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

      For the love of all that is unholy, I really thought the demons of the world were smarter than to screw with me. But they’re doing it. Again.  Catatonic people are being found across the city, all of them members of a new cult.  All the followers have to do is pray to their new goddess and all will be well… while she sucks the very life out of them. What makes it worse? The bitch involved my son in her schemes. Didn’t she learn what happens when someone touches what’s mine? I’ll be sure to show her.

      Add in Uncle Luc’s arrival with his still pregnant baby momma along with a request to keep her safe, and my life is just awesome. (Total sarcasm.)

      It isn’t long before I realize the “goddess” wants to destroy the world, and her ticket to the top is through the baby in the mommy-to-be’s belly.

      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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      I tossed back a shot of demonic moonshine, enjoying the scorching burn of the alcohol sliding down my throat. I licked the rim of the glass, capturing the last drop, and then slammed it down on the table. A spider web of cracks slithered up the side. It wasn’t the first time I’d broken that glass, and it wouldn’t be the last by the time the night was through.

      I called for a flick of hellfire, just teasing the first circle of Hell, and used it to smooth out those fractures.  The move also sent the last tiny bits of alcohol bursting into flames, sparks of black and red leaping into the air.

      Bonus, the ritual gave me a chance to recover a little. The stuff made my head spin like nothing else—the demonic part of the moonshine was literal, not metaphorical. It was brewed in vats heated by the flames of Hell itself, tainted by a touch of sulfur, and then seasoned with the screams of the damned.  Tasty.

      It would drive mortals crazy if the scent even teased their noses.

      It’d kill them if they actually drank the stuff.

      The creature sitting across the table wasn’t any more human than me. Eh, probably less. I was technically one-sixth human. But since that bit came from my sword swinging, immortalized holy warrior from the crusades daddy… I’m not really sure how “human” that part really is.

      My drinking partner—opponent—was part dem and part vamp. Maybe even a little dragon on the side since he had that vertical slit in his eyes thing going on.  Okay, I wasn’t totally sure and I definitely didn’t care. Because regardless, he had the stamina of a demigod and there weren’t many who could drink him under the table.

      I was pretty sure I could since I was Satan’s niece and all that.  Uncle Luc’s blood had to give me an edge somewhere, right?

      Carl—what the fuck kind of name is Carl for a dem? —picked up the next shot in the line and kicked it back, flashing me a black-toothed smile when he was done.  A sizeable pile of money sat on the table between our two rows. Carl needed it for a fancy new motorcycle.

      I needed it to cover my kid’s tuition.

      What? Like parents in the tween—the land between On High and Hell—didn’t do the same shit.  There was nothing wrong with gambling with a demon in a poisonous drinking game to pay for my son’s education.

      Carl swooned a bit, swaying in his seat, but managed to still swallow another. He flicked his forked tongue between his teeth and his smile widened. Fucker thought he had me.

      Okay, truth was, he was pretty close.  And I hated telling the truth.  Human liquor usually gave me a light buzz and nothing more—being inhuman gave me a kickass tolerance.  But this hell-brewed concoction? It could knock me on my ass after enough drinks.  I was actually quickly approaching the point where I wouldn’t be able to handle more.

      Good thing I was cheating.

      Sure, cheating was wrong and I should play fair and blah, blah, fuck-off-and-die, blah. My uncle was the devil. If someone challenged me and didn’t think I’d cheat, they were an idiot.  I was already a little damned anyway since my mom was Satan’s sister. And if all the adultery, pride, spite, murder, and tax evasion wasn’t going to send me to Hell, I doubted cheating a dem out of some money would make much of a difference.

      I picked up another glass, giving him a little smirk and a wink as I pressed it to my lips.  I tipped my head back and let it sink down my throat. But instead of a scorching burn that scraped my esophagus, I got a nice river of cool liquid. I had to love my Papa Finn and his powers of purity.  One of my five dads—we do not discuss the magical gang bang that my mother enjoyed in order to get pregnant—was a unicorn. (But he wasn’t rocking hooves and a horn when they banged—if they did in fact bang, which was still up for debate. I said no. My fathers told me there was only one immaculate conception and it wasn’t me. My uncle just cackled.)

      Anyway, his bit of purity kept me from being fully damned and gave me a touch of magic.  Not a lot. Mainly because I didn’t practice.  Lazy, thy name is Caith Morningstar. No, wait, that wasn’t my name this century. It was… Caith Mountainass? No, Caith Morningfart? Dammit, I really hated that I couldn’t cleanse every drop of the alcohol from my system. Sure, it helped keep up the pretense, but I was not looking forward to falling out of my chair.

      “Murray!” I sat up straight, smiling widely. Wait, I might have blurted that out loud.

      Joy lit up Carl’s eyes. Well, shouting may have made me sound like an idiot, but it bloated the guy’s confidence, so that was good.

      Though, when I sort of listed right, I added “practice magic” to my list of to-dos. I tended to use hellfire to scorch my enemies, or I’d empower my body with Papa Eron’s connection to the Earth to give me the strength and durability of stone.  (Not many could say that Father Earth was actually one of their fathers.)

      While Carl gloated, I kept pulling and tugging on my unicorn magic, cleansing more and more of the unholy booze from my system.

      It was his turn and he quickly swallowed the liquid like so many times before. His eyes went glassy, pupils large and gaze unfocused, and I knew it’d be his last.  This time, he swayed in his seat and then leaned so far left that I knew he was going over.

      I grinned and reached for the pile of money, mentally calculating how much I’d won and how far it’d go to secure my son’s future.  Kids were fucking expensive.

      “Hold on!” Carl’s bellow vibrated through the bar. He reached for my hand, but only snatched at air. Even if I was drunk off my ass and reciting dirty limericks from the fourteen hundreds, I wouldn’t be that easily caught.

      I stretched out my other arm, pointing a single finger, and gently tapped the center of his chest. It was the tiniest shove—in my head anyway. He tipped backward, knocking his chair over, and fell flat to the ground with a thunderous boom.

      The audience in the bar applauded and cheered, though some grumbled and shook their heads—sore losers.  Money exchanged hands, snarls filling the air, while a local phoenix—Adara—argued with the dryad Treeson twins—Flora and Fiona.  I really hoped they didn’t get into shit. There was only room for one flame-throwing chick, and that was me.

      Drinking games in Hell’s Chapel drew side bets between patrons, and some were dumb enough to bet against me. It looked like Adara was on the losing side this time and I almost felt bad for her.  Sure, her flames could hurt the dryads, but the Treeson twins were batshit crazy.

      I gathered my winnings along with a few extra bucks from people who had bet me I wouldn’t be able to beat Carl.  I shoved all of the money into a paper bag I’d labeled in black marker—Bryony’s School Money.  I went ahead and added a bit of protection to the thing, too. Anyone touched it and they went poof.  Except for my BFF Jezebeth, who was also the baddest bar bitch around.  Or my mate Samkiel, who was really my mate-ish and the reason my relationship status on social networking sites was “it’s complicated.”

      Or…

      Gah, I would have loved to open a bank account, but the school only took cash. So archaic. Brownies—my kid is a brownie, fuck off—were the least-assimilated of all creatures in the tween. Some tweeners blended easily with humans using glamour or disguises to hide their “uniqueness.”  They held jobs, paid taxes (occasionally), and got parking tickets (but didn’t eat the officer) like any other human.  Brownies were more reclusive.  They had unseen lives, hidden in the shadows and out of human sight.

      Heck, I had my own little family in my house.  They cleaned and performed maintenance, and I could sometimes go weeks without seeing them.  They came out while I was at the bar or when I slept, the only evidence of their existence being my clean underwear.

      Over six hundred years old and I still had washer issues. As in anxiety about how much laundry detergent—exactly—should go into the wash? What was the difference between a medium and high load? They didn’t exactly give me a weight or measurement when I bought the washing machine.  Assholes.

      The guys who wrote instruction manuals? Yeah, they were definitely demons in tight with my uncle. Definitely.

      But the brownies dealt with it for me, which meant I was fine with dealing with their little quirks. Like no bank accounts or social security numbers. I didn’t bitch about their cash-only policy and they didn’t complain when it smelled like cigarettes, liquor, and occasionally puke.

      I waved off the patrons, some glaring at me while others slammed their fists into my shoulder.  I staggered beneath one troll’s punch, and I gave him one back just because I could.  He did a little more than stagger. More like, slid across the finished concrete floor until he hit the wall and drywall dust rained down on him like snow.

      I snatched a couple of glasses from the table, stacking the ones that weren’t broken and nudging the ones that were cracked to the ground for the brownies to clean up later.  I had to give them something to clean, right?  The alcohol still made me a hint dizzy, but that purifying magic continued to work its way through me.  Before long I’d be stone-cold sober and ready to beat at my liver again.

      My cell phone rang and I dug it out of my pocket, the leather unwilling to release the fucking thing. Loved the painted on look of leathers. Hated doing anything other than standing around looking pretty when I wore them.  I propped the phone between my ear and shoulder to free up my hands. “Hello?”

      “Ms. Morningstar?” I mentally groaned, recognizing the snooty voice in an instant. It had that nasally, high, “I want to stab you in the eye” pitch.  “This is Midnight Lotus from the Earthen Hearts School for Brownies.”

      Crap. Someone calling from Bry’s school could only mean there was trouble. “Yes? Is everything okay?”

      “Well…” Midnight Bitchtus drew the word out and I narrowed my eyes, pretending I could burn her with my stare. “Not exactly. We’d like you to come speak with us at the end of the school day.”

      “What’s this about?”

      “We can discuss that when you get here. School lets out at three.”

      As if I didn’t know when my kid got out of school. I’d only forgotten him once.

      Or twice.

      Five times and that was it.

      I rolled my eyes and refused to acknowledge her reminder. Whatever the problem was, it couldn’t be that urgent if the school was willing to wait until the end of the school day.  Plus, if they didn’t need me now, it meant Bry hadn’t burned down the school.  He was still a little iffy with the hellfire Uncle Luc gave him when I’d decided to keep the brownie and never let him go.  I was possessive like that.

      Bryony wore a charm around his neck that protected anything he touched from being burned, but he was still a kid. And kids liked to set things on fire on purpose because fire was pretty.  Or maybe that was just me because I used to do it all the time.

      “Ms. Morningstar?”

      Oh. Right. I was talking to someone.

      “I’ll be there.” I straightened my neck, catching my phone and keeping it steady.  “But Bryony’s okay, right?”

      The last time I’d gotten a call at Hell’s Chapel about Bryony, it’d been because he’d ingested a dem drug tainted water.  It’d nearly killed him—and half of Orlando—before we found a cure. I didn’t ever want to face that kind of shit again.

      “No, no, he’s fine,” Lotus assured me. I wasn’t sure I believed her. “It’s just… well, a behavioral issue we’d like to discuss with you.”

      Behavioral issue? It couldn’t be that big of a deal. Brownies had very conservative ideas about a child’s behavior, but Bryony wasn’t any child with any mother. A kid raised by Satan’s niece wasn’t exactly gonna come out well-behaved. Just sayin’.

      As long as he didn’t start a war during his angsty teenager phase, I’d call it a win.  Though, in my defense, the war had been tiny. Not even worth noticing, really. I’d almost call it forgotten… if it wasn’t listed in most history books. Right.

      “Yeah, I’ll see you when I see you.” I didn’t wait for the woman to reply and simply tapped at the screen with my thumb to end the call.

      I carried the tray of glasses to the back of the bar, ducking behind the curtain and heading to the dish room.  My friend Jezze—self-proclaimed best bar bitch in the world—was in the back room counting inventory.  After I dropped off the glasses, I filled her in on the call. “I’ll need you to keep an eye on things while I’m gone. I shouldn’t be long.”

      Jezze snorted and shook her head. “He’s already working his way up the juvenile delinquent ladder, isn’t he? Like mother, like son?”

      I curled a lip at her, my wolf—because of course one of my dads was a werewolf—pushed to my feet and padded forward.  The beast didn’t like anyone talking shit about my pup, and Bryony—for all his brownie-ness—was my pup.  The animal’s growl filled my mind, rolling through my body as it tried to assert itself. The bitch wanted me to put Jezze down, to show her what’d happen if anyone so much as gave Bry a hint of attitude.

      But I pushed her back, kicking and shoving at the animal until I had her pinned and under control.  The wolf was on edge, had been ever since that mess with Silaran. The demon drug was out of my town, but the dem responsible for the mess, Silaran, had survived the debacle.  He’d been sent back to the bowels of Hell, and we hadn’t heard a peep out of him.  That made the protective animal uneasy, and an uneasy, fairly evil, powerful wolf was not a good thing.

      Wolf under control—barely—I returned Jezze’s teasing tone with one of my own.  “I was never a juvenile delinquent.”

      Jezze snorted. “Because you grew up before the dawn of the industrial revolution and development of modern justice systems.”

      “My point still stands!”

      My friend just laughed and shook her head. “I’ll be fine. Just don’t bring back any demon drugs for us to deal with.”

      “No promises.”

      The guy was gone, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t still manipulating things behind the scenes.  I was sure he was just biding his time, waiting for the right moment to strike. I just hoped this time I would be ready for it. I might be Lucifer’s own flesh and blood and a badass bitch straight out of Hell, but there were still some things I couldn’t handle.

      Like demons who were just a hint less evil than Uncle Luc.

      And downtown Orlando traffic during tourist season.  I had to remind myself I couldn’t go scorched Earth in the middle of mouse town.

      A hundred times. I had to remind myself a hundred times.

      I was more than fifteen minutes late getting to the school thanks to bumper-to-bumper traffic. Under different circumstances, I would have taken my motorcycle and split lanes like a pro. Or driven down the sidewalks if I had to. But I was bringing Bry home after the meeting, and I couldn’t exactly put a toddler on the bitch seat.

      When I walked into the classroom, I spied Bry sitting at a small desk off to one side, crayons clutched in his little fists.  I smiled and gave him a little wave.

      “Tempmomma! You here!” He grinned, that sweet smile wide and with snippets of hellfire lurking in his eyes. Man, I loved that dangerous as hell kid.

      I turned my attention to his teacher and ignored her strange look.  She probably didn’t approve of Bryony’s name for me, but I didn’t ask her. I’d originally picked it because I hadn’t felt right taking the place of Bry’s real mother, who’d been murdered.

      He’d been the only one I was able to save that day, and I didn’t want to erase her from his mind.

      Since then, the name sort of stuck and it was too late to do anything about it now.

      “Ms. Morningstar?” Lotus drew my attention, standing off to my right in the doorway to her private office.  “Come with me, please.”

      I followed her, ducking under the doorway as I moved into her office.  Brownies were small tween creatures and they didn’t tend to build things to human scale.

      I felt like that wizard from that book with the invisibility ring thing…

      I wasn’t much of a reader.

      I eyed the small chairs in front of Lotus’ desk and decided to just sit on the floor, not sure they’d support my weight. Carpet was probably safer.

      “So, what’s the problem?” I cut right to the point.

      Lotus folded her hands on the desk and peered at me over the rims of her tiny glasses. “I wanted to discuss your son’s writing with you. Have you been practicing with him at home?”

      “Yeah.” I shrugged. I hadn’t done a ton—I was more swords and daggers instead of pens and pencils.  But we had flash cards and wooden blocks along with plenty of crayons and construction paper.  We worked on the alphabet, spelling his name, and we definitely didn’t get into spelling curse words.

      Mainly because Papa Leth—Letholdus—had told me even he wouldn’t teach such a young one those words.  The boy had to be at least four.

      Holy warriors, what are ya gonna do? Am I right?

      “Then perhaps you can explain this.” The brownie slid a piece of paper across the desk and I grabbed the tiny sheet between my fingers.

      I stared at it, frowning and trying to see what had Lotus calling me down here.  At first, it looked like my kid’s normal scribblings, but after studying it a moment…

      The shapes formed letters, but not from any language I recognized. My mind immediately defaulted to blaming demons, my inner wolf agreeing in an instant.  The last time I had demonic writings front and center in my life had been when Bry had gotten sick.  They’d been etched into his skin and the house, cursing him with every line.  Of course, we eventually learned it was because the dem Silaran was trying to pull Bry into a Hell dimension.  It’d sure scared the Hell (kickass pun intended) out of me.

      Yet this didn’t quite look demonic. Maybe. I couldn’t be sure. If I turned it on its side and squinted, it looked similar to some of the arcane writing in Jezze’s spell books. It could be some obscure language like Alicornic.

      Don’t even get me started on the alicorns. Fuckers were unicorns with wings and thought they were so much better than unicorns or Pegasus.  I was glad the jerks were long forgotten.

      “I don’t know what this is.” I shook my head and placed the paper down.

      “Well, he refuses to write in anything else.”  Lotus studied me, pointed frown tightening her lips. “We worked on basic spelling today and the only languages students in my school are permitted to write in are English, Spanish, and Brown-tongue.”

      I could understand that rule and I didn’t even laugh at the name for the brownie language. But seriously, English and Spanish were spoken all over Florida. As for Brown-tongue… it was rarely used outside brownie homes.  I supposed it was their way to hold onto their own culture while so many others pressed in from all directions in the tween.

      “I’ll try and talk to him.” I didn’t know what else I could do. The kid was stubborn… like his mom.

      “I certainly hope you do.” Ah, the whiny bitch voice was back. “I wouldn’t want to have to take any sort of disciplinary action, but I do need to make sure Bryony receives a proper education.  A brownie education.”

      I bit my tongue to keep from snapping at her.  She’d made it clear, without saying the words aloud, that she didn’t approve of me raising a brownie child. Not because I was Satan’s niece, but because I wasn’t a brownie.

      Like they were all so superior.

      I was part human, werewolf, dem, unicorn, pixie, and nature, but not a drop of brownie blood. Top that, brownie bitch.

      I fought for calm, breathing deeply and trying to soothe the wolf. She was really on edge and had me aching to snap at someone.  That couldn’t be Midnight Lotus. At least, not until Bry graduated.

      Sure, she didn’t approve of me raising Bry, but no one could do anything about it either.  They weren’t registered citizens and they didn’t have the magic to take me on.  Sure, I didn’t know everything I needed to know about raising brownie kids, but I had my housekeeper—Blooming Aster—and my brownie crew to help me out. Which was good considering I’d been totally caught off guard when Blooming told me it was past time for Bry to start school.  He was barely two!  But, apparently, in brownie years that almost made him a first grader.

      I’d just assumed my kid—reading when he was one and a half—was a genius.

      I wrangled the kid up and led him out to the car, keeping my steps small and moving at his pace.  He was at that age where he didn’t want to be carried, but he walked. So. Slowly.

      I put him in the back in his car seat, buckling him in nice and tight.

      “Hey, kiddo. Do me a favor? Can you write the letters Lotus wants you to when you’re in school? I know she’s a meanie head,” —total bitch— “but she’s the boss, okay?”

      “Okay,” he answered me absently. His attention was on the cars passing by, and I wasn’t sure he even knew what I’d said.

      I decided not to press. It was only his writing and he’d just started school.  Some problems had to be dealt with slowly. At least, that’s what I told myself so I didn’t have to get in an argument with the little one. I saved shouting orders for the important moments. Like Bry eating his peas.

      I leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss to his forehead. “Thanks, bud.”

      “Uh-huh.” Yeah, he wasn’t paying attention to me. We’d talk about it over peas.

      I was ready to take him over to the sitter’s and then remembered Jezze said she’d handle the bar… while I was gone. But there was no reason for me not to take the rest of the day off.  She wouldn’t mind. Much.

      I climbed into the front seat and twisted around to look at Bryony.  “Hey, kiddo. Want to go to the park?”

      “Yes!” He thrust both fists in the air, small legs kicking.

      “Sounds like a plan.” I grinned in response. I couldn’t be upset with such a happy kid.

      I drove us to a tween-friendly park where I knew a lot of not-so-human families brought their kids.  The glamour adults used to hide their true natures was difficult for younger ones to pull off.  It was common for some tween races to keep their offspring more isolated and away from prying, human eyes.  For now, Bry looked like a runty human, but when he inched toward puberty…

      Once we got to the park, I let him run free, dashing off with a couple of elves his age. (Cookie kind, not the ones from that long-assed book.)

      I sat next to the elf kids’ father and we touched on school, which prompted me to show him Bryony’s writings. I kept it cool, casually mentioning my kid was a super genius who was picking up more than one language.

      Unfortunately the elf didn’t seem to recognize the language.

      “He must be quite gifted.” The dad gave me an encouraging smile.

      “Yeah.” I folded up the paper and tucked it in my pocket, mentally crossing elf off the list of possibilities. “He’s my little genius.”

      I let Bry tire himself out, chasing and getting chased by the elf twins who apparently went to some fancy elf school and had these amazing elf grades and… I wanted to punch the dad in his suckhole.

      When Bry was about ready to collapse, I scooped him up and took him home, making sure he was fed something halfway decent and washed before I tucked him into bed for the night.  The second he passed out, I went downstairs and collapsed on the sofa. It’d been a busy day and I was thankful it was winding down.

      In the rush of dealing with Bry, the park, and then doing our nightly routine, I’d completely forgotten I’d left Jezze handling Hell’s Chapel.

      Until she showed up.

      “Dude.” She let herself in and flopped onto my couch next to me. “I thought you were gonna come back after your PITA thing. We had a late rush and it was just me and Bergamot.”

      I almost corrected her. It wasn’t PITA. It was just PTA. Though PTA was a pain in the ass, too.

      “Sorry,” I groaned and rolled to my feet, padding across the room to the small fridge hidden in a bookcase.  Blooming Aster had taken pity on me and had a couple of the brownie guys get me a refrigerator. Now I didn’t have to trek halfway across my massive house for a drink.  I pulled a couple of the beers out and tossed one to Jezze. “The kid kept me busy all day.”

      “Was he in trouble?” She raised her eyebrows, a teasing smirk on her lips.

      “No, not really.” I snatched Bry’s writing from the coffee table and handed it to Jezze.

      She frowned, turning them one way and then the other. “What is this?”

      I shrugged. “His school work, apparently.” I took a swig of my beer. “The teacher’s mad that he isn’t writing in any of the approved, brownie appropriate languages. I thought maybe he picked it up from one of your books.”

      Jezze shook her head. “Not a language I recognize. Want me to check it out?”

      My BFF practically bounced in her seat—dangerous, witchy goth girl who was the baddest bar bitch in the country—way too excited over studying. Way.

      “Sure, have at it. As long as it doesn’t turn out to be demonic script he’s using to open portals to Hell, it’s probably no bigs.”

      At least, that’s what I hoped.

      We had another beer or two and pigged out on pizza before Jezze headed home for the night.  I grabbed my shit and went back up to my room, setting Bryony’s writing on the dresser so it didn’t get tossed out with the rest of the trash when the brownies came through.  My shower was quick and half-assed, but I was pretty clean by the time I padded back into my bedroom.

      I moved through the space from memory, shuffling across the thick carpet toward my bed, when something in the room caught my eye.  I stopped and peered into the darkness, searching for whatever had snatched my gaze.  The space was lit by faint light coming in through the window, the soft glow from my Internet router and… the piece of paper on my dresser.

      The one with Bry’s writing.

      Goody.

      I went to the wall and flipped the light switch before heading back to my dresser.  With the lights on, the glowing lines weren’t as noticeable, which was why I hadn’t seen them earlier.  But the glow was there and it definitely wasn’t normal. None of the tweener locals rocked glowing, mystical runes.  Hell, I’d never even seen the whole nightlight sort of thing from Jezze’s spell books.

      I texted Jezze, updating her. It looked like there might be more to Bry’s sudden multilingual skills than I’d first thought.

      Dammit.
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      Sleep didn’t come easily or quickly. Hell, I’d snatched up that page so fast and carried it back downstairs before I even realized what I’d done.  Maternal instincts kicked in and I grabbed the page by the corner, flying down the steps to put distance between my kid and the magicked construction paper.  The yellow sheet taunted me, practically screaming that bad shit was on the horizon.

      I sat on the couch and simply stared at it, this thing my son had somehow created.  That weird, twitchy feeling that’d dogged—heh, I’m a werewolf—my heels when the drug shit went down was back and scraping at my spine.  Momma R—Jezebeth’s mother and my surrogate mom—would tell me it was me feeling helpless.

      Caith Morningstar of the Hell-born Morningstars didn’t do helpless.

      And I wasn’t saying that was what coursed through my veins, but… it was.  That same unease that plagued me whenever weird shit happened in the Orlando area was rearing its ugly head.  I mean, I’m pretty kickass—Satan’s niece, right? —but I was only good for the ass kicking part.  The whole Scooby Doo Mystery Machine stuff was Jezze’s domain.

      The minutes ticked past, one hour sliding into another, and that stupid writing still glowed.  But thankfully it didn’t do anything else.

      FYI, staring at a piece of paper is more boring than watching grass grow. I would know. I’ve done both in my life.

      I left the yellow drawing in place and leaned back on the couch, flicking on the TV. I hoped I could find something boring enough to put me to sleep.  I sat there for a while, soda in the can this time instead of beer. I didn’t want any kind of alcohol in my system while those nightlight symbols were around.

      I kept flicking, finally stopping when I stumbled across an old episode of Bewitched.  I loved the show simply because Jezze hated it with a passion unrivaled. It, apparently, “perpetuated inaccurate stereotypes that lead to the persecution of…”

      Admittedly, I’d tuned her out at that point. Though I would remember to bring the show up when she was having issues in the witchy department. Samantha would just twitch her nose and BOOM, shit was handled.

      Jezze tried to turn me into a toad.

      I tried to burn her to a crisp.

      Momma R put us both in grown-up time out.

      After that, it had become a game. I’d make a witch joke and then she’d drag me to every werewolf movie ever released. Literally. We were both older than the invention of cinema, and we’d watched the first ever showing of The Werewolf in 1913.

      After Bewitched, I flipped to the late night news, ready to pass out to the sound of the lead anchor’s blander-than-bland voice.  He was pretty to look at though.

      My wolf growled and reminded me we had something—someone—pretty to look at and he was our mate. We didn’t need some stupid news anchor.

      I was ready to launch into a silent yet emotionally charged argument with my inner beast when a video clip on the screen snared my attention.  It wasn’t the police lights flashing in the background behind the correspondent or the rush of emergency workers briskly walking back and forth.

      No, it was the reporter’s words along with stretcher after loaded stretcher that whipped past.  I stabbed at the remote, forcing the volume to go higher so I could hear the correspondent more clearly.

      “Police have not yet determined what caused these thirty wealthy tourists to lose consciousness at Assets this evening. Reports indicate the thirty gentlemen arrived in good spirits and were most assuredly awake when they entered the gentlemen’s club.”

      I snorted. “Gentlemen’s club.” Right. Assets was a strip joint. Maybe a little classier than others, but still a strip club.  My biggest concern was the fact that so many ended up coming out of the place on stretchers.

      I made a mental note to talk to Jezze about it just in case it turned out to be something I needed to handle.  Orlando was my town. My rules. I owned every tweener inch of the city and if some dem, gel, or tweener decided it was time to play with the little humans… I’d be there to explain—in painful detail—why that wouldn’t be a good idea.  I got a little excited, blood thrumming at the thought of explaining things.

      I took a deep breath and pushed back my bloodthirsty urges.  Nine times out of ten, when weird crap happened in Orlando, it wasn’t caused by nonhumans. It was just weird.

      And boring.

      But not boring enough to lull me to sleep, apparently.

      When I finally admitted that sleep wasn’t coming, I picked up the phone and called Sam.

      Sam. Samkiel. Half-fallen angel, On High’s ex-angel of destruction and purifier of souls. My… Shit, for all his confusing, heart rending, and soul crushing problems, he was my mate.

      -ish.

      We still had our ongoing problems there. We’d mated and then we hadn’t. Then he was a full fallen angel because he killed someone for me and my uncle stole his feather. Then he got some of his angelic mojo back when the whole demon drug thing went down.

      Through it all, he was just… Sam. I hated him. I loved him. I… couldn’t live without him.

      But he was still dangerous, his grasp on good and the line he walked between purity and evil still thin and tenuous.  It was why he had his house and I had mine. We had mostly separate lives even though my wolf wanted to cling to him and never let go.

      It’d decided having an evil fallen angel mate was just fine with it.

      Even though it was well past midnight, he answered on the first ring, sounding awake and… pleased? To hear from me.  I didn’t even have to ask him to come over. Three words left my mouth and then he cut me off.

      “I can’t sleep— “

      “I’m on my way.”

      That was it.

      Less than ten minutes later, he was at my door. I wasn’t sure if I’d just sensed his closeness or heard him softly knock, but my body reacted to his nearness.  My wolf sat up straight, tail wagging, while I heated from inside out.  It was as if the depths of Hell rose through me, stretching and scraping my flesh as it filled me with sensual warmth.  I craved him. That was it. I flat out craved my mate.

      I climbed from the couch, stretching my arms above my head while I let out a long yawn. I was tired. I just couldn’t sleep.

      I padded to the front door and brushed the runes etched into the frame with my fingertips.  The wards recognized me, sizzling against my skin with a stinging caress.  I said they recognized me, not that they liked me.

      I opened the door. The spells relaxed so I could let my mate in, and then he was there, filling my entryway. His massive body crowded me in the large space, his scent teasing me—sulfur, sweetness, and an edge of violence that touched the darkest parts of me.

      We were alike but different.

      I moved until my back hit the wall and he didn’t stop until less than an inch separated us.  He swayed toward me and I did the same, our bodies seemingly drawn together by some invisible force.

      “Hey,” I rasped, desire making my voice rough and low.

      Sam just smirked, that pain-in-the-ass gel knowing how he affected me.

      “Hey,” he murmured in return and lifted his hands, showing me he’d brought me a couple of surprises.

      I eyed them both, a bottle of wine and chocolate-covered strawberries, and then quirked an eyebrow at him. “Well, either I’ve got the most considerate ma—” I cleared my throat, pulling back from the mate label. “Most considerate man, or you’re doing a pre-emptive strike because you know you’re about to piss me off.”

      He leered and handed me the gifts, filling my hands and leaving his free.

      Free to cup my cheeks. Free to hold me steady while he lowered his head. Free to put pressure on my chin and encourage me to part my lips for him.

      And I let him. I let him position me just so and then, when he pressed his mouth to mine, I sank into the kiss.  His tongue teased the seam of my mouth, flicking and tormenting my lips. He nibbled and bit, alternating between pleasure-inducing caresses and near-orgasmic shards of pain.  They twined and twirled while he made love to my mouth, his tongue sliding over mine.  I returned his every caress, exploring every part of him while still remaining submissive in his hold.

      Two hands, hardly a touch, and he had me in his control.

      He’d stared me down all those months ago—me on the edge of going feral and literally ripping demons apart with fangs and claws. He’d stared me down and hadn’t flinched, hadn’t pulled away, or shied from the violence that sang in my blood.

      Sam had accepted me and that… scared the fuck out of me.

      He explored my mouth again, our passion rising with each flick and lick, and I gathered more of his flavors.  Smoky heat with a hint of sulfur and sprinkle of stinging goodness.

      Perfection.

      I leaned into him, needing the connection of our bodies and needing to feel his firm muscles flush with my curves.  But the moment I shifted in place, weight transitioning to my toes instead of my heels, Sam ended our kiss. His movements slowed, tongue retreating and then he gave me a gentle brush of his mouth over mine. The moment our lips parted, he stepped back, putting a bit of space between us.  I would have been hurt by his abrupt withdrawal, but his breathing came in heaving pants, his eyes swirled with a mixture of demonic red and angelic blue, and his body was strung tightly like a bow.

      He wanted me. He couldn’t have me, but he wanted me, which was enough for me.  I let him escape, following him when he kicked off his boots and then padded to the cushioned couch.

      I moved in his wake, flopping down beside him on the soft furniture, ready to snuggle in and just breathe the scent of my mate while we munched and drank.

      But he had other plans. When I tugged on the ribbon holding the box shut, he pulled it from my hands.

      I raised a single brow in question and he just gave me a playful smile. “Sit back and relax.”

      With my mate this close? I didn’t think relaxing was gonna happen.

      But I leaned back, curious and anxious to see where all this was headed.  His agile fingers removed the ribbon and slid the top off the box to reveal a layer of delicate chocolate-covered strawberries.  The sweetest fruit covered in On High’s greatest gift to women everywhere.

      He lifted one from its bed of soft cushioning and held it up to my mouth.  A delicate sheen of moisture clung to the chocolate and a soft caress of coldness teased my lips.  I furrowed my brow and tilted my head, staring at him, trying to figure out the puzzle the situation presented.  We didn’t do… this. Passion, craving, and desperate need. That, we did. Hot times and hard fucking with life-threatening situations thrown into the mix to keep things spicy.

      Romance and sweetness? Not so much. But I loved chocolate, strawberries, and… and Sam.

      So I opened my mouth for him. He traced my lower lip with the tip of the cooled fruit, and the delicious scents of sweetness and Sam filled my nose.  I drew them in, savoring the flavors and adding them to my mental safe I’d labeled “memories of Sam.”

      Memories I’d cling to when… when he was back in On High’s good graces and returned to the fold.  When he’d never return to me.

      I shoved those thoughts away. I’d enjoy my time with him. I’d revel in every touch and pretend he’d always be with me. Always.

      Satan’s niece was a good liar, right?

      I lapped at the end, snatching a hint of chocolate, and my eyes fluttered closed with that first teasing taste.  I leaned forward and took a slow bite, moaning when the flavors exploded across my taste buds.  The chocolate melted with the heat of my mouth and the natural sweetness of the fruit teased the part of me I got from Papa Eron—Father Earth.  The portion of my soul that loved all things that came from the natural world.

      Like strawberries. Like chocolate. Like passion.

      There was nothing more natural than sex.

      Sex I wanted with my mate.  My inner wolf howled with approval, wanted to reconnect with our mate. It hated the distance between us and I had to admit that I did, too. But, for now, this weird situation was the best we could do.

      I took another morsel, sinking my teeth into the soft flesh of the fruit. This bite was sweeter than the last, and I whimpered in appreciation.  My wolf was a meat eater, but it could appreciate a gift from our mate.

      I nibbled down until only the stem remained and I licked my lower lip, gathering any remaining snippet of chocolate.

      “Good?” Sam murmured and I stared into his eyes, seeing the swirl of red and blue along with the rising tide of desire.  Darkness and light were tinged with physical craving.

      “Delicious,” I whispered back.  I craved both parts of him, the good and the bad.

      The right side of his mouth quirked up in a small smirk. “Don’t move.”

      He disappeared then. Not literally poof, but he left me in the living room and I tilted my head, my wolf’s hearing letting me track him through the massive house.  He padded through the entryway into the dining room and on into the kitchen. The tinkle of glass reached me and I realized he’d grabbed wine glasses for us.

      He quickly returned and poured the wine, setting the glasses on the end table to his right.  Then I found myself lifted onto his lap, my back pressed against his chest. He moved me so easily, without a hint of reservation or concern.

      I was Caith Morningstar. Deadly. Dangerous. I’d caused wars and scorched city blocks.

      To him, I was just Caith.

      He handed me a glass of wine and I sipped the sweet liquid, a perfect accompaniment to the fruit and chocolate.  Sam fed me, each nibble more delicious than the last, and I reveled in his attentions.  I had the focus of my lover—my mate—and I planned on enjoying every moment.  I could be the sweet, soft, loving Caith with him, and that was the greatest gift I’d ever received.

      Well, one of the greatest.  I wiggled my hips, deliberately grinding my ass against him. He froze in place, his breath coming out in a quick whoosh, and I grinned.  I repeated the motion, a hard, slow circling of my ass, rubbing his groin in a sensuous roll.  It didn’t take long before I got the reaction I desired, the hardening of Sam’s cock beneath his leather pants.  The thick hide separated us but still allowed a delicious friction.

      My pussy heated, body preparing for him once more. The ache he’d stoked in the entryway flared back to life, turning into a smoldering fire.  So much need. So much want.

      I set my wine aside and turned around to straddle Sam’s lap, my center nestled against his firm length.  I shuddered, remembering the feel of his shaft sliding in and out of my pussy, the utter, overwhelming dominance that a half-fallen angel could exude. It made my wolf whimper and whine, begging me to submit to him again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Forever.

      He put his drink and the box of strawberries aside and then gripped my hips, fingers squeezing my flesh, the firm hold reminding me of his strength. “I thought you asked me over to help you relax.” His grasp shifted, palms cupping my ass and kneading the plump mounds. “So you could get some sleep.”

      He traced the valley between my cheeks, blunt fingers teasing me.  He hadn’t taken me there—not yet—but that ghosting touch made me want.

      “Maybe,” I moaned, rocking back and forth. “Maybe what I need is you to tire me out.”

      Maybe what I need is to just feel you. To know that any shit can be handled as long as you’re here.

      Yeah, mushy Caith was creeping forward and I pushed that part of me back. I wanted to fuck. Not get sweet and weepy.

      I leaned forward and kissed him, capturing his mouth with my own and tasting the sweetness on his lips. It was a mix of sweet and smoky, a hint of sulfur and a stinging spark of freshness.  He pulled me tighter against his cock, moaning into my mouth while he rolled his hips beneath me.  We moved together, both taking snippets of pleasure from our rising passion.  My clit twitched and growing joy thrummed in my veins. My body was ready for him, singing with the need to be filled and stretched.

      I reached between us and slid my hand over the bulge in his pants, fighting not to feel guilty for what was about to happen.  I didn’t feel guilty about sex itself. I’d been alive for over six hundred years and there was nothing wrong with sowing wild oats and all that.  I wasn’t a slut, but… six hundred years? That’s a long time. A girl who couldn’t catch STDs and would never have a natural pup without some magical intervention eventually lost count of the number of lovers.

      No, it wasn’t the sex. It was how one-sided it would be.

      Sam had already lost paradise, banished from On High because he’d helped me—he’d killed for me.  He’d earned some brownie points by helping cleanse souls during the height of the demon drug situation. Now he was just within reach of half-fallen status. Close enough that I sort of “rounded up” even if On High didn’t.

      No, if he ever wanted to return to the land of monochrome wardrobes and diamond raindrops in On High, he had to steer clear of breaking the big rules.

      We technically couldn’t make love, but if he didn’t reach the finish line… well, then he was just a living, breathing sex toy and he stayed on On High’s good side.

      Which meant Sam was eternally stuck with the worst case of blue balls. Ever.

      I shoved aside my guilt as I unzipped his pants, fingers finding soft—yet hard—flesh throbbing beneath my fingertips.  He moaned with my touch, pushing against my hand, and I stroked him as much as I could.

      “Off,” I growled against his lips.  Needing the pants gone. Needing to feel nothing but bare skin.

      On High gave gels their own brand of powers, and Uncle Luc did the same with his fallen. Since Sam was sitting in limbo, he had a bit of both.  Enough to shift his pants down his thighs so I could pull his dick free. Enough to make my thin panties vanish with a single tug until it was skin on skin.

      I lifted my hips, his cock rising without the pressure of my body. Then I slowly, carefully, lowered myself. I gasped and tipped my head back with my eyes closed as he gradually filled me.  I took in more and more of him, the head of his shaft stroking my inner walls in an intimate caress.  His veined length teased my dormant nerves, sparking them to life with our connection.

      I buried my face against his neck to stifle my moans, not wanting to draw attention or wake anyone in the house. This was our moment, our slice of time, and I wanted it without any interruptions.  I groaned and growled while I rode his dick, sliding up and down his thick length.

      I started slowly, pussy stretched nearly to the point of pain, and I wanted to extend that burn a little longer. I loved the way it added to my pleasure, the way hurt increased the bliss. He dug his fingers into my ass, clenching them, short nails digging into my skin. Fuck, that was good.

      I clutched his shoulders, using him for leverage, using him for pleasure, using him to sate my wolf, and using him to… find a little peace.

      Sam forced me into a more furious pace, the rhythm of our fucking mirroring the rapid speed of our harsh panting.  Fuck. I clenched around him, milking his dick, body seeming to beg for his cum.  I wanted that but couldn’t have it, so I tried to stop the trembles without suppressing my pleasure. I needed to come, but I didn’t want to push him too hard—too far.

      He wasn’t having it. No, my mate lifted one hand from my ass, yanking a whine from my throat at the loss. But the whimper quickly turned into a wolfen growl.  He brought his palm down, flat of his hand connecting with my ass. The sudden sting heightened my ecstasy, pushing me closer to the edge of release.  The wolf in me wanted a hint of pain and a dose of dominance.  Assurance. Demand.

      The bubble of joy swelled inside me, its dark tendrils slinking along my veins and stretching to fill my whole body.  My nipples were hard as rocks, brushing my mate’s chest with every rise and fall along his length and teasing me with the rapid strokes.

      He did it again, a stinging smack that jolted through me, and I jerked with the rush of pain, trembling with the bliss that followed. Once more and pressing my mouth to his skin wasn’t enough to keep me quiet.  I sank my teeth into his shoulder, droplets of his blood sliding into my mouth and taunting my taste buds.  He tensed with the bite, trembling beneath me, and I knew he was close—teetering on the edge between momentary heaven before he was banished to Hell.

      I couldn’t let that happen even though I craved it more than life.

      I slipped a hand between us, fingers finding my swollen clit with ease, and I rubbed that small bundle of nerves.  I stroked that nub, bringing myself closer to the edge of release, teetering on the precipice.  The pleasure slipped through me, dancing from pleasure to pain and back again as if my nerves couldn’t decide whether they loved or hated riding my mate.

      Sam decided for me. He took control and lifted his hand once more, bringing it down hard on my ass. That wave of agony did it. I exploded in climax, convulsing into a chain of spasms while the molten sensation of total release flowed inside me.  My pussy rippled in rhythmic convulsions while wave after sensual wave rolled over my body.  I clung to Sam for dear life, groaning and moaning against his shoulder, sinking my teeth in deeper so more of his blood filled my mouth.  He held me steady for a moment, giving me a few deep, hard, quick thrusts that wrenched a scream from my throat. It punctuated the last explosive jolts of unadulterated bliss that attacked and then…

      Then he held still. Very still.

      I pushed back the guilt that attempted to rise, choosing to stay in the moment instead.  I carefully withdrew my teeth, lapping at the wound I’d left behind.  I licked and kissed the mark until blood no longer seeped from the pierced flesh.  His cock throbbed with my every touch while small trembles racked his body.

      I gave the wound one last kiss, hating that it’d be gone by morning, and leaned back to look into his eyes. There was desire. Frustration. The need to keep going and do what his body yearned for.

      To come inside me—claim me fully and completely.  It was what my wolf needed to solidify his place in my life—his scent all over me, inside and out.

      But that line in the ethereal sand, once crossed, could never be undone.

      With regret, I slipped off his lap, swallowing my whine when he no longer filled me.  Complaining wouldn’t do any good and only served to remind us of what we couldn’t have.  Instead, I gave him time to deal with his clothing and then pulled him down onto the couch.  He lay beside me, his cock still firm against me and his muscular arms holding me nestled against his chest.  I reached up and snared the afghan draped across the back of the couch to cover us, and then I closed my eyes. My wolf was content, practically purring with our mate so close and I… was content.

      Content and relaxed in the arms of the man I loved.
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      Another day, another call from Bry’s teacher. So help me… I hated to imagine what my life would be like when the kid got to college.

      And I had to leave Jezze and Berg alone at the bar once more.  It wasn’t the first time and wouldn’t be the last, but the reasons were usually much more dramatic and life-threatening than “my son bit his best friend and gave him rabies.”

      Okay, I didn’t know that he bit, but I was damned sure he didn’t have rabies. Mostly. I had to admit I wasn’t sure if brownies could get rabies.  I’d have to ask Momma R the next time I saw her.

      I tugged open the school’s main door and ducked beneath the frame as I stepped across the threshold. The wards scraped my skin, telling me the level of Midnight Lotus’ annoyance.  Every teacher had the ability to modify the magical protections as needed. It meant that if someone saw a toddler racing for the exit, any one of the staff could stop them with a tweak of a spell.

