.” The “duh” was implied.

      “Caith, they’re dangerous animals.” His worry was unmistakable.

      How cute.

      “I’m more dangerous than they are.” I rolled my eyes.

      “Caith…” More concern.

      “Tell me, your Angel of Destruction gig, it’s dangerous, right? I mean, you’re a gel so it’s not like you actually die because you just get sent back to On High, but you can get hurt?” I glanced at him, eyebrows raised.

      “Of course. Things can happen no matter how much you plan.”

      “Right, well, same thing. My body may die, but it’s not like Uncle Luc won’t send me back. So even if one of them turns me into a snack, it’s all good.” Maybe. I hadn’t actually pushed Uncle Luc on that aspect of our agreement. I kinda assumed I’d only have to stay if I voluntarily visited Hell. It was something I’d have to ask him. Soon. Especially since the green-eyed baddies hadn’t been found.

      “I still don’t like it.”

      I shrugged and stepped back, leading him toward the slab. “You’ll see. They’re sweet once they quit trying to eat everything in sight. Some of them are missing a leg or an eye. Humans…” I fought the tears in my eyes. Demons didn’t cry, right? “Humans can be so cruel. The tween acts as if dems are the enemy, right? You should see them tremble when I speak to them, Sam. They come to the bar but stay away from me. Sure, it’s a place they can be themselves, but they don’t want to have anything to do with me. But the humans…” I shook my head, refusing to look at him. “They’re the monsters. Dems don’t take up pitchforks or fire or come after a helpless animal with a hatchet.”

      “They’re not exactly helpless, Caith,” he murmured and I ignored him. He didn’t understand.

      “No, I know they have teeth and they’re fast, but it’s not just gators. I’m talking about anything, everything. The trees, the bugs, the small animals, deadly snakes, and fierce lions. They take and destroy.” I shot him a rueful smile. “Sorry, that’s Papa Eron’s influence. You can’t be the daughter of Father Earth without caring for his gifts.”

      He grinned. “What else have your fathers given you?”

      “Well, I do the wolf thing and the love of nature thing. Then there’s my ready smile and mischief when I’m not trying to gut you with a knife. Hmm…” I paused. “Papa Leth taught me to kick ass though I think that was more for his peace of mind since I now can gut a man with a knife between heartbeats.” That had me grinning and remembering the first time I’d gone after that human male when he tried— I shied from the memory as it neared its end. “And Papa Finn, the unicorn, is supposed to be for purity.” I sighed and shook my head. “My soul is only occasionally pure. Other times, it mirrors Mom’s.”

      “And your mom?”

      I wrinkled my nose as I stepped onto the concrete platform. “Well, Mom…” I sighed and just released the truth. “Hatefire, ragefire, hellfire… Basically, if it pisses me off, it gets burnt to a crisp.”

      I plopped onto the ground, ignoring the dirt that caked the hard surface. Sam did the same, but instead of leaving me to sit at his side, he plucked me from the ground and settled me between his spread thighs, my back to his front.

      “That’s better.” He nuzzled my neck and I tilted my head to the side, giving him more space. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was a wolf scenting his mate. “Your mom… is that Chicago? What does everyone keep referring to?”

      I winced. “About Chicago… You see, what had happened was…”

      I found the guy I was fucking banging some other chick and then the hatefire rolled through me and then the hellfire came and then… Boom! The great Chicago fires of 1871.

      The rustle and splash of water brought my attention back to the pond, and thankfully interrupted my explanation. How many chicks wanted to reveal that her anger killed an uncountable number of humans and tweens? Sure, the official record said it was three hundred, but I remembered the screams…

      Ripples marred the pond’s surface, four disturbances sliding just out of sight as we approached.

      “Caith?” A hint of worry filled his tone.

      “It’s just the gals and Georges.”

      “Georges? You got a thing for Frenchmen I need to know about?”

      I nuzzled his arm, rubbing my scent on him while also attempting to reassure him I was his. “Once upon a time, maybe.” I tilted my head back. “Unless you wanna tell me you’re from France. Then yes, I’ve got a thing for Frenchmen.”

      The first gator broke the surface, his dark body sliding from the water with ease and the other three females flanked him but held back. They trusted Georges and once he was done with his puppy-like snuggles, the others would come forward. No matter the stress of the day or the rage that rode my soul, these four always soothed me.

      Now I could add Sam to that list.

      “Hello, mon petit.” I held out my arms and spread my legs, giving Georges room to come forward.

      “Petite? There is nothing small about him. He’s ten feet long and weighs over three hundred pounds.”

      I grinned. “Right. Little. Just wait until he finishes growing and then Momma R and Jezebeth will—”

      Do nothing because that’s when Georges opened his eyes fully and stared at me. They were eyes I’d stared into more times than I could count. They were midnight black, dark and mysterious to everyone but me. Gators were instinctual killers, deadly, dangerous, and some thought evil. But I knew evil and the reptiles were merely misunderstood. At least, that was before I met Georges’ gaze and didn’t see black. No, I saw green. Bright, sparkling, truly evil green.

      I swallowed hard and my attention shot to the three females, noting their orbs were the same, lethal hue. “Get up, Sam.”

      “Caith?”

      Georges was only ten feet away then, close enough that a fierce rush would catch us both.

      “Now, Sam.”

      Sam stilled, his body freezing for a spare moment. “Oh, shit.”

      Oh shit was right.

      I saw the gator’s intent a split-second before he attacked. That instant gave me the opportunity to roll from Sam’s lap while also shoving the gel aside. Georges snapped at empty air as I jumped up, bouncing on the balls of my feet, watching the four animals.

      Sam did the same, upright and watchful.

      “What the fuck happened?”

      “Hell if I know,” I grimly replied.

      The ladies closed in on us, tails swishing, mouths parted as if ready to tear into me. And me only. They didn’t have eyes for Sam at all.

      Fuck. I swallowed hard. They wanted me. Whoever pulled their puppet strings had them focusing on me and the four were now desperate for my blood.

      “You need to get out of here,” I directed Sam, my gaze still on the gators. I took a step back and the four eased closer, obviously intent on me. “Now.”

      “You think I’ll leave you like this?” He snorted, but I heard the nervous tension in his voice. “Think again.”

      “I mean it. They want me. So you’re gonna flutter to the house and get me my tranq gun and a few darts.” Another step backward, another few inches separated Sam from danger.

      “Caith…”

      “If I take my attention off them, they’ll find a new target. Please, Sam. Please.”

      “I’m not leaving you. Didn’t we just talk about the fact that if either of us die in the tween, we’ll still come back?”

      “Right.” Another step. “You really think On High will release you a second time?”

      “Of course.”

      Yeah, well, I wished I had as much faith in Uncle Luc. I could really use those darts before it came down to me versus gator. It was one battle I didn’t want to win, or lose.

      Sam flung a rock, smacking Georges in the head, drawing the attention of all four animals.

      “What the fuck, Sam?”

      The grin he flashed made me want to claw out his eyes. Stupid, stupid gel.

      “I got ’em. Go grab what you need,” he murmured.

      “You can’t hurt them, Sam. You know they’re not in their right mind. That’s why I want them on me,” I growled, hoping the sound got their attention.

      But it didn’t. Nope. One thing did intrigue them though.

      “Yo, Caith! Mom didn’t want me to tell you, but Dead Nettle called and he said he heard you hired us and wanted to wish you good luck.” Berg’s voice boomed over the lawn. “What the fuck’s up with that? He’s not gonna try and kick my ass, right? I don’t wanna hurt him.”

      Bergamot was the new target, the four gators racing beyond Sam and me and heading straight for the over-sized brownie. Growls and snarls came from the group, sounds I’d never heard from animals, let alone gators.

      From one breath to the next, they were halfway between the pond and Berg. Then they were a hundred feet away and then…

      Sam disappeared from sight, spurring me into motion. I wasn’t about to let Sam or Berg turn into gator food. I waited for Sam to reappear beside the brownie, to take him from the area, but no, Bergamot remained alone.

      “Run, Berg!” I hoped he heard my bellow.

      The brownie’s eyes widened, attention flitting from me to the gators and back again. “You said they were—”

      “Run, dammit!”

      I’d said they were harmless, that they were sweet and misunderstood. That it was okay for the babes to play near the pond and even ride Georges. He loved the little ones. Loved carrying them and loved—

      No.

      “Unca Berggie…” Rose Bud tumbled from the house, her tiny legs carrying her across the grass.

      No.

      I increased my speed, fighting for energy and pulling on everything I could from Hell. I raced, coming even with the gators and finally pouncing on Georges. I rolled with the animal, hands reaching for his mouth while I wrapped my legs around his body. I crossed my fingers that my attack on the leader would draw the ladies’ attention and my plea was answered.

      All three descended on me, snapping and bolting toward me, jaws coming close and teeth snaring bits of cloth and occasionally skin. They weren’t trying to kill me. At least, not right that second. I still had Georges in my grasp. Biting too deeply would hurt their male.

      So, I’d hold on and wait for Sam to reappear. He’d come back and take out the girls and then—

      “Caith!” Sam was back. Sam. Sam. Sam.

      I didn’t spare him a glance, but the stinging scent of the sedative in the darts reached me. “Do it, Sam.”

      The whistle and thump told me one was released and a solid body beside me slowly slumped. One down, three to go.

      Through our struggles I’d somehow ended up belly to belly with the animal and Georges scraped my side, his claw-tipped legs digging deeply into my flesh. The ground was slick with my blood, the grass now painted red as my heart pushed more and more from my body. He wrenched his head left to right, swinging and trying to break my hold, but I sure as fuck wasn’t gonna allow that.

      Another whistle, another thud. Two down.

      The third was right behind that. So the girls were down and out.

      That left me with Georges. One I could handle.

      He continued to struggle against me, body flailing, and the familiar dull sounds of darts hitting home reached me.

      One, two, three…

      Georges still struggled.
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      His strength didn’t wane.

      “Caith, he’s not going down.”

      No shit, really?

      “Get some more darts and rope. Keep trying to knock him out and we’ll tie his jaws and legs.” Hopefully soon. My muscles were tiring, the burn telling my I was about done. Swinging a sword was a hell of a lot easier than keeping a gator captive.

      “Hold on.” The sweetness that signaled Sam’s departure held a bit more sulfur than before. Was On High punishing him for saving me?

      Assholes.

      Georges stilled for a moment and I wondered if he’d finally realized he was fighting a losing battle. He wouldn’t get free of me. He wouldn’t have a chance to—

      The next move tore me from his body. A great heave of muscle and bone had him breaking my hold and stumbling over one of the ladies.

      Shit.

      I did the same, flinging my body the opposite way and rushing to put space between me and a furious Georges. Green eyes met mine, the rage and hate burning brightly and I swallowed hard. This wasn’t the small gator I’d raised. He’d been perverted and destroyed by whatever spell held him captive.

      Bastards.

      “Georges,” I whispered his name and his eyes narrowed. The hatred burning anew.

      Then he raced forward. It wasn’t a natural rush. No, it was one suffused with magic that allowed him to move three times as fast.

      “Fuck.” I spun and raced back toward the pond and away from the house. I’d hide in the forest, the maze of trees slowing him as Sam grabbed more darts. I couldn’t allow Georges near my home with him like this. The brownies were there, tweens under my care and I couldn’t let anything happen—

      Agonizing pain pierced my calf and I was suddenly jerked to a halt. Air whooshed from my lungs and I fought for breath as the agony attacked me. I risked a glance over my shoulder and the hurt seemed to double. Fuck, he’d gotten his jaws around my leg, biting deeply and straining bone.

      I fell to the ground, free leg buckling beneath me as the pain of Georges’ wound raced over my nerves. It overwhelmed me with its strength, sending every drop of my blood screaming with the agony. I caught myself with my hands and met the gator’s gaze and those green eyes… they were gleeful. Overjoyed that he’d caught me and now tasted my blood.

      The animal dragged me toward the lake and I knew his intent. He’d drag me deep and drown me, feast on my body. Unless Sam came back with the darts. He could subdue the animal and we’d keep all four caged until we could figure out a way to…

      “Caith!” Sam’s bellow filled my ears.

      He’d come. He’d come and he’d save me and I hated the fact that I needed help just as much as I sobbed in relief.

      The edge of the water neared, Georges’ tail covered by the dark liquid. He dragged me backward, yanking me toward my death. Any second now I’d sink beneath the surface and I wasn’t sure if Sam would find me. I kicked at Georges, wanting to be free, but not wanting to harm him either.

      He wasn’t my friend, he wasn’t my beloved Georges. He was in someone else’s control and didn’t deserve to die for—

      Sam appeared beside the gator, pure sulfur accompanying the move, and when he looked at me, his eyes were nearly pure red. Only a hint of blue remained, the last bit of his angelic status clinging to him with invisible fingers.

      “Shoot him, Sam,” I wheezed, the anguish stealing my breath.

      But then I realized he didn’t hold my dart gun. No, a blade had replaced the weapon. “I’m sorry, Caith.”

      No. He couldn’t mean to… But Georges… Panic filled me, true fear and misery spearing me. It overrode the physical pain and dug into my very soul. Not Georges. No, no, no…

      “Don’t, Sam. Please. Don’t—”

      Sam raised the sword high, tip pointed at Georges’ head, blade gleaming in the sun’s light.

      “Wait. Don’t. Get—” A scream ended my pleas, the gator yanking hard once again, dragging me closer to the edge. Water lapped at his front legs, covering most of his body, and satisfaction filled those evil eyes.

      The silver of Sam’s sword blinked at me, and I watched it lower, watched it slice through the air. It drew closer and closer to Georges’ head and each inch added a crack to my heart, chipping away at pieces. The closer the gator’s death raced, the more hunks fell and shattered.

      “Nonononono—”

      The tip was less than an inch from Georges’ thick hide, so very close to destroying one of the few things I loved in the tween. And he would be gone, gone, gone…

      “Forgive me,” Sam whispered. To me or to On High?

      It didn’t matter because he was taking away—

      Another blade blocked Sam’s, shoving it aside just as a long knife struck deeply, sliding into Georges’ flesh, severing his spine. In that split second, that moment before life fled my friend, the green light left his gaze and pure regret and love filled those eyes. My Georges. He was there. In that last second, that last breath of life, he was there to show me he still loved me and he hated that I’d been injured.

      I followed the length of the knife that’d killed Georges. My gaze slid over the large, scarred hand, the tanned forearm and the thick bicep. Then I met my savior’s gaze.

      Silver eyes that were so like my own, the hue limited to his kind and no other, sparkled with regret but not apology. “Hate me if you must, but I could not let one of my own beasts take my only child.”

      Father Earth. Papa Eron.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          19

        

      

    
    
      I remained frozen in place, Georges’ jaws still clamped on my calf, blood still flowing from the injuries. Movement near the gator’s tail begged for my attention, but I couldn’t tear my gaze from him.

      “Don’t touch him. Don’t come near me.” Tears never slowed. “Take,” I swallowed hard, fighting the damning pain. “Take the sword out, please.”

      “Little flower…” my father murmured.

      “Please, Papa Eron. Just… please.”

      “Let us care for you first,” he tried again.

      I shook my head. “No, just… please. Remove it and leave.”

      I couldn’t hold it together much longer. The agony of my loss pummeled me from inside out. My wolf howled in objection, hating that our friend was gone and my fire, it scorched my veins, denying the truth. Georges was gone.

      “Caith,” Sam whispered. “You’re bleeding.”

      I shook my head again. “I need you to go.”

      Murmurs surrounded me, more voices coming near, the rattling roar of their presence vibrating me and plucking my nerves. Didn’t anyone see that I clutched sanity by a single thread?

      “Papa,” the word drifted into the wind and I wasn’t sure he heard me.

      But then he flexed and the sickening squelch of his blade sliding free of Georges’ body eclipsed all other sounds. The slide had more tears rushing forward, more moisture escaping my eyes. It was then I finally moved, finally worked my calf out of the gator’s mouth. I ignored the hands that reached for me, brushed fingers away and disregarded my mate’s scent. I only had eyes for Georges. I scrambled forward, changing position until I could cradle his large head in my lap. My tears decorated his hide then, wetting the flesh with my sorrow.

      He was gone. Gone.

      His black orbs were still exposed and I carefully encouraged them to lower, hiding him from my gaze. I couldn’t look into those eyes any longer. They’d been consumed by magic and hatred and then he’d looked at me…

      A sob escaped, shaking my body, and I curled in on myself, resting my chest on Georges as the animalistic sounds burst from my mouth. I was surrounded by loved ones, their caring flowing to me on the wind, but I couldn’t banish my sadness. It overwhelmed me, ate at me until I was raw with the emotion.

      It burned me, scorched my flesh and set my skin aflame. The brightness of my hellfire slid over me, sticking to my skin and ignored Georges, my clothing. It was proof of my agony, showing one and all that I was… destroyed.

      “Shit.” Papa Eron. Then more voices, ones I recognized and others I didn’t. “Little flower,” he soothed, but there was no soothing. None, none, none. “You must calm.”

      “They…” I couldn’t release the rest of the words.

      “I know, my young one.” Another papa.

      “Be easy.” And another.

      “You can’t do this, Caith.” That snarl was unmistakable. Papa Al.

      “You will cease this immediately.” So like Papa Leth.

      They all came. It was what they did. They sensed my pains, my injuries, and immediately rushed to my side.

      “What happened here?” Sometimes even Uncle Luc came and brought his roaring hellfire with him, the warmth soothing in some ways.

      A thud and grunt reached my ears a brief moment before yet another voice joined the fray. “What did you do to her, angel?”

      My mother. My mother left Hell. Not that I knew the woman well. She hardly left home. But… she came.

      They could all witness my pain. It gathered, growing and rolling through me with the power of my parents. Yes, my mother created a demon with a little bit of everything, but she also created a demon who had the ability to destroy… everything.

      Grunts and groans reached me, and still I only had eyes for Georges. My pretty, pretty boy. It was odd, I knew it was odd, that I had such an attachment to a beast, but I was my father’s daughter. I clung to animals in my care, treated them as my children, and I’d had Georges for so long…

      A hiss cut through my focus followed by a growl from Uncle Luc. Good, he got Mom off Sam. Sam… would he hate me when I was done?

      Probably.

      “I’m sorry, sweet boy.” The anger grew, sliding from my skin to dance and stroke the grass beneath me. Flicking from blade to blade, climbing the roses that lurked nearby.