      It also meant they could use the protections as a passive aggressive poke at frustrating parents. When it came to Midnight Lotus and me, the level of pain I experienced mirrored her annoyance.  Based on the way the tendrils of the spell dug into my flesh, I figured Lotus’ anger crept toward an eight or nine on the “Caith is a horrible parent and her child is an asshole” scale.

      I stopped by the main office, spying Bry and another kid sitting at a table in a far corner playing some sort of card game.  They chattered as they exchanged cards, laughs intermixed with a combination of Spanish and Brown-tongue with a dash of something else.  It sorta confirmed some of my suspicion that maybe Bry was picking up other languages from other students.

      If only.

      When I sat down to talk with Lotus, she quickly dissuaded me of my theory.

      “Your son is continuing to be uncooperative,” Lotus practically snarled at me and I bit my tongue, swallowing all of my own bitchtastic responses to her attitude.  “It’s gone beyond his writing. Now he’s speaking in some… gibberish I can’t understand. I’ve told him more than once that he’s to answer questions in Brown-tongue. Or English since his Brown-tongue vocabulary is,” she peered at me of the rim of her glasses, “limited.”

      Her tone told me she blamed me for his lack of education. What bit of brown-language he knew, he’d picked up from Blooming Aster—my brownie housekeeper—and other brownies in my home.

      “Look,” I spread my hands, palms up, in surrender. “I don’t know where he picks this stuff up. His mind’s a sponge. He hears something once and he repeats it.”

      I decided not to mention Bry’s first word and the fact that it was of the four-letter variety.  I didn’t want Lotus to have an even worse impression of me. Plus, she’d probably kick Bry out on the off chance he would bring that kind of language to school.

      “If you insist on exposing him to other languages, that’s your business.” The pointed frown on her face told me she wasn’t a fan of the idea, but at least she wasn’t telling me how to raise Bryony.  Suggestions, I could take. Orders? Not so much. I still had a rebellious streak a few thousand miles wide and would be contrary just to piss people off.

      “But he needs to learn to communicate properly in my classroom. If I can’t understand him, how am I supposed to teach him?”

      She had a point. –ish. Not that I’d admit it aloud, though.

      Instead, I folded my arms and raised my chin. “Maybe the problem is with you. How’s it Bry’s fault that you can’t learn this language as fast as he can?”

      “I never.” Lotus sounded scandalized, hand going to her chest, and I figured if she was wearing pearls, she’d be clutching them.

      I should chill out on being a bitch. Instead, I snorted. “At your age? I find that surprising.”

      “Ms. Morningstar…”

      I mentally winced but I wasn’t about to show weakness and take the words back.  Besides, I was trying to cut down on the lying, and apologizing would be a lie, so…

      “Okay, I’m not trying to be difficult,” mostly, “but I don’t know what you want from me. I’ll talk to him, but I’m not going to tell him not to be smart.” I gestured toward the other room where I could still hear Bry and the other kid speaking in some language I couldn’t understand. “Not my fault my son’s a genius.”

      “It’s not a question of intelligence.” The tiny woman was still—somehow—peering down her nose at me. “It’s a question of behavior. How is he supposed to flourish in a world when he cannot grasp the simple concept of submission to authority?”

      I wasn’t gonna show her some authority. I wasn’t.

      I breathed deeply and let it out slowly. “Look, sometimes geniuses are eccentric…”

      “Keep his eccentricities at home and teach him how to behave in my classroom,” Lotus practically snarled at me, the small brownie baring her tiny teeth at me.

      Aw, how cute.

      “Right. Are we done? Bryony and I are going to see one of his grandfathers today.”

      Midnight Lotus pressed her lips together until they turned white and gave me a short nod. With her dismissal, I left the small office, ducking beneath the low doorjamb and heading to Bry.

      I scooped him up and carried him to the car, Bryony distracted by some song he softly sang to himself.  At least we didn’t have the “I want to walk, dammit” argument while still on school grounds.  I buckled him into his seat, those tiny lips still mouthing words I didn’t recognize.

      “Hey, kiddo, Tempmomma only speaks English, Dem, and some rusty Italian, okay? Cut me some slack and stick to something I know.”  I had a few older, dead European dialects tucked in my head somewhere, but they hadn’t been used in centuries. I’d mostly forgotten them myself. Except the curse words. I always seemed to remember those…

      “Are we going home now?” His high-pitched little voice was accompanied by a smile.

      I returned his grin, glad he was speaking English and not possessed by an ageless demon spirit or something.  After the glowing writing, I’d been concerned, but it was also Bry. He could just be a magical savant or something.  I mean, sure, he was a brownie, but he also had the gift of hellfire from Uncle Luc. My son would be one badass, super short, mofo. I hoped these oddities were nothing more than early signs of his badassery.

      Along with a good dose of rebellion against the strict authoritarian rule of his fascist brownie teacher.

      “Nope,” I shook my head. “We’re gonna go see Grandpa Alrick.”

      His face brightened, eyes wide and mouth split in a big smile while he bounced in his car seat. “Yay! Xbox!”

      I snorted and backed away, nudging the door closed before going to the driver’s side and climbing behind the wheel.  Papa Al began Bryony’s Xbox education early, before he could even hold the controller.  It surprised me that he kept up with modern tech like video games.  Mortals always said old dogs couldn’t learn new tricks.  Papa Al always told me the idiom didn’t mention old werewolves.  He could never wait to get his paws on the latest game console, cell phone, or TV as soon as it was released.

      On the way to my father’s, traffic slowed to a crawl. Had I mentioned how much I hated tourist season?  Not that Orlando traffic was good any time of the year, but at least during the theme parks’ downtime, the traffic was tolerable.

      After sitting in traffic for about ten minutes, car crawling forward, I found the source of the jam.  Cars weren’t lined up to hop on I-4. They were all trying to cram their vehicles into the parking lot of some new church I’d never seen before.  Considering Orlando was my town, I wasn’t sure when it’d been built. Or how I hadn’t known about its existence. It was like it’d sprung up overnight when I was pretty sure there’d been a movie theater in that spot three weeks ago. Maybe they’d simply bought the theater and converted it to a church?  Sermons complete with stadium seating, stale popcorn, and refillable drinks.

      And people lined up at the door, the queue stretching the full length of the front and around the building’s corner.  I’m all for humans who worship On High and everything, but I’d never seen churches rocking a velvet rope.  And on a weekday? There were a few people by the door with bright, loosely flowing robes and shaved heads. The type of wackos that could be seen on TV when the police were invading yet another cult.

      (Cults that were blamed on Uncle Luc way too often.)

      I checked the movement of the car in front of me, splitting my attention between not rear-ending someone and the weirdness nearby.

      “What the hell is that place?” I squinted, trying to see the insignia above the temple door that could tell me what religion had moved into my city.  But instead of a cross or Star of David, there was a weird symbol.  A symbol that looked a lot like the stuff Bryony had been writing lately. Because of course.  “What does that symbol mean?” I muttered.

      “Lucia.” That little voice had me freezing in place for a split second.

      I slowly turned in my seat and stared at my kid, a chill running up my spine. “What did you say, sweetheart?”

      He pointed at the building, tiny finger extended. “Lucia.”

      I shifted my attention, following the direction of his arm. “Fuck.”

      I wasted no time getting the hell outta that place.  I hit the gas and rolled up onto the shoulder, using the sidewalk instead of waiting for the road to clear.  I swung an illegal U-turn and headed the wrong way up a one-way street.  I whipped down back roads and cut through communities, putting distance between us and that church.  The hairs on the back of my neck still stood on end, goosebumps coating my arms.  The tires squealed on my next turn, and I held the wheel in a stiff, white-knuckled grip, hands steady even though I shook inside.

      It could have been a coincidence, right? The name Lucia was common, wasn’t it? I swallowed hard. It could be and yet… it might not. I knew too many divine and damned figures that liked to pull strings from behind the scenes and Lucia was…

      I pulled into Papa Al’s driveway, a few of his sentry wolves keeping pace with my car—sniffing and identifying me—before trotting back into the forest that lined the path. If my suspicions were correct, he should probably double that number, bump up his protections.

      I tossed the car into park and climbed out, grabbing an anxious Bryony before he lit his car seat on fire and let himself out.  Don’t laugh. It’d happened.

      More than once.

      I followed him inside, those short legs racing up the steps and through the front door.  I walked in just as Papa Al swung Bry up into the air, tossing my kid high before catching him in his strong arms.  I remembered doing that with him when I was younger—before worries and life landed on my shoulders.

      “Grandpapa! Can we play the bang-bang game?”

      The bang-bang game? I quirked an eyebrow at Papa Al and my father narrowed his eyes in response.  He only ever did that when he’d been caught. He always got a good bluster going so no one would realize he was in the wrong.

      They’d all agreed, until Bry learned how to control his hellfire, he wouldn’t get involved in violent games—video or otherwise.  No one wanted to lose an Xbox controller—or a house—to hellfire.

      Then my dad’s expression changed, his head tilting to the side, expression transforming to suspicion… and concern.  “In a few minutes, my boy. Why don’t you go into the other room and get it set up, huh?”

      The moment Bry was released, he ran off, racing into the den and leaving me alone with my father.

      Now, I could bitch about the game thing or talk about—

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “Something’s wrong.”

      Not bitching about the game thing yet. Right.

      “I don’t know for sure,” I hedged. I didn’t know anything but the twisting and knotting in my gut.  “But I’ve got an inkling about something.”

      “What?” The word was a sharp snap. This was the High Wolf of North America getting all alpha and pissy when he suspected his pup was in danger.

      “Remember Lucia?”

      Papa Al snorted and nodded.  He’d been there last year when the demon Silaran had attempted to snatch half the souls in Orlando. He’d been attempting to build up enough power to overthrow Uncle Luc.

      And Lucia?  Well, she was the demon’s mortal lover. At the time, she hadn’t shown her face, but her brother had been all up in Silaran’s shit—using dark magic to lure humans and tweeners into damnation.  Of course, her absence could be explained away with her whole suicide thing, but whatever.

      Now, Silaran was back in Hell—where he belonged—Lucia’s brother was dead and Lucia’s soul had allegedly been swept out of Silaran’s reach.

      Except now there was a “Lucia” who’d opened a church in Orlando? I didn’t believe in coincidences all that much.

      So, if I didn’t believe in coincidences, that meant Lucia and Silaran were planning something—big.

      I told Papa Al about the temple and Bry’s recent behavior, nerves poking and prodding me.  The wolf was being a total bitch, too.  Growling and pacing because of the threat to our pup.

      “Do you think he’s being controlled in some way?” His voice remained low.

      “I don’t know.” I stared at where Bryony had disappeared, the thumps and crashes of his movements echoing off the walls.  “But Silaran tried to use Bry against me. I imagine it’d be right up Lucia’s alley, too.  It could be possible he’s picking up the language from other kids. If some of their parents are going to this temple and picking it up there, he could have learned it from them.”

      “Or someone is getting into his head.”  Papa Al growled, his tanned skin rippling with hints of dark fur.  The wolf in him was very protective of his pack. Even though Bry wasn’t a wolf, or even blood relative, he was still my son. Papa Al would protect him with his own life if necessary.

      “I have Jezze looking into the language.  I’ll head to the bar and talk to her, update her on this temple.  We’ll see what she can discover.”

      “I’ll send a pack with you.”

      And he would. Literally, he’d send a pack of wolves with me, but I didn’t need fifty werewolves following me to Hell’s Chapel.

      At the moment.

      “Just keep an eye on Bry for me? And don’t let him wander around without supervision.”

      “Do you think he’s in danger?” More growling, more fur.

      “Last time Silaran moved on Orlando he tried to lure Bry through his portals to Hell. I’d rather not risk that happening again.”  Silaran held a teensy grudge against our family.  Uncle Luc sent Lucia, upon her death, to a circle of Hell where Silaran couldn’t reach her.  And then my mom and I sorta sent Silaran back to Hell all together.

      Which put two Morningstar haters in the same place at the same time.  Getting someone out of the deepest circles took some serious magic, but Silaran was a serious demon. Had he broken his evil girlfriend out? Sent her to the tween to fuck with me some more?

      I hoped not, but my gut was telling me yes.

      I said good-bye to my kid, giving him a hug and ruffling his hair.  He just gave me an absent wave, his eyes trained on the violence on the screen while the guns went bang-bang.  I didn’t know how much longer his hints of innocence would last. Between the aging of a brownie child and the amount of hell he’d already been through in his life…

      But I was going to protect him for as long as possible and hopefully he could continue living a safe, carefree existence.  Where his biggest worry was whether he could match his grandfather’s Xbox skills.

      I headed back to the bar, skin itching, hair still standing on end.  Something was going on. Period. Full stop. I didn’t know what, but my wolf had its scent. The animal knew it hunted something—someone—who touched our pup. Maybe not physically, but their taint still affected my son.

      Unfortunately, I didn’t know where my prey might be hiding. Lucia wouldn’t be dumb enough to actually be at the temple, and as satisfying as it might be to rip the clergy into tiny pieces, I couldn’t dive into the “everyone dies” pool just yet.

      For now, I just had to hope that I could get to the bottom of things before the situation got out of hand.  I had to learn what I could and put a stop to their plans before it was too late.
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      Kid safely surrounded by deadly werewolves, I walked back into Hell’s Chapel to a full on rush of tweeners.  The bar was packed, Berg and Jezze behind the counter slinging drinks and making small talk while they kept strained smiles on their faces. Shit.

      I hurried to join them, shoving my way through the rowdy crowd. Jezze shot me a glare as I rounded the end and dipped under the divider.  I knew she didn’t really blame me for having to deal with Bry’s school, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t irritated.  And I couldn’t blame her since she was left to deal with the rush all by herself.

      Sure, Berg was there, but Bergamot was… Bergamot.  A half-dem, half-brownie, full-sized hottie who enjoyed fucking. Just about anything.

      I poured drinks and worked to keep up with the rush, taking a few seconds here and there to scan the bar for any tween regulars I could use.  There were a few who made it their business to know all the gossip in the tween.  A couple had to have heard something about Lucia and the new church that’d sprung up out of nowhere.

      Unfortunately, it seemed my customers had something else on their minds. Really, none of the men were thinking with the heads on their shoulders.

      Several couples were making out in the booths near the back, a few getting so down and dirty I might have to go kick them out.  Unless it was Sam and me, Hell’s Chapel was a fuck-free zone.  Especially after I’d walked in on Jezze getting it on with a thelac demon in the back room two years ago.

      Yeah, there were plenty hanging around, looking for love.  I had to tell more than one guy to back off a couple of little elf chicks sitting at the bar. (The pretty, graceful ones, not the shoemakers.) Truth was, they may—or may not—have been able to take care of themselves if a tweener got too pushy. They could be eighteen or eighteen hundred for all I knew. But Hell’s Chapel was mine and if a lady said “fuck off,” the guys fucked off.

      Or I fucked them in the face with a baseball bat.

      And it couldn’t just be restricted to customers, right?  Some idiot had to cozy up to the bar, flashing me a leering grin. I scented the wolf inside him, the thirsty beast just beneath the surface of flesh, and it set my hackles on edge.  A tightness formed between my shoulders, body tense and aching with my wolf’s readiness.  The beast didn’t like being lusted after by anyone other than our mate.  She was more than ready to take that guy’s lust and show him exactly where he could shove it.

      He just watched me for a while, eyes tracking my every movement.  He sipped his drink, a nice whiskey that Berg had fetched from the top shelf. Wouldn’t do much to get a wolf drunk, but it tasted good.

      Plus, it was expensive. I bought the bottle a hundred years ago myself for next to nothing and charged a grand a shot. Ka. Ching.

      When I had a brief lull, I worked at tidying the bar, wiping down surfaces, and gathering up glasses to be washed.

      That was when he decided to push his luck.  He stood on the rungs of a stool, leaning across the bar and drawing in a breath.  He sniffed me, long and deep as if I was a tasty meal. A casual, friendly sniff wasn’t uncommon, but this was definitely more on the personal spectrum.

      “What time do you get off?” He licked his lips.

      “Depends on what time my boyfriend comes over.” I wanted to call Sam my mate when I spoke to others, but we weren’t there and getting into the drama llama with a random asshole wasn’t worth the trouble.

      He laughed and reached across the bar, dirt-caked fingers stroking my hand. “Why wait? I bet I could get you off right here.”

      I snatched my hand away, my other slipping under the bar and grabbing my bat. Titanium this time.  Jezze convinced me to rock something metal since I could add a little hellfire to it when I fought. I could both hit and burn their asses at once. Go team multitasking!

      I didn’t think I’d really need to take it to this guy, but I’d had too many bad experiences with werewolves wanting to get frisky. I didn’t want to take any chances.  “Mind your manners.” I bared my fangs, the tips elongating and lowering to prick my lip. “I’d hate to have to kick you out of here.”

      “Oh, come on,” he chuckled. “I’m just being friendly.”

      “And I’m just telling you to fuck off.”

      He leaned back, frowning at me.  “You can’t tell me this boyfriend of yours is giving you what you need.” He sniffed at the air and I knew what scents he’d find. “You want me to believe a gel is giving you enough to satisfy your wolf? Baby, why not let me show you what a real animal can do.”

      “Been there, humped that,” I drawled. “Not interested. And that is your last warning.”

      He rose from his stool and stepped back, one hand clutching that expensive ass whiskey and the other held in surrender. “No problem, baby. But if you change your mind…” He flashed a fang and winked before sauntering off.

      He strolled to the back, wandering up to a trashy-looking troll holding up the wall. The chick had a face like dried porridge, but the wolf didn’t look to have high standards. Plus, if he was like a lot of wolves, he’d probably stay behind her the whole time.  It wasn’t her face that mattered.

      I turned my attention back to the other customers, wondering who the fuck let Cupid into the bar today.  The air practically swam with pheromones and even I was slowly being lulled by the sensual heat pulsing through Hell’s Chapel.  It made me want to go home and call Sam for another date night so I could crawl all over him and—

      I froze in place and shook my head free of the desire trying to make its way through my body.  Yeah, it was getting hot.

      Thankfully, we managed to get through the rest of the night without having to kick any asses, which was always a plus in my book.  I threw the bolt on the front door, a couple of whispered words and a gentle caress slamming the wards into place. We’d all leave through the back door as soon as clean-up—

      Jezze already had her purse draped across her body and was headed for the back door without giving me a second glance.

      “Hey!” I yelled out to her. “I know you were stuck here by yourself for a while, but I could still use some help with this mess.” I gestured at the tables covered in empty glasses, used napkins, and crushed peanut shells. And was that a condom? Okay, gross, the brownies could deal with that one.

      “Sorry, Caith,” Jezze yelled back. Funny. She didn’t sound sorry. “I’ve got a date.”

      “Since when?” I frowned, propping my hands on my hips. As far as I’d known, Jezze hadn’t been getting any action for a while.

      “Since now.” She waved a piece of paper sporting scrawled numbers on it. “Don’t wait up for me, ‘kay?”

      She winked and then headed out the door, heavy metal panel slamming shut in her wake. I just sighed and shook my head. Apparently love was in the air tonight. Or at least strong assed lust.  Jezze never hooked up with someone from the bar—shooting down anyone who even tried—but there she went with a bounce in her step and ready to get fucked.

      I finished clean-up-ish and headed to Papa Al’s to pick up Bry.  The little tyke was asleep by the time I got there and Dad said he hadn’t been any trouble, which was a relief. I was ready for the night to be done and maybe I wouldn’t wake up to glowing coloring projects.

      I carefully balanced Bry against my shoulder, small arm wrapped around my neck while he pressed his face to my neck.  He snuggled close, a comforting weight against my body. My wolf was happy to have our pup back and near.  The beast inside me acknowledged Papa Al’s strength and dominance but… Bry was our pup.

      I had to stop when Mitchell and Gregory stepped out of the shadows and into my path.  They were two sentries for Papa Al, members of the local pack who protected the High Wolf of North America.  Orlando was a little odd when it came to wolf hierarchy.  Papa Al was technically the alpha of all alphas, but he lived in Orlando to be near me. Except Orlando already had a pack and an alpha.

      To make it even more uncomfortable? The Orlando alpha was one of my exes so Papa Al hated the male on principal.  They tended to stay out of each other’s way, the local pack sending enforcers for training and rotating some of the best in for Papa Al’s protection.

      They both leered at me, lustful eyes stroking my body, and neither were even trying to hide what they were doing. Greg even went so far as to palm his dick, rearranging his cock, and I couldn’t miss the growing bulge.

      Really. I mean, really.

      “Caith,” Mitchell murmured and stepped closer. “Long time no see. You’re looking good. Real good.”

      I took a step back, tamping down my wolf’s instinctual response to the closeness of a male who wasn’t her mate.  “I’m looking really tired.” I eyed them both. “Excuse me.”

      I stepped left, trying to go around Mitchell, but Greg planted himself in my path. “Why don’t you come out with us?” I glared at him, idly wondering if I was gonna have to get rough.  “It’s a beautiful night. We’re meeting up with some guys at a club downtown. Couple from the pack.” He moved in on me. “Couple others you already know.”

      “I have my son.” I dodged around Greg and headed for my car.

      “Alrick can keep an eye on him.” Mitchell’s voice filled my ear, the wolf too close for my comfort.  Then he was in front of me, walking backward so we were still face to face. “Come on, there aren’t enough bitches in the pack.”

      He stopped and so did I. Then he wasn’t stopped any longer. Mainly because I placed my palm flat on his chest and shoved.  I was proud of myself, too.  I hadn’t called on hellfire or anything. He stumbled a few steps, shooting me a nasty glare, curled lips and all.

      “Cunt,” Mitchell spat and turned away, the two wolves disappearing back into the darkness.

      And I just rolled my eyes.

      That didn’t mean I didn’t keep my senses open while I loaded Bry into his car seat. This was… A tremor went down my spine, hair standing on end. This was getting weird—weirder than normal.  Horny drunks at the bar was one thing, but the pack had given up on scoring me as a pack bitch years ago.  Mainly when I’d made it painfully clear I’d never be interested. Not after Justin ripped my heart to shreds.

      They’d steered clear for the most part. Maybe the occasional joke, but this aggressiveness was odd.

      I mulled the night’s events in my mind as I drove home, the thoughts not leaving me while I put Bry to bed and then grabbed a bite to eat in the kitchen.  I padded into the living room and turned on the TV, hoping for something dumb and mindless that would distract me for a little while.  I flipped through the channels, hunting for something worth falling asleep to, and ended up watching some weird infomercial for perfume.

      The things humans would shill.

      I sat and watched, hoping the boring drone of the salesman’s voice would lull me to sleep.

      My eyes drifted closed, lids slowly coming together, but a hazy, pink after-image of the TV screen floated across my vision.  I tried to focus on it, but the haze seemed to float just out of my reach.  It danced across my vision, almost hypnotic, and I felt like I floated in air.  A seductive warmth rolled over me and I sighed with the heated sensations.

      Then another visual swam into focus—the announcer from the infomercial. Oh, he was a pretty, pretty boy.  I relaxed into the couch, happy to let this dream take me away—I was mated, not dead—but then…

      Through the haze that clouded my mind, I realized the salesman was reaching for me, large hand open and fingers curled as if he was ready to snatch me close.  I cringed backward, pressing my back against the couch, but his arm kept extending.  I shook my head, no longer liking the dream.

      I was like a stripper even in dream-land. Look, but don’t ever touch.

      The gears in my brain were sluggish, the metal teeth tick, tick, ticking around but never quite catching.  All I could do was squirm, leaning back farther and farther until I practically crawled up and over the piece of furniture.

      No, wait, that’s what I did.  I climbed up the back, my weight throwing the couch off balance until it toppled over, dumping me backward onto the floor.

      The sudden fall and thump of hitting the aged wood floors jarred me awake, snapping me from the hazy dream world and into the present.  A present that included a person who was very un-hallucination-y and very, very real.  Someone—something—was in my house.

      The intruder passed through the couch, still coming for me, and I crab walked away.   I finally flipped backward and rolled to my feet, legs braced and body vibrating with the rush of adrenaline. His arms outstretched, delicate fingers reaching for me, I swayed forward, ready to fall into his embrace. No. Wait. I shook my head. That wasn’t right. I wasn’t going to touch anyone but my mate.

      I shifted my weight, lifted my leg, and slammed a bare foot into his chest. The strike vibrated up my leg, the reverberating strength rolling through me in a quick wave.  The creature stumbled back the way he’d come, slamming into the wall. He clutched his chest, perfectly manicured claws rubbing the spot while he stared down at where I’d kicked him.

      Then he looked up at me, gorgeous face framed by luscious black hair.  Midnight wings spread out from his back and the seductive haze pushed and prodded me, telling me his wings looked so warm and inviting. They’d feel so delicious wrapped around me…

      The creature advanced slowly once more, and I lifted my hands, ready to get into it with this guy.  But his movements weren’t threatening. No, he smiled at me, eyeing me coyly, running his tongue over a pair of full, tempting lips.  He spread his arms, beckoning me, inviting me into his embrace.  I shook my head again, trying to clear away whatever spell worked its magic on me.

      But his arms and muscular chest looked so nice and I was so tired.  All I could think about was how delicious it would be to be held by those arms.  So safe, so cherished.

      The creature eased closer and I wasn’t concerned about his long claws or pointed teeth. I just… needed.  I even took a step nearer, ready to be enfolded in his sensual grip. He would be the perfect lover, touching me where I needed him most. Fucking me hard and deep. My pussy clenched, nipples tightening, and the creature licked his lower lip, desire flaring in his gaze.

      Yes. Hard. Deep. Come… inside me and—

      No. No. My wolf made its growl heard, filling my mind with the unending sound. It rolled through my body, scraping and clawing at my nerves with its sharpened claws.

      There would be one male inside us, one male coating us with his scent. One male claiming us.

      That male was not this creature. Ever.

      His fingers teased my biceps, the creature drifting closer while my wolf tried to make me see sense.  I brought my arms up in front of me and knocked the creature away before he could sink his sharp claws into my flesh.  I followed that with another kick, this one to his gut, and then a knee to the face when he doubled over.

      He simply straightened, eyes connecting with mine once more. He lifted his hand, single finger raised, and slowly wiggled it back and forth in a negative motion.  A lump of sadness welled inside me, heartbreak that I’d upset my lover. I should go to him and apologize before he decided he didn’t want—

      The wolf in me lunged forward, biting at my inner flesh, reminding me that Caith Mother Fucking Morningstar had one lover and didn’t apologize to anyone. Not even him.

      This time, I didn’t wait for him to come to me. I went to him. I strode forward, determination in every step, and he opened his arms and wings for me.

      Welcoming me. Beckoning me. Accepting me into his embrace and his—

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      I halted just short of his touch, fighting back the persistent haze that drifted over me like a dense fog. It stuck to my skin, coating me in the overwhelming need to submit to this creature.  This seductive, delicious, passionate creature.

      Sharp nails scraped my bare arms, the scent of my blood joining the intoxicating aroma of the man’s desire.  Pain pulsed through me in time with the beat of my heart. Thrum, thrum, thrumming in my veins and I moaned with the following pleasure.

      Yesss… So good.

      He lowered his head, lips parted, forked tongue darting out to lap at my…

      A heavy thud followed by the crack and snap of wood splintering filled the room. The loud sounds joined the sounds of my harsh panting and soft mewls as I prepared for the creature’s passion. As I—

      Agony enveloped me, claws scraping through the flesh of my biceps and digging deep furrows into my skin and muscle.  The creature flew backward, away from me and through the air until it struck the opposite wall.

      I turned my attention to the reason for our separation, the person who dared get between me and my lover.  I stared at him, softly curled hair, eyes that wavered between red and blue. His bare chest glistened in the room’s soft lighting, his carved muscles tempting me to go to him, to lick and taste him from head to toe.

      He was… my mate. I shifted my gaze. The other was not.

      The fog lifted from my head, haze dissipating with the agony and rapid separation, and I finally came to my senses.

      It was Sam. Sam had come and saved me from… From an incubus—a demon that fed off sexual energies.  They glamoured themselves and took on illusionary disguises, moving among the tween, seducing with soft words and whispered promises.  They lured the unsuspecting into dark corners and alleys, using the desire and passion they stoked to sustain them.

      But once that spell was broken, reality intruded.  People realized their lover had wings and horns, a forked tongue and fangs.  And a deliciously talented tail.  Hey, a girl who lived forever had to test the waters with every kind of demon, right?

      Though this one’s arrival was surprising. After my experience with their prince, Ash, wherein I kicked his ass for cheating on me, they tended to steer clear.  And, as a general reminder to men everywhere—demon or human— “I’m just a dick using my dick” is not an appropriate response when a woman discovers his cheating behavior.

      Oh, I tossed a couple from the bar here and there. They were the ones who got more aggressive like this guy, skipping seduction and going straight for hypnotic allure.

      “Motherfucker,” I spat at the creature, furious over what it’d almost made me do.

      It struggled against Sam’s grip, slashing at my mate with its sharpened claws.  Sam grabbed its wrists, fighting to hold the demon off.  Incubi weren’t physically strong compared to other demons, but they didn’t have to be.  Their very touch spread its hypnotic powers and I could already see hints of Sam’s surrender to the creature.  My mate’s body responded to the demon, lured by its passionate haze.  No doubt he experienced the same urges that’d assaulted me moments ago, his body making him wonder what bliss could be found in the creature’s embrace.

      I don’t think it mattered that Sam was straight.

      My mate’s moves went from fierce and combative to sluggish and passive, his shoves gradually transforming to caresses.

      Caresses reserved for me, dammit.  The beast in me pushed against my human flesh, stretching my skin, shoving fur through my pores and claws past my nails.  My gums throbbed as my fangs pierced flesh.

      The wolf wanted to tear him limb from limb. My rational mind knew putting my hands on the incubus was a mistake.  I flipped the couch upright and dug my claws into the leather back, tearing the hide away to reveal the blades I’d tucked away.  With Bry mobile and getting into shit, I had to tuck weapons in more secure locations. No more machetes on the end table.

      I wrapped my hand around the hilt of one sword, wrenching it free of its hidden home, and then vaulted over the battered piece of furniture.  I didn’t know how this thing had gotten into my house—the entire property was protected by wards Jezze and Momma R had put into place.

      The incubus lowered his head, lips parted as if to steal a kiss.

      I’d worry about the “how” later—after I made sure the incubus didn’t mind-rape my mate.

      Hellfire infused the blade, sliding along my arm and over the steel to coat the metal in sparking flames.  It took me two steps to reach the men and one swing to sink my blade into the incubus’ flesh.  Meat sizzled, smoking rising from the creature’s body, and it arched away from my sword.  A high-pitched squeal escaped its mouth, arms and wings flailing while it fought to free itself.  Which gave Sam a chance to get free and put distance between him and the creature.

      I withdrew my sword, more than ready to swing it again and lop off that fugly head of his, but the demon moved before I had the chance.

      It… ran. It tucked its wings close, tail wrapped around its body, and ran for the front door in a blur of red and black.

      I took a step to follow it, intent on finishing the job I’d started, but the room spun and I swayed. I caught myself on a nearby chair, using it to keep me upright while the living room wavered in my vision.

      I shook my head, pushing the haze from my mind, and I got rid of enough to make it across the room. I wasn’t giving chase, but I could damn well shut the front door.  I slammed it shut and then leaned against the solid wood panel, sliding down the surface until my ass hit the marble.  I took a few deep breaths to steady myself, find my center and calm my heart.  The wolf still paced, furious, raging, and silently begging me to scorch the fucking Earth already.

      Which, considering its love for all things green, told me the animal was super pissed.

      The thud of Sam’s boot on aged wood reached me just before he came around the corner.  He did the same as me, using a flat surface to slide down until he sat to my left.

      “You okay?”

      “Of course.” I smiled, but I’m pretty sure it was more like baring my teeth. “An incubus attacked me in my home. It was fabulous.”  I suppressed my beast’s growl. “And, it looks like I’ve got my own personal guardian angel watching over me. Though I sometimes wonder how you always seem to know I’m in danger.”

      And that I need you.

      I didn’t say that part out loud, though. Morningstars didn’t need anyone.

      “A succubus attacked me in my apartment. I figured you might be in danger as well, so I came over.”

      “A succubus?” I arched my brows and then lowered them, glaring at my mate. My inner wolf snarled at the idea of some skank-whore demon bitch trying to seduce my mate. “And how did you fend her off?”

      Sam smirked. “I’ve been holding back every moment since we met, amica. I’ve learned quite a bit of self-control.”

      My heartbeat stuttered, the old endearment filling me with a frustrating rush of desire and unease.

      Fear.

      We’d been down the pet name road before and that’d ended… badly.

      I laughed, shaking my head and pushing those warring emotions away.  For now, I’d be thankful for my gel’s willpower. “But why? What were they after?” I tilted my head back, staring at the ethereal runes still in place around the doorway.  “How did they get in?”

      Sam sighed. “I don’t know. I can only guess it’s somehow related to Lucia and her schemes.”

      Yeah, we were on the same page with that one.  When I’d told him about the temple—Lucia—he’d come to the same conclusions. Silaran wasn’t done and it looked like he had his girlfriend doing some heavy lifting.

      “Do you think it’s connected to Bry?” I didn’t know what kind of connection there could be between Lucia and my son, aside from the likelihood that she was targeting him for revenge.

      “I don’t know, but I did a little research into that language you showed me. None of my contacts from On High recognized it.”

      “Jezze and I compared it to a few dem languages and magical scripts. No luck either.” Fuck, I hated this. Couldn’t I get a couple of years of normalcy? Not a lot, just a few. Maybe enough of them to get my kid through college. “So, it’s not from On High or Hell.”

      “At the moment, it doesn’t look like it.” His deep rumble slipped through me, easing some of my remaining tension.  “I consulted a linguist who studies ancient languages. He says the patterns in the script indicate it’s a language, not random gibberish. I left a magic-free copy with him.”

      Magic free. Good idea. Who the fuck knew what was up with the original?

      “That’s a start.” I closed my eyes, sleep—real sleep—tugging at me. I had one other idea in mind. I opened one eye, peering at my mate. “You busy doing angel things tomorrow?”

      He still got to flit off and do the whole soul-cleansing thing on a part-time basis for On High and I knew it soothed the goodness inside him. The parts still trying to heal from when he’d fallen.

      “I’m never too busy for you.”

      I snorted. “Yeah. I’m being serious.”

      A small smile spread across his lips. “So am I.”

      Except that small smile was more of a “let’s get dirty” smile and I could practically read his boink-centered thoughts.  Just because my mate didn’t cross the finish line didn’t mean he didn’t enjoy sharing passion.  He loved getting his hands on me and I loved having his hands on me.

      “Okay. After I drop Bry off at school tomorrow morning, you and I are going to check out that temple. It could be Lucia moving into town or it could simply be a new band of crazies setting up a cult.”

      I was hoping for a cult.

      “If there are nonhuman happenings, I wanna know what they are and nip them in the bud if they’re going to cause shit.”

      He raised a single eyebrow and I mentally cursed, almost ready to thank that stupid incubus for breaking in.  Sure, he’d caused shit, but his presence had taken care of the foreplay thing.  I was hot and ready and maybe I could convince Sam to bend me over the battered couch. Just slide right in and pound—

      “And if the people at the temple don’t like us snooping around?”

      Right. We weren’t fucking. We had important things to discuss.

      I shifted my attention from pleasure and focused on pain. Specifically, the pain I wanted to cause someone else.  I lifted my sword, watching the incubus’ blood slide down the sharpened edge. “I hope they don’t.”
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      Sam spent the night, me tucked against his warm, hard body with his scent filling my nose.  As much as I’d thought about making love to him after the attack, it’d ended up being a night of reconnection.  My wolf just needed to be near its mate and my body was exhausted, so we fell into bed and just passed out.

      And come morning, we acted like a normal little family. As if I wasn’t the princess of Hell, Sam wasn’t a half-fallen angel, and Bry wasn’t talking in a weird language to his imaginary friend.

      At the school, I walked him to the door, Bryony’s attention bouncing between me, waving good-bye to Sam, and the other kids racing around the front lawn.  We stopped at the bottom of the low steps that led to his classroom and I crouched in front of him.

      “Hey, Bry? Do Tempmomma a favor?” I pulled a small, spare notebook out of my jacket and handed it to him. “Midnight Lotus really wants you to practice your Brown-tongue in school. So if you want to write your new special words, write them in here for me. Then you can show them to me when you get home. How does that sound?”

      “Okay, I guess,” he mumbled and stared at the notepad, fingers already outlining shapes on the cover even though he didn’t have a pencil.

      “Thanks, buddy.” I leaned forward and pressed a kiss to his forehead. When I leaned back, I just stared at him—the kid who’d been through so much in such little time.  All of it my fault. Every heartache and every tear came from me and I… I ruffled Bry’s hair, brown eyes lifting to meet mine while my heart just swelled with emotion. “Love you.”

      Bryony didn’t say anything. He just smiled at me and then another kid called out to him. With that, my son was gone, running to catch one of the other children.

      I watched him go, giggling and laughing with a bunch of others, before I pushed to my feet and headed back to my car.

      We had a temple to investigate. Or destroy. That part was still up in the air.

      The drive downtown was quiet and uneventful, Sam’s hand resting on my thigh as I drove, his solid presence calming my roiling emotions better than anything ever could. He was just… there.

      It didn’t take long to get to the church, and the parking lot looked a lot like it had yesterday—packed.  A long line still stretched around the building, happy little worshippers bouncing to get inside.

      I hadn’t seen a church this packed since the Vatican in the 1600s.  Not that I “trespassed” in On High territory all that often.  We shared a mutual dislike so I tended to avoid His places.

      But while everyone here was happy to wait in line, I wasn’t.  I grabbed Sam’s hand and tugged him toward the front entry, casting a quick glamour over us as I went.  One of my dads is the pixie king and there’s nothing a pixie finds funnier than tricking people.  Which meant I got the glamour gene from his little contribution to my mom’s magical gang bang.

      We breezed into the church, acting like we belonged even though I looked more like a vagrant than a church-goer.  No one stopped us or glanced in our direction even after I’d dropped my little “you don’t see me” mojo.

      Whatever.

      We looked around, Sam at my side, his attention split between our surroundings and me.  Staring at the glossy pages and price-marked souvenirs, I decided the place was less like a church and more like a multi-level marketing convention.  There were tables selling merchandise at prices that rivaled the theme parks.  There were t-shirts and coffee mugs, pencils and keychains. And each one had that same strange symbol emblazoned on the surface along with a bunch of corny motivational phrases. “Give yourself to renewal!” or “Embrace your inner desires!”  One table even sold DVD and Blu-ray recordings of some of the sermons.

      Then there were the pamphlets. How many trees had to die for the shining paper that covered the walls?  Papa Eron’s influence was strong this morning, his care for the Earth pushing and prodding at me amid all of this promotional excess.

      I stopped at one of the tables and picked up a pamphlet promising that joining the Church of Lucia could improve my life and elevate my soul.  I almost snorted. Not likely. On High would have something to say about me elevating anywhere.

      I stared at it, fingers stroking the smooth surface, trying to discover if there was some kind of mystical message. But mostly it just talked about tithing and the spiritual importance of giving twenty percent of your income to the temple. On High was getting gipped.

      “Are you newcomers to our sanctuary?” The man behind the table stepped forward, drawing my attention.

      I glanced at him and then back at the pamphlet. The expression on his face was too cheerful, too happy.  His eyes were open wide, the whites visible all around his irises, while his lips were stretched taut in a smile that revealed even his back teeth.

      “Yeah, we’re just checking things out.”  I wasn’t ready to get kicked out yet for being a nonbeliever.

      “You should stay for the sermon.” His tone now matched the frantic, fake expression on his face. “It’s so motivating. You’ll learn how to actualize your inner priorities and uplift your spirit to new beginnings.”

      “Right.” I nodded, pretending to understand a word of what he’d just said.  It sounded like some New Age spiritualism that’d been around the last few decades. Same recipe, new label, charge twice as much.

      We turned and followed the crowd, easing into the inner sanctuary, and Sam and I found seats near the back.  I wasn’t keen on listening to some evangelical sermon, but my annoyance was eclipsed by my protective nature and love for Bry.

      Then we just waited.  Waited for a warlock or sorceress to step up to the podium and work some magic on us.  We’d be protected thanks to amulets from Jezze. As long as we wore them, we’d be protected from just about any mind control.

      But not all. That was a happy little disclaimer she gave when she handed them over and I cursed the tween. If the police used radar guns and lasers that had predictable, measured frequencies and humans could create radar and laser detectors, why couldn’t tweeners do the same with their spells.

      It would make my life easier.

      As the sermon went on, I didn’t feel so much as a wiggle from the amulet. No vibrating, no sudden freezes, nothing.  All I got was cheesy, over the top proselytizing along with some loud gospel-hip-hop-weirdness music.  There were video monitors set up across the front of the room, showing the preacher while he went on and on about the importance of personal growth along with spiritual enlightenment. Then it flicked to recordings of happy people doing “spiritual” things: walking hand in hand, picking flowers, playing in the park… oh, wait, and giving money to the church!

      It was hard not being cynical when I knew, met, or had spoken to all of the other human deities.  Ninety percent of them were all the same being and that guy had an over-inflated ego already.

      When the tithing baskets came around, I tossed in my informational pamphlet and then Sam and I left. I blinked against the sun’s sudden brightness, checking its position in the sky.

      “Well, that was a complete waste of a morning.” I glanced back at the temple. “There’s nothing here but a con.”

      Sam shook his head, a sad, distant expression in his eyes. “Many don’t trust the churches anymore but still want spiritual guidance. It makes them easy prey for people like this.”

      “Still, there’s got to be more. The New Age stuff gets them in the door, but there has to be more once they’re hooked. I doubt Lucia is reaching out from the bowels of Hell just to con humans out of money.”

      “Something’s off, but I didn’t sense a familiar magical influence.”

      I propped my hands on my hips, frowning at the large building.  “No witchcraft or Jezze’s amulets would have warned us. There was no dem energy in there either or I would have sensed it.”

      Being Satan’s niece gave me a sixth sense when it came to sensing other dems, and not a single hair had stood on end while we were in there.

      “We’ll figure it out. We always do.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, but I was kinda hoping we could figure it out before we have to go balls to the wall and save the world.”

      As much fun as I’d had killing things, it’d been exhausting.

      We parted ways after that, Sam laying a long, sensuous kiss on me before climbing from my car. He’d poke and prod at some of his contacts across the city while I headed into work and grilled some tweens.  Jezze showed right before it was time to open, and we swapped information.

      Mainly that neither of us had anything useful to say.

      Fuck.

      To put a cherry on the non-informational day, it was Cupid Night at the bar all over again.  The air was filled with pheromones and consumed with lust. So much that my wolf howled and ached for Sam.  I pushed the bitch down and locked her ass up inside my mind so I could try and focus on my work.  I didn’t have time for her to lift her tail. Not when I was questioning customers in between serving drinks.

      But no one had heard anything. No, they didn’t know what was up with the new temple. Yeah, they’d heard about a couple incubi attacks, but nothing substantial. Oh, yeah, there was something funky going on in the city. Didn’t know what though.

      One thing they all had in common? They were just as on edge as me. Their bodies vibrated with awareness, as if their subconscious had latched onto flight or fight mode, but their bodies hadn’t gotten the hint.

      Well, the ones who weren’t busy humping each other’s legs, anyway.

      I slid a beer across the table and tucked my tray under my arm, ready to launch into another round of small-talk Q and A when my hackles rose.  It started slowly, a gradual tightening between my shoulders that spread outward.  The hair on my arms stood on end and the back of my neck tingled.  My inner wolf acted on instinct, vibrating inside my mind and just itching to jump forward.

      I gave the two customers a smile and told them to let me know if they needed anything, and then I slowly turned to face the rest of the room.  I scanned the space, searching for the source of my discomfort—the source of my wolf’s desire to rip something to shreds.

      And the reason stood near the front door.  Mitchell, Greg, and a few other wolves from the local pack stood just inside the bar, their massive sizes making the place feel even smaller than normal.  They moved as one, on the prowl, eyeing all of the women with predatory intent. A few of the tweens moved out of the way as they passed, silently shifting aside. There weren’t many who would stand in the path of a pack of werewolves, even if they were in their human forms.