      “Fuck,” Uncle Luc spat. “Get them out of here. I’ll stay with her.”

      Bodies left the area. That was good. They shouldn’t be consumed by my grief. The razing of my land was enough. I didn’t want to hurt others, too.

      Yes, everyone left. My papas retreated, my mother followed in their wake. They were gon—

      No, Sam remained. His sweet sulfur still teased my wolf’s senses. I tore my gaze from Georges and sought my mate. He crouched before me, dark hair shading his pale blue eyes. Pain was etched into his features and I looked him over, hunting for the source. Had he been harmed by Georges? The person responsible had even more to answer for.

      But… there were no cuts. His clothing was burned and smoked and his skin…

      I was burning him, scorching him with my grief and I immediately withdrew the hellfire from him, easing it into myself.

      “Sam,” I whispered.

      “I’m here, sweetheart.” His voice was just as low.

      “Papa Eron killed Georges.”

      “I know. He had to.”

      I nodded and another sob escaped, my hellfire flaring in response and my wolf’s fur emerged. The beast wanted to hunt and chase the ones who’d done this. My claws slid free and transformed my hands into deadly paws. My gums ached, fangs demanding release.

      My human half would discover the perpetrator and my wolf and hellfire would destroy him.

      A tear escaped my eye and it sizzled on my cheek as the fire burned it away. “Yes. I’m going to kill them, Sam. I’m going to find them and rip out their hearts.”

      Sam reached for me, his hand nearing my face and I encouraged the flames to retreat further. The last thing I wanted was to burn my mate to a crisp. “I know. And I’ll be with you. I’ll hold them for you.”

      I shook my head. “No, On High will…”

      He reached for my other cheek and I banished the remainder of my fury. He was touching me, my mate was cupping my cheeks and stroking my face. I couldn’t injure him no matter how hot the hellfire wanted to burn.

      “On High will have a choice between understanding my own and accepting my place in your life or banishing me entirely. But no matter what happens, I’m not leaving you, Caith.”

      The last of my flames slowly slid back into me, banked by Sam’s words and the hope that blossomed. “But…”

      “There are no buts. There’s you and me, Caith.”

      I placed my right hand atop his, memorizing the feel of his skin. “I would scorch the earth if you left me, Sam. You have to be sure. If we m-m-m—”

      “Mate. We’ll mate, Caith.”

      “If we mate,” my voice dropped to a harsh whisper. “If we mate and you leave, no one would survive. You need to understand that. On High needs to understand.”

      “I’ll make them understand.” Uncle Luc’s deep baritone drifted to me.

      Sam stroked my hair, brushing a few strands behind my ear. “Luc will take care of things, sweetheart.” He leaned forward and pressed his lips to my forehead in a brief kiss. “I’m not leaving, understand? I’ll stand at your side.”

      I sniffled and swallowed past the lump in my throat. “Okay.” I nodded. “Okay.”

      Quiet remained, nothing breaking the silence but our low breathing. Seconds ticked past and no one said a word. Uncle Luc lurked nearby, I knew, but even he remained mute. I struggled to find peace within my heart, but Georges was a heavy weight in my lap, a physical reminder of my loss. Each time I thought I’d banished the sharper edges, they’d cut through me once again. It was a rough, tumultuous battle between calm and rage.

      My flesh warmed, the first ticklings of my hellfire easing forward and my cheeks snapped, jaw cracking as my wolf attempted to come forward.

      “Samkiel…” Uncle Luc’s voice held a warning.

      I reacted without thought, wolf and fire objecting to my uncle’s reprimand. I tore my face from Sam’s touch and snapped in my uncle’s direction, a wave of hellfire flowing to him, burning the wind. I bared my fangs and snarled. No one would speak like that to my mate.

      “Amica,” Sam growled, the deep sound calling my wolf’s attention.

      While the growl remained, I refocused on Sam.

      “You need to calm down.” He cupped my cheeks once again. “Focus on me, on my breath.” He brought one of my hands to his chest, pressing my palm flat so I could feel each inhale and exhale. “Breathe with me. You’re stronger than this. We can’t hunt if you’re not in control. That’s it.” Inhale. Exhale. “I want to take you inside and get you bandaged.” Inhale. Exhale. “You’re injured and that’s unacceptable to me, Caith.”

      Injured?

      Yes, my lower leg. Georges had… My wolf rose, anxious to go. To find.

      “Are you calm, my mate?” he spoke low.

      Mate. Yes, I was his mate and he wanted to care for me like a mate should and he couldn’t do that when…

      I nodded. “I’m calm. I’ll stay calm.” I stroked Georges’ hide and dropped my gaze. “What should I do with him?”

      “What do you want to do with him? Do you want to cremate him? Or do you prefer burial?”

      I shuddered. “I don’t want to lose him at all.”

      “I know, but we have to do something.”

      “Your Helene can help, infans.” Uncle Luc slid into our conversation and this time my demon and wolf remained in check. “She could preserve him until you decide. Until those who caused this are no longer in the tween.”

      No longer in the tween.

      “I don’t want them forgiven, Uncle Luc. Whoever it is, I want them in Hell.”

      “It will be done, infans. It will be done.” I didn’t doubt my uncle. When he gave his word, he kept it. No matter what deal he had to make with On High, the magic wielder would go to Hell. And stay there.

      “Okay,” I nodded. “See if Momma R will come by and take care of my Georges.”

      “She’s already here, sweetheart. She’s just waiting for you to settle.” Sam’s words tugged my attention from Uncle Luc. “Can she come out?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I can’t… I can’t watch. Will you take me inside?”

      I hated that I sounded like a weak child but I couldn’t take anymore. I wanted to be held, to be cared for, to be… loved. Just for a little while.

      Then I would feast on the blood of those responsible for Georges’ death.
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      I buried my face against Sam’s shoulder, taking strength from him as he carried me toward the house. The moment he lifted me into his arms and turned to face my home, others poured from the doors. All my parents, Jezebeth, Momma R… they all leapt from the interior. I knew I was their destination, but I couldn’t look at them. Not at that moment.

      “Sam,” I whispered.

      “I have you,” he returned just as quietly. His chin brushed my forehead when he shook his head and deterred them. “Later.”

      I sensed their frustration and anger, but no one said a word. No, they were quiet as he carried me through the house, his feet padding over the plush carpet and thumping on the polished hardwood. Not a sound followed us, but I knew the brownies kept pace, that they’d burst from their beds and now helped Sam navigate the house.

      My bedroom door squeaked, telling me we’d arrived in my private sanctuary.

      Sam murmured a low thank you and then the door clicked closed, sequestering us in my personal space. The familiar scents welcomed me, the florals and woodsy aromas that beckoned the part of me that embraced nature. The room soothed my wolf which, in turn, helped to calm the raging hellfire. I was still on edge and it wouldn’t take much to send me spiraling into a flaming gulf of grief and anger.

      “Easy. You’re getting a little crispy, Caith.”

      The growing warmth disappeared in a single heartbeat, gone before my mind even had a chance to process his words.

      “Sorry.”

      Lips were brushed over my skin. “It’s okay. Let’s get you bandaged and clean. Then we can talk about what’s next.”

      I had only one firm thought about what happened next. Mating. He’d said he was staying and didn’t give a damn about anything else and he said… Mine. I needed him. Needed him to banish the grief and heartache and put me back together.

      A dozen steps brought us to my bathroom and I smiled at the low, long whistle he released.

      “Damn.”

      I grinned. “I like my baths.”

      “I see that.”

      I didn’t just have one tub, I had three. Well, one hot with jets, a regular bathtub and then a soaking tub. Plus the glass shower with multiple showerheads. Lately I’d been using the jets. Between bar fights and trying to keep the bar a little cleaner—I did not want to lose my new brownies—I’d typically came home sore and in need of relaxation.

      Sam moved across the room and soon I was carefully placed on the solid granite counter. He stepped back and turned as if to leave me and I snatched his arm, keeping him near.

      “I’m just turning on the light.”

      “No, leave them off. I’m not ready to…” I shook my head. “When I was a kid, I convinced myself that nothing was real in the dark. If I did something bad or if something happened that made me sad… If I couldn’t see it, it wasn’t real. It didn’t happen.” From the moment I left Georges, I’d kept my eyes closed and even now, the lids remained lowered. “Let it not be real a little longer.”

      He froze for a moment and I wasn’t sure if his heart even beat, but then he released a long, slow breath. “Anything you need.”

      When his warmth reached me, telling me he was close again, I opened my eyes. The room was dark, but a sliver of light filtered into the space from the bedroom.

      I could see his eyes, his soft expression, and the proof of his caring. “Thank you.”

      “Anything.” His gaze traveled over me, sliding from shoulders to hips and finally my lower leg. “We need to get your jeans off. Can you lift for me?”

      I nodded and did as he asked and it took no time to slide the damaged material down my legs, the jeans peeling away to reveal new bruises and the deep gouges from Georges.

      Georges… I trembled, fighting to suppress my cries.

      “Shh… I have you. I’ll get you cleaned and bandaged.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not that.”

      “I know,” his glittering gaze met mine. “I feel your pain, Caith. I know.”

      I swallowed hard. “How…”

      Sam stroked my skin, fingers gently sliding over me. “I committed myself to you. I feel you. I know you.”

      He said the words—the right words—but something niggled at the back of my mind. Something that said his change of heart was too good to be true. That…

      “I hear you, but I sense…”

      “I’m gonna be yours, Caith.”

      He’d be mine, but would I… Why was I questioning things now? Why?

      “You still want to…”

      He carefully eased between my legs, his expression intent. “I wasn’t lying out there. On High makes its own decisions, but I’ve made mine and I want to be yours.”

      Questions could be answered later because more tears burned my eyes, these coming forward and they had nothing to do with my lost friend. “Okay.”

      “Good.” He jerked his head in a quick nod. “Let’s get you cleaned up. How long will it take you to heal? I know wolves are pretty quick, but with the others…” he raised his eyebrows in question.

      “Once you get the dirt and grass out—” My gut clenched. “It just needs to be clean and then it’s no more than a few minutes.”

      “Okay.”

      Sam moved around my bathroom as if he’d been in the space countless times. He dug through cabinets, snagged fresh towels and sought supplies with ease. It didn’t take him long to assemble the things he needed and then it became a study in endurance and control. No part of me wanted to strike out at him, but that didn’t stop instinctual responses. Like twitches and jerks, my fire and wolf fought the desire to slash the source of my hurt.

      “Amazing,” he whispered as he washed out the first gouge, the wound healing the moment the last speck of dirt was pushed free.

      Yeah, if I wasn’t the one in pain, I’d consider it amazing as well. Instead, I merely thought it fucking hurt like hell.

      He moved from one spot to the next, dousing each with solution and dabbing them dry, plucking at bits of grass that remained stubborn. It didn’t take long to rid me of the worst of my injuries, the skin closing and sealing as always, until I was left with mere bruises.

      “What about the rest?” He gestured toward the splotches of purple and green.

      “They’ll heal on their own. My body handles the cuts and scrapes. It leaves everything else to take its natural course.”

      He gently petted a massive swath of purple on my hip. “I hate that they’re here.”

      “I know, me too.”

      Sam reclaimed his position, body keeping my thighs spread and his scent sinking into my pores. “What now? I know what everyone else will want to do. I’m sure your family is aching to launch into battle and your friends are anxious to stand at your side. But what do you want to do? Before they get to you, what’s our next step?”

      “Our?”

      “Our.” He licked his lips, drawing my attention to his mouth. “This is it, Caith. You and me against the world. What’s going on has nothing to do with them.” I opened my mouth. Of course it did. “No, this is your pain. There’s plenty of anger on your behalf, everyone hates that you’re experiencing it, but it belongs to you and me. Whoever did this… They didn’t strike at you, the struck at us. We’re one now and I want you to tell me our next step. They can either join us or leave, but it’s your choice and I will follow you to the ends of the earth. You just have to say the word.”

      “I could lead you into Hell.”

      “Then that’s where we’ll go.”

      So matter of fact. No hesitation, no flicker of unease. He’d simply follow me.

      “I want to get clean, but I don’t want to be alone.”

      “I won’t ever leave you alone again.” He gave me a soft kiss, there and gone again. “Which tub?”

      “The one to the right. The soaking tub.”

      Sam stared at me then, blue eyes flickering with a hint of red. “It’s big enough for two.”

      I swallowed hard. “It is. I’d like you to stay with me.” I reached for him and plucked a blade of grass from his shirt. “You’re dirty too.”

      Sam nodded, even more red venturing forward. He was easing toward that place, that precipice that separated On High from Hell. One step toward Hell and he’d tumble into my world. Permanently.

      “I’ll start the water. Do you need help undressing?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      I breathed deeply, taking in his scent and savoring the musk of his arousal. He wanted me, I knew that, but now he’d have me. And I’d have him.

      Sam moved away, his steps taking him to the tub and I kept my gaze on him as he bent to turn the water on. In a slow flex of muscles, he stood and slid his shirt from his body.

      Fabric removed, he slowly turned to me and held out his hand. “Coming?”

      “Yeah.” I carefully eased from the counter, absorbing the stings of pain that bolted up my leg when I stood on my own. Yes, the injuries were gone, but quite a few aches remained.

      He stared at me, gaze raking over my body and the bulge hidden behind his jeans grew, his cock straining against the fabric.

      When I got close, he grasped my hand and tugged me to him, pulling me close until our bodies were aligned. “Have I told you how beautiful you are? My pretty wolf, my deadly demon…”

      My wolf howled in approval, tail wagging and soft barks escaping. Our mate wanted us. He’d finally given in and accepted the truth.

      “You’re mine.” I said the words aloud, hoping he’d confirm my statement.

      “I am.”

      Those large hands went to my hips and slid along my waist, to my ribcage, taking my shirt along with his travels. I raised my arms, allowing the cloth to slip free of my body and it gently drifted to the ground.

      “So very, very beautiful.” His words were hoarse and filled with truth.

      He worked at my bra next, the clasp giving way and releasing me with hardly a protest. While he cupped my breasts, I reached for the button on his jeans, snapping the closure and carefully lowering the zipper.

      “I want to see you, too.” I kept my voice low, unwilling to shatter the seductive web.

      “You will.” It was a promise, a vow in two simple words.

      didn’t speak any more. Our hands and fingers communicating for us as layers were disposed. His shoes were gone, his jeans vanishing, my panties joining the growing pile.

      Sam carefully helped me into the rapidly filling tub and glorious heat caressed my skin. He didn’t leave me alone for long, his large body lowering into the soaking tub across from me. It was the perfect size for us to share and I knew I’d made the right decision. The regular tub would have been too small and the tub with jets would have taken too long to fill.

      The second he was settled, his legs straight before him, I drifted close. The water buoyed me, allowing me to glide through the liquid and gracefully change position. I relaxed into my place, legs straddling him. The only difference was that nothing separated us now. No, his thick cock was nestled against my slit, the thick length teasing my lower lips with what was to come.

      He stroked my thighs and caressed my hips, fingers playing over my skin with practiced ease. His thumbs dipped low, heading toward my mound while his grip encouraged me to gently rock against him.

      “Caith.”

      His dick teased me, the head rhythmically tormenting my clit, each stroke sending a tremble of arousal through my blood.

      “My mate,” I voiced my wolf’s desires.

      “Yes.” There was no hesitation when he confirmed my claim.

      I whimpered and my inner wolf echoed the sound. I tried to rise, anxious to take him inside me, to be possessed by him, but his grip didn’t allow me that much movement.

      “Slow, sweetheart. I want to savor every moment, every breath, every tremble, and every sound.” That brought forward one of those trembles and he grinned wide. “I want you to come. I want to give you everything. Will you let me?”

      He wanted to give and I wanted to take.

      “Yes,” I hissed.

      That ended words for a while. There was nothing to say when the pace increased or when he released me to cup my breasts or when he captured a single nipple and teased it with his tongue. He did all of that and more.

      My senses were roiling in an uncontrollable storm, flitting from nerve to nerve as he stoked my arousal and gave me pleasure. He plucked one nipple while sucking the other, his tongue flicking the nub and nibbling it with blunted teeth. And then his free hand… It delved between my cheeks, teasing that forbidden entrance. I’d never trusted anyone enough, never allowed…

      I’d let Sam, though. If he wanted to claim me there, I’d let him do anything he wanted. He was my other half, my mate.

      I pressed against him harder, increasing the pressure and accelerating the pace as I sought completion. Sam released me with a low pop and he stared into my eyes.

      “That’s it. Take what you need. I want to give you everything.”

      Those words were worth more than anything.

      He rubbed my asshole as I worked myself along his thickness, taking each snippet of bliss and adding it to the increasing mound of pleasure until it became a mile-high mountain of bliss.

      “Sam,” I whimpered.

      “Right here.” He pressed the tip of his finger past the first ring of muscle, tormenting me further. “I’m right here. Always.”

      I gasped and whined, the arousal increasing until I felt consumed with the sensual heat. “So…”

      “Take it, Caith. I want to see you fall apart in my arms.”

      I increased my pace once again, doing as he begged and taking and taking and taking more until… It was within reach, so very, very close…

      “Caith,” he growled my name, so like my own beast, and that’s what it took.

      My release bowled over me, body trembling, muscles dismissing any hint of my control and spasming. My pussy ached, clenching on nothing and desperate to be filled by him. I shuddered with the sensations, my orgasm taking over and I rolled with the bliss that consumed me. My back entrance tightened on his slight invasion and I craved him there as well. I wanted to belong to Sam in every way possible.

      “Sam,” I sobbed.

      “I have you.”

      And he did have me. Wholly, completely, I belonged to him. I slumped forward, unable to support myself, and reveled in the slick slide of skin on skin.

      “Oh, Sam.”

      He stroked my back, soothing me as the last of my orgasm drifted away. “I have you.”

      I shifted on his lap, his hard cock glancing my sensitive clit, reminding me he was still hard. I eased back enough to meet his gaze. “I want you.”

      “And I want you.”

      I licked my lips, enjoying the fact that his attention dropped to my mouth and his cock twitched against my needy flesh. “I won’t stop, Sam. I’ll take you into me and I won’t stop until I have my fangs in your flesh and your release deep inside me. We’ll be one before we leave this bathroom.”

      He reached between us, his fingers teasing my pussy, fingers encircling the base of his dick as he urged me to lift slightly. The blunt tip of his cock kissed the center of my heat and then he encouraged me to move in a different direction. He pressed down gently, silently asking me for entry and there was no way I could deny him. Not when my heart beat for him.

      Large hands gripped my hips, carefully increasing pressure until there was no denying his wishes. He stretched me, stroked me in places that made me whine and shudder as he filled me completely. The slight sting of his invasion merely added to the joy his possession created.

      “Make me yours.”

      I whimpered. The big bad gel was letting me…

      “Make me yours and then I’m going to possess you every way I can. I’m going to coat you in my scent.” He gripped the back of my neck and then fisted my strands. “I’m going to claim you so other men know you’re mine.”

      That had me shuddering, my waning arousal flaring back to life. That was what I needed, what my wolf craved. We’d lay the claiming bite, but we’d always be overpowered by our more dominant mate.

      Yes…

      I instigated an arousing rhythm, body rising and falling, his cock stroking me with each entrance and exit. The head pressed against my G-spot while each meeting of our hips tormented my clit. It was a glorious wave of desire and need, the sensations sliding along my nerves, burning me with a different type of heat. Each time he filled me fully, I groaned and each time I experienced his loss, I whined.

      My wolf continued to howl and chuff in the back of my mind, the beast’s happiness more than evident in its response to Sam. My pussy clenched around him, milking his flesh and begging to have him spill inside me. I wanted him in every way possible. Every. Way. My nipples were hard and achy, the brush of our chests sensitizing them even more.

      “Sam…” I lifted my hips and lowered once again, slamming our bodies together with a gut-wrenching sob.

      “Right here,” the words were pushed past his gritted teeth.

      “You’re going to be mine. You’re going to,” I groaned, rotating my hips and shuddering with that rush of pleasure. “You’re going to come inside me and be mine.”

      He answered with a deep groan.

      “Close again.” I was. So very, very close. My gums burned, fangs straining against the tissue. “Sam?”

      “With you, Caith.” He tilted his head to the side, baring his neck. “Yours.”

      His cock twitched within my sheath, jerking with his impending release and I knew it was time. After countless years, I was going to claim my mate, my one and only. Was he a wolf? No. He was one thing and one thing only.

      Mine.

      Sam’s grip on my hips tightened and he gritted his teeth, tension filling every line of his face. “Caith.”

      He was there, on the edge and I knew my bite would send him over. Hell, it’d take us both over. The last buckle on my control burst and my fangs rushed free of my gums in a blinding rush. Suddenly I had my wolf’s fangs and the animal’s overwhelming desire for Sam’s blood.

      I curled my lips, showing just what he was in for and the big, bad gel actually begged.

      “Please.”

      I struck, capturing his shoulder between my teeth and sinking them deeply into his flesh. His blood flowed over my tongue just as my orgasm rushed me. My nerves sang with my release, my wolf howling while my hellfire heated my skin. My blood was on fire with the sensations, screaming in joy.

      Sam’s rough shout echoed my feelings and he trembled and shook, the joining stealing his body’s control.

      were one now. Nothing would tear us apart. Nothing could tear us apart.

      He was mine.

      And I was his.

      His muscles jerked and twitched, mine doing the same as our connection settled into place and slowly calmed. His breathing was heavy, his chest brushing mine and each caress had me trembling anew. I eased my fangs from his flesh, lapping at the skin until the rush of blood was completely gone. It was sweet and coppery, seductive and alluring to my wolf and the dark part of me wanted to bathe in the sensations.

      Eventually I eased back, removing my mouth entirely, no longer connected by that meeting. His cock remained deep within me, continuing to stretch me with his continued hardness. I practically purred with that fact, anticipating another round of lovemaking.

      I licked my lips as I met his gaze, capturing each snippet of blood that remained. It was too precious to waste and I wanted to savor every drop. I wasn’t sure when I’d get the chance to take again, so I’d enjoy what was given.

      “That was,” he hummed. “Amazing.”

      I nodded my agreement.

      “Is your wolf happy?”

      I nodded again. Speaking was overrated.

      “Do you know what that means, then?”

      I shook my head, struggling to follow his words.

      “It means,” his muscles flexed and tensed as he leaned forward. “It’s my turn.”

      Yes, please.
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      I reminded myself that I couldn’t kill my fathers.  Not my first, or second, or fifth… Definitely not the fifth since that’d mean having to take his spot as North American Alpha and I just did not have the patience for all the whiny bitches.

      And then there was my mother who sat and stared at Papa Finn as if he were a steak.

      “It is great fun to dirty up the pure ones, Caith-dear.  You have seen this with your angel, non?” For some reason, my mom decided she preferred a French accent above all others.

      I rubbed the bar, scrubbing the smooth surface even though it was already clean.  My other choice was stomping to the corner booth and kicking my family to the curb.  All of them.  Good and bad alike, they could take a hike and head to a human bar for all I cared.

      “Calm down,” the low murmur was followed by the musky scent of my mate and I breathed deeply, drawing it into my lungs.  His flavors calmed my beast and the anger that curdled in my veins slowly released and drifted away.  “They care about you.”

      “I know.”

      Sam wrapped an arm around my waist, pulling me back against him, while he slid a hand along my arm and snagged the rag.  “They just wanna keep you safe.”

      “I know.”

      He tugged it from my fingers and tossed it aside.  “They love you and don’t want to lose you.”

      “I…” I flicked my attention to the gathered men and single woman. Okay, five of the seven—my fathers—but I wasn’t sure about the rest.  “Um…”

      “You know Uncle Luc and Mom care for you.” He nuzzled my neck.

      I furrowed my brow.  “Uncle Luc? Mom?” I carefully turned in his arms, our fronts now flush.  “Since when did you start calling them…”

      His wicked grin had my confusion sliding away to be replaced with arousal and desire.  I always wanted him.  One look, one smile, one hint of wickedness in his gaze, and I was ready to be claimed once again. The wound on my shoulder still throbbed in pain and I reveled in poking and prodding the slowly healing injury. The wolf howled with each stab, thrilled Sam found a way to permanently mark me.  It’d mean a slower healing time, but if it ended with a bite mark that said I belonged to him, I’d deal with it.

      I got a deep bite with blunted teeth and then he’d drawn on his remaining angelic nature, sending a jolt of goodness through my flesh. I was demon enough that my body recoiled against the purity and it branded my skin.

      “I began calling them Uncle Luc, Mom, and Papa Etcetera the moment they raked me over the coals and made me promise to treat you right.” Sam lowered his head and opened his jaws wide, closing his mouth over my mark.  He bit down, not hard enough to break skin, but enough to remind my wolf who I belonged to.

      “That’s uh…” I whimpered and rose to my tiptoes, pushing into his painful caress.  “That’s uh…” He slowly released me and I whined.  “That’s uh…” He licked a path along my neck and he really needed to stop seducing me in the middle of the bar.  But I wasn’t about to tell him to stop.  “That’s…”

      Sam chuckled and then murmured against my skin.  “That’s what?”

      “They shouldn’t have done that.” I shuddered.  “My wolf chose you.  If no one else recognizes that, at least Papa Alrick should have—”

      “You give Papa Al too much credit.  Even if I wasn’t the mate your wolf picked, I’m still the man who will spend every night in your bed, making love to you.” He scraped his teeth below my ear.  “Fucking you.”

      My clit twitched and I trembled in his arms, his words bringing me to the edge of release without a single touch to my pussy.  “You really need to not say that.”

      “What?” He chuckled.

      “All of it, any of it.” I shook my head.

      “Why? You don’t want me filling you?”

      Another shudder and my knees nearly folded beneath me.  “Not here.  Not now.” I eased back, putting a small distance between us.  “Tonight.  Tonight we can talk about lovemaking and fucking.” I swallowed hard, silencing my misgivings.  The connection I’d been expecting when Sam and I mated still hadn’t fallen into place, and my wolf whimpered with its absence.  “If you keep talking now, I’ll come in the middle of my bar and that is not something I wanna do with the ’rents fifty feet away.”

      “I’ll drink to that!” Papa Al’s voice rang through the bar and I winced.

      “Sorry, Papa Al!” I didn’t turn toward my family, my face burning too much to look at them.  Another naughty chuckle from Sam and I punched him in the gut.  “I can’t believe you did that,” I hissed.

      “Believe it.” A single finger beneath my chin had me tilting my head back to meet his gaze.  “You needed something to distract you.”

      “I need something to kill.”

      He smirked.  “That too, but since we don’t have anyone handy, I figured arousing and annoying you would work.”

      “Asshole,” I grumbled.

      “But at least I’m your asshole.” He dropped a kiss on the tip of my nose and I thought I saw something else lurking in his gaze.  Sorrow? No, I was seeing things.  “Now, what else needs to be done before we open?”

      “We?” I raised a single brow.

      “What’s mine is yours, what’s yours is—”

      “Mine.”

      “We’re mated, we’re supposed to share everything.”

      Papa Eron snorted.  “Her nannies could never teach her to share.”

      My heart clenched.  Papa Eron.  It hurt to have him near, to know it was his blade that ended Georges’ life.  He was justified and I understood his actions, but just because I understood didn’t mean I accepted and forgave.

      I would.  In time.  That time wasn’t here quite yet.  Fake it ’til you make it.

      “He’s,” I cleared my throat.  “He’s right.  I never was good at sharing.  And I always ran with scissors.” Typically because I was trying to murder another child.  I’d really been my mother’s daughter then.  “It’s how we discovered I could heal anything.”

      “Except the touch of a gel.” His gaze drifted to my mating bite.

      “Except the touch of a gel,” I parroted.

      “Back to what needs to be done.  Since I can’t convince you to go home, what can I do?”

      I turned my attention to the rest of the bar.  The tables gleamed—I so loved those brownies—the sealed concrete floors shined—more brownie love—and the place was stocked with enough liquor to get half the town drunk.

      I shook my head.  “Between the brownies, Jezze, and Edzard getting everything prepped, we’re done.”

      “Jezze and Edzard?” He quirked a single brow.

      I entwined our fingers.  “C’mon.”

      “Where—”

      I glanced over my shoulder, finger pressed to my lips.  When he didn’t say another word, I continued to tug.  In seconds  were ducking behind the curtain.  The muffled sounds reached my ears seconds before the writhing bodies came into view.

      Jezebeth and Edzard were going at it, a pile of blankets lining the concrete floor and my best friend and the thelac demon writhing on the fabric. Jezze rode the male, her skirt covering their respective pink bits, as they both moaned and groaned.

      I extended my arm toward the couple.  “Yup, Jezze and Edzard.”

      My words overlaid Sam’s “Oh! I didn’t need to see that!” Which was followed by Jezebeth’s scream and Edzard’s growl.

      That had me smiling widely.  “And there we go.  If I don’t get to come, neither does anyone else.”

      I ignored the glares shot my way and turned back toward the main bar, still tugging Sam with me.  “C’mon.  Let’s have a drink before the masses descend.”

      And they would descend.  Each time something bad happened in my life, all the tween residents in Orlando scurried by to assure me it wasn’t them that’d caused my problems.

      Apparently I was a scary bitch.  Who knew?

      Of course, by the time  made it back to the main area, the first customer had arrived.  And then another.  And yet another.  I groaned.  Everyone who could teleport decided popping in early was okay.

      I took a deep breath.  I couldn’t scorch them all, it’d leave burn marks on the floor.  I repeated those words over and over again as I shook one hand after another.

      The leader of the local seethe approached, steps silent and he looked as if he glided over the floor, hovering above the smooth concrete.  He didn’t extend his hand in welcome and I didn’t bother reaching for him, either.  One night of blood sucking fun was the beginning and ending of my relationship with Imre.

      “Princess,” he tilted his head in acknowledgement.

      I groaned.  That was another holdover from our one-night stand.   went from “fuck me harder, Imre” to “princess” come morning.  “Caith or mistress, Imre.  You know I’m not a fan of princess.”

      Even if I was the Princess of Hell.

      He merely hummed.  “You know why I am here?”

      I sighed.  “Yes.  Just as I accepted your assurances weeks ago, I accept them now.  Also, I appreciate you letting me borrow Manon.”

      He smirked.  “It was her pleasure.  Entirely.”

      “I bet,” I drawled.

      “I do, however, have news.”

      I raised my eyebrows in question, but he shook his head.

      “No, do you have somewhere more private we can talk?”

      I glared at him.  “Really? It’s been a few hundred years and my decision is still the same.  My vagina is closed.  Besides,” I stood straighter and brushed my hair aside, happily exposing my wound.  “I’m mated now.”

      “Really? I was not aware you could,” he gestured at my shoulder, “do this.”

      “Well, I can and I have.” My tone dared him to say another word.

      “Obviously.” He tore his attention from me and scanned the bar.

      There were only a few more groups waiting.  As soon as I got rid of the lingering crowd, I could get the night going.

      “I truly do need a private moment of your time.”

      Then a seductive heat surrounded me, Sam’s scent sinking into my skin, and I leaned back against him. His arms immediately wrapped around my waist and tightened, holding me close.

      “A moment of our time, you say?” Sam’s muscles were tense, body draped over me, but prepared to launch at Imre without hesitation.

      I mentally rolled my eyes.  It’d be easier if Sam just peed in a circle around me.  Then everyone would know I was off limits.

      Imre stiffened.  “I wish to speak with Caith—”

      “Princess,” Sam corrected.  “Or Mrs. Kiel.”

      That was news to me.  I tilted my head back to meet his gaze.  “Mrs. Kiel?”

      He shrugged.  “I’m going by Sam Kiel in the tween.”

      Imre twitched, drawing my attention, and the vampire paled more than normal.  “Samkiel? On High’s angel of…”

      “Yup.” A cocky, haughty tone filled Sam’s single word.

      “I see.  Then, perhaps, a simple warning of ‘your friends are not as they seem and your enemies are surely not their friends.’” With that, Imre vanished in a cloud of sulfuric smoke.

      “I hate when he gets all cryptic,” I growled.

      “I hate when he gets near you, so we’re even,” Sam growled in return.

      “As if you have anything to worry about.” I turned in his embrace, wrapping my arms around his neck.  “I’m a wolf, you know I want no one but you.”

      “That is a benefit.” He grinned and lowered his head, drawing nearer with every breath.

      His lips hovered over mine and I whimpered, anticipating his masculine flavors coating my tongue.  I loved kissing him.  Oh, I enjoyed being possessed by the strong angel, but kisses… I sighed into his mouth, sharing his oxygen.

      Then a loud commotion, raised voices, cracking furniture and the thud of bodies striking the floor, cut into our impending kiss.

      What.  The.  Fuck.

      Snarling, I tore away from Sam, sought the source of the noises, and zeroed in on the stranger near the doorway. Well, the stranger and my tween bouncers that writhed on the ground. The stranger went so far as to nudge one with the tip of her boot before pulling her leg back and kicking him again.

      I followed the line of that curved leg and jealousy over the sexy boots the chick sported flared to life.  The Christian Louboutin—signature red sole, a stark contrast to the black leather—shoes covered her leg from toes to above the knee, held in place by hooked buckles that ran from ankle to top edge. Almost like a corset for her leg.

      I needed those shoes. Desperately. I wondered if I should bother ordering them online or just kill the chick and take them.  Both options were very tempting.

      Another tween approached and I mentally groaned. This was so not gonna go well. Then again, if the chimera managed to take out the woman, I got those banging shoes.

      Except the woman spun and…

      “Ouch.” I winced when the chimera—Bob and that was such an unsexy name—got one of those expensive boots to the balls.

      “You’d think your chimera would handle himself better,” my mate murmured.

      Yeah, normally Bob would have been the victor since chimeras had the strength of lions, agility of goats, and had the whole deadly snake bite thing going on.  Mythology might state chimeras were butt fuggly creatures but really they were bad ass men.

      Except when pitted against Hot Shoe Chick. The shoes being the hot part of her, not the woman herself. Then again, I would have totally gone after her in my more experimental days…

      The ground shook when Bob’s tense form slammed to the concrete and I figured enough was enough.

      “Okay,” I raised my voice. “Let’s stop getting our asses kicked and walk away. Discretion is the better part of valor and all that.”  Bob regained his feet and took a step toward the stranger, the need for retribution glowing in his eyes. “For Bob here, it’s more like, ‘sit your ass down before she hands it to you again.’”

      Bob glared at me and I ignored the male. I was sure someone would soothe his pride, kiss it, and make it better before the night was through.

      Unless I spread the story all over the tween. Which… was pretty damned tempting. I added that to my to-do list.

      For now, I’d keep Xena the Chick in Awesome Boots from embarrassing him further.

      “Who are you and why are you littering my bar with bodies?”

      The woman frowned at the downed men and then met my gaze with a shrug. “They’re not dead. It’s not their time. Yet. If I’d killed them then Laney would be here busting my balls for screwing up the natural order of things.” She sighed and rolled her eyes. “I have to wait for the lifeline to go active.”

      I narrowed my eyes, really looking at her now.  The hair was so bottle blonde, it was ridiculous and then there were the extensions.  So. Fake.  But the rest… the eyes, nose, and mouth were familiar. I lowered my gaze, taking in the chick’s chest—it really was too bad I was mated now—and then scanned the rest of her body.  I had my suspicions, but her grim reaper shaped shadow revealed the rest of the story and I sighed.

      That sigh turned into a groan when Bob—he really wasn’t the smartest of my bouncers—pushed to his feet once more.  He bared his fangs, snake’s venom dripping from their tips, and hissed.

      I kept my tone bland and monotone when I spoke again. “Bob, stop. Please.”

      Later, when I visited him in the hospital—or the morgue if Laney was nearby—I could at least claim I tried to keep him from killing himself.

      Did he stop? No, no he did not. Instead he got a whip-fast jab to the jaw that sent him falling like a log.

      “Timber!” I couldn’t help myself. Sue me.

      Now everyone stared at me instead of the tableau at the front door. Well, at least the men had a chance to crawl away to lick their wounds while everyone was distracted. Except Bob. Poor Bob was still out cold.

      The woman raised her eyebrows and then her lips parted in a wide smile. She carefully stepped over the bouncers, nearly losing her balance when her heel caught on Bob’s jeans, but managed to stay upright. Barely.

      If she’d fallen, I would have claimed those shoes. As the President of SPS—Shoe Protection Services—it was my responsibility to shoes everywhere.  Yes, I’d just made that up. No, I didn’t care.

      “Hi.” The woman wiggled her fingers in a small wave.

      I would have returned the wave if the bitch hadn’t shifted that wide smile to Sam.  I took one step forward and another to the right, placing her curvy ass right in front of my mate.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, making sure the girls were pressed together and shown off.  Top these tatas, beyotch.