      I cut them off before they even reached the bar, standing in Mitchell’s path as if he didn’t have seventy-five pounds and a full foot on me.  Others might cower, but not me.

      “I don’t want shit from you boys tonight.” They were two hundred, tops.

      Mitchell sniffed the air, his eyes flaring amber, and I knew he’d caught my scent.  A wide grin spread across his lips, and I didn’t doubt he could smell how much my inner wolf squirmed from all the heat in the room.

      “We’re just here for a few drinks.” He shrugged. “Nothing wrong with that. Or are we not welcome anymore?”

      Mitchell stared down at me, expression hard, eyes flat, and his wolf lurked right beneath the surface. I could feel it crouching, waiting for permission to pounce.  That was another good thing that came from Papa Eron’s gang bang participation. I had a connection to living things—even tweener things.

      He didn’t blink, didn’t twitch, just stared and I held his gaze. He needed to know who owned Hell’s Chapel, who pulled the fucking strings, and just who was dominant in this situation.

      Me.

      I jabbed a finger into his chest and leaned close, channeling a hint of hellfire into the touch. “You can come in. You can drink. But the first time one of the pack pressures an unwilling girl, you’re all gone.”

      He sneered at me. “Caith, baby, you know the bitches are always willing when we ride into town.”

      I rolled my eyes. Werewolves were cockier than most men.  But, no matter how I felt about his boast, I stepped aside and let them pass.  I didn’t want to start shit with anyone tonight if I didn’t have to.  They were dicks, but I wasn’t in the mood to deal with a whole werewolf thing at the moment.  Because I’d beat the shit out of those guys and then their alpha Justin would show up. Then I’d beat the shit out of him and then I’d find myself pack alpha to a bunch of babies.

      All with Papa Al’s support.

      Fuck that noise.

      The pack took a table in the back and flirted with some of the women in the bar, but they didn’t look like they were around to cause trouble.  And, as much as I hated to admit it, it looked like several ladies were willing to ride a wild animal for the night.  More than one young tween wandered over to start up a conversation, and several of the wolves left with girls on their arms.

      Eh, no accounting for taste.

      Everything else went smoothly for the night. Lots of tweeners were getting their groove on, but I hadn’t had to kick anyone out. Yet. It was about time for last call so I figured I’d have to escort a few through the front door.

      I glanced back at the corner table, a little excited at the prospect of throwing Mitchell out on his ass, but… he was gone.  Sure, it was possible he’d slipped out with a girl while I wasn’t looking. Totally plausible.

      And yet… Yet my shoulders itched and my spine twinged and my gut clenched and motherfucker I was gonna have to see if he was still hanging around.  The asshole would have given me shit before he left—if he’d left.

      I panned my gaze around the room, tasting the air and drawing it into my lungs while I sought his scent.  I rounded the end of the bar, slowly padding through the main area. I wound my way past tables and eased past booths, making sure I looked in every dark corner.

      I caught a hint of his scent near the men’s room—faint, but there—and I would have walked away if some skank hadn’t walked out of there, tugging her short skirt down her thighs.  I crossed my arms and spread my feet a little, staring her down with raised eyebrows.  Her eyes widened, face paling, and she pressed her lips together in a tight line.  The chick hurried past me and a wave of Mitchell’s stench hit me, the scent all over her.

      I shook my head and sighed, stomping toward the men’s room. “Dammit, Mitch,” I grumbled and kicked the door to the men’s room.  It swung wide, slamming against the tile wall, and I winced when I heard the unmistakable sound of ceramic cracking.  “What did I tell you?” I’d blame the fucked up wall on him when I talked to the brownies. “No leg humping in the bathrooms. You need to take this shit back to your place. I’m not running a fucking fuck hou— “

      I jolted to a stop and stared at what I found, trying to process what I was seeing.  Mitchell lay propped against the wall, his pants still undone and dick hanging half out.  I expected him to snarl and bitch at me. Or wag his cock and ask me if I wanted a taste.

      Honestly, guys think wiggling dicks get a girl hot but all they do is make us want to cackle with laughter.  Naked women? They can be totally hot in a bi-curious way. Naked men? Giggle-worthy no matter the amount of muscle.

      But he didn’t snarl, bitch, or wag. He just sat there, a vague, distant look in his eyes and lines of drool sliding down his chin.

      I went to him, crouching at his side and pressing my fingers to his neck. A steady pulse throbbed just beneath his skin. He was alive but showed no signs of movement. He didn’t attempt to cop a feel or snap at me. He just stayed passive.  There wasn’t even a response when I scraped one of my nails along his throat. Nothing.

      Sure, I could have snapped my fingers in his face, but scratching was more fun.

      “Shit.” My first instinct was to call for help, but as I reached for my phone, another thought him me. “The girl…”

      I rushed to the door and yanked it open, handle slamming against the wall once more.  “Jezze!” I rushed into the bar. “That girl who was just in here, the redhead— “

      But Jezze wasn’t counting out the register or wiping down tables. She was on the other side of the room, crouched by one of the booths. One that held that redhead slumped across the seat.  Her green eyes were wide and distant, just like Mitchell’s.

      “Fuck,” I whispered.

      The lingering customers pushed to their feet, most swaying unsteadily, and wandered toward Jezze.  I strode forward and waved them back, nudging the most insistent away. “Okay, back off, everyone. Nothing to see. We’re closing up for the night.”

      More than one tweener grumbled, and a massive troll shot me a glare. But a flash of fang had him moving along with the rest of them.

      I slipped my cell phone out of my pocket while I nudged a straggler awake. By nudged, I actually kicked out one of the legs of his chair and sent him sprawling.  I hauled the guy to his feet while I hunted up the number I needed.  This wasn’t a 9-1-1 situation since I was sure humans would be useless. This had the taint of mystical forces all over it, even if I couldn’t figure out what was up.

      Nah, I reached out to an elven healer—Sorsha—who helped me last year when Bry had been drugged. She was good, a strong true healer and generally pretty awesome when she wasn’t ignoring me while she ran out the door to see another patient.

      Our convo was brief and to the point, basically “get here now” and then I hung up.  Thankfully it didn’t take long. By the time she showed, Jezze and I had laid Mitchell and his “date” out on the floor with a couple of jackets under their heads as pillows.

      My one other call was to Papa Al to let him know something happened to one of the local wolves.  Sure, I should have called Mitchell’s “real” alpha, but I was so not in the mood to deal with Justin. I’d let the High Wolf of North America handle the dick.

      Papa Al strode in just after Sorsha arrived, a wave of anger and dominance cutting through the air in front of him. It was a weird force that alpha wolves rocked, an invisible knife that urged others to step aside and make a path for the approaching badass. A group of massive werewolves were at his back, a few peeling off here and there to take up sentry positions.

      “What happened?” he barked. “Was he drugged? Is it a spell?”

      I just shrugged and filled him in on the night, telling the healer and my father about the horny behavior among the patrons as well as Mitchell and the wolves.  He paced while he listened, a low growl rumbling inside his chest and vibrating the air around him.

      Sorsha tensed when the sounds began, twitching beneath that whip of anger.  His wolves did the same, and even Jezze dropped her stare to the ground. Me? I just leaned against a table, crossed my legs at my ankles, and folded my arms over my chest.  If my father hadn’t ripped me to shreds when I torched Chicago, he wasn’t gonna hurt me over this bit of bullshit.

      I tugged out my phone again, calling my unicorn father, Papa Finn.  Last year, when all of the lovely drugged water was making the rounds, he’d been able to detect the tainted substances.  On the off chance we were dealing with a new brand of demon drug, I wanted him to check the bar over for any mystically tainted substances.

      Except, he found nothing. Which was a relief in a way, but it didn’t get us any closer in figuring out what the fuck was going on here.

      Through it all, Sorsha worked, checking her two catatonic patients and hunting for a solution to their comatose state.  When she was finally done, Mitchell and his date were still out of it.

      “I’ve stabilized them.” Sorsha rubbed birch leaves over her hands, making sure she rubbed every inch of her skin before tucking them away in a small bag.  They’d cleansed her of the magic and powders she’d just used, and I knew she’d dispose of them properly later.

      Magic couldn’t be washed off with soap and water.

      “I’ve stabilized them. It was a close call.” Sorsha shook her head. “Their life forces were almost completely drained.”

      “Drained?” I frowned. “Drained how?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t’ know, but a mystical force tapped directly into their souls.”

      “What can cause that sort of thing?”

      “It’s similar to the effects of a succubus.” Sorsha’s voice was dark and grim.

      A chill ran up my spine followed by a wave of fiery unease.  This was another piece of the puzzle, and I hated that I didn’t have the big picture yet. “There wasn’t any succubus here tonight.” I remembered the one from last night, its long nails and tempting smile. “I’m sure of it.”

      “There could be other sources.” Sorsha sighed. “Witchcraft. Certain vampire breeds who feed on souls instead of blood.” Sorsha went back to the couple. “But you should also see this.”

      She knelt by both catatonic forms and lifted their hands, turning their palms upward to reveal…

      A black symbol. One I recognized. One that matched Bry’s writing.

      One I’d seen in the temple of Lucia.

      I swallowed hard, hating what stared me in the face. Fuck.

      “Has Mitchell been down to that temple lately?” I glanced at Papa Al and then knelt next to the unconscious wolf.

      “Not that I know of. We worship the wild.”

      And leave prayer for those who don’t know better, I mentally finished for him.

      I dug into Mitchell’s pockets, rolling him to the side so I could shove my hand down one of the back ones, and tugged his wallet free. I flipped through what he had in there, tempted to pocket the cash. But I left it alone, pushing back my pixie nature.  It wanted to steal and have a little fun with the passed out male, but I couldn’t indulge that part of me right then.  I had more important things to focus on. Such as…

      Why Mitchell had a business card emblazoned with the symbol of Lucia’s temple.

      I held it up and flicked it, sending it flying across the room. My father plucked it from the air, pinching it between his fingers, and then a deep growl left his chest. “I’m going to have words with Justin.” He gritted his teeth. “Make sure they stay the hell away from that place.”

      I let Mitchell flop back into place and pushed to my feet. “I need to find a way to shut them down.” I stared down at the wolf. I didn’t like the man, but I didn’t want this happening all over Orlando either.  “If they’re the ones responsible for this…”

      If they were responsible what?  I couldn’t just burn the building to the ground. Well, I could, technically. And as long as I kept the fire, say, contained to that single building and not half the town, no one would stop me.  But I didn’t want to risk hurting innocents in the process.  Not everyone who walked through that door was evil. Misguided, but not evil.

      Plus, destroying the building wouldn’t stop the people responsible for the mess. They’d cash in on their insurance and set up shop somewhere else.

      No, I needed to get to the source, whoever—whatever—that was.

      Jezze, Papa Al, and I discussed our options, but there didn’t seem to be much we could do right now.  Papa Finn hadn’t found anything tainted in the bar, there was no one conscious to question, and attacking the humans at the temple wouldn’t help. They were being manipulated, and when someone manipulated gullible humans into forming a cult, they didn’t exactly hold boardroom meetings we could crash.

      So we were left with the assumption that Lucia influenced her priests’ minds through hypnosis, appearing in their dreams or… any other ways in the unending list of how to fuck with mortals.

      It was just… too many possibilities and not enough answers.
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      Friday night and Hell’s Chapel was dead. Not as in everyone was dead.  Merely that the place was fucking empty.

      On a Friday.

      I leaned against the bar, elbows propped on the spelled surface.  After the first time the polished wood had been destroyed, I paid for the strongest protections for the thing.  It’d even become the center of a drinking game—break it or booze it.  They managed to hurt my baby, they drank on the house for the night. They didn’t and they bought a round for everyone in the house.

      Really, it was pretty win-win for me since I knew nothing was happening to the pretty… I petted the glistening wood, my reflection visible in the polished surface and…

      Dude. I needed to get my roots done. I flattened my hair with my hands, staring at the inch of black and the abrupt line where some strands flipped to purple.  Maybe I’d try blue next. Maybe I’d…

      Ugh. An empty bar on Friday night was so boring. I let my head fall forward and rested my forehead on the cool, smooth wood.  The magic imbued in the bar pulsed against my skin, not rejecting me, but not welcoming me either.

      Whatever. I didn’t want to play with it anyway.

      I straightened and counted the empty stools, the ones normally filled with my regulars. From trolls to elves and the occasional imp. I used to have leprechauns all the time, but they’d headed out west during the gold rush. Nothing like gold to lure those guys away.

      But at the moment, eight out of ten stools were empty, my regulars nowhere to be found.

      Ronum, a grumpy old troll who came rain or shine, hurricane or snow storm, thumped his glass on the bar and I grunted in return.  At least I had something to do other than pout.  I grabbed a new glass from beneath the bar and pulled his beer, sliding it to him before snatching the empty.

      “Quiet night,” I murmured, and Ronum glared at me with one eye.

      “Date night,” he snorted and a bubble of snot escaped his nose.

      I ignored it. I’d had six hundred years of practice. I knew how to ignore icky. “What’s that?”

      “They all have dates.” Ronum waved his massive hand toward the empty seats. “Quaz picked up some pixie chick the other night and hasn’t left her meadow since.”  I wasn’t attracted to the imp, but imps and pixies did have the mischievous thing in common. I could see it.  “And Cleft got himself a hot date with a centaur.”  Well, Cleft was a satyr and had hooves and so did centaurs, so maybe that worked for them.  “I tried to tell him to watch his ass. Those fillies kick something fierce.”

      I frowned, staring at the line of stools, squinting as if there was something to see that I just wasn’t catching.  I’d noticed things were more bow-chicka-bow-bow than usual, but now it was messing with my business.  Then I still had Bry’s strange writing and Mitchell’s condition on my mind. Though… Mitchell got fucked after he’d fucked that redhead…

      I was still trying to puzzle through it all when Jezze strolled in the door with a skip in her step and a big grin on her face. Which just… annoyed the fuck outta me. I had drama llama closing in on me from all sides. Between business being slow, my son apparently learning a language that no one knew and the thing with Mitchell, I was sporting a pretty short fuse.

      “You’re late,” I snapped at her.

      “Gee, boss, lighten up.” Jezze rolled her eyes and rounded the bar.  She tucked her purse away and snatched an apron.  “I’ve been late before.”

      “Jezze,” I pushed her name past gritted teeth. “You’re four hours late.”

      Four hours late. Hinky shit was going on and she hadn’t even bothered to call.

      Gah, I sounded like such a… parent.

      “Oh.” She blushed and focused on tying her apron. “Sorry. Seriously. I didn’t realize we went that long.”

      “We? We who?” I planted a hand on my hip and just waited. Yeah, I’m her boss, but I’m also her best friend. I wanted the deets. I could go back to being angry once she told me everything.

      “My new guy.” She bit her lower lip and gave me a wicked grin. “We’ve been, uh, trying new things.”

      “Butt stuff?” I opened my eyes wide.  Jezze had a firm “exit only” policy when it came to her ass.  But, from the way she blushed even redder and turned away, I got the feeling she might have finally crossed that line.

      I watched my best friend moving slowly around the room, handling busy work. Her doing butt stuff was her business, but to give it up to a guy after all these years?  Someone new? That just—I shook my head—that didn’t track.

      This was simply more evidence that Orlando was infected with some kind of love bug and it was affecting residents’ behavior.  Even Sam and I had been getting busy more often lately and we usually fucked like bunnies without outside influences.  It made me wonder if whatever the hell this was affected us as well.

      I seriously hoped not. I didn’t have the time or patience to be possessed this week.

      Eventually what few customers I had wandered off, leaving the place empty. Just… empty.  Yeah, I wasn’t sticking around any longer and Jezze looked like she was jonesing to get back to her “new guy.”

      I ended up closing shop early and grabbing Bry from Papa Leth’s.  He informed me that my son was clean and enjoyed eating bath crayons. I was also told that Bry needed to build up the strength in his arms since Papa Leth had already commissioned a sword.

      For my toddler.

      Right.  I just nodded and tucked my sleeping son against my chest, carefully getting him situated in his car seat before beginning our quick drive home.  Bryony slept soundly during the drive and remained knocked out while I tucked him into bed.

      I slowly, silently tugged the door closed behind me, baby monitor hooked to my pants, and called Sam.  I needed my mate tonight, needed to feel his body next to mine, his strength filling me with his mere presence.

      The low knock on the front door drew me and I tugged it open with a smile. “Hey you.”

      “Amica,” he murmured, stepping inside.  He’d brought wine again, something sweet that really appealed to my unicorn nature, but I shied away from it.

      Romance, passion, sex… Lucia. Bry. All of them tangled in my head, twisting and turning until I couldn’t separate the concepts—the surety that they were all connected in some way.

      Tonight, I wanted a simple night with my man.  If we couldn’t figure out what was going on in the city, I at least wanted a hint of normalcy to balance things out.

      “Come sit with me.” I twined my fingers with his, tugging him toward the living room.  “Come lay with me.”

      The growing desire in his eyes lowered to a simmer, as if he sensed what I needed from him wasn’t sex but comfort. Fuck me sideways. I needed comfort.

      What the fuck was up with that?

      We sat on the couch—newly repaired thanks to my kickass brownies—and snuggled close.  The TV was on, but we didn’t really pay attention, just enjoying the feel of skin on skin.  It blurred into background noise and I tuned it out, focusing on my mate—his nearness, his scent.

      A small wave of dizziness overcame me, almost like I was starting to get tipsy, but I hadn’t had anything to drink.  The wine would have tasted nice, but I wouldn’t have experienced the effects of the alcohol like humans.

      I shook my head, blinking my eyes quickly, trying to clear away the soft web covering my mind. And that just had me noticing the TV again and I sneered at the infomercial playing on the screen.  That fancy perfume again, the male actor with rock hard abs lusting after the female actor with her perfect body and—coincidentally—she was wearing that perfume. Lame.

      I flicked the TV off. The last thing we needed was to be reminded about love and romance.  Besides, I definitely didn’t need a perfume that promised to make my mate lose control.  Whether I liked it or not, I had to help Sam keep his cock in check.  Otherwise, I risked losing him forever.
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      Hell did not exist beneath layer after layer of soil. It wasn’t an imaginary place humans used to scare their children. It also wasn’t simply the delusions of a mentally ill man.

      It was real. It was… a theme park. (Coincidentally, there was also a mouth to Hell beneath the theme park, but dealing with that wasn’t the purpose of the day.)

      Nope, today was about just being. We’d spent a week snooping and investigating while Bry had been good in school all week.  Our searching didn’t result in any answers, but Bryony had stuck with English and Brown-tongue for school work and kept his weird writings to his new notebook.

      We deserved a break. A laugh. Fun. Something.

      Besides, the kidlet had been begging to go to one of the parks, and I figured he was old enough to enjoy it now.  And I loved him enough to suffer through a day in the mouse’s domain.

      My shoulders twitched and I rolled them, cracking my neck and stretching my muscles.  Tingles ran along my spine and I gritted my teeth, pushing back my rising irritation.  I could feel it coming, my mind practically booming with the joyful cadence.  It thumped and thunked in my head, the volume growing with each second.

      I was gonna kill something before we even got inside.

      “You okay?” Sam’s deep voice filled my ear, his warmth comforting me and soothing some of that rising tension.

      He slid his arm around my waist, tugging me up against him until my side was flush with his.  His thumb dipped beneath the lower hem of my shirt and traced small circles on my bare skin. More of that frustration and irrational anger bled away with the touch.

      “You sure today is the day for this?” he murmured low.

      I opened my mouth to reply, but a hard yank on my arm had me nearly falling to my knees.

      “Iz coming! Iz coming! Iz coming!”  Bryony jumped up and down, stomping those sneaker-clad feet on the warming asphalt.  He pointed and poked the air, showing me exactly what was coming.

      Yeah, I knew what it was—the source of my unease, my irritation, and the hovering sense of dread.

      It was… the parking lot shuttle.

      “I see, kiddo. I see.” I smiled widely, my attention solely on him. I hoped that if I ignored the shuttle, it—and its blaring happy music—would cease to exist.

      Unfortunately, it did not and I found myself tugged along by my kid and shuffled forward by my mate until we were all settled on a row, Bryony between Sam and me.  Some chick—all giggly and wearing clothes that revealed way too much—tried to join us and sit next to Sam.

      One flash of fang and a glare had the little bitch running off.

      My wolf told me to chase her and I was so on board with that idea.  Until Sam’s hand rested atop mine. He gave it a soft squeeze, drawing my attention from that bitch and back to him.

      “You didn’t answer my question.” He pitched his voice low for my ears only though even if he’d spoken at his normal volume, no one would have heard him over Bryony.

      Bry who was pointing out everything and shouting at the top of his voice.

      I had to remember I loved him and that we were at the park to relax. Right.

      Bryony tried to crawl across my lap, scrambling toward the edge of the doorless shuttle, and I grabbed him around the waist before he could get away. I lifted him high and blew a raspberry on his stomach.  I smiled when his giggles filled my ears, his joy worth more than any discomfort I experienced while surrounded by all the goodness.

      “You sit right here, little man.” I turned him around and plopped his butt on my lap, an arm around his waist to keep him in place.

      My son just cuddled in, one hand gripping my shirt while the other remained busily pointing things out.  I ran my fingers through his fine hair, the silky texture soft against my palm. Then I laid my cheek on the top of his head, my eyes on my mate.

      “Yeah,” I gave him a small smile, “we worked hard this week. Between snooping, catatonic puppies,” we were in public; I couldn’t exactly mention werewolves, “and people trying to do the horizontal mambo all over my bar, I’m wrung out.”

      Bry poked my arm and I looked down into his brown eyes. “What’s the horizontill…”

      Sponges. Kids were like sponges.  I just smiled and did what I did best—I lied. “It’s a dance for grown-ups, kiddo. When you’re old enough, Sam,” I winked at my mate, “will tell you all about it.”

      Today, the day of the park, I wouldn’t think about Sam ever not being around.

      “I just need a day to breathe.”

      “At the park?” He quirked a brow.

      “Yes, at… the…”

      The shuttle stopped in front of the park’s entrance, the entire area in pandemonium. Not because of a zombie attack or alien invasion, though. No, this was all just… normal. Bryony pulled against my hold, and I grunted but kept my arms on him.

      “Tickets then stroller, kiddo.” I stood and propped him on my hip, climbing down from the shuttle.  “Tickets then stroller.”

      Sam landed with a thump at my side, his large body acting like a shield to keep the crowd from enveloping Bry and me.  He stuck his hand in his pocket and, when he pulled it free, revealed a trio of park passes.

      “Tickets are handled.” His voice stroked me like a delicious caress and that little smirk and smoldering gaze made me wish we could do a little horizontal mamboing of our own.

      “Sam…” We hadn’t really discussed the what can he-can’t he conjure rules and it was like he read my mind.

      “Whatever’s necessary to survival.” He stepped closer, eyes darkening further, and the flavors of his desire fanned my own.  A hint of red swirled in their depths, that evil still lurking inside him just begging for free reign once again.  Part of me wanted to embrace it and the other part of me remembered what happened the last time he’d welcomed that dark side.

      I’d lost him.

      “And your happiness—his happiness,” his voice was husky and rough, “is necessary.”

      I swallowed hard, pushing back the whine that threatened to break free. Now—surrounded by a miserable number of children—was not the time to tackle Sam. Instead, I reached for him with my free hand and twined our fingers, giving a squeeze.

      A smack to my cheek reminded me of the “him” Sam spoke of and I turned my attention to Bry.

      He pulled his hand back to whack me again, but I caught him mid-strike. “First, we don’t hit. Second— “

      “You hit Mr. Martins,” Bryony pointed out.

      I didn’t just hit Mr. Martins. I killed him, but I wasn’t getting into that argument with my brownie child in the middle of a crowd of humans.  He knew about some tweener races, but not all. Which made explaining that when Mr. Martins—the vampire—said he had a couple of humans over for dinner, he literally had them for dinner.

      “Second, Sam took care of our tickets. We just need to get you a stroller,” —I so wasn’t carrying Bryony once he’d exhausted himself— “then we can check out the rides and play, okay?”

      “No stroller.” Bry had that little tilt in his jaw that said he was determined.

      I might not be his biological mother, but that didn’t mean I was without the ability to mother him.  Or follow Momma R’s instructions to the letter in situations like this. So I just kept quiet, made my face a blank mask, and then lifted a single eyebrow. Just one, perfectly arched eyebrow.

      The trick, I was told, was that I had to wait him out. It would become a battle of wills and he—

      “Fine.” Bryony poked out his lower lip and I felt the need to raise my sword in the air and bellow a victory cry.

      Instead, I took my triumph with grace and we carefully navigated the twisting and twining turns of the entrance and then the line for the stroller.

      After which point, Bry wanted a drink and we hadn’t even made it past the entryway to the park.

      On High save me now.

      But we did make it in. And in. And even farther in. And we even mostly-ish blended with the humans that filled the area. –ish because Sam neared six feet and I sported blue hair. We didn’t exactly give off the traditional “parent” vibe.

      We moved from attraction to attraction, Sam and me taking pictures of everything like any other touristy family.  I’d even gotten Sam to pose with the mouse—a big half-fallen gel dressed in all black just standing next to a man in a mouse costume.   I’d told him to smile. It looked more like he bared his teeth, but I was happy. I didn’t even giggle once.

      The three of us were happy. It was weird.

      Weird, but I refused to dwell on it at that moment. I wanted to embrace it, just for a little while.

      And Bryony just… I always worried about him—about how the things he’d experienced affected him. He’d been so young when he witnessed the death of everyone in his brownie hive. Everyone. Including his mother. He was quiet around strangers and didn’t open up with other kids until he’d been around them a while.

      As if he couldn’t afford to love anyone else just to lose them later.

      But today he waved at everyone, laughed freely, and ran around with a large group of kids when we took a small boat over to some book-inspired island… thing.

      Yet, I wasn’t destined for idyllic life. We stopped for lunch, Sam once more coming up with dining plan tickets to cover our food. And when did they switch from cash and credit cards to some weird, dining plan? Whatever.

      When I quirked a brow, he just smirked at me, saying a single word. “Necessary.”

      We found a small table. Bry settled between Sam and me while he happily munched on his chicken nuggets and chattered away about what he’d already done and wanted to do next.

      Yup, chatter, chatter, chatter… until he wasn’t.  I focused on my son, noticing his eyes were distant and glazed while he stared at another kid at the next table.  Their gazes remained locked, both children with blank expressions, and neither blinked the whole time. They simply silently stared, bodies unmoving and expressions empty.

      Eventually, the other kid’s parents noticed and pulled him away, breaking the weird staring contest the kids had entered.  But Bry still stared straight ahead, even though the other child was gone.

      “Kiddo?” He didn’t answer and I waved a hand in front of his face. “Bry?”

      I have him a gentle shake. “Bryony?”

      He snapped out of it with a jerk and a small gasp, and he tilted his head back to look up at me.

      “You okay, sweetheart?” I brushed hair out of his face, needing that small connection while anxiety rose inside me.

      He nodded. “Can I have ice cream?”

      Bry hadn’t finished his lunch but that whole encounter had me wanting to get the fuck away from our table. I rubbed his back, exchanging a worried glance with Sam. “Sure. We’ll clean up and get you one.”

      Which was what we did, standing in a long line to get a treat before wandering over to a nearby stage where performers in cartoon animal costumes put on a show.  While Bryony was captivated by the performance and his ice cream, I leaned over to Sam.

      “Did that seem as strange to you as it did to me?” I murmured.

      He nodded. “I noticed a few others in the park with the same look on their faces.” He tilted his head to the side and I followed the direction of his gesture. “See?”

      A teen sat nearby, staring into the distance—dazed—and looking like she didn’t even see the show.  I spotted another child with the same look and a grown man who was so far gone he drooled on himself.

      “I don’t like this.” At all. “It’s not quite as bad as Mitchell, but it’s close enough.”

      And everywhere. When the performance ended and we got back to walking around the park, it seemed like every third or fourth person was out of their senses.

      “I don’t feel any dems.” I kept my voice low so no one else would hear us.  “And Jezze’s amulets haven’t twitched.” I’d worn mine all day.  And I knew just because dazed people were in the park didn’t mean the magic came from within the park.  It could originate from somewhere else.

      We stopped for a bathroom break and I took a few minutes to clean Bry’s face. I dipped a napkin in a stream of water from the fountain and dabbed at his cheeks.

      “How’re you feeling, kiddo?”

      “Good.”  The expression on his face was pure innocence and joy.

      “Your tummy isn’t bothering you?” I was ready to cling to any excuse for his behavior. Anything but him being affected by the magic that’d harmed Mitchell.

      “No.” He shook his head.

      I looked him in the eye, my expression serious so he knew I wasn’t kidding around. “Bry, have strangers said anything to you lately? Or given you anything?” I grasped at straws and I knew it, but I needed answers and hoped they’d be of the non-magical kind.

      “No.” He shook his head harder, eyes wide. “I don’t talk to strangers.”

      I smiled widely and gave him a kiss on the nose. “Good boy.”

      “Kids aren’t strangers though, right? ‘Cause I talked to the kids on the island.”  He pointed behind him and waved his hand toward the attraction.

      “No, they aren’t. You can talk to kids your age. Just not grown-ups. And you never go— “

      “Anywhere without telling you first.” He slumped and released an aggrieved sigh.

      “Yeah, yeah. You’re funny.” I gave him another kiss and then put him back in the stroller.

      We stopped at a few more attractions. My mind was too occupied with worry to enjoy myself, but I was happy Bry was happy.  He seemed oblivious to the dazed people in the park and he continued making friends with other kids. Which… worried me on one level but made me proud on another. Maybe he’d just needed to relax and have fun to bust out of his quiet shell.

      I’d almost convinced myself I was right until we got in line for another ride.  He stayed with Sam and me and started talking with another kid.  I almost ignored it, simply because I didn’t want to spoil his fun.

      Then I heard the language they were speaking—and the fact I didn’t understand a word.

      I stared at them, my lips pressed together to form a thin line.  The other child’s mother noticed me staring and pulled her son away.  Bry said something else in that unknown language and the boy replied with a wave.  It sounded so innocent, just two new friends saying good-bye. But those strange words coming out of my son’s mouth set me on edge.

      I picked him up and carried him back to his stroller, propped on my hip.  Sam noticed my grim expression and stepped close to me, his large body between me and the passing groups of people.  He was a wall of protection, and I needed that.

      “Bry, what did Tempmomma say about using those special words?”

      “Not to do it in school.” He jerked his head in a hard nod.

      I nodded in return. “I don’t want you using them in the park either. How about we agree to make them house words instead.”

      “Like shit?”

      I sighed and hung my head. “Yes, sweetheart, like shit.”

      I ignored Sam’s shaking, his body trembling with suppressed laughter. Ignored. It.

      “Why?”

      “Because…” I exchanged a glance with Sam and he shrugged. “Because we don’t know what those words mean. Can you tell me where you learned them?”

      Bry tilted his head to the side. “Tempmomma, where do I learn any words?”

      I couldn’t argue with him and I hated that.

      I bent and tucked him back into his stroller, carefully clicking the seatbelt into place. “I think it’s time we headed home, Bry.”

      “Awww…” he whined. “Why?”

      I put my hand behind my back and crossed my fingers while the lie tripped off my tongue. “We… need to get home before it gets dark. I don’t want you getting sick.”

      Bryony whined and I ignored him. Mostly.

      Okay, I caved and bought him an overly priced stuffed animal and a lollipop bigger than his head to get him to stop.

      If only my frustrations were trashed just as easily.  I still had no idea what was going on, but one thing was blatantly clear—the problem was spreading.
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      It was getting worse. So much worse. Monday afternoon and the bar was completely empty. Not that Mondays were big business days, but I usually had a few regulars. Tweens with no friends other than bar buddies and nowhere to go on a week night.

      When three o’clock rolled around and the place was still empty, I wondered if I should just close for the day. It’d save me on electricity.

      But that dependable old troll, Ronum, lumbered through the door.  The sun’s light seared my eyes for a moment and then eased when it thumped shut behind the tweener.  I nearly offered him a free drink out of sheer gratitude but resisted the urge. Momma still had school to pay for.

      “Ronum, you’re a life saver.” I grinned and poured him a beer.

      He just snorted. “Tell that to my bitch ex-wife.”

      “I didn’t know you’d been married.” Honestly, I tried to avoid getting involved in the personal lives of my customers. Tweeners tended to have pretty messed up day-to-day lives. Myself included.

      “She’s a real bitch,” he sneered.

      “Hey, now.” I glared, offended as a woman and a wolf.

      He shrugged. “What do you want from me? She took my bridge in the divorce. I’m lucky I got out of that marriage with the scales on my back.”

      Damn. She’d taken his bridge.  That was like an ex taking one of my hand-forged blades.  Evil.

      But I didn’t comment. I didn’t want to engage Ronum and have him spill his life story.  So I moved away and left him to his drinking.  I knew he’d spend enough to at least keep the lights on so I decided to stay open.

      When that time of day came around, I gave Berg a little wave, getting a chin tilt in return.  I just had to pick up Bry and drop him at Papa Al’s. Then I could return to work and finish the night. Same frantic pace, different day.

      I looked around the school’s front lawn but found it empty. I realized I’d arrived a little early which meant Bry wasn’t waiting for me.  I decided to head in and meet my kid at the door, maybe—gag—find out how he was doing by talking to Lotus.

      I ducked beneath the door frame and headed through the school toward his classroom, only to run into Lotus first.

      And, man, was Midnight Lotus in a tizzy. Even more so than usual, if that was possible.  She barely glanced at me before turning her chin up, nose in the air, and stalking away.

      “Nice to see you, too,” I drawled and then murmured one last word under my breath. “Bitch.”

      I ignored her and twined my way through the halls until I stopped just outside Bry’s classroom. I peeked through the door’s window, scanning the interior.

      I spied Summer Dahlia standing in the middle of the room, clapping and yelling for attention from the children.  Children who were clustered together and completely ignoring all of her attempts to get them to answer her.

      I slipped into the room, ready to at least get my son to pay attention to the teacher. Except, the closer I got to the group of kids, the more I realized something was wrong.  They were all speaking… in the same strange language Bry had been using lately.

      Dahlia gave me her attention when I approached and she looked up at me, hands spread and a lost expression in her eyes. “I don’t know what to do. None of them are listening and they won’t speak English or Brown-tongue.”

      I chuckled, pushing the low sound past my tight throat. “I guess they’re all a bunch of little geniuses, then.”  Worry leaked out through my tone but there was nothing to be done.  I didn’t know if these kids picked the language up from Bry or if he’d taught it to them. Or even some other source.

      Regardless, it bothered me. Especially since the children weren’t even listening to their teacher.  It looked like more than just unruly kids, like they actually couldn’t hear her.

      Or me.

      I knelt next to Bry and gently shook his shoulder. “Hey, kiddo.”

      He ignored me, as if he didn’t even recognize I was at his side. He simply kept on chattering to his friends, rapid-fire speech on and on in that weird mystical language.

      “Bryony.” I made my tone a hint sharper. “Tempmomma is here. Come on. It’s time to go.”  I even let a little of my irritation enter my voice.

      I waved a hand in front of his face and he still didn’t seem to see me.

      Dahlia raised her hands in a gesture of defeat. “I don’t know what to tell you. They’ve been like this for almost half an hour.”

      I pressed my lips together, glaring at Bry. Not at him, but at the situation.  This was getting out of hand.

      “All right, Bry.” I grabbed him and hauled him into my arms, cradling him against my hip.  “Time to go home. Say good-bye to your weird little friends.”

      Bryony blinked and then blinked again, the glaze in his eyes drifting away.  He stared up at me and smiled widely, pure joy in his expression.

      “Hi, Tempmomma. When did you get here?”

      I swallowed hard and rubbed his cheek, looking into his eyes. He seemed his normal self again, which was a relief, but it only further cemented the idea that whatever this was involved mind control.  Something we hadn’t been able to detect or block just yet.

      “I got here just now, sweetheart,” I murmured and pressed a soft kiss to his forehead.  “Let’s go home.”

      I carried Bry out to the car and buckled him like normal. Hell, it was all normal. Him tucked in and secure while I climbed behind the wheel. Him telling me about everything he’d done. Him speaking in English.  I wasn’t even sure he was aware he’d been speaking a different language.  He seemed to slip in and out without any kind of conscious thought.

      Before I pulled out of the lot, I made a quick call to Sam.  It rang once and then my mate’s voice filled my ear. “Whatever this is, it’s spreading. It was Bry’s entire class.”

      “I still haven’t learned anything useful.” Sam’s voice was dark and grim. “I’ve gone through most of my contacts in the city. I’ll check with some of the other schools in the area—human and tween. See if there have been similar events.

      “Yeah, that’s a good idea. I don’t know if it’s affecting children more strongly than adults or what. But either way, this is super getting on my nerves.

      “We’ll figure it out, amica.” I trembled with his endearment. “Soon.”

      “Not soon enough.”  I felt that truth in my bones.

      I ended our call and got my mind back on driving.  I was on edge during the entire trip, worry and anxiety scraping sharp nails along my body.  I was twitchy and anxious, ready to be at Papa Al’s house already.

      I shouted and cursed at any driver who got in my way, which taught Bry a few more choice words I’d rather he didn’t know. But considering who he had for a mother… The kid was doomed to have a foul mouth.

      I was almost to Papa Al’s when the traffic parted to let an ambulance pass.  I had no idea where it was headed, but with everything going on lately, I somehow knew this was related.

      I followed the ambulance until it turned into the parking lot of the Temple of Lucia.  I cursed under my breath and pulled into the parking lot, pulling into a space and parking my car.  I pulled Bry out of the back seat and pushed my way through the crowd gathered around the front entrance.  There was already an ambulance parked there along with a couple of police cars.  The police pushed everyone back and away from the temple doors. I could only get so close before a cop held up his hand, warding me off.

      “Stay back, ma’am. We need some room here.”  He just kept repeating that mantra to every person who stepped forward.

      I couldn’t do anything but watch. I stood there with the rest of the onlookers as the EMTs brought out a couple of limp figures on stretchers.  A man and woman lay on the pristine white surfaces, eyes staring out into nothingness with glazed expressions.  That wasn’t all that unexpected. I’d seen the same thing with Mitchell and that woman.

      The man only had on a pair of boxers, his shirt unbuttoned. The woman was also only half-dressed, wearing only a bra and panties.  Which made it look like they’d gone catatonic right in the middle of having a good time.

      “Where were they found?” I looked around at a couple of the people near me, asking the question and hoping someone had the answer.

      “I hear they were in one of the preachers’ offices.”  A masculine voice came from my right. “There was a big commotion and I think the door was locked. When they got the door open, they found them…” The man blushed and looked away, but I didn’t need to hear any more.

      “C’mon, Bry.” I slowly turned and pushed my way back through the crowd. “Let’s get going.”

      “Are those people okay?” His little voice was so full of concern and heartache.

      “Of course, sweetie.” I lied like all parents of the world, hoping to shield my son from harmful truths. “The doctors are going to take good care of them at the human hospital.”

      Fighting free of the parking lot took forever and I didn’t get to Papa Al’s for another thirty minutes when it should have only taken ten.  I let Bry run off to play Xbox while I sat down with my father to discuss what I’d seen.

      “I’ve been hearing about similar incidents.” More than a hint of his beast’s growl filled his voice. “Look at this.”

      He snared the remote and turned on the TV, loading a news program he’d saved on his DVR.  We sat and watched, the reporter speaking of more than a dozen similar incidents popping up across the city.

      “The most concerning aspect of this string of events,” the on-scene reporter glanced at a folded bit of paper in her hand, “is that all affected individuals have been found in strange and embarrassing positions.” The anchor didn’t even blush as she continued. “One couple was discovered bent over the desk in a local restaurant’s management office while another was found making inappropriate use of a mattress at a nearby furniture store.”

      The lead anchor in the studio nodded, continuing where the on-scene reporter left off. “Authorities are warning citizens to stay away from recreational drugs or aphrodisiacs while they investigate the cause of these events.  At least one victim was found with what was reported to be Ecstasy on his person at the time he went catatonic. Authorities are testing the pills for evidence that they were laced with an additional substance that could cause such dangerous and unpredictable side effects.”

      Papa Al turned off the television and I shook my head. “This isn’t some drug.” I turned my attention to him. “Papa Finn tested everything he could find. There’s nothing in the water—no drugs, no potions. I even grilled Papa Percy.” There was no telling what the king of the pixies could be up to. “And he swears it’s not the pixies having a little fun. Papa Eron said there’s nothing natural that could cause this and he would know.” Father Earth knew what he’d created and what he hadn’t, after all. “Papa Leth just wants me to chop off heads and dispose of the bodies. He said troubles could not exist if the afflicted did not exist.”  A violent father after my own heart. “There’s nothing we can pinpoint.”

      “We need to figure something out. Soon.” Papa Al growled. “Two more of the local pack have come down with… whatever this is.” He gestured to the TV. “The rest are itching for a fight, eager to find out who is responsible so they can tear into them.”

      The idea had saliva pooling in my mouth, my wolf anxious to make someone bleed. “I’ll be alongside them. If we can just find who’s responsible. There are no leads on Lucia herself, and there’s no hint that the religious leaders have a clue about what’s happening.”

      And Hell knew I’d wanted to go to town torturing those weirdos for information.  My fingers tingled, my love of violence inching forward and joining my wolf’s fury.  That part of me came from my mother. The part of me I refused to acknowledge after she’d…

      After she’d battled Silaran back into Hell to save me—to save everything.

      Instead of thinking about her, letting my mind drift to the last time I’d seen her, I focused on the problem at hand. Specifically, trying to balance everyday life with the plague traveling across the city.  The only positive in the whole thing was that the plague wasn’t my fault.

      This time.

      Thankfully no one discussed the last time I attempted to follow in my mother’s footsteps for a little while.  Dancing through London and leaving a trail of bubonic plague-riddled bodies had been fun for a little while. Nothing like the black plague of the 1300s, but nothing was, really.

      Shoving memories into the back of my mind, I left Papa Al’s and headed back to the bar to relieve Bergamot. I would have felt bad about leaving him alone for so long, but the place was mostly empty when I arrived.  Typical at this point.

      The only thing that was atypical was the fact that Jezze still hadn’t shown up for her shift.  Being late so often just wasn’t like her, and normally I would have blamed it on her being love struck and in a new relationship. And yet…

      Yet this bullshit was spreading across the city.

      I called and texted her, trying to get some sort of response, but received nothing.  With each swipe across the screen of my phone, my anxiety grew until I finally decided to close early.  It wasn’t like there was anyone left in the bar to serve anyway.

      I hopped into my car and headed toward her mother’s house.  Momma R had been like a mother to me these last couple hundred years and wouldn’t bitch about me showing up in the middle of the night.  And with each passing mile, I hoped I wouldn’t discover that Jezze had gotten herself into some kind of trouble.
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      The lights were on at Momma R’s house, the soft glow through the windows telling me she hadn’t gone to bed just yet.  Or had gotten up early. Who knew with that woman.  A badass witch that frightened Uncle Luc and On High both, she did as she pleased.  In fact, both good and evil decided Momma R was best left alive and out of their respective territories. Something about smiting and raining down an unholy fire or whatever.

      I nudged the door closed with my hip and didn’t bother flipping the lock. If something got past her wards, we were fucked anyway. A flimsy lock wouldn’t do anything.

      “Hey, Momma.” I padded into the living room, finding her relaxing on the couch with a cup of tea.  Another already waited for me, steam wafting from the brown liquid.

      “Sit, little demon.” Little demon. Her name for me. I’d been three hundred when I first stumbled through her front door, but I was still her little demon.

      It felt… nice.  Even if the nickname annoyed Sam.

      I picked up my cup, cradling it in my palms, and settled on the other end of the couch.

      Momma R was quiet, seeming to know I was troubled. Then again, it wasn’t exactly a secret that some weird shit was going on. “Something on your mind?”

      “Have you seen Jezze around?” No sense in beating around the bush.

      Momma R frowned. “She had a date tonight. Why? Is something wrong?” The witch narrowed her eyes. “Do I need to kill him?”

      Ah, a woman after my own heart.