      Childish? Totes.

      The stranger stuttered to a stop, nearly toppling once more.  Yes, SPS was about to be in effect.

      “You are?”

      “Me?” The woman pointed at herself. “Oh, Roxy—”

      “Larson. Grim Reaper.” Yup, my instincts were right.

      Roxy’s smile blinded me. “Yes! No! I mean, yes, I’m a reaper but no, I’m not the Grim Reaper. That’s my cuz, Laney. And you’ve been a naughty girl here,” she almost singsonged the words. “Laney sent me to clean up all those souls since you can’t seem to stop killing things, and I decided it was time for a vacay anyway. Of course, now I have to do the whole promise thing and—”

      “Nice to meet you,” Sam murmured, reaching past me and shaking the chick’s hand.

      Roxy was gonna lose an arm and my inner wolf agreed.  Nom, nom, nom...

      “No, it is not nice to meet her,” I growled and grabbed Sam’s wrist, tugging my mate’s hand from Buffy the Dick Slayer.

      She really was too pretty for my comfort.

      “Okay, make your promise and move along little doggie.”

      Roxy sniffed and stared down her nose at me.  And she was actually able to stare down at me. Between my short height and the woman’s amazeballs shoes, I was at a disadvantage.

      “You really are not very nice.” Roxy huffed, and pouted.

      “I’m the devil’s niece. I don’t have to be nice.”

      “Well, you’re not,” she muttered and then the frown turned into a smile when those blue eyes of mine settled on Sam. “Did I mention it was wonderful meeting you?” she purred.

      “I’ll show you nice,” I growled, wolf all for eliminating the flirty competition. I jolted forward, arms outstretched and nails already transformed to sharp tips so I could scratch the chick’s eyes out.

      Unfortunately, Sam was a total buzzkill and grabbed me around the waist, halting my leap.  He held me tightly even as I struggled, grip firming with each jerk and twist.

      “Tou. Chy.” Roxy propped her hands on her hips. “Does your momma know her daughter is a total bi—”

      “Yes,” my mother’s shout came from the back of the room. “But she hasn’t killed you yet. That’s disappointing.”

      Ah, my mother had such high, deadly expectations.  I was all about rising to the challenge at the moment.

      Roxy wrinkled her nose. “I forgot. Evil devil’s niece and all that.” Then she brightened up. “But on the plus side, you can’t kill me. I’d just come back ‘cause it’s totally not my time yet. But it hurts like a bitch if you get killed when it’s not time. But anyhoo…” She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Well then, I super promise it’s not me or Laney doing all the bad killing things. I can’t even stand blood! And green? It’s not really my color so... toodles.”

      Roxy really did it then. She rocked that whole, cocked hip with one hand propped on it combined with the cute bent opposite knee that crossed in front of her standing leg thing.  Ugh. Hard to describe, but that’s what she did and it was cute and sexy and… The woman had to die for two reasons: being so cute and those shoes.

      Unfortunately, Sam’s hold remained and Roxy spun on one of those four inch heels.  She teetered and tottered toward the front door.

      I slumped in Sam’s arms, lulling him into a false sense of security.  The moment he released me, I dove for the door again, intent on burning Roxy and everyone surrounding her to the ground.

      The world wouldn’t miss a half-dozen people, I was sure of it. Besides, hadn’t Bob had his ass handed to him by Roxy?  He wouldn’t mind dying for the cause, right?  It sounded logical.

      Except Sam caught me again, chuckling as he dragged me backward.  “C’mon, sweetheart.  You have other people to see.”

      “But she…”

      Sam cuddled me close.  “I know, but remember our thing about compromise?” I whimpered and nodded.  “Well, I’m claiming one of my freebies.  No killing the Reaper.”

      “Are you sure?” I hoped he wasn’t sure. “She’s not really the Reaper.  She’s the Reaper’s cousin.”

      “Yes.”

      I whined and leaned against him.  “I hate you a little bit.”

      He pressed a kiss to my temple.  “As long as you love me eventually, I’m okay with that.”

      With those parting words, he released me and left me standing near the door, torn between hunting and destroying the too pretty, awesome shoe-wearing woman, and hunting and fucking Sam senseless.

      Because if Satan’s niece could love anyone, it was gonna be Sam. I just had to figure out the whole love thing first.  Which… could take a while. At least  both lived forever.

      I followed my mate, ignoring the remaining tween reps and waving off the few persistent ones. “Go talk to Uncle Luc.  Promise him you’re not the magic wielding, green-eyed, asshole-creating dickwad.” I paused for a moment to let my gaze linger on the half-dozen males.  “And know if you lie to him, you’re not lying just to my uncle, you’re lying to the High Lord of Hell himself.  So I will gladly kill you and he will gladly keep you.  Period.”

      “And I won’t stop her!” Sam’s shout blew past me.

      The urge to stick out my tongue was strong.  Strong.

      Instead, I surveyed the destruction, several tables were broken from Roxy’s fight with the bouncers, but I was more concerned with the massive door.  I sighed and then frowned.

      “I gotta call Dead Nettle.” I hated it, but I had to.

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s the one who built the door in the first place.  It’s got his magic all over it.  If a brownie outside his batch tries to do anything but clean it,” I shook my head.  “It’s not pretty.”

      “But he’s not taking your calls,” Sam reminded me.  As if I needed reminding.

      “Yeah, I know.  But he’s not gonna have a choice.” I lifted my gaze to my mate.  “I gotta go see him and you have to come along so I don’t kill him.  At least, not until he’s done fixing the door and weaves Jezebeth’s magic into the wood.  Or even Momma R.  Someone other than him.”

      He pressed his lips together in a deep frown.  “I don’t like the way he’s treated you.”

      “Aww…” I fisted his shirt and tugged him close.  “Look at you being all sweet.” My wolf chuffed, happy our mate was protective, even though I was more than capable of taking care of myself.  “Looking to get laid?”

      Sam glared at me and then lowered his head.  He settled his teeth over the mark and bit down gently, sending a raging bolt of arousal through me.  When he finally released me, I trembled in his arms and his whisper made my need even worse.  “I don’t need sweet words to get you in bed, do I, little wolf?”

      No, he really, really didn’t.

      I shook my head, fighting to banish my desire for the gel.  I had to do… something. Wait.  Call Dead Nettle.  Get him on the phone and then drag his brownie ass to Hell’s Chapel.  Right.  I had a plan.

      But then Sam had lips and they were making their way up my neck and… maybe I’d call Dead Nettle in a minute.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          22

        

      

    
    
      I walked a little bowlegged and my pink bits ached more than a little—I officially worshipped shower sex—but I was very, very mellow when I climbed from my car. Which Sam, of course, drove. He’d put it back together so he forever claimed the driver’s seat.

      Men.

      Then again, I didn’t care too much because, man, I felt so good in a well-fucked, thoroughly exhausted way. Still buzzing from a good half-dozen orgasms,  decided hunting down Dead Nettle was better than trying to get him on the phone. It was obvious the brownie was avoiding me. If I was standing in front of the smaller man, deadly blades in hand, I couldn’t be ignored any longer.

      Sam wanted me to leave the swords at home.  were just going to talk to Dead Nettle.

      I told him I wanted world peace and getting that was just as likely as me leaving my swords behind.

      In the end, I got my way and I ignored Sam’s frowns of disapproval. My swords were a comfortable, heavy weight on my back, the handles within easy reach and my hands itched to palm them. Something was… weird. Some tension in the air pricked at my nerves and my skin hummed with unease.

      The house  approached was nice enough. Old and partially restored, it resembled a mansion more than simply a large house. It once belonged to Momma R’s great-great-great-cousin four times removed, but the woman wasn’t part of Momma R’s direct line. So, when she died, she died, and ownership then moved on to the next person in line.

      Apparently, a long lost something or other recently took possession of not just the home, but my brownies as well.

      The urge to murder that person was strong and I clenched my fists. Stealing another person’s brownies! Unheard of.

      It wasn’t until Sam’s fingers wrapped around my wrist that I realized I was already reaching for a blade.

      “Caith?”

      I frowned. “Sorry. Just pissy.”

      “Uh-huh.” He didn’t sound like he believed me. Well, I didn’t believe me either, so  were even. “Let’s just knock before you draw blood. Compromise, remember?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled. I really hated that word. I wondered how hard it’d be for Uncle Luc to simply make it… disappear.

      Then it didn’t matter as Sam pounded on the front door, fist colliding with the wood and making it rattle in its frame. It wasn’t like it was gonna be a surprise to the owner to discover she had brownies working for her. They were kinda hard to miss.

      When no one answered, he pounded again and I heard the telltale crack that told me he’d knocked a teensy bit too hard.

      “Who’s pissy, now?” I murmured and ignored his glare. He could spank me for being snarky later. If I was lucky.

      The soft click-clack of high-heels on tile reached us a brief moment before the door swung open on silent hinges. The woman revealed was perfection from head to toe. Hair in a perfect twist, earnings that matched her dazzling necklace, a suit that had to be custom tailored and delicious shoes that had me drooling with envy.

      I. Needed. Those. Shoes.

      They looked like they might be my size. I could just kill the woman and be done with things. That sounded like a wonderful plan. This time, I consciously reached for a blade and Sam stopped me. Again.

      Dammit.

      “…speak with him. Now.”

      I really needed to pay attention, but it sounded like Sam had things under control. I could go back to drooling.

      “And who are you to demand anything?” The chick had that haughty tone thing down pat.

      Too bad for her it’d get her killed.

      “Can I do it now?” I ignored the fact I whined. This whole compromise thing sucked.

      “No, you can’t.” He glared and turned his attention back to the woman—the woman who looked Sam up and down as if he were a steak.

      Oh, hell no.

      I stepped forward and planted myself between the woman and Sam. Facing off against the bitch, I didn’t hide my true nature. I let the fangs pop out, the fur slide free, the nails grow and curve into claws. And the best part… I was on fire. All of me just flaming red, blue, and white. I had some patriotism going on.

      “So,” I gave the woman a wide smile. “He’s not gonna let me send you to my uncle, but he didn’t say I couldn’t burn you to a crisp and then ship you to the hospital.” Real fear filled the woman’s face and my smile widened.

      “Wh-who’s your uncle?”

      Really? Really. My flaming furriness wasn’t enough for the bitch? She had to ask?

      “I call him Uncle Luc, you call him Satan. Now,” I covered my mouth and cleared my throat. The quick exhale sent a tendril of fire shooting toward the woman and Sam growled.

      “Caith.”

      I turned and gave him the sweetest, most innocent stare I could. “What? I had something caught in my throat.”

      I even fluttered my lashes for good measure.

      His expression told me he wasn’t buying it. Yeah, I didn’t really expect him to.

      I refocused on the woman. “Look, I’m the one who can end you and get away with it, so let’s stop with the posturing and pouting and get to the reason for my visit. I would like to talk to Dead Nettle.”

      “I don’t know who you’re talk—”

      I shoved my hellfire away with a single thought and rushed the chick, pressing my forearm against her throat while slamming her body against the wall in the entryway. “Lemme rephrase that. You will bring me Dead Nettle.”

      The chick gasped and focused on Sam. “Are you going to—”

      I pressed harder. No one let me do anything.

      “Well, it’s me or her.”

      “But you’re— a—” she wheezed.

      “Oh,” I growled. “You didn’t know me but you know him?” I bared my wolf’s fangs.

      “Everyone—”

      I pressed harder, annoyed by the chick’s voice.

      “She can’t speak if you choke her,” Sam drawled.

      I was not seeing the downside to this.

      I stared into the woman’s eyes, allowing mine to flash and flare with hellfire while my wolf inched forward. The bitch might not have known me when she opened the door, but she’d remember me now.

      I remained focused on my captive, letting menace gather and swirl around me. It was that intent stare, the minute concentration that allowed me to see.

      Swirling brown flashed to green. Only for a moment, a split-second of change, but the chick’s dark brown eyes flared bright green just long enough for me to catch the shift.

      And that changed things. That had my suppressed grief and heartache destroying its mental bindings. The pain encircled me, blinded me with the agony and choking me with the anguish.

      Without removing my arm, I reached behind me and snared the small blade I’d concealed within the strap that crisscrossed my back. Before Sam could stop me, I whipped it around and slammed the metal into the wall, catching some of the woman’s hair with the stab.

      My captive’s attention flicked to the knife, gaze remaining on the blackened metal.

      “I forged that myself with my own hands. I held the metal and shaped it with my fingers, allowing my hellfire heat to melt it for me.” I leaned forward and lowered my voice to a whisper. “I will do the same to your poor excuse of a body if you don’t tell me how you did it. I will keep you alive as I slice flesh from bone and create the most beautiful painting you’ve ever seen. You will watch as I bathe in your blood and then I’ll send you to my uncle. Alive.”

      The woman’s panicked eyes left mine and focused on Sam.

      A Sam who surprised the hell out of me. “Don’t look at me for help. I saw that flicker too and right now I’d happily gut you, but we need information first. So… I’m sure you have a dungeon here. We’ll need it.” Sam looked to me. “At least I assume there’s one.”

      “Of course. A place this old…” I pondered old architecture. “Beneath the ballroom.”

      I lifted my pressure slightly—still keeping her captive—and the woman sputtered, “We don’t have a ballroom.”

      “Oh, you do, you just don’t know it. Come along. Fighting will just make it hurt more.” That had me pausing. “Actually, do me a favor and fight.” Tears filled the woman’s eyes and I rolled mine. “That’s not gonna help your cause.” The chick jerked against my hold and I paused. “Look,” I forced the woman to look at me. “I saw it myself. That little green flicker? You somehow managed to control a few dozen zombies and sent them after me. I could have forgiven that because when I wasn’t close to dying, I enjoyed myself. And you know what? The vamps annoyed me, but I was really pissed because they were trying to kill my mate.” The woman whimpered but remained silent. “What I won’t stand for is going after Georges.” I yanked her closer. “For that, you’re gonna die.”

      Another whimper and she shook her head. “I didn’t. I don’t know what you’re talking about, I swear. Zombies? Vamps? I can’t do anything to them even if I’d tried. I’m as good as neutral. I swear.”

      Sam sighed which meant I did as well. “I actually believe her.”

      I groaned. “Can’t I have this freebie? She has the green-eye thing.”

      He shook his head. Bastard.

      “No freebies,” Sam reached for the stranger and I released a rolling, rumbling growl that had him freezing in place. “I just need to get a sense of her. The others had this taint clinging to them. I need to…” Sam didn’t touch the woman, which is what saved the chick’s life. Instead, his gently glowing hand hovered above her skin, almost making the sign of the cross as he did whatever angels did. “It coats her, but she’s not the source. I imagine it’s enough to keep her compliant and oblivious.”

      That had the chick nodding. Well, nodding as much as she could with my forearm nearly choking her. I wanted the nearly to be totally, but it looked like Sam wasn’t gonna let me. Stupid mate.

      “Why keep her compliant?” I murmured and tilted my head, staring at the woman who had the answers, even if I didn’t realize it. “So, tell me, made any new friends lately?”

      I knew the answer to that question but wanted to hear the words. I couldn’t believe it, mind shying from the truth, but I knew the reply was inevitable.

      “I-I-I—” The chick’s eyes flickered that eerie green once again, dancing between brown and neon in a desperate battle for control.

      “C’mon,” I crooned, leaning close. “You can whisper it in my ear. I won’t tell.”

      No, I’d only kill.

      “I-I-I- He—”

      “He…” I coaxed and I was thankful Sam remained a silent, fearsome presence at my side without interfering.

      “Dea—” Flicker. Green. Brown. Green. Brown.

      I needed to catch the woman when the magic was in the backseat. When… the woman was damn near dead. I kept my grip firm and met Sam’s gaze. “I’m gonna need you to trust me and not interfere.”

      Sam’s nod was immediate.

      My body slam shook the house, the thump of the woman’s back on the tile vibrating the foundation. She gasped, pain filling her brown eyes, and part of me winced at the agony I caused.

      “Who?”

      “Dea—” Brown then green.

      I kneeled on the woman’s arm, giving the bones more and more of my weight. I didn’t want to snap the chick’s forearm, not really. “Who?”

      “Dead—” Brown then green.

      “I won’t let anyone kill you. I’ll protect you, but you have to tell me who.” I shoved the words past gritted teeth. My conscience pricked me, poking me with unease, but that didn’t banish the grief that still rode me hard. This bitch knew something and I was gonna have it.

      I squeezed the woman’s throat, tightening more and more, watching my captive’s face slide from red to purple as she battled for air. At the same time, I increased my pressure on her arm and reached for a finger. Maybe I’d break a tiny bone.

      The wheezing was almost at an end. Any second now she’d lose consciousness and I still needed answers. A pop reached my ears and the woman screamed. Well, wheezed. At least I hadn’t broken the finger, just dislocated it a little bit.

      I released the digit and brought my face closer to the dying woman’s. “Who?” The stranger had three seconds left. Maybe five on the outside. “Who?”

      “Dead Nettle…” Brown… still brown… And lifeless. Well, lifeless-ish. She’d regain consciousness, now that she could breathe again.

      I lifted my weight from the woman’s arm and focused on her hand. It took seconds to pop the finger back into place and even less to heal the hurt I’d caused. That accomplished, I pushed to my feet and faced off against Sam. What would he say? How would he react to my violence? Knowing his mate was Satan’s niece and seeing evidence of my cruelty were two very different things.

      “And?” He raised a single brow.

      “Dead Nettle.”

      He nodded. “Where do we find him?”

      I furrowed my brow. “That’s it? Where do we find him? No, what the fuck was that, Caith?’”

      Sam shook his head. “No, you asked me to trust you and I do. You didn’t kill her. You actually healed the damage you caused, didn’t you?”

      I nodded.

      “And you’ll probably have Manon stop by to clear her memory. I’d do it now, but we’re hunting.”

      “Yeah,” I cleared my throat. “That was my plan.”

      Sam reached for me, snagging my hand. “I trust you, Caith. You’re not as evil as you think.”

      “I’m very evil.” I glared.

      “Uh-huh,” he drawled. “Let’s be evil with Dead Nettle. Where do you think he is?”

      “Close.” I let my gaze scan the entryway, hunting for evidence that’d direct me to my prey. I padded to the formal living area, noting the gleaming surfaces and stain-free white carpet.

      “Caith?”