      “Not yet.”  Yet being the operative word. “She never showed up for her shift and isn’t answering my calls or texts.”

      Which, okay, admittedly shit had gotten weird with us lately. We were best friends, but we weren’t. Between Sam, Bryony, and the (nearly) end of the world, our relationship had taken a back seat to everything. We didn’t just hang out anymore. We hunted baddies, researched baddies, and… that was about it.

      Maybe this wasn’t a mystical thing, but a me thing. Was she avoiding me?  Ugh. What the fuck? I was not this insecure bitch.

      Momma R saved me from my spiraling thoughts and reached for her phone.  She attempted to call Jezebeth and, like me, got no answer.  She shook her head with a sigh and laid the useless phone on the couch cushion. “Stupid, love-struck girl.”

      Yeah, I hoped that was it, too. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that our hopes were useless.

      “Momma, do you think her behavior is connected to what’s been going on in the city?”

      I wanted her to lie to me and tell me I was being a paranoid idiot.

      She didn’t.

      “I don’t know. I’d like to think not. Jezze isn’t a fool.” Momma R sighed. “She keeps protective charms on that would normally protect her from supernatural influence, but I’ve seen the news.” She gestured to the TV. “And Jezze has kept me up to date on your investigation.” She shook her head. “I sense a mystical influence behind the scenes, but it’s elusive.”

      Which was scary in and of itself.  The last time Momma R wasn’t able to figure something out, Bryony had nearly died.

      “I’m just worried Jezze might have— “

      The front door opened, silencing me, and Jezze drifted into the house.  She had a sway in her step, movements fluid and loose, and a knowing smile curling her lips.  A subtle glow filled her cheeks, one I recognized from seeing it on my own face each time I climbed on Sam’s lap.

      Or crawled beneath him.

      Or bent over for him.

      And this one time I twisted around and…

      She slowly made her way over to us and dropped her purse on the coffee table before falling back into one of the overstuffed chairs.  “Mmmm. Hey, Caith. Hey Momma.”

      Jezze practically purred those words, the syllables leaving her mouth with a soft hum.

      “Jezebeth Deja Renard.” Momma R scowled at her daughter. “Where exactly have you been?”

      Jezze curled her lip and huffed, the quick exhale sending a hint of my friend’s scent my way.  Sex and something more teased my nose, but I parted my lips to keep more from filling my lungs.

      My scent mixed with Sam’s? Sexy. Jezze and some random guy? So not.

      I set down my teacup and leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “Jezze, I—we—have been worried. You never showed tonight and you haven’t been answering your phone.”

      Jezze rolled her eyes. “Seriously? Is that all? I take one night off and you two go all alphabet-letter agency on me?”

      “Dude.” I glared at her. “This is so not us playing FBI or CIA. Worried is not the same as tapping your phone or questioning your whereabouts.”

      “Seriously?”

      Okay, we were questioning her whereabouts. Whatever. I still didn’t have alphabet letters attached to my name, nor did I have a badass badge that got me into any building I pleased.

      I turned to Momma R, waiting for the witch to jump into the parental fray. “Jezze, please tell me where you were tonight.”

      I was pretty sure Momma R had lost her parental-bitchtastic edge. She’d said the p-word.

      Maybe something was wrong with her, too.

      Jezze sighed dramatically and put her feet on the coffee table while she slumped in the chair. “My boyfriend took me to the new temple.”

      She said the words as if they were nothing. As if he’d taken her to a movie instead of… I swallowed hard, a chill skating down my spine. “To… To Lucia’s temple? What’s up with you? That place is fucked!”

      Jezze scoffed. “You checked it out and it was fine.” She gave me a dismissive wave. “Besides, we had a great time. Singing, dancing. It’s almost like a club, not some religious temple.” Jezze wiggled in her seat, humming a song as if she was back in that building.

      I simply shook my head. “I can’t believe you went there. Shit is going down in Orlando and I’m damned sure that place is in the middle of it all.”

      Jezze blew a raspberry at me. “You’re being paranoid,” she sing-songed. “The place is fine. Look at me.” She gestured at herself. “I’m fine. Totes not hurt, sick, or catatonic.” She hummed. “Not for his lack of trying to fuck me unconscious.” Not something I wanted to picture. “I think you’re barking up the wrong tree. Silaran’s Lucia was all about the evil. This place is so not. It can’t be the same person. It’s a coincidence.”

      Coincidence my old, perfectly rounded ass.

      “There were people pulled out of there today.” I gave her a heavy stare, wanting her to acknowledge what the fuck I was saying. “They were catatonic. Like all the others.”

      “Yeah, and people were pulled out of Hell’s Chapel, too.” Jezze pointed at me. “Should I just skip work from now on?” She had one of those sexually sated smiles on her lips again. “It’d give me time for other things.”

      “Keep being a bitch and you won’t be welcome anymore.”

      “Girls,” Momma R snapped, the air whipping around us, a sharp sting flicking first my ear and then Jezze’s. “Enough.”

      “Whatever,” Jezze grumbled and climbed to her feet. “I’m a grown woman. Not some hundred-year-old virgin.”

      Yeah, Jezze had been a late bloomer.

      By the time Jezze got to the stairs, she had her phone in her hands, thumbs flying over the screen. Texting. Probably messages to her new boyfriend. I almost stomped over there and snatched it from her hands, ready to crush it in my fist.  But it wouldn’t do any good. Magical influence or not, she was impossible once she dug her heels in.

      I grumbled under my breath, bitching about how impossible she could be.  Instead of commenting, Momma R handed me my cup of tea, steam wafting from the brew once more.  I always wondered if she had a touch of hellfire in her veins.

      “How can you be so calm?” I quirked a brow at the witch. “Your daughter could be putting herself in danger.”

      “You mean like she does every time she follows you into battle?”

      Dammit. Point to Momma R on that one.

      “I’m usually saving the world,” I murmured, but didn’t say much more on that score. I did mention… “She’s not the only one affected by what’s going down.”

      And I hated to admit any kind of weakness.

      “Oh?” Momma R raised her eyebrows.

      I seriously didn’t want to talk about my sex life with a woman I considered a mother, but I didn’t want to talk to any of the dads either. Depending on which father I spoke with first, Sam could end up in a battle to the death or being given advice on how best to make me scream his name.

      “Things have been… hotter than usual. Not hellfire hot, but more between the sheets hot. I’m worried about him losing control.”

      More than anything I worried about him losing control and being out of my life for eternity.  I think I’d go crazy—literally—if I lost him.

      “And you haven’t been visiting the temple?”

      “Once or twice. To investigate.”

      “Hmmm… You should avoid stopping there again. It’s possible the temple is exerting an influence we haven’t discovered yet.  That could be why you and Sam were… affected.”

      “Yeah.” I swallowed hard, hating the idea that something could have happened to Sam and me when we went to the temple. “Maybe.”

      Had we been targeted during the preacher’s spiel? Or by a drug in the air itself? I didn’t know, but I was determined to stay the hell away from that place.

      I finished my tea and moved to leave, ignoring the rapid beeps of back and forth text messages coming from upstairs.  “Keep me updated if the brat gets into more trouble or if you find any leads.”

      I really, really hoped for leads.

      Momma R rose and gave me a hug, her arms holding me tight. “I’ll keep looking into things and will let you know if anything turns up.”

      “Thanks.” I squeezed her in return, taking comfort in her firm embrace.

      I left and made a stop at Papa Al’s to pick up Bry and learned that there hadn’t been any sign of trouble from my son. He’d spaced out now and again, but there didn’t seem to be anything we could do about that.  He had a healing charm from Sorsha and a protective amulet from Jezze. Until we tracked down the cause of the trouble, we didn’t have any other options.

      I found Sam waiting for me when I pulled in, my mate sitting on the front step.  He rose and smiled at me as I approached, and a rush of happiness filled my chest. Seeing him again made me feel good—lighthearted, happy.  Maybe I felt a little too good, in fact.  I stomped on the naughty thoughts spurred by the sight of my man no matter how delicious he looked in those tight leather pants he always wore.  I didn’t like the idea that my lust was fueled by some supernatural force. I wasn’t going to climb Sam if there was a chance my actions weren’t my own. Especially considering the price he’d pay if I pushed him too far and he lost control.

      “Hey.” I gave him a tired smile. It had been a long day. A long couple of weeks, really. “I’ve told you that you don’t have to sit on the stoop like a stranger.”

      The man—gel—had a key and I’d adjusted the wards to let him in at any time, but he never went inside unless I was home.

      “Uh-huh,” he whispered and moved closer, his scent invading me. “I found something you should look at.”

      He held up a book and I balanced Bry while I leaned forward to read the cover in the porch’s dim light. “Mystic Communes and Cults. Riveting bedtime reading.”

      His little smirk, the glint in his eyes, had my body responding to his nearness. I ached for him, going from attracted to needy in less than a heartbeat.

      Which was weird since I was holding my kid. Creepy, really.

      I went to the front door, hand delving into my pocket for my keys while I juggled Bryony.

      “Here, lemme take him.” Sam reached out, large hands reaching for my tiny son.

      I still worried about my mate—about the strength of his ties to On High.  Sure, the wings etched onto his back were no longer the midnight hue of a full fallen, but they weren’t pristine white, either.  They were a mixture of the two, whispers of white twined with black, and a hint of sulfur still surrounded him occasionally.  His eyes often flickered from blue—the purity of On High—to red—the darkness of Hell.

      But right now, it was all about blue.  The color blue and the soft look he gave Bryony, the stinging sense of goodness that drifted over me from him.  It hurt sometimes to be surrounded by all of that virtue while I was so obviously not, but it was worth it to have my mate at my side.

      So I let Sam pull Bry from my arms and my kid just snuggled against my mate’s chest with a soft sigh and a little wiggle.  Bryony buried his face against Sam’s neck, small hand fisting his shirt as if he was afraid the gel would leave.

      Again.

      I fought back the stinging tears that threatened to overtake me and focused on opening the front door.  The panel swung inward, the wards flowing over us as we stepped across the threshold.  One step into the house and my attention was snared by the television.  I frowned, wondering if I’d been so tired that I’d somehow left it on. I didn’t remember even watching the TV before I left, but…

      I twitched, blinking and shaking my head. It felt like I’d dozed off for a moment and I realized neither Sam or I had moved out of the entryway.  The door was still wide open behind us, the zip and zap of bugs slamming against the wards filling the air. (The wards didn’t just keep tweeners, gels, and dems out of my domain. They were also badass bug killers. No gnats 4 lyfe.)

      I realized I’d been staring at the TV without blinking, and that weird pinkish after-image had invaded my eyes again.  I pushed myself into motion, striding into the living room with undeniable purpose. I snatched up the remote and turned off the television, cutting off the salesperson pitching his goddamn perfume. Normally I loved infomercials and spent more than I should on “As Seen On TV” amazingness, but this one made my shoulders twitchy.

      I went ahead and unplugged the TV for good measure. Maybe it was just me being paranoid, but I wasn’t ready to dismiss the possibility Lucia was using the TV waves to send out some sort of subliminal message.  Television was certainly a common denominator—of thousands—among the people in the city. It’d be an effective method of spreading dark magics.

      I dropped the book on the coffee table and focused on putting my son to bed.

      Sam followed me upstairs, Bry still cradled in his firm embrace, and we went into my son’s room. I turned down his tiny bed and stepped aside as my mate moved forward, slowly bending to lay Bryony down.  A soft whimper drifted on the air, a tiny whine that I recognized as one that meant he’d wake up at any second if he wasn’t soothed. I opened my mouth to reassure him, but Sam beat me to it.

      “Hush, mio cucciolo. You’re safe.” That deep voice whispering that simple word… It touched my heart.  My cub. My pup. Either translation of the soft Italian worked and it was something the animal inside me loved.

      Bryony sighed, relaxing in Sam’s hold and allowing the gel to lay him on the bed. The biological clock inside me tick-tick-ticked and I wondered what my child would look like—a child created between me and Sam. His blue eyes, my midnight hair, the ability to fight and kill inherited from both of us…

      Then I reminded myself that a child between us would mean I’d lose Sam once again.

      I stomped on my biological clock, crushing it beneath my mental boots while my mate pulled the blanket up and tucked it around Bry.  He leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to Bryony’s forehead, a softly whispered word I couldn’t hear followed by a gentle glow that flared between them. A wave of purity passed over my skin and I knew he’d blessed Bry once again.

      The past flared, pushing forward in a blinding rush of emotional pain.  I was reminded of the last time Sam had given Bryony a hint of divine grace.

      The time he’d given Bryony what little grace remained in his soul.

      My son shifted, settling into sleep with a small mumble. While I wasn’t sure what he said, it sounded like that creepy language he’d been speaking lately.  I shuddered at the thought and took Sam’s place when he stepped back, giving Bryony my own gentle kiss goodnight before we left.  I made sure the night light was on and I left the door open a crack so I could hear him if he needed me.  My wolf was protective of its pup and that part of me would listen for any hint of distress.

      I followed my mate down the stairs, settling beside him on the couch while he pulled the book close and flipped it open.  I wanted to crawl in his lap until there was no space between us. Instead, I made sure there was at least six inches that separated my hips from his.  I didn’t want a night of studying to turn into a night of boning. Even though part of me craved that more than my next breath.

      The wolf assured me that breathing was overrated.  Hell, the twisting, twining demonic nature promised me the same thing.

      But I didn’t want our lovemaking to happen because we were caught up in some kind of magical curse.  Our most intimate time together was meant to be real—him and me expressing our love and lust.

      Not because some outside influence pushed us into bed together.

      “Where’d you find this?” I ran my finger down one of the pages, scanning the aged tome with my gaze.

      The symbol on the cover matched the language Bry had written on nearly every flat surface—the language of Lucia’s temple. A ball of panic lodged in my chest, attempting to slide up my throat and choke me, but I pushed it back down.  Instead, I focused on flipping through the pages, eyes drifting over the symbols followed by long paragraphs written in English, each one analyzing the meanings of each scribble.  This wasn’t a book of spells or grimoire. It was more academic, a teaching tool.

      The kind of thing that had Jezze creaming her panties and nerding out over.  I considered calling her to get her take, but I didn’t think it was a good idea. For one, I was still pissed and for another, she was probably too busy texting—or On High forbid, sexting—with her boyfriend. I didn’t need or want that kind of distraction when we were finally getting closer to an answer.

      “I’ve been asking around the city, following the symbols as a lead.” His deep voice crawled beneath my skin, stroking my nerves.  “Most of the tween scholars had never heard of this language and one recommended a few linguists and warlocks. I finally tracked down an old gnome librarian who loaned this to me.” Sam tapped the book, reminding me our conversation was supposed to be about Orlando’s problems, not my need to get naked.

      “There are several chapters on different cults, but the first chapter seems to be the most important.”

      I flipped back to the beginning of the book and the chapter titles “Tantra, Messengers, and the Naming of the Goddess.”

      I read the first few pages, Sam peering over my shoulder and skimming along with me.  The words filled me with both hope and dread—a happiness at finding some answers that warred with a sense of deep foreboding.  It tied together some of the strange events in the city. The author of the book was apparently a scholar who’d studied religion and cults, analyzing the power behind the fanatical worshipers and the purpose of prayer.

      Apparently prayer was essentially a type of psychic transmission. It sent energy from mortals and tweens to whatever god or goddess they worshiped. Those heartfelt words served as a conduit that fed power to the “divine” entity, making them grow stronger.

      The scholar’s theory was that the lack of prayer was why some gods in history were now nothing more than myths. He wrote about the power that’d once rested in old Egyptian and Greek gods, when entire civilizations had worshipped them. Except when those civilizations eventually collapsed and those religions became nothing more than a memory, the power of those gods vanished.

      Since no one in the modern world bowed down for Ra or Zeus, they’d become the subject of old stories and boring plays.

      “That would explain some of the religious wars over the millennia,” I murmured. “If one god gets his or her worshipers in a frenzy about ‘heathens’ and ‘pagans’ worshiping a false god, they go to war. The stronger army wins, killing most of the god’s worshipers, which in turn, strips them of power.”

      Sam remained silent, his lips pressed together in a thin line.  I sensed his irritation and distaste for what we read, the message going against what he believed since he was a gel and all.  I was sure he subscribed to the belief that there was only one big guy and he lived in the clouds.  On High was the beginning and end, and the rest of the mess we dealt with was trivial.

      Personally, I didn’t know enough about the divine level to say one way or another. Maybe the lesser “gods” like Zeus and Ares had never truly been gods at all. They might have simply amassed immense power through worship, prayer, and the psychic connection it forged.  Flying down from the sky and tossing lightning bolts could make them seem godlike to ignorant, superstitious humans and tweeners.

      They might not have had anywhere close to the power On High wielded, but that wouldn’t have stopped mortals from calling Zeus a god and treating him like one.

      I continued flipping through the pages, moving on from the plethora of gods to the part that seemed to relate to the problem we had in Orlando. “According to this,” I tapped the end of the first chapter, “the symbols Bry has been writing are a psychic shortcut. It’s the ‘Language of the Goddess.’ It’s been used in the past to brainwash a bunch of people so they’ll worship a false goddess.  People begin speaking the same language and thinking the same way. It unifies them under a single temple so they’ll worship and pray to the goddess.”

      “And the ‘goddess’ can be just about anyone.” Sam’s jaw was tight, a vein in his temple pulsing a hard throb. “It’s magic, in essence. The influence spreads, getting people to worship a nameless, faceless figure and then the priests come in and name their goddess—invoking Lucia’s name.”

      My mind rolled the truth around in my head. “Which feeds her the power of these people’s prayers.” I tapped my fingers on the book. It was one hell of a play worthy of Uncle Luc himself.

      And it was just the beginning.

      The rest of the chapter explained the ways the goddess’ new followers could “worship” her.  Children could be targeted and used as “messengers.” They spread the word and the more who heard it, the more who became connected to the goddess. They were called “hallowed children” who had the power to “bridge the worlds,” though it wasn’t clear what that meant or how it was done.

      There was more than one way for adults to “worship” their goddess, too. There were multiple references to tantric rites, where a couple’s sex was seen as a religious act. The energy produced during lovemaking channeled straight to the goddess in the same way prayer gave her psychic energy.

      “So, kids spread the language of the goddess.” I frowned at the pages. “It gets into people’s heads, brainwashes them, and then they start going to the temple. There, the very act of praying sucks out their life’s energy like a succubus. And these people are doing it willingly whether they realize it or not. The priests go on and on about how any intimate union between souls is doing a service to the goddess.  People think fucking is a religious experience and the more they fuck, the stronger she gets.  She’s sucking the life force out of them mid-coitus.”

      “Which explains the people turning up catatonic.” Sam sighed and dropped his head forward.

      I slammed the book shut and leaned back against the couch, words swimming through my mind. “It happened to Mitchell and the others like him. It’s like an overdose. Lucia was sucking so much of their psychic energy, their minds snapped. She drank them dry, leaving empty shells.”

      He looked over his shoulder and his next words echoed through the room. “She grows stronger with each carnal act.”

      I stared at him. He stared at me.

      We both scooted away from each other.

      Wait, that didn’t seem like enough space.  I got up and paced, slowly making it from one side of the room to the other while I tumbled the situation through my mind. “We know what she’s doing now and how. She must have figured this out and decided it was something she could tap into in order to gain more power until…”

      “Until she becomes powerful enough to move against On High?”

      Plausible, but it didn’t feel right. “Uncle Luc.”

      Silaran had already tried to take over. It’d make sense that Lucia was still trying to succeed.

      “Right.” I shook my hands and bounced on my toes, trying to shed the nervous energy filling me.  “She brain-fucks everyone who walks into her temple. She gets them to transfer energy to her, which turns her into the Big Bad. And then…” I stopped and stared at Sam, hands propped on my hips. “Then what? What’s her big move? What’s the end game? We know she’s gathering power, but how do I stop her? What’s she gonna do with all of this once she’s fully charged?”

      “We have no way of knowing.” He shook his head. “Not yet.”

      “And no way of stopping her.” This was a problem with no solution. Sure, I could burn the temple to the ground, but that wouldn’t solve anything. The priests and public relations machine would spin it, turn the destruction into a hate crime, which would only bolster the cult’s strength. Then they’d set up somewhere else with their “free love” and “enhancing yourself through spiritual growth” messages.

      The gullible people of the city were eating it up.  No one, especially orgasmic-high enthralled humans, would believe that a false goddess was sucking psychic energy from their brains.

      They’d pray. They’d fuck. They’d make Lucia even stronger.

      I flopped back onto the couch at a complete loss about the next step to be taken.  I was in over my head. I strutted around Orlando, telling everyone I was the shit’s bananas and that I had the town on lock-down. But I was nothing against this.

      How could I put a stop to an entire religion? Well, short of getting Papa Leth to drum up a new crusade.  He always said he’d enjoyed busting down the walls of Jerusalem. I wondered what he’d think of Lucia’s temple.

      “We’ll figure something out.” Sam put an arm around me, draping it across my shoulders.

      I pulled away from him, pushing back the pain that came with the move.  It was a physical hurt, an ache that couldn’t be placated with a few words and promises of “once this is done.”  I just couldn’t risk touching him. Not if our intimate contact fed tantric energy to Lucia.

      “I hope you’re right.” I shook my head. “Because right now, I don’t see any way to stop her.”
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      The next night at the bar, I made sure everyone who walked through the door knew about the dangers associated with Lucia’s temple.  I didn’t go into detail since there wasn’t much to go around, but I made sure they knew the temple was sucking people’s brains out.  Not entirely accurate, but it was enough for the tweeners.

      Of course, I only had a handful of customers throughout the night. My gut clenched as I realized some of them were probably at the temple while others were home or out on dates.  Which concerned me almost as much as the people being at the temple.  I couldn’t be sure how much control Lucia had over this tantric thing.  If tweens who’d never been to the temple were getting it on, how would she tap into them?

      I was missing something and I knew it, but giving them a warning was the best I could do at the moment. It wasn’t like I could tell everyone to keep it in their pants until I figured things out.

      I stood behind the bar with Bergamot, fiddling with the towel I used to wipe down the bar. Fewer than a dozen tweens were in the bar tonight and I had shitty expectations for the rest of the week. To top it off, Jezze hadn’t shown up for her shift.

      Again.

      Under different circumstances, I wouldn’t be mad. I mean, it was slow enough that I didn’t really need her help.  It wasn’t like she’d do anything but stand around and do nothing anyway.

      What worried me was that she might be at the temple. I’d called Momma R earlier and relayed everything Sam and I discovered. She’d promise to talk to Jezze about things, but I didn’t think it’d made any difference.  If Momma R had gotten through to my best friend, she would have been here by now.

      “What if I jerk off?”

      I blinked, snapping out of my thoughts with the unexpected question. “Dude. What? Eww.”

      Ronum looked up from his beer, one hand scratching at the hairy wart on the underside of his chin with grime covered fingernails. “What if I just rub one out? Will that still feed this goddess her tan… tru… her fuck magic?”

      “I…” I blinked hard and fought to push away the mental images that threatened to overrun my mind. I did not need the mental image of Ronum tugging on his dick.  Or doing anything sexytimes related for that matter. I actually threw up a little bit in my mouth. “I don’t know, Ronum. Do I look like an expert?”

      He held out his hands. “Shit, Caith. I’m just trying to help.”

      I leaned one hand on the bar, disbelief filling me. “Trying. To. Help?”

      The mental picture of Ronum tugging on his balls tried to push forward—again—and I kicked it back.

      “Just trying to do my part.” He shrugged. “If keeping it in my pants for a few days will help you fuck over this goddess bitch, I can do that. Yeah?”

      I rubbed a hand down my face, swallowing my frustrated groan. “Sure thing, Ronum. You do that.”

      “Happy to help.” He flashed me a wide grin, his green, rotted teeth fully visible. He turned his attention back to his beer, and I wondered if I could take a break.

      I needed to get in the back and figure out how to bleach my brain. All of it. All of the bleaching and all of my brain.

      Before I even made it behind the curtain, I was interrupted by my ringing cell phone. I pulled it out and checked the screen, rolling my eyes over the drama that would soon ensue.  I was almost tempted not to answer the call, but it was Jezze. Even if she annoyed the fuck out of me, she was my best friend.  I didn’t have to like her very much to love her.

      I answered the phone but spoke even before Jezze could say a word. “Whatever your excuse is, I don’t want to hear it. Jezze, this is the third night in the last week that— “

      “Caith,” her voice trembled, a strained sound that made me think she was crying. “Caith, I need your help.”

      If I prayed to On High, I’d ask him for patience. But I didn’t, so I had to work with what little I had.  “Did your new boyfriend dump you?”

      That was not patience. Huh. Maybe I didn’t have any at all.  I leaned against the bar with a sigh. When Jezebeth went through a breakup, she acted like it was the end of the world. As someone who nearly (once or twice) caused the end of the world and also fought to save the world (more than once or twice), I had very little compassion.

      “Caith, I need help.” A tinge of panic laced her words. “I think I’m in trouble.”

      More wobbling with a hint of hysteria toward the end there.

      I bent quickly, hand going for the titanium bat I kept under the bar. “What kind of trouble?”

      “I’m at the temple and I can’t find Greg and— “

      “Greg?”

      “My boyfriend. I think he’s— “

      A muffled shout was immediately followed by a loud clatter, as if Jezze had dropped her phone.

      “Jezze? Are you there? Jezebeth?” I wasn’t going to let panic intrude on my thoughts. “Jezebeth Deja Renard I will set fire to your favorite dress if you don’t answer me.”

      It was a stupid threat, so very out of place with current events, but it seemed I was letting panic intrude.  “Jezze?”

      I swallowed hard and pulled the phone from my ear to stare at the screen, to see that the call had been disconnected.

      “Fuck.” I spat the word.

      My blood burned, hellfire surging with my distress.  Things had been weird in my body, parts of me stronger than others, and my reactions to events were stronger than they’d ever been.  Fire came quickly. My shift was nearly instantaneous. My reaction time had more than halved.  All things that would help me deal with the mess my town had become.

      This was not a bat to the balls situation. I reached for the weapons I’d really need. I slipped my jacket on, the familiar weight of my daggers pulling on my shoulders.  My sword was next, the perfectly balanced length of metal sharpened and honed to a razor thin edge.

      “Berg! Watch the bar!”

      “Is Jezze okay?” Berg called out after me, his voice booming in the quiet.

      I kicked the bar door open, boot heel slamming into the latch. “She fucking better be.”

      I strode toward my car, the darkness not quite so dark due to the glaring lights of the surrounding businesses.  Downtown Orlando was busy and the streets would be filled with cars and drunk partygoers at this time of night.  The parks were shutting down while nightlife was picking up.  Fuck.

      I paused at the edge of the Hell’s Chapel parking lot, slinking into the darkest shadows, and dialed up Sam on my phone.  I launched into my demand the second he picked up.  “Trouble at Lucia’s temple.”

      I ended the call before he could ask for details. Details I didn’t have time to explain and I knew he was already on his way regardless.

      I strapped the sword to my back, freeing my hands.  And then…

      Then I ran.  I bolted for a darkened alley, stride lengthening from one step to the next while the shadows swirled around me.  They wrapped around my arms and legs, embracing me in the darkness.  I took one step, then two, and then I leapt through the air.  I flew across the ground, arms and legs vanishing to be replaced by heavy muscles and jet-black paws.  My inner wolf howled its triumph, glorying in its freedom.  The animal was just as annoyed with Jezze as my human mind, but she was still ours.

      No one touched what was ours.

      My clothes and weapons faded from sight, my twisted heritage giving me the ability to save my clothes and not show up at places naked.  If I remembered to tap into that part of myself.

      I didn’t always remember.

      I leapt from shadow to shadow, slipping through darkened alleys, under bridges, and through the backyards of sleeping humans.  I was the night hunter, the death stalker, the puppy with teeth that ached to sink into flesh.

      Okay, overly dramatic much, Caith? Now I was talking to myself in third person.

      Within minutes I was at the temple, the raw, growling, feral part of me aching to burst through the door in wolf form. I’d tear people to pieces, gnaw on their flesh, and spill their blood until they told me where to find Jezze.

      But, like it or not, I couldn’t do that.  The human part of my mind reminded me there were innocents inside. I couldn’t kill them. They were victims just as much as Jezze.

      That wouldn’t stop me from enjoying knocking a few heads together to get what I wanted.

      I slipped into a dark shadow cast by the building, letting it envelope my midnight fur. Between one step and the next, the darkness parted and my human form strode free of the black.  The wolf howled at being suppressed, wanting to be released again, and I let her simmer just beneath the surface so she was ready to be unleashed if needed.

      But I had to retain control.

      For now.

      A soft whisper and gentle breeze stroked the back of my neck, and then Sam was alongside me, his strides matching mine.  A hint of sulfur clung to him along with the scent of fresh rain—both parts of his nature helping him get to me so quickly.

      Together we burst through the temple’s double doors, the heel of my boot coupled with a burst of hellfire sending the panels swinging inward.  The crowd froze in place, all talk ending at our appearance, and a man holding informational pamphlets stepped in front of me.

      Not smart.

      I was gentle-ish as I pushed him aside, those page scattering to the floor.

      “Where’s Jezze?” I bellowed the word, fingers tingling and gums aching with the need to shift—to hunt her scent.

      But none of the parishioners spoke, all of them staring at me with their jaws hanging open.

      A man in a security guard uniform pushed through the crowd, holding a hand up to stop me. “Ma’am, you can’t bust in here like this. I ‘m going to have to ask you to leave.”

      I wasn’t going to ask him what the hell a religious temple needed with a security guard.

      Instead, I went into motion the moment he got close enough for me to touch.  Or, rather, grab.  I wrapped my fingers around his thumb and twisted, jerking his arm first down and then curling it behind him until I had it pressed in between his shoulder blades.  I imagined his tendons and muscles screaming about the sudden stretch, the pressure I put against his joints.  The pressure was just short of enough to break his pretty human body and I reveled in the pain that surrounded him.  It felt good to hurt him, to have an outlet for this growing anger and rage that filled my blood.

      “Okay.” I kept my tone conversational and light. If I let my soul get caught up in imagining all of the bloody things I could do to him, I’d end up with a dead human.  Not a good thing since I had a job to do. Find Jezze and then kill things.  “Let’s try this again.” I whipped out my phone, ignoring the whimpers from my captive and the low murmurs that came from the others.  I reached around the guy and showed him a picture of Jezebeth. “This girl. She’s been here before. She’s here now. Tell me where?”

      The guard stammered, his attention on the photo while he shook his head. “I-I-I don’t know. I swear. Ow!”

      The “ow” was followed by a pop. I may have broken something and I waited for the guilt to rear its ugly head. Nope, no guilt. Yay!

      I kept my hold on the guard and turned the phone to show the crowd.  Some looked like they could barely focus—their eyes glazed over.  It seemed like only the fear from my sudden entrance had snapped them into something close to normal consciousness.

      “One of you knows where she is.” I let my voice boom through the room, the high ceilings causing my voice to echo in the space. “Talk! Now.”

      A young man in loose, flowing temple robes slowly raised his hand. “I… I…”

      I released the guard, shoving him to the ground and ignoring the way he curled up in a ball while clutching his injured thumb. Baby.

      I stalked to the stammering young man and fisted the front of his robes, lifting and pulling him closer. It was close, but I stopped just short of baring my fangs. “You-you-you what?”

      He stammered a bit more before raising a trembling hand.  He pointed to a door on my left. “I think she’s in the private worship rooms b-b-back there.”

      I released him, not caring where he landed, and turned toward the door.  Sam’s heat bathed my back, my mate there to support me if I needed him. Physically? Not yet. Emotionally?

      Who knew what I’d find and if I would be able to control myself when I did.

      We headed through the archway, walking down the hall past a series of doors.  Moans and groans came from behind those numbered panels, sounds of sex filling the air, and I curled my lip.  I didn’t worship anyone but even I knew fucking didn’t happen in church. I drew in a deep breath and then gagged at the musky scents filling the space. I pushed past the stank of sweating bodies and sought the familiar flavors of my best friend.

      Then… it was there. Faint, hardly discernable. But there.

      Jezebeth.

      I stalked forward, following the barely-there hint of Jezze that lured me on.  I followed that whisper of aroma, determination in every single stomping step.  Though the farther I went, the stranger I felt.  It was in the air, in my lungs, in my blood.  Like an aphrodisiac that seeped into me, filling me with… urges.  I glanced at Sam, wondering if it was just me.  A quick scan of his body, the bulge at the juncture of his thighs, told me he was definitely feeling the effects.

      “Keep your head on your shoulders, not in your pants.” I shook my head, forcing the need away.  My inner wolf panted and yowled, wanting to be unleased.

      Desperate to be taken.

      But I couldn’t give her what she needed. Especially not in the middle of some fucked up temple.

      We strode past a few more people, dazed expressions on their faces, until we got to the door where Jezze’s scent stood out the strongest.  I tried the knob, a hint of hellfire coating my palm while I attempted to turn the handle.  Except it was locked.  I growled and slammed my fist against the door, ready to pummel the wood panel to kindling.

      An arm shot out, a stranger’s hand on my wrist. I snarled, yanking free of his hold.  One of the men with glazed-over eyes stood nearby, his stare still unfocused. “You can’t go in there,” he whispered. “They’re worshiping.”

      “Is that what the kids call it nowadays?” I drawled.

      He gave me a confused frown.

      I gave him a fist to the face.

      He collapsed to the ugly carpet, limp and no longer a problem. Turning back to the door, I threw my shoulder into it. The wood cracked and gave way, splintering into hunks of kindling. I shoved aside what still clung to the frame and stepped into the room.

      Jezze was there, half-dressed, lying on a bed covered in silky sheets.  She was unconscious, unmoving. The rise and fall of her chest was the only indication she still lived.  She lay there, tangled in knotted sheets as if she’d been “worshipping” not long ago.

      And no hint of her boyfriend in sight.

      Had she… My stomach rose and I pressed a hand to my middle.  I pushed aside the nausea and instead focused on my rage. I let it bubble and boil inside me, the anger that she was in this situation, that Lucia had somehow hurt Jezze.

      Retribution was easier to focus on than what might have happened to my best friend while I’d been standing on my bitch tower and shouting about how right I was about the temple.

      “Sam,” I rasped, unable to get my feet to move.

      My mate bolted forward, careful as he wrapped the sheets around Jezze and then lifted her into his arms.  He cradled her like he typically cuddled Bry. As if Jezze was precious—helpless.  At the moment, she was both and that knowledge stoked the fires in my heart.

      We turned toward the door. My control withered down to a thread the longer we stayed in the temple.

      A preacher stood there, two beefy guys standing sentry behind him.  The minister pressed his palms together in front of him. “I’m sorry.” His expression was placid though I could see—and scent—his fear.  Sweat peppered the man’s brow, a droplet sliding down his cheek.  “It seems there’s been some sort of misunderstanding.”

      “I’m sorry,” I murmured and reached behind me, wrapping my fingers around the hilt of my blade.  I slowly slipped it free, the metal just singing as it caressed its sheath. A small tremor slid through me, the sound reminding me of bloodshed and violence of times past. It teased and taunted the dark parts of me. Those parts growing stronger every moment I stared at the minister.  “It seems I don’t give a shit.”

      I let the tip of my sword rest on the floor, the polished metal glinting in the room’s low lights.  The man’s attention flicked to the blade and then back to me, his face going pale.  He took a step back while his goons moved forward. As if that’d frighten me.

      “I’m afraid it’s against temple policy to remove anyone from worship rooms until they are finished.” He gestured at Jezze. “This woman is in the middle of a spiritual journey. I can’t let you interrupt that.”

      “A spiritual journey?” I spat on the floor, heat from the fires of hell surging through my arms, and my blade glowed with the unquenchable heat. “Is that what you call this?” I tightened my grip, the sight of Jezze on the bed behind me forever burned into my brain.  “My friend has been violated.”

      I was ready to violate them all with my sword in return.

      The man frowned and shook his head. “Not at all. She came to us of her own free will. She and her young man.”

      “Uh-huh.” I nodded, clenching and loosening my fingers around my sword’s hilt. “Where’d he get off to?”

      I looked around, taking note that there was no other door in the space.

      “He’s under our care.” The preacher straightened his spine and gestured to Jezze. “And so is she. Which is why I must insist your return her to the bed so that she may complete her journey. I assure you, she’ll wake up as soon as— “

      “Fuck you.” I raised my blade, the silver length pulsing with tendrils of black and gold.  Killing innocents wasn’t generally my thing. (Anymore, but we don’t talk about the past.) No, slicing and dicing for the joy of it was no longer my day-to-day life, but if this guy tried to prevent me from taking my friend out of here, I would turn them into gator food.

      Jezze always complained that I didn’t let her take home dem bodies for Francois and his gator girls anymore.  Franky-baby, apparently, was pining for one of my fresh kills.

      “Out of the way—now—or I move you.”  The heat inside me flared, sliding from my pores, and hints of smoke and sulfur filled the air. “I won’t say it again.”

      The goons exchanged worried glances, their empty hands and tight expressions telling me more than words ever could.  Odds were, the temple had never had to deal with someone like the psycho bitch, sword swinging Princess of Hell before.

      The preacher swallowed hard, Adam’s apple bobbing along his throat, and took a step back.  He gestured for the other two men to stand aside as well. “Very well. If you insist on threatening violence, you may leave. We are a peaceful temple.”

      I snorted. “Peaceful? Right. Sucking people’s bodies dry of psychic energy and life force in order to feed your crazy goddess isn’t violent at all.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Ma’am, I assure you, all we do— “

      I held up a hand, silencing him. I didn’t need excuses. I needed to be gone. “Right. I’m sure you’re all innocent.” Though, as hard as I tried to hate him, I couldn’t completely blame the priest. It wasn’t as if he knew what was going on.  He believed that Jezze was in no danger. Surely his “goddess” wouldn’t harm anyone, right?

      Another dupe, fooled by a false deity. And because he believed every word that left his mouth, it made it that much harder to push past the lies and dig into the truth.

      No one else challenged us as we strode through the building, and I ignored the dazed humans we passed. Did I want to help them? Sure. But as much as I was all for saving the world, I was going to save Jezebeth first. I was a selfish bitch that way.

      I called Papa Al the moment we left the temple, Sam and I traveling on foot for a few blocks so we could put as much distance between us and the temple as possible.  I couldn’t exactly carry an unconscious woman on my back as a wolf. Sure, Sam could fly, but I didn’t know what was up with Jezze and her connection to Lucia.  I didn’t really want to put a conduit to Lucia in the arms of my gel mate while he was thousands of feet above the Earth and flying through the air.

      I was weird like that.

      A few pedestrians gave us strange looks, side-eyeing a huge leather-clad man striding down the street holding an unconscious girl wrapped in red sheets.  If anyone ever needed proof that the population was going to shit, it was right then and there. No one said a word. Not one.

      Papa Al pulled up next to us a few minutes later, shifting his SUV into park while we got Jezze in the vehicle.  Bry was tucked in his car seat, securely strapped in, and we put her on the bench seat beside him.

      “What’s wrong with Aunt Jezebel?”

      Jezebel. I gave Bryony a watery smile and tapped his nose.  I’d teased Jezebeth and called her Jezebel around Bry a little too often when he was learning to talk. The name sort of stuck and both Momma R and I thought it was fucking hilarious.

      Jezze? Not so much.

      “Nothing’s wrong, sweetie.” I gave him a soft kiss and stepped back. “She’s just not feeling well. We’re going to take her home and help her get better.”

      Once everyone was on board, Papa Al looked at me through the rear view mirror. “Where to?”

      His voice was hardly more than a snarl, the sound grating and rough, and I saw more than a hint of fang filling his mouth.  Just like Momma R was my surrogate mother, the dads all thought of Jezze as an adopted daughter.

      My father’s wolf included.

      “Momma R’s.” I couldn’t think of anywhere better for Jezze. “I’m going to call Sorsha and have her meet us there.”  I wasn’t sure if Jezze’s state was the same as what happened to Mitchell, but I wasn’t taking any chances.

      Not where my best friend’s life was concerned.
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      Momma R was waiting for us when we pulled up to the house, her face tense and lined with worry. I wished I could give her better news—tell her it was a false alarm and Jezze was fine.

      But I couldn’t.

      Instead, I followed Sam into the house while Papa Al took up the rear with Bry clinging to his neck.

      When Sam laid Jezebeth on the couch, Momma R immediately took his place, kneeling by her side and placing a hand to her forehead, then cheek. “No fever,” she murmured. “She’s breathing okay.”

      “What about Sorsha?” My voice wavered and I swallowed hard, pushing and shoving at the emotions that threatened to overwhelm me.

      “She’s on her way.”

      That should have given me a measure of relief and yet it didn’t. I wouldn’t be able to breathe until Jezze opened her eyes and got back to being a total bitch to me. Then I’d know she was okay.

      Instead, we all waited—waited for the true healer who could hopefully fix Jezebitch.  I paced the room, nervous energy keeping me in constant motion. I moved back and forth, hands twitchy, wolf anxious and demanding she be released to hunt.  Fuck yes, I wanted to hunt.

      Sam leaned against the far wall, arms crossed while he watched the scene in stoic silence.  He was a rock—my rock.  There for me if I needed him and if Jezze didn’t get better… I’d need him.

      Papa Al had taken Bry upstairs and put him to bed in one of the spare rooms, and now he sat in a chair across from the sofa. He watched Jezze, his gaze trained on her every move, protective concern filling his expression.  My wolf sensed his need for violence, too. His drive to bite, tear, destroy.

      He was just better at hiding it.

      Sorsha blew into the house like a whirlwind, moving through the thick tension as if we hadn’t clouded the room with our worry.  Sam and Papa Al had refused to be removed from the room, but Momma R snatched my arm and tugged me toward the hall.

      Then the kitchen.

      To make tea.

      “Tea?” I pulled against her firm hold, her grip so tight I couldn’t easily break free. “Tea? Momma, now’s not the time for tea.”

      “You wearing a hole in my carpet isn’t going to help.” She gave my bicep a squeeze, the prick of her fingernails making me wince. Yes, I was a badass. No, I wouldn’t ever hurt my adopted mother.  I wasn’t gonna think about what I would—or wouldn’t—do to my biological one.

      She released me and moved to the stove, handing me the tea pot so I could fill it with water.  Which she could have done magically, but I was pretty sure she was trying to give me something to do.

      “I don’t know how you can be so calm.” I shook my head and went to the sink, turning on the water. “Jezze could be…”

      “Jezze is going to be fine.” Momma R’s tone told me there was no arguing there. “I may not be a healer, but even I could tell she suffered from exhaustion. She was probably partying too much.”

      “In a place that sucks the life out of you when you’re having a good time.” Was I the only one grasping the enormity of the situation?

      “She’ll be fine.” Momma R’s tone was hard and flat. Insistent.

      Which had me looking at the woman I called mother. It had me meeting her hard stare and seeing the strain that lined her forehead and the corners of her eyes—the tightness of her lips.  Momma R said the right words, but the worry was there, lurking just beneath the surface.

      So I helped her make tea, both of us focusing on our tasks rather than Sorsha and Jezze in the other room. It almost worked, too.  I calmed down enough that I wasn’t pacing, which just freaked Momma R out even more.  And the tea soothed me even further until I wasn’t tempted to shift and rip everything apart.

      We both went back to the living room, finding that Sorsha was just wrapping up her spell casting with a few whispered words.  The elf healer pushed to her feet and swayed slightly, shying from Sam when he moved forward to help her.

      A snarl leapt to my lips, a furious growl building in my chest at her movement. Was my mate not worthy of being touched? Didn’t she know who he was—what he was? Didn’t she—

      “Caith.” His lips hardly moved, my name like a whisper in the air, and I knew he’d spoken only to me. That tiny sound pulled me back from the edge of violence, yanking me away from the need to destroy, and I took a deep, calming breath.

      Okay, the tea hadn’t done as much as I’d thought.  But Sam’s voice… Sam’s voice put the wolf in her place.

      And it also made me give the elf a second look, made me see the that the fear in her eyes wasn’t because of Sam the half-fallen angel. It was because Sam was a man.