      I held up a hand, still searching for evidence of the Nettles. I took a step into the room, ignoring the fact that my boots would leave grimy spots behind. I’d have my new brownies pop by to… I dropped my attention to the plush carpet. To the carpet that wasn’t marred in the least by my dirt-caked boots.

      “They’re here.” I focused on Sam. “Here.”

      “How do you know that?”

      I grinned. “The Nettles were with me for a couple hundred years and Dead Nettle got tired of scrubbing blood from the carpets. He eventually found a little spell that causes objects to repel dirt.” I waved my hand at the pristine flooring. “This is his work. He’s here.”

      “Okay, but where?”

      I closed my eyes, rolling facts through my mind, pulling at my memories of these old houses. “The dungeon is as good a place as any to live and cast spells.”

      “She didn’t even know there was a dungeon. What makes you think…” Sam’s voice trailed off and I knew he came to the same conclusion as me.

      “The dungeon. They made her forget.” I reached behind me, hand itching for a blade, but Sam held out a hand to stop me.

      “What are we gonna do with the woman.”

      I groaned. “It’s too much to ask that we just leave her here, huh?”

      “Yes.” He narrowed his eyes.

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “Drag her into the living room. I’ll seal her in. No one in or out until we’re done.”

      “And how are you gonna do that? Last I knew you handled fire, not magic, and brownies—”

      “Brownies have doors all over the house and all houses have locks and knobs on those doors, don’t they? Brownies can’t go past a locked door. It’s a… thing. Even more, this house is connected, however distantly, to Momma R.” I jerked my head toward the woman. “Grab her and drag her over here.” Sam did as asked and I stepped into the center of the space. “Momma R would’ve made the doors metal, just like the locks.” I grinned at Sam. “The family employed loyal brownies, but there was a bit of pixie in ’em. When the Renards wanted quiet, they wanted quiet, and metal holds a spell better than wood.”

      I padded around the room, plush carpet not giving way beneath me. Dead Nettle put a lot into keeping this place clean. Probably so he could keep the owner happy without rousing suspicion.

      You didn’t want to get kicked out of this place, did you Nettle? Why?

      “Lay her on the couch and then close the door. When you’re done, make sure you stand next to her. Don’t leave her side. I can keep one spot cool, not two.”

      “Did you even think of having me stand outside?”

      My snarling objection was fast and fierce. “Mine.”

      Sam’s smile was blinding. “Noted.”

      Bastard.

      “Shaddup and stand still,” I growled and then focused, reached into myself. Hellfire was quick to respond and jump to my fingertips, aching to be of some use. Its rage roiled and boiled inside me, that part of me knowing Dead Nettle was responsible for Georges. The fire didn’t understand my preoccupation with the gator, but it did understand my unending rage.

      It slid over my skin, caressing me with the warm blanket of flames. It continued to rise and consume me, twining around me like vines on a tree and I welcomed each addition, each rising degree.

      It stretched, aching for things to destroy, to find an outlet for my rage and hate. It hunted for flammable items, for things that could be turned to ash and bent beneath its power.

      It licked at Sam and the woman, but I called it back with a soft murmur. “Not them.”

      Closing my eyes, I let the flames continue to wander, sliding through the living room and it flicked from surface to surface. I allowed it to collide with the easy stuff, pillows and upholstery, but I gently eased toward the tougher materials.

      “Metal, sweet flame. Find the metal…” I murmured low and then it vibrated with happiness, the flames dancing and trembling in air. “Seal it.”

      It joyfully went to work, bending and melting and converting hinged panels into large, thick sheets. By the time I was done, I’d sealed three doors and four air vents as well as a peephole hidden behind a painting.

      The heat swirled around my, brushing my hair, kissing my skin, and fluttering my clothing. It wanted to stay, wanted to hunt with me, but I needed my prey to speak before I turned her to ash.

      Mainly, I wanted to know how Dead Nettle managed it all.

      The hellfire pouted, whining with a rapid whip, but I wasn’t going to relent.

      “Go back to Uncle Luc or I’ll ground you for a month.” I kept my voice low.

      The hellfire had one snippet of retaliation before it vanished. The bastard flicked my ass, sending a burning spear of agony up my spine and I gritted my teeth against the pain.

      The second cool air wafted over my skin, I sighed in relief and took a stumbling step forward. Sam’s hands were there, strong arms keeping me upright when I would have fallen.

      “You okay?” Concern laced his tone and I clung to him as I fought for breath.

      I dragged air into my lungs. “Yeah, it was being a little bitch, but I’m good.”

      “Caith, should we call someone else…”

      I snorted. There wasn’t anyone in town to call. It was Orlando tween business. If it happened near the mouse’s house, I had to deal with it. Not anyone else. Besides, the brownie would bleed for Georges.

      “No, I’m fine.” I pushed away from Sam and reached for my swords, intent on my destination. “C’mon.”

      Sam immediately released me and stepped back, following in my wake. At least for now. I knew when blood started flying he’d be in the thick of things and protecting my back. I approached the double doors and growled at the hellfire still lurking inside my body.

      “You sealed us in here.” Sam’s patronizing drawl hit me and I didn’t bother to answer him.

      I approached the double doors that the led to the entryway and without slowing, I lifted my leg and planted my boot over the handle. I kicked hard, sending the panels flinging open so they could return to where we’d started.

      “If it’s that easy to leave the room maybe this isn’t the best place for the…” His words trailed off when I turned to face him.

      Fire filled my veins, turning me into molten flesh, and my eyes were filled with the flicker flames. The heat wasn’t too keen on being called easy. “Oh, it wasn’t easy.” I gestured for him to leave the living room. “Now, c’mon.”

      It definitely wasn’t. No one else would get through a hellfire sealed door but me and Uncle Luc. Not even Mom could break the seal since she was too concerned with enjoying her demonic life rather than destroying everyone who threatened that happiness.

      When the panels ricocheted toward me, I nudged first one door and then the other closed. Rubbing my fingers together, I brought a wavering spark to the tips and then let them flick my lips as I whispered to them. “No one enters. No one leaves.”

      I flung those sparks at the closed doors and knew my order would be followed. The handles glowed red before settling into a deep, charred black and my name was engraved on the panels. Whoever drew near would know who they were dealing with. And if they were smart, they’d run.

      “C’mon, Dead Nettle knows we’re here. He’s waiting and I don’t want to be rude.” The blades sang as they slid free of their scabbards.

      Sam’s did the same, the angel of destruction taking up arms against a tweener. I knew what mating me cost him. I wondered how much more he’d lose by helping me.

      Too much, Caith. You know that, dumbass.

      Save for the tick-tock of an ageless clock, the house was silent, and we didn’t destroy that quiet with our presence. I carefully padded through the house, my boots silent on the tile. My swords were ready, already craving the blood of my enemies.

      I bypassed the stairs and headed toward the left, ignoring door after door as  made our way down the narrow corridor. Sam followed, movements just as quiet. He didn’t question my direction which was a good thing since I’d hate to bludgeon my mate during our first official battle.

      Eventually  came abreast of a single, ornately carved door. I knew what lay on the other side, what we’d face once I kicked it in and gave ourselves access to the ballroom. Just on the other side of the decorated panel was the catalyst for my rage and I’d do everything I could to end the life of each and every being that helped Dead Nettle.

      Compassion was not on the day’s menu.

      I shared a look with Sam, one that said I was about to bust open the gates of Hell. I wasn’t being symbolic or anything either. Once that door vanished, my hellfire, my wolf’s rage, my soul’s fury… I was rocking out with my fur out and nothing would stop me.

      My mate jerked his head in a quick nod.

      Okay then.

      I didn’t hesitate any longer. I slammed a boot heel into the lock and the door flew open so hard the chunk of wood spiraled into the room, sliding across the floor to be stopped by…

      The heavy boot of a dark elf.

      “Aw, fuck me,” I groaned.

      The elf in question smiled widely, exposing his pointed teeth with their white tips and midnight base. The male was as I remembered—tall and muscular with angled cheekbones and a strong jaw. His skin was still smooth as cream, pale and gleaming in the light. His midnight clothes, leather, encased his large body.

      Not just a dark elf. The dark elf. And the label didn’t come from the color of his clothes. No, it slid like a wisp of smoke from his soul.

      An elf that’d made a deal with the devil and had his ass spat back out by Uncle Luc.

      “Caith,” he smiled wider. “Interesting to see you here. Anxious to revisit our relationship?”

      Sam growled and I echoed the sound. How had I ever found this asshole attractive? Oh. Right. I’d been barely a hundred when I’d come across Glaener.

      “Nice to see you, Glaen. How long’s it been?” I tightened my grip on the sword.

      “Too long, sweet wolf. Miss me?” That smile turned sensual.

      “No.” I let my gaze wander over the room, taking in the immaculate condition of the flooring and decorations. Another dozen dark elves littered the space, their glittering, delicious looks doing nothing to hide the evil in their souls. “It seems Nettle has been keeping up appearances at least. It looks lovely.” My attention finally returned to their band’s leader. “So, why are you here, Glaen? Muscle? Because I sure as hell know it’s not brains.” Another elf snorted and Glaen shot the male a glare but didn’t verbally respond. “Nothing to say?” I shrugged. “That’s okay. I know you’re the muscle. Even when we were together you didn’t have this kind of dedication, this kind of foresight. You’re very hack and slash,” I smirked. “Might be why you enjoy video games so much. Fairly mindless while this… was delicate in its own way.”

      There wasn’t a single flutter of fabric, no rustle to tell me whether my quarry listened.

      Glaen silently glared.

      “So, we’ve established you’re the protector for this band of fuckholes. The question becomes, will you die for them?” I lowered the tip of one sword to the marble tile and dragged it across the surface, the point leaving a deep furrow in its wake.

      I kept my metal honed to a razor’s edge and nothing was stronger than a weapon formed by my own hands from the fires of Hell. I may get my ass knocked down, but the moment the blade struck flesh, my opponent was gone. It sang when blood stroked its length and the sword practically vibrated in anticipation.

      “I think you’re overestimating your abilities, sweet wolf.” Glaen pushed away from the wall, taking a step toward me.

      As he moved nearer, Sam took up a spot at my side, his large arms crossed over his chest. A dark shimmer rippled in the air around him, throwing off glimmers of dark light, and the elf paused and focused on Sam.

      “Oh, I know your pussy is good, Caith, but I don’t think it’s worth falling for.” Glaen smirked. “Do you enjoy the way she whimpers? Her wolf likes that little spot just beneath—”

      Sam didn’t tense further or even twitch in displeasure at hearing of my past. No, the asshole smiled. What was up with that? He should at least be jealous. Lips spread to reveal pure white teeth, the gel took a step toward Glaen, a swagger in his movements.

      Cocky.

      Sure of himself.

      Arrogant.

      “That area just beneath her left breast? A nice little mark that begs for a kiss?” Sam chuckled and I began counting the number of ways I could kick my mate’s ass.

      One, cut off his left ball.

      Two, cut off his right ball.

      Glaen chuckled. “That’s the one. Maybe she is worth falling for. The way she mewls—”

      Glaen didn’t have a chance to say much more. Sam was a blur of deadly movement. He dove through the air, slicing into the distance between him and Glaen. The gel didn’t just attack the dark elf, he destroyed him. A single strike sent the male slamming into the wall and cracking the drywall, sending a shower of white dancing through the air. From there, Sam’s bulk blocked his actions from my view, but the screams… Well, the screams made me smile. And then the seductive scent of elven blood reached my nose and my wolf practically purred.

      It remembered those flavors. It remembered the male who’d first shared them with her. It also remembered how badly I wanted to rip off his balls with my teeth when he’d dumped me.

      I had a bit of an anger management issue.

      The remaining elves jumped into motion, the group heading toward Sam with deadly intent in their gazes. No way that was gonna happen. I still had a use for the gel.

      I tumbled through the air, launching myself upward and flipping over the approaching males. The flip had me landing in a crouch at Sam’s back, my sword singing and begging to be coated in blood. Elf blood.

      I managed to take out two as my feet met marble, boots thumping on the stone floor, my wicked blade severing heads. Those large bodies collapsed, skulls rolling and tripping up two others as  tried to avoid stomping on them. Huh. Dark elves with a conscience. Weird.

      A girly scream sounded behind me, telling me Sam was causing a bit of pain of his own. Well, the guy could get things done and help me already. My annoyance, of course, distracted me and allowed one of the males to land a punch to my side. I grunted with the impact and then made a horizontal slice through the air. It laid open his chest, splitting ribs, pouring his heart and lungs onto the once pale surface.

      “You shouldn’t hit girls, asshole.”

      A glitter of silver caught my eye and I reacted without thought, raising my left sword to block another attack. I returned it with my right, sinking the metal deep into his gut. He fell to his knees, fingers reaching for the shining blade. “You shouldn’t touch—” No one listened when I said they were sharp. He wrapped his hand around the thin metal and… lost his fingers in the process. “That one’s gonna hurt tomorrow.”

      I placed my boot on his shoulder and kicked, sending him sliding off my weapon, leaving me free to tackle others. And tackle them, I did. Block, thrust, parry even though parry sounded so damned lame, followed by the occasional kick or two. What good was having kick-ass boots if I didn’t use them?

      Now, if only Fluevog made custom soles and I could have “Caith kicked my ass” emblazoned for all to see. That would be awesome.

      I didn’t have time to worry about branding my name on anyone’s ass because the elves decided one-on-one wasn’t getting the job done. They all rushed forward, sharpened teeth bared and the fires of Hell burning in their eyes. What was so pretty only moments ago now reeked with the evil that permeated my uncle’s home.

      The man had yet to hear of scented candles.

      I focused on the battle, on Sam’s presence as he made Glaen whimper and whine. My vision became filled with whipping blood, flashing swords and glimmering knives. Bits and pieces of my opponents tumbled to the ground, my movements smooth and sure as I cut them into tiny bits.

      My mind was feverish as I counted the number of disabled and dead dark elves. Was that ten? Or eleven? Dammit, I couldn’t remember. It was just like when I used guns. I never remembered to count the rounds as I shot them off and then being out of bullets was such a surprise…

      I didn’t know I was in trouble until the high-pitched whistle of a sword slicing through air pierced my ears. I jerked my head right in enough time to see the end of my life coming near. The largest of the elves, the one I assumed would be slow and dull-witted, was heartbeats from ending my life.

      But then Sam was there, hacking at my opponent with his pristine white sword that sparked violet when touched by an evil weapon. The blade now glowed a deep purple with the evil that coated the surface. He battled the last of the dark elves, body moving with fluid grace, and his sword an extension of his arm. Sam’s opponent didn’t have a chance, not against the Angel of Destruction. He should probably lead with his title when  went into battle.

      I’m Caith and this is the Angel of Destruction. Please place your weapons carefully on the ground…

      It seemed like no time passed before Sam was victorious, severing the elf’s head with a single swipe and the massive male collapsed. I paused to look at our destruction. Blood coated every surface. What was once white now glowed an eerie red. Uncle Luc would be recalling his elves at any moment. At least he’d take care of the bodies and once I got the brownies under control, they’d handle the hard scrubbing. I looked down at my clothing. Maybe laundry too. A quick peek at Sam revealed he was just as stained. Okay, laundry for two.

      Panting, Sam turned toward me and our gazes locked. The pale blue I enjoyed so much now flared red, proof of On High’s continued disapproval. Which, really, seemed dumb. The gel just took out a whole dozen of Uncle Luc’s minions. That had to count for something.

      His lips kicked up in a half smile and he shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way.”

      “What way?” I furrowed my brow.

      “I can practically read your thoughts, and things with On High are… complicated. Killing, in general, is frowned upon no matter the target.”

      “But—” A low groan to my right had me spinning and raising my swords, ready to chop up something else. And I found… a very sliced and diced Glaen.

      I tilted my head, staring at my ex-lover. One eye was missing and part of a lip and, I bent down, and his tongue, too. “Yeah, I can see how On High would think you’d gone a little murder-ery versus do-gooder protective here.” I glanced at Sam. “Good work, though.” I crouched and leaned forward. “Did you take the whole tongue or just a little?”

      “Morbid much, Caith?” Sam chuckled.

      “If I give Momma R a dark elf’s tongue for the annual holiday that is not Christmas, I am set for the next hundred years. Plus, this would be fresh.” So, yeah, the answer to Sam’s question would be yes.

      “If he’s still here when we’re done, you can take all of the bits and pieces you’d like.” Sam’s words caught my attention.

      “I assume you got information from him, then?”

      “I didn’t cut him to pieces for the fun of it,” he drawled.

      I shrugged. “I would have. He wasn’t very nice when he dumped me.” If there was dirt nearby, I would have kicked it on him. “Why isn’t he moving?”

      And would he stay still long enough for me to find dirt, get a priest to bless it and then grind it into his wounds.

      I was not one of those “good” ex-girlfriends. If cars had existed all those years ago, I would have carved his like a pumpkin.

      “Is he dead? Why didn’t you kill him?”

      Yes, I was officially a very bad ex-girlfriend.

      “A promise from On High to Hell.” Sam’s murmured words were hardly more than a whisper.

      “What—”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Dead Nettle’s entrance to the dungeon is here.”

      Sam spun on his heel and headed toward the center of the room. He brushed his hand over the center of the massive mosaic that decorated the floor and two rows separated to expose a stairway below.

      I peered into the darkness. “Smart.”

      Who would think to look for a dungeon’s entrance in the middle of a sparkling ballroom? Off in a hidden corner, sure. But dead center? Nope.

      “What else did you get off Glaener?” I sought to see through the blackness.

      “These guys were it in terms of protection though he thinks there might be a few more annoying brownie-based spells drifting around down there.” His voice was low. “Otherwise, it’s clear between us and Dead Nettle.”

      “What about the other brownies?” I whispered in return.

      I wasn’t sure why we’d adopted quiet after the cacophony of our battle, but I followed Sam’s lead.

      “He doesn’t think there are any.”
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      I eased forward, intent on padding down the stairs, but Sam stepped in front of me and blocked my path. His blazing red eyes collided with mine, revealing his rapid slip from an angel welcome in On High and one that was forever banned. I’d done that to him. No, I didn’t steal control of his arm or force his hand, but knowing me—mating me—caused this racing tumble out of favor.

      “Sam?”

      “You’re not going down there when we don’t know what we’re gonna face.” His lips were firm, jaw tilted in a way that said he wasn’t about to change his mind.

      TFB. That’s right, it was too fucking bad.