      Of course that just had me wanting to rip things apart again, aching to hurt whoever had put that fear in Sorsha’s eyes.

      “She’ll…” Sorsha cleared her throat, gaze fixating on Jezze. “She’ll be fine. A bit drained, but nothing too serious. Keep her in bed for a few days. The best thing right now is rest. It will heal the body and the soul.”

      “Thank you, Sorsha.” Momma R went forward, pretending there weren’t any twisted undercurrents flowing through the room.

      Maybe I should do the same.  I might even be able to… after I killed whoever hurt the delicate elf.

      Dammit. I was just looking for a reason to make someone bleed.

      The healer left a few charms with us as a precaution before taking her leave, practically running from the house and disappearing into the night.  I’d need to deal with her later, do whatever was needed to take the fear from the woman’s eyes.  For now, I sat next to Papa Al and stared at my unconscious friend.  She looked like she was simply sleeping, so maybe Sorsha was right.

      Maybe it’d be okay.

      I leaned against my dad—my alpha.  The wolf in me took comfort in his nearness even though pure rage flowed from him.

      “Thanks for coming, Papa.” I rubbed my cheek on his bicep, the muscle bulging and hard against my skin.  “But you don’t need to stay. I’m sure we’ll be fine.”

      “I’m not leaving until she wakes up.” His deep snarl vibrated through me and I took comfort in his rage.

      “She’ll be fine.”  The more I let those words tumble through my head, the more I believed them.

      “It’s not her I’m worried about.” His heavy gaze turned to me. “She’s the only one who knows where my wolf is.”

      “Your wolf?” I frowned and then remembered what Jezze said earlier. “Greg? Gregory from the local pack? That’s her boyfriend?”

      He nodded. “Justin complained, but…”

      My dad’s lips tilted in a little smirk and I rolled my eyes. “But I kicked his ass and he hates me.”

      More than a little bit. Honestly, I was pretty sure he missed my golden vagina more than he hated me.

      “I thought she’d be a good influence.” He sighed. “And after what happened to Mitchell, I didn’t think the rest of the pack would be fool enough to go near the temple.” Papa Al ran a hand down his face, rubbing his cheek. “I guess Justin didn’t get the message through to them and now I’m going to have to make it clear.”

      I kinda felt bad for the wolves. I’ve had Papa Al make things clear to me in the past. It was not an enjoyable, pain-free experience.

      Some kids got spanked, I got teeth sinking into my scruff and pinned to the ground. Tomato, tomahto, lotsa-blood-o.

      I stared at Jezze, watching her chest rise and fall, trying to put the pieces of her life together.  She hadn’t said much about her new boyfriend, and we’d made a promise we wouldn’t go skinny-dipping in the furry pool. Especially after what happened with Justin.  I’d had no idea she was dating a member of the pack. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

      Papa Al shrugged. “I assumed you knew.”

      Because why wouldn’t I? Jezze was my best friend. She told me everything.

      Or did.

      I told myself I couldn’t be butt-hurt over our separation. Not when my world no longer revolved around the bar and fun and instead was filled with play dates and the PITA.

      Sam slowly eased into a nearby chair, a tenseness and redness of his eyes telling me he was more than a little affected as well.  I gave Papa Al one last nuzzle, a touch from one wolf to another, and then went to my mate.  I didn’t want passion, I wanted comfort—for both of us.

      Sam held me close, his cheek resting atop my head as I sat across his lap.  Strong arms enveloped me and his scent filled my lungs.  I let myself relax and drift as we watched and waited.  I wondered if Momma R put something in the tea to calm me. I wouldn’t have put it past the old, interfering witch.  But before I could really catch hold of the thought, it was gone, and sleep tugged at my eyelids. It pulled me down and I let it, passing out in the comforting arms of my mate.

      Until I woke to a scream. Not my own. Not Bry’s. Those were my first two thoughts. Which left Jezze.

      I was still in Sam’s arms, one of Momma R’s afghans draped over me, and my attention immediately went to Jezze.  I struggled against Sam’s loose hold, fighting the blanket to get free so I could go to my friend, but Papa Al beat me to her.

      “Calm down, Jezze.” He held her down by her shoulders. “Calm down. You’re safe. I have you. You’re safe.”

      And when the High Wolf of North America has you, a person can’t help but feel safe.

      Jezebeth wrapped her hands around his bulging forearms, short nails digging into his skin while she flailed and fought. Her attention bounced around the room, shifting from one spot to the next, her gaze landing on me, snapping to Sam and then finally resting on Papa Al. “Where’s Gregory? What happened? What…”

      “We were going to ask you, lass.”  Papa Al’s voice was low and soothing.

      I climbed from Sam’s lap, dropping the afghan as I made my way to Jezze and crouched beside my dad. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

      Jezze licked her lips, rubbing her face and shoving hair out of her eyes.  When she seemed to have oriented herself, she spoke. “Greg and I went to the temple.” She furrowed her brow. “There was a… A party kind of going on. They called it a ‘Faith Gathering’ but there was music and food and…”

      She trailed off, touching her fingers to her lips and tracing them with a rhythmic stroke.

      Papa Al pulled her hand away and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Jezze-girl, where’s Gregory?”

      Her eyes were unfocused, staring through Papa Al and into the distance. “We got a room.” A small smile toyed with her lips. “The things they talk about…” She shook her head. “It’s so much more than sex. I’ve never felt like that before. Like my spirit floated above my body when I— “

      I snapped my fingers in front of her face and she blinked, looking up at me. “Focus, Jezze. Where’s your boyfriend?”

      Tears welled in her eyes, liquid trailing down her cheek. “I don’t know. The last thing I remember was being there with him. We were…” She gave me a grin and shrugged. “You know. Then I guess I fell asleep and when I woke up, I couldn’t find him.”

      “Did the people at the temple say anything to you? Tell you anything?”

      She shook her head. “The door was locked and I… I couldn’t get out. I think that’s when I called you?”

      It was more a question than a statement and I hated what they’d done to her. Hated what was being done to others.

      I leaned back and sat on my heels, turning my attention to the ceiling while I thought aloud. “Maybe he got a bigger dose of whatever it is. Went catatonic.”

      My wolf whined at the idea.  I may not get along with everyone in the local pack, but no matter what, they were pack.

      Jezze sobbed. “No! No, Caith, please. You’ve got to…”

      I refocused on her. “I’ll find him.” She kept sobbing, deep shudders accompanying every sound.  I grabbed her chin and made her look at me, lift her head, and meet my gaze. “Jezze, I promise, okay? I’m going to put a stop to this and I promise you, I will find him.”

      Papa Al nodded. “And you’ll have pack at your side. We don’t abandon our own.”

      Which I knew from experience.  When Silaran had attempted his little coup, the wolves were at my side. They were a pack of fangs, fur, and a whole lotta fuck off.

      Jezze looked between us and then gave a weak nod. “Okay. I’ll…”

      “Stay here and rest. Doctor’s orders. Sorsha said you were drained and need to recuperate.”  I kept my voice firm. There would be no arguing about this.

      She looked up at me, helpless, which wasn’t an expression I was used to seeing on the powerful witch. But she eventually nodded and lay back down on the couch. “All right.”

      We spent the next hours talking to Jezze, trying to get as much information from her as we could. I also called Bry’s school and told them he wasn’t coming in. It turned out half of the students were no-shows so they weren’t surprised. Momma R kept Bry occupied in the kitchen, letting him be her assistant while she cooked for everyone.

      Once Jezze had some food and coffee in her, she looked like her old self once more.  She was still a bit out of it, a dazed look entering her eyes once and again, and it was clear she was distraught over her missing boyfriend.

      Had she actually cared for him? I figured it was a fling. I never would have guessed Jezze would fall in love with anyone, let alone a furball.

      Of course, I’d fallen in love with a gel, so I had no room to talk.

      “What can you tell us about the temple itself?” I sketched out a few more notes, drawing diagrams from memory.  “We haven’t been able to learn anything that was very useful.  Anything you can remember will help.”

      Jezze sat on the couch, knees hugged against her chest while she cradled a cup of coffee in her hands.  She stared at the wall, gaze not touching any of us while she spoke. “Most of it was just talking about inner peace and channeling our energy toward our goals.”  She rolled her eyes. “I thought it sounded kinda hokey. Like a motivational poster come to life. But… the way they talked… it made me feel really good.”

      “That’s how they draw people in,” Sam murmured. “They make promises, offer hope and love. They don’t tell you about the price you’ll pay.”

      Jezze lowered her eyes. “They kind of skipped that part.”

      “Did you learn anything about the goddess? Lucia?”

      “They said there’s a god and goddess.” Jezze sipped her coffee, swallowing slowly, and I noticed the way her hands trembled. “They kept talking about that, about the joining between a man and woman. That when we made love, we were becoming one with the god and goddess. Like we were representing their physical form and honoring them with our ‘acts of love.’”

      I hated that our suspicions were confirmed. “According to what Sam and I learned, that’s how they drain you. They make you think your sexual acts are a form of worship, but it opens you up to her.”

      Sam drew nearer. “You said there was a god as well?”

      Jezze nodded. “It was all about pairings. That was why only couples got to go to the private rooms.” Pleading eyes met mine. “We thought it was something special.”

      My heart broke for her and the last couple of weeks were forgotten. This was my friend of hundreds of years and she was hurting, breaking, in front of me.

      It made me want to kill the ones responsible even more.

      “The god has to be Silaran.” I sighed. “He and Lucia are probably gaining power from this.  Last year Silaran tried to consume souls to grow stronger and now he’s found a different way to gain power. So far, this one seems to be working out pretty well for him.”

      “It’s so gross.” Jezze shuddered. “To think that we were connected to him somehow while we were having sex. It’s like… a violation.” Her hand pressed to her mouth. “It’s disgusting.”

      Yeah, I felt the same way.

      “Did they tell you anything about where the god and goddess are? Were they in the temple? On another plane of existence?” Or down the street grabbing a burger?

      I’d love it if they were that close.

      “I don’t know… We didn’t get into those details. They were focused on talking about us, how the temple could improve our lives and how much we’d grow. Not as individuals, but as a couple. Bonding in a more spiritual way instead of in an act of carnal lust would bring us closer together. It’d make us fall more in love with each other…”

      Jezze closed her eyes, fresh tears wetting her cheeks.  My heart broke for her. As much as the temple’s actions had been tricks and lies, it was obvious there was some truth behind Jezze and Greg’s relationship.  Even if the couple had been manipulated into growing closer, it had worked.  Manipulation didn’t negate my friend’s emotions.

      She’d fallen in love only to learn it’d been a trick.  I only hoped it wouldn’t taint her relationship permanently.  Greg was a decent guy. For a wolf.

      Papa Al paced back and forth and I wondered how long Momma R would let it continue before she forced him to sit.  He turned an irritated glare at Jezze, his sweet side crushed beneath the worry over one of his wolves.  “Go through the layout again. You might have missed something. Is there a private worship chamber? Someplace you can only go when you reach a certain level within the cult? Anything.”

      Jezze shook her head. “I’m sorry.” She blinked back her tears. “I don’t know anything else. They didn’t tell me anything.”

      “Enough.” Momma R’s voice whipped through the room, a small tremble joining the sound and shaking the ground.  “She needs her rest.”

      Papa Al curled his lip and I hoped the two powerful tweens didn’t start fighting. “But— “

      Momma R went to him and pressed a hand to his chest, shoving him back.  “You can talk more later, when she’s feeling better.”

      Papa Al sighed but backed down, and I released the breath I’d been holding. Even though my father was the alpha of all wolves, Momma R was… Momma R.  In a battle of witch versus wolf, I wasn’t sure who’d win.

      Momma R helped Jezze upstairs and I sat on the arm of the couch. “So.” I crossed my arms. “What do we think?”

      “One thing I know is that the energy in that temple wasn’t that of a true divine spirit.” Sam sounded fucking pissed over the mere existence of the church.  “Silaran and Lucia can play their games, but they’re not gods.”  He spun and headed for the door, my wolf already hating the distance between us. “I’m going to follow up on some more leads. See if I can find any more information when I turn over a few stones.”

      “All right.” My body yearned for his, my very soul calling out for him to come back and claim me. “Be safe.”

      He paused at the front door, half-turning and staring at me with those penetrating blue-red eyes.  His long hair fell over his forehead.

      Perfection. On High’s perfection in a half-fallen vessel.

      I wanted to run to him, to throw my arms around his shoulders and kiss him.  But what Jezze had said made me pause. Knowing that Silaran and Lucia might be able to draw energy from us during sex was a violation. The very idea turned me off so badly that I didn’t even want to think sexy thoughts.

      Papa Al sat for a while longer, discussing strategy and future plans. Unfortunately, other than going scorched Earth, we were fresh out of ideas.

      We were still discussing options when an unexpected voice broke into our conversation.  “Caith, infans, I do hope I haven’t dropped by at a bad time.”

      I spun, jaw dropping open at what I saw.  Standing the middle of Momma R’s living room was my Uncle Luc.

      Lucifer. Satan. The Devil. The Morningstar.

      Though, of course, he kept up with modern times. He had dispensed with the flames, pitchfork, and horns. Now he was a tall, dark-haired, impeccably dressed gentleman. He looked like a billionaire from Wall Street. Not the evil presence that tempted the billionaires into making deals with the devil.

      He grinned at me, opened his arms wide and I didn’t hesitate. I rushed into his embrace, wrapping my arms around his waist and holding him tight. “You are a sight for sore eyes.”

      Most wouldn’t be happy to see the devil on their doorstep, but my uncle—evil and diabolical though he might be—could be a lot of help.

      Of course, like any other dem, he wanted to burn the world to the ground and reap the souls of the dead so he was powerful enough to challenge On High.  But today’s apocalypse wasn’t one that Uncle Luc nor On High had planned.  Last I’d heard, On High had pushed the Rapture back another millennia or so. Apparently he had things to do.

      And Uncle Luc played the long game. No doubt he’d wait a few more centuries, at least, for humanity to fall into perpetual decadence and sin.  He bided his time for the right moment to strike.

      Compared to Lucia’s little scheme, she was strictly small-time. If someone was going to go into the evil game, it was best to learn from the guy who’d invented it.

      “I’m glad to see you, too, infans.” Uncle Luc stroked my back and pressed a kiss to the top of my head. The darkness in him scraped against the goodness in my soul—and I probably couldn’t trust the words that fell from his lips—but I took comfort in his hug.  “Though, this isn’t strictly a social call. I have brought someone I’d like you to meet.”

      He released me and stepped aside to gesture toward the person behind him.

      Not person, a woman.

      Not a woman, a human woman.

      She was also tall and luscious with a perfectly formed figure and playfully teased hair. If I hadn’t met Marilyn Monroe’s ghost myself, I’d swear that’s who stood in front of me. I might have even sworn to On High.

      There was something else strange about her—she was so pregnant, she looked about ready to pop.

      “Caith, infans,” —I was beginning to hate his nickname for me— “I’d like you to meet your new aunt, Nancy.”
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      I crossed my arms, raised a single brow, and scraped the human woman with my gaze. Demons weren’t the only sneaky bitches of the world. Humans could be just as conniving.  I’d only seen her once before and that had been on a postcard Uncle Luc had sent me.

      A year ago.

      Which didn’t add up since she’d been pregnant then and was still pregnant now.

      “Should you have popped that by now?” I gestured to her large belly. “Do you need help with that?”

      Look, the chick could be as sweet as pie, but I’d been around long enough to know how to count.

      “Hey!” Nancy clutched her belly with both hands.

      “Now, infans…”

      Really, I hated that nickname now. I’d loved it for hundreds of years and now I wanted to hit something every time I heard it.

      Uncle Luc took Nancy’s hand and led her to the sofa. “You of all people should know that the children of immortal beings do not follow mortal rules.” He smiled down at the woman. Him. Satan. He smiled. “Though Nancy is due quite soon.”

      I pursed my lips, staring at my uncle’s lover.  She didn’t look like much. She had a sort of vacant expression on her face that made me think Uncle Luc hadn’t picked her for her brains.  Which was probably why Uncle Luc and Marilyn hadn’t lasted long.  She was one smart cookie.

      But I supposed Uncle Luc was right about how pregnancy worked when the father of the child was a fallen angel and ruler of the infernal realms.  Nancy’s pregnancy was probably nothing like a human’s.

      “Okay,” I drawled. “I hope you didn’t come here expecting a baby shower because we’ve got too much shit to deal with at the moment.”

      “Don’t say ‘shit.’” Nancy pointed at me and then turned her attention to Uncle Luc. “Tell her she can’t say ‘shit’ around my baby.”

      “Seriously?” I snorted. “The kid is literally the spawn of Satan, but nooo,” —sarcasm, I had it— “let’s not harm its unborn virgin ears!” I clapped both hands to my cheeks. I thought I’d finally lost my mind.

      Uncle Luc shot me an annoyed look. “Caith, infans, we’ve had a long trip and I’m sure Nancy is tired. And quite hungry.”

      Nancy perked up, clapping her hands and bouncing in her seat. “I’m starved! Do you have any yogurt? Nonfat, please. I’m trying to keep my figure.” She ran her hands over her rotund belly.

      “Right.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure Momma has something in the kitchen.” Uncle Luc shot me a speaking glance and I sighed. “And I guess Uncle Luc and I will go and get it.” I flashed Papa Al and apologetic smile. “You’ll keep Nancy company, won’t you?”

      My father’s glare told me I’d be paying for leaving him with the very pregnant—and already getting on my nerves—Nancy. Uncle Luc and I headed into the kitchen and I immediately went searching for something for Nancy to eat.

      Something fatty. And high calorie. And sure to clog arteries.

      I found one of Momma R’s casseroles. Boom.

      I stuck it in the oven to reheat and then turned to face my uncle. “So, what brings you to town? Finally.” My blood stirred, all of the pain, anger, and heartache of the last year surging inside me. “Do you have any idea how much I’ve needed you? Especially last year when all of that shit went down?”

      Uncle Luc spread his hands apologetically. “Caith, infans, you know how sorry I am.”

      I snorted. When the evilest being in existence said sorry, it was best to take it with a grain of salt.

      “I’ve obviously been busy.”

      I nodded toward the other room. “I can see that. Knocking boots with a human? Please tell me this wasn’t planned. Did the condom break? Did she forget to take her pill?”

      Uncle Luc frowned. “You know my seed cannot be implanted except deliberately. I chose this—I chose her.”

      “Why?” I peeked into the other room, spying the ditz waving her hands as she animatedly talked to Papa Al.  “And why her? She looks like a tramp. Remember your mistress in the 1500s? I liked her. She was beautiful and smart. Or for the love of On High, get with Marilyn again. Has the silver-tongued devil lost his charm and been relegated to,” I gestured at Nancy, “that.”

      “Watch your mouth, Caith,” he snapped at me, eyes narrowed, and a stinging whip of hellfire snapped my cheek. A slap from Satan. Not a hard one, but enough to tell me I’d hit too close to home, so I backed off.

      “My reasons for choosing Nancy are my own. There are important factors—more important than her mind or looks—to consider when choosing the mother of my spawn.”

      “She’s too hippy for my taste.” I ignored the hit and he played along.

      Uncle Luc rolled his eyes. “Regardless, Nancy is to bear my offspring. It will be a monumental occasion when our child is born. I had to keep her safe until the child had come to term, and there were preparations to be made.”

      I propped my hands on my hips. “Is that why you sent your devil’s advocate? Killian Howe is the most cryptic, useless son of a bitch I’ve ever known.”  I was being a hint harsh, and I knew it.  Killian had helped me to a certain extent, but he’d been operating under some strict limitations, and the knowledge he could share had been greatly limited.

      Uncle Luc grinned. “You have no idea how much that pleases me.”

      I glared. “So you wanted your lawyer to be a pain in my ass? Goody.”

      “No.” He waved a dismissive hand. “I wanted him to be careful of what he did and said. Eavesdropping is rampant and even the lower realms aren’t completely secure. That’s why I haven’t made an appearance myself. I wanted Killian to help you, but I had to make sure nothing he said would give away too many of my secrets to the wrong ears.”

      “Fine,” I grumbled. I supposed that made sense.  Confidentiality was one of the major tenants of lawyers, right? I just wish it hadn’t made things so difficult for me. “So, are you just here to show off mommy-to-be? Because as much as I’d love to play house and get to know my new aunt and Hell spawn she’s about to push out, I’ve got a little situation here. Something I could use your help with, by the way.”

      I shoved the last words through gritted teeth, frustration getting the better of me.

      Uncle Luc smirked and gestured at the kitchen table. “Sit. We have more to discuss than you realize.”

      I glared at him, not liking the order to “sit.”  I wasn’t a dog, dammit.  But if he was going to share, I’d play nice. Plus, there was the whole getting smacked by hellfire thing.

      Uncle Luc made a casual gesture at the doorway that led to the living room. There was no visible effect, but I sensed the change in the air, the subtle shift of magic and reality in the tween.  I narrowed my eyes and focused on the archway, catching sight of the barely-there barrier he’d erected.  Ghosts—damned souls—hovered along the edges.  They could serve as an effective warning against intruders, but I also knew they could serve as a barrier against sound.

      “What’s going on?”

      “First,” he pulled out his chair and slowly lowered himself, unbuttoning his jacket as he sat, “tell me what you’ve learned so far. I know some, but I want your details.”

      I leaned back in my chair, balancing on the back legs while I explained everything that’d been happening lately.  Bry’s weird writing and speech as well as the troubles with the temple, tantric rituals and Jezze’s missing boyfriend.  “As far as we can figure, Lucia and Silaran are gathering power to make a move against you or On High. Possibly both.  They’re gathering followers, tricking them into worshiping them, and then drawing their energy.  We just don’t know what they’re doing with all of that power. Or how to stop them. Or, fuck me sideways, how to do much of anything, for that matter.”

      Uncle Luc nodded. “The temple here in Orlando is one of many. They’re all over the world. Some draw more followers than others and each is operating a bit differently, but they’re spreading.  New Age spiritualism is effective against the Westerners, but it’s a different approach in, say, India or China.”

      “Okay.” I drew out the word, shifting my weight so the chair landed on four legs. I leaned my elbows on the table, letting his words sink in. “That’s bad, but it’s not going to make a difference. We already knew they were gathering power. It’s just more than we first thought. We still don’t know what to do about them.”

      “There’s more,” Uncle Luc murmured. “A lot more.”

      “Care to enlighten me, o wise and all-knowing source of evil?”

      He narrowed his eyes, annoyed, and I shrugged. “Lucia has managed to turn herself into something different. When she was alive, she dealt with a lot of dark magic. The kind of thing that hadn’t been witnessed in the tween for millennia.”

      “That shouldn’t surprise me.” I shrugged. “Her brother was a warlock and we had a hard time taking him down. I guess black magic runs in the family.”

      Uncle Luc sighed and hung his head. “I didn’t know what she was up to at first. When she killed herself, I thought it was so she could join with Silaran in the lower realms. So I channeled her soul into the deepest circles, outside his reach.” He sighed. “It turns out that was a mistake.” He lifted his head and met my stare. “She didn’t simply commit suicide.”

      “She didn’t?” I arched an eyebrow, confused.

      “No. If I’d investigated further, I would have known.” His gaze was intent on me. “Lucia killed herself as part of a ritual.” His tone was dark and deadly serious. “It was meant to transform her spirit as it left her body. Like a caterpillar needing to enter its cocoon before it can undergo metamorphosis. She needed to shed her mortal body to transform into this new state.”

      “And what state is that?” I didn’t want to know the answer, but it had to be asked.  Fuck.

      “She’s become something like a demon and yet more.  A twisted creature that can feed on the souls of the innocent to grow stronger, but she isn’t bound to Hell in the way I am, the way most dems are.”

      I took a slow, deep breath, not liking this one bit. “That’s… unusual.”

      “Indeed.” He nodded and his lips were set in a thin, grim line. “She began devouring souls in Hell while I was distracted with other matters.”  He glanced over his shoulder, gaze on Nancy as she sat in the other room with Papa Al. “By the time I realized what was happening, it was too late.  I wasn’t prepared for a damned soul to consume other damned souls.  It’s something only dems can do and none under my rule dares to commit such an act. They know better. They know the consequences.”

      “You took her into the lowest circle,” I said the words slowly, my thoughts focusing on his words. “Where the darkest, ugliest, most powerful souls of the damned in all of history are held. You played into her hand.”

      “It was a horrible mistake.” And Uncle Luc looked as if he was actually sorry. Because he might lose Hell? Or because of the trouble Lucia caused?  “I banished her, but it was too late. She and Silaran have been using the energy to create something new. It started with Silaran last year then Lucia added her newfound power.  Now they’re adding even more through these prayers and tantric energy. It’s growing by the day.”

      “Growing?” I so didn’t want to know.  “What are they doing with this power?”

      “They’re creating a demiplane of their own.”

      “A demiplane?” My understanding of planar cosmology was more than a little limited. I knew of On High, Hell, and the tween.

      “A pocket dimension of their own creation. Consider it a parallel universe—their own little Hell.”

      “Where they have supreme power.” So not good. “Like you.”

      Seriously, I got that Uncle Luc was the devil and super evil, but it’d been a long time since he’d indulged in genocide. I didn’t think Silaran and Lucia would be as conservative.

      He nodded. “You know I can’t exercise my power fully in the tween. I’m limited here. But in Hell, my will shapes reality. One day, when I gather enough power, I will challenge On High and extend my domain.”

      “So Lucia and Silaran are horning in on your territory. They’re making themselves you in their own little dimension. Then what? They eventually overthrow you and turn against On High?”

      “That seems to be the plan.”

      I propped my chin on my hand and tapped out a rhythm with my fingers on the table top. “But wouldn’t it take them millennia to gather enough power? I mean, you’ve been working at this for six thousand years? They’ve only got a year under their belt. They can’t be close to challenging you.”

      “They’re not powerful enough—yet. But that’s not all of their plan.”

      “The rest?” I waited for him to answer, but all he did was turn and look at Nancy, silently watching the animated woman. “I don’t get it. Your kid? Are they going to try and turn your demon spawn against you?”

      I could have told them to just wait. It was nearly a guarantee that Uncle Luc and Baby Devil would hate one another.

      “It’s complicated, but if they get their hands on Nancy, it will be the end.” Dark eyes met mind—dark worried eyes. “As long as the child is inside her, we’re connected, she and I.”

      Reality punched me in the gut so hard it was ten times stronger than Uncle Luc’s hellfire. “Oh fuck. They’re connected to you. They could be used to get to you.”

      A wicked grin spread his lips. “Precisely. I would be proud of them if they weren’t trying to destroy me. Nancy is mortal and I’ve used all of the dark magic available to me in Hell to protect her. But at the end of the day, she is human. Her weaknesses are now mine. With the right ritual, Lucia could devour the child’s energy, its soul, and all of the power that comes with it.”

      “Which would drain your power,” I whispered. “Lucia becomes the new Lucifer. She’d have the power in her new dimension plus yours, all at once.”

      “It may not be enough for her to move against On High, but I don’t care about how the gels and holy spirit fare in this. I need to protect my interests.”

      There was the ruthless Uncle Luc I loved.

      I looked back at Nancy, reading her lips, and I wondered how Papa Al was enjoying talk of Nancy’s breast tenderness.  “Why here? Is it too dangerous for her in Hell?”

      “It’s more a matter of it being easier to protect a living human in the mortal realms. The greatest protections the dark magic of Hell has to offer is only powerful enough to protect the spirits of the damned. Keeping a living, breathing human from harm requires magic of the flesh, not spirit.”

      “Sooo…” I refocused on Uncle Luc. “We just need to keep her safe? Until when? After the kid is born?”

      He nodded. “Once it is born, I can take it to Hell. The child will be a demon from the moment of its birth and will be fully protected in Hell. It is only while it shares the mortal body of its mother that it is so vulnerable.

      I drummed my fingers on the table a few more times. “Okay, we keep her safe. In the meantime, what do I do about Lucia? The temple? The situation here is getting out of hand and that was before you dropped your baby momma in my world.”

      Uncle Luc rose, buttoning his jacket and straightening his perfect suit. “To begin, now that I’m here, I have some business of my own to take care of in the tween.  Lucia and Silaran have been sending their agents here through ritual circles. I need to personally close those circles. Which is why you’re going to keep an eye on Nancy until I get back.”

      I stood up so fast I nearly knocked my chair to the floor. “Whoa. Slow your roll and back that Hell powered dumpster truck up. You’re leaving her here? With me?”

      I pressed a finger to the center of my chest just in case he didn’t understand what I was saying.

      Uncle Luc looked around the room.  “Helene Renard has some of the most powerful magic in the tween, and her wards are quite effective. You are here, as is your friend, the witch.  Your werewolf father’s pack has been prowling outside since before I got here. Then there is the fallen angel you’ve become so fond of.”

      I clenched my teeth, swallowing my rage when he mentioned Sam.  I loved my uncle as much as the niece of Satan could, but his involvement in Sam’s fallen state and his missing angel feather made me hate him more than a little.

      He pointed at me. “That’s before you call in the cavalry for help.”

      I shook my head, waving my hands in front of me. “No way. I have to open the bar and I’ve got my own shit to deal with.”

      Uncle Luc straightened his tie and looked down his nose at me. “I’ve arranged for help at your bar. The half-brownie fellow… Bergamot? He’ll have additional help from capable hands. Don’t worry.”

      Right. Don’t worry, he says. It’ll be fine, he says.

      “Uncle Luc, wait a minute. You can’t— “

      I wanted to tell him he couldn’t just do that—stomp into someone’s life and fuck it all up with one demand.  Unfortunately, that was the moment he disappeared, leaving the faint scent of brimstone lingering in the air.  I spun in place, glaring at the walls while I shouted his name.

      “Uncle Luc! Get back here! You can’t do this!”

      “Is everything okay?” That voice grated on my nerves, scraping them with its sickly sweetness.

      I turned to find Nancy staring at me from the doorway, one hand splayed over the roundness of her stomach and the other… twisting a few strands of her hair. The spirits Uncle Luc had placed there now retreated into the walls, flitting about the edges of the dimension and protecting us from harm.

      “Yes.” I tried to smile but I was pretty sure all I did was bare my fangs. “Everything is peachy.”

      “Oh, goody.” She clapped her hands and smiled at me like a perky little sunflower. “Is it time for lunch?”

      Had I mentioned I hated sunflowers? And all things perky?

      I growled and went to the oven, yanking the casserole out.  Nancy yelped when she saw me snatch it with my bare hand, her blue eyes wide and face pale.  Apparently, even after shacking up with Satan for a year, she hadn’t realized that little things like heat didn’t hurt “people” like us.

      Nancy slowly lowered herself into a wooden chair at the table and released a soft sigh when she was finally settled.

      Even her sigh was perky.

      I joined her at the table, nudging a plate heaped with Momma R’s casserole toward her along with a fork.

      Nancy ignored both. “Oh, Caith. You have no idea how glad I am to meet you. Your uncle has told me so much about you! And now we’re family!” Her blue eyes went serious and she reached for my hand.

      I shot her an irritated look.

      She ignored me.

      “I want us to be friends.” She smiled widely. “Good friends. The best of friends!”

      I lifted the knife to cut a square of casserole for myself and, for just a moment, I imagined ramming it into her perky little face.

      I was proud of myself because it was only a teensy moment. For better or worse, she was family now.

      Gag.

      “Yeah,” I muttered. “Friends. Great. As long as you don’t get killed, cut open, and used in a ritual sacrifice first, eh?”

      Nancy laughed out loud, clapping her hands together while her giggles slipped through the room.  “Oh, you have such a great sense of humor! Just like your uncle.”

      I laughed and shook my head, playing along for the dim human woman. If Nancy was really as clueless as she seemed, then this babysitting mission was going to be one hell of a mess.
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      The room held a definite chill. Actually, the whole house had an edge of iciness inside its walls.

      Mainly because Momma R was less than pleased at having a new house guest courtesy of Uncle Luc.  She was far too courteous to say so out loud, but the woman got her point across nonetheless.  On the outside, she seemed so calm and polite to Nancy, but I was sure her insides were seething.

      “So, you’re really a witch?” Nancy’s eyes were wide as she stared at Momma R.

      Momma simply chuckled and poured the woman a glass of lemonade. “You could say that.” Her lips tipped up in a knowing smile. “I’ve been known to dabble.”

      I snorted. Saying Momma R “dabbled” was like saying Leonardo made pretty scribbles.

      Jezze came downstairs for lunch, a little more color in her cheeks and not looking quite so beaten.  Her eyes were red and puffy, so I knew she must have been crying over her lost boyfriend.  I hated that Uncle Luc had dropped Nancy in my lap. I had promised her I’d help her hunt for Gregory, but now I was stuck keeping an eye on the pregnant ditz.

      I supposed I could have entrusted Nancy to Momma R’s care, but Uncle Luc had specifically asked for my help. I didn’t want to skip out on the responsibility he’d given me. Even if he had forced it on me without so much as a please and thank you. Plus, if the danger to Nancy was as great as Uncle Luc indicated, I’d be needed here.  There was only so much Jezze and Momma R could do even as powerful as they were.

      The first few hours passed without incident. Momma R gritting her teeth and being polite, me turning up the heat to counteract Momma R’s fury, and Nancy babbling on about how happy she was to meet us all.

      I think Momma R almost lunged across the table at Nancy at that point.

      Jezze kept sniffling, Papa Al kept Bry occupied with a board game, and I called a few of my contacts around the city.

      Normal. Boring. I wasn’t getting any information out of my informants—it wasn’t like they could tell me how to overthrow a couple of demigods.

      Then came the howls. Long. Drawn out. Angry.

      “The pack.” Papa Al shot to his feet and moved to the window, nudging the curtains aside to look out.

      I joined him, and what I saw made me curl my lip and bare my teeth.  Several wolves stood guard at the edge of Momma R’s property, growling at a group of humans who stood just outside the fence.  They all wore robes from Lucia’s temple, but that wasn’t what concerned me most about their appearance. No, it was the glazed look in their eyes and the swaying movements that reminded me of zombies. I suppressed a shudder. I seriously hated zombies after that whole thing with them a couple of years ago.

      And even though they weren’t in their right minds, they still appeared dangerous enough.  They were armed with crude weapons: pipes, baseball bats, knives, chains, and whatever else they picked up along the way.

      “Do you think we can handle that many?” Papa Al murmured. There were dozens and I saw more swarming in the neighbors’ yards as well.

      “Maybe.” Though I wasn’t too sure.

      “There are more out back!” Jezze’s shout reached through the house and my stomach knotted.

      Maybe not.

      “They can’t get past the wards.” I wasn’t sure if I said it for Papa Al’s benefit or my own.

      Then again, it didn’t matter.  I’d jinxed myself with those few words.

      The preacher I’d spoken to—threatened—when I pulled Jezze out of the temple strolled through the swarm of followers. They parted for him as if on instinct, moving without even seeing that he approached.  He clutched a long staff, a length of wood topped with a wrought iron cap twisted into the Temple of Lucia sigil.

      He stood just before Momma R’s gates and raised the pole high. “Heathens! The goddess has commanded me!” His voice cut through the growls and snarls from the wolves.  “You will bring out the woman or else we will be forced to tear this den of sin to the ground.”

      I crossed my arms, snorting. “Sure.  They’re not getting past Momma R’s wards with baseball bats and tire irons.”

      That didn’t mean I didn’t grab my weapons.  I strapped two swords to my back and hooked a couple of daggers onto my belt.  I tucked a couple more into my boots and stomped my feet on the ground to get things settled into place.  Jezze joined me, balancing a glowing orb on her fingertips.  It danced from finger to finger, growing as my friend whispered and fed the ball of power with magic.

      The fanatics swarmed, keeping just outside Momma R’s fence. Somehow I knew we weren’t going to get off that easily.

      The priest tightened his grip and slammed the base of his staff down, ramming the butt into the sidewalk.  A booming crack, like thunder, vibrated the air and the pavement split in two.  Light flashed, glowing brightly in the air, and it shifted to gather around the head of the staff.

      “My goddess commands you to release the woman! Or she has bid me to perform her miracles!”

      “Goody,” I mumbled. “Lucia went and got herself her own Moses.”  I just hoped the priest didn’t try to bring down a plague on us.  I was the only plague-swinging monster in the tween, dammit.

      Instead of bringing down sickness and death, he thrust the staff forward, pointing that symbol at the house.  A bolt of lightning shot from the head and slammed into Momma R’s door, splattering across the front of the warded home.  The spelled building flashed with green light, deflecting the priest’s lightning, but it shook beneath the impact.

      The ghosts Uncle Luc had left swarmed within the walls, writhing in unnatural pain.  Between the ghosts and the wards, the door held, but I didn’t know how much it could take before shattering.

      Momma R placed her hands on the door, words of power flowing from her lips.  Another bolt of lightning barreled into the door, the wood flaring green and trembling within its frame.

      I clutched the hilt of my sword. “Can you hold him off?”

      She shook her head. “It’s not just him. It’s all of them.”

      I stared through the window, gaze drifting over the people in temple robes gathered around Momma R’s gates.

      And that’s when realization set in.  It slid over me in a gentle yet soul-disturbing wave.  It crept along my nerves and along my spine until my throat was held in its firm grip.

      They weren’t a mob.

      They were thralls.  They were bound to the priest’s will and through them, he was able to draw far more energy than a normal human.

      Lucia had given him the ability to draw on their psychic energy in the same way she did, amplifying his power tenfold. No, there were hundreds out there. Hundreds of sources of magic.

      I knew Momma R could have held up against the priest, but not when he was juiced up by hundreds of Lucia’s followers.

      “We’ve got to move.” I moved through the house, peering through windows and searching for a gap in the swarm.  Thralls filled the street, blocking any hope of escaping by car.  Unless I was willing to run them over.

      My wolf saw them as a threat to our pup and the pup-to-be even if she thought Nancy was annoying.  Nancy was pack now and that was that.

      The beast was totally okay with running them all fucking down.

      My fucking conscience told me that killing the priest was fine, but the rest of the thralls were innocents. They’d been bent to another’s will. They were victims, not the enemy.  I couldn’t kill them.

      I was pretty sure my wolf called me a big baby.

      The priest continued chanting, his thralls chanting with him, and their voices blended together into a hypnotic drone. Hundreds of voices speaking as one, the sound sent a chill up my spine.

      Then another voice joined with the others, the tone higher than the others yet somehow just as heavy and unnerving.

      And it wasn’t muffled by the home’s walls and windows. No, this voice came from inside.

      I turned, spinning in place while I sought the source.  I sought it and found Bryony sitting on the couch, his eyes wide and glazed over. He chanted along with the thralls, his tiny voice adding its energy to the power turned against us.

      “Shit,” I muttered and the wolf assured me that I could kill everyone now.  They’d touched our pup.

      Another blast of lightning struck the door, the wood crackling with the strike, and then it blazed white hot before it burned away like paper.  The ghosts swarmed into the doorway, swirling around the opening, giving us another few moments of protection.

      “Get Bry,” I barked out the order, sliding my other sword free and holding the hilts with a firm—yet loose—grip.

      Jezze scooped Bry up with one arm, that twirling orb still dancing across her fingertips.  She backed away until she stood at Nancy’s side, gaze trained on the entry.

      “Are those people going to hurt me?” Nancy’s voice no longer held the perky tone I’d found so obnoxious only moments ago. She was scared and trembling, and that just sent my wolf teetering closer to the edge.

      Fire burned in my blood, sliding free of Hell without prompting and filling my body with its unending heat.  It consumed the anger inside me, gathering it close and using it as fuel.

      My skin stretched and ached, the wolf trying to push past my human flesh, but I couldn’t let it out.

      Not yet.  I had to fight with blades. Fangs could come later.

      “Hurt you?” I shook my head, the heat of hellfire carefully sliding down my blades. “Not on my watch.”

      Another bolt slammed into the translucent barrier created by the ghosts.  The spirits wavered and gradually faded, their energy sapped.  One more shot and the priest would be through.  Fuck.

      I raised my blades, the edges glowing red, ready to fight. I’d just have to avoid killing thralls, if I could.

      The priest raised his staff once more, renewing his chants, and I tensed—ready to charge.

      A car horn cut through the voices, blaring from down the street.  Then… then there was Sam.

      “Caith!”

      My guardian angel had arrived.

      “You go.” Papa Al drew off his shirt. “The pack will clear a path.”

      Better them than me.  My mother’s nature and my wolf’s thirst for blood made me a little feral. I licked my lips, saliva already pooling in my mouth and fangs pricking my gums.

      Make that a lot feral.

      I nodded, seeing no point in arguing.

      Another blast of energy shook the house and the ghosts’ barrier shattered with a mournful, grieving wail. Not because they were worried about us. They were worried about what would happen to them once they returned to Hell.  Since they deserved to be down there with Uncle Luc, I didn’t have much sympathy for them.

      Papa Al bolted through the door first, leaping from the porch and allowing his shift to roll through him in a whip-fast wave.  One moment man and then he hit the gravel as a massive, grizzled wolf.  He charged the priest, fangs bared and deathly growls escaping his maw.  The priest brought up his staff to protect himself from the feral beast that bore down on him.  And I knew my father was feral by this point.  The only difference between him and me was my ability with hellfire.

      I’d be the motherfucker covered in flames by now.

      His beastly threats drew the other wolves, their sounds a chorus that filled the air, drowning out the chanting of the thralls.

      I rushed forward, Jezze, Momma R, and Nancy at my back.  Several wolves ran ahead of us, slicing a path through the crowd. Some thralls ended up being merely knocked to the ground while others received deep bites from the pack.  Jezze and Momma R joined in, lobbing spheres of light—power—at anyone who approached.  Jezebeth’s shots merely knocked others over.  Momma R’s had a bit of something extra, and soon the scent of burning flesh joined the aromas of blood and fear.

      I struck a few with the flat of my sword, aiming for their heads and knocking them out cold.

      Okay, I sorta added hellfire to several and burned the sides of their faces, too.  I’d feel bad about it later. At the moment, I enjoyed that spurt of fear and pain on my opponents’ faces just before they hit the dirt.  Sulfur and brimstone joined the other scents of battle, Hell making its presence known as I channeled more and more of that deadly heat.

      The dark part of me wanted to burn them—burn them all.

      I tugged that bit back, wrapping a measure of control around my dem heart and switched my method of attack.  I kicked the next thrall in the chest, pulling back so I didn’t send my heel through his rib cage.  The thrall went down, sliding over the gravel. I slugged the next in the chin, sending him crumpling to the ground as well before leaping over his unconscious body.  Yet another stepped into my path and the dem rushed past what little of my conscience remained, sending my sword ablaze and forcing my hand. I pulled my arm back and swung at this one’s face, prepared to slice off his head with a single swing. But… I managed to turn my wrist, changing it to a nonlethal hit just before metal met flesh.

      Fucking evil heart.

      I kept my gaze on Sam, on the thralls attempting to wrestle him from the car.

      On Sam attempting to keep himself from killing them all.  His eye color wavered, my wolf’s vision allowing me to watch the blue flicker to red and back again.  Some of his strikes were restrained while others had blood flying from the mouths of humans.  He teetered on that edge, on the precipice of good and evil once more.

      Because of me. Fuck, because of me.

      The dem in my soul wanted him to embrace the darkness once more, but I kicked its ass back.  I couldn’t let him do that, not again, not for me.

      I increased my pace, cutting a large swath through the encroaching group.  I moved ahead of the wolves that were supposed to protect us, racing to my mate’s side.  I needed to stop him before it was too late.  I was already half-damned. My soul didn’t matter.  His did.

      I yanked one thrall off of Sam and hit another with the hilt of my sword.  Another got the flat of my blade while a fourth—one who had his hand around my mate’s throat—kinda lost his hand. Permanently. My only solace was that I could sense the overwhelming evil—the strength of his sins—inside him.

      Sam’s eyes met mine, red flaring, darkness rising, and I ripped my gaze from his. I wouldn’t let fucking Lucia do this to him.

      I elbowed the next in the face, the flat of my blade to another, and a head butt to the third. Between the wolves and me, we had some breathing room and I stabbed my sword into the gravel before ripping the back door open.

      “Get in!”