      “So it’s okay for you to sacrifice the rest of your soul to this?” I narrowed my eyes. “You know you’re balancing on the edge, Sam. How many more unsanctioned deaths will it take before you’re here forever?”

      “I’m already here forever, Caith.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “On High, for all his bluster, is a forgiving deity. He would have gotten over our mating—eventually. All of this death…”

      “We have an agreement of sorts. It’s fine,” he snapped and I wondered how much of his soul he’d sacrificed to be with me while reaching some sort of “agreement” with On High.

      “It’s not fine. What’d you have to give up, Sam?”

      “It’s doesn’t—”

      The ground rumbled and shook beneath our feet, sending pictures on the wall swaying and antiques falling to the ground. Sam lost his balance and took a tiny step back. The small quake was just what I needed. I jumped past my mate, intent on saving him from himself. My feet rapidly thumped down the slick stone steps. My pounding run echoed off the moldy walls and I ignored Sam’s curse.

      “So much for sneaking in,” he hissed, and I brushed off his admonishment.

      Dead Nettle had to know we’d arrived. I didn’t imagine he’d miss the fact that his entire security force was dead-slash-dying.

      So I made a mad dash into the darkness and my hellfire was quick to react to the sudden lack of light. It flared, coating my skin and casting a red glow over my surroundings. I didn’t miss Sam’s hurried pursuit, but rather than race ahead, I waited for his approach. I had to because my body was… frozen. Not truly held captive, but I couldn’t wrap my head around the scene before me.

      The initial entry to the dungeon consisted of a large, circular room, aged and stained cobblestones lining the surfaces. Four hallways led away from the space, luring visitors deeper into the midnight depths, but I wasn’t concerned with what remained hidden. No, I couldn’t understand what remained in sight.

      Bodies, dozens of bodies, filled the open space. Scores. And not random tweens, either. I could handle seeing the dead bodies of unknowns, it was something I’d become accustomed to over the years. But seeing my friends—friends—was a different story.

      Bile rose in my throat, threatening to fill my mouth. My attention shifted from face, to face and I dropped my swords to wrap my arms around my stomach, clutching my belly as I fought the nausea.

      “Caith?”

      “Sam,” I wheezed and bent over, battling the new waves of grief and heartache. “Do you see them?”

      His large hand stroked my back, my fire automatically parting to allow my mate’s touch. “Who are they?”

      I lifted my head and forced myself to survey each body to confirm what my mind refused to acknowledge.

      “Daffodil, Freesia, Carnation, Peony, Iris…” Another sob escaped when my gaze landed on the tiny body nearest to me. She was such a sweet, sweet baby. Hardly thirty years old. “Tulip.” Tears stung my eyes. “They’re Dead Nettle’s family. Every single one. He… He used their souls to come after me. I fucking hate blood magic.” So much blood… I forced myself to reach for my sword, grasp the handle and stand. “He wanted me…” The metal sparked and scraped the ageless stones, cutting through hundreds of years of grime and exposing the paleness beneath. “And now he’s going to get me.”

      My hellfire flared with my swirling emotions, the colors rolling from white to blue to red, that heat unstable and anxious. My wolf tensed and crouched low, ready to pounce and tear into our enemy. Where my hellfire was reckless, my wolf was cautious. Where the fire roared into a situation, the wolf waited and observed. Those two sides were often at odds within me, fighting for supremacy, but it seemed—for now—they recognized the benefit to both approaches.

      Hellfire would burn hot and fast, and while my enemy writhed in pain, the wolf would finish him off.

      Dead Nettle was truly dead. He just didn’t know it yet.

      “Second from the left,” Sam’s low voice seemed like a massive boom in the silent space.

      I tipped my head back and the wolf lent its assistance, helping me sort through the scents. It fought beyond the stench of death from my friends and continued to hunt for Nettle.

      Hunt and discover. Second from the left.

      That particular hallway entry was blocked by bodies four deep. Familiar shining eyes weren’t sparkling any longer but dead and flat. Pale with the lack of life.

      “Do you want me to…”

      To move them. That was the rest of his question.

      I shook my head. “No,” I licked my lips and closed my eyes. “I’m going to…” I fought my tears. “I can’t let them become fodder for other magic users. I can’t let them remain as they are.”

      “You’re going to turn them to ash.”

      I nodded. “I’m going to turn them to ash.”

      And die a little inside as I did.

      Sam’s heat overpowered the soothing warmth of my hellfire and his body coated my back as his arms encircled my waist. “Can you do it with me here, holding you?” I swallowed hard and nodded again. “Then I’m staying. I’ll catch you when you fall, Caith. And then we’ll seek justice.”

      I closed my eyes and ignored the soft sizzle as a tear streaked down my cheek.

      Hell reluctantly granted me the heat I needed, slowly gifted me with the level of warmth necessary for my task. Humans were easy to cremate, but tweens…

      So, I drew it into me, sliding it into my heart as I gathered bit after bit. The flares eased past my eyelids, visible despite the fact I hid my orbs. The wind whipped at me, tugging at my clothes and sending my hair fluttering in the breeze. All the while, Sam remained plastered to my back, his hold unyielding.

      His presence allowed me to do what was necessary.

      I lifted my hands, holding them a foot apart as I called the hellfire and directed it to that empty space between my palms. It twirled and danced, the hint of evil that was inherent in hellfire seeming to ache for the taste of flesh. That was another reason I hated asking for help with such a task. Hell always coated my actions with a thin veil of evil. Not enough for most to realize the soft layer of darkness, but I did. I always did.

      “Release them, Caith.” Sam’s murmur shattered my hesitation and I freed the tumbling sphere of heat, allowing it to roll through the room. Without looking I knew when it stroked against my friends.

      Daffodil, Freesia, Carnation, Peony, Iris… Tulip.

      It didn’t take long for the hellfire to do its job, leaving behind the charred scent of death and destruction. The heat still bathed my front and I forced my lids apart and focused on the hovering ball of hellfire. It danced in the air, the swirling mass seeming to beg for another assignment. With luck, its next task would be Dead Nettle. Even luckier, he’d still be alive when it struck.

      I refused to look at my surroundings, refused to acknowledge the small piles of gray that represented my friends and loved ones.

      Love. Yes, love. My mother knew nothing of the emotion, but once again, I wasn’t my mother’s daughter. I knew of love and knew it’d been shattered by Nettle.

      I couldn’t wait to shatter him.

      I reached for the burning orb and it gleefully hopped into my hand, caressing my palm with its warmth. “Let’s go.”

      The tears remained unacknowledged. If I didn’t think of them, they didn’t exist.

      Sam released me and remained silent.

      Silence. Lots and lots of silence.

      My boots hardly made a sound as  moved down the darkened hallway, my eyes vigilant as I sought any threat. The hellfire danced forward, anxious to destroy something else. It floated five feet ahead of us and then whipped back to my side like a child not wanting to lose its mother. In some ways I was the parent of this orb.

      The clang of metal on metal reached me, cutting through the quiet, and I froze, listening for another. My wolf crept forward, sending my fur sliding free of my pores and turning my nails into claws. I could still swing a blade, but the sharpened tips gave me an added edge if I was disarmed. My canines lowered, fangs growing as the beast changed my body.

      I stared at myself in the mirror once, wanting to see exactly what others witnessed when I was ready for true battle. My lover at the time was right. I was a person’s worst nightmare. I wasn’t the devil, I wasn’t an ageless warrior, I wasn’t a werewolf… I was them all and more.

      Nettle was about to meet everything that lived inside me and I didn’t have a hint of remorse.

      The sound didn’t come again. Or rather, that sound didn’t come again. Instead it was a jangle of chains followed by a curse. Followed by… the thin, desperate wail of a newborn.

      Bryony. The sweet little boy.

      “Bry,” I released a hoarse whisper, pain etched in the single syllable. “Sam, he has baby Bryony.”

      Evil may live inside me, but there was just as much good and it roared for the small boy. There was no waiting, no cautious approach, not timid creeping forward now.

      I brushed off Sam’s soft touch and shoved past the hovering orb of hellfire. I roared down the hallway, hunting Nettle through the darkness. My feet pounded on the cobblestones, my stomps echoing off the walls like a ghoulish laugh.

      Dim light finally reached me, the glow of Nettle’s torch reaching out for me and my own fire greeted it with a sharp reprimand. The natural fire retreated to its source, slowly guttering and blinking out. Nettle’s curse was unmistakable and I smiled as I stepped into view.

      The hellfire hovered at my side, illuminating the room. In particular, it showed the stooped brownie approaching the torch with a spell on his lips.

      “That’s pointless, Nettle.”

      The brownie gasped and spun toward me, the look of surprise quickly transforming to rage. “You.”

      “Me.” I stepped into the room, conscious of Sam’s location. I wanted him protecting my back, but I didn’t want him killing Nettle, either. I couldn’t let my mate lose any more of his soul because of me.

      I let my gaze flick to the altar in the center of the room. The massive stone slab was coated with blood fresh and old. On top of those dried stains, lay Bry. I remembered going to his mother’s baby shower, recalled eating cake with blue icing and forcing smiles to my lips. He was snug in his mother’s womb, waiting to make his appearance. He was such a perfect, precious child.

      Now he was a child with runes carved into his skin and blood dripping from wounds on his arms and abdomen.

      Nettle raced from the torch to the boy, placing the altar, and Bryony, between their bodies.

      “Toss the weapons.” Nettle lifted a blackened blade and placed it against the baby’s chest. “Now.”

      I was quick to comply. I didn’t need metal to do the dirty work. I had hellfire, fangs, and claws. “You’re not leaving here alive, Nettle. You know that.”

      His face reddened. “I will. I’ll walk out of here as quickly as I please and you won’t do a thing.” He lowered the knife, pricking the baby’s skin. “Or I’ll kill him, I will. Kill him dead like your papa did your gator.”

      My hellfire flared, sparking my fingertips as the roiling sphere grew in size. It threatened Nettle, bolting forward while I could not.

      “Uh-uh. Keep that bit back.” Nettle gestured at the orb. “Get rid of that too. None of that hellborn magic.”

      I glared at the brownie and raised my hand, gesturing for the ball to return to me. It stuttered in its movements, whining in its own way. It wanted to taste blood almost as much as my wolf craved the coppery fluid.

      “What’s this about, Nettle?” I flexed my fingers and the tips thickened, taking on the texture of my wolf’s paws. “Why this destruction?” I tilted my head at the squalling infant. “Why the baby? Why did you murder your entire hive?”

      His face turned purple with anger. “It’s your fault, it is. If you’d just died that first time I wouldn’t have had to use so many of them, but you lived.” Nettle sneered. “Because of this one,” he jerked his chin at Sam, “you lived and more and more had to die.” He pointed the knife at me. “It’s all because of you.”

      “But why?” The more he talked, the less he focused on the child. I needed to keep him distracted. I didn’t care how he’d managed to destroy Jezebeth’s wards or enchant zombies and vamps. I just wanted the brownie distracted. I trusted Sam and knew if he had the chance, he’d save the boy, which would leave cleanup to me. “After all these years, why me? Why now?”

      “I’s tired is all. All the tweens, all the dems and gels, always making brownies do things. Go and clean and fix and… We run this town! You do nothing without us! We rid ourselves of you and then Orlando will be ours!”

      I glared. “There is no ‘we’ or ‘ours,’ Nettle. You’ve killed them all! Your entire hive is dead.”

      “No,” he shook his head. “Dead for a moment, but once you’re gone, I’ll return them and all will be well. I just need to get rid of you.” The tip of that knife penetrated skin once again. “Bryony’s death will help me—”

      I snarled. “How will you return them from ash?”

      An inch of the metal crept into Bry’s flesh, but no farther as Nettle focused on me and shock coated his features. “You didn’t.”

      “You think I’d allow my friends to be used? To be turned into brainless zombies or wraiths?”

      “We’re not your friends!” Nettle roared, following the shout with a hysterical laugh. “We’re not your friends. You use us, you use us all, and now we’ll use you. We will. Orlando will be ours. We’ll have it all.” Manic eyes met mine and that blade punctured Bry once again. “You just have to die first.”

      “Nettle…” Fury burned, scorching my veins and searing my skin. It carved flesh from bone and I wasn’t sure I could restrain myself much longer. The evil, the hate inside me, demanded it be released. It’d tear through the brownie, rip out his soul and shove it into Hell. The male would not reemerge. Ever.

      The brownie focused on Bryony. “It will not hurt, sweet boy. One push and you will release every brownie from slavery. Such a small sacrifice, sweet…”

      “It’s not going to happen, Nettle. Release him.” I shoved the words past gritted teeth, the pain of holding back my shift pummeling me with agony.

      “No,” he shook his head and raised his arm. The knife glittered in the light from my hellfire. “This will solve all my problems.”

      A flash behind Nettle distracted me for a moment, drawing my gaze to the shadows behind the brownie. What I saw had my eyes widening.

      Sam with his deadly eyes burning with the fires of Hell lurked behind Nettle.

      There was no doubt of his plans. He was there, so close to the crazed male, and it’d take…

      “Goodbye, sweet Bry.” That arm lowered, the blade rapidly growing closer to Bryony, and Sam moved.

      The gel rushed forward and gripped the brownie’s skull between his hands. One, giant wrench was all it took to snap Nettle’s neck. One fierce yank to decapitate the brownie. Now dead, the body tumbled to the ground and Sam tossed the head away.

      It ended. In a split second, the threat to me was gone. But how much had it cost my mate?

      I stared into his eyes, fighting to see some hint of goodness that may remain after the death on his hands. “Sam?” I took a step forward. “Are you—”

      “Finish him, Caith.” His voice was husky and rough, not the smooth silk I enjoyed.

      Finish him. Right. I had to scorch him from the earth to ensure he never returned. “Yeah. Check on…”

      I was speaking to thin air. Sam was no longer standing on the other side of the altar. He had vanished, a cloud of midnight smoke. He left me. He left me alone in a room bathed in blood and ash with a small child covered in its own slices and cuts.

      The sulfur stung my wolf's senses and I fought against the need to sneeze and rid myself of the evidence of Sam’s fallen status. Because he was fallen now. Completely, irrevocably tossed from On High.

      Pain pummeled me with the agony of his abandonment and loss. But it wasn’t just his desertion that speared me. Heartache over what I’d made him do sank into my bones as well.

      Bryony released another weak cry, the sound tearing me away from the hurt of Sam’s departure. I had a job to complete and didn’t have time for tears. I had to rid the world of Nettle and then take care of the small child who now depended on me.

      A glance at Bry revealed he was safe for the moment, the child too small and weak to roll off the edge of the altar. I rounded the platform and crouched beside Nettle’s body. I needed to remain close, unwilling to inadvertently harm the baby due to distance.

      The hellfire was quick to respond. Quick to jump to my fingertips, anxious to destroy what had caused so much pain. I reached for Nettle, lingering fingers hovering an inch over his bare skin. The heat reached for the dead body unable to wait to rid the world of his presence.

      I dug deeper into Hell, reaching for more and more power, desperate to pour everything I had into the small body. He wasn’t going to hurt me ever again, he wasn’t going to hurt anyone ever again as long as I lived and breathed. I’d destroy every trace of the damage he’d caused. The pain of the past two weeks assaulted me, joining the heat of my fire. It all reached into Nettle’s body so I could end him before another magic wielder could bring him to life once again.

      Gone. Gone. Gone.

      The first lick stroked his skin, charring the flesh with the sudden heat. I couldn’t wait for the rest of him to be wrapped in flame. Couldn’t wait to watch the red and white and blue fire consume him from head to toe. He’d taken so much… Tulip, sweet Tulip. Now I was taking from him. Another spot of blackened skin. The fourth caught his clothing, sending a river of fire along the fabric. But it wasn’t enough, not nearly.

      He’d burn, burn, burn…

      Except a voice broke into my desire.

      “I see you still depend on hellfire to do your dirty work.”

      I froze in place, the flames ceasing their continued travels along Nettle’s body, and I turned my attention toward the source of those words. “You…”

      “Me.”

      It wasn’t possible, there was no way he could… I’d… And yet he stood before me. No, not before me. He was beside Bry. The sweet child continued his cries, pain still etched in his small features, and yet again his tiny life was threatened.

      “It is me. Now, move away from the brownie.”

      I swallowed hard and pushed to my feet ignoring my wolf and fire’s desire for blood. My beast stretched against my skin, claws digging into my flesh and stretching the thin layer that kept the wolf captive. Fur slid free of my pores coating my skin in the midnight hue of my animal. And the fire… How it burned. It burned with the need to destroy not just Nettle, but this man as well.

      I hadn’t seen this asshole since… Chicago.

      Chicago with all the heat and pain and screams and cries… It wasn’t the first time I lost control but it was definitely the worst.

      “Liam,” I took a deep breath and released it slowly. “It’s been a long time. The last time I saw you it was your bare ass while you had your cock in Mary Katherine.”

      His expression didn’t change. He didn’t even flinch when I brought up his infidelity. “It hasn’t been that long, dear Caith.” He ran a long finger down Bryony’s small chest. “Have you missed me?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      He tsked, green eyes flaring bright in the low light of the dungeon. “That’s not an answer. Have you missed me?”

      I tilted my head to the side. “It’s been you, hasn’t it? You did something to Dead Nettle. Your hand guided it all, didn’t it?”

      I took a step around the altar, eyes scanning his body from head to toe, hunting for any telltale clues that would confirm my suspicions. His skin was gray, no longer the lush peach of life. The flesh on his face was sunken exposing the harsh lines of his features, but his eyes were what struck me. They were no longer the chocolate brown I used to admire as we cuddled in bed.

      We’d make love for hours, bodies entwined and then collapse into a heap on the straw mattress. I’d seen him as… Not my mate, my wolf hadn’t been intent on claiming him, but he hadn’t been a random male either. I’d loved him in my own way. As much as Satan’s niece could love another person that my wolf wasn’t aching to claim.

      Liam had been mine and mine alone. At least, that’s what I’d thought.

      Yet, I’d been so very, very wrong.

      It wasn’t just Liam who’d suffered for his actions back then. The town of Chicago had as well. The screams and cries, and the agony I unleashed on the population still vibrated in my bones. My wolf howled with guilt while my fire flared hotter in appreciation of my actions. It wasn’t just those two parts of me that remembered Chicago. I hadn’t killed in battle, had I? No, I snuffed out so many lives because of pride and pride alone.