      Jezze went in first, carrying Bry, followed by Nancy and Momma R.

      “What about the wolves?” Sam shouted at me, some of the darkness now overcome by his innate purity.

      “They’ll be fine,” I kicked a man in the chest and he fell back, taking down two others. I focused on Papa Al and shouted over the chanting. “We’re clear! Get the pack out of here!”

      My father howled in response. He wasn’t one to back down from a fight, but Lucia’s priest was clearly more than he could handle.  The priest was going toe to toe with the strongest wolf on the continent without breaking a sweat.  It was clear that whatever unholy magic Lucia channeled into him had done more than give him the ability to throw lightning bolts.  The robed man pummeled Papa Al with his staff, knocking the werewolf back.  My dad whimpered in pain, limping, one of his forepaws held off the ground.

      Then we became the priest’s target.  He turned toward us, face clenched in anger, and raised his staff.  The sigil glowed, flaring brighter with each snippet of time.

      I pulled a dagger from my belt and threw it at him, sending the hellfire infused blade flying through the air.  The priest easily deflected it with his staff, sending out a crackling burst of energy that bled away into the ground.

      I took advantage of his brief distraction and snatched my sword from the ground.  I rolled across the hood of the car, landing on the other side in a crouch before straightening and going to the passenger door.  Sam had already shoved it open and I climbed in, yanking it shut behind me.

      The second it slammed closed, Sam hit the gas. Tires squealed as he whipped the car around and sped away.  The thralls chased after us, attempting to keep pace with our ride to freedom, but even in their fanatical rage, they couldn’t keep up.

      “Where to?” Sam held the wheel in a white-knuckled grip.

      “I don’t know.” Adrenaline still flooded my blood, the blackest parts of me still pushing to take over.  The source of the demon’s anger gradually shifted to match my wolf’s.  It didn’t—couldn’t—love Bry, but it recognized our possessiveness.

      It knew what it meant to covet, to claim, and it didn’t care for poachers.

      Everyone in the car—even annoying Nancy—belonged to me, to it.

      Sam shot me a wide-eyed look, still waiting for directions.

      I rubbed my brow. “Lemma think a minute.”

      Or at least until someone else attacked.  Our options were limited. We couldn’t go to the bar or anywhere else we were known to frequent. Lucia and her priest surely knew enough about me to know where I’d run.  I didn’t want to risk being caught so easily.  I also didn’t want to bring the fight deeper into the city where innocents might be drawn into the battle.

      “North. Past the city limits. We’ll find some place to stop and regroup.”

      “Are those people going to keep chasing us?” Nancy’s voice wobbled and I couldn’t keep the irritation out of my response.

      “Yes, Nancy.” I glared at her through the rear view mirror. “They want to cut you open and suck the life out of your baby so they can rule the world. So I think they’re gonna keep chasing us.”

      Tears welled in her eyes and she covered her belly with splayed palms.

      “Caith,” Momma R snapped and glared at me. “There’s no need to frighten the girl.”

      The girl. The girl who’d conceived a baby with Satan.

      Momma R put an arm around Nancy, whispering platitudes, and I rolled my eyes. How did that woman end up as Satan’s mistress?  A goth chick I could understand. Maybe a sorceress sporting ripped fishnets, too much eyeliner, and a penchant for black.  Not the girl who looked like she belonged to a local book club.

      But then, I didn’t know Uncle Luc’s preferences. Maybe she was too dumb to be evil and her innate goodness helped keep the baby a little less evil?  It definitely wasn’t love—at least not the human definition.  Maybe it was something in her blood.  She could be descended from an ancient king from an extinct world.  Or the pope’s great niece thrice removed.  Something that put power in her blood, but she knew nothing about.  It was possible Uncle Luc would have been able to tap into the power with his seed.

      I mentally gagged. I didn’t want to ever think about my uncle’s seed ever, ever, ever again.

      We drove for over an hour before Sam pulled off the highway and into the lot of a small motel. It was isolated and far enough away from Orlando that there wasn’t much chance of us being seen.  It was the place that catered to tourists just looking for a place to crash overnight before continuing their drive.

      Jezze and I went in to get a couple of adjoined rooms to share until we figured things out.  Bry had been antsy during the ride, whining that he was hungry and had to go to the bathroom and, and, and…  Jezze took my son down the hall to the bathroom while I went to the front counter.  I’d been tempted to bring my swords in, but I’d left them in the car. I didn’t think the clerk would care for them too much.

      “Hi.” I approached the desk, pasting on a fake smile. “Two rooms, please. Adjoining if you’ve got them.”

      That had him launching into the standard pointless questions. Smoking or non? Did we have pets? Did we need a wake-up call?  Blah, blah, blah…

      I was just taking the check from the clerk when Jezze returned with a happier Bryony.

      “Enjoy your—” The man paused, eyes glazing over, while he stared at Bry.

      Bry who was staring right back into the man’s eyes, his own stare unfocused.

      “—stay.” The clerk continued as if he hadn’t just missed an entire beat.  He smiled at me while I pulled the receipt from his grip.  I pressed my lips together in a tight line, studying him. He looked innocent—unaware.  But then, I was pretty sure the thralls had been innocent and unaware before the priest got ahold of their fragile minds, too.

      “Thank you.” I tried to keep the tension from my voice.

      I headed outside and led everyone to our rooms.  Jezze had Nancy and Bry in one room while I had Sam and Momma R in the other. I leaned in close and lowered my voice to a whisper, not wanting the other trio to hear me. “We’re blown.”

      “Blown?” Sam frowned at me. “How?”

      “Bryony.” My voice was strained, tight and hoarse.  “It’s not his fault. They’re in his head. You remember what the book said.” I grimaced. “They’re probably in the head of every kid. I don’t doubt the priest can see through his eyes, or hear his thoughts, or… something.” I threw up my hands and ran my fingers through my hair. “Whatever it is, we’re screwed. The priest probably already knows where we are, and he’ll be sending thralls after us soon.”

      I tilted my head and cracked my neck, rolling my shoulders. Not because I was trying to loosen up, but because I needed to relax so I could push my bitch back.

      “If they can control the minds of anyone who’s been affected,” Sam murmured, “they may not need to bring thralls from the city. There could be people nearby who are just waiting for orders.”

      “What do we do now?” I sighed. “Wherever we go, Bry will give us away.”

      “Let me take Bryony.” The low, feminine voice—one filled with power and age—filled the air.

      I turned my attention to Momma R, to her swirling eyes and the subtle glow that emanated from her skin.

      “What?” I frowned at her.  Questioning her when she was like this—suffused with power—probably wasn’t smart, but whatever.

      “You need to protect Nancy.” Something otherworldly echoed in her voice. “Bry is just a pawn. I’ll take him to my cousin in Georgia for a few days.”

      Momma R’s cousin. In Georgia. Her cousin Moll who had once cursed a part of Maryland that caused centuries of freezing winters and epidemics… when she was only twenty years old.

      “She lives near the beach, far from the city, and doesn’t have a television. Fresh air and time away from others will be good for him.”  What Momma R wasn’t saying was that Moll could help protect Bry, if needed.

      I ran my hands through my hair, releasing a long sigh. There didn’t seem to be much of a choice. I didn’t like the idea of being separated from my son during a situation like this.  But Momma R was one person I could trust to take care of him.  Besides, he’d be safer with her than me.  If I was going to keep getting into fights with Lucia’s followers… a battlefield was no place for a preschooler.

      “You won’t let her… use him, right?” I swallowed hard. Not that I expected Moll to hurt my kid, but he had that touch of hellfire. And a witch with hellfire at her disposal… well, it was a temptation.

      Momma R glared at me, eyes sparking. “She no longer practices. She is as weak as a human now.”

      But still lived forever because she, er, practiced a fuck of a lot for years.

      “All right.” I nodded.  “I’ll say good-bye. We’ll wait until you’re gone before we leave. It’s better…” Tears stung my eyes, heart breaking at our impending separation already.  “It’s better if he doesn’t know where we’re going. That way the priest can’t use him to trace us.”

      I went into the other room, finding him watching cartoons in front of the TV while Jezze and Nancy sat nearby at a tiny table in the corner.  I squatted in front of him, drawing his attention.  “Hey, sweetheart.” Little eyes met mine. “Tempmomma has to work hard for a few days, okay? Momma R is gonna take you to the beach so you can have fun while I work. How does that sound?”

      “Yeah!” He clapped his hands, small legs kicking with excitement. “Why can’t you come?”

      “Sorry, baby.” I grabbed his little hands and pressed a soft kiss to first one and then the other.  I added a tickle of hellfire to each touch, making him giggle and squirm.  “I’ve got important work to do, but I’ll come see you as soon as I’m done. We’ll build some sandcastles, okay?”

      “And I can make sparkles?”

      I grinned. “And sparkles.”

      Which meant I’d let him torch some sand and make globs of glass.

      He gave me a toothy smile, his joy wrapping around my heart, and I gathered each bit he gave me.  My wolf was protective of our pup. My dem was possessive of its property.

      But the rest of me? The rest of me loved this child more than anything in the world. It loved his smile, his heart, his laugh, his tears. From head to toe, he owned me.

      I’d learned I could live without Sam. I had for a while, hadn’t I?  I’d been miserable, mostly broken, and nearly destroyed, but alive.

      If something happened to Bryony, I would lose myself entirely.

      My eyes burned with tears, but I didn’t care. Not while these emotions enveloped me.

      “Okay.” He launched himself off the bed and into my arms, small hands clutching my shoulders.  I held him close, fingers tracing his spine, palms remembering the feel of him so close.  I hadn’t been apart from him for more than a day since I’d first claimed him. Not knowing how long we’d be separated tore at my soul.

      I pushed to my feet and padded to Momma R, reluctantly handing him over.  It was like ripping myself in two, part of my very being going with that little boy.

      She held him against her hip, giving me an encouraging smile. “We’ll be okay. Bry will love Georgia. It’s beautiful up there.”

      And remote. And quiet. And remote.

      Sam stepped to my side, his arm sliding across my lower back and hand settling on my hip. He lent me his strength, steel in his backbone and a steadiness that came with being from On High.  “We only have one car. How will you…?”

      Momma R pursed her lips in amusement. “Please.”

      She waved a dismissive hand at Sam, stepping through the hotel room door with a quick wink.  She pulled the door shut behind her, and Sam and I stepped over to the window to watch them leave.

      Except they were already gone.

      “I keep forgetting everything she can do,” Sam murmured, his thumb tracing circles on my side.

      I snorted. “She’s probably already sitting on the beach, letting Bry play in the sand.”

      But not make sparkles. Bry at least knew better than to do that without me there.  He’d nearly burned down the house more than once. Okay, fifteen times.  But that was still less than the houses I actually did destroy when I was his age.

      “What about us?”  I turned to face the pregnant woman, finding her standing nearby and wringing her hands with a worried look on her face.  “I mean, are we safe here? Can we go to Georgia too?”

      If only I could run. If only my conscience would let me.

      “No.” I shook my head. “We need to go, but not with them. And we should ditch the car.”

      “I like that car.” Sam frowned.

      I rolled my eyes. “We can borrow another.”  My half-fallen gel mate was damned good at borrowing, but I didn’t want him doing it this time around.  “It can be traced to us. Jezze?”

      “On it.” She moved past us and stepped out the door, pulling a pouch from her pack. I was glad to see her focused on a task.  A deep strain and pain lingered behind her eyes, but having a focus seemed to help her keep her emotions under control.

      I peered out the window and watched her dip around a corner, probably searching for vehicles around back—hidden from the road so no one could see her magically borrow a car.

      A few cars pulled into the lot while we waited, each with luggage piled high on the roofs. An RV soon followed. Then another car.  People climbed out, most likely families on their way to Orlando and just stopping for the night. Nothing to worry about.

      Except they didn’t head to the office.

      But I wasn’t going to suspect them of being thralls yet. Maybe they just knew each other. Maybe they were a big group traveling together.

      Maybe… they all scanned the building at once and had a dazed, unfocused look in their eyes.

      “Shit.”

      “Not good,” Sam agreed.

      “Could be worse. I don’t see a priest.” I had to find a bright side, right?

      “No doubt he’s on his way.” Sam burst my happy-ish bubble. “He likely sent the closest worshipers to keep us occupied until he gets here.”

      “We need to go.” I turned away from the window. “Is there a back way out?”

      I strode through the room, heading toward the back to see if we had another exit. Unfortunately, the front door opened into the parking lot like most cheap motels and there was no back door or bathroom window.

      Our only option was to go out front. Well, the only option for a human would be to go out the front.

      “When there’s no back door,” I murmured, “make one.”

      I reached into the circles of Hell, diving past the outer circles and going for the good stuff. Uncle Luc could get over me heading so far down. I was protecting his spawn, wasn’t I?

      I channeled that lovely hellfire into my blade, the metal bursting into flames and burning hotter and darker than any mortal fire ever could.  This was why I formed my swords myself. Because there were times when I had to unleash the fires of Hell.

      Literally.

      I raised the blade and sliced through a wall at the back of the room.  It hissed as paint melted away and wisps of smoke rose from the gash in the wall.  Filled with that unnatural heat, the blade cut clean through sheet rock, insulation, and wooden studs.

      Like butter, baby.

      Two more cuts formed the shape of a doorway large enough for us to pass through.  I put my weight on one leg and kicked the smoldering panel, planting my foot in the center of the wall.

      The severed section fell into the next room and a pair of screams came from a young, naked couple on the bed.  Their wide eyes focused on me, on my flaming blade, and terror stretched across their pale faces.

      I stomped across the room while the lovers pulled the sheets up to hide their naked bodies. I kicked open their door and headed into the parking lot on the back side of the building.  Just as I crossed the threshold, I glanced back and saw that the thralls had scattered, trying to rush around the motel to get to us.  A few others bashed a garbage can against the window, trying to break in.

      The moment we hit fresh air, I sent a flare of hellfire into the sky, signaling Jezze. She screeched to a stop in front of us a moment later, the small SUV rocking to a stop.  We all climbed in and she hit the gas before the doors even closed, racing for the edge of the parking lot.

      We reached the entry driveway, but two vans rushed in and blocked our exit. The second they stopped, the doors swung open and a dozen thralls jumped out, weapons raised.

      “Get us out of here,” I snapped. Fucks given at that point? Zero. Zero motherfucking fucks.

      Jezze sat frozen in the driver’s seat, her grip on the steering wheel tightening until her knuckles turned white.  Her gaze was trained on the thralls and trembles racked her body.

      “Jezze? Come on!” I shook her, trying to get her to snap out of it. “We’ve got to go!”

      “But…” she whispered.

      I followed her stare, looking out at the thralls, and finally spotted what’d shattered her resolve.

      One of them came straight at us, lead pipe in his hands, fur coating his face, and fangs bared.

      Gregory.
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      “Fuck,” I snarled. Fuck wasn’t even strong enough of a word. Motherfucking cock smoking slit licking dick gobbling ass burglar!

      Still not enough, but closer.

      Jezze didn’t move, still sitting there, clutching the steering wheel while her boyfriend closed in on us with the other thralls.

      “Jezze! We have to go!” I shook her again and she still didn’t respond. “Jezze, it’s not him. They’re in his head. Move!”

      She didn’t even twitch, and Greg and the other thralls were almost on top of us.

      “Shit.” I climbed over the center console and slammed my foot on the gas pedal, snaring the steering wheel and jerking it hard to the right in the same movement.  The SUV surged forward, racing over the strip of grass between the parking lot and the road.  We burst onto the street, vehicle spinning wildly.  Several other cars swerved out of the way, blaring their horns.

      It was awkward as hell and I didn’t put my weight behind the hit, but I hauled my free hand back and slapped Jezze across the face. “Drive!”

      I’d apologize later.  Maybe.

      She blinked and grabbed the wheel, getting the SUV under control.  I fell back to my own seat as she straightened us out and got us back onto the right side of the road.  We headed for the interstate, toward I-4 and away from these assholes.  We picked up as much speed as we could, Jezze’s body trembling while her hands remained steady.  Tears flowed down her cheeks, clear rivulets sliding from her eyes and dropping to wet her shirt.

      I ached for her, knowing what it was like to lose someone you loved in such a way.  Sam had left me, fallen completely and been forced from my side.  It’d been my own fault back then, but that hadn’t made it hurt any less.

      “It wasn’t him, Jezze.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded. “I know.”

      “He’ll be fine. He’s not hurt.” I tried to throw out a couple of positives.

      “I know.”  She nodded again but I could tell she didn’t believe me.  I was just getting platitudes.

      I stared at her for one beat and then two before looking over my shoulder.  I stared past Sam, ignoring the need to touch him—to assure myself he was there with me.  This deal with Greg and Jezze struck too close to home.

      I spied two vans racing toward us, barreling down the road and swerving through traffic.  “Floor it. We’ve got company.”

      Fuckers just wouldn’t give up.

      Jezze hit the accelerator, weaving between cars as we made our escape.  When traffic backed up, she veered onto the shoulder, speeding past the cars on the road.  The vans followed, but they slowly fell behind, those vehicles not built for speed.

      Unfortunately, they weren’t the only thralls on the road.  A half dozen other cars broke away from the traffic and joined the chase.  A soccer mom in a sedan rammed into our side, trying to drive us off the shoulder.  Then a guy in a big red pickup pulled ahead of us, slamming on his brakes and trying to box us in.

      “Head to the other side!” Fuck it if we sped into oncoming traffic.

      Jezze yanked hard on the wheel, sending us bouncing across the median.  The SUV jumped into the southbound lanes, other cars wildly veering out of our way.  We left several collisions behind, the crunch of breaking glass and scraping metal chasing us down the highway.

      Jezebeth stayed focused on our path, navigating the crowded road and avoiding others.  But more cars kept coming.  Some were just trying to get out of the way, but a black sedan slammed into our back bumper.  A classic Beetle pulled alongside us, scraping its fenders along our side while it tried to shove us off the road.

      “We have to get off the highway.” I pointed at the first exit. Well, on-ramp to everyone else. “There. We need to get somewhere without so many people.”

      “And switch cars,” Sam yelled over the screech of metal. “Lucia knows what we’re driving. She’ll have her followers looking for this car. If we can get out of sight and switch, they won’t know what to look for.”

      “Steal? Are you stealing? Is this car stolen?” Nancy sounded so shocked.  The chick really hadn’t thought about the kind of person who’d knocked her up.

      Sam and I both shot her annoyed looks.

      “I don’t think it’s right.” She sat up straight. “Stealing is wrong.”

      I turned away from her and watched the road as Jezze pulled us off the highway.  She whipped down one narrow street after another.  We took back roads and doubled back, taking a few sharp turns to evade our pursuers.

      Jezebeth looked like an early twenties goth chick, but she’d been driving since cars first hit the streets.  These thralls had nothing on her when it came to driving.  We swung down another side street, SUV catching air as we passed through the next intersection.  I slammed my hand against the headliner to keep from bouncing around and inwardly smiled at Nancy’s squeak of fear.

      Petty? Yes. I didn’t really care though.

      We slid onto another two-lane street, Jezze slowing the vehicle the longer we spent on the narrow road.  She turned on the blinker and gradually pulled into a secluded suburban development.  Massive palm trees lined the road, asphalt transitioning to brick pavers.  This was the kind of development that was a little better than average working class, but not quite in the mansion territory.

      We turned down the first side road and then slid the SUV into a random driveway, right next to a large, roomy luxury car.  Jezze slipped from the SUV and tugged her enchanted lock picks from her pocket.  She made short work of the vehicle’s security features while I kept an eye on the house and looked for any signs of trouble.  Whoever lived there would call the police to report the theft, but as long as the house’s owner wasn’t a thrall, we’d be safe from Lucia for a little while.

      We were climbing into the car when I spotted someone staring through the second floor window.  I tipped my head toward it. “Jezze.”

      She followed my line of sight. “Got it.”

      The witch pulled out another pouch and stuck her hand in, pulling out a handful of clean white sand.  She raised it to her lips and blew, scattering the specks into the wind.  A swirl of energy swept across the sand, and it shot through the air, right at the window. The spell passed through the glass and struck the man inside, sending him slumping to the floor, fast asleep.

      “That’ll buy us a few hours.”  Jezze strode toward the driver’s seat.

      “I’ll drive.” I nudged her back.

      Jezze frowned but nodded before climbing into the back with Nancy while Sam took the passenger seat.

      I kept to the back roads for another hour or so, taking random turns to make sure we shook off anyone who happened to be on our tail.  Whenever other cars passed, I tensed, watching and waiting for signs that the driver was a thrall.  But the cars just kept passing.  Either they weren’t thralls or they didn’t know we’d switched to a luxury sedan.  Regardless, we seemed to be in the clear.

      For now.

      “We need someplace we can stop and rest.” Night had fallen and now that the adrenaline rush had faded, I was exhausted.  “Not another motel. No place that anyone might see us.”

      “I know somewhere,” Sam murmured, his gaze scanning the world around us just like me. “Not far from here and it’s abandoned. Or at least, it was a couple months ago.”

      “Good enough.” Especially since I had zero ideas.

      Sam gave directions and I drove us into a little low-income neighborhood.  The streets were mostly deserted and nine out of ten houses didn’t have porch lights on.  We drove through the dark until we reached a dead end street.  I pulled into the driveway and cut the engine, turning off the lights so that darkness surrounded us.  The place was old and run down with boards on the windows and garbage littering the ground.  The shrubs were overgrown and the gravel driveway was nearly black and overcome by weeds.

      “How exactly do you know this place?”

      “This was a drug den. I found it when I was cleansing souls last year when Silaran had been drugging everyone.  I managed to convince the people living here to fix their lives.”  He stared up at the place, a hint of pride and satisfaction in his features. “Last time I checked in on them, they were at a rehab facility upstate.”

      “Drug addicts lived here?” Nancy frowned at the darkened house. “I don’t want to go in there! I could catch something.”

      I wondered if Uncle Luc would mind if I killed her. She’d be safe from Lucia and Silaran, right?

      Instead of stomping on her head until it was soup, I climbed from the car and hauled her out of the back seat.  “You’re not going to catch something, and I’m sure we can find a clean place to sleep.”  I dragged her toward the front door. “We’re out of options. Unless you’d rather go make friends with the mind-controlled fanatics that want to carve you up like a ham?”

      The frown remained, but Nancy didn’t struggle as I pulled her along. “Is there a shower? I need a shower. And clean clothes. I smell.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Have you ever heard the expression, ‘beggars can’t be choosers’?”

      “No,” she pouted. “Am I’m not begging. I’m complaining.”

      I clenched my teeth to keep from snarling at the girl. If she’d been scared and in need of comfort, I would have been okay. But she was just whining and complaining.

      It turned out the abandoned house had water, but no electricity.  And the water… came out brown at first, probably because it’d been sitting in pipes for months, but it eventually ran clear.  At least, clean enough to wash up with.

      There was no way any of us were drinking it, though.

      Sam took the car out and returned with several bags of food and a case of bottled water from a nearby convenience store. I’d raised an eyebrow when he’d first mentioned leaving to shop for us. The guy could pull theme park tickets out of air but not food?

      He’d just shrugged. On High has a monopoly on anything related to food.

      Then I remembered the water-wine stuff and the fish and all that jazz.

      We ate and settled in, unable to get too comfortable in the run down house. Everything was covered in layers of dirt, the only places to sit were a torn up couch with springs exposed or a couple of stained mattresses in one of the bedrooms.  We all opted for the floor and when Nancy whined about the dirty ground, Sam offered her his shirt.

      Which she accepted.

      Which meant the human bitch was able to stare at my mate’s bare chest.

      I glared at the pregnant woman staring at Sam, seriously wishing I could just stab her and fix a few of our problems.

      “We should set a watch.” I breathed deeply and restrained my homicidal thoughts. “I don’t like the idea of being ambushed in the middle of the night.”

      “I’ll take first watch.” Sam’s voice drew my attention and I had to swallow a whimper that threatened to break free.  He stood there in a ray of moonlight, the soft glow tracing the heavily carved muscles of his body.  I’d touched each one of them, kissed every dip and curve, loved them all with every ounce of my strength.

      And I wanted to do it again.

      My mouth went dry and I licked my lips while I tried to string together a few words. “You sure?”

      Well, at least I managed two.

      “When I was a full-fledged angel, I didn’t need sleep.” He shrugged. “I still have most of that stamina left.”

      I was already thinking about sex and then he added stamina, and then all I could think about was his stamina while we had sex.

      “Good enough for me.” I whipped the words out and lowered myself to the floor, quickly closing my eyes. I couldn’t keep looking at him and not take him.

      I tried to clear my thoughts after the long, emotionally and physically draining day.  It took a while, Nancy breaking my inner peace every five minutes with complaints about her hurting back or the room’s temperature.

      I wanted to show her the temperatures of Hell.

      I woke in the middle of the night, my sleep so restless I finally decided to just get up already.  Sam stood near the window, bare chest gleaming, his gray wings still a stark contrast to his skin.  I got up and stretched, working out the knots that’d formed in my back, before padding to him.

      He didn’t look at me, didn’t need to really.  We were mates. We would always know when the other was near.  He simply lifted his arm and I slid against his side, pressing my nose to his chest while I took a deep breath.  He rested his hand on my hip, the weight comforting.

      It was the most physical contact we’d had in days and it felt damned good.  I needed that—this—the feel of skin on skin.  My wolf was desperate for that connection—to join with our mate.

      Join.

      I so wanted to jump his bones then and there, no matter who was present.  But I still got the heebie-jeebies when I thought about Lucia sucking sexual energy out of us while we made love.  I wasn’t sure if we were vulnerable since we’d only visited the temple a couple of times, but I wasn’t going to take chances.

      Sam lowered his head and spoke against my temple, the warm air of his breath fanning my face. “Do you think your uncle will return soon?”

      “I don’t know.” I breathed him in once more. “I can never figure him out. But I doubt he’ll leave his pregnant girlfriend alone for too long. He’ll probably pop in tomorrow and take her off our hands.”

      “A shame you can’t just ‘pop’ the way he can.”

      Didn’t I wish.  I snorted. “Maybe in another few hundred years.  Mom was never sure how many of her demonic powers I inherited. What with my bloodline being ‘tainted’ by my dads.”

      “What you gained exceeds what you might have lost.”

      I shrugged. “I guess.”

      Sam glanced over his shoulder at Nancy. “I’ve been waiting for a chance to talk to you alone.”

      And I wanted to “talk” to him alone, too.  Maybe “talk” was a new euphemism I hadn’t learned yet.

      “What’s going on?” I let my gaze drift to the pregnant woman to make sure she still slept.

      Sam led me into the dining room and we leaned against a rickety table.  He lowered his voice to a low, nearly inaudible whisper.  I was damned thankful for my wolf right then.

      “I spoke to some of my contacts from On High while I was out.”

      “You mean gels.” I couldn’t keep the mini-sneer out of my tone. I was mated to a gel, sure, but gels were… gels.  And I was Satan’s niece.  We sort of had an in-bred hate-hate relationship going on.

      He nodded. “They told me something that makes me think Luc wasn’t completely honest.”

      I snorted and silently laughed. “And? Prince of Lies, remember?”

      “Well, this is something important.” His grave tone snapped me out of my laughter.

      “What?”

      He sighed and stared out into the night, seconds ticking past while he remained quiet.  I waited him out, knowing he’d tell me when he had his thoughts gathered.  “Did he tell you the significance of the child? How powerful it may be?”

      I crossed my arms and quirked a brow. “Yeah. Lucia wants to suck the kid dry to make herself stronger.”

      Which meant it had to be really fucking powerful.

      “Did he also tell you there’s another child out there that may be targeted?”

      I jerked back. “What? You’re joking. Uncle Luc knocked someone else up?”

      “Not your uncle’s spawn.” Sam raised his chin, gaze locked on mine. “A child of divine blood. Sired by a half-fallen.”

      Which meant the gel was fully fallen now. Gone from On High. I couldn’t help but rest my hand on my lower stomach, imagining Sam’s baby inside me.

      Have a baby, but live without Sam.

      “A gel child?” I pushed past my own emotional turmoil and focused on our immediate problem. “I suppose Lucia could suck power out of a gel child, too. But there’s got to be plenty of those out there, right?”  Gels rose and fell all the time.  Like a ping pong game, wings just bouncing back and forth between On High and Hell.  “What makes this one so special?”

      “My contact said it’s believed the child was conceived on the same day—at the same moment—as your uncle’s child. A cosmic convergence.”

      “Two kids sired at the same time?” I ran a hand over my face, suddenly tired once more.  “A dem and a gel. Pretty freaky.  Lemme guess, they’re going to be born on the same day, at the same time, too?”

      Because, of course.

      Sam nodded. “These children are fated, linked together. Like soul-bound twins from different mothers. They’re destined to be powerful forces that could change the shape of the world.”

      Because, of course.

      Fuck my life.

      “No wonder Lucia is targeting them. Do we know anything about the other mother and child?”

      Sam shook his head. “My contact didn’t know or…”

      He looked away, heartbreaking sadness in his eyes, and I went to him once more.  I couldn’t not touch him.

      “You think they still don’t trust you?” I laid my hand on his chest, feeling the beat of his heart beneath my palm.

      He dragged his fingers across the surface of the table, staring at the lines he made in the dust. “I’ve lost their trust. I don’t blame them. I’ll earn it back.”

      Someday.

      I knew we both thought it at the same time.  He’d earn it back… someday.

      I withdrew and turned away, hating that I was the cause of his pain. Fuck, every ruinous moment of his angelic life could be laid at my feet.

      “I’m sure your involvement with me isn’t earning you any points from On High.”

      He came toward me, his boots thumping against the aged wood, the vibrations traveling through me with each step.  “I don’t care what they think. If they judge me for being with you, that’s their own flaw.” Strong arms went around my waist, squeezing me tightly. “It’s theirs.”

      I turned in his embrace and looked up at him. “You’re a damned fool, you know that, right?”

      The corner of his mouth quirked up, blue eyes bleeding red while he stared at me. “Your fool.”

      Sam’s mouth covered mine, his scent and taste invading me in one rapid swoop, and my wolf howled in appreciation.  I opened for him, gathering more of his flavors and savoring every drop.  His taste skated over my taste buds, the sweet heat reaching into my soul.  The goodness was an icy burn while the darkness in him was a delicious heat.  I let myself get caught in that space between good and evil, reveling in both parts of him—of how he made me feel.  The wolf scratched and scraped me, pushing me to go further, to take more from our mate.  It’d been so long since we’d enjoyed him—held him deep inside.

      Days, it reminded me.  So many days.

      He cupped my ass, squeezing and kneading while I pushed to my tiptoes and sought to take the kiss even deeper.  His cock was hard against my hip and my pussy ached, growing heavier and slick.

      For him.

      So he could fuck me.

      Hard and deep until I came—

      I pulled away from him, refusing to get caught in the sensual trap—refusing to fuel that fucking psycho any more than I already had.  He groaned but didn’t chase me. No, he let me step back, put space between our bodies while I leaned against the wall.

      I panted and fought for breath while I spoke, but I needed to divert my thoughts.  “Anything else we should know? Like, how to protect them or what they’ll do to the world?”

      I’d love answers to both questions, honestly.

      “Only that now—before they are born—is the most critical time. Once they’re part of the tween, they’ll be easier to protect. But as long as they are being carried by mortal mothers…”

      I jerked my head in a brisk nod.  My nerves still simmered with need, but I needed to stay away from all sexy thoughts.  “They’ll have the vulnerabilities of their mothers.” I rubbed my face with both hands, as if a quick scrub would get rid of my arousal.  “When Uncle Luc gets back, I’ll see if he knows anything about the other child.  I bet Lucia is going after the other mother, too. If we don’t know who she is, we can’t help protect her.”

      Though I wasn’t sure we could protect even one fated mother, let alone two.  We were on the run, low on resources, and running out of options.  I needed a solution—fast.  And hopefully before Lucia pulled off her grand schemes and the balance of power across all dimensions began spiraling out of control.
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      Morning brought us a cold breakfast and planning.

      “We need to do something other than running and hiding.”  I took another bite of lunchmeat. It was filled with shitty preservatives and On High knew what else, but it was protein and placated my wolf.

      Placated-ish.

      “We need a secure location where we can regroup as well as more info on what’s going on with Nancy’s baby and what Lucia wants with it so we can better protect her.”

      Nancy frowned and cupped her generous belly. She’d been quiet all morning, seemingly more subdued than the day before.  Probably because spending the night in an abandoned drug den was a real reality check.

      “If we could go home,” Jezze nibbled her lower lip, “I could check my books and see if there’s anything about predestined births or drawing power from children in utero.”

      I’d already filled Jezze in, and I could already see her mind churning as she rolled the puzzle around.  It was probably her way of keeping busy and I hated the strain that still lingered around her eyes.  But she was coping and that was the best I could hope for.

      “Home is out of the question.” I didn’t even have to think about that.  “Lucia will have our houses, bar, and any other frequent haunt under close observation.  We can’t be sure anywhere is safe anymore.  Her thralls could be lurking around the next corner.  We need a place outside her influence.”

      Way, way outside.

      “I may have a solution.”  Sam’s dark voice rolled through me, his eyes more red than blue after our passionate kiss.

      I ignored the sensual need that slithered through me. “Yeah?”

      “The Occult Historical Society has a library and museum just outside Silver Springs.  On the surface, they’re a fringe organization who caters to humans who believe in Bigfoot and the Loch Ness Monster.  Tween myths. It’s actually a front for a tween organization that studies and records the history of the supernatural and paranormal in the world. If anyone other than Jezebeth or Helene would have information about Lucia’s plans, it would be them.”

      Too good to be true? Probably.  But Sam was… Sam.  And staring at him—at my mate—I put my faith in him.

      Gag. Faith.

      “How do we know they’re not enthralled?” Jezze rolled a water bottle between her hands, a rapidly growing pile of ripped paper decorating the table top.  She tended to shred things when she was upset.  After the last twenty-four hours? Yeah, I was surprised I didn’t find more bits scattered everywhere.

      “The place is isolated, warded, and protected by psychic safeguards.” He shook his head. “It’s very unlikely they’ve been compromised.”

      “You think they’ll help?”  I’d heard of the group, but never had direct contact with them. Who needed historians when I had to deal with what was in front of me, not behind me?

      “They take a neutral stance on affairs between On High and Hell, but our circumstances are unique. Both divine and infernal forces are being threatened.”  He tilted his head back and stared at the ceiling, taking a deep breath before letting it out slowly.  I sensed his unease, his worry, his hope. “Yeah,” He lowered his attention to me. “Yeah, I think they’ll at least be sympathetic.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” I pushed away from the wall and headed for the door. “We’ll avoid main roads and I want to switch cars again. The sedan has probably been reported by now and we don’t need to deal with some cop if the plates are run.”

      We drove a short way before we found a more middle-class neighborhood where we ditched the sedan and snared another SUV from a small apartment complex.  There was still the chance it’d be reported stolen before we reached our destination, but I’d deal with that when the time came. I hoped that if someone was home in the middle of the day, they would be one of those people who rarely left the house.

      We stuck to back roads as much as possible, keeping away from crowded areas, but it wasn’t long before we ran into trouble. Fuckers.

      I turned down a side road and drove through a sparse suburban area, a scattering of houses on one side and a stretch of woods on the other.  My nerves tingled, a tightness between my shoulders that told me a shit storm was on the horizon.  The skin on my arms rippled, my wolf pressing for release, its tension adding to my own.

      When I turned down the next curve, I saw why.  A large number of people, mostly human with a few tweens mixed in, wandered down the street in a daze.  They didn’t seem to have any purpose—they didn’t look as if they had a destination in mind.  They just… wandered.

      And there were enough of them to block our path.

      “Shit,” I muttered and threw the SUV into reverse.  I whipped us around and sought a different route out of town.

      We passed by one road and then another, people wandering out of their houses and into the streets.  It felt random. None of the humans and tweeners looked like they had a focus.  After we turned down a few more, repeating the same retreat, I realized they did have a purpose.  They were boxing us in.

      “She’s trying to find us.” A wave of anger and suppressed rage hit me, Sam’s emotions adding to my own. “She probably has her thralls out in every town between Orlando and Jacksonville, searching for us.”

      “And she’s going to find us if we don’t find a way out.” Yeah, sometimes I could be Captain Obvious.

      I pulled onto a busier road, figuring the thralls wouldn’t be able to block that kind of traffic.  We made it a few more miles without interference, but then cars randomly stopped all around us.  People climbed from their cars, leaving them idling in the street, and meandered across the asphalt in that same sightless daze.  Others blared their horns, shouting at the thralls to fucking move already, but there were too many for us to just drive past them.

      Unless I decided mowing down innocents was a thing I could do.

      Which. I. Hadn’t.  Sense my frustration there?

      I spat a curse and tried a side street that took us past a little pizza place, but I only got halfway down the road before a half dozen people in chefs’ uniforms wandered out the back door and into the road—blocking my path.

      I put us in reverse, twisting to look out the back windshield while I slammed my foot on the gas. Only to have to hit the brakes twice as hard so I didn’t run over a woman pushing a stroller.  She slowly hobbled behind us, taking small shuffling steps, before she froze in place.  The woman slowly turned her head, staring through the back windshield, and met my gaze.

      Then, she raised a shaky hand, moving ever so slowly, and pointed.

      At us.

      At me.

      At motherfucking Nancy.

      I spun around and pounded the steering wheel. “Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

      Ahead of us, the pizza chefs now pointed at the car while more thralls wandered in from the main road.  They surrounded us, encircling the car and acting like a human fence.  I shifted the car back into drive and clenched the steering wheel.  I didn’t want to run anyone over, right?  Especially not someone who was being controlled by a heinous hell bitch from another dimension.  But it looked like the only way to escape.

      I moved my foot toward the gas, then froze. My foot went numb, then leg, then more…  I tried to move my hands, but they remained frozen and my entire body felt as if I was stuffed in cotton—warm yet confining. I couldn’t raise a finger. I couldn’t move at all.

      I glanced out of the corner of my eye, searching out Sam, and saw that he was just as frozen.  His jaw was clenched tightly, eyes glaring out of the front of the car, but whatever power had me frozen affected him as well.

      Ahead of us, one of the chefs held up a knife.  He sliced open his palm and then leaned down, drawing on the asphalt with his blood.  He painted a circle on the road, uneven and lopsided, but a circle nonetheless.  His movements were slow and choppy, like a puppet, while he drew arcane sigils at the perimeter.  Whoever was controlling his mind and movements knew what they were doing.

      When he formed the last, an eye-searing light filled the air and then gradually faded. The air above the circle warped and twisted, and a tall, graceful woman stepped forward.  She wore a sleeveless dress of dark violet, the hue matching her dyed hair, and it swayed with her every seductive step.  She had a luscious figure, and her lips quirked in an alluring pout.  Sex. Pure sex.

      She strode forward, portal slipping closed behind her, and headed straight for our car.

      I’d never seen her before, not in person or in books, but I had no doubt that this was Lucia.

      “There you are,” she purred.  There was a seductive edge to her dark beauty and the air around her waved with energy. Like the heat streaming off a road in the desert. Real yet still not real.

      I clenched my teeth tighter and gripped the steering wheel even harder—the only moves I could make.  I sensed her power slipping into my head, delving into my mind.  When she spoke, I didn’t just hear her in my ears, she also reverberated in my mind and violated my thoughts.

      Each of her movements was precise, a choreographed roll of her hips and delicate click of her heels on the pavement.  She was seduction personified, and I could see why she’d chosen sex as a method of collecting power.  She was sex.

      Her beautiful dark eyes slid over us, moving from one to another while we remained in the car.  Captive.

      Lucia held out a hand toward Nancy. “Come, my dear. Come with me, and I promise you won’t be harmed.”

      I glanced at Nancy in the rear view mirror’s reflection.  She was frozen, but with a flick of Lucia’s fingers, Nancy was able to move.  I tried to move as well, but I couldn’t shift an inch.  Fucking bitch.

      “Come to me,” Lucia flicked her hand and the car door opened. “You have no idea what I can do—what I can offer you. Let me show you.”  The purr was tempting, a lulling sound you wanted to hear forever.

      But it had nothing on Sam’s deep, booming voice, and that memory severed some of Lucia’s passion-inducing spell.

      Nancy shook her head, voice wobbling. “No. I won’t let you hurt my baby.”

      “I won’t hurt the child.” Lucia’s voice was a silken whisper. “If you cooperate, it won’t be painful at all. Your baby will be born perfectly healthy.”

      Right. Perfectly healthy even though all of its powers would be drained away.  I didn’t know if Lucia was telling the truth—doubtful—but even if she could, the child would never be the same.  Plus, there was the danger the crazed bitch would present once she gained the kid’s strength.

      Nancy shook her head again. “No. No, stay away from me. I won’t let you hurt my baby.”

      Lucia’s smile vanished, her lips pressed together in a thin line. “I would prefer not to get rough with you, dear. Don’t make me come over there.”

      Oh, sure, that was gonna work.  I was tempted to roll my eyes. That threat never worked on two year olds, let’s not even consider how an adult would react.

      I wondered why Lucia even bothered with the seductive compromise routine. She could just pull Nancy from the car and drag her away.

      Except… My thoughts pieced together, mind working to push beyond Lucia’s influence.

      Except her power was limited. She wasn’t human, she was a demonic entity whose soul was tied to another dimension. Once she was slowly crafting with Silaran.  She’d only been able to come to the tween because of blood magic.  Like Uncle Luc, most of her power remained in her own dimension.  She was weaker in the tween.

      Which meant it was probably taking everything she had to keep me, Sam and Jezze immobile with her psychic power.

      Fuck yeah, motherfuckers.

      I could fight the bitch. If I could draw on enough energy, I could break free of her psychic grasp and get us the hell out of here.

      Lucia kept talking to Nancy, trying to convince her to come quietly, but I thrust her voice from my mind. I tuned her out, instead, focusing inward.  It was hard with her voice penetrating my mind, but I managed to focus elsewhere.

      I reached down, deep, to the only source of power I could tap into—Hell.

      Hell was home. Hell was my family’s. Hell was mine.

      Most of the time, when I called on hellfire, it was to burn things. Obviously, right?  It was raw, destructive.  People. Things. It ate it all.  When I unleashed its power, I could burn through flesh and bone, raze cities and melt steel and stone.  It was beautiful in its feral strength, in its untamed form.  Most of the time, I had to hold it back, to keep it under control so I didn’t spread too much destruction.

      Destruction ala Chicago, which we still don’t talk about.

      Yes, it could destroy, but it could also build.  Sometimes, when I was in battle and running on empty, I pulled on hellfire to stoke my internal furnace and get me back in the game. It was a shot of combustible adrenaline, giving me a burst of strength and stamina that would get me through to the end of battle.

      Was it dangerous?  As a dem who wasn’t a full dem, could I hurt myself with it? Sure. That was what made it extra fun.  The energy wasn’t natural to me and running on hellfire meant I pushed myself past normal limits. I could end up so exhausted that I’d pass out for days.

      Plus, there was the whole “literally set myself on fire that I can’t control” thing.

      Which… made it extra fun.

      I reached into Hell, my touch gentle as I tugged on the darkest, deepest fires. The ones that tempted me to ruin. The ones that whispered those naughty thoughts.  I channeled it all, using it to empower my body.  The trembles started at my feet, sliding through me and raising my temperature.  The numbness faded, like frostbite warded off by burning flames.  Adrenaline pumped through my veins, my head spinning with the rush.  I focused the energy that slowly consumed me, harnessing it to ward off Lucia’s hold.  Her magic attempted to slow me down, hold me in place, but my hellfire wouldn’t be contained.

      Not by her. Not by me.

      Evil had a special taste, a sweetness that dems savored and consumed with abandon.  It was like a drug, tempting and alluring, cajoling.  It wanted to fill me now, always.  And I let it, just for a little while.

      Wisps of smoke uncurled from beneath my fingers, the scent of burning plastic joining the stench of fear inside the SUV.  A growl built deep in my throat, my wolf anxious to burst free, to voice its fury.  It didn’t always play well with my hellfire, but for once, those two parts of me were on the same side.

      Burn.

      Kill.

      Free.

      The muscles in my jaw regained feeling, teeth grinding together with increasing pressure, and the growl transformed when it reached my throat. It morphed into a great, bellowing roar. It shook the car, the air, the very world around us.  Powered by hellfire and rage, it boomed through the space.

      With a sudden jolt, my body was my own again.  Lucia staggered back, stumbling two steps while she clutched her skull.  When I’d snapped her ties, the psychic feedback had jarred her like a blow to the head.  It destroyed her concentration, and Sam and Jezze recovered their senses at the same moment.

      Jezze leaned out the window, an orb of magic already dancing on her fingertips.  She pulled her arm back and launched it at the nearest group of thralls in front of us.  It slammed into one, bouncing from body to body and knocking them to the ground.

      “Go!”

      I didn’t have to be told twice. I hit the gas, aiming for the gap in the thralls.  I raced past stunned men and women while more jumped at us, trying to grab the SUV.  A couple got a grip on the luggage rack and pulled themselves up, balancing their feet on the running board.  They knocked out windows and reached for us, fingers clutching and pulling.

      Sam shoved one away from the passenger side and then grabbed the steering wheel while I grappled with another.  The car veered out of control while I pummeled the thrall in the face.  I hit him again and again and again, my rage rising, hellfire scorching my blood.  The wolf didn’t help the situation, the animal thirsting for blood.

      The next punch sent the thrall falling to the ground with a sickening thump, probably breaking a bone when he hit.

      I couldn’t find any sympathy right that second.  Not when my own survival had to come first.

      We broke past the swarm and onto an open road. I stomped on the accelerator, needing to get away before I did something… regrettable… with the power consuming me.

      Then Lucia appeared in the middle of the road, blocking our path while wearing one of those seductive smiles.

      I grinned and leaned forward, pressing the pedal even harder.  I aimed right for the bitch, just aching for the satisfaction of running her ass over.

      “Caith…” Sam grabbed the SUV’s grip handle bolted into the roof.

      In the back seat, Jezze quickly buckled her seat belt while Nancy double-checked hers.

      I gripped the steering wheel even tighter, excitement growing with each passing foot.

      Die. Kill. Die. Kill.

      Lucia didn’t even try to move, and that should have been my first warning.

      Just before the SUV slammed into the woman, she held up her hand, palm facing us.  A wave of force shot from her, the pulse of energy forming a nearly invisible ramp, and before I could react, we were on it.  We launched into the air, propelled by the magical energy Lucia manifested.

      The vehicle launched high enough to clear the stoplight at the end of the road with a few feet to spare and then the nose dipped.  The road came up at us fast and I lifted my arms, as if that would somehow save my ass from meeting the pavement face first.

      “Jesus Christ!” My scream joined the others and a single, male voice cut through us all.

      “Actually, I’m his exact opposite.”

      I whirled in my seat, staring at the newest member of our party.  Uncle Luc appeared in the back seat, settled right between Jezze and Nancy, looking perfectly calm and composed in his tailored suit.

      As if he didn’t care we were falling toward a whole bunch of pain.

      “Uncle Luc!” I screamed his name and then stopped. Somehow I’d had time to shout at him instead of becoming a red spot on the ground.

      I turned back around in my seat and looked down at the road. There it was, still in front of me, just a few feet from the vehicle’s nose. The SUV hung suspended in mid-air, frozen by a barely visible field.

      Then the back tires lowered, straightening us out.  It dropped to the road with a loud thud, bouncing on the shocks before finally settling into place.

      I sat there—mute—clinging to the steering wheel.  Finger shaped impressions were melted into the wheel from the hellfire, and I slowly unpeeled my fingers.  Bits of melted plastic clung to my skin, each move bringing forward a sickening sucking sound.

      Blech. Things hadn’t been so icky before the invention of plastic.

      I fully twisted in my seat and met Uncle Luc’s stare. Then I shifted my gaze to the world behind our SUV, to Lucia stalking toward us.  She held her hands out to her sides, flexing her fingers.  Dark, crackling energy sparked at the tips and her sexy smile wasn’t so sexy anymore.

      Uncle Luc slowly turned to watch Lucia as well, and the super bitch… froze in mid step.  She clenched her hands into tight fists, snuffing the growing magic into nothingness.  She narrowed her eyes and clenched her jaw, that glare in place for several moments.  If looks could kill and all that…

      Uncle Luc smirked and chuckled.

      Did the man take nothing seriously? Like, really?

      A moment later, Lucia vanished, fleeing back to her new dimension.  All around us, thralls regained their senses.  People looked around in confusion, some rubbing their heads in obvious pain.  One by one, they moved away, a few asking others what had happened, and it seemed none of them had any memory of attacking us.

      Which was good, I supposed. Then no one could sue us for hurting them.

      “I suggest we get moving.” Uncle Luc faced me once more. “Lucia knows she can’t yet face me, but that won’t stop her from trying.  And as you know, my powers on this plane are limited.”

      “Right.” I turned back around and focused on driving.  Uncle Luc faced some of the same limitations as Lucia.  While he was still far stronger than Lucia… no one wanted to get into shit if we didn’t have to.

      I got us going in the right direction, heading straight for Silver Springs.  In the backseat, Nancy clung to Uncle Luc and nuzzled his chest, letting out a sigh of relief.  And unholy fuck, he actually put a comforting arm around her shoulders.

      I think he even actually kissed the top of her head.

      I didn’t care what On High and Uncle Luc originally agreed to, the apocalypse was on the horizon.  Uncle Luc was actually being… nice.

      Well, I could only deal with one “the world may be ending” issue at a time. For now, I kept an eye out for threats for the rest of the drive.  Even with my uncle at our sides, I knew we weren’t out of danger.

      Not by a long shot.
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      “How did you know we were in danger?” Sam glanced at Uncle Luc for a moment before quickly looking away. Because he was the devil or because he felt guilty for what he’d had to do while under Uncle Luc’s control?

      “When my niece reaches into my own, personal cache of hellfire as she did moments ago,” Uncle Luc drawled, “one tends to notice.”

      “I’ll remember that next time I need help,” I chirped, refusing to apologize for dipping into the anti-divine cookie jar.  “A nice hellfire flare to bring the cavalry in.”

      “Don’t expect to always be able to call on my aid,” my uncle snapped and a lick of painful hellfire slid up my spine. He was Satan. He could do that shit.  “I do have quite a lot of work to do, but these are special circumstances.”  He squeezed Nancy’s shoulder tighter and she wiggled against him while releasing a contented sigh.

      I watched in the rearview mirror and tried not to gag. It was weird, and squicky, to see my uncle get all lovey-dovey with someone.  Especially someone like Nancy.

      But then I caught his gaze in the mirror and saw the truth.

      The Prince of Lies was out in full force.  The affect he displayed never touched his eyes, didn’t come anywhere near affecting his expression unless he looked at Nancy. He wasn’t capable of being the kind, supportive, fatherly type he showed to the mother of his spawn. A creature like Lucifer could never be that man.

      But it was what he wanted her to see, to keep her happy and under his influence until the child was born.

      Part of me wanted to tell her the truth. It’s not real. It won’t ever be real.  Nancy was a possession and dems—the demon of all demons—was very possessive.  Though I knew that just because Uncle Luc didn’t really love her didn’t mean he wouldn’t give her what she needed.

      After all, I’d thought he loved me when I was young and he kissed my boo-boos. It’d taken me a hundred years or so to become happy with the love from my fathers and tolerance and possessiveness from my uncle and mother.

      Ruler and evilest demoness in hell, what are ya gonna do, right?

      Nancy and Uncle Luc had a… political marriage of sorts. She got feigned love, he got a baby, and just because it was a relationship of convenience didn’t mean he wouldn’t give her everything she ever wanted in the world.  I was sure he’d keep her in bliss until the end of her days.  He probably even made a deal with On High to make sure she ended up going up instead of down on Judgement Day.

      So, I kept my mouth shut.

      Sam did not. “All this is convenient for you, Morningstar. You drop your problem in our laps, then disappear. We’ve spent the last two days running for our lives.”

      Not that Sam could really die.  What with being a gel and all that.

      “And a fine job you did of it, too.” Uncle Luc had a smug grin on his lips when he reached forward and patted Sam on the shoulder.

      Which had my mate glaring at Uncle Luc, his jaw clenched tight. “It would have been nice to have any kind of support. Or at least accurate information.”

      “Sam.” I cast him a warning look.  Sam’s anger was rising, nearly burning in its intensity.  I refused to let my uncle goad my mate into falling.

      “No, no, infans.” Uncle Luc gave Sam a condescending smile. “Let him tell me what is on his mind.”

      “On my mind?” My mate breathed deep and I stole a look at him from the corner of my eye.  His irises were bleeding red, nearing to a pure, fiery hue. “How about why you’ve kept information from us. Such as the knowledge of another fated child out there.”

      Uncle Luc chuckled. “You think I was hiding it from you?” He tsked. “I didn’t mention it merely because it’s irrelevant.”

      “Irrelevant?” Shock filled Sam’s voice. “How the fuck is it irrelevant? There’s another child sired by a half-fallen that Lucia is searching for? A child she plans to drain so she can turn herself into a goddess?”

      “Do you know where the other child is?”

      “No,” Sam growled. It was sexy, but I reminded my pink parts I couldn’t have sexy thoughts around my uncle.

      “Do you think Lucia can complete her plans if she kills only the gel and not my heir?”

      Sam was quiet for a moment. “Absorbing the power from one child would make her stronger.”

      “But not enough to make her difficult. Only with both would she be strong enough to tip the scales.”

      Sam pressed his lips together, not saying a word, and I could practically hear my mate’s thoughts.  And I knew they mirrored my own.  Just because we couldn’t have done anything didn’t mean we shouldn’t have been told.

      “So, my half-fallen friend.” Uncle Luc didn’t have friends, but whatever. “I did not tell you because it does not matter.  Forces from On High are working to protect the other child.” He sneered the word as if it burned his tongue.  Because he was talking about another baby, or one connected to On High?  “And my niece wouldn’t get along well with them.  Working with them would be more trouble than it is worth. Plus, Lucia’s chance of success is far lower if the children are kept separated.  Unless you were planning to bring the mothers together? It would make things much easier for Lucia.”

      “No,” Sam growled and my body heated, wolf reacting to the sound.

      “Then quit complaining.” Uncle Luc glared at Sam, the stare heavy and hot.  The devil was displeased.  “There are matters beyond your knowledge and influence. Know your place. Do as you are told.”

      Since I wasn’t sure how angels came to be (like “poof” or was fucking involved) I wasn’t sure if Sam had ever experienced this kind of situation.  I was a kid once. I was used to being ordered around by “grown-ups,” but how would Sam react?

      Silence. That was how he reacted.  Sam shut his mouth and stared at the trees we passed.  I stayed equally quiet.  I wanted to comfort Sam or scold Uncle Luc, but neither would do any good.  I didn’t need their emotions burning hotter than they already were.  Especially not with the drama on our heels.  I decided to let their heads cool for a while with the hope that they would get back in the game instead of going after each other’s throats.

      Less than an hour after our encounter with Lucia, we pulled into the Occult Historical Society’s parking lot.  It was a small building swathed in old fashioned architecture, lots of columns and gargoyles decorating the exterior.  I wondered—for a moment—if the gargoyles were real.

      Nah, when we went around one of the corners, it was revealed to be a façade.  In the rear of the building it was all brick walls and aluminum sliding. Too bad. It’d been a while since I played with a gargoyle.

      We headed into the building, passing straight by the signs listing operating hours and library rules.

      A young man sat behind the desk in the lobby, earbuds in his ears and a smart phone in his hand.  He tapped his fingers on the screen, bobbing his head while he made blaster noises under his breath.  “You’re dead. You’re dead. You’re dead.”

      Aw, kid after my own heart.

      Sam stood in front of the desk and cleared his throat. The boy didn’t look up from his game. Sam cleared his throat again, louder.  Still no response.

      Yeah, I didn’t have time for that.

      I stomped over and slammed my hand on the desk, shaking the entire piece of furniture loudly enough to make the boy jump.  He sat up straight, yanking the ear buds out of his ears.

      The moment he could hear, I issued orders. “Yo, dipshit. We need to talk to whoever is in charge.”

      The boy’s attention flicked between me and Sam. “Uhh, may I ask what this is about?”

      Sam gave me a stern look and tugged me aside. “Let me talk to him. Dealing with these people requires finesse.”

      I crossed my arms and glared. “Are you saying I don’t have finesse? I finessed the motherfuck out of— “

      He smirked and traced my lower lip with a finger, the soft touch enough to shut me up.

      I needed to get laid.

      “Not the right kind for dealing with cranky librarians. Please.”

      “Fine.” I rolled my eyes and then pointed at him. “But if they’re demon-worshipping psycho librarians, they’re fair game.”

      “Promise.” He winked and turned back to the boy.  To be safe, I wandered away, moving back to Jezze, Uncle Luc, and Nancy.

      After a few moments, the boy picked up the phone and called someone deeper inside the library. A couple of minutes later, an old woman with her hair in a bun and clothes perfectly pressed came out of a side door.  She took small, precise steps, every inch of her screaming “stuffy librarian.”

      It made me want to fuck shit up and watch her scream.

      The librarian exchanged a few words with Sam and then came toward us.  Sam pointedly ignored Uncle Luc, and instead, focused on me.  “Mrs. Caldwell needs a few assurances from us before we’ll be allowed into the central archives.”

      Uncle Luc stepped forward, that tempting, devilish smile in place as he offered his hand. “Mrs. Caldwell, it’s a pleasure, I’m— “

      Mrs. Caldwell sniffed. “I know who you are, Mr. Morningstar.” She ignored his hand. “And don’t bother trying to offer me platitudes. This is my library and there are rules. Rules you will obey or you will be asked to leave.”

      Uncle Luc’s smile transformed to one of diplomacy. “Of course. We wouldn’t dream of violating the sanctity of your institution.”

      Liar.

      The librarian didn’t look impressed. “Rule number one—there will be no violence of any kind permitted within these walls. Rule number two—you will not damage any of the books.” The way she sneered at Uncle Luc made me think she really meant you will not infect any of the books with evil cooties. “Rule number three—none of our materials will be allowed to leave the premises. That includes notes and photographs. These materials are protected and kept secret for a reason. You may read what you wish and then you will leave.”

      I exchanged a glance with Uncle Luc. I had to wonder what sort of information was in these books.  What kind of knowledge would they be so adamant about protecting?

      “Sounds good.” I smiled and tried to hide my irritation at her restrictions.  “We don’t want to be in your hair any longer than we have to.”

      Mrs. Caldwell sniffed. “I certainly hope you won’t be.” She stared down her nose at me. “And do keep your voice down.”

      She handed Sam a key and immediately left, her crisp steps taking her back through that doorway.  Sam led us down a hallway and unlocked a door at the far end.  Beyond it was a set of stairs leading to the basement.  We headed below, descending enough stairs to be at least two stories beneath the surface.  At the bottom of the stairwell, a heavily reinforced steel door stood between us and our destination.

      “This place looks more bomb shelter than library,” Jezze murmured.

      “Sounds like exactly what we need.”

      My mate unlocked the door and let us in, holding the massive door wide while we moved past him.  The space was a lot cozier than I’d expected. Lines of bookshelves stood in perfect rows to either side of the central walkway.  There was a carpeted lounge area with sever plush cushions and chairs in the center of the room. Artwork hung on the walls, several pieces by famous, classical artists throughout history.

      A couple even done by Uncle Luc’s hand though I wonder if they knew that.  Probably? Maybe.

      When Sam shut the door something snapped into place around the room, a rubber band that’d been stretched tight and suddenly released.  It left a buzz in the back of my mind, a sound I couldn’t quite place yet sensed on a psychic level.

      “Wards.” Jezze looked around the room and ran her fingers along one of the walls. “Damn good ones, too. Maybe better than Mom’s.”

      “Lucia’s priest broke those.” I hated to voice that truth, but it had to be said.  The asshole beat Momma R.

      “Well,” Uncle Luc stroked them as well, “let’s do everything we can to make sure they hold.”

      The contrast of hot and cold drifted through me a moment before I sensed a spiritual presence enter the room.  Uncle Luc called on the souls of the dead and slipped them into the walls.  Their protection wouldn’t be foolproof, but they’d added a layer of cover that’d been enough to save our assess.  As much as the ghosts creeped me out, I was thankful for them.

      I stood in the center of the room and planted my hands on my hips as I looked around.  There were hundreds—thousands—of books to choose from. “Anyone know where to start?”

      “I want to know more about the ritual Lucia needs to perform to drain the babies.” Jezze drifted off toward the section containing books on magic, witchcraft and rituals. “If I know how the magic itself works, I might be able to work up a decent counterspell or some other kind of defense.”

      Sam perused the signs on the end of each shelf. “This is a fated event. The sort of thing that only comes about once in a millennium. I’ll take a look at cosmic alignments and how they affect predestined events.”

      “Right,” I huffed, trying to organize my thoughts. “I guess I’ll see if they have a self-help book on How to Kill a Vengeful Goddess. If it’s one of those For Dummies ones, all the better.”

      Nancy looked around the room, frowning, and then her eyes lit up. “Ooh, they have Cosmo!”

      For a second, I thought she meant she was going to study planetary cosmology with Sam. Instead, she went to the magazine rack and picked up a copy of Cosmopolitan Magazine. I sighed and shook my head. The fate of the world rested on that woman.

      We were doomed.

      Not surprisingly, the For Dummies guides had not yet published a book about killing vengeful goddesses.  Though there were a few references to powerful weapons forged by On High that had been used to bring down false gods in the past.  Moses’ staff and whatnot.  But finding such a weapon would be more or less impossible. Besides, we didn’t have time to go on a crazy adventure to pull a sword out of a stone.

      Though, really, being queen would be badass.

      Some of the darker references talked of taking the power of prayer from a demigod and stripping them of the energy they needed.  Translation—go to war on Lucia’s followers and slaughter them by the thousands.

      Papa Leth had been part of the crusades and he’d told me horrible stories about the toll of religious wars.  He’d fought for On High hundreds of years ago, destroying one after another on pure faith.  On High had gifted him with eternal life.

      Eternity thinking about every person he’d killed during the bloody war.

      That was not a path I wanted to travel.

      A few hours passed without any of us making much progress. Except Nancy. Nancy, who kept raving about the post-pregnancy weight loss tips she’d picked up from Cosmo. “I’m going gluten free.” She bounced in her seat. “And I’m thinking of taking yoga. Have you tried yoga? It’s supposed to be great for the body and the mind.”

      “That’s great.” I felt like patting her head like a puppy. I slammed shut the book I’d been skimming and let out a frustrated moan. “I can’t think anymore. This book is giving me a headache.”

      “Do you want to try some yoga poses?” Nancy flipped the magazine around. “Clear your mind. Clear your soul!”

      I scoffed and covered my face with my hands. She was barking up the wrong tree.

      “I’ll go see about getting us something to eat and some coffee.” Sam rose from his chair and grabbed the back of my neck, giving me a tight squeeze. Tight. Tight enough for me to feel it all the way to my soul.  My wolf’s soul. That hint of domination soothing some of my rough nerves. “I think we could all use something in our stomachs.”

      I needed something in me.

      He left to grab us food while Nancy launched into reading me passages from the Cosmo article about the spiritual benefits of yoga.  I wanted to sew her mouth shut.

      “Oh, and this article talks about how finding your inner balance can strengthen your core muscles, which improves posture and digestion.”  She showed me a picture of a woman standing on her toes and stretching her arms up and behind her head.

      Okay, I couldn’t take it anymore.  It’d been twenty minutes since Sam left and I pushed to my feet. “You know, I think Sam might need some help. I’ll be right back.”

      “Decaf for me!”

      Poison-laced caffeinated espresso? Of course.

      I rolled my eyes and headed for the door.  A shiver snaked down my spine as I passed through the doorway, walking through the intangible barrier provided by Uncle Luc’s ghosts as well as the room’s wards.

      I searched the rooms on the main floor, searching for Sam.  I found a space that looked like a cafeteria with a few vending machines, refrigerator, microwave and a scattering of tables.  I spied Sam at the far end of the room holding a cardboard cup carrier loaded with paper coffee cups.

      But he wasn’t alone.

      I slipped out of the room and hid outside the doorway.  I peeked in, trying to see who stood with Sam. He was tall, an imposing figure, dressed in a dark trench coat that covered neck to toes.  Except when he moved… I caught a glimpse of silver armor and the hilt of a sword peeking around the edge of the lapel.

      It took me a moment to piece together the whole picture, to put a name to the man’s face.

      Gabriel, Messenger of On High. I’d met him last year when he had some information about our last apocalyptic situation.  I had no idea why he’d come back now.  Though it was easy to guess that it had something to do with Nancy or the other fated mother.

      Sam and Gabriel were keeping their voices low, but the tones and harsh whispers combined with their body language told me they were in a heated argument.  Sam kept gesturing angrily with his free hand while Gabriel shook his head and crossed his arms over his muscular chest.

      I strained to hear them, leaning into the doorway, and I must have gone too far because Gabriel’s attention shifted to me.  Sam turned, his jaw dropping when he spied me eavesdropping.  He turned back to Gabriel, but the gel shook his head once more and whispered something I couldn’t hear. The angel turned and stepped into one of the beams of light streaming through the cafeteria windows.  Between one step and the next, he was gone within a sun’s ray.  He left nothing behind but a slight stirring of the dust motes that danced through the light.

      I walked into the room, heading toward my mate, but he just kept his head down. He gathered the tray of food he’d left sitting on one of the tables and headed for the door.

      Without saying a word.

      “You going to tell me what that was about?”

      He paused, his stare remaining on the floor and away from me. “It was a private discussion.”

      I jerked back as if he’d slapped me.  “A ‘private discussion’?” I planted my hands on my hips, fire stirring in my blood while my wolf leapt to its feet. It growled low, not liking our mate keeping things from us.  “Excuse me? When did we start keeping secrets?”

      “It’s not a secret.” He met my gaze. “Simply private.”

      I ground my teeth, fighting to stay calm. “I don’t see the difference.”

      He let out a long sigh. “Caith, On High wanted to ask me something and I haven’t made a decision yet. I’d prefer to keep my own counsel until I’ve had a chance to think it over.

      I chewed on my lip, not sure how to react to that. On one hand, we’re mates. Mates share everything.

      On the other… we weren’t. Not really. Together yet not. Mated yet not.

      On High was asking Sam for favors? I wondered if it had something to do with his half-fallen status. Or if they wanted to give him information about Nancy. I didn’t like the idea he might be pressured to give On High info about my uncle’s child. Especially considering everything that child might one day be capable of.

      And Sam was in a unique position. The only gel traveling with the Morningstars, privy to our secrets and plans.  I didn’t think he’d actually betray me—us—but I wouldn’t put it past him to share any information with On High that he thought they deserved to know.

      “Please, Caith.” His tone cut through every thought. “Trust me on this. It has nothing to do with you or your family. It’s a personal matter.”

      I lowered my head, the icy stab of guilt in my gut. How could I not trust him after all he’d done for me? He’d lost his connection to the divine for me.  If he said it was a personal matter, I’d have to respect that.

      Hate it, but respect it.

      “All right. I’ll keep my mouth shut. For now.”

      A small smile touched his face. “Thank you.”

      We silently headed back to the warded basement to eat lunch and continue our research. Though I had more or less given up on finding anything useful. I decided to sit next to Sam and poke my nose into his books, looking for anything interesting.  The pages were covered in star charts and maps of planetary orbits along with a lot of bizarre looking math.  Numbers weren’t my strong point, so the mess was completely meaningless to me.

      “These calculations tell us when planetary alignments shift the balance of power around the world.” He tapped a line of numbers. “Depending on the time of year, some types of magic are amplified while others are weakened.”

      “Looks like Greek to me.” And I’d spent some time in Greece. Those guys knew how to party. “Though I know something about gaining power during celestial events.” Werewolves weren’t limited to only shifting during a full moon, but when I did shift at that time, I was a lot stronger.  Though the she-bitch also became harder to control.

      When I was younger, Papa Al had to help keep me contained during a full moon. Otherwise I would have shifted and hunted whatever fresh meat I could find—human or animal.  Yeah, icky.  Nowadays I kept the wolf locked down, but I still had a fucknaceous temper during the full moon.

      “I believe there are several dates in the near future when Lucia’s magic—psychic energies and tantric magic from her followers—will be at their peak.” He flipped a page and then glanced at another, going back and forth. “She will probably strike during one of those times. Though it’d help if we knew the exact date the child will be born.”

      “Your buddy from On High didn’t tell you?”

      “I think he knew the date.” Sam lowered his eyes. “But he chose not to share that information with me.”

      It’d started as a sarcastic jab and my mood quickly changed.  I reached out and caressed his hand. I knew how much it had to hurt him, the fact that his former colleagues no longer trusted him.

      “I think I can help with that,” Jezze called out from across the room.  She hefted a book into her arms and walked over to us, plopping down on a low coffee table.  She balanced the book in her lap and ran her finger over the aged pages.  “I’ve been reading up on fated births, prophesied children, the usual.”  Her eyes scanned the book. “The gestation period of a baby like this isn’t based on the usual stuff like organ development. It has to be born on the right day, under the right alignment of the stars, for all of that energy to be infused and turn it into the uber-child it’s destined to be. If I’m reading this right, we have…” Jezze counted on her fingers. “Ten days until the baby is born.”

      “That sounds right,” Uncle Luc nodded, “based on earlier estimates.”

      “If that’s the case,” Sam went back to his own book, “then there’s only one date between now and then where Lucia’s power will be at its peak—day after tomorrow.”

      We had a deadline now.  “So that’s when she’ll strike.”

      “Yes,” Sam sighed. “If she waits until after that day, her power will be waning. She’ll become weaker with each day that passes. She’s still an immensely powerful being, but if she wants to challenge the Morningstar,” he glanced at Uncle Luc, “then she needs to be at her absolute strongest.”

      “So.” I leaned back and crossed my arms. “All we really need to do is keep the kid safe for two more days. After that, we should be in the clear.”

      “I would still like Nancy protected until the birth.” Uncle Luc steepled his fingers. “But I concur with your analysis. We have two days. We should make whatever preparations we can to fend off Lucia’s assault. And, ideally, a way to counter the advantage she gains from the alignments that day.”

      “I guess it’s back to the books, then.” I grabbed one of the old tomes and pulled it onto my lap. Somehow, knowing that we only had two days left of this clusterfuck didn’t really make me feel any better. It was like a ticking clock, counting down toward our doom.

      Though, Nancy seemed unaffected by the sour mood permeating the library.  She laid her hands over her belly, a big grin on her face. “Ten days! My baby will be born in ten days!”

      She looked so happy that I couldn’t even be annoyed with her.  I knew I had to do whatever it took to keep her safe and make sure that kid was born healthy.  Not just because it would foil Lucia’s plans, but because I didn’t want to see the child—my cousin—come to any harm.
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      The librarian let us stay in the secure archive overnight after a little convincing by Sam and Uncle Luc.  Nancy and Jezze slept on the two biggest couches while Sam and I curled up on the floor with cushions from a couple of the chairs.  Uncle Luc didn’t sleep. He didn’t have to. Neither would I, one day. I only had a few more centuries before my demonic powers fully matured and I evolved beyond such annoying mortal limitations like eating, sleeping, or… breathing.

      He sneered at that last one so I figured that was his biggest complaint. Me? I couldn’t imagine not eating. There were just too many tasty things in the world. Even if I one day grew beyond the need for nutrients, I would still chow down.  Give up chocolate? Never!

      In the morning, I went upstairs to raid the cafeteria, hunting for coffee and anything edible.  My wolf was so hungry, she wasn’t even super picky. Okay, picky enough to pass over the junk food in the vending machine, but otherwise, she didn’t care.  I thought about asking Sam to make a supply run, but I knew it was too dangerous.  Our best bet for keeping Nancy safe was keeping her secure in the archive room.

      And hoping Lucia hadn’t tracked us yet.

      Fuck it. I raided the vending machine, gathering an armful of cupcakes, cheesy crunchy thingies, chips, and candy bars. Plus I found some leftover Chinese food in the fridge.  Probably some library employee’s lunch.  I added that to my pile of goodies, hoping the previous owner wouldn’t get too pissy it’d disappeared.

      Then again, Satan’s niece, did she care? No, no I did not.

      I headed down the hall and crossed the main lobby, carrying my armful of goodies as I made my way back to the basement stairs.  I split my attention between where I was headed and the food in my hands.  I wondered if I could eat that one cupcake before I got back to the gang. Mainly because if I didn’t eat it now I’d lose it because the pregnant chick seriously loved…

      I stuttered to a stop, barely stopping before I slipped in a trail of blood that stretched across the lobby floor.

      “Shit,” I muttered and dropped all the food.  I reached back and pulled a sword from its sheath.  I hadn’t taken a step without a sharp length of steel nearby ever since this crap started.

      The trail began in the center of the room and then went down the hallway… that led to the basement.  I hurried along the hall, back near the wall and attention dancing from in front of me to the back, searching for danger nearby.  The library was dark and quiet, too early for the place to be open to the public.  All was silent, no sign of any employees around.

      I silently descended the steps, the blood still leading me onward.

      When I came within sight of the basement door, I found the source of that blood.  A man lay on the floor a few feet from the door, arm stretched out like he’d been reaching for it when he’d collapsed.  Based on the smeared blood trail, it looked like he’d dragged himself all the way from the lobby and finally passed out when he ran out of energy.

      I jogged forward, blade ready to cut into shit if whatever attacked the man showed up again.  I didn’t see any sign of a threat, though.  There was no indication of a fight anywhere in the library. No shelves knocked over, no damage to the structure, and no sign of any weapons.  It didn’t make sense.

      I stood over the downed man and nudged him with the toe of my boot, looking for any signs of life.  I crouched at his side, grasped his shoulder, and pushed until he rolled to his back.  I stared at that face, the chiseled perfection, the utter beauty in one of On High’s creatures.

      Because he was.  Gabriel.

      His eyes fluttered open and he reached for me, his movement slow and weak.

      “Ania,” he whispered the word.

      “What?” I frowned, dropping my sword and checking his wound.  It looked fatal—deep and vicious. He’d already lost a lot of blood and I was surprised he’d held on this long.

      I pulled at his shirt and the chain links of his armor, trying to get a better look at his injury.  He simply grabbed my hand and pulled it away. “Don’t bother. I can’t die here. My spirit will return to On High, but I won’t be able to come back for some time. Until my spirit recovers.”

      “Oh. Right.” It was one of those things about dems and gels that tended to slip my mind.  They couldn’t die in the tween.  Killing their bodies just sent them back to their homes.  There, they’d need months, if not years, before they could recover enough to manifest in the tween again.  The only way to truly, permanently kill such a creature was within their home plane.  Which was harder than it sounded since dems were a lot more powerful in Hell and gels a great deal stronger when they were shacking up with On High.

      “Why did you come here? Who attacked you? Lucia?”

      He gave a weak nod. “Her people. They’re after Ania. You must help her.”

      “Who’s Ania?”

      Gabriel coughed, blood splattering his chin. “The other fated mother. The one who bears the gel child.”

      “Shit.” If Lucia already had the power of the other baby, it would make her that much more dangerous. But maybe it wasn’t too late. “Where is she?”

      “Austin.”

      “Austin,” I repeated dumbly. “As in, Texas?”

      He nodded, the pure blue light in his eyes dimming. “Go to her. No time.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t fly and Austin is a two or three-day drive. I’ll never get there in time.”

      I could run fast, faster than anything mortal in my wolf form, but not fast enough to save this woman in Texas. Not if her attackers were there.  Uncle Luc could do it, he was powerful enough, but he was selfish enough not to leave Nancy just to go protect the other mother.  Not for the mother of a gel child.

      Gabriel slowly reached into his coat and pulled out a white feather stained red with blood.  “Give this to Samkiel. He will know.”

      The world around me froze. Time stopped in that instant—as I stared at the pale down feather.  I knew where this feather had come from.

      It was Sam’s.

      Dear On High and to the depths of Hell, it was Sam’s.

      Two years ago, he’d given this feather to Momma R. It’d been his promise to me.  Angels could step from one end of the world to the other in an instant. I’d seen Gabriel do it the other day.  Sam had once had that ability, but giving his feather to Momma R had changed everything.  It had anchored him to the tween. He couldn’t return to On High. He was stuck—happily—with me.

      Except after our battles, after I’d rescued Bryony from the psychopath about to sacrifice him the way he’d sacrificed the rest of the brownie clan, Sam had left… me.

      He’d murdered a man to save my life and that sin sent him spiraling.  He’d fallen completely.  And when I’d gone to Momma R, asked her to use the feather to bring him to me, she’d told me the feather was gone. We’d never learned what had happened to it.

      Now I knew.

      Someone from On High had taken it, but they hadn’t returned it to Sam. Not before now.  The gels, I figured, must not have trusted someone from the tween with an angel’s feather.  Especially tweeners who associated with someone like me.  Yet they hadn’t wanted to return it to Sam either.  Because keeping it from him kept him bound to the tween—part of his punishment.

      “This is what you and Sam were arguing about. You wanted to give this back.” I stared at my mate’s ticket home. And away from me.

      “He refused. He didn’t want to abandon you,” Gabriel wheezed the last word, drawing the syllable out.

      “You son of a bitch. Now you come here, telling us there’s an innocent woman in danger and the only way for Sam to save her is to take his fucking feather back, you conniving, manipulative motherfucker.”

      I wanted to hurt him—burn him—destroy him.  I wanted to drag this piece of shit gel into the depths of Hell and let the damned have at him. I wanted… I wanted this moment to not be. I wanted it to just… not.

      Gabriel coughed again, his eyes closing, his color fading. “You think it unfair, but it is Samkiel’s duty. His purpose. He was created to be a warrior for the divine.”

      “And he fucking chose free will over that asshole!” I shouted. I couldn’t contain my rage, my anger, my heartache as I felt as if I was being split in two. I knew what the outcome to this would be. There was no fighting a certainty. But I wasn’t going to give in quietly.  “He fucking chose…”

      Me.

      “He still has free will.” Gabriel’s eyes fully closed. “He can choose.”

      That was a lie. Sam would never choose the selfish path. That was something I’d do.  He was too good for that. He’d choose to save the woman, no matter the consequences to him. He wouldn’t have been the man I loved if he did otherwise.

      If it’d been up to me, I was so sure what I’d do in his place. Sure, I fought to protect people. Sometimes. But a lot of the time I didn’t do it out of self-righteous sense of duty. I did it because when someone invaded my territory and fucked things up, I took it personally.  No one trashed my town without answering for it.  The demon in my heart claimed Orlando.  Touch it at your own peril.

      Gabriel let out his final breath, the air holding a scent so pure it burned my nose.  His body shimmered and then faded, leaving behind motes of light lazily floating. Then there truly was nothing. Even his blood vanished from the floor.

      “Fuck,” I muttered and rolled to my feet, opening my hand. The feather was clean now, Gabriel’s blood gone. And I… knew I didn’t have a choice. Ania had to be saved. Not that I’d lose sleep if Lucia killed some woman I’d never met. Well, maybe I would. But I also knew I couldn’t afford to let Lucia get away with her scheme. I couldn’t let her grow more powerful by sacrificing the baby and absorbing its life force.

      I moved on, returning to the archive, knowing there was only one choice to make.  When the others saw me walk in with my sword in hand, they shot to their feet.

      Sam was the first to reach me. “What happened?”

      Instead of saying anything, I held up his feather. I didn’t know what else to say—how to spill out my feelings and beg… for any answer other than what had to happen next.

      He reached for it, fingers stopping just short of touching the downy feather. “What… how…?”

      “Gabriel said you’d know,” I shoved the words past my dry lips, pushing air through my tight throat.

      Sam touched the feather with the tip of a single finger, understanding dawning in his eyes. “I see,” he drew the words out slowly. “We don’t have much time.”

      “Time for what?” Jezze stepped closer.

      “No time to explain.”  This was happening. This was it. There was no other choice to make. “The other mother is in danger. Sam and I are going to her.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Uncle Luc stalked toward me and pointed at the ground. “You must stay here. Nancy needs protection.”

      “You and Jezze can keep her safe until we get back.”

      “Not good enough.” The Devil’s eyes swirled, a red so pure it nearly seared my vision now dancing in those ageless orbs. This wasn’t my uncle, this was Satan, Lucifer, Beelzebub. Evil incarnate and he was giving me a fucking order.

      And fuck me sideways, I wanted to listen. But the choice was made, the die was cast. Sam had taken his feather and was doing this with or without me.

      I sure as hell wasn’t going to let him do it alone.

      “Not up to you, Uncle.” I laid a hand on Sam’s arm.

      My mate looked me in the eye and nodded once. Then a flare of light enveloped us and the library… vanished.
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      If Sam’s connection to On High wasn’t helping us so much, I’d hate it beyond the depths of my soul. But it was there, directing him, feeding him information so that he knew exactly where to take us.  We appeared in the middle of a hotel lobby, dead bodies surrounding us, the scent of carnage in the air.  Some were tweens, mostly elves, wearing the armor of one of the clan’s royal guardsmen. The rest were humans, dressed in robes of Lucia’s followers. Thralls and priests, no doubt.

      Based on the severed limbs and mortal wounds, Ania’s bodyguards hadn’t gone easy on them.

      My blood stirred, jealousy snaking through me. Jealousy that I hadn’t been given that same opportunity. Or rather, I had, but my fathers’ influence kept me from acting on that bloodlust.

      I scanned the room, searching for anyone that still breathed, but no one moved. “Where’s Ania?”

      Sam turned and headed down a nearby hall. “This way.”

      I didn’t ask how he knew.  This was one of those times it was best to trust divine guidance.  On High wasn’t usually on my side, what with being related to Satan, but they were on Sam’s.

      We strode down the hallway, stepping over bodies and skirting pools of blood.  We came across the bodies of humans wearing hotel uniforms and others dressed in casual clothes—employees and hotel guests. Some might have been thralls simply on vacation before Lucia took over their minds. Others might have been innocents caught in the wrong place at the wrong time.  With the carnage around us, there was no way to separate good from bad.

      Though, I supposed when people like Sam and me were allies, telling the difference between dark and light was a bit difficult.

      Uncle Luc would love that. He was all about blurred lines and gray areas.

      We reached a door at the end of the hall—two elven guards slumped on the ground across the threshold.  Their armor was stained in blood, silver painted red, and they still clutched their weapons.  One clung to life by a thread and I crouched by his side, checking his pulse.  Weak, too weak.  He didn’t have long.

      His eyes fluttered and he looked up at me. His grip tightened on his sword, attempting to lift it, but he was too weak to move.

      I touched his hand, pushing it down. “It’s okay. We’re here to help.”

      “The blessed mother,” his voice cracked, pain lacing the tone. “She must…”

      “I know. We’ll get her someplace safe.” I repeated three words I’d heard countless times over the years. Not from my mother’s people, but from my fathers. “Be at peace.”

      He gave a weak nod, his eyes fluttering closed, and went limp. He’d held on just long enough to pass his duty to someone else.

      I pushed to my feet and Sam was there, at my side as I reached for the door.  We carefully moved into the room, searching for any threat that remained.  There was no way Lucia’s followers would go as far as killing everyone only to stop at that door.

      Unless wanna-be-goddess toyed with us.

      I wouldn’t put it past her, which pushed me to move quicker.  Let her be cocky and hang back. We’d simply bolt before she could spring her trap.

      I tipped my head back, sniffing the air, and caught the scent of a human woman.  I followed the aroma, sword still gripped tightly as I sought any lingering threat.

      The teasing scent came from the bathroom—the shower.  I grabbed the curtain and wrenched it aside.  A woman cowered in the tub, gasping when I revealed her hiding spot.

      “Please,” she stared up at me with wide eyes. “Please, don’t hurt my baby.”

      “I won’t.” I gestured to Sam. “We’re the good guys.”

      Good-ish, anyway.  She didn’t need to know about Uncle Luc.

      She hesitantly rose, fingers gripping the sides of the tub while she pushed to her feet.  Her attention bounced between Sam and me, fear making her tremble.  She was young, maybe early twenties, and couldn’t have been more opposite of Nancy.  She wore a black t-shirt, metal-head band logo on the front, and a denim skirt that strained against her big, pregnant belly.  Her eyes were lined in dark liner, and her hair was dyed a bright shade of pink.

      Pretty.

      “You’re Ania?” I raised my eyebrows.

      She nodded, tears welling in her eyes. “My protectors…?”

      Sam reached out and touched her arm, and I suppressed my wolf’s instinctual response to his hands on another woman.  But I resisted, barely.  I pushed the animal back, reminding it of our mate’s purpose now.

      He was a gel; he had his feather.  This was part of who he was.

      “They gave their lives to save you, but fear not. We will protect you now.”

      I’d forgotten how gels were all formal when they spoke.

      “Good luck with that,” a soft purr came from behind us.

      I whirled, raising my sword in a single fluid move, body tense and ready to fight.  Lucia stood there, a small group of thralls at her back along with the priest who’d attacked us at Momma R’s.

      She was clearly gaining a lot of power if she was able to teleport herself and the priest to Texas from Orlando.  I could practically feel her strength crackling in the air, the fine hairs on my arms standing on end.

      “Sam,” I moved to stand between him and Lucia, “get us out of here.”

      He touched my shoulder and something lurched, my stomach twisting into a knot like a roller coaster had just plummeted down a hill, but we didn’t go anywhere.

      Lucia had her hand raised, fingers bent like she held something tightly.

      She was holding us in place with her psychic powers.  “Now, now, I can’t let you take my gift away before I crack her open and get my toy surprise.”

      Ania let out a frightened whimper.  I clenched my teeth and tightened my grip, ready to defend the panicked woman.

      Though I seriously hoped Sam could do his thing. Soon.

      Mainly because the thralls rushed me.

      “Sam!”

      “I can’t fight her power,” he grunted.

      Two thralls swung swords at me, going for blood.  Old swords—elven swords.  Swords they were unworthy to look at, let alone touch.  I backed up and used the doorway as a bottleneck.  They couldn’t all race through the small opening.  I parried their attacks, kicked one in the gut and knocking him into the other.  One swung a fist at my head and I grabbed him by the wrist, rage boiling inside me.  It churned and flickered, blood heating, bones warming me from inside out.  I couldn’t hold back this time.

      If I did, we were dead. Fuck that, the world was dead.

      My wolf howled and scraped at me, stomping past the hellfire stirring in my soul and demanding to be set free.  It wanted this blood. Wanted it all.

      And, fuck it, I let her loose. Just a bit.  My muscles bulged, fur sprouted along my arms, and my hands grew sharp, deadly claws.  The tips pierced his flesh and then I twisted his wrist, smiling when it snapped.  He dropped to the ground, clutching his broken wrist and screaming in pain.

      He got off easy—my wolf would have gladly gorged on his blood. But I still had enough control to hold her back. For now.

      Two more thralls separated me and Lucia. Two more obstacles to destroy before I reached my target. All I had to do was break her concentration.  Whatever dark magic she used to hold us captive, to block an angel’s gifts, had to be a difficult spell for her to maintain. Even if I didn’t kill her, a blow to the head would daze her long enough for us to get out of here.

      I swung my sword, following each arching swipe with a scrape of claw through flesh.  One and then two. I ensured those two went down and would never ever get up again.  Part of me—a tiny part—felt guilty about hurting them, but… My life—Sam’s life—was on the line.  So I gloried in it, embraced it, welcomed the pleasure that came with death.  I’d forgotten the rush. It’d been so long since I let myself rejoice in the glory of battle.

      I brought my blade around again, aiming for Lucia, but her priest stepped in the way. He deflected my sword with his staff, his bellowing shout following the block.  “You will not harm the sacred goddess!”

      I put my weight against him, leaning into the spot where our two weapons locked.  My jaw elongated and fangs lengthened as my face transformed to the wolf’s snarling maw.  Feral drives—needs—pushed past what little control remained.  I took a step back and swung my sword with one hand, following it with a swipe, trying to cut my way through his defenses.  Instead of parrying my blows, he channeled energy through his staff and summoned an unholy shield of Lucia’s version of divine light. “Back, beast! Begone!”