      “You destroyed an entire hive, and for what? Revenge? You took control of the zombies and vamps, you destroyed my car, asshole, and you forced my father to…” I swallowed the sob that rose to my throat, pushing it back into the recesses of my body. I wouldn’t let him see me cry, wouldn’t let him see the grief that overtook me when I thought of Georges. “You forced my father to kill an innocent animal.”

      Liam grinned, lips parting to reveal two rows of blackened, rotted teeth. “I failed with the zombies and vamps. It wasn’t until I saw you with that gel, that I realized how to truly hurt you.” Liam pressed harder against Bry, drawing a line of blood over the child’s skin. “For all the evil that lives inside you, you still have a heart. A worthless heart, but one nonetheless.” Those green eyes glowed in the darkness and that smile seemed to grow. “The car was a bit of fun, but the gators… Those were pure joy.”

      I fisted my hands, battling my hellfire once again. My wolf’s claws dug into my palms, drawing blood to the surface. The red fluid dripped and puddled at my feet. I shouldn’t injure myself in this way, but it was harm myself or attack Liam which would put Bryony at risk.

      “You still haven’t told me what you want.” I’d sate my curiosity and then burn him to a crisp. Done. Just like I should have, or tried to, all those years ago.

      “That’s obvious, even to you, Caith.” His gaze collided with mine. “You.” Liam drew another line over Bryony’s body, and I fought to suppress my wolf’s howl. “First, I want you beneath me. I want to possess you, I want to fill you, I want to listen to your pain-filled screams. She screamed, Caith. She begged for death.” The words came with a harsh rasp.

      She. His lover. Mary Katherine. Yes, the woman had screamed and writhed, suffering under the twisted weight of my anger.

      “Then I want to destroy you.” Tainted magic swirled around him in sparkling tendrils of power. “But I can be generous. I’ll even give you a choice. You can submit, and give yourself to me voluntarily, or you can watch me feast on this child’s heart.”

      “What’s to say you won’t kill him anyway?”

      Was I really considering this deal? I’d almost call it a deal with the devil, but I didn’t think my uncle could even be this much of an asshole. Uncle Luc was a lot of things, but he wasn’t one to destroy innocents in this way. He was content to go after people whose souls were already blacker than midnight.

      “Trust, dear Caith. Trust.”

      “That’s not something I have in abundance right now. Why don’t you quit with all your bullshit and finish this right now? We both know that you’re a lying sack of shit. You were a lying sack of shit all those years ago, and you’re a lying sack of shit today.”

      Fury filled his features, that gray skin flushing with more darkness, and I realized why Liam had hit me with the undead first. Because he was so near that condition himself.

      “How long has it been? Hundred forty-three, hundred forty-four years, right? So you managed to survive my hellfire. How? Who saved you? Who made you this way?”

      “No one made me,” he sneered. “I did this myself. Magic born aren’t the beginning and ending of power. There’s so much more.” A vivid green light filled his eyes. “The born tweens try to keep it to themselves, but I found the truth.” He smirked. “You can bury the truth, but you can’t destroy it.” He licked his lips. “And I survived because you’re a poor excuse for a demon,” he sneered.

      You can bury the truth, but you can’t destroy it…

      Ugh. I so didn’t want to think about what he’d unearthed that allowed him to transform into this disgusting powerful sack of rotted flesh and bones.

      He wasn’t done. “You may be the princess of Hell, but you’re also nothing more than a whiny, weak girl.”

      I sighed. I could withstand a lot of insults. I’d endured more teasing and taunting growing up than I’d ever admit. But being called a poor excuse for a demon? That was not something I could tolerate. “So… You’re basically saying you read a book.” I prayed it was only one book he’d discovered. “Which just makes you a really big nerd, not some badass warlock or whatever.” I took a step closer to him. “You’re a dork and a bully, Liam. Quit trying to be someone you’re not. I may not have ended your life in Chicago, but you can bet you’re not walking out of this dungeon alive.”

      Triumph filled his gaze. “You’re willing to kill an innocent then? The only way to save the baby is to submit.”

      “Nothing is going to happen to the babe. Just you.” With that, I struck. I didn’t give him a chance to react or retaliate.

      One great shove pushed him away from Bryony, putting space between the baby and the piece of shit I was ready to get rid of already. Everything inside me was put into the shove, every morsel and snippet of power I possessed sent Liam flying through the air. But unlike my other recent opponents, he simply slid a few feet.

      Not enough space.

      I went after him again, another punch, another slip until six feet separated Liam and Bry. It was enough room for me to place myself between the male and the child. I’d already lost so much, I wasn’t about to lose Bryony.

      “Nice. I knew you were stronger. It will make my success that much sweeter.” He peeled his jacket from his shoulders, letting it drop to the ground with a low thump. “Are you ready to be mine?”

      “When we celebrate Christmas in Hell.” The last syllable had barely left my lips before I was on him, going after the man who’d caused so much pain over the last two weeks. My car was an annoyance. But Georges… The brownies…Sam… And now he was after Bry.

      One strike of flame became two, then four. Liam responded with his own magic—my red battling his green. I did my best to duck and dodge his blows, but more than a handful struck home. It wasn’t long before blood soaked into my shirt and stained the cloth a deep red. More than a dozen magic-coated wounds peppered my body and I was heartened by the fact that just as many marred Liam’s skin.

      We exchanged distant blows, fire and magic doing our jobs for us, but with each new hit, more of my strength fled. I wouldn’t last much longer, not when I was doing my best to destroy him and nothing else. I didn’t have the quiet and focus necessary to kill him and leave everything else unharmed.

      Could I level Orlando? Sure. Hell, I could rid the world of all of Florida, even the United States. But I wouldn’t allow myself to sink that deeply ever again. Life was worth more than anger.

      So I went to him, pouncing like the wolf that lived inside me, and taking him to the ground. I straddled him, claw-tipped fingers digging into his flesh as I reveled in the midnight blood that welled to the surface. My wolf knew the fluid was poisonous. It would harm us, but I craved it anyway.

      Liam struggled, countering my strikes with blows of his own. It came to a point where I wasn’t sure where he ended and I began. Claws were met with sharpened fingernails while his magic-smeared fists were met with fiery skin. I no longer felt pain, no longer recognized the agony that slid through my veins. My thoughts were consumed by the desire to end his life.

      This went beyond the rage that consumed me in Chicago. It went beyond the craving for blood after Georges’ death. The demon inside me rose, clawing from the depths of my purity-wrapped soul. It wanted to be free, ached to bathe in the blood of the man who’d hurt me so long ago. Who hurt me still.

      He rolled our bodies forcing me beneath him as our raging battle continued. He struck out at me, digging those nails into my flesh and exposing bone. I snarled at him, baring my wolf’s lengthening fangs. It would take only one bite, one closing of my teeth around his throat, and this macabre battle would be at an end. But it was easier said than done. Because while I tired with the continued loss of blood, he seemed impervious to weakness. While my movements became sluggish, his were as firm and strong as ever.

      My clothing was in tatters, the blood-soaked fabric sticking to my skin, exposing me. Yet he continued to rip at the cloth even more. Then I remembered his other promise. He didn’t just want me dead, he wanted me. He wanted my body. He wanted me now, even though he hadn’t desired me so long ago.

      It was easy for him to part my shirt, and it was no effort to rip my bra from my body. His green eyes sparkled as his gaze traced my curves and snarled when his eyes landed on the waist of my pants. I continued to fight him, continued to struggle against his stronghold, and yet I still couldn’t break free of his grip. My arms were held above my head, one of his hands pinning me to the cobblestones, while he straddled my thighs.

      Once again I was captured beneath a dangerous being, once again close to losing my life.

      Despite the grief that overwhelmed me when I thought of Georges, I knew Liam would suffer the same fate as my friend. There was no going back. There was no redemption. There was only death. My demon couldn’t wait, my wolf couldn’t wait, and even the pure heart that came from my father couldn’t wait to see Liam dead.

      He reached for the waist of my pants, fingers curled under the hem, and tore the zipper from the leather. My body was exposed to him, flesh that belonged to Sam, and Sam alone, displayed to this embodiment of evil. He wanted me. This bastard wanted me.

      Meeting his gaze, I didn’t see anything left of the man I knew over a century ago. I had thought I loved him, I had been prepared to speak with Helene Renard about extending his life, and I had been ready to promise myself to him until the end of time. Now he resembled a demon destined to call the ninth circle his home.

      Well, I would send him there. I would draw on what I desired most, I would go into the layers of Hell and wrench what I needed from those very depths.

      As my essence dug into the earth, I slid past the first circles that contained the weak beings. I continued on and flew beyond the circles of lesser demons, and into the home of my uncle. It was where my demon soul ached to live and breathe, it was where it felt most at home, and it was where I collected the hottest and brightest flames. I held them close, gathering them to me, and waited as Liam continued his assault. He palmed my bare breast, his hand running over my exposed skin and then his fingers delved beneath the waist of my torn leathers. I was prepared for him, ready to give him everything I collected.

      It burned me, blood searing my veins, scorching me from inside out and yet I held it, waiting for the perfect moment. I was ready for him, ready to destroy and demolish him as I had tried to do in the past. His right hand left my body just as I was prepared to turn him into a pile of ash, and those fingers yanked at his own pants. The leather that held his arousal captive was soon gone. As much is it sickened me, I rejoiced in this additional skin that became available to my touch. His dick was thick and flush with arousal, showing me just how ready he was to violate my body. Yeah, so not happening.

      “Liam…” When his gaze met mine I licked my lips teasing him and hoping he believed my feigned desire. “Liam,” I whispered. “I accept your bargain. If you swear he’ll live, I won’t resist.”

      I rocked my hips pressing myself more firmly against his aroused body writhing just how I knew he would like. We’d been lovers for so long, I knew exactly how to touch and stroke him, tempt and tease him. The actions revolted me, sending my stomach roiling, and I swallowed the bile that grew in my throat. I had to pretend to want him, pretend to crave him. Bryony’s life depended on it.

      “Liam.” He narrowed his eyes, his glare weighing my words, and I prayed he believed me. I added another promise to the pile. “I’ll stay with Uncle Luc. You’ll never see me again. I’ll call Hell home.”

      When his hold on my wrist slackened and gradually allowed me movement, I knew I’d won. I let desire fill my gaze, let my body twitch and tremble as if his every touch aroused me. In reality, I was lulling him into believing my silent message.

      He wrapped his hand around his dick, stroking himself from root to tip and back again, drawing my attention to his hardened cock. The sight had me fighting nausea once again, but I didn’t let the need slide over my expression. Instead, I gently tugged one of my hands free of his grip and slid my fingers down my chest. I teased my breasts, a single finger ghosting over my soft nipple as I continued my travels south. Instead of touching myself, I reached for his shaft, wrapping my fingers around his thickness.

      “You win.” I let a smirk toy with my lips. “One fuck for the road?”

      Thankfully the guy was as dumb today as he had been when  were together. Instead of brushing my hand away, he allowed me to strengthen my touch, become more firm in my strokes. Even the hand capturing my wrist released me so he could palm my breast, squeeze and knead my flesh. Now was the time to rid the world of Liam’s hatred and evil. Now was the time to do what I had tried to do so long ago.

      The fire bubbled beneath my skin, ready and waiting for me to release the stranglehold on the power. And release I did. In one blinding rush it flew from my fingertips, sailed from my skin onto his and sank deeply into his flesh and bone. I knew what would happen first, knew that his very structure would turn to ash. Next it would eat at his muscles, and cook him from inside out. Then there was his skin… His skin that blackened and charred beneath the strength of my hellfire.

      Shock registered on his face first. His disbelief that I’d managed to gather so much of that powerful heat in one pull on my uncle’s domain was almost laughable. But I had, and now I would give it to Liam.

      At first he tried to resist, trying to send his magic into my body to stop me, but it was a useless attempt at protecting himself. He knew I was Caith Morningstar, niece of the devil, but like so many others, he refused to see me as anything but a woman.

      And in a man’s world, in the world he came from, in a world of On High, tween, and Hell, I didn’t pose a threat. Which meant Liam wouldn’t just be the elimination of a threat, he would be a reminder to everyone in Orlando that I was not a bitch to be messed with.

      His body burned, crumbling into a useless pile of ash beneath my gaze, but I didn’t stop. No, I continued, heating him, gathering what was left of him with my hands, and then finally pressing my palms together with a pressure that rivaled the deepest recesses of earth. I pushed, concentrating my strength and heat in that small space until my hands glowed the purest white with the heat.

      Seconds passed, time sliding beside me and beyond me, and it was only Bryony’s soft wail that managed to tear me from my task. As quickly as the heat rose, it dispersed and slid back into the ninth circle of Hell where it belonged. My breath heaved in the aftermath of losing all that power and my muscles no longer allowed me to hold the remnants of Liam’s body. I dropped the colorless rock clutched in my palms, ignoring the way it tumbled over the cobblestone, and went to the wounded child.

      I gathered him close, brushing off the way my wounds screamed with the movements. “Hush, sweetheart.” I pressed a soft kiss to his forehead, “I have you. You’re safe. I have you.”

      I let my senses spread through the house, reaching and hunting for anyone else within the home. And I found… Nothing. No Sam, no brownies… No one but me, Bryony, and the woman upstairs.

      Which was fine, I didn’t need anyone else. I was okay on my own. Hell, I preferred it that way. I would simply take the baby and the massive diamond that used to be Liam and forget this day ever happened. No dark elves, no brownies, no Nettle, or Liam, and definitely no Sam. Because if I thought about Sam—about his pure red eyes, the stench of sulfur that clung to him like a second skin, and the evil that gleamed in his gaze as he vanished—I may just destroy everything I’d worked so hard to build.

      Bry whimpered and I tightened my hold. “I have you, sweetheart. I’ll protect you.”

      But who would protect me? I almost kicked my own ass for the question. Who would protect me? No one. I’d protect myself and everyone else could suck a dick.
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      I bounced Bry on my knee, making the baby giggle and coo with happiness. It’d been a week since the ordeal and the boy had rapidly recovered. The markings were gone courtesy of Momma R and now I had one healthy brownie child in my life.

      Where he would stay, no matter what others said.

      “Caith, you can’t keep the baby.” Momma R’s tone was cajoling and soothing at the same time. The woman had been trying to convince me to hand Bry off to another brownie family for days.

      “Amazingly enough,” I tossed Bry in the air with a laugh. “I can.” I caught him and blew a raspberry on his stomach. “I can keep you, can’t I? Yes, I can. Oh, yes I can.”

      Bry’s giggles rang through the air, bringing a wide smile to my lips.

      “Infans…” Uncle Luc had even joined in on the baby-based intervention. “We are not meant to be parents. Even your mother, Hell love her, did not raise you.”

      were not addressing my mommy issues. “Good thing I’m not her, huh? I’m only half of her, Uncle. The rest of me is from five pretty kick ass guys.” I puckered my lips and opened my eyes wide, surprising Bry. “Oops, I said a bad word. You don’t say that, baby boy.”

      More laughs and happy wiggles followed.

      “Caith,” Papa Eron carefully eased into the seat beside me. “You know I would be thrilled with a child in your life.” I nodded. Finally someone was seeing sense. “But it should be your child. This is not the natural cycle, little flower.”

      “It is,” I could out stubborn them all.

      “Puppy,” Papa Al murmured as he crouched before me. “This is not your pup. You can have ones of your own.”

      Tears overran my eyes, blurring my vision, and I fought against their insistence. I released a rueful chuckle. “With whom?”

      Not Sam. The man had been gone for a week. So much for not disappearing again.

      Bry, sensing my distress, fussed and whined in my arms.

      “Oh, Tempmommy is sorry.” I cuddled him close. “I’m sorry.”

      “Tempmommy?” Papa Percy rocked back on his heels, hands in his pockets. “You named yourself for him?”

      “I’m the closest thing he’s got to a mom, but he had a real mother. That will never change.” I brushed my lips across his head. “Will it, sweetheart?”

      “Your mate will give you pups. You know this.” Papa Al was gruff. Probably upset by the idea of me having sex.

      “What mate?” I pressed my palms to Bry’s ears. “Sam disappeared after he took care of Nettle. He hasn’t shown up, hasn’t called. There have been no smoke signals or telegraphs. Nothing. So no, I don’t think he’ll give me pups, do you? No man’s dick is that long.” I snarled the last bit, rage at Sam breaking through my rant.

      Papa Al’s eyes flashed yellow with his glare and then he pushed to his feet, turning his attention to the rest of the room’s occupants. They’d cornered me in the living room, all five of my fathers, my uncle, Momma R, and Jezebeth. My biological mother was there in spirit, Uncle Luc said.

      Right.

      “Did you know this?” He didn’t direct the question at anyone in particular, but not a single person in the room met his gaze. “How did I not know of this?” he snarled, the wolf rushing forward in full force. One did not anger an alpha. “I thought he was incapable of running away.” Now Papa Al’s attention was on Momma R. “Use his feather and bring him here. Now.”

      An order that the alpha would expect to be followed. So not happening.

      “Don’t shout orders at her.” Papa Percy jumped into the argument. My father really did seem to care for Momma R.

      “When she can take away my daughter’s pain, I’ll shout all I want!” my werewolf father roared.

      Papa Percy opened his mouth to reply, but Momma R placed a hand on his arm. “It’s fine, Percival.” Papa Percy glared at Papa Al but remained silent as Momma R spoke again. “I would, if I was able, but I am not, so I cannot.”

      Papa Alrick frowned. “What are you talking about?”

      Momma R frowned. “The day Caith returned with Bry alone, I went to my sanctuary to retrieve his feather. Caith was concerned—” that was an understatement “—so I was going to call him to my home by force. Except, his feather was gone.”

      “What do you mean gone?” Dammit, now Papa Leth was talking. Things were always less bloody when he remained silent.

      “I mean something—or someone—broke through my protection spells and took it.”

      Those first seconds after hearing Momma R’s news had been the most soul sucking of my life. My mind couldn’t wrap around the idea that someone on earth was stronger than the witch. It just… couldn’t be. There was no way.

      “But… There isn’t…” Worry filled Papa Finn’s voice.

      Uncle Luc voiced the same conclusion I had reached. “There isn’t anyone—in the tween.” He tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling when, in truth, he was staring at On High. “But he can do what he damn well pleases when it comes to his gels.” He sighed and turned to me. “I am sorry, my infans.”