      The priest seriously watched The Lord of the Rings too many times. It was a very Gandalf moment.  Apparently, he must have forgotten what happened to the old wizard.  I raised my blade overhead, roaring in fury, and channeled hellfire into the length of strengthened steel.  I brought it down with every ounce of my strength, using the darker fires of Hell itself to slice past his shield.  The swirling light shattered, sword slicing through it as if it were nothing but the thinnest glass.  My flaming blade came down on his staff next, cutting it clean in half.

      The startled priest dropped the staff and backed away, scrambling for the spiked mace hooked to his belt.  He swung it wildly, trying to hold me back, but his faith was no match for my feral rage.

      It was that dark cave all over again, that overwhelming need to kill, burn, destroy, raze the world to nothingness.

      I grabbed his hand as he swung, closing my claw around his fingers and the shaft of the mace.  Then… I squeezed. I tightened my fist, channeling my wolf’s strength and the surge of hellfire into my hold.  Bones cracked beneath my palm, shattering his hand and crumbling the shaft of the mace.  I released him and the mace fell to the ground while the priest stumbled back, collapsing to the ground at Lucia’s feet.

      Lucia glared at him, a disgusted sneer on her face. “Fool,” she spat. “Incompetent fool.”

      I snarled, taking a step forward, ready to tear her into tiny pieces. “Die, Hell bitch.”

      Lucia smirked. “You first, dear.”

      Still holding Sam locked in place, Lucia raised her other hand toward me. She unleashed a gout of flame so hot it burned blue, and I recognized the heat immediately.

      Hellfire.

      The thing about being Satan’s niece with a direct connection to Hell itself was that I wasn’t easy to burn—in general.  The darkest evil? A fallen gel? They could hurt me.  The scar on my palm, burned into my flesh by my own mate, was proof of that.

      Normal flames couldn’t singe me. I could bathe in a volcano and come out unscathed.  It took a lot of magic and darkness to generate a flame strong enough to overpower my resistance.  Power Lucia had with more to spare.

      I dropped into a crouch, holding my sword at an angle in front of me, and channeled my own hellfire into its length.  Her blue flames struck my blazing red and the opposing forces erupted, sending a shower of sparks through the room.  The space caught fire, the bed, carpet, and drapes going up in flickers of heat.  Ania screamed from behind me and Lucia laughed, channeling more at me, trying to overwhelm me with pure force.

      I grinned—as much as I could with my wolf’s maw.  One thing I’d already learned about Lucia was that she had no finesse.  She was brute force and raw power.

      Power that was useless if not wielded properly.  It was clear to me that Lucia hadn’t ever faced someone she couldn’t overcome by simply throwing as much at them as possible.

      I slowly backed away from her, letting her think she overpowered me.  The strength of her flames grew and grew, sweat breaking out along her brow. Not from heat, but exhaustion, from the exertion of channeling so much raw fire.  Her hand shook, but her grin remained, eyes blazing with maniacal glee. She thought she had me and—if I was honest—she nearly did. I wouldn’t be able to hold her off much longer.

      Fortunately, I wouldn’t have to.

      While I backed away, I moved from the bathroom door until I crouched in front of the vanity that ran along one wall.  I waited until Lucia seemed to be pushing everything at me, until I knew her concentration was more on me and less on my mate. Then I made my move.

      I rolled forward, dropping my shoulder to the ground and using it to pivot to the left before popping to my feet.  I shoved my hellfire-enveloped blade against Lucia’s stream of flame, pushing it away as I rolled.  Lucia wasn’t prepared for my sudden movement, unable to react to my shift in position. She had power. I had knowledge. I’d been fighting—and nearly dying—for centuries.

      Her stream of blue flame erupted into the wall, burning a hole through drywall and wood, blasting into the next hotel room and setting it on fire.  The shimmering heat spread quickly and I knew the entire hotel would soon be ablaze.  Too bad we’d miss the pretty show.

      The sprinkler system spurted to life, drenching the room in a downpour of tepid water.  But it wouldn’t do a thing to the hellfire permeating the space. Not unless it was holy water.  The sprinkler water boiled in an instant, filling the room with steam. Within moments it was too thick to see through and Lucia was nothing more than a shadowy figure off to the side.  She crouched and waved her hand in front of her face, trying to clear away the steam.

      Before she could recover and rain hellfire down on me again, I lifted my sword.  I brought it around in a wide arc, aiming for the bitch.  My blade made contact, slicing her skin open and scorching her flesh with hellfire.  My wolf rejoiced in the strike and the evil parts of my soul called out for more blood.

      Those two shouldn’t have bothered getting too happy.  Anyone else would have lost their arm, but for a demigoddess like Lucia, it’d barely been a scratch.

      But it was all I needed.

      Lucia staggered back, hand going to the wound on her arm, her focus and concentration shattered by the strike.  I bolted for the bathroom while she was distracted, not wasting a moment.  Sam and Ania were still there, Ania crouched in the bathtub while Sam leaned over her.  Leaned over her and used his body to protect her from the flames.  His skin had been scorched—some places black with the crackling heat—by the hellfire.  He didn’t have my resistance to the flames, but his angelic blood still made him more durable than any mortal.

      That didn’t eliminate pain though.

      “Sam, let’s go!” I grabbed his shoulder, palm colliding with one of his injuries, blood seeping through my fingers.

      As soon as we touched, he drew on his power—On High—and whisked us away.  We vanished, blinking from sight in an instant, and the last thing I heard was Lucia screaming in unholy fury.
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      We appeared outside the library since the wards wouldn’t have allowed Sam to deposit us inside.  We hurried into the building, dragging Ania along with us.  Tears streamed down the woman’s face, her hands protectively cupping her belly.  We didn’t even pause in our race for shelter, moving past the front desk.  The librarian and her assistant were in the lobby, speaking in hushed tones.  When they caught sight of us, the librarian stepped in our path, pointing a finger at Ania.

      “She can’t be here. Do you have any idea how dangerous this is?” Mrs. Caldwell snapped.

      “Back off, lady.” I growled through morphed teeth.  I pushed my wolf back, trying to return to my human shape while I yelled at this woman. “The girl’s been through Hell, and I mean that literally. She needs to be somewhere safe.”

      Mrs. Caldwell stared me down, spine straight and shoulders back. “You can’t have her here. Not in the same place as the other one. It’s too risky!”

      “Other one?” Ania looked at us with confused, teary eyes. “What other one?”

      “We’ll explain downstairs.” I pushed past the librarian, ignoring her furious squawk. I led Ania toward the basement, the librarian following us and muttering under her breath the whole time.

      When we got into the room, we found Uncle Luc pacing in front of the bookshelves while Nancy reclined on the couch, reading a magazine and munching on mini-cupcakes from the vending machine.  Jezze had her nose in a book, but she dropped it to her lap when we entered.

      “This her?” Jezze pushed to her feet.

      “Okay, wait a minute.” Ania backed away from us, hands raised and palms out. As if that’d stop me if I really wanted to get to her. “I’m grateful you saved my life, but I need an explanation. Who are you people?”

      Before I could answer—though On High knew what I was gonna say—Nancy got up and waddled over to Ania. “Wow! You’re pregnant too! When are you due?”

      I shot Nancy an annoyed glare. Trust the other human in the room to ignore the tension surrounding us.  “Nancy,” I spoke slowly, trying to hold onto my frustration. “This is Ania. She’s the other mother.”

      “Other?” Ania frowned. “What do you mean by ‘other’?”

      I rubbed a hand over my face, swallowing back my scream of frustration. I’d just saved these two women. I couldn’t kill them. Though that’d solve a bunch of problems, wouldn’t it?  “Okay. Both of you, shut up.” I pointed at one of the couches. “Everyone who’s pregnant, sit over there.” Nancy pouted. Ania put her hands on her hips and opened her mouth as if to say something. If she spoke, I couldn’t promise not to strangle her.  “Sit. Now!”

      Nancy yelped and hurried to the couch while Ania huffed and glared at me before obeying.

      “Sam,” I gestured at the girls, “get them up to speed, please.”

      He quirked his lips in a grin, the half-smile sending a heat of a different kind through my body.  It looked like he had his feather back, but in his heart, he was still my sexy mate.

      Sexy mate whose back had been burned to a crisp.  I watched him move toward the girls, taking a seat in front of them and giving me his back. His healed, completely covered in a leather jacket, back.

      I mentally shook my head. I really did love On High—occasionally but not frequently and only when he helped, not hindered.

      Sam related the story, explaining everything.  Nancy had already heard a lot, but she actually paid attention now.  Ania leaned forward, face pale, while she listened to my mate’s explanation—fated children, planetary alignments, and Lucia’s plans to sacrifice the kids.

      When Sam finished, Ania leaned back and dropped her hands to her lap. “Wow,” she whispered. “My protectors…” Ania shook her head. “They’d told me about Lucia and her plans, but they never mentioned another mother. Or planetary alignments.”

      “They may not have known the full truth,” Sam added.

      I snorted. “More likely, they were keeping you in the dark on purpose.”

      “Why would they do that?” Ania tilted her head in question.

      “Probably because they don’t like the idea of your child having any connection to Lucifer’s. No doubt, they want to keep these kids as far apart as possible. Cosmic balance and all that.” I waved my hand, pretending I didn’t give a fuck when the fucks I gave were slowly rising.

      “Which is why she shouldn’t be here,” the librarian snarked. I’d forgotten she’d tagged along. “Lucia no doubt knows exactly where you are. She could have easily sensed where you traveled when you used the gel’s magic. She’ll be coming here for you—for you both.”

      “Not until tomorrow,” I assured Mrs. Caldwell and focused on my mate. “Right, Sam?”

      “Right,” he assured me. “Her power will be at its peak tomorrow. She won’t make a move until then.”

      “Wait.” Ania shook her head. “That doesn’t make sense.”

      “I know, right? The planetary alignment crap confuses the fuck outta me, too.” I ignored Nancy’s glare at my curse.

      “No, not that. I mean, if she isn’t going to do this sacrifice until tomorrow, why did she come for me today?” I hated it when humans made sense.  And this one did.

      I froze. “Wait, what?”

      Ania opened her mouth, but Sam held up a hand to silence her. “How long were you hiding in the bathroom before we got there?”

      “I don’t know,” Ania shrugged. “Ten minutes? Maybe fifteen?”

      Sam and I exchanged a look.

      “Lucia showed up right after we got there.”

      “You’ve been duped.” Uncle Luc glared at us and I ignored him.

      Nancy raised her hand like she was in school. “I’m confused.”

      Nothing new there.

      I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “She wanted us to come get Ania. She let Gabriel escape, knowing he’d come here for help. There was no place else he could go for tween help. She lay in wait at the hotel. Why else would she kill the guards and then wait more than ten minutes to go into your room.” I looked at Ania. “She left you there. As bait.”

      I hated—and kind of respected—smart evil beings.

      “So you’d bring me here?” Ania whispered.

      The librarian stepped forward, crossed her arms and glared at both pregnant women. “So the babies would be in the same place.”

      I’d forgotten she was there, but she did have a point.

      “Fuck,” I cursed and gestured at Ania. “We’ve got to get her out of here.”

      “To where?” Jezze spread her hands. “There’s no place safe. Nowhere Lucia won’t be able to find her. At least we have the wards here.  It’ll be easier to defend one location than split up and protect two.”

      “I have an idea.” Uncle Luc strode forward and took Ania by the arm, yanking her to her feet. “We send this one back to the gels and their little elven friends. Let them deal with her.”

      “Uncle Luc.” I gave him an impatient look, just about done with… everything.

      “Caith,” he snapped. “My priority is my child. Not this one.” He looked Ania up and down. “No offense, my dear.”

      Ania snatched her arm from his grip. “You know what? You people are nuts. I’ll find someone else to help me.” She headed for the door, stomping the whole way.

      Of course—of fucking course—that was when the entire building above us shook and the rumble of a massive explosion filled the air.

      On High truly hated me. That was the only explanation.
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      The building shook again, dust drifting from the rafters, and books tumbled from their shelves.

      “Uh, Sam?” I swayed on my feet, another blast rocking the structure. “How sure are you about those calculations and Lucia’s ultimate power?”

      “Certain.” He reached out and steadied Nancy. “The book was quite clear.”

      “Which time zone?” Ania gripped a nearby chair.

      “What?” I stared at her, eyes wide.

      “It’s tomorrow in New Zealand, right?” Ania stumbled left and tightened her hold.

      We all exchanged a panicked glance.

      “Oh, fuck.” My mind spun as I tried to formulate a plan that didn’t involve the world ending.

      Another blast rocked the building and it sounded like someone fired missiles at the library. Or mystical lightning bolts and blasts of hellfire.

      I swung my attention to the librarian. “How long can your wards hold up against this?”

      She ran to the wall and pressed her palm against it.  Runes glowed on the surface, swirling around her hand. “Not long.” She shook her head. “They were made to stop almost any force on Earth, but Lucia…”

      “Is a lot stronger than that,” I nodded. “Right. Keep the girls here.” I palmed my sword and headed for the door, the other strapped to my back.

      “You’re going out there?” Ania’s eyes widened.

      Sam and Jezze joined me at the door and I looked back at the pregnant girls.  Uncle Luc stepped in front of them, adjusting his cuffs and straightening his jacket.

      “I’ll wait here.” He tweaked the handkerchief in his pocket. “Anything that gets through that door will have to face the wrath of a former archangel.”

      Former archangel and demon without a soul.  He didn’t have love in his heart, but his possessiveness shined brightly.

      “Sounds like a plan.”  I looked to Sam and Jezze. “Let’s go take down a goddess.”

      I yanked open the door and headed for the stairs, adrenaline and hellfire burning through my body.

      “Oh, infans,” Uncle Luc called out to me.  Maybe I didn’t hate that nickname as much as I thought.

      I turned back to look at him. “Yeah?”

      “I think you’re outnumbered.” He smirked and raised a hand, his fingers curling upward. “Why not take some of your old playmates along with you?”

      He lifted his hand and a circle opened in the ground, edges crackling with hellfire, the scent of sulfur permeating the air.  I breathed it in, enjoying the flavors of home filling my nose.  I wasn’t sure what’d come through that portal to Hell—dems or souls. I’d played with both.  Translucent forms raced out, swirling through the air and rushing toward the stairs.  Damned souls, then.  The ones that’d first taught me what it was like to be evil, when my mother was determined to make me a little more like her.

      These were the spirits of the dead, called back from their eternal damnation in the service of the true Lord of the Damned. I grinned, darkness stirring in my heart, that old part of me anxious to play with these friends once more.  I spun and raced up the stairs, ghosts of the wicked, the evil, the most horrible people who had ever lived, flying alongside me.  Their screams filled the air, their undiluted joy sending shivers down my spine.  They reached out with wispy claws, eager to rake them across living flesh and gorge on screams.

      We bolted down the hall and through the lobby, bursting through the front doors to face Lucia and her followers.  What greeted us was far more than I’d expected.  Several hundred thralls filled the parking lot, each of them bearing weapons.  Behind them was a rank of dems, each standing over twelve feet tall, their bodies covered in black scales and hands tipped with long, dark claws.

      At the edge of the lot stood Lucia herself, along with her priest.  The priest had his broken wrist in a sling, arm pinned to his chest.  The other held a silver emblem bearing the sigil of Lucia’s temple.  He chanted, shouting magic toward the skies.  Above us the clouds roiled, casting down lightning bolts that struck the library in rapid succession.

      “Caith, darling,” Lucia shouted, staring at me and laughing. “Thank you for leading me right to the second mother. I was so worried I’d never find her without your help.”

      I growled and pulled my other sword free of its sheath.  I swung them in arching circles before pointing them at the crowd, signaling the spirits of the damned.  They flew forward in a wave of fury, slamming through the horde of Lucia’s followers.

      Men and women screamed as the ghosts raked their minds and souls.  Invisible claws dug into each human and tween, sinking their thirsty nails into their weak brains. They couldn’t kill, unless the person’s heart was weak. Then their target could perish from fear itself.  What they could do was rattle a person’s nerves to their core, consuming them with uncontrollable fear.  Half of her followers fled, some scared by the sight of ghosts and others struck by their assault.

      Path clear, I raced for the dems, blades flashing.  Hellfire blazed across my swords and they cut through dark scales with ease, spilling burning black blood onto the ground. Three rushed me at once, black claws flashing through the air.  I parried one and then hacked off another just above the wrist, making my opponent howl in pain.  The third raked its claws across my back, and my flesh burned with the pain.  I growled and spun, swinging my blades as I moved. One went high and the other low, slicing into the demon at the neck and abdomen.  I sliced him open, rivers of blood flowing toward the ground.

      To my left, Jezze hurled blasts of magic at every dem that came near, knocking them back and shattering their bones.  A half dozen rushed her at once and she pulled her hands back, channeling an orb of crackling energy between her palms.  She hurled it forward and it exploded, vaporizing the coming darkness, leaving nothing but ash in the wind.

      Sam was in his element. With his feather back, his connection to On High was reforged, at least in part.  He raised his hands and a sword materialized, the length blazing with a holy light that nearly seared my eyes.  He took one mighty swing and a wave of light cut a line through the dems, slicing them in half.  Several more jumped at him, their claws raking flesh.  Angelic blood spilled on the ground, but he didn’t stop.  He simply screamed a battle cry of righteous fury, slashing through every dem that came near.

      They each met On High’s angel of destruction.

      When I sliced a clear path through the nearest dems, Lucia’s priest stood before me.  He raised his unholy symbol, shouting prayers to his dark goddess.  Blasts of lightning shot from the sigil and streaked toward me.  I thrust my blades out and the lightning shot through the metal, coursing through my body.  My skin buzzed and hair stood on end. I clenched my teeth, battling to withstand the energy.

      I swung my blades around in a wide arc, gathering strength and then unleashing it back at the priest in a massive blast of darkness and heat.  The priest’s body rocketed across the parking lot, slamming into a van and crumpling the metal door.  He slumped forward, dropping to his hands and knees, smoke rising from his body.

      I ran at him, not giving him a chance to recover.  I raised one of my swords and he met my gaze, no fear in his eyes.

      “I die,” he whispered, “that my goddess may be victorious.”

      Realization punched me just as my sword descended, slicing through his neck and lopping off his head.  Before it even hit the ground, I whirled and scanned the battlefield. Sam and Jezze still battled the dems while the ghosts raced among the thralls, continuing their psychic assault.

      No sign of Lucia.

      “Dammit!” I ran as hard and fast as I could, racing to the library, hoping I wasn’t too late.  I didn’t know when or how she’d slipped past me, but I’d been a fool.  I’d allowed Lucia’s arm, her priest, to distract me while she went for the prize.

      I burst through the front door, panels slamming into the wall, and raced across the lobby.  Before I even reached the stairs to the basement, I heard it.

      Terror.
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      I leapt over the railing and plummeted to the bottom of the stairwell, landing in a crouch to absorb the impact.  I burst into the protected archive room and found Lucia and Uncle Luc engaged in a fierce battle of wills.  Lucia stood with her fists clenched at her sides, a stream of midnight blue flame bursting from the center of her chest.  Uncle Luc stood on the opposite side, one arm extended and hand held palm out.  A stream of blazing fire poured from his hand, connecting with Lucia’s and holding her back.

      “Who are you to stand in the way of love?” Lucia screamed, her voice shaking the room. “Do you know how sacred true love is?” A piece of concrete cracked and fell from the ceiling. “Can you experience such a thing? You don’t know what you took from me!”

      “Silaran does not love you.” Uncle Luc shook his head. “He is using you.”

      “Just like you are using your whore?” Lucia screamed. “Does she know you don’t care for her? That she’s nothing more than a pawn? If she knew the truth, would she agree to be the mother of your child?”

      I scanned the room for said mother and spied Nancy cowering in the corner with Ania. Both of them hid behind one of the couches and watched the battle with wide eyes, tears streaming down their faces.

      “Nancy will birth the future, Lucia.” Uncle Luc’s tone was hard—harder than I’d ever heard. “She is destined for a great, unstoppable fate. You think yourself a goddess,” he sneered. “But you know nothing! She will be my queen and you will be nothing more than a lost page in history.”

      “No!” Lucia wailed. “I will rule over the realms with Silaran at my side. And I shall begin by taking the life of your child and using your own power to conquer every circle of Hell.”

      I stalked forward, swords raised. Neither Lucia nor Uncle Luc paid me any attention. They kept pumping fire and evil at each other, unleashing so much energy the walls shook around us. I worried what would happen if it all broke free in this confined space, but I didn’t have time to dwell on it. Lucia was distracted. Now was the time to strike.

      I rushed Lucia, but she sensed my approach.  She raised one hand, firing a stream of blue flames in my direction.  I deflected it with one of my hellfire-wreathed swords, but she had too much strength.

      Far more than she had mere hours ago—before the stars aligned and maximized her power.

      Note to self: remember time zones in the future.

      She wavered a bit, her attention divided between me and Uncle Luc, but she seemed strong enough to hold us both back.

      I kept my blade in front of me, pumping more and more hellfire into it to block Lucia’s attack.  I tried to push forward, but she blazed too hot, hotter than I could handle.  I tried a quick move to get out of her line of fire, but she was a fast-learning bitch.  As soon as I moved, her flames spread into a broad cone, enveloping half the room around me.  I was forced back into the stairwell, feet scraping on the bare concrete until I was unable to set even one foot into the blazing inferno of her raw, godly power.

      I clenched my teeth and set my feet, keeping my own flames burning in the doorway as a shield against Lucia’s power.  Now that I was cornered, she barely had to put any of her immense energy into holding me at bay. I was out of the picture, inconsequential.

      Nothing more than an annoying gnat.

      Her focus returned to Uncle Luc and sweat seeped from his skin, sliding down his jaw and dripping to his crisply pressed collar. His hand trembled, flames wavering and my heartbeat stuttered.  It didn’t look like he could hold out much longer.

      My mind raced, ideas rushing forward only to be discarded as I tried to figure out a way to get into the room and save him. But the blazing inferno held me at bay.  There was no other way into the room.

      Panic wrapped around my chest, squeezing the air from my lungs and constricting my throat.  He’d be gone and we’d be lost.

      Lost. Lost. Lost.

      But then Uncle Luc caught my eye, a quick glance, his red stare colliding with mine. A red stare that sparkled with amusement and I noted the slightest hint of a smirk touching his lips.

      My own lips twitched, corners tipping up for a moment before the quirk turned into an outright grin.

      Satan. The Devil. Lucifer. The Morningstar. Lord of the Damned.

      Prince of Lies.

      Uncle Luc winced in pain and dropped to one knee.  He brought his other hand up, focusing everything he had on channeling black flames to keep Lucia at bay. “You,” he gasped. “cannot win, Lucia,” his voice strained and he coughed a few times, looking like he might throw up.  “Do you know who I am? I am ancient! I was among His most favored! You are nothing but a fool grasping at powers beyond your comprehension.”

      Lucia advanced on Uncle Luc, eyes blazing with glee at her apparent victory. “You’re nothing but old news, Lucifer. It’s time to make way for the next big thing.”

      She channeled a burst of flame so intense that it melted the concrete floor surrounding Uncle Luc. He collapsed onto his back, screaming in pain, wisps of smoke rising from his suit.

      I screamed and rushed into the room, braving Lucia’s flames for my uncle. He couldn’t… I wouldn’t let…

      I wasn’t crying. I wasn’t. The sprinklers had to be going off or something.  Because the hellfire and the flames and the smoke and the stench.  Burning flesh. Oh God, I scented his burning flesh.

      My clothes peeled away from my skin, catching fire and falling loose to reveal flesh.  Flesh that Lucia’s flames then attacked. I ignored the pain—the agony—and focused on the bitch that needed to die.  I threw everything I had at her—blades and fire both—and Lucia… laughed. She turned away from my uncle and turned her power at me.

      And that’s when Uncle Luc stabbed her in the back.

      Lucia screamed in pain, falling to her knees with the harsh cry.  The flames faded away though my skin still burned with pain, my flesh scorched and raw.  I dropped to my knees opposite her, gasping for air, our pain simmering in the room.

      Uncle Luc yanked the knife out of Lucia’s back, her blood dripping from the blade and oozing along the mystical runes carved into the metal. Runes I recognized. Runes my own son had been using these past weeks.  The writing of Lucia’s own temple.

      Uncle Luc padded to Lucia and crouched at her side, giving me a wink before he spoke to the dying demigoddess.  “Do you know how to defeat a goddess?”

      Lucia stared at Uncle Luc, reached around herself and touched the wound in her back.  She brought her hand around and focused on her blood-covered palm. “Impossible,” she whispered. “How…?”

      He held up the dagger, showing the familiar runes. “You must use her own power against her. A goddess is her own downfall.”

      Uncle Luc didn’t give her a moment to say anything else, he fisted her hair and yanked her head back, sneering at the injured woman.

      I saw it then—him. I saw the archangel cast from On High, the pure evil and hatred that sent him falling beyond the tween.  That face sent a spear of fear racing down my spine, the sneer, the malevolence, the unadulterated fury consuming me with terror.  I didn’t know this man, this dem.  He…

      He pulled his arm back and slashed Lucia across the throat, sinking the metal deep into her flesh.  She screamed, her cries silenced by a sick wet gurgle, and then he threw her to the ground.  A pool of blood spread from her severed throat, her head almost completely separated from her body.  I stared at that woman—dem—psychotic bitch as she died, the last hints of life flowing from her in a red river.

      Her body gradually turned black, pale skin darkening until she was nothing more than a dark husk that finally collapsed into ash.  Moments later, there was nothing left but a black smear on the ground.

      Uncle Luc stared at the smudge, dragging the tip of his shoe through the mark, and he let out a satisfied grunt.

      “Is she really gone?” There didn’t seem to be much left.

      “No.” He shook his head. “Dems and gels can only be killed on their home plane.”

      “Right.” I let out a tired sigh. “Her spirit went to her new Hell dimension, didn’t it?”

      Now he nodded. “But it will be some time before she can regain enough power to influence the world once again.  Even longer before she can manifest here in physical form.”

      Uncle Luc tucked the dagger away and then brushed off his hands. “And since she won’t be returning anytime soon,” he turned to face Nancy and held out his arms, “she won’t be able to harm our child.”

      Nancy ran to him and Uncle Luc held her close, tightly against his chest. I watched him, wondering about the way he held her. Had Lucia been right? Was this nothing more than a scheme? Or did he somehow love her?  I saw that glimpse of his true self—the archangel that’d been thrust from On High, but now he seemed so caring.

      He caught my eye and held my gaze for a long moment and then… he smirked.

      Prince of Lies, indeed.
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      We left the protected archive, me moving with careful, stiff motions.  Exhaustion pressed in on me, pain dragging me toward the earth and encouraging me to collapse. But there was shit that needed doing and even if it’d been Uncle Luc who rid the tween of Lucia, this was still mine. Sure, the library was outside Silver Springs and nowhere near Orlando, but maybe it was time to just claim the whole fucking state.

      I eased up the stairs, at one point using my sword as a crutch. Papa Leth would whoop my ass if he saw the way I leaned on it.  Steel abuse, he’d call it.

      Well, he could come after me when I didn’t feel like dying.

      I pulled on my reserves, forcing myself to walk upright—straight and strong—as we emerged from the building.  The battle outside had ended when Lucia was banished. The dems she’d brought no longer littered the parking lot and returned to their Hell dimension when her power was severed. Uncle Luc’s ghosts had crept back to Hell as well to continue their eternal punishments.

      The human thralls though… They were in a bad state. Some wandered off, confused looks in their eyes. Others fell to the ground, hugging their knees to their chests and rocking back and forth.  Between having their minds violated by Lucia and then being subjected to the horrors of Uncle Luc’s ghosts, they looked scared, lost, and confused.  I asked the librarian if she could do anything for them, and she agreed to call the authorities. No doubt some story would be concocted to explain their state away.  I figured the government would make up a tale about a gas leak or weather balloon. That was what they usually did when they had to cover up a mess involving tweens.

      Sam moved among the shell-shocked humans, offering them whatever comfort he could. He traveled from one person to the next, kneeling at their sides and whispering softly. He touched a man’s forehead, a soft flash of light coming from his palm, and I knew he used his angelic grace to heal some of the psychiatric wounds the man suffered.  It was the best we could hope for, I supposed.  At the very least, it meant these people could return to their normal lives when all was said and done.

      Instead of ending up in mental institutions with broken minds… or committing suicide and ending up with my uncle for eternity.

      Jezze did what she could as well, offering comfort and support. Though she paused and looked up when a voice called to her from across the parking lot.  I looked in the direction of that voice.

      Greg.  Greg, still dressed in his temple robes. His eyes were clear, freed from Lucia’s magic.  His face lit up when he saw Jezze, and he hurried toward her.  Jezze called out his name and pushed to her feet, running across the swath of blood-stained asphalt.  They collided, arms wrapping around each other, cries of joy and relief filling the air.

      “Well,” I put my hands on my hips and scanned my surroundings, “it’s a Hell of a mess,” —literally— “but I guess everything worked out.”

      “Don’t relax just yet.” Uncle Luc descended the library steps with one arm wrapped around Nancy’s waist. “Lucia will still be gathering power. She won’t be able to influence minds for some time, until she recovers enough to return to the tween, but her church will still exist.”

      “Won’t her church collapse without her here to control minds?” I really, really wanted him to say yes.

      He shrugged. “Maybe. Most will go back to their lives—the ones drawn into Lucia’s web because of psychic influence. But not all. There are always fanatics.  Or those that internalized the temple’s teachings and convinced themselves Lucia spoke the pure truth. They’ll be a minority, but there will be those that continue believing in her—praying to her.”

      “Great.” I frowned, staring at the groups of people in the lot. It might have been my imagination, but I saw a few people with a determined set to their jaw and a dangerous gleam in their eyes.  People who would fight the next time Lucia returned to the tween.

      “One last thing.” He patted Nancy’s hand and smiled down at her. “I need to return to Hell for a bit. Now that this mess has blown over, there are some demons who need to be punished for siding with Lucia.  I’ll also need to make preparations to ensure that her damage doesn’t continue to spread.”

      I groaned. Like a teenager. Sue me. I was battered, bruised, had nearly died, and now… “So I’ve got babysitting duty for a while longer.”  I groaned again. Just in case he missed it the first time.  I was totally six hundred going on sixteen.  I waved Nancy and Ania over. “All right, ladies pregnant with demon and angel spawn with me.”

      Nancy gave Uncle Luc a kiss on the cheek and then joined me while Ania hurried as fast as her pregnant waddle allowed.

      “I want to go home.” Ania glared at me. “Back to Austin.”

      I nodded. “As soon as we can arrange that, we will.” As if she had to twist my arm. “But it’s best if we keep an eye on you until the kid is born. You know,” I adopted a bland expression and flattened my tone, “since your own protectors were murdered and all.”

      Ania’s breath caught, face going pale, and I sorta hated myself for being such a bitch. She looked around at the carnage, the pools of blood and hunks of red flesh.  “I… I guess you’re right.”  She swallowed hard and met my stare with a wobbly smile. “I’ve always wanted to see Orlando. I’ll think of it as a vacation.”

      I snorted. “Too bad you waited until you were pregnant. Roller coasters are the best part.”

      “Maybe next time.”

      Our conversation was innocuous. In poor taste as far as any other sane human being would be concerned. But sometimes, in the face of destruction, you clung to a little bit of normal.

      Sirens sounded in the distance. It looked like the librarian had kept her word and called the authorities. Sam and Jezze joined us and we made ready to depart.

      He stepped beside me, his scent and heat washing away the stench of my surroundings.  His heat… It was different than before. Soothing in some ways, scraping and painful in others.  Nowhere near like what I’d experienced from Lucia.

      “Are you all right?” Sam cast a worried look over my burns. I was one hell of a sight, the skin on my face and arms scorched.

      “I’ll be fine. I heal fast.”  My werewolf blood would patch me up soon enough.  Though, with these wounds, I might need a few days of bed rest to regain my full strength.

      I gave Uncle Luc a hug, imagining him smirking—only going through the motions to placate me. Not because he felt anything for me.  I needed to push those thoughts from my head. Nothing about our relationship was different. He was the same. I was the same. It was all the same.

      Right.

      He whispered in my ear. “Do make sure none of your boyfriend’s gel friends decide to drop by and check on things. I’d rather not have them around Nancy until after the birth.”

      I pulled back and looked him in the eye. I didn’t know if he was just paranoid or if he really thought the gels might try to do something to his child. I gave him a nod. “I’ll take care of her. Don’t worry.”

      “I’m sure you will.” He took a step away but then paused, turning back to me. “Do you have any messages for your mother? She’s been recovering quite well in the lower circles.  The last time I spoke with her, she told me she missed you.”

      I opened my mouth and then snapped it shut, not sure what to say.  My relationship with my mother was complicated at best—fucked up at worst. But I supposed I owed her one.  She’d saved my life last year and I’d had a long time to come to terms with my new, conflicting feelings.  While I still wasn’t sure I wanted to foster a new relationship with her, I did feel like I was at least ready to open the lines of communication.

      “Tell her… tell her I’ll see her soon.” Whether I summoned her through dark magic or she appeared on her own, I’d at least said that seeing her was a possibility.

      “Very well, infans.” Uncle Luc tipped his head. “I’ll relay the message.”

      He winked at me and then turned to Sam, giving my mate the slightest nod. Not exactly the thanks Sam deserved for his part in keeping Nancy safe and averting disaster, but it was the best anyone could hope for from Uncle Luc.

      My uncle turned away, vanishing between one step and the next.  The rest of us climbed into our stolen SUV and drove off, exiting the back of the parking lot just as the cops and ambulances pulled in.
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      A little over a week later, I picked up Bryony from school and we headed to meet my new cousin.  After the battle had ended, I’d kept my promise to Bry and spent a few days at the beach in Georgia with him, Momma R, and the crazy ex-witch Moll.  The chick creeped even me out.  The rest and relaxation had been just what I needed and the worst of my burns had already faded. One of the perks of my supernatural bloodline.

      But the little vacation couldn’t last forever. I had a bar to run, and Bry had to be back in school. Fortunately, his teacher told me he’d been on his best behavior. No more signs of him—or any of the other children—writing in strange languages. Well, except for the complaint that some of the students picked up a little Japanese from a kids’ cartoon show. Now they kept calling her Lotus-san.

      We drove to the lake house where Uncle Luc had arranged lodging for Nancy and—begrudgingly—Ania as well.  We arrived just as Sorsha was leaving, her bag of midwife supplies slung over her shoulder.

      Sorsha paused to greet us and ruffled Bry’s hair. “How are you feeling, little one?” The true healer’s gaze missed nothing as she looked Bryony over.  “I’m going to have to start awarding you Frequent Patient Miles if you keep coming down with mystical ailments.”

      “Huh?” Bry tipped his head back and frowned at her.

      “Don’t worry about it.” She focused on me. “They’re settling in fine. Both babies are healthy and they already have an air of the supernatural around them.”

      “Any miracles or plagues yet?” I smirked.

      “Only the miracle of birth.” The healer’s smile was wide and heartfelt. “Which takes on a whole new meaning when speaking of destined children from fated mothers. But for now, they’re just babies.” She moved to leave but paused mid-step. “Though, do make sure you let me know if any strange portents show up around them.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      Sorsha headed off, and Bry and I went inside to see the newborns.  I hadn’t been around for the births—my own feelings of what could never be keeping me away—but I was ready to see them.

      We found Nancy lounging in a bed near the tall windows that looked out over the lake. Her child, the one all the fuss, fighting, and near-apocalypse had been all about was cradled in her arms. The baby slept the innocent sleep of babes and she looked up at me with a tired smile.  “Hi,” she whispered. “I’m so glad you came.”

      “Hey there.” I kept my voice just as low. I picked Bry up and sat him on the edge of the bed so he could get a closer look at his second cousin. “Looks like everything worked out, huh?”

      “Yes.” Nancy smiled down at her newborn. “Isn’t he beautiful?”

      “A boy.”  A perfect little vision of impending evil.  “Good luck potty training him.” I tousled Bry’s hair. “This one hasn’t quite mastered his aim.”

      “What’s his name?” Bryony leaned even closer, little eyes intent on the baby.

      “Lucius.” Uncle Luc walked into the room. He had a big, proud-parent grin on his face though, as usual, it didn’t quite touch his eyes. “Lucius Morningstar, proud heir of a grand empire.”

      I reached out and traced Lucius’ tiny hand, giving his finger a delicate stroke. “Nice to meet you, Lucius. Don’t burn the place down, huh? I did that once or twice after I was born.”

      “More than a dozen times, as I recall,” Uncle Luc drawled. “And that doesn’t include the fires you set on purpose.”

      I grinned and shrugged. “I was a rambunctious kid.”

      Nancy looked at Uncle Luc with anxious, worried eyes. “He’s really not going to burn the house down, is he?”

      Uncle Luc simply smirked.

      I patted Nancy’s hand.  “Don’t worry. I’ll put you in touch with Blooming Aster. She’s my housekeeper and corrals my brownie cleaning crew. She can weave a few spells into the home and maybe get you a hive of your own.”

      I knew the brownies would be tripping over themselves to work for the Dark Lord’s son.

      Nancy looked at me, eyes growing even wider. I wasn’t sure if she thought I was joking or just crazy.

      “Hey everyone.” A soft, feminine voice came from behind me. I turned to see Ania padding into the room, cradling the other destined newborn in her arms. “I know I’m not exactly part of the family, but do you want to meet the other half of this divine duo?”

      I smiled and waved her over. Her baby was even more beautiful than Lucius, probably owing to its angelic heritage. Though I thought I saw a pinkish tinge to the baby’s hair.  A sign of pixie blood? I looked Ania over, studying her more thoroughly than when we’d first met. Specifically, her pink hair and the fact that she wasn’t sporting a different color at the roots.  It made me wonder if the color was dye after all.  I’d known enough pixies—especially through my royal pixie father’s side of the family—to recognize the signs of a half-pixie woman if I saw one.  I was surprised it had slipped past me until now. Though, in my defense, there’d been a lot going on the day I met Ania.

      “Boy or girl?” I leaned forward, smiling at the child.

      “Girl.” Ania’s smile outshined mine. “Her name is Dalia.”

      I smirked. “Fitting.”

      Dalia—the Lithuanian goddess of fate and childbirth. I couldn’t think of a more appropriate name for a fated child like this one.

      I touched Dalia’s tiny hand and her fingers closed around my finger, testing out her baby grip.  Her eyes opened and she looked up at me, cooing softly.

      “Well, aren’t you a beautiful little girl,” I whispered.

      She squirmed in her mother’s arms, fussing a little, and then her gaze drifted to the side.  I followed the direction of her stare and found… that she was looking right at Lucius. Lucius who’d also opened his eyes and looked right back at her.

      I stood between the newborns, wondering.  They held each other’s eyes with a seriousness that wasn’t possible for babies.  Kids were born only able to see less than a foot in front of them and yet…

      Yet these two were. They stared and it was almost like something passed between them, something beyond my understanding.

      It sent a shiver down my spine.

      Uncle Luc stood behind me and leaned over to whisper in my ear. “Neither On High nor I can control everything. We’ll have to wait and see how this shakes out, yes?”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat, not looking forward to what the future would bring.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Later, back at home and after Bry was in bed, Sam came to me.  He slipped into the house, touched me, caressed me—made me cry and made me beg. He broke me apart with his passion only to carefully and slowly put me back together again.  I don’t remember half the night, half of the things we did, but I do recall being so… filled.

      Not with him, but with love.  Consumed by it. Overwhelmed by it. Destroyed and rebuilt with it.

      With Lucia gone, there was nothing to hold us back—nothing to stop him from exploring my body and nothing to stop me from doing the same.

      One kiss turned into dozens, one pinch turned into hundreds.  My wolf rejoiced in my mate’s domination—his passionate demands—and my heart overflowed with emotion for this man, this angel.

      I bit him, claimed him, over and over again until his blood flowed like a river down my throat.  I knew he couldn’t come inside me, that he couldn’t take that last step, but I wanted anyone who looked at him to know he was claimed. Even if the scars wouldn’t last. He was mine.

      Mine. Mine. Mine.

      And Sam… did the same.  Branding me with his goodness, ensuring that I was just as scarred and damaged as him.  Some would look at me with raised eyebrows, but most recognized wolf mating bites when they saw them.

      We finally collapsed, sated, covered in evidence of our passion and blood.  We held each other close, sharing air, simply existing in one quiet place during one quiet moment in time.  Content.

      When I woke the next morning, he was already awake and buckling his pants.  A steaming mug of coffee sat on the bedside table, waiting for me. I didn’t even question where it’d come from, assuming the cash he’d conjured to buy the drink was another “necessity.”

      I sat up, pulling a blanket over my nakedness just in case Bry toddled in.  I picked up the coffee and inhaled the aroma, letting it soothe me.  I watched Sam dress, marveling at his muscular frame, the perfectly carved lines of his muscles.  I remembered licking and tasting each one, pushing and taunting him with pleasure until he begged me to stop.  He bent to tug on his boots and I spied the markings on his back.  The shape of angelic wings shone brightly across his shoulders, like a tattoo etched in shimmering ink.

      I’d never seen them so bright.

      Everything else about Sam seemed brighter, too. His blue eyes shined like the clear sky of a sunny day. His hair shined a burnished blond and his skin tone seemed lighter, like he was losing his Florida tan.

      I carefully set the mug aside, clenching my fist to rid myself of any trembling. “Is there something you want to tell me?”

      He paused, shirt in his hands, and gave me his attention. “What do you mean?”

      Innocence. Feigned innocence.

      “Don’t give me that.” I shook my head. “You hardly look like a half-fallen anymore and I know all about what Gabriel said to you. He wouldn’t have offered you your feather if he didn’t think you were ready.”

      Ready to do good again.

      Ready to leave me.

      “It was an emergency situation.” Sam pulled his shirt over his head, the dark fabric stretching taut across his chest. “It doesn’t mean I’ve earned redemption.”

      “Sam.” I couldn’t keep the annoyance from my tone. “You helped destroy a demonic goddess who was out to usurp power from On High so she could wage war across the dimensions. I think that’s the sort of thing that gets His attention.”

      Sam tucked in his shirt, not meeting my gaze. “That doesn’t mean I’m an angel again.”

      “No,” I agreed with him. “But you’re a lot closer than you were before.”

      There was no way he could deny that truth.

      He looked at me, worry in his beautiful blue eyes. “Caith,” he murmured and lowered to a crouch in front of me. He ran his hands up my thighs, giving me a soft squeeze. “You know I love you, don’t you? I’d give up anything for you—even paradise.”

      I lowered my eyes and sipped my coffee, trying to disguise the rush of heat to my cheeks.  I didn’t know what to say. It was one thing to hear the man I loved offer to give up his divinity for me, but it was another to face the guilt from knowing what I took from him.

      He gave me another squeeze, thumbs tracing circles on my legs, the sheet keeping me from enjoying the feel of skin on skin.  “We will make this work. I promise you that.”

      “Yeah,” I said noncommittally, gaze still lowered. “Yeah, we will.”

      I didn’t want to admit my doubts.  He was an angel. I was just a melting pot of genetics with strong as Hell—literally—demon blood in my veins.  I didn’t know if I deserved his love or his vows, but I did know Sam was too good of a man to deny me.  Even if it also made him too good of a man for me to deserve.

      “I will see you tonight.” He leaned forward and gave me a kiss, something soft and sweet. “I’ll be taking Ania to meet with some of the other angels so they can arrange her safe passage home.”

      “See you tonight.” I nodded.

      Sam grabbed his jacket from a nearby chair and shrugged it on as he headed out the door.

      The door, not through a sparkling ray of sunlight.

      I swung my attention back to that chair and there, sitting in the middle where his jacket had laid moments before was…

      A single white feather.

      His trust staggered me. His faith in me overwhelming. His belief that I wouldn’t use this feather with evil intent consuming me.  I picked it up, twirling the pale feather between my fingers, it’s downy lightness tickling the tips.

      He gave me his feather.

      And I was selfish enough to keep it.
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