      Truly, Uncle Luc didn’t seem that sorry. After all these years, I could tell when the King of Lies, well, lied. And there was something there… Something in his body language, in the way his gaze didn’t quite meet mine…

      Something I’d ask about later. Now wasn’t the time to dig into my uncle’s brain.

      I shrugged and rocked Bry. “It’s… It’s not fine. It is what it is. I can’t rage at him. It’s not like he’ll listen or respond to Satan’s niece.” More tears, more heartache, more unfamiliar emotions that clogged my throat. “I guess it’s good we didn’t truly mate, huh?”

      That’d been yet another devastation to add to the pile of shit that my life had become.

      The whole room froze, each body remaining still as my words echoed off the walls.

      Seconds ticked past—had  reached a minute?—before someone finally spoke.

      “Perhaps you should explain, infans.” Uncle Luc was awfully calm for being the High Lord of Hell and source of all evil.

      “I mean that when I claimed him. I couldn’t not sink my teeth into his flesh,” I murmured.

      “And I see his bite on your shoulder, Caith,” Papa Al snarled. Perhaps having my volatile werewolf father in on this conversation was a bad idea.

      “What else is required for a werewolf mating, Father.” Warmth flushed my cheeks.

      “He…” Disbelief filled my werewolf parent’s voice.

      “Didn’t. I did.” I focused on the carpet. “I didn’t realize it at first. We were in the tub and…” I figured any evidence of his release was washed away by the water. And then we’d never made love anywhere other than the bathroom, hot tub… It’d always involved water. “I thought… But the connection isn’t there. Even across species, there’s typically something more than a distant awareness that ties a couple together. It might not be telepathy or fully sensing the other’s emotions, but it’s more than just being a random acquaintance.”

      “He’s a gel, Caith.” Jezebeth’s soft words drifted into the silence.

      “Yes, he is.” I easily agreed with that truth. “But my wolf doesn’t feel fully mated. She isn’t at ease. She’s pacing and whining. When he was nearby, she wasn’t so fretful, but now that he’s gone, I know the truth.” I raised my gaze and met Jezebeth’s intent eyes. “I shared myself with him, but he didn’t in return. And now he’s gone.” I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “Which is fine. I don’t need him.” I closed my eyes and refused to look at anyone in my family. “I’ve lived this long without him, I can keep doing it. I’ve got my bar, I’ve got my family, and I’ve got Bry. I don’t need him.”

      I refused to admit my lie. Because I did need him so very, very much. My wolf whined for him, constantly urging me to go to the gates of On High to find him if I must. A demon in On High. Right.

      Papa Eron took Alrick’s place at my feet, dropping to his knees before me. He gently stroked Bry’s narrow back, soothing the baby with that single touch. “We all need our other half, little flower. I know you’re in pain, but what about the boy? Do you want him growing up without a family? He has a heritage and a future that has nothing to do with being the child of Hell’s princess. You know this.”

      His words were smooth and soft, calming despite the way his message tore at my heart. “What if he doesn’t want to be a brownie like the others? Maybe we’ve pigeonholed them. Maybe they’d love to have other jobs than cleaning up after others. Maybe—” I sobbed, unable to hold back the tears that’d been battering me for days. “Maybe—”

      I couldn’t get the words out and the soft strokes of hands on my back made it worse.

      A quiet, timid voice cut through my cries, the lyrical rise and fall overpowering my weeping. “It is best if the child remains with her. At this time.”

      I didn’t care that the statement was quantified, that it sounded as if my time with Bry would someday be banished. I raised my head and focused on Blooming Aster.

      The brownie hadn’t begrudged me for Dead Nettle’s death. Sometimes a man needs killing whether he’s a brownie or one of On High’s humans. Some beings shouldn’t be allowed to breathe.

      Everyone else whirled on the small woman, each growling or snarling in their own way. It seemed everyone forgot about a brownie’s ability to be seen yet unseen inside their own home. She seemed unaffected beneath the collected menace.

      “Why?” I spoke to her and her alone.

      The woman shrugged. “You saved him. He’s bonded to you as if you were his mother. Taking him from you,” she shook her head. “It would do more harm than good.”

      “But what about his family?” Papa Eron gently questioned.

      The brownie shook her head. “Caith is his family. If he wishes to be raised as a brownie, our family will teach him all he desires. If he decides on another path, we’re sure she’ll help him.” The woman who stood tall beneath the High Lord of Hell’s fury now appeared timid. “We would ask for a not so simple favor.”

      Anything.

      “Of course. What do you need?”

      “You said that perhaps all brownies might not wish to be…”

      I knew I’d been right. Others thought of Bergamot as an anomaly. He was only half-brownie. Of course he wouldn’t have a brownie’s desires to clean and care for others. I figured it was a matter of personality and dreams and had nothing to do with his race.

      “Whatever they want to do. If they need training, we’ll find it.”

      “It’s…It’s not many.”

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter how many.” Bry squirmed against me, fussing and burrowing into my chest and I knew he was getting hungry again. “I want you all happy.”

      The brownie flashed me a grateful smile and rushed off, disappearing once again. With her departure, the room’s occupants returned their gazes to me.

      “I’m keeping him. I’ll have help if I need it and if it’s decided that he’ll be better off cared for by brownies, well, he’ll be cared for by my brownies. He’s mine now. I’ll always be in his life and he’ll always be in this house.” I jerked my chin up, nose pointed in the air and jaw stiff so everyone knew I was deadly serious. Because at that point, aching for my mate and feeling more alone than ever, I’d kill anyone who tried to take Bry from me.

      Papa Alrick was the first to nod and acknowledge my statement, accepting if not agreeing. He shot everyone a glare, telling them without words that if they didn’t agree he’d make them agree. The rest of the group slowly got in line, their grudging acceptance welcome. They didn’t have to be overjoyed at my decision, I just didn’t want them fighting me.

      Alrick padded forward, massive, fur-lined arms outstretched. “Come to Grandpapa, little Bry,” he murmured and snatched the boy, swinging him into the air.

      Bry reacted as always, flashing a wide gummy smile, filling the air with his carefree laughs.

      “Don’t make my grandchild lose his lunch on the carpet,” Papa Leth’s voice was gruff as he caught Bry before he landed in Alrick’s arms once again. “Aren’t you a braw one? I’ll teach you to wield a sword. Your tempmomma is good, but you’ll have big arms.”

      “No talking about swords already.” Uncle Luc easily scooped Bry from Papa Leth’s arms. “We need to talk about hellfire first…”

      “Uncle Luc,” I was such a crier now. Ever since I’d met Sam… “You’ll give him hellfire?” I pushed to my feet and approached my uncle. The man was the High Lord of Hell, but I knew he was a softy at heart. “For me?”

      “For him,” his response was gruff. “He’s your child. I can’t have you crying in your cereal if someone hurts my nephew. Brownies are tough, but he needs to be tougher. His momma is the princess of Hell and he needs to be able to defend himself against whatever the tween throws at him when you’re not around. It isn’t because I love you,” he snarled and Bry and I both chuckled.

      Uncle Luc simply rolled his eyes and pressed his lips to the baby’s head. The flash of white light that slid from my uncle to Bry was expected as well as the glow that enveloped him from head to toe. By the time he pulled his lips away, the deed was done.

      “There. He’s prepared to be your child. I would, however, invest in a few spells against fire. You were a precocious child and learned which materials burned hottest versus those that smoked the most.”

      I grinned and reached for a drowsy Bryony, rubbing my fingers gently up and down his back as the child nestled against the High Lord of Hell’s broad chest.

      I didn’t have Sam, but I had Bry and I had my family. I didn’t need anything else.

      Someday I hoped I’d believe the lie.
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      For the second time in the last three weeks, I shot from sleep to hyperawareness in a heartbeat. I used the same carefulness as before, practice keeping me from moving or altering my breathing. I didn’t gasp or twitch and remained in place as I let my senses absorb the sounds and scents in the room. My wolf growled, constantly on edge since we’d claimed Bry as our own.

      The whistle of the wind and rustle of leaves were familiar. As were the delicate flavors of my natural scent and the new aromas of powder and baby that permeated my space.

      And yet… What yanked me from slumber?

      Nothing in my room.

      Silently I rolled from bed, not making a sound as I placed my feet on the cool floor or when unsheathing the twelve-inch blade that rested on my bedside table. I’d prefer one of my swords, but age taught me a shorter knife was better for close quarters. If I truly needed other weapons, I had enough stashed throughout the house to meet my wants.

      Remaining quiet, I padded across the room and carefully stepped into the bathroom. We’d converted my space to be a pass-through bathing area, installing a doorway that led directly into Bry’s room on the other side. I wanted him as close as possible and my fathers convinced me the baby needed a room of his own as much as I did.

      Did I really want a kid toddling around with a two-and-a-half-foot sword?

      The point had been taken and work began immediately.

      Now I cursed myself for allowing Bry out of my sight. First, I’d check on the boy and then I’d seal him in as I hunted the source of my unease. He’d be inaccessible to anyone but my family and those who lived within the house. Momma R promised and Uncle Luc gave me his assurances as well.

      Your baby will be safe, infans.

      I paused in the doorway to Bry’s room and allowed my gaze to scan the interior. No sense in chopping the kid into pieces in the off chance he’d suddenly learned to walk. My fathers said I’d started stumbling around overnight and I still wasn’t sure if they were kidding or being serious. Considering my parents’ identities, it was a toss-up.

      When my attention settled on the crib, my heart froze, squeezing as my lungs refused to grant me air.

      He was still the tall imposing presence I recalled. The same yet different. His hair was longer, brushing the base of his neck. His skin was darker than I remembered and his back… Shirtless, I noted the markings that now covered the skin. Midnight black wings were etched into his flesh. Almost like a tattoo, but I knew better. I knew what they represented.

      He’d fallen. Irrevocably fallen from grace and into my uncle’s clutches.

      “Sam,” I whispered.

      He didn’t jolt or twitch when I spoke. So he knew I’d been standing there. What would he do now? Was he so far gone that he’d hurt…

      Sam turned his head, his glowing red-eyed gaze meeting mine over his shoulder and his lips tipped up in a small grin. “Hello, Caith.”

      My wolf howled for Sam, calling to him, beckoning him to come to me and finish our mating.

      “What are you doing here?” I took a step into the room, fist still tight around the blade’s handle. He was Sam, or was he? There was no telling when a gel was this far gone, this fast.

      His back rippled, those midnight wings sliding under his skin. The markings, the tattoo, was merely a veil that hid them from prying eyes. If he whipped his shirt off amongst the human population, they’d be seen as tattoos and nothing more.

      Tweens knew better.

      Sam returned his attention to Bry and my gut clenched. Would he harm the baby?

      “He’s beautiful. Perfect. I’m glad you have him.”

      Could dark angels experience that emotion? I’d hardly ever come into contact with them. Uncle Luc always kept those gels far from me. It didn’t matter that he was the ultimate fallen angel himself. He didn’t want me tainted with those beings.

      “Where have you been?” My words beat at the quiet and I took another step forward. His back undulated once again.

      “He’ll have a hard time. It’s good that he gave him hellfire.”

      “Why did you leave?” Another step and his scent caressed me.

      It still held a hint of sweetness, a lingering flavor of his connection to On High. On its heels came a blinding rush of sulfur and heat that nearly sent me to my knees. It was strong, stronger than Uncle Luc’s. Was this why I was never exposed to the angels who’d embraced my uncle’s life? Uncle Luc had to be able to control the feelings, the sensations, but his newest gel obviously couldn’t.

      Sam reached into the crib and lifted the thin blanket that Bry had kicked off during sleep. “He’s not as hot blooded as you. You need to keep him covered.”

      I shot forward and wrapped my hand around his wrist, stilling his movements. Not because I was afraid he’d harm the baby—I didn’t sense violent intent in my mate—but because I wanted answers. Not commentary on Bry.

      “What’s going on, Sam?” I hissed, conscious of the sleeping child.

      Those flaming eyes met mine, the fires of Hell twirling in their depths. His mouth remained frustratingly closed and not a sound came from him. He wasn’t going to answer.

      Heat coated the skin beneath my palm, warming further and further the longer I held him fast.

      “You think hellfire is going to make me release you? I’m made of it.” I curled my lip. “You need to think of something else to get rid of me. I want answers.”

      He remained quiet and the heat continued to rise. It didn’t emanate from his whole body, didn’t sear the air with its intensity. No, it was focused on our connection. I kept my gaze locked on his, intent and focused and refusing to budge until he spoke.

      “I deserve to know, Sam. Your mate deserves to know what’s happened.” I snarled the words, keeping them low but no less threatening.

      The dancing fire in his gaze stuttered, the swirling dance flickering with indecision before Hell took over once again. He still had feelings then. True feelings for me that hadn’t been extinguished in the ninth circle.

      Yet he wouldn’t speak. Not a single syllable as more and more fire lapped at my palm. It was warm, but no worse than my own heat. It almost felt good. Soothing and relaxing. A piece of home.

      “Let go, Caith.” Three words I refused to heed.

      Seconds ticked past, one turning into two, turning into four and… It wasn’t soothing any longer. No, it… hurt. Why did it hurt? I was hellborn. It shouldn’t hurt. My inner demon should welcome a piece of home and yet…

      The scent of burning flesh pierced the air as a debilitating wave of pain struck me. It bolted up my arm and wrapped itself around my chest, squeezing tightly until my body moved without thought. My fingers uncurled from Sam’s wrist and I clutched it to my body, cradling the injured limb. I glanced at that part of me and was shocked to see the blackened, charred flesh. He’d… burned me.

      Burned me.

      Sam didn’t say a word or even react to my pain, to the injury he’d caused. No, his attention remained rapt on Bry. He brushed a single finger across the baby’s forehead with a few murmured words.

      Two intersecting lines. The sign for On High.

      With that gentle movement, a whisper of Sam’s sweet scent drifted to the child and I realized whatever hint of goodness that’d remained in my mate was now gone. He blessed Bry with his last connection to On High.

      For me.

      He couldn’t be emotionless, uncaring, if he’d sacrifice that lasting morsel on my behalf. Or could he?

      He silently turned his back to me and padded toward the double doors that led to the balcony. They stood wide, allowing the night’s air to drift into the room. He paused at the railing, tilting his head back to stare at the night sky.

      I carefully made my way toward him, fighting to ignore the pain that lingered as my wolf fought to heal the damage.

      Sam breathed deeply, his ribs expanding with the movement and his wings strained against the flesh keeping them captive. He tilted his head to the side, baring his throat to the darkness much like wolves when showing submission.

      “I still feel him breathing down my neck. His disapproval. His anger.” His voice was hoarse and deep.

      “Why?” That was my only question and yet it represented so many others.

      Why did you leave?

      Why didn’t you come back?

      Why won’t you stay?

      No, there was one more.

      Don’t you want me?

      “Agreement of sorts, remember?” He took another deep breath, his skin thinning with the constant pressure of his wings. Sam focused on me, eyes blazing brighter than before. “Goodbye, Caith.”

      My name was no more than a whisper and then he was gone. He leapt into the sky, midnight wings bursting from his back and carrying him higher and higher into the air. He was silent in his tainted departure, not a sound from his wings slicing through the wind.

      I stood, watching as he left me, flying farther away with every beat of my heart. I remained in place, eyes tracking his path as he skimmed the trees behind my home and then banked left, wings spread as he slowly made his turn.

      I didn’t move when the air cooled or when the wind picked up speed and pulled at my hair, tugging it with its insistent battering. I didn’t move as the sun rose and glinted off my small lake. Nor did I move as the day brownies went into motion, preparing for their lessons and apprenticeships throughout town.

      It wasn’t until a familiar presence, a scent I knew as well as my own, reached me that I went into motion.

      The lean body that stopped at my side was so different from me and yet somehow the same. A feature here and there matched perfectly, just enough to reveal we were mother and daughter.

      “Did you know?” My words were hoarse from my constant, silent crying.

      “Yes.” A single word that tore at my heart.

      “And you didn’t think you should’ve told me?” Anger burned hot and fast in my soul.

      “You, in your pretty tween, fail to realize that we are not you. You cannot apply your tween feelings to Hell. It will only hurt you and, at my core…” My mother turned her head and I did the same, our gazes collided. “At my core, I love your pain.”

      I couldn’t withhold the sob that clogged my throat. Not the first or the second or even the third. They were wrenched from my heart and thrown into the morning air.

      “Get out,” I shoved the words past trembling lips.

      “I came to—”

      “Get the fuck out of my house!” I roared the words, uncaring that I would wake Bry or the entire town.

      My mother’s face was a blank mask. “I—”

      “I never want to see you or Lucifer again. Leave.” Asael turned on her heel to depart, but I wasn’t done. “Orlando is off-limits to dems. All of them. If I find one, if I catch even a hint of evil lingering in my town, I will come down and destroy Hell with my bare hands.” I let the fire that burned deep leap to the surface. “Now go.”

      I didn’t watch her leave and tried to banish the memories, the laughs and happiness I shared with my uncle, from my mind. It wasn’t real. None of it was real. Centuries of… nothingness.

      A soft whine followed by a low sniffle reached out for me. I spun and hurried to the crib. Ignoring the throbbing that still punished my hand, I scooped Bry into my arms and held him close.

      “Shh… I have you, sweet boy. Tempmomma has you.” I pressed a kiss to his head and inhaled the sweet scent of baby, the clean flavors of purity. “I have you.”

      And I wouldn’t let him go. Ever.

      I carried the baby to the changing table and went through the motions of changing him, tugging his diaper off, cleaning him, and replacing it. It wasn’t until I went to toss away the soiled diaper that I noticed the mark.

      Pale white wings aflame with the blackest fire.

      Goodness hidden beneath the weight of evil.

      The burn had charred my palm and sent agony through my body while the attack shattered my heart and pummeled my soul, but the mark…

      The mark gave me hope.
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* * *

      Did you enjoy your introduction to Caith’s world? Don’t miss out on the other Caith Morningstar novels.

      Hell’s Chapel - I can handle the blood, gore, and frustration, but can I deal with the pain of loving—possibly losing—the angel Samkiel? Probably not, but I’m gonna try anyway.

      Hell’s Gates - I lost Sam once and survived. The question now is whether I can survive losing both of the men I love most?  Or rather, will the world survive?

      Made in Hell - Now I’m running, I’m killing, I’m saving the world, and I’m… trying to hang on to my angelic mate, Sam.  I’m pretty sure I’m going to fail at one of those. I just hope it’s not Sam.
